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 Prologue 
 
      
 
    “You told me he would live,” Yuri said, eyes fixed on the broken form of his Jarl as his body floated in the stasis chamber. 
 
    Yuri could not bring himself to look long at his broken Jarl. The man had pulled them through so much; from the loss of their former leader to the war that ensued between Valhalla Steel and the Fae after the betrayal. He watched the inexperienced Jarl make soul-crushing decisions that left thousands of their Clan dead, if only to save what few he could. Yuri still remembered the way Angus strode through the burning glade of the Uthweign bloodline, the flames eating up the trees around them a pale comparison to the fire that raged in Angus’ eyes. On that day he seemed invincible, but no longer.  
 
    To think that after all they had endured and sacrificed to get to Twilight City, a place where the European Fae held no power, the distant cousins of their ancient enemy had been the ones to bring Angus low.  
 
    No, the aging warrior told himself. The whole thing still reeked of European Fae, from the Redcaps that took part in the ambush to the precision of their strike. Their enemy had set aside differences with their kin in the Americas to settle a score with Angus, and it looked as if they would finally succeed.  
 
    A heavy weight seemed to compress Yuri’s chest, threatening to crush his heart, as the aged Thane surveyed the damage to the last of the Jarlson line. Helen sat on a nearby stool, dark skin contrasted by the pale liquid within the stasis chamber, her hand pressed against the glass. Bits of gunpowder residue left an imprint as she removed it. 
 
    The fluid surrounding Angus’ body was murky with blood, tattered flesh, and torn sinew. Exit wounds from rounds taken to the chest were accompanied by a wicked slash that caved in his collarbone. His broken hand, purple and swollen as it was, seemed insignificant compared to the rest of his injuries. Each wound was covered in what appeared to be clusters of tiny, tadpole-like organisms working to keep the man from joining their brothers and sisters in Valhalla. 
 
    Yuri hadn’t been able to get to Angus in time. The Fae ambush, coordinated with the Khan’s Sky Seekers, had split their convoy apart. Despite having carved a bloody path to his Jarl, he’d been too late. 
 
    “And he will live,” Glint said from the other side of the room, “if he is the type of man I suspect him to be.” 
 
    Yuri turned to face the Jarl’s newest ally and business partner, his augmented legs whirring as the servos adjusted for the movement. At full height Yuri towered over the man, his head not far from the ceiling of the small, sterile medical space. Even before the alterations to his body, Yuri had been larger than most, but with them he stood a giant amongst men. In a moment of guilt-wrought frustration, he activated God-Fist. The Hammer Mark V where his natural arm had once been, transitioned to a pistoned fist. The Runes covering the coveted augmentation filled the room in pale blue light.  
 
    Still in the combat weathered synth suit he wore when he came to Valhalla Steel’s aid, Glint raised an eyebrow. He looked from Yuri to the activated weapon as the power housed inside thrummed with potential violence. Ash and blood marred Glint’s normally well-kept appearance and part of his goatee looked to have been burned away. Though he sported no injuries, there were various collections of bullet holes that revealed Glint’s unmarred flesh beneath his battle attire, any number of which would have been a death sentence for a man. 
 
    But then, Glint was no man. 
 
    “He asked us to look after the clans,” Helen whispered, her slightly tilted eyes remaining focused on Angus, as if he were the only person left in the world. “Not destroy everything he fought so hard to build the moment he’s laid low.” 
 
    With her words, Yuri felt the fight go out of him and transitioned God-Fist out of combat mode. Glint wasn’t the enemy. In fact, if not for him, Angus would have bled out on the streets of Twilight City. He considered offering an apology but knew he wouldn’t. 
 
    “Keeping that in mind, we had best assess the situation at hand,” Glint said, as if the moment of potential violence had been but a figment of the imagination. “Considering the number of resources expended by the Fae, we need to capitalize on this victory.” 
 
    Yuri just stared at the man.  
 
    Not even an hour had passed since the Fae had finally been pushed back from their sudden and violent assault, and the man that wasn’t a man at all behaved as if they were in a simple business meeting. 
 
    “We’ve lost over thirty Huscarls in less than a day, one of our main munitions manufacturers is a crumbling ruin, and our Jarl is in the Valkyries arms as we speak. How could this possibly be considered a victory?” 
 
    Glint ignored the question and slowly walked up to the stasis chamber. He lay a hand on Helen’s shoulder, which seemed to draw her out of her brooding reverie. 
 
    “He’s not going anywhere my dear. I’m told he elevated you to Thane before he challenged Dullahan. If I am correct, your new title gives you a say in the decisions to come. Let us focus on matters we can control rather than those we cannot.” 
 
    There was a brief pause before she nodded and rose to join them. 
 
    Yuri knew he should have been the one to draw her back to address the situation. As a Thane, part of his duty was to look out for the Jarl’s interests and, as of late, Helen had become one of them.  
 
    Yuri was better suited as a Huscarl. He always had been. Give him a job and he’d get it done, put a target in front of him and he’d bring it down. Leading men in the heat of battle was one thing, but the behind-the-scenes work didn’t suit him at all. The Allfather had not designed him for such. 
 
    “It’s a victory,” Glint continued, “because your Jarl is NOT dead. The attack, while costly, did not succeed in achieving their overall goal, and” Glint said, pointing a finger at Angus, “An entire city block just watched that man kill a Fae legend. The blow to their reputation alone would be worth the cost.”  
 
    Yuri wanted to argue but remained silent. He had seen it with his own eyes and still struggled to understand what had occurred. Angus was a berserk. His father had been the same, but never to the degree he’d seen today. Any number of wounds taken in Angus’ mad attack on the Fae should have put him down, but the terrible darkness held within the man drove him beyond the reach of death.  
 
    Dullahan should have killed Angus, plain and simple. He was Fae Nobility. His kind were blessed with gifts beyond mortal man, and Dullahan was a prince amongst his kin. Yet he’d underestimated the blood madness within the young Jarl. 
 
    Yuri remembered the crimson-stained smile on Angus’ face, bright white on red, after he finished desecrating the body of the Fae Noble. His haunting roars echoing through the streets long after the last shot had been fired. Yuri recalled how quickly that gaze had turned on him and the fear that rose within him, the likes of which he’d not felt in years. It had been a shocking reminder of how dangerous the man was. 
 
    At that moment Yuri had stared into the face of death. The embodiment of the Allfather’s wrath. 
 
    “So, what do we do?” Yuri asked. 
 
    “Gather your Thanes and take count of the dead. Spread word that the Jarl lives. My Pack and I will offer additional protection while the clans recover.” 
 
    “What about Tenocore?” Helen asked, her back to Angus as if by a force of will. “They’ve ignored our conflicts so far, but there was enough damage done in the Lower Business District that they’ll be forced to act to maintain order.” 
 
    Glint tugged at what remained of his burned goatee, “I have a meeting scheduled tomorrow evening with a Tenocore representative. Considering the only connection they have to this altercation is through the Khan and his Sky Seekers, I doubt they’ll do more than increase Peacemaker presence in the area. If that changes, you’ll be the first to know.” 
 
    Helen nodded and Yuri was glad to see the woman fall into the role she’d been given. Angus elevated those he trusted, and while the fool boy put more trust in him than Yuri felt he deserved, the Jarl made a sound decision when he chose Helen. If he survived, they would be a formidable pair. 
 
    “How long until he can be seen by the clans?” Yuri asked. “The death toll was high. They’ll need proof he still draws breath.” 
 
    Glint paused at that, “A week, if he makes it through today.” 
 
    Yuri spared a glance back to Angus, remembering the child he had been. As a boy the Jarl followed Yuri and Angus’ father—the previous Jarl—all about their former headquarters, an eager pup longing only to join the pack. That was back when they still held the Jotunheim Mountain range, one of the few places that could function outside the jurisdictions of any of the Great Cities. Uncle Yuri, Angus had called him, eyes bright and full of hope. The boy had become something of a son to an aging war dog without any offspring of his own. 
 
    “A week it is,” Yuri said, preparing himself for the tasks ahead. 
 
    He failed the boy once already, Allfather damn him if he did it again. 
 
     
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    Angus leaned against the support beam overlooking the shooting range where the newest Youngbloods went through morning drills. The massive circular training area, which had been erected at Valhalla Steel’s main headquarters, was easily a quarter mile in circumference. There were small rooms off to one side which his Thanes and team leaders would use to discuss urban combat tactics and strategy with their teams, while along the other side were lockers and some bunks where Youngbloods were housed before becoming Huscarls. Below it all was the industrial 3D printer that would create physical buildings out of recycled plastics for training operations. It was a fine facility, one that had taken no small amount of creds to finance, but well worth it. 
 
    His lungs still carried a dull ache from the exertion of climbing the flight of stairs to reach the upper level. Occasionally he shifted his weight to lean over the railing only to find the beam put ungodly pressure on his still healing collarbone. His body was a network of various pains and minor agonies, but it was good. Good in the sense it was the kind of pain that paved the way for growth.  
 
    The same could be said for Valhalla Steel; ravaged but moving forward. 
 
    After the Fae’s failed attempt to bring his business to its knees, Valhalla Steel rebounded better than he could have hoped, despite their main source of munitions manufacturing having been brought to a standstill. Only the stockpiles hidden in different caches around the city allowed Valhalla Steel to maintain business with only a minor delay. His second foundry had already been repurposed to split production between arms and ammunition while the second foundry was rebuilt.  
 
    It hadn’t been without a steep price, of course. Some thirty-two Huscarls and nearly twice that in non-military personnel had gone to the afterlife. Most of those had been during the attack on his foundries, but a number comprised of his Muninn and Huginn informants. Half of his intelligence organization had either been killed or vanished from the city. The worst losses were the families living outside of Valhalla Steel territory. Two belonged to the Baardsen Clan and another with the Halfdans; innocent lives, sent to Hel’s cold embrace simply for having blood ties to Valhalla Steel. Wergild would be paid once again; he would make sure of that.  
 
    The flames of the past tugged his memories; flashes of a Fae Glade set ablaze. Gunfire echoed in his mind, along with the screams of bloodletting and pain. All from a day forever etched into memory. 
 
    What was more blood to an already drowning conscious? 
 
    Angus felt a dull ache in his recently broken hand, and realized he was white-knuckling the railing, then let go.  
 
    Valhalla Steel’s reputation had grown beyond anything he could have imagined in so short a time. New contracts were acquired every day and doors opened to untapped avenues of profit. The Fae had long established themselves as a dominant power in the Lower Business District and throughout the Outskirts of Twilight City. When the people who lived here witnessed one of the most feared Fae Nobles killed by a mere man, it opened avenues of business that had previously closed their doors. It showed that, at least in this portion of the city, the Fae’s dominance was in contention. 
 
    Their attempt to cripple his organization failed, and he would capitalize upon it. 
 
    Angus recalled most of that day up until the moment he had gone after Dullahan. He recalled the desperation in his Huscarls’ eyes as they withstood the fury of the Fae and their Sky Seeker allies, the feeling of helplessness as he realized there was no hope of escape. More than anything he remembered the rage building within him, the darkness he’d always fought to keep restrained, and how it screamed to be released. 
 
    And release it he had. 
 
    Angus’ heart picked up a beat as bits of the confrontation came back to him. Aksel’s suicidal charge, clearing the path to the Fae Royal. The booming laughter and fell magic that emanated from his foe as he slaughtered Angus’ people. For the first time in years, the overwhelming need to kill tore away the mask of humanity Angus hid behind. 
 
    The ache in his collar began to build, distracting him from memories that threatened to take him back to that day. Now wasn’t the time to dwell on the past. Today was for the future. 
 
    Yuri stood off to the side, the giant, augmented Thane evaluating the Youngbloods’ progress within the recreated wreckage of a 3D-printed building. Off to the side, another team waited their turn. The current group of five practiced reloading while offering covering fire in an enclosed space. Live fire bean bag ammunition was used by fast moving drones to add a touch of risk to the situation.  
 
    The current team was struggling. Already one of their numbers was down, the man cradling his arm where the modified round had taken him. The rest were losing their ability to balance outgoing fire with incoming drones while their position slowly became compromised. Occasionally, he caught a solid litany of curses from the team leader, a snarling young man with a shaved head and brawling scars on his face. Angus recognized him as belonging to the Baardsen Clan but couldn’t remember his name. 
 
    The teams weren’t meant to ‘win’ in this scenario. It was designed to instill discipline and measure a group’s mental stamina. It didn’t matter how many drones they could bring down, though it did help to keep an eye out for superior marksmanship. What mattered most was the length of time they could hold out before being overrun or exhausting their ammunition. If anything, it was a measure of how long they could remain calm. 
 
    The recruits hadn’t been told this, of course. So, in their minds, they were meant to beat the situation and figure out how to come out on top. All of which led to the reason he decided to attend; he wanted to up the pressure and see how they reacted when their Jarl was in attendance.  
 
    Angus would see Valhalla Steel rising to prominence in the world once more, but he couldn’t do it with weak-willed warriors. The herd would need to be culled before his organization could move forward. 
 
    Yuri acknowledged Angus’ presence when he first arrived, ensuring that all the recruits knew their employer was watching. Even now, he could feel the eyes of the Youngbloods flashing his direction as the scenario unfolded. Angus made it a point of arriving just before the first group and avoided expressing any kind of reaction that might indicate how he felt about a team’s performance. To do anything else would alter the outcome. Of the four teams that had gone so far, the current group was on track to close the gap and claim the lead for themselves. Unfortunately, Angus could see what would keep them from taking it.  
 
    A Youngblood, short of stature but with natural speed untouched by modification was making a show of taking out drones. In all honesty, Agnus could appreciate the young warrior’s skill. The drone dodge algorithms had been altered to increase the difficulty of being taken out. Even as they darted in increasingly random zig-zag patterns, the Youngblood managed to take out seven so far; two more than anyone else. An impressive display, but misplaced. The team leader tried to call the man out, only to be ignored.  
 
    Then, in an act of foolish bravado, the Youngblood rose from cover. One of his team attempted to pull him back down but was shrugged off. The Youngblood snapped off two shots with his carbine and dropped the same number of incoming drones before dropping back to cover. His teammate, pulled out of place by his attempts to cover the man was riddled with bean bags as he tried to get to cover. With a man down and a sudden lack of outgoing fire, new drones arrived and the team was quickly overrun, placing them second overall. 
 
    The last to fall, of course, was the reckless warrior. He moved with a confidence that spoke depths of whatever training he had received before coming here. Never stopping long enough for the drones to pick him off, he moved from cover to cover, managing to avoid the bean bags and take down one more drone before they circled around and put him down in a flurry of rounds. It was a better showing than most of his Huscarls could manage, and Angus prided himself in their ability to act under pressure. 
 
    The sharp klaxon call of an alarm sounded as the warrior went down. The remaining drones disengaged and returned to their housing ports, leaving the Youngbloods to pick each other up. A few limped as they made their way out of the training area, cradling fresh bruises, save for the bald leader and the overconfident upstart who were in a heated exchange that looked to be coming close to blows. Yuri barked an order, and the upstart was about to back down when the team leader shoved him. 
 
    Then the fight was on. 
 
    The Baardsen threw a haymaker that his opponent sidestepped before landing a quick series of jabs followed by a kick to the side of the bald warrior’s knee that dropped him. Angus paid little mind to the rest of the fight as he made his way down to the training area to address the issue.  
 
    Moving hurt.  
 
    Dull, tugging pain darted through his chest and abdomen. The left side of his body felt heavy as the recovering collapsed lung restricted his breathing. Angus’ insides felt like they’d been used as a punching bag in an augmented fighting gym, but he resisted the urge to slow his pace or grab the railing as he walked down the staircase. He was Jarl, and the recruits had to see him as more than a man, even when he knew he wasn’t. 
 
    Despite the fight being broken up between the two Youngbloods, those not directly involved were taking notice of his approach and stepped aside. The two warriors were still trying to work toward each other when Yuri’s voice boomed across the training area. 
 
    “Jarl on the grounds!” 
 
    The words stopped both men cold and the rest of their team stepped back, leaving the two to stand before him. The Baardsen and the upstart both dipped their heads in respect. The Baardsen seemed to find his feet to be the most interesting thing in the room while the upstart maintained eye contact. Closer now, Angus gave the little man a look-over, noticing the slant in his eyes and faint tint to his skin. On his forearms were jade and gold tattooed depictions of grinning Foo Dogs standing on cherry blossoms. The reason the warrior stood out suddenly made sense. 
 
    “You’re the Stone Dog from Kira?” Angus asked. 
 
    The Youngblood nodded, a pleased smile starting to form. 
 
    “Akio Kanda, son of Hatari Kanda.” 
 
    He’d known about the Stone Dog’s arrival just before the Fae ambush. It had been part of a business arrangement with his partners in the Imperial City of Kira. An old tradition that built bonds of loyalty between two powers judging each other’s worth. They offered to send one of their own to train under his guidance in exchange for a considerable discount on sulfur and one of his Huscarls joining the Stone Dogs. Angus hadn’t been thrilled about the idea, but conceded and sent a willing member of the Hardin Clan. With everything that transpired since, he’d forgotten about the transfer, and forgetting details wasn’t something he made a habit of.  
 
    Hatari Kanda was one of the top-ranking authorities in the Stone Dog operation. Hatari wished to understand how Angus’ warriors were trained and wanted one of his sons to work through the ranks to better comprehend how Valhalla Steel operated. Having a Stone Dog in his ranks was an honor, considering how tightly the Kanda Stone Dogs kept to their own. 
 
    Angus turned to the young Baardsen, “Tell me what went wrong.” 
 
    The Baardsen glanced over at the Stone Dog and Angus could see the animosity there. 
 
    “This bastard,” the Baardsen growled. “Refuses to obey orders, complains that we aren’t progressing fast enough, and shows no respect for my position.” 
 
    Angus glanced over at Akio, “Is this true?” 
 
    The Stone Dog shrugged, “If this moon face had an ounce of knowledge I might pay him the respect he craves. As it stands, he does not deserve the position he has as team leader.” 
 
    The Baardsen’s cheeks went red, “Do you see?” 
 
    “I do,” Angus said. 
 
    Then Angus threw a right hook into Akio’s midsection. The Stone Dog’s eyes went wide as the air left his lungs and he crumbled to the ground. The sudden movement sent a wave of sharp agony through his chest, accompanied by what he could only describe as tears in the muscle around his abdomen. It was enough to nearly bring him to his knees, but he forced himself to remain calm, at least on the outside. Half of being a leader was how you were perceived, and right now he had a point to prove.  
 
    The pain was short lived as the nano-technology Glint had put inside of him went to work. In the places he’d felt the tearing, his body went numb and the areas around the re-injured wounds gave a faint tickle as the nanites went to work. Angus turned to the Baardsen and saw a glimmer of satisfaction there.  
 
    It wouldn’t last long. 
 
    “He’s not wrong,” Angus said, loud enough that everyone would hear. “A team leader’s responsibility is to set himself as an authority. It is to take responsibility for the actions of your followers. You allowed this to go on too long and only decided to do something when I arrived. Had you grown some stones and taken steps to lower his ego before today, you wouldn’t have lost your position as team lead.” 
 
    Walking over to the Baardsen, he tore off the Valknut insignia on the man’s uniform. If Angus had thought his face couldn’t get any redder, he was proven wrong. The man stood there, hand slowly reaching up to where the insignia had been, grasping for something that no longer existed while Angus made his way toward Yuri. 
 
    “Assign a new team leader and push the Stone Dog through to an active team,” he told Yuri. “He needs a challenge beyond this basic training. By the Allfather, he should have gone straight on to Huscarl from the start.” 
 
    “Kanda requested that he begin at the lowest rank and work his way up,” Yuri said, a sheepish grin on his face. “I’d have done it myself, but I wanted you to see him in action. Not bad, eh?” 
 
     Angus ignored the good-humored Thane. “Sigurd’s team could use a marksman. Assign him to her team and let the Runa break him in.” 
 
    Yuri nodded and turned to address one of the nearby Huscarls while Angus continued to make his way out of the training area. The trauma to his body, dulled as it might be, was already causing him to feel fatigued. Nanotech, while an amazing and highly expensive form of medical treatment, still took a toll. The nanites inside him could create a certain amount of synthetic material to mend the body by converting available caloric energy. It would draw from fat reserves if that wasn’t enough. If the body did not have enough fat, the nanites would begin to draw from muscle tissue, though it would likely never get to that point. 
 
    Nanotech only became risky if you didn’t manage yourself properly. Glint made sure  Angus understood before he left the medical facility in the Lower Business District of Twilight City. They would deactivate in another month, but until then, he needed to be on an increased diet. His little stunt with the eager Stone Dog was putting the nanites into overdrive. As it stood, Angus was becoming all too aware that he had skipped his morning meal.  
 
    The whirring of servos gave away Yuri’s approach as he caught up. 
 
    “You’re pushing too hard Little Jarl,” the old Thane said. 
 
    “I’m fine,” Angus said, even as he steadied himself against the corridor wall, well away from the eyes of the Youngbloods. He couldn’t be seen as weak in front of his followers, but Yuri was different. The old man had seen him at his best and worst, and there were few secrets between them. 
 
    “You should be dead,” Yuri began. “It would be best if you went back to your quarters and let your body heal. You are no good to us if you can’t—” 
 
    “If I can't what?” Angus snapped, sudden anger burning through the fatigue. “I don’t need a nursemaid to follow me around telling me what I can and cannot do. The Clans need leadership, now more than ever. How about you fulfill your role as Thane and train our Youngbloods and I’ll fulfill mine as Jarl, yes?” 
 
    The massive Thane stopped and looked down at him, thick brows furrowed, but otherwise unfazed by Angus’ outburst. 
 
    “You done?” Yuri asked, pulling a protein bar from a pouch at his side and offering it to his Jarl. 
 
    Angus let out a steady breath and felt the anger fade to a manageable level. He knew better than to think his position as Jarl would change how Yuri spoke to him. It never mattered before, why now? It was what he loved most about the old war dog and what equally annoyed him. Yuri would likely speak his mind to the Allfather himself without batting an eye. 
 
    Besides, he told himself, Yuri was right, he was no good to anyone if he crippled himself. Yet his work was far from done. There was still a meeting with Glint and a check on the remnants of the foundry and Workshop. He couldn’t afford to spend any more time resting. 
 
    “Did you want to chew it up for me first?” Angus asked, taking the offered bar. 
 
    Yuri snorted. 
 
    “Do you think it’s wise to put the Stone Dog with Sigurd’s team?” The Thane asked. “The Runa still grieves her brother’s passing. Baldr would be a better fit.” 
 
    Angus tried to eat the protein bar slowly but ended up devouring half of it before answering. “She needs something to take her mind away from the loss. Baldr is already managing the patrol teams in the Outskirts. His hands are full.” 
 
    The big man shrugged, the Hammer Mark IV where his right arm had been replaced gave off a faint whirring as the servos accommodated the movement. 
 
    “That could end poorly. A shield maiden with her temper might kill him.” 
 
    “Was the Stone Dog still down when I left?” Angus asked. 
 
    “No. Popped up as you were walking away,” Yuri said, then added, “He’s not just a Stone Dog either.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “He’s a former Blossom Collector as well.” 
 
    Angus took a moment to take that in. The significance of the Stone Dogs lending not only a son but one who was an accomplished assassin was something to keep in mind.  
 
    “He’ll be fine. If she maims him, then a lesson will be learned, and the Stone Dogs will understand. His father assured me that, should he fall, no ill will would be had between us.” 
 
    “Cold bastards, aren’t they?” 
 
    Angus shrugged, “They’ve been under Imperial control for years, cold is an understatement.” He stretched his ever-tightening muscles, feeling small spurts of pain as he did so. “Speak with her on my behalf and we’ll see how it plays out. Any word from her father?” 
 
    Angus went to take another bite of the protein bar, only to find he’d finished it. He’d need to get something else to eat before his meeting with Glint. 
 
    “Still in mourning. The Muninn we sent to check in says the Runesmith has warded himself inside his home with Aksel’s body. The man couldn’t even reach the door to knock.” 
 
    Angus swallowed a curse. He needed the Runa patriarch working again but wouldn’t press the issue. One didn’t demand anything of those who spoke the Allfather’s tongue, even if business suffered. The Runesmith’s position amongst the Clans was sacred. 
 
    “Nothing to be done about it then.” 
 
    Satisfied the pain was dulled and he could walk without altering his stride, they left the training portion of the compound, making their way past the open grounds where the stone figures of the Aesir stood. Yuri stopped by the depiction of Odin and gazed upon the stone with an unerring certainty of a man that held to his faith above all things. Angus was about to ask why but saw the distant look in the old Thane’s eyes as he ran his flesh and blood hand along the stone. 
 
    “Almost like they were back home, but they don’t hold the power of the original stones,” the Thane said. “Do you speak to them?” 
 
    “The stones?” 
 
    “The gods.” 
 
    Angus stared up at the effigy of the Allfather. The one-eyed deity stared back down at him, as if measuring his worth. The last he’d seen of the original had been when they’d fled their home. The baying cries of the Fae kill teams echoed in his mind as the remaining Huscarls stayed behind to protect the aero-lift pad. The stones of the Aesir, which had stood for centuries, were likely little more than bits of rubble now. 
 
    “I haven’t spoken to them since father passed.” 
 
    Yuri gave a disapproving grunt, “Perhaps you should. They have watched over our people for centuries. It would be good for the Clans to see you honor the Old Ways.” 
 
    Angus watched Yuri, seeing again the augmented legs and arm that made up over half of his body. A vast portion of his physical self had been given in service to the Jarlson Clan. How could a man who endured so much still hold to his beliefs with such conviction? 
 
    “I honor the traditions, my friend. The Clans know this well enough. What I try to avoid is making a habit of speaking to the dead, be it men or gods.” 
 
    He could see Yuri’s eyes dim and knew his words hurt, but Angus was not the sort to lie to a friend. 
 
    “Let’s get moving. It will be good to have you at my side when I speak with Glint.” 
 
    Yuri shook his head, “You go on, Little Jarl. I’ve matters to attend to.” 
 
    Angus gave the old Thane one last look, seeing Yuri’s eyes turned back to the depiction of the Allfather. 
 
    “As you wish.” 
 
    The Thane nodded to him and knelt before the stone while Angus made his way to the aero-lift. Perhaps he was wrong and the Allfather had a plan for them after all? Perhaps… 
 
    No, he told himself. Angus knew the pain the world had to offer. He had seen most of his family and friends from his youth slaughtered before his eyes. If the gods were real, then surely they turned a blind eye to the deeds of the mortals they had breathed into being.  
 
    Heart heavier than he would have liked, Angus made his way to the aero-lift alone and prepared himself for a meeting with his newest ally. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Ahearn sat beneath the shade of the great yew, eyes focused on the vast branches that stretched toward the others of its kind. The earth beneath his bare feet was soft and supple, ready to grow whatever seed might try to take root. Instead of the hustle and toil of the vast monstrosity that was Twilight City, birdsong and a steady breeze were all that drifted through this place. Who would have believed that atop the high-rises owned by the Fae—his people— that a forest could be found? It was something unheard of in the vast reaches of Twilight City, and Ahearn had taken to this place as if he had never left the mire below all those years ago.  
 
    Ahearn drew a deep breath, feeling a familiar sense of belonging that came unbidden and naturally within this place. He could feel the world around him, every living thing from the nest of robins in the Great Yew above him, to the Standing Stones emanating their ancient magic around the border of the amphitheater located further off within the rooftop forest. It was a return to something larger than himself. He felt as if this was how his people were meant to live, above the smog and meaninglessness of the human-dominated world below. The stones were alive, just like the plants and animals that existed here. He could even hear them speaking some nights, though their tongue was ancient beyond the Gaelic he knew. It was similar enough that he could understand a word or two, but little more. 
 
    Some things were beyond even the long lives of his people. Secrets held by the Sidhe ruling class and kept only for those who could access the Old Magic. He tried to learn it in his youth, but without access to the power of his blood, it would never be.  
 
    This place had been exactly what he needed. It was hard to believe he dreaded it so much, but then again he had turned away from such things in the last century. Old traditions were hard to hold when they left such a bitter taste. After his father had been killed by the Jarl, Ahearn decided to go into mourning. It had been more out of a sense of duty to his mother than any real desire on his part. A last attempt to respect the Fae who sired him. 
 
    Ahearn stood and walked to the plot of earth where his father’s remains had been placed. With the naked eye, one wouldn’t know a body had been laid to rest in this place. Yet he could feel his father’s spirit. It was powerful, even in death. The Old Magic had been strong in him, and he would have been proud to pass it on, if only he had a worthy son. 
 
    “If only, father,” Ahearn said, pressing his hand into the earth. “It seems I’ve always been your ‘if only’.” 
 
    Ahearn sensed his father’s presence so strongly he could almost smell him, almost hear his ravaged voice… almost feel his disappointment. 
 
    Ahearn learned long ago he could sense the Old Magic. Sense it, but never touch it. It had driven him to dizzying heights of frustration when he had been younger. The Kin Council had brought him here countless times, hoping that whatever barrier existed between himself and the ancient power of their people would finally crumble. After a decade of various trials and methods to break through the barrier, ranging anywhere from starvation to near death exposure, they had given up and Ahearn was removed from any training the Sidhe had to offer.  
 
    As their attention shifted away, so too did his father’s love. 
 
    Ahearn had been given a place to live and a job selling chems to the lesser inhabitants of Twilight City before being discarded by almost everyone once involved in his life. After so long spent thinking he would become something great amongst the Kin—a Sidhe whose power might rival that of his mother—he found reality too difficult to bear. And so he dabbled in his own product, finding release in the sweet alteration of mind and body. It was considered beneath the Kin to imbibe in their own chems—beyond foolish. It was a death wish only the Woad would partake in. Yet he had come so close to dying in his attempts to obtain the status of Sidhe that the chems provided more nostalgia than any sense of danger. He became something of a social pariah when it became known he was an addict. Few of the Kin, his father included, would interact with him. Removed even further from the pedestal he had fallen from, Ahearn quickly learned just how far it was to reach the bottom. 
 
    A small tinge of resentment intruded on the peace he found here. In the weeks Ahearn spent in isolation, he had gone through a whole host of emotions. He vented his rage on the second day. Discontentment and deep-seated resentment from years of being an outcast rose to the surface, and he found himself ripping and tearing at the gravesite, decimating the plants that sought to grow from it. He’d taken a sharp stone and carved blasphemies in the nearby yew tree, only to find his markings removed when he woke the next morning. Exhausted, he realized the futility of his anger and finally collapsed into a weeping mess at his father’s gravesite. Eventually he turned the stone on himself, cutting into his flesh where he’d once plunged so many needles. 
 
    They too had healed. 
 
    Nothing he did in this place changed. No fit of rage or self-harm had any lasting effect, and that, he learned, was the point. It was the sole lesson he learned after weeks spent in solitude. Nothing he did would matter, not when measured against time. The only change that occurred and remained constant were the plants that sprouted from his father’s resting place. Only growth remained and he had come to accept it. 
 
    For the first time in recent memory, Ahearn felt content. The writhing touch of addiction was but a distant memory. The ever-lingering sins of his life regressed, both those committed and endured. Here in this hidden forest above the rest of the world, he was at peace. 
 
    A sudden sensation drifted to him through the soil and he knew his Kin had arrived. The peace he found slowly threatened to flee from his heart, replaced with a growing anxiety. Two were brothers and the last a sister of the Kin, and all three were Sidhe. He could sense the Old Magic within them, feel it feeding off and offering nourishment in turn to those it filled. It would be foolish to believe they would allow him to remain here longer than he already had, yet some part of him wished it so. It had been decades since he felt any sense of calm, and now it was about to vanish. Still, he would face the Kin as a different man than the one he had been when he first arrived. At the very least, he could meet their eyes without guilt weighing him down. 
 
    Rising from his father’s grave, Ahearn turned to face whomever arrived. When he did, he immediately felt his determination falter as he recognized the first. 
 
    Seemingly untouched by time, though ancient by Fae standards, Bricrui emerged first from the tree line. Above all Sidhe who worked with Ahearn in his youth, Bricrui had invested the most time with him, and the ancient Fae had been the harshest teacher. Ahearn always suspected a certain cruelty in him, but had been told that the first generation, those who traversed the Atlantic and settled in what once were the Americas, had been a harsh group. Ahearn’s father had been of a similar nature, so he knew full well how cold they could be. Yet Bricrui managed to go several steps further.  
 
    The second to emerge was a handspan taller than the others and built more akin to a Follower of Woad than a Sidhe, save for the absence of blue tattoos. His bare chest, heavier muscled than most Fae he encountered, sported several puckered scars from old injuries. The closer he got, the more Ahearn felt a subtle difference in the power that flowed through him. There was a primal sensation that reminded him of a feral predator, and a strangely familiar look to his eyes and nose. 
 
    Last came another familiar face, but instead of the dread he felt upon seeing one of his old teachers, a terrible weight of guilt accompanied this one. His mother’s eyes fixed on him and he could see both concern and conflicted duty within that stare. No doubt a concern for her son that had gone astray, and a duty for her role amongst the Kin. Of all those who abandoned him, his mother had not been amongst their numbers. If anything, he had been the one to turn his back on her. How many times had she reached out to him, only to be ignored? Com-calls, random visits in person, a list of attempts that spanned all the years since his absence. 
 
    Ahearn barely managed to keep his eyes from turning away. He only resisted the urge to stare at his feet by focusing on his former teacher. At least he could focus his resentment at that ancient Fae. He was no longer a child and would no longer fear the monsters of his youth. 
 
    The ancient Sidhe looked him up and down, his face unmoving.  
 
    “Have you learned the lesson offered by this sacred place?” Bricrui asked, the singsong nature of his voice cutting through the birdsong and seeming to silence it. 
 
    “I have.” 
 
    “Then speak it,” his mother said, her voice light and lilting. 
 
    When mortals heard a Fae speak, it was the musical quality that stood out, but it was so much more than that. Upon hearing his mother’s voice, a brief imprint of who she was, as a Fae, appeared in his mind. Hers, while delicate, gave the impression of duty, focus and authority—yet focused to a point. It revealed who she was to any Fae she met. Bricrui’s, on the other hand, was deep with ancient knowledge and carried an eel-like slickness to it. To his people, the tone of one’s voice was as individually identifying as human fingerprints, but on a far more personal level. One could not alter their voice, and to do so was almost sinful. 
 
    Ahearn’s eyes drifted along the trunk of the tree he attempted to mar before traveling down to the grave of his father and scarifying  his arms. He knew the answer, but felt once more as if he were a student again. Straightening up, Ahearn held his former tutor’s gaze with one of his own. He would meet the cruel Sidhe as if he were a peer.  
 
    “Growth is the only action that stands the test of time.” 
 
    A small smile tugged at the side of his mother’s mouth and Ahearn felt a surge of pride that stopped only when he saw the sadness in her eyes. Had he answered wrong?  
 
    “He learns,” Bricrui said. 
 
    The tall Sidhe remained silent. For whatever reason, Ahearn had the feeling Bricui was less than impressed. It was, perhaps, the manner in which he held himself. Meanwhile, he couldn’t shake the feeling of familiarity that surrounded the new, scarred Sidhe, but he couldn’t quite put his finger on exactly what it was. If anything it just brought more questions to mind. He knew most of the Sidhe in Twilight City. They were a tight-knit group, one he had been a part of his entire life before being cast aside. So, unless the newcomer was a new addition to their order, he would have had to come from elsewhere. Yet the only branch of the Kin he’d heard of amongst the Great Cities had been in Centennial, and no one had made contact with them in years.  
 
    “One can learn without understanding,” the unknown Sidhe said, his voice heavy with Gaelic influence. 
 
    It was only when Ahearn heard the voice that he realized who this Fae had to be. The impression his voice gave was that of the oak, unyielding and powerful, yet filled with aspiration. It was similar to Ahearn’s father, as his mother had once described. 
 
    “I don’t claim to understand everything, Uncle Calma, but true growth doesn’t come instantly. It builds over time.” 
 
    His mind was racing. Why would his father’s brother, a highly ranked Noble of the European Kin, be here? He’d known an alliance was forming, especially when the Redcaps joined his father in attacking Valhalla Steel, but why would he be here now?  
 
    Calma dipped his head ever so slightly, as if grudgingly acknowledging Ahearn for the first time. “Well said.” 
 
    “And does the barrier still exist between you and the Power of your blood?” This from Bricrui, who seemed to await the answer like a viper beneath a rock, coiled and ready to strike. 
 
    Ahearn finally managed to hold his mother’s eyes, fearful of what he might see when he gave his answer. “It does.” 
 
    This time his mother looked away, but he could see the tears forming in her eyes. The weight of guilt that followed seemed to squeeze the very breath from his lungs. What he’d thought to be a time of mourning was actually another attempt to break the barrier. Guilt warred with betrayal as realization sank in. The peace he found here crumbled away as truth was revealed. This had all been one last test to see if he could access the power within him.  
 
    Ahearn found himself wishing his mother would just look at him, while praying she wouldn’t at the same time. He opened his mouth to voice his outrage when Bricrui cut him off.  
 
    “Excellent.” 
 
    That stopped him in his tracks. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Ahearn asked. 
 
    The ancient Sidhe stepped forward, placing a hand on Ahearn’s shoulder. For a moment he considered brushing it aside, but this was the closest thing to praise he’d ever received from the Fae. That was enough to hold his tongue, if only for a moment. 
 
    “You have been through a great deal Ahearn. You managed to withstand the trials of your youth as well as the burden of exile from your true calling. While you have gone down a dark path, you have proven you are prepared to have the barrier removed.” 
 
    Ahearn was speechless. He could barely comprehend what he was being told. That was it? The exile, the menial jobs he had been given for the better part of thirteen years... It couldn’t be that simple, could it? He turned to his mother, but she still refused to look at him. Shouldn’t she be proud? 
 
    The old Sidhe nodded and smiled. Whatever the intended effect, Ahearn didn’t find the expression comforting. “Erie, escort your son to bid a final farewell over his father’s grave. Ahearn’s training must begin as soon as possible.” 
 
    “My training?” 
 
    Ahearn’s heart raced at this sudden turn of events. Long buried aspirations came rushing back as his mother walked forward to take his arm and kneel with him before his father’s grave. The weight of failure slowly began to lift, only to halt its progress as he knelt beside her, seeing the tears falling from her eyes. Perhaps they were tears of joy? Joy that her son was finally becoming what she always wanted him to be? 
 
    Yet, even as the mild thought of hope rose to the surface, the look of despair in her eyes quickly quashed it. 
 
    “Mother, why are you crying?” he asked, just as he felt the presence of the other two Sidhe above him. 
 
    A surge of the Old Magic emanated from Bricrui and roots darted up from the earth, tethering Ahearn’s arms and legs and holding him in place. Panic flooded his system and he tried to fight his way free, but the roots held him in place. A firm hand grabbed his hair and pulled his head back, exposing his neck.  
 
    Bricrui walked around to stand before him, his face calm as he looked down at Ahearn.  
 
    “Growth is just a part of the lesson, Ahearn. Listen close, for there is another to be learned.” The Sidhe leaned forward, running a calloused hand along Ahearn’s cheek. “The forest is eternal, as are her guardians. Whatever dies in one season can be reborn the next. Dullahan is dead, but he will live on through you. Like your father before you, the barrier must be broken to fulfill your place.” 
 
    Ahearn screamed as he fought against the bonds that held him. Like a wild animal caught in a trap, he thrashed and howled, knowing it would do no good, but unable to stop himself. Then something cold slipped across his throat, followed by a white, hot pain.  
 
    The hand holding his head back released, but the roots kept him upright. He could hear the patter of his blood as it pooled onto his father’s resting place and his strength quickly began to fade. With what little of it remained, he managed to turn to look at his mother, only to see the knife in her blood-stained hands. 
 
    She was sobbing. 
 
    He tried to ask her why. Why would she do this to her son? How could she? But the world was fading away. Just as he began to embrace the darkness that awaited him, a massive source of energy flowed into him from the earth below and the Old Magic flooded through him. He could feel it, touch it, embrace it, but knew there was a price to be paid. There were no words, but the offer lay heavy on his soul. Take what was offered or bleed out into the earth. Ahearn didn’t wait to consider, nor did he care, he simply didn’t want to die. He accepted whatever the price would be, and the Power filled him completely. 
 
    When he opened his eyes, he saw the world anew. Every strand of life the forest had to offer, as if gazing at the intricacies of Creation itself. Here, in this sacred place, he saw how it all was connected. 
 
    “Welcome back,” Bricrui said. 
 
    “It is good to walk the world again,” Ahearn said, knowing the words belonged to both him and a new consciousness that claimed him. 
 
    A surge of memories spanning back beyond his grasp of time filled his mind. It was so much that if he focused on any particular part, the images that rushed in with clarity caused his head to throb. Everything else was secondary. The first memory that came to mind was a steady repeat of what he had just undergone. He watched as hundreds of his bloodline stood before the Yew, a relic as ancient as the Fae themselves, and spilled their lifeblood into its roots. He was Ahearn, Dullahan, and any number of names that had taken the role of the Guardian Spirit that now filled him. 
 
    Thousands of memories spanning eons flowed into him, and the pain in his head intensified. Faint at first, the number of memories overwhelming his senses became too much, and it began to feel as if someone was beating his head like a drum. He could feel the vines release him, yet he was unable to rise. The world spun, then darkened as he struggled to remain conscious. Before the darkness and pain could topple him, one particular memory sprang to the forefront of his mind: A crimson-soaked man with wild green eyes and a blood-drunk smile.  
 
    Ahearn felt fear and humility, but more than anything there was a newfound hatred that burned in his chest, stronger than any he had known before. This was the enemy of his people, the Glade Burner, and Ahearn would bring him to his knees. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Sigurd stood outside her father’s home and the light drizzle of rain soaking her clothes became a forgotten annoyance. Her feet refused to move from the steadily growing puddle around her boots. The heavy scent of rain filled the air, cutting back the general musk of food vendors one street over while she told herself what she already knew. 
 
    She shouldn’t be here.  
 
    In fact, a few hours from now she was supposed to meet with the newest member of her team, a Stone Dog sent over from the Imperial City of Kira. Yuri told her the Jarl had specifically assigned the man to her team, and that missive carried a great deal of weight. She knew it was vital to test the warrior out, but felt compelled to come here first regardless. Training a new Huscarl to work with a team could take anywhere from a few days to several weeks, depending on cooperation and capability of the new warrior, yet there was no telling when she would have the free time to check in on her father again. 
 
    Her father had been completely unresponsive following Aksel’s death. No communication of any sort had passed between them, and the burial rites for her brother had yet to be completed. For weeks she had endured the loss of her best friend, with no family to fall back on. The Shield Bearers, her recently acquired team of Huscarls, tried to offer their condolences in their own way, but chems and booze were a poor balm for the pain in her heart. Such distractions only led to a broken life. 
 
    Eventually she forced her feet into action and approached her father’s doorstep. At least it wasn’t the place she had grown up, and for that she was glad. Trapped in an overcrowded section of the Outskirts, a constant target for chem addicts and roaming gangs, they had done what was required of them to keep afloat in those days. Between Aksel and herself, there wasn’t a month gone by when they didn’t have to put some chemmed out dreg into the ground.  
 
    Gazing down at her arms, she accessed the Runes inscribed along the bones of her arms and muscle tissue. Engaging the Runes in her body was as easy as breathing, like deciding to sprint or walk. It required a simple thought and the Allfather’s power would surge through her. Seeing the deep orange glow beneath her flesh, she held her arm up to the warding Runes on the front door. It should have allowed her to enter, yet when she tried the door handle it refused to budge. That meant he had specifically designed a Rune to keep her out, which only drove another knife into her already bleeding heart. 
 
    She should have expected as much, but hope was a hard thing to kill. 
 
    Sigurd understood why her father had done what he had to Aksel and herself. It was a matter of survival and one she had been willing to take on for the good of their tiny Clan of three. However, the pain... she had never undergone pain like that. The long hours spent with her flesh splayed open to the bone while her Da engraved the Allfather’s words of power along her bones and muscle fibers. He had gotten her high on Fungalist to the point she believed the Valkyries themselves were speaking her name. Sigurd repressed a shudder. She was happy to leave those memories in the past where they belonged.  
 
    The last few weeks had been the worst she had ever known. More painful than the days when she lay on her father’s worktable, skin flayed open while the Fungalist narcotic burned around her, even worse than the pain of her mother’s passing. Both had been awful, but then she’d had Aksel at her side whispering encouragement and strength in her ear. This new loneliness was beyond every ounce of turmoil she had ever endured. 
 
    The Jarl had taken them under his protection after they had earned his trust and made sure to relocate them close to the main compound. It was a sizable living arrangement with an attached workshop. A dream home compared to the slums they came from. Not only was it deep within Valhalla Steel territory, but also close to the dockyard and near the Workshop where Clan engineers toyed with concepts and weapon manufacturing, which they sent to her father to engrave his runes upon. Runed weapons were big ticket items. A single engraved rifle round with the most basic inscription was worth an easy five thousand creds.  
 
    A master like her father was worth every cred, and then some.  
 
    She knocked on the door, knowing the likely answer she would receive was silence. The movement caused the dull ache in her shoulder to rear its ugly head, right where the bullet had hit her Rune-engraved collar bone. The power infused in her body held true and the bone refused to break, but the soft tissue was another issue. Her ribs still ached where her body armor took a pounding. While her father’s Runes had kept her ribs from breaking, the deep tissue bruising between the ribs was a different matter. All of it faded over the weeks, but the echoes of that day remained with her still. The Jarl had spared no expense getting his people back on their feet, and Mr. Glint’s ability to deliver high tier medical support had no doubt saved countless lives. Yet one had been beyond saving. 
 
    Hearing no response, she knocked again, the rain dripping from her clothes joining the patter of the deluge around her. 
 
    Her chest tightened as she pictured her brother’s face. He had been handsome, charismatic and upbeat to the point of it all being a flaw. He was the type of person who brought life wherever he went. Where Sigurd’s father had etched Runes of strength and endurance upon her, Aksel had been given speed and agility. He prided himself in being as fast as a Fae, even bragging that he could outmatch one for speed, which was true, until he met a Noble.  
 
    Like all siblings they had fought off and on, but that was what brothers and sisters were supposed to do, and neither had taken it to heart. For all his overconfidence and a mouth that never stopped running, Aksel always looked out for her, and she had done the same. Except for the last day they spent together. That day, she failed him. Try as she might, Sigurd hadn’t been able to save her own brother.  
 
    Every night since, she replayed those moments over and over again, trying to figure out some way she could have stopped him from facing Dullahan. Perhaps if she had gotten up sooner or managed to cry out to him before he joined the Jarl in his mad attack, Aksel would still be alive. Aksel had thought her dead along with most of their people, and he and Angus managed to cut a path to the Fae Noble, Dullahan. Shot up as she was, and unable to breath from the impact of so many rounds, Sigurd hadn’t managed to get to her feet until Dullahan already had her brother at his mercy. Watching the Fae casually snap his neck had broken something in her. Something that would never be the same again. 
 
    In a sudden flash of anguish, Sigurd tapped into the Rune-infused power etched along her bone and muscle fibers. The Runes beneath her flesh flared to life and she hammered her fist against the door with enough force that it should have snapped the hinges of the heavily reinforced steel. In contrast, the Runes engraved along the door glowed bright and her arm shot back as the Runic magic collided. The resounding clash caught the attention of every passerby within earshot, and people hastily moved to the other side of the street. 
 
    She wanted to scream, to vent her sorrow and loneliness so that the Allfather himself knew her pain, but no cry escaped her lips. She felt tears burning her eyes, yet she refused to let them fall in such a public place. Instead, she turned and began to walk away, only to catch the sound of bolts being pulled back. She turned as the door opened and the overwhelming scent of burning Fungalist assailed her senses.  
 
    Sigurd hated the smell but found herself forgetting it entirely as her eyes fell on her father. His face, once full of life and wisdom, was now drawn and hollow. Dark circles had formed beneath his eyes, and she could tell by the looseness of his clothes that he had lost a significant amount of weight.  
 
    “Da,” she whispered, swallowing the lump building in her throat. 
 
    He looked up and she could see the dilated pupils that accompanied prolonged exposure to the burning narcotic.  
 
    “Come in,” he said, shuffling back inside and pulling the door wider for her. 
 
    Ducking her head as she entered, she was immediately assailed by the dizzying effects of the burning Fungulist accompanied by a wave of cold air. The house felt as if he’d turned the air conditioning unit on full blast and she repressed a shiver. No one would have suspected it by looking at him, seeing as he wore a sleeveless shirt and heavy-duty work pants, but the place was freezing. Holding her breath, she made her way to the back windows, each marked with Runes that prevented anyone from seeing inside and began to open them. At one point she had to steady herself against a back table as the burning Fungulist caused the world around her to seem to slant and take on various hues that would otherwise seem unnatural. Eventually the narcotic in the house began to dissipate and the colors faded from her vision. 
 
    Sigurd had seen her father like this once before, back when her mother died. A mugging gone sour, she passed just a few blocks from their home, back when they lived in the Outskirts. It had been the catalyst that led to her father’s decision to place Runes on his children’s bodies.  
 
    Odin only knew what he was up to this time. 
 
    Now, he had taken a seat on the floor where his altar stood. It was a small assortment of stone visages, like those found at the main compound, only older. The Fungulist still burned, but she would leave it for now. With the windows open, it wouldn’t be as effective. Besides, removing an offering from any altar was considered sacrilege, and she wasn’t sure how he would react in his given state. 
 
    Slowly she joined him on the floor before the altar, sitting cross-legged with her head bowed in reverence. He said nothing at first, but then raised his head to stare at the altar. 
 
    “I speak His tongue, but I cannot understand His will. I thought I knew it, but now…” he trailed off as he rubbed the sides of his unshaved face. His hands, one gnarled and filth covered, the other a Rune-engraved augmentation that gently pulsed with every beat of his heart, trembled. The unclean smell reached out and assailed her senses, as if he hadn’t cleaned himself since Aksel’s passing. 
 
    “Perhaps I never have,” he muttered quietly. 
 
    Sigurd had no reply. Faith in the Allfather and tradition in the Old Ways held a prominent place in their home when she was growing up, a constant presence that would not be questioned. He was the Runesmith, one of the few who knew the language of the Aesir and could bend it to his will. In her eyes, he had always been larger than life, yet now was little more than a broken man, no different than any of the other eighty million residents of Twilight City. While his faith was not entirely gone, it was clearly shaken. Sigurd opened her mouth to assure him everything would be well, but knew there was nothing she could say to make any of this better. At least not without lying to him. 
 
    “Let’s get you in the shower,” she said. 
 
    He didn’t reply, but didn’t fight as she pulled him up to his feet.  
 
    Grabbing a towel from a closet and a fresh set of clothes from his bedroom, she walked him into the bathroom and turned on the shower. The water heated instantly, causing waves of steam to billow as it clashed with the cold interior of her father’s home. 
 
    This wasn’t her responsibility, she told herself. If anything, he should be the one to comfort her, to guide her through the loss of her brother. It was a bitter reality, but what else could she do?  
 
    Only what I can, she told herself as she grabbed a fresh razor from the dispenser near the sink along with a packet of shave gel. Satisfied she had gotten everything her father needed, she walked toward the door to give him privacy, and then he spoke. 
 
    “Don’t go into the workshop.” 
 
    The words stopped her, and she turned to see her father looking up at her with bloodshot eyes. They were still dilated, but she could see fear there. 
 
    “Why?” she asked, not sure if she wanted the answer. 
 
    “I couldn’t bring him back,” he whispered, voice breaking. “I thought I could, but-” his voice cut off with a sob and he buried his face in his hands. 
 
    “What did you do?” she whispered. 
 
    He said nothing as silent sobs wracked his body. 
 
    “What did you do?” she said, this time loud enough that her voice filled the room. 
 
    Seeing she would get no answer from him, she rushed from the bathroom, making her way toward the door leading into her father’s workshop. As she grasped the handle, she found she couldn’t open it. 
 
    Warding Runes covered the doorframe, lining the sides in intricate lines, the likes of which made the protective markings on the front door seem frail. While she didn’t have her father’s gift, she could recognize some of the Aesir language and the power those words held. Whatever her father had left in his workshop, he didn’t want anyone to see. 
 
    Tapping into the Runes in her body, she slammed her fist into it and the wall around the door shuddered. Her arm shot back as the wards on the door flared to life. Unlike before, however, she didn’t stop. Instead, she allowed the Rune power within to fill her body and the dimly lit kitchen was soon painted in a pale orange glow as the Aesir script beneath her skin activated. Panic and anger warred within as she rained blow after blow against the door. Bits of the ceiling and walls around the door began to break apart, causing debris to fall around her. Each strike bounced back, sending flashes of pain through her shoulder and ribs, but the power flowing through her dulled the pain. 
 
    “Aksel!” she cried. 
 
    She didn’t know how long she kept at it, but she eventually exhausted herself and collapsed into a sobbing mess on the floor, the ground around her covered in debris. The walls around the door were fractured and broken, revealing the framework behind the plaster. The Rune light faded from her body, along with the wards on the door and the kitchen area was cast into darkness. Darkness, and a pale blue glow that emanated from the spiderwebbed cracks in the wall separating the kitchen from the workshop where the warding Runes had been engraved. 
 
    Her father appeared beside her and she nearly struck him out of instinct. His eyes fixed on the door leading into the workshop with the sort of resignation a criminal might before their execution. Unhurried, he walked toward the rune warded door and pulled a small hammer from his belt loop. Placing one hand against the door, he muttered something in the language of the Aesir, and Sigurd felt an electric thrum fill the air as he raised the hammer and struck the top right Rune engraved in the door, and it opened. 
 
    Sigurd got to her feet and summoned the courage to investigate the workshop. Her brother lay on a cold metal slab, ancient runes carved into his lifeless skin, his head removed. While Aksel had died in battle, his head had still been attached to his shoulders. Her stomach twisting, she studied the freshly engraved runes on his body, recognizing the symbols of preservation and health, which accounted for the lack of death scent with his long-deceased body. She didn’t recognize the rest of the runes and had no desire to. There was a wrongness about them, like seeing a tool used in a way that defied its purpose. 
 
    “What did you do to him?” Sigurd asked. 
 
    Her father pressed his forehead against the doorframe and allowed the hammer to fall from his hand. He remained that way for a moment. “Enough to bar myself from the Halls of Valhalla, daughter. I tried to wrest him from the Allfather’s hold, but the thing that came back was not my son.” 
 
    The statement shook her more than seeing Aksel’s mutilated body, and she suddenly felt sick.  
 
    “You tried to bring him back,” she said, seeing the burned and cut flesh of her best friend. 
 
    Her father reached out to her, but Sigurd recoiled as if his touch was poison.  
 
    “Forgive me,” he begged. 
 
    Sigurd felt her heart sink and for a moment she almost embraced him. She wanted to. She wanted her father to hold her and tell her it would all be alright, but she couldn’t. Not after what he had done. Not after weeks of neglect while he attempted to make an abomination of the person she loved most in the world. 
 
    Sigurd stepped away from him. 
 
    “Pray to Odin for forgiveness, Runesmith, for you will not find it in my heart.” 
 
    They were the harshest words she could find and as soon as she spoke them, she wished only to take them back. Her father’s pleading eyes seemed to fade, and what hope might have been remaining there drained away, leaving nothing but an empty shell of a man. Sigurd walked past him and made her way out the front door. Only when she was several blocks away and the rain had once again soaked her from head to toe, did she allow her tears to fall. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    “Tenocore isn’t pleased,” Glint said, leaning back against the leather chair in his study, drawing Angus’ attention away from the numerous bookshelves containing a fortune in physical texts. 
 
    “I didn’t assume they would be,” Angus replied. 
 
    Angus sipped on his second bourbon, letting the warmth flow through him, slightly dulling the pain in his chest. He should set the drink aside, he told himself, as the fatigue would only get worse. He should, but he wouldn’t. He needed to be seen doing everything he normally would in the same circumstances, especially with a new ally. 
 
    Glint downed his third and began to pour himself another. He wore his usual fitted suit and maintained a well-trimmed goatee. Angus had only seen him wear anything else once, but memories of that moment were fleeting. Angus had been dying at the time, after all. The man had a certain look he liked to put out to the world, and Angus wasn’t one to complain. There was a comfort that came with expectation and Glint never seemed to deviate from it.  
 
    There was no sign of the effects of the alcohol in his system but then, Glint was old beyond most standards and far from human. Whatever Glint was, Angus had come to realize that his partner drank for the simple pleasure of it rather than any desire to become inebriated.  
 
    “What was their response to my request for a meeting?” Angus asked. 
 
    Glint swirled his drink, yellow eyes a brighter hue than the golden liquid in his glass. “They said they’d consider it, should the need arise. For now, they are content with my payment for damages.” 
 
    “I’ll have my people reimburse you.” 
 
    Glint raised a hand, “There’s no need. I anticipate an influx in business now that our competition has lost face. It looks good to be friends with an up-and-coming power after all.” 
 
    “You’ll be paid back,” Angus insisted. “I don’t make a habit of allowing others to cover my expenses, regardless of how friendly we may be.” 
 
    Glint gave a slight smile, and nodded, “Have it your way then. I’ll see to it that an invoice is sent to your office.” 
 
    Angus still had a hard time reading the man. Sometimes it felt like Glint was testing him, just to see how he would react. It wasn’t something Angus cared for, but on the other hand, his father had been of a similar nature; occasionally taking the other side of an argument just to see how well Angus had thought out his position. While Glint didn’t seem to take their conversations to such extremes, there was a similar feel about the way he would broach a subject. 
 
    “There will be an increase in Peacemaker patrols as well as two Justicars dispatched to areas of concern. One is to be assigned patrols along the Lower Business District, in the general area of the Khan’s territory and another in the Outskirts. Both will be on the outlook for Fae and Valhalla Steel violence and won’t hesitate to exterminate either party.” 
 
    Justicars were not something to be overlooked. They were made from people who had given up—willingly or not—their humanity to become Tenocore’s primary enforcers. A mesh of technology and humanity that went beyond mere augmentation and bordered on mental enslavement. While he had never seen one in action, he’d spoken to the only person he knew of who had gone up against a Justicar and lived.  
 
    Baldr Baardsen had been the sole survivor of a rogue Justicar hit. The man was dangerous, of that there was no doubt. A rare champion of the Bloodsport in the Outskirts and genetically modified beyond any legal measures, even Baldr attested his victory down to luck more than anything. It had cost him an eye and a handful of the Baardsen Clan’s best enforcers to bring it down, but its head now decorated the Allfather’s Gift nightclub. 
 
    “Good to know where Tenocore’s priorities lay.” 
 
    Glint shrugged, “The Khan and his ilk have shown their worth to the true power of Twilight City. Tenocore has offered a response that equals their value. A single Justicar from a company that could field an army is a measured response that will both dissuade you from taking your lump of flesh, as well as show the Khan that he is not as important as he believes himself to be.” 
 
    That was a lot of insider knowledge for anyone, let alone Glint, who as far as Angus knew had kept his operations in the background for most of his time in Twilight City. Having held a former pact with the Khan, Glint had been unable to pursue his own objectives until he had been released by his original master’s bloodline. That occurred the night the Khan attempted to manipulate Glint’s mind. The arrogance of the Khan resulted in the fallout between the two, allowing Angus to acquire a more powerful ally than he ever anticipated. 
 
    “If you don’t mind me asking, how do you have a tie with Tenocore? I understand how the Khan acquired it, but as far as you’ve told me, you kept your business in the shadows.” 
 
    Glint took a long pull from his glass, “Just how do you think the Khan was able to catch their attention?” 
 
    Angus was about to ask him to clarify when Glint continued. 
 
    “The Khan and his Sky Seekers were scrappers for generations, and their knowledge of the Waste without peer, but they lacked a means to make themselves known. I have always been free to go about my business, as long as I maintained a sort of guardianship over their well being. That said, the original CEO of Tenocore and I were quite close when she was first building her company.” Glint said, a faint smile on his lips. “Emily was a true visionary. A woman with purpose and drive to rival any other,” his smile fading to something of a pained grimace. “Until it consumed her.” 
 
    Angus waited, knowing better than to press about painful memories. He knew all too well what it was to be haunted by the past. His wasn’t nearly as long as Glint’s though. If what his ally said was true, which Angus saw no reason for the man to lie, Emily Alderman, the first CEO of Tenocore, had passed away over two hundred years ago. Of course, to a being that could remember a time when there was no written word, the wound of their fallout must still be fresh.  
 
    “I don’t hear from her these days, but her consciousness lives on, I suppose, in a manner of speaking.” Glint cleared his throat, “But I digress… There is a certain rule that has been upheld long since she passed from the limelight. I am allowed an audience once every four years. I have not called it in since I helped the Khan acquire a contract with Tenocore, and that proved mutually beneficial. After this little mess, it’s likely to be removed after the next board meeting.” 
 
    That was a considerable sacrifice, one that made Angus’ financial loss pale. Having a direct line to the heart of Twilight City was priceless. He considered offering his condolences but decided against it. Glint knew what he had been getting into and Angus wasn’t one to offer an apology he didn’t feel. 
 
    “Thank you,” he offered. “I’d like to say I wouldn’t have asked you had I known what it would cost, but then I’d be a liar.” 
 
    The Khan had shown his true colors when he tried to manipulate Angus by adding pheromones to his drink. Before Angus learned the mind of the Khan, he had arrived for what he thought to be a business meeting with a potential ally. Instead, it became a sick game of sacrifice that Angus would never have taken part in had he known what the Khan had in store. Had it not been for the actions of Helen and Glint, he might not have been in the realm of the living. Weregild was owed between them, but Angus would have to put his retribution on hold. As long as that didn’t divert his attention from the Fae threat, he would find another way to make the Khan pay. It was the Fae, after all, who were the initial cause of all this suffering, and he would not see his people brought low by their kind again. The Khan could wait. 
 
    Glint let out a rueful chuckle, “By all means, tell me what you really think. Primordials’ Children man, you’ve the bedside manner of a butcher.” 
 
    Angus felt himself smile. He didn’t like many people, at least not in any real sense of friendship. He was loyal to the Clans, as they were to him, but that didn’t mean you opened yourself to them. He had to maintain an air of authority if he wanted Valhalla Steel to return to the world stage. Yuri and Helen were exceptions, but dangerous ones for a man in his position. Getting too close to people could make him vulnerable. The fact he was beginning to like Glint was something he would need to keep in check.  
 
    And yet, was it not Glint who pried the tale of the Uthweign Slaughter from Angus’ lips? The very basis of their partnership had been based on Angus exposing the worst parts of himself. Yuri only knew of his sins because he had been there every step of the way. Angus had never even told Helen, though he was sure she heard the tale from others. Knowing he had burned the Uthweign Glade was different than hearing the terrible details of what he’d done that day.  
 
    He wasn’t sure he’d ever be able to look her in the eyes if she knew it all.  
 
    Glint knew, but perhaps that was for the best. It was easier to be open with someone who understood the cost of leading others. Theirs was a life of high stakes and terrible costs, for their decisions held the weight of thousands. 
 
    And how many thousands died because of Angus? How many lives lost, not only because of the Fae and their Kill Teams after the betrayal, but because Angus had been too full of rage to understand the cost? Self-doubt threatened to creep into his mind until he quashed it like a bug beneath his heel. 
 
    A Jarl cannot doubt himself, Angus thought, as if the words had come from his father’s own lips.  
 
    “What of the Fae?” he asked, hoping the change in subject would keep them on task. 
 
    Glint watched him for a long moment before responding, “Tenocore has no interest in Chem distribution, therefore your private war is beneath their concern. In all honesty, the only reason they decided to get involved is due to the outcry from some prominent members in the Lower Business District. That, and the Khan’s involvement, have forced Tenocore’s hand.” 
 
    It was humbling to know you mattered so little in the grand scheme of things, but what could Angus expect? Valhalla Steel’s fall from grace had begun with the death of his father and the bloody conflict that led to Angus and his surviving Clans fleeing Europe. The blood of thousands was on his hands, and he would not see it gone to waste. He would see his family’s business claim its rightful place in the world once more, even if that meant starting from the paltry scraps of what remained. 
 
    At one point, Valhalla Steel had been considered something of a mover and shaker on the European stage and had spread their product internationally. Having played both sides during the Fourth Crusade, their connections had become vast. Their weapons and munitions were highly sought by all who knew what quality was, and a Rune-engraved weapon could go for hundreds of thousands of creds. In a world wrought with violence and death, the Clans of Valhalla Steel had walked with giants. 
 
    All before the Fae betrayed them.  
 
    Still, Angus took solace in knowing he would raise his people up to prominence once again. It wasn’t just his ambition that set so high a goal, it was a need. He had lost so much of his family’s foundation that he couldn’t rest until he regained a semblance of what they had. 
 
    “Good,” Angus said, feeling the faint tremors of the rage he kept buried inside, testing the bonds of will that held it in place. 
 
    That bloodthirsty voice within had subsided since he put down Dullahan, as if temporarily satisfied with the Fae Noble’s demise. Even now, its desires were a faint whisper when compared to the deafening cry it had been. Whether or not it was due to the toll on his own body, his need to seek revenge for his people had dimmed. Still, the darkness that lived within him was a hungry thing, and it was beginning to make its appetite known. 
 
    Glint stood from his chair and walked over to his bookshelf. Running a finger along the names of various authors, he eventually came to a stop and pulled a relatively small book from the shelf, shuffled through several pages, and nodded to himself before closing it.  
 
    “You still wish to see the Fae destroyed, even after all it has cost?” 
 
    For a moment, the burden of the lives lost weighed on Angus. He pictured his father’s ravaged corpse as the tree burst from his chest, his soul forever barred from Valhalla. The cries for help as the heads of the Jarlson Clan, around the world, begged for support before being wiped out by Fae kill teams. More recently, Aksel, a brave Huscarl with a bright future, lay dead at Dullahan’s feet as he rushed ahead to break the ambush set in place by the Noble. Countless others who had given their lives in the struggle against the Fae could add their names to the list in his head. 
 
    “I would have them brought low because of what it cost, not in spite of it…” Angus paused, remembering the small bodies on the ground as the Uthweign Glade burned. An act that stained his soul to this very day. 
 
    “And what if they offered a truce?” Glint asked. 
 
    Angus eyed him, “You sound as if your commitment is faltering.” 
 
    Glint shrugged, “I have aligned myself with individuals of ambition and power beyond the veil of time, Angus. My commitment to those who earn it is without question. I understand the role of conquerors and the trail of suffering that can accompany them in the process. I have also seen the grace of leaders who rise above it. Either way, I have tied myself to your cause and will see it through. I simply offer a different path than the one you’re on.” 
 
    “You would ask me to offer my hand to a viper that is already known to bite?” 
 
    Glint poured himself another glass of bourbon from a nearby decanter.  
 
    “If the marks of the bite match those of the snake, then by all means, you must remove the head. But what if you are mistaking the poison in your veins as belonging to the viper in front of you instead of the scorpion at your heel?” 
 
    “What are you getting at?” Angus snapped. 
 
    “You told me once that the Fae sought to speak with you after your father was killed, that they wanted to make things right. Have you ever wondered what they might have told you if you had listened?” 
 
    Angus could feel his frustration building. For years he had put their response down to Fae arrogance; that they thought so little of mankind they could pay him off after killing his father. He still felt that way, but there was a small whisper in his mind that begged the question. What could they have gained from such an act? 
 
     The rage inside him continued to build until he forced himself to take a deep, painful breath, and release it. 
 
    “To what point?” Angus asked. “The time for a truce is past. They have wronged my people to the point of no return and I theirs. Wergild demands they be held to account as I’m sure their own principles dictate, there can be no resolution outside of submission. That said, I have a host of loose ends to tie up and plans to set into motion. I bid you well, Glint.” 
 
    With that, Angus turned to leave. 
 
    “At any moment, a man must decide, for better or worse, what will be the monument of his existence,” Glint’s words seemed to grab Angus before he could leave. 
 
    Angus paused and turned, “Where did you hear that?” 
 
    Glint raised the book in his hand in response, “Frankl. For a man who suffered so greatly, his perspective on the world is not what one would expect. If you’d like, I can let you borrow it?” 
 
    Angus shook his head, “Philosophy is for those who stand by the wayside and allow history to pass them by.” 
 
    “Who said that?” Glint asked. 
 
    “I did,” Angus said as he walked out of the study, Glint’s earthy chuckle following closely behind. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Five  
 
      
 
    Helen stretched out on the floor of Angus’ personal gym, droplets of sweat falling to the floor as she recovered from her six mile run. She felt lightheaded during her exercise and had cut it short, having learned long ago to listen to her body rather than fight against it. Aggressive music with a fast beat pulsed in the background, her personal selection when exercising on the momentum track; the ten-foot-long circulating belt installed into the floor. A one year anniversary gift Angus had installed in his gym, just for her.  
 
    Not his gym, she corrected, not anymore. It was their gym. At least, that was what he insinuated when he asked her to move in. Helen looked around the exercise area, realizing just how much it had changed since they’d started seeing one another. Much of his old equipment remained, but mostly it lay off to the side, discarded and almost forgotten in the wake of the updated editions. A state of the art sound system and new lighting, along with any number of additions had been installed to reflect her taste. It was the first time she felt she had a place to call her own, a place to be herself and let her appearance take a back seat.  
 
    How did she get here? 
 
    It wasn’t the first time the thought had come to mind, nor would it be the last. Of that she was quite certain. Helen found herself in a very peculiar place, one she had both dreaded and, in the secret places of her heart, hoped for without any real hope. Not only was she in a relationship with a man of means, but she was also in love. 
 
    The very idea should have been absurd. Love was a word thrown around like any other and shouldn’t hold the power it did. It was a childish concept, one that held no real weight in the world. Creds and influence were all that mattered.  
 
    Even as the thoughts came to her, Helen knew they weren't her own. They belonged to her mother, a cold and poorly aging whore. 
 
    Helen moved to a pushup position, putting her weight down on her heels to stretch her tightening calves. Looking up at the mirror in front of her, she found herself staring at a pair of dark eyes with skin only a few shades lighter. She could appreciate the body she worked for and took no small amount of pride in the muscle definition along her shoulders or how slim her waist was. It didn’t come easy. 
 
    At twenty-seven, Helen had held off any kind of long-term commitment for most of her adult life. Her mother’s lessons, while cold and several shades beyond jaded, had proven effective at keeping Helen from tying herself down or becoming a victim. She knew when to flaunt her looks and how to turn a man down without him realizing it until she was out of harm's reach, just as she understood how to milk that attention to get what she needed. Life wasn’t fair and she held no pretense that it should be. She was the daughter of one of the most prominent Madams in the Velvet District and with that came the understanding that there was little Helen expected from the world around her.  
 
    What would mother think of her now? 
 
    Helen snorted and stood up to stretch her hamstring, standing on one leg and pulling the other up behind. 
 
    Her mother would say Helen was being naive, that she was wasting her ‘prime income age.’ But then, her mother would offer up her own to turn a profit, and she had. She succeeded with Helen’s sisters and only brother, but not before she sold countless unborn siblings to Moloch Enterprises for gods knew what price. When it had been Helen’s turn to visit her first client at the age of thirteen, her sisters saved up enough creds to pay for room and board with a family of scrappers in the Outskirts.  
 
    It had been the last time she saw any of them.  
 
    She could still remember the hope in her sister Pricilla’s eyes when she snuck her out of the ocean front bordello. Of all Helen’s siblings, Pricilla had the kindest soul, despite having been used for the entirety of her life. Helen kept tabs on her for a few years, until word of her disappearance came. Just another whore lost to the monstrosity that was Twilight City. She often wondered if she was still alive somewhere, despite knowing it was unlikely. She hoped that Pricilla had somehow found a way out. 
 
    The sound of a door opening drew Helen away from her memories. Glancing up in the mirror, she saw Angus standing in the gym entryway, watching her with a tired smile.  
 
    “Are you just going to stand there and watch me sweat, or are you going to join in?” she asked. 
 
    His smile didn’t change as he approached, but she could see the strain he was under. Try as he might, she could tell when he was in pain. He moved a bit too cautiously, a shade too slow compared to his usual confident stride. Helen heard about what he’d done to the Stone Dog and planned to point out his foolishness when they were alone. He was in no condition to behave that way, though she was sure he would argue something along the lines of ‘setting a precedent.’ She prepared for an argument the moment she heard about it. Yet seeing how tired he looked, she decided to hold her tongue. At least for the time being. 
 
    Stripping off his shirt, he put himself through a series of stretches to loosen his muscles and her eyes drifted along the fresh scars marring his body. The jagged pink line that ran down his collar where he had been cleaved, three puckered holes in his chest and abdomen where the bullets had taken him. She felt herself becoming both frustrated and worried.  
 
    He had lost so much weight since his injuries. She knew part of it had been from the wounds themselves. Trauma like that wasn’t an easy thing to recover from, even with the medical tech Glint dabbled in. Glint had made her very aware of the nanites in Angus’ system and just how dangerous they could be if not accommodated properly. Glint knew exactly what kind of man he was allied to, and was wise enough to speak with her privately so Angus wouldn’t do anything too foolish before he healed. Already Helen could tell he had not eaten enough. The Angus before the ambush was heavily muscled and toned without being cut. He was a lion amongst men, one that demanded respect simply by walking into a room. The man standing before her today was almost an unhealthy variety of lean, like a wolf gone too long without a kill. He was still an intimidating figure, but here, in this place with her, he was just a man. 
 
    “Something wrong?” he asked, reaching down to touch his toes, but only making it halfway. 
 
    “You’ve regressed,” she said, standing and walking over to him. 
 
    She ran a hand along his chest, methodically feeling tension through the muscles there and up along his shoulders. Massage had been one of many skills taught to Helen before her mother tried to sell her virginity to the highest bidder. It had been intended to be sensual, of course, but in the years that followed she had expanded her knowledge on the subject. The world was a rough place, and if her time as a teen raised amongst scavengers had taught her anything, it was how to ease the pain that came with hard labor.  
 
    Gravelly knots and corded tendons greeted her probing hands as she immediately began working the tension from the worst places. He let out a grunt as she made her way along his lats and she gave him a gentle push toward a massage table in the back. 
 
    “Get up there. Let’s see if I can’t undo some of the mistakes you’ve made today. When is the last time you ate?” 
 
    Angus complied, not offering even the smallest argument as he did so. They had an agreement, and he would honor it. Jarl he might be, and feared with good cause, but when they were alone, he allowed the mask he wore for the world to slip. 
 
    “This morning,” he muttered through the hole in the table where he lay. 
 
    Helen rolled her eyes and tapped the com system at the gym entrance. 
 
    “I need a meal brought up for the Jarl. Something high in protein and fat.” She didn’t bother waiting for a reply, as it was a direct line to the Jarl’s twenty-four-hour staff.  
 
    Returning, she grabbed a small tube of oil from the shelf below the table and worked it into his back. Soft at first, she then began to knead the muscles below the exit wounds. She heard his breathing change as she discovered various knots and sore points, and adjusted the pressure she applied accordingly. It was a routine they had developed since he insisted on returning to work, one she had fought tooth and nail to get him to agree to.  
 
    “I heard what you did to that Stone Dog this morning. Did that go the way you’d hoped?” She pressed harder than necessary, earning a small grunt from Angus. “I can feel the inflammation, probably a few new muscle tears in there as well.” 
 
    Angus didn’t say anything, so she pushed a bit harder. 
 
    “Don’t ignore me.” 
 
    His body shook in sync with his muffled laughter, “Damn woman, there’s not a man alive that could ignore you for long.”  
 
    He tried to turn, an overly affectionate hand caressing her thigh, but she pushed him back against the table while continuing to work the muscle. 
 
