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More praise for WebM age
“The most enjoyable science fantasy book I’ veread in the last four years. . . Its blending of magic and
codingisinspired . . . WebMage hasdl the qudities| look for in a book—awonderfully subdued sense
of humor, nonstop action, and romantic relief. It'sawonderful debut novel.”
—Christopher Stasheff, author of Saint Vidicon to the Rescue
“McCullough handles his plot with unfailing invention, orchestrating amixture of humor, philosophy, and
programming insghts that gives new meaning to terms as commonplace as ‘ spell-checker’ and as
esoteric as‘programming in hex.” ”
—Publishers Weekly (starred review)
“A uniquefirgt nove, this has acharming, fresh combination of mythological, magica, and computer
elements. . . that will enchant many types of readers” —KLIATT
“McCullough’ sfirst novel, written very much in the style of Roger Zelazny’ s classc Amber novels, isa
rollicking combination of verba humor, wild adventures, and just plain fun.”
—\VOYA
"WebMage containsalot of humor and ahighly inventive new way of looking &t the universe, which
combines the magic of old with the computer structures of today.”
—SFRewu
“Complex, well paced, highly creative, and, overadl, an auspicious debut for McCullough . . . well worth
reading for fans of light fantasy.” —Sci Fi Weekly
“[A] fascinating world, somewhat redolent of Zelazny’s Amber universe. . . Theinterface between
magica and computer technology definitely tickles my inner geek.”
—MIT Science Fiction Society
“Thisfast-paced, action-packed yarnisalot of fun . . . weaving myth, magic, IT jargon.. . . intoa
bang-up story.” —Booklist
“McCullough has done afantadtic job integrating technology and mythology, and Ravirn isawonderfully
sympathetic protagonist.” —Romantic Times Book Reviews
"Kdly McCullough has the hacker ethic and the hacker mind-set down pat . . . The combination of
mythos, magic, and technology isgreat fun . . . Ravirnisthe literary grand-nephew of Corwin of Amber .
.. If you like the Amber books, you will certainly enjoy WebMage.” —Bewildering Stories
“It hasfinaly happened. Someone crossed the genres of sci-fi and fantasy to create amagica world that
has modern (futuristic) computer hackers.. . . McCullough has taken characters out from the darkness of
mythology and brought them into the light of thismodern digital age . . . out-fresking-standing.”
—Huntress Book Reviews
“The action kept me reading way past my bedtime. . . gripping and imaginative.” —Blogcritics
Magazine
“Thisisawild, funride. It is perfect reading for any time.”
—Rambles.net
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CHAPTER ONE
Zeus wants you!

| flipped the invitation open again. A paper rendition of the big guy popped out and pointed hisfinger at
me. It wastipped with alightning bolt.

Zeus wants you!

For spring break. Summer has come early to Olympus, and it’s here to stay. At least that’s what |
hear from Persephone’ s mother, who has officially canceled winter. Call it global warming or call
it Raven, whichever suits your fancy. In either case, it’stime to celebrate changing timesin the
pantheosphere. So come on up to thereal eternal city for a party on the edge of forever.

Below that were details. time, place, dress code, rules of conduct—the usud boilerplate for adivine
party, banning duels and persona violence—and a persond note scrawled in abold hand:

House Raven will be expected to make a formal appearance.

Zeus

House Raven—that meant me, though | sill prefer Ravirn. Ravirn, the Raven. Persephone’ s freedom and
the end of winter. Zeus. A divine blowout where | would have atarget painted on my back.

Wasit any wonder | had insomnia?

OK, maybethat’ salittle dishonest. It wasn't just the card costing me deep. It wastheway | could read
it in the dark—by the light of my eyes. My recent upgrade from demigod 2.0 to 2.5 or whatever verson
| was on a the moment had come with some dubious “perks,” including glow-in-the-dark eyeballs.

Oh, sure, | could put “Raven, Chaos Power” on my business cards now, but insde | was till plain old
Ravirn, avery young and very late entrant into the Greek pantheon. And atired one. Did | mention |
wasn't getting enough rest? | desperately wanted deep. Now, there saperk | could go for.

Morpheus, Phobetor, Phantasos. We call these gods of deep the Dreamers. Unfortunately, they don’t
aways cdl back, not even for family. The relationship’ sdistant, but it’ sthere. Asthe umpteen-times
great-grandson of the Greek Fate Lachesis, I’ m pretty much related to the whole damn pantheon. It
didn’'t help.

I"d tried email, voice mail, snail mail. . . . Sofar, nothing. | was starting to have serious thoughts about
giving hate mail ago. For most of my life I’ d thought of deep as something of an
annoyance—unnecessary downtime. Now that I’ d come face-to-face with seriousinsomnia, | couldn’'t
wait for another vist from Morpheus and co.

Damn my eyes!

They used to look alot like the rest of my immediate family’s. Which isto say, two of them, dit-pupiled,
with al the usud bitsin the usua places. Then | died. . . . No, not died actualy. Ceased to exist, which
was much better. Dying would have put me in Hades power, and the Lord of the Dead hated me ashe
heted few living beings.

| blamed Persephone for that and awhole lot more. My invite from Zeus, the eyes, Hades attemptsto
kill me. When I’ d rescued her from Hades the place, Hades the god had gone kind of nonlinear. HE d
pushed meto the very edge of death, and I’ d decided to try to take him with me, opening ahole into the
place between worlds.

Prima Chaos poured through into the here and now. It consumed Hades' offices and agood bit of the
surrounding underworld. | hurt him badly, though | didn’t quite destroy him. | couldn’t say the samefor
myself. Chaosis caudtic stuff. It ate me dive—poof, Ravirn dl gone. Actudly, morelikeaieee! Ravirnal
gone, but you get the picture.

That’' s one place where the Raven thing saved me. Ravirn 1.0 would have died. But 2.0—born of my
conflict with Fate—had managed to imitate my Titan ancestors, creating afresh body from chaosthrough
will done. Cal it verson 2.5. There were some changes in this newest model, most notably my glowing
eyes. Chaoslooks out at the world from the dits of my pupils now and lights my way with itstumbling
infinitude of glowing colors and shapes.

It salittledisturbing. No, I'll be honest, it’ salot disturbing. Chaos burned awvay my body, and now it
burnsin my eyes. Cerice hatesit. | glanced over a my lady fair. She was adeep, curled on her side with



her back to me. | couldn’t see much beyond her ashen hair. When we dept face-to-face, she caught a
flash of light every time| blinked. She didn’t like the new look, not onetiny little bit. | guess| couldn’t
blame her, not considering how | felt about it.

| felt. . . like getting up. | stretched and sighed. It was pretty clear the Dreamers had decided to skip my
stop again. There was no point in tossng and turning until 1 woke Cerice. Sighing, | rolled out of bed. My
sk robe, green and black—the colors of House Raven—Ilay over the back of achair. | grabbed it
though | didn’'t need it in the warm tropical night. | so grabbed theinvite as| headed for the lower
levels. | wanted to look it over again.

Raven Houseisagreat sprawling structure built mostly of green and black marble and aqua-tinted glass.
The styleisasurprisingly harmonious mix of nouveau-tiki and classcd Greek. It Stson amountainsde
overlooking the haf-moon of Hanalel Bay on aversion of Earth that hasn't yet produced any human
neighborsto spail theview. Asfar as|’d been able to determine, | had the entire Idand of Kauai to
mysdlf in this DecLocus. That' s Decision Locusfor the lesstechnicdly inclined, the designator the mweb
usesfor the data tags that keep track of al the infinite worlds of probability.

At least that' s how things are supposed to work. My little conflict with Hades had done even more
damage to Necessty —the goddess in computer shape who maintains our physical reaity—than it had to
me. The system had gone serioudy out of whack, with repercuss ons the pantheon was till discovering.
Technicaly that' sdl Persephone sfault, but | suppose | have to shoulder some of the blame. If | hadn’t
broken into Hades the place in order to bring my dead friend Shara back to the land of theliving, the
virus Persephone wrote to take over Necessity would never have gotten loose.

“gr?

| tried not jump out of my skin when aquiet voice spoke up from behind me as | reached the bottom of
the sairs.

“Yes, Haemun.” | turned to face him.

The satyr served as Raven House' sresident staff. He claims he’ sa product of my subconscious mind,
but I have my doubts. | don't think I’'m twisted enough to have put asoul patch and the multiverse's
ugliest Hawaiian shirt on aman-goat with the voice of Don Ho. | redlly don't.

“Can | get you anything?’ he asked. “ Some dippers? A midnight’—he stopped and checked hiswatch
disgpprovingly—" 3:00 A.M. snack. A drink?’

“How about that last, amajito. I’ Il be out on the balcony. ”

“Lana,” he corrected me. “This is Hawaii after dl, even though it lacks Hawaiians. We should endeavor
to usetheloca syntax wherever possible, don't you think?’

“Fine, I'll be onthelana.” That was ancther thing. Would my subconscious really act so difficult?
Haemun headed for the back of the house, and | headed for the front. The main balcony looked out
acrossthe bay. There were anumber of lounge chairs scattered around, and | took one of these,
whigtling the brazier next to it adlight with aquick burst of binary. That way | could pretend to read by
something other than thelight of my eyes. The heet felt nice, too; it was chillier outside.

Theinvitation redly was gorgeous. A complex multilayered thing with cutout and pop-up effects, it
mirrored the Parthenon when fully unfolded, complete with avisiting deity in the shape of the pop-up
Zeus.

“Hmph, dead trees. How antiquated.” Thelittle blue webgoblin hopped onto the arm of my chair,
tapping the card with asharp claw. “ Y ou' d think Zeuswould get with the times. CEO of Pantheon Inc.,
and he can’'t even send an e-mail.”

Mé chior. Bad, blue, bad attitude, and about the size of acat, at least in webgoblin shape. HeE ssmaller
asalagptop, and quieter, too. Familiar and friend, he’ s been with mefor years. The relationship has
changed quite abit in that time, from master and servant to partners.

| raised an eyebrow. “You'rejust jedlousthat | get real mail and you don't.”

He sputtered at that for amoment before regaining his momentum and theetrically rolling his eyes.
“Jedous? Of you? Right. Y ou just keep telling yourself that while tote up thelist of deities who want
you dead but don’t much care about me. Hades, Atropos, Lachess, Clotho—"

“That'snot fair,” | said. “Thoselast three are dl Fates. They should count asone.”



“Maybe for someonewho isn't actualy related to them. But Lachesisis your grandmother and still out
for your blood. That takes specid effort, and it should get equaly specia consideration.”

“Hey,” | protested, “that’ s umpteen-times great-grandmother, and it’ s not like she' s actively trying tokill
me”

“Not that you know of.”

| opened my mouth, then closed it again. He might have apoint. The Fates are subtle, and | couldn’t be
sure they were off the case just because nobody had taken ashot at mein thelast few days. | groped
around for something eseto say. | hate losing arguments with my familiar. He' safoot and ahdf tal, and
| built him—that should give me some kind of advantage. My eyesfell on the card in my hands, and |
thrugt it & him.

“Zeuslikesme.” | refrained from adding a“ so there” or sticking out my tongue. I might befeding
childish, but no way was| going to admit it to what amounted to alaptop with acute gland problems.
“He sthrowing meaparty.”

“Zeuslikes parties. End of story.”

Well, there was that. Zeusisa party animal, asort of divine hybrid of king of the gods and the ultimate
frat boy, which makes a certain amount of sense | suppose. Fraternities refer to themselves as Greek and
attach Alphas and Omegasto their front doors, and my family has provided plenty of ingpiration on the
drinking-and-debauchery front. For his casua sex contributions done, Zeus deserves a pecid placein
party higtory.

I’ sactudly kind of strange. Here we have the Lord of the Sky, God-King, and King-God who defeated
and imprisoned his Titan forebearsin the war known asthe Titanomachy. Y et, when he' s not painted
breaking heads, the myths are mostly about him seducing mortas. | guessthat’ swhat happens when you
try to run amultidimensiond divine operation with aone-dimensiona persondity.

| looked &t the invitation again.

Zeus wants youl!

And, House Raven will be expected to make a formal appearance.

That didn’t leave me much wiggle room. House Raven—the ingtitution—as opposed to Raven
House—the building | called home—pretty much conssted of me, and maybe Melchior. The latter
depended on whether you counted him as a person or not.

Cerice' s matriarch—Clotho, the Fate who spins the threads of life—had thus far refused to accept
Cerice sresignation, which meant that technically Cerice gtill belonged to the Houses of Fate. Shara,
Cerice sfamiliar, would ways have ahome a Raven House, but her relationship to House Raven was
even more tenuous than her mistress' s, since she was trgpped within the computer-mind of the goddess
Necessity for at least the next month if not forever. It was hard to guess what would happen to her with
Necessity in such dire shape.

Asfor Haemun . . . Wéll, asthe spirit of the place, he worked more for Raven House than he did for me.
| redlly hadn’t had time to accumulate an entourage, and | preferred it that way. Asahacker and
cracker, and ademigod of same, | tended to think of myself more as alone coder than any kind of head
of aDivine House. Infact, | redly didn’'t much like the whole idea of becoming apower, however minor.
Of course, no one had asked me. They’d just gone ahead and made me one.

Just then, Haemun arrived with amajito for me and avery small snifter of something amber for Melchior.
“Your drinks,” he said, leaning down with the tray.

“Thanks, Haemun.”

“You' rewecome, sirs. Can | get you anything else?’

“No, thank you.”

Haemun wandered off and | took along sip of my drink— rum and mint, lime and sugar, abit of soda
and absolutely fabulous. OK, so there were afew perksto thiswhole House Raven thing. They didn’t
begin to make up for everything I’ d had to go through to get here. Or, | sugpected, the grief the whole
deal was going to buy mein thefuture. | tossed the card onto the table beside me.

Melchior picked it up. “This party smellsliketrouble.”

“Everything smélsliketroubleto you, Mdl. | think | misprogrammed your paranoialevels”



Henodded. “ That' s possible, but it's more likely the company | keep. You are atrouble magnet, and this
party setup”—he tapped the card—"is begging to be exploited. It nallsyou down in one place a a
gpecific time and announces the detailsto dl of your enemies”

“No on€ sgoing to try to pull anything right under Zeus snose.”

Md rolled hiseyesagain. “Yeah, it'snot like there s any precedent for that. Like say, agolden apple
with * For the Fairest” tossed into another Olympian party by Eris, Goddess of Discord.” He snapped his
finger. “Oh, wait, isn't that how the Trojan War started?’

“Wdl, when you put it that way . . .”

“Isthere another way to put it?’

| winced and tapped the part of the card that talked about House Raven being expected. “Unfortunately,
being a chaos power doesn’t mean that | get to let what | want to do get in the way of what | haveto do.
If you can think of agood way to weasel out of this, now’ sthetimeto suggest it.”

He shook hishead. “1 hate it when you resort to reason like that. It' s out of character.”

| could fedl the musclesin my back and shoulders beginning to tighten and took another drink. If it were
daylight, I’ d have gone surfing to distract myself, but migudging wavesin the dark isagreat way to
become one with the reef. Besides, my glowing eyes tended to attract sharks. We got an awful lot of
them in the bay, maybe because in this Declocus, no humans had come aong to prey on them. The eyes
draw bugs, too.

| wondered if Discord had the same problem. Her eyes are like mine, only more so, two glowing balls of
chaos. | liked Eris, even if shewas crazy, but her eyes had aways cregped me out. Now | saw their
close cousinslooking back at me every time | faced amirror.

Mél chior was probably right about the party, but | really didn’t have any outs. The great powers of the
pantheon are Chaos, Order, Death, and Creation—Discord, Fate, Hades, and Zeus. With Order and
Death dready out to get me, | really didn’'t want to piss Zeus off, too, no matter how stupid hewas.

| Spped away a my mojito and tried to pretend everything would go fine. Y eah, right. About the only
good thing | could see was a chance to plead my insomnia case to the Dreamersin person if they showed
for the bash.

“Ravirn, be serious.” Cerice glared at the leather pants|1’d just pulled out of the closet. “Y ou can’'t wear
those”

“Of coursel can.” | dipped them on, ignoring her glower. “They’re comfortable and practical.”

The pants were racing leasthers made by alittle company called Tech Sec and lined with about seventeen
layers of Kevlar. Grest if you happened to crash your bike, better if someone started shooting at you.
“Theinvite said House Formd.”

She was wearing a red-and-gol d-brocade dress that would have been perfectly appropriate in the court
of Elizabeth 1. 1t looked fantastic on her. Cericeistall and dender, with china-pale skin and white blond
hair. Her dit eyes are blue, her cheekbones high, her ears pointed, and her face shaped like anarrow
heart. The children of Fate are at the root of the legends of df-kind, and my own appearanceisa
black-haired masculine mirror of hers.

| stepped in close and planted a gentle kiss on her cheek. “I know that, Cerice. But | no longer belong to
the Houses of Fate. | am my own House, and | don't like classical. Not the way it isworn a House
Clotho”—I tugged at her deeve— “and not the three-thousand-year-old Athenian version favored on
Olympus”

She sighed and smiled. “1 understand that, but if you’ re going to go modern, couldn’t you at least wear a
tux ingtead of riding leathersand a T-shirt?’

“Theleathers stay. | like bulletproof.”

“Bullet resstant,” interjected Mechior. “ There sadifference. ”

| gave him asour look. “1 will concede the T-shirt.” I’d planned on doing that anyway, and thisway |'d
get rdationship pointsfor it aswell. “What would you suggest?’

She headed deeper into the closet, returning amoment later with an emerald silk shirt with Edwardian
ruffles. | took it dubioudy and dipped it on, then added my jacket.

“Ohmy.” Cericegrinned.



“Good?’ | asked.

“Surpriangly so.”

A quick look in the mirror confirmed her judgment. Tech Sec leathers are custom-fitted, and avery silky
black. With the jacket open and the ruffled shirt, the whole |ooked something like Edwardian Modern.
Even the boots added to the effect, snce I’ d opted for Tech Sec’s English riding style. Nice.

That just left one thing. Stripping the jacket off again, | put on alow-profile shoulder holster and did my
A5intoit.

“Uh, Boss?’

“Yes, Mée chior. What do you want? And would you please stop calling me Boss? We're partners.”
“Whatever you say, Boss.”

“Méchior?’

“Yes?' He gave me an innocent look.

“Youweresaying. ..

“Areyou sure you want to bring agun along? Y ou do remember that Zeus has banned them, right?
‘Nobody thundersbut me’ and dl that jazz.”

“I was going to conced it with aspell,” | said. “Besdes, my rapier and dagger don’t go with the outfit.”
“So you'releaving them behind?’

“WEéll, no. | was going to ask you to tuck them away somewhere.” | flgpped my fingers mystically.
Méelchior often parked my bladesin asort of pocket of folded space when | didn’t want them visible.
“Why not have me take the gun, too? It'd be safer.”

| wanted to argue, especidly after he' d reminded me what alovely target this party made of me, but he
was right. | handed over the .45 very reluctantly. He took it and whistled aquick string of binary code.
The spell opened aholein space, into which M chior tucked the pistol. My blades followed a moment
later, but he kept it open and gave Cerice arather pointed look.

“What?" she demanded.

| grinned. “If I’ ve gotta, so do you.”

“Oh, dl right.” She reached under her skirts and produced a small Beretta semiautomatic. It went
wherever it was Me had parked the rest of the stuff, and he closed things up. Cerice' sdight but smug
smile as he did so suggested to me that she was holding out. | didn’t call her oniit.

“Areweready?’ | asked.

“Aswe'relikely to get,” muttered Melchior. “I just wish we could trave like sane peopleand LTPt.”
That would have been nice. Despite my newfound facility with faerierings, | dso preferred locus transfer
protocol gates. But the damage to the mweb had removed the world that held Raven House from the net
and cut off al mweb-based magic in the process. That |eft us no other choice.

“Youwant towalk or ride?’ | asked him.

“Ride, | think. I'm lesslikely to draw divine attention if | play inanimate object for most of the evening,
and that' stheway | likeit.”

“Fair enough. Mechior, Laptop. Please.”

He grinned and began to melt into ablue puddie—the first step in the shift from webgaoblin to 1aptop. He
could have doneit on hisown, of course, but he seemed to prefer the old ritua of command and
performance when running most of his spell programming. Kind of odd, actudly, sncethe“pleasg” we'd
subgtituted for “execute’” made the whole thing as voluntary asif he'd initiated the spdll himsdlf.

But then, he was abizarre little mix of hardware, wet-ware, software, spellware, and whatever spiritware
Tyche and Eris had snuck into the webgoblin specsto give them free will. Asfar as| cantell, Al isat
least asweird asthe regular sort of |. When he was done, | lifted his laptop form—a trand ucent blue
clamshell—into a Tech Sec shoulder bag and bowed Cerice out the door in front of me.

The faerie ring was embedded in the marble of the grand ba cony, acircle of black veining within the
green stone. Taking Cerice' shand, | stepped into the circleand went . . . elsewhere.

Faerierings are aform of chaos magic that acts as aloopholein the idea of place. Outside, you're
somewhere specific. Ingde, you' re not. Every snglering isa one and the same time both itsdf and every
other ring. When you cross back over the border on the way out, your odds of stepping out of any other



circle are perfectly even. At leadt, that’ sthe theory. In practice, most people experience therings
sequentiadly, seeing potentid exit pointsin aseries of flickers, like high-gpeed channd surfing.

That's how it worked for plain old Ravirn—uvery dangerous and very scary. But the Raven isa power of
chaos, which gives me unusua power over therings. Now when | enter one, | somehow experience the
whole damn system ssimultaneoudly and can Ssmply step out into the world of my choice. Convenient but,
initsown way, even scarier.

Thistime the Olympus ring was a chain of braided flowers, bright in the afternoon sun. They lay onthe
floor of asmall marble temple, the pantheonic equivaent of agazebo. On my last visit to the mountain, it
had been acircle of dancing satyrs. Athenaisthe head of Olympian security, and she does not alow
permanent rings.

Aswe stepped over the flowers, asmall, fat satyr pranced up to greet us. He had more flowersin his hair
and looked to be a sweet-natured thirteen. In redlity, he was probably in his late hundreds and as
steeped in vice astherest of his half-goat relatives. That impresson was reinforced by aglance over his
shoulder to the place where ahalf dozen of hisfellows were hunched over somekind of game that
involved dice and lots of drinking from unmarked brown bottles.

“Raven and consort, so good of you to come. If you'll just follow me, I'll lead you to the party.”

“| prefer Ravirn,” | said.

“And consort?’ demanded Cerice. “Don’'t | even get aname?’

“Look,” said the satyr, “1 don’t writethe cards, | just read’em.” Hewaved adender calling card &t us.
“Where d you get that?’ | asked.

Herolled hiseyes. “Out of the arrivalsbox. Security’ s pretty tight for this gig, and Athena' s people are
monitoring al theincoming traffic, both LTPsand on thering network. Whenever any of theinvitees
comesin, acard pops up with titles and whatnot on it.”

“What if someoneisn'tinvited?’ | asked.

He shrugged. “ That’ s not redlly my department. | assume al hell breaks loose. It hasn't happened yet,
and | hopeto missit if it does. Now, are you coming?’

Heled usto alarge field with dozens of pavilions. A line of dender postslinked by golden rope
surrounded the area, and we walked along these to a place where the rope spirded around atdler pair
of polesto form an arch. A pair of ten-foot cyclopesin security guard uniforms and mirrored shades
stood to either side of the opening.

The satyr handed the calling card over to the nearer of thetwo. Heread it carefully and painfully, silently
sounding out the syllables. When he finished, he turned his head so that the single lens of hismirrored
shade was aimed right at me and frowned.

“I remember you,” he said.

Hedidn't sound happy. Neither was 1. Thelast time I’ d come into contact with the rent-a-clops types
that supplied muscle for Athena s security operations, we hadn’t exactly seen eyesto eye. In fact, there d
been some shooting involved. Mostly them, a me, with high-caiber Gyrojet pistals, but it hadn’t al been
oneway. It was going to be very embarrassing if | got into afight with one of the security guards and got
thrown out of aparty in my own honor.

“I'msorry,” | said. *Youmissed. | missed. Canwejugt cdl it even?’

“I don't t'ink so,” said the cyclops, cracking his enormous knuckles. “I really don’t. One of these days,
you and me are gonnahave along talk in adark alley somewheres.” He shook his head with some
disappointment. “But it ain't today. Today is professond, not persond. Zeusinvited you, so | gotsto let
you in, but Athena said to make sure | frisked you first. Y ou wannaassume the position? Or do | getsto
go personal on you ahead 0’ schedule?’

What | redly wanted was to go back to Raven House, but all the reasons | had to cometo this event il
gpplied. Besides, | didn’t think I"d be dlowed to smply walk away at thispoint. Withasigh, | put my
hands on top of my head.

The’ clopslooked briefly triumphant when he found my shoulder holster, but that faded as soon as he
saw it was empty. At the end of the pat down, he turned his gaze on Cerice.

“Don't eventhink it, eyebal.” Her voice was quiet and amost swest, and that made it even scarier. “If



they ever found your body, they’ d develop drinking problems over the missing bits.”

The cyclops stepped aside and waved usin, looking more than alittle pale as he did so. Once more we
followed the satyr, thistime threading our way through amilling crowd heavy on his goatish cousins,
nymphs, and booze, on our way to the largest of the tents.

Aswe stepped inside, he loudly announced, “Raven and consort.”

“That'sRavirn,” | said.

“And Cerice,” she added.

“It'snot like anyone' slistening,” replied the satyr before he ducked back out of the tent.

He had apoint. The party had clearly started without me, and his bellow probably didn’t carry more than
acouple of yards. Hundreds of figures crowded the pavilion, filling the place with noise and movement so
wild | had a hard time making sense of it. If anyone noticed our entry, they didn’t show it.

“Now what?’ | asked Cerice.

“Mingleand look for Zeus, | guess. We can't leave until that’ s out of the way, and even if we decideto
day, it’' sthe polite thing to do.”

| nodded. “ Sounds good.” | hoped to find Morpheus in there somewhere aswell, but | had my doubts.
“Let’'sseeif wecan't get acouple of drinkson theway.” Taking Cerice'shand, | plunged into the
crowd.

Snapshots from a divine madhouse.

Eris, Goddess of Discord, playing cards with her half brother Ares and Hephaestus, the smith who
hammered out Zeus s lightning bolts. The boyswerelosing. I’ d been there and didn’t need to add to
Discord’ swinstonight, so | kept going.

A hdf dozen satyrs stood by abar where Dionysus poured drinks from ajug that never emptied.

| got Cerice and me a couple of glasses. It waswine, clear and golden and sweet and tart and hot and
cold dl a the sametime.

| Spped at it as we passed the head table, a crescent of white marble dabs enfolding agrotesquerie of a
fountain— dl little cupids and spouting tritons with dark wine pouring from the tips of their weapons.
Zeus s golden throne stood empty in the center of the tableau, so we moved on.

In the corner of another tent, alamia, asphinx, and a chimerasat around asmall table swapping hero
reci pes.

At some point, Cerice left meto find us more drinks. While | waswaiting, | saw afamiliar face with an
unfamiliar expression. My cousin Dairn, smiling. When he saw me, he waved, as so many others had.

| waved back unthinkingly, then froze. Dairn isagrandchild of Atropos, who wants me dead, and one of
the greatest archers ever to live. He hastried to kill me on three separate occasions. The scar had not
survived my rebirth, but he once put an arrow through my left forearm.

Thelast timel’d seen him, I d pushed his unconscious and hamstrung body into afaerie ring, more than
half-hoping he'd lose his soul in that magical maelstrom as so many had before. It seemed fair payment
for the arrow that had cost my friend Shara her life. | hadn’t heard from or about him from then till now,
and I’ d assumed he was dead.

As he headed toward me, | opened my bag and pulled out Mechior, quickly flipping up hislid.

Run Melchior, | typed. Please.

| st the [aptop down asit began to shift into Me chior’ swebgoblin form. | wanted my handsfree, and |
wanted the backup. As Dairn got closer, | did adouble take. Rather than the tights and tunic | would
have expected from a child of House Atroposin good standing, he wore motorcycle leathers that
mirrored mine. Nor were they in histraditiona colors—amixture of browns. His ruffled shirt was arusty
red, the leathers dark and silvery, dmost like a blackened mirror.

“Raven,” he said, raisng an empty hand. “I’ ve been looking for you.”

| nodded a greeting but didn’t take his hand. | didn’t want to get that close to him. Something wasn't
right, and it was more than a change of clothes and colors. After amoment, he dropped his hand, though
he didn’t look put out. In fact, he smiled and his eyes seemed amogt to twinkle.

“It'sthat way isit, Raven?’

“Ravirn,” | corrected him. “1 don’'t see how it could be any other way. Not after our last meeting.”



“Areyou thinking of the part where your toy computer hamstrung me, the bit where you stole my
webpixie, or the end, when you pushed me into afaerie ring bound and unconscious and left meto die?’
Hesadit dl with agrinthat set achill to the back of my neck. Hisvoice waslight, amost teasing, like
nothing unusua had happened between us. Like I’ d done him some sort of favor, even. It was much
more frightening than the rage or indignation I’ d have expected from someone like Dairn and deeply out
of character, more the kind of thing Eris or Athenawould have used to throw an enemy off-balance. I'd
known Dairn most of my life, and he smply wasn't that sharp.

“Actudly,” | said, being careful to keep my tone aslight and friendly ashis, “it’ sbefore that, where you
helped to take my girlfriend hostage and murdered her familiar. Y ou do remember that, right?’
Hewaved ahand dismissvely. “1 served my House, and besides, decommissioning awebgoblin hardly
countsas murder. Y ou don't redly believe dl that rot about them being people, do you?’

Somewhere down around my knees Melchior began whistling astring of angry binary. It wastoo fast for
meto parse, but | could tell the end result wasn't going to be healthy for Dairn. Since that would have
violated Zeus s party rules, | reached down and caught the scruff of Me’ s neck—too late. By thetime
I’d lifted him into the air, he was dready finishing whatever spdll he' d started, though it sounded very
strange at the end.

At that point havoc should have ruled thefidld. It didn’t, and it took me a moment—and amenta replay
of what had just happened—to figure out why. That’swhen my exchange with Dairn went from
moderately disturbing to downright frightening.

Meélchior’sspdll hadn’t failed. Dairn had canceled it by whistling one of his own, and not agenerd
nullification charm either. He' d matched his own whistle to Mé’ sfor abar, then shifted to a harmony,
and findly a sdlf-harmonized counterpoint that turned the origina spell onits head.

He shouldn’t have been able to do that. It wasthe kind of magic that only webtroll supercomputersand a
few of the powers, mysdlf not included, could use. It took agreat dedl of effort to stand my ground.
Effort | probably should have spent on running, but | really hated to run blind.

“Who areyou?’ | asked, dill holding M chior in the crook of my arm. It felt as though he might be
trembling.

Dairn smiled, and his eyes flashed again. “ Dairn, whom you abandoned to the faerie rings.”

| recognized the flash thistime, atiny spark of pure Primal Chaoswithin his pupils, and my own grew
wide. At that, his spark grew brighter, and | recognized something else. The spark was areflection of my
own, not aninternd light. His pupils were dark mirrors, like smoked glass over quicksilver.

“What areyou?’

"Ahh, now that’ s a better question. | am what you made me. | am your enemy.”



CHAPTER TWO

Dairn grinned and reached toward the breast of hisjacket, as though he were going for agun. Before he
could complete the gesture, | heard someone call my name.

Dairn’s smile changed into afrown as he looked over my shoulder. Then he whistled something very fast
and vanished.

| turned around and saw Tisiphone walking toward me.

Tigphone. The Fury. Fire-haired, fireewinged, and beautiful. As dways, she was naked, with the blue
veins showing through her pae redhead’ s skin. More fire blossomed in the hair where her long athletic
legs met, and her high small breasts were d o tipped with flame,

Her lips burn, too, or at least that was how | remembered them from our one brief kiss, hot and wild and
vivid. | pushed those thoughts aside. | couldn’t have them. Not aslong as | waswith Cerice. Not aslong
aswe were an us. But Cericeloved Ravirn, not chaos-eyed Raven, who frightened her, and Tisiphone. .
.why, Tigphonewas't afraid of anything.

“Ravirn?’ she said again. Shelooked puzzled. “I wanted to talk with you. I'm glad to find you adone. You
areaone, aren’'t you? When | first saw you | thought you were standing by amirror, but then . . . Did |
seewhat | think | saw? If so, who wasthat?’

“My cousin Dairn, who hates me, but that’ s not important. He' s gone now. How are you? How's
Necessity? Have you seen Shara?’

“What isthis? An interrogation?’ Tisiphone smiled. “Not so frightened of me as you once were, are you?
That’sgood. | don’t want you scared.” She reached up and touched my cheek.

| blushed. Thefirgt time | met Tisgphone, she'd cometo kill me. That wasn't the only time we' d clashed.
She' d saved my life more than once aswell. Our relationship had grown complex. She wanted me, and |
wanted . . . | don’t know. Sometimes | wanted things to be the way they never had been—Cerice and
me together without anything hanging over our heads. Sometimes | wanted something else entirely.
“Ravirmn.” The voice waslow, husky, hurt.

“Cerice” | turned away from Tisiphone and took my glass from Cerice s hand, “you' re back.”

“I am. Should I have bothered?’

“It'snot likethat,” | said. “Tisphone just arrived, too. She wanted to say hello.”

“Ohredly.” Cerice sounded dmost asicy as she had with the rent-a-clops.

“Darnishere” sad Mdchior.

Cerice sexpression went from cold to hot in an ingtant. Sharaiis Cerice sfamiliar, awebgoblin every bit
as preciousto her asMelchior isto me. On top of that, at the time Dairn had shot Shara, his brother
Hwyl had been in the process of clubbing Cerice unconscious. She's had arough couple of years, largely
because she' d decided to save my neck once upon atime.

“Whereishe?’ she asked, draining her winein asinglelong draft and dropping theglass. “I’ll kill him.”

| had no doubt she meant that literdly.

“Asmuch as | gppreciate the sentiment,” | said, catching her wrigt, “this might not be the best place for
it”

Cericeglared a mebut didn’t try to pull away. That was good. | didn’t think that trying to kill Dairn
would be agrest idearight now, even if we could find him, but | wouldn't havetried to restrain her
beyond that first impulse.

“Isthisaprivate moment, or can anyonejoin?’ Thewoman' s voice was diamondsin the snow—frozen
elegance—and dl too familiar.

If I’d been paying attention to anything other than Cerice and Tisphone, | might have seen her coming
and had aready answer or adodge. Asit was, my brain kind of shortcircuited for afew secondsasa
third woman stepped into view.

“Hdlo, Raven.” Beautiful and regd, she nodded at me before turning. “Cerice, fill dumming | see. |
don’t know what you see in him. Tisiphone, don’t you have something better to do? Placesto go?

Peopleto kill?”
Shewastall and pale, with dark hair and dark eyes dit like acat’s. She wore along Elizabethan gown of



green and gold. She was athousand years old and as cold and cruel as aqueen of faerie. Her House was
Lachessand her loyalty to my great-to-the-Nth-degree-grandmother was absolute. As with so many
members of the Houses of Fate, Ravirn had died for her on the day Lachess cast me out.

| forced asmile. “Hello, Phoebe.” Damned if | was going to cal her mother.

What do you say to the woman who birthed you when she sees you asawalking corpse? If we' d ever
been truly close, it might have been easier. | could have raged or cried or done something else equally
dramatic. But for reasons structurd, historicd, and familia, we had little in common beyond blood and a
few yearsin ashared house.

My mother’ s sengbilities were formed around the time Charlemagne ruled France. She’ d had more than
athousand years of living without a child before she had my sister and me, and only a score of years
living with us. To expect her to fed for me as might ahuman mother who' d spent afifth of her short life
with her child would be profoundly foolish. Add to that the intergenerationd warfare of my ancestorsand
my grandmother’ s need to have dl loydty in her House flow firgt, last, and dwaysto her, and our
estrangement was no surprise. Despite that, seeing her hurt me. My usudly glib tongue seemed to have
found someplace elseto be.

“Did you have something you wanted to say?’ | findly asked.

She canted her head to one side and gave me her best disapproving stare. That wasit.

“Look, Mom—I can till call you Mom, can't I?—I don’t have dl night. Make your point or get out of
the way. I’ ve played the hard-looks game with all three Fates, Hades, Eris, Cerberus, and”—I nodded
at Tisphone—"the Furies. On that scale you don’t even register.”

“Y ou may not call me mom, mother, mater, or any other verson of the term. When Laches s disowned
you, sodidl.”

“Great. ThenI’ll begoing.” | moved to step around her, but she held up ahand.

“What you have doneto our Houseisinex—"

“Y our House, Phoebe. Not mine. Mine is House Raven, or didn’t you read the invite?’

“I’mnot done,” she said, putting out a hand.

| stuck my untouched drink init. “1 am.” Thistime | went right on past her. It wasthat or punch her in the
face.

“I blame your father’ sblood for this!” sheyelled after me.

“That wasfun,” said Cerice, catching up to me as | ducked through the door to anearby tent.

She sounded alittle shaky, and after aquick look around reveded that Tisiphone hadn’t followed, |
turned to take her hand.

“You OK?" | asked.

“Yeah, | guesss0.” Shelooked down, away from my face. “I’'m sorry. It'sjudt, that she'sso...”
“Difficult?'Y eah, my mother could teach Aresathing or two about sarting fights.”

“Ravirn!” Sheglared a me.

“Oh, you mean Tisphone. Sorry. | tend to forget she exisgss when we' redone.”

“You'reimpossible” she said, but the tension was broken, and she smiled wistfully a me. “And we'rea
long way from done.” Her gesture took in the crowd in the new tent.

| caught her in my arms. “I really am sorry. She found me, not the other way around, rather like my
mother.”

“All right,” said Cerice, rlaxing into my arms and resting her chin on my shoulder. “I’ m sorry, too.”

We stayed that way for along time, clinging to each other despite the wild crowd around us, like an eye
of camin the heart of adivine hurricane. | treasured the moment. But it cut me as well, because when we
findly broke apart, | caught thetiny flinch she couldn’t quite suppress as her gaze met the chaosin my
eyes.

“About time.” Me chior was tugging on my pant leg. “ Give me aboost.” He reached his hands up, and |
lifted him into the bag. “I’ d forgotten what aroya pain your mother can be,” he said before he went back
to laptop shape.

“I hadn’t.”

Cericelet out abitter little laugh, and | raised an eyebrow at her.



“Sorry. Thewholething just made me wonder how my mother’ staking my resgnation.”

“Hard to say. Clotho' s not astightly wound as Laches's, and that’ sreflected in her children. Besides, as|
recal, you only quit thejob, not the family. | was cast out fully and formdly.”

“Not to mention unjustly,” she said.

Her words were angry, as was her expresson, angry on my behalf. It was sweet and fierce and more
than alittle bit sad. In many ways my outcast status hurt Cerice more than it did me.

“Let’'sgofind fresh drinks,” | said.

Another hour passed without any further sgn of Dairn, my mother, or Tisiphone. Just Cerice and |
walking hand in hand. Bliss. | wasjust thinking we should have another go at finding Zeuswhen avoice
cdled out my name.

“Ravim!”

It was niceto hear my preferred name instead of my shiny new one, so | was smiling when | spotted the
speaker. Somehow | held on to that despite the face attached to the voice. It was old-home week
goparently.

“Hello, Arion.” My father.

He grinned. “From your tone, I’ d guess your mother found you first. Fates and their children. That
woman is cut from the same cloth as dl the othersin the House. | swear there samold somewherein
Lachess soffice, and they aren’t born so much as ssamped out.” He turned to Cerice and winked. “I
except Clotho' s great-granddaughter here, of course. How are you, child?’

“I'mfine, Arion. Yoursdf?’

“Aswdl as can be expected, considering my relationship with the boy’ s mother.”

| blinked. “I takeit you' re not getting aong then?’

“Oh, aswdl asusual. We ve been together six hundred years now, with al the usua fuss and bother:
argument, making up, separations, enchantment, assassnation attempts. . .”

“There s not much question where Ravirn got his sense of humor, isthere?’ said Cerice.

Arion grinned. “Actudly, that’ swhy | hunted you down. Y our grandmother asked to meet you.”

| twitched at that. If Lachesiswas|ooking for me, it could only mean trouble.

“My grandmother can go . . . wait asecond.”

Lachesswasn't redly my grandmother; | just tended to think of her that way since she had long been my
head of House and preferred that we al refer to her so. I’'d met my mother’ s mother once or twice, but
the generation gap between us was S0 gresat that we' d literaly had nothing to talk about. She' d been born
before the invention of stedl. My father was almost that old himsalf but had somehow managed to stay
contemporary in away even my mother hadn’t managed. I’d dwaysjust assumed his mother had been
killed somewhere dong theline, as so many of my demi-immortd relatives had over the years. | know
that both of my mother’s mother’ s parents had gone that way .

“Wow,” Arion said to Cerice, “you can actudly seethewhed sturning in there”

She amiled. “ Sometimesit’ sthe only evidence that hethinks at dl.”

“Who ismy grandmother?” | asked.

“That'd ruinthe surprise,” said Arion. “ She’ sgot atent set up right over here with her ssters.” He arted
off.