    “Then stop trying so hard and answer my question.” 
 
    “It did, actually. I assigned him to Sigurd’s team, though he’s got the talent to be one of your marksmen.” 
 
    Helen snorted, “That’s high praise for someone you punched.” 
 
    “If he were of the Clans, he’d already be a Huscarl. Kanda blood or not, he needed an attitude adjustment and I needed to knock off some cobwebs. Win win.” 
 
    “That’s funny, considering you’re moving like an arthritic old man.” 
 
    Only his sharp intake of breath gave Helen a warning that he was going to move, and she darted back as he attempted to push off the table and grab her hand. For a man his size, he was fast, but in his current state, he wasn’t fast enough. She felt her lips part in a smile as his expression went from surprised to pained. His fingers just barely brushed her arm, but didn’t latch, and he fell back onto the table.  
 
    “Arthritic. Old. Man,” she said. 
 
    Angus clutched his side and chuckled ruefully. 
 
    “Point taken,” he said, a wolfish grin spreading across his face as he held out his hand. “Help me up?” 
 
    This was the man she knew, not the tired husk he’d come in as. She put her hand in his and he drew it to his lips with a soft kiss before allowing her to help him up. Both standing, she looked up into his forest green eyes and took in his scent. It smelled like home and she allowed his arms to enfold her for a moment. 
 
    “What did Glint have to say?” 
 
    He continued to hold her, and she caught him smelling her hair.  
 
    “Business as usual.” 
 
    Helen placed a hand on his chest and gently pushed away to better hold his gaze. 
 
    “I’m a Thane now. You need to keep me in the loop. That was your decision, not mine.” 
 
    Angus took a deep breath and let her go before putting his Jarl mask back on. She regretted it, but she took her role seriously. If that meant less time in the comforts of their relationship, then so be it.  
 
    “We can’t touch the Khan. Tenocore has already sent a Justicar to guard his turf. Another is placed in the Outskirts, partially between our territory and the Fae.” 
 
    “Shit,” Helen whispered.  
 
    Angus nodded, “Glint suggested we attempt to form a truce.” 
 
    “With the Khan?” 
 
     “The Fae,” Angus spat, as if the very name left a bad taste in his mouth. 
 
    The words hung in the air and Helen wasn’t exactly sure how to take them. She knew Angus’ hate for the Fae ran deep. Tales of their war across the Atlantic had been tossed around when he arrived and began claiming sections of the Outskirts as his own. He had effectively cordoned off a mile of turf and even managed to establish his headquarters near the port side of Twilight City, effectively ensuring the Fae couldn’t attack with much force from the water. Fae hated being on any body of water, and he knew it. It had something to do with the magics they toyed with, but she wasn’t well versed in Fae culture. The only reason they lost the one warehouse to the last Fae attack was because it had been established in neutral territory. They had been planning on moving it before the hit came, but now it was too late. 
 
    “And what did you tell him?” 
 
    He gave her a cold look, the kind a leader gave a subordinate he expected better of, not one shared by lovers. She knew she had instigated the conversation, but the transition was proving more difficult than she anticipated. 
 
     “You already know,” he said, though with less conviction than she expected. “There can be no peace between us.” 
 
    Helen watched him for a time. Some men were addicted to chems, others to pills or alcohol. Angus’ vice was hatred, and she wasn’t sure he’d ever break himself of it. He despised the Fae. It was, in her mind, his greatest weakness. It drove him to act in a way that broke from his normally calm and calculated manner, tainting his decisions with an almost blind rage.  
 
    Helen could see the brokenness inside him, just as she knew her own. The difference was, while she came to accept the lessons of the past and grow from them, he kept his hidden. It was a festering disease, and the darkness inside gained sustenance from it. Almost two years into their relationship and he hadn’t spoken a word of what happened at the Uthweign Glade, though she managed to piece the story together. The Jarlsons were a tight-lipped group when it came to the event, but several drunken tales from the Jarl’s Old Guard allowed her to gather most of it.  
 
    At least she thought she had. 
 
    “Why not seek peace?” she asked, knowing it was a delicate subject but pushing forward anyhow. “I have seen you work with any number of organizations that have sinned far more than the Fae. Why not start fresh again?” 
 
    Helen assumed the tales of his bloodlust had been exaggerated. A pretty little lie she told herself to quiet the warning in the back of her mind. It wasn’t until Dullahan’s ambush that Helen learned the truth. She had seen firsthand what Angus was capable of when he let the violence inside take hold.  
 
    The image of his terrible white-toothed smile as he desecrated Dullahan’s corpse was an image that had woken her up several nights. Even thinking about it now sent a shiver down her spine, but her love trumped what trepidation she should have. He was a man of violence in a brutal and unyielding world, and she had attached herself to him. 
 
    “I can’t. Not after what transpired between us,” he said, voice growing cold. “It’s not just the transgressions against us, it’s what I did before we lost it all. I let my rage take over when I should have kept it in check. I lost it, Helen and the sins of my actions still haunt me to this day.” 
 
    “You were nineteen years old when they killed your father, Angus. You can’t continue to torment yourself for the actions of your youth.” 
 
    “I was old enough to lead, and I will own the path I’ve set myself on.” 
 
    Helen had to force herself to stop as her own frustrations grew. “That’s not the Angus I know. Those sound like the words of your father.” 
 
    The life in those green eyes seemed to dry up and she knew she had overstepped. Yet she refused to back down and held his gaze. They were alone, and that made them equals. 
 
    The side of Angus’ lip turned up as if he would reveal that terrible smile he wore when caught in a rage, yet he cut it off with a shake of his head. “You’re right, they are his. It was all I had when they killed him.” Angus took a breath, as if seeking calm in the eye of a storm. “I made some terrible decisions Helen. The things I did to keep my people alive; choosing who would live and who would die, it was more than I was ready for and I did not handle it as I should have. I know this, just as I know my sins are beyond redemption. The Fae will not rest until they have put down the last Jarlson and, if I am honest, I cannot blame them.” 
 
    It was more than he had spoken of his past than she had ever heard and Helen allowed the silence between them to cushion the revelation.  
 
    “So, what now?” she asked.  
 
    A buzzer sounded, indicating the meal she ordered for Angus had arrived, though neither made to retrieve it. She could practically see the wheels of his mind turning. 
 
    “Tenocore is still breathing down our necks after the firefight in the Lower Business District, so open violence between us will only lead to the eventual seizure of our organization. I have an idea to move around them, but I’ll need to call a meeting of Thanes sometime this week to discuss our next steps. In the meantime, do you recall the Huginn I told you about before the ambush?” 
 
    It took her a moment to recall the name, “Tiam?” 
 
    Angus smiled, “That’s the one. Before we move forward, he and I will need to have a conversation.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    Sigurd walked into the training room to find her team, the Shield Bearers, waiting for the grounds to open. Joshua sat to the side, flicking a round out of one of his magazines and catching it with his free hand as he leaned back in one of the waiting room chairs. Meanwhile Tor and Helga had disassembled their carbines and were currently racing to see who could reassemble the fastest. Sven had his eyes closed, his head bobbing to the music in his earbuds. None of them paid any attention to the newest member of their team as he sat in the box locker he, like all Huscarls, had been assigned to store equipment.  
 
    The Stone Dog, however, evaluated the other Huscarls with a deadpan expression. She had heard he was skilled, but most of those who trained with him claimed his arrogance was towering. Earned or not, he wasn’t among Youngbloods anymore, and Sigurd prepared herself to address it. Had Aksel been around, he likely would have already found a way to break the tension by making the Stone Dog laugh. Her brother always had a knack for finding his way onto your good side no matter how hard you tried to fight it. It was probably one of the things she missed most about him. 
 
    Unfortunately, she wasn’t Aksel. 
 
    Joshua was the first to spot her and deftly caught the ejected round, thumbed it into the magazine, and nodded his acknowledgement. The others took notice and gave similar greetings. Even Sven opened his eyes to meet her gaze before returning to his music. Much to her surprise, Akio stood at attention. She eyed him a moment, then shook her head. He acted as if Valhalla Steel were an uptight operation like the Tenocore’s Peacekeepers. Yuri told her of Akio’s actions with his last team and she expected resistance from the start. This sudden show of obedience was the last thing she expected.  
 
    Of course, there was still plenty of time to be proved right. 
 
    Sigurd waved at them before pulling up a chair of her own, leaving the Stone Dog to stand silently. Tor and Helga glanced at the new Huscarl and shared knowing smiles before returning to their competition while Joshua snorted. Akio’s lip turned up in a sneer, but he held himself in place. 
 
    “Akio, is it?” Sigurd asked after realizing he wasn’t moving.  
 
    “Akio Kanda, eighth in line to the Stone Dog Order and former Blossom Collector.” 
 
    Joshua let out a full belly laugh, “A bloody Blossom Collector? Is that what the Stone Dogs are up to in their free time?”  
 
    Helga grinned while Tor shook his head. 
 
    Akio clutched his hands behind his back as if not trusting himself from knocking the loudmouth silly. Otherwise, he said nothing. Sigurd had prepared to light into him from the start, but his restraint at the insult showed a willingness to cooperate. The least she could do was give him the same level of respect he had shown thus far. 
 
    “Do you know the meaning of a cherry blossom to a Stone Dog, Joshua?” Sigurd asked. 
 
    The Huscarl’s laughter died as he realized Sigurd wasn’t joining in on the fun. Although two years her senior, Joshua had only been a Huscarl since the ambush that nearly took their Jarl’s life. He had balked at being led by Sigurd at first, but a quick demonstration between the two of them after a training session had settled any dispute they had. Since then, she had come to enjoy his sense of humor, but he could still be a prick if the mood took him. Tor and Helga were fresh to their positions as well. Only Sven had been a Huscarl for any length of time and had a way of avoiding the minor dramas that unfolded between the other three. 
 
    “Then it might be helpful to understand that a cherry blossom represents the fleeting nature of life. Every living thing is here on this earth for a short period of time. To represent that, every life is a cherry blossom. Do you see where I’m going with this?” 
 
    After learning that Akio would be joining her team, Sigurd had managed to do some research into the Stone Dog’s background. It was one more activity that took her mind off the loss of her brother, and more recently, her father. Keeping busy kept her from losing herself from the pain that showed no sign of easing. She had been surprised to find out just what sort of man she was dealing with. While information from the Kanda family was sparse and far from forthcoming, she discovered Akio to be highly experienced in his own right.  
 
    “No, but you seem to be taking your time in getting there,” Joshua retorted. 
 
    Sigurd swallowed a sharp response, determined not to let her authority slip, and gave him a patronizing smile. 
 
    “I forget you're not a deep thinker. Connecting the dots can be hard,” she said, patting his shoulder with false sympathy and happy to see his cheeks grow red. “If a cherry blossom amounts to life and someone collects them, what does that tell you about their former occupation?” 
 
    Joshua’s brow furrowed for a moment before realization dawned on him and he looked at the many tattooed cherry blossoms decorating Akio’s arms; one for each life he had taken. From Sigurd’s quick count, there were somewhere around thirty blossoms along his arms. The Huscarl went quiet. He had only seen action three times since becoming a Huscarl and twice as a Youngblood. 
 
    “Now you’re thinking,” Sigurd said.  
 
    Akio didn’t react other than to relax the grip in which he clutched his hands together. 
 
    “As for you,” Sigurd said, turning her attention to the Stone Dog. “I don’t put up with this shit. I don’t care what you did when you were a Stone Dog, you are a Huscarl now. More than that, you are a Shield Bearer, so learn how we conduct ourselves. We are equals in everything except when the bullets start flying, then you listen to me. I’m not the Jarl and I don’t want any of this ‘stand at attention’ garbage. If you want respect, you give it to your team and do your part. Do I make myself clear?” 
 
    Sigurd felt her adrenaline pick up and allowed the Runes engraved within her to alight, painting the waiting area in a dull glow. She hated confrontations like this, but it was the language of warriors and she had long ago learned to speak it. If the Stone Dog wanted to have it out right here, then it wouldn’t end well for him. 
 
    Akio gave her a look that made it seem like he was seeing her for the first time. If he was impressed or worried about her sudden display of power, he didn’t show it. 
 
    “As you wish,” Akio said simply. 
 
    The sudden acknowledgement of her authority nearly caused her guard to waver. She had been ready for a battle of wills or the same swapping of blows she had with Joshua. His simple acquiescence was the last response she expected. 
 
    “Good,” she said, releasing the Rune energy. “Anyone else have an issue with our new team member?” 
 
    The Shield Bearers all shook their heads. Even Sven, who appeared to have been listening to his music for the duration of the event, gave a casual two fingered salute as he continued to bob his head to his music. Sigurd felt some of the tension in her body release as her team settled into their previous routine.  
 
    From the training grounds Yuri’s deep baritone bellowed out orders and Youngbloods jumped into action, eager to obey. She hadn’t known he was going to be here today, but now that the situation with her team was settled, Sigurd found herself captivated by the old warrior and knew she wasn’t the only one. Save for Sven, all the Shield Bearers had received some form of training from the old Thane. He was a force of nature, drawing the awe and attention of all those around him. Stories were told of the man’s prowess. Everything from the tale of losing his arm in the mouth of a troll and still managing to slay it, to taking on an Uthweign construct and saving the Jarl’s life in the process. His most recent accomplishment had been killing two chemed up Fae by himself. One Fae was more than a challenge for most Huscarls with support. A Fae on combat chems would give a team of five Huscarls a hard time to put down. Even the Runes along his cybernetic arm, God-Fist, had been a creation of her father’s, adding more prestige to the old man’s legend. One of his finest creations, as he had called it. 
 
    She felt a smile beginning to form as she recalled the pride in her father’s eyes when he Named the weapon, but she killed it before it could reach its potential. Sigurd had turned her back on that man and would not allow nostalgia to change it. He was the Runesmith and that was all.  
 
    “Of all the people I have encountered since coming to this city, there are few who carry as much honor as this one,” Akio said, drawing Sigurd away from her thoughts. 
 
    Gone was the coldness she had come to associate with the little man. For a few brief moments, she could see only admiration in his dark eyes.  
 
    “There are not many like him in this world,” Sigurd replied. 
 
    “There’s Baldr,” Sven offered, tapping an earbud to silence the music. “Cut from a similar cloth at least.” 
 
    Helga snorted, “Yuri would wipe the floor with Baldr, no contest.” 
 
    Sven shrugged, “Don’t get me wrong, Yuri is a force to be reckoned with, but we’re talking about Baldr Baardsen, champion of the Bloodsport. Eighty million people live in this city, but every one of them knows to walk clear of the places Baldr treads.” 
 
    “I don’t think either would come out of that unscathed,” Sigurd said, but her team was already arguing the point. 
 
    She had known Baldr growing up. Her father worked for his brother and the Baardsen Clan before Angus arrived. While Baldr had been earning his place in the Bloodsport, his brother had been allying himself to the Fae. All of that ended with the Jarl’s arrival. Sigurd knew, firsthand, what it had taken to fix that issue. She had, after all, been the one to kill Baldr’s brother, leaving her and her family open game for a blood feud with the Baardsen Clan.  
 
    Just one more worry for another day. The Jarl had forbidden any feud that might arise between the two Clans, but nobody told Baldr what he could and could not do.  
 
    A siren sounded and Yuri called the training to an end. Most of the exhausted Youngbloods staggered off the training grounds, heading for the showers located at the rear of the facility. A few stayed behind to speak to the giant Thane, their minds eager for whatever scraps of advice the man might part with. She and Aksel had been the same way; eager to learn anything from a living legend.  
 
    When Yuri noticed Sigurd and her team waiting, he dismissed his Youngbloods before coming her way. The whirring servos in his legs gave a bounding rhythm to his approach. 
 
     “The field is yours Runa. I see you’re doing some live fire breach and clears. Mind if I lend an extra set of eyes to the session?”  
 
    She would have liked to have had the training to herself, but the Thane had every right to watch. Asking was simply a formality. She considered saying no, if only to see if he would honor her request, then thought better of it. Knowing the Thane, he would likely leave her be. Yuri had been good to Sigurd after the loss of her brother. Of all the people in Valhalla Steel, she felt his intentions were the most sincere, checking in to see how she fared and offering extra training sessions beyond the normal hours the grounds were open. 
 
    Sigurd nodded, “It would be appreciated.” 
 
    Yuri scanned her team, his eyes lingering on the Stone Dog for a moment longer than the rest. “I’m eager to see how they do.” 
 
    Sigurd nodded to him and left the waiting area to access the training ground control panel. Tapping in her code, she accessed the Breach and Clear mode and added a number of training AI with shock rounds to the system. She set their hostility levels to 70% and confirmed the engagement. The ground beneath the training area let out a deep humming sound as the industrial 3D printers below came to life and began constructing the training area. It would take a few minutes, so she returned to her team for instruction. 
 
    “Breach and Clear scenario is set. Live ammunition is permitted so play it smart. Sven will handle the breach. Helga, team up with him and I’ll stick with Tor. Joshua, go with Akio. Hostiles will engage at first sight, so cover each other.” 
 
    While Yuri couldn’t have known about the minor conflict between the two, she felt like he was judging the decision. In her mind, it was a good call. She needed her team to function, even with a bit of tension between them. The best way to get over it was to work together. At least that’s what she hoped.  
 
    Joshua nodded and Akio gave a brief bow. 
 
    “Shard masks on,” she instructed. “That plastic splinters like mad.” 
 
    Each of her team returned to their lockers to retrieve the shard masks; clear face coverings used to prevent any plastic splintering. It wasn’t likely, considering the AI were using shock rounds instead of rubber bullets, but the risk of having a shard of plastic take out an eye wasn’t something she wanted to leave in the hands of fate. Just then construction of the scenario completed and the floor of the training ground split in two. The sides began to retract, leaving an open hole in the center of the area. As the sides locked into place, another level began to rise, revealing a multi-leveled building made up of high endurance plastic.  
 
    Sigurd hoisted her modified RPK from its resting place in her own locker and racked the action back. It was a heavy version of the ancient Russian firearm, re-fitted with a larger barrel magazine and engraved with Runes of Eihwaz for endurance and strength. The weapon never overheated and punched through body armor like it was paper. Its name was Wyrm-Breaker, and it had been a gift from her father the day she had been elevated to Huscarl. Her brother’s gift had been the carbine Loki’s Wit, with similar Runes engraved upon it. Its current resting place was her personal safe at home. 
 
    Again, she was forced to push aside thoughts of her father and focus on the task at hand. This was her livelihood, her reputation, and she would be damned if she failed here. 
 
    “Unknown number of hostiles inside. Once we breach, splinter off and work your way up. Pay attention to coms and no unnecessary chatter,” Sigurd instructed. Hearing no additional remarks, she made the call to engage. “Shield Bearers, go.” 
 
    Sigurd and her team advanced on the main entryway. Akio and Joshua moved beneath two nearby windows while the rest of the team held position on the door. Sven quickly applied a small C4 charge to the door. 
 
    “Clear,” Sven said, then set off the charge. 
 
    The concussive blast was deafened by the com system in her ears, preventing any damage to a Huscarl’s hearing and preventing any short-term ringing that came from a firefight. Splinters of plastic shot back at them, one skimming the uppermost portion of her shard mask, but most of the deadly blast was received by the AI within. 
 
    “Advance,” she called. 
 
    As they moved through the quickly vanishing smoke and debris, two AI lay in a heap near the front, each riddled with plastic shards from the blast. They were faceless humanoid automatons, designed to fulfill the role as moving target practice. One was completely out of commission, but the other, its legs only ravaged by the blast, turned to fire. She sent a tight volley from Wyrm-Breaker into the AI, tearing the body apart and leaving it a mess of metal, wire and fake skin. 
 
    “Going up the fire exit. Will meet up at the second level,” Joshua said over the com. 
 
    “Confirmed.” 
 
    She and her team proceeded through the interior. Several AI moved to engage, but her team put them down with ease. They had done similar scenarios repeatedly over the last few weeks and acquired an understanding of each other over the last year. Sigurd could hear gunfire in the upper levels and felt herself become exceedingly annoyed that there had been no communication regarding the engagement. Joshua knew better than to engage without calling it in. 
 
    “What’s going on up there?” 
 
    There was a delay, more gunfire, and finally Joshua responded. “Fucker just blew past me. Left me open and now I’m shot to shit.” 
 
    “Damnit,” Sigurd snarled.  
 
    She gambled putting them together and now she was paying for it.  
 
    The gunfire continued up above and she was tempted to pull out, if only to teach the Stone Dog a lesson. For a moment she was back on the streets of the Lower Business District, down with a round through her shoulder, gasping for air from the impact of the other three rounds to her chest. The body armor had held, but she could not muster the ability to breathe, let alone move. She had been helpless. The very idea of leaving a team member behind, even in a practice scenario, was too much for her to take. 
 
    “Is the stairwell covered?” 
 
    There was a delay before Joshua replied. Shock rounds did a number on the body. It not only sent the affected limbs into a spasm but continued to shock with continued movement to replicate the pain of a gunshot wound. When Joshua spoke again, she could hear the strain in his voice. 
 
    “AI are down as far as I can see. Should be good to approach.” 
 
    Sigurd spotted another stairwell ahead of her and turned to her team, “Take the stairs here. I’m going up the next one.” 
 
    “Confirmed,” said Sven, leading the rest of the Shield Bearers up the stairs. 
 
    “Akio, do you copy?” 
 
    There was another burst of gunfire before the Stone Dog replied. 
 
    “Copy.” 
 
    “Hold position, I’m coming up.” 
 
    There was a delay over the coms, then more gunfire. After what felt like far too long to respond, she felt her annoyance turn to anger. 
 
    “Confirmed.”  
 
    Sigurd rushed up the next stairwell, Wyrm-Breaker at the ready. There was no gunfire at the moment, but the all clear signal hadn’t gone off for the scenario, which meant there were still AI in the building. Tapping into the Runes, Sigurd bounded up the steps six at a time. Moving as fast as she was, there was barely enough time to alter her trajectory as she spotted an AI at the top. Empty eyes locked on her position and the AI began to fire. Sigurd managed to angle her next leap toward the wall just as shock rounds skittered along the step she had been standing on. She slammed into the stairwell wall with the sharp crack of spiderwebbed plastic, braced Wyrm-Breaker against her shoulder and pulled the trigger. The Rune’s in her upper body lit up as they accommodated for the kick of the high caliber rounds that punched through the AI, ripping holes in it from waist to chest. The movement would have been impossible without her Rune-induced strength. The Jotun RPK might as well have been an air rifle for as much as it kicked.  
 
    Not missing a stride, Sigurd made it to the top and stopped at the door. Through the bullet holes in the wall, she could see an AI waiting on the other side. Not knowing where her team was in regard to her position, she allowed Wyrm-Breaker to hang from its strap and focused on drawing more from the Runes. The dark stairwell filled with the dull runelight before she hammered her fist through the wall, knocking the AI to the ground. In the next moment, she rushed through the door just as the AI attempted to get up. Sigurd shoulder-charged it just as it was about to aim and fire, taking it to the ground as its shock rounds zipped overhead. As they went down, she sent a devastating right into its metallic head, shattering it against the floor with enough force to leave a hole in the plastic. Upon the AI’s death, the klaxon cry of an ‘all clear’ signal went off. 
 
    Looking up, she saw Akio sitting atop another destroyed AI in the adjacent room. Several AI bodies littered the ground around him. His eyes were fixed on her, his expression unreadable.  
 
    Sigurd, on the other hand, was furious. 
 
    “You left your teammate behind,” she snapped, standing from the wreckage beneath her. 
 
    Akio simply shrugged, “He made a mistake. Why would I stay behind when the objective remains unfinished?” 
 
    Sigurd felt the sudden desire to do the same to the Stone Dog as she had the AI, and found herself stepping toward him. 
 
    “You should have waited for support to arrive. If this were a live situation, he probably would have died without aid.” 
 
    Akio’s brow furrowed, “I did not need support and Joshua isn’t dead. Even if he were, what concern is it of mine that the fool dies at the hands of an inferior foe?” 
 
    In a moment of restraint, Sigurd released the Rune energy from her body just before she backhanded him. The Stone Dog crashed to the ground and bounced back up almost immediately, like a cat falling from a high perch. His eyes flashed with rage and his hands went up into a fighter’s guard. He blinked a few times, then lowered his hands, the heat in his eyes almost immediately snuffed out until only embers remained.  
 
    “Should we just leave you to bleed out when the Fae leave you in a broken heap?” she snapped. 
 
    The bright red mark on Akio’s face was beginning to purple and she knew she shouldn’t have hit him, but she refused to allow his arrogance to negatively impact her team. 
 
    “If I am foolish enough to die, then it is no one’s fault but my own,” he replied. “The objective is always more important than the life of the individual. From what I’ve heard, your brother knew this to be true.” 
 
    Sigurd rushed him, only to feel a vice-like grip on her shoulder. In a moment of unthinking rage, she threw a Rune powered fist at whoever held her back, only to have it stopped before it could connect. The Runes of God Fist radiated pale blue light against the fiery orange beneath her flesh. Yuri stood over her, clutching her hand in his augmentation while a bead of sweat ran down his face. Stern, unwavering pale eyes stared down from his bearded face, and she felt the rage inside her falter before melting away just as the Thane released her. 
 
    Sigurd tore her eyes away from Yuri and discovered her entire team was around them. She saw the conviction set in Akio’s face, the utter belief in which he had spoken clear for all to see. She knew, at least in part, that some of what he had said was true, yet her heart refused to accept it. 
 
    “We don’t leave our people behind,” she said quietly, turning away from the Stone Dog. “Shield Bearers dismissed.” 
 
    Slowly her team saw their way out of the scenario, eyes flickering between each other in an unspoken agreement to talk about this when she was out of earshot. Akio, despite the swelling on his face, gave a brief bow and left. She wasn’t sure if it was directed at her or Yuri, and at the moment she didn’t really care. Eventually only she and the giant Thane remained.  
 
    Sigurd waited for the berating she suspected would come. She had attacked the Thane with enough power to kill. It wouldn’t surprise her if she was stripped of her position before the day was over. To her utter shock, the giant Thane lay a hand on the nap of her neck and lowered himself to look her in the eyes. 
 
    “You need to let him go, girl,” Yuri said, his voice somber. “He should be feasting alongside the heroes of our people, yet you’ve tied his soul so tightly to your own that he is hidden here.” Yuri gently tapped her chest with God Fist. 
 
    Sigurd tried to speak but found the words wouldn’t form. 
 
    Yuri continued, “It is no easy task and some never learn to let it go. They bind their loved ones, hiding them so the Valkyrie cannot find their soul. You have a long life ahead and Aksel doesn’t deserve to wait so long to join the Allfather’s table. Let him be at peace.” 
 
    The Thane patted her back and let her go before making his way down the stairwell, his words etched into her mind. For a moment she felt the weight of Aksel’s loss once more, but the wave of emotion she expected was smaller than it had been. Yuri was the first to acknowledge her struggle and speak truth while others only navigated around the subject. The pain was still there, but now, somehow, it felt manageable.  
 
    Taking a deep breath, Sigurd gathered herself. Perhaps she couldn’t let him go just yet, but she felt she had loosened her grasp, if only a bit. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seven  
 
      
 
    If Tiam could pace, he would have. Anxiety-tinged curiosity caused his stomach to flip about in wonder of being summoned to the Jarl’s headquarters. Jarl Angus was a feared presence in the Outskirts of Twilight City—and for good cause. Like all conquerors of the past, he was yet another warlord in search of a kingdom. He was a relatively new predator when compared to the other minor powers in this part of the city, but one that came with a long history of violence. 
 
    It was hard to believe the man was still alive. Not just because of the ambush, but because he and his company had once been one of the top arms dealers in the world. His name and brand were known throughout the world, along with the bloody conflicts he left in his wake. Thousands dead in skirmishes that spanned many of the Great Cities of the world, much of it covered up by the Fae-dominated media outlets in European cities. For a Net Runner like Tiam, however, he found his way around the falsehoods and saw the many atrocities committed by both. 
 
    Vid-feeds revealed entire city blocks void of life. Countless bodies lined the streets where Valhalla Steel had once established themselves. Factories were sabotaged and reduced to rubble while the entire staff was executed. Even the families of those who simply worked there were murdered. Growing up he had seen plenty of combat footage from the Fourth Crusade. History courses and Net-News documented everything from the first reclamation of the City of Heaven to the final orbital bombardment of what was once Holy Rome. In the small portions of the cities in which the European Fae held power, it looked as if the two factions were trying to replicate the destruction of the Last Crusade.  
 
    This is who you work for now, he told himself.  
 
    Idiot. 
 
    He’d caught wind that Muninn and Huginn, the eyes and ears of the real world and the Net for Valhalla Steel, had been disappearing. A handful of Huginn had been found in their Deep Seats, their consciousness hooked up to the Net, but their hearts stopped. That was normally a sign of Malware, but it was difficult to prove without seeing it firsthand. Whatever was happening, Tiam had to be careful. 
 
    Knowing there was little to be done to ease his concerns, Tiam gave a cognitive command via his neural implant to guide his chair to the other side of the waiting room where a fountain had been carved into the wall. There were little engravings along the stones, depictions of some ancient religion he had little familiarity with, but most prominent amongst them was a hammer-wielding figure caught in the coils of a massive serpent. It didn’t look like it was going to end well.  
 
    Tiam didn’t come from an overly religious background of any sort. His parents had been Catholics, but mostly in name only. The Fourth Crusade had taken a heavy toll several generations back, and the relatives of the survivors had distanced themselves from what remained of the Church since then. Save for his grandparents and an estranged uncle that tried to travel to Broken Rome after claiming he could hear the voices of Saints calling to him. The same uncle that had been thrown in an institution for the remainder of his life until he managed to escape. Outside of that, Tiam didn’t have much of a connection with the supernatural powers of the world. 
 
    His employers and their ilk, however, took their beliefs quite seriously. 
 
    Just one more reason why he didn’t belong here. He took the Huginn position because the pay was great, worked with his lifestyle, and was the best shot at getting the augmentations for his lower spine and legs. Not the sort like that Thane, Yuri, had. He was more machine than man. No, his needs were different. Tiam wanted synthetic skin, the ability to feel touch, and basic movement. 
 
    All the things he had lost back when he worked freelance Net Runner work. 
 
    Now he was caught up in a turf war with two of the more dangerous powers in this part of Twilight City. He would quit the job if the benefits were anything less than the best. Or, he reasoned, if he wasn’t convinced the part he’d played in warning the Jarl of the Fae’s attack hadn’t put a target on his back. For better or worse, he was stuck working for Valhalla Steel until they won or lost. Most likely he would spend the rest of his days with them, but it could be worse. At least as a Huginn Net Runner, he was free to roam the Net as he pleased. 
 
    Only now the Jarl himself wanted to meet, and Tiam had no clue why.  
 
    If it was about the pay bonus he received, it was too late to get the creds back. Tiam had already spent them as a down payment for his upcoming surgery, and those tight bastards didn’t do refunds. Tiam cursed himself; he knew it had been too much. Likely an accounting mistake that added an extra zero at the end of his payment and now he’d be expected to pay it back.  
 
    Had he been alone, Tiam may have given his despair a voice, but he wasn’t. 
 
    A young woman sat on the opposite side of the room, possibly close to his age, but with a look about her that said, ‘fuck off’. She was huge, easily larger than most men he’d seen and covered in tattoos that looked like ancient Norse script, save for a Viking shield on her shoulder with the word ‘Maiden’ beneath it. Half her head was shaved while the rest of her auburn hair was set in place by several interwoven braids. She was attractive, in a ‘I could snap your neck in a couple seconds’, sort of way. 
 
    She looked strangely familiar, but he was sure they had never met before. Or perhaps they had? In the few years he had been working for this outfit, he had seen countless Huscarls come and go. Yet, she would have stood out. It bothered him to the point that he found himself transfixed on her as he tried to deduce where he had seen her before. Then she turned and caught him staring. Tiam vainly tried to pretend he hadn’t been, but it was clear she’d spotted him.  
 
    “First time meeting him?” she asked. 
 
    He half expected her voice to be gruff, but it was pleasant on the ears, friendly even. 
 
    Tiam nodded.  
 
    She waved him over and, with only a moment of hesitation, he obliged.  
 
    When he reached her, she leaned forward conspiratorially, “Word of advice: Don’t go in with your tail between your legs.” 
 
    Tiam could feel his face flush, “Is it that obvious?” 
 
    She gave a wry smile, “You look like a convict on his way to a lethal injection.” 
 
    The laugh that slipped from his lips was a release of tension he hadn’t realized he’d been holding in.  
 
    “I guess I’m a bit on edge.” 
 
    “Me too,” she said, though he found that extremely difficult to believe. She looked like she could face down an armored truck driving at full speed without batting an eye.  
 
    She continued, “Just keep in mind, he prefers confidence to humility or self-depreciation. It’s better to go in pretending like you know exactly what you’re about, even if you have no clue. Trust me, I’ve seen firsthand how someone with a cocky attitude can get in the Jarl’s good graces.”  
 
    Her smile faltered and she looked down at her feet for a moment before clearing her throat. When she looked up again, the smile had returned, but it seemed forced.  
 
    “I’m Tiam,” he said, offering his hand in hopes of changing the subject. 
 
    He waited for her to pause before taking it. The various ports and wetwork that allowed him to access the Net, while not uncommon, were generally considered unseemly by those without. To his surprise she didn’t so much as notice as she took his hand. 
 
    “Sigurd Runa,” she said, then added, “You’re a Huginn?” 
 
    “Net Runner, yeah.” 
 
    He wasn’t sure if it was his imagination or not, but her smile became a bit more genuine than it had before.  
 
    “You wouldn’t happen to have been part of the team that gave us a heads up before Dullahan made his move, were you?” 
 
    “That was me,” he said, hating how sheepish his voice sounded. 
 
    Sigurd’s eyebrows raised as she gave what he could only perceive as an appraising look. 
 
    “If that’s the case, then you have nothing to fear at all. If you hadn’t given the Jarl a heads up, Valhalla Steel would more than likely be a memory. Not only that,” she said, her smile at odds with her powerful appearance. “we wouldn’t be having this conversation.” 
 
    “Why not?” he asked. 
 
    Sigurd’s head cocked ever so slightly as she looked down at him, “Because I’d be dead.” 
 
    Just then, Tiam realized where he had seen her. 
 
    Dumbass, he chided himself, feeling foolish for not having put the pieces together sooner. The surname Runa was of great importance in the organization. It was becoming all too evident that he needed to focus more on the politics that existed in his workplace. Suddenly Tiam wasn’t sure if he should apologize for not picking up on it or say, ‘you’re welcome’. He didn’t have the time to decide as the door leading to the Jarl’s office slid open and the man himself was standing there. 
 
    Bright green eyes seemed to take both of them in; weighing and evaluating their worth in the stretch of seconds before he spoke. For whatever reason, Tiam found himself holding his breath and forced himself to release it. 
 
    “Come in,” the Jarl said, turning and striding back into his office. 
 
    The man was as tall as Sigurd, if not a hair shorter, wolf lean, and gave the faint sensation of restrained violence. Tiam had seen footage of the man before his injuries, as well as when he received them, and was a bit taken back by the weight loss. One of Tiam’s jobs, after the firefight between Valhalla Steel and their rivals, had been to wipe the various recordings of that incident from any surveillance that managed to pick it up. Using an algorithm developed by his remaining work partner, he was confident he’d gotten rid of most of it, save for anything that used Tenocore monitoring systems.  
 
    That was off limits to anyone save a rival City, and Tiam would rather not get involved in anything that trapped him between powers like that. It was enough to tip-toe around places Tenocore didn’t want you to be, or even acquire some data they didn’t want you to see. it was something else entirely to involve yourself in the governing powers of the world.  
 
    He’d seen the footage of that particular skirmish more times than he could count. What that man had endured, what he’d done… it was beyond human. 
 
    Tiam swallowed hard. 
 
    “Sit up tall,” Sigurd whispered in his ear. He had been so caught up in his thoughts that he hadn’t seen her get closer. 
 
    Oddly enough, he found confidence in her words which only magnified when he realized she was coming along with him. Suddenly he was relieved he wasn’t going into this meeting alone. 
 
    Then an image popped in his mind, one he’d seen played out over and over on various security feeds. A tall woman, body alight with some unknown power, killing her way through Fae and Sky Seeker alike to reach the lifeless body of the man that joined the Jarl in his charge. Knowing she was probably unaware he had glimpsed her personal tragedy, he suddenly felt dirty. Sure, it was his job, he reasoned, but the invasion of her privacy felt wrong.  
 
    “Thanks,” he muttered, avoiding her gaze. 
 
    If she noticed his sudden hesitation, she didn’t point it out. Instead, she winked at him and together they followed the Jarl into his office.  
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Sigurd felt her stomach flip about as she walked beside Tiam, thankful she wasn’t alone. It wasn’t as if she hadn’t spoken to the Jarl before, but then, they had only conversed once since Aksel died. The Jarl had come by a week after it had all gone down. By the Allfather he had looked like a poorly preserved corpse back then. Only later did she find out the Jarl, rather than return home as he had been instructed, came to see her directly after being released from intensive care in order to return Aksel’s carbine, Loki’s Wit. 
 
    As much as she wanted to blame the man for what happened, she couldn’t. It was their duty to keep him alive. They knew the risks going into it—but add the fact Aksel had been impulsive and prone to reacting rather than thinking—and it was easy to see why he had gone to Valhalla. Easy to see, and ungodly difficult to bear.  
 
    ‘The objective is always more important than the life of the individual.’ 
 
    The truth of Akio’s words came to haunt her once again. When she first received the summons, Sigurd feared the Jarl had somehow found out what she attempted to do to Yuri. She had been almost certain of it. Yuri informed her she was to receive an assignment from the Jarl a few days after the incident. In her mind, that meant a reassignment of her duties.  
 
    It was only when he instructed them both to enter that she realized her imagination had been creating monsters out of mist. The Jarl didn’t deal in shades of grey, at least not with his own. If she was to be demoted, the message would have been clear. 
 
    Upon entering the business office, Sigurd was reminded just how ‘Old World’ the Jarl was. The walls were decorated with trophies from various enemies of the Jarlson Clan spanning centuries, alongside items of importance from different Named figures in the history of his bloodline. She recognized a few of the more notable items. The Rune-engraved spear Serpent Tooth used to kill the Christian Saint Longinus in the Third Crusade. Then there was a skull half again the size of Tiam’s wheelchair, which she knew to be the head of Hyrrokin, one of the last Jontun to be wiped out in the Aesir Wars. The Jarl’s office was more a tribute to the past than a place of business, which said a great deal about the man. 
 
    She glanced down at Tiam, seeing his eyes widen as he took it all in. If he knew the entirety of their bloody history, his jaw would likely hit the floor. He glanced over at her and promptly cleared his throat, sitting taller than he had just moments before. Apparently, he was determined to heed her advice and she hid a smile that tugged at the corner of her mouth. 
 
    Sigurd evaluated him once more. Though ported out beyond most Huginn she had seen, there was a certain life in his eyes that was hard to ignore. She wanted to think of him as a kid, until it dawned on her that he was probably the same age as her, just from an entirely different background. 
 
    Having grown up in a home that valued the Old Ways over modern ideals, Net Running was something of an anathema to her, just as Rune smithing was likely beyond Tiam’s own understanding of the world. She knew enough about those in his business to understand that physical prowess meant next to nothing. Someone of his skills could likely destroy her father’s business in an evening and rob them of every ounce of intellectual property, if her father had ever stored his knowledge on any Net linked device. In her mind, Net Runners were more like cowardly thieves than the warriors she’d grown up with. Knowing this, she wasn’t sure why she’d called him over in the first place. Perhaps because he seemed so different from the rest of the people she interacted with. Sometimes it was nice to have a change of pace. 
 
    Sigurd’s eyes returned to the trophies and her musing vanished as they were immediately drawn to the newest addition to the collection. 
 
    Dullahan’s glaive. 
 
    The pieces of the weapon at least. The glaive had been cut in half by the distortion blade the Jarl was known to carry when he met the Fae in battle. For a moment, she saw her brother’s leg cut out from under him by that very blade as he tried to pull away from the Fae Noble. The memory had been burned into her mind. 
 
    “Would you like it?” Angus asked quietly. 
 
    Sigurd blinked, realizing she had completely altered course and was now standing before the weapon. Angus and Tiam were both watching her, the former not giving away a hint of his intentions, the latter with open curiosity intermixed with discomfort.  
 
    It was a benevolent offer, one she was sure a man of his station rarely gave. 
 
    “No,” she said, pulling herself away and offering an apology. 
 
    The Jarl waved a hand to dismiss it, “Nothing to apologize for. If not for you and your brother’s intervention, I wouldn’t have survived.” 
 
    He turned his gaze toward the broken glaive for a long moment before returning his attention to them. Sigurd knew that look. Some called it PTSD, but she always felt like they were stains on your soul. The kind no amount of cleansing or prayer could ever wash clean. Out of respect and understanding, she ignored the pause and waited for him to come out of it.  
 
    “Join me,” Angus said, indicating a nearby table. 
 
    Sigurd took the only seat available, while Tiam pulled in alongside her. 
 
    “Did you find the bonus to your liking, Tiam?” 
 
    The Net Runner’s eyes grew wide for a moment, “Uh, yeah. I mean, yes sir. I mean, if this is about the bonus, I knew it was probably a mistake I just didn’t really think about it, you know?” 
 
    Tiam’s words seemed to tumble out of his mouth in such a rush that Sigurd found herself nudging his leg under the table. He didn’t even seem to notice. The Jarl, on the other hand, raised an eyebrow.  
 
    So much for confidence. 
 
    “I mean, I’ve got this surgery lined up. It’s for my legs, as you can probably guess, and, well, you know how those guys can be,” he continued. “Always trying to gouge you or add a new cost, or lower you down the waiting list...” 
 
    She kicked him a bit harder in hopes of getting him to stop his ramblings when, in a moment of clarity, she remembered he was paralyzed. Embarrassed, but thankful he hadn’t noticed, she decided the only course of actions was to wait it out. Thankfully Tiam must have realized what he was doing and brought himself to a sudden stop. 
 
    The Jarl waited, as if to see if Tiam would continue. When he didn’t the Jarl nodded. 
 
    “I’m glad the money went to a good use. A man of your skill can’t be overlooked. If you give my receptionist the name of your surgeon I’ll make sure you move up the list.” 
 
    Tiam opened his mouth to speak, but nothing came out. 
 
    “Consider it an added bonus for the next job,” Angus said.  
 
    The Huginn nervously scratched one of the ports in his forearm, “What do you need?” 
 
    Angus paused, eyed them both, then asked, “How difficult would it be to take control of a Justicar?” 
 
    Sigurd’s heart felt like it skipped a beat and, judging by the poleaxed expression on Tiam’s face, his might have stopped completely. 
 
    “Is… is that a joke?” 
 
    Tiam looked from Angus to Sigurd. The Jarl’s expression didn’t change, and Sigurd could only stare back at him. She might not be as Net savvy as some people, but everyone knew the kind of power Tenocore had. Twilight City was ruled by the mega-corporation without opposition. Like other Great Cities, each were controlled by a singular entity. They were a world power, one that you didn’t even joke about messing with. 
 
    “Fuck me, you’re serious.” Tiam muttered.  
 
    “Yes,” Angus said in a matter-of-fact tone. “Can you do it or not?” 
 
    Tiam scratched his arm again, a nervous tic she was coming to realize, but his voice seemed to gain strength. “Yeah, well, maybe. To be completely honest, I don't really know. I’ve never heard of anyone even attempting it. You are talking about overriding and avoiding some serious security systems to get that kind of info and access. I’d have to figure out a way to breach Tenocore’s Firewall. Shit, do you even know what kind of trackers those things have on them? Do you have any clue?”  
 
    “I have an idea,” Angus said, as if the danger were of no consequence.  
 
    “Right, sorry.” Tiam looked away from the Jarl, as if realizing he may have overstepped. Taking a deep breath, he continued. 
 
    “What I’m getting at is, even if I managed to take control of one, Tenocore would know exactly who I was, where I worked, and they’d waste no time wiping us off the map the instant they realized it. That’s as close as you can get to treason in Twilight.” 
 
    The Jarl clasped his hands behind his back and pursed his lips in thought. 
 
    “And yet, that’s what I’m asking for.” The Jarl’s tone changed, becoming iron hard. “Is it something that can be done by you or is your reputation overestimated?” 
 
    Tiam went silent and, to Sigurd’s surprise, he looked up at her as if seeking advice. The best she could do was offer an apologetic shrug. This was more than being confident for a business assignment. When dealing with Tenocore, decisions became a matter of life and death. 
 
     “I can do it,” Tiam said, eventually, “but I’ll need time and the appropriate finances to pay for some serious system upgrades. My team got hit pretty hard too.” 
 
    “Very good. Whatever you need, send it to my office and it will be yours. As you see yourself out you can exchange information with my secretary.” 
 
    Tiam nodded slowly, likely wondering if he’d just agreed to have himself killed. Sigurd remained silent, a growing suspicion as to her role in all this becoming clear. The door to the office slid open and a Huscarl, Peter she believed he was called, stepped in, and waited by the door. Tiam gave her an uncertain smile before realizing he was being dismissed. Turning his chair, he glanced back at her one last time and gave a nod of thanks before guiding his chair out of the Jarl’s office.  
 
    It wasn't until the automatic doors slid closed that the Jarl spoke again. 
 
    “How is your father?” Angus asked, “I haven’t been able to contact him since the incident.” 
 
    Sigurd’s heart felt like it had suddenly leapt into her throat, but she did her best to work through it. 
 
    “He mourns my brother still. His loss has been... difficult.”  
 
    Even to her own ears, her voice sounded strained. If the Jarl was concerned that something was wrong, he didn’t give any indication. 
 
    “Aksel was a fine Huscarl. If anyone deserves to dine at the Allfather’s table, it would be him.” 
 
    Sigurd coughed to clear her ever tightening throat. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    The Jarl nodded, then walked over to run his fingers along Runes engraved in the haft of the mounted spear: Serpent Tongue, “So you’ve spoken with him?” 
 
    Sigurd froze when she heard the question. Did her father speak with the Jarl already? No, he wouldn’t, at least not after what he had done.  
 
    “Yes, we spoke some days ago.” 
 
    “And how is he faring?” 
 
    “Better than before,” she said, not entirely sure if she was lying or not. 
 
    Angus’ eyes seemed to bore into her, but she refused to squirm, regardless of how much she wanted to.  
 
    “I’m glad to hear it. I’ll send a Muninn to schedule a meeting.” 
 
    Sigurd wanted to offer to do it for him but stopped herself. It would seem suspicious to volunteer, not that she wanted to. Her father would have to get over his issues on his own. He was no longer any of her concern. 
 
    “As for you, I’d like your team to run a security detail for Tiam. Our Huginn took a hit when the Fae attacked, and I don’t have many as good as him. I want to make sure he stays alive, understood?” 
 
    She nodded, happy for the change of subject. “I’ll have my Huscarls ready to move as soon as I leave. Anything else?” 
 
    Sigurd hoped he would say no, but he continued. 
 
    “How is the Stone Dog coming along?” 
 
    The warrior had become even more distant since their altercation, but he obeyed orders. The man was a born killer, of that there was no doubt. He moved without hesitation, his actions swift and sickeningly efficient. In her few years as a Huscarl, she had never seen a more disciplined warrior. His body placement was fluid and he maneuvered from each position like the seasoned professional he was. Yet his ego was massive. The few times he spoke, his words were sharp but those cold eyes of his made clear his superiority. She hoped the confrontation would cure it, but she wasn’t entirely certain it had. 
 
    “He’s learning.” 
 
    “Fair enough. Gather your Huscarls and report to Yuri tomorrow.” 
 
    “As you will, Jarl,” Sigurd said, rising from her seat while Angus turned and stared at the broken glaive. 
 
    “They won’t get away with this, Runa,” Angus said, voice as cold as their homeland in winter. “We will make them pay for what they’ve done.” 
 
    “Yes sir,” Sigurd said, feeling a fresh spark of pain grow into a small blaze in her breast. Then it cooled as she stared at the man. Yuri claimed she held Aksel’s soul captive from Valhalla. If that was the case, then how many did the Jarl keep? 
 
    “We will,” she said, though with less conviction than expected. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    Ahearn leaned back on the bench in the Sidhe section of the Council Meeting, only half listening to his Kin as they debated their next course of action. The circular amphitheater was surrounded by Standing Stones moved from their locations from within the Rooftop Forest in order to attend. He recognized several Nobles and Sidhe in attendance, most of which wouldn't have given him the time of day just a few months earlier. Now he stood in a place of honor in his new role as a Guardian. 
 
    The old Ahearn would have sneered at them, showing his disgust at just how quickly they changed their tune, but the new Ahearn kept himself in check. The Guardian within had shown him many events that altered his perspective of the world. Ahearn had been filled with the long history of his people through the hundreds of lives it shared with his bloodline. Unlike his family, it held no secrets and that was a blessing beyond anything he had experienced so far. It was the most honest being he had interacted with in the entirety of his one hundred twenty-eight years. They were one being and one mind; there was nothing one of them knew that the other didn’t, and Ahearn found comfort in that. His people had a way of concealing their meaning through roundabout means. It wasn’t that they couldn’t outright lie, but his people had decided, for whatever reason, that there was more to be said for omitting the truth than to manufacture something completely false. The directness with which their relationship was developing was a relief. 
 
    The being understood his past addiction and offered no judgement or advice. The Guardian simply acknowledged it and moved on. That was why, when he discovered just what the Guardian was, Ahearn found it remarkably easy to accept.  
 
    Strange, he mused, considering it was a parasite. 
 
    Even as the thought came, the Guardian seemed to feel the word out, develop an understanding for the term, and come to accept it. No insult was taken, and no ill will would exist between them. It saw the truth in Ahearn’s thoughts, assessed them, and found it lacking falsehood. 
 
    The being latched onto a host, but rather than having one individual to sustain it, it was instead connected to the Fae as a people. A sort of emotional leech that fed on the psionic energy that only the Fae produced. Because of this, it had a vested interest in maintaining the survival of the Kin. It endured the pain and suffering of war and famine, of displacement and strife. There were others of its kind, much like those that attached themselves to the Sidhe, but few as powerful as the being that lived within Ahearn.  
 
    Hence the drastic steps taken to ensure he could bond with it. 
 
    The betrayal of a loved one had been a required emotion for the Guardian to latch onto him. Ahearn had to be in a place of terrible loss and pain in order to open himself to the bonding process. The loss of his voice at the hand of his own mother had more than gotten him to the point he needed to be. 
 
    This particular Guardian lived off the negative energy projected by his people and in return, it not only altered Ahearn’s body, but provided a source of energy he could manipulate in the physical world to act as a protector. His people called this the Old Magic, and while this description might have served as a perfect explanation over the centuries, he was not entirely sure it was accurate.  
 
    Ahearn quickly learned that the Guardian within him was one of vengeance and wrath. It sought out those who wronged the Fae and gave the wielder it inhabited the power to destroy its foes. Unsurprisingly, its actions had been the cause of several confrontations throughout their long history and the Guardian had taken part in most of their large-scale conflicts, save a few, due to a strange absence of memories. Ahearn attested it to a lack of an appropriate host. He was privy to some of the most ancient memories of his people, though he still struggled to grasp those from its first few lifetimes in the world. They were faded, as if viewed through fogged glass. In fact, the further back the memories went, the less he was able to see, let alone comprehend. Whatever it had been before it made a pact with his people, Ahearn wasn’t even sure the Guardian could remember.   
 
    It was a sobering experience, one that filled him with an understanding beyond his years. 
 
    The true downside was it would eventually alter him to the point he wasn’t recognizable as the Fae he was now. Like his father, he would become a living embodiment of Fae wrath; little more than a rabid dog on a leash. Even now he felt a wave of aggression flowing through him that he’d never experienced before. Ahearn managed to keep it in check, much to the Guardian’s frustration. A great deal of its rage was directed at the man that killed its last host, Ahearn’s father. The Glade Burner’s face was a constant image in his mind, and it was clear the Guardian was obsessed.  
 
    All of which begged the question: Why wasn’t he equally as fixated on his father’s killer? 
 
    Voices echoed in his mind, diverting him away from that train of thought, as the Stones surrounding this place began to speak. He could understand them now, clear as if they were anyone living and breathing, and found their conversations far more engaging than that of his Kin.  
 
    “They worry about profit when only blood can suffice. They fall further with every passing season,” pulsed a heavy stone slab from the upper right side of the amphitheater. 
 
    Ahearn discovered the Stones held no names. Instead, they were known by the memories and stories they latched onto, as they were an embodiment of their own strengths. Ahearn named this Stone Steadfast. 
 
    “They are no different than the Kin of old. Only time and circumstance have changed,” countered Reason. 
 
    “A poor excuse,” Steadfast rumbled. 
 
    There were multiple Stones speaking at this point. In fact, every Stone seemed to have something to express; much of it reminiscent of the memories of weary Fae who survived the centuries, the disgruntled mumbles and remembrances that were shared between them all. They served as a living testament to the history of the Kin since the War of Tears, the civil war that sent his people to what had once been known as the Americas. As they continued their rants and one-sided stories, one remained silent. 
 
    It was the smallest of them all, worn and diminished over the centuries, and, aside from the massive energy stores within it, the stone projected no voice. Without a voice, he couldn’t get an idea of what it might represent. He recalled, back in the days when he had thought to become a Sidhe, that Stones would occasionally go into hibernation, if no events pertaining to their individual quality were forthcoming. Wit, Steadfast, Reason and the rest were constant qualities amongst his people, and so they remained active. Yet the small Stone had been silent as long as Ahearn could remember, and no one knew its name as far as he was aware. Regardless, Ahearn decided it was best to tune them out for the time being and listen to what was happening in the world of flesh. 
 
    “Profits have been steadily declining since our ill-advised engagement with Valhalla Steel,” said Carden, the High Noble currently holding the stand in the center of the amphitheater. “While some of this has been balanced out with additional contacts through the Khan, the long-term projections aren’t good.” 
 
    Most of his Kin turned their heads away from the Noble, a sign of disrespect roughly the equivalent of humans booing. Carden’s face flushed red. He looked about to continue when a voice called out from the lowest level of the Council Grounds.  
 
    “It would have gone to plan if it hadn’t been for a lack of bodies on the street,” cried a voice from amongst the Druids, the human branch of their organization. “I lost over a hundred of my people in that fucking mess, all thanks to your Blood and that of the Breathnach!” 
 
    The outcry lacked the musical quality of the Kin, as it came from the mouth of Vincent, marked and bound to the Murchada Blood. Druids like him were seldom allowed to attend, let alone speak in a Council Meeting, but he and his people had served the Fae for generations and earned their right to join the Kin through blood and sacrifice. They were fanatical in their devotion to his people and were a main source of manpower for the Kin in certain areas of the Outskirts. The death toll, he’d been told by Bricrui, had been especially high for them. The man’s daughter and brother had both been killed at the munitions factory when the Ancient's Pack intervened. Vincent himself now sported an augmented arm where he’d lost the original. Mr. Glint’s intervention in this conflict had been one of many unforeseen events, and turned their victory into a humiliation. 
 
    “This is not the time for an open forum. Today is to-” 
 
    “The Druid has a point,” this from Ahearn’s uncle, Calma, who stood up from his seat. 
 
    Grey-skinned Fae sat on either side of him, all that remained of the Redcap honor guard that joined Dullahan in attacking the Jarl. They were a nasty bit of business, genetically modified Fae who felt little in the way of pain or fear. Many were used for Kill Teams by their cousins in Europe. They made for tremendous warriors, but their complete lack of empathy had to be monitored closely. If given too much idle time, they were known to sate their cruelties on the nearby population. Hence why the Kin in the Great Cities of former America hesitated to use them. Ahearn’s branch of Fae were nowhere near the power held by their cousins across the Atlantic. If Tenocore discovered they were doing mental modifications to large swaths of their fighting force, they would be heavily taxed, or worse, wiped out by a squad of Justicars. 
 
    “When I was requested to lend support to my cousin, I arrived with my Redcaps ready to do just that. Our families have been separated for too long and this seemed like a mutually beneficial way to reform a severed bond. The Glade Burner’s head was to be sent to the First Wood, where his soul would be bound to the forest and justice would be served.” 
 
    Calma’s striking gaze took in the assembled Council. It was clear the Fae thought himself above them in most regards, despite his constant words of unity. Even so, the withering glare he settled on Carden was something of a higher magnitude compared to his overall arrogance.  
 
    “Yet your Blood and that of the Breathnach pulled back when the fighting was most fierce. You ran, leaving your Kin and those adopted by them, to die. My Redcaps’ lives were spent needlessly while the Glade Burner and his ilk still draw breath. It is my opinion, which carries the weight of the Kindred of the First Wood, that you are unfit to speak in this Council and should be stripped of your position.” 
 
    This was met with a mixture of quiet outrage and sullen agreement as the Kin began to debate amongst themselves. Many of the Sidhe turned to argue with Nobles and Lessers alike, Bricrui was no exception. Ahearn and, surprisingly, his mother were among the few who withheld voicing an opinion. Ahearn found his mother staring at him, only to turn away when he acknowledged her gaze.  
 
    Anger warred with sorrow inside him; the inner turmoil working its way to the surface. Though the Guardian had sealed the severed arteries in his neck, he could still feel the cold steel running along his throat. He remembered the bleak realization at what she had done and the despair that followed. He understood why his mother had done it; a new Guardian was needed to replace the old, and the survival of their people was paramount. Although Ahearn had been shown the long history of those who held the being within them, the child still remembered the betrayal of his mother. He could feel the Guardian’s sympathy and it calmed his grief. It, better than anyone, understood exactly what betrayal was.  
 
    Ahearn locked his inner turmoil away as his attention returned to his uncle. Calma’s face was one of grim contentment as Ahearn’s Kin broke into clusters of discord and debate. He sat back and watched the Council as it fell into chaos.  
 
    Ahearn still did not understand the Fae’s place here. With the loss of his Redcaps, he should have returned to the Kindred of the First Wood in Europe with word of his failure. Aside from his role in Ahearn’s current elevation to Guardian, he wondered what possible alternative plans the Sidhe had here. While Ahearn’s disdain for his own people was something he had come to terms with, his distrust of his uncle was new, and replicated by the Guardian within. 
 
    What if his uncle’s plans went against the best interest of Ahearn’s Kin? 
 
    It was that question that sparked a sudden influx of suspicion and anger from the Guardian. Bits and pieces of the civil war between the Fae rushed into his mind, and Ahearn became aware of the Guardian’s attention as it drew his gaze directly on Calma. His memories flashed back a thousand years to the War of Tears. Fae clashed in a mass of ancient combat, towering Glade Sentinels screaming their defiance as the Sidhe on either side drove them to kill those whom they had initially been designed to protect. Druids died in the thousands as Noble bloodlines turned against each other in a battle that spanned days. One image stood above the rest; that of Ahearn’s uncle standing atop blood-soaked stones as he hurled fell magics upon his own kind. 
 
    Ahearn found himself standing from his seat. The eyes of the surrounding Sidhe fell upon him and their arguments ceased. Gradually the silence spread to the far ends of the amphitheater and Ahearn realized he had gained the attention of every high ranking Noble and influential Fae in all of Twilight City.  
 
    All by the simple act of standing. 
 
    The old Ahearn would have been ignored without comment, but his new mantle had elevated him beyond what his former self could have realized. A small, almost forgotten ambition from his youth found new life in the power he held. Destiny awaited him, and the Guardian seemed to encourage him to take hold of it. 
 
    “The Kindred of the old world hold little power here, Uncle,” Ahearn said, voice grating on his own ears from where his vocal cords had been damaged. Never again would he speak the tongue of his people in the clarity it deserved. Just like his father, he was an instrument of destruction and pain; his voice a reflection of that role, but who was to say he couldn’t be more? “We did not leave without cause and memories amongst our people and the Stones that surround us run deep.” 
 
    A sensation of sudden approval washed over him from the Standing Stones. Their concentrated attention washed over his mind as the Guardian kept their voices to a low buzz. Most of it was approval, but a few were waiting before passing judgement. 
 
    Ahearn walked slowly down the steps leading to the dais where Cedric sulked. Upon seeing him, the High Noble puffed up as if he would bar Ahearn’s way, but quickly decided against it. Instead, he stepped back and did a poor job of hiding his displeasure. There was no reason Ahearn should be allowed to take over as he did; likely there were few who truly knew what his status should be. A new Guardian had not been selected since some time after his people left their former homeland a thousand years ago, in the time of Ahearn’s grandfather, Nuhallan. Ahearn’s father had taken the role sometime later, and he was more warrior than politician.  
 
    Taking in the entirety of the assembled Council, Ahearn allowed a sliver of the Guardian energy within him to flow into his voice, amplifying it so all could hear. Unlike the connection the Sidhe had with their own parasites, Ahearn’s bond was close enough that he did not have to still his mind or concentrate on focusing his will to manifest the magic within him. It was what made him so much more than they could be individually, and the sudden realization of his superiority struck a chord in his ambition. No longer did he stand before an audience of his betters. He was above them. Ahearn stood alone, and because he decided to play a part he would be sure to make an impact. 
 
    “I agree that the two Bloodlines should be held accountable for their failure, but not by you or the grey-skinned sociopaths you’ve brought along.”  
 
    The two Redcaps on either side of Calma tensed as if to strike. Calma’s arrogance faded, but only enough to show that Ahearn’s words had made an impact. The Sidhe lay a hand on one of the two Redcaps and they remained in place, like hounds held to the leash. 
 
    “The greatest failure was, after all, your own,” Ahearn said, watching with a small sense of satisfaction as the eyes of the Council turned away from each other and focused on the distantly related Sidhe. “Had your Redcaps not failed in bringing down the Glade Burner, the cowardice of the Breathnach and Unbril Blood would have been a minor setback.” 
 
    Calma did not reply immediately. Instead, he seemed to measure Ahearn, as if reassessing a threat he hadn’t anticipated. Eventually the Sidhe whispered something to his Redcaps who, in turn, took their seats once again. Ahearn noticed, however, that the murder in their eyes never faded. 
 
    “A fair point,” Calma began. “Although it would benefit this Council to know that when the moment came to kill the Glade Burner, it was reported that Dullahan chose to toy with him rather than kill him outright. The former Guardian, the same who is reborn before you all today, was not of a sound mind and did not keep the good of the Kin above his own desires. My people and your allies the Sky Seekers laid down their lives so that this war of yours could end—and your father ruined that opportunity.” 
 
    Murmurs began to sift through the Council while Ahearn and his uncle stared at one another. Ahearn could feel the contrast of emotions within him, ranging from resentment and hostility of the Guardian to his own concerns regarding his uncle’s intentions.  
 
    “Enough,” called Bricrui, his voice drowning out the rest of the Council. “Let us take a recess and resume when our minds are not clouded by conflict.”  
 
    Slowly, the Council began to break apart into their own groups, many glancing his way as they made to leave.  
 
    In the back of his mind, Ahearn could feel the attention of the Stones focus on him even more. It was as if dozens of invisible eyes concentrated on him all at once, and a rush of whispering voices, once a dull murmur, assailed him as they attempted to communicate. He didn’t know they could speak directly to an individual until now, and they all attempted to speak to him at once. The world began to spin and he barely managed to steady himself against the podium without others noticing. The Guardian within, sensing his dismay, instinctively closed his mind to the cacophony, shutting away the maddening flurry of voices.  
 
    Ahearn sent a feeling of thanks to the Guardian and was preparing to leave with the rest now that the attention of the Stones had subsided. He hadn’t gone but a few steps when a new voice broke through whatever defenses the Guardian had raised with ease. 
 
    “Guardian,” the voice rumbled in his mind.  
 
    It wasn’t loud, but the sheer power he could sense behind it was enough to stop him in his tracks. 
 
    “Seek out the Druid Vincent and set yourself on the path of your people. Only then can your role in all of this be realized. We will speak again.” 
 
    Ahearn did his best to maintain calm while the Guardian within him railed against the intruder in their mind. It might as well have been a child screaming at the sky to stop the rain from falling. While he couldn’t do anything about it, he could sense where the power came from, and his eyes were drawn to the small Stone he wondered about earlier. In the moment before it withdrew, he heard its Voice and felt what the Stone embodied, and a name came to mind. 
 
    Fate. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    The Meeting Hall was a far cry from its namesake, Angus mused, and eased himself down into the chair at the head of the table. His wounds protested the movement, but not as much as before. Helen had been making sure to inform his staff to keep him fed throughout the day so the nanites could finish their work. He might have told her to stop if it hadn’t made a significant difference in his health.  
 
    He sat in a rectangular room with a long table, and that was about as far as the similarity went between this place and the one from his home in Norway. It was nothing like his father’s and, he reasoned, likely never would be. The Old Ways were dying, along with the customs that had been given life by them. Angus remembered the ancient hall of his homeland, preserved by Runes since its founding in the early 900’s. The ground itself had been sacred for much, much longer. The last he had seen of it had been when he was fleeing the burning compound of their ancestral home. The protective Runes had glowed brighter than the fires that raged throughout the rest of the outbuildings as the last stand raged without him. He often wondered how long the Huscarls he left behind managed to hold out before the fell Fae magic and kill teams managed to break through.  
 
    The last image he had of his home was seeing the better part of their mountain fortress cutting loose with all the fire and fury its defense systems could muster. Four miles of automated gun towers, anti-aircraft missiles, hover tanks and small arms fire from their personal military made that section of the Jotunheim Mountains look like Ragnarök had come to earth. In the final moments, when all was lost, Angus loaded what survivors he could onto ships in the dockyard before leaving their homeland for good. 
 
    It had been the only way to save what he had, though his self-loathing for having fled remained with him to this day. He lost almost everything his Clan had built over the centuries at a time when they should have ascended as a formidable player on the world stage. It had been the lowest day of his life. 
 
    Angus realized the room had gone quiet, and he stirred from his musings to see that the last of his Thanes had arrived. Ten representatives for the Clans and a few of those he had brought into the fold. Helen, as always, sat at his side, and Yuri, who was too large to fit into conventional seats, stood against the wall. Halfdan, Bjorn, Kalgoth and the rest looked at him expectantly. A quick count told Angus he was missing one. 
 
    “Any word from Baldr?” he asked Yuri. 
 
    He had asked his old friend to reach out to the man, knowing Baldr was on good terms with few Thanes save for Yuri. Too many alterations had left the warrior with a certain oddness that many found too off putting to warm up to, yet what he lacked in personal interaction, the retired Bloodsport Champion made up for with a deadly reputation. 
 
    The giant cleared his throat, “He’s preoccupied.” 
 
    Angus did his best to hide his irritation. He had made it clear he wanted all his Thanes in attendance. Baldr was a big part of those plans, as his territory was right on the border with the Fae. The fact he still hadn’t come, even after Angus made it clear his attendance was an order and not a suggestion, was concerning. Still, Angus could not allow himself to be seen to react. He kept his calm, gave a confirming nod, as if it were expected, and pressed on. 
 
    “As most of you know, Tenocore is displeased with our little altercation with the Fae. Although they haven’t condemned us outright, Peacekeeper patrols have been increased and two Justicars have been assigned to the Outskirts and Lower Business District.” 
 
    Most of his Thanes nodded along, their own informants likely having shared the information long before this moment. 
 
    “Bad news that,” Halfdan muttered. “Justicars put people on edge, ever since the one went rogue. Killed everyone in that hotel before Baldr and his boys stepped up.” 
 
    “Bad news for some,” Angus agreed. “But good for business. Sales have increased since their arrival. People want protection, now more than ever.” 
 
    Halfdan shrugged, which was about as much of an agreement Angus would get. The Thane was a consummate pessimist but had a keen eye for business. He had been one of the first to swear allegiance when Angus arrived in Twilight City, and for that reason he earned his place as Thane, proving his loyalty and straightforwardness over the years. 
 
    “Some might see this action as a warning to stop,” Angus said, allowing a smile to spread. “I see it as an incentive to grow our influence by other means.” 
 
    “You want to challenge Tenocore?” asked Bjorn, a wiry Thane from the Bakke Clan.  
 
    “Not at all,” Angus replied. “Open defiance of the current power in this city would be suicide. What I’m suggesting is we expand our influence by taking on some fresh blood.” 
 
    “We’re already recruiting as much as we can,” Yuri rumbled. “Our numbers are just shy of two hundred Huscarls for now, but I’ll not sacrifice quality for quantity.” 
 
    “You won’t have to,” Angus countered. “Allow me to explain.” 
 
    Several of the Thanes seemed ready to agree with the giant but held their opinions until Angus laid out his case. Half of them had been Clan Leaders before his arrival and still struggled when it came to taking orders, but he had led them well so far. Angus’ words held power amongst the Clans, and he continued to make sure it was known that he was the man with answers. Yet it would not do much good without support. If enough Thanes refused to endorse his plan, there was little he could do unless he wanted to execute some of them and have them replaced. If he could avoid another example like the one he had made with the former Baardsen Clan leader, he would. If not… 
 
    Angus preferred to wait before he crossed that bridge. He was still weak, his muscles only beginning to recover from the trauma. The idea of issuing challenges and scheduling duels with his Thanes, as he had when he first arrived, would no doubt lead to a short life for his already contested rule.  
 
    “The Fae believe their business is safe as long as Tenocore has an eye on our movements and, in part, they are correct. To move against the Fae anywhere within the Lower Business District would bring the Peacekeepers and Justicars down on us. Hard. However, almost half of the Fae chem distribution is done in the Outskirts and, as we all know, their willingness to send patrols out there is minimal at best. This is where we expand our reach.” 
 
    Halfdan scoffed, “Nobody lays claim to the Outskirts, Jarl. Many have tried and it always ends in blood and betrayal. There is a reason Tenocore’s influence only strays so far into that realm.” 
 
    “The same was said about Russia in winter,” said Kalgoth, the lean and wiry female Thane, known for her small sect of Valkyrie-worshiping shield maidens. “Look how much Rome conquered before the end.” 
 
    “And now Rome is little more than glass,” Bjorn offered, earning himself a glare from Kalgoth. 
 
    “Agreed,” Angus said. “That’s why I have no intention of laying any sort of claim outside of the small area we have already cut for ourselves. However, I don’t need to lay claim to anything in order to place a bounty on any Fae distributor operating outside the Lower Business District.” 
 
    “What is the reward for this bounty?” Halfdan asked, doubt coloring his voice. “Creds won’t be enough to incentivize the removal of the Fae. Those gangs are little better than the mindless chemmed up rabble that occupy most of the Outskirts.” 
 
    “Big talk from someone who grew up there,” Kalgoth added. 
 
    The woman was difficult, to say the least. Full of venom and spite, but when Angus gave an order, she saw it done by any means necessary. She respected strength above all things. He had been close to putting her down the day they dueled, as her tenacity went beyond the norm. There was hate in her, buried deep and impossible to draw out. He knew what that was like. Thanes with a drive like hers made for dangerous, but valuable allies. It made up for her trying personality. While Angus never had any issues with the shield maiden, he could see the others struggle to hold their tongues. Halfdan, unlike some of the younger Thanes in attendance, ignored the worst of her spite. 
 
    “We all did and look at us now, present company excluded, of course.”  
 
    Kalgoth glared openly at the man, but continued to ignore her as he spoke. “We are seeking an escape from this shit hole in the world, not embed ourselves within it.” 
 
    Angus could see Helen was watching him from the corner of his eye and gave her a quick nod to proceed with their plan. Getting up from her seat, she moved to the front of the room and activated the Vis-board. Instantly a chart displaying a fifty-mile radius of the Outskirts near Valhalla Steel territory appeared. Angus’ area of control was highlighted in blue, taking up several square miles of the Outskirts as it ran along the shoreline, with a small portion extending into the Business District. Beyond the boundary, small green sections speckled the area around his territory. Overall, the green took up more space, but unlike the blue, it was not a dense highlight. Other colors showed beneath, but it was difficult to discern much beyond the two colors of majority. 
 
    “You’re correct,” Angus continued. “Creds would never be enough to force the Fae out. If you look at this section of the city, you can see the green sections of the Outskirts. Those are where the Fae hold dominance. They have integrated themselves into the area, essentially claiming what they consider to be safe zones. They haven’t legally claimed it as their own, but it’s widely known that first claims on chem distribution go to them. Anyone else wanting to deal pays heavy tolls to do so.” 
 
    Angus nodded to Helen, who tapped the side of the screen and the green areas vanished, replaced by a myriad of colors beneath. 
 
    “The Muninn have been busy accumulating information regarding which gangs claim territory in Fae occupied areas. These are the bottom feeders of the Outskirts. They take whatever scraps fall from the table of the powers above them, while they try to find ways to join those who paved the way. They put up with Fae dominance because they don’t have the power to say no.” Angus felt his pulse quicken as he approached his point. “The bounty we would offer, for any who remove the Fae presence in their territory, would be first rights to distribute and Valhalla Steel’s protection in order to hold it.” 
 
    “You would hire our people out as mercenaries?” Bjorn spat. “You would have us risk life and limb for honorless filth? Such action is beneath us.” 
 
     “I would continue to raise us out of the muck and shit that fills this city in order to create the foundation of an empire.” Angus said, holding the Thane’s eyes with his own. “When I first arrived on the shores of Twilight City, the Clans were a far cry from the men and women who have gone to Valhalla in service to my bloodline. There was no unity here, no common purpose, just roaming bands of killers who had forgotten the Old Ways, yet lived off the success of their homeland. You speak to me of honor, yet was it not your Clan who killed for creds? Your former leader was a rabid dog who preferred his own cruelties and perversions to the wellbeing of his people. He deserved the Blood Eagle more than the Fae we battle.” Angus’ tone took on a quiet calm as he neared the Thane. “Do not seek to lecture me on honor when you turned a blind eye to the needs of your people.” 
 
    Bjorn turned his gaze away and stared down at his hands folded on the table. The fury of his embarrassment painted his face red and looked near to bursting. The Thane had seen what Angus did to his former boss and knew his place.  
 
    “That said,” Angus continued, acknowledging his gathered officers as if he hadn’t been interrupted. “I wouldn’t hire out our people as mercenaries. What I’m suggesting is we take a page from Tenocore’s business strategy and act as Peacekeepers for the Outskirts. Whoever removes the Fae from their territory will be the authority in that area, and our people will uphold that right, for a small cut of profits, of course.” 
 
    “And what if these rival gangs begin fighting for territory while under our protection?” Halfdan asked. “How do you decide who to support?” 
 
    “Simple,” Angus said. “We don’t support either faction unless one is clearly acting in defense. If they decide to escalate a situation, we remove all support until the conflict is over. If the issues continue, we step in and replace them with someone that will toe the line.” 
 
    Yuri chuckled, drawing the attention of the other Thanes. “You will conquer the Outskirts while claiming not to conquer them.” 
 
    “No one can claim the Outskirts,” Helen interjected with a smile. “Our Jarl is simply expanding Valhalla Steel’s interests and adapting his business strategy to our new domain.” 
 
    Angus kept his face unreadable, but marveled at the woman. He had forced his rule on most of the leaders in this room in one degree or another, but she was at his side of her own accord. Even Yuri, whom he trusted beyond doubt, was bound to him by his own principles of loyalty and service to the Jarlson Clan. In truth, Angus was bound to Helen in a way he would never have allowed anyone else. 
 
    “We will keep our expansion to the Fae dominated areas,” Angus concluded. “At least for now. If we press any further, we will find ourselves stretched too thin. Orders will be sent to each of you by the time you return to your holds on how to proceed.” 
 
    “This is foolish, Jarl,” Halfdan said, halting the other Thanes before they could rise. “Do you believe Tenocore will allow this? Already their eyes and ears follow our every step. If they know what your intentions are, they will end us.” 
 