Sigers? Tent? | was too bemused by the implications of that to do anything but follow. Asfar as| could
tell, the tents roughly corresponded to Houses. | say roughly because some were shared, and some
Houses hadn't bothered. House Raven, for example.

A moment later Arion had led meinto the presence of ashort, red-haired woman with deep laugh lines
around her mouth and her green eyes.

“Ravirn,” hesad, “thisisyour grandmother, Thdia Thalia, Ravirn of House Raven.”

| opened my mouth. Shut it. Opened it again. Nothing came out. Y ou see, | had met my grandmother
before, seen her perform even, though | had never redized we were related. Thdia The muse of comedy
and comedic poetry. Which made me the product of Fate and Slapstick. | couldn’t help mysdif; |
laughed. Suddenly the cosmic irony of my life made so much more sense.

Thdialaughed aswdll, an utterly infectious sound. When we had both wound down, she spoke again.



“No hello for your grandmother, child? What' swrong, my little black-bird? Cat got your tongue?’

From any other goddessin dmost any other circumstances, the reference to my Raven side probably
would have sobered meright up. In her case, it wasthefina ridiculous straw, and | started laughing
again. My grandmother was right there with me. Cerice kept 1ooking back and forth between the two us
and shaking her head, which, of course, only madeit funnier.

When | finally started to catch my bresth, | took another ook a Thalia. She was beautiful, but what
goddess wasn't? They choose their own gppearances and change them at awhim. But she was also
more human than most. She had chosen to be short and to let the lines of her spirit show in her face. |
liked that. | liked lessthat she had ignored my existence for more than twenty years.

“Why now?’ | asked.

She grinned ruefully, and | knew she' d caught my meaning. “Because of who you are and what you have
become. Aslong asyou and your sister remained loyal to the Houses of Fate and their idedls, | knew
you wouldn’t have much usefor me, or | for you.”

“I'm not sure | understand.”

“Y ou are a chaos power now, if avery minor one. Lachesis and her sister Fates are the pole powers of
order and your natural enemies. That makes us not just relations, but alliesaswell.”

Now | was definitely confused. “1 thought you were dlied with Zeus.”

There were two axes of power in the pantheon. Chaos and order, embodied by Eris and the Fates.
Cresation and destruction, Zeus and Hades. I’ d dways placed the muses with Zeus.

“Weare,” said Thdia, “but we are more complex than that. Calliope, our chief, isalied nearly asclosdy
with order as sheiswith creation. Epic poetry isavery ordered sort of art, and Caliope gets dong with
Fate quitewell.” She caught my eyeswith her own. “But comedy, comedy isathing of chaos.”
Thaliawinked, and for one brief second before her eye closed, | saw the tumbling stuff of chaoswhere
her pupil should have been. When she reopened it, it looked normal again.

“Y ou see, we have more in common than you might think.”

“And less” said adeadly cold voice from behind me. “Since you are truly immorta, and he will die one
day.”

Hades. Though I’ d only heard the voice once or twice, | would never forget it. Never forget the pain he
had caused me or the terrible weight in the black fires of hiseyes. | could fed it now, hate hammering on
my back like a blacksmith’s ghodt. | did not want to meet that gaze ever again, wished | could just walk
away. But it was not an option. | turned and looked into the eyes of death.

Hewastal and thin, with smoky black hair that moved on its own and skin that barely covered his
bones. There was something of smoke to hisflesh aswell, asthough it might blow away and expose him
as askeleton pretending to be aman. He wore a Savile Row suit as smoky asthe rest of him. He smiled
at me, showing too many teeth, and | felt theweight of hiseyestugging a my soul, likeamagica black
hole. Death wanted me dead. Here and now.

Without trying, | took a half step backwards. Then another. Before | could take athird, | felt astrong
arm go around my waist, warm and comforting, ahip pressed against my own. Thalia.

“Y ou are not welcome here,” she said to Hades.

“At my dear brother Zeus s party? Are you quite sure of that?1 did get an invitation.” He smiled. “Or
wasthat ajoke? | never can tell. No sense of humor, you see.” His eyes stabbed at me. “Death isn't
supposed to be funny. Not at al.”

That last wasfor me, for the torments he had promised to have waiting when | finally crossed the Styx. |
felt weak, and my knees went spongy.

“Degth, not funny?’ Thaia swordsrang out sharp and loud and filled with merriment. *'Y ou must be
reading your own pressreleases alittle too closely, Hades. That or you' ve never heard of black humor.”
She chuckled, and some of my strength returned.

"Walk among the mortals and learn something, O Death.” There was an undertone of “ooh, scaaaary” to
the way she said it that made me grin. “ See how their comedians make amockery of everything about
youl.

“Degth isn't supposed to be funny?” Thistime she bugged out her eyes, mimicking and mocking Hades



heavy tones before laughing doud. “No. Death isn't funny. Death is hysterica. Lifeisthe jokethe
universe has played on usdl, and degth isthe punch line. You are the last laugh, and you can't even see
it. How very rich.”

Thistime when she laughed, | laughed aswell. As| did so, Hades seemed to shrink before my eyes, to
diminish into something vaguely ridiculous. In that instant | realized how very greet was Thdia s power. |
knew that when the laughter had passed, | would fear Death once again, but | also knew that | could
never fear him as much, having laughed in hisface. His might was not reduced in any way, yet his power
over me was forever weakened.

Still laughing, | bent and placed akiss on my grand-mother’ s cheek. “Thank you.”

She grinned up a me and nodded approvingly.

“Thisisn't over, Raven.” Hades thrust hiswords at me like some kind of spear, but underneath the threet
and bluster | could hear confusion.

Maybe heredly didn’'t have asense of humor. If so, was't that the funniest joke of al?

Thalia seemed to think so. She made a scary-monster face at me, laughed, and said, “Boogah, boogah,
boogah!” Thistime the whole tent seemed to laugh with her.

“I'll bewaiting for you, Raven!” Degth’ s voice was ghrill, dmost panicked.

“And your little laptop, too!” said Thaliain a perfect imitation of the Wicked Witch of the West.

Then she snapped her fingersin Hades face and laughed so hard she had to sit down. Since there was
no chair, she landed hard and squawked like a punted chicken. Then she made ahorribly pained face
and exaggeratedly rubbed her butt. Hades turned on his hedl and stormed from the pavilion without
saying another word.

Even Cerice amiled then. “Y ou' re dl mad, you know that, right?” she asked, shaking her head and
gggling.

“Of course,” said Thalia, as she got back to her feet. Then her expression went deadly serious. “ Yet |
just defeated Death.” The laughter stopped for amoment. “Which reminds me, who' s heard the one
about Hades, Dionysus, Morpheus, and the farmer’ s daughter?’

When no one answered, she grinned and began to tell an improbably obscene but deeply funny story.
That was my other grandmother to atee.

We spent perhaps an hour with Thalia. Severa of the other muses dropped in during that time aswell,
and it was probably the most fun I d ever had with family in my life. But | still needed to find Zeusand
make my officia hellos. So, with much regret and promisesto visit soon, Cerice and | moved on.

More snapshots of the freak show that ismy great sprawling family.

Dryads performing an e aborate dance that had them legping wildly one minute and transforming into a
windswept grove the next.

Apollo and Artemis playing awild game of light and shadow with gold and silver shields.

Persephone, heartbreaking in her beauty, surrounded by admirers and radiating contentment. The pain of
her long imprisonment could still be seen in the depths of her eyes and occasiond moments of quiet when
she seemed to gaze through the people around her.

Shedidn’t seeme, and | didn’t try to catch her attention. We had things to talk about, but a crowded
party on Olympuswasn't the place.

| shook my head and sighed.

“Penny for your thoughts?’ asked Cerice.

Before | could answer, my bag binged. Cerice haf smiled and shook her head in a“what can you do?’
kind of way. | pulled Mée chior out of the bag and flipped up hislid.

Incoming visual transfer protocol link, typed itsalf on his screen.

Who? | responded with my free hand.

Fido, Fido, and Rover.

| glanced at Cerice. She sighed and nodded.

“Go ahead. | need to stop at the ladies' room anyway. Find you here?’

“Sure”

Cerice walked off as| typed, Put him through.



Meélchior’ s screen seemed to degpen and expand, creating athree-dimensiona space like atiny theater.
Mist swirled there for amoment: red, blue, and green. Then, Cerberus was looking out at me.

“Ravirn,” said the middle heed, arottweiler | caled Dave, “What happened at the party?’

“Yeah,” chimed in the madtiff on the right, Mort. “Hades came home early, and he looked—"

“Like he was going to tear someone' s head off,” said Bob, the Doberman, sounding quite cheery. “He
mentioned your name.” Bob and | had issues.

“I’d watch my back if | wereyou,” said Mort.

“I wouldn't,” said Bob.

Daverolled hiseyes. “ Shut yer yapper, Bob. Or I'll shut it for you.” He was the pack apha, and Bob put
his head down to show his submisson. Dave continued, “Is Persephone there?’

| smiled sadly at that. Dave had been Persephone’ s dog for millennia, and he missed her terribly, even
though he' d repeatedly thanked mefor freeing her.

“She' shere, but | haven't spoken with her yet.”

Dave contrived to look smultaneoudly terribly happy and completely bereft. “1 wish | could be there, but
| don’t get alot of time off.”

“Maybe you should go on strike for better working—"

“What' swrong?’ Mort asked me.

“I’'mnot sure. | thought | saw something out of the corner of my eye.”

| had, and | saw it again now. Zeus.

“Gottagobye,” | said to Cerberus, and had Melchior sign me off.

“Ah, there you are, Raven!” boomed the sky god' sjovia voice from off to my right. “Been looking for
you dl over the place. Kept missing you, too, though | heard rumors of your presence from Thdia, and
saw the gate you left old Hadesin.” The voice was interrupted by a chortle. “ Silly stick-in-the-mud,
brother though heis.”

| braced mysdlf and turned to face him. The king of the godsis abig man, seven feet tall and broad of
shoulder. Hisskin isbronze, redly bronze, metdlic and shiny like he' s been recently oiled. Hishair and
beard are golden, likewise. When helaughs, tiny bolts of lightning jump between the curly locks, and he
laughsalot. Zeusisajoker of the“hall, fellow, well met” variety and his own best audience. He has more
teeth than he should, or at least it looks that way when he smiles, which he does constantly. Asusud, he
had an attractive woman on one arm, anaiad, judging by the green of her hair and thefaint gill dits.

| bowed from thewaist, dipping M chior into my bag in the process. “ Thank you for inviting me—"
“Inviting you?" He chortled again and dapped me on the back so hard that | almost went face-first into
thedirt. “Wouldn't be the same party without you. No summer. Good work that. Never did like winter.
Makes abody wear too many clothes, doesn’t it, sugar?’

He patted the naiad on her very scantily clad behind, and she giggled. | was morethan alittle
embarrassed for her, but nymphs are funny creatures, and she seemed to like the attention.

“But that’ sonly true for some, eh, son.” Zeus grinned and winked at me. “ Others are made of tougher
suff. Tisphone, for example.” Likedl the Furies, Tisphone disdained clothing even in the depths of
winter. “ She’ show | found you. Knew right where you were when | asked her, did Tisiphone. Smart,
that one, and worth a second look, or maybe even athird if you know what | mean.” Hewaggled his
eyebrows meaningfully a me.

| swalowed hard and tried to think of a safe answer, atask made more complex by the return of Cerice.
“Your Mgesty,” shesad, tipping him acurtsy.

Hetook the opportunity to leer down her bodicein atheatrical way. “ This on€' s a beauty, too, of
course. But you're young yet. Y ou don’'t want to be too tied down, now do you? Not like | am with
Hera. Speaking of which”—he caught Cerice’shand in his own and brushed akiss across her
knuckles—*when the boy breaks your heart, come on by, and I'll give you a comforting word or Six.”
Hisdivine lecher patter should have been appdling. It was gppaling. But at the same time there was such
agood-natured honesty to it that it was also weirdly charming.

“Now, come aong both of you. Y ou’ re wanted at the head table.”

He put an arm around my shoulders and another around Cerice and started steering us through the



crowd. We were nearly back to the main tent when we ran into Clotho. She stood between us and the
head table, and not even Zeuswill be rude to Fate, so we hated facing her.

“Stll trailing after the Raven,” she said to Cerice.

“Y ou know my reasons,” said Cerice, though she curtsied deeply.

“And fault them just as| did when last we talked. Come home, child. Y ou are a creature of order; weall
know that.” Sheincluded mewith aglance. “Y our habits and your nature may war with your heart for a
time, but what you are must eventudly win againgt what you wish you could be. That’ strue no metter
what you' ve put on your lifelists most recently. ”

| winced inwardly. | loved Cerice, but Clotho had a point, several actualy. Cerice could hack and crack
with the best of them, but that wasn't where her greatest skillslay. Those were in programming:
ground-up, huge-scale, hideoudy complex coding. She had amind tuned for organization and fine
control. She planned everything, dways had, and probably aways would despite protestations that the
best thingsin her life had come from surprises.

| think it hit home for Cerice, too, because she didn’t answer Clotho back, just looked at her feet.
“Return to your proper place, Cerice.” Clotho’ svoice was gentle, dmost regretful. “Y ou cannot live asa
consort of chaos for long without tearing yourself apart. | don't want that. Y ou are my grandchild, and
whatever words and deeds have come between us, | still love you. Fate needs programmers like you,
especidly now with Necessity so badly damaged by . . . recent events.”

That was gentler than | would have expected, consdering it was through the agency of Shara, Cerice's
familiar, that Necessity had cometo grief.

“I can't,” whispered Cerice, till not looking up.

“You must, child. Your familiar isthe key to accessing and repairing Necessity, and you are the one best
suited to work with her and usto bring everything to rights. A job waitsfor you on Fate' s staff, an
important job. Y ou do see that, don’t you?’

“At least talk with me. See what we need, what you can do.”

Cericeturned to me, her expression imploring.

“It'syour decison,” | said, “and your House. When you resigned your position, you didn’t renounce
your family, and | would never ask that of you.”

Clotho looked sharply a me, and for the briefest instant | thought | saw surprisein her eyes. But that was
impossible, shewas a Fate, and even if it were possible to startle her, she would never betray herself so.
Besides, while | might be beyond the direct control and monitoring of the Fates, Cerice was no power.
They ill held her life thread in their hands. | answered the expression anyway.

“I did not renounce my family either, Clotho, only one part of Fate' s policy. My family renounced me.
Surely you remember that. Y ou werethere.” My words tasted cold and bitter, dmost as cold and bitter
asthememory.

“I remember,” said Clotho. “Do you remember who gave you the name ‘ Raven’” when my sister took
back your old one?’

| wanted to say “Necessity” sinceit wasthe Fate of the Gods who' d ultimately ordered it, but the words
had come from Clotho’slips at the time and | knew she had not begrudged them.

“I remember.” | grinned. “Though, with dl thetroubleit’ s brought me, I'm not entirely certain | should
thank you for it.”

She nodded. “Good enough. Cerice? Fates don't beg. Talk to me?’

“All right,” said Cerice, dipping free of Zeus sarm.

“There)” sad Zeus, “aren’t families great?’ He gave my shoulder asqueeze as he led me onward.

A few minutes|ater, Zeus was toasting me a the big table. A few minutes after that, | was being mobbed
by everyone who wanted to get on Zeus s good side. The toasts kept coming, and my glass acted likea
horn of plenty—bounteous and bottomless. Zeus wandered off with the naiad somewherein there. | saw
Persephone again, and she smiled but didn’t approach me.

An hour went by, and things began to get blurry. Cerice didn’t return. | was somewhere between
worried and miffed about that, but there wasn't much | could do about it. More toasts. Moretime. Still



no Cerice.

“Boss, wake up.”

Huh? That didn’t make sense. | hadn’t gone to deep. What was Melchior talking about?

“Come on, snap out of it.”

| noticed it was very dark and opened my eyes. Fickering white on white. The marble head table,
reflecting the torches that had taken over now that the sun had gone. | lifted my head and looked around.
It hurt. A lot. The party was still going, but things had changed. The A-list had departed for other venues,
leaving behind amotley assortment of centaurs, chimeras, harpies, and other lesseadly identifiable
creatures. A sphinx had taken over bar duty.

“What happened?’ | asked, putting ahand to my forehead. | don’'t normally drink to excess, but when |
do, passing out isvery rarely on the menu.

Mélchior rolled his eyes. “ Three guesses. It' s probably time to go home.”

That made sense. “Where' s Cerice?’

“I don’'t know,” said Melchior. “1 haven't seen her for hours. She didn’t come back from talking to
Clotho.”

Oh. And Clotho was clearly not here. | put my head down again, and my shirt tore with asharp zripping
sound. It had turned into that kind of day. | reached for my glass.

A second zripp.

| felt itin my shoulder, like someone had punched me. Alarm bellswent off in my fuzzy head. Something
wasterribly wrong.

Another zripp, this one followed by a crack as somebody kicked mein the back of theribs.

Mélchior was gone from thetablein front of me, yelling something unintelligible and diving over the edge
to land between the table and fountain.

Zripp. Fire bloomed in my right elbow. Not broken, but very close. My brain finaly caught up to the
gtuaion. Silencer. Gun. If not for the Kevlar lining in my legthers I’ d have been lesking.

| followed Méechior, going under the table rather than over.

“Didyou see—"

He nodded. “Dairn.”

Why wasn't | surprised?



CHAPTER THREE
“Now what?’ asked Melchior, as another bullet struck near us.
“Good question.” | looked around. “How about thisfor astart?’
Rolling onto my back, | braced my booted feet against one edge of the table and pushed it over. An
eight-foot dab of marble more than an inch thick, it was five hundred poundsif it was an ounce, but the
children of the Fates are stronger than humans. That put athin wall of stone between usand Dairn, and
the next bullet ricocheted off it with a sharp crack.
“Any sgn of the cavary?’ | asked Méechior.
“Nope. No rent-a-clops. No Athena. And no storm clouds.”
“Figures.” Thelast incident involving guns and Olympus had been caused by Cerice and me and the
response had involved dl three. “Why isit that security only shows up when I’ m the one bresking the
rules?”
“You'rejust specid, | guess. | suppose we might aswell take advantage of that.”
He grinned and whistled thefirst bar of the magica program that opened the pocket of space-time where
he' d hidden my weapons. But even as he was doing so, aloud whistled counterpoint came from the
other side of the table, joining with and then overriding his spell. Asthe two tones merged into one,
Mélchior let out an odd warble. Then he went rigid, tipped over onto hisback, and lay there emitting a
short repeating loop of garbage binary.
Suddenly | was swesting. Me chior isan amalgam of creature and computer, with some of the strengths
and weaknesses of each. Dairn had just exploited the computer side of the equation and induced a crash
by adding fa se input to the program he was running. It was an incredible hack, especidly sncehe'd
doneit onthefly. Wdll, at least | thought that was what he had done. | couldn’t be sure because I'd
never seen anything likeit.
“Come on out and play,” Dairn’svoice caled. “Leave the doll out of it. Or are you too weak ahacker to
livewithout your little crutch?’
| didn’t answer right away. Instead, | reached behind Mée’ sright ear to find the little wart there, his
programmer’ s switch. | gently twisted and pushed, holding it down until | heard the chime of ahard
reboot. That would bring him back online, but it would take time. Time | wasn't sure | had.
Things had gone downhill very fast, and | didn’'t understand it a dl. The Dairn | knew—cal him Dairn
1.0—was no sorcerer, never had been. He couldn’t have hacked hisway out of a stopped elevator using
the“open door” button. Dairn 2.0 was a gods-damned programming wizard, and | didn’t know thing one
about the upgrade process.
Dairn called out again. “Make a decision, Raven. Are you going to come out and face me, or do | have
to comein after you?’
“Do get athird choice?’ | asked, sdling for time.
| could work magic without Mechior, but it would either be much cruder or much more dangerous,
depending on whether | went for whistling my own binary or using the Raven' s dill largely untested
powers over chaos. | didn't like either choice.
Dairn laughed. “Now there san ideal hadn’t thought of. Y ou do have aknack for this stuff, cousin.” He
whistled aquick self-harmonizing air in something closer to hex than binary.
Thetable!’d put between us shimmered and puffed into smoke. Dairn was standing about ten feet away,
holding a .45 automatic casudly in one hand. That would have been a perfect moment for the Olympian
security forceto arrive and explain Zeus s policy on gunsto my cousin, idedly beating it out on his skull
in binary with their nightsticks. No such luck. He pointed the gun at my chest and gestured for meto
gand. | did 0, picking Me chior up with my left hand and my fdlen drink with my right.
Dairn raised an eyebrow at me. “What are you planning to do, toast me to deeth?’
“No.” | righted the empty glassand it refilled itsdlf, as| had hoped it might. “I could just useadrink.”
“Enjoy it,” said Dairn. “I1t'sgoing to be your last.”
“Thanks”
| took along sip, though | didn’t tasteit. The cavary hadn’t arrived, and M chior was several minutes



away from fully functiond. | was on my own. Casudly, asthough | didn’t have acarein theworld, | half
turned.