    Angus watched Halfdan, noting the open concern on his face. Unlike many of the Clan leaders, Halfdan was known to put the well-being of his people first, so his words held weight.  
 
    “Tenocore won’t act. To openly interfere in our operations after we have honored our end would make them lose face. Twilight is not like the Imperial Cities or Pillar to the north where leaders rule with an iron fist. Twilight, for all its faults, is a city that values certain freedoms afforded to her people. If they don’t allow us to use the loopholes available, then businesses will leave. The new territories on the western seaboard have become more of an option now that radiation levels in the Wastes have gone down. Twilight would take a hit it can’t readily afford.” 
 
    Unlike his companions, Halfdan did not appear convinced, but seeing he was alone, decided not to argue. The Thane shared a look with Angus that said they would speak on this again, but knew to continue now would be insubordination. Angus nodded to him and the Thane rose. 
 
     “As you wish, Jarl.” 
 
    Slowly the Thanes nodded in agreement, save for Bjorn, who seemed to take Angus’ reprisal as a loss of face. Angus noted it but decided not to pursue the issue at the moment. The man would get over it or he wouldn’t, in which case Angus would deal with the situation personally. As the Thanes got up to leave, Angus called to Yuri. 
 
    “A word, my friend.” 
 
    The giant Thane, who had been about to duck through the doorway leading into the hall, stopped and returned to his place against the wall. Helen remained behind and went about closing the Vis-board. Angus waited for the rest of the Thanes to filter out before he spoke.  
 
    “Baldr is preoccupied?” 
 
    Yuri scratched his beard, “He declined to answer. I can only assume that means he’s busy.”  
 
    Helen suddenly rushed out of the room without so much as a word to either of them. Yuri raised an eyebrow and Angus could only watch her departure in confusion before returning to the conversation. Regardless that her sudden departure was disconcerting, he could not throw aside his responsibility. 
 
    Angus pinched his nose and stifled a curse, “Does he not realize the importance of this move?” 
 
    The big man shrugged, his augmented arm whirring with the motion. “Baldr is… odd. But he’s a loyal one, with a reputation that would put many an Aesir to shame. If he didn’t come, it’s not without cause.” 
 
    Angus looked up at the old Thane, remembering a time when there was less gray in his shaggy beard and the only wrinkles on his face had come from laughter. The man had aged so much since coming to Twilight City. The weight of his years went beyond what could be seen with the naked eye, it was as if his very soul had taken a toll. Angus understood. This was not their home and the freedoms they once held were long since gone. They had to begin from scratch, and that was difficult, considering how far they had fallen. 
 
    Letting out the pent-up frustration in a single breath, Angus nodded. “You’re probably right, but I can’t have a Thane being insubordinate. I need you to speak with him on my behalf, can you do this?” 
 
    Yuri was still watching the door but nodded. “Consider it done. Best go check on Helen now, Little Jarl. Not like her to bolt out like that.” 
 
    Angus gave a brief nod and made his way toward the door. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Helen ran down the hall, feeling the overwhelming sense of nausea grow to the point that she couldn’t hold it back any longer. Reaching the closest bathroom, she rushed inside, not bothering to close the door behind her as she vomited violently into the toilet. The speed in which the sickness had come upon her was surprising, but not unexpected at this point. It had been this way for the last week. Sudden waves of nausea followed by an overwhelming need to empty her stomach. At first, she assumed it was a virus, but the length of her sickness and the manner in which it would come and go left her with a small seed of doubt that led to taking a pregnancy test. 
 
    It had been positive. 
 
    Beyond the nausea, the very idea of what was going on inside her left Helen with an awful sense of dread. Her mother would have told her to remove it without a moment of hesitation; sending Helen to Moloch Enterprises to do away with the unborn child. She had instilled in Helen, and all her siblings for that matter, the utter foolishness of bearing children in your prime. It would ‘take a toll on your peak years of profit’ her mother would say. ‘The only time a whore should bear children is when her profits decline, and she requires a new source of income’. Her mother, a prominent Madam in the Velvet District, saw little more than profit even when it came to her own children. 
 
    Years of her mother’s indoctrination told Helen to rush to the nearest Moloch facility and have the child terminated. She had gone so far as to stand outside the place of business, urging herself to enter, but unable to take the final steps. Instead, she sat outside on a nearby bench, not knowing what else to do as the world moved around her. She had never even discussed the possibility of having children with Angus. It was only something pondered in the quiet moments when he held her at night, and even then… 
 
    She was a warrior, she told herself, feeling the weight of  doubt bear down on her. 
 
    She was a Thane of the Jarlson Clan. A child would, at the very least, complicate her recently assigned role, if not remove her outright. If she wanted to advance her standing in the Clan, she would need to terminate it, especially if she wanted to stand on her own merit. Yet even as the thought blossomed, she knew she couldn’t—and wouldn’t. Every time she tried to argue with herself, she always came back to the same answer. Whatever was inside her was not only a part of Angus, but also a part of herself. What was almost as terrifying was the realization that she could easily justify herself in having it removed.  
 
    But then she wouldn’t be any different than her mother, and that was simply not an acceptable option.  
 
    The nausea faded along with the cramps in her stomach and Helen quickly began wiping her mouth when she felt a presence nearby. Looking up, she expected to see that Angus had followed her, and prepared herself for the coming conversation. Instead, she found herself staring up at Thane Bjorn. Neither of them spoke, but in his eyes she saw a flicker of understanding, as if he knew exactly what was occurring.  
 
    A shiver ran down her spine and she stood. 
 
    Bjorn’s Clan, the Bakke, were a brutal bunch with a ruthless reputation on the streets. Long before joining Valhalla Steel, she had known to avoid interacting with them by any means. While their Clan leader was dead by Angus’ own hand, Bjorn had developed a fearsome reputation. 
 
    “You alright?” he asked. 
 
    “Fine,” she said, quickly wiping her mouth and pushing past him. 
 
    As she made her way back to the Meeting Hall, she could feel his eyes following her, and she nearly collided with Angus as he exited the meeting room.  
 
    “Everything alright?” he asked. 
 
    Helen could see the concern in his eyes and allowed the now seemingly irrational fear to fade away. There was no doubt in her mind that he loved her. Looks like the one she saw now only solidified that fact. Even so, she decided now was not the time to discuss the child.  
 
    Not yet, she told herself, but soon. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Yuri strode along the broken sidewalk, augmented legs whirring faintly as rain drizzled down from beyond the towering skyline. Unlike the skyscrapers in the various Districts that made up Twilight City, all lit up with the promise of enterprise, the holo-marketing and glamorous appeal that came from those who ruled, the lights here instead gave only a dull illumination to the night. These, he had been told, once belonged to the long dead titans of industry that founded Twilight City. Now they were picked over bones of legends past where the local denizens made their homes. Slipshod additions had been created, making room for small businesses or additional living space for the densely packed populace. Catwalks crisscrossed above, connecting the buildings from adjacent streets. Most were in dire need of repair, Yuri thought as he spotted the snapped cables which caused one of the crossings to veer off to the side. Like most places in the Outskirts, someone was more likely to construct something new than fix what was broken. People were wasteful things after all, he told himself.  
 
    Yuri pressed on.  
 
    Baldr shouldn’t have declined the Jarl’s meeting, but the man was hard to predict. The Thane’s actions could be construed as irrational to those unfamiliar with him, but Yuri knew Baldr well enough to see his priorities were mostly for the good of the Clans. He simply had a different view of how to go about it. An obsession, really, but one that paved the way for great deeds in the Allfather’s name. 
 
    However, refusing an order was an insult to Angus’ authority. The Jarl had wanted to meet with Baldr himself, but Yuri was happy to take on the responsibility so that his Jarl didn’t have to. Angus was spreading himself too thin as it was. Any more unnecessary distractions and he was going to slip. Valhalla Steel had been through enough as it was. A few more mistakes and it might not exist at all. 
 
    Focus on the task at hand, Yuri told himself. 
 
    Baldr was an odd one when the mood took him. Years of violence in the Bloodsport had taken a toll on the Thane, as it did for all warriors who walked the path of gladiators. Even so, the genetic modification Baldr was rumored to have undergone had taken something from his mind. He wasn’t mad, but he wasn’t exactly sane either. Yuri didn’t know what sort of gene splicing the Thane had undergone, but it left him detached from the rest of the world. Too much alteration was bad for a man’s ability to stick to the path of honor. It changed how he perceived the world, and seldom for the better. 
 
    Yuri looked down at his own highly augmented body and suppressed a chuckle. He was in no place to judge a man for staying alive at the cost of his humanity. Besides, Yuri enjoyed Baldr's company despite his occasional eccentricities and bleak sense of humor. To most, Yuri was a living legend, revered and spoken to when seeking to learn, yet few took the time to know the man. The Bloodsport Champion only saw another warrior, and that meant something to Yuri. While Baldr Baardsen was born and raised in Twilight City, he reminded Yuri of some of the old guard from his homeland. The man held to a personal code, hidden though it may be, and honored the gods above all else. There were few who respected the Old Ways in this city, but it was slowly coming back with Angus’ authority and the influence of men like Baldr. 
 
    The deeper Yuri went into the Outskirts the dimmer the lights became and the fewer the number of people on the street. Here, small businesses and homes had bars on windows, along with reinforced glass for those who could afford it. He even spotted a few with mini-turrets installed at the main entrances; cheap security that packed a punch but relied on one volley to do the trick.  
 
    The streets he walked were open territory, one of the dividing lines between Valhalla Steel and the Fae, and people knew the dispute between them had escalated to open conflict. Of course, in the Outskirts, theirs was just one of many turf wars that ravaged this rarely patrolled part of Twilight City. The people here had survived worse than the current powers at war and they would continue to do so when the next players came along. 
 
    Ahead of Yuri was a small group of gangers, hair dyed luminescent neon colors, while several sported low-grade tech that they made sure to put on display. They were loitering on the steps of a small corner store that might have once been the entryway of one of the forgotten founding corporations of Twilight City. As he passed, he could feel their hungry eyes focus on the augmentations he was fitted with. A fortune in this part of the city for anyone foolish enough to try and take it. 
 
    Any would-be toughs looking for easy creds would rethink trying their luck, and he hoped, for their part, that these young fools had enough sense to know when the cost outweighed the prize. When he was younger, he may have walked these streets with the sole purpose of finding someone who might try him, but now? Now he had seen enough bloodshed to fill multiple lifetimes. With every passing year, his taste for battle faded a little more, but when the Allfather set a task before you, you did not turn away. 
 
    Odin had placed Angus in his life for a reason, and it was his duty to ensure the man’s safety, until Yuri’s dying day.  
 
    Perhaps today was that day he mused as he passed the gangers. 
 
    Yuri flexed the metallic fingers that made up God-Fist, feeling little in the way of sensation other than the faint tremor of Rune-infused magic inscribed into the augment. Since losing his Old Swede Mark IV to a nasty Fae construct, it had taken some time to become familiar with the new augment and the power it contained. It was far more deadly than the gift Angus’ father bestowed upon him after losing his arm in the Jotunheim Mountains, but he was a quick learner. It was his lower half that had taken some getting used to. With his pelvis and lower back reduced to gravelly bone, he had undergone extensive surgeries to survive and continue his service to the Jarl. The cost of it all would have been enough creds to live off without so much as having to raise a finger for the rest of his days.  
 
    He often wondered if he would have been better off traveling to the Feasting Hall of the Gods that day. He remembered being prepared to go on to his spirit’s next journey. He asked Angus to let him go on to Valhalla, but the Jarl refused. In that moment, Yuri had seen the need in the younger man’s eyes. The troublesome child that had followed Yuri around like a lost pup had become a man, but was not yet prepared to face the world alone. Hidden in Angus’ heart, far from the world, was the boy of old.  
 
    And so, Yuri lived.  
 
    The brief scuff of feet on pavement caused Yuri to stop. The neon gangers had come down from their perch and began to follow him. His lower half was capable of moving faster than any of them could hope to, so outpacing them was nothing. Yet the very idea of running away was more abhorrent than his growing distaste for bloodshed. He could lose them if he wanted to but cast the thought aside. He was Yuri Jarlson and running was beneath him. Instead, the hulking Thane took a sharp left down a narrow alley and only turned once he was satisfied the alley was narrow enough that they couldn’t rush him all at once. 
 
    The lead ganger, a well-built youth with an outdated Iron Hammer augment stepped forward. Even outdated, Iron Hammers were a dangerous bit of augmentation. Like an Old Swede, they could transition to a piston-powered fist capable of denting two-inch-thick steel plating.  
 
    “Nice augs,” the ganger said, eyes wide with what must have been chems in his system. “They’d fetch a pretty price I ‘spect.” 
 
    Yuri counted the gangers, numbering them at eight with a few firearms amongst them. Even so, he kept his hand away from the machine pistol at his hip.  
 
    “That they would,” Yuri admitted, rolling his neck, but using the motion to make sure there wasn’t anyone positioned in the alley above him. For a moment, he thought he spotted a dull red glow atop one of the catwalks, but didn’t have the time to inspect it closely. He just had to assume there was another ganger above, ready to take a pot shot if the situation took a messy turn. “Do you know who I am?” 
 
    A few of the gangers in the rear whispered amongst themselves and one cursed before stepping forward. 
 
    “Jax, look at his arm, man,” said a spindly youth, barely old enough for the hair on his face to darken. “That’s fucking Yuri. He’s Valhalla Steel, let’s just go.” 
 
    The leader, Jax, just grinned, “Even better. Fae got a price on your skin sack, old man.” 
 
    Yuri let out a sigh and brought himself up to his full height. “Anyone with brains enough to leave, I’ll hold you no ill will. I only need to kill one to keep my honor intact.” Yuri fixed the ganger with a cold stare. “As for you, I’ll rip that cheap hunk of scrap from your socket and beat you to death with it.” 
 
    The quiet that followed was short lived. A few near the rear of the assembled gangers backed out the alley and ran, the rest seemed uncertain, but Jax’s smile turned into an ugly sneer as he took a step toward Yuri, Iron Hammer transitioning into a pistoned fist. 
 
    “You stupid fu-”  
 
    The ganger’s curse was cut off as Yuri rushed forward and snatched Jax’s raised augment with God Fist. The runes flared to life as the ancient magic amplified the strength of Yuri’s augment and he ripped the Iron Hammer out of the ganger’s shoulder socket. Jax’s eyes widened in horror as he gaped at where his arm had been as blood and milky white aug fluid pumped from the wound. In the next moment, Yuri swung the limb into the ganger’s head, caving in his skull. 
 
    The furthest from the violence kept running, but a few decided they were in for a fight and went for their weapons. Yuri discarded the Iron Hammer into a nearby pile of trash and locked God-Fist into the weapon it became. Unlike the scrap he’d tossed aside, God-Fist was top-of-the-line. Pale blue rune-light flared along the symbols etched into the steel knuckles, glowing pale blue against the alleyway walls as the ancient magic stored inside crackled with potential energy.  
 
    “Go now,” Yuri growled. “Or I’ll make this alley look like a slaughterhouse.” 
 
    The gangers paused, eyeing the formidable weapon and their deceased comrade on the ground. Four hesitated, but a fifth of their number pulled the pistol from his hip. 
 
    He died first. His head was little more than red mist and bloody pulp as a high caliber round took him. The distant echo of gunfire told him there was a shooter up above. He watched the rest go down before a figure dropped in behind them. The newcomer moved with the kind of deadly speed that made most Fae seem clumsy. Two more shots were fired, and two more gangers went down. Yuri traced the movements, finally identifying the newfound support by the dim red light of his cybernetic eye. 
 
    The remaining two tried to move in on the intruder, but Yuri didn’t bother watching. He already knew what the result would be. Instead, he disengaged God-Fist and leaned against the alley wall. By the time he looked up, the remaining gangers were dead; one with his neck at an unhealthy angle and the other with a knife through his heart. 
 
    “Evening Baldr,” Yuri said. 
 
    The Thane pulled his knife from the chest of his most recent kill, the glow from his cybernetic eye focused on Yuri. Baldr’s entire body shuddered, casting off the rain that had built up on his combat vest before shouldering his carbine. The movement reminded Yuri of a cat coming in from the rain, familiar, but utterly inhuman. Yuri always suspected there was some feline genetics spliced into Baldr, which was only reinforced today. Splicing like that was illegal and highly dangerous if not done properly. 
 
    Even then… 
 
    “Yuri,” Baldr acknowledged.  
 
    “Saw you up on the catwalk. Been following me long?” Yuri asked. 
 
    “Long enough to keep you alive.” 
 
    “These pups didn’t have teeth long enough to do much more than scratch.” 
 
    Baldr shrugged, “Tell that to the shooter that was lining you up on the catwalk.” 
 
    Yuri glanced up to see an arm hanging limp from one of the walkways above. 
 
    “That’s what I had you for,” Yuri bluffed. “Why else would I bring them down here?” 
 
    Baldr stared at him for a moment before allowing a thin-lipped smile to appear which vanished just as quickly. It was the closest thing the man had to a laugh. Baldr began walking toward the mouth of the alley, his expression expectant.  
 
    “The Jarl sent you?” 
 
    “He did,” Yuri said, stepping over one of the bodies as he began to follow. 
 
    Baldr stopped and glanced up at Yuri, “Here to kill me?” 
 
    There was a stiff silence that followed Baldr’s words, but Yuri brushed it aside with a laugh, forced though it was. “No, my friend. If the Jarl wished you dead, he would tell you himself.” 
 
    The two Thanes stared at each other, both weighing the other for a moment. Yuri could see Baldr’s eyes narrow, his body tensing as he studied the Thane. Then the tension left, and the thin-lipped smile ghosted his face once more. 
 
    “If only all men were so high minded, the world would be a better place” Baldr said. “The Jarl is an intelligent man, and more honor bound than most, but if he wanted me dead, he would have me shot from a long distance with the kind of round a man doesn’t get up from. Or poison,” he added, as if an amusing afterthought. “But only if he knew the right ones to use.” 
 
    Baldr paused and fixed Yuri with as sincere an expression as he could remember seeing. “It is good to know that if you come to send me to Valhalla, you would do it proper.” 
 
    Yuri nodded, not sure what else to say. “The Jarl wants to know what kept you from the meeting.” 
 
    “Ah,” Baldr said, looking up and down the street before giving Yuri a shrug. “Looking to collect Wergild.” 
 
    “The Fae are beyond Wergild brother. The blood feud between our people will see both sides vying to even the score until only one survives.” 
 
    “Not looking for payment from Fae.” 
 
    It took Yuri a moment to make sense of Baldr’s words before realization dawned on him. 
 
    “Where is your team?” 
 
    The Thane didn’t respond, but his body tensed once more. By this time, Yuri had come alongside him. 
 
    “Dead for the most part.” 
 
    “How?” Yuri asked, shocked that this was the first he had heard of it. 
 
    The Thane shifted, as if suddenly uncomfortable in his own skin. “We got into a firefight with a Fae dealer and his Druids. They trespassed into our territory and thought they could get a few quick deals in before they were found out. We were about to finish them off when a Justicar arrived. It didn’t give warning or threaten to arrest anyone, the damn thing just opened up. Painted the street with Clan and Fae blood alike.” Baldr continued to watch the street, but his unaugmented eye became distant. “I forgot how fast they are.” 
 
    “Why in the Allfather’s name haven’t you called for backup?” 
 
    Another shrug, “Doesn’t take a genius to figure out the Jarl has plans to expand into the Outskirts. After the dust-up in the Lower Business District, he told me to keep any engagements low-key and avoid Tenocore interference. After he learns of this, he’ll want me to step away from the conflict.” At this point Baldr looked up at Yuri and the conviction of his words held him in place. “Honor dictates that Wergild be paid in full for the lives of my Huscarls. The Jarl knows this, but he will ask me to put honor aside for the time being. Wergild must be paid and only a Justicar will suffice as payment.” 
 
    It was Yuri’s turn to evaluate Baldr. Baldr was a man obsessed, always seeking a greater challenge, and was dissatisfied when he found his opponents wanting. The Thane spoke with enough certainty that Yuri knew there was little hope of swaying him. The fact he was still alive after a second altercation with a Justicar was beyond impressive. Baldr’s support would go a long way in aiding the Jarl, and Yuri had one approach that might change his mind. 
 
    The giant Thane nodded, “If you try to kill a Justicar it will damage the Clans. Tenocore will take it as an act of war and will wipe us out.” 
 
    “You would ask me to lose face before the Allfather?” 
 
    “I would ask you to gain honor by putting the need of the Clans before your vengeance. Not all honor comes from battle, my friend.” 
 
    Baldr became extremely still. If the man took a breath, Yuri couldn’t tell. It was the kind of stillness reserved for hunters before the strike. He had seen it, back in his youth in the Jotunheim Mountains when he and Angus’ father would hunt the great Crag Cats. Amazing stalkers that were known to hunt down trolls that roamed the high mountains. Their kind had been preserved by the Jarlson line for generations both out of respect for their prowess and their aid in keeping the troll population down. 
 
    Yuri remained in place, keeping himself as relaxed as possible as he awaited a reply. He wasn’t sure if he could take his brother Thane in single combat, but he would if forced to. Regardless, he knew Baldr well enough that he kept himself from acting prematurely. If Baldr didn’t see a threat, he wouldn’t react violently. 
 
    “If you promise me a time will come that I can claim what is owed,” Baldr said. “I will wait.” 
 
    Yuri wasn’t sure he could honor a promise like that, but if that was the price, he would find a way. “I give you my word that I will do all in my power to see you have your chance, but you will need to meet with the Jarl and follow his lead for the time being.” 
 
    Baldr nodded, “I agree to your terms.” 
 
    Baldr suddenly cocked his head to the side, hearing something beyond the constant hustle and toil that was the beating heart of Twilight City.  
 
    “Best get to cover before Peacekeepers come.” 
 
    “Peacekeepers don’t often come to the Outskirts,” Yuri said. 
 
    “They do when the Khan bribes them. I had to drop a few when they followed my retreat. They were riding grav-bikes that match those the Khan’s Sky Seekers ride. Peacekeeper bikes are nice, but not Sky Seeker nice.”  
 
    If that was true, Angus would need to know. The fact that Baldr had admitted to killing Peacekeepers could add complications to their plans. They might have to put the Thane into hiding, not that he would do so willingly for long. 
 
    “We need to move,” Baldr said. “We should be able to reach the hideout if we go now. Unless you think we can wipe out a full patrol. Haven’t tried that before, could be interesting. I think the Allfather would be pleased.” 
 
    Yuri glanced over at Baldr, not sure if he was serious or it was just another taste of the Thane’s dry humor.  
 
    “The Jarl doesn’t need any more issues with Tenocore. Lead on.” 
 
    Baldr shrugged and muttered “Killjoy” before taking off down the alley. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    Tiam sat in front of six screens, his connection to the Net and partial neural uplink allowing him to perform a multitude of tasks that would have been impossible otherwise. At the moment, he was simultaneously searching for information regarding an AI overhaul that involved a human counterpart while covering his tracks in a separate program. It was difficult, as much of what he was learning was theory instead of factual cases, but none of it seemed impossible. Of course, he expected this. After all, who in their right mind would try to take over a Tenocore Justicar? Only Runners from other Great Cities might try it out.  
 
    Of course, that line of thinking had given him another idea, which was how he would go about masking his tracks when he was finally able to breach Tenocore’s Firewall and override the Justicar’s directives. If the line of data that everyone left in the Net was tracked back to him, Tenocore would have him removed from the city, permanently. That was why he had been working with tech that came from the Great City to the north, Pillar. If Tenocore believed they were infiltrated by a Runner from Pillar, he might just make it out of this job with his skin intact. 
 
    Pillar of the Gods was the official name of their neighbor to the north, but most referred to it as Pillar and there was no love lost between them and the people of Twilight. They were a brutal people, and unlike Twilight City, religiously influenced by the ancient spirits they still worshiped. In fact, like the major corporations that waged their war of succession during World War Three, creating the Waste Between through nuclear war and pushing the American Republic back over the Rocky Mountains, there was still a great deal of animosity between them. Hell, just acquiring tech from Pillar had cost more creds than his entire operation before he had been given the job, but the Jarl was footing the bill and made sure Tiam got exactly what he needed. 
 
    The rest of his focus was spent on managing temporary spam-probes designed to test Tenocore’s security systems. These programs were essentially empty husks with the binary impression of generic spam that was indistinguishable from the general heap of similar programs Tenocore security kept out of their systems, save for one key difference. Their sole purpose was not to sell enhancement chems or offer access to premium Net sites, but simply to test defenses and protocols before reporting back. Anything deeper than a cursory search into his spam-probes would result in immediate self-termination and cut any ties to Tiam’s backup server. If, by chance, that too became compromised, the server could be terminated as well, but he would have to get a new one from Pillar. 
 
    Before he could even attempt to figure out how to take control of a Justicar, he needed to find a safe path through Tenocore’s firewall. From that point on he would have to Go Deep, linking his consciousness with the Net to find the information he needed. It was risky, but his ability to move unseen through the Net was the only thing that would allow him to access Tenocore’s vast stores of information. There were plenty of other obstacles to overcome after that, but finding a way in was paramount. If he could not find a path, there was no way he would accomplish the job.  
 
    Because of this, Tiam found himself in a constant state of stress-induced paranoia. He took precautions for every action he made, sometimes taking precautions for his precautions. He made sure his activity was hidden with the help of a self-developed stealth program which he used when he was not immersed in the Net. It kept all his movements hidden while being perceived as a generic user by any unseen observers. Tiam had worked dangerous jobs in the past and prided himself on his skill as a Net Runner, but he had never engaged in a job involving Tenocore. People that messed with Tenocore went missing and never appeared again.  
 
    He should have told the Jarl no.  
 
    Tiam should have just taken his bonus, waited for his upcoming operation in a couple years, and kept his head low until all of this blew over. The Jarl had promised to move him up the list and get him the newest augmentations, but the complexity of this job was putting all of his skills to the test. He still wasn’t sure why he told the Jarl he could do it. That decision was one he repeatedly badgered himself for making. Then he remembered the look on Sigurd’s face when he said he could do it.  
 
    She had been impressed. 
 
    Idiot, he told himself; letting eyes like hers influence a life or death decision. She was out of his league, but that hadn’t been enough to convince him this was a bad decision until the moment to change his mind was gone. Women like Sigurd might as well live in a different world. She was a physical being, martial and focused. Tiam didn’t stand a chance, but maybe when he got his legs… 
 
    “Shit,” Elliot yelled, cutting off Tiam’s train of thought to look over at his work partner. 
 
    Elliot pulled the plug from his wrist doc and pushed his considerable girth away from his desk. Messy hair and wearing pajama pants with a mismatching cut off shirt that allowed an ample amount of his stomach to hang out was something of an accustomed view in Tiam’s world, but he could see the looks his friend earned from the Huscarls that frequented their new work location. They saw a slob of a man, whose attention to hygiene was a bit lacking at times. Tiam knew he was more than that, but it was hard to convince a room full of killers who had no understanding of the Net. Of all the people in the world, Elliot would do everything in his power to help Tiam out if he needed it. A friendship like that was a rare find. 
 
    “Who’s giving you issues today, Hunter or Seeker?” Tiam asked, reducing his focus on the rest of his searches, save for his spam-probes and stealth programming, in order to manage a conversation. 
 
    Elliot shook his head and massaged his temples. “Both. Both are giving me issues, but Hunter is being a dick. His scanning processes are so freaking scrambled that he can’t measure binary threats. He just went rampage on some low tier spyware and wouldn’t respond to my commands without a hard shut down.” 
 
    “We were lucky to recover anything,” Tiam offered, knowing it was a small blessing considering what had happened to their AI. 
 
    “Yeah, I guess,” Elliot said, going quiet for a moment. “You think Remy is doing okay?” 
 
    The question caught him off guard and Tiam immediately allowed his spam-probes to go on autopilot while he processed it. They hadn’t talked about Remy since the incident. In fact, it had become something of an unspoken agreement to let it be and move on.  
 
    “He tried to kill us,” Tiam said, feeling his chest tremble at the very thought of their former friend’s betrayal. 
 
    “I know,” Elliot said, unconsciously rubbing his hands along his chest.  
 
    After Going Deep in the Net, Elliot had rushed into a Designer Pocket to save Tiam and what he thought to be a helpless Remy. He only discovered their former friend had turned traitor when he stumbled on the trap set by the Net Runner. Remy, his Fae accomplice and all their AI had nearly killed Elliot, but together Tiam and his friend made it through. Elliot had been a mess after that, the psychological trauma from taking that sort of damage while hooked up to the Net was enough to put his friend on bed rest for several weeks after.  
 
    Rubbing his numb legs, Tiam knew exactly what could happen if you were captured in the Net... 
 
    “I just wonder why he did it, you know?” Elliot continued. “He was our friend. What if the Fae had something on him? What if they were forcing him to do it?” 
 
    “They didn’t.” Tiam snapped, remembering the conversation he overheard between Remy and the Fae Designer that had lured them away from the shallows of the Net and into the depths of a Designer Pocket. “And even if they did, he didn’t hesitate to have us killed. That’s not a friend Elliot, that’s a selfish bastard.” 
 
    “Right, but-” 
 
    “But nothing,” Tiam snarled, only realizing he had shouted the words as the door to their workspace opened, painting the ill-lit room in blinding daylight for a few short moments. 
 
    “Everything okay in here?” Sigurd asked as she entered the room. 
 
    The intensity of his anger faded at the sight of her. “Yeah, we’re fine.”  
 
    She turned her attention to Elliot who shrugged. “Tiam’s being pissy, but nothing new there.” 
 
    Sigurd turned to Tiam, a genuine smile on her face, “Pissy, huh? What’s got your panties in a bunch?” 
 
    Tiam found his gaze lingering on her eyes and quickly turned his attention back to his monitors. “Just a disagreement,” he told her. 
 
    When Sigurd and the Shield Bearers first arrived, they had been an unwelcome addition. They would pop in unannounced and complain about the conditions in which Tiam and Elliot worked. Add to that the fact that none of them were even remotely Net savvy and it made for rather prickly living conditions. Only Sigurd and the small Huscarl with cherry blossom tattoos on his arms would stay in the room without complaint. Sigurd would make conversation during down time and seemed genuinely curious about Tiam and Elliot as people, rather than tools. Akio, however, made Tiam more uncomfortable than the complaining Huscarls. He said nothing in greeting and would stand at attention for hours without comment; his gaze taking in every move they made. The man reminded him of a shark, cold eyed and utterly lacking empathy.  
 
    Sigurd shrugged, taking his lack of response as an indication not to pursue it. It was one of the things he admired about her. “Want to get out for a bit?” 
 
    It took Tiam a moment to register what she had asked. 
 
    “Get out?” he asked, realizing too late that he was nervously scratching one of the ports in his arm. 
 
    “Yeah,” she said. “Get something other than recycled air to clear your head. Sounds like you need it.” 
 
    Tiam tapped back into his spam-probes to check their progress. There was little evidence that any had come close to finding a weakness in Tenocore’s firewall. Then a message appeared on the screen just out of Sigurd’s eyesight. 
 
    Dude, what are you waiting for? 
 
    It was a message from Elliot who, for his part, was pretending to be hyper focused on his monitors.  
 
    Go! I got this. Get some face time with your Valkyrie. 
 
    Tiam fought the urge to roll his eyes, nodded, and unsynced his ports before disengaging from his system setup. “Yeah, I could get out for a bit,” he said, then turned toward Elliot, “Message me if you see a change on the bots.” 
 
    Elliot did not look up from his monitors but raised a hand to indicate he heard.  
 
    Tiam issued a cognitive command to his chair and rolled out of the room, thanking Sigurd as she held the door. His eyes watered as the light from outside his workspace assailed him. It wasn’t even a very bright day; the combination of pollution and cloud cover concealed most of the sun, but when the only source of light over a thirty-hour period came from screens, it took a while to adjust.  
 
    Outside his workspace was a small but open portion of the building with several chairs and a table. A little pull-out for tenants to meet outside of their apartments on the second level, only there were no other people living here. It was a Valhalla Steel safe house that had been converted to meet the needs of a Huginn team. A waste of space to some, but the Jarl wanted Tiam and Elliot’s work to remain hidden and off the radar. Now the Shield Bearer team had taken over the small space and altered the adjacent room to become a makeshift living area.  
 
    Sigurd turned to the two Huscarls outside the room, Sven and Akio, “Taking a breather.” 
 
    Sven nodded and Akio offered a brief bow. Tiam hadn’t seen the small Huscarl outside of the dark room and only just noticed the faded bruising along the man’s face and burst blood vessels in one eye.  
 
    “Where do you want to go?” Tiam asked, blinking away slowly fading tears. 
 
    “You’ll see,” Sigurd said, keeping a steady pace that eventually led to the elevator at the end of the hall.  
 
    As the doors slid open, she entered and pressed the third and uppermost floor of the building. Tiam felt a combination of nervousness and uncertainty at the idea of being alone with her. While he looked forward to her visits, it had always been around his workspace with Elliot nearby to fill in when Tiam ran out of things to say. It was easy to be confident there. Outside of his comfort zone, out in the physical world where he was most vulnerable, he found himself growing frustrated at his own inadequacies.  
 
    The doors eventually opened, and Sigurd continued until they reached the rooftop access hatch. She looked down at him expectantly. Tiam glanced from her to the hatch and shook his head. 
 
    “You want me to see a hatch?” 
 
    She snorted and began to get closer, “You ever been on the roof?” 
 
    For a moment he thought she was playing an ill-thought-out joke, “Do I look like I’ve been on the roof?” 
 
    “Well, no, but I figured I could lift you up.” 
 
    She was still smiling, but Tiam felt a flare of annoyance spark within him. She didn’t hesitate to give him a good-natured hard time, but this was too much. Even though he knew she was just trying to be kind, the very idea of having her lift him up to the roof was too much for him to deal with.  
 
    “I’m good,” he said.  
 
    “Come on,” she offered, getting closer while the runes in her arms began to glow. “It’s not a problem for me, honest.” 
 
    As her arms reached out, Tiam felt a sudden surge of panic and commanded his wheelchair back as fast as possible at the very same time hearing himself shout, “No!”  
 
    The sudden movement jerked him back and his chair nearly tipped over. 
 
    Sigurd froze, her face a combination of sudden confusion and shock at his reaction. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she began. 
 
    “Don’t,” Tiam snapped, holding up a hand while trying to calm himself. “Don’t do that,” he said, quieter this time. 
 
    The last thing he wanted was to be treated like a damned invalid. It didn’t matter how good intentioned she was, Tiam took pride in taking care of himself. The fact she thought he would be fine being carried like a child was just another reminder of how different they were.  
 
    The light of the runes in Sigurd’s arms faded away, along with her good nature. Sigurd cleared her throat and stood up a bit straighter. “I’m sorry Tiam, I really am. I overstepped.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” he said, more to assure himself than her. “I just don’t like that. I don’t like being treated like I can’t do something.” 
 
    “You don’t need to explain,” she said, going back to the hatch to close it. 
 
    She said that, but he suddenly felt the need to. He was about to but stopped himself. He should not feel guilty for his reaction. 
 
    “We can head back dow-” she began. 
 
    “Leave the hatch open. You’re right, I could use something more than recycled air.” 
 
    A shadow of her good nature returned as she paused what she was doing and pushed the hatch open once more. 
 
    “I actually like it on the third floor,” he continued, guiding his chair to one of the large double paned windows. “Plus, that breeze feels nice. I don’t usually get that when it’s just me.” 
 
    “You come up here a lot?” Sigurd asked, standing beside him at the window. 
 
    “Every once in a while, when the sun goes down. I like to watch the holo-signs and the people down there.” Tiam stared down at the population below as they went about their business. Hundreds of people moving in an odd sort of chaotic synchrony. “When night is in full swing the crowds grow smaller, but their devices make them look like streams of light. It’s sort of like code, just made up of people.” 
 
    “Streams of light,” Sigurd repeated. “That sounds nice. I think I’d like to see that some time.” 
 
    In that moment, Tiam almost asked her to join him tonight, yet the words never formed as his mouth suddenly grew dry. Instead, he watched her through the reflection in the glass. To him, she was a mountain of physical strength. She was everything he wasn’t and yet, in this moment, there was a sadness behind her smile. To say she seemed fragile would have been like calling steel soft, but even mountains cracked and crumbled. And right now, he could see a glimmer of her molten core.  
 
    “You miss your brother,” he said suddenly. 
 
    Sigurd became very still for a moment and he thought she might snap at him. Instead, she continued to watch the world outside the window.  
 
    “Now look who’s crossing boundaries.” It was an admonition, but not heartfelt.  
 
    He pushed on, “Wergild, right? For one wrong the offending party has to pay something of equal or greater value.” 
 
    She snorted, “Usually there's bloodshed involved, but in a manner of speaking I suppose you’re close.” 
 
    Tiam had read up on some of Valhalla Steel’s history since he realized he was being dragged deeper into their organization. Besides the fact the Jarlsons had been influential outside of the Great Cities, he found their traditions close to barbaric in some respects, yet more civilized than the laws supported by Tenocore in other aspects. Much of their history had been concealed or deleted from European servers with Fae fingerprints all over the place. It wasn’t that they had done shoddy work, in fact whatever Net Runners they had used to do it had been top notch, but they made no attempt to hide their tracks. That was a clear sign that they wanted it to be seen as a warning. It was one Tiam took seriously and stopped his search when he detected observers in the Net. 
 
    Knowledge was power, and the movers of the world beyond him guarded their treasures jealously.  
 
    “We were close,” Sigurd continued. “He was my best friend and I loved him. I loved him more than he annoyed me, which is saying something,” she gave a tight laugh. “By the Allfather he was arrogant though. He thought he was Odin’s gift to the world and rarely filtered what he said, but he was genuine. He never pretended to be something he wasn’t.” 
 
    He glanced up at her, feeling more at ease than he had when they first arrived. “Sounds a lot like you.” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow and glanced over at him. 
 
    “The genuine part,” he corrected. “Not the arrogance.” 
 
    Sigurd smiled, the sadness fading a bit, and Tiam marveled at it. 
 
    “All warriors are arrogant to one degree or another. It’s what gets us through the rough bits,” she said, placing a hand on his shoulder and looking him in the eyes. “But thank you for saying that.” 
 
    If that moment could have lasted a day, it would have been well spent. Yet, the notification from his neural link destroyed any chance of that happening. Normally he would have ignored it, but it was from Elliot and his friend wouldn’t have contacted him this way unless it was an emergency. 
 
    The message read: Bots down, server compromised. Executed removal programs.  
 
    Tiam immediately commanded his chair back toward the elevator and Sigurd removed her hand. 
 
    Upload Net location of last termination. On my way. Tiam messaged back. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Sigurd asked. 
 
    “Nothing,” Tiam replied, feeling a thrill of excitement and dread work through him. “Quite the opposite actually. I may have found what I have been looking for.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    Ahearn stood in the small waiting chamber where the Druids had ushered him in. Even though the building was located in the Outskirts, it was better maintained than most of the dilapidated cityscape that surrounded it. The furniture here was all formed from living branches linked to the yew tree growing in the center of the room. He could feel the living, almost sentient energy flowing through it and realized this was an offshoot of the Great Yew where his father was buried. Benches formed in the corners and were cushioned by leafy growth. Ahearn could sense the Old Magic working through it. To earn a piece of that ancient tree, which dated back to the First Wood, was a great honor for any Fae ,and even more so for those who were not of the Kin. While many of the Fae Nobility looked down upon the Druids, it was clear that Vincent’s branch was well supported. 
 
    There were, of course, those who urged caution when meeting with the human branch of operations. Bricrui had somehow caught wind of his meeting and strongly suggested he not attend. In the Sidhe’s words, ‘The Kin can never fully trust humanity, even the Druids. You must keep them at arm’s length, for their loyalties—like their lives—are too short to understand the path we tread.’ 
 
    Bricrui’s words fumed with hypocrisy, and so Ahearn had pushed the advice aside. The Sidhe was in no position to lecture him on who to trust. While he had come to embrace the Guardian that now shared his body, there had been little choice in the matter. It had been Bricrui who orchestrated Ahearn’s sacrifice before his father’s grave, even if his mother held the knife in her hands. They may have been the instigators of his change, but he owed them nothing and would make his own way, even if that meant crossing those who thrust him into power. 
 
    Ahearn turned his thoughts away as he considered the Guardian’s current emotional state within him. Ever since the Standing Stone known as Fate had so easily worked its way into their shared mind, the Guardian had begun to give off a general feeling of unease and confliction. The fact he could still feel the trepidation of the being within him made Ahearn question whether meeting with these Druids was the best idea. While he had never been overly interested in politics, the stunt he pulled at the Gathering of Kin had thrust him headfirst into that arena. Now he needed to build support and the Druids seemed to be willing to offer it.  
 
    The price of that offer, however, was yet to be determined. 
 
    A gentle groan of moving branches announced the newcomer as the interwoven yew door opened to reveal the Head Druid, Vincent MacLeod.  
 
    “Guardian,” said the Druid leader with a brief dip of his head in acknowledgement of a superior. 
 
    “Druid,” Ahearn replied. “I hear you have a proposal for me.” 
 
    Vincent gave a tight smile and prompted Ahearn to move into the next room with a small sweep of his hand. 
 
    “Our mutual friend has a way of bringing those together who would see our people return to what they once were.” Vincent said as he escorted Ahearn down the hall. “We can speak more once we join the others.” 
 
    Ahearn raised an eyebrow at that. He hadn’t anticipated anyone else in this meeting, but then this was all new to him. He had heard of small collections of Nobles existing amongst the Kin, each attempting to guide the bloodlines toward a path they felt was best for their people, yet he had never seen one. These were secretive meetings where real initiative was taken rather than the Gathering of Kin which, in Ahearn’s opinion, seemed a place for pomp and emotional reaction. Vincent, with what Ahearn knew of the man, was a dedicated Druid, deserving of a modicum of trust that most humans could never hope to achieve. Before meeting the man, Ahearn investigated his long lineage of service, all of it dating back to the War of Tears some fourteen hundred years ago. The fact that a Standing Stone guided him here was just extra assurance that this was the right decision. As far as Ahearn was aware, Stones seldom took the initiative to communicate unless it was of great importance.  
 
    What could be more important than being guided by Fate? 
 
    A Guardian memory flashed through Ahearn’s mind, that of a leathery faced man dressed in chain mail and carrying a bloody sack as he marched his tribe away from a long-forgotten battlefield. The man, Ahearn realized, was Vincent’s ancestor. The ancient warrior knelt before the former Guardian and several Sidhe in a place as old as the First Wood itself. The time-forgotten warrior tossed the bag before the Fae, revealing the crowned head of a human king. Then the image faded, and he was back in the now. 
 
    “Your people have served mine for over a millennium,” Ahearn said, watching the Druid for a reaction. “Has the Stone guided you the whole time?” 
 
    Vincent pursed his lips, eyes furrowed as he contemplated the question. Instead of answering outright, the Druid asked, “What man can deny his fate when it is laid before him? Should he deny it, he denies that which gives him purpose. If he embraces it, he cannot sway from the path, lest he fail.” 
 
    Ahearn nodded and waited for more, but the Druid seemed to have spoken his piece and passed through the door ahead. Either the Druid felt his explanation was sufficient for an answer, or he was hiding something. Either way, the man knew exactly how to speak in a way that gave information, but never enough. It was the Fae way of conversation, and the Druid leader was well versed. Ahearn wasn’t entirely sure if that was good or ill. On one hand, it would be beneficial to have allies that could be outmaneuvered and influenced into a decision. On the other, if his newfound allies were well-versed in the Fae ways, he might find less support than he might hope for. 
 
    Branches lined the walls, reaching out from the central yew in the waiting room and eventually sinking into the walls where they remained hidden behind concrete and plaster. Instead of doors, the hanging leaves made up the entrances. When Vincent reached the third opening on the right, the leaves and branches pulled back to allow him entrance. Ahearn could feel a touch of Old Magic, but it was faint and decentralized, more like static in the background rather than any concentrated power.  
 
    Ahearn reached the opening and the vines pulled back to allow him in. The circular room was filled with more yew branches making up the furniture within. Each in attendance sat in throne-like chairs, as if a pale imitation of the amphitheater where Council Meetings were held. In the center was a small piece of stone raised up by a pillar of yew branches. The Guardian within bristled at the sight, but Ahearn maintained calm. 
 
    It was a piece of the Standing Stone, Fate. 
 
    Enter, Fate pulsed in his mind. 
 
    Ahearn wasn’t well versed in Standing Stones but learning they could break themselves apart and still maintain sentience was something he wouldn’t have thought of. He filed away the information for later. 
 
    The Guardian seethed as the word echoed through them and, for a moment, it attempted to flood his system with adrenaline as if preparing for an ambush rather than a meeting. Ahearn’s hands trembled in response, his heart picking up tempo and his stomach churned. The Guardian hated surprises, and took them as immediate threats, much like a mother bear when another animal neared her cubs. 
 
    My companion doesn’t like when you do that, Ahearn pulsed back. 
 
    There was a brief pause then Fate’s attention seemed to focus on the Guardian, My apologies, Oldblood. Might I have your blessing to speak with your host? 
 
    Almost immediately the adrenaline subsided, and the hostility dimmed. It didn’t go away entirely, but the suddenness with which the emotions changed was difficult for Ahearn to process. Enough remained as if to make a point to Fate that it was content to allow it access to speak, but it would be on guard. Meanwhile, Ahearn was left with the hollow trembling of a restrained conflict. While he struggled to reign in his adrenaline-flooded system, he was able to see who else was in attendance.  
 
    Ahearn immediately recognized a pair of Sidhe, Delia and Rab, whose markings linked them to the Lathurna bloodline. The Lathurna held a middling weight among the Kin, having come across the Atlantic a few hundred years after the War of Tears that divided their people. A vague memory, his own, came to mind. He recalled training alongside these two when he was a boy. They had been closer than most, even then, but little else came to mind. Bricrui had not allowed him much contact with the other young who had been training to become Sidhe, so his interactions were few and far between. 
 
    Not for the first time, he wondered if that had not been Bricrui’s intention the whole time. If the time-worn Sidhe had been planning on turning him into a Guardian since he was young, it stood to reason he wanted to stunt the bonds Ahearn should have formed. This Guardian’s role was, as he had come to learn through the many memories that filled his mind, to be an outsider. A solitary figure with the sole purpose of violent revenge and protection over their people. With the power Ahearn now held, a politically motivated Guardian would be a force to be reckoned with. Therefore, it made sense to keep Ahearn distant from the rest of the Kin. 
 
    Unfortunately for his former teacher, Ahearn planned on doing exactly that. 
 
    Both Sidhe bowed as he entered. “Guardian,” they acknowledged almost simultaneously. It was hard to tell their voices apart, save for the imprint they placed in his mind. Two ancient peaks, divided by a river, yet existing together. Ahearn had never quite heard anything like it. It was as if their two voices should have been one.  
 
    He dipped his head in their direction, having quickly come to terms with his elevated position and the respect it demanded.  
 
    Across from them, looking ill at ease on his yew seat, was another human Ahearn knew only by reputation. The man’s face was deep red, a sign of treated radiation exposure that few could afford, let alone survive. He wore a fitted power suit, which boosted his height and gave his already blocky build an imposing size. The Khan twisted his long, drooping mustache as he eyed Ahearn. The two similarly dressed Sky Seekers at his back gazed at those in attendance as if they might make an attempt on their leader’s life at any moment. 
 
    “This is the one you have been speaking about?” The Khan asked, making a point of being unimpressed. “He seems young to garner such reverence. A significant decrease from the last one, for sure.” 
 
    Ahearn felt a sudden dislike for the human, and not just because of the insult. Another memory flooded his mind, this one showing Ahearn’s mother inside a radiation chamber. She’d been tricked by the Khan into testing a radiation dampener and her life was on the line to prove it would work. Ahearn could see the event through his father’s eyes, feeling the panic in his chest as the radiation levels increased and noting the iron will that kept the Guardian from taking control. This was the foundation of the Sky Seeker alliance with the Fae, an agreement based in deceit. 
 
    Even with his extensive resources and access to superior tech, it was a wonder the Sidhe allowed him to live. 
 
    Another Fae sat to the side. Her face radiated confidence just as much as it could have been a monument to beauty. Amber eyes measured him and, if the smile tugging at the side of her mouth was any indication, seemed to approve. In her offhand she held a glass of deep crimson wine. Not knowing who she was, Ahearn analyzed the markings along her face, discovering she belonged to no blood on this side of the Atlantic, but rather tied her lineage to the original families from the First Wood. Behind her stood a human whose wiry build and poor skin were at odds with the tailored suit he wore. There was a sickly look about him, a certain hollow expression seemed to encompass all that he was. 
 
    He is destined to change the future of the Kin on this continent, of that I am certain, Fate pulsed, apparently into the minds of all in attendance. 
 
    Ahearn took the statement in stride as he sat in the only open seat in the room, but the sudden proclamation by a Standing Stone exhilarated him. His sudden rise to a position of influence, after decades spent discarded looking for his next hit of chems, was intoxicating and he grew confident because of it. 
 
    “I was requested,” Ahearn restated, staring at the Khan. “Which means this little cabal needs something from me.” 
 
    The Khan said nothing, but Ahearn noticed his hand clenching into a fist while the Sidhe twins looked at each other, an unspoken understanding somehow passing between them. The Fae woman in the corner simply leaned back, placing her index finger along the curve of her jaw as her interest seemed to pique.  
 
    He smiled to himself, once more enjoying the power his position afforded him.  
 
    “Perceptive,” the Fae in the corner said as she held her glass out for the man behind her to refill. Ahearn felt the imprint of her voice, a rose bush with more thorns than flowers. It was a strong voice, one accustomed to command, but tinged with regret. It was a voice filled with equal parts promise and warning. “Seeing as you know so much already, perhaps you could now enlighten us as to what we would ask of you so we can get down to what we offer in return.” 
 
    Ahearn couldn’t quite decide if she was mocking him or genuinely curious, so he gave a gracious bow, examining her markings closer. “If I were a Seer I might answer, but only a fool pretends to know what the future holds. Speaking of which, I would have your name, lady.” 
 
    The Fae’s chin rose just enough that he pegged her as a High Noble, even before she could respond. She had too many small mannerisms that gave it away. The way in which she sat, relaxed to a point that established her as an authority in the group rather than a member. The way she managed to look down her nose as she lifted her head was similar to the times Bricrui brought other Nobles to view his lack of progress.  
 
    “Aoife Dubhach,” she said, making a point to pause so she could see how Ahearn would react. 
 
     The Dubhach bloodline was a powerful one indeed. Her lineage spanned back through the centuries, linking her to some of the original Fae Royalty that, as far as he knew, still held power in the cities of Europe today. 
 
    “Named after the famed warrior herself,” Ahearn observed. “And the man behind you?” 
 
    Aoife swirled the contents of her glass even as the man behind her stared down at his feet. “Grandmother is far beyond her days on the field, but she still holds the spirit of old.” The last she said with enough indifference that he suspected some bad blood might exist between them, which might explain her presence in Twilight City. Another point he noted in his mind before she pressed on. “As for this,” she said with a dismissive wave. “This is dear Remy. My sister’s little pet project which has now fallen into my lap, thanks to her incompetence.” 
 
    The man said nothing, and it was then Ahearn realized his mind had been glamoured. If Aoife’s sister had managed to pass the glamour to her, there was likely to be some severe repercussions for the man’s mind. His psyche was likely torn apart by the process, especially if the former owner was no longer alive.” 
 
    Enough, pulsed Fate. You have been gathered here to discuss action, not exchange pleasantries and backhanded compliments. Today we discuss the recent threat to our people, the one they name Glade Burner. 
 
    Aoife sipped her wine as though the Stone were another Fae, but the Khan leaned forward, lips peeled back in a sneer.  
 
    “The thug must be brought to heel,” the Khan’s fist smacked onto the armrest with an audible crack. “He has blundered his way into the Outskirts and has already begun to set up in the Lower Business District. He has all the influence and political savvy of a sledgehammer. He breaks and destroys, nothing else. His presence in this city is unwelcome.” 
 
    At mention of the Jarl, the Guardian’s aversion to the Stone vanished entirely and Ahearn felt the need to immediately hunt the human down and kill him. Knowing the desire came from the other being inside him made it easier to keep the impulse at bay, but the struggle was no small effort. The Guardian was almost completely controlled by its desires and had little way to filter what it craved. Perhaps, he mused, that was why it required a host. Someone to keep it from destroying itself.  
 
    Or, he wondered, perhaps his Guardian was simply insane? 
 
    “The Glade Burner’s sins extend to us all,” Aoife remarked. “But there are few of us who can still act against him.” 
 
    Aoife offered the Khan a false smile which he promptly ignored. 
 
    “Tenocore needs me. They’ll not remove a valuable resource like my Sky Seekers,” the Khan said. 
 
    “Tenocore needs no one,” Delia said. 
 
    “Replacing you would be an inconvenience, not a detriment,” Rab concluded. 
 
    One of the two Sky Seekers at the Khan’s side bristled at the comments, but the man rested a hand on his bodyguard’s shoulder.  
 
    “So,” Ahearn said. “You want me to kill him?” 
 
    No, pulsed Fate.  
 
    “The Glade Burner must be provoked into action,” Rab intoned. 
 
    “His downfall comes when he is seen as the aggressor,” Delia followed up. 
 
    Ahearn watched the siblings for a moment. The way they spoke made him wonder if they weren’t sharing a neural link. Or perhaps it had to do with the fact they were Sidhe. Twins born with the Old Magic in their blood were said to be bonded beyond the mortal norm. 
 
    “That brings us to our proposal,” Aoife said, sipping more of her wine. “We have it under good authority that the Jarl’s woman is with child. We need you to kill them both.” 
 
    Ahearn suddenly felt his stomach lurch, and all the confidence he had gained since being elevated to his position threatened to topple. Meanwhile, the Guardian had became terribly eager, but then, anything that harmed the Glade Burner was fair game. Ahearn knew that, upon obtaining this position of power, he would be required to kill.  
 
    It was not a foreign concept. Back when he was desperate for his next hit of chems, he had killed two men who had come to his apartment looking for payment. It had been quick and bloody, and he rarely thought about their faces anymore. Still, killing a woman with child went beyond what he thought himself capable of. In fact, he was relatively certain that- 
 
    “Before you answer,” Aoife said, interrupting his thoughts. “You should remember that the Glade Burner is responsible not only for your father’s death, but for the slaughter of the Uthweign bloodline. The entire bloodline. There were dozens of children in their glade and hundreds of our Kin. Setting aside the differences between the old families and the new, our connection to this tyrant is the same. That man is a vicious murderer that must be brought to justice.” Aoife’s haughty nature peeled away as she spoke, replaced by a desperate need. “His head must be brought to the First Wood so that he pays for his crimes. If not, he WILL kill again and by our blood, I will not see another glade vanish from this world.” Realizing she had broken the image of uncaring superiority she had built she grew quiet.  
 
    Ahearn could feel the eyes of every person in attendance as Fate’s voice entered his mind. 
 
    In times of wrongdoing, Guardians have been called upon to extract vengeance. It is your time, Ahearn. It is but the first step to reaching your destiny. 
 
    Was it, Ahearn wondered? As far as he knew, Stones were true to their purpose and Fate’s purpose was one of foretelling greatness. Was the price of his destiny, the life of a mother and child, one he was willing to pay?  
 
    “And what do I receive for this? What vast support can you offer that makes me anything more than an assassin for your own gains?” 
 
    To this, the Khan was finally silent. The human was like most of his kind, only interested in what benefited him. All he wanted was a dead rival, nothing more.  
 
    “You will have our complete support when you finally make your move to control the Kin Council,” said Vincent, breaking the silence that filled the room. 
 
    Ahearn watched the rest of them, enjoying the feeling that it was their turn to be put on the spot. The next to speak were the twins, speaking in their synchronized voices. 
 
    “We will turn the influence of the Sidhe in your favor,” they intoned. 
 
    “You’ll have my crew back your play,” The Khan said, waving his hand as if the lives of his people were of little importance. 
 
    The last to speak was Aoife, “An arranged marriage would unite our people and elevate your place in this world. If you think holding a minor place of power in one of the Great Cities is a worthy goal, then I would encourage you to think bigger, son of Dullahan.” 
 
    Ahearn’s heart nearly skipped a beat as he processed her offer. It made the others pale in comparison. Their factions had been split for hundreds of years, leaving bad blood and a broken community. She hailed from a family line far superior to his own, likely strong enough to rival all the power of the Fae in Twilight City. He would not just become a known name in one Great City, they would know his name throughout all of Europe. 
 
    “This is acceptable,” he said, keeping any excitement from his voice as the price became far more simply to accept. “But how will this stop him? Why not just kill the man?” he asked. 
 
    This time the Khan spoke. “They are barbaric in nature and live in a way that has been left in the past. If the child is born, then Valhalla Steel becomes more than just a clan, it becomes a dynasty. It is not enough to kill the man; we must remove Valhalla Steel entirely.” 
 
    “Tenocore will not allow another large-scale altercation to occur without severe reprimands for the aggressor,” Added Rab, then Delia said, “Already Justicars roam the streets. When the Glade Burner learns of what he lost, he will attack. Like a wild animal he will focus on whoever he perceives to be the threat, and this will be his undoing.”  
 
    “With a little help from you,” the Khan said, “we will make sure he sees that I am the target. When he does…” The Khan smiled. “We will watch as Tenocore dismantles his entire operation, whatever is left of it after he attempts to take the Yurt.” 
 
    Ahearn took a deep breath. The Yurt was one of the most well-defended strongholds in Twilight, save for the heart of the city where Tenocore reigned. Distantly he knew his newfound desire for power had overtaken his former addiction. It was, in a way, a new kind of high; one that might cost him far more than the other. And yet… 
 
    “I’ll do it, but know this,” Ahearn said, making sure to look each of those in attendance in the eyes. “As I rise to power, I expect complete and total support.” 
 
    The small cabal each nodded in kind. 
 
    You walk the path now, Ahearn. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    It was a bloody day. 
 
    Not the sort that came with battle, but the stink and gore of the aftermath. Angus oversaw the cleanup alongside his Huscarls and their most recent business associates, a gang calling themselves Cygers, as they started hauling poorly bagged Druid bodies into a discrete and unmarked transport. A few of the would-be toughs seemed to struggle with the smell. 
 
    Two-day old bodies would do that. 
 
    He watched as one Cyger ripped the horizontal visor he wore from his eyes and unloaded the contents of his stomach onto the alley floor, leaving his companion to curse and drop the body bag with a wet thud.  
 
    “Pussies,” Kalgoth spat, as she watched the gangers.  
 
    This was closest to her territory and the Jarl demanded she be present. Her Clan was more secretive than most, keeping to their own traditions and quietly elevating their own position in the city. She had been one of the few Thanes willing to put up a fight when he arrived, and had only submitted when he defeated her in single combat.  
 
    “They got the job done,” Angus said. “That’s more than can be said for most.” 
 
    She growled in response, scratching one of the ceremonial scars that marred either side of her face. Ice burns that twisted her hatchet face into something more sinister. She had done it to herself, and every female warrior that joined her little cult. Dry ice applied to the face and held until the damage was irreversible. Something that had to do with casting their femininity aside to avoid the cold reach of Hel while they aimed for Valhalla. They worshiped Valkyries above the Allfather, in what the older believers viewed as heretical teachings. If he were honest, he had been half tempted to wipe her little cult out, but he needed all the forces he could muster. Her cult was safe, for the moment. 
 
    Seeing a Cyger leave a body bag to empty his stomach, Kalgoth shouted to her two Huscarl escorts, “Help me get the meat sack. These MEN don’t seem to have the stomach for it.” 
 
    The two women, both similarly scarred, nodded, and followed.  
 
    Angus watched them go with a growing sense of relief. His duel with Kalgoth had been brief and brutal. In the first few moments, she had nearly killed him. He had been surprised at the speed at which she wielded a blade and suspected alteration to her too-quick muscles, but it hadn’t lasted long, and after a minute she began to fatigue. Angus had begun his training in the sword before he was seven years old and constantly pitched against warriors stronger and faster than himself. She was not the worst he had faced, not by far, but her ability to hold a grudge was well known, and he often wondered when she would attempt to challenge him for the position of Jarl. Thankfully, his recovery was going strong. A bit of tightness around the major injuries but the nanites had done their job well. 
 
    Still, she had a point. 
 
    How this ragtag gang managed to wipe out the Fae in this territory was beyond him, but the fewer Fae roaming the streets the better. Once they realized they could no longer walk the streets without fear, which he was certain they were feeling at this point, the better. The more paranoid they became, the more likely they were to make a mistake. 
 
    This was the fifth gang Angus had visited since his Huginn and Muninn had pushed his offer on the Net and throughout the Outskirts. Bloody work followed, but his plan was quickly coming to fruition. None of the blood was on his hands, technically speaking, outside of a bit of cleanup. Seeing as the acts of violence were caused by his third-party affiliates, the Justicar had not been called in to intervene. He could avoid Tenocore’s decree as long as his men were not the ones pulling the trigger. The loophole had already boosted his influence and territory to nearly double its original size in the span of a couple of weeks.  
 
    The speed at which these gangs acted had caught him by surprise. His intention had been to slowly build strength in the Outskirts over the next few years, not to have a massive surge of killing. Already he had received visitations from Tenocore’s Inspectors to see what he knew about the sudden movement. He knew they knew, but he toed the line just enough that Tenocore wouldn’t act. The one benefit of being a minor power was you could get away with most of what you wanted—if you kept from interfering in the ruling power’s plans. Right now, he kept his nose clear of Tenocore’s affairs and paid the taxes which fed the hungry beast. As of right now, he was too small of an annoyance to address and could deliver a heavy blow against his enemy because of it. 
 
    The Fae had to be scrambling for a response. 
 
    “An odd situation to bring a smile to one’s face,” Glint said as he walked up beside Angus. 
 
    Angus hadn’t realized he’d been smiling but didn’t bother changing his expression as he eyed his business partner. The man, though a full head shorter than Angus, held himself with a reserved confidence that took up more space than his lithe frame suggested. Angus was not fully confident he understood what Glint was, but he had seen the man single handedly stand down the Khan in the center of his power. That was enough to make anyone hesitate. 
 
    Normally he wouldn’t care if Glint wanted to meet, but arriving unannounced, especially on a day like today, went against the consummate businessman persona Angus had ascribed to him. Already Angus was dangerously close to being late to an ongoing uprising with the Renders, another gang that had taken his offer, and needed him there to confirm the kill. Render leadership had informed his Muninn only this morning that they were making their move, which triple booked him. He could no more ask them to delay their efforts than he could rescind his offer. Moving parts were now in play and he was committed to honor his agreements. 
 
    Thankfully, Helen had been able to cover his meeting with the Stone Dogs, despite being sick. He had been concerned when he woke to hear her vomiting in the master bathroom and set up a meeting with one of Glint’s medical staff. 
 
    He didn’t doubt her grit; the woman had proven herself time and again, but she was too important to him. Angus knew he was considered a monster by many, but for the few he loved he would do almost anything. 
 
    Nearby was Iron, one of Glint’s rarely seen Packmates. Dark skinned, the warrior had the left side of his head shaved while the other half had been tied in one long ebony braid. The Packmate stood off to the side, calm and relaxed, dark eyes taking in everything all at once with little concern. Yuri spoke highly of him, having fought beside him during Dullahan’s ambush. If Yuri said a man was worthy of trust, then he was. The old war dog had a sense for such things and Angus had yet to see him proven wrong. 
 
    Angus brushed off Glint’s observation with a shrug. “What man doesn’t enjoy the fruits of his labor?” Angus said, coldly. He was in no mood for a lecture today. “What brings you here? I have one more location to oversee before the day is out, but I can make time for a meeting if you need it?” 
 
    Glint shook his head. “A couple reasons, but the most pressing is to give you fair warning,” Glint said, sniffing the air as if catching a scent only he could sense. “You must know our enemies will seek repayment for this, and I fear it will be worse than what you have seen so far.” 
 
    “Have your resources discovered something?” Angus asked, feeling his heart quicken.  
 
    If the Fae went on the offensive, he could justifiably counteract and be within the Rights of Conflict as stated in Tenocore law. If he was not the initial aggressor, he was within the legal right to defend his employees and goods if it stayed in the Outskirts. Personally, he hated the regulations put upon him here in Twilight City, but there was little to be done about it. Valhalla Steel was no longer the powerhouse it had once been. Instead, he had invested his creds in lawyers with minds better suited than his to give him the rundown. He had learned a great deal in that time, but the biggest discovery was how lax the law became once you reached the Outskirts. Essentially Tenocore had established a sort of “Frontier Law” mentality where much of what was legal or not depended on who was left standing when the fog of battle cleared. His mistake had been to start pushing into the Business District with force, where greased palms and lots of creds were better implemented.  
 
    Glint tugged at the cuff of his fitted suit. “No, not exactly. However, there is little under the sun I have not seen, my friend. I know the nature of mortal beings and they are a vengeful breed. It won’t be long before they retaliate. I hear their new replacement for Dullahan has taken his role with great drive.” Glint fixed Angus with his yellow eyes. “Best to be ready.” 
 
    Angus had heard as much. Ahearn, the Fae was called, a former chem-junkie with no reputation to speak of. “It is the Fae who should better prepare,” Angus remarked. “I killed one champion already, what is another?” 
 
    Glint watched the men move about them, dragging bodies into the transport, looks of disgust written plainly on their faces. When the nearby workers moved away with their carrion packages, Glint stepped closer. 
 
    “You and I both know the only reason you came out on top was because he sought to toy with you. In a straight up duel, he would have killed you in moments.” 
 
    Angus chuckled darkly, “In my experience there is rarely anything such as a ‘fair fight’ Glint. A man will lie, cheat and deceive in battle if he hopes to survive. All that matters is who still draws breath when the blood ceases to flow.” 
 
    “And what of honor?” Glint asked, pale yellow eyes seeming to become a shade darker than they had once been. “What would the Allfather say to this?” 
 
    Upon hearing the invocation of the god of his people, Angus turned to face Glint, his voice barely above a whisper, yet bitter all the same. “The words of a dead god mean nothing to the living. And if they do, then the stain on my honor gives me little hope of sitting at Odin’s feasting table.” 
 
    “You act as though there is no hope of redemption,” Glint replied. 
 
    “It’s not an act,” Angus said, turning away to watch the pile of dead Druids grow within the confines of the transport. 
 
    The two men shared the silence that followed, each occupied with his own thoughts as they contemplated the words they shared.  
 
    Eventually the last of the bodies were rounded up, leaving only the heavy scent of iron and decay. With a pair of his more resolute men following behind, the Cyger leader approached, his confidence bolstered by those at his back. He was a man of middling height, with a head more bald than shaved, upon which a tattoo depicting an unblinking eye had been placed. Like the rest of his gang, he wore their signature visor, except when he took it off Angus could see the man sporting a single eye. He wasn’t certain, but by the looks of it the gang leader didn’t seem to have had alteration surgery. There was some ancient blood mixed in, linking him to a fell beast of ancient days. Mixed bloods, like him, were rare, as the likelihood of procreation between two different races was hard to come by. Humanity had wiped out a good number of peoples before the twentieth century. Angus would know, as his people had been recruited to hunt a good number of them throughout the centuries. If not for his Clan, Norway would have been overrun by trolls and their Jontun ilk long ago. Now, if a man could find them, their skin, teeth and blood sold for a fortune.  
 
    “Cyclops,” Glint mused. “I’ve not seen one of your kind in years.” 
 
    The Cyger leader eyed Glint. “Probably won't see another one again, unless you go to Pillar. Bunch of half breeds like me over there. Damn good living, working as a Purifier, but short lifespan.” The ganger paused as he looked Glint over. Reaching a blood covered hand to his face, he slid his contact to the side of his eye. “Ah, well, someone like you would have no business in Pillar, huh?” Then he turned toward Angus and his lips pursed together, as if holding back a thought he would normally say out loud before releasing the contact in his eye so that it slipped back into place. 
 
    Glint gave a thin smile, “Not quite.” 
 
    Little news came from Pillar that wasn’t propaganda. Tenocore would have you believe they were a city of Olympus worshiping cultists who sought to reshape the world.  It was even whispered that Pillar was sending spies and recruiters into the Outskirts in hopes of increasing the workforce of their city, but it was all hearsay. Judging by Glint’s reaction, however, Angus wondered just how far off the propaganda was.  
 
    The rest of the Cygers seemed to be relatively human, sporting the same visor as their leader. It was cheap tech that gave the appearance of something more expensive, when in reality it gave them a basic targeting system and nothing more. When dealing with the rest of the filth in this part of the city, visors like that were a game changer. But if these fools believed themselves to be on par with his Huscarls, they had another thing coming. 
 
    “Pleasantries aside,” the ganger said, puffing himself up a bit in front of Angus and Glint. “We’ve done our part, so this is our turf now, yeah?” 
 
    “It is,” Angus said, “as long as you pay your twenty percent cut, Valhalla Steel will make sure it stays that way.” 
 
    The Cyger’s eye flickered from Angus to the automatic Jontun shotgun slung over his shoulder. “Some extra firepower of our own would go a long way in keeping your investment safe.” 
 
    Angus could practically feel the man’s eagerness to get his hands on some respectable firepower. While small arms weren’t exactly difficult to acquire in the Outskirts, they were notoriously ill made.  “That’s not part of the deal. You have earned my protection, but little else. If you want it, you pay for it.” 
 
    The gang leader could barely keep the sneer from his face. 
 
    “Although,” Angus added, “for an additional, say fifteen percent, I can assemble a basic package for your people.” 
 
    The fight between the Cygers and Druids had been a bloody one. Equipped with shoddy armaments, mostly scrap and the few small arms they had acquired, the Cygers barely managed to put down their target. Even with the element of surprise and superior numbers, they had easily lost as many as they killed. Had a Fae been in the mix, they very well may have failed. 
 
    “Fuck,” growled the ganger. “Make it ten and you have a deal.” 
 
    “Ten it is,” Angus said, signaling to one of his Huscarls who began unloading the crates of guns and ammunition he had brought for the Cyger’s inevitable request.  
 
    The near snarl that began to creep across the Cyger leader’s face was kept in check by a thread. The man knew Angus was his current savior, so for the moment he would act the part of the thankful subordinate.  
 
    The Jarl held out his hand which the Cyger took with only a brief moment of hesitation. Angus had no doubt they would turn on him in a heartbeat if the opportunity presented itself, but there was little to be done. For now, the territory was his, if not in name. 
 
    Iron had already left and was now piloting the aero-lift Glint arrived in. The turbines began to spin as the machine came to life, while most of Angus’ Huscarls prepared to leave. A small team was left behind to patrol the area. 
 
    “Accompany me to your next location?” Glint asked. 
 
    The Huscarls who arrived with Angus looked at their Jarl expectantly, but he waved them down. Glint obviously wanted to talk, so he might as well oblige the man. For all his supposed allies in Twilight City, Angus saw Glint as something of an anathema; one of the few people he felt deserved his trust, despite having only known each other for less than a year. Unlike many of the would-be tyrants and entrepreneurs in this place, only Glint had principles he would not cross and made no excuse for them. That was a valuable trait in an ally and one he wanted to understand more of. 
 
    Angus shrugged and followed Glint to the aero-lift. 
 
    Aero-lifts were becoming more commonplace these years, he thought as he followed Glint toward his. Sleek and compact, with twin turbine engines on either side, it was able to touch down on most city streets without taking up too much space. It might be worth it to invest in their manufacture once things in the Outskirts settled, he mused as the sound of the pulsing turbines joined the backdrop of noise in the vast city.  
 
    Once they entered and the doors slid closed, the sound of the turbines vanished altogether.  
 
    “Coordinates?” Glint asked, offering him a tablet to input the next location.  
 
    Angus tapped the address into the tablet and the aero-lift rose into the air before Iron flew it towards the location. Glint paused again, sniffing the air with a puzzled look on his face. It could have been the dim light inside the aero-lift, but Glint’s eyes appeared to have taken on a faintly glowing aspect. 
 
    “What group is seeking to collect on your offer this time?” Glint asked. 
 
    “They call themselves Renders,” Angus said, finding his seat and adjusted his fully-automatic Jotun Bane to fit comfortably. “Another group of nobodies, but they contacted my Muninn, so we’ll see if they are worth their salt.” 
 
    Glint gave an approving nod. 
 
    “You mentioned there was more than one reason for your arrival,” Angus pointed out. 
 
    Glint lowered his head and rested his chin over clasped hands, “Wyrd scent in the air today. You are tied to it somehow, if just by the smallest measure.” Glint stopped and sniffed in Angus’ direction. “You’re still not eating enough,” he remarked. “The gaunt aesthetic doesn’t suit you.” 
 
    It was a poor transition away from the subject and Angus was not in the mood to play word games today. “Is that how you found me in the first place?” 
 
    Glint smiled, “Observant.” 
 
    Angus didn’t reply, just waited for an answer. While he had the desire to trust Glint, the long and bloody history that filled Angus’ past was a difficult hurdle to overcome.  
 
    Glint sighed, “Yes, to a degree. I perceive it as a scent, but that’s how my mind has been attuned. Had another been made to serve my Creator’s purpose, it may have been a sound or taste, perhaps even a physical pull. Regardless, in the days before we met, I had been smelling it for weeks.” 
 
    Angus nodded, “How does this new scent compare?” 
 
    A thin smile played across Glint’s lips, “At the risk of inflating your ego, it is significantly less. Yet even the faintest Wyrd scent can change the lives of thousands. Therefore, I feel the need to seek it out.” 
 
    “And the reason you want to deal with this issue without my Huscarls?” 
 
    The smile vanished and, for a rare moment Glint seemed uncertain. “It may be a matter very personal to me and I would not have it interrupted.” 
 
    Angus expected his business partner to continue, but Glint appeared to be satisfied with leaving it at that. He wasn’t sure whether he should feel insulted that his partner didn’t trust his men or flattered that he was willing to include Angus in a personal matter. Either way, Angus decided he would find out soon enough. 
 
    Relaxing, Angus stared out the window. The ever-shadowy landscape of the Outskirts passed by in a blur of deep grey and occasional neon. Neither of them spoke and a comfortable silence followed. For a moment Angus took solace, however brief, in knowing he stood with a peer who cared as little for pretense as he did. Eventually the aero-lift lowered its speed, causing those inside to lurch forward ever so slightly. 
 
    “We’re here,” Iron called over the comm system. 
 
    Below them, this area of the Outskirts was entirely without electricity. A strange sight for a city that never slept. It was said the further from the center of the city you went, the darker the powers that ruled the streets. Even protected by the bulletproof windows of Glint’s aero-lift, Angus’ hands rested on the Jotun Bane shotgun resting in his lap. Glint seemed unperturbed, once more adjusting the cuffs of his suit as if to make himself more presentable. As they descended toward the street, Angus caught sight of muzzle flashes accompanied by muted gunfire. For a moment there was a burst of white light in the darkness and Angus spotted the silhouette of a man cleaving another in half with a two-handed sword. 
 
    “Putting in a block away,” Iron said, likely having seen the same threat Angus had.  
 
     Glint nodded to himself, as if confirming an unshared thought. 
 
    “My men can be here in minutes,” Angus offered. 
 
    Glint shook his head and stared out the window. “No. I can handle this.” 
 
    Another flash of light and the image of a head being removed flashed before them before joining the darkness.  
 
    When the aero-lift finally touched down, Iron was the first out. Sighting down his carbine, Iron scanned the area before tapping the door and giving a thumbs up. Angus worked the action on his shotgun and joined the warrior. Angus did his own assessment only to realize it was too dark here with the towering skyline above. Reaching into a pouch at his side Angus withdrew an Ocutact and held it to his eye. The temporary adhesive attached to his dominant pupil, allowing him to adjust to low light areas. Blinking to ensure it had attached, Angus noticed the shadows receding, revealing what normally would have remained hidden. It wasn’t perfect, but it would do. Neither Glint nor Iron seemed to have an issue with the dark. 
 
     Glint sniffed the air as he stepped out, concern wrinkling his brow. 
 
    “It’s familiar,” Angus heard him say.  
 
     Glint took the lead while Iron and Angus spread out on either side of him as they moved toward the gunfire. Ahead the flashes of gunfire began to die down while the moans and cries of the dying filled the silence between each burst. He spotted a few dead Druids, their markings marred and broken along with the rest of them. The bodies of the Renders lay amongst them, the gang members easy to identify. Unlike the Cygers, whose trademark could easily be removed, the Renders were modified to the point of being grotesque. At least one arm from each had been poorly replaced with a cybernetic limb ending in a vicious claw. The tech was a decade old and likely acquired through theft or murder, and whoever had attached the augments was better suited to being a low-class butcher. Infected, swollen skin stood out where metal met flesh and, on a few dead bodies, Angus could see loose stitching scars where the tech hadn’t been properly fitted.  
 
    The light he had seen before seemed to flare in accordance with the screams that filled the dimly lit area until the gunshots stopped altogether. Angus brought his shotgun up, scanning the area until he caught the sound of approaching footsteps. From the shadows of a nearby building stood a man clothed in little more than blood-soaked rags. Dark hair and olive skinned, it was hard to tell where the filth ended and his flesh began. Though he didn’t seem to take notice, blood from several lacerations slowly dripped onto the concrete beneath him. Held over a thick shoulder was a massive two-handed sword which the man carried with a disturbing amount of confidence. At odds with his appearance hung a small doll from his hip; ragged and torn up as much as the man it was tied to.  
 
    Stopping within gunshot, the man glanced up and seemed to look right through them. With a touch so gentle it went against everything the man seemed to emanate, he stroked the remaining yarn that made up the doll’s hair.  
 
    “State your business,” Angus called. 
 
    Whether or not the man heard him, Angus wasn’t sure. The warrior simply continued to stroke the doll’s hair.  
 
    “I don’t think your would-be associates made it through this one,” Iron remarked, as if discussing the weather. His aim, however, never left the man apparently responsible for all the carnage. 
 
    It wasn’t really a loss, Angus thought, also keeping a sharp eye on the man with the sword. Another gang would take over where both parties had been removed and he would only be out a small monthly percentage. He was about to reply when the man suddenly seemed to notice them. 
 
    “Hello,” the man called out, voice welcoming despite the bodies around him. “Did you come for Mass? I’m afraid they are full today,” he said, waving a hand at the dilapidated building. “I would be more than happy to pray with you, however, if that is what you wish?” 
 
    Angus glanced over at Glint who raised a finger implying that they should lower their weapons. “This is him.”  
 
    There were a great many oddities to be found in the depths of Twilight City, especially in the Outskirts. One madman didn’t seem all that out of place, save that Glint claimed to have found the Wyrd scent he had been looking for. Angus lowered his weapon, but he was prepared to act at any potential threat. 
 
    “Just passing through friend,” Glint said, slowly walking toward the man. “Might I ask your name?” 
 
    The man gave a broad, genuine smile, “Alwar Santiago, of the Order of Saint James the Greater.” 
 
    Glint froze in place and Angus fought the urge to bring his shotgun to bear. The name of the Order was one known and rightfully feared by any who heard it. It was the last of the zealot factions to fall when the Fourth Crusade had been brought to heel. They were dangerous fanatics that had threatened the safety of most of the Great Cities across the world. All of them were said to be dead when Rome was destroyed. 
 
    “I heard of a Santiago during the Crusade. It was said he held the Bridge of the Gods with a handful of his followers and defeated the Blessed of the Sun in single combat when the Aztek sought to pass.”  
 
    Alwar stared at them, but didn’t seem phased by Glint’s words. “This,” Alwar continued, as if Glint had never spoken, “is Sasha.” 
 
    Angus looked down to where the man pointed and saw nothing, but his eyes drifted to the sword over the man’s shoulder and spotted angelic script along the cross guard. 
 
    “You’re a Crusader,” Angus said, barely keeping the tension he felt from showing. 
 
    The man glanced over at Angus and his jovial expression dimmed, his eyes growing wider and slightly dilated. When next Alwar spoke, his voice had lost all emotion. Gone was the jovial madman, replaced with a cold and confident killer. 
 
     “I can see you, Angus Jarlson, and I know your sins.”  
 
    The Crusader shifted his weight to give the Jarl his full attention, his dark eyes boring into him.  “I hear them screaming, Jarl. I saw that devil’s smile you wore as you gunned them down, the damned and innocent alike.” Alwar’s voice became a broken whisper, “The very trees are crying.”  
 
    The words hung in the air and Angus found himself looking into dark eyes that could only have been forged in the coldest recesses of Hel. Only Angus, Glint and a handful of his father’s Old Guard knew the bloody details of what transpired in Europe, before he was forced to come to the Great Cities of the Americas. The warrior acted as if he could, in that moment, see all that had transpired.  
 
    The Last Crusade had been during his father’s time, but Angus had heard the stories of what a full-fledged Crusader could do. Lone warriors who could defy the odds and turn the tide of any firefight. Brutal killers with a clean conscience his father would say, yet he mentioned nothing about any kind of magic or psychic abilities. Regardless, images of the day he burned the Uthweign Glade surged into the forefront of Angus’ thoughts and the weight of the guilt from that day seemed to press down upon him. 
 
    “That’s a beautiful name, Sasha,” Glint interjected, “Is that a family name? Perhaps after her mother?” 
 
    The Crusader blinked and looked around, not seeming to understand where he was for a moment. Suddenly his smile was back and the threat of violence that seemed to saturate the air, vanished. 
 
    “No, nothing like that, my wife picked it off of the Net of all places,” the madman said with a rueful grin. “Please, come in. I’m not sure where she went off to, but you should break bread with us. It would be good to have visitors, especially one so blessed by the Lord.” 
 
    “I thought Mass was full?” Glint asked. 
 
    Alwar’s face froze, like a computer trying to process the next action only to find it could not.  
 
    “Mass is…” Alwar’s eyes grew distant and he stared at the bodies around him. 
 
    “He’s mad,” Angus told Glint. “Let us leave him and be gone. The Fae won't come back any time soon.” 
 
    Glint only seemed to grow more focused on the man and took another step closer. “Do you know where you are, Crusader?” 
 
    Alwar opened and closed his mouth, unable to answer even a simple question. 
 
    “Rome,” he said quietly, as if unsure if he believed it or not. 
 
    The Holy City had held for as long as its Sacred Shield could withstand the orbital bombardments. Yuri had served during the war and told Angus of the three nights without darkness, and what appeared to be a second sun when the Sacred Shield of Rome finally broke. Hundreds of millions of faithful died in an instant as Rome turned to glass. 
 
    “Rome is gone,” Glint told him. “It is little more than a radiated wasteland. How did you find your way to Twilight City?” 
 
    The Crusader’s face went blank save for his eyes which seemed to focus everywhere except Glint. He paused and, just as if it had always been there, Alwar’s smile returned. “Come in, please. It would be an honor to host a Nephilim in my own home. The Lord has truly blessed us today, isn’t that right Sasha?” 
 
    This man, this ‘once Crusader’ was beyond help and Angus could see no benefit in making the attempt. At the very least, a madman would keep people out and that was just as well. He would rather have an empty space in his net of influence than another gang to oversee. For a moment he considered gunning the man down, but something told him that killing a Crusader wouldn’t be that easy, and it might anger Glint. 
 
    “I’ve seen enough,” Angus said, backing away towards the aero-lift. 
 
    “If you find yourself in need of a friend,” Glint said, offering the man a business card. “Don’t hesitate to call.” 
 
    Alwar looked the card over and tucked it into his grimy pants pocket with a smile. Angus was halfway toward the aero-lift when the man’s voice reached him. 
 
    “Be wary Jarl, the price of your sins is upon you. Know that redemption comes at a cost, but you must be willing to pay it if you hope to create a better future for your lineage.” 
 
    “Keep your redemption, Christian. I am beyond it,” Angus said. 
 
    Angus didn’t bother looking back as he entered the aero-lift, but the words remained. In the minute or so that it took for Iron and Glint to join him, he relived the day he had slaughtered the Uthweign bloodline. He remembered it with the crystal clarity of one who replayed the same moments over and over again. He could almost feel the heat from the flames that devoured their glade. 
 
    Would he ever outlive what he had done? 
 
    The comm link around his wrist lit up and he tapped the screen to accept the call. Gunfire boomed in his ear, but Helen’s voice cut through it. “The Fae have us pinned down. We need immediate extraction!” 
 
    Fear and rage warred within him at the news and he turned to look at Glint and Iron, both of whom seemed to have heard her.  
 
    “I’m coming. Hold tight.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    Helen sprinted across the street and just managed to jump behind a broken-down vehicle when bullets skittered where she had been just moments before. Spitting blood from biting her tongue after the last explosion, she quickly pulled her sidearm; a forty-five caliber Contour Prime. Tapping the button on the grip and the other beneath the barrel, the titanium stock extended, and she braced it against her shoulder while catching her breath. 
 
    “Grungnir Two, does anyone copy?” Helen called over her comm system as she activated her ocular implant by pressing the stud behind her ear. 
 
    The world took on a blue sheen that quickly paled and she transitioned the augment from picking up electrical sources to minor infrared in order to identify the number of nearby hostiles. Staring through the window of the jeep, she could make out at least fifteen bodies on the other side of the street and the heat signatures from a dozen grav-bikes. The Khan’s Sky Seekers had come to collect on a blood debt, and she was their target. 
 
    This was bad. 
 
    One minute she had been sitting in a meeting negotiating sulfur deliveries with the representatives of the Stone Dogs, and in the next the building was rocked with explosions and flame. Of the two representatives that had come, one took the first explosion poorly, his back broken under a pile of rubble, while the other vanished. In moments, the small office space they had been using transformed into a war zone. She managed a call out to Angus before a second blast destroyed her long-range communications. He said he would come, she told herself. She just needed to stay alive until help arrived. 
 
    Her own team was scattered throughout the first level of the three-story business building, but she had been unable to reach them. In her heart she suspected the worse. Her Huscarls would not leave her alone. If they could fight, they would. The fact there was no fire support was an answer unto itself. In all likelihood, they had already been taken out.  
 
    The thrum of a grav-bike was the only warning she had of the next attack. Laying down on her back, Helen took a deep breath and waited for her target to reveal itself. As the grav-bike darted overhead, the rider scanning for her hiding place, she slowly released the air from her lungs and fired twice, her finger flickering against the hair trigger. The rounds took her target beneath the thigh, one managing to travel through the meat of the man’s leg and exit through his torso. Losing control, the rider crashed the grav-bike into the street, pitching his lifeless body into a nearby light post. 
 
    “Grungnir Two!” she called again, hoping against all odds her team would respond. 
 
    Only silence answered and Helen felt the beginnings of panic settle in. Her team couldn’t have been wiped out, could it? She had left them with a Stone Dog Blossom Collector to discuss a protective perimeter, little good it had done them. With no contact from her team, surrounded and outgunned, and her rifle left in the transport that was now little more than a slab of melted metal, she was quickly losing hope that she might escape.  
 
    Then there was the child she carried… 
 
    Her panic faltered and a small but rapidly growing spark of anger replaced it. 
 
    The last few weeks following her discovery had been filled with doubt and worries she had never taken into consideration. What would she do now? How would she maintain her position as Thane? What would Angus think? She had always been precautious, always sure to keep herself protected from any chance of reproducing yet being with Angus had lowered her guard. Casting aside precautions, she had joined with him in a way she never had with anyone else. 
 
    And now she and her child were about to die. 
 
    A cruel, grating voice carried over the thrum of approaching grav-bikes, “Come out and let’s be done with this, Helen. Come with me now, and we’ll see this bloodshed ended.” 
 
    That voice, like a long dried out corpse that decided to speak, sent a deathly chill down her spine. For a moment she thought Dullahan himself had come back from the dead, ready to slaughter those who had brought him down. Yet, the Fae she saw after peeking over the edge of her cover put the irrational fear in its place. Gone was the Head Taker, replaced with a youthful Fae with dangerously sharp eyes and crackling green energy that engulfed his hands. The similarity between the Fae standing there and Dullahan was uncanny, but the differences were apparent. The Fae who had called her out by name, while imposing, did not strike her as being as merciless a killer as Dullahan had been. 
 
    This was all too much of a risk for Angus’ lover, she thought. Killing her to prove a point was not only petty, but self-destructive, considering the risk of invoking Tenocore’s wrath. It was one thing for the Khan to attack, as he was safeguarded by Tenocore, but the Fae? If it was discovered the Fae were involved in this hit, there would be hell to pay. Especially when the Justicar patrolling the Outskirts caught wind of a firefight between their two factions, those here today might as well be signing a death sentence. Angus needed to arrive soon, before the Justicar arrived and killed them all.  
 
    There had to be more to it, she thought, otherwise this attack was sheer madness. There had to be something else, unless… Helen’s heart nearly stopped in her chest as a realization hit home: Unless they knew about the child. 
 
    In that moment she knew the child was exactly what they wanted. They had come for the babe she herself had only discovered a few weeks ago. That meant someone had betrayed Valhalla Steel, sentencing Helen and her unborn to death. Only a handful knew about or suspected the pregnancy and none of them existed outside of Valhalla Steel, aside from Glint’s doctor. It wouldn’t make sense for Glint to be involved, but perhaps he too, was deceived. Whoever the traitor was, they carried weight amongst Valhalla Steel and had informed the Fae of her condition.  
 
    Realizing this, the small spark of anger inside of her became a wildfire. 
 
    Popping up with her Contour Prime, she intended to put down the lead Fae before he could make good on her death, but noticed shield drones preparing to flare to life around him. She cursed and instead directed her fire at the Sky Seeker to his left. The man was leaning forward on the handles of his bike to the point that all his weight was forward, so she fired at his arm. Being uncovered by the interlocking plates of his armor, the hollow point removed the limb at the elbow. The Sky Seeker screamed as his uneven bodyweight forced his grav-bike into the Fae, causing him to leap aside as the bike roared through their ranks. Whatever fell magic he had been maintaining was released into a nearby Seeker as he darted back, melting the man’s body armor into his flesh, and filling the street with the heavy scent of burnt meat. With the moment of surprise at hand, Helen burst from cover and began sprinting away from the conflict. 
 
    She knew there was a chance, however slim, that her team was still alive out there and she was abandoning them. Yet the guilt of her retreat was dulled by the knowledge that she was the only defense between her baby and those who sought to kill it. Helen’s team could figure out things on their own, her child could not. 
 
    There was a deafening buzz by her ear as the Sky Seekers opened fire, accompanied by what felt like a hammer to her shoulder as a bullet tugged at her body armor. Helen stumbled under the impact and turned so that she bounced off a car door, back first. With trained precision, she managed a few ill-aimed shots. They were enough to cause her opposition to find cover, but only managed to tag one in the leg before she continued her flight. Somehow, she kept her feet and continued to put as much distance and cover as she could between herself and her would-be killers. While she ran, her ocular implant picked up multiple heat sources ahead. One was a small collection of individuals, likely citizens hiding from the gunfire. The other was new, massive and moved with terrible speed just a block ahead. Helen’s heart seized in her chest as she realized what was coming. 
 
    Death itself was about to visit the Outskirts, and there would be no salvation from it. 
 
    In a last-ditch attempt to survive, Helen activated the synth-suit she wore beneath her body armor. A warm tingling sensation spread through her hips, working its way down her legs before seeming to jolt with potential energy. The stored kinetic energy from day-to-day use could be activated, giving the suit a sudden burst of physical energy which she directed toward the sensors in her left leg. Normally this could give a burst of speed, generally used to advance the direction you were already going. She had been advised, time and again, only to use it in straight directions and to make sure the energy was delivered evenly to avoid serious injury. What she was about to do was dangerous, but she was running out of options. Just as she planted her foot, Helen activated the suit. She felt something in her ankle pop as her weight came down and the suit activated. Pain and nausea accompanied a lurching sensation as the suit directed the energy against her current momentum and then she was darting away to the side. 
 
    Just as she toppled into an alley, there was a massive explosion and the building beside her blew wide open. Large chunks of the wall rained down on her. Helen tried to move, but gut-wrenching pain rippled through her leg and she fell. As the world came crashing down around her, she wrapped herself into the fetal position in hopes of protecting the child she carried.  
 
    “I’m coming,” she heard Angus say through her short-wave earpiece. 
 
    But it was too late. The Justicar had arrived. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Ahearn snarled and rose to feet, the stink of melting flesh overwhelming his senses and causing his stomach to roll. Everything was going to shit.  
 
    Gunshots were dulled by the noise-canceling earbuds he wore as the Sky Seekers opened fire. Six of them had already taken off after their target, despite Ahearn having not given the order. The Sky Seekers’ utter lack of regard for his supposed command hadn’t been something he anticipated having to put up with. The initial explosion was meant to kill the woman instantly, allowing him the opportunity to leave without drawing Tenocore’s ire. It also would have allowed him to get through this without having to see the pregnant woman he was here to kill. 
 
    Unfortunately, these Sky Seekers were little different from other human factions. Eager to get back at Valhalla Steel, they had set the explosives off prematurely. He instructed them to wait until her business associates left the room, so as to prevent harm to the Stone Dogs. Now, not only did he have to worry about his current target, but he would have to inform his people that there could be issues with yet another faction. He could only hope they had all died in the blast, but doubted it. Hope was for fools, so he sent a few Sky Seekers to finish off any additional survivors to make sure word didn’t get back to the faction. 
 
    The most frustrating part was not the fault of the Khan’s eager men, it was his own lack of conviction. He hadn’t wanted to see any of this come to pass, and knew it the moment he arrived. He had lied to himself, repeatedly, in believing he was prepared to pay the price of power. Yet, seeing her there alone and desperate had given him pause. He considered capture rather than assassination, and that had been his downfall. These Valhalla Steel humans could not see beyond the moment. Like animals, they fought without thought or reason. With the thousands of memories of Fae and human altercations in his head, Ahearn should have known better. 
 
    His father would never have wavered. 
 
    The Guardian within him was seething and only served to amplify those thoughts. Although it spoke no words, the rage and frustration it emanated filled his mind, and he found himself allowing it to flow through him—perhaps even embracing it as his own. He so wanted to become more than what his father had been, but he was not sure he had the stomach for it. 
 
     And now everything was a mess. 
 
    Ahearn glanced down at the Sky Seeker he melted just moments before; seeing the bits of flesh stretched and slopped like candle wax. The nausea faded as he allowed the Guardian to fill him with power. Through the images it had allowed him to see, he had witnessed violence beyond what any Fae could recall and, to a small degree, it had hardened him to the reality of the death around him. Ahearn remained in control, but the being that existed within him guided his body on the path to manifest his will. Now the power, the Old Magic, surged through his very veins, coating his arms in flickering green energy. 
 
    Helen was sprinting down the street and he allowed the Guardian to fill him with both the power and resolve to do what needed to be done. He focused on her and the world seemed to slow as the manifestation of his will became a chaotic globe of potential energy in his hands. Just as he was about to snuff her out from the world, she suddenly jerked to the side with enough force that her body looked like a puppet violently dragged off stage. He blinked, trying to figure out how she managed the feat, then the side of the building ahead of him exploded. 
 
    Bits of concrete and rebar cascaded across an entire city block. The pursuing Seekers quickly turned from the blast, each scattering in their own direction. What sounded like the buzzing of a massive swarm of bees filled the air and two of the Seekers simply turned into a red mist, their grav-bikes riddled to pieces and crashing to the ground below. The world seemed to move as though gravity had tripled on every living being, save one. 
 
    Ahearn had never seen a Justicar before, but the Guardian had and a new sensation, one he had never felt from the being before, trickled through the rage and contempt it had been emanating. The sensation was one Ahearn had known quite well before his recent change, but this was the first time he felt it in this new life. The sensation was fear, and, at that moment, Ahearn had never known it so intimately. 
 
    Though humanoid in nature, the Justicar looked as if the skin of a man had been given elastic properties and placed over a machine torso that tested it to its limits. Bits of flesh had been burned away from the steam rising from the mechanical structure beneath the skin. Domed, reinforced and hardened eyes bulged from its skull, no doubt filled with all kinds of targeting and navigational systems. 
 
    The monstrosity moved in such a way that belied its massive size. Three meters of towering death moved in a handful of strides as the abomination of cybernetics and flesh crossed the city street. In one sharp flick of the wrist, a mono-filament blade shot out of its forearm and eviscerated another Sky Seeker, along with the grav-bike she rode, her upper half tumbling off her ride and into a nearby window. In the next instant, it was aiming the Drill-Rail attached to its other arm at a Sky Seeker desperately trying to escape. The loud buzz sounded again as hundreds of miniaturized rail-gun barrels activated and the rider’s body simply turned to bits of meat and bone, along with a section of the building behind him. 
 
    The Guardian within was torn between the challenge before him and the unabashed fear at what this monstrosity was capable of. Ahearn’s shields weren’t meant to withstand Rail-tech and would be torn apart by a single volley. While he might be able to harm the creature with his newfound power, the odds were not in his favor. Ahearn had no incentive for a fight like that if he could avoid it. Knowing this, he stepped back and prepared to flee.  
 
    Gunfire opened up from the section of the building he had been assaulting just minutes before, dropping the Sky Seeker to his right and causing his shield drone to flare to life as bullets skittered across the shields. Ahearn opened himself to the Guardian and allowed the power it held to flow through him once more. Seeing his new assailants, two Huscarls on one side of smoldering rubble, he directed the Guardian’s wrath in their direction. A bolt of skittering energy lanced forward and both Huscarls melted like wax before a towering blaze.  
 
    When he returned his gaze to the true threat, he realized just how much danger he was in. The Justicar had already decimated half of the Sky Seekers. Bloody bits of bodies speckled the street, accompanied by the wreckage of multiple grav-bikes. It had gotten close enough that he could feel the heat emanating from its body even though it was a full city block away. For the briefest moment Ahearn felt as if those domed eyes were targeting him, and him alone.  
 
    Frozen in place, Ahearn’s heart pounded a staccato beat in his chest as he and the Justicar seemed to lock eyes. Those dark domes were likely readying to remove him from the world of the living while his mind and the Guardian screamed at him to move.  
 
    Suddenly a figure rose beside the spot where he had killed the Huscarls and opened fire on the monstrosity. A small spattering of closely grouped bullet holes appeared where a heart might have been but did little more than draw the Justicar’s attention away from Ahearn. 
 
    Unlike the members of Valhalla Steel, this man wore a dark uniform, torn in the blast, his body leaking his lifeblood to the unforgiving pavement. He wore no insignia save for the cherry blossoms tattooed on his forearms.  
 
    The Blossom Collector had survived the blast. 
 
    There was no hesitation in the man’s stride as he moved to engage the Justicar, even as the buzz of the Drill-Rail filled the air. Ahearn couldn’t help but admire the man’s courage, despite the hopelessness of his situation. In that moment Ahearn knew he did not have the heart of a warrior. Of all the situations he had played out in his mind, he could imagine none in which he would willingly embrace his own death like the human before him. Such futility was for lesser beings, he told himself, but the feeling of awe never dimmed. 
 
    As the Drill-Rail fired, the Blossom Collector leaped aside with such a lack of effort that it could have been rehearsed, before firing another tight volley into the Justicar’s leg. If the rounds had any effect, the Justicar didn’t show it.  
 
    There was another deafening buzz that joined the cacophony of violence which filled the Outskirts as an unmarked aero-lift swept in, an illegal mini-gun turret sending a heavy volley into the Justicar, just as its own shields flared to life. A few rounds managed to tear up the Justicar’s leg before its defense systems kicked in, exposing human tissue and metallic bone beneath. The Justicar staggered to the side as its leg gave out, but managed to wing the aero-lift enough that one of the turbines began to belch smoke.  
 
    Even as it tracked the vehicle, Ahearn spotted a dark-skinned man in a fitted suit falling out the opened door of the aero lift. For a moment, it seemed as if he had been shot out of it, but the body didn’t tumble or flail. Instead, he plummeted straight down into the rubble and ruin, only to land on his feet and begin sprinting into the cloud of dust that had begun to build with the collapse of the nearby residential building. 
 
    Whoever it was, Ahearn didn’t care. It was time to go. 
 
    At this point the Blossom Collector darted forward in what could only have been a vain attempt to catch the Justicar off guard. The killing machine immediately stopped tracking the aero-lift as it made a sharp turn out of sight and hobbled to face its attacker. Even wounded, as it appeared to be, it moved far too fast for its size. The Blossom Collector managed to get a few shots off before the buzz sounded again. While the warrior moved with the practiced skill of a man trained for violence his entire life, his left hand vanished along with a body sized chunk of the street behind him.  
 
    Out of the corner of his eye, Ahearn caught movement where Helen had run and spotted the man in the fitted suit carrying her over his shoulder. The man’s eyes seemed to glow yellow through the haze filling the streets. He gave Ahearn a small, formal nod, as if to say: “Better luck next time” and slipped into the growing dust cloud.  
 
    For a moment Ahearn began moving towards them, unwilling to see his plans fail after so much had already transpired. He was so close to getting the support he needed. If she survived, everything he wanted would slip through his fingers. The Guardian, as if sensing the need, immediately began fighting for dominance of his body. While Ahearn had felt a similar pull before, it had been nothing like this, and he wasn’t entirely sure he wanted to reject it. Energy built up in his hands once again as he prepared to bring them both down. One blow could permanently cripple Valhalla Steel, robbing them of their future leadership and jettisoning Ahearn to the position he now craved. Killing them would most certainly draw the Justicar’s attention and cost him his life, but the Fae would long remember his sacrifice today. 
 
    But Ahearn was no Blossom Collector.  
 
    Knowing this, he threw every bit of his will against the Guardian.  
 
    This was not his day to die. He was no martyr and had only just become someone of influence. Selfish or not, he would not kill himself when other opportunities would likely arise in the future.  
 
    The Guardian raged against him, trying to wrest control of their shared body. Sweat poured from his brow as his will to live gradually overcame the Guardian’s efforts. With trembling limbs, Ahearn finally managed to bring his arms down and release the energy he had been holding into the ground, ripping up concrete and rebar and leaving green flames where the damage had been done.  
 
    As fast as he could manage, he ripped his gaze away and ran. Hearing the Blossom Collector’s final war cry, Ahearn knew he had failed, and tried to think of what he would tell those who had placed him here. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    “And this is how you go into the Net?” Sigurd asked, hand resting on the Deep Seat. 
 
    “Pretty much,” Elliot answered while Tiam busied himself with preparation. “You just need one of these bad boys and the Deep Seat translates the binary into something your mind can understand.” Elliot tapped the neural port on the back of his neck proudly.  
 
    “So, anybody can hook themselves in? Just like that?” she asked. 
 
    Tiam disengaged his current ports from his wrist setup as he prepared to fully immerse himself into the Net. Ever since Remy’s betrayal he had only sent his consciousness into the Net when he had to. Even then, if the Net was an Ocean, Tiam had only gotten his feet wet in the shallows. Just thinking about going any further than that immediately triggered the fear he had tried to keep hidden. 
 
    “Sure,” Tiam said, finally free from his set up. “And as long as you don’t leave the well-traveled areas, you’ll probably be safe. It’s the forbidden, private and unexplored territories of the Net that will kill you if you’re not prepared.” 
 
    “Life or death stuff, huh?” she asked. 
 
    He could tell she wasn’t convinced but tried to hide it with a small smile. She thought their line of work was as safe as any other office job. She was wrong, of course, but he didn’t fault her because of it. People who only existed in the physical world could not understand the risks involved. Tiam knew though, and he had been lucky enough to survive when he had been an idiot kid with more balls than brains. The fact he was wheelchair bound was a testament to the risks.  
 
    Most people thought he was born to the chair, but Tiam remembered running through the streets with his friends as a kid; the thrill of moving of your own accord as the air swept past you was one he would often dream about. He remembered the sensation of the ground beneath his feet, just as he recalled holding his toes to the heating elements in his grandparent’s home while he watched old Noir stories with his grandfather.  
 
    Of course, he never made it a point to educate people. Everyone had struggles and soon, he would have one less. He just needed to get this job done and stay alive. 
 
    Easy, right? 
 
    “Unexplored?” Sigurd asked. “The Net was created centuries ago, how can something manufactured be anything other than what it was designed to be?” 
 
    Tiam shrugged and navigated his chair to the Deep Seat. “There are many theories as to how the Net came to be. Some more fanatical Net Runners believe it was always there. It was simply waiting for our technology to advance far enough along to access it. Others, like myself, think it has simply grown to encompass the depth of human knowledge. Like the first creations of life in our world, it has evolved to become something far more than it was ever designed to be.” 
 
    “It’s just tech,” Sigurd said. “How could it exist before we created it?” 
 
    “How does an air rifle work?” Elliot asked. 
 
    Sigurd raised an eyebrow, “I don’t follow.” 
 
    “Was air created the moment the first air rifle was made?” 
 
    “Well, no,” Sigurd said, “but people already knew about air before creating those.” 
 
    “And people theorized how to access the Net before it actually happened.” 
 
    Sigurd shook her head, “You’re talking about two entirely different subjects. Your analogy doesn’t work.” 
 
    “How about we focus on getting me in the Net,” Tiam interjected. “Then you two can argue, yeah?” 
 
    Elliot nodded in agreement and turned his attention back to his monitors. “I did what I could with Hunter and Seeker, but Seeker is still struggling to stay on task. If anything, he will be a threat to you while you’re in. I’m only going to upload Seeker, along with your basic equipment.” 
 
    “That’s fine,” Tiam said, hoisting himself from his chair to the Deep Seat, he took off his shirt to ease the access of the ports. “I’ll only need him until I reach the Tenocore border. From there I’ll go solo.” 
 
    Sigurd stepped away, watching Tiam as he made sure his neural port aligned properly. 
 
    “What?” he asked once he settled himself back against the Deep Seat. 
 
    “Nothing,” she said quickly. “I mean, it’s just that you guys take this pretty seriously.” 
 
    Tiam felt his irritation rise but kept it in check. Elliot gave him a look that said, ‘What do you expect?’ and continued to prep the programs Tiam would be uploaded with. He pointed at the rifle slung over Sigurd’s shoulder. 
 
    “No more serious than you do.” 
 
    She gave him another disbelieving smile, “If you say so.” 
 
    Tiam closed his eyes and steadied his breathing.  
 
    “Ready?” Elliot asked. 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “Four hours Deep and I’ll pull you out. I’ll give warnings every hour. Just make sure you get back to the server. If you can’t, send a message and I’ll come get you.” 
 
    Tiam took solace in his friend’s words, knowing it was far from an empty promise. Elliot had shown up for him when things got hairy twice before, once in the real and once in the Net. He had no doubt the big oaf would come rushing in if trouble came calling. 
 
    Only now I am going into Tenocore territory, he told himself. A foolish rescue attempt in there might as well be a death wish.  
 
    “Let’s go.” 
 
    “10-4 good buddy,” Elliot chirped.  
 
    “Good luck,” Sigurd said, stepping away from the table to give him space. 
 
    Tiam pictured Sigurd’s smile as he closed his eyes, “Thanks.” 
 
    “Connection complete in three… two… one…” 
 
    There was a brief dropping sensation in the pit of his stomach as the link connected. It was nerves, mostly; the mind sending one quick jolt of fear as it transitioned into a new world. 
 
      
 
    When he opened his eyes, Tiam found himself in an ancient bar, the likes of which he had only seen in his grandfather’s old Noir vids. A mustached bartender was wiping down the large oak table he was standing behind. The man gave him a brief nod, acknowledging that he recognized Tiam’s right to be here, and resumed his activities. This was their Net server and the bartender, Clyde he had come to name him, was the defense system.  
 
    “How are you doing today Clyde?” Tiam asked. 
 
    The bartender repeated his nod of acknowledgement and continued wiping down the immaculately clean bar. Of course, there was no bar, no Clyde, everything he saw here was an illusion. They only existed in Tiam’s mind as the Deep Seat translated images from his subconscious where binary would have been. Everyone saw the Net differently. Elliot had told him that he perceived their server as a banquet hall, and Clyde was a great wolfhound who lay by the hearth. His was an old world of swords and sorcery while Tiam’s was full of Model T’s and mobsters. When they first began working together and the stakes were far smaller than they were now, the two of them would enter the Net just to see if their perception could be changed. It never had, but it was something they had done to pass the time. 
 
    Elliot’s voice sounded in his head, “Last known location of the bot termination should appear soon. I’ll get your gear and Hunter into you shortly.” 
 
    “Understood,” Tiam said. 
 
    Moments later his mental HUD picked up the location. Predictably, it was deep into Tenocore territory. There was a very real possibility he would run out of time before he could discover much with the time he had. Time flowed differently outside the doors of his server, much of it depending on the Net speed, but there was an unknown anomaly that affected many Net Runners that went beyond the frequently traveled paths within the Net. It was a well-known issue in the world of Runners. It all had to do with your connection to the Net. The further you got from well-traveled paths, the more variation there was in time.  
 
    “I’m going to need you to set up a temporary server near the last hour. Get it as close as possible to Tenocore territory as you can without drawing attention. Think you can manage it?” 
 
    A weight suddenly appeared around him as his trench coat and his Smith and Wesson Model 19 appeared on his person. His hand stopped just over the bulge where his revolver was kept and let it fall away. The last time he’d Gone Deep in any real serious way, he had been forced to use it. The thought of having to use it again made him feel sick.  
 
    Tiam wasn’t a killer. At least, that wasn’t how he saw himself. He had killed before but hated it both times. He still saw those faces some nights when he slept. One was delicate, yet harsh, with the sharp eyes and pointed ears of the Fae. It was the Designer that trapped Tiam in a Pocket of the Net. He suspected she had something to do with Remy’s betrayal, but would probably never know for sure. The second person he killed was just the opposite. Overweight to the point of severe obesity, the whites of his eyes yellowed from lack of nutrition. The second had been another Designer, the one who had taken his legs from him.  
 
    That one he had killed in the real.  
 
    “Boss?” a voice rumbled right beside him. 
 
    Tiam’s heart raced for a moment as he realized Hunter had already materialized at his side. The AI was barrel chested with a bowler hat and an eight-gauge shotgun over his shoulder. He clenched a cigar between his teeth as smoke slithered out of the tip. He was capable of causing some serious pain in the Net, but he wasn’t bullet proof, as Tiam had come to find out when Remy’s ambush almost removed the AI’s binary entirely. The fact Elliot managed to salvage enough to rebuild them was a testament to his friend’s ability to work code. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Tiam said. 
 
    Hunter tipped his cap and followed. Hunter and Seeker were a labor of love, hence their tendency to have some human characteristics. They would reply to verbal commands with general grim determination, as they had been programmed to. While they weren’t nearly as personable as some of the AI that Tenocore or some of the high-tech companies put out, they performed their duties just as well. Eventually he would like to update their personalities, but for now Elliot and Tiam were simply happy their work hadn’t been completely destroyed. It had taken years to construct the two AI, and back then there had been three of them to do the work. 
 
    “I’ll be monitoring your position until you reach Tenocore territory,” Elliot said. “After that, I’ll go silent, but keep communications open.” 
 
    “Confirmed,” Tiam said, and pushed through the doors of the server and out into the Net.  
 
    The world of the Net, all those zeros and ones, translated into dingy, fog filled streets lit only by lampposts. Old gas engineered cars passed by as Runners, user avatars, and various AI went about their business, passing him by on the sidewalk. Most of the individuals he saw were user avatars; blank-faced figures that moved rigidly. Those were normal Net users, the general population who searched from the safety of their devices. It never hurt to blend in, so he made sure to keep his movements rigid as well. While this was a safer part of the Net, there were plenty of spambots and viruses waiting out there for a Net Runner to mess with, and he didn’t want to cause a scene if he could avoid it. 
 
    Raising a hand beside the street, he hailed a car. A Model T combustion engine vehicle appeared without a driver. The doors opened and Tiam sat in the back while Hunter took the front. Attached to the back of the driver’s seat was a small screen where Tiam input the location closest to Tenocore Net space. From there he could walk, but time was of the essence and he needed to use his wisely. 
 
    The Streamline was the best way to get where you needed. Being the most-used source of searching and travel within the Net, Tenocore maintained disciplined guardianship over the area. Looking out the window of the Model T, Tiam could see the building-sized watch towers as they scanned the main thoroughfare with spotlights. They were advanced Malware removal systems scanning for any malware or viruses attempting to enter the Streamline. 
 
    Turning away from the towers, Tiam watched the street lamps and population pass by. Although the trip could only have been a few moments in the Real, to Tiam the trip lasted several minutes while his mind filtered the information around him, making it seem as though the vehicle were moving along at a steady pace.  
 
    When they got closer to their destination, Tiam found they had transitioned onto one of the Streamline’s secondary paths, which would significantly alter his perception of time. The watchtowers here were far more sparsely populated, but then being this close to Tenocore there was not as much movement. People knew to give the world power plenty of space. Save for the massive Firewall in the distance, the buildings here were still numerous, but many were vacant or the remnants of old apps and businesses that had gone under. A graveyard of sorts and not the kind of place to linger for very long. Spambots were a rare sight, but there were old Malware that lingered in places like this. Tiam would just as soon move past it, but traveling on foot was the only real option. 
 
    If he allowed himself to stay on the road leading to Tenocore’s Firewall he would be scanned, allowing his identity to be placed in a Tenocore memory bank before being turned around and returned to the Streamline. 
 
    But where he was going, no roads could be found.  
 
    As the Model T came to a stop, he exited along with Hunter and the Model T vanished behind them. By walking back to the sidewalk and signaling with his hand, he could bring another vehicle, if with a short delay, but he wouldn’t need it once Elliot set up their temporary server. 
 
    “Looks rough here boss,” Hunter said, tapping out ash from the end of his cigar. 
 
    “It’ll only get worse,” Tiam said. “Keep an eye out.” 
 
    Hunter tipped his cap and held his eight-gauge in both hands. 
 
    “Elliot, this is where I’ll need the temporary server. Think you can get something set up?” 
 
    There was a delay for a few seconds, then, “Copy. I’ll get it up. Also, your first hour is up.” 
 
    Damn, Tiam thought. He needed to get moving to make use of the time he had left. Glancing over at the towering walls where Tenocore’s defenses lay in wait, he felt a stomach-churning sense of foreboding. He could die today, doing something as foolish as entering Tenocore Net space. Yet if he completed this job, he could walk in the Real. An image flashed in his mind, one that had repeated many times in the last few weeks. It was one of Tiam standing in front of Sigurd- 
 
    “Bad business coming this way, boss,” Hunter rumbled.  
 
    Tiam glanced up to see a figure looming in the shadows of one of the abandoned buildings. He couldn’t get a clear view of it, but judging by the odd shape and lack of interaction, he assumed it to be Malware.  
 
    “Want me to get rid of it?” the AI asked.  
 
    “No,” Tiam said. “At least not until I’m out of here. Keep an eye on it and make sure you keep Elliot’s server safe when it shows up.” 
 
    Hunter didn’t respond, focused as he was on the malware. It wouldn’t do anything as long as Hunter was near, which normally wouldn’t have been a problem, if not for the fact that he would be leaving his bodyguard behind. 
 
    Beside him, the dilapidated building immediately changed into a small, yet well-lit shop with banners depicting shoes on the outside. It was a false app server and one that would fool most passersby. To them, a small shoe company in a less than savory area of the Net would likely fly under the radar, save for the event that a well-versed Runner on the look for temporary servers came through. A very minor risk at best. 
 
    “Moving out and going silent,” Tiam told Elliot. 
 
    Satisfied he had a quick way out, Tiam began to do what he did best; he started to Blend. Taking several deep breaths, he focused on seeing the code around him, seeing what lay before as well as what lay around him while he replicated new code over the top of his own, matching the binary around him and concealing his presence in the Net. At this point he could see the Malware shift within the darkness of the building as it searched for him.  
 
    It would not find him. He had Blended his code with the rest of the Net, making himself essentially invisible to all but the most meticulous eye. Most Blenders could do this, but only for short periods of time. Very few could move while Blending. Tiam smiled and began walking away at a steady and measured pace to make sure he maintained his code.    
 
    Most couldn’t, but Tiam had spent thousands of hours figuring out not only how to Blend, but how to do it like nobody else. Staying focused on the binary, his own and the world around him, Tiam began walking toward Tenocore’s fortification. 
 
    Now he just needed to stay alive while trying to figure out how to breach Tenocore’s Firewall. Something nobody had ever done before. 
 
    Shit. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    Angus sat in the waiting room of Glint’s medical facility; eyes fixed on the floor as his barely restrained rage boiled to the surface. His hands trembled; the tablet he had been given to fill out the information for Glint’s medical professionals long forgotten. The siren song of violence filled his every thought, painting a macabre mural of bloody revenge in his mind. The urge to gather his clans together to eradicate the Fae from this city was but a call away. He pictured Helen as Glint had found her; leg broken and her body beaten down as she lay curled to protect her vital organs. Her head was split open from the rubble she had been covered in. 
 
    “The baby,” she had said, when Glint brought her to him, not a trace of fatigue after carrying her half a city mile. Her face had been swollen and her words slurred. “Protect our baby.” 
 
    She was carrying his child and they had tried to kill her. 
 
    Thoughts of fatherhood had been the furthest idea in his mind and the news hit him like a hammer blow, then fueled his rage even further. Angus wanted nothing more than to annihilate the Fae in Twilight City. The only thing holding him back were the memories of what happened when they killed his father. The bloodshed that ensued, the lives he had taken along with those who had fallen. Angus knew he had lost control and it nearly cost him everything. He battled the desire as fervently as he felt the need to embrace it. Once he gave himself over to the darkness, there was no turning back.  
 
    Was he really willing to do it all again? 
 
    The tablet cracked under the pressure of his grip, the glass on the screen cutting into his hands. Angus didn’t feel it. All he could see was the face of the new Fae killer as he fled from the Justicar. Ahearn, he was called. Angus could not rid himself of the Fae’s face, and didn’t feel the need to try. Instead, he memorized it. 
 
    “That’s a smile reserved for a meeting with death, boy. Not for a man praying for a quick recovery,” came a voice beside him. 
 
    Angus blinked, realizing how far he had allowed the darkness inside to rise. He could feel his lips peeled back in a twisted smile and allowed himself to relax, if only enough to think clearer. Yuri’s presence helped. The age-worn warrior knelt at his side, which only emphasized his size in the small waiting room and placed his unaugmented hand on Angus’ shoulder. 
 
    “They’ve done it again, Yuri,” Angus whispered, not sure if he trusted himself to say more.  
 
    The giant warrior said nothing, and Angus allowed the rage to subside into the silence as he gathered himself. The need to kill slowly faded to the back of his mind, content to sit there for the time being. 
 
    “She carries my child,” Angus said.  
 
    Yuri gave his shoulder a squeeze and let go. “That’s a fine thing, Little Jarl. A man should continue his name and she is a fine one to walk beside.” 
 
    “If she lives,” Angus said, fear and rage warring inside him. 
 
    He was not accustomed to fear, at least not like this. He had been raised to spill blood and always assumed he would fall in battle. But this was a battle beyond what he ever imagined. This was not a dispute that could be won. This was a matter of life and death for the woman he loved and the child he had only just discovered. Learning he was to be a father only to realize he might lose it all in the same day was almost more than he could bear.  
 
    “If they die, I’ll see that every Fae is put into the ground. I will burn down their works on this world and salt the earth where their Glades once stood. There will be nothing left of them but memories and ash.” 
 
    Yuri nodded solemnly, “I will follow you to the gates of Valhalla and stand proudly at your side as the Allfather weighs our deeds. You know this Little Jarl, but remember, if you go through with this your legacy will join that of the Fae. Tenocore will not allow this to happen without severe repercussions.” 
 
    Angus could feel the darkness beginning to fill his mind once more. 
 
    “What can a man do when those he loves are torn away from him?” 
 
    Doors opened down the hallway and Angus could see Glint with a pair of doctors in medical white heading his direction. He could not read their faces behind the masks they wore, but knew their words would seal the fate of Valhalla Steel. Yuri’s voice, however, drew him away from them, if only for a few moments more. 
 
    “A man may very well destroy himself,” Yuri said, fixing Angus with his pale-eyed gaze. “But you are no mere man. You are Angus Jarlson, and you will do what is best for your people.” 
 
    The old warrior’s words hit home, pushing back the crimson cloud that filled his mind. Nodding, he turned to face Glint and prepared for the worst. As Glint and his people arrived, one of the two doctors stepped forward and Angus stood. 
 
    “Helen’s is stabilized for the moment,” she said, eyeing the broken tablet laying on the floor. “We aim for a sound recovery as long as her vitals remain stable. She is, however, in extremely poor condition. There is a hairline fracture along her skull which is the most concerning issue. She is also covered in numerous contusions throughout most of her upper torso, and both her tibia and fibula are broken.” 
 
    Angus let out a breath he didn’t realize he had been holding, “And the baby?” 
 
    The other doctor stepped forward, “The fetus isn’t very far along, but it does complicate things. As it stands, her body is fighting for life, but-” 
 
    “What?” Angus asked. 
 
    The doctor took a step back and Glint raised a hand to calm the man. The doctor glanced at his employer before continuing. 
 
    “Her chance of survival will increase if we terminate the pregnancy.” 
 
    The words threatened to steal the very air from his lungs, but he managed a firm, “No.” 
 
    “Sir,” the female doctor implored, “We can’t get a firm answer from her in her current state. You need to understand that she needs every ounce of-” 
 
    “That woman,” Angus said, stepping ever closer to the two professionals, pointing back the way they had come, “offered her body and her life for our child. You think she risked all of that so you can rip it away from her while she is at her most vulnerable?” 
 
    Angus knew he was close to shouting and didn’t care one bit.  
 
    “Sir, we simply need-” 
 
    “Odin damn your needs,” Angus snapped before pushing past them. 
 
    He could hear the doctors attempt to follow him, but Glint cut through their panic. 
 
    “I will warn you once, good doctors, and I’ll leave you to make your own decision. The man you are about to stop will care as much about your death as a fly beneath his boot. Try and stop him at your own risk.” 
 
    The footsteps faded away behind him almost immediately and Angus was alone as he strode forward. Panic sent his hands to trembling and the hallway seemed to stretch on forever. It was by force of will alone that he kept himself from running. When he reached the doors, the lock prevented him from entering. The urge to smash the glass nearly won, but suddenly Glint was there beside him, a swipe card in his hand. 
 
    “She’s in bad shape, my friend. Prepare yourself.” 
 
    Angus knew Glint was trying to help, but his need to see her, to see THEM, was paramount in his mind. He managed an affirmative grunt and Glint swiped him through to the next area.  
 
    “Second room on your right.” 
 
    Rushing through the doors Angus came to a halt when he reached the outside of her room, dread filling his every step. He took a deep breath and entered. 
 
    Helen lay in a hospital bed, compression cast around her leg, fresh stitches and bits of synthetic skin standing out against her caramel complexion. The side of her head had been shaved, revealing a deep purple bruising that covered much of the exposed area. Various tubes and monitors were sticking out of her arms. Deep tissue bruising covered her body, tarnishing her once smooth complexion. 
 
    Slowly, almost reverently, Angus approached her unconscious form. Despite her condition, he had never seen anyone so beautiful in his life and it worked through the hardened crust of his heart. The love of his life and the child he had only just discovered both lay at Hel’s door and he was helpless to do anything about it. 
 
    Pulling up a rolling stool, he sat beside her; one hand holding her own and the other on her belly. For the first time since his father passed, Angus bowed his head and prayed. 
 
    “I am a simple man, Allfather,” he began, and stopped, unsure if he knew the right words to say. Perhaps, he reasoned, there were no right words. Was he not, after all, just speaking out loud to himself? Regardless, he pressed on. 
 
    “I am not the sort to beg or plead, but if you are real, you already know this. My request is simple; I need them to live. Do this, and I will see the Old Ways brought back tenfold. Your name will be revered once more by the world, be it in my lifetime or the next. The foundation of my works will be in your honor, and I will teach my child in such a way as to ensure your ways will grow. I pledge this to you, Allfather, and no other.” 
 
    Angus opened his eyes, watching Helen’s sleeping form.  
 
    “If she dies,” Angus said quietly, “I will still ensure you are remembered, Odin. But it will be as the final monument to your existence, for when she dies, the clans will join in a Ragnarök of our own which the world will long remember. I will leave such devastation in my path that our passing will be burned into the memories of all who witness it. They will say, this was the last gasp of a dying people, and they will tremble as they remember it.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Glint watched Angus enter Helen’s room and turned away. He knew, in part, the anguish the Jarl was going through and did not envy the man. Of course, it would be far worse for his new ally. His life was short and full of first times. Glint had endured a great deal of pain in his long life, but seeing those you loved in pain was easily one of the worst feelings he had endured. Not quite so agonizing as losing them completely, he thought, allowing several dozen faces to flicker through his memories until they settled on one with eyes of emerald against ebony skin. Glint paused on that face for a time, remembering what once had been before promptly returning to the tasks at hand. 
 
    There were times to remember old pains, but now was not one of them. 
 
    The whirring of servos gave Yuri’s approach away, not that a warrior such as he would dignify himself with sneaking even if he could.  
 
    “He is a tormented soul,” Yuri said, staring through the glass. “The boy’s roots were cut before they could take hold.” 
 
    “Your Jarl is far from a boy,” Glint commented, noting the truth in Yuri’s words. “However, I might add that it is his brokenness that drives him onward. Without it, Valhalla Steel may never have made an impact in this city, let alone recover as it has from its dramatic fall from on high. Drawing from that brokenness gives him strength.” 
 
    Yuri said nothing for a time, giving Glint the opportunity to evaluate the warrior Angus cared so much for. Even Iron spoke highly of the warrior, which said something considering he had not heard his Packmate speak that way about anyone. More machine than man, Yuri showed little sign of mental instability, unlike many who underwent extreme augmentation surgery. While he didn’t carry the Wyrd scent like his employer, there was something about his smell that reminded Glint of his time in Greece. He had met a warrior of great renown in the decades he had been involved in their society. A proud warrior, who stood boldly before the enemies of Troy, unwavering in his duty and conviction. That particular man had been one of only three who had turned away Glint’s offer to join his Pack. 
 
    This giant, Yuri, was of a similar nature. It was similar enough that he wondered if there was some blood tie that might connect the two. Certain genetics seemed to carry over the years, and Glint had discovered which stock produced strong men. Of course, that was nothing compared to Angus’ blood, but then, Glint had not been entirely certain about that until he saw how the Cyger looked at the Jarl. Cyclops were known to see who had been tampered with by the Primordials and gods alike. That one look said all Glint needed to verify his own suspicions about the Jarl.  
 
    “You’ve a point, but it’s wrong,” Yuri said, matter of fact. “At least, wrong in seeing it as a strength.” 
 
    Glint raised an eyebrow at this. “Really? Explain.” 
 
    Yuri gave a half smile and shook his head, “Pretty simple, really. If you use a flawed tool it will eventually give out. It might happen the first time or the hundredth, but it will happen regardless and only pain will follow.” 
 
    “Sometimes all we can do is work with the tools we have,” Glint offered. "The world is a cruel place, and it doesn't play by any particular set of rules. What one man considers a flawed tool, another might use as his instrument of salvation. 
 
    Yuri glanced down at Glint, “You’re the sort who could talk circles around me, there’s no doubt about it, Glint. I’m not one for debate, I just know the lad’s heart. If that woman doesn’t make it, you’ll see just how much damage he can do before he breaks.” 
 
    “Do you have so little faith in him?” Glint asked. 
 
    At this point he knew he was poking the bear, but Glint wanted to test the man. Rather than get angry, the towering warrior chuckled. 
 
    “I reserve my faith for the Allfather, Glint. Angus is a man and carries the flaws all of us are born with. That said, he is a leader I would follow into the final battle of Ragnarök if he asked it of me but will not tarnish my honor because of him. So long as he continues to be the man I know him to be, he has my loyalty, my honor, and my love.” 
 
    Glint nodded, “And what is your honor worth, considering you took place in the burning of the Uthweign Glade?” 
 
    This, he was sure, would reveal something about the man that belied his calm demeanor. 
 
    Yuri scratched his beard with his augmented hand, his eyes going distant. “That was a dark day.” 
 
    “So I have heard,” Glint said, watching for any hint of anger and finding himself growing increasingly more interested the more he pressed the man. “A single child survived, only to be killed by your Jarl’s hand just a few years past.” 
 
    “I can’t speak to the clan’s actions that day or the moment the last Uthweign fell, but I can tell you now that I have never harmed a child in all my life. None of us knew they hid their young in the Glade, but it stains my honor all the same. I am not one for falsehoods, Glint. I will own the crimes of my past.” Yuri rumbled, a hint of challenge in his voice. “But I will not sit idle while a man who knows nothing of me passes judgment or besmirches what honor I have left. Do we understand one another?” 
 
    Glint nearly chuckled at the sheer audacity of Yuri’s challenge. The man could not stand before him. There were few in this world who could. Yet, he was entirely certain that, even if Yuri knew what Glint was capable of, it wouldn’t change a thing. The man stood for something beyond his own self-preservation. He was honor bound, and because of this, he earned Glint’s respect. 
 
    “Understood,” Glint said. 
 
    Yuri seemed to weigh the word before giving an affirmative grunt. 
 
    Glint saw the pain he had caused and wished he had not needed to cause it, but now he had a better sense of the man. Enough to know that he could speak candidly. 
 
    “There is a new Wyrd scent in the air,” Glint said, which turned Yuri’s attention back to him. “It has even greater potential than Angus, which is saying something, and it comes from the child she carries. At some point I fear you may have to make a choice between the Jarl you follow and his offspring.” Glint made sure to look Yuri in the eyes. 
 
    “If it comes to it, I hope you choose well.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Angus felt Helen’s fingers suddenly tighten around his and immediately raised his head. Her eyes fluttered open and a pale smile tugged at the corner of her mouth. 
 
    “You came for us,” she whispered. 
 
    “I did,” he said, feeling his chest tighten. “Both of you.” 
 
    A tear rolled down her cheek, “Wanted to...tell you. I just-” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” he said, moving closer to wipe the tear away. “None of it does. All that matters is that you two are safe.” 
 
    “Are we?” she whispered, eyes beginning to close as the pain medication in her system took over. 
 
    “As long as you are with me, always.” 
 
    He could feel the faint pressure as she tried to squeeze his hand. 
 
    “Be my wife,” he whispered. 
 
    She smiled again, more tears began to flow, and she nodded.  
 
    Together they held each other until the medication took over and she fell asleep. 
 
    Angus continued to hold her, thinking of the mess that had been created. It was strange, he thought, how easily he could see the flaws in his plans. Then, as if sent from the Allfather himself, an idea struck him. With this, he realized exactly what he had to do; not to save his company, but to protect his people, his wife, and his child for years to come. 
 
    For the first time in years, Angus forgot his hatred for the Fae, and planned for something greater. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    Ahearn walked the rooftop forest, trying to calm his nerves after seeing what happened after the Justicar arrived.  
 
    Once everything had gone to shit. 
 
    Ahearn would be the Fae held responsible. He had not returned to speak with the Cabal yet and wasn’t entirely sure he wanted to. Not after a failure of that magnitude. What made things worse was he had no clue what steps Tenocore might take because of his decision. The Justicar, that terrible being of emotionless violence, had to have seen his face and likely already reported his presence in the attack. Tenocore would be sure to send one of their Investigators and then… Then he would be held accountable. Not only that, but the Stone Dogs would take action after losing several of their operatives, likely adding their strength to Valhalla Steel’s.  
 
    He had really fucked things up. 
 
    The Guardian had withdrawn itself, but he could still feel waves of resentment and frustration flowing from it. It hated him. More than that, it was disgusted by his actions; from his cowardice in running from the Justicar to his inability to take out the Jarlson line at the cost of his own life. Before its silence, Ahearn had been forced to endure the final moments of the previous Guardians over and over again. Hundreds of Fae lives, each given in battle and all of them lost in hopes of bettering the lives of the Kin.  
 
    All save for Ahearn, the worm who ran.  
 
    Ahearn’s hand drifted to the pocket full of chems he’d gotten from his old stash. Since being joined with the Guardian, he hadn’t felt the pull of his old addiction until today. Now, it was all he could do from not succumbing and taking a hit. Just one tab, the quick sting followed by chemical bliss. It was all he could think of to calm the pain in his heart and mind. 
 
    Kneeling beside his father’s burial place, Ahearn stared up at the overhanging branches of the Great Yew. He couldn’t feel his father in this place anymore, not since he had taken on the Guardian. It was an emptiness he had not anticipated. Ahearn hadn’t spoken to his father during the last six years of his life. Little of the Fae from Ahearn’s childhood remained during the last years of his father’s life. If anything, the Guardian had been in control for the most part, pushing his father into more dire situations than he would ever have considered. He understood his father’s drastic mood swings now and felt little of his old hatred for the Fae who sired him. Who wouldn’t lose themselves when you had to live with another entity in your mind? It was a mantle for the strongest of their people. A mantle, he was quickly learning, that came with a terrifying amount of power. More than he knew how to handle. 
 
    The cost of leadership weighs on you, Fate intoned in Ahearn’s mind.  
 
    The Guardian’s reaction to Fate’s intrusion was half-hearted at best. Ahearn could feel its anger seething and was content to leave it be. There was no separating them, as far as Ahearn knew, so whatever resentment it might hold toward him would have to be forgotten eventually. At least, that was what he hoped. It would have to learn what kind of Fae it was dealing with. Ahearn was not his father and was determined to keep the Guardian from rubbing off on him as long as he could. Being long lived, that meant he had to come to terms with their situation sooner rather than later. He still had hundreds of years left ahead of him if he played his cards right and didn’t get himself killed. 
 
    “I’m not doing a bang-up job of that so far,” he said aloud, remembering the domed and lidless eyes of the Justicar as it slaughtered everything in sight. 
 
    The Kin do you a disservice. The Glade Burner should already lay dead, along with his seed. You never should have had to face that with inferior support from a lesser race, but this branch of the family is too broken, too self-serving to see what must be done. Fearing their displeasure is beneath you. 
 
    Ahearn shook his head. “Our people don’t have the power of the Kin across the Atlantic. They will rip this mantle from me for my actions.” 
 
    They don’t because they are content to be less. They will hate you for your ambition, calling you a risk or a failure, while they themselves are the reason why your people are not as successful as they should be. It is the love of low expectations that keeps them from rising up. Do not let them draw you in. 
 
    Ahearn nodded numbly. “I wish to be alone.” 
 
    Without complaint or comment, Fate removed itself from Ahearn’s mind. 
 
    Breathing in the rich earthy air around him, so different from the pollution he was accustomed to in Twilight City, helped to calm his nerves. 
 
    “Did you struggle like this?” Ahearn asked the patch of earth.  
 
    There was no response, of course, but the answer came all the same. He simply remembered it. Memories that belonged to his father; flashes of bloody combat, of battling against insurmountable odds, of avenging fallen Fae. His father had been a vessel worthy of the Guardian. The embodiment of Fae wrath and martial strength. 
 
    “Of course, you didn’t,” he said, a humorless chuckle escaping his lips. 
 
    Reaching a hand into his pocket, he pulled out a chem tab. It was Aiob, a psychedelic that sent a sense of euphoria and a heightened emotional state. It was a bad one to take. Highly addictive and, for Fae, one that led to seizures and heart palpitations. Yet it called to him, promising sweet release. 
 
    For a moment, the Guardian’s resentment faded, replaced by what Ahearn could only describe as trepidation laced with fear. Suddenly, memories of past honors, of deeds done for the betterment of the Kin, of family and unity between the Guardian and those it protected. The urgency in which it assailed his mind with these images was more than he could take. 
 
    Longing only to be free of his own mind, if only for a short while, was enough to put him over the edge. Tapping the top of the tab, a small needle emerged which he pressed deep into the main vein in his wrist. It would take some time to work through him, but the deed was done. With trembling hands, he tossed the tab to the side, burying it in the same soil as his father’s body. 
 
    There was a slight tingling at the back of his neck and Ahearn could feel the power of the Old Magic being used nearby. In a moment of surprise and panic, the Guardian filled him. Sickly green crackling energy covered his arms and the Guardian’s power was his in an instant, as he whirled around to face the newcomers. 
 
    The last thing he needed was for anyone to discover what he’d just done, and he could feel a sudden desire for violence within him.  
 
    Bricrui and his mother stood off to the side, watching him as the old Sidhe released his hold on the Old Magic that allowed them to approach undetected. Bricrui didn’t so much as flinch, even when Ahearn’s mother took a step back. He could feel the untapped potential as she prepared for her son to strike. Did she really think he would attack? But more importantly, he wondered if either had seen that he had just taken chems. 
 
    “Send your power this way or be done with it, Ahearn. I tire of waiting,” snapped Bricrui. 
 
    If the old Sidhe was preparing for a fight, Ahearn could not detect a thing. For a moment, he considered testing himself against the old Sidhe, but the Guardian was completely opposed to the idea. Being in control, he could still take the power he needed, but decided against it. Ahearn released the power and, ignoring the old Fae, watched his mother. The hesitation in her release of energy left a wound in his heart, but he refused to let it show.  
 
    This was his life now. He had spent years addicted to one chem or another as he endured his unofficial exile. Now that he had been brought back into the fold, he couldn’t be seen to be the weak addict he had once been.  
 
    “Have I become an enemy that you must walk in shadows now?” Ahearn admonished, holding himself as their better rather than the pupil he had been. 
 
    Already the chem was starting to work through him. He could feel the familiar high that came with it, but there was something different this time. An ugly festering deep within his soul that he had never known existed seemed to rise within him. It was at that moment he realized the drug was working on the Guardian as well, but in almost a reversal of what it was intended for. He had to keep it together until they left, he told himself, hoping he could conclude their conversation as quickly as possible. 
 
    Bricrui shrugged, “Hard to say considering you chose to act on your own rather than speak with the Nobles or Sidhe. Not only this, but you have caused quite the stir with our allies. I hear the Khan is furious, Tenocore is sanctioning and holding contracts from them since the debacle you orchestrated. As for us-” 
 
    “We will be fine,” Ahearn interjected.  “The Sky Seekers were responsible for attacking the Justicar. I never attempted to bring it down.” 
 
    “And what of the Stone Dogs that fell?” Bricrui asked. “Have you considered their role in all this? Not only do we deal with them, but their hold in the Imperial Cities is strong. You jeopardized all of that with your actions today. Do you realize what position this puts the Kin in?” 
 
    The questions hit him hard, but he refused to be talked down to. “I directed the attack at Valhalla Steel alone. Any casualties caused by the Seekers outside of their target is the fault of our allies. The Kin are not responsible, and we should notify the Stone Dogs of the Khan’s transgressions.”  
 
    Bricrui looked ready to argue, but Ahearn’s mother raised a hand. Stepping forward, an icy smile on her normally pristine and composed features gave Ahearn pause. “Do you know what happens to allies who are tossed aside to take the blame?” 
 
    Before he could answer, she was already speaking. 
 
    “They become enemies,” she snapped. “The humans do not forgive easily. They do not have the time nor the capacity to overcome their base nature. They are chaos in a world that should be order and balance. The fury the Khan has for the Jarl could very well be pointed in our direction if we turn our backs on him now. Add to that the offense the Stone Dogs will take at the loss of their people, and the fact we are in a bloody war with the Glade Burner-” She stopped, taking a deep breath to calm herself. “Our strength here is fading and the risks and worries you have added to our ever-growing list has doubled.” 
 
    “Perhaps, if the rest of our Sidhe and Nobility stopped arguing amongst themselves and focused on the threat posed by the Glade Burner, we wouldn’t have to hide in the shadows of our cousins.” 
 
    His mother and Bricrui exchanged a look. 
 
    “You want to be something you are not,” Bricrui said with a shake of his head. “You long to be the warrior your father was, but you lack the courage. You wish to become a leader, despite your utter lack of respect for the traditions of the past. Lastly, you see strength in the might you wield instead of the bonds you create. Have you learned nothing from the Guardian? Has it not shown you the Fae who carried it over the centuries?” 
 
    Ahearn’s anger began to build, and he nearly found himself reaching for the Guardian’s power. The chem in his system was lowering his inhibitions along with any desire to resist the growing malignant power the Guardian was becoming. The danger of the situation was becoming all too real. And yet… His former instructor had been a cold, unrelenting Fae with no concern for the well-being of those he taught. Had it not been for his cruelty, perhaps Ahearn would have learned the ways of the Old Magic instead of having to become like his father.  
 
    In that instant, Ahearn wanted the old Sidhe dead. The being within, however, did not immediately respond to his desire. Unlike its reaction to Calma, the Guardian did not seem to have any interest in creating a conflict with the Sidhe, even with the darkness tainting its very being. It was as if it simply could not see the Sidhe as a threat. His mother, however, seemed to draw the Guardian’s ire. 
 
    “I have seen more than you can comprehend,” spat Ahearn. “You wish to lecture me about bonds?” 
 
    A memory flashed in his mind, showing a much younger and enraged Bricrui arguing with their cousins on the other side of the world. The Fae before him wore a crown of briars about his brow, an indication of Nobility and power for the Kin. It marked the Fae as belonging to the Briarbloods, one of the original families when the Fae first ascended to power. There was a blinding flash followed by a thunderclap of the Old Magic, and when the vision cleared, the old Sidhe stood over the body of a smoking husk that had once been the Briarblood.  
 
    “Was it not you who began the War of Tears? Did you not strike a Briarblood down in cold blood?” Ahearn sneered at the frail old Fae. Distantly, he realized his voice sounded deeper than it should, but as the chem flowed through him, he didn’t seem to care. “Or are your convictions only for those you can manipulate?”  
 
    A look passed over Bricrui that threatened to still Ahearn’s tongue. The pain behind those ancient eyes seemed to sap the very life from the Sidhe’s face. Even Ahearn’s mother laid a hand on the old Fae’s shoulder.  
 
    “He doesn’t-” she began, but he recovered quickly. 
 
    “He does,” Bricrui said, standing a bit taller. 
 
    “It was a mistake, pulling you from your little den of chems and needles. A fool’s hope that you might be worth something. Giving a broken soul power like the kind you have inherited will only result in tragedy. I doubt you will hold the title of Guardian for long.” 
 
    With that, Bricrui walked away, leaving Ahearn and his mother alone. Ahearn wanted to tear into the Sidhe. He wanted to see the little bastard writhe in pain as he begged for forgiveness, but it wasn’t meant to be. The Guardian’s ability to shield Bricrui remained, and its attention was entirely focused on the only remaining Fae, and it occurred to him how dangerous the situation was becoming. 
 
    What was worse, he knew it should matter, knew that she was in trouble, but he simply didn’t care enough to do anything about it. The high from his chem was filling his mind and matters that should be serious seemed trivial. 
 
    His mother continued to watch him; eyes focused to slits in a way he had never seen. It occurred to Ahearn that the two of them had not been alone in the same place since he had taken on his new role. Growing up, she had been the calm, understanding parent. Even when he had been deep into his addiction with chems, she had always kept communication with him, lending an ear to his troubles. That Fae was gone now, and the Sidhe she was stood in her place. 
 
    “Mother,” he began. 
 
    “I had hoped,” she said, cutting him off. “That you would be a balm to ease the wounds of the past, not the damned power-hungry fool you are becoming.” 
 
    Ahearn had rarely seen his mother angry, and when he had, it was the restrained anger of an adult lecturing a child. Despite the years, in this moment he felt the weight of her parental authority. Meanwhile, the Guardian saw a threat. 
 
    “You behave like a child with a tantrum, throwing insults like playthings at your betters.” 
 
    “You didn’t see,” he replied, hiding the shame a child feels when their parent is disappointed. Yet that shame was dulled. He was no child to be scolded. He was chosen by the Guardian and elevated beyond mere Sidhe.  
 
    “I don’t need to see. Many of us know that Bricrui struck down the Briarblood Prince. Perhaps if you focused on those memories you would know that Bricrui was trying to stop the War of Tears. Did you even bother to draw yourself into the memory long enough to hear their words? Of course not!” she said, disgust playing along her sharp features. “Perhaps then, you would know that the prince was Bricrui’s brother and his actions that day saved thousands of lives.” 
 
    “Enough,” Ahearn whispered, even as the Guardian whispered violence in his mind. 
 
    “No,” she snapped. “I will not because my son doesn’t understand the first thing about his role in this world. Years of lessons, decades of training, just so you could throw it all away and trample on it as a show of gratitude. Did you learn nothing in all those years you were taught by the Sidhe?” 
 
    The fury building up inside him began to build even further, and he found her words muted against the beating of his own heart. The Guardian wanted her dead. Whatever the chem had done, it had broken the Guardian’s ability to tell friend from foe. 
 
    “I said stop it,” the words rasped from his broken voice. 
 
    It was no use, as she continued her tirade. 
 
    “Stop what, the truth? Nonsense. I made the mistake of showing you kindness in hopes that Bricrui’s methods had been wrong, but I find now it was a mistake. If anything, I should have continued where he left off. Perhaps then you would be something more than a bitter disappointment.” 
 
    “I said, enough!” Ahearn roared, the Guardian rushing to the surface to rend and destroy. 
 
    It didn’t matter that the Fae before him was one it was designed to protect. The chems in their shared system had altered perspective, and Ahearn didn’t understand the danger until it was too late. The sheer power behind his outlash stunned even him as a surge of green lightning rushed out of him towards his mother. She had the opportunity to look even more surprised than Ahearn before the power struck. 
 
    As the power flowed through him, the chems in his system dulled to a low buzz in his mind as it was burned away, allowing him the agonizing realization of his actions. In that frozen instant between death and life, he would have done anything to take it back, but the deed was done, and the air was filled with the stink of burnt flesh and hair.  
 
    The Stones, having been silent but for their occasional rumblings, cried out as if in pain. They raged at him, berating and seething with their dissatisfaction. Kinslayer, they cried. Repeatedly in his mind until the cacophony of voices overcame him. Numb, was the only thing he could feel as he stared at the blackened corpse before him. Part of her had simply melted away, her clothes mixing in with flesh and bone. A wave of nausea hit, and he fell to his knees, tears fell onto the still steaming body of his mother. He tried to apologize, but even the frail attempts at speech failed him, cut off by his own broken cries. 
 
    What was worse, the Guardian within was seething. Not with righteous anger directed at their foes, but at Ahearn, and itself for allowing its power to be used against those it was designed to protect. The Guardian was disgusted by him and itself, yet Ahearn could do little more than accept it, as it was a frail mirror of his own mind. Through the pain and agony of his lament, Ahearn detected the faint trace of another silent observer revealing themselves.  
 
    Instinct took over and Ahearn surged to his feet, sorrow and rage intertwined like the power crackling along his arms.  
 
    Calma, his uncle, stood alone before him.  
 
    Ahearn could sense the power in his distant relative; it was held in check, restrained. Whether or not he was angry was beyond Ahearn’s ability to discern. All he could feel was anguish, like a hot coal placed in his chest. 
 
    “She sought to use you,” Calma said. “As do all in this branch of Kin.” 
 
    The Guardian, a whirlwind of seething anger and disgust inside of him, suddenly sought to increase the power Ahearn was holding. Its hatred directed both at Ahearn and the Fae before them. Ahearn glanced down at his mother’s broken form, as he considered his options… What was one more body at this point? He had murdered his mother, a member of the Sidhe Council. He was a Kinslayer, and there would be little hope of avoiding an execution at this point. 
 
    “If you wish for a duel, you may have it, Ahearn. However, I do not seek violence today.” 
 
    Tears filled Ahearn’s eyes, his body trembling with the power he held and the turmoil in his mind. “What do you want?” He snarled through clenched teeth.  
 
    Calma raised a hand, “I want to save my nephew from becoming a villain to his own people.” 
 
    Ahearn knew it wasn’t the whole truth. He didn’t know how he knew, but something in his uncle’s words made him realize he was just like the rest of them. The Fae had already made it clear that he would openly undermine the Fae Council here. It was no real stretch to believe this wasn’t another push for power. 
 
    “You’ll just use me,” Ahearn said, holding firm to his power. 
 
    “Yes, I will,” Calma said without so much as a shadow of regret. “But I won’t lie to you about it. I’ll not fill your head with promises and half-truths, as Bricrui and the rest of them have. I will be honest in my ambition. If that’s something you can handle, we can find a place for you within my branch of the family. Twilight City, the Fae who have done nothing but abuse you, your mother… You can leave it all behind.” 
 
    Ahearn looked from his mother’s dead form on the ground to his uncle. Without help, his life would end within the day. He didn’t want to die. There was still so much more life to live. Knowing this, what choice did he have? 
 
    Then Fate made its presence known, setting Ahearn on the path he was born to walk. 
 
    Destiny is achieved on the backs of the unworthy dead... 
 
    It was the final push he needed to do what he already wanted. Releasing the power, Ahearn held his uncle’s gaze, if only to avoid looking at the body before him. 
 
    “What do we do?” 
 
    Calma tapped the communicator on his wrist and Ahearn sensed several new presences in the rooftop forest, and one wasn’t Fae. A man, wearing the insignia of Valhalla Steel, approached, his dark eyes holding as much concern for Ahearn’s dead mother as one might a dead rat. The Guardian fought to take control again. It sent waves of hatred so intense that it threatened to buckle Ahearn’s legs. Yet the chem in his system had been reduced to a manageable level and he forced it away. 
 
    “We’re going to frame the Glade Burner. Then we will break him,” Calma said.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
    Tiam stood before the massive wall that made up Tenocore’s Firewall, seeing little more than kill holes and the broken bodies of countless Malware and spambots. In the Real, this part of the Net would have been filled with dead and broken binary, untraceable to those on devices, but in the Net, he saw the countless dead. The disheveled bits of deceased Malware riddled the ground, lithe forms half covered in shadow, spilled out messily on the ground around him. This field of death was where he decided to tread, and the smallest mistake could result in the utter annihilation of his consciousness.  
 
    He had been in dangerous situations before, he told himself. This was just one more job. In hopes of quelling the fear growing in his heart, Tiam focused on his breathing and the code around him. Now was not the time for doubt. 
 
    According to his mental HUD, this was where his Spambots had been destroyed. Tiam’s eyes played along the seamless wall towering over him. Without knowing where he needed to go, moving would just increase his risk of being discovered. Thankfully, fatigue wasn’t an issue in the Net, not if you knew how to ignore what your brain was telling you. It had taken him years to figure out that little trick, but it was vital to his success as a Net Runner, or a Huginn, as Valhalla Steel preferred to call him. 
 
    Focus, he told himself, mental distractions only added extra risk. 
 
    There had to be a way in, but the seamless wall before him gave little hope for that. Only murder holes where vicious binary destroying turrets were placed seemed like they might provide an opening, but exploring those locations was beyond dangerous and could easily result in his death. So, he continued to wait. 
 
    In the back of his mind, he knew he could not remain here forever. He might even have to unplug and return. It depended on how much time was altered this far away from the Streamline. That said, the shift in the perception of time could also be a boon. Until he got another indication from Elliot regarding the hours passed in the Real, he wouldn’t know what he was working with. As it stood, he remained Blended with the code around him for what felt like hours.  
 