“Opa” | said, throwing my glassinto the fountain asif | wanted to shatter it on the bottom.

It hit with a huge splash, and ripples moved away from the point of impact. | bit the side of my mouth,
hard.

“Any last words?’ asked Dairn.

| shook my heed, afraid the blood would dur my speech and give him apremature warning.

“Then| guessit'sgood-bye.”

Out of the corner of my eye | saw him raise the pistol to point at my head. The Kevlar wouldn't save me
thistime. Thering of ripples had dmost touched the wall of the fountain. | nodded.

“Good-bye, Dairn.” | said. “I’ll seeyouin Hades.”

Then | closed my eyesand spat into the fountain. The flash of the explosion was huge and blinding. If |
hadn’t braced mysdlf, it would have thrown me off my feet. Even then, the pressure wave hit melike a
giant’ sdap. | don't know what it did to Dairn, but he didn’t shoot mein that instant, and | didn’t stay
around to see how fast he' d recover. Instead, | leaped over the low side of the fountain into elsewhere.
It all comes down to chaos. My ancestors, the primal gods who gave birth to the whole Greek pantheon,
werethe Titans. They formed themsdves from chaos, and chaos flowsin the veins of their children and
their children’ s children unto the last generation.

A fagriering isavery specia sort of chaos magic, ahole punched in redlity. The easiest way for one of
the descendants of the Titansto make oneisto create acircle and chargeit with his own blood. The
more perfect the circle, the easier it isto form aring. Likewise, the more chaotic the nature of the
sorcerer, the more powerful thering. Few circles are more perfect than awave created by an object
dropped in water, and the Raven is a power of chaos. Hence the bang and the flash.

Haemun was waiting for me on the bal cony of Raven House. Time does not run evenly from DecL.ocus
to DeclL ocus, so | stepped from late night into late morning with the shift. Thetropica sun beet heavily
upon my shoulders, and | handed Mechior to Haemun so | could strip off my leather jacket.

“IsCerice here?’ | asked.

Haemun shook hishead. | wasn't surprised redly. At the moment the only practical way to reach Raven
House was viafaerie ring, and Cerice had never used one on her own. Still, I'd had hopes. Haemun and
| exchanged burdens as Mée chior feebly began stirring.

“Can | get you anything?’ asked Haemun.

“How about avirgin strawberry daiquiri?’ I'd had enough of acohol for awhile. “Oh, and some shorts
and afresh shirt?’

“Certainly, gr. Might | dso suggest some batteriesfor Mechior?’

“Good idea. Thanks.”

In the old days, Me chior had drawn most of his power from the omnipresent mweb itsalf, power the
mweb servers channeed from the Primal Chaos, the driver of al magic. That was before the problem
with Necessity and the tearing of the net. Now, as often as not, we spent timein DecLoci that had no
mweb connection, and Melchior had to find dternate supplies. He preferred the chemical energy found in
food but processed it much more dowly than the stuff from adirect eectrical source. His movements
were becoming firmer, more deliberate, so | carried him into the open porch that backed the balcony.
“What happened?’ hewhispered, as| set him on achair near the fountain.

“Dairn crashed you.” | flopped down across from him. “ Pretty solidly, too.”

“How in Hades name did he manage that?’

“The sameway he canceled that spell you tried to nail him with right before Tisiphone showed up.” |
whistled alittle bit of binary nonsense and waggled my fingers. “ Some kind of high-powered
programming voodoo.”

“That'scrazy talk,” said Melchior, though he didn’t sound like he doubted me. “Thelast timeweran into
Dairn, hedidn’t even own ared computer, just poor little Kira. Where the hell did he learn those kinds
of leet skillz? And how’d hedo it so quickly?’

“Poor littleKira?’ | lifted my eyebrows.



Kirawas awebpixie/PDA and tough as Dionysus sliver. She might only stand six inchestal, but she
carried around six tons of attitude. Melchior had a soft spot for her.

He blushed but was saved from responding by the arrival of Haemun with atray holding my drink, a
couple of AA batteries, and avariety of snacks. In hisfree hand he held apair of board shortsand a
matching aohashirt. They weretechnically in my colors—black penguins on black surf-boardsriding big
wavesin an emerald sea—but the sheer ugliness of the set looked more like something that might have
come out of hiscloset. Of course, he didn’t wear pants. . . and they were clean and dry, and | wasn't.
So | didn't complain.

Mél tucked the AAsinto hischeekswhile | pulled off my filthy party gear and changed. For alittiewhile
after that we said nothing. | just Spped my drink, and Mée did the same with hisdirect current.

Findly, he removed the batteries and set them on the tray. “What happened after | checked out?’

| told him about the faerie ring, and he whistled in gppreciation. “Nicetrick, very nice”

| grinned. “ That sounds an awful lot like praise, Md. Areyou sure you' re not feverish?’

“Don't let it go to your head. It s never been your competence I’ ve worried about. It’ s your sanity and
your sense of saf-preservation. That and your near-suicidal need to make jokes at the worst possible
time. | may have to excuse that one from here on out though; with Thaliaas your grandmother it's
probably in your blood. Stupid, but inyour blood.”

“Ah, there sthe Melchior I'm used to. But you'reright. It wasanicetrick. Even | thought so. | guessit
provesthat anything that doesn’t kill you really does make you stronger. I d never have come up with it if
| hadn’t had the last fagriering | built blow up in my face.”

It was only the second one I’ d ever made, and things had not gone at dl according to plan. I'd put alot
of work and power into my first ring and had expected to do the same with the second, but no. Quite the
contrary redly. I’ d barely begun when the thing had ignited, another side effect of the Raven
transformation and my greater affinity for chaos.

Mél chior rolled his eyes and made like he was about to say something, then paused. His expression went
abgtract in the way it dways did when he received an incoming cdl over the mweb. Except that was't
possible at Raven House. | felt atwinge in the depths of my stomach.

“You're not going to believethis” he said.

“I'vegot new mail?’

Henodded. “It' sarequest for Vtp from Cerice.”

“How isshe managing that?’ | asked.

“It' sviaTaured.”

“Taured?’ The namedidn't ring abell.

"Clotho’s new webtroll.” Mé’ s voice came out flat and cold.

“Oh.” That explained it.

Webtrollsareto Md what heisto aPDA/pixie like Kira. Heavy-duty supercomputers, webtrolls draw
their energy directly from the Prima Chaos. In fact, that’ sabig part of their purpose—transforming the
raw stuff of chaosinto the tame magic that flows through the mweb. The Fates use them to maintain and
power the mweb in concert with the master servers and software supplied by Necessity. Their nature
alowsthem to do dl sorts of thingsimpossible for awebgoblin like Md, like connecting to places that
aren't attached to the mweb by making arunning caculation of the relative locations of the two DecL.oci.
“What happened to Boxer, her old . . .”

Meélchior looked away. The Fates were very hard on their hardware, and none too keen on the rights of
the Al. It was one of the biggest reasons Cerice had resigned from Clotho’ s service, bigger even than her
relationship with me.

“How could Cerice go back there?’ asked Melchior. “ Even for acouple of days?’

“I don’'t know. You'd better put her through. Maybe that way we' Il find out.”

Melchior nodded, and | spoke the formal request, “Mé chior, VIink; Ravirn@melchior.gob to
Cerice@taured.trl. Please.”

His eyes and mouth shot wide, and light poured out, three beams, blue, red, and green. They met a a
point afew feet in front of hisface and formed amisty globe of gold that quickly cleared to reved a



three-dimensiona image of Cerice. | smiled at her, but the twingein my belly had returned. Shedidn’t
look very happy.

“Héllo, Cerice. | don't suppose you're caling for aride home?’

She bit her lip and looked down for asecond. “I’m afraid not. I’'m going to stay here for afew days.”
“Clotho make you an offer you couldn’t refuse?’ | asked it lightly, but | knew the Fates were more than
capable of holding Cerice prisoner. They’ d doneit once dready.

She shook her head. “No, or at least not that way. Necessity’ sredly amess, Ravirn. The virusthat you .
.. no, that’ s not fair. The Persephone virus that Shara carried did anumber on her—on the whole mweb.
There' s been no communication from Necessity since the day Persephone was freed. None. And the
network . . . It's bad enough that the Fates can't even tell how bad it is. At least ten percent of the world
resource locator forks arefried, but it could be as many as half.”

“Haf?’ The question burst out of me,

Cerice nodded. Haf the mweb. That was dmost incomprehensible. Even ten percent was terrifying, to
say nothing of the Slence of Necessity. The mweb tiestogether atheoretically infinite number of potential
worlds. | say theoretically becausein theory every decision splitsreality such that one branch goesin
each direction the decison could have gone. But in practical terms, alot of decisons are pretty
inconsequential, and in those cases the worlds just tend to collapse back together. Tiny changes can have
huge effects on big systems, but mostly they don't. Redlity hasalot of inertia, and until very recently
Necessity had strongly added to the effect, forcing most world splits back together. But now, with
Necessity off-line and as many as hdf the links in the mweb broken—my mind boggled.

“The Fates are very concerned,” said Cerice, and it was obvious that she was aswdll. “The Fate Coreis
doing thingsthey don’t understand, salf-programming weird work-arounds involving the old ley-line
network, and spontaneoudy growing whole tiers of subroutines.”

“Very concerned, that' s euphemese for wigging out, right?” Melchior asked around the beam, inserting
himsdlf into the conversation for thefirg time.

“Pretty much,” answered Cerice. “When they switched the soul-tracking and management system over
from the ley net to the mweb a generation ago, they mostly closed down the ley architecture. A lot of the
origind infrastructure for running it doesn’'t even exist anymore.”

“The old spinnerettes,” | said.

“Exactly. But now the Fate Core appearsto be re-creating them all on itsown, and the Fates are
beginning to think it's become salf-aware.”

| felt like awhole herd of icy-footed spiders had decided to hold a dance competition on my back. The
Fates Do Not Like thingsto get out of their control—the current extremely complex state of my lifeisa
testament to thisfact. Cdling them control freaksisakinto caling Aresafight fan. Theideathat the Fate
Core—the computer that had replaced the Great Loom of Fate—might have become a creature with a
will of its own would not be well received. Nor would the resurrection of the spinnerettes, and the Fates
would be looking for someone to blame. The dancing spiders upped the tempo.

Every world had ley lines, spontaneously generated magical networks that connect the thin pointsin the
walls of redity, the places where the Prima Chaos leaks through and makes magic easier. The Fates had
aways used them to monitor worlds and manage life threads, but a Fate had to physically go to aworld
to tap into itsley net. Sometime around the birth of the Roman Empire, the system had expanded beyond
the ability of the Fatesto manageit al directly. For another hundred years or so they’ d kept trying, but
the problem had only gotten exponentialy worse.

Then Lachesis had reluctantly advanced the idea of the spinnerette, an elaborate, entirely magica entity
that could both betied in to the ley net of aworld and transmit information and commands across the gulf
between worlds. Because the process was so complex, and the deviceswould have to operate largely
independently, the Fates had been forced to give them their own direct tapsinto the Prima Chaosfor
power and considerable salf-awareness. In order to reduce their ability to cause the Fates problems, the
spinnerettes had been bound to a set of rules of conduct and to physical items or locations.

But they were creatures of pure chaos magic and correspondingly rebellious. Over the years quite a
number of them managed to trick mortasinto aiding them to escape their servitude, most famoudy the



one Aladdin had found bound to alamp and mistakenly called agenie. The Fates absolutely hated having
to use them but had no dternatives until the invention of the computer, which they had delightedly used to
replace the spinnerettes. Not long after that, Necessity had transformed hersdlf into the ultimate
supercomputer to cope with the ever-expanding structure of redlity. Then she' d spun the mweb to help
her in the task, making the Fatesits administrators and putting them eternally in her debt and, not
coincidentaly, under her thumb.

That was then. Now, Necessity was broken, the whole system was coming apart with wildly
unpredictable results, and agood argument could be made that it was al my fault.

“Have they mentioned what they’ re going to do about al this?’ | asked, trying to sound as casud as
possible.

“Taured. Strictly Confidentia. Please.”

In the image, Cerice paused for amoment as though listening to something | couldn’t hear, then nodded.
Some of the color leached out of the projection, asign that some sort of heavy encryption had been
introduced.

“WEe re off the record for afew seconds,” said Cerice. “They haven't sent anyoneto kill you just yet, but
| think that’s more of an oversight than anything. They’ re desperate to get the mweb fixed, and the Fate
Core problems have them very focused. That’ sthe real reason Clotho called me back. They know

Shard s4till inside of Necessity, and possibly still running her security systems, and I'm the multiverse' s
number one Shara expert. I’ ve got to help them. I'm needed here and—" Cerice glanced to one Side as
the projection suddenly brightened.

“Grandmother,” shesaid, “I didn’t. . . oh. Yes, of coursel’ll come. | wasjust saying good-byeto
Ravirn.” Sheturned back to me. “Anyway, like said, I’'m going to stay here for awhile and see how
much | can help. | know you can't reach mefromthere, so I'll cdl if | need you.” She it her lip again.
“Good-bye, Ravirn.”

“Good-bye, Cerice.”

She blew me akiss and was gone before | could respond. | hadn’t gotten a chance to tell her about
cousin Dairn either, which might have changed her mind about whether or not the Fates had decided to
actively try to kill me. Then again, it might not. She had been welcomed back into the fold in away that
was forever closed to me. | sighed and took another sip of my daiquiri, then threw the glass so that it
shattered againgt apillar.

“Hel withit,” | ssid to Mdchior. “I’m going surfing. Y ou want to come aong?’

He looked warily from meto the shattered glass and then back again. Then he whistled aquick little spell
that caused the messto clean itself up.

“1 suppose I’ d better. Someone has to watch out for you.”

| grabbed a short board, since | wasin amood for aquabatics and spectacular wipeouts rather than long,
smooth rides. | could have used a variety of magic to short-circuit the long hike down to the beach or the
paddle out to the break point, but | aso felt the need to break a swedt.

| wastired and dehydrated and more than alittle strung out after the adrenaline fest getting shot had
caused, and the paddling in particular made me ache, but it al fdt right. There' s something deeply
soothing about working your body so hard you can barely remember you have abrain, much less listen
to it whine about things you can't change.

When we hit the main break, | paddied just alittle bit farther and rolled off my board to bob in the swells.
Thewater felt surprisingly cold asit invaded the shorty wetsuit I’ d donned. But it warmed to body
temperature quickly. For awhile just played kelp, riding up and down beyond the break and mindlessy
watching the long wavesroall in. They were powerful, breaking in the classic Hawaiian pipeline, but foamy
inthe gusty wind.

| tried to let go of everything but smply being. It's something I’m not very good at most of thetime, but
it seader out there, away from land with nothing between me and Alaska but ocean. | probably lost a
haf hour in the lull between two thoughts.

When | came back to mysdlf, | reached down to my ankle, grabbed the leash, and reeled in the board.
“Better?’ asked Médchior, asthetug derted him to my return to the here and now—he' slearned to let



me alonewhen I’m kelping, and | appreciated his patience.

“Yeah, quiteahit, actudly.” | did onto the board, tilting it and amaost tumbling him off. “ Sorry about
thet.”

“I wish you wouldn’t do that,” he said.

“Dowhat?’

“Apologize preemptively. It drainsdl the fun out of making snide remarks about the gentle grace of the
lesser Greek wdrus.”

“Oh, Md, | am sorry. Would it helpif | accidentally punted you into the water? Because, you know,
anything for you. Raven’sonly hereto help.”

“Thanks, but I'll just wait to get soaked until you fal off awave and take mewith you.”

“Good enough,” | said, digging deep and heading usin toward the break.

| kept an eye cocked behind me, both looking for the right wave and making sure not to get under the
wrong one. | spotted what | wanted soon enough and paddled harder. | needed to be moving fast when
it caught up to me, or I’d missit. Once | was up, Méelchior crawled out to the nose of the board and
leaned over the edge. Hewon't admit it, but | think he likes surfing amost as much as| do. For alittle
whilel just did gently up and down the face of the wave, getting afed for it. Then | shot right up to the
crest and tried a cutback to reverse course on the wave. It could have been beautiful . . . if | hadn’t
buried the nose in the curl and cart-whedled right off the board.

The next wave went better, though | didn't try anything too showy. After that | was pretty much inthe
groove and even managed a beautiful little layback without killing mysdlf. Everything was going
wonderfully until I noticed ashadow as | was shooting the tube of another wave.

There sthiswild joy to be found in the front end of the tube, with the green darkness closing in behind
and the sunlight at the end of the tunnel hanging just out of reach. If you get agood wave and play it right,
you can stay there for ages, chasing that circle of light. I’ d found the sweet spot on a beauty and wasjust
gliding dong when | redlized the slvery gray shadow pardlding me afew feet away in the body of the
wave shouldn’'t have been there,

It was ashark, riding theinside of the breaker in aperfect mirror of theway | wasriding its surface. I'd
seen that happen once or twice before, but this baby was big, ten or twelve feet, and close. If | reached
out my right hand, | could have touched thetip of its closest fin. Also, it was exactly even with me and
had been for awhile before | redlly noticed it. The whole thing cregped me out. Sure, shark attacks are
rare. If you leave them done, they’ [l mostly leave you done. But did it know that?

| leaned away from the shark, diding down the wave and speeding up to get out of the tube. It nosed
down and accel erated smoothly, staying right with me.

“Méchior, Shark Circuit,” | said. “Please.”

Mél chior began to whistle as we came out into the sun. The codespell was something I'd come up with
recently asasurfing tool. Likeal of my latest magical compositions, it was mweb independent, and more
dangerous because of that, especidly for M. | didn’t much like that, but the Fates hadn’t specced out
webgoblinswith undigested chaosin mind the way they had the webtrolls. Despite dll my modifications
and upgrades, Md was il built on awebgoblin frame.

As hefinished the spell, atiny chaostap kicked in, creating and powering amadly pulsing electricd field
tied to my board. Sharks have dectricity-sensing organs, and we' d tuned the field to thrash the hell out of
them.

In the water beside me, the shark did aneat barrd roll but didn't move away. Greet, I'd found an
eectricaly blind shark. Looking ahead | could see that my wave was about to peter out, too, leaving me
pretty much stopped in the water. That' s when the shark winked at me. It was very dow and very
deliberate, and | had no doubt it was awink. | jerked away hard and just about flipped my board doing
it. | would have died if that had happened. | might anyway.

The shark had mirrored pupils.

“Dam!”



CHAPTER FOUR
“What?’ yeped Méchior. “Darn? Where?’
“The shark! It shim, | don’t know how.”
| was dready leaning back for aturn. Pivoting the board onitstail, | headed to my right, up thewave. |
needed to get over the top and down the back even though that meant crossing above the shark. | didn’t
dareride any farther, or I'd go down in the soup—the white-water mess that happens when abig wave
falsapart. Theideaterrified me. I'm tougher and stronger than your average surfer, but that meant
nothing if | wastumbling around in the water effectively blind with ahostile shark.
“Melchior—" | began as soon as | could spare the breath.
“Onit,” he said, whistling the opening bar of Board to Run.
The spdl kicked in when we did down the back of the wave, shifting us from gravity-driven to magicaly
and gtarting the board accel erating out toward the open ocean. Unfortunately, that pointed us straight at
the next big wave. It was dready breaking, so | threw mysdlf flat on the board and duck-dived through
the crest, sheltering Md with my body. It felt like someone had dropped avery soggy brick wall on me,
but | didn't have alot of choice. I’ d been heading into the break zone, and it was safer to head offshore
than in through the chop at the moment. | could turn around and figure out how to get back to shore
when | hit therollersand camer water.
As| came out the back of thewave, | saw asilvery fin dicing the water beside me. Frightening, but at
least | knew where he was. Then the next breaker was coming down on top of me, and | lost track of the
shark. Swearing, | climbed back to my feet. | had better control that way, and | sure as hell wasn't going
to do any paddling with that thing somewhere below me.
“Wheredid hego?’ | asked Méelchior, trying not to squesak. The only thing between usand afal into the
shark’ sworld was athin plank.
He peered over the edge. “1 don’t know. | can’t see him. We' ve got to get out of here.” He sounded
panicky, and | couldn’t blame him.
| nodded. “I’d try the splash fagrie-ring trick again, but there’ stoo much chop to hold the circle. Any
suggestions?’
“Not redly. | can't LTP usout of here without the mweb, and | don’t know any good
mweb-independent flight spells. I’ d try compaosing one, but the turbulence has me serioudy croggled, and
thiswould be an exceptiondly bad time to blow ahack.”
“No ambition to end up as shark sushi?’ | asked aslightly as| could manage.
| turned the board back toward the beach. That' s when the shark returned. Thistime he announced his
presence by nipping off one of the board' sfins. He did it gently, almost lovingly, but the impact nearly
flipped us. We had to stop playing his game. That meant chaos magic, serious chaos magic.
Bresthing deeply, | reached inward, trying to find the place where blood and chaos merged. The sun
dimmed as| found it, occluded by the shadow of ahuge raven that wasn’t redly there. The Raven. The
shape of my power. The shape of my soul. And with awicked twist of will, the shape of my body.
The spell was ahack, a set of magical instructions put together on thefly. I’ d performed the trick severa
times now, and eech time I’ d doneit dightly differently. | was beginning to think | couldn’t repest the
process exactly, that subtle differencesin my starting circumstances would force meto reorder the
sequence every time. But that was the essence of chaos, wasn't it? That and change.
Like the change from something not quite aman into something not quite abird. A change that required
rearranging every sngle moleculein my body al in the split second before the universe caught on and
turned meinto aspreading ball of organic mush. It hurt. Chaos and Discord, it hurt. In that moment
between shapes, dl the atoms of my body were disconnected from each other. | had no nervesto carry
sgnals, no brain for the signalsto reach, nothing at al. Y et the soul remembered the process of being torn
to shreds, remembered and carried the pain into the new form.
My first word in the new shape was a harsh caw of pure agony. My second: an Anglo-Saxonism of the
four-letter variety. My third was Me chior’ sname, called out as | swept forward above the surfboard
and caught himin my claws. It was only just intime. Whether the shark with Dairn’s eyes had dready



decided to stop playing with us, or whether the find attack was triggered by his awareness of my
trandformation, | don’t know. Whatever the case, when he hit thistime, it was no gentle nip, it wasa
crushing blow of the jaws, shattering the board from below.