    Movement caught his eye and he slowly shifted in place to see what arrived. His breath caught in his throat as he spotted another Malware. It stayed close to the tree line, avoiding the clearing where Tiam stood, but he could see it was hunting. This one walked on its arms, which made up all six limbs of its body. Rapid steps brought it alongside a tree where it used its uppermost arms to hold itself upright, in some vague attempt to appear humanoid. Empty black eyes scanned the area, like a shark in the water having caught the scent of blood. Tiam could see the line that went down the center of its face and knew it could open and consume its prey in an instant. 
 
     Malware came in different varieties. Some were content to stay in place, much like the one he encountered near the temporary server. Spiders, some people called them, as they tended to set up their own little webs to detect their prey and attack when their target least expected it. This one, however, was a Lobo. It stalked its prey over a larger swath of Netspace and would enter unknown territory when on the hunt. There were other forms of Malware out in the Net, but Lobos and Spiders were the most common in Tenocore-dominated Netspace, though he had seen a few that lacked any similarity at all. These were Anathema, and they were the most dangerous he had heard of. Where Lobo’s and Spiders maintained a certain clarity of purpose, Anathema held to no guidelines and could not be dealt with by any other means except eradication, and that was if you had the right tools and enough courage to even try. The best option was always flight.  Regardless of their differences in Malware, they all craved data. Given the opportunity, they would consume and corrupt whatever they could latch onto, even if that meant cannibalizing each other.  
 
    While this one had not detected him, and likely wouldn’t, it gave Tiam an idea.  
 
    Cautiously, Tiam studied his own code, seeking out a small part that a Lobo might crave and a Tenocore security system would ignore. After a time, he found it, a small line of code that most Net users put out into the world when exploring via avatar. If he released his blending of that small portion of code, he might grab the Lobo’s attention and draw it out. If Tenocore managed to pick it up, however, the security systems wouldn’t terminate his code immediately. It would assume it belonged to a lost avatar from someone in the Real and would redirect it. That could prove equally dangerous as it would begin to do an intricate search of his code once it realized it couldn’t relocate him. At that point, the jig would be up and Tenocore’s firewall would scorch the Net Space entirely.  
 
    Still, it might be the only way to figure out how to get in.  
 
    Focusing on his code, he watched the Lobo as it scanned the area. As soon as its gaze turned his direction, he released his hold on that bit of code, allowing it to see him for less than a moment. He reigned in control as quickly as he released it, and almost immediately a distant whirring noise rose form Tenocore’s Firewall as several turrets roused from the murder holes along it and a spotlight lit up the space in which he was standing.  
 
    Slow breaths, he told himself. Let the code flow through you and adapt. From the corner of his eye, he could see the Lobo focusing on the spot, but it had yet to move.  
 
    Shit. 
 
    Tiam slowly began to walk away from the highlighted area. Steady steps toward the wall that put him out of the light. With his heart hammering in his chest, he didn’t stop until he was double the distance from his original location. Calming, he did another scan of the firewall, noticing that one of the murder holes was suspiciously void of a turret. If he had to stake his life on something, which he very well might have to, it would be that this was the entrance inside Tenocore’s defenses. 
 
    Checking his HUD, Tiam nearly stopped blending as he noticed three notches indicating he had reached the three-hour mark. Since Elliot had gone silent, the only way he could inform Tiam of his window of time was to update the HUD. With only an hour left, he needed to return to the Real.  
 
    If only he had more time, he could investigate further. What he could do with the time left was not nearly enough. 
 
    He considered going in anyway. Elliot wouldn’t pull him out unless his vitals went haywire, and knowing his friend, he would hesitate to do something that might harm Tiam. A hard removal from the Net could result in brain damage. Sometimes it amounted to forgetting details from the day, but Tiam had seen Net Runners that couldn’t remember lifelong friends or how to perform simple actions. There were even a few who forgot who they were. It was said that each time you did a hard removal, you left a part of yourself behind, and Tiam was inclined to believe it.  
 
    But was it worth the risk? 
 
    Tiam stared at the kill hole, seeing the potential knowledge that could be gained from going now rather than later. It was possible the entrance would move as part of a defense algorithm, which meant he would have to develop and deploy more spambots until they discovered the entrance again. If he didn’t go now, and Tenocore moved it, he might be waiting months before he could make an attempt like this again. He would be in the exact same position he was in now. 
 
    As he weighed his options, a sudden sensation overcame him, and he turned to scan the tree line. Something about the code around him changed, bringing a new pattern of binary nearby. It felt familiar, and the realization put him on edge. 
 
    It was similar to Remy’s code. 
 
    A fourth tally appeared on his HUD and Tiam knew he had missed his opportunity. It was time to leave, but he waited a little longer. Was it just a coincidence? Was his mind playing tricks on him or had Remy learned how to Blend? 
 
    Keeping the Lobo in his peripheral, Tiam began to make his way toward the tree line while still maintaining his Blend.  
 
    “Where are you going, Tiam?” A voice behind him asked. 
 
    Tiam froze in place. He knew that voice, knew it better than most, but he couldn’t reply if he wanted to stay alive. Turning slowly, he found himself face to face with his former friend turned traitor. 
 
    Remy was standing right beside him and entirely too close for comfort. He looked different, and none of it for the better. In the Net, Remy always appeared wearing a sharp pinstripe suit, charismatic and confident. Standing so close to him now was like seeing a frail copy of the man he had been. The suit was stitched and torn, seeming to be tied to the Runner’s very flesh. Sunken, filmy eyes watched him with a hunger that rivaled the Lobo waiting in the tree line. In an instant Tiam analyzed the code in the space Remy occupied, realizing he wasn’t fully there, just a part of him. At least, that was how it felt. Empty spaces filled the places that had been his former friend.   
 
    The new code, jumbled and broken, covered the gaps, like a bandage poorly applied. And yet, the Tenocore turrets paid him no mind at all. However, Remy was altering his code in the Net, it was either masterfully done, or a work of such madness that it bordered on abomination.  
 
    Tiam had worked beside the Runner for five years, and while the man was a talented Jumper, his ability to Blend was minimal at best. Projecting code like this, undetected by Tenocore security, was something beyond Tiam’s knowledge, and he was one of the best in Twilight City.  
 
    A flurry of questions tempted his mouth to open; How could he see where Tiam was? Where was he? How could he project himself undetected? Yet, his lips remained sealed. Instead, Tiam stayed in place and analyzed the code before him. There had to be some sort of tie to Remy’s former self in the Net. If he could follow that, he might be able to get the answers he wanted.  
 
    Perhaps he could even find Remy in the Real. 
 
    Remy smiled, “Smart. I forget how cautious you are, I’d keep that in mind if it mattered beyond this moment.” 
 
    Tiam just watched with frozen horror as he realized he was being set up. But for what?  
 
    Keeping himself Blended, Tiam scanned the area around him, eyes landing on the nearby Lobo. The Malware was staring directly at Tiam now. No, not at him, the Lobo was staring at Remy whose proximity was close enough that if the Lobo attacked, it would likely strike Tiam first. And that was without taking into consideration the Tenocore turrets still scanning the area. As soon as the Lobo reached him, they would ravage the spot where he stood. 
 
    “You killed her,” Remy whispered, voice tight with rage. “Left her a fucking husk in the Real. Now you’ll get yours.” 
 
    Some part of Tiam wanted to apologize. It wanted to know what caused the change in his former friend. Remy owed him an explanation but such desires were out of the question. To speak would be to give away his position to the Lobo and Firewall turrets. 
 
    Running out of time and options, Tiam shook his head and put every ounce of focus he could muster into reaching out to Remy’s code. It was faint, darting around like a Blender that knew what he was about. Even as Tiam’s hand moved toward his former friend, he wasn’t sure he would be able to lock onto the code long enough to do anything. Tiam could feel his attempt  pulling his focus away from concealing himself, but something else drove him forward. Perhaps it was his will to live, to make it back home, but mostly it felt like he wasn’t just trying to save himself, but his old friend. Remy’s eyes went wide as Tiam’s hand managed to grab hold of his stitched sleeve. 
 
    Shocked, Remy didn’t remove his hand. “How?” 
 
    At this point the Lobo had closed the distance between them. It was standing at the edge closest to Tiam, ready to pounce. It was just a matter of time before he and the Malware were little more than bits of broken code scattered on the ground. Tiam held Remy’s gaze, building his courage while he still had enough to act. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Rem,” Tiam said, grabbing firm and pulling the code close. 
 
    For a split second, Remy was revealed as Tiam focused on drawing his former friend’s code out into the open. It was somewhat like a reversal of a Jumper. Jumpers could go to any place in the Net if they memorized the code in that area. Somehow, Tiam reasoned, Remy was able to partially project himself across the Net while keeping a safe distance away. So, it stood to reason that he could pull him through completely. 
 
    Spotlights appeared where both Runners stood. Tiam knew he had stopped Blending and was exposed to one of the worst terrors the Net had to offer, but it was his only chance at survival.  
 
    The Lobo burst from the tree line, an unnatural cry of hunger splitting the air as it lurched forward. Dropping to the ground, it’s six limbs skittered and shambled toward them with terrible speed. Remy tried to Jump, but Tiam held firmly to his former friend, even as the gun turrets whirred to life.  
 
    “Let go!” Remy roared. 
 
    Tiam said nothing, he simply drew himself closer to Remy. 
 
    “I can’t take us both,” this time Tiam could hear the panic in Remy’s voice. 
 
    “Better learn,” Tiam whispered, holding on for all he was worth. 
 
    He could feel himself losing his hold on Remy’s code. It was too different from what he remembered. His firm grasp began to fade as the code became liquid in his hands. The Lobo’s shrieking built to a crescendo as it loomed over them, the line down the center of its body opening from belly to head, revealing a gaping tooth-filled maw. At the last moment, Tiam pushed Remy away and threw himself in the opposite direction just as the Lobo came down and the turrets roared to life. White hot pain flashed across his chest and Tiam couldn’t tell if he had been shot or slashed by the Malware. Either way he focused on Blending once more as he ran for the tree line. He didn’t look back to see if Remy had enough time to Jump, nor did he see what happened to the Lobo. He didn’t need to, he thought, as bits of the Malware’s body and broken code splattered on him as he ran. 
 
    The agony that accompanied each step threatened to overwhelm his focus. The pain in his chest was distant, dulled even, which only made him worry more. If he had been shot the pain would be instant and powerful, but it would fade shortly thereafter. Lobo strikes were terrible things that slowly and gradually corrupted your code until there was nothing left. If you didn’t get a Lobo-caused wound treated almost immediately, you didn’t live out the day.  
 
    Reaching the tree line, he focused on the temporary server. It was so far away, but he had to get home. There was no real choice in the matter. It was escape or die. Ceasing to Blend now that he was safely away from the Firewall, Tiam did what he could to alter his code and increase his speed. Bruisers like Elliot could alter their physical presence in the Net with ease, but it was a struggle for Tiam. It didn’t matter, Tiam told himself as he focused all he could on increasing his ability to move within the Net. It revealed his location to any Malware or unseen observers, but Tiam had no choice. 
 
    He was dying. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    “What’s happening to him?” Sigurd asked, seeing the long and deeply purple bruise appear on Tiam’s chest. 
 
    Elliot’s hands were a blur along his keyboard while he ignored her question. 
 
    “Elliot,” she snapped, drawing his eyes away from the screens for a moment. 
 
    “Damnit Sigurd, I don’t have time to explain,” he shouted. “Keep distracting me and you can be the one to watch him fucking die.” 
 
    It was the first time the Huginn had been anything but cordial and the sudden change was enough to silence her.  
 
    “Tiam? Tiam! Do you copy? You’re exposed. Reply or I’m pulling you out.” 
 
    The seconds moved with glacial speed as they both waited for a response. Sigurd even moved behind Elliot to see what she could. This was insane, she told herself. She never knew the Net could be so dangerous a place. She had heard of the dangers, but seeing it was something else entirely. Suddenly she found herself worried for Tiam’s life, but the hopelessness of standing by while he lived or died was almost beyond her. She needed to act, to protect him as she had been assigned to do, yet she couldn’t. She was useless and it was the worst feeling in the world.  
 
    And why should she care so much? 
 
    The question crept into the back of her mind as she watched the motionless Tiam. She had seen death, many times over, yet the idea of losing the little Huginn sent panic racing through her veins. She hadn’t reacted like that unless it had been Aksel who was in trouble.  
 
    Akio was nearby, his cold and calm exterior unchanged as he spoke. “Will you need me to enter?”  
 
    As if she had already answered, Akio began to take off his combat gear. It was only when he removed his shirt that she saw the port on the back of his neck, along with a whole host of what looked to be whip scars and additional cherry blossom tattoos that went up to his shoulders and along his back.  
 
    “I am prepared to engage, as needed,” he said, calmly. 
 
    Sigurd looked to Elliot, who took one glance at his screen and stopped. 
 
    “Coming… home,” she heard Tiam say through the speakers of Elliot’s Net setup. 
 
    “Thank God! Sending Hunter to bring you in,” Elliot replied, hunching forward as if his proximity would increase the speed at which he was able to get Tiam out. 
 
    Sigurd looked back to where Tiam lay, seeing the bruise across his chest begin to spread. She watched the steady progression as the bruising extended out from the initial injury, as if whatever had harmed him was doing additional damage. It was like no injury she had seen before, as the purple contusions seemed to branch out in tendrils, each reaching toward the various ports in his lean, but surprisingly well-maintained body.  
 
     “Elliot, something is wrong,” she said. 
 
    The heavy-set Huginn pushed himself up from his seat and, moving stiffly after hours sitting in one spot, lost all color from his face as he saw the wound. Immediately he reached under the table and pulled out a small red medical bag. From it he drew a handful of white plastic strips. These he placed in front of the growing bruise tendrils as well as around the ports of Tiam’s body. When he finished, Elliot returned to his desk and rubbed his temples.  
 
    “What’s wrong with him?” Sigurd asked. 
 
    “Malware,” Elliot sighed. “He got hit by something bad in there, probably a Spider, but who the hell knows. It’s starting to break down the tissue in his body.  
 
    “We call them Mogwai,” Akio offered, putting his combat gear back on. “And they are formidable in their home.” 
 
    Sigurd shook her head. “How does something that exists in the Net harm a person? That shouldn’t happen. It can’t.” 
 
    “It can and does happen all the time. The end result is heart failure, which can be put down to a sedentary lifestyle. That’s why you don’t hear much about it. People mistake it for poor health, but those who work in the Net know all too well how quickly we can be destroyed by it. It will work through his body, feeding off the bio-electricity therein. It will seek to escape into our Deep Seat and, from there, into our server as soon as it can. If it can’t, it will break down within Tiam, but not before it destroys the rest of his body. If he doesn’t get out soon, he won’t get out at all.” 
 
    Sigurd stared at Tiam’s motionless body, feeling a newfound respect for the man. He was not some child playing games, neither of them were. They were warriors, just ones that fought on a different plane of existence. Saying a silent prayer to Odin, she waited to see if her new companion would live or die. 
 
    “He’ll make it,” Elliot said, more to himself than her.  
 
    Sigurd was about to agree when there was a sharp intake of breath and Tiam awoke.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
    Angus remained by Helen’s side for the next two days as she underwent several corrective surgeries, one to set and stabilize the bones in her leg and the other to reduce the swelling on her brain. Calls had been coming in from the business, but he made sure to put what he could on the back burner. He wanted to give all his attention to Helen, but his was not a position of ease. 
 
    He rubbed his face, feeling the thick stubble from lack of care. His eyes fixed on her, memorizing the slight curve of her cheek and pictured her smile. Whenever she woke, he made sure her meals were ready and helped the nurses move and shift her from one bed to another. After going through the sterilization process, he was allowed to help, if only in a minor capacity. He remained at her side, save for com meetings which he took in a back room. He was a man of means and power and while that meant the orders came from his mouth, he was satisfied with the leadership throughout Valhalla Steel that he knew this time away wouldn’t take a terrible toll. Even if it did, his priorities had changed. 
 
    He was going to be a father. 
 
    Even now, having had some time to process the information, it was difficult to comprehend. A child was the furthest thing on his agenda, but he would not turn away from the responsibility. Angus stared down at Helen’s broken form and lightly ran a thumb along her cheek, soft enough so as not to wake her. She was a fine woman to carry his child and he couldn’t picture anyone else at his side. As his father had often said about Angus’ mother, she was the kind of woman to walk the mountains with. 
 
    If she survived. 
 
    She was fighting still, her body struggling under the burden of her injuries and the child inside her. The lead doctor, a man that reminded Angus of a well-fed weasel, had tried to encourage him to have the child removed in order to give Helen a better chance at survival. He ignored it the first time, had them speak with Helen the second, which earned them no small amount of contempt from his fiancé, but the third time the man asked, Angus broke his jaw. 
 
    Glint had the doctor removed and brought in another who didn’t ask about it at all. 
 
    Angus did what he could to control his anger, but some people were simply determined to learn the hard way. Afterward, he made a point of apologizing to Glint and offered to pay for the man’s medical needs. He didn’t do it because he wanted forgiveness, but he had insulted Glint’s hospitality and would make amends. What surprised him the most was learning that Glint had fired the man. 
 
    “I was already on the fence about him,” Glint said with a shrug. “After you hospitalized him, a symbol of Moloch was found in his private possession. I don’t abide their sort. If he loves that fell deity so much, he can go work in the Velvet District. I have no use for his sort.” 
 
    And that was the end of it. 
 
    Even so, Angus was still struggling with the information from his and Helen’s last conversation. Helen told him she suspected one of their own was betraying them and listed the names of those who knew about the child. They were names he had known for years, all of them loyal and honorable in their actions. And one of them tried to have his fiancé and child murdered. Or, at the very least, passed the information along to the Fae. 
 
    Regardless, they would pay. 
 
    Black, inky hate worked through him. The sickly-sweet song of violence he knew all too well crept into his mind as he imagined what he would do, should he discover the person responsible. He would— 
 
    The light on his wrist com turned on, pulling him away from the darkness and notifying him of an incoming call. Sparing Helen one last look, he left her room and took the call. 
 
    “Report,” Angus said after tapping the answer symbol.  
 
    Yuri’s voice came over the com, “Sky Seekers have been temporarily censored. Muninn reports indicate their product deliveries have been halted and accounts from several banks have been frozen.” 
 
    “And the Fae?” 
 
    “No action has been taken by Tenocore so far. However, they are accusing your people for the assassination of some high ranking Sidhe.” 
 
    “What?” Angus asked, one name jumping to mind almost immediately. 
 
    “Baldr?” Angus asked, knowing the Thane was itching for a fight. 
 
    “No, Little Jarl. There have been no actions taken on our end and Baldr gave his word that he would wait.” 
 
    Angus felt his frustration build. Taking a man at his word, especially from a warrior like Baldr, wasn’t good practice, but Yuri wouldn’t see it that way. There were certain people Yuri gave credence to that Angus never would. This, however, was not a fight he was prepared to start. He would have someone else investigate the Thane. 
 
    “The Sidhe that was killed,” Yuri continued, “belonged to their Sidhe Council and Rune-engraved rounds were found in the body.” 
 
    Angus let that sink in. An assassination, if caused by one of his own, could make more issues that he could ill afford. Rune-engraved ammunition was no small cost, so it would have been acquired by someone with creds to spare. It was the exact move a traitor would make, especially one who knew what Angus was planning. Would one of his own trusted Thanes really stoop so low, or was this just another Fae deception? He needed to find this individual before they created more trouble.  
 
    “Any word from Tenocore?” 
 
    “Not yet, but the body was discovered just this morning. Hidden in the Outskirts behind a dumpster. Likely the investigation is coming soon.” 
 
    That was the last thing he needed. If Tenocore dug too deep into his organization, they might discover his Huginn’s side project regarding the Justicars. A discovery like that could result in the forfeiture of his assets in the city. He would need to prove his innocence before they could find out. 
 
    “Is there any way you can discover what Runes were on the rounds?” 
 
    There was a pause, “Why would that matter?” 
 
    “The Runesmith uses different Runes for each Clan,” Angus explained. “They are different from what we sell on the market, more powerful. If one of our own is responsible, we can narrow it down to a Clan.” 
 
    Once he found out what Runes were on the ammunition, he could link it to the names Helen had given him. Then he would have his traitor. 
 
    “I’ll see what our lads can dig up.” 
 
    At that moment, a shadow appeared in the waiting room, large enough to fill a great deal more space than his form would imply. When he looked up Angus found his only real ally standing in the entryway. Accustomed to distrust when dealing with people in Twilight City, he had decided that Glint was above suspicion. It wasn’t just because he had nothing to gain from Angus’ failure. The man stood by his side when no one else would, and deeds like that were seldom forgotten. Glint raised a hand, indicating he would wait for the call to finish, before taking a seat. 
 
    “See it done,” Angus ordered. 
 
    “One last thing,” Yuri said, halting Angus from ending the call. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The Stone Dogs wish to set up a meeting regarding the loss of their people. They are persistent. Will you be available?” 
 
    Angus knew he needed to, but his heart wasn’t in it. “Send me a time and location and I’ll be there,” Angus said, tapping the end call symbol. 
 
    “Trouble?” Glint asked, adjusting the cuffs of his suit, as if they weren’t already perfectly symmetrical. 
 
    “I assume you already know,” Angus said, taking a chair across from him. 
 
    Glint nodded. “It never ends, my friend.” 
 
    Angus let the quiet between them settle. With the Thanes looking for orders, business partners requiring his attention, and the fact the woman he loved, as well as their child, might not survive to the end of the week, the weight of the responsibilities piling atop him threatened to bring him to his knees. At least Glint was an equal. For this brief window of time Angus let his walls drop and enjoyed the silent understanding.  
 
    “Have you ever been a father?” Angus asked suddenly. 
 
    A look of surprise crossed Glint’s face, the question clearly catching him off guard. That was a first, Angus mused. 
 
    “No,” Glint said. “I was not created for such things.” 
 
    Angus noted the small touch of regret in Glint’s voice and decided not to pursue the topic. Glint, however, continued. 
 
    “But I have met people who were fine parents. I would like to think, had I been blessed with a child, that I would have tried to emulate their example.” Glint fixed Angus with a stare that carried a sort of longing he had never seen on the man’s face before. 
 
    “These people,” Angus began, “What would they do?” 
 
    “In your situation?” Glint asked. 
 
    Angus nodded, feeling uncomfortable asking such a question. He was the last surviving Jarlson and the wellbeing of more than a thousand souls had tied themselves to his cause. He had ordered men and women into hopeless situations in which faith in Valhalla was the only escape. He had killed in cold blood and righteous anger. Yet the very idea of keeping his newfound family safe terrified him. He could barely keep himself from taking a bullet in the dark, and now he had two other lives that would be in a constant state of danger. 
 
    “They do their best,” Glint said simply. Then, before Angus could reply, he continued. “It’s not the answer you’re looking for, I know. It’s true though. Sometimes there isn’t a way out. Sometimes the real victory is knowing you did your best and held your ground, despite the odds.” 
 
    “It won’t be enough,” Angus said. 
 
    “It never will be,” Glint said with a sad smile. “Those you care for will never know the depth of your love because you do not know it yourself. The greatest strength humanity brings to this world is the ability to reach beyond their limits. I have seen men who should have died instantly remain on their feet until they achieved one final act. Your kind has stood before odds that would stagger the mind, knowing full well that what hope they have is fleeting at best. And yet, they fight on. The woman lost in the storm, making sure she keeps her child warm despite the cold, bitter death that awaits. The people who gave up their established lives to cross an ocean and start anew, all for the idea of bettering their situation for future generations. That is the legacy of mankind and it is the reason why doing the best you can, despite it never being enough, is enough.” 
 
    Angus wanted to be relieved. He wanted it more than anything; a balm to ease the tension that made him feel like he was being pulled in too many directions. Trying wasn’t enough, he had to ensure Helen and the child were safe. 
 
    As Glint’s words still rang in his mind, an idea began to form. It would take some doing, but if he could pull it off, Valhalla Steel and his family would come through this. He could keep everything he loved safe, for a price. 
 
    “Would you be willing to join me in a meeting with the Stone Dogs?” Angus asked, changing the conversation in order to take the first step toward his new goal. 
 
    Glint raised an eyebrow, considering. “The Stone Dogs carry significant weight, but I must be honest, they have very little that I need. Sulfur, espionage and assassination are not assets I am in the business of looking for.” 
 
    Angus thought about his next move, wondering how far he could incentivize his new ally before he went too far. 
 
    “And if I ask you to come as a personal favor?” 
 
    Glint’s expression didn’t change, “That depends on who is asking. Is this a favor from one businessman to another, or are you asking as a friend?” 
 
    The question carried more weight than the words expressed, and Angus knew his response would not only impact their future engagements, but his ability to see his newfound plan through to the end. Honesty, Angus knew, was the best option when dealing with Glint. 
 
    “In my position I have not had time for friends,” he began. “I was raised to uphold the Jarlson name and to hold myself accountable to my people. That said, if I were to have a friend, you would be the closest thing to it.” 
 
    A smile ghosted across Glint’s face, “A favor for a friend it is.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Angus said, relieved his plan wasn’t destroyed before it even took a breath of life. 
 
    Angus rose, feeling the chaos in his mind recede as he continued to formulate his plans.  
 
    “Leaving?” Glint asked. 
 
    Angus nodded, “For now. I’ll return tonight to check on her.” 
 
    “And where will you go?” 
 
    Angus paused just before exiting the waiting room. “I’ve a traitor to deal with.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
    Yuri stood in the back of the Meeting Hall, watching his fellow Thanes as they spoke in hushed tones. Everyone knew about the attack, if not the true intent behind it, and they eagerly awaited their Jarl’s response. The Thanes were aware of Angus’ violent nature all too well, and they expected Wergild to be paid in blood. Yuri, however, suspected that should Angus lose himself to his berserker nature, Valhalla Steel would be no more. 
 
    And yet, what was life if you did not stand against the evil at your door? What sort of man stood by while his enemy actively sought the death of his wife and child? 
 
    Sending a group of killers to slay the unborn… Yuri felt a touch of unreasoning anger stir within. He did not consider himself a particularly good man, nor one who embraced his flaws, but the knowing slaughter of children, born or not, was something he couldn’t stomach. The fact it was an unborn Jarlson just intensified the feeling.  
 
    A part of him was convinced that one final act against the Fae would do infinitely more good in the world than not. Just one glorious action. A day that would long be remembered. Should they fall in the attempt, be it at the hands of the Fae or the all-powerful Tenocore, Valhalla’s gates would be opened wide to receive them.  
 
    The giant Thane scanned his fellows knowing what no one else did. This meeting was designed for one purpose, and one purpose only. They had a traitor in their midst and today Angus would reveal the Fae-loving bastard.  
 
    Angus informed Yuri of his suspicions after he spoke with the Runesmith regarding the ammunition. The Jarl said there was only one Thane who could have done it, yet the very idea of having a traitor amongst the Thanes set Yuri on edge. Angus wouldn’t have said anything had the evidence been unclear. Even so, it was hard to think that any of these men and women whom Yuri had served alongside for years would betray them to their sworn enemy. Not a soul in attendance was a stranger. All had fought and shed blood at his side.  
 
    Yuri made sure to wear his battle attire, should the traitor decide to attempt to fight their way clear when Angus called them out. No one would think it unusual that he had come ready for a fight as it was rarer to find him out of his gear than not. They were gunrunners after all, they dealt in violence every day.  
 
    “Any word on Helen?” Bjorn asked as he leaned back in his chair. 
 
    Yuri shrugged, but kept eye contact with the Thane, as if to find some revelation of his own. “She should pull through, Odin willing. It was a close thing.” 
 
    Bjorn nodded, “And her entire team wiped out on top of it? That’s a hard pill to swallow. Angus will make it right though. Just like he did with the Fae back in the homeland.” 
 
    The distant bark of gunfire and the wailing cry of sentient trees echoed in Yuri’s mind. Bjorn was born in Twilight City and had not faced the terrors within the Uthweign Glade. In all his years, Yuri had never seen anything quite like it save for his service during the Fourth Crusade. But that was a lifetime ago.  
 
    “You’d best hope the Jarl has learned to control his rage,” Yuri warned. 
 
    “Come now,” Bjorn scoffed. “We have gained more territory than anyone else in recent memory, and the Jarl is in the process of taking the Outskirts. How could we lose?” 
 
    “Do you know how many cities Valhalla Steel occupied before the attack on the Glade?” This from Halfdan, as he turned to join their conversation.  
 
    Bjorn shrugged, “I don’t see how that matters.” 
 
    “It matters,” Halfdan snapped, “because if you don’t understand what we lost, you have no clue as to the cost of suggesting a full out attack. We were worldwide, boy. Valhalla Steel’s influence was known through most of the Great Cities, even within the Imperials. Do you know how bloody hard it is to get product in there? We sold arms to the most influential companies in each of them after the Fourth Crusade. For a short time, we were a player on the world stage; feared for our reputation and respected for our product.” A bit of the heat from his words cooled. “We lost everything when the Fae hit back. We are but a fraction of our former glory. If you think we can take on not only the Fae, but Tenocore as well, you are more of a fool than I gave you credit for.” 
 
    “Not the same Fae,” Bjorn argued. “They are an offshoot and hold few ties. A handful of Redcaps are all the Fae overseas will send. There is no love lost there. And as for Tenocore, do you really believe they will destroy a profitable business like ours? We are quickly becoming as influential as the Khan, perhaps even a replacement that Tenocore desperately needs to keep the peace in the Outskirts.” 
 
    Yuri knew the truth of Halfdan’s words, but then, the man had seen a great deal and was a shrewd businessman. Of all the Thanes, his clan had been the most profitable branch in Twilight City, before and after the Jarl’s arrival. The Thane was well aware what would happen should they fully commit to battle. 
 
    “You’re underthinking it,” Halfdan said. 
 
    “You’re overthinking it,” Bjorn retorted. “The fact that a Sidhe bitch was killed by one of our own after the attack on Helen should be the incentive we need to go to war. I, for one, am happy she got dropped. We can finally bring this conflict to a head.” 
 
    Either Thane could be guilty of treason and that only intensified Yuri’s desire for the Jarl to arrive. Was Bjorn so foolish as to give the Fae information on Helen in order to start a war? Or was Halfdan, the only Thane openly opposing a fight, giving away Fae sentiments? Perhaps it wasn’t either, but then who? 
 
    Baldr’s augmented eye swiveled to lock on the two Thanes. The former Bloodsport Champion said nothing. Yuri felt confident the Thane played no part in any form of betrayal. It wasn’t that he didn’t think Baldr capable of treason. He had stood aside when the Runa siblings killed his brother, handing Baldr the title of Thane for the Baardsen Clan. To go out of his way to form a connection with the Fae went against everything the man stood for. No, Yuri assured himself, if Baldr was opposed to Angus’ leadership, he would issue a challenge and the two would battle for the position of Jarl. Despite knowing Angus’ berserker nature, in a fight to the death, his money would be on Baldr. The man was a living weapon that even Yuri would think twice about before crossing. Of all the Thanes in attendance, Baldr was the only one Yuri held beyond suspicion. 
 
    “Bjorn has a point,” Kalgoth added, her feral smile showing extremely white teeth.  
 
    She was a ruthless one, Yuri thought. A shield maiden who considered herself and her followers something akin to Valkyrie acolytes. She longed for power and had been working the other clans before Angus’ arrival. Was her desire for power so great she would betray them? 
 
     “Tenocore’s threats are just words used to dissuade lesser powers from rising up,” she said. “Once they see Valhalla Steel clean house, they’ll change their tune.” 
 
    The door to the Meeting Hall opened, revealing Angus in full combat attire, the sight of which only caused Bjorn’s smile to spread. Over the Jarl’s shoulder was a wrapped bundle, likely some fell weapon drawn up from the minds they employed in the Workshop. Silence filled the room as their leader strode toward the front. Yuri noticed he had filled out a bit since Helen had been making him eat. Time spent at her side had been good for him. Some of the sunken look had filled in, but he still appeared to Yuri as half feral in his mannerisms. It was a strange combination of extreme efficiency of movement, tempered by barely restrained rage behind those intense green eyes. 
 
    Like a wolf gone too long without a meal. 
 
    Standing at the front of the room, Angus set down the bundle he carried and surveyed his Thanes. Yuri watched him hold the eyes of each at their own time. When the Jarl’s gaze came to him, Angus gave a small nod of acknowledgment. 
 
    “One of you has betrayed us,” Angus said, the utter lack of emotion in his voice seemed to lower the temperature in the room. “That individual will die today.” 
 
    Not a word was spoken to address his accusation, but the eyes of each Thane scanned the room, looking for the traitor Angus spoke of.  
 
    “What is this?” Bjorn asked.  “Some attempt to have us prove our loyalty?” 
 
    “Not at all,” Angus replied, a dangerous calm in his voice. “I simply wish to give the traitor a chance to die in single combat. If not,” he said, pulling a vicious looking cleaver with a monofilament edge from a sheath behind his back. “The Blood Eagle will see that you receive some honor on your way to Hel.” 
 
    The absolute certainty in Angus’ voice, along with the thin, cruel smile on his face made it clear this was no test. Yuri tensed as he prepared for the traitor to make a move. After a long, drawn out moment, Halfdan stood and the eyes of all in attendance followed him. The brooding clan leader stood tall, not so much as batting an eye at the glares and disbelief. Yuri knew that whoever it was, he would be surprised, but Halfdan?  
 
    The Thane had served loyally since the beginning. He was the first Clan leader to pledge himself over to Angus and had fought hard to gain the Jarl his position of power. Angus managed to hide the shock he must have felt. 
 
    “Did you know about my child?” he asked quietly.  
 
    The tension in the air could be cut with a knife as they waited for a reply. Halfdan’s brow furrowed for a moment, only to be replaced with a face carved from stone. 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    Angus swallowed hard and Yuri could see his Jarl was on the verge of a rage so great as to pale the events of the Uthweign Glade. The Jarl grabbed the bundle he had brought along and unwrapped it, revealing a pair of swords that could have been forged by Norse smiths of old. Taking one for himself, he tossed the other toward Halfdan. The sword scraped along the expensive wooden table, tearing up the veneer as it came to a stop before the disgraced Thane.  
 
    When he finally spoke, Angus’ words escaped in a rasp. “Meet me where the Allfather can judge your worth.” 
 
    With that said, Angus marched out of the room. They all knew where he was going; to stand before the shrine in the center of the facility. There he would await his Thane in single combat. 
 
    Halfdan looked at his former brothers in arms. Yuri could see the disgust and disbelief on the faces of his fellows. Even Baldr refused to look at the once respected Thane. Rising from his seat, the Bloodsport Champion shook his head and walked out of the Meeting Hall. Shortly after the other Thanes followed suit, if not all of them quietly. 
 
    “Fuck you,” Bjorn snarled, shouldering past Halfdan. 
 
    Kalgoth spat on his feet as she left. 
 
    Halfdan met their spite with a stoic dismissal that reminded Yuri of their mountain homeland. Had his actions against the Jarl simply been a power grab, Yuri may have found a reserved pride for the man and the way he faced the consequences of his actions. Yet, it was tempered by the fact he had sought the death of a babe, knowing full well the evil and cruelty behind such an action. For this, Yuri had nothing but pity for the man. He did not hate Halfdan, as many of the Thanes believed they did. He was beyond the illusion. Hate was simply hurt that a man tried to conceal. 
 
    Halfdan looked up at Yuri and the giant warrior saw the fatigue he had been holding back as it drained into the crow’s feet at the corner of his eyes, spreading across his features until it became him. “By the Allfather I never imagined this would be the way I went out.” 
 
    “How’d you think it would go?” Yuri rumbled. 
 
    Halfdan shook his head and slowly grabbed the sword, inspecting the blade with a knowing acceptance. “In a hospice pod, surrounded by my kin, drugged up, painless and quiet.” Halfdan let out something between a laugh and curse. “But then, I knew I’d lost my roots the moment you all came here. Didn’t think it at the time, but some part of me knew. I thought his arrival marked a return of the Old Ways;  a return to honor and the ancient faith. And by the gods, was I right!” At this point Halfdan was chuckling. A bitter, humorless thing that trembled into silence. “They returned, and I found my heart was unable to embrace them.” 
 
    Yuri watched the collapse of the broken man and walked toward him. Laying his flesh and blood hand on Halfdan’s shoulder, he turned the former Thane to face him. “Every man fails, Halfdan. We aspire for everything we cannot uphold and fall short each time. Yet,” Yuri said, lifting Halfdan’s sword arm. “The Allfather offers us redemption, despite our flaws.” 
 
    Halfdan stared at the blade, and slowly the fatigue drew back to be replaced with steady resolve. Stepping free of Yuri, Halfdan dipped his head in thanks.   
 
     “No going to Valhalla without a weapon in hand, am I right?” 
 
    Yuri nodded. 
 
    Halfdan took a breath, fixed his resolve in place, and left the Meeting Hall with the same confidence of the Thane he had once been. Yuri followed behind, ducking beneath the doorway and those that followed. The Huscarls and staff of Valhalla Steel watched them pass, each in various stages of confusion and disbelief until they reached the center of the complex.  
 
    Before the altar of the Allfather, two steel stakes had been driven into the earth with various vices attached at the ends. The design, it appeared, was to hold a human body upright before Odin’s visage. Pacing back and forth in front of the device was Angus, a half-smile tugging at the corner of his mouth as he battled the darkness Yuri knew he carried within. 
 
    The darkness Angus’ father should have taught him to control.  
 
    “Come and be judged, coward,” Angus hissed. 
 
    Yuri knew Halfdan was a well-versed warrior, knowledgeable in many areas of strategy and combat. Yet those born to Twilight City had not been raised to wield a sword alongside their firearms. Angus, on the other hand, was a natural swordsman; smooth and fluid in his movements for one his size, and powerful to boot. Halfdan gazed at the sword in his hand, then to Angus.  
 
    “I have been many things in my life,” Halfdan began. “But a coward is not one of them. I stand by my actions. You don’t belong here Angus. Your world should have ended when your father betrayed the Fae, but they showed mercy and allowed you to take his place. Their desire for a peaceful transition was the only fault they held. You have made it clear there can be no peace while a Jarlson leads, and the world will be a better place when your bloodline is removed from it.” 
 
    “You lie,” snapped Angus, bringing his sword up to guard. 
 
    Halfdan shook his head and stepped forward with his blade raised. “No Angus, you just refuse to see. Did you ever wonder why your father was killed in such a way? If they wanted him dead, a bullet from half a mile off would have done it. Your father took something from them, something that human hands were never meant to hold, and he is gone because of it.” 
 
    The information hit Yuri like a hammer. He had known Cedrick, Angus’ father, had gone to fulfill a request from the Fae, but they hadn’t spoken before the tree emerged from the former Jarl’s chest. Yuri and Angus’ father might as well have been brothers. Cousins who grew up together, trained together, and had shed blood for each other. What made this revelation worse, was that Yuri could easily see Cedrick taking something that would amplify Valhalla Steel’s place in the world. He had been a man of elevated drive with the heart of a gambler, making decisions to benefit the Clans even if the price of failure was steep. 
 
    Angus was having none of it and Yuri knew, by the terrible smile that split his face, that reasoning was beyond the Jarl. The darkness within had finally reached the surface and only blood would satisfy.  
 
    In a burst of speed, Angus went on the attack. His sword was a blur of silvered steel, flickering in the overhead lights that covered the central grounds. To his credit, Halfdan moved to engage with a ferocity of his own. Blades clashed in a vicious exchange, three times steel met steel and the two pulled back. Halfdan staggered and fell to a knee, clutching his side as deep crimson slowly flowed from him. 
 
    “Get up,” Angus snarled. “I’m not done with you yet.” 
 
    Wide eyed, Halfdan rose and brought his sword to bear. 
 
    For the second pass, only a single clash echoed through the courtyard before Halfdan was on the ground again, his hand cut free of his body. The former Thane’s eyes were wide and desperate as he looked at the gathered audience of his execution.  
 
    “Get up!” Angus roared, stalking toward the prostrated man.  
 
    Halfdan tried to raise his sword in defense, but Angus batted it aside and drove his sword into the man’s belly. It was a cruel blow, one that tainted the honor of single combat. A gasp escaped Halfdan’s mouth as Angus withdrew his blade.  
 
    Finish him, Yuri willed, but Angus was lost. Tossing his own sword to the ground, the Jarl picked Halfdan off the ground and dragged him before the Altar of the Allfather. The massive stone carving towered over them both as Angus strapped the dying man to the stakes.  
 
    “You don’t deserve the honor of Valhalla,” Angus said, drawing the cleaver from the discarded sheath where Angus had set his extra equipment. 
 
    If Angus was in his right mind, he wouldn’t do this, Yuri told himself. If he was just in control he would stop. The weight of this dishonor would only further torment the boy. And yet, had he not already prepared for the ritual before the darkness claimed him?  
 
    As Angus returned to Halfdan, he cut away the man’s body armor, exposing his back for the Blood Eagle ritual. 
 
    “Stop, Angus.” 
 
    Yuri hadn’t realized he had stepped forward until the eyes of everyone watching fell upon him. Angus’ turned, that dangerous smile of his growing wider. 
 
    “You think you’ll stop me?” 
 
    Despite how much he hated himself for it, Yuri stopped. He knew the look of a man who set his mind to a task. If Yuri wanted to stop this from happening, he would have to kill the boy. That was IF he could kill the Jarl, which was not an idea he was willing to entertain. At least, not now. 
 
    “You’re better than this, boy,” Yuri said quietly.  
 
    Angus raised the cleaver, intent on severing Halfdan’s ribs from his spine, but the blow never fell. Yuri could see the cleaver trembling in Angus’ hand for what felt like an eternity before he lowered it. Walking back to where Halfdan dropped his sword, Yuri could see the bloodlust was gone, a haunted look replacing what had been unreasoning hate. The Jarl looked as though the weight of the world was upon his shoulders as he picked up the traitor’s blade and returned to the manufactured altar.  
 
    “Hold firm Halfdan, Valhalla awaits,” Angus said, placing the hilt in Halfdan’s hand. “Not that you deserve it.” 
 
    The former Thane barely had enough time to grip the sword when Angus ran the cleaver across his throat, spilling his life blood before the Allfather’s visage. Halfdan convulsed a few times, squirming against the restraints before going utterly still.  
 
    Turning to everyone else, Angus surveyed his people. “Leave this place. I’ve a matter to attend and only Odin need bear witness.” 
 
    Slowly the members of Valhalla Steel began to fall away. Hushed conversation passed between Clan members, none of which Yuri bothered to listen to. The boy needed him, even if he didn’t realize it. Baldr patted him on the shoulder. 
 
    “Best be gone, my friend. The young Jarl doesn’t seem to be in the mood for conversation.” 
 
    Yuri gave Angus one last, long look. The Jarl still had the cleaver in hand, tormented eyes never breaking from the dead man. Knowing Baldr spoke true, Yuri turned and left. 
 
      
 
    The next day, the grounds had been closed off. Angus ordered that no one could enter, let alone to see what had been done after the duel. It stayed that way until a Tenocore representative arrived. They all knew it was a matter of time before they came looking for the cause of the Sidhe murder. A stand down command from Tenocore was not something to be ignored. When the woman arrived, wearing an Inspector Class uniform of grey and black, Angus requested her attendance in the central grounds and Yuri was to be the man to guide her there. 
 
    Conversation was minimal, introductions followed by an insistence on her part to meet the Jarl. Yuri complied, leading her where Angus had asked to meet.  
 
    As the doors slid open, Yuri saw the broken form of Halfdan before the altar. His ribs had been cleaved away from the spine and splayed out like wings while the disgraced Thane’s lungs had been tossed over them. The Inspector didn’t so much as bat an eye as she evaluated the corpse with a cynical eye. Annoyed may have been more accurate. 
 
    “What is this?” she asked, pointing at the mutilated body. 
 
    “The man who betrayed me and murdered the Fae Sidhe,” Angus said.  
 
    Yuri evaluated the Jarl. He could see the dull, sleep-deprived look in his eyes. It wouldn’t have surprised Yuri to find out he had never left the area. 
 
    “How do I know this isn’t some falsehood?” 
 
    As if expecting the question, Angus pulled a USB drive and offered it to her along with a Valhalla Steel pistol. “In there you will find footage of Halfdan hiding her body as well as his confession during our last meeting. The pistol belonged to him as well. You’ll find the ballistics match.” 
 
    The Inspector accepted the evidence and gave Angus an evaluating gaze. “Very well. I will deliver these to Admin. If it seems you are telling the truth, we’ll leave it at that. See to it your people don’t break the ceasefire again, or the consequences will be dire.” 
 
    Angus nodded, saying nothing as she turned to leave. 
 
    When the doors slid closed, Yuri saw a spark of life entered the Jarl’s face.  
 
    “Gather the Thanes,” he said. 
 
    “For what?” Yuri asked. 
 
    Angus glanced at the dead man, “We’re going to remove the Fae from the city once and for all.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-One 
 
      
 
    Sigurd watched Tiam sleep, seeing his chest rise and fall in a steady rhythm while her team played a game of Spades in the other room. All save for Akio, who had taken to long conversations with Elliot ever since the Huginn discovered Akio was a Net Runner. Or whatever the Stone Dog considered himself. They discussed the intricacies of different tech and programs, most of which were beyond her realm of knowledge.  
 
    Word of the Blood Eagle had spread throughout not only Valhalla Steel, but much of the Outskirts and even the Lower Business District. Now everyone knew the price of betrayal. Sigurd felt like she should be more concerned. Halfdan had been instrumental in the Jarl’s rise to power, known to be fair and unbiased in his leadership. Yet she couldn’t bring herself to care as she should. 
 
    Her thoughts remained on Tiam. 
 
    Not for the first time she wondered why she was here. She didn’t know Tiam well enough to care this much, and yet she found herself more concerned for his wellbeing than anything else. She tried to tell herself it was her strict adherence to duty and to those she fought beside, but she wasn’t so sure anymore. 
 
    “You know he’s going to be fine, right?” Elliot asked. 
 
    Sigurd turned, feeling heat rise to her face which she quickly masked with a cough.  
 
    “I know,” she said, “just wondering how something from the Net can harm you in the real world.”  
 
    It was only a half truth, but seemed to be enough for Elliot to believe.  
 
    “I guess that just depends on what you consider reality,” Elliot offered, scratching his significant stomach then opening a pack of Caf-sticks.  
 
    He offered the package to Akio who, to Sigurd’s surprise, took one and put it in his mouth. A caffeine replacement, Caf-sticks were commonly used for those who worked long hours. Sigurd preferred her vape pen, but each warrior had their own vices, it just surprised her to see the cold Stone Dog relax enough to show his. 
 
    “But the Net is just a tool,” she said. “Something created by people to expedite communication. You act like it’s some kind of spiritual plane of existence.” 
 
    Akio rolled the Caf-stick to the side of his mouth, “In your mind, where does the spirit realm come from?”  
 
    Sigurd turned in her chair, eyes settling on her normally cold comrade. “The gods, I suppose.” 
 
    Akio shrugged, “There are many gods of many creeds. If the spiritual plane was created by them, higher beings, why is it so difficult to see that there is little difference between the heavens and the Net? You cannot create something from nothing; therefore, it stands to reason that the gods have given a part of themselves to create the planes of existence we live in. If that is the case, then gods are simply beings beyond our own comprehension who, in turn, were brought to life by something even further beyond that. Could the creators of the Net simply be gods in their own right and the denizens of the Net the inevitable life that springs forth whenever a new plane comes to be?” 
 
    Sigurd opened her mouth to speak but found she did not have a response. She had never heard the Collector speak so much at one time and was taken a little aback. Glancing over at Elliot, he raised his hands and shrugged.  
 
    “Fair enough.” 
 
    She expected Akio, in his arrogance, to offer a snide comment, but he did nothing of the sort. Instead, he flipped the Caf-stick in his mouth and continued. “In my youth, when I was assigned to the Collectors, we were required to train in as many planes as our mind would allow, but mastery in two were required to advance in the training.” Akio’s brow furrowed for a moment. 
 
    “How many are you trained in?” Elliot asked. 
 
    For the first time in living memory, Sigurd saw the shadow of shame flash across Akio’s face. “Three.” 
 
    “Two more than I can swing,” Elliot offered with a brief chuckle. “How many are there?” 
 
    “It is unknown. The planes of creation are as numerous as the faiths and beliefs that fill this world, if not more so.” 
 
    Sigurd watched the former Blossom Collector. In this rare moment, she realized Akio was beginning to accept his place here. Part of her, the part that hated his cold sense of superiority wanted to taunt his failure, but that was not worthy of a leader. 
 
     “You are not satisfied with your accomplishment?” she asked. 
 
    Akio cocked his head to the side to look at her. She could see the hesitation, likely born from their tumultuous relationship so far, but he eventually answered. “What is there to take satisfaction in? Of those who passed alongside me, I was the least of them.  It is a weakness, a failure for someone in my position. Why else would I be forced to—” Akio stopped himself. 
 
    In that moment Sigurd felt an understanding for the warrior. “Why else would you be forced to join us?” 
 
    Akio’s face took on the same icy defense she had come to see as arrogance. Almost immediately his guard came up and he took out the Caf-stick, tossing it in a nearby garbage bin. 
 
    “I have... spoken with haste,” Akio began. “No dishonor was intended.” 
 
    “None taken,” Sigurd said, continuing to watch him. “It would be difficult to be assigned to a faction outside my own.” 
 
    Standing, Akio bowed, this time a bit deeper than his usual acknowledgement, and was about to leave when Elliot’s voice drew their attention. “Look who’s back in the Real.” 
 
    Sigurd felt a small squeeze around her hand and found Tiam was awake. For a moment she wasn’t sure if she had taken his or he had taken hers. Their eyes met and she quickly pulled her hand away, offering a smile. 
 
    “Welcome back,” she said. 
 
    Tiam didn’t respond right away, his eyes locking onto her as if seeing her for the first time. “It’s good to be back,” he said, a genuine grin on his face. 
 
    It was a kind smile, she thought. 
 
    The moment lasted a few breaths and then Tiam was sitting up and shifting toward his nearby wheelchair. “I need better gear,” he said, glancing in a mirror with a disapproving grunt. After he dropped into his chair, he immediately began moving toward his workspace. 
 
    “Well, take it easy man,” Elliot began. “You almost died in there, maybe catch us up before you go rolling into some new freaking mess.” 
 
    The tone in the Huginn’s voice was almost motherly.  
 
    Tiam waved a hand in frustration, “I found a way in, but it’s too far away from the Streamline. I can’t work with a limited time window.” 
 
    Elliot shook his head but opened a drawer in his desk and tossed Tiam a shirt which hit him in the head. He barely batted an eye as he slipped it on and hooked himself up with his wrist port. “What about extending the window of time?” Elliot asked. “We could do six hours before a pull. We’ve done it before.” 
 
    “Won’t be enough,” Tiam said. “We’re talking about a week, hell maybe a month in the Net, or freaking seconds, but I doubt it. That means feeding tubes and catheters, and I sure as hell don’t want that. I just need to find a way to shorten the time.” Tiam tapped his desk. “Shorten the time and find another way out if things get messy.” 
 
    “You need me to find another entrance?” Elliot asked incredulously. “Shit, it took weeks just to find this one.” 
 
    “Might take some time to find the right equipment anyway. If you can get another program…” 
 
    “Fine,” Elliot said with a sigh, “But Seeker isn’t going to be done in time, I can tell you that much.” 
 
    After seeing all that dead binary, an extra bit of defense would go a long way when making a rough escape, but he would rather have options in this situation more than firepower. 
 
    “When I get behind Tenocore’s Firewall,” Tiam said. “A hard pull from the other side would probably fry me. Nothing gets close to coming or going from that space without getting their binary scattered all over the Net. It looks like a freaking war zone in there. The second Tenocore detects my presence trying to escape, they’ll destroy it. That, or Remy could be waiting for my consciousness to get pulled and put me down for good during the transition. I need to have another route.” 
 
    Elliot froze, “You saw him? Is he—” 
 
    “A fucking backstabber, yes.” Tiam snapped. “He’s the reason I almost didn’t make it out, so my pity levels are pretty freaking low right now.” 
 
    Sigurd watched Elliot’s face crumble a bit at that. It wasn’t the first time she had heard about this Remy, but Tiam wasn’t having any of it.  
 
    “So how do you want to play it?” Elliot asked, his face an obvious mask of feigned bravado. 
 
    “We’ll need updates, lots of them. Anything we can to boost our signal in the Net and decrease the time disparity when leaving the Streamline.” 
 
    Elliot paused, chewed on the end of his third Caf-stick, then, “We could get a new Deep Seat. The models Tenocore has been producing make our system look old school.” 
 
    Tiam chewed his lip, “Yeah, but they have so much monitoring software that they’d know as soon as you tapped into the Net. It would take a year and a day to wipe one of those things and you’d be left in the same situation we’re in now.” 
 
    Sigurd had gleaned enough information over the weeks that she figured she knew enough to follow along. Likening it to supplying her team with munitions and combat gear made it easier. It was a simple case of requiring the right tools to get the job done, except in this case, time and options were limited. An idea came as she listened to them debate on how to make their next move, but it wasn’t one she wanted to voice. The very idea left her with a sick aversion to helping at all. She knew, in her heart of hearts, that her father could likely give them the assistance they needed, but she had already burnt that bridge and didn’t know if she had the willpower to rebuild it. 
 
    Besides, after what her father had done to Aksel’s body and his utter lack of support after the loss, the last thing she wanted to do was see him. 
 
    “Then we’re screwed,” Elliot said, tossing his hands up in the air. “We might as well let the Jarl know that it’s going to take longer. I’ll get some debug systems back up, thankfully I used them with Hunter and Seeker recently, so it shouldn’t be a huge leap to prep.” 
 
    Tiam didn’t respond. Sigurd could see the drive behind those eyes and could almost feel his frustration building under the surface. She knew he wanted his surgery, but he was too proud to admit defeat. If anything, he would likely give it another try and, she feared, possibly die without the equipment he needed. He barely made it out the first time, why would the second be any different? 
 
    Tiam blinked and turned, noticing Sigurd was looking at him and, somehow, the intensity of his gaze seemed to grow. Rubbing his chest where the Malware had touched him, Tiam began moving back toward the Deep Seat. 
 
    “That’s too far away. We need to get this done as soon as possible.” 
 
    “Just give it some time man, sleep on it. I’m sure something will come to us,” Elliot offered, a vain attempt to calm his companion down. 
 
    Tiam fidgeted with his wrist port, the muscle in his jaw clenching. 
 
    “I can’t. Not if we’re going to get it done in time.” He paused, catching himself in his own haste for a moment. “The Jarl’s deadline, that is. I’ll need to go back in,” Tiam said, hands braced against his desk as if to steady himself, “no time limit.” 
 
    Elliot’s eyes looked like saucers, but Akio gave an approving nod. She couldn’t recall a time he had ever shown the expression. 
 
    “This is a worthy task,” Akio said aloud.  
 
    Sigurd suspected she might talk him out of it, but to speak and encourage him to fail would only belittle the warrior heart within him. He was willing to risk his life to see his duty through and that, she realized, was the most attractive thing she had seen from him yet. 
 
    She froze as the thought echoed in her mind and she gave Tiam another look-over. She could see the laughter lines, just barely wrinkling the corner of his eyes. Yet those laugh lines were flat as he weighed his decision. He knew the cost of victory, and she could see he was preparing to pay it. Unlike Elliot, Tiam was as fit as he could be, considering his inability to use his lower half, and that showed a resolve beyond the norm; especially in a world where you didn’t even need to leave your own home to survive. He wasn’t a warrior of flesh and bone, but he resembled one in his own way. He had a strong heart and drive beyond what she ever expected. He was a surprise, and a welcome one at that. 
 
    “I will join you,” Akio said, looking to both Tiam and Elliot. “If you will have me.” 
 
    And there was the Akio she had come to know. He hadn’t so much as even glanced in her direction to see if she would allow him.  
 
    “Nobody is going to go and get themselves killed over this,” she said, the tone in her voice offering no debate on the issue. “My job is to keep you safe and if I let you run into a situation where you get yourself killed, that’s on me.” 
 
    Tiam sat taller in his wheelchair, “You’re going to stop me?” 
 
    Sigurd snorted, “If I have to.” 
 
    She saw Tiam’s knuckles go white as he clenched the table, but she continued before he could utter whatever spite he had been conjuring up. “Not because I want to, but because I know you’re smarter than that. Especially when I can help you get what you need.” 
 
    Tiam’s brow scrunched up, his anger forgotten. “What do you mean?” 
 
    Sigurd steadied herself, knowing she would have to revisit a place she had no desire to ever go to again. Yet, if it would help Tiam keep from doing something this risky… 
 
    “The Runesmith.” 
 
    Tiam blinked, “Huh? I mean, I know he can alter your weapons,” he paused, looking at the Runes tattooed on her body and, she felt, those that had been etched along her very bones and muscle fibers as well. “But perhaps you're right. Can you set up a meeting with him?” 
 
    Sigurd fought away her desire to hesitate, although she wasn’t entirely sure she was fast enough to pull it off. “I think I can get you what you need, maybe something even better.” 
 
    Tiam continued to watch her. Gone was the anger and drive, replaced with a softer gaze, a caring gaze.  
 
    “Well problem fucking solved,” Elliot said, drawing her eyes from Tiam’s. 
 
    Akio shrugged, but his interest seemed to have relaxed him once more, as he sat down and pulled another of Elliot’s Caf-sticks from the package. “I have heard of this man, the Runesmith. He deals in powerful energy, yes?” 
 
    “He does,” Sigurd said quietly. “Very powerful.” 
 
    “I would very much like to meet him.” 
 
    That was the last thing she needed, but she could find no reason to refuse him without seeming petty. That was the last thing she needed with him. Even now, relaxed as he was, he still reminded her of a coiled snake, ready to strike.  
 
    “Pack your things,” Sigurd told them as she got to her feet. “We leave in five.” 
 
    Akio followed her lead, “Would you like me to notify the team for a convoy?” 
 
    “No,” she said. “It’ll just be you, Tiam and myself.” 
 
    “What?” Elliot protested.  
 
    “I can’t risk both of you out there. Too much can happen and, after what went down at HQ, it’s not a risk worth taking.” 
 
    The heavy-set Huginn sighed, “Fine. But don’t expect much if Tiam bites it. I can’t Blend like him, so infiltration isn’t going to happen.” 
 
    “Thank you,” she said, making sure he could hear the sincerity. Tiam’s partner had grown on her. Like Tiam, he had a strong heart, if not the discipline.  
 
    Elliot seemed to notice and gave a small smile in reply. 
 
    “Excuse me for a moment,” she told them, stepping into one of the side rooms where beds had been set up for her team.  
 
    She began cycling through the contacts on her wrist-com until she found the name ‘Da’. Out of sight, she crouched down on her haunches and allowed the fear, anger and pain to wash over her. Heart hammering in her chest, she tapped the call button and waited while the call rang in her earpiece.  
 
    The ring stopped and her father answered, “Hello Sig.” 
 
    “Runesmith,” she said, not sure if she wanted to scream at him or weep. Yet she refused to let either enter her voice. She would keep this to business. “I need a favor.” 
 
    There was silence for a long stretch of time, then, “Come home, I’ll do what I can.” 
 
    The call ended before she could say anything else. 
 
    Sigurd had been so focused on the call that she didn’t hear the door open. When a voice sounded behind her, she nearly went for her sidearm before she realized who it belonged to. 
 
    “You okay?” Tiam asked. 
 
    She stared at him, feeling the burn in her eyes from tears she didn’t realize had fallen.  
 
    “Fine,” she said, coughing to break the tension in her throat. “Got what you need?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “Good,” she said, trying to keep him from seeing her face. “I’ll be out in a minute.” 
 
    She expected him to go, but the whir of his chair became louder as he entered the room, letting the door close behind. Sigurd felt his hand as it wrapped about her own and she looked over at him. 
 
    “I can do this alone, Sigurd. Elliot and I will figure it out.” 
 
    He meant it. She could see that drive again and suddenly her fears began to retreat. Sigurd squeezed his hand and only let go once she let the moment last a bit longer. “I know. Thank you for that, but I can’t let you take a risk like that. I want you to be safe.” 
 
    Tiam smiled, a crooked thing that matched his humor, “Then we had best get moving, because I don’t have any intention of dying over this gig.” 
 
    She laughed and felt more of the anxiety in her chest release. 
 
    “Let’s go.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
    Baldr sipped from a mug that contained heated milk and honey as he watched the sunlight break through the smog of Twilight City. It was a gift, from host to guest, to offer such a rarity as pure milk and honey with no synthetic additives and fillers. The cred value was not something to sniff at and, despite his distaste for so sweet a drink, Baldr would show nothing but enjoyment. To do less would dishonor his host, which would tarnish both men’s honor in the eyes of the Allfather. 
 
    The Runesmith knew this, but he, like Baldr, held true to the Old Ways and brought him the drink regardless.  
 
    Through recently replaced windows, yet to become tarnished by the world around them, Baldr watched the dregs of the city. Minds dulled and altered with whatever drugs and chems they put in their bodies; the culls of society scurried into their makeshift shelters as the darkness of night retreated. He took a deep breath, the cold, filtered air in the Runesmith’s home filling his lungs. His enhanced sense of smell picked up the rich cinnamon scent of Fungulist being burned at the Runesmith’s altar, but also the propane stoves of food vendors as it filtered through the air ducts and windows, all of it tempered by the acrid stink of burnt bone. 
 
    Taking another sip from his mug, he returned to watching the Runesmith work. The skin of Baldr’s left arm had been cut back, revealing his sub skin layer, one of many alterations to his body, past the muscle and tendon all the way down to pale white bone. It was there the sacred smith continued engraving Runes along the bones in his forearm. Baldr felt dizzy, his senses muted as the pain from the procedure was overwhelmed by the endorphin regulator he had installed back in his Bloodsport days. 
 
    The Runesmith stopped, his deep-set and dilated eyes seeming to study his handiwork. “The connection of Gebo and Eihwaz is complete, when I bind them together with Algiz as to complete the union, we will have finished. When I do this and speak the Names to life,” the Runesmith warned, “you may pass out from the pain. The Allfather’s Gifts must be transferred to the imperfect shadows we are. It is not a pleasant process; would you like me to burn more Fungulist to dull the pain?” 
 
    “No,” Baldr said. “Continue as you will.” 
 
    The Runesmith nodded and flexed his hands, “A moment and we will resume.” 
 
    Baldr studied the Runes engraved in the bone of his arm, blackened etching still smoking a bit. “I recognize Eihwaz, for strength and durability, but Gebo?” 
 
    The Runesmith massaged his flesh and bone hand with his augmented one, pausing now and then to allow the STEM attachment to send small electrical pulses into the muscle. “It stands for generosity and will amplify the amount of impact your bones can withstand before breaking. Sig has similar marks, rougher, but more powerful for the sacrifice offered.” 
 
    And what a sacrifice it must have been, for a father to do this to his children. He didn’t judge the man for his actions. Before the Jarl’s arrival, the part of Twilight City the Runa family had once called home was filled with vicious gangs always looking for a fat target. How Sigurd and Aksel managed to keep their father’s business afloat had been something of a mystery until the day they killed Baldr’s brother. 
 
    He recalled seeing Sigurd in action that day and had been impressed. 
 
    Together, the untrained Youngbloods had killed a Fae, four Huscarls of no small experience, and his brother who, in his prime, had been a man of blood and action. They were good deaths, he told himself, each one allowing the honored fallen into the Great Feasting Hall.  
 
    As always, when he thought of that time, a whisper of regret slipped into his mind. When the Runa siblings had arrived at his brother’s nightclub, The Allfather’s Gift, Baldr knew the Jarl had come to confirm what he had been informed of; connections with the Fae. The pair had felt off the very moment he spotted them. Sigurd was dressed like the other dregs instead of the Valkyrie she was born to be, while her brother flitted about with all the excitement of a pup on its first hunt. 
 
    He wondered, as he often did whenever forced to wait somewhere, how things might have changed if he had killed the Runesmith’s children and allowed his brother to live. It was possible they could have held off the Jarl’s ascent to power with the assistance of the Fae. A few other clans likely would have joined and there would have been many warriors sent to the sacred halls of Valhalla, but they may have won. Baldr himself may not have survived, which was of little concern to him. There was one worthy of taking his life amongst Angus’ men, as the old warrior would never have betrayed his Jarl. Yuri’s heart was as true and pure as Grungnir’s steel. It would have been a dual worthy of song, but it would have left the Clans in shambles.  
 
    Since Valhalla Steel was the last true mark of the Old Ways upon the world, the price of glory was too high for Odin’s people to pay.  
 
    His brother hadn’t been a bad man. Quite the opposite, really. Of all the people Baldr had known in his life, only two could claim to understand him. He should have felt more guilt, Baldr mused as he watched the Runesmith shake out his hand and prepare to finish his work. His ability to empathize with people had gone by the wayside when he’d committed his life to honoring Odin the only way he knew how. 
 
    Through the river of dead that all heroes of old found themselves in, searching for a worthy adversary. 
 
    Black market genetic alteration and augmentation had led him down a path that easily could have resulted in his death a dozen times over. Each alteration pulling him further and further from his humanity but granting him the tools he needed to bring more honor to his god. The sub skin had been the most painful. Having your flesh peeled from your muscles and fitted back on once the protective mesh had been intertwined with your musculature was an agonizing process. Not even the endorphin regulator would have helped.  
 
    Yet the gene meshing had been worse by far. A mixture of primate and feline genetic material that forced his body and mind to change. Perhaps, had he not done it, the man he had been would have chosen blood over honor. A silent scoff escaped his lips. The older Bjorn wouldn’t have been alive long enough to have made the choice. Not in the maelstrom of violence and death that was the Bloodsport. 
 
    Baldr spent half a year trying to come to grips with the foreign thoughts in his mind. The primal need to hunt and kill filled his every waking thought, the increased drive to show his dominance over those around him. He had nearly lost his mind in those months, but through the Allfather’s guiding hand, he was able to survive. Most people who lived through the alteration process died within the first week. He had thought, after that, his physical alterations were at an end. Yet seeing the speed at which Aksel had moved and the power Sigurd could unleash with the Runes got Baldr thinking. 
 
    How much further could he have gone in the Bloodsport had he known this was possible? He held the title for three years before retiring, a feat one or perhaps two individuals could claim in the history of Twilight City. How much more honor could he have earned? How close could his seat be to the Allfather? 
 
    Perhaps, even now, he could move closer. He had slain champions of fell deities and saints alike. Beasts of ancient lore and horrors of the modern world had been twisted and engineered to send him on to his place in Valhalla before he had reached his full potential. All of them had failed. It was then he realized that outside the blood-stained sands of the underground arena there were far greater beasts to be slain. One in particular had come close to putting him down. Were it not for the sacrifice of his closest Huscarls, his legacy would have ended years ago.  
 
    If not for luck, he would never have killed the rampaging Justicar, which jettisoned his reputation even further. It was a shared honor that the people of Twilight City bestowed upon him alone instead of his brothers in arms who had fallen. It was a false honor, but he would see that it became earned. For there was a new beast on the prowl, another slayer of his kin, like the ancient monsters of Old.  
 
    Only one chosen by the Allfather would see it laid low. 
 
    “Are you prepared?” the Runesmith asked, the cutting drill whirring to life. 
 
    Baldr pictured the Tenocore Justicar that wiped out his last team of Huscarls. He felt no anguish at their loss, for they had already gone on to paradise. But Tenocore owed his Clan Wergild, and he would see them repay what was owed. Not in creds, but in blood.  
 
    And only the blood of a Justicar would satisfy. 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    The Runesmith bowed his head and there was a deep trembling as his voice intoned the words of power. A pounding filled Baldr’s ears and what felt like a hammer blow struck his heart. Even with the endorphins flooding his mind, the pain worked its way through, and he remembered what it was to come close to death. He felt his heart stop. An unheard pulsing that, once it silenced, was all too loud for its absence. His body jolted as the Reboot valve implanted onto his heart jolted it back into rhythm and he took a shuddering breath. 
 
    The Runesmith watched him with an unflinching gaze. “I’m going to seal this up. Be sure to take your time getting up once I’m finished. Dying, even for so short a time, can lead to a thrown clot. Move slowly.” 
 
    Baldr nodded, the pain already fading to memory. 
 
    After the Runesmith removed the clamps keeping the layers of his body from closing, concealing the Runes beneath body tissue, there came a knock at the door.  
 
    “A moment,” the Runesmith said, rolling his chair to a wall console to see who was at the door.  
 
    At this distance, Baldr would not have been able to make out who it was, but with his augmented eye he could see Sigurd, the Blossom Collector, and a man in a wheelchair waiting outside. The Runesmith did not go to them immediately. Instead, he seemed to be preparing himself to answer. 
 
    It was then that Baldr remembered that the Runesmith had lost a child. Baldr hadn’t even thought to offer his condolences. Even now, knowing that he should have at the very least acknowledged the loss, he didn’t actually care. He could remember caring, back before the genetic alteration. People mattered more back then, and he had felt some compassion for those around him, but now? Now the world could burn, and he knew in his heart of hearts that it wouldn’t matter. He would continue his path toward glory, now or in any future hellscape he found himself in.  
 
    But he told himself, as he had countless times in the past, that was an unworthy way to think of those in the Clan. During his months struggling to overcome the new desires and urges that came with genetic alteration, he latched onto one thing: remaining a man of honor. Because he could remember what it was like, he could imitate it. He could still contribute to the wellbeing of his people and serve, even if his new instincts raged against the idea. That alone kept him from losing his mind. 
 
    The Runesmith tapped the screen, typing in his security code to open the main door. “I’m finishing a project in the shop. Come in,” he said through the microphone before kicking his rolling chair back to where Baldr sat. Holding his arms out, a pair of sanitizing drones cleansed them from elbow to hands. “This will take a moment.” 
 
    Tapping the control screen on his augmented arm, the Runesmith locked the thumb and pinky finger onto the sides of Baldr’s wrist so that the three middle fingers hung over the open wound. With a final touch, the Runesmith confirmed an action on the augment and the fingers shifted, transitioning into needle, gut, and cauterizer before taking over the process of stitching Baldr’s tissue together. Sitting back, the smith reached for a cup of his own and drank deep while his augmentation did the rest of the work. 
 
    “Sorry about your brother,” the Runesmith said, putting his drink back and staring at Baldr. “What my Sig had to do—” 
 
    “Needed to be done,” Baldr said, cutting the other man off. 
 
    In almost every conversation he could remember having with the Runesmith, he felt he should speak with tones of high regard. It was, after all, only this man who could speak the tongue of the Gods and the Aesir. It was an honor that almost exceeded anything Baldr could ever hope of achieving through battle. And yet, this was a conversation of men, and thoughts of Valhalla were put aside for such matters. 
 
    “My brother broke his oath to the Jarl, and for this I knew the Clans would suffer if our families were to go to war. His death was needed for the good of our people.” 
 
    The Runesmith nodded slowly, “If I had known you would be there, I wouldn’t have told them to do it. I was relieved to discover you did not take part in the violence that ensued.” 
 
    “I know,” Baldr said, “for you would no longer have been a father.” 
 
    The Runesmith held Baldr eye to eye, and both knew he spoke true. They shared an understanding in that moment. Despite having the potential for it, there was no blood feud between their Clans. Baldr gave a nod of understanding in the moments that spanned before Sigurd entered the room. 
 
    “Hello Sigurd,” the Runesmith said, voice becoming that of the sacred position he held.  
 
    It was a sign that their conversation and potential conflict had been resolved. The walls of honor and place in the world rose once again. 
 
    “Runesmith,” Sigurd said, then to him, “Baardsen.” 
 
    “Runa,” he acknowledged. 
 
    The Runesmith’s augment finished, the two digits on either side releasing their hold after the central fingers resumed their normal position. Baldr slowly flexed his fingers, feeling the tension in his forearm from the surgery. 
 
    “I suggest not doing that,” The Runesmith said. “The healing process should take four weeks. The nanites will start dying off in two.” 
 
    The nanites were new, Baldr thought. But then, having partnered with Mr. Glint, the Jarl’s new ally, had been a true boon to an organization such as theirs. It seemed a shameful waste, seeing as the nanites inside him already would see the newly introduced ones wiped out of his system. He would have to make sure he let the Runesmith know next time, to prevent further loss of resources.  
 
    “I’d like to have my ribs and other arm done as well, if the Allfather sees fit that I have earned it?” 
 
    The Runesmith looked pensively at Baldr, “I will pray on it and share with you what He allows me to see.” 
 
    “As it should be,” Baldr intoned. 
 
    With a final nod to Sigurd, he began to leave but caught the beginnings of their conversation. 
 
    “You have come seeking my help with your Huginn, I suppose.” 
 
    “I have,” Sigurd said, voice void of emotion.  
 
    “The Allfather showed me you would return,” something akin to hope entering his voice. “I had prayed it would be to mend the gap between us.”  
 
    “You see what you desire, Runesmith, not what is. I have come here with the Jarl’s support to enlist your aid in an operation. That is all.” 
 
    Baldr found it strange that one who had been so close to her father should sound so cold, but that was none of his business. It was a family matter and Baldr knew, perhaps more than any, that such things should be resolved before time ran out. For a moment, he almost stopped to say something, to remind them of the value of family, but the urge vanished. As he left the Runesmith’s workspace, he wondered what had come over him. Perhaps, he mused, a bit of the old Baldr had worked its way back into his mind. 
 
    He approached Sigurd’s followers as they waited in the room just outside the Runesmith’s workspace. The wheelchair bound Huginn stared at Baldr with wide eyes that quickly shifted away when the former Bloodsport Champion glanced his way. Baldr ignored him, eyes lingering on the Blossom Collector who, in turn met his gaze; a mountain cat who found himself in the midst of wolves. He acknowledged the young warrior’s bravado with a nod and passed him by. 
 
    “That,” the Blossom Collector muttered to the Huginn, so as not to be overhead, “is a warrior.” 
 
    The young Blossom Collector couldn’t have known he could hear, and likely wouldn’t have said anything if he was aware of Baldr’s aural implant. Men of the Blossom Collector’s skill set were fine tools for men of power, but Baldr was no tool to be used. He was beyond the realm of mortals. He was Chosen of the Allfather, and when he finally found himself in the Halls of Valhalla, the world would remember his passing. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
      
 
    Sigurd watched Baldr leave and the gravity of his presence was not quickly forgotten. Seeing Baldr reminded her of the time she and Aksel had gone to the Tenocore Zoo in the Upper Business District. It had been a onetime event that their parents had saved up for. Dressing them in their finest, so as not to draw the ire of those who lived in the area, they had gone to see the genetically modified animals kept there. After viewing the various hybrids and, in her opinion, monstrosities kept there, there was one animal that stood out from the rest. A Bengal Tiger, easily the size of a car. She remembered the primal fear that had entered her heart, even though she knew she was safe behind the reinforced plexiglass. It was an apex predator, captured as it wandered the Wastes Between and when its eyes fell on those who had come to view it, she felt a trembling that caused her to look away. It didn’t belong, wasn’t natural, and, if given free rein, would slaughter everyone around it for sport.  
 
    Baldr was like that.  
 
    An apex predator held in check by some unseen cage of morality.  
 
    She had almost faced him once, when she and Aksel arrived at the club, The Allfather’s Gift. At the time she thought she might be able to take him, but knew better now. Nobody faced Baldr and survived, not even the Justicar whose head still decorated the nightclub sign. 
 
    When the door closed, her father turned his attention to Sigurd and the two beside her. As was his way, she could see him weigh both without remark before returning his gaze to hers. He offered a small smile, and she could see the faint return of the man who raised her, yet even as her heart ached to reach out to him, she hardened herself and ignored it. 
 
    “What is it you’ve come for then?” he asked, no hint that her coldness affected him.  
 
    If anything, the relief on his face was clear. He was content she had come to speak with him, and, despite her hardened heart, she felt the same. Her Da had begun to fill out once again. The sunken look had vanished, and he stood a bit taller than the last time she had seen him. 
 
    Tiam looked up at her, seeking her approval, which she gave with a nod. His chair rolled forward to settle before the Runesmith. 
 
    “What can you do with this?” Tiam asked, dipping his head so that the Runesmith could see the port in the base of his neck.  
 
    Her father approached the Huginn and ran a discerning eye along the tech. “Depends, what do you need it to do? Make the material capable to withstand heat, become durable, or is it the device’s functionality that needs to be altered?” 
 
    “Functionality,” Tiam said. “I need its connection to the Net to be closer. You see the Streamline only allows a Net Runner to—” 
 
    The Runesmith raised a hand, cutting Tiam off. “I know what it does.” 
 
    That caught Sigurd’s attention. As far as she had ever known, her father was a man of the physical world. She had never seen him connect to the Net, except to order resources for his work.  
 
    Her father continued. “You are the Blender who warned the Jarl of the attack. I have heard of your prowess in the Net and am indebted to you for saving the life of my only child. There will be no cost to you or the Jarl for my services, outside of what you will need to give in order for me to complete the work.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Tiam said, face pinched as he thought. “If you won’t accept payment, how can I give you anything?” 
 
    Sigurd felt a shiver run through her. She knew exactly what her father was speaking of, she thought as she flexed her Rune-engraved arm. She had paid her own price. 
 
    “The price of pain,” Sigurd said quietly.  
 
    Tiam raised an eyebrow at the Runesmith, “What kind of pain?” 
 
    The Runesmith pulled a rolling chair forward to sit on, meeting Tiam at the same level. “What you ask goes beyond a simple engraving on this device. To achieve what you desire your very soul will be tested. I will merge your spirit with that of this device using the words of the Allfather. It will be more a part of you than your very flesh and bone, for it will be you.” 
 
    Tiam froze, and Sigurd could see the concern in his eyes. The price was heavy, and she knew Tiam didn’t fully understand it. She contemplated offering to leave but resisted. He was not some child to be supervised, she told herself. Even so, she didn’t want him to endure the same pain she had when her father engraved the Allfather’s words on her bone and muscle. 
 
    Tiam swallowed hard. “I understand and give my consent.” His hands flexed nervously, but his voice was calm. 
 
    Akio was watching intently, giving Tiam a slight nod of approval.  
 
    “You don’t have to do this,” she said. “The Jarl can wait.” 
 
    “Maybe,” he said, one hand rubbing his thigh nervously. “But I can’t.” 
 
    “It’s not—” 
 
    “Where is the restroom?” Akio asked suddenly, catching Sigurd off guard both at the oddity of the question and because of the mouth it came from. 
 
    “Out the door, down the hall and on your left.” She said, dismissively. “Tiam you don’t—” 
 
    “Perhaps you could show me,” Akio said, interrupting her once more. 
 
    Sigurd held back from snapping at him, but just barely. “I’ll be back,” she said over her shoulder. “Then we’ll continue this conversation.” 
 
    Akio followed without a word as the door closed behind them. Leading him down the hall, the former Blossom Collector stopped, brows furrowed in thought. 
 
    “What now?” she snapped. 
 
    “You dishonor him,” he said, dark eyes holding hers. 
 
    Sigurd waved a dismissive hand, “You don’t understand what he has done. My father is no fabled hero to be worshiped. He is as flawed and imperfect as they come.” 
 
    “I do not speak of your father,” Akio said. “Nor would I blame you for holding some resentment toward a man who has wronged you, but Tiam is innocent of such actions.” 
 
    “Tiam?” she asked, surprised at the accusation. 
 
    Akio gave a small nod, “Yes. You treat him as something less, as though he were a helpless babe. His spirit shines bright and bold in a world of darkness, but you tarnish it every time you seek to protect him.” 
 
    “You don’t know what it’s like,” she said. 
 
    Akio’s face darkened, “I think I do.” 
 
    In that moment she remembered seeing the scars covering his back. They weren’t battle wounds; of that she had no doubt. They were inflicted by a whip as some form of punishment. At least, she told herself, her father had done what he had to protect their family. As for Akio, there was little doubt his wounds had not been done out of such necessity.  
 
    “You care for him,” Akio stated. “More than the rest. He is special to you.” 
 
    Sigurd felt the blood rush to her cheeks. She considered denying it, but there was no accusation in Akio’s voice, simply a statement of fact. 
 
     “I think I do,” she said. 
 
    Akio nodded and his guard lowered for a moment. A slight softening around the eyes that seemed to shift his appearance from calculating to one of understanding. “That is good. Both of your spirits are strong. You are warriors in your own right, and as such, you should know the risks that come with the territory.” 
 
    Sigurd nodded, feeling a sudden release at the open acknowledgment. And it was done in front of Akio, of all people.  
 
    “You know what it’s like, I take it?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Whatever softness had crept onto his face immediately vanished and she knew the conversation was over with one word.  
 
    “The bathroom is on your left,” she said. 
 
    He gave her a curt bow and left. She watched him go, her dislike of the man fading as she considered their conversation. There was more to the little man than arrogance and attitude. Her carried honor in his own way and she was beginning to understand and respect it. He would be a fine addition to the team.  
 
    As she returned to the workshop, she could see Tiam and her father in deep discussion. A Design Screen had been pulled out, displaying a version of the port in Tiam’s neck, attached to several vertebrae beneath the skin. Alongside this drawing were several Rune variants that her father was considering for the process. She recognized the three up on the board; Mannaz for augmentation, Uruz for strength of will, and Kaunan for mortality and pain. The Runesmith was in the process of attempting to configure each of the three into a singular symbol while maintaining the core of their meaning. 
 
    Sigurd pulled her father’s rolling chair and sat beside Tiam. She felt hesitant now that she had given voice to her feelings. While he had no way of knowing, simply acknowledging it was enough to make her tentative.  
 
    “Did our emotionally stunted friend figure out where to go?” Tiam asked with a wide grin. 
 
    She chuckled, relieved he was none the wiser, “He did, but I’m afraid it wasn’t up to his standards, so now he’s cleaning it.” 
 
    Tiam’s eyes widened, “For real?” 
 
    She said nothing but couldn’t keep a straight face. 
 
    “You’re full of it today,” he said, nudging her. 
 
    They didn’t speak for a while after that as both watched her father make several attempts to configure the Runes to work together. Tiam seemed entranced with the process and a few times he looked as though he would offer a suggestion before stopping himself. After a while, he turned to her. 
 
    “This is going to be pretty painful, huh?” 
 
    “It is,” she said, resisting the urge to encourage him not to do it. 
 
    Tiam nodded, his good humor replaced with feigned courage. “Can’t be any worse than this,” he said, tapping his legs. 
 
    It could be worse, she thought, remembering the stink of her own flesh and bone as the Runes were etched upon them.  
 
    “Can I ask you something?” she said, turning to look at him. 
 
    She was very aware of how close they were sitting but pushed such thoughts aside. 
 
    “Shoot,” he replied. 
 
    “Why are you doing this?” 
 
    He smiled, but it was tense enough that she could tell it was forced, “So we can get into Tenocore, why else?” 
 
    “Is this job that important to you?” 
 
    This time he stared at her and his hand tentatively reached out to hers, “It is.” 
 
    She nodded and took a breath, giving his hand a quick squeeze. “Okay then.” 
 
    He watched her for a time then said two words that carried more meaning than most. “Thank you.” 
 
    When Sigurd returned to see her father’s progression, she found him watching them with an unreadable expression.  
 
    Sigurd cleared her throat and released Tiam’s hand, “Did you figure it out?” 
 
    The Runesmith shrugged and turned back to his work, “Almost. Come back in two days. By then I should have everything prepared. For now, I’ll ask your leave to allow me to study… and pray.” 
 
    Standing up, she pushed the chair where she knew her father always kept it and prepared to leave when his voice caught her attention. 
 
    “Sig,” he said. “Would you escort your companions out and speak with me. There are words we should share.” 
 
    She eyed him, contemplating whether she should. On one hand, she was still furious at what he had done to Aksel’s body. On the other, theirs was the only relationship she had left with her kin. Her mother and brother were gone, both lost to the violence that embodied the dark corners of Twilight City. Although she wasn’t entirely sure she should, she gave her answer. 
 
    “Tiam, would you head back with Akio? I’ll meet you both back at your place, there is something I need to take care of first.” 
 
    “You sure you don’t want us to wait? I don’t mind.” 
 
    It was a sweet gesture, but she wasn’t sure she was even ready to let him get any closer to her, let alone allow him to see the dirty laundry of her family life.  
 
    “I’m sure,” she told him. 
 
    “Alright then,” he said, navigating his chair out of the workshop. 
 
    The two remaining Runa stood there, each unsure how to proceed. She was beginning to think this was a mistake when her father spoke and cut off the thought. 
 
    “Your brother has been ushered to the Allfather,” he said quietly. “I tried to call.” 
 
    Sigurd had seen the many missed calls on her wrist com but chose to ignore them. Even so, the news that Aksel had finally been put to rest was a slight balm to her soul.  
 
    “Work has been busy,” she said. “But it’s good to know that he is dining with the Aesir.” 
 
    The silence between them was deafening, but her father, seemingly determined to keep the conversation going, reached for a small silver vial at his workspace and brought it to her. There were no Runic markings, as most of his gifts usually carried, but he offered it to her. Sigurd stared at the offering, her heart yearning to reach for it, yet her mind told her to stave off the temptation.  
 
    “What is it?” she asked. 
 
    “Your brother’s remains.” 
 
    Her heart leapt to her throat for a moment and she reached out, reverently taking it from his hand.  
 
    “I’m not much for words,” he said, eyes slightly downcast. “But it is important to me that you know that I acknowledge that what I did was wrong. It was an evil deed that stains my honor and my soul.” 
 
    Sigurd looked at the Runesmith, seeing the flawed and imperfect man that so many of the Clans perceived as someone holy, and the hardness in her heart began to thaw, if only a tiny bit. 
 
    They stood within reach, but they did not embrace, despite her desire to. This was a first step, one of many. Sigurd wasn’t sure if they would ever return to what they had been, but it was a start. Her father rubbed his neck, uncomfortable with the distance, but that was something he would have to live with, she told herself. 
 
    “Tiam seems like a good man. Smart, from what I could gather.” 
 
    Sigurd nodded, “He is.” 
 
    He looked about to ask more questions, but she held up a hand. She wasn’t ready for this. Not yet anyhow.  “I had best catch up with them. The Jarl has me on protective detail.” 
 
    The small fire of hope in her father’s eyes dimmed but remained. “I understand. Best be on your way then.” 
 
    “Thank you, Da,” she managed. 
 
    He gave a sad smile and returned to his work. Sigurd left, yet every step felt lighter as she made her way out.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
      
 
    Bricrui walked with his Kin down toward the center of the amphitheater where Ahearn had previously been escorted. The young Guardian was, in a sense, on trial for the death of his mother, but in the same way he was not. He had willingly agreed to come here to speak on what had transpired in the time after Bricrui left them alone, rather than being requested, so he maintained every right to walk away at any time. That didn’t mean they couldn’t summon him again, but it added an extra step to the process and time was important when dealing with a potential murder.  
 
      
 
    Surveillance was not permitted in the Forest of the Sacred Yew, and no one had been able to discover how Erie had left. Yet, her mutilated body was discovered in the Outskirts, in a trash container of all things. Bricrui had scoured the vid-feeds, looking for any indication that she had been removed, but no evidence had revealed itself. The only clue was that of an unmarked aero-lift which was spotted just outside their building’s defense systems an hour before Erie’s arrival in the rooftop forest.  
 
    It was possible that someone had been dropped off via aero-lift, but even then, the driver would have had to have known the specific flight pattern required to bypass their anti-air turrets. If that was the case, there had to be a traitor amongst them and only one Fae fit the part. 
 
    The fury the ancient Sidhe felt at the manner of her passing filled his every waking thought and, in his mind, Ahearn was to blame. 
 
    He didn’t know how, but the only way Erie could have been bested by Valhalla Steel thugs would have been if they caught her completely by surprise, which would have been a difficult task for one as attuned to the Old Magic as she had been. That only left him with one other possible reason: betrayal. 
 
    Bricrui took a deep breath and recited the mantras of Sidhe long past to find calm. He would need patience and wits to bring the Sidhe Council to his side. They still mourned her loss, but there was a feeling of discontent that further filled their ranks, no doubt exacerbated since Calma and his Redcaps arrived in the city. Seeing him and knowing he came from power so far beyond their own caused the Sidhe to question their own methods. They had forgotten why they had broken away from their cousins during the War of Tears.  
 
    Bricrui did not slay the Briar Prince because he longed for power. He did it because he could see the insatiable need in his former Kin’s actions. The Briar Prince, or brother, as Bricrui had once known him, and those who followed him wished only to subjugate the world. They wished to be like the humans, brash and unthinking in their conquest. They no longer stood for balance and that, in itself, was a sin beyond forgiveness. All those centuries ago, Bricrui had seen what would become of them and had chosen to take a stand. 
 
    And today, he was learning that he had not stopped the human infection of Fae minds, he had only delayed it. 
 
    Too many of his generation had fallen over the centuries and several of the Standing Stones had gone quiet, including Fate. But then, that particular Stone had gone dormant shortly after their arrival. Few even knew it existed. The rest no longer sang the songs of the exodus from their homeland or the struggles they faced during the War of Tears. Instead, they too, had fallen to squabbling amongst themselves. The old morality was fading in the wake of desire and covetousness and the evidence of it was clear in the discontentment he saw in the hearts of his people.  
 
    As the line of Sidhe came to a halt, Bricrui watched his Kin spread out around the Yew Seat, where Ahearn had been placed. Seeing they were all in place, Ahearn stepped forward and began. 
 
    “Welcome Ahearn, son of Dullahan and Erie. You have elected to join us in seeking the truth and for that, you do your lineage proud.” 
 
    Ahearn bowed his head, “Whatever I can do to help, I offer it now.” 
 
    Bricrui nodded and prepared for what was to come. “Knowing this, I must first inform you of news that breaks our hearts and will surely have an impact on what is discussed today. Tenocore has found the Glade Burner innocent of your mother’s death.” 
 
    The ancient Sidhe watched Ahearn’s reaction with a sharp eye. The young Guardian did not speak at first. He simply bowed his head and breathed deep. In Bricrui’s mind, it was not the reaction of an innocent Fae, especially one with Ahearn’s reckless behavior. This seemed practiced and that, more than anything solidified Bricrui’s suspicions. When Ahearn looked up, however, there was only pain in his eyes and the Sidhe had to consider this. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean Tenocore isn’t taking any action against them?” Ahearn snarled as Bricrui delivered the news. 
 
    Sitting in a chair of interwoven yew branches in the center of the amphitheater, Ahearn realized how imposing it could seem when only a small group of Fae occupied the space, especially when he was placed in the center. The gathering of Sidhe only filled a quarter of the seats, and all of them had been rearranged to be placed close to the central stage. They were here to pass judgment on him and his position as Guardian for their people. A trial to decide if he would continue his role or have the power ripped from him. Even the Standing Stones had been brought, though they remained silent for now. He could sense the Sidhes’ hesitancy, laced with potential hostility depending on his reaction to their questions. Many believed he was torn because of what had happened to his mother, which he was, but for far more terrible reasons.  
 
    What he had done was beyond even his own comprehension... 
 
    “Just what I told you,” Bricrui said, his voice a quiet calm. “It appears that the Glade Burner has sacrificed his assassin to avoid punishment. What else would you expect from such a man?” 
 
    Ahearn wanted to scream at the ancient Sidhe, false outrage for a crime their enemy never committed. Although, Ahearn told himself, it never would have come to this if the Khan’s men had followed orders. Had they killed the Jarl’s woman, like he had instructed them to, instead of jumping the gun, Ahearn would never have been forced to take drastic actions to cover his tracks. But then, there was a long series of events that led to his mother’s demise, and all of it linked back to the Jarl. 
 
    The Guardian forced the image of Ahearn’s mother into the forefront of his mind, disgust and revulsion emanating from the being within. You were part of the act, just the same as I, Ahearn thought, but not without the sinking guilt that followed. 
 
    Scanning those in attendance, Ahearn spotted the twins, Delia and Rab, watching silently from the rear. Calma was there as well, his two Redcaps hovering nearby, as always. Of all the Fae in attendance, those two seemed to take joy in his current position. It made him wonder if they were aware that he and their master were on the same side. 
 
     “He is responsible for my mother’s passing,” Ahearn managed, his throat pinched tight with pent up emotion. 
 
    “Yes,” Bricrui muttered. “It has been made to appear so.” 
 
    Detecting the hint of doubt in the Sidhe’s words, he turned to face the Fae. “What are you implying?” 
 
    Bricrui looked to his peers, then back to Ahearn, “Your mother, while riddled with Valhalla Steel munitions, was not killed by them.” 
 
    Ahearn felt his anxiety peak as he felt the weighing eyes of the gathered Sidhe. He could strike in an instant, he knew, even as the Guardian raged at the thought. If he so desired, the Guardian’s power would be his. Yet if he attacked now, he would ruin any hope of salvaging his life from this living nightmare. He just needed to do what his Uncle Calma had instructed and create enough doubt to sway them. 
 
    “There are burns on her body,” Bricrui began. “It’s similar to beam technology, but it is well known that the Glade Burner’s followers don’t use such weapons of war. They have always stayed true to steel and combustion weapons.” 
 
    The old Fae’s words were spoken softly, but Ahearn could hear the hidden accusation. Before he could speak, Calma stepped forward. 
 
    “Those pale dogs are little more than animals, good Bricrui, but even the fox can be clever. It wouldn’t surprise me if they used beam technology to create doubt and dissension amongst us.” 
 
    Ahearn’s heart continued to pound in his ears and the gathered Sidhe spoke in hushed tones. Had it been a mistake to allow this? Calma and the rest of his cabal had encouraged him to come, but now he wondered if it hadn’t been to cover for their own role in the attack on Valhalla Steel. 
 
    “Then why both?” Bricrui asked. “No self-respecting assassin would mutilate a body to this degree. Not without cause. The Glade Burner is not known for his subtlety. He would want us to know it was his doing, no one else.” 
 
    Ahearn was trying to figure out what to say without condemning himself, but Calma spoke up and for that, Ahearn was thankful. 
 
    “You seek to justify the actions of animals,” Calma said, loud enough for all to hear. “Remember who it is we are dealing with, dear Bricrui. These are the same men who slaughtered the entire inhabitants of an ancient Glade when meeting under a flag of truce. The same butchers who murdered children in cold blood. You attest morality and higher thinking to beings incapable of understanding the concepts.” 
 
    There was a great surge of agreement from the gathered Sidhe, their anger at losing so large a presence clear for all to see. Yet Bricrui was not convinced. While the Sidhe exchanged thoughts on the subject, he remained silent, eyes darting between Ahearn and Calma. 
 
    “I see,” he said, once those gathered had quieted. “So, it must be settled then. Foolish of me, to attest any form of intelligence to a race of people that have, for all intents and purposes, wiped out massive swaths of our own over the centuries. How I could believe that a people, who have essentially dominated the major powers of the world both technologically and culturally, would be anything more than beasts of burden.” At this point, Bricrui was eyeing every Sidhe that had vocalized their consent with Calma’s statements. “Because that is what they are, no?” 
 
    The gathered Sidhe went silent, none of them speaking against the oldest of their number. 
 
    “He has a point,” Ahearn said, catching the old Sidhe by surprise. Even Calma gave a warning tilt of his head, his uncle’s eyes narrowing. 
 
    Yes, Ahearn thought, you have made it clear you will use me, but you come from a position of power that our kind has not experienced. While he appreciated the distraction, Ahearn had calmed down enough to think clearly. Making short of what had happened would only intensify suspicions from those in power. 
 
    “What happened to my mother,” Ahearn said, allowing his guilt to flow out in his broken voice to give influence to his words. “Was done with a considerable amount of forethought and, though it breaks me to say, was no one’s fault but my own.” 
 
    A few Sidhe gasped at the statement, but all were watching him. Bricrui’s confidence faltered, replaced with uncertainty, and he watched Ahearn with a wary eye. Calma underestimated Bricrui’s intellect, an assumption Ahearn had learned long ago not to doubt. . 
 
    “It was my fault the assassins killed her, for I was the one to initiate the violence. I know this now. It took my mother’s words to help me see, for in this elevated position of power, I was unaccustomed to the consequences of my actions.” Ahearn took a deep, steadying breath. He knew his next words might turn his support away, but if it didn’t, they would believe him with far less doubt than if he hadn’t. “Stone Dogs were killed in my attempt on the Glade Burner’s followers.” 
 
    His voice broke off as he pictured the look of shock in his mother’s eyes as he killed her. It was as if he could still smell the charred flesh and hair. To those around, however, they would see a broken Fae, who blamed himself for the actions of others. It was the closest form of redemption he would receive for his crime. 
 
    The Guardian within, writhed and sent a feeling of disgust. Ahearn brushed it aside. Because of the frequency of the Guardian’s dissent, frequent practice was making it easier and easier to ignore. 
 
    “You initiated violence against a neutral party,” said one Sidhe. 
 
    “A mistake indeed,” intoned another.  
 
    “There is no love lost between our people and the Stone Dogs,” offered a third. 
 
    “She was furious with me when she left” Ahearn continued, “and while I do not know the depths of her frustration, I can only imagine that she put it aside for the betterment of our people. That was what she was known to do,” Ahearn said, remembering the cold steel she ran along his throat, destroying his voice forever. The memory brought resolve and he forced the turmoil aside for later.  
 
    Ahearn could see the respect the Sidhe held for his mother’s memory as each grew somber. Even Bricrui’s suspicious eyes seemed a shade dimmer in that moment. She had been a fundamental part of the Sidhe hierarchy, and her leadership was sorely missed. 
 
    “It only makes sense that she would go to speak with the Stone Dogs on my behalf,” Ahearn said. “They are known to dabble in beam technology and were insulted by my misguided attempts to right past wrongs. It would not be a surprise to find the Glade Burner had contacted them first and painted a picture of betrayal instead of miscommunication. Now, she has been taken from us.” 
 
    Ahearn allowed his words to trail off, keeping his gaze downcast. None of what he had spoken was a lie. IF she had been alive, that was what he assumed she would have done.  
 
    Bricrui did not appear convinced and stepped toward him, breaking from the collective Sidhe. “I have but one question, Ahearn and then judgment can be passed. Did you Ahearn, take any part in the death of your-” 
 
    The Guardian speaks truth and paves the way to great change, came the voice of the Standing Stone, Fate. 
 
    Ahearn’s shock at the mental message from the Stone was reflected on every face in attendance, for many, who had never heard the Stone speak, were amazed to have witnessed such an event. The disbelief on Bricrui’s face was a sight Ahearn would not soon forget. Calma watched them all with his general sense of superiority, having known the Stone supported them from the beginning.  
 
    To Ahearn, this only justified his actions even further. He had been chosen by Fate itself, to alter this generation in preparation of something greater. While he told himself this, he was surprised to find the guilt had not left his heart at all.  
 
    “Shall we vote then?” Calma said aloud. “It would seem we know all that is needed to pass judgement on our Guardian’s actions.” 
 
    Bricrui watched those he had begun to sway as they gave affirmative nods. He knew something was wrong, but when placed in opposition of Fate, his words would fall on deaf ears. Even so, he stood tall and faced Calma. 
 
    “This vote does not involve you, cousin,” the old Sidhe snapped. “Do not set yourself as an authority when your words should not even be heard.” 
 
    “Enough,” Ahearn said, standing up from his yew seat. “You have held your position for too long, Bricrui. Just look at the state of our people.” Ahearn waved his hand to encompass all those gathered and beyond. “We scrape to survive in this city and put ourselves on pedestals of superiority when, in reality, we are lords of a mere scrap heap. You have led well in the past, and your service will not be forgotten, but today is a new age and we have much to learn from our kin across the ocean.”  
 
    “A new age of growth,” intoned Delia. 
 
    “A step on the path of Fate,” announced Rab, right behind her.  
 
    Ahearn watched the gathered Sidhe, seeing the desire in their eyes, the eagerness of their stances. They longed for something greater, and Ahearn would deliver it. 
 
    “I encourage you all to vote on whether or not I will retain my position, as this is a tradition that should stand. However,” he said, making sure to meet as many eyes as he could. “I would suggest another vote. This one to decide whether or not Bricrui should maintain his position on the Council, or if he should retire, as he should have decades ago.”  
 
    At this point, even the Stones were communicating amongst themselves, many trying to urge Fate to speak more. All were met with silence, save for the voice that echoed in Ahearn’s mind. 
 
    Well played, son of Dullahan, Fate said. I have chosen wisely. 
 
    Bricrui glared openly at Ahearn, “A vote it shall be,” the Sidhe called. “To maintain his position, Ahearn asks to be judged. Those who believe he should be removed, raise your hand.”  
 
    A small spattering of hands went up, including Bricrui’s, but it was a far cry from a majority. 
 
    “And those in favor that he remains?” 
 
    The vast raising of hands settled the matter and Ahearn fought to keep the smile from his face.  
 
    “Now,” Ahearn announced, doing his best not to smile. “Those who wish to see Bricrui step down into a much-earned retirement, raise your hands.” 
 
    This time the support was not as unified, but there was a clear decision. The blood seemed to drain from Bricrui’s face as the realization sank in. The ancient Sidhe, one of the oldest living Fae in Twilight City, had been removed from his position. Even Calma appeared stunned by the move, and Ahearn made sure to lock eyes with the Fae, as if to prove that he was more than a pawn to be maneuvered in his uncle’s plans. 
 
    “This marks a new day for our kin and those across the ocean. A day of unity, in which we will form a new alliance with our cousins and join them on the path Fate has laid before us,” Ahearn called to the Sidhe, who raised their voices in celebration. 
 
    Ahearn waved his uncle to stand at his side and, when they we both on the podium, raised their hands together. As most of the gathered Sidhe cheered, he whispered in the ear of Calma, “Do not underestimate what I am capable of, Uncle. Let this be a lesson.” 
 
    Calma plastered a smile on his face and squeezed Ahearn’s hand with a strength that belied his lean appearance, “Understood,” he whispered back. “I will never forget.” 
 
    Suddenly, Ahearn felt their power dynamic shift, and he wasn’t entirely sure it was for his benefit. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
      
 
    Tiam waited in the operating room, if one could even call it that. The ‘workshop’ seemed a far better description, considering that was exactly where he was at. The Runesmith had cordoned off a section of his workplace to perform the operation with sheets of thick plastic, forming a relatively clean environment. He had been skeptical at first, but after wheeling past the Runes etched into the floor around the area, there seemed to be a purity in the area that he hadn’t anticipated. The air was cleaner here, cutting through the filth and grease that accompanied any workshop.  
 
    Sigurd sat silently beside him, watching as her father went about his final preparations. Tiam could see engraving tools set on a tray, right beside scalpels and various other bladed instruments. 
 
    “So,” Tiam said, looking around the room. “Am I going to be put to sleep or will you numb the area?” 
 
    The Runesmith didn’t so much as glance his direction as he began to pull several stone figures from a bag beneath one of the tables. They were remarkably similar to the carvings along the walls of Valhalla Steel HQ, just worn over time and less defined. 
 
    “Neither,” the Runesmith intoned, setting a small bowl in front of the carvings, and pouring a bag of dried Fungulist into it. With an EZ-lighter, the Runesmith tapped the button on the small rectangular base and a jet of blue flame touched the narcotic, quickly spreading to the rest. Soon the clean scent was replaced with an acidic cinnamon aroma that was both intriguing and nausea inducing. 
 
    “You must prepare your spirit, Tiam. For you will see many things which are and are not. Today you will walk the spirit plane and only your will can tie you to the safe path. Do not stray and keep your eyes on the goal.” With that said, the Runesmith placed a tablet on an overhead support arm so that Tiam could see. 
 
     The screen displayed the same Runes Sigurd’s father had been working on the week before, then transitioned them so that they merged into one.  
 
    “Now breathe deep and keep that symbol in your mind. This will not be pleasant.” 
 
    Tiam’s heart was racing, but he felt Sigurd’s hand clasp onto his and he looked into her deep green eyes. 
 
    “I’m here,” she said.  
 
    Tiam nodded and did as he was told, taking a deep breath to allow the narcotic to flow through him. At first, he felt nothing aside from the urge to sneeze the acrid scent from his nose. Distantly, he heard the high-pitched whir of an electric blade starting up, and, in a panic, tried to let the Runesmith know that the drug wasn’t working, only to find himself staring at an entirely different figure.  
 
    The room was suddenly covered in a dense fog, so thick he couldn’t see through it. Beside him sat a grey-skinned man in animal furs, the most prominent of which was the head of a vicious wolf over one shoulder, fangs bared as if prepared to latch onto the man. Where his skin wasn’t covered, Runes glowed in the various hues akin to an aurora, and his dominant hand was a constant clash of color as the many Runes continuously transitioned from one hue to the next. For a moment, Tiam could almost swear he saw the wolf’s eye move, but always when he looked away, never when staring directly at it. When he turned to see if Sigurd was with him, he found no one, yet his hand still felt the warmth of her touch. 
 
    “Are you prepared to walk the path along Hel’s cold border?” the figure said, voice deeper than the Runesmith’s had been and echoing as if in some vast, yet enclosed space.  
 
    Tiam was about to agree when he remembered he was confined to his chair. 
 
    “I can’t walk,” he said. 
 
    The figure, which he could only assume to be some version of the Runesmith, shook his head. “In this realm, we are not bound by limitations of the flesh. Come,” he said, holding out a grey-skinned hand. “We have a ways to go and the journey will not be easy.” 
 
    In the back of his mind it occurred to Tiam that what he was seeing was similar to how the mind adapted to the Net. Familiar, yet entirely foreign. Regardless, he reached out and took the Runesmith’s hand, finding it freezing to the touch. 
 
    “Do not let go, young spirit. This is only the beginning.” 
 
    The cold intensified and Tiam felt a pain unlike any he had ever experienced. It darted along his arm and settled in the base of his neck, a searing cold so deep it was as if his insides had taken on the aspects of winter. The fog drew closer, filling his vision until all he could see were the aurora-hued Runes as they shifted through it. Tiam gritted his teeth and fought for breath as the fog overwhelmed him. It was as though he were drowning in it and the pain became interwoven with panic.  
 
    Yet the warmth in his hand anchored him and he focused on it. Only then did he remember what the Runesmith had told him. He looked up and found the three Runes in one displayed before him. He focused on the symbol, concentration with every ounce of will, until the fog finally began to fade. When it retreated, so too did the pain and Tiam found himself standing atop a snowy peak, while a valley of shadows spread out far below. 
 
    A stiff wind blew and though Tiam didn’t shiver, he could feel an echo of the pain he had just endured.  
 
    “We have begun,” came the Runesmith’s voice. 
 
    Tiam turned to see the man standing at the edge on an impossibly steep drop, glacial eyes scanning the world of shades below. It was only then that Tiam realized there were people down there. Tiny, faint shadows that vanished as clouds drifted by. He could almost make out a village before his sight was obscured. 
 
    “What is this place?” Tiam asked. 
 
    The Runesmith turned and Tiam thought he could see the pale hint of sorrow in those eyes. “Exactly where I told you. We stand at the border of Hel.” 
 
    Tiam shook his head, only then realizing that the old man did not speak of the Biblical Hell, but of the Norse afterlife. He knew there was a vast difference between the two but was a far cry from understanding it. 
 
    “And those are people who have passed on?” Tiam asked. 
 
    The Runesmith gave a slow nod and nothing more. 
 
    “Focus,” he said, pointing up at the symbol. “Remember this and only this.” 
 
    “But I—” Tiam began, only to find the clouds were now looming before him.  
 
    From somewhere in the distance, he heard the lonely call of distant horns, then his vision was filled with white and the pain returned. This time it burned white hot and he found himself trembling as he looked around for the Rune.  
 
    “To form the world, Odin and his kin made a sacrifice of the great giant, Ymir,” the Runesmith’s voice echoed from somewhere in the distance. 
 
    The fire in Tiam’s neck seemed to spread down his spine, dropping him to his knees. If he could have screamed, he would have, but the flames within stole the very sound from his throat.  
 
    “His blood became the oceans, rivers and lakes. His flesh, the land and his bones the mountains.” 
 
    Every fiber of Tiam’s body suddenly shifted from burning hot to freezing cold, all the while a terrible trembling seemed to build up within him. It started in his bones and traveled out into his tendons. Eventually the contrasting agonies touched every point of his nervous system until it seemed his entire body was covered in icy flame. 
 
    “Ymir’s teeth became the rocks while his hair was fashioned into grass and trees.” 
 
    The world began to dim, the clouds becoming black at the corners of his vision and he became aware of his impending death. All the while the agony that wracked his body continued to fluctuate back and forth. He had to find the symbol before this place claimed him. 
 
    “Only through pain, can one grow into something more.” 
 
    Setting one hand onto the snow packed peak, he began to push himself up. Each movement brought fresh waves of pain that threatened to topple him, but he continued. Sweat poured from his body as he managed to get to his feet, and, with a final surge of defiance, Tiam raised his head, even as the world went black. 
 
    There he found the symbol and held onto the sight of it for as long as he could before the world spun and went dark. 
 
    When Tiam opened his eyes, he was standing in a world of shadow, yet the cold that welcomed him was not the agony he had just experienced. This was the cold of winter, when the season was in full swing. Wind howled from the vast peaks that towered over him. It was only when he looked around that he realized he was down in the same valley he had been looking upon.  
 
    He was in Hel. 
 
    Looking closer, he could see the trees that surrounded him were not shadows at all, but heavily muted, as if color was just a moment away from becoming a reality. It was as though the entire world around him was holding onto that fine line of separation between shadow and life. He reached his hand out and felt the grainy texture of the tree and realized his skin had taken on an ashy appearance, with small bits of color remaining. He stared at his hand, noticing how the patches of normal skin were slowly giving way. Yet when he brought up his other hand, he saw that it still retained its normal color. 
 
    A sudden rustling came from the nearby bushes and a small child emerged. He was a wee, wiry thing, with large eyes containing slivers of green which stood out from the black. The boy watched him, head tilted to the side. 
 
    “What are you?” The boy asked, voice childlike, but followed by a hollow echo.  
 
    Tiam eyed the boy, “I am Tiam.” 
 
    The child’s dark brows narrowed, “I did not ask your name, I asked what you are. You do not belong here and Nidhogg does not permit outsiders.” 
 
    The child did not speak at all like the kids Tiam had known. His words and cadence were far too structured and the manner in which he held himself before an adult was as though they were peers. 
 
    “I guess I don’t know what I am then,” Tiam said, watching the forest sway, even though there was no breeze. “You’re right though, I don’t belong here. I came with a friend. They call him the Runesmith.” 
 
    The boy walked forward and, after looking Tiam up and down for a long moment, poked him in the stomach.  
 
    “What are you doing?” Tiam asked, stepping back. 
 
    The boy shrugged, “Making sure you’re not a liar who has escaped from the Dark Lady. You haven’t, I can tell, for you would hurt from the bite.” 
 
    Tiam stared at the boy, baffled by his words, and utterly confused. “Can you help me? My friend brought me here and told me to follow, but I seem to have lost my way.” 
 
    The boy shook his head, “Odin’s Poet does not come into this realm. He walks the edge in search of words from a dying god’s lips.” The boy shook his head, a world-weary expression for one so young. “And when he isn’t, he travels the border still, mourning the loss of those he cannot reach.”  
 
    “So, you know him?” Tiam asked, hoping to find his way back. 
 
    “I do,” said the boy. “But you will most likely never see him again.” 
 
    “What? Why?” 
 
    Again, the child tilted his head to the side, reminding Tiam of a bird of prey.  
 
    “You are truly lost then,” the boy said. “Foolish that the Poet would risk your soul in this place.” The boy placed a hand on Tiam’s shoulder. “You are dying, young Tiam. Even as we speak, your heart has stopped, and your spirit is trapped.” 
 
    Tiam shook his head and backed away, “No, that’s not… I can’t be dead. I don’t even believe in—” Tiam’s heart was hammering in his chest and he found he was at a loss for words. 
 
    The boy gave an understanding nod, “This is not your eternity, no. I can smell it on you. Your spirit belongs to another plane, yet you chose to walk the edge of Hel and now in Hel you shall remain.” 
 
    Tiam felt his knees buckle beneath him and he sank to the earth, staring at his arms as the color continued to fade from his skin. “But I did everything he told me to. I held the Rune in my mind, even when my body screamed for release. I didn’t quit!” The last echoed throughout the forest as he shouted it to the empty sky above. 
 
    The boy sat cross legged beside him and stared up at the impossibly steep peaks that surrounded them while Tiam wiped the tears from his eyes. 
 
    “I can see the strength of your spirit, Tiam. It fills space beyond what you know, yet even the strongest souls can be betrayed when the body gives out.” 
 
    Tiam brought his hands to his head, tugging his hair in frustration. This wasn’t how it was supposed to be. He had done everything right and now he was stranded in this nightmare realm of shadow. 
 
    “What is this?” the boy said, grabbing one of his hands. 
 
    Tiam tried to pull away but found the child’s hands to be less forgiving than a steel vice. The boy was holding the hand that hadn’t altered its color and his eyes grew wide.  
 
    “If you had one moment to return to your world,” the boy said, the bits of color that had been in his eyes had begun to spread until they became great pools of ocean green. “Who would you see?” 
 
    Tiam blinked away his tears and stared at the boy, realizing that he was, most likely, not a boy at all. 
 
    “Sigurd,” he whispered, without a moment of hesitation.  
 
    The intensity of the boy’s eyes grew and there was a trembling in the earth. In a second, the boy that had been sitting beside him burst into writhing tendrils of scaled darkness that filled his vision. He managed to catch a glimpse of a massive slitted eye, the same color as the child’s, and massive fangs before he too was covered in darkness. Tiam tried to call out, but there was no sound and no matter how he struggled he couldn’t find purchase on anything solid. He could feel himself being lifted followed by the sensation of movement, but it was all too fast to comprehend.  
 
    Finally, when the chaos around him subsided, Tiam found himself on a treacherous ledge that overlooked the valley of shadows below. The boy was sitting beside him once again, feet dangling off the edge. Tiam felt a wave of vertigo wash over him as he stared at the impossible drop below. Here, the wind howled, threatening to break Tiam’s grip on the stone ledge he held onto. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Tiam shouted at the child. 
 
    The boy simply tilted his head once more and pointed up. 
 
    Holding as tightly as he could, Tiam slowly looked up to find the Runesmith hanging over the ledge above him, his Rune engraved arm outstretched. Above the man, Tiam could see the Rune he was meant to focus on, hovering in the air beyond. Without a second thought, Tiam reached out and took hold of the Runesmith’s hand and scrambled up the rock face. When he finally made it to the top, he could see the color returning to his flesh, and he burst out in hysterical laughter as he realized that the boy, or whatever he was, had saved him. 
 
    The Runesmith towered over Tiam and the Net Runner noticed his eyes were no longer on Tiam, but the boy below. 
 
    “This deed is unexpected, Nidhogg,” the Runesmith rumbled.  
 
    The boy no longer sat on the ledge. Instead, black, scaled tendrils had emerged from his back, lifting him just below the mountain peak on which Tiam and the Runesmith stood.  
 
    “Consider it a repayment for past transgressions,” the boy said. 
 
    The Runesmith nodded, “I find the payment suitable.”  
 
    With that, the boy transitioned into what Tiam could only assume was his true form; a massive serpent with a writhing mass of tails that slithered through the sky as it flew away, despite its lack of wings. Tiam watched it slither into the fog beyond, vanishing entirely. 
 
    The Runesmith watched it go, then turned to Tiam and held out his hand. “Come Tiam, focus on the Rune one last time and we will return home.” 
 
    “Did you get it done?” Tiam asked, still watching the fog where Nidhogg had gone. 
 
    “We did.” 
 
    Tiam took his hand and the world around them vanished. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
      
 
    Angus sat in his office, watching the rain run along the window as he waited for his Thanes to arrive. Spring had come to Twilight City, though it was a far cry from the changing of seasons back in his homeland. The smell of rain was different here, tainted by the toxicity of the city. His heart longed to see the ancient trees that covered the Jotunheim, to breathe deep the fresh scent of freshly churned earth. It was as if a part of his soul had been left behind. Knowing his feet would never again touch the soil that belonged to his family for generations was a constant reminder of his own failures. 
 
    Yet now was not a time for mourning. It was time for a change that would alter the course of his people here, in their new home, even if he wouldn’t live long enough to see it. If he did things right, perhaps the next generation of Jarlsons would. 
 
    Helen was well along the road to recovery and their child was, according to Glint’s medical professionals, thriving. She was five months along now and showing. Despite the chaos that ensued after the attempt on her life, Angus made sure to set aside time every evening for both of them, even though Helen encouraged him to work late if needed. It wasn’t even an option anymore, at least not in Angus’ mind. By the end of the day, all he could picture was placing his hand on her belly and feeling the life she was bringing into the world. The day after she was able to return home, they had exchanged vows before Odin’s Altar. She was his wife now, both in the eyes of the Allfather and the law.  
 
    All of which went according to his plans. 
 
    Angus’ desk com lit up and he tapped the answer tab. 
 
    “The Thanes are here to see you, Jarl,” his secretary said. 
 
    “Send them in.” 
 
    Angus engaged the window control on his desk, transitioning the clear, reinforced glass to black just as the double doors opened. Baldr led the way, his movements confident and sure, followed shortly by the towering form of Yuri and the sound of whirring servos that accompanied him. It was time to let these two in on part of his plans. They were, he decided, the only two he could trust. 
 
    Yuri had earned his place in that regard, but the old war dog had vouched for the man on many occasions and had yet to be proven wrong. It was a risk, putting his faith in someone he didn’t know, but he needed Baldr with him on this. Besides, as soon as the other Thanes realized what he was going to do, a few would likely seek to remove him as Jarl. As much as he hated it, secrecy was the only way.  
 
    “Welcome,” Angus intoned. 
 
    “Jarl,” Yuri acknowledged, echoed shortly after by Baldr. 
 
    These two were his finest, both in principle and action. The deeds carried out by them were well known throughout, not only by their people, but throughout the entire populace of the Outskirts, especially Baldr. Angus had once watched vids of the man’s fights in the Bloodsport and was well aware what he was capable of.  
 
    “I take it we are the first to arrive?” Yuri asked. 
 
    Meanwhile, Baldr was admiring the various armaments displayed along the walls of Angus’ office. His hand almost reached out to the spear Serpent Tooth, half raising before falling back to his side. 
 
    “You are the only two I requested,” Angus replied. 
 
    That caught Baldr’s attention, drawing him away from the various weapons as the glow of the warrior’s augmented eye fixed upon the Jarl. Yuri gave Angus a concerned look, his heavy brows furrowed. 
 
    “There’s a sense of secrecy in your words Little Jarl,” Yuri said. 
 
    Angus nodded, “And I would have it remain so until no longer necessary.” 
 
    Yuri did not appear happy with that answer but gave an affirmative grunt. Baldr simply watched him, the utter stillness of his body disconcerting. It was difficult to tell if the man was even breathing. 
 
    “Well,” Yuri said, “let’s have it then. What do you need of us that cannot be shared with the rest?” 
 
    Even accustomed to his place as Jarl, this moment would dictate if his plans would move forward or not. He needed both Thanes to achieve his goals. Angus suspected Yuri would understand and, even if he didn’t agree, would follow him. Baldr, however, was an unknown factor. However, Angus might convince the warrior if the prize was great enough.  
 
    “On the day of my child’s birth, I’m going to destroy the Fae headquarters in Twilight.” 
 
    In response, Baldr shrugged, but Yuri shook his head. 
 
    “That’s a death sentence boy, not just for yourself, but for all of us. You’ll have us removed from the city completely and there will be nowhere else to run to. Unless you want to try the Western Territories, but it is said that is a true frontier. Twilight City is the only civilized place open to us now.  
 
    “I understand the cost, my friend.” He paused, knowing his next words would be taken poorly. “That’s why, before we attack, I need both of you to rescind your affiliation with Valhalla Steel. In order for this to work, no one can be an active member of our business.” 
 
    Angus could see the crushing effect it had on Yuri’s demeanor. The giant Thane slowly reached his hand up to the Valhalla Steel insignia on his chest as if discovering a wound. The guilt Angus felt in that moment was tempered only by the knowledge that this path was the only way to establish a better future for his child. 
 
    “You would have me break my oaths?” Yuri whispered. 
 
    Angus had hardened himself to many things in life. He was responsible for the deaths of thousands and had come to terms with the price. This however, seeing the disbelief on his oldest friend and mentor’s face, was almost more than he could bear. But bear it he would… 
 
    Walking to stand before the towering Thane, Angus took hold of Yuri’s flesh and blood arm. “No, my friend. I would ask that you give up the insignia for my child. That you would help me keep it, and every generation of Jarlsons thereafter, safe from our enemies. Moreover, I’m asking you to join me on the road to Valhalla, for I fear I might not find the way.” 
 
    Yuri nodded and offered a frail smile, “As always, Little Jarl, I will be at your side.” 
 
    The guilt faded, but the damage was done. He was essentially asking his friend to die for him. At least, that was how Yuri would see it. The truth would be far more terrible. 
 
    “That is a heavy request, Jarl” Baldr said, voice lacking any sort of emotion. “You have ruled well, but we are not sword brothers, nor is there any love lost between us. Why should I destroy my name for you?” 
 
    Angus turned to look at the warrior. Everything about Baldr spoke of violence. His eyes lazily measured those around him with a superiority born to apex predators, and his movements were so fluid that one might believe he was an Aesir manifested in flesh. 
 
    “I offer you exactly what you desire, a chance to face the Justicar that killed your team.” 
 
    For the first time in Angus’ memory, he saw a flicker of ambition in the champion’s eyes, and so he pressed on. 
 
    “The Fae headquarters is located in the Lower Business District but is closer to the Justicar patrolling the Outskirts than the one assigned to the Khan. Once word is out that the Fae’s stronghold is burning, Tenocore will direct it to join the battle. I need someone who has the stones to take it out or, at the very least, delay it. You are my best option. If you agree to do as I ask, I will see to it you have your opportunity to see the Wergild you seek is paid.” 
 
    The emotionless mask Baldr wore slipped, if only a fraction, and Angus could see the desire there.  
 
    “You should know, Jarl, that the last one I killed was not by my hand alone. Many Huscarls gave their lives that day, I was simply the last man standing,” Baldr said.  
 
    There was a humility in his words, as if he were ashamed of having not taken the killing machine on by himself. Justicars were true weapons of war. His father had spoken of seeing them in action during the Last Crusade and was thankful they had not been forced to fight against the cybernetic nightmares. After seeing what one was capable of when they pulled Helen out, Angus wasn’t entirely sure even Baldr could stand before one. Yet what choice did he have?  
 
    “So, you cannot do it then?” Angus asked, allowing himself to push the implication. 
 
    Normally it would be unwise for anyone to imply a lack of ability when addressing the Bloodsport Champion, but Angus was far beyond worrying about his own wellbeing. His soon to be wife and child’s lives were on the line. For their safety, no boundary was off limits. 
 
    “I can,” Baldr said. “Yet, that is not the point. You asked this task of me, so it will require something of you in return.” 
 
    “Name it,” Angus said, without hesitation. 
 
    Baldr nodded and walked over to the wall where the spear, Serpent Tooth, hung. Reverently, the Baardsen Thane took the ancient weapon from its resting place, testing the weight of the Rune engraved haft. 
 
    “In my family, it has long been said that our blood is tied to Ivan Wrymslayer.” As Baldr said the words, the runes gave a faint crimson glow. “It would be fitting that his descendant should take up this spear when facing one of the great beasts of our lifetime.” 
 
    Angus watched the warrior marvel at the weapon, and a wave of certainty settled in over him. Whatever the feeling was, it urged him to allow the warrior and the spear to be joined together. This had not been the first time Angus had felt such compulsion. This was, in fact, the second occasion where Angus felt as if he was finally following a path that he was meant to tread. As though the Allfather himself was guiding the plans that were being set into motion.  
 
    “The spear is yours,” Angus said, “and your life is mine. Are we agreed?” 
 
    Baldr’s gaze turned from the Rune-forged weapon and settled once more on Angus. 
 
    “It is yours until the beast has been slain or I join my forefathers in Valhalla.” 
 
    Angus didn’t let his relief show. Instead, he gave a curt nod.  
 
    “I’ll need one more thing from both of you,” Angus told them, just as his wrist com lit up again. “Excuse me.” 
 
    Angus tapped the answer tab. 
 
    “Your next appointment has arrived, Jarl,” came his receptionist’s voice. 
 
    “Send him in.” 
 
    The two Thanes remained silent, each waiting for his next command. Yuri’s face was an easy read as concern was painted clearly on his thick features. Baldr, however, was back to his deadpan expression.  
 
    “I want a list of those who you believe would be willing to do the same. I need warriors eager to do what is best for Valhalla Steel, even if that means removing themselves from it,” he told them. 
 
    Yuri shook his head, “There won’t be many. Perhaps some of the old guard, but men come to us for protection and security to live their lives well, not to throw them away.” 
 
    “I don’t need many,” Angus said. “Just those who will not fear the call when Valhalla beckons.” 
 
    Yuri’s frown grew darker. “What are you planning, boy?” 
 
    “An end to this rivalry,” Angus replied, voice hard, then softening as he continued. “I cannot tell you specifics yet, but I need your trust, old friend. Do I have it?” 
 
    Angus held out his hand. Yuri watched him, even as the double doors leading into the office opened to reveal Glint’s arrival. Slowly, the Thane took Angus’ hand and shook it. 
 
    “Always, Little Jarl.” 
 
    Angus gripped the giant Thane’s hand with enough strength that he took notice. 
 
    “Thank you,” Angus said, meaning it with every ounce of his being. 
 
    Yuri nodded, still seeming unsure, but released his hand and turned to leave. Baldr was of a similar mind and, taking Serpent Tooth with him, tapped the spear head to his brow in a small salute before joining the other Thane. It would take time for Yuri to accept the situation, but at the same time Angus knew that once the old warrior had given his word, he would honor it. 
 
    As they left, each nodded to Glint, who was waiting by the doors. The businessman smiled at each as they passed before approaching himself. 
 
    “With a pair like that, a man could conquer the world,” he mused as he made himself at home in one of the chairs by Angus’ desk. Without asking, he took it upon himself to grab a decanter of bourbon, which Angus had brought out explicitly for his guest, and poured two glasses. Sliding one across Angus’ desk, Glint waited for the Jarl to take a seat. 
 
    “By all means, make yourself comfortable,” Angus said, dryly.  
 
    Glint chuckled. “You have called me here to speak about a favor. You and I are beyond the niceties of business. We are allies, and as such, it is beneath you to withhold good bourbon.” 
 
    Angus managed a ghost of a smile, feeling the weight of their upcoming conversation sit in the pit of his stomach. What he was about to ask had never been proposed in the history of his bloodline. Yet, like the warrior and the spear, he felt this was the Allfather’s will. With his hatred of the Fae dimmed, Angus experienced a clarity unlike any he had felt in years. As if he had spent years in a fog, only to discover a whole new perspective when it finally lifted. It wasn’t gone, by any means, but his mind was clear enough to see the path. 
 
    Taking up his glass, Angus took a long pull. “What I ask goes beyond allies, Glint.” 
 
    Glint raised a brow, yellow eyes evaluating, then gestured with his hand, “Let us have it out then.” 
 
    Taking a deep breath, he began to tell Glint of what he had in mind. Unlike with his Thanes, Angus held nothing back. He needed to make sure his intentions were clear, along with what he was asking. Glint’s good humor slowly faded and the yellow of his eyes seemed to intensify as he listened. As Angus continued, he was all too aware that Glint didn’t take another drink from his glass. In fact, as Angus finished his proposal, the man that was not a man, had set his bourbon aside and clasped his hands before him. 
 
    “You are confident this is what you want?” Glint asked. 
 
    “It is what must be,” Angus replied. 
 
    Glint pursed his lips, about to speak and then seemed to change his mind. The uncertainty was uncharacteristic of him. Glint practically lived in a constant state of decisive confidence. This change only made Angus’ unease grow. 
 
    “What you ask is no small task and it will alter my initial plans considerably.” Glint’s good nature was gone at this point. “I cannot say I completely agree with your conclusion, nor am I in opposition of it. So, I must ask, are you sure this is the road you wish to walk?” 
 
    Angus held the man’s yellow-eyed gaze, “I am,” he said confidently. 
 
     Glint nodded, as if expecting as much. “I will need time to think on this.” 
 
    “Take the time you need,” Angus said. “But know that I will move forward with this with your support or not.” 
 
    Glint nodded and placed his unfinished glass back on the table. “Very well.” 
 
    Angus watched his business partner leave and said a silent prayer to Odin. 
 
    The fate of his child’s future now lay in the hands of Mr. Glint, and Angus had no idea what his decision would be. 
 
      
 
    That night, Angus left his office early. He had two more meetings before everything was set in motion and they were important enough that he had scheduled them early the next morning. Stepping into the wing that belonged to himself and his family, Angus was greeted with Helen as she put her body through a series of exercises. Even six months along, you couldn’t tell she was pregnant until she turned sideways.  
 
    He felt a smile tug at the corners of his mouth, “Looks like you’re smuggling a ham under your shirt.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes and transitioned to lunges across the open floor. 
 
    “You’ve come home early, husband.”  
 
    Angus enjoyed the moniker and continued to watch her for a moment longer, “Who wouldn’t when they can be greeted by such a sight.” 
 
    Helen snorted, finished her exercise, and gave him a small kiss on the cheek. “You don’t need to be here this much. I haven’t left the complex in months, but there is no reason for both of us to suffer.” 
 
    His smiled faded as he spotted the short patch of hair on the back of her head and the scar that remained after her surgeries. He had come so close to losing them both. 
 
    “Well, since you’ve come,” she said, tossing him a bottle of scented oil, “how about you rub some of this on my belly after I shower. I’m hoping to keep from getting any more stretch marks.” 
 
    He caught it with ease and joined her in the shower.  
 
    For some time, they held each other as the hot water poured down, not as lovers, but as husband and wife, before quickly cleaning and retiring to their bed. As he watched her dress, he could only marvel at how her beauty had grown. 
 
    “You’re a fine one, you know that?” he asked. 
 
    She gave him a scowl, slipped on one of his shirts, and lay beside him, “And you’re full of shit. I feel like a bloated sow. Here,” she said, lifting her shirt to reveal her growing belly, “do your part so we can avoid any more of these.” 
 
    Helen pointed at several silvery scars that had appeared.  
 
    “He’s a Jarlson, no doubt about it. He’s been taking it out on my side.” 
 
    Angus ran his fingers along the stretch marks and felt a slight flutter as their child kicked. Angus felt his heart swell, and, in that moment, he could imagine no better moment in his life.  
 
    “You’re too hard on yourself,” he told her. “Back in the days of blood and fire, it was said that women could earn their way into the Halls of Valhalla if they died in childbirth. It was considered just as honorable as falling on the battlefield, if not more so.” 
 
    “Oh?” she said, a wry smile on her lips. “Is that what they told women, so they put up with all of you?” 
 
    He chuckled and began applying the oil to her belly. “Most likely. But the point I’m trying to make is that you should wear these with pride, for they are but one more battle you have lived through. I love each scar you have and will admire everyone you gain, for it shows the courage of your soul.” 
 
    Helen gently laid her hand on his and brought it to her lips. There were tears in her eyes, but she laughed. “You’re changing,” she said. 
 
    He gave her hand a squeeze, “Is that a bad thing?” 
 
    “No,” she said, pausing as she watched him. “Not bad at all for a man that will soon be a father. For a Jarl, however, I’m not sure.” 
 
    Angus nodded and said nothing. Instead, he lay his head on her shoulder while his hand rested on her belly, feeling the small kicks and movements of the child within. 
 
    “Things are going to be safe for you two,” he began. “I promise. The day our child draws breath, our enemies will no longer be able to harm either of you.” 
 
    He couldn’t see her face, which was probably for the best, as her next question struck him to the core. “And we will live as a family.” 
 
    Up until their marriage, Angus thought he had known what he desired above all things. Vengeance against his foes and a rebuilding of his bloodline’s company. Now, all he wanted was the two of them. Yet the days ahead would be bloody…  
 
    “We will live as a family,” he lied. 
 
      
 
    The next morning Angus met with Sigurd and her newest member, Akio, the Blossom Collector. After hearing her report that the Huginn, Tiam, was going to undergo a surgery with the Runesmith in order to override one of Tenocore’s Justicars, he was pleased to hear that they were on track for the rest of his plans. After dismissing her, he asked that the former Blossom Collector stay behind. 
 
    “Yes, Jarl?” Akio asked, offering a deep bow. 
 
    Angus knew the significance behind the action and offered one himself, only half of what Akio had done to signify he understood their places and accepted the honor he had been offered.  
 
    “I would ask a favor of your father, and I would like your advice before I do so,” Angus said. 
 
    “Whatever it is, I will do what I can to be of assistance,” Akio said, his dark eyes intent. 
 
    “What would it take to receive Stone Dog protection in the Imperial Cities?” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
      
 
    A pair of Glint’s Pack were in the middle of a training session while he waited for the Jarl to arrive. Unlike the Huscarls of Valhalla Steel, Glint’s people were not designed to fight as cohesive units. Each of his Packmates trained at his or her discretion; at least that was the case for those who still chose to follow the path of violence. The rest pursued various areas of their chosen fields, unless called upon to act. Like Glint, those who had lived long enough eventually discovered all they needed to know regarding combat. After several centuries, people of violence generally became something more. Of course, such was not the case for all, he mused as he watched Iron spar with Resolve. 
 
    The two darted back and forth, sharpened steel glinting from the lights above as each sought to defeat the other. Resolve currently held the upper hand, as was commonplace when it came to close combat. The curly haired figure was stripped to the waist, sweat pouring from his toned body, which only highlighted the many silvery scars that decorated his arms and torso. Recently, he had been obsessed with the rapier after nearly losing his life to a Crusader who wielded one, a year before Rome was wiped off the map. Glint had intervened at the last moment and saved his Packmate from, quite literally, losing his head. Since then, Resolve had spent decades dedicating himself to mastering the weapon. Now, fifty years later, Glint believed there were few alive that could best his Packmate in combat. 
 
    Of course, Iron was no easy target.  
 
    Despite Resolve’s near perfect form and composure, Iron lacked any hesitation in his movements and was easily Glint’s most adaptable follower. Iron was bleeding from several cuts along his thighs and arms, most of which were already in the process of healing. Yet the old war chief was fluid as he used the central haft of his axe to deflect thrusts and created space between them. Glint could see Iron waiting for an opening to switch from defense to offense, noting the utter lack of excitement as their fight proceeded. The man was a living testament to patience and Glint wondered, not for the first time, if Iron had been the best name to give him when he offered the former leader a second chance at life.  
 
    To the human eye, their fight would have been difficult to follow and, he was sure, would seem like both were attempting to kill each other. Glint knew better, of course. The changes that he bestowed upon his Packmates allowed them to train beyond the human norm. 
 
    Turning away, Glint surveyed his training area. The facility was simple, possibly barbaric to some. A small, domed building with packed sand floors which contained various weapons from the many centuries of mankind’s strife racked along the interior of the facility. He had organized them by period; Stone, Bronze, and so on. Each according to its point in history. Glint had considered expanding his collection to the few continents he hadn’t had the pleasure to live in during his long life, but they were few and far between. It would be more of a headache to acquire those he had missed, as he was a bit of a stickler when it came to authenticity. Besides, Glint thought, it was something of a monument to the lives he had led.  
 
    “Shit,” Resolve cursed as he hobbled away, his ribs exposed showing the tissue and bone beneath. 
 
    Iron circled his wounded Packmate, the veins in his arms and neck bulging as he tapped into the power Glint had gifted him. Iron’s eyes had darkened, the muscles in his shoulders and arms swelled as the adrenalin amplification surged through his body. 
 
    “Well played,” Glint heard Resolve whisper, before tapping into his own. 
 
    Even as Resolve moved back, the fibers and flesh began to knit the wound back in place and, after a few seconds, the swordsman was moving in again, only the tightening of his guard an indication of his injury. 
 
    Glint chuckled and turned as he caught Angus’ Wyrd-scent. There was another with him that carried the smell of destiny, if to a lesser degree. Having brought in a small table and chairs, he prepared a few seats for whoever else Angus might be bringing along. Glint did not bother watching the entrance. It would be a few minutes before his ally arrived anyhow, and he wanted to have his mind prepared to give the man an answer. Glint asked Angus to wait a month before he finally decided what to do. It was far longer than he would have liked, but Glint had learned long ago that a good ally would be patient while a false one would press the subject. 
 
    Angus, thankfully, belonged to the former and for that, Glint was thankful. He quite liked the man, despite his flaws. Or, he mused, perhaps because of them. Too many of the current generation preferred to bandy words that sounded impressive but meant nothing. Angus was a man of intent and action and had yet to speak a false word, at least while in Glint’s presence. It was refreshing, especially since his former ally, the Khan, had been the opposite.  
 
    The doors of the training area opened, and three men walked in, each with an air of purpose and earned reputation that seemed to radiate from them. It had been years since Glint had accepted a new member into his Pack, yet upon seeing these men, he wondered if it was not time for another. Even as the thought entered his mind, he knew it was fruitless. These Norsemen were born with fire in their veins, and they wouldn’t concede until they had burned themselves out. Their god was a brutal one and it showed in his work throughout their bloodline. They would no more join his Pack than surrender themselves to the Fae.  
 
    A waste of potential, but that was what made them remarkable. There was simply no give in them and, to top it off, when they fell in combat, they more than earned their way to paradise. Old One Eye had done a fine job with his people. 
 
    Glint knew Angus and had met Yuri, but he had yet to have the pleasure of meeting the third in person. Of course, he knew exactly who the man was. Baldr’s reputation was one known by all in the Outskirts and whispered even within the higher echelons of society.  
 
    Almost immediately Glint picked up on the genetic modification. Having dealt in genetics since it became a science, Glint was confident the man had feline DNA added to his own; likely Bengal Tiger or perhaps that of a panther. He could see it by the easy movements he made, almost lazy, if not for the precision and balance of every step.  There was something else in there as well, but it would take some time to figure it out without a blood sample.  
 
    “Welcome, friends,” Glint called, waving a hand even though they were already on their way to him. 
 
    As they arrived, Angus gave a tight nod. “Glint,” he acknowledged, before taking a seat. 
 
    The other two remained standing, although Baldr’s gaze was drawn to the Packmates sparring in the sand. Glint could sense the desire in him, be it by the utter lack of movement in his body or the gleam in his eye. The man was warrior born, through and through, and he longed only for the next challenge. Glint had known a few like this over the years. They became minor legends of their own accord, remembered for generations by those who witnessed them. 
 
    Glint watched as the fight concluded, Resolve had managed a full recovery and eventually pinned Iron to the wall with his rapier. Yet Iron was not one to lose without a price, as he grabbed the sword with one hand, locking it in his chest and bringing his axe down onto Resolve’s collar, snapping the bone and tearing muscle.  
 
    Angus said nothing as he watched the warriors stagger back to their own sides of the sand, clutching wounds that were already beginning to knit themselves together. Yet Baldr turned to Yuri, a ghost of a smile on his lips. 
 
    “Think we could take them?” 
 
    Yuri chuckled and shook his head, “Not here to fight, Baldr. We’re here to discuss matters leading up to the fight you desire.” 
 
    Baldr shrugged, but Glint decided that he, too, would like to see the man in action, if only to measure him against those he had seen before. “Go on. Resolve would love a new training partner. I’ll let him know not to—” 
 
    “Tell him nothing. I have no intention of killing your follower, but if he hesitates, I will take offense and issue a challenge,” Baldr said. 
 
    Glint paused, unsure if the man was joking or not. Baldr simply stared back, face void of expression. 
 
    “Let us get through business first,” Angus said, voice firm. “Besides, I imagine a broken collar bone will take some time to heal.” 
 
    Glint gave an understanding shrug and felt a bit of disappointment. He had only seen Net-vids of Baldr’s Bloodsport fights and would have loved to have seen him in action, but Angus was correct. Glint had left him without an answer for too long.  
 
    “Business it is,” Glint said. 
 
    Angus watched him, expectantly.  
 
    “I have called some of my Pack to serve as support, but I cannot play any role against Tenocore. At least, not currently. If you need transportation, I will provide it.” 
 
    Angus nodded, but Glint could see his ally already shaking his head. 
 
    “I need more, my friend,” Angus began. “I’m not asking you to attack the Fae. Tenocore will send its Justicars and I won’t have you involved, but I need your protection for three, possibly four on their way to the docks the day of the attack. I will have a ship and crew prepared.” 
 
    Glint caught Yuri’s surprise, as it was a reflection of his own. 
 
    “You are going to flee?” he asked, his full attention now on the Jarl. 
 
    Could he have misjudged the man? Or was it that his child had changed how he saw the world? It wouldn’t have been the first time Glint had seen a man’s heart change, but it always surprised him. Parenthood was a part of life that Glint had never known. He could feel a longing within himself that he knew, full well, would never be satisfied, and that knowledge became one more burden to bear.  
 
    He had a chance once, a tiny thread of hope that had been dangled in front of him. But the cost… 
 
    Angus’ grip on the chair he sat became white knuckled, “I’m going to ensure my family is taken care of.” 
 
    He was avoiding the answer, but Glint was content not to press. He had come to trust Angus so far, and he would continue to do so until proven otherwise. Besides, he thought, what man wouldn’t do all in his power to keep those he loved safe? 
 
    “I can arrange it,” Glint said, seeking to distract away from his own thoughts. 
 
    The tension in Angus seemed to fade. “Thank you.” 
 
    Yuri, on the other hand, stepped forward. “What is going on, Angus? This was not part of the plan you told me.” 
 
    Angus turned to the giant Thane. “I needed to make sure we had Glint’s support.” At this, he took a deep breath, as if preparing for a conversation he had been dreading. “I have been speaking with the Stone Dogs to negotiate a safe haven for Helen and the child in the Imperial City of Kira. After the attack by the Fae and the Khan, they lost one of their high-ranking members. I have offered to remove the Fae in exchange for their protection.” 
 
    Yuri’s pale eyes became glacial. “So not only will you order me to remove myself from Valhalla Steel, but you will run once the fighting starts. This is not how your father raised you.” 
 
    “That’s because my father didn’t raise me Yuri,” Angus snapped. “He was gone for most of my life and only took an interest when I came of an age to train. I learned more from you and those who have long since fallen than that man.” The fire that sprang to life in Angus quickly died out and he shook his head. “I loved him, Yuri, don’t get me wrong. I would not have set the Uthweign Glade ablaze if his loss had not struck the core of me. But I am an imperfect man, trying to make a better life for my unborn child, and I need your support to make it happen.” 
 
    Yuri shook his head, and Glint could see the fatherly concern in the aging warrior’s eyes. It was then that Glint realized who Angus considered to be his father figure. He wondered, in that moment, if Yuri knew it as well. 
 
    “I will still lead the attack,” Angus said, “but I need you there with Helen to make sure she gets on the ship. If something were to happen to me in the attack, I need to know they are in good hands. Will you hold my place with them, at least until I arrive?” 
 
    The cold fury that had taken over Yuri’s face, slowly thawed to reveal the weary old man at the center. The Thane reached his flesh and blood hand out and grasped Angus by the shoulder.  
 
    “I will do as you command, Little Jarl. Just don’t keep me in the dark next time,” Yuri rumbled. 
 
    Angus smiled, but his eyes spoke of sorrow, “Of course, old friend.” 
 
    Glint knew a lie when he heard it but said nothing. The Jarl had more to tell, but his heart would not allow him to speak it.  
 
    “Resolve,” Glint called. “You’ve a challenger come to test himself, a Bloodsport champion, nonetheless.” 
 
    The curly haired Packmate had already removed his shirt, showing only a wide scar where the axe had taken him. Iron had helped him set the collar bone, allowing it to seal and bond as his body intended it. The warrior rotated his shoulder, wincing a bit, but nodded at Glint.  
 
    “Send him over, Iron is a bit surly this evening, and I could use some light cardio to finish the day,” Resolve said. 
 
    Iron said something to his Packmate and Resolve chuckled before shaking his head.  
 
    Baldr started walking towards the sand, then stopped and turned to Angus. It was a difficult task, and one the warrior clearly detested, but something made him look to his Jarl for permission.  
 
    Angus gave a nod at the Bloodsport champion, “Don’t kill him.” 
 
    Baldr ignored him and strode toward the sands. 
 
    “Yuri,” Angus said. “Make sure he reigns it in.” 
 
    The big, augmented Thane nodded and followed his companion. When they were out of earshot, sampling the weapons hanging from the various sections of the walls, Angus spoke in hushed tones. 
 
    “And what of my other request?”  
 
    This, more than anything, was the decision that would change the trajectory of Glint’s plans, and he still hadn’t figured out if it was for ill or not. On a purely business level, saying yes would put several other transactions on halt as he applied himself to the new task at hand. However, if everything went to plan, he might find himself more prepared for his own agenda than he could have hoped for in so short a time. Angus knew it as well, but it was a gamble, and it was difficult to know if it would pay off or not. 
 
    “You ask me to risk a great deal of myself,” Glint said. “However, I have had my lawyers go over the contract and I believe it is sound. Are you confident this is the path you wish to take?” 
 
    Glint watched as Baldr selected two long handled tomahawks, preserved relics from Glint’s time when the North American continent had yet to be conquered. Iron’s interest seemed to pique while Resolve just laughed again. 
 
    “It is the only way in which I can think to keep my family safe as well as the company and my people” Angus said. “If I openly engage the Fae, Tenocore will seize all I have rebuilt. If I allow them to continue on the way we are walking, there is every chance one of my people will slip and it’s all over. I do not relish this path, but it is becoming clear that it is the only way to ensure the future of Valhalla Steel. Tenocore has made it clear that any more conflict will result in mutually assured destruction.” 
 
    Glint watched him for a long moment. Angus, though led by his heart more often than not, had a fine mind that may have been perfectly suited for the modern age, had it not been for the circumstances of his rise to power. His plans now made perfect sense for a man of violence that knew he had everything to lose. Perhaps a few more years learning the position of Jarl would have allowed for his rage to find calm, yet fate had not afforded him that opportunity.  
 
    “Then our deal is complete,” Glint said, heart burdened now that he could not help the man find another path. “I will send the papers to your office this evening.” 
 
    Glint found himself drawn in to the two warriors preparing to fight, wondering how long a man like Baldr could hold out against one of his own Packmates.  
 
    “Is your man better than what he displayed today?” Angus asked, suddenly. 
 
    Glint smiled, “With a blade? There are few better.” 
 
    Angus simply nodded, “He will need to be.” 
 
    Resolve continued to rotate his sword arm but seemed to be content with its current mobility as he offered Baldr a salute. Baldr did nothing. The Thane just stared at Resolve and Glint could see the complete lack of life in his eyes. It was as if he was already looking at a corpse. 
 
    Iron stood between them and clapped his hands together to signify the start of the match. 
 
    Baldr moved so fast that even with his advanced senses, Glint found himself struggling to see every move. Resolve immediately began to move back, his rapier flickering toward each of the tomahawks as they hammered towards him, barely avoiding each and unable to offer a counter. Glint marveled at the sheer power and speed Baldr implemented as he advanced. Resolve, realizing this was more than some mere mortal he faced, tapped into his gift, and even then, only became a match of the Bloodsport champion. His sword licked out, cutting flesh, but never sinking deep enough to do any damage, and Glint could see why.  
 
    Baldr’s body was alight with Runes to the point that an orange glow radiated under his skin. In all the vids he had seen of the warrior, he had never seen the Runes before. It had to have been a new addition.  
 
    Only a minute had passed since the fight began, but Baldr ducked beneath a perfect thrust and hammered an axe head into Resolve’s knee with a wet snap. The swordsman tried to fall back, but Baldr hooked his good leg and severed the tendons behind it, effectively crippling him. With a final act of defiance, Resolve tried for one more thrust, only to have it batted aside and both tomahawks buried into either shoulder. 
 
    Baldr stepped back and stared at the crippled Packmate as Iron moved in to remove the axes from his companion.  
 
    “You fight well,” Baldr said. “But you should have waited for your collarbone to heal. It would have lasted much longer.” 
 
    Resolve just lay there, blinking up at the ceiling while he likely tried to figure out what had just happened.  
 
    Angus stood as he prepared to leave, as if Baldr’s actions had been expected, and offered his hand.  
 
    Glint took it, shaking his head in disbelief as he did so, realizing he would need to help stretch the tendons back in place if Resolve was going to heal properly. His Packmate’s pride might never come back, but his body would. 
 
     “I will take this as a sign of good fortune for the future.” Glint said, watching as Iron made the call for medical support. “It has been quite some time since I have been surprised, but you and your people seem to have made a habit of it.” 
 
    Angus gave his hand a firm squeeze, “Just wait, more is yet to come.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Eight 
 
      
 
    The Khan’s meeting place was a far cry from the Yurt, the man’s private pleasure palace and supposedly impenetrable fortress. Ahearn had never been there himself, but had seen the images through the Guardian of his father’s time there, and knew the extent to which the Khan displayed his fortune. Now he waited in an abandoned factory located close to the border of their territories. It wasn’t much for one of the wealthiest businessmen in the Outskirts. Ahearn expected something a bit grander from a man that flaunted his wealth so frequently. Something more than the hollow bones of a once prosperous business. 
 
    “A sign of things to come,” Ahearn said to himself. 
 
    “What’s that?” asked Calma. 
 
    “Nothing, just wondering where our ally is.” 
 
    Calma managed to look down at him, even as he sat on the railing that bordered the former workplace. Abandoned machines, set up in an assembly line to construct old gas-powered cars from a time long since forgotten.  
 
    “They arrive,” Rab intoned. 
 
    “In great numbers,” his sister followed up with. 
 
    Moments later, the distant thrum of grav-bikes could be heard closing in on their location. As they neared, the thrum became a roar and Ahearn could see the pale light from the grav-tech as bikes flew by the broken glass windows of the facility.  
 
    Ahearn surveyed his little cabal, seeing how each of them went on edge. The twins stepped closer to each other while Calma tested the Old Magic within him, much like a thug sliding a hand to his firearm. Ahearn could feel the three Sidhe as they reached for their power and barely resisted the urge to roll his eyes. There was no conflict here. The Khan’s people were to blame for the folly of their last attempt on the Jarl’s woman and child.  
 
    But the Sidhe were not the only ones on edge. The two Redcaps were there as well, dressed in full combat attire, to which Ahearn was thankful. Not because they offered more protection, but seeing the eyes of those grey-skinned murderers was disconcerting, especially when he knew their distaste for him. Then there was Aoife, the High Noble he had met with only a few times, who Calma had alluded to as a potential political wife. She set herself apart from the rest, lazily watching the reactions from those in their company, much like himself. Her glamoured human, as always, stood nearby. His hollow eyes seemed to see all yet acknowledge nothing. Noticing him staring, Aoife offered a wink and a brief smile. 
 
    “Relax,” Ahearn said to his Kin. “This isn’t a confrontation. We initiated the meeting, remember?” 
 