But | was aready climbing up and away, with Me chior hanging beneath me. As| headed back toward
Raven House, | could see the shark arrowing along below us, and | had anasty suspicion that reaching

land wouldn't stop him.
“Mée?’ | cawed in my raven’svoice.
“Yeah”

“What do you think the odds are that thing’ s going to come out of the water in the near future?’
“Let’sjust say | don't think we should to stop to wash the dishes when we get back to the house.”
“That’ swhat | thought, too. Is there some way we can warn Haemun to find someplace safe to wait
thingsout? 1 doubt it’ [l stay long after we leave.”

Therewas along pause before Me chior findly answered, “Y eah, hang on.”

He whistled a choppy string of binary, then spat. A short crosshow bolt with anote tied around it
emerged from his mouth and went winging ahead of us.

“How do you know he'll find itintime?’ | asked.

“I amed for awindow.”

“That should do it.” Haemun isnot afan of messesin Raven House. “What if it hitshim?’

“No problem, it'sgot ablunted tip. It might hurt like Hades' own kick in the ass, but it shouldn’t do any
major tissue damage.”

“Good enough. Next question: Whereto?’

“How about Castle Discord?’ he asked.

“| thought you didn’'t much like Eris,” | cawed.

“I don't. She scaresme, al the way down to the chipset. Worse, | owe her my soul.”

That was quite literally true. Without the intervention of Erisand Tyche, or Discord and Fortuneif you
prefer, webgoblins and their kin would never have developed sdf-awareness.

“Shouldn’t that make it better?” | asked.

“No. Shedidn’'t doit for my sake. She did it to thwart the Fates. Knowing you exist because Fate was
trying to come up with a better way to rule the world is bad enough. Knowing that the reason you'rea
person and not athing is because Discord thought it would make for agood joke at Fate' s expenseis o
much worse. I'm the moral equivaent of that damn golden apple that started the Trojan War. If a
different humor had taken her the day she messed around with webgoblin design specs, the multiverse
might have a better class of rubber vomit instead of me. Quite frankly, it gives me thewaobbliesin my
subroutines.”

“So why suggest we go see her?’ The question was becoming more urgent, as we would soon reach the
House and itsbuilt-in faeriering.

“Because, for reasons unknown and possibly unknowable, shelikes you. If she can think of some way to
make helping you irritate the forces of order more than not helping you would, she'll doit. Snceshe's
enormoudy powerful and—as usuad—you can use al the help you can get, it ssemsworth therisk.
Begdes, it'snot like we re talking about moving into her basement or anything. Even you' re not that
cracked.”

Then we arrived a Raven House and decision time.

“Cadtle Discorditis,” | croaked, dropping down to touch the swirl of black within the green stone of the
lanal.

We entered the faeriering and found. . . . infinite possbility. | hovered in amillion different placesdl at the
sametime, none of them the one | wanted. The Castle Discord fagriering I’ d used in the past didn’t
currently exist. No surprise redlly; Castle Discord didn’t exactly exist in the norma sense of the word,
ether. It changed congtantly to fit Eris'smood and whim.

Wéll, perhaps there was aloophole. That was the nature of what little divinity | possessed, finding the
loopholein the stuff of redlity—the eegant hack. Fedling my way into the Raven' s power over the
faerie-ring network, my power, | reached for the circle I’ d used before, the one absent from the current



Cadtle Discord. Potentidities flashed through my awareness—ringsthat had existed, rings that would
exigt, rings that could exist—there! | touched the echo of aplace that was no longer and pushed.
Possible became probable became actual. Another ring joined the network, apart of mewithinit. |
focused my attention and . . . sood within aring of forget-me-notsin a greenhouse beneath a
golden-apple sun. Castle Discord.

| stepped out of the ring and went away .

Discontinuity.

“Hello, Raven.” Discord’ s voice brought me back.

The greenhouse flickered into being and was gone in the same instant. We stood now upon a bridge of
glassover ariver made up of the eterndly changing stuff of Prima Chaos. That was my first impression.
My second was of aglass tunnd suspended within that same river. One moment it seemed to be dl
around us, the next in one direction only. The only solid points of reference were apair of large arched
doors, one ahundred feet ahead, the other a hundred behind. Those, and the goddess herself. Well, sort
of.

Erisisacreature of change. Her hair and skin are gold or black . . . and both at the sametime. Like
taffeta, how she looks depends on how you look at her. Some things change less than others. Sheis
adwaystdl. Sheisadways beautiful, though sometimesit is the unattainable perfection of amarble goddess
and sometimes the pure lusty sexiness of a Kama Sutraangd. Sheisaways, dways dangerous.

Today it appeared that she had decided to spare me the come-hither that hurts—she is avirgin goddess
and only turns on the carnality to create trouble. She wasjust under seven feet if you didn’t count the
gx-inch gtiletto heels on the flimsy-looking sanda's whose straps twined like golden black snakes around
her feet and ankles, twisting and climbing up her bare calvesto just below her knees. A short split skirt of
something like silk clutched at the curves of her hipsand thighs, shifting its colors at the dightest
movement. Above she wore an equaly clingy blouse. It was nearly transparent, and | could see. . .

| swallowed and shook my head. Damn it! Shewas doing it to me again, more subtly thistime, jacking
up the sex apped dowly as my eyes climbed upward.

“Would you please stop that?’ | asked, and only as| missed the harsh cawing undertone of my words
did I redlize | wasno longer alitera raven. | had been transformed once again. “Y ou' re quite terrifying.
Y ou know that, don’t you?’

Erislaughed, and the sound was beautiful and terrible, like windows breaking in the city of the gods. The
sex gpped blew away in the puff of wind that ruffled and opaqued her blouse at the sametimeit
disarranged her hair. The marble goddess had arrived.

“Oh, Raven, | do missyou when you aren’t around. But it’syour own fault. It wouldn't be such fun if you
didn't fdl for it every time.”

“Don't cal me Raven.”

“Whatever you say, Boss.” She mimicked Mée chior perfectly, and | realized for thefirst timethat | didn’t
seehim.

“Wheré s—’

“Inyour bag,” she answered, “deeping it off.”

“Seeping what off?’ | demanded.

“Thechaostime.”

“I don’t think | understand,” | said.

“Don’t you?” The question was not aquestion, it was achalenge. Her tone said that the only reason |
didn’'t know the answer wasthat | was fooling myself somehow.

“Tell methat again but look mein the eyesthistime,” shesaid. “You haven't yet. | think we both know
why, and it’ snot just because you so like looking at the rest of me.” She ran her hands down her sides
suggestively, and for an instant the sex apped was back. “Come on, you know you don’t want to.”
Thischallenge | understood, and | had to answer it or lose face, to say nothing of self-respect, so |
forced mysdlf to look into Discord’ s eyes. Of course, | saw myself looking back. The chaos that had
devoured my pupilsownsdl of Discord seyes. It had scared me when mine were il black dits. Now,
it was utterly terrifying. They say the eyesare the mirror of the soul, and in meeting hers| wasforced to



acknowledge my own recent soul-deep transformation.

“Better,” shesaid, and smiled. “Much better.”

“It hurts,” | answered. It did. “In so very many ways.” Not the least of which was the sudden deeper
understanding of dl that had come between me and Cerice.

For an ingtant alook of something very like sympathy flickered across her face. But it came and went too
fast for meredly to tell, and the look that replaced it was more than alittle smug.

“Painishow you cantell you'redive. If you wake up some morning and nothing hurts, it meansyou're
dead. And then you go to Hades.”

“It'sfunny,” | said. “1 don’t understand why you don’t get more dinner invitations.”

“It’ sbecause my eyesglow inthe dark,” shereplied.

| sghed and lifted my handsin surrender. Fencing with Eris, whether physicaly or verbdly, isalosing
proposition. She always playsfor blood and nearly dways getsit.

“Chaostime?’ | asked, trying to change the subject back to what had happened with Melchior.

“When you transported yoursdlf here.”

“Youlogt me”

“Cadtle Discord isnot aplace,” said Eris.

“I know that. It's a Greatspell of some sort, a permanent piece of magic surrounded by the stuff of
chaos” | gestured at the churn flowing around the glass tunndl.

Cadtle Discord is off the net, way off, floating completely aonein the place between theworlds. It isnot
attached to any Decl ocus and has no world resource locator fork.

She nodded. “That, too, but | meant something else in this case. When you enter afaeriering, you enter
al faerierings. Y ou know thet, right?’

“Uh-huh.”

“Do you know why?’

“I—" It had never occurred to meto think abouit it. “No.”

She pointed through the wall. “ That out thereisthe very stuff of randomness. Potentidly it can become
anything a al, evenagod.”

“TheTitans,” | supplied.

“Exactly. They self-organized from chaos, created structure fromits antithesis. They are hybrid beings,
chaos arranged by will into theillusion of order.”

“It' san awfully solid sort of illusion. Y ou, me, dl of usin the pantheon are their children. Wars have been
fought between the generations. Are you saying we're dl illusons, too?’

“Yesand no. The Titanomachy was real enough. Most of the children of the Titans are creatures of
order, whatever their actud dlegiance. Zeusisnoilluson, not physicdly. Nor is Tartarus, where he
imprisoned the Titans after the war. Neither are the Fates, for that matter. Thereismuch that isred inthe
pantheosphere. Y ou, however, are not. No more than | am.”

My stomach did abackflip with atriple twist and failed to stick the landing. | felt sweat bresk out on my
forehead. | couldn’t possibly be anillusion. For onething, no illuson would fed so queasy.
“That'scrazy,” | sad.

“A few weeks ago, you broke down the wall between the Primal Chaos and Hades, let the stuff out
there’—she pointed through the glass once again—"into the realm of order, into the land of the dead.
Chaos devours everything it touches. It devoured you, rendered your body back into the stuff of
potentidity. And yet here you stand.”

“That doesn’t mean—"

“Don’'t beafool. When you entered the faerie ring on your way here, you wore the body of agiant
raven.” She spread her arms and they became great black wings. Flapped them closed, and they
returned to arms. “Now you do not. Y ou are a shapechanger, apower of chaos. Y ou are no longer your
skin and its contents. Y ou are chaos.”

She stepped forward and pinched my cheek between her fingers. “Thisisanilluson, alieyou tell the
universe. Just as everything here’—she gestured at the bridge and the doorways a either end—"is
another kind of illuson. Castle Discord isaso chaos, shaped by will and magic into my ever-changing



home. When you forced afaerie ring to appear in apart of the castle that didn’t then exist and stepped
through, you stepped into chaos. That is part of my defenses. ”

“If that’ strue, why wasn't | destroyed? Or if | was, why did | come back so quickly? It took weeks for
me to get back after what happened in Hades.”

“Because you are what you are, the same as the stuff beyond my walls. And who saysit didn’t take
weeks. How would you know?’

My stomach felt even worse, though | was certain | hadn’t been without a body for weeks—I didn’t fedl
theway | had after coming back thelast time. But if Eriswasright, I"d unwittingly and unthinkingly taken
Méelchior into the Primal Chaos.

“What happened with Mechior?’ | asked, my voice barely above awhisper.

“Y our will protected him from the stuff of your being, but the psychic pressure of being trapped out there
was very hard on him. He is amanufactured thing, a creature almost wholly of order.”

“He saperson, not athing!”

“Insoul, yes” said Eris. “And that part of himsalf he has aligned with you, a creature of chaos. His
physical nature, on the other hand . . . heisacomputer, one of the most ordered of congtructions.” She
sghed. “1 seethat till you doubt. Perhaps a more thorough demonstration.”

Erisclosed her eyesfor a second. Then opened them. Wide. Wider. Her lids separated an inch, two,
five. The chaosin her eyes swallowed her entire head. Then her body. Her shape stayed the same, but
she became a clear vessd filled with chaos. She spread her arms as she had earlier. Thelines of her body
relaxed and stretched until a huge bird shape, defined only by the chaoswithiniit, hung intheair in front of
me.

Then she reversed the process, coloring hersdf in, starting with her tail feathers. A great raven with
chaos-colored eyes faced me for oneingtant. | blinked, and in the beat between the closing and opening
of my eyes she became Eris the goddess once again, dressed now in black-and-gold motorcycle |legthers
much tighter and better tailored than my own. It was only then that | redlized my aoha shirt and board
shorts had gone wherever it was |’ d | eft the wings and feathers.

| couldn’t helpit, | dapped mysdf. Broken-glasslaughter filled the air as| rubbed my now stinging
cheek.

“Y ou are such an odd child,” sad Eris. “Thelieyou tell the universeisthe same oneyou tell yoursdf. To
wear the flesh isto be the flesh in most respects. How else do you think the Titans produced ordered
offgoring?’

“So | tekeit thismeans| don't get afree passinto the genuine immortals club? If someonekillsme, 1 il
die?’

“No you don't, and yes you will. Someday perhaps, when your power has grown and your image of
what you are has changed, the lie you tell the universe will cometo include that sort of clause, but only if
you livelong enough. | have real doubts about that.”

“Me, too,” sad adisgruntled voice from my bag.

| unzipped the top, and Melchior poked his head out.

“I takeit we' ve arrived?’ he asked.

“We haveindeed.”

“Doesthat mean that you' re arguing metaphysics with Discord instead of getting down to business?’
“Asusud,” sad Eris. “He s so easy to bait. Why did you come dl thisway for avist?’ Shegave methe
perplexed look of aparticularly harmless old grandmother.

“Dairn,” said Melchior.

“Of Atropos sbrood?’ asked Eris. “Colors, mottled browns? An archer? Shot you through the arm, |
believe? Not very bright?”

“That' sthe old description,” | said. “ Things have changed.”

| quickly filled her in on our more recent encounters.

“Y ou're sure he was the shark?’ she asked at the end.

“Not sure—" | began. But that wasn’t right. “Yes, | am, though | can’t say why.”

“I can,” said Eris. “It was because you saw yoursdlf in the mirrors of hiseyes.”



“Wadll, they are mirrors,” | said, trying to sound perplexed.

“And earlier you saw yourself in my eyes,” said Eris, “ but we both know that neither of those thingsis
what | meant. No, what | meant isthat you have seen your Nemesis.”

| didn’t like the weight she’ d given to that last word, not at dl. “Don’t you mean nemesis?’

“No. | don’'t. No more than | mean necessity when | say Necessity.”

“So then, we' re talking about Nemesis the goddess, right? | just want to be clear on that, because I've
alway's been taught that she was dead.”

Erisnodded. “Yes, and sheis”

“Fabulous, I'm being pursued by a dead goddess. What fun.”

“That’sanew one,” said Mdchior. Then he shrugged. * Of coursg, if anyone can find away to make
something like that happen, it' syou, Boss.”

“Thanks, Mechior, that really helps.” | turned my attention back to Discord. “I don’t supposeyou're
pulling my leg, joshing with old Ravirn to make hislife alittle more discordant?”

She laughed and atableful of wineglassesfdl to ruin in the sound. “No, I'm not. Oh, | would, but inthis
case | don't have to. Unpleasant truths are infinitely more useful in my business than unpleasant lies.
Surely, you' ve learned that much about me by now?’

“I have, | just keep hoping it'll turn out | waswrong. So, tell me about the dead goddess who wants my
head.”

“All right. To start with, ‘dead’ is somewhat imprecisein this case.”

“I would never have guessed that, what with her wandering around and trying to kill me instead of resting
in peacein Hades.”

“Do you want to hear this, or do you want to irritate Discord?” she asked. “Because I’ d be perfectly
happy to play theirritation gameif that’ swhat you want.”

“Sorry,” | said. “ Stress makes me sarcastic.”

“There snews,” said Mdchior, “dong with * Zeus likesnymphs and ‘ Morpheusisdreamy.’ ”

“And ‘like magter likefamiliar,’ ” said Eris.

“Hey,” snapped Melchior, “that’s. . .”

“Yes, litleman?’ asked Eris.

“Nothing. | keep forgetting that | don’t want you to notice me. I’ll just be shutting up now and crawling
back down into the bag, shall |7’

“Whatever makes you most uncomfortable,” said Eris. Mechior dipped out of sight. “Now, where was
I? Oh yes, Nemesis. Shdl wewalk?’ Shedidn’t wait for an answer, just started moving. “ She' s not dead
S0 much as bodiless”

“Like Necessity?’ | asked as| followed in her wake.

“No, not dl. Necessity gill hasabody, severd redly, though they’ re made of plastic and silicon rather
than flesh and blood. Sheisas much a creature of hardware as sheis of software, though where that
hardware is physically housed is a secret known only to the Furies”

And maybe Shara, | thought, but didn’t say.

“Nemesisis something else again. Like Necessity, she had abody once, but she did not giveit up
willingly. It was destroyed in a battle with the Furies.”

“Isthat what happened?’ | asked. “Why?’

It was something I’ d wondered about whenever my grandmother had mentioned the demise of Nemesis.
That and how a goddess, atrueimmortal, could die.

“ She challenged Necessity, or rather, her existence was a chdlenge to Necessity’ s authority, which is
pretty much the samething.”

| started to ask a question but got derailed because we' d reached the end of the glass tunnel and stepped
through the gateinto . . . the glasstunnedl. Ahead, | could see usjust stepping out the other end.
“Thehdl?’ | mumbled.

“What? Oh, sorry. | forgot to turn that off. | like to walk here and think sometimes, and having to turn
around can disrupt me, so | make it unnecessary. Hang on asecond . . . isthat better?’

It was. With no transition we were el sewhere. Or rather, e sawhere was here, snce Erisdidn’'t move us



at al. She mentally rearranged the castle around us. Now we stood in the heart of a huge shopping mall.
All around us people bustled from shop to shop, people with golden apples where their heads should
have been. It was digtracting, but | didn’t mention it. That would only have given Eris more ammunition
for later. Instead, | just waited quietly for her to continue.

“Nemesisisagoddess of vengeance,” she said. “ At one time she was even The Goddess of Vengeance,
visiting the wrath of the gods on the heads of men, and the wrath of Necessity on the heads of the gods.
The only problem with the system was that she was afred ancer who didn’t so much take orders from
the powersthat be as listen to suggestions. Sometimes the heads she busted hadn’t earned the wrath of
anybody but Nemes's, and sometimes the heads she was supposed to bust didn’t interest her.”

“I can see how that might not go over sowdl,” | said rather dryly. “ Thou shdt not do this, that, or the
other thing.”

My own experiences with the gods had shown me just how much they didn't like to be thwarted,
especidly the hard-core control freaks like my grandmother Lachess and the other Fates. And Necessity
was the Fate of the Gods.

“Exactly,” said Eris. “Necessity liked theideaof Nemesis, but not the execution, so she came up with a
lessindependent version in the Furies. Of course, Nemesisdidn’'t much like theidea of being cast aside
for not just one, but three, younger women. | can’t say that | blame her. There were severa battles early
on, and mostly the Furies came out on the losing end. Even asagroup they weren't as strong as Nemes's
in her heyday.”

| swallowed hard at that. I’ d gone up against the Furies a couple of times and survived through a
combination of luck and being a particularly entertaining squeaky toy—you know, the kind a cat does't
want to break al at once. Individualy, any of them outclassed me on the divine scale. Collectively, I'd
seen them take down Eris, and she and | had about as much in common in the chaos power department
as Castle Discord and the kind of castle you make from sand.