    His words did little to ease tensions, and the Guardian within him, having essentially gone silent over the months since the incident with Ahearn’s mother, simply took note of the threat. It no longer sent its resentment or rage, nor did it fight for control. It allowed Ahearn to take what he needed and offered nothing further. It was only then that Ahearn realized just how much he had come to rely on its reactions to gauge situations, especially those where violence might occur.  
 
    It was as though it had simply stopped caring. 
 
    All for the better, Ahearn told himself. He already had enough on his conscience as it were, having another voice tell him what he was all too aware of might drive him insane. He could still picture his mother’s face… 
 
    Ahearn began to walk along the railing, determined to push any further thoughts about what he had done to the back of his mind. His hand slipped into his pocket, feeling the chem-tabs located there. The anxiety within him was manageable, at the moment. But he knew that he would need to take a dose or two in order to sleep tonight. Knowing that the guilt would never leave, Ahearn decided it would be for the best if he maintained his anxiety by alternative means. 
 
    As the grav-bikes turned off, the doors to the factory opened to reveal a pair of Sky Seekers in power suits, plated body armor with an exoskeleton beneath which could amplify the physical strength and agility of any who wore it. Suits like those easily went for hundreds of thousands of creds, yet the Khan’s bodyguard were geared for war. The two Sky Seekers scanned the area and tapped the doors, indicating to their leader it was safe to enter.  
 
    Ahearn could see at least eight more Seekers outside, each similarly equipped with power suits and heavy assault weapons. Then the Khan appeared, wearing a suit of his own, only his was covered in ivory and jade, delicate etchings of horse-riding Mongols wrapped around his armor, giving the red-faced Khan an air of royalty as he entered. 
 
    Calma walked over and greeted their guest. “Welcome, Khan. Your presence here today is a fitting tribute to our continued alliance.” 
 
    Ahearn watched his uncle, noting that while his words were honeyed, there was only venom in his eyes. None of them cared for the Khan and his eccentricities, but he was a powerful ally, one that they could not simply turn away.  
 
    The Khan barely offered Calma a nod as his eyes locked onto Ahearn and he pointed an armored finger at the Guardian. “You and I have some business to discuss.” 
 
    Ahearn did not balk at the audacious act. Instead, he nodded and met the Khan where he stood. “Indeed, we do. Firstly, how ill trained were the men you sent with me when we decided to make the hit?” 
 
    The Khan’s eyes bulged, and he barely stopped himself from reaching for the machine pistol on his hip. “You blunder a simple job like that and seek to throw the blame at my feet?” He hissed. 
 
    “I simply call it how it is, Khan.” Ahearn replied, calmly. “The trap was set, we simply had to wait for their meeting to conclude with the Stone Dogs and our target would have been wiped out without any loss of life on your end. If you wish to point blame, ask the Sky Seeker in charge why he set the explosives off early and led his men in without my say. If he yet lives, that is.” 
 
    The Khan glared at Ahearn before turning to one of his men, “Bring Joche.” 
 
    The Sky Seeker nodded and left, coming back shortly with another armored warrior who took off his helmet upon arrival. Ahearn recognized him as the one that had been with him that day. 
 
    “This… Fae, claims that you set off the explosives before his command. Is this true?” the Khan asked.  
 
    The Sky Seeker shook his head, eyes narrowed as he stared at Ahearn, “He speaks lies, great Khan. I did as I was instructed and the Fae ran, leaving us to fend for ourselves.” 
 
    The Khan gave an affirmative nod, then clasped his hands together. “That’s the thing about the Fae, they can twist the truth, but they cannot outright lie. So, either this Guardian is toying with his meaning, or you are lying to me Joche. Which is it?” 
 
    The Khan’s voice had grown cold and Joche’s face seemed to lose a bit of color. The Sky Seeker avidly shook his head in denial.  
 
    “I have been at your side my entire life, great Khan. I have served you as my father and his father before him.” 
 
    The Khan raised an eyebrow at Ahearn. “He speaks true, of his service at least.” 
 
    “He lies,” Ahearn said. “It was his decision to set them off early, not mine.” 
 
    “Great Khan, I—” Joche began, just as the Khan revealed a needle that emerged from his armored gauntlet and jabbed it into the Seeker’s neck. 
 
    The Seeker staggered back; eyes wide as he realized what had happened. 
 
    “Give it a moment, loyal Joche. The serum will remove your ability to deceive and we will discover if your words are true. I sincerely hope, for the fate of your lineage, that this will prove fruitless. If, however, it is not…” The Khan shrugged, tapping the next finger on his hand causing another needle to pop out. “I will make sure your end is excruciating for your deceit.” 
 
    The Sky Seeker shook his head in disbelief, then, in a moment of panic driven desperation, went for his sidearm. The Sky Seeker beside the Khan shot Joche through the arm, half removing it as the high caliber round punched through the limb and deep into the concrete beneath them. Then several more Sky Seekers rushed in, restraining the now weeping Joche and carrying him away, leaving a small crimson trail.  
 
    The look of superiority never left the Khan, but he gave a slight bow, “Our business is settled.” 
 
    With that, he began to leave, but Ahearn called out. 
 
    “Wait, good Khan. I would speak with you further,” Ahearn said. 
 
    The Khan waved a dismissive hand. “That may be, but I have little to say to your kind.” 
 
    Calma turned to Ahearn, urging with a look to press on.  
 
    “What if I told you the Jarl was planning to flee the city?” Ahearn called as the Khan reached the main door. 
 
    The Khan stopped cold in his tracks, “Speak.” 
 
    Ahearn ignored the slight, knowing he had piqued the Khan’s interest. Human’s, he mused, were easy to manipulate. Simply find what they loved or hated, and you could guide them along. 
 
    “I have it on good authority that the Jarl has taken his ship out from the dockyard and is preparing it to leave.” Ahearn said. 
 
    “When?” the Khan asked, his attention entirely on Ahearn. 
 
    “I don’t know. One might suspect it will be near the time of his child’s birth, as it is due this month. Regardless, I suspect it will happen sooner rather than later, and I can tell you where his ship will be located.” 
 
    The Khan didn’t move as he considered this. Turning back, the leader of the Sky Seekers ran his fingers along his mustache and waved at his men to close the doors. 
 
    “Tenocore,” the Khan began, “has placed a debt over my head that must be paid off before my business can resume. Pay these off, and I will listen further.” 
 
    “You speak as though you have no desire for vengeance,” Ahearn pointed out. 
 
    The Khan gave an ugly smile, “Oh, I long to drag his body through the streets of Twilight City, so all who see will know never to cross me, but I did not come to power by being foolish with my resources. Pay off my debt to Tenocore, and I will remove the Jarl when he tries to flee. If not, I am a patient man. Another opportunity will reveal itself.” 
 
    “Not if he leaves the continent,” Calma pointed out. “There are still members of his organization that my people have yet to root out, and our resources far exceed anything you could wield on the world stage. Without your intervention, the Jarl will escape.” 
 
    “And without my support,” the Khan continued, “Tenocore will place the same burden on you, if not something far worse. Perhaps a redistribution of your wealth into Tenocore’s banks? My relationship with Tenocore is sound, can you say the same?” 
 
    Ahearn felt the Khan’s interest fading. As much as he didn’t care for the human, he was a shrewd businessman. “What do you owe?” 
 
    “Thirty million creds,” the Khan said, suspiciously fast for a man who seemed unwilling to negotiate.  
 
    Ahearn turned to Calma, and prepared to discuss negotiations, when the Sidhe spoke. “Agreed. However, we will offer no support to you on that day. We wish no ill will with Tenocore and cannot have ourselves linked to your actions. We will simply provide the location; the rest is up to you.” 
 
    The Khan grinned and returned to where they were standing. “Well then, now that this little bit of business is concluded, let us discuss the Jarl’s ship.” 
 
      
 
    As their meeting with the Khan concluded and the sound of grav-bikes faded into the distance, Ahearn turned on Calma. “Thirty fucking million creds will cripple us. Do you understand what kind of hit that is to our organization? It will take a decade to recover that kind of loss.” 
 
    Calma chuckled and patted Ahearn on the shoulder, “Foolish Ahearn, what makes you think you will be the one to pay? That measly sum is nothing to my people and, as we have discussed, the gap between our two factions will soon be bridged once the Jarl is taken care of. Consider this an act of goodwill.” 
 
    Ahearn eyed his uncle, wondering just how much deceit was riddled in his words. Yet he needed the Khan if they hoped to remove Valhalla Steel from Twilight City. Besides, he reasoned, he would figure out what to do with his uncle later, should he prove more dangerous than beneficial.  
 
    “Very well,” Ahearn said. “Thank you.” 
 
    Calma couldn’t even manage to accept Ahearn’s thanks without looking down his nose, but Ahearn ignored it. The Jarl would be dead soon and Ahearn could then focus on acquiring power alongside their cousins. Still there were other concerns. 
 
    “Have your Redcaps arrived?” Ahearn asked. 
 
    Calma nodded, “This morning. I have them housed and ready in the event the Jarl decides to act against us before his retreat.” 
 
    Ahearn had heard nothing of their movements. The fact that a unit of Redcaps could enter Fae territory without any of his own people noticing was concerning, leaving a hollow pit in his stomach. 
 
    “Good,” Ahearn said, picturing the grey-skinned killers. “Have our Net Runners located their Huginns?” 
 
    This time, Vincent spoke, “My Druids have been monitoring the place and have confirmed the identity of one Tiam Updike. When the Jarl begins his retreat, we’ll make sure his support is cut from under him.” 
 
    Ahearn gave a nod of approval. “I don’t want any survivors.” 
 
    Vincent nodded and backed away. 
 
    “It seems,” Calma said, “that you have thought of everything, Guardian.” 
 
    “So it would seem,” Ahearn said. 
 
    Calma and the others gave affirmative responses before beginning to filter out. Now, Ahearn thought, if only he felt the same way. As he watched the cabal leave, he noticed that Aoife and her human held back. Calma glanced over his shoulder at her and the High Noble waved him on. The Sidhe paused, a look of uncertainty flashing in his eyes before he left. 
 
    “Something else?” Ahearn asked, trying to keep the eagerness from his voice. 
 
    While Calma had mentioned their potential marriage, the two of them had never spoken alone for much longer than a few brief sentences. He watched her slightly tilted eyes as they looked him up and down. 
 
    “You have shown us a great many things that I find pleasing in a potential husband.”  
 
    The words caught Ahearn off guard, leaving him without a response.  
 
    “There still remains a few qualities I find concerning,” her eyes seemed to linger on the pocket where he kept his chems, but Ahearn assured himself it was only a figment of his imagination. There was no way she could know where he kept his stash. 
 
    “But nothing I can’t learn to live with,” Aoife said, lips set in a firm line as she concluded her assessment. 
 
    “That makes two of us,” Ahearn said.  
 
    Her response was to chuckle, as if his words should be taken in jest. 
 
    Her laughter, like the twinkling of chimes, faded and her smile grew warmer. She took a few steps closer, near enough that he could smell her; a mixture of untainted spring air and warm honey. Placing a hand on his chest, she leaned into his ear. 
 
    “The Jarl has been looking for something within the Net. One of his Runners, the very same man who warned the Jarl about your father’s ambush, and the one who harmed my sister, is the one looking for it.” 
 
    “What are they looking for?” he asked, allowing himself to come even closer to her. 
 
    “Hard to say,” she told him, applying a small amount of force to his chest to guide him away. “But if he isn’t taken care of sooner rather than later, it might spell unseen disaster for our future union.” 
 
    Ahearn took a step back, obeying her need for space. “Is that an observation, or a request?” 
 
    Aoife’s smile faded. “I want him removed from this world at the first sign of movement from the Jarl. Consider it your dowry. I want the Net Runner dead the same day the Jarl falls, just as it was meant to be the first time.” 
 
    Ahearn saw the same ambition in his future wife that he saw in himself and, with that in mind, he realized how little peace he would have once their union was complete. Like himself, marriage would put little restraint on the road to power. He wasn’t just gaining an ally; he was aligning himself with a potential threat to his own wellbeing. There was little doubt in his mind that she would throw him to the wolves if it would elevate her position.  
 
    Then we are playing the same game, Ahearn thought. 
 
    “I find your request acceptable,” Ahearn said, taking her hand and kissing it. “My fiancé.” 
 
    She looked down at him with that same High Noble assertiveness that he had seen the first day they met. He saw all the arrogance and superiority that she held, and knew he desired it. He wanted the kind of power that set him above the rest of his kind.  
 
    “Do these things,” she said, withdrawing her hand, “and you can call me by that name.” 
 
    “As you wish,” he said. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Nine 
 
      
 
    Tiam stood in the same server he was familiar with. The barkeep was wiping down tables, giving Tiam a brief nod as he continued his work. It should have been like every other time he entered the Net, but everything had changed since his surgery.  
 
    He could smell the bar. The faint tang of cigarette smoke interwoven with beer and food hung in the air. Tiam could feel the warm atmosphere of the place so well that he could not differentiate between the Net and the Real, which had never been an issue. Sure, you could feel certain sensations in the Net, but you couldn’t taste or smell any of it. Yet now his mind was associating all kinds of senses that he hadn’t thought of until just now. 
 
    He was more immersed in the Net than he had ever been before. 
 
    “How’s it going in there, bud?” Elliot’s voice said, over their link. 
 
    Moving past his astonishment, Tiam focused on Blending and found the code around him was so clear he couldn’t imagine ever seeing it any other way. To top it off, the code moved significantly slower than it once had and his ability to alter his own code was as simple as thinking it. He paused, considering the possibilities, then began to move the tables and chairs to either side of the bar, leaving an open space in the center. Then, he focused on Blending and took off at a sprint from one end of the server to the other. 
 
    “It’s amazing,” Tiam told his friend, coming to a halt before he reached the entrance. 
 
    Normally, reading the code around him and knowing how to change his code to match was a difficult task. Tiam had trained his mind to adapt and Blend as he moved, but it took years to learn how. It took considerable concentration to simply walk and Blend at the same time, let alone sprint, and he had previously mastered the skill, or so he thought. Yet as he rushed from one side of the server to the other, he found himself seamlessly transitioning with each step, making the focus required before seem like a waste of time. With the tech the Runesmith had given him, Tiam felt a connection to the Net like never before.  
 
    In fact… 
 
    Tiam continued Blending but stepped outside his server and onto the Streamline. Users, Runners, and the occasional of Tenocore protected spam-bots flashed past his vision, but it was the smell and taste of the world around him that gave him pause and nearly made him stop Blending. It was as if he had stepped outside in the Real. Never had he realized how different the Net was from real life. But then, he reasoned, when so much had already been taken from him, the freedom provided by the Net had blinded him to the differences.  
 
    Feeling confident in his new abilities, Tiam tried something he had never done before. While maintaining his Blend, Tiam began to alter his body in the next. Like Elliot, a Bruiser, Tiam began to amplify the strength and agility of his personal code. He had never been great at it, but now the binary to alter himself made sense. Slowly Tiam began to feel the power of his body as he adjusted his physical presence to become something more.  
 
    And all of it was done without losing his Blend. 
 
    In that moment, he laughed and not a soul or program around him noticed. Tiam had always counted himself as one of the best Blenders in Twilight City. It wasn’t bravado or overconfidence that turned his thoughts, simply observation; he could do things most couldn’t when it came to Blending. Now, he could do what Net Runners only contemplated and theorized about. He could perform two of the three alteration skills every Runner worth his salt knew about, and he could do them both faster than any Runner he had ever met. Even knowing this and holding both his physical alteration along with his Blend, Tiam focused on the last of the three alteration skills: Jumping. 
 
    Looking up at one of the Tenocore towers that oversaw the Streamline in the event of a Malware presence or emergency, he focused on that point. Tampering with one of the towers broke one of the few Net Laws all users agree to while using Tenocore controlled Net-space. If he wasn’t already planning on breaking far worse laws, he might have hesitated, but he was beyond that. Keeping his code altered and Blended, Tiam began to focus on the code in the area around the tower. Altered as he was, if he fell from that height it would hurt, but he was confident he would survive. 
 
    He was being reckless… 
 
    Tiam stopped just as he was preparing to Jump. 
 
    “Too much power,” Tiam told himself, knowing that if he didn’t openly address it, he might brush the thought aside.  
 
    Keeping all of that in mind, Tiam refocused on the server he had left. Focusing on the code where he wanted to be, just on the other side of the glass of his server building, he began to copy his current code and insert it where he wanted to go. At least from here, through the glass, he could see it. Jumping to a place he couldn’t see, but knew the code, could wait. For now, he needed to take fewer risks. 
 
    Keeping his personal code at the forefront of his mind, Tiam pictured it falling in place in a different location and applied himself to the Jump. The world around him shifted suddenly and Tiam heard glass shatter, accompanied by a sudden heat in his calf. Blinking, Tiam knew he had dropped his Alteration and Blend, yet he sat in the middle of his server’s central space with bits of broken glass all around him. 
 
    He had managed to Jump, but not well. The heat in his leg became sharper as he realized he was bleeding. Glancing down, he saw a long cut along the back of his calf. 
 
    “Holy shit man, are you okay in there?” Elliot called over their link, voice in a panic.  
 
    Tiam shook his head and went to stand, only to stop when the agony in his leg flared to life. It wasn’t the worst pain he had endured, but in the Net, he had never felt the level of pain he was in for something so trivial as getting cut by glass. Staring at his still bleeding leg, Tiam gently touched the part of his neck where the Deep Seat port was normally located. He knew, in the Net, he wouldn’t feel his Deep Seat port, but the skin there radiated heat. Then realization sank in. 
 
    He was now tied so closely to the Net, that it not only increased the intensity of his experience, but also allowed him to feel pain beyond what was intended. That gave him a great deal to think about. 
 
    “I’m back in the server and I’m fine. Pull me out.” 
 
     
 
    Tiam was sitting in the server one moment, and in the next he was once again laying on the Deep Seat. Nearby, Elliot sat with shock and awe written all over his face. Sigurd was there as well, but she was tightly pressing a second cloth to his leg.  
 
    It took him a moment to realize that the pain from the Net had never faded. In fact, he couldn’t tear his eyes away from the blood stains on the Deep Seat. When it came to injuries received in the Net, Tiam was no stranger. Generally, when you got out, you would feel tremors of the pain throughout the following week, but this… this was all too real. He had never heard of something like this. 
 
    Elliot leaned forward, staring from the injury to Tiam’s face. “It’s like Stigmata, but…” 
 
    “It’s not Stigmata,” Tiam said, sitting up only to have Sigurd pull him back down.  
 
    “The bleeding hasn’t stopped,” she told him, voice all business. “It’s not terrible, but it could be if you don’t take care of it. Once it clots, I’ll apply synth-skin to cover and prevent infection.” 
 
    Tiam nodded, biting his cheek to keep from cursing as she applied pressure to the wound. 
 
    “It doesn’t make sense,” Elliot said. 
 
    “I know,” Tiam said with a nod. 
 
    Sigurd checked the wound before resuming pressure. This time a hiss escaped his lips just before he could close them.  
 
    “It’s not that bad,” Sigurd said. With her face turned away, he couldn’t see Sigurd’s reaction but judging by the sound of her voice, he could easily imagine the eye roll she had likely just given him.  
 
    “I can do it now,” Tiam said, and Sigurd’s pressure eased off for a moment, the only reaction he could gather that showed her surprise. 
 
    “You weren’t in very long, man,” Elliot cautioned. “And you’re bleeding so—” 
 
    “I altered my body while Blended,” Tiam said, quietly interrupting his friend. 
 
    Elliot’s words never came to life, but his jaw went slack. “You did what?” 
 
    Tiam held his friend’s gaze, the pain in his leg fading as he spoke. “And while I had both working, I Jumped.” 
 
    Elliot’s good nature vanished, and his tone became unusually serious. “You can’t let anyone know about this. If Tenocore finds out, they’ll send an Inspector and I know you’ve heard what those asshats can do.” 
 
    Tiam had heard. Once an Inspector got their claws into someone, it was rare to hear from them again. People simply vanished, leaving silent rage for the families and, on a disturbingly regular occasion, a small trail of bodies. Nobody would protest Tenocore’s actions, not if it meant they joined those who were taken. 
 
    “Then we don’t let anyone know about it,” Tiam said, making sure he met Elliot’s eye. 
 
    He didn’t doubt his friend’s loyalty, but he also knew what Elliot’s limitations were. A few hours with an Inspector and he would spill on his own family. It wouldn’t be because he wanted to, just a fact of who he was. Not everyone was a fighter. 
 
    “I’ve got you, man,” Elliot assured him. 
 
    “Thanks,” Tiam said, knowing his friend meant it. 
 
    He meant it enough to get himself killed, but telling Elliot that would do more harm than good. So Tiam kept the peace and stayed silent. 
 
    Satisfied the bleeding had stopped enough, Sigurd sprayed the laceration with synth-skin, the cold shock causing Tiam to jump, but the numbing agent dulled the pain. Once she finished, he sat up, rotated himself on the table, and climbed back into his chair. 
 
    Since his ordeal with the Runesmith, Tiam had become more physically active. He didn’t require the sleep he had before and there was an energy that filled him upon waking. It was as if his very spirit had been refreshed and he couldn’t find a fault. The question, however, was whether that was due to his surgery, or when he discovered Sigurd’s mutual feelings for him. 
 
    When he woke from the Rune engraving process, hers was the first face he saw. Red rimmed eyes that only made the green of her iris’ stand out. She had been the one responsible for resuscitating him when his heart stopped beating. Once she knew he was alive and safe, she had kissed him, deeply. He remembered it as clear as day and wouldn’t trade the memory for anything.  
 
    Reaching over, he gave her hand a squeeze. She allowed it but didn’t hold it for long. Whenever they were around her team, Sigurd became the warrior she had trained most of her life to become. It made sense, he thought, knowing that she worked in a predominantly male dominated field. Any hint of affection might be taken the wrong way, and Sigurd, more than anyone, held herself apart from that drama. 
 
    It was then that Tiam realized Sigurd was watching him with a look he couldn’t quite identify. 
 
    “Do you even realize what happened?” Sigurd asked. 
 
    The question caught him off guard. While knowledgeable in her own right, Sigurd wouldn’t grasp the complexity of what he had just done. She had never been in the Net and didn’t know how to function there.  
 
    “What do you mean?” Tiam asked. 
 
    Sigurd replied with a confused expression. “Tiam, your leg.” 
 
    “What about it? It hurts like a son of a bit—” 
 
    Tiam stopped, his heart racing as he slowly turned his attention to his injured leg. He had actually FELT the pain from his injury. Since the age of sixteen, when he first lost the use of his legs from a Designer attack, he had felt nothing. He had been robbed of a basic human function that he never believed he would experience again. The pain that had been bothering him suddenly became the most wonderful feeling he had ever experienced.  
 
    Suddenly, and without any thought for restraint, he attempted to move his legs. Willing every ounce of his spirit, he focused on getting them to do something, anything to show that this feeling in his leg wasn’t just some weird Net experience that was left over from his visit. Sweat began to bead on his brow and his arms shook as he gripped the sides of his chair. Then, in one glorious moment, his injured leg shifted ever so slightly. 
 
    Tears welled in his eyes, and he felt no shame as they fell to his lap. 
 
    Sigurd wrapped her arms around him, and he held onto her, just as his tears turned to laughter. 
 
      
 
    Within the Net, just outside of Tiam and Elliot’s server, Remy watched from an alley filled with discarded and broken binary. It was the perfect place for one such as himself. Amongst the dead and dying, forgotten by those who once cared. He chuckled to himself. Odd, how it sounded like sobs to his ears, but such thoughts were for those who cared.  
 
    She cared, didn’t she? The one to whom he had belonged. And now she was gone. 
 
    She had been his everything. His love, his muse, his life, his master… 
 
    Then Tiam ripped her from the world. 
 
    Remy found his hatred flare as he watched Tiam lose his Blend in an attempt to Jump. It was sloppy, jolted, but there was something else that gave him pause. He saw the release of two abilities at once. 
 
    “Our friend has a new toy,” Remy said. 
 
    “And now he thinks he will save the day,” Remy replied. 
 
    “We have some tricks of our own,” they said together. 
 
    Together they laughed, Remy and himself. Now, as soon as he could stop the screams that accompanied it, he would report back and prepare. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty 
 
      
 
    The aero-carrier’s turbines roared to life as Angus, Baldr, and twenty Huscarls prepared to assault the Fae stronghold. Every warrior in attendance had been selected by Yuri and Baldr before being sworn to secrecy. Supplies had gradually been pulled aside over the last few months to avoid detection, even by his own people. Upon hearing of the birth of the Jarl’s son, each resigned from their contract with Valhalla Steel. Missing insignia’s left empty holes in otherwise well-maintained combat gear, all of which would be reported as stolen thirty minutes after the aero-carrier took flight to ensure there was a public record in Tenocore’s databank. Their families would be taken care of, that had been one of his top priorities when Yuri and Baldr were assembling the team. There wasn’t a man with him today whose family would want for anything financially after today. 
 
    Determined to memorize each name, Angus kept a list on hand, often pulling it out in the late hours of the night. They were offering everything for him, and he would not forget their sacrifice. Barden, Konrad, Peter, the list went on and he had taken the time to visit each before today. 
 
    These hard-eyed men watched their leader, yet Angus only stared at the tiny lock of hair held in his calloused hand. Bringing it closer, he took in the scent of his newborn son, Hakon, and felt his chest tighten as he recalled their brief time together. 
 
    How tiny the boy’s hands were as they wrapped about Angus’ finger, grasping and releasing without any understanding of the world around him. Sitting there in Glint’s medical facility with his wife and child, Angus had considered fleeing Twilight City with them. Who wouldn’t, when faced with so beautiful a sight?  
 
    It was then Angus knew his hatred for the Fae had died completely. There simply wasn’t any room in his heart and, for the first time in his life, Angus could find no trace of the darkness that had been a constant companion as far back as he could remember. Seeing Helen laying there, exhausted from childbirth as she fed Hakon, Angus could think of no better way to spend his days than alongside them. He longed to teach his son the ways of their people, to do better than his father in helping his son cope with the darkness that dwelled within their bloodline. 
 
    Yet that future was beyond him.  
 
    As long as the Fae had ties to the city he lived in, they would attempt to take the lives of his wife and child. They wouldn’t rest until the Jarlson name was wiped out of Twilight City. The only way to ensure his family lived out their days in relative peace was to remove the threat.  
 
    “After this,” Helen had asked him. “We can be a family, right?” 
 
    Her words had nearly brought him to his knees and the lie from his lips might as well have been a dagger through his heart.  
 
    “Of course,” he told her as he ran a hand through her hair. “As soon as you are ready head to the docks. I’ll meet you there when we finish with the Fae. Yuri is waiting just outside.” 
 
    Helen nodded, but he could see the concern in her eyes. She knew something was wrong. For his lie, Angus felt himself to be a coward, but it was the only way he knew to keep them safe. 
 
    She seemed about to protest, but he kissed her then, taking in her scent for what he suspected to be the last time. After, he placed another on Hakon’s brow and cut a small piece of his hair. 
 
    “For good luck,” he told Helen as he rose to leave. 
 
    “Angus,” she said, stopping him in his tracks. 
 
    “Yes?” The word nearly caught in his throat, but he kept his face composed. 
 
    Helen watched him, big dark eyes holding him there. “I love you.” 
 
    “I love you too,” he managed, then left, unable to compose himself any longer.  
 
    If only he had the strength to look at her one last time.  
 
      
 
    Angus pocketed the lock of hair and stood, feeling the eyes of his warriors as he did so. Not a soul would survive the coming conflict unless Odin himself were to intervene. Knowing this, the darkness within slowly made itself known. 
 
    “Hello old friend,” he whispered. 
 
    Baldr was watching him now, the runes along Serpent Tooth’s haft glowing pale green in the dark interior of the aero-carrier. The warrior was prepared for the events before them. Angus couldn’t help but wonder if he was up to the task as well. 
 
    Picturing Helen and his child only solidified his course of action. He had no choice if he wanted a better future for them. This was all he had left to do and, Allfather willing, he would accomplish it tonight. 
 
    Scanning each Huscarl, he stood taller. “Today we walk the path to Valhalla. Take comfort in knowing the Allfather smiles down on us, for he knows our deeds will be remembered long after our passing,” he paused, allowing his smile to grow. “Unless Odin sees fit that your story continues.” 
 
    Angus tapped the Valkyrie-Chute each of them had been equipped with before departing; base jumping gear in the event of a quick escape. A detail Helen had made sure he did not overlook. His warriors chuckled; save for those he knew to have families. These few grew somber, as if assuring themselves of their course of action. Astrid, Peter and Orrin, a mother and two fathers. Angus knew each intimately, for alongside their names, he had made sure to make a list of families to whom Wergild would be owed. He left several Net-vids and documents in the luggage on the ship leaving the city, so that his son might know more of the father he would never have. In that moment, Angus prayed Odin would not take those three today. It had been another reason he agreed to his wife’s request.  
 
    After all, what right did he have to sentence these warriors to death? 
 
    “To Valhalla!” Angus called. 
 
    “To Valhalla!” His Huscarls made their voices heard as they echoed his words.  
 
    Save for Baldr, the only warrior who wore no Valkyrie-Chute. The champion knew he would face his greatest challenge today. He had to remove even the possibility of retreat.  
 
     
 
    After they had settled, each warrior went through the process of checking their gear. Meanwhile, Angus tapped in a number to his com and waited for a response through his earpiece. 
 
    “Jarl?” Came Sigurd’s voice. 
 
    “It’s time. If Tiam can act, have him do it now and then escort him to the shipyard. He will join Yuri and Helen there.” 
 
    “Yes, Jarl. Understood.” 
 
    “And Sigurd?” 
 
    “Yes, Jarl?” 
 
    “There’s a chance our enemy will attempt to remove our Huginn. Make sure that doesn’t happen,” he ordered. 
 
    There was a pause over the call, followed quickly by, “I will risk everything to ensure it doesn’t come to that.”  
 
    Angus could hear the conviction in her voice and knew it to be true. 
 
    “Good luck, Runa.” 
 
    Angus tapped the end call and focused on the bloodletting ahead.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Sigurd stared at her wrist com after the Jarl ended their call. 
 
    “It’s time, huh?” Tiam asked. 
 
    She turned, seeing him sitting near the end of the rooftop. The lights from the street below and the various halo-signs painted his outline in neon while the Runes engraved along his neck port pulsed emerald green through his shirt. His legs slowly worked back and forth of their own accord, reminding her of a child enjoying the sensation of movement. 
 
     “Yeah,” Sigurd said, returning to sit at his side as they watched the people below. 
 
    It really was like watching a river of light, she thought as she reached out for his hand. He took it and kissed the top. He had died on the table, his heart stopping near the end. She hadn’t felt that much panic since Aksel’s passing and never wanted to experience it again.  
 
    Yet now, Tiam was going right back into another dangerous situation and she could only protect him from outside threats. In the Net, he would be completely alone and knowing that now, after his Runes were engraved, he could get seriously injured, worried her. 
 
    Such was the life of warriors. 
 
    Tiam wrapped his arm around her waist and pulled himself closer. He had become more confident since his near-death experience and she wasn’t opposed to it. They had begun sitting up here every night once he returned, just to talk, watch the lights, and spend time without anyone watching. She could feel the blood rush to her cheeks at a few memories they had created already.  
 
    “We should get moving then,” he said, withdrawing from her. 
 
    Sigurd knelt by the ledge and Tiam used her as a crutch to stand. He wobbled for a moment before righting himself again. He gave her a sheepish grin.  
 
    “Still pretty weak, huh?” 
 
    She smiled back at him, “You’re doing great.” 
 
    Sigurd meant it too. She had seen him, every day, as he focused on getting his legs to work. They had even gone so far as to request physical therapy from the Jarl, who sent one of Mr. Glint’s doctors over. A small man by the name of Steadfast, whose quick wit and understanding nature aided his ability to work with Tiam, whose frustrations at the slow progress were frequent. The only thing that seemed odd about the little man was the ancient pistol he carried on his hip. A Luger, she believed it was called. A firearm used back in the 20th century. It seemed out of place for a man of medicine, but he carried it like one who knew what he was about. 
 
    “Soon I’ll be able to walk at your side without help,” Tiam said as they gradually made their way to the rooftop exit. 
 
    She could hear the determination in his voice, and it made her smile. In truth, Sigurd didn’t care if his legs worked or not. She had fallen for the man inside, not for an idea of what he might become. There was little doubt about that. Once Tiam set himself to a task, he would achieve it. That was his most attractive quality. The fact he was happy about the healing process was just icing on the cake. 
 
    As they walked, she considered asking him not to go. It was selfish, she knew, and that was why she wouldn’t ask him to stay. She had brought it up a few weeks earlier, but Tiam wasn’t hearing any of it. He told her if it wasn’t for Valhalla Steel, he never would have discovered his legs might work again, and asked if she would be happy being with a man who went back on his word. To which there was no good argument she could make. Still, in her heart of hearts, she feared the worst. 
 
    Once they reached the ladder that led inside, she waited so that he could get down and climb on his own. Watching him, she was impressed at how agile he was outside of his chair. In a few swift movements he reached his wheelchair below and waved up at her. There was a certainty in him since her father had engraved the Runes, a confidence she had only glimpsed before now filled him. Once he was settled, she joined him and the two made their way to his workspace. 
 
    Akio met them by the elevator standing at the ready, as was his manner, while the rest of her team went about their own business. 
 
    “Cut the power to the elevator,” she told the former Blossom Collector. “It’s time.” 
 
    Akio gave a short nod and immediately moved into action. She didn’t break stride as she entered the room where Elliot and Tiam worked and her team took notice. 
 
    Eliot waved as they entered. “Short trip,” he said.  
 
    “We got the call,” Sigurd said, even as Tiam’s chair moved toward the Deep Seat. 
 
    “Oh damn,” Elliot muttered before quickly cleaning up his workspace. 
 
    The rest of Sigurd’s team were close enough to hear and they quickly took up their gear. Meanwhile, Tiam situated himself on the Deep Seat. 
 
    “Let’s get this done with,” Tiam said, making sure his neck port lined up with the seat. “The bots still in the same location?” 
 
    Elliot brushed off what remained of the excess on his work area and his hands began to fly along his keyboard. “They are. It should be a straight shot once you’re in. Hunter and Seeker are ready for upload and I have recreated the temporary server close to the last one. I’ll redirect you when you enter.” 
 
    Tiam nodded and lay back, offering Sigurd a wink just before the seat connected to his port and his body went limp. This was it, she told herself, as she turned to address her team.  
 
    “Tor, Helga and Joshua start barricading the entrances,” Sigurd said, voice in full command mode. “Akio is already cutting the power to the elevator. Sven?” 
 
    The Huscarl took his earbud out and gave her a look of expectation while the rest piled out of the room.  
 
    “Make sure you drop the window coverings, so we don’t get hit by—” 
 
    Shattering glass from outside the room was the only momentary warning any of them received before the hallway was filled with screams and gunfire. 
 
    “They’re here!” Tor shouted over the com. 
 
    Something heavy hit the door, just as bullets darted through the room. Elliot screamed and fell from his chair, a crimson spray painting the wall behind him.  
 
    “Godsdamned Druids,” Joshua called over the com. “They killed Helga.” 
 
    “Shit,” Sigurd cursed as she rushed over to Elliot.  
 
    The Huginn was clutching his stomach, face pale and eyes wide as he stared up at her. “I’m shot,” he muttered. 
 
    Kneeling at his side while the gunfire roared from the hallway, she ripped the emergency kit from one of her pouches. “You’re fine,” she said, trying to keep her voice calm. “Here, press this on the wound, it’ll burn but it’ll congeal the blood.”  
 
    The scent of various chemicals caused her eyes to water as she tore the field dressing from its sealed package. Sigurd pressed the cloth to his back where the bullet had exited, barely covering the fist-sized hole, while he placed another over the entrance wound, causing him to scream as the chemicals took effect. Shortly after the numbing effect took hold and Elliot’s breathing calmed. Sigurd glanced over to where Tiam lay, thankful she had taken precautions by placing several metal shelves on either side of the Deep Seat to protect him in the event of this exact situation. It wouldn’t hold if the gunfire continued, but it was something. 
 
    “I need to get Hunter and Seeker in there,” Elliot said, trying to get to his feet only to fall back down. 
 
    Sigurd reached down and lifted him up, the Runes in her body filling the room with an orange glow as she did so with ease. “Come on then, let’s get you set up.” 
 
    Back in his seat, Sigurd could see the blood still trickling from his back, a small, steady stream that most likely meant he was in trouble. 
 
     “It’s not so bad right now,” Elliot said as he righted himself in his chair. 
 
    It wouldn’t be, she thought, not until the numbing compound wore off.  
 
    “Are you good?” She asked, turning his face to look her in the eyes.  
 
    His pupils were dilated, but he nodded, “I got this.” 
 
    Sigurd squeezed his arm and left, grabbing Wyrm-Breaker before she opened the door. Bracing against the wall, she took a few deep breaths, waited for a break in the gunfire, and rushed to her team’s aid. 
 
      
 
    As soon as she exited the door, the air was knocked from her lungs as a round took her in the chest. Thankfully, the body armor held. Keeping her feet, despite the urge to drop to the ground, Sigurd managed to reach the adjacent doorway where Helga’s lifeless body lay. Her teammate’s eyes stared up at her with all the power the dead had over the living, but Sigurd didn’t have time to dwell. Bracing herself against the doorframe, she checked her field of fire and, seeing she was clear to shoot, opened with a long barrage that forced the Druids in the building across the street to jump to cover. Two managed to notice the return fire too late, the first had his head burst like a melon and the second was torn apart by the heavy caliber rounds from Wyrm-Slayer. 
 
    “Advance,” she called to her team. “Get those window covers up before they return-” 
 
    Bullets ripped through the lounge space, tearing up furniture and the side of the wall she had been posted against as Sigurd threw herself to the floor.  
 
    “Can’t move up,” Joshua called. “They got us pinned in tight.” 
 
    Sigurd scanned the area, spotting Tor on the other side of the lounge space, hidden behind an overturned couch that had most of the stuffing blown out of it. 
 
    “Where’s Sven?” Sigurd said over her com. 
 
    Tor shook his head and Joshua could only shrug. 
 
    “I’m down the hall,” came Sven’s voice over the com.  
 
    “Are you in cover, we can’t see you,” Sigurd said. 
 
    There was a moment of silence while several bullets whizzed past. 
 
    “Oh,” Sven said, “I’m in cover, but I won’t be moving much. Not much left of my arm. Got the blood cut off, but it’s a mess. Getting tired.” 
 
    Sigurd cursed under her breath. “Akio, report.” 
 
    “The elevator has been shut down and the power source has been sabotaged. In route to infiltrate our guests,” Akio replied. 
 
    “Is he crazy?” Tor called across the room. “There has to be twenty of those assholes, maybe more. He’s going to get himself killed.” 
 
    “Good,” Sigurd said over the com. This was how he worked, she told herself. It had nothing to do with showboating this time. He was going to assault an enemy position, alone, to save his team. “Let me know when you’re in position and we’ll provide a distraction.” 
 
    “As you wish,” Akio said. “Do not spend too much time on me. Regroup, drop your cover and I will remove as many as I am able. Good fortune, Sigurd.” 
 
    “To you too,” Sigurd said.  
 
    Glancing back at the bullet-riddled doorway leading to where Tiam and Elliot worked, she knew these would likely not be the only sacrifices made before the night was out. Yet she would pay them willingly, if only to see Tiam safe. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-One 
 
      
 
    Tiam waited in what looked to be an empty dance hall. Streamers hung from the ceiling and the room had been decorated as if prepared for celebration, but without people it gave off a lonely feeling. That made sense though, Tiam reflected. Temporary servers like these were hollow things, barely holding together so the Net Runners using it could sever their connection to the Net before Tenocore could trace them back to their real server.  
 
    He had Gone Deep several more times since the first occasion, and each was a learning process. With the stakes higher than ever, he hadn’t pressed into discovering all he was now capable of, but what he had come to understand was a game changer. Being able to enhance his physical properties while Blending had allowed him to move with such stealth and speed that most would think he was a Designer, and the entire Net was his realm. Yet all that power came with risks. 
 
    He could smell the air, even taste the staleness of this place. It was as though he was ‘too’ immersed. As if he belonged here. That thought made him worry. He found that, even when he was in the safety of a server, disconnecting and returning to the Real was… troublesome. Elliot had several issues removing him from the Deep Seat and noticed that the seat itself was running hotter than ever before, as if it was struggling to keep up. So, they had decided to keep from Going Deep too often.  
 
    After several trials, they discovered that the more he went beyond his normal ability and the frequency at which he did so would cause the machine to overheat. They installed a few more last-minute fans and added some new coolant to the system, but it only showed marginal improvements. Tiam would need to be careful that he didn’t overuse what the Runes allowed him to do, lest he burn the Deep Seat out and then…  
 
    If that happened, his consciousness would be trapped in the Net, with no hope of escape. His mind would slowly deteriorate until he became little more than a mindless husk, drifting through the vast Net. Eventually he’d likely wander into a Tenocore “no fly zone” and become little more than obliterated binary. 
 
    No time to worry about that now, Tiam told himself. He had a job to do, and the sooner it was completed, the better. 
 
    Tiam focused, seeing the binary around him as though it had slowed by a magnitude of ten. Immediately he was able to manipulate his own binary to fit in with his surroundings and it took a fraction of the attention he normally required. If he kept to working one ability at a time, he should be able to keep the Deep Seat from overheating. 
 
    After a few minutes had passed Tiam began to wonder what was taking so long. Elliot should have already sent their AI and armed Tiam with his equipment. 
 
    “Elliot, everything okay?” Tiam asked aloud. 
 
    There was a brief delay, then he felt the weight of his Model 19 revolver under the coat that appeared on him. At any moment, he anticipated Hunter and Seeker to appear beside him, but they never did. 
 
    “Elliot,” Tiam called again, this time a bit quicker than before.  
 
    What was going on?  
 
    “Sorry,” Elliot said. “Just sidetracked… Big job, you know?” 
 
    Tiam could hear the strain in his friend’s voice and put it down to stress. Elliot had never been great at hiding his fears during more dangerous jobs.  
 
    “You’re good man, just take some deep breaths. We got this,” Tiam told him. 
 
    Elliot didn’t respond and Hunter and Seeker never showed. 
 
    “Seriously though, quit pissing around man, I need to get moving.” 
 
    Another delay, then, “Shit Tiam, you’re not going to like this. The tower I had them stored in is gone man.” 
 
    “What do you mean? We just ran the programs yesterday,” Tiam said, but when no response came, he began to wonder what else he was missing. “Elliot, are you okay?” 
 
    There was a choked off, half panicked laugh that told Tiam everything he needed to know. 
 
    “Druids showed up right after you went Deep,” Elliot cut off, but Tiam could still hear him cursing from the other side. “Shot our place to shit. Messed up a lot of our systems. Sigurd and the Huscarls are holding them off, but it doesn’t sound good. One of them is dead it soun—.” Elliot cut off with a wracking cough. 
 
    “Elliot…” 
 
    “Best get moving man. I’m holed up for now, but you’re wasting time. Go while you can. I’ll offer what I’m able to.” 
 
    Tiam considered asking to be pulled out. It would only make sense to pull the plug in a shit storm like this. Yet he wasn’t prepared to give up so soon. He told Sigurd and the Jarl he would get the job done. He didn’t die on the operating table and journey through Hel to get the upgrade he needed just to sit on the sidelines.  
 
    “Okay,” Tiam said, taking a calming breath. “Here we go.” 
 
     
 
    Exiting the temporary server, Tiam made his way from the Streamline, making sure he remained Blended the entire time. He was amazed at the speed at which he could move. Even without Blending, he would never have traveled from one point in the Net to another with such speed. Out amongst the open space between the Streamline and Tenocore’s firewall, Tiam found himself exactly where he had been all those months ago. He could sense the various Lobos and Spiders for leagues in either direction as they crept along the border, looking for any easy game to spread their electronic disease, but he tried to dull those senses. That was just one more difference he had come to find. For some distance within the Net, he could detect electronic life sources. Yet nothing could see him. 
 
    Still, Tiam warned himself, he could not get overconfident here. Just because he had some altered tech, he still didn’t know what kind of limitations he would be facing once he breached the Firewall. He had to be prepared for anything.  
 
    As he surveyed the killing fields where so many bots, Malware, and Runners had been slaughtered, he could smell the digital decay. Since he had never experienced a battlefield before, his senses replicated what it thought it might smell like and Tiam had to fight down the nausea as he was vividly reminded of the time he found a two-week dead body in a side alley outside his grandparent’s home, only with a touch of burning rubber. He barely managed to keep himself from gagging. 
 
    He was about to walk across the piles of mutilated binary, when Tiam picked up on another observer nearby. The user was Blended as well and Tiam wasn’t sure he would have been able to detect it had it not been for his new presence in the Net.  
 
    Stopping, Tiam decided to investigate before moving on. He suspected that Remy might be waiting here, like last time, and he could ill afford to have someone like that at his back when he already had enough to worry about with Tenocore. Slowing his pace, Tiam was able to close the distance between himself and whoever was hidden. The closer he got, the more he was able to pick up on the difference in the binary, revealing the figure before him. As he suspected, it was Remy, but it wasn’t. He was a husk, empty save for visual observation and detection, which Tiam could see was focused entirely on the entrance Tiam and Elliot had discovered. 
 
    Remy had to still be working with the Fae. Not only were their followers attacking his base of operations, but Remy knew exactly what Tiam would be up to, should the assault in the Real fail.  
 
    Tiam felt oddly at peace as he pulled his Model 19 from beneath his trench coat. The few times he had been forced to pull the trigger had been difficult. However, Remy had done far too much harm to Tiam in the past to make him hesitate now. Taking aim at the back of Remy’s head, Tiam steadied himself, swallowed the revulsion he felt, and pulled the trigger. 
 
    Remy’s head snapped forward as the binary killing round took him at the base of the neck and exited out the front of his face in a spray of gore and code. Yet Remy’s body didn’t fall. It simply turned and stared at the space where Tiam should have been if it had been able to detect him. The massive exit wound in Remy’s face was all Tiam could see for a moment, then, from the wound, came an ear-piercing scream that was more akin to a blaring siren than a human voice before finally crumbling to the ground. 
 
    Tiam stared at the lifeless binary at his feet, not entirely sure if this was Remy, or some AI designed to look like him. He could pick up enough of his former friend’s code to see that it had Remy’s binary all over it, but there were too many gaps. It was as if a portion of Remy had been used to guard the entrance.  
 
    But where was the rest of it? 
 
    It was only when Tiam realized this had been a setup that he began to detect movement, both from Tenocore’s Firewall, and the other side of the kill zone. From Tenocore, gun turrets emerged from the seamless wall and took aim at something behind him. Tiam turned and froze as he witnessed countless Malware bearing down on his location. There were hundreds, if not thousands of all sorts. A wave of flailing limbs and saliva-dripping teeth as the unnatural bodies of Lobos, Spiders and worse surged forward. Some cut loose with a roar of primordial fury while others issued their cries of broken static and warbled sound waves that spanned tones from a deep bass thrum to shrill, high-pitched squeals.  
 
    It was as if the very gates of Hell had been opened. 
 
    Remy had somehow managed to figure out a way to attract Malware to a specific point and did so in order to kill Tiam.  
 
    As Tiam amplified his body while maintaining his Blend, he could only wonder what Remy had given up to set this trap. There was no doubt the binary code he removed was Remy’s, but how his former friend managed to do it was beyond Tiam. For now, he needed to get to safety.  
 
    And the only place where he would find it was inside Tenocore’s Firewall. 
 
    Seeing the innumerable swarms of Malware getting closer, Tiam used both abilities at once and began sprinting toward the location he suspected to be the entrance, even as the turrets whirred to life. If he could stay ahead of them, he should outpace them to the wall. 
 
    As he began to run, he realized just how fast some of the Malware were as they covered the space separating them in mere moments. The massive turrets cut loose right where Tiam had been standing, ripping up the earth and tearing apart the Lobos closing on Remy’s position. The ground shook as he ran, each shot fired from the wall not only shaking the ground but setting the area ablaze. The heat at Tiam’s back almost became unbearable as he pushed his body and abilities. He wanted to Jump ahead but knew that was a death sentence. The moment he made the attempt, he would reveal himself to Tenocore’s Firewall and would wind up like the rest of the Malware being eradicated. That, or he would run the real chance of overheating his Deep Seat. 
 
    The screams only intensified as the predatory Malware gave no thought to their own wellbeing. They had come in force and whatever Remy had done to them made Tiam certain these Malware wouldn’t settle for anything less than the utter destruction of everything they found. 
 
    Death behind, danger ahead, Tiam forced himself to move even faster, amplifying himself so that each step covered what normally would have been five or six. As the wall loomed closer, all he could hear were the massive volleys overhead and the screams of the dying Malware. The concussive blasts reverberated within his chest. Something must have nearly caught up with him, as the ground behind was torn asunder by binary killing rounds from the Firewalls turrets. Suddenly he was spinning through the air, unable to find his footing, and hit the ground hard enough to knock the air from his lungs. All he could think about was keeping Blended and that very well may have saved his life, as more Malware rushed over the top of him.  
 
    Rather than get back up, he waited and watched as the irrational forms of Malware scrambled over each other for a chance at whatever lay beyond the Firewall. Some of the wounded even began to consume each other and, to Tiam’s shock and horror, he watched as they remade themselves into something else.  
 
    What might have been a wounded Spider, with four legs at its base, no arms, and only an open-toothed maw, threw itself on top of a Lobo with hands coming out of its face. The Spider’s maw wrapped around the Lobo and Tiam could hear it shriek as its bones were crushed. After biting it in half, the Spider shuddered and fingers began to emerge somewhere within the creature’s flesh, protruding out with no logical rhyme or reason.  
 
    Upon seeing the unnatural cannibalism, Tiam lost his focus. 
 
    The Spider, if that was even what it was, changed direction so suddenly that the movement caused several limbs to bend at completely unnatural angles as its momentum shifted. The urge to go for his sidearm was overwhelming as its monstrous form loomed over Tiam, but a tiny voice of rational thought burned through the terror and he Blended once again. He just managed to get out of the way as the Malware’s maw opened and slapped down where he had been half a second before. As it began to rise, turret fire sprayed it messily across the field, and Tiam pushed on toward the opening. 
 
    From that moment on, the world around Tiam was chaos. 
 
    A Lobo knocked him to the ground in its attempt to get to the Firewall and he barely managed to keep his Blend. It didn’t get another dozen loping strides before its body was removed in a volley of binary death. He managed to pass by that Malware, only to get jostled by another as it fought with one of its kind. Although nothing could see Tiam while Blended, that didn’t mean he wasn’t about to be torn apart. Between Tenocore’s security and the sudden appearance of so much Malware, there was every chance a stray shot or the thrashing of insane Malware would kill him. 
 
    This wasn’t right, Tiam thought as he pushed onward. 
 
    Tiam had never heard of a Malware insurgence like this before. Remy must have discovered some terrible technology to be able to do this. Yet, the very idea of being able to call upon Malware to do your bidding was a terrifying prospect. 
 
    Another time, Tiam told himself as he narrowly avoided two multi-limbed Spiders as they ripped each other apart. He slipped beneath them as a cascade of broken binary washed over him. Working his way forward, Tiam found himself closer to the Firewall entrance than he realized. One straight shot lay open to him, and without a moment of hesitation, he launched himself forward. 
 
    The screams of dying Malware followed him up until the point where he crossed into the opening in the wall, then he was met with pure, unobstructed silence.  
 
    Glancing over his shoulder, he could still see the horde or Malware scrambling overtop each other, but no sound accompanied the struggle. A few rushed toward the entrance but diverted away at the last moment. He wasn’t sure if it was intended or not, but Tiam didn’t wait to see. There was a light at the end of this entrance, and he knew it could only mean one thing. 
 
    This WAS an entrance past the Firewall. 
 
    Now all he had to do was take it.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-Two 
 
      
 
    “Going in hot,” the pilot of the aero-carrier called over the com. 
 
     The sound of small arms fire skittering along the reinforced siding reminded Angus of rain on a tin roof, until three fist sized holes punched clean through. Fortunately, only one Huscarl was on the receiving end as the man stared at the stump where his arm had been. Peter was the warrior’s name, one of the parents he had prayed would survive. Angus watched as one of his fellows immediately applied a makeshift tourniquet with his belt. A second warrior took a chem-tab and injected it into his companion’s neck. The wounded warrior’s eyes dilated immediately, and they helped him get back to his seat. 
 
     Angus allowed the distribution of chems for those who needed it. Some, he suspected, had already drugged themselves for the task ahead, and paid it little mind. Normally Huscarls were not allowed to ingest or inject certain chems while on duty, but Angus told them to bring whatever they needed. It was the least he could do, considering what he asked of them. The norms of old were forgotten and whatever allowed them to cut a bloody swath to the Fae’s rooftop forest was all that mattered. They had enough explosives to bring the entire skyscraper down if need be and each had been instructed to make their lives count.  
 
    And they would have to, Angus thought. The timer on every explosive carried would detonate in an hour, whether his warriors made it to the building’s structure points or not. As long as at least half of his team reached their destinations in that time, their own deaths would bring the Fae to their knees and set the foundation for the safety of his wife and child. 
 
    “Do we need to prep for a jump?” Angus asked the pilot over the com. 
 
    The darkness had returned and was eager to be let loose, but it would have to bide its time. He couldn’t lose himself before he reached their rooftop forest. It was the heart and soul of the Fae, and their Sidhe were tied to it. If he destroyed the forest, there would be no recovering. 
 
    Realizing the pilot had yet to respond, Angus tried to hail him again. 
 
    Still nothing. 
 
    Angus got up and opened the door separating the pilot from the transport. As the door slid open, the Jarl was forced back by the force of the wind flowing through the shattered glass from the cockpit. Most of the pilot’s chest had been blown open, but one hand still clutched the yoke. Angus had enough time to make out the building ahead of them as they rushed toward the upper level. 
 
    They weren’t high enough to land on the roof and there wasn’t enough time to redirect it. Seeing this unfold, Angus rushed back to his seat and yelled, “Brace for impact!” 
 
    There wasn’t enough time to see if his words had been heeded as their aero-transport crash landed through the side of the building. Lights flickered, the world rocked a few unprepared Huscarls from their seats, and then everything was silent. 
 
    But it wouldn’t last. 
 
    Angus was already out of his seat, pulling back the action of his Jotun automatic and checking to make sure he had two more drums of ammunition on him. Reaching the rear hatch release, the Jarl found Baldr at his side. The Bloodsport Champion had the same nonchalant expression on his face he always did.  
 
    “Shall we walk the path, Jarl?” Baldr said, brandishing the great spear, Wyrm-Tooth. The Runes pulsed pale green in the confines of the aero-carrier. 
 
    Nineteen Huscarls stood at the ready behind them. Each was armed with enough firepower to conquer a city block in the Outskirts. 
 
    Angus nodded and with his hand on the lever release, he turned to his Huscarls. 
 
    “You all know what to do,” he said, making sure to stare each man in the eye. They were giving everything in service to him. The least he could do was memorize their faces. “Each team is to attach their package to a given point and retreat to the rooftop. The Allfather is watching, let us make him proud!” 
 
    Accompanied by a feral roar of his Huscarls, Angus pulled the lever. 
 
    The rear hatch of the aero-carrier dropped down with a shudder, causing the dust from the wreckage to billow outward as Angus rushed out with his warriors. Angus’ targeting visor dropped over his dominant eye and he saw the thermal signatures of Fae and their followers rushing in to stop them. Bringing his Jontun to his shoulder, Angus dropped the first with a tight burst, the wrought-iron slugs ripped the Fae apart before it even had a chance to find cover. In one smooth motion, he transitioned to the next target just as an enemy Fae trained his sights on Angus. It was a frozen moment, as two warriors realized they were about to kill each other. To shoot was to die, yet to jump to cover meant offering your enemy an opportunity to kill you if they were willing to gamble with their own life. Unfortunately for the Fae, Angus had already set his mind to that particular task. The side of his mouth tugged in a feral smile as he pulled the trigger, just as the Fae attempted to run for cover. To the Fae’s credit, he almost reached a slab of concrete when the slugs punched through his lungs. 
 
    Baldr surged forward, the only weapon in his hands was Wyrm-Tooth, but he wrought terrible destruction with the ancient weapon. Most of what Angus could see of the warrior was the trail of sea green Rune-light and bodies as he blurred from one position to the next. No Fae could match his speed and the Bloodsport Champion held nothing back. 
 
    His Huscarls cut loose, spraying wrought-iron rounds and spreading death as they moved. The makeshift security was torn apart as his warriors pushed further into the building. In short order, Angus and his people had cleared the area, at least for the moment. 
 
    “Split up,” Angus called over the com. “Baldr and I will secure the rooftop. Place your charges and make it back if you can. If not,” Angus allowed the words to hang. “Then I will see you on the path.” 
 
    His warriors pounded their chests in reply and split off into four teams of five, save for the one group who lost a member on the landing.  
 
    Angus checked his wrist system’s HUD system, seeing the electronic layout of the building as it was displayed. After locating the stairwell leading up, he began making his way just as Baldr returned to his side. 
 
    “I will get you to the roof, Jarl, but as soon as the Justicar arrives you’re on your own. It will take all my focus to bring it down, and even then, I promise nothing. I cannot keep you safe.” The words were spoken with such certainty of purpose that Angus knew them to be true. 
 
    “Do what you must,” Angus said, earning a nod from the warrior. 
 
    Together they moved up the stairwell, unaware of what threats lay before them, but ready for it all the same. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    “Contacts sighted,” Iron said as he drove. “Six o’clock.” 
 
    Buildings passed by as Glint’s Packmate swerved between combustion cars in a vain attempt to reach the dockyard. Yuri glanced behind, seeing the Sky Seekers on their grav bikes as they closed the distance behind them. The Khan’s Seekers weren’t hindered by the obstacles on the ground like they were. It was only a matter of time before they caught up. 
 
    Angus pulled Yuri aside right after their son was born and the conversation they had left Yuri with a pain in his heart he wasn’t sure would ever fade away.  
 
    “I’m not going to survive this,” Angus told him. 
 
    “Bah,” Yuri scoffed. “You’ll be fine. Just set the charges and be ready for Glint’s pickup. We’ll be waiting for you on the docks.” 
 
    Angus couldn’t look at him for a moment, then, “There isn’t going to be a pickup. This is a one-way ticket.” 
 
    Yuri hadn’t known what to say to that. “Then I will go with you.” 
 
    “No, my friend.” Angus said with a slow shake of his head. “I need you with Hakon and Helen.” 
 
    “But my duty—” 
 
    “Your duty is to my bloodline,” Angus said over him. The words were harsh, but his tone softened.  
 
    “Then come with us,” Yuri said. “There is no cowardice in this, Little Jarl. Valhalla Steel needs your leadership. Baldr will ensure it is done right.” 
 
    “I can’t,” Angus told him. 
 
    Anger began to blossom in Yuri’s chest. Why couldn’t the fool boy see past his own ego, he wondered. “This job isn’t life, Angus. There is nothing to prove. Your father was the same way and I’ll not have you go down that path. Stay with Helen and the child. They need to be your priority right now. We will figure it out afterward.” 
 
    Yuri expected Angus to use his authority at that point, as was his right as Jarl, but instead he smiled, and the sadness Yuri saw in his eyes would remain with him until his dying day. 
 
    “You think the Fae will stop if I still draw breath?” 
 
    “No, but we can try,” Yuri urged. 
 
    “I’m responsible for the death of their children,” Angus said, and Yuri could hear the turmoil in his voice. “The thing is, I understand it now, why they have hunted us down. I butchered an entire people. Their lore, culture, all those they loved, and then they tried to do the same to us. Tell me, Yuri, would I be any different if they took Hakon or Helen away from me?” 
 
    If Yuri could have found the right words to say to keep Angus from doing this, he would have spoken them then and there. Yet, he knew the stain on his soul was but a pale shadow of the guilt Angus bore.  
 
    Angus ran a hand along the side of his head before squeezing the back of his own neck. “I ask only one favor, Yuri, and I don’t ask it as your Jarl, nor as your friend, but as the son you helped raise to the man he wished had been his father.” 
 
    The words hit Yuri like a hammer blow, and he did not trust himself to speak. Angus, whether he noticed Yuri’s reaction or not, continued. “Teach him what it is to be a Jarlson but make him better. Don’t let my son lose himself to the darkness within. My Da never taught me how to control it and look at the mess I’ve made. The boy will need guidance, and, if it can’t be me, I can think of no better example than you.” 
 
    “Very well,” Yuri managed after clearing his throat. “I will help raise the boy.” 
 
    Angus embraced him then, holding the giant warrior tightly and Yuri returned it with a fraction of his own strength. It was a goodbye, and Yuri hadn’t wanted to let him go, but as his Jarl’s arms went slack, he did. 
 
    As Angus was about to return to spend a few moments with his wife and child, he looked back at Yuri. “Don’t tell Helen until you're on the ship. I don’t think she will understand, and I can’t have her risking her life for nothing.” 
 
    Yuri nodded, “As you wish, Little Jarl.” 
 
    Angus smiled, this time more at ease than before, then opened the door and sat beside his wife and newborn son. Yuri watched them for a moment, seeing the love they shared in their final minutes together. He watched until his heart could take it no longer and left to meet Iron and Resolve by the vehicle to make sure it was ready for transport. 
 
    Yuri felt the weight of that conversation like a stone slab tied to his back. The aging warrior glanced over at Helen, who was laying Hakon in the protective dome that acted as an armored carrier for the babe. She looked exhausted. The purple under her eyes and the sunken expression on her face told of the battle she had just undergone to bring life into the world. And now she was being forced into another. Yet even as she lay her child down and placed a kiss on his brow, she began to put on her battle attire from the canvas bag at her feet. 
 
    “Helen,” Yuri began, but she raised a hand to silence him. 
 
    Slipping free her Contour Prime, she checked the weapon over, sliding the magazine out before switching her wrought-iron ammunition for another marked ‘AP’, for armor piercing rounds. 
 
    “My husband, the father of my child, is about to sacrifice everything for our family. Do you really think I’ll just sit idly by?” she snapped, and Yuri saw the tears forming at the corners of her eyes. 
 
    “You know,” he stated. There was no point in denying it.  
 
    Helen glared for a moment, then shook her head and began to slip on a spare combat vest, “Of course I know, you old fool. He’s not much of a liar.” For a moment, her features softened. “Angus is giving our son a chance at life, what sort of mother would I be if I squandered his sacrifice by trying to get him back? It dishonors his memory.” 
 
    She pulled back the action of her Contour and tested the shoulder brace that popped out, even as a few tears rolled down her cheek. She brushed them off with the back of her hand, staring down at the moisture on her hand as if annoyed by it. Yuri couldn’t help but marvel at her will. She knew exactly what Angus was planning and was prepared to support it. The boy had chosen his wife well. 
 
    “You act as if he’s already dead,” Yuri said, eyes watching as the Seekers drew closer. 
 
    Helen reached out to him and grabbed his hand of flesh and bone. “That’s because he is, Yuri. We have said our goodbyes and—” She stopped, voice breaking with the last. 
 
    He gave her hand a slight squeeze, feeling the loss once more. “Then let us do his memory justice.” 
 
    Patting his hand, Helen released her grip and said nothing more. 
 
    “I can delay them,” Resolve offered, the Packmate casually resting his hands on the carbine in his lap. 
 
    Yuri watched as the Seekers started closing the gap between them. “How far is it to the dockyard, Iron?” 
 
    “Two point three miles. With this traffic, however, we might have to take it by foot.” Iron said as they swerved between several lanes of traffic. 
 
    Yuri was about to glance at Helen to better judge her physical condition, but the look she gave could curdle milk, so he decided against mentioning it. 
 
    “Do what you can,” Yuri rumbled. “The closer we can get, the better chance we’ll have to make it.” 
 
    Resolve nodded, an eager smile on his face as he tapped the button to lower one of the windows and hoisted himself outside. To Yuri’s surprise, Helen did the same on the opposite window. Yuri, for the time being, was useless until they exited. The transport Humvee was modified to accommodate his frame, but it was compact enough that he had little to no room to move. For now, he would have to wait. 
 
    Yuri counted seven Seekers close enough to attack, with distant hovering figures some distance behind. The Khan must have been waiting for a moment like this, Yuri thought. It seemed their lives were filled with one running battle after the next, each costing more than they could recover from. The weight of all the lives lost, including those he had taken, seemed to bear down on him now. All this loss, and for what? 
 
    Yuri’s eyes drifted to the armored carrier where Hakon had been placed and knew his answer, even as Helen and Resolve opened fire on the enemy. The sharp cracks of gunfire seemed to build as the two marksmen dropped four Seekers in as many shots. A car ahead of them was engulfed in flames as what appeared to be a heavy gauss cannon had been attached to several grav-bikes. Iron was doing his best to avoid them, but it was getting difficult as the traffic began to tighten down. Yet, through all this Yuri stared at the child’s carrier. 
 
    The Humvee swerved as another gauss round ripped up the road and sheared away a section of plating on their vehicle. 
 
    “It’s too tight,” Iron called to them. “Prepare to run for it.”  
 
    Gently, Yuri pressed the tab so he could see the boy.  
 
    A head of dark hair and eyes as grey as their mountain home. Yuri knew he was looking at a child of destiny. With a small blade he carried at his hip, Yuri sliced the tip of his thumb and allowed the tiny Jarl to grab it.  
 
    “I pledge myself to you, Jarl. All that I am, and all that I have left, is yours.” 
 
    The child blinked up at Yuri without an ounce of understanding, and Yuri smiled as he closed the protective containment unit. 
 
    The Humvee rocked to the side as one of the rear tires was shot out. Helen ducked back inside, but Resolve was pitched out the window, his body skipping across five lanes before he was lost from sight. Helen immediately wrapped herself around her child’s protective case as the Humvee tipped. Yuri, however, had been prepared for this and, bracing his augmented legs, launched himself out the back doors. Leading with the shoulder that carried God-Fist, there was a flash of pale Runelight, then the metal hinges screamed as they were ripped away and Yuri was airborne. 
 
    He scraped along pavement as he touched ground, sending sparks from his metal legs as he desperately tried to keep his footing until God-fist locked onto a nearby semi and he was able to right himself. He felt the semi slamming on its brakes and the former Thane glanced back to see the Humvee had crashed into the vehicles ahead of them, causing a massive wreck that clogged the entire highway. A quick assessment revealed Helen, Iron, and the child carrier already exiting the vehicle.  
 
    Good, he thought as the massive semi-truck he had attached himself to screeched to a halt. He would hold the Seekers here, hopefully allowing Helen to escape to the ship. 
 
    Yuri watched the approaching grav-bikes losing count around twenty. God-Fist locked into place, the Runes glowing brighter than ever before and his free hand drew his fully automatic machine pistol.  
 
    Yuri strode toward the center of the highway where a small clearing had been made by the halted traffic. “You wish the child!” he roared, and the lead Sky Seekers seemed to slow as they spotted him. They would know who he was, and few would think of passing him by without at least a moment of hesitation. 
 
    “I am Yuri Jarlson! Breaker of trolls, slayer of the High Noble Grabache Sidhe, and Huscarl to the new Jarl Hakon. Any man or woman who seeks to pass, will join me on the path to paradise!” 
 
    While the lead Sky Seekers had significantly slowed, a pair from the rear guard of their operation barreled forward with hoots and shouts filled with eager voices of those naive enough to believe they would make it.  
 
    It was time to prove them wrong. 
 
    As the closest neared, Yuri launched himself from the ground, his augmented limbs allowing him to reach the height of the first Sky Seeker’s grav-bike. He caught a glimpse of her surprised expression as God-Fist slammed into the central control system, sending the rider and her grav-bike careening off the highway. As he fell, Yuri took aim at the second, who was attempting to ride past him, and pulled the trigger. It was a long shot for a pistol, but the amount of lead he unleashed was enough to topple the rider from his bike. The shocks in Yuri’s legs absorbed the impact from his landing and the concrete cracked beneath him. 
 
    More Sky Seekers had caught up with those who had slowed. Fingers pointed in Yuri’s direction and shouts could be heard, but the old warrior simply reloaded his magazine. After a brief shouting match between two lead riders, half the group cut back, likely going the long way around while the newcomers began to come forward.  
 
    “Untuck your tails and let’s have at it,” Yuri shouted, “I’ve only got a few years left and I’d rather not waste them waiting.” 
 
    Grav-bike’s roared to life and Yuri moved to meet them. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-Three 
 
      
 
    “Team Three is down, Jarl,” the voice cried over the com. “We didn’t make it. Dropping off package and coming back.” 
 
    Angus crouched against the yew tree, eyes scanning the rooftop forest for any sign of a threat.  
 
    “Fucking Sidhe and Druids everywhere! Rek and Garret are cut off, we can’t hold—” another team leader roared before his com cut out. 
 
    The Jarl ignored their cries as he caught faint movement in the thicket to his three o’clock. He had heard it all before. The last cry of defiance before the end. At least this time he could take solace in knowing his men had met their deaths willingly. 
 
    “Godsdamnitt, Jarl, we can’t make it back. Setting charges to detonate. See you on the path.” 
 
    The explosion that followed shook the building to its foundations and the hidden Fae Angus had been tracking revealed himself as the rooftop forest shuddered. Angus burst from his hiding spot and fired a brief volley that ripped the Fae’s chest cavity open, just as its accomplices opened fire. 
 
    Angus dove behind another yew for cover and the tree was utterly mangled by their return fire. This is it, he told himself, even as wood splinters sank into the bits of exposed flesh along his face and arms. This was his moment to earn his family's safety and find his place in the Halls of Valhalla. The darkness within, his constant companion, longed to be released. 
 
    “Stop!” a harsh voice called out. “Damnit, you’re causing so much damage I can’t feel him.” 
 
    Almost immediately the gunfire ceased but Angus remained in place. He knew that voice. At least, he knew to whom it belonged. Only Ahearn, the son of Dullahan, could replicate so similar a sound. It was the same Fae who tried to have his wife and child murdered. The darkness that dwelled within Angus threatened to take hold, but he knew he couldn’t allow it. Not just yet. He needed to find the central Yew tree. It held a great deal of value to the Fae and, without it, they would be lost, for their connection to the forest was something that went beyond tradition. It was a requirement of life for the Fae, and he would rip it from them. 
 
    Their voices lowered after a moment, but Ahearn had already played his hand by allowing Angus to know that he could be detected. Taking a flash-bang from his belt, he tossed it between them and waited. The pop that sounded was accompanied by a flash of light and Angus sprinted deeper into the forest while the chiming sound of Fae screams filled the night air.  
 
    He could only assume Baldr had found them. 
 
    The Thane had left his company shortly upon arrival to the rooftop forest and had been acting as his shadow off and on ever since. Angus had only caught glimpses of the warrior as he blurred between the trees more naturally than the Fae could ever hope. He was an apex predator in an environment that allowed him to thrive. Angus almost felt sorry for any hapless Druid or Fae that went against the man. 
 
    “I feel you, Jarl,” Ahearn called from somewhere within the depths of the wood. “Come to the Great Yew and let us settle this.” 
 
    Angus was no fool to trust the word of a Fae, and continued along the path he had chosen, as much as he longed to pierce the bastard’s heart. Taking a quick look back to see if he was being followed, Angus spotted four Fae bodies, haplessly tossed about like lifeless rag dolls. Another sign of Baldr’s handywork. 
 
    “Package delivered,” came another voice over the com. “Team leader Borain is dead, this is Peter, assuming command of our team.” 
 
    Angus tapped his wrist com system to send a confirmation message without vocalizing. Peter, the Huscarl who lost his arm at the start. That had been one of Baldr’s picks. It seemed the man had chosen well.  
 
    Angus tried to access his infrared optics, but they were fried. Once he stepped through the forest, his GPS had gone the same way as his targeting system, so he had to rely on his own senses to find his way, yet the forest felt far too vast. Some Fae magic was in the air, but all he could do was focus on the task at hand. There was no fallback, no retreat, he had to ensure the safety of those he loved. 
 
    After a few minutes traveling, he stopped as two figures emerged from a thicket, the thistles and branches moving aside so that neither was touched. Both came to stand on the path before him, eyes fixed on Angus with a mixture of contempt and hatred. For what, he could only guess, but the intent to kill was clear on their rigid faces. 
 
    “We see you Glade Burner,” intoned the male Fae, an amber glow filling his eyes. 
 
    “You must pay for your sins,” said his female counterpart. 
 
    Suddenly the very shrubs and vines Angus had been hiding behind began to animate, an amber glow that matched the Sidhe’s eyes covering them as they darted toward Angus, wrapping about his legs and torso and squeezing tight. When he led the assault on the Uthweign Glade, he’d lost dozens of his people to Fae magic as the very forest had come to life to slaughter them, but he was prepared this time. From a pouch at his hip, Angus opened it and, squeezing his eyes tight, covered himself in iron shavings. The foliage recoiled almost immediately as the bits of iron turned healthy green vegetation black and brown. At the same moment, the male Sidhe screamed as he fell to the ground and clawed at his eyes.  
 
    “Brother,” the female Sidhe cried as she tried to help the thrashing Fae. 
 
    Angus shrugged the plants off and leveled his Jotun at her before she could raise whatever magic was building behind her own eyes. The first two shots put her down and the third he used to finish off the other as he wept on the forest floor.  
 
    “Almost to you,” Peter said over the com. “Rendezvoused with what’s left of team three and grabbed another from team one. We have six Huscarls at our disposal.” 
 
    “Hold the entrance,” Angus said. “We caught them by surprise, but reinforcements will be here soon. Take as many on the path as you can, I’m going silent.” 
 
    “Allfather guide you,” Peter said. 
 
    Angus glanced down at the two deceased Fae. “I hope he does,” he whispered to himself. 
 
    The Jarl paused as he noticed massive yew branches looming overhead, reaching out and over the top of the rest of this section of the forest. It took him a moment to realize where they were originating from and that allowed him to see that he was being led away from the Great Yew rather than towards it. Immediately, Angus altered course and began following the branches while, in the back of his mind, he wondered just how much time he had left. There was no telling how long it would take for one of Tenocore’s Justicars to reach them, but it couldn’t be too far off.  
 
    As he continued, branches slowly became larger and larger until they finally led him to the trunk of the Great Yew. Even as he reached it, he could see they were waiting for him.  
 
    Three Fae stood at the base of the tree. A pair of Redcaps on either side of Ahearn. One was armed with a machine gun and the other a silvered blade and knife, both of which seemed like extensions of the Redcap’s body. 
 
    “I’m surprised you made it,” Ahearn began, a grin on his angular face. “Not many have the strength of will to enter unwanted, let alone reach their destination. But then, Glade Burner, you are no stranger to our sacred places.” 
 
    Angus slowly moved forward, making sure to keep the various trees between himself and his enemy.  
 
    Keep your head, he told himself, as the rage within longed to escape.  
 
    This was the Fae responsible for his wife’s suffering and he was so close, but there was every chance things would go poorly. Already he was outnumbered by three individuals that exceeded him physically. He couldn’t lose his mind to the siren song of violence.  
 
    Not yet. 
 
    “I didn’t come to exchange pleasantries,” Angus called. “And by the looks of the dogs you surround yourself with, you’re not here to talk either.” 
 
    Angus couldn’t see the faces of the grey-skinned Redcaps behind their crimson helmets, but their body language went from potential violence to open aggression.  
 
    Ahearn chuckled, the musical quality that embodied Fae voices completely removed and replaced with what sounded like gravel against pavement. “You can’t hope to escape this place. Even as we speak your men are dying, the Sky Seekers have already engaged your wife’s transport, and whatever your plans for that pesky Net Runner of yours have been foiled. Your attempt has failed, and retribution is coming.” 
 
    Burning rage filled his chest and his hands began to shake as adrenaline flowed through him. The urge to kill was paramount in his mind, but he focused his thoughts on Helen’s face, of Hakon’s hand as it gripped his own, so tiny in comparison. His heart filled with pride and pain, and he kept those two images in place. 
 
    “Did you know my wife was pregnant when you tried to have her killed?” 
 
    Ahearn’s brow scrunched, the question seeming to catch him off guard. 
 
    And that’s when Angus made his play.  
 
    That brief moment of hesitation was all Angus needed as he brought his Jontun to his shoulder and fired. 
 
    Despite having aimed for Ahearn, the Fae’s reflexes were beyond his own as the Fae grabbed the Redcap with the machine gun and used him as a body shield. Several rounds skittered off the rounded pieces of his body armor, but just as many punched through, likely ricocheting on the backside of the body armor, and likely entering the Fae once more. Ahearn cast the body aside and darted off to cover while the other Redcap screamed and charged, cutting a zig zag pattern that Angus could barely track without his optics. Knowing he was outclassed in speed, Angus almost embraced the darkness that seemed to be boiling over, only barely keeping it in check.  
 
    Then Peter’s voice sounded in his ear as intense gunfire echoed across the rooftop forest. “Contact. Redcaps incoming. An entire fucking contingent. We’ve got them in a choke point, but it won't last long.” 
 
    Angus couldn’t help them, let alone speak as his enemy closed the gap between them. Yet another answered the call. 
 
    “On my way,” Baldr said. 
 
    Angus didn’t have time to worry, as he continued to fire at the rapidly approaching Fae. As his Jontun clicked dry Angus dropped the weapon and reached for his Loki Distortion Blade. He had just managed to draw it, having yet to press the activation bead when the Redcap was upon him, a fighting knife in one hand and a wickedly curved saber in the other. Angus was considered something of a top tier swordsman by human standards, but the Fae were designed for speed. There would be little contest between them if he didn’t embrace the violence in his heart. But he refused, not entirely sure if he still did it for his family, or for himself. If he was to die, he wanted to do so as Angus, not as the mindless butcher he became when he gave himself over.   
 
    The Redcap, however, held no such reservations as it began a series of strikes designed to pull Angus out of position. He barely managed to parry the attacks as they came in with blow after blow. Their blades flashed back and forth until he managed to activate the weapon. There was a low thrum, as the end of the sword flickered back and forth so quickly it became impossible to tell where the tip of his blade was. Seeing this, the Fae’s attack faltered. It didn’t matter how much speed the Redcap was capable of, if he couldn’t see Angus’ weapon, he was at a disadvantage. 
 
    They came together once more, sparks flashing as whatever the Redcap’s sword was made of could not be cut by the Displacement Blade.  
 
    “I will see you weep before the end,” the Redcap hissed, as it parried Angus’ thrust and swept its dagger low. 
 
    Hot pain flared along Angus’ thigh as the knife laid him open, but the cut had been achieved at the cost of the Fae becoming unbalanced and Angus managed to rotate his wrist allowing the Redcap’s vaunted speed to carry him past. Then he brought his sword down in one viscous horizontal stroke, cutting the Redcap’s head in half at the jawline. 
 
    Embracing the pain, he turned to where Ahearn ran. He had lost track of the Fae and was trying to locate him when fresh agony erupted in his stomach. Turning, Angus could see Ahearn’s standing behind him with a smoking gun. The Fae fired twice more into his chest and Angus staggered back, knowing at least two had gone completely through him. 
 
    “You’re an animal, Jarl,” Ahearn said calmly. “You see, unlike my kind, I don’t hold to the bigotry of the old days. I don’t believe humans are beneath us, for the most part,” he added with grim satisfaction. “But when I look at you, well, I understand why my people believe that. Just look at yourself,” Ahearn said, waving a dismissive hand. “Shot to shit and still trying to get back up. You’ve lost Glade Burner, but I’m not sure that underdeveloped brain of yours can comprehend such things.” 
 
    Angus fought for air, even as he coughed out blood. Staring at it, he could make out bubbles, indicating a lung shot. The song of violence was playing in his mind stronger than ever before and he was finding it more difficult to resist. 
 
    “You are responsible for the slaughter of the Uthweign bloodline,” Ahearn said, spitting on Angus as he brought the pistol to bear, “Amazing how my people have feared you for so long, yet here you lay, ready to be put down like the beast you are. Enjoy seeing your family in hell.” 
 
    Time seemed to slow as Angus watched the barrel of the pistol leveled at him. He could picture Helen as he had left her, holding onto the only thing Angus had done right in this world, even as the darkness filled him. 
 
    Very well, old friend, Angus thought as he allowed himself to embrace the cold rage that yearned for release. His heart began to hammer in his chest, and the pain faded from his mind as his ragged breathing picked up. The corners of his mouth felt tight as he gripped his sword. 
 
    Then Angus smiled. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Ahearn stared down at the fallen human, the Guardian within him finally roused from its silent treatment. He knew it desired, above many things, to kill the man who had slain its former host. Ahearn would give it no such pleasure. He had brought down the Glade Burner with a simple pistol, not requiring the gifts passed on by his father. With this killer put down, Ahearn’s rise to power would skyrocket him into the life he longed for.  
 
    What baffled him, however, was why a broken man would smile. 
 
    The Guardian was raging against the confines of Ahearn’s mind, pressing unlike ever before and, to his shock, as he was about to pull the trigger, Angus darted forward. Caught by surprise, his shot went wide, punching through the Glade Burner’s shoulder even as he drove his sword toward Ahearn’s heart. As Ahearn watched his enemy’s movements, he couldn’t comprehend how the man was moving. He had been dying just moments before, and now he was on the attack with a ferocity Ahearn had yet to witness. The man should have been choking on his own blood, not coming forward with the intent to kill.  
 
    Ahearn tried to get out of the way, but the blade drove into his side, sliding out with only a brief delay as skin gave way to steel.  
 
    Ahearn screamed. 
 
    Never before had he felt such pain. It filled his mind to the point that he could think of nothing but escape. Despite his advanced speed, Angus was so close and moving with such ease that it defied all reason. Confusion, fear and panic, all the same feelings his father had gone through in his final moments, flooded Ahearn as he was unable to tear his eyes away from the terrible smile that split the Glade Burner’s face. 
 
    In his panic, he reached for the Guardian to protect him, surrendering himself entirely to its control. There was a sensation of triumph as Ahearn found himself taking a backseat to his own body. At this point he could only watch as his momentum switched from flight to attack.  
 
    “Glade Burner!” a new voice roared from Ahearn’s throat, a deep, foreboding echo that followed the sound of his voice.  
 
    The Guardian managed to avoid the blistering series of attacks and, drawing from the power that it was made of, sent a devastating current of green energy from his hand. Angus made to sidestep it, but the magic of the Guardian arched to reach him, melting the Glade Burner’s free hand from his body. Yet, the maniac, with his terrible smile, barreled forward, unfazed by the loss as he rammed the sword along the inside of Ahearn’s thigh. It was only then, that a gut sinking realization hit him. 
 
    The Glade Burner had just severed an artery. 
 
    If he didn’t escape soon, he was going to die. It didn’t matter how powerful he was, the man fought as though possessed. Angus’ burning gaze focused entirely on Ahearn with a single minded intent to kill. 
 
    The Guardian could see how the Glade Burner was slowing. It tried to force Ahearn to see it as well, for it felt the Fae attempting to regain control. The man was dying, and the weight of his numerous injuries was taking its toll. The Guardian desired only to be allowed a few more moments and it would win. Still, Ahearn had seen his father’s death through the Guardian’s memories, and he knew it had thought the same thing before Dullahan was cut down. In Ahearn’s mind, the Glade Burner was beyond death and would remain so until he completed what he set out to do. 
 
    “There you are,” the Glade Burner hissed through clenched teeth. “Time to carve another happy smile along your throat.” 
 
    In that moment, the Guardian knew fear and Ahearn took that opportunity to resume control, immediately fleeing away from the maniac before he could finish the job. The Guardian, once it realized what was happening, tried to force its way back in, seeing the Glade Burner stagger and almost go down, only to steady himself against the Great Yew with the stump of his arm. His eyes blazed with unrelenting rage and his smile remained even as he spit a glob of congealed blood on the ground.  
 
    Ahearn, however, had lost the will to fight and put as much distance as he could between himself and the grinning nightmare. He could hear the Jarl’s bloodcurdling screams no matter how far he ran. 
 
    “Guardian,” he heard over his com, finally snapping him out of his mindless panic. 
 
    It took a moment to realize Calma was speaking to him. “We secured Fate at the amphitheater and await your presence. Is the Glade Burner taken care of?” 
 
    Ahearn slowed his directionless flight, realizing there was no way the human could have followed him this far. It took him a moment to realize what Calma had said. The amphitheater, why? His thoughts were becoming foggy as he struggled to comprehend why they weren’t going toward the Great Yew.  
 
    “On my way,” he rasped. “Have medical staff ready for support, I’m hurt bad.” 
 
    “And the Glade Burner?” 
 
    For a moment, the strength in his severed thigh gave out and he went to a knee as the world around him spun about. It was getting more and more difficult to think.  
 
    “He won’t be leaving the forest alive,” Ahearn managed. 
 
    “Good. I have a medical team waiting for you,” Calma said. “Where is the Glade Burner’s body?” 
 
    Ahearn shook his head in vain attempt to clear the fog in his mind, Ahearn had to focus to give his answer. “Great Yew,” he managed. 
 
    There was no reply. 
 
    Ahearn felt his strength ebbing, his limbs sluggish as his run became a stumbling walk, then he tripped. Gazing down at the opened flesh of his thigh, he watched as blood slowly pumped out of him and into the soil. Desperate, he reached out to the Guardian, drawing what he needed to burn the flesh closed along his thigh and side. It railed against him, trying to cut him off and regain control, but it could no more do that than exist in this world without a host. It called him coward, failure, an affront to his title, and any number of insults he could no longer filter out. And yet, they didn’t seem to matter anymore. In fact, Ahearn didn’t feel much of the pain, which seemed odd, considering how awful it had been not long ago.  
 
    None of it mattered, he told himself. All he wanted was to live. 
 
    Reaching into his pocket, Ahearn pulled a chem-tab and injected himself. In moments what pain remained vanished, and he felt a renewed sense of energy that allowed him to get back on his feet. The trees seemed to sway about in a way he had never seen before, and he could hear himself chuckling. In the distance he thought he heard another explosion before the ground shook. There was screaming over his com, but he got tired of hearing it, so he tore it off his ear and tossed it somewhere in the swaying vegetation that surrounded him. Then the air suddenly filled with an odd buzzing sound that he knew he had heard someplace but couldn’t remember where. 
 
    Help us! He heard the Stones cry. 
 
    They are desecrating us, destroying us. 
 
    Traitors! 
 
    Heathens! 
 
    Guardian save us! 
 
    Ahearn chuckled, not entirely sure why, and continued his way toward the amphitheater.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-Four 
 
      
 
    “Where are you?” Sigurd called over the com. “I repeat, Akio, I need an ETA on that support. We’re pinned down.” 
 
    Gunfire chattered up on the floor above Akio in infrequent bursts while muffled shouts filled the silences in between. He heard Sigurd but said nothing as he pressed himself into the darkness of the hallway while a pair of Druids rushed to see who had killed their sentries.  
 
    Fools, he thought, waiting until they had passed him by before executing both. A flick of the finger and a bullet for each, then he was moving on, sharp eyes sweeping the area for any sign of threat, just as a third Druid came around the corner, apparently having fallen behind his companions.  
 
    “Enemy sighted, third floo—” the Druid began. 
 
    The shock on his face remained as Akio shot him through the neck, severing his spine.  
 
    Sloppy, Akio chastised himself. He should have waited to ensure there was nobody else. Yet, he was here without any planning at all, and time was of the essence if he hoped to protect his team.  
 
    Another mistake, he told himself.  
 
    Many more and he wouldn’t see the dawn of another day. At least that was what his training told him and his mind was of a similar ilk. These barbarians fought without regard for control, wearing their emotions openly, as if an extension of the attire they wore. They raged and cursed, wept and mourned, all of it for the world to see, and it baffled Akio how a group so opposite from everything he’d been taught could conduct themselves so honorably in battle. Even now, with team members down and facing overwhelming odds, they fought without thought of retreat. In his training there was no room for emotion. Those who were chosen to train to become Blossom Collectors were instructed never to get attached to their training group, as they would likely pass onto the spirit realm rather than earn the title. There was no room for camaraderie when those around you were likely to die before graduation.  
 
    As Akio rounded the corner of the hallway leading to the next flight of stairs, he caught the scuff of boots on tile just ahead of him and paused. Taking a shrapnel grenade, he removed the pin and tossed it down the next hallway. There were several panicked warning cries, then a concussive blast rocked the hall as the grenade went off. Akio pressed in immediately after, not waiting for the smoke to clear. Chaos and confusion were elements every Blossom Collector knew intimately and used them to their advantage whenever in the field.  
 
    Bits of maimed bodies lay scattered along the floor, making it difficult to know how many there had been before. He estimated four by the number of identifiable limbs on the ground and added that number to the other six he had killed since entering the building. A habit born from years of training, as every Collector was required to engrave the blossoms they claimed on his body to honor their passing.  
 
    The makeshift barricade they had erected from bits of furniture was torn apart, the sole survivor sagging over a couch that must have been pulled from one of the apartments as he struggled to put his insides back where they belonged. Akio drew the combat knife from his hip and swiped it along the dying man’s throat to ease his passing.  
 
    The eleventh blossom to be added.  
 
    Distantly, he wondered what the tenants of this building must be thinking and said a silent prayer to his ancestors that they were clever enough to find cover and hunker down. 
 
    An odd thought, he told himself. Since when had he given excess casualties any special consideration? The objective was all that mattered. It was all that should matter. 
 
    Then why am I here?  
 
    The question nagged at him from the very moment he decided to act. Surely he could have remained with his companions and supplied cover fire in order to maintain the safety of Tiam. Yet, the cost would have been at the expense of his comrades and that possibility filled him with something he had yet to come to terms with. 
 
    Doubt caused him to slow his ascension up the stairwell, and likely saved his life as a bullet hole appeared where he would have been had he continued moving at optimal speed. Turning, Akio locked onto his target, switched to burst fire, and removed the top half of his would-be killer’s skull. The woman toppled down the stairs and Akio made sure to keep his eyes up from that point on. 
 
    Twelve. 
 
    “I have nearly reached the objective,” he whispered in his com. 
 
    “Let me know when you’re about to engage and we will provide a distraction,” Sigurd said. “And Akio?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Be careful, there are at least twenty heat signatures up on that floor, and likely double that in non-combatants. The bastards are using an occupied floor as an extra shield.” 
 
    “Understood,” he said. 
 
    This was why there was no room for emotion. Empathy led to poor decision making. What should it matter if lives are lost, as long as the objective was secured? The hunter did not consider the bugs he stepped upon as he focused on his prize. Such qualities were considered weak by his Stone Dog masters.  
 
    And yet, I am no longer a Blossom Collector, Akio told himself. As if that simple acknowledgement justified his foolish actions this day. He was a Huscarl of Valhalla Steel now, and such beliefs were considered cruel. He listened closely when his comrades believed him to be ignoring them and learned much from their stories. To these barbarians, it was honorable to offer your own life for those who could not defend themselves. He heard the reverence in their voices as they spoke of fallen heroes. Those great warriors were held in high regard, but there was something sacred in the words spoken for those who died to save others. 
 
    It had given Akio much to consider.  
 
    His father had removed Akio from his position after his fifteenth mission, a feat rarely achieved by those who earned the privilege to call themselves Collectors. His kind were sent to execute targets without regard for their own wellbeing, and few lived past their first five deployments. He could think of only a handful of names in the history of Collectors to have exceeded his career. Yet even that hadn’t been enough to please the man who sired him.  
 
    Too many casualties, he had been told. Too many lost Collectors. Too much arrogance from an eighth son who only longed to serve his father. 
 
    Akio could feel his resentment building but allowed it to fade into the void of the moment. A place all Collectors learned to place their emotions and worries in order to focus on the task before them. In the Void of the Moment, a Blossom Collector cared only for the objective, everything else was but a fleeting memory.  
 
    As he reached the top of the stairs, he tapped the corner of his targeting visor, releasing the adjustable camera, which he used to look around the corner. The targeting reticle was replaced by a video feed that revealed the Druids positioned just on the other side of the door. He counted fourteen, most armed with rifles, but two with heavy machine guns facing the opposite building where his team was pinned down. Meanwhile, five were facing the stairwell doorway, weapons at the ready. Sigurd had said twenty, so there was every chance that more were hidden from view.  
 
    Akio took a calming breath, emptying his mind of all thoughts and distractions. Now was not the time to contemplate his decision. It had been made and he would see the objective obtained by any means possible. Gradually his heart rate slowed and the world around him seemed to stand out clearer than before. There was no past, no future, only the moment in which he drew breath. 
 
    “Now,” he said over the com. 
 
    The entire floor in which the Druids were holed up became a small glimpse of the Hell of Dismemberment, one of the Eighteen Hells reserved for those whose sins were too great to be overlooked by divine beings. A deserving fate for those who tied themselves to devils.  
 
    Heavy caliber rounds pounded into the building, shattering windows, and ripping apart everything save for the thickest concrete walls. Even then, first sized chunks of concrete were blown away, and those unlucky enough to find themselves in the open were similarly torn apart, their bodies painting the hallway wall behind them crimson. Akio knew Sigurd and their team couldn’t keep up that kind of firepower for long, but he waited for the concrete dust from the attack to build, obscuring the area in a choking cloud before he made his move. 
 
    His vid-feed revealed the Druids covering the stairwell had rushed to cover and were huddled together, attention temporarily diverted. Seizing his moment, Akio burst into the fourth floor, dropping the closest two before darting into the adjacent hallway and entered a room with a door that had been previously torn off its hinges along with most of the apartments in the area. It was clear the Druids had gone through most of the rooms on this level, likely to ensure there were no witnesses as they prepared their ambush. Gunfire skittered along the wall behind him as Druids fired blindly into the concrete mist. Transitioning to infrared on his ocular display, he dropped another just as Sigurd’s fire support finally subsided. As the three covering the door rose to fire on his position, Akio spotted a little girl looking at him from the middle of the hallway. Concrete dust covered her body, matting in her hair where it looked like her scalp had been split.  
 
    The two of them stared at each other for a frozen moment as the remaining Druids began to open fire. In the Void of the Moment, Akio should have rushed back into his own room for cover. It was the logical decision and would allow him to attain his objective. And yet… 
 
    Akio darted across the hall as Druid guns opened fire, grabbing up the girl and rushing. Into the next room. Something tugged at his back just as he was about to reach the other room and he found himself crashing to the floor. The girl thrashed and worked herself clear of his grip and he didn’t bother holding on as she scrambled to the corner of the room. Blinking the dust from his eyes, Akio made to stand, only to find a massive pressure jolt from his lower back and through his left leg. He reached a hand to his back, feeling the sticky warmth of his lifeblood as it flowed out of him. 
 
    He chuckled darkly, the movement sending a spasm though his lower back that stole the breath from him.  
 
    The girl watched him, fearful at first, but growing in courage as she saw the state he was in. He raised a hand to show he meant no harm and forced himself to a sitting position so that he had a visual on the hallway. The movement sent another series of spasms throughout his back and a cold sweat fell from his brow. The Druids were shouting at each other, as they attempted to rally from the counterattack. 
 
    “Akio,” Sigurd called over the com, “report.” 
 
    Try as he might, Akio couldn’t find the Void of the Moment. Instead, he waited for the spasms to subside before he responded. “Fourteen,” he managed between grinding teeth. 
 
    There was a pause before she responded, “You’ve done enough, pull the plug and get your ass back. Thanks to your distraction, we managed to drop the window covers. They’ll have to assault the building if they want to get at us.” 
 
    Akio found the very concept of moving out of the question and began probing his midsection, hoping to find the exit wound only to realize the bullet that had taken him never left his body. 
 
    “The objective isn’t over,” he told her, using his infrared to pick up on the approaching heat signatures of the Druids come to claim his life. 
 
    “Yes, it is,” Sigurd snapped, “now report back, Huscarl.” 
 
    “It has been an honor,” he said, turning off the volume on his com. 
 
    While the Druids slowly closed on his location, he turned to look at the child. Wide eyes watched him, not knowing if he was her savior or a new threat.  
 
    “There is nothing to fear from me, little bug,” he said, trying to keep the strain from his voice. “Perhaps at one time… but not now.” 
 
    He could hear voices from somewhere in the hallway outside, but they sounded so very distant.  
 
    “Best scamper to a hiding place,” he said, vision beginning to fade. “The birds have come to the cherry tree at last and they are hungry. Quickly now, before they see you.” 
 
    The girl hesitated at first, but hearing the shouts just outside the little apartment, she rushed into a back room, out of sight. 
 
    Good, Akio thought. This was what it was to be a Huscarl. This was what it meant to stand for something beyond yourself. It was strange how clear the world seemed, he mused as he ejected the magazine from his carbine, slipping a new one in with trembling hands. How wrong his previous mentality had seemed. How foolish… 
 
    It would seem, the barbarians had something to teach after all. 
 
    With what little strength he had left, Akio attached his fighting knife to the mount on the front of his carbine, locking it into place, then stood. Pain-induced nausea nearly toppled him back to the floor as spasms wracked his body, but he steadied himself against the wall as he awaited his killers. 
 
    He had lived his entire life as a Blossom Collector, it only seemed fitting that he should die as a Huscarl. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    “Akio,” Sigurd called over the com. “Akio, report. You arrogant son of a bitch, answer me,” she snarled. 
 
    After a long stretch of silence, she realized he was talking, but not to her, to someone else. Then, after a moment, his voice seemed to grow in strength. “So, you have come to collect?” 
 
    Bursts of gunfire sounded in her earpiece, echoing distantly in the building across the street. There were screams and curses, then silence. 
 
    Sigurd hung her head, knowing one more of her squad mates had fallen. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-Five 
 
      
 
    The tunnel Tiam walked through seemed to stretch forever as he moved from one patch of darkness to the next, the light he had seen before remaining a distant point despite the fact that he had been walking it for some time now. It wasn’t until he passed the same streetlamp for what must have been at least the eighth time that he knew he was stuck in a Loop. It was a simple program, used by any number of Designers and security programmers to prevent Malware or Net Runners that might attempt to access private information. While it took little effort to design them, it was ungodly difficult to break free of. If whoever created the Loop put in the effort, and Tenocore would most assuredly have spent the resources, then he was in a bad way. Normally they weren’t overly difficult to avoid but considering this was the only entrance he’d found over almost a year of searching; it was a perfect spot to place one. 
 
    And now Tiam was stuck in it. 
 
    Normally, to escape a Loop, you had to find the one piece of your surroundings that changed. A basic Loop held little complexity, often altering the color of an item, which AI and Malware weren’t able to comprehend with their limited understanding of differences in the Real. The more minute the detail that changed, the more complex the Loop. Top tier programmers could make the change something as minimal as a grain of sand. He could only imagine what a Tenocore programmer was capable of.  
 
    He had heard horror stories of Runners who got trapped in complex Loops; their bodies slowly dying in the Real, unable to be removed manually lest they become empty husks while their consciousness lay trapped in the Net. One could only speculate as to what happened to them after that. Any other Runner might consign himself to his impending death, but not Tiam. 
 
    Rather than continue forward, he began to memorize the binary around him. Technically, a Loop had similar qualities as a Blend. It took the binary in the area, altering the most miniscule sample to keep the structure without breaking it. So rather than look for a tiny change, he evaluated the binary. As he did, he found himself able to memorize each section, categorizing the binary trends and locking them with crystal clarity in his mind in a manner he never would have thought possible before.  
 
    This was something new. Something he had never heard of before, and he knew it had everything to do with the Runesmith’s modifications. 
 
    That was when he noticed the heat building from the port itself and realized the darkness around him was illuminated in orange Runelight which seemed to pulse in an area of ground further down the tunnel. Tiam found himself following a specific line of code in the highlighted area that led him to the corner of the tunnel where a single, and infinitely tiny piece of binary could be found. Reaching down, he found a hair so thin and wispy that there was no way, even with full illumination, that he would have ever located it on his own. He could see the deception in the code, understanding the complexity of it. Not only would this tiny hair alter its position within the Loop, but each repeated passage through only made the hair more transparent.  
 
    Whoever made this was a true master of programing and Tiam repressed a shudder at the implication of someone with such skill. Regardless, he needed to get out and on with his mission. Pinching the hair between his fingers, he dug his thumb nail into the center, splitting it. Then the world around him shuddered, breaking apart in pieces, like tiles falling from a ceiling. As each piece fell, blinding white light shown through. The few times he had practiced escaping a Loop, he simply reappeared as he should within the Net, yet as the darkness around him was replaced, Tiam found himself in the circular lobby of a massive building.  
 
    Gone was Tiam’s mental perception of the Net, replaced by modern windows that spanned the circumference of the domed glass ceiling, beyond which seemed to be a sort of aurora he couldn’t see through. The grungy brick walls and back alleys were gone, replaced with modern technology set in an immaculately clean waiting room. Tiam looked down at himself, seeing that he still maintained the same appearance he always had within the Net. It was simply the location that had changed. 
 
    There was only one sort of place within the Net that did not allow you to perceive the binary around you in the manner you saw fit, and that was a Designer Pocket. A place entirely manufactured and controlled by a Designer, allowing them to dictate everything from the gravity to the physical structure of the world he now existed in.  
 
    He had wandered into such a place when he was in his teens. Lured by a Designer with a twisted mind, Tiam had been tortured and toyed with for days. He barely escaped with his mind intact, but his body hadn’t been so lucky... 
 
    He had only just escaped the Loop to be trapped in a prison far worse than simply repeating the same moment over and over again.  
 
    “Well, this is unexpected,” came a deep, yet feminine voice from behind. 
 
    Turning, he found himself standing before a woman of no small stature. Like Sigurd, she stood nearly a head taller than Tiam, but that was where the similarities ended. Emerald green eyes fixed on him over ebony skin. She wore a form fitting black dress with gold inlay that emphasized her lithe frame. There was something extremely familiar about her, but for the life of him, Tiam couldn’t place where he had seen her face before. He could feel the power she commanded as if it radiated from her and, he reminded himself, as long as he was in this Designer Pocket he was at her mercy. 
 
    He still maintained his altered outward appearance, something that should have been stripped away had he been under the influence of a Designer Pocket. 
 
    Keeping his hand far from the revolver under his coat, Tiam offered his best smile. “Sorry, I must have taken a wrong turn. I’ll be on my way.” 
 
    He turned to leave, ready to Jump if he had to, only to find himself stuck in place. There were no exits, and any time he tried to focus on the binary of his temporary server, it changed in his mind. Like grasping at mist, he couldn’t seem to lock onto it. His words had only been meant to buy himself time, but she responded with a throaty laugh. 
 
    “And such a good sport too,” her smile seemed genuine, which only put Tiam further on edge. “Please, have a seat,” she said, her hand outstretched to the side where a comfortable chair materialized. “It has been some time since I’ve had company in this place.” 
 
    “You know,” Tiam began. “I really should be leaving.” 
 
    “Sit,” she insisted, the chair vanishing and reappearing directly behind him. For a moment, he felt as if his binary was attempting a Jump without his say, but it remained in place while the back of his neck grew warm. 
 
    Her brow scrunched, and she gave him an evaluating gaze. “Please.” 
 
    Tiam took note. Perhaps she didn’t have as much control as he first believed. Regardless, it was safe to assume she believed she did, so he did as he was asked. It was better to allow a potential threat to assume dominance than to have at it right then and there. At least now he could buy some time to think. Seeing him comply, the woman walked closer, a table appearing between them as she neared. When she went to sit, her own chair materialized just as her weight came down.  
 
    “Let me guess,” she began, “Glint sent you.” 
 
    Tiam paused, feeling the weight of her eyes, noticing that they never seemed to blink. “Who?” 
 
    “Don’t play coy, child. It was entertaining the first time, don’t overdo it. He must have paid a pretty amount of creds to obtain your services. I haven’t had a Runner enter my home since, well, ever. It’s quite the achievement.” 
 
    His mind raced, trying to figure out how he had managed to find himself in a Designer Pocket when he had just entered Tenocore’s Firewall. Perhaps it had something to do with the Loop? Another safeguard he hadn’t detected? It was too soon to tell. Regardless, Tiam wasn’t even sure he could answer her question. He didn’t really know who Glint was. That name was familiar only because he overheard Sigurd’s team using it back when they first arrived. He was some business partner of the Jarl, but that was as much as Tiam knew about the man.  
 
    “I’m sorry to burst your bubble lady, but I’m not—” 
 
    A sudden realization hit as he stared at her face, noticing the three vanity spots over her left eye. That along with her colored eyes and dark skin made his stomach flip flop. This wasn’t some random Designer he had stumbled upon. She was Emily Alderman, founder of Tenocore.  
 
    “You’re—” 
 
    “I am,” she said, an open acknowledgement without grandeur or precedence. 
 
    He felt sick. Alderman was responsible for the very life of Twilight City. When the Republic crumbled, it was Tenocore that raised their defenses against all sides of the Last World War in order to survive the fallout. But that had been hundreds of years ago, back when the Net was, for the most part, an unexplored frontier. 
 
    “How are you here?” 
 
    She shook her head, a faint smile on her lips. “You break into my home and proceed to ask the questions? Not expected at all. You do realize that here, in this place, I could tear your binary apart, piece by piece if I so chose, yes?” 
 
    The words were spoken softly and without conviction, but then, a person with her clout likely saw him as little more than an insect.  
 
    Tiam swallowed hard but tried to keep his voice calm. “Ah, right, where are my manners? My name is Tiam.” 
 
    Immediately he cursed himself for using his real name, but it was too late to change it.  
 
    “A fresh start then, Tiam,” she said, good humor fading as she clasped her hands together. “If it’s not Glint you work for, who is your employer then, Pillar? Or perhaps Celestial City? I’ve detected a great many probes originating from there. That and the influx of Malware on my border would make sense.” 
 
    “I’d rather not say, if it’s all the same to you.” 
 
    “It isn’t,” she said, her eyes narrowing. “I’ll ask once more, and this time you will speak the truth. Who do you work for?” 
 
    The back of his neck seemed to burn as his binary attempted to change without his say. She was attempting to alter his code to force him to speak. He could almost smell something like rubber burning and then it vanished. Emily’s expression went from focused to shocked, but it only lasted for half a heartbeat as she returned to calm. And yet, he could see the expectation in her eyes, as if she believed she had altered his code already. As if she couldn’t believe anything otherwise. 
 
    Tiam didn’t know if it was the right decision, but he let her continue to believe. 
 
    “Valhalla Steel,” he said. 
 
    This time she didn’t hide her surprise at all. “The Jarl sent you? Why? He no longer plays on the world stage.” 
 
    Tiam could tell she expected more, but he just shrugged. “I just do what I’m paid to do.” 
 
    Her face went blank, as if her very soul had simply vanished only to return a moment later. “I see now,” she said, suddenly laughing harder than he thought any reasonably sane person would. “All this to stop two little Justicars? Oh, how the mighty have fallen.” 
 
    Oh shit, Tiam thought, she already knew more than he did. He was under the impression that he would be taking care of a single Justicar, not two. Still, he remained calm. He wasn’t affected by her power here and that meant he might have a chance to get out of this place in one piece. Tiam nearly reached up to his neck port but stopped himself. Whatever Sigurd’s father had done, he had given Tiam far more power than either of them realized.  
 
    It was time to take a risk. 
 
    “As simple a request as that may be, it’s what I have come to ask of you.” 
 
    “Making demands now? Didn’t I make it clear that you are in no position to negotiate?” she asked, one neatly kept eyebrow raised. 
 
    He could feel her double down on his binary, but this time he decided to show his hand. Feeling the heat in his neck intensify, Tiam stood and, not sure if it would work or not, attempted to replicate binary to create a mug of beer on the table. The heat became a searing pain that built behind his eyes, and he barely managed to keep his calm as the mug appeared, just as he had designed.  
 
    She stared at the frothy mug like a viper prepared to strike. Having another take enough control from a Designer in their own pocket was unheard of. To do it to someone with the kind of clout that she held was beyond anything either of them could conceive, yet he had just done it.  
 
    The burning smell he had caught before only intensified and he could see, in his mental HUD, that Elliot was attempting to contact him, but Tiam muted the audio as he reached out and took a long pull from the mug. He knew it wasn’t real, but he could taste the hops as it rolled down his throat and it steadied his nerves. 
 
    “I’m here to represent my employer, Ms. Alderman,” Tiam said as he placed the empty mug between them. “I have come to you in a peaceful manner, to discuss a potential deal to get you to withdraw them from the situation unfolding. If you don’t believe you can do so without attempting to alter my binary, I believe our business is at an end.” 
 
    The pain in his neck was becoming unbearable as her attention on his code only intensified. Her jaw twitched as she seemed to bring her focus to bear on his binary. He could feel the sweat pouring off the back of his neck but kept his feet steady and his eyes fixed on hers. It was just a matter of time before his bluff was revealed, but it was the only chance he had to complete his job and get back home to the Real.  
 
    To get back home to Sigurd. 
 
    Suddenly her attempts ceased, the intense set in her face vanishing with the same smile she had greeted him with.  
 
    “Impressive, Tiam. You’ve discovered something that no one in Twilight City has access to. That, or you have become something unseen in the Net for millennia.” 
 
    Millenia? The statement was one of such certainty that he wondered just how many secrets she kept.  
 
    “Call them off and we can discuss specifics,” he said. 
 
    She clasped her hands in her lap, that momentary vacancy there one moment and gone the next. “No, I think I have a better idea.” 
 
    A piece of paper materialized on the table between them, bits of legal work inscribed along it. After reading the first few sentences he looked up at her. 
 
    “You want to hire me?” 
 
    She shrugged, green eyes sparkling. “I know talent when I see it. Not only have you managed to do something no other Runner has, but you’ve surprised me. It seems an age since anyone could make that claim. I do not know how you’ve managed to hold me off, but I suspect you can’t manage it for long. At least, not yet.” 
 
    “That’s a big assumption,” he countered. “Do you think you can stop me from leaving?” 
 
    Her laughter echoed through the empty building, bouncing off the walls and fading to the glass dome above them. “I suppose, if you reject my offer, we’ll soon find out.” 
 
    Tiam scanned the document, understanding the intricacies and seeing the limitations of the agreement. 
 
    “It doesn’t state the removal of your Justicars,” he told her. “Not to mention some limitations that I’m not enthusiastic about. How about this?” 
 
    Growing in confidence, he altered the contract to fit his needs and slid it back across. 
 
    She shook her head, handing the contract to him. “I cannot remove them. The Jarl and the Fae have gone against my decrees for too long. There must be punishment for those who break the rules or my hold on this city will fade away before the decade is over.” 
 
    Tiam suspected she spoke the truth, and knew he was running dangerously close to pushing too far. And yet, he needed to try one more time. Altering the contract, he watched to see what her reaction would be. 
 
    “Fine then,” he said, pushing the contract back. “Remove one and keep your authority. However, I want pardons for Sigurd Runa of Valhalla Steel, and her team. Do this, and I will agree to your terms.” 
 
    Emily evaluated the changes to the document, and he fought the urge to hold his breath as she went over a few details he had manipulated and hid within the binary by attempting to Blend, not on himself, but on certain phrases within the contract. He had never attempted something like it before and doing so caused the burning in his neck to return. Soon he found himself suffering from a massive headache that threatened to split his skull. His vision dimmed for a moment, then returned. Elliot was continuing to attempt to contact him, but Tiam ignored it.  
 
    Whatever he was doing, it was too much, but if he could pull it off… 
 
    “What’s stopping me from diverting one of my Justicars to your location? In less than a millisecond, I could order the destruction of everything you hold dear. Friends, family, lovers… All of it gone,” she snapped her fingers to accentuate her point. “Just like that.” 
 
    He watched her, seeking any sign she might be taunting him needlessly and found no give in her emerald eyes.  
 
    “Because” he said, unable to shake the burning smell from his senses. “You know better than anyone that a willing employee is far more efficient than one forced into service. Meet my requests, and my services are yours for the duration of our contract.” 
 
    They held each other’s eyes as he awaited her answer, while Elliot sent message after message, none of which he could hear. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Sigurd sat with her back against the barricade set in front of Tiam and Elliot’s workspace. Computer towers had been ripped apart in the firefight, half her team was dead, and the other half was shot to hell. Sven was non-responsive as he lay on a makeshift mat in the corner of the room, wounds bound as best they could manage, and Joshua was clutching his side where the rounds that didn’t punch through his vest had broken his ribs. Only Tor was relatively unharmed as he scanned the hallway. After Akio had given his life for the team and they dropped the window coverings, incoming fire had ceased. She wasn’t certain if that was because they had decided to assault the building and were on their way, or if they had finally broken, but she wasn’t ready to let her guard down until Tiam was back at her side. 
 
    She would have made the call to pull him if Elliot hadn’t refused. The Huginn had wrapped himself up in front of his computer screen, calling over and over to Tiam, begging him to respond. The Deep Seat had been making strange sounds and had even begun to smoke at one point, but Elliot managed to replace several melted pieces from within the guts of the machine.  
 
    She knew that whatever Tiam was up to was likely just as terrible as what she was going through, so she stilled her own order. That and the fact that the majority of her calf muscle had been blown away meant that even if she could pull him out, they wouldn’t be able to get away. A hollow point had taken her when they had rushed to drop the window coverings. Tor had helped her find cover and bound her leg to stop the bleeding, but she was stuck here until backup arrived. 
 
    Unless they all died. 
 
    “How’s our guy doing?” she asked Elliot. 
 
    The normally cheery Huginn took a moment to respond. She noticed how the color had drained from his face as he sat in a pool of his own drying blood. He managed a bit of a broken smile before painfully dragging himself closer to his monitor, as though his eyes were failing him.  
 
    “He’s… not respon…” Elliot pinched his eyes tight as he tried to speak and then finally gave up and shook his head, tears falling from his eyes. 
 
    He had fought so hard to keep Tiam from burning out the Deep Seat while bullets rained down on their position. His own blood painted the area around the machine. Sigurd had always thought the man to be soft, but she had never been more wrong. He had been shot twice more during the fight, often weeping as he continued to replace piece after piece until he could move no more. All he could do was hail his friend, over and over until his voice gave out. She could see in his eyes that he believed Tiam was past saving, but he didn’t stop, even for a moment. 
 
    Tiam was gone, and soon she would be too. 
 
    No, she told herself. He could still get out. They hadn’t fought and died just to fail now. Tiam would find a way, he always did. Sigurd’s mind told her he was gone, but in her heart, she knew he still might make it. 
 
    “Keep on trying,” she said. 
 
    The sudden sound of approaching footsteps caught her attention. 
 
    “Here they come,” Joshua said, grunting as he settled himself against their makeshift cover. 
 
    Sigurd managed to leverage herself so that she could brace Wyrm-Breaker against her shoulder and prepared to meet her end.  
 
    At least, she thought as voices reached her from somewhere down the hall, she would see him in the afterlife. 
 
    “Sigurd Runa?” A voice shouted from down the hall. 
 
    “Fuck off, Druid!” Tor roared, firing a warning shot into the corner of the wall. 
 
    “This is Sergeant Roland of Tenocore’s Peacekeeper Corps. Cease fire and stand down, we have an order to secure an asset peacefully, if possible.” 
 
    Sigurd tried to process what she was being told when she caught the sound of a deep intake of breath. Glancing back, she saw Tiam sit up from the Deep Seat, rubbing his eyes only to see the devastation around him. 
 
    “Elliot?” she heard him say, before he tumbled from the table and crawled toward his friend. “Elliot!” 
 
    She wanted to rush to him but knew she couldn’t leave her post. Whether it was a Druid trick or not, she couldn’t be certain. Until then, she had to protect Tiam. 
 
    “Prove it,” she called down the hall, “or we’ll light this son of a bitch up.” 
 
    She wanted to tear her eyes away from the hall to see what was happening behind her, but she knew she couldn’t. Not until she figured out what was going on. Even so, she could hear Tiam’s voice as he spoke with his friend. 
 
    “Oh no. No, no no,” she heard him say. “Why didn’t you get to cover damnit? Why didn’t you get out of here?” 
 
    “Because… you’re my… friend… Don’t have… Don’t have many… but I’ve always… always had you,” Elliot managed, his voice rattling into silence.  
 
    “Here’s my credentials,” called the voice from down the hall and Sigurd saw a hand toss a badge from around the corner. “Stand down or we will be required to use force.” 
 
    The badge fell short of the barricade, but she could make out what looked to be a Peacekeeper ID.  
 
    “Going to need more than that,” she called. 
 
    “That’s all you get,” the supposed sergeant called back. “Stand down.” 
 
    Sigurd was about to tell him where he could shove his ‘stand down’ order but caught the sound of movement behind her as Tiam crawled by her side. 
 
    “It’s legit,” he said, voice void of emotion.  
 
    She could see the heartache in his eyes, muted only by force of will. 
 
    “I made a deal,” he said, quietly. “No one will be punished, legally or otherwise.” 
 
    “What did you do?” she asked. 
 
    “What I had to,” Tiam said, the determination written on his face a reflection of what she had seen from any number of warriors over the years.  
 
    Whatever it had cost, he had made a hard decision and would see it through to the end. 
 
    “Stand down,” she said, much to the astonishment of her remaining team. “Our fight is over.” 
 
    As she lay down her arms, Tiam worked himself closer to her and she held him.  
 
    “I did my best,” he said, eyes fixed on the motionless body of Elliot. 
 
    “I know you did,” she told him, and together, hand in hand, they waited to see what fate had in store for them.  
 
    “I know.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-Six 
 
      
 
    Yuri staggered back, crashing into the hood of a nearby car and leaving a massive dent in it just as the riderless grav-bike skittered along the highway where he had just been. Two more were darting toward him and he raised his machine pistol, squeezing the trigger only to fire a short burst before it clicked dry. He was fortunate that one round had found its home in the lead rider’s throat, as his death gave the second Seeker pause and Yuri managed to get to cover right before the rider’s mounted turret opened fire. The shredding steel became the vehicle’s death cry before the Seeker flew overhead, already attempting a turn for another pass. 
 
    Yuri took the brief respite to reach for another drum magazine, only to find he had run out. 
 
    “Not the best timing,” he rumbled as he assessed his situation.  
 
    His left eye was swollen closed or gone completely, he hadn’t had the time to figure out which. Even a quick glance in the broken glass of the car’s side mirror revealed a blood-soaked visage. Shrapnel from a grav-bike had done it. A few city blocks back, he had been surrounded and only managed to get past when a car had burst through their firefight, running over a dismounted Sky Seeker before screeching past. A pair had taken off after the driver, but it had given him the opportunity to run to cover. 
 
    He had lived most of his life holding his ground, but today was not about Yuri. Today was about the new Jarl. It was about a fresh start for his people. Such things were delicate, and prone to failure before they began. Yuri would do whatever it took to get back to Angus’ son. 
 
    As the grav-bike righted itself, zeroing in on Yuri’s position, the old warrior holstered his machine pistol and used God-Fist to tear a nearby door from its hinges, the augment flaring to life with pale blue runelight. He hefted it, feeling the weight and gauging his distance. It was a poor replacement for his firearm, but he was left to his own devices at this point. Hoisting the door behind him, Yuri set his legs and threw. Even as the door shot across the distance between them, there was a sharp crack of rifle fire and the Sky Seeker sagged in his seat just as the door punched through rider and grav-bike alike. 
 
    The shot had come from somewhere nearby and Yuri scanned his surroundings. 
 
    Realizing there weren’t any Sky Seekers in the current vicinity, Yuri was about to take off toward the docks when he noticed the car that had burst through the Sky Seeker lines earlier had rear ended a transport vehicle, just below where the Seeker had been killed. There was movement inside. Whoever the driver was, they had earned a little bit of help, so Yuri rushed toward the crashed vehicle.  
 
    Getting closer, he could see Resolve sitting in the front seat, Carbine in his lap while the front of the car had been crushed over his legs, pinching them at the knee. Other than that, he seemed no worse for wear, save for the bits of road-ravaged clothing from where he had been pitched from their vehicle.  
 
    “Looked like you could use some help,” Resolve said, voice conversational. “Gods, it’s like someone put you through a meat grinder. You lose an eye?” 
 
    Yuri shrugged, hearing the faint whirr of grav-bikes from somewhere nearby and knowing he needed to move. “Maybe. Can you get out?” 
 
    Resolve shook his head, “Not looking good. Best get on your way, I’ll see if I can tag a few before they close in.” 
 
    Yuri had seen a great many warriors face their end. For some it was rage and anguish, for others it was confusion and lack of understanding, but Resolve seemed completely at peace. Already so many had died today, Yuri wasn’t sure he could stand knowing one more joined them. 
 
    “Are you like Iron? Can you heal as he can?” 
 
    Resolute gave a smile, “I can, but that doesn’t help my situa—” 
 
    Yuri ignored him as he pushed himself into the front seat and began peeling back bits of bent steel, tearing away fiberglass and debris as he sought to free Glint’s Packmate from his metal coffin. He could hear the warrior’s teeth grinding, even as the sound of grav-bikes drew closer. 
 
    “What in Jupiter’s name are you doing?” Resolve managed. 
 
    “Getting you out,” Yuri said as he used God-Fist to force the bits of steel out of Resolve’s body. 
 
    At this point he could hear voices shouting some ways behind them and knew they had been found once more.  
 
    “Just go, your Jarl needs you,” Resolve said. “You owe me nothing, we are strangers in a common cause, that is all.” 
 
    It was only when Yuri spotted the engine on top of Resolve’s feet that he knew he had to make a hard decision; leave the man who had saved his life for duty or risk not making it back by trying to get his fellow warrior out. Yuri looked up from his work, fixing Resolve with a hard stare.  
 
    “Today we are brothers in battle, and we are the only thing standing between their world and our own. Right and wrong, good and bad, none of it matters. Today we fight and bleed together, and I’ll leave no more warriors behind. Now hold onto me because this is going to hurt like a son of a bitch.” 
 
    Yuri didn’t wait for a response as he locked his arms around Resolve and pulled. He could hear the dry snap of bone as Resolve’s body gave way to the engine block. Yuri lost count of the pops, cracks, and ragged breathing that came from Resolve, focusing only on getting him out. With one final tug, they both tumbled free of the vehicle, spilling out onto the pavement.  
 
    Behind them Sky Seekers were rallying to make a pass at them. Glancing down at Resolve, he saw the warrior dragging his crushed, but mostly intact legs into something that resembled their former structure, noticing how the man began to hold each bone in place for a few seconds until they no longer pressed up from the skin. Healing like that went beyond modern science, but there was no time to wait or marvel at it. Yuri reached down, grabbing Resolve by the belt, and hoisted him so that God-Fist locked the warrior in place over his shoulder, allowing Resolve to see what was happening behind Yuri.  
 
    “Now, together we are going to make it to that damned dockyard, understand? It’s time to see if you can live up to the name you bear. Can you shoot?” 
 
    “I can,” Resolve hissed through what must have been clenched teeth. 
 
    “Good,” because we’ll need the covering fire. 
 
    Saying no more, Yuri began running toward the dockyard, even as Resolve opened fire. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Ahearn had reached the Amphitheatre, collapsing onto the ground as his strength finally gave out. As high as he was, he both felt the agony and didn’t. It was as if his mind knew he was dying but couldn’t convince him enough to care. The forest floor felt cool on his fevered brow and he was content to lay there until help came. 
 
    Meanwhile, gunshots sounded from somewhere within the forest followed by human shouts and a constant buzz of a Drill-Rail. Whatever Huscarls remained, they would have stood no chance against a monstrosity like that. Even in his inebriated state, fear managed to work its way into his heart. If he didn’t get help soon the Justicar would reach his location and Ahearn would never make it out of this place alive. 
 
    Pathetic, Fate boomed in his mind. 
 
    Ahearn opened his eyes, seeing the heavy clouds overhead as they swirled around, bordered by tree limbs that came in and out of focus.  
 
    “Why is this happening,” he asked aloud, unable to find the will to rise once more. “You said I was chosen for something great…” 
 
    You were, but it is not the greatness that glorifies you. That is the flaw within your own mind, thinking those around you are but steps to walk upon. Today marks the beginning of my return home and the eradication of the last traitors from the War of Tears. 
 
    Ahearn blinked, slowly realizing in that moment, the depth of Fate’s betrayal. While the chems in his system tried their best to convince him to stay down, Ahearn managed to sit up and found himself watching the eradication of his Kin.  
 
    “That was hundreds of years ago,” he managed, hearing the buzz of the Justicar’s primary weapon again, this time much closer than before. 
 
    There was no telling how much destruction it would cause before the Redcaps brought it down. If they even could. 
 
    The mere blink of an eye for me. You might as well tell me the atrocities your people committed occurred last week. Your kind has not changed. You seek to become like the rest of the world, subservient to the whims of those who should be beneath you. The same weakness Bricrui and the rest showed when they struck the Briar Prince down. 
 
    Ahearn’s gaze turned to the Redcaps as they began setting up explosives around the Standing Stones in rushed but orderly fashion. Loud thumps rocked the ground as explosives were touched off followed by the harrowing death cries of the beings that inhabited the Stones. The Guardian within was shrieking again, but Ahearn couldn’t focus long enough to draw from it, let alone give it control.  
 
    You are just like your Kin before you, unable to cope with the cost of power. Look at where you stand in the world compared to those of us who stayed true to the ways of the First Wood.  
 
    “You said we could unite,” Ahearn said, a spark of anger building in his chest. 
 
    The stallion does not breed with the goat. There is nothing your people can offer that benefits the power we have achieved on our own. If anything, your branch shows weakness for our kind, and that is something that cannot stand. For the good of the Kin, your branch must be culled. It is what is best for the Fae. 
 
    Ahearn could feel his own fury building and managed to somehow get to his feet. He swayed, staggered, and fell against a yew tree. He could feel the energy within it, as if the entire forest was crying out for salvation.  
 
    In the distance, he could hear the whirring turbines of an aero-lift, spotting it on the far side of the Amphitheater as it lifted a heavily secured stone from the ground. No, Ahearn realized as he watched it rise, not just any Stone. It was Fate. 
 
    “I was born for greatness…” Ahearn snarled, drawing from the Guardian who gave him all the freedom he could possibly hope for. 
 
    Green energy crackled from his hands as the Old Magic filled him. He only had moments to act before Fate was out of his reach and the sudden panic in Fate’s voice made it all too clear that it knew as well. 
 
    Kill him, it blared.  
 
    The Redcaps in the area all froze as the mental command touched every mind around them. Ahearn ignored them as dozens reached for their rifles. He had been betrayed. Everything he had done, all he had sacrificed, it was all for nothing. He could still picture his mother’s face the moment he killed her. Even in his mind, her eyes spoke of the hellish judgment that awaited all Kinslayer in the afterlife. 
 
    “I’m sorry, mother,” he said, tears pouring down his face as he brimmed with more energy than he could safely hold. 
 
    Gunshots sounded, but he felt nothing as he threw everything he had at the aero-lift carrying Fate. He could hear its screams as the aero-lift detonated, sending the Stone off the edge of the rooftop forest, tumbling to the pavement below. Rounds entered him then, tearing away his internal organs and he fell to the soft earth. 
 
    There were more screams now, followed by the rapid echoes of fully automatic gunfire. He caught the word ‘Justicar’ accompanied by the heavy buzz of its Drill-Rail. His vision was fading, but he spotted several Redcaps simply turn into pink mist. They would pay, he told himself as the world dimmed. 
 
    A shadow loomed above, and Ahearn felt a wave of heat wash over him as he gazed upon the Justicar. It was as if he was seeing Death itself. Then a voice boomed throughout the forest and Ahearn found his gaze swinging to find the owner. 
 
    A lionesque figure, emanating strength and power as he emerged from the forest, strode into the opening opposite the Justicar. Various colored hues glowed about his body as engraved Runes stood out from beneath his flesh, painting his skin to match that of an aurora. Like a living manifestation of cold vengeance, he stood before one of the most dangerous beings in the world and issued his challenge. 
 
    “Wergild is owed, beast, and I will see it paid in full!” 
 
    Ahearn watched as the warrior hurled the spear he carried with such power and speed that it became a pale green streak that blazed through the air. The Justicar’s shields bloomed with light, only to be shattered as the glowing spear pierced through the advanced tech, driving deep into the Justicar’s Drill-Rail the moment it turned to fire. The weapon began to buzz, only to have several of the barrels erupt, annihilating the arm from the elbow joint down. The monstrosity took a step back, its foot descending toward Ahearn’s head. 
 
    Before the Justicar’s full weight came down, Ahearn screamed his brokenness to the world, the Guardian echoing his sorrow, and then they suffered no more. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-Seven 
 
      
 
    Baldr sprinted toward the great beast as it tried to rally from losing its primary weapon. The Justicar towered over those it fought, rivaling the smaller trees in the area causing all to flee, save one. Even from this distance, Baldr could feel the heat pouring off it. Redcap small arms fire skittered along its massive frame to little effect as the Fae attempted to pull back to their aero-lifts before death claimed them. The Justicar paid them no mind at this point, as the domed sensors where its eyes should have been seemed to focus on Baldr alone. It knew there was a threat and would prioritize him above the rest.  
 
    Just as it should. This was the second time in his life that he had lost his team to a Justicar. The first was long dead, its head still decorating the nightclub where he had placed it. And now a second would fall. 
 
    These beasts were no different from those of old. The Jotun, Leviathan, Gorgons... Beings who held mankind as slaves to their own will or that of their masters. Living testaments of Odin’s desire to see his followers become more in order to defeat them. The Allfather loved his people, but only those who proved themselves were worthy to sit at his side, and Baldr would show his god just how worthy he was. 
 
    Baldr estimated the distance between them to be a rough sixty meters when he first threw Serpent Tooth, but he had covered half of that in the last couple seconds, the ground flashing beneath him as he subconsciously scoured the forest floor for potential holes or roots that might break an ankle. Speed like this came at a price for those who didn’t train to move with it.  
 
    A pair of Redcaps happened to stumble in his way, raising their weapons to fire, but he was already upon them; ramming his combat knife under the chin of one and using the newly etched Runes upon his arms and shoulders to amplify his strength, snapping the other Fae’s neck with a single punch. 
 
    They were nothing more than road bumps on the path to glory, but they had slowed him enough that the Justicar had the opportunity to right itself. The massive monofilament blade extended from its remaining arm as it tracked his approach. Rather than engage, it held its ground as small sections of its flesh retracted, revealing a dozen or more missile ports contained within its chest cavity. The black tinted domes where its eyes had been, if in fact it had been human at some point, watched his approach without hate or malice.  
 
    That was fine, Baldr thought, he had plenty enough for both of them. 
 
    Mid-stride, Baldr pulled his sidearm, a blur of movement and the pistol was in his hand as he fired three Rune-engraved .50 caliber rounds at its head before its targeting system could lock onto him. Baldr had spent his entire fortune to acquire the Runes that allowed him to get to this point, along with seven bullets that would pierce through the thickest steel plating. He had to make them count. The first ripped its cheek away, the second dug a crevice along its scalp, and the last impacted an eye, shattering the normally bullet-proof domes, before bursting out the back. All of it happened in an instant, faster than any human or Fae eye could follow, but it wasn’t enough to stop the Justicar from launching its salvo.  
 
    Baldr’s tracking system followed each missile, providing him with enough warning to see how he might alter course to avoid the worst of the blasts. Had its targeting systems been untouched, he likely would have fallen then and there, his soul tormented in paradise for his failure on Earth. He just managed to holster his pistol and hurl himself to the side when the explosives hit. The concussive blast launched him off track from his intended target and his pain regulator kicked into gear, flooding his brain with endorphins as flesh was torn away. Baldr allowed his body to move with the blasts, resisting the urge to fight the physics already set in motion and let his body naturally find its center of balance. As the ground rushed toward him, Baldr landed on his feet. 
 
    Blood poured down his face for a few moments before clotting, the smoke obscuring his view. Transitioning his optic, Baldr could see the heat signature just before the Justicar was upon him and he threw himself backward, using the upturned earth around them as a temporary shield to fall out of its view, but the monofilament tip managed to rip him from stomach to chest. He could feel the impact on his internal organs but sensed that his sub-skin and the runes engraved upon his sternum had held against the worst of it. Another wave of endorphins told him that something had likely ruptured inside, but concern for his own life was far from his thoughts.  
 
    The sound of heavy footfalls echoed in the smoke and falling earth, but he could see the Justicar coming upon him with his infrared, Serpent Tooth hanging from a loose chunk of muscle dangling from its ravaged arm. He contemplated using the earth to mask his heat signature but stopped himself.  
 
    He was Baldr Baardsen, Champion of the Bloodsport, Breaker of Men, Reaver of Fae, and today, he would prove that he was the Allfather’s Chosen. 
 
    Muscles bunching beneath him, Baldr waited for the Justicar to make its move. As it broke through the settling dust and smoke, bladed arm thrust out for the kill, Baldr pounced, narrowly avoiding the monofilament blade. His momentum carried him along the flat side of the weapon before his feet found purchase on its arm and he leapt across its body to reach the fabled spear lodged in its sundered limb. As his hands wrapped about the haft, the Justicar jerked its arm down, slamming him to the ground with enough force to turn his bones to gravel had it not been for the Runes engraved upon them. Still, he held firm and the spear came loose.  
 
    Yet acquiring the weapon had come at a price, as the endorphin regulator malfunctioned from the impact and all the masked pain came rushing through him. His stomach was filled with fire, his lungs burning as they struggled to function, and even his legs began to protest any further movement. It was only when the spear felt unsteady in his hand that he realized he had lost several fingers.  
 
    I am Chosen, Baldr told himself, rising to his feet as the Justicar brought its blade down. 
 
    Baldr sidestepped, slower than before, earning him the loss of the muscle along his left shoulder as the blade cut clean through. Regardless, he was already moving forward, ramming Serpent Tooth deep into the knee joint of the monstrosity before him and ripping it out. The heat emanating from the Justicar began to sear his flesh, painting his skin in boils.  
 
    It attempted to kick him with its good leg, but its severed knee gave out and it collapsed, giving Baldr the opportunity to go in for the kill. As he attempted to leap upon its chest to deliver the killing blow to the power core stored deep within its steel caged chest, his legs gave out and Serpent Tooth drove through its belly, but he redirected it to sever its lower spine. Even so, the decision delayed his retreat and the Justicar hammered its elbow into Baldr’s head. 
 
    He heard the crack of his skull and his vision bloomed with bursts of colored light. At that moment, Baldr knew he was dead. He could feel the weakness spread through his body, threatening to drop him to the ground. His opportunity to sit at the Allfather’s side was fading fast.  
 
    Barely able to see, Baldr managed to keep his feet, drop the spear, and draw his pistol once more. There were four more rounds of Rune engraved bullets in the magazine. The Justicar, unable to get up, braced itself on the ground with the stump of one arm as it raised its blade to finish him. 
 
     “I… Am… Chosen!” Baldr roared, staggering forward to thrust his pistol through the hole he’d made in the Justicar’s stomach. 
 
    The heat within immediately began to burn the flesh from his hand, delayed only by the sub-skin beneath. Forcing his arm as deep as he could, he pulled the trigger before the nerves melted away, praying to the Allfather that at least one would find its home in the Justicar’s power core.  
 
    Whatever they hit stayed the Justicar’s arm and it powered down.  
 
    Baldr fell back, only to find his arm was gone, and he was looking up at the open sky awaiting the rainbow bridge that would lead him to Valhalla. 
 
    He had done it. He had proven himself before his god. The world would know his name as he ascended to the Allfather’s embrace. He would sit at the side of Odin and speak to him of his life. He would... 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Angus lay against the Great Yew, struggling to breath as blood filled his lungs. The violence in his heart had finally subsided and he felt himself again. It was a bad way to go, but at least he was in control of his own mind again. It wasn’t so terrible, he thought. Besides, it wouldn’t be long anyway. He had wanted to make a final call to Helen, to make sure they had arrived safely, but his com was broken. 
 
    Looking up to the sky, he let out a pained laugh. “Not going to afford me a bit of solace, are you?” 
 
    There was no answer, but then, his god could be a cruel bastard. 
 
    He hadn’t been able to place the explosives he carried around the tree, but instead kept them in a pouch at his side as he lay against the yew. It was more than enough to do the job. Pulling Hakon’s lock of hair from his pocket Angus wrapped it about the hilt of his Loki Displacement Blade and drew out the detonator in the other, keeping it in his palm. He could wait the ten minutes left on the explosives planted around the building, but he wasn’t sure he would live that long. 
 
    At least now his son will have a chance... 
 
    Angus closed his eyes and prepared to press the detonator when a voice stopped him. 
 
    “So, this is what remains of the Glade Burner, our hated foe.” 
 
    Angus looked up, seeing the angular features of a Fae face, and noting the tattoos that marked him as a Sidhe Noble. “I know you?” 
 
    Calma nodded, “We have met before, years ago before your father broke his agreement with my people. I was cousin to the prince who saw you as a brother.” 
 
    “Ah,” Angus said, with a slow nod. “Calma, the Kinslayer. Heard about you.” 
 
    The Fae paused, a look of hatred flickering across his features before he reigned it in. “Do not presume to know me, human. I was alive long before—” 
 
    “I don’t particularly care to know, to be honest,” Angus said, taking a little pleasure in seeing the Sidhe at a loss for words. “Are you here to take my head back to the First Wood?” 
 
    Calma smiled, a bit of arrogance mixed in with the superiority his kind seemed to relish in. “I am. I must say, you’ve done me a favor today. I hadn’t anticipated an attack like this. It has provided me with an opportunity to move forward with plans that may have taken decades otherwise. You have truly aided my people, so for that, you have my thanks.” 
 
    “Gods, you talk a lot,” Angus said, spitting out a clot of congealed blood at Calma’s feet. “Just do what you came to do and let’s be done with it.” 
 
    The Sidhe sneered, managing to turn his nose up at Angus at the same time as he drew a curved silver blade from his hip.  
 
    “Tell me, Kinslayer,” Angus said. “Does this wipe clean the feud between my people and yours? When you take my head, will my son be left alone?” 
 
    Calma paused, his face a mask of rage. “You butchered an entire bloodline, Glade Burner. You think this ends with you? We will not rest until your seed is ripped from this world and your wife and son join your spirit in eternal anguish alongside those who have wronged us. Now die, knowing you have failed” 
 
    Angus shook his head, knowing that while he had removed one threat, he had been foolish to believe they would ever relent. At least he had bought the boy some time. Hakon would have better odds of surviving to adulthood now that his enemies in Twilight City were removed.  
 
    It was the best a father could do for his son. 
 
    “Then I suppose I’ll leave one less of you behind to get the job done.” 
 
    Angus opened his palm, showing the detonator to Calma. The Fae’s eyes grew wide, a silent scream set on his face as Angus pressed the button.  
 
    His last thought was of Helen and the first moment she held Hakon in her arms. The fatigue on her face from a long fight; strong and determined despite it all, and the wonder in the eyes of his newborn son as he experienced the world for the first time. 
 
    “My loves,” he whispered. 
 
    Then the explosives went off and the world became fire. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-Eight 
 
      
 
    Helen lay on her stomach, atop the upper level of the patrol boat Angus had acquired for them, eyes fixed on her scope as a pair of Sky Seekers a half mile off attempted to zig-zag their way to her location, the pain from giving birth becoming a distant, but never forgotten agony. She assessed their movements, took a breath, and squeezed the trigger of her rifle, popping the rear rider’s head like a melon before doing the same to the one in the lead.  
 
    Finally, she could use something other than her Contour Prime. It was a fine weapon, but nothing compared to an Odineye like the one she was using. 
 
    “Nice shooting. Any sign of Yuri or Resolve?” Iron asked over his com.  
 
    Glint’s Packmate had set up a firing line along with the handful of Huscarls assigned to escort Helen and Hakon to Kira. She had placed her son below deck, where he was now sleeping safely within the confines of his containment unit, yet she had refused to join him. If her husband and fellow Huscarls were still fighting, then she would be right there alongside them.  
 
    “Not yet,” she said, knowing Iron was becoming increasingly concerned about their departure.  
 
    Helen had attempted to call the old war dog repeatedly with no response. It was slowly dawning on her that he might not have survived. Yet even that seemed impossible. Yuri was the embodiment of Jarlson pride. A mountain of a man, not just in size, but in spirit. He was something beyond human. To think he might not return hadn’t even crossed her mind.  
 
    When Yuri Jarlson said he would do something, he did it. 
 
    Iron informed her that Peacekeepers would be coming soon, and he was on strict orders by Glint not to allow any Tenocore law enforcement to be harmed. Yet the thought of going to Kira alone, with only her child, gave her an unexpected amount of anxiety.  
 
    Yuri would make it, she told herself. He always came through. 
 
    A massive explosion shook this section of the city, sending a concussive blast that caused the ship to sway. Off in the distance, almost out of eyesight, Helen could see the upper half of the skyscraper belonging to the Fae collapse into itself. Flames rose high and the streets were filled with growing clouds of debris and smoke as the building began to crumble. In that moment, she knew her love was dead.  
 
    Huscarls cheered as their hated enemy’s stronghold fell, but Helen could no more raise her voice than she could breathe. Angus was gone and now her son would never know his father. She would raise him alone, and that prospect terrified her. She had never known her own father, but the depravity of her mother had soured Helen’s desire to ever have children. With Angus, that perspective had changed. Doubt had given way to confidence as their love grew, and she wondered, not for the first time, how she was going to manage to do this alone. 
 
    Angus’ words hit her like a hammer blow. “You should wear these with pride, for they are but one more battle you have lived through. I love each scar you have and will admire every one you gain, for it shows the courage of your soul.” 
 
    She watched the empty space where the Fae building had been as it was filled with smoke and ash. “I’ll show you courage, my love. No matter the cost,” she whispered, nearly choking on the last few words.  
 
    Her com crackled to life and Yuri’s voice could be heard. “On my way.” 
 
    Movement caught her eye as another squad of seven Sky Seekers emerged from a few streets from the main highway. Instead of heading for the ship, as she thought they would, they rounded the corner and were about to head down the highway when the hulking figure of Yuri launched himself from a hidden side alley, Resolve held in place over his back by God-Fist. Mid-air, he grabbed the nearest rider and tossed him from his grav-bike, before kicking it into the nearest rides, causing several mid-air collisions. As they fell, Resolve riddled another with shots from his carbine as they fell to the ground. 
 
    Helen’s heart swelled with pride as the giant warrior sprinted toward the dockyard, four Sky Seekers hot on their trail.  
 
    Without hesitation, she checked the distance in her scope, noting they were just under a mile. She had never shot at anything that far in her life, but that wasn’t about to stop her. The ship was still moving, and she reprimanded herself for picking this location, but it was too late to move now. Acclimatizing the best she could to the movement, Helen targeted the closest Seeker, giving him plenty of lead in her sights. As the ship rose, she fired. There was a temporary delay, then the rider’s leg vanished as the heavy caliber round pierced the Sky Seeker’s body armor. She didn’t wait for his reaction as she timed the next dip and rise of the ship, and fired again, putting a fist-sized hole in another grav-bike’s engine block. 
 
    As she fired her third shot, a secondary explosion from the Fae stronghold caught her off guard and it went wide. That was when she spotted a flash of grav-bike turret fire, and Yuri went down, but not before Resolve finished the last two off. Small bursts accompanied by delayed gunshots reached her ears moments later. 
 
    Smoke began pouring through the streets like the massive tsunamis she had seen on vid-feeds of the Imperial Cities. A great cry rose up from this section of the Outskirts, gradually snuffed out as the dust and debris obscured everything, including the slowly rising form of Yuri. 
 
    Immediately Helen was moving. Leaving her Odineye behind, she hopped down from her position, only to have a wave of agony and nausea roll over her. How she had forgotten that she’d given birth that morning was beyond her, but she had to get to Yuri. She NEEDED him to make it. He was the last link she had to Angus’ past. If not for herself, she needed him for Hakon; for who else would teach her child the way of her husband’s people? 
 
    “Iron,” she called, pointing to Yuri’s location. “Can you—” 
 
    “On it,” Iron said, sprinting toward the chaos within the city. 
 
    He moved far faster than she expected, and never slowed down, even as he faded into the smoke. The next ten minutes were riddled with anxiety and doubt, but she returned to her Odineye and watched for threats. Trying to switch to thermal sights only filled her scope with chaotic swirls of reds and oranges as heat from the fallout played hell with her optics. 
 
    Then Yuri appeared, hobbling as one of his augmented legs had been blown out of alignment, but moving still. Iron’s head was on a swivel as he scanned the smoke for additional threats, none of which revealed themselves. 
 
    Huscarls stepped aside as the giant Thane made his way across the dock, their eyes filled with awe as the living legend managed to survive yet another circumstance that would have felled a lesser man. Covered in dust and debris, bleeding from a burst eye, his leg augment little more than barely functioning scrap, and carrying another warrior on his back, he looked like a figure out of a storybook.  
 
    Setting Resolve on the dock, Yuri ignored the praise from the younger Huscarls around him, his one good eye settling on Helen as she rushed to meet him. They stood apart for a moment, as she saw the same sorrow in his eye that she felt in her heart. They had both lost someone they loved, and, in that moment, Helen knew he was the only person in the world who understood her pain. 
 
    Yuri fell to a knee, pale eyes fixed upon hers. “The new Jarl is safe?” he rumbled. 
 
    Helen could feel the eyes of the Huscarls upon her and knew the importance of this moment.  
 
    “He is.” 
 
    “Then my purpose continues,” Yuri struggled to get back up, the metal protesting his every movement.  
 
    Helen helped him to his feet, then turned to the rest as they watched expectantly. “Angus Jarlson gave everything to ensure a future for his people was secure. He was—” her voice threatened to cut out, as she pictured his face. “He was a fine leader, and his son will live up to the Jarlson name.” 
 
    She could see the nods accompanied by scattered words of agreement amongst the handful of Huscarls before her. With an authoritative nod, much like she had seen Angus use when speaking to their warriors she said, “Then come aboard. We leave for Kira so we can one day return and reclaim what has been lost.” 
 
    Without a moment of hesitation, the warriors began piling onto the ship, eager to serve their new leader. Once they began to prepare to leave, she turned to Yuri. 
 
    “You need to get to the medical bay.” 
 
    The hulking warrior nodded but didn’t move. As the ship began to pull away, his eyes never left the fallen ruin that had once been the Fae’s center of operations. Helen found herself doing the same at his side until it became lost from sight. Yuri blinked his one good eye and seemed to inspect God-Fist as he spoke. 
 
    “I have given most of myself to the last three generations of Jarls. My service to the first, my arm for the second, and my legs to the third…” Yuri’s eye filled with tears as his gaze returned to the distant cityscape of Twilight City. “All I have left is my heart.” 
 
    “With a heart like yours, there is little else he will need,” she said, taking his hand in her own. 
 
    Yuri managed a frail smile and gave her hand a squeeze. “That’s a fine thought,” he said. Then the sorrow in his eyes faltered, replaced by a flash of determination. “A fine thought indeed.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    Glint sat behind Angus’ desk, eyes scanning the trophy filled room, marveling at the history. He had lived beyond recorded histories of sentient life on Earth and was constantly amazed at just how little he had taken part in. Thousands of civilizations had risen and fallen, yet he had experienced only a handful. He had spoken with gods and devils alike, yet the vastness of those he had never interacted with still amazed him. 
 
    His eyes lingered on the skull of a Jontun, one of the Giant-kin whose lineage had been effectively wiped out and wondered what had become of those he had spent time with when the desk com sounded, and he answered. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “You have a Tenocore Inspector here, Mr. Glint, along with her… escort.” 
 
    Glint detected the hint of fear in her voice, figuring that meant a large contingent of Peacekeepers come to claim Valhalla Steel’s assets as their own.  
 
    The collapse of the Fae stronghold had been all over the Net, publicized and demonized by various Tenocore propagandists, enraging some and inspiring others to grab what turf was available. He was sure there were dozens of lesser powers just waiting for Tenocore to pull out of Valhalla Steel territory so they could make their own claim.  
 
    They were going to be quite disappointed, he mused. Valhalla Steel still maintained a large sum of their fighting force, having only lost Angus and his thirty, and the Jarl had set up instructions for each Thane, explaining who was in control until Hakon came of age and what that entailed. Of course, there would be issues but nothing Glint couldn’t handle accordingly. 
 
    “Send her in.” 
 
    It wasn’t long before the double doors opened, revealing a bald woman wearing a powered combat suit of grey and black, signifying her position within Tenocore’s policing agency. She moved will the practiced ease of one who took pride in knowing where she stood in the world. 
 
    “You are trespassing, sir. This property now belongs to Tenocore. All assets and private property will be transferred to—” 
 
    “Me.” Glint said, cutting her off.  
 
    Before she could reply, he pulled up a tablet with the agreement he and Angus had come to before he committed himself to assaulting the Fae. She scanned it, eyes betraying nothing save for subtle irritation which only grew the moment she realized Angus had signed over the company to Glint a week before the attack. It had only been legalized the moment Angus’ son was born. Valhalla Steel now belonged to Glint, and he would act as CEO until Hakon Jarlson came of age. 
 
    “This must be a mistake,” she said, pushing it back. “I received orders to obtain this property.” 
 
    “That sounds like your problem, not mine,” Glint replied. 
 
    The Inspector eyed him and seemed about to speak when her wrist-com signaled a call. “A moment, please.” 
 
    Stepping away, she took the call and lowered her voice, “Yes, ma’am. As you will.” 
 
    Returning, she placed a small holo-disc on the desk and walked out. Not even a word of explanation, although he was certain he knew the reason. As soon as the doors closed, a woman appeared from the disc and he marveled at her beauty. Ebony skin over striking green eyes, a few beauty marks along the side of her face a relic from her father. 
 
    “Hello, Emily,” he said. 
 
    “Glint,” she acknowledged. “And that’s Ms. Alderman, if it’s all the same to you.” 
 
    He smiled, “And yet it isn’t, is it?” 
 
    Emily sighed, and shook her head, “Just what is it you think you are doing? This complicates matters in a time that I don’t need extra complications.” 
 
    Glint spread out his hands, as if at a loss, “I’m simply a businessman looking for the right opportunity. It seems I’ve stumbled upon one.” 
 
    Emily Alderman, at least her consciousness within the Net, said nothing. “So, this is where you decide to make your play,” she allowed a brief laugh to escape her lips. “I knew that little Net Runner had to be tied to you somehow. Impressive work on him by the way. Perhaps I was wrong. Perhaps you are capable of change.” 
 
    “Who?” he asked, puzzled. 
 
    Her smile became coy, “Keep your secrets Glint, but know I’ll not go easy on you. The moment you slip up, I will take everything you own.” 
 
    He watched her then, allowing himself a few moments to remember the woman she had been before recalling the monster she was now. “Then I suppose, my dear, that I can’t slip up.” 
 
    With that, he reached down and snapped the holo-disk between his fingers. Taking the pieces with him, Glint left Angus’ room and found the Inspector waiting outside. He held his hand out, dropping the bits of holo-disc on the floor. 
 
    “You have five minutes to leave this property before I press charges. Good day.” 
 
    The Inspector sniffed, turning her nose up at him before leaving, her Peacekeepers close behind. 
 
    “Now then,” Glint said. “Time to get to work.” 
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