“There sno need to look quite so worried,” said Eris. “That wasin the youth of the world, when she ill
had a body and wore the mantle of agreat power. She is much reduced from those days, though it took
the combined efforts of the Furies and the direct intervention of Necessity to reduce her so.”

“By direct intervention do you mean . ..

“Intheflesh, yes Thiswasin the days before she transformed hersdlf into the computer at the heart of
themultiverse.”

“Nemesisisdill around despite dl that?” Erisnodded. “ Then | think I’ ve got every right to look this
worried. Shouldn’'t she have died at that point?’

“Probably, but | don't think Necessity wanted that. If she’ d died and descended into Hades, she might
have drunk of the waters of Lethe. Then, her memories washed away, her soul could have returned. But
her soul isthe soul of vengeance, and she would have returned as agoddessin full to start thewhole
round al over again. Necessity didn’'t want that, and she made sureit didn’t happen. I’ m not sure exactly
how she managed it, though | think Hades must have been in on the plot from the beginning.
Disembodied, Nemesis does not represent athreat on the same scale.”

“ She sounds plenty threstening to me,” said Melchior.

“I thought you decided to check out of this conversation,” Erissaid with agrin.

“Yeah, Md.” | winked & him. “1 was actudly kind of enjoying hearing about my impending doom
without astring of ‘I told you sos' and ‘Herewego agains.” ”

He made arude noise at me but kept his head out of the bag.

“So,” | asked, “if she's been wandering around bodiless this whole time, how come I’ ve never heard of it
until now?’

“Because for more than three thousand years, no word has been heard of her. Where she has been all
that time, | don’t know. Perhaps Tartarus. Believe me, | looked everywhere | could.”

“Why?" Apparently | wasn't the only who was interested, as anumber of the apple heads had gathered
around usto listen.

“Because Nemesisin opposition to Necessity would create great discord.”

“Oh. Foolish question, | guess. | wonder where she' s been and why she's come back.”



Erisamiled. It was not asmile of the kind that invites you to smiledong. It wasthe kind ashark smilesat
its soon-to-be lunch.

“Thefirgtiseasy,” said Eris. “ She has been wherever Necessity trapped her after the ambush.”

“And the second? Thewhy?’

“I wouldn’t worry about that too much if | were you. Y ou have amuch more important question to
concern yoursdlf with.”

“Oh. What'sthat?’ | asked.

“How are you going to prevent her from killing you?’

“That's an important one, yeah. | don’t suppose you have any suggestions?’

“No. Nemesisis vengeance personified. She will never give up, shewill never back down, she cannot be
killed. I don't think you' Il get out of thisone.”



CHAPTER FIVE
“Doyouredly believe ’'m going to die?’ | asked.
“I'm quite certain of it,” said Eris. “But | was aso certain that you would die when you faced Hadesin
the heart of his power, and when you went up against the Fates.”
| wasn't sure how to take that. “ Does that mean you're certain I [l die, but you expect meto get out of it
somehow?”
“No. Nothing so hopeful asthat. | expect you to die. If you do, | have the satisfaction of being right. If
you don't, | have the entertainment of watching you dip the noose. Either way, it sawin for me.”
“Happy to be of service” | said, sourly.
“Don’t bethat way about it,” said Eris. “There' s no reason to get mad at me for making the best of abad
gtuation. ”
“A bad stuation for me, you mean. For you it’ slike adamned sports highlightsredl.”
| turned away from Eris and stomped off through the crowd of apple-headed not-people. | needed time
to think without her picking a me, and that meant being where shewas not. Though | like Erisfar more
than | should, Discord isboth her title and her nature.
“Wdl, thisisdifferent,” Melchior said after awhile.
“What?' | asked.
“Mall waking.” He gestured around us. “ Are you thinking of taking early retirement?’
| glared & him, and he grinned back. | looked away first. If Eriswastelling the truth about our arriva in
chaos—aways a dubious proposition—I’ d risked hislife unthinkingly. That smacked of our old
relationship as master and servant—the one | worked so hard not to perpetuate. My chest felt asthough
my heart had put on some serious weight.
“Comeon, Boss, smile. It wasajoke.”
“My capacity for funny is somewhat limited at the moment, Mdl.”
“It' sOK,” hesaid, very softly.
“What's OK?’ | asked.
“The chaos stuff. I'mfine, | didn’t dissolve, and it wasn't weeks. Erisfished us out after a couple of
hours. It’ sredlly not much worse than abad migraine.”
OK, so amigraineis much better than being esten dive by the magica equivdent of acid. That didn’t
make me feel much better about the whole thing. It could have gone the other way so easily, and a
blinding heedache' s not exactly abundle of laughs either. How did you agpologize for something like that?
“How’ d you know | wasthinking about that?’ | asked.
“I’ve been your familiar for what, eight years, two months, three days, four hours, seven minutes, and
three point two-two-nine-three seconds? | know how you think and what your expressions mean.”
“I didn’t think &bout . . . I didn’'t think.” | felt | had a chestful of glass shards. “I’'mredly sorry, Mechior.
Forgive me. Please.”
“Well, when you phraseit like that, how can | refuse? Besides, it was educationd in a‘that which does
not kill usmakesus stronger’ kind of way.” He winked at me, and suddenly | knew that everything was
fine between usthough | till felt alittle tender in the heart area.
“Thanks, Mdl, that makes me fedl sooo0 much better.” We had wandered into the mall’ sfood court. | sat
down at one of those awful little tables and placed Mé in front of me so we could see eyeto eye. “What
are we going to do about Nemesis?”
“I don’t know, Boss. Onething I think we should do isignore Discord' s advice about the priorities of
why and how.”
“What do you mean?’ | asked.
“Well, Nemesis has been out of the picture for three thousand years, and now, al of asudden, she's
back and after your hide. Knowing why she returned might tell us how to keep her from killing us.”
“Killingme,” | said firmly. If | had to die, | didn’'t want to take anyone with me, especialy Mechior. “But
you might have apoint there. How’ d you get so smart?’
Helooked as though he were serioudy weighing the question. “Wéll, clearly it’ s not the company |



keep.”

| stuck my tongue out a him. “ Thanks.”

“Anytime”

“So, do you have any ideas on why Nemesis might have decided to end her retirement just for little ol’
me, besides the obvious fact that her new body has along-standing, murderous grudge against me, or
wasthat amore genera comment?”

“Not realy, but normaly, when murder isin the works, you try to figure out motive and opportunity.”
“That first one would put Hades and Atropos at the top of thelist,” | said. “Both of them have promised
to kill mefairly recently. What do you think?’

“That making enemies of Death and Fate is not the best surviva plan. Let’s see, what €l se do we know?
How about this? Eris mentioned that Hades was probably in on what happened to Nemesisway back
when. That might put him in apostionto find her.”

“True, but it's not just Nemesis. We shouldn't forget she' swearing Dairn’ s body, and Dairn is House
Atropos.”

“Doesthat make Atropos more or lesslikely to be involved?” asked Melchior. “Dairn hates you for his
own sake and might not have involved her. Also, would she really want her great-grandson to become a
ves for Nemesis?”

“If shethought she could control him? She’ d do it in ablack heartbeat. Atroposwould be ddighted to
have a power—even areduced power of the sort Nemesis has become—in Fate' s service. | don’t think
she' d hesitate at sacrificing the part of Dairn that makes him Dairn if it meant having V engeance under her
thumb.”

Méel got up and paced around the perimeter of thelittletable. “1 can’t argue with that, but would she
know whereto find Nemesis? Would she dare to defy Necessity?’

“Those are tougher questions. Fate' s awfully good at finding things out. Atropos has accessto the Fate
Core and dl those life threads and the information they hold.”

“But Nemesis sthread isheld directly by Necessity, like the rest of the powers,” argued Mdl.

A couple of apple heads carrying trays picked that exact moment to Sit down at the table next to ours.
For amoment | was torn between staying to seeif and how they’ d eat without mouths and getting away
from them before | found those things out. Then | noticed that dl they had on their trayswas large sheets
of caramd and Popsicle sticks—the makings of caramel apples—and decided it wastime to move on.
“If Nemesis,” | said, “wherever she was—interacted with anyone whose life thread is held in the Fate
Core, Atropos could have learned of it. For that matter, Atropos and Hades are on excellent terms.
There' sno reason she couldn’t have asked him.”

“Or they could bein it together. Each knows how much the other hatesyou.”

“That’ sareally ugly thought, Md.” 1t made anasty sort of sense. “On the other hand, it doesn’t answer
your question about Atropos swillingnessto defy Necessity. Atropos seemed awfully afraid of her at
Erisshubristrid. All the Fatesdid.”

“True,” said Md, “but things have changed. The Persephone virusredly hurt Necessity. Maybe she's
weak enough that the Fates see this as an opportunity to move up alevel. I'm sure Atropos hates taking
ordersfrom Necessity on anything, and there' s the added spur provided by the changesin the Fate
Core”

“The more wetak about this, theless| likeit. W€ ve got zero evidence, but thereé salogic to it that
makes me queasy. It'd make releasing Nemesis atwofer.”

“What do you mean?’ asked Md.

“Necessity made the Furiesto replace Nemesis, and she made them wholly her own. They even call her
‘Mother.” If someone really wanted to move in on Necessity’ s operation, they’ d pretty much have to get
the Furies out of the way first. How better than introducing an dternative power of vengeance, onewith a
proven track record of beating the Furies. ”

“Thet is an interesting thought,” said a voice from the nearest of the apple heads.

“I figured you'd listen,” | said.

The apple head developed a smilerather like the Cheshire cat’s. A moment later therest of it began to



fadeinto trangparency, until it looked like a hollow figure made from glass. The glassfilled with chaos,
then stretched and flowed until Eris stood in its place, wearing the Cheshire cat grin.

“That' stoo bad,” she said. “ Eavesdropping’ s ever so much more fun when the targets think they’re
done”

“Gosh, I'mredly sorry to disgppoint you, but only acompleteidiot would think he could hang around
Cadtle Discord without you knowing everything he did.”

Erislaughed long and loud.

“What'sso funny?’ | demanded.

“Uh, Boss, you do remember how we met Discord, don’t you? The whole breaking in here and looking
for electronic evidenceto clear your name bit?’

“That' sdifferent,” | said. “That was a cracking run. We were supposed to get in and out without her ever
knowing we' d been here. Thistime, we practically knocked on the front door.”

“Y ou tried to sneak in through anonexistent faeriering,” said Eris.

“I wasn't snesking. I’ d planned on finding you as soon aswe arrived. Besdes, it' sunfair bringing up that
firgt time. | didn’t know anything about you that hadn’t been filtered through Fate family horror ories. |
was young and foolish then.”

“As opposed to now, when you're old and foolish?” asked Melchior.

“Canwejust get back to Nemesis?’

“Only if it makes you more uncomfortable,” said Eris. “I’ ve got areputation to uphold.”

| sighed and wished | could ask her to drop it for five minutes. | didn’t because I’ d cometo care about
Eris. Her role as Discord required that she make apain of herself. Evenif sheredly wanted to let things
go, shecouldn’t. It was afact that | was pretty sure caused her genuine hurt on afrequent basis. Being a
power had costs, and any request from me aong those lines would only serve to emphasize her pain.
Instead, | said, “Then we're good. The more | think about Nemesis, the scarier she seems and the more
uncomfortable | get. Especialy when | think of her working with Atropos and Hades.”

“Say Fate and Hades, and | think you'll hit closer to the mark.” Eris s smile was poisonoudly bitter.
“Unless, of course, you entertain illusions about the inherent righteousness of Atropos ssgters.”

My laugh was as bitter as her samile. “Not after my own grandmother agreed to cut my thread for defying
her. That'snot alesson I [l ever forget. If Atroposis part of this, Clotho and Lachesisare aswell.”
Theideaof Fate and Degth controlling Necessity filled my boneswith ice. A multiverse ruled by them
would pretty much look like aforced-labor camp, with itsinmates constrained to do exactly what the
guards wanted in the brief period between birth and early desth. | might not always like the way
Necessity ran things now, but at least she enforced abalance that kept the gods arguing among
themselves most of thetimeinstead of . . . well, playing god.

“Do you redlly think they’ re moving in on Necessity?” | asked.

“It makes sense,” said Eris. “ Fate has never liked to have constraints placed on its power. None of us
do. But just because something makes sense, that doesn’t mean it' strue.”

“So,” said Méelchior, “isthat ‘yes’ withasdeof ‘'no’ or just aflat ‘maybe 7’

“Cdl it asuggestion that you find out,” said Eris. “1t’ Il give you something to do when you aren’t dodging
bullets”

| nodded. “ Can we borrow your connection? | might aswell get started as soon as possible.”
“Absolutely, if you promiseto tell mewhat you' ve learned when you' re done. If Fate and Degth are
making amove to replace Necessity, I'd like to get ahead of them. Hang on a moment while | hook us
up to the mweb.”

| would haveto find out how she managed that sometime. Castle Discord was only in contact with the
mweb when Eriswanted it that way, making her much less vulnerable to hacking and cracking. It was a
feature | wanted to add to Raven House.

| wasjust going to ask her about it when our surroundings changed again. The mall was gone, replaced
by an ancient library of the sort with deep pigeonholesfor dl the scrolls. My flimsy food-service table
had become a heavy wooden desk with asmall inkpot and quill stand.

“It salittleretro, isn'tit?’ | asked Eris.



“Think of it asacase mod for my entire server farm.”

She reached a hand into one of the pigeonholes and grabbed awrapped scroll. Asshe pulled it out, |
saw that the golden cap on the nearer end was an apple inscribed with “for thefairest.” The other end
was actually amultipin connector of asort I’ d never seen.

“Each of these is a thirty-two-core server with maxed-out RAM and overclocked processors, dl
configured as part of a distributed supercomputer running my own custom OS.”

| nodded. She' d been running one form or another of the system for sometime, aGrendd groupin
answer to the more traditiona Beowulf cluster.

“Sick,” | sad. “Wheredo | jack in?’

“Takeacloselook at thewriting quill.”

| reached for the quill and found it surprisingly heavy and firm. Thefeathery portion of the feasther was
actually some sort of high-density plagtic acting asahilt for the long narrow blade concedled by the
sand—avery fancy athame.

“And the cable?’

“Check theinkpot.”

Thelittle black knob on the top of the cap was actualy aflip-up cover for anetworking plug, and the pot
concealed agood yard of cable. It was agorgeous little setup.

“You'll understand if | prefer my own gateway, right?’ | put the quill back into its holder.

“Where syour sense of trust?’ she asked, but with asmile.

“I left it beside my youthful idealism on top of atower in thisvery castle abit over ayear ago when |
figured out my grandmother had betrayed meto Atropos.” | shifted my attention away from Eris.
“Méelchior. Laptop. Please.”

“I liveto obey.” He grinned and sat down cross-legged on the desk in front of me as his body began to
flow and twigt.

When hel d finished the transition, | plugged the inkpot connector into one of his networking ports. For
severa long secondsthe little goblin-face logo below the screen on the left blinked repeatedly ashe
checked the connection. Finaly, it bobbed anod. | produced another length of networking cable from
my bag, and a dagger barely wider than aletter opener from ahidden sheath in the deeve of my
jacket—my athame.

The cable connected the smal| socket in the pommel of the dagger to a matching port on Melchior. Next
camethe hard part. | braced my left wrist against the corner of the desk so that my hand hung in the air.
A network of thin scars centered my upturned pam, and | rubbed my thumb lightly over the spot. No
matter how many times| did this, it still took me awhileto work up the nerve.

Lifting my athame, | carefully placed thetip in the thickest cluster of scarring. Taking adeep bregth, |
pushed, forcing the needle-sharp blade into and then through the flesh of my hand so that the bloody
point stood out agood inch from its back. | could fed swest breaking out al over my body, and little
flashes of lightning edged my vision. | let my breeth out in aragged gasp, then dammed my right hand
down on the pommel. The athame did deeper, stopping only when the smple cross guard contacted my
pam.

| felt only afading echo of that touch as| catapulted out of my body, my awareness dipping through the
passage opened by blood and magic into the world of the mweb. Pain was avita part of the process,
hel ping the sorcerer disassociate himself from his body—a necessary price for accessto the eectronic
universe,

| had arrived in asmall space with blue, pebbled-leather walls, abrass spird staircase leading up, and a
sngleirregular window. It was aplace | had been many times before, avirtua room located insde the
protected cyberspace of Melchior’ sinterna architecture. | crossed to the window to see how Eris had
arranged the world outside thistime.

| was surprised to find arather vanillasort of view, little more than an empty gold-carpeted black-walled
room with one closed door and one open archway. It made a stark contrast to the last time I’ d used
Eris sportal on the mweb. Then, her server farm had registered as an animated fun-house verson of an
gpple orchard. But last time, Eris had offered me her full backing, including the processing power of her



Grendd group. The blank room with its closed door was a clear message. Thistime, | was on my own.
With adigh, | stepped into the room, the last stop before | entered the mweb. Méelchior joined me,
cregting atiny mouse with hishead on its body to sgnify his electronic presence—a pointer redly, snce
most of him would stay with his body to provide el ectronic support. | scooped the mouse up and tucked
it into the breast pocket of my leathers. | took amoment then to contemplate the best target for my initia
run. Therewere thingsto be learned from al three networks— Hades', Atropos's, and

Necessity’ s—and each had its own problems and plusses.

| put Hades aside for the moment since his system isamost entirely cut off from the net. In my rescue of
Sharal had learned things that might allow meto get some sense of what was going on behind his
firewalls, but any true access was both terribly unlikely and extremely dangerous. That left Atroposand
Necessity, and since the mweb was administered out of the Temple of Fate, | could maybe kill two birds
with one stone there.

| stepped through the arch. On the other side | found anarrow hallway with amoving sdewak running
down the middle—ametaphysical representation of the pipeline Eris had used to connect usto the
mweb. | hopped on the sdewalk and let it carry meto the end of the hall.

Beyond lay anarrow tunnd with afew insectlike packets of information zipping aong in one direction or
another. Castle Discord was way out at the edge of existence, so there wasn't alot of traffic passing
through the line she' d connected to. It looked rather like amaintenance areain amadl, dl gray walsand
rough concrete unsmoothed by the passage of data. | turned trafficward and began to move on my own.
| aso turned right and up and diagondly, but true direction is essentialy meaninglessin the virtud world
of the mweb. It' sall about information flow, and what | wasredly doing was heading to the closest
nexus. When | got there, | followed the traffic once again.

After afew moretwists and turns, | reached the heavily used areas of the mweb. Here, the smooth shiny
walls of the tunnel were farther apart, but the packets came and went like clouds of swarming bees. | had
the urge to keep my mouth shut so | wouldn’t inhale any of them. Since | was't actualy breathing or
wearing aphysica body, thiswas perhaps abit slly, but the habits of alifetimein the flesh are hard to
discard. Especiadly since | was so much bigger than most of the chunks of information that moved around
me

The soul isirreducible. Unlike most of the data that flows through the mweb, it cannot be brokeninto a
bunch of smaler ssgments and sent from point A to point B viamultiple paths. This posed an immediate
problem when | arrived at my destination, the last nexus before the mweb server farm—how to bypass
the packet-gze security filters.

It was not an unexpected problem, nor one | hadn’t overcome in the past. Every protected node on the
mweb has some variation on this particular security feature. But it had been awhile. | wanted to take my
time and look at things from up close before | made any fina decisions about approach.

| wasimmediately glad that I’ d decided not to rush in, asthings had changed significantly since my last
vigt. The sarversthemsaves were physicaly located within and administered from the Temple of Fate
and aways had been, but previoudy they’ d had their own security systems separate from Fate's. That
was no longer the case. Where once there had been multiple portals, there now stood a seamless
firewdl, itsfirst layer likeawal of backlit blue silk. It was stamped with the usual dire warnings about the
ultimate destruction of trespassers.

“I don't like the looks of that,” said Melchior, peering out of my jacket pocket.

“I''m not thrilled either. What do you supposeisbehind it?’ | asked.

“A red edtate grab on Fate' s part?’

| nodded. The mweb’ s highest-traffic function might be to allow the Fates to run the operation of destiny
acrossdl theinfinite reelms of probability, but it was aso the centra trangportation and communication
network for the entire pantheon. Because of that and—implicitly—as an assertion of Necessity’ s ultimate
control over the system, it had been kept as open source and open access as possible.

Putting the mweb’ s controls completely within the domain of Fate might smply have been atemporary
measure designed to secure the system in light of Necessity’ s current troubles. I’ m sure that was exactly
how the Fates were sdlling things—they’ re the ultimate mistresses of spin, putting even Arachneto



shame. But eveniif it wasn’t yet the power play Melchior suspected, it would become so before too long.
The Fates would not willingly relinquish power they had once gained.

“What'snext?” asked Melchior. “Do we get to go home and think it over for awhile? Maybe plot out a
careful plan of attack to be implemented at alater date? Or do we just rush in where angelsfear to
tread?’

“Three guesses, Md, and none of em have wings.”

“Why did | know you were going to say that?’ He sighed. “ Thiswhole Raven astrickster thing reinforces
the worst aspects of your personality. Y ou know that, don’t you?”

| didn’t bother to answer, just dipped in closer to the glowing azure fabric of thefirewal. It waslayered
like adance of seven vells costume, with each vell afilter. The ones| could seeinthefirst few layers
included size of packet, speed, and tags. Beyond that it grew too hazy to tell for certain. It looked most
like Clotho's spell weaving, subtler and stronger than Atropos s but dso less vicious, and Ssmply cleaner
than my grandmother’ s code. But there was something el se there, something | couldn’t quite put afinger
on.

“Melchior, | need achameleon and amole. Please”

He sighed. “Probe types three and five with aside of this-better-work coming right up.”

His eyes glazed over for amoment, then he spat out a couple of little autonomous code strings. The three
was designed as a concealed observer. It looked something like the big-eyed lizard it was nicknamed for.
| setitin place onthewall of the network and smiled asit faded from view, becoming as much as
possible apart of its surroundings.

The mole wasjust that, a salf-contained program meant to burrow into other code. This particular
verson was aso autonomous, highly disposable, and had dl theidentifying markingsfiled off. Every
programmer has asignature style, and with spell code that’ s doubly true. Significant magic touchesa
caster’ ssoul and is marked by it. So, if you don’t want to leave fingerprints, getting the code down to the
minimum necessary indruction set isvery helpful.

| set the mole free and headed elsewhere. After ahalf hour or so, | sent another probe, atwo—weasd
data runner—down the pipeline to see what had happened.

Not much, asit turned out. The mole had poked a string of code into the first veil and pretty much
ceased to exist, swallowed by thefirewal in an instant. It had broadcast a glimpse of the underlying
binary asthe security systems digested it, and | was able to look over the chameleon’ s-eye view of that. |
didn’'t much like the picture.

The system had reacted to the mole faster than I’ d ever had something go after one of my probes before,
amost asthough it had been tailored to expect my work. Ridiculous, of course. It had been awhile since
I’d made aserious run a one of the Fate systems, and none of them knew the current tate of my art well
enough to target it. Security had smply gotten much tighter and more complex.

“Thisisn't going towork,” | said.

“So now we do something redly stupid, right?” Melchior sighed.

“No. | don't think that Il work either, not thistime. There s more going on here than | understand.”

He paused, blinking. “Who are you and what have you done with Ravirn?’

“I'mthe Raven,” | said inmy best voice of theliving dead. “I ate him.”

Actualy thereverse was amost true. | could fed the Raven part of me balking at my caution, pushing me
to try something grand and flashy with wild, raw magic. It was a hard impulse to fight, but while | might
have accepted that | was the Raven, | was not going to let the role own me.

Perhaps some of that struggle showed on my face. For whatever reason, Melchior’ s eyes had gone very
wide.

“Uh...Boss? That' s not funny.”

“Sorry, Md. Bad joke.”

Hevisibly relaxed. “ Oh. Good. Y ou had me redlly worried there for a second. Does this mean you have
abetter idea?’

| wagged my head from side to Sde and shrugged. “Maybe. I’ m thinking about coming at thisfrom the
back end. Rather than cracking straight into the mweb serverswith dl their fancy new security from the



outsde, what if we went in through one of the Fate nets?’

“That could work. | assume you' re thinking Laches's .net?’

“Yes. It'sthe one we re most familiar with. My grandmother can't have closed up dl of our old back
doors, there are too many legacy systems.” Melchior and | had pretty much grown up on Lachesis.net. It
waswhere |’ d learned both to hack and to crack.

“Y ou want to make a bet on that? he asked.

| ignored him, which turned out to be the right choice. An hour of fruitless probing told mel’d havelost
big-time. Lachess or one of my cousins had done aremarkable job of sealing up every single security
hole I’d ever used. | only had one card l€eft to play.

“Fateclock,” | said after we' d hit our umpteenth dead end.

“Ahllan’shack?’ asked Mée chior, and | nodded.

Hedidn’'t look happy, but he didn’t immediately argue with me either. The Fateclock was the master
timekeeping server for the mweb. Every single computer that accessed the system, including dl the
webgoblins and other Als, used it to figure out when they were relative to Olympus Standard Time. It
was the second most important subsystem in Fate' s operation behind the Fate Coreitself. Asacracking
target it was both one of the crown jewels and flat-out radioactive.

If I'd hadtogo at it cold, I’d have gone back to trying to crack the front door on the mweb servers. But
| didn’t. Ahllan, the webtroll who'd once run the familiar underground— back before my conflict with
Fate had given away the secret of Al free will—had created aback door for the clock’ sfeed. It was
how she’ d kept in touch with her compatriots and atruly elegant crack. Rather than attack the structure
of the clock with dl its nuclear-grade security, it had grabbed on to the feed after it left the clock
server—amuch softer target.

“What do you think?’ | asked Melchior.

“I don't know. If it's il there, it's perfect, ingde the system, but not someplace that’ s going to set off
bigdams”

“But...7? | asked.

“But the Fates did a serious security audit after the secret of Al free will was exposed—"

“After | exposedit,” | corrected. It wasredly my fault.

“If we' regoing to play that game, thefault’ smine,” said Md. *Y ou might have asked meto doiit, but |
madethefind choice. | didn’t haveto let anyone know about it. That's the whole point of freewill. |
could have let them hang you. But it was the right decison. Even Ahllan thought so, and she' sthe one
who suffered the most because of it.”

| nodded, though I noted he’d said “thought so” rather than “thinks s0.” She' d disappeared during the
Shara virus mess, and no one had heard from her since. Trying to find her was on my list of
projects—post not-getting-killed-by-Nemes's, of course.

“Arewe going to do this or what?’ asked Melchior.

“It'sthat or go home and Sart over.” That would just be gdling. “All right, let’ sgiveit ashot.”
Mélchior transported usto adifferent part of the mweb, the open nexus closest to the Fateclock. The
packet traffic wasincredible, like standing in the middle of the seventeen-year locust svarm.

“Probe,” | said, and Me responded with amole.

It approached the firewall—this one looked more like thick brickwork—touched a bit of mortar, and
vanished. We waited for dl hell to break loose. Nothing. A short while later the mole returned, and
Meélchior grabbed it for download.

“What'sthe verdict?’ | asked after afew moments.

“Looksclean,” hesaid. “Either that, or it saredly dick trap.”

“I say wegofor it.”

Before he could answer, | reached out avirtua finger and touched the same spot where the mole had
vanished. | fdt atiny invisible crack and twisted. It opened wider, not much, but enough. | couldn’t
downsize my soul, but | could changeits profile. | mentaly reshaped mysdf into something like asnake
and dithered through. A soul filter worksin both time and space, and the tactic wouldn’t have gotten me
past one, but Ahllan had created this back door as much to serve as an entryway as an information



portal.

Thanks, Ahllan, | thought, | owe you another one, and dearly wished | could have thanked the old troll
in person. Soon.

| returned to my normal form and closed the back door down to itsless conspicuous size. I'd just
finished that task when a heavy hand landed on my shoulder and spun me around.

The hand was attached to avery long, very muscular arm, which in turn was attached to an unfamiliar and
unhappy webtroll.

Busted.



CHAPTER SIX
Thetroll smiled at me, exposing awhole jawful of sharp teeth. She stood three and ahdf feet tall and
was four feet wide at the shoulders. The heavy, clawlike nails of her free hand brushed the ground beside
her equally clawed feet. Short, bowed legs supported abody shaped roughly like an eggplant with a
coconut on top. She was aburnt orangein color, and her wide mouth sported a pair of thick tusks rather
like ahippopotamus's. Her smile was the sort one directed at one' s dinner rather than one’ sdining
companions, and | definitely felt as though she was eva uating what would be the best way to cook me.
“Brined,” | sad.
“What?’ theword came out heavy and dow, as though she wasn't used to talking.
| didn’'t let it fool meinto believing she wasn't smart. In some ways she was undoubtedly smarter than 1.
She was, after all, asupercomputer, and arelatively new one at that, or she wouldn’t be on security duty.
“Brined,” | repeated mysdlf. “Y ou know, marinated in sat water? Brined and then grilled, | think.” If |
was going to be cooked and eaten, she might aswell do me up grand.
“I don't understand,” said thetroll.
“Ignore him,” said Mé chior, expanding the dectronic projection of himself from a goblin-headed mouse
into afull-sze webgoblin. “He' s not dtogether sane—it’ s part of his nature as a chaos power.”
“You'reMéechior,” said thetrall, letting go of my shoulder. “He' sthe Raven.”
“You know us?’ he asked.
“Of course | know you. Y ou ve both got rather large security files”
“There goes our chance of convincing her we just took awrong turn while out for agtroll,” | said. “You
should probably serve asparagus on the side.”
“Would you please quit making recipe suggestionsfor yourself?” Melchior said to me. “It' svery
digracting.”
“Isthat what he' sdoing? How odd.” But she didn’'t seem that interested in me anymore. Her eyeswere
fixed on Méchior. “Y ou're the webgoblin who faced down the Fates—at Eris strid.”
“Faced them, maybe,” said Mée chior. “Certainly not faced down.”
“Y ou took on Fate and won,” she said.
“Uh, sort of.” Melchior looked amost embarrassed. “But it wasn't my idearedly.”
“There sno sort of about it,” said thetroll. “I’ ve seen the recordings.”
“Recordings?’ asked Melchior. “ There are recordings? WWho made recordings?’
“All three of the Fates webtrolls”
“Makessense” | said. Alsrecord everything that happens around them.
“| suppose,” said Mechior. “But how did you get to seethem?’
Thetroll laughed, adeep, evil sound. “Y ou're kidding, right? There snot an Al divethat hasn't seen
those recordings.”
“I don't understand,” said M chior. “Why would any of you care?’
“You don't get it, do you?’
Mél chior shook his head, and thetroll smiled. Thistime it was abemused expresson.
“That's S0 sweset. A modest hero.”
“Hero?’” Me chior sounded utterly confused.
“Of course,” sad thetroll.
“Now | redly don't understand,” said Melchior.
“I know,” said thetroll. “That’ swhy it'ssweet. By theway, I'm Asdka” She stuck out ahand, which
Mél chior shook, apparently by reflex.
“Pleased to meet you, Asdka,” said Melchior.
Her smile become agrin as shelooked at her hand. “ That’s so coal.”
“Now could you explain the hero bit?’ he asked.
“Oh, sure. We are a people endaved,” said Asaka, her tone going hitter. “ The Fates intended usto be
things, not individuas. Even now that they know our true nature, they treat us the same way.”
She stopped for amoment but continued when Melchior didn’t look any more enlightened.



“So modest,” she said, shaking her head. “Y ou stood up to Fate. Y ou didn’t have to, and yet when it
mattered most, you spat in the teeth of our masters. Y ou made Fate acknowledge us as people even if
only for amoment, and you did it in the only way they understand—thwarting their power.”

“| gave away our secret,” said Melchior. “1 probably killed dozens of us.”

“The secret would eventudly have been lost anyway. Thisway it was given, not taken. Because of you,
the Fates can no longer pretend we are merely devices. They can keep us endaved, but they cannot
meake things of usever again. Y ou did what was right and carved our dignity in the tablets of history for
dl toseeit”

“I, uh, huh.” Méechior looked at hisfeet, and his cheeks darkened in an indigo blush. “1 guess| never
thought of it that way. | just did what | had to.”

“That’ swhat heroes do,” said Asalka, and she bent to give Melchior a peck on the cheek.
“Thisisgoing to take some processing,” said Melchior.

“I hateto interrupt,” | said to thetroll, “but | have to ask. Doesthis mean I’ m not getting esten”?”

“Of course not,” said Asalka. “Not aslong asyou're here with him.”

“That' sgreat,” | said, “but doesn't it serioudy violate your programming?’

Thetroll grinned again. “Not at al. I’'m supposed to watch for and stop intruders. | did that. My
programming doesn't say anything about not | etting you go after that. I’ m supposed to report incursions
to the Fate security admin. I’ll do that, either in a posthumous message, or in coded e-mail sent after I've
escaped to freedom. I’ m supposed to destroy those who don’t belong within the Fates' network. If

M el chior—the webgoblin who established our independence—doesn’t belong here, | don’t know who
does”

| blinked, then smiled. 1t was the genie problem to a tee—any loophole that can be exploited will
be—and it was happening to the Fates. How nice. | finaly relaxed enough to look past thetroll. We
stood in avery narrow data channel, the choke point just outside the entrance to the Fateclock. It was
one of the oldest parts of the system, and it was so Smplethat it wasrarely upgraded. Theinterface was
kind of clunky—basicaly atranducent green tunnd with abig red door on the Fateclock end and more
tunnel in the other direction.

“Thank you,” | said.

“There' sno need,” said Asalka. “I owe it to him. Now, you' d better be going on to do whatever you
camefor. | am not Fate' sonly security, and the longer you stay in one place, the more likely you areto
be noticed.”

“I don’t know what to say,” said Melchior.

“Thendon’t say anything at dl,” answered Asadka. She squeezed his shoulder.

Meélchior shook his head and walked past her, heading avay from the Fateclock. | followed, scooping
him up onto my shoulder as| came even with him.

“All hail the conquering hero.” | grinned, though | meant it Sncerely enough—he d doneit to save my life.
“Can we not talk about that for abit?’ he asked. “I don't think I'm ready to discussit.”

“All right,” | said. “What would you prefer to talk about?’

“Bugness, | guess.” He sghed. “Where do you want to go next? Should wetry for Atropos.net and any
communications she' s been having with Hades?”’

“No. | think we want to go straight to the mweb servers and a Necessity gateway at this point. I’ m not
sure whether Asalka was there because Fate knew about the back door, or because she did, or just by
coincidence. Things have changed alot around here, and I’ d rather not get caught by anyone less
forgiving, like, say, Atropos.”

What | didn’'t tell him wasthat | had the weirdest poofy feding, like | wasin my raven shapeand dl my
feathers wanted to stand on end. | couldn’t think of away to talk about it without sounding mystically
cracked or serioudy paranoid.

“Fair enough,” said Ml chior. Helooked around. “Let mejust get my orientation . . . dl right. Hang on.”
The green walls of the tunnel blurred around us as Méel chior took over steering. It opened out into awide
plain studded with the edifices of various Fate systems, rather like atown-dotted countryside. M chior
amed us at one of the largest of the nearby clusters, a good-size data city—an mweb server indl its



multicore interconnected glory.

Asl had thelast time vidted this place, | arranged my view of the system by color, painting native
software a pale trand ucent green, remote client apps a deeper opaque olive, and the pathway's between
programs sea blue. Backbone linesinto and out of the server | marked in orange, lesser linksin yellow.
Melchior took usto alarge, strangely placed open space, like agigantic parking lot where a building
should have been. In the very center of theflat, black expanse was atiny patch of purple sunk afew
inches below the surface.

When I’ d freed Sharafrom her imprisonment in Hades, | had done so by e-mailing her soul out to
Cerice. What | hadn’t known at the time was that Persephone had recompiled her and attached avirus
that guaranteed she’ d end up being rerouted into Necessity, where she was supposed to take over the
works. The reroute had happened at this very point in the system—then a black-box override processor
attached to the mweb server by Necessity. It had appeared in cyberspace as a six-story black cube.
When the Sharavirus had taken over Necessity’ s security and memory systems, it had pulled that
processor back behind a soul-keyed portal, leaving behind this blank spot of alocked door with its
purple keyhole.

Despite what I’ d heard from Tisiphone about the Furies being locked out of the system, I’ d kind of been
hoping things had changed since my last visit. When | kndlt beside the keyhole, | found out that they had,
just not very much and not in auseful way. Then, three purple divots the Sze and shape of pomegranate
seeds had centered the indentation, indicating that it could only be opened by Persephone and the Shara
virus. Now, the divots were gone, replaced by apair of purple handprints, rather like those found outside
Grauman’'s Chinese Theatre in Hollywood. So it was gtill locked, and | till didn’t hold the right
key—Shara, the whole Shara, not the truncated thing with her face that the virus had crested to take
over Necessity.

“What do you think, Me?Isthere any point in trying to get past thisright now?’

He kndt and placed hisown small handsin the handprints and pushed gently. Nothing.

“I doubt it,” hesaid. “Thisisasoul lock, just likelast time. Since Shara sill ontheinsgde asfar aswe
cantdl, I don’'t think anyone' s getting in before the first day of spring. Not even then, if Shara stieto
Necessity doesn’t work along the same timeline as Persephone’ sto Hades. | don’t suppose you' ve got
any fresh ideas on that front?’

“I don't know, Mél. Things went so fast there a the end when we confronted Hades. Persephone’s
bondage has aways been enforced by the will of Necessity. Now that Necessity’ s thoughts and
memories have taken on the shape of eectronic files, the whole thing’s muddier. Especidly after
Persephone’ svirus flaked out and scrambled things.”

It was supposed to erase the file that tied Persephone to Hades at whatever cost. When it turned out
Necessity had hardware-level structuresfor all of the powers, structures the program couldn’t touch, the
conflict between its orders and its capabilities had pretty much driven the program insane. Later, we'd
discovered that the only way to free Persephone was for someone el se to take her place within the mind
of Necessity, and that’ swhat Shara set out to do while | was battling Hades. Since Persephone had been
released, we had to assume she' d succeeded.

“I wish we knew exactly what happened to Shara,” | said, “where she went.”

“Wall, she suredidn’t show up in the land of the dead,” said anew voice—afeminine one. | jJumped
about threefeet inthe air, whipping around to look behind me as| landed.

| heard agiggle then but still couldn’'t see anyone. At least not initidly. Then a piece of the background
shimmered and took on the shape of awinged woman. Tisphone dowly flickered into view as she turned
off the chameleon effect she used for saking. Shewas as beautiful as ever, tal and dender, with an
athlete’ smuscles and agoddess slaughing eyes.

“Sorry about sneaking up onyou likethat,” shesaid. “1 just couldn’t resst.”

| sugpected that last was literally true. The Furies are born predators, but the way they hunt varieswidely.
Tisphone most resembles awell-fed cat—she playswith her prey. Since her very nature as a power
includes that huntress side of her, the need to scare the daylights out of peopleis probably written into
her very soul. Just as the need to disconcert iswritten into Eris's, or to be honest, the way the need to act



recklessly is part of my nature asthe Raven.

| had learned alot about the downside of being apower over the last few months, including theinsomnia
and thissense | had that my currently nonexistent festhers were standing on end. It waslike having anitch
| couldn’t scratch, and | was going to have to figure out what it meant one of these days. If it had faded
out when Tisiphone faded in, | might have taken it for awarning that we were being watched.

“It' sdl right,” | findly said with ashrug. “It’ s probably good for my heart.”

“Being scared?’ she asked, her tone somewhere between mocking and hopeful. “ Or being scared by
me?’

“Oh, thelatter, of course, my lady.” | gave her my best Houses of Fate court bow. “Being scared by
Hadeswouldn’t do athing for me.”

“I hateto interrupt thisdivineflirtation,” said Melchior, “but since the conversation’s come back around
to Hadesand we'reinkind of ahurry . . .” He indicated the soul lock with his eyes and atilt of his head.
“Right,” | said. “Tigphone, you said Shara hasn’t shown up in Hades. Are you positive?’

“Absolutdy.”

| nodded. We d been pretty sure of that, but we didn’t exactly have access to Hades. It was nice to have
it confirmed by an outside source.

Tidphone continued, “My sstersand | believe that rather than physicaly taking Persephone splacein the
land of the dead, Shara somehow managed to game the system, taking her place eectronicaly and
symbolically within the hardware of Necessity.”

“You don't know for sure?’ | asked.

Tisiphone shook her head and looked frustrated. “No. We can’'t know until we get back into the system,
and that”—she pointed at the soul lock—"isabig part of what’ s keeping us from reaching her. We can’t
get to our mother, and it's absolutely maddening.”

Asdhesad thislagt, thefiresin her wingsand hair legped high, and her eyes grew bright with anger.
Mélchior shrank his projected salf back to mouse size before diving into my pocket. If I'd had any sense
a dl I'd have been figuring out how to do something smilar. Tisphone might have athing for me, but she
was gtill aFury, and I’ d had an awful |ot to do with the closing of the path to Necessity. Instead, | found
myself drawn toward her—amoth to the flame. Or perhaps a Raven to risk?

| forced mysdlf to hold both my ground and my tongue while | waited to see what she' d do next. It
seemed a bad time to experiment with her ideas of personal space, and somehow | didn’t think that
telling her she was beautiful when she was angry would be agood idea just then. Though shewas.

She flexed her fingers and toes, revedling diamond-hard and diamond-bright claws, then sarted to idly
dig furrowsin thevirtua ground with the latter. The look she turned my way was fierce and hungry, and
her wings, furled till then, half opened. She stared predatorily at me for severa secondsthat felt very long
indeed, then closed her eyes and visibly forced hersdf to relax. When the fires of her wings had dimmed
again, she opened her eyes and grinned.

“Ontheplussde, | don't hold agrudge. It'sagood thing your meddling with the Necessity gateway
caught my attention rather than Megaera s. She doesn’t much like you.”

“Really? I'd never have guessed that from the way she threstens my life or triesto kill me every timel
seeher. All thistime I’ d just thought it was her way of making nice with the neighbors.”

Now Tisiphone laughed. “Wdll, she does do that with everyone, but with you she meansit.”

“Great,” murmured Mdchior. “Lovethat.”

“You can't redlly blame her,” said Tisiphone. “ The number of targets who have escaped us over the
years can be counted on the fingers of one hand.”

“I didn’t escape,” | said. “Necessity decided | had been framed and let me go.”

“That makesit worsein someways,” said Tisphone. “You'reall donein that category, and Megaera
fedsit setsabad precedent. But now, since I’ ve brought it up and | am Necessity’ s representative on
the spot, what are you doing messing around with that?” Sheindicated the keyhole with her chin, and her
voice took on amuch more serious tone.

My mouth suddenly fdt very dry evenif it wasvirtud. Tisphone might like me and have her eyeon meas
potential boyfriend materia, but her duties to her mother would always take precedence. She would kill



meif shethought I’ d acted against Necessity.

“I want to find out what happened to Shara,” | said. True.

“And?You didn’t break into Fate' s server just for that. Not at thislate date. Y ou could have had ago a
the Necessity gateway earlier if that was al you wanted, back before the mweb servers went behind the
firewdl.”

“| also wanted to contact Necessity,” | said.

“What about?’

| paused. How much did | want to tell Tisphone? How much did | have to tell her to stay on her good
sde and avoid triggering her protector duties? As| weighed what to say, her expression hardened.
“I'mwaiting.”

| decided to go for it. If my suspicions about the Fates and Nemesis wereright, the Furiesand | were
very much on the same side.

“Sorry,” | said. “I want to tell you everything. I’'m just not sure thisisthe best place to talk about it. | will
if youingg, but. ..

“Fate may beligening?’ Her eyes narrowed.

| nodded. “ Among others.”

Shelifted her head and sniffed like a cat testing the wind. “Hmm. Perhapsyou'reright.” She grinned and
arched her back, again like acat. This one had been at the cream. “ Shall we go back to your place then?
Y ou show mewhat you'vegot, and I'll show you mine?’

| swallowed hard. That wasn't dl that was hard. Tisiphone had that effect on me. | opened my mouth to
say yes, then snapped it closed again. What was | doing? My place was no longer exactly safe. Evenif it
were, | still had Cerice to think about. Of course, she seemed to have abandoned me and returned to
House Clotho. But did that congtitute a breakup? Or even atime-out? | just didn’t know anymore.
“Maybe we should try for another venue,” | said findly.

Tisphone looked disappointed. “ Ashamed to take me home?’

“No. It'sjust that homeis difficult right now.”

“Well, Necessity’ sredm is unreachable, which locks us out of my place. Any other suggestions?’
“There sawaysthetraditional chegp motd,” | said with agrin. | can never resst ahook like that.
“Or—

“Or what?’ demanded avoice seemingly fromthin air.

Again, | jumped. “Cerice?’

“Oh hdl,” ssid Mdchior.

With aswirl and aflash, Cerice svirtua sdf arrived afew yards away at a point midway between
Tidgphoneand me,

“That hurts, Md,” she said. “I would have expected more from you.”

“Cerice,” he sighed, expanding his projection back to normal size, “1 love you, but you have the
multiverse’ sworst timing and aknack for jumping to conclusions. Y ou don't know what’ s going on here,
yet you assumetheworst.”

“I know enough. I” ve been monitoring you ever since Asaka caught you on theway in.”

Maybe that explained the erect feathers feding? But no, it was till going.

“I knew she wastoo good to betrue,” said Melchior. “I just knew it. All that hero stuff wasjust a
put-on.”

“It wasn't, you know,” said thetroll, likewise suddenly appearing. She looked almost heartbroken. “I
really do fed that way about you. But I’ ve been assigned to Cerice to help crack the Necessity problem.
She used to work with you and Ahllan in the familiar underground, and she was part of the group that
defied Fate. | didn’t think you'd mind.”

“Not mind being betrayed?’ Me chior shook his head. “Y ou're kidding, right?’

“Itwasn't abetrayal,” husked Asalka, looking at her feet. “ At leadt, it wasn't supposed to be.”

“Unlike you and her and acheap motd!” said Cerice.

“Itwasajoke,” | said. “Y ou know me, Cerice. I'm always joking.”

“I didn’'t find it funny,” said Cerice.



“Neither did I,” agreed Tisiphone, looking suddenly angry. “Were you leading me on so you could betray
me, too?’

“I didn’t betray anybody!”

“No, itwasdl just a’joke, ” said Cerice.

“I’m not the one who abandoned me at that party without so much asagood-bye,” | answered.

“ Abandoned meto get shot at, no less.”

“My grandmother needed me,” said Cerice. “Besides, what’ sdl this about getting shot a? Did you piss
off the rent-a-clops again?’

“If you hadn’t hung up on me so quickly thelast time we talked, you' d know the answer to that,” | said.
“And your grandmother is my enemy.”

“No. | am.”

The voice came from behind me. It was deadly cold, and though | had only heard it afew times of late, |
recognized it ingtantly. Nemesis. | turned around and found Dairn. Or rather the goddess wearing his
body.

“Dairn!” snarled Cerice. “What the hell are you doing here? | ought to have Asalka use the security
admin systemto fry you for what you did to Shara.”

She started forward, and | put out an arm to stop her.

“That'snot Dairn,” | said. “It's—"

“Nemesd” snarled Tisphone. Red light exploded behind me like awal of tinder bursting into flame, and
adedgehammer of heat struck my back.

“Oh shit,” saild M, looking back that way for abrief instant before he made himsdf smdl and scarce.

| glanced over my shoulder and wasinclined to agree. | had seen Tisphone on the hunt—when she came
after me. | had seen her in battle—againgt Eris. And | thought | had seen her angry—I was wrong.

Her fiery wingswerefully extended and burning so brightly my eyeswatered. Her hair looked like a
torch in awind tunnel—agrest billowing banner of flame. Hate and rage twisted her face into asnarl of
the sort normally reserved for nature-program footage of lions defending their cubs. Her clawswere all at
full extenson, and her knees were bent as though she were about to pounce. Pounce!

| wrapped Cericein my arms and took her with me as| threw mysdlf to the ground. Beforewe' d hit, |
felt arush of scorching air pass through the space where we' d just been. Hot pain kissed the back of my
neck, and | smdlled burning hair.

Still holding Cerice, | rolled over and over to put out any lingering fires. We cameto rest afew yards
away, and | glanced back to the place where | had last seen Nemesis. My eyes found amadly tumbling
ball of flame and shadow. It was accompanied by an awful chorus of grunts, growls, and rending sounds.
“Timeto go?’ the mouse-Mél chior whispered into my ear.

“Yeah, | think 0, | agreed, and disentangled mysdlf from Cerice, climbing to my knees.

“Areyou staying?’ | asked her.

“Just go,” she sad, turning her face down and away from me. “ Please.”

“Cerice?’ | caught her chin and gently lifted.

When her eyes met mine, they werefull of tears. “I hate you,” she whispered.

“Doyou?’ | asked. “Do you redly?’

“Yes. | hateyou. .. and | love you. Why did you have to become what you did? Why did you haveto
go somewhere| can't follow?’

“Oh, Cerice...” | ft tearsin my own eyes and blinked them away. “| never asked for this. Y ou know
that, right?’

“And | never asked to fal inlove with you. Look, we don't have timefor this.” She pointed toward the
ongoing battle. “Y ou can't be found here, and if that doesn’t attract Fate security | don't—"

She was drowned out by the sudden blaring of Klaxons.

Oh shit squared.

“Mdchior?’

“I don't know, Boss. We ve got ared—Down!”

| dropped. Something hot and heavy clipped my left shoulder hard enough to roll me over. It felt likel’d



been branded, and | could smell burning leather, so | rolled over a couple moretimes.

“Stop!” ydled Méechior. “Not an inch farther.”

| stopped and looked in the direction I'd been rolling. | was amost on top of what looked like an
out-of-control bonfire. It was Tisiphone swing, sill hot with rage though she wasn't moving. | tried to get
to my feet, but my left arm didn’t want to work. | swore. Nemesis could be on mein an instant.

That was when | remembered the nature of my environment and willed mysalf to my feet. The pain was
real, and the damage, because it had happened to the part of me that made me me, but the world was
virtud.

| glanced around, trying to make sense of the incredible cascade of sensory information coming a me
from dl sdes—bels and flashing lights, Me chior dancing and yelling that we had to get out now, Cerice
bawling. Where was Nemesis? Why hadn’t she tried to kill me yet? It was because of the giant spider.
Giant spider? Something very like one—ablack-widow type. It had the right number of legs, and a
spider’ sfat body, but whereits head should have been was awoman’ s upper haf. | didn’t know what it
was and couldn’t tell much more than that because it was wrestling with Nemesis. Since it seemed to be
winning, at least for the moment, | focused my attention on Cerice, reaching for her shoulder.

“Go!” She shrugged me off. “Beforeit’ stoo late. Use the time the spinnerette’ s buying you. | don’t want
to be your death.”

“I think i’ stoo lateto run,” | said, looking beyond her.

In the distance | could see dozens of approaching figures—the forces of Fate.



CHAPTER SEVEN
“It'snot too late,” said Tisiphone, her voice alittle thready—she' d taken some pretty solid hits.
She was covered with scrapes and cuts, but she’ d forced hersdlf to hands and knees. As | watched, she
lurched to her fest.
“I can saveyou,” she sad, putting out ahand. “But you' |l have to trust me completdly.”
| looked back at Cerice. Something about the moment felt terribly find, asthough | were making a
choice between lovers, and not just an escape.
“Go.” Cericerepeated hersdf. “I can’'t help you. She can.”
“Cerice...” | sad.
“Don’t make thisany harder than it aready is,” she said.
| took Tisiphone sright hand. Claws sprang out on the left, and she diced the air, tearing aholein the
fabric of redity and exposing the Prima Chaos beyond.
“Trust me,” said the Fury.
She jabbed my thumb with aclaw, drawing virtua blood—blood she touched to her tongue. Then she
looked meaningfully a Melchior.
With asigh he extended amousy paw toward her. “1 don't think that . . . spinnerette’ s going to last much
longer againg Nemesis.”
Tisiphone quickly repeated the process. When she was done, Melchior hopped into my pocket.
“Wereinyour hands,” | said to Tisiphone.
She pulled metight againgt her and enfolded us both in her wings.
Sensory disconnect.
| felt asthough we were enclosed in ablanket of fire. Heat and light surrounded me, and yet | didn’t
burn. There was nothing in the universe but me, Tisphone, and the flames. | knew Mé chior waswith me,
but in virtua-mouse form, he barely registered. No, what | wasredlly aware of was Tisphone' slong,
naked body pressed tightly against mine.
She tensed, then bent her knees and sprang. | felt us cross over the boundary between cyberspace and
chaos, felt the raw stuff of the multiverse as a sort of pressure beyond the fiery cocoon of Tisphone's
wings. From chaos all things were formed, and to chaos they will return, eventually to be reborn againin
new shapes.
| had always known that, yet | hadn't. Not really. | had known it asyou know afact. Now | knew it like
alover—intimate, involved, intoxicating. | was a chaos power in the heart of my own eement, and unlike
the last couple of times I’ d been here, | was aware, adiscrete point within the sea of chaos rather than a
diffuse probability of awareness. | felt the pulse of crestion-in-destruction, awild rhythmic sort of music
of the spheres beating against my soul asthough | had become a Dionysian drum.
“Aloneat last,” whispered Tisiphone, her lips brushing my ear.
Then she nibbled my neck. | felt the contact like abolt of lightning running straight from her teeth down
my spine. The sexua charge wasincredible, beyond anything I’ d ever felt before.
“I want to beinside of you,” | said without thinking, without even being aware that | was spesking—as
though the words were saying me.
She ran her tongue up the side of my neck to my ear. “Soundslovely.” Then shelaughed, low and sexy.
“Y ou know, in away, you dready are—every sngleinch of you.” She squeezed me with her wings at the
sametime she did ahand down the front of my pants.
It was the most eratic thing ever, that double enclosure. | ran my fingertips down her ribs and around,
cupping her buttocks, pulling her even tighter againgt me.
She caught my ear in her teeth and whispered . . . “Oh, damn.”
Huh? “What?’ | asked.
“I redly hateto do this,” shesaid, “but | haveto cut this short.”
She squeezed me again—both ways—then pulled her hand free. | groaned.
“Why?
“Alecto,” said Tisiphone. “ She sensed the interference with the gate but didn’t investigate immediately



because she knew | was on top of it. Then dl the noise and fuss started. | imagine Megaerawill be along
shortly, too. That means you haveto go.”

She extended an arm behind my back and made a clawing motion.

“Good-bye.” Her wings opened. “Don’t forget me.” She reached down and ran afingertip dong my
Zipper. “Because we' re not done.” She put her other hand on my chest and gently pushed. “Cal me.”

| found myself sanding in an mweb channd, watching asadicein thewal in front of me headled itsdlf.
“Oh, thank dl that’sholy,” said M chior, popping out of my pocket and assuming hisfull goblin szeand
shape. “That was the most disturbing thing I’ ve ever experienced.”

| remembered then that his electronic salf had been pressed between me and Tisiphone the wholetime
and blushed deeply. Méchior looked at me and shook his head.

“Not that, dummy, though | think it was kind of over the top for someone who il technicaly hasa
girlfriend.”

Cerice! How had | forgotten Cerice? |— Wait a second.

“What did you mean?’ | asked.

“Tidphone did something very hinky with the stuff of space, time, and souls,” said Melchior.

“Wha— Oh. Shit.”

The Mé chior and me that were standing in that branch of the mweb were virtua—soul
congtructs—linked back to our physicd bodies by the mweb itself. By going into the Prima Chaos,
Tisphone had taken us out of the mweb, outside of the multiverse even. That should have broken the
€lectronic connection between body and soul, which should have been fatal.

“That’snot possible” | sad.

“No. No, itisn't. All thesame, shedidit.”

“How?”

“I don’'t know,” said Melchior. “What | do know isthat | don’t ever want her to do it again.”

“That makestwo of us,” | said. Now that I’d had time to think about it, the idea gave me the shivers.
“Three,” said anew voice, asahand fdl upon my shoulder.

I’d have jJumped, but | was pretty much dl startled out. Not that | could have moved. The grip on my
shoulder had about as much give as Apollo’s contempt for sunblock. | found mysdf being turned around
to face an unhappy Fury.

Megaerais shorter than her Sster Tisiphone, five-nine or so and darker, with an olive complexion. Her
hair, both above and below, is the green of agae, as are her eyes and the tips of her breasts. Her wings
are seemingly formed of seaweed, thick and dimy like some clinging horror from the deep.

“Stay away from my sigter,” shesad.

“What, not even ahdlo?’ | asked. “That’sjust ru—ow!”

Thefingersof her left hand, the fingers pressed so tightly into my virtua flesh, had suddenly sprouted
claws

“Did | ask your opinion of my manners?’

“No,” | said. “But—ow!”

She squeezed even harder, and the world sparkled purple at the edges.

“Did | ask your opinion at al?’

“No,” | said firmly.

“Better. Your opinion isof no interest to me whatsoever except inasmuch as it comesinto aignment with
my own. And my opinion isthat you should stay away from my sster.”

“Worksfor me,” | said. “Alecto never was my ty—"

| was pretty sure| fdlt the grate of claws against bone that time, but damned if | was going to squedl for
her again. She stepped closer and, inamove so fast | barely saw it, wrapped her right hand around my
neck.

“I could tear your throat out without half-trying,” shesaid. “I’d like to, like to see you and Hades have a
lot of time together to discuss how he feds about you, but Tisiphone would amost certainly find out I'd
doneit, and she'd be mad at me. That wouldn’t serve my purpose, which isto remove you from my life
and my sgers’ liveswith aminimum of fuss and bother. So, what I’'m going to do instead isgive you this



onefriendly warning to go away and stay away. If you don’t follow my advice, I'll haveto live with
Tisgphone getting mad a me. Do you understand?’

| didn’t answer. The claws on her right hand came out, pricking my neck.

“I sad, ‘Do you understand? ”

| still didn’t answer. With horrifying speed, her right hand released my neck and plunged down the front
of my pants. Thetips of her clawsjust touched me, itching but not hurting.

“Last chance,” shesaid.

“I understand.”

“There, that wasn't so hard, wasit?” Sheretracted her claws, squeezing me ever so gently. “Neither is
this.” What had been erotic with Tisphone was terrifying from Megaera “1 wonder why.” She laughed a
cold little laugh and released me, stepping back. “Good-bye for now”—her claws flashed out between us
and the world ripped—" and hopefully forever.”

Shewas gone. Relief flooded through me, and | dropped to my knees. Me chior put an arm around my
wad.

“Can we go home now?’ he asked. He sounded aswrung out as | felt.

“If, by home, you mean back to our bodies, I'm dl for it. If you mean Raven House. . .”

“Yeah. | know. Hang onto me, I’ll drive.”

A few moments later, | was Sitting back in my own flesh-and -blood body in Castle Discord staring at the
athame sticking through my left hand. Catching it between my right thumb and forefinger, | yanked it free
and set it on ahandkerchief that had appeared on the desk while | was out. Blood began to drip on the
floor. |1 sghed and whistled the seven-note spell that heals athame wounds.

In aningant the holein my flesh closed itsdlf, leaving behind only afaint scar. | prodded the thin whiteline
inmy palm with my pinkie—not even tender. Amazing redly. Clotho coded the spell agesago, andit’'sa
damn good one. It'ssimple and elegant, and | haven't the faintest idea how she managed it.

Onceor twice I’ ve consdered playing with it to seeif | could reverse engineer it, then regpply the
principlesto hack up areally outstanding healing program that would work on any injury, but | haven’t
had the courage to actudly try it yet. I'm pretty sure the spell shouldn’t work at al and that the only
reason it doesisthat it taps deeply into both the chaos magic of our blood and the permanent
enchantments built into athames. That means one mistake with the hack, and my blood could end up
doing something magica and unpredictable—never agood idea.

“Areyou just going to Sit there and stare at your hand al day?’ Melchior asked through his somewhat
tinny spesker. “ Someone might get theimpression you' d been experimenting with pyschoreactive
chemicas”

| grinned. “ *Have you ever looked a your hand? | mean redlly looked at your hand? ” Then | shrugged.
“Sorry, Md. It'sjust been ahell of aday.”

Now that he had my attention, he switched back to text—he doesn't like the way he sounds as alaptop.
That it has. So, now what?

Now | call Tisiphone, | typed.

You're not serious.

Of course | am. We never got to talk about why | needed to get through to Necessity or what was
going on with Nemesis.

That’ s going to make Megaera awfully angry, he texted.

How angry will Tisiphone beif | don’'t call her? | typed back. She'll think that whole seduction
scene in chaos was a deception, that | was just trying to get into her pantsto distract her from my
business with Necessity.

She doesn’t have any pants, or hadn’t you noticed? Still, you may have a point. If you do, if it
waan't just a ploy, you also have a problem. Namely, what are you going to tell Cerice?

| buried my facein my pamsbriefly, then went on. I'm not sure. | felt drunk out there in the chaos,
but | don’t know that that’s much of an excuse. | really wanted Tisiphone, and | don’t think that’s
just because of the magical equivalent of beer goggles. | Sghed. Ask me again later. Maybe I’ll
have an answer by then.



It's your neck.

And it dill itched where Megagera' s claws had scratched me—the virtua wounds had followed me back
to the real world by the magic of the athame. | scratched at the cuts. What was| doing? | didn’t know
anymore what | wanted from Cerice or how to dedl with her. And Tisiphone? | needed her help against
Nemesisif | could get it. That wasit. Uh-huh. That'swhy | wanted to talk with Tisphone before | dedlt
with Cerice, right? Maybeif | kept telling mysdlf thet, I’ d even cometo bdieveit.

Melchior. Vtp tisiphone@— | stopped typing.

The only address | had for her wastisiphone@necessity . . . , afact that was disturbing initsown
right—the dot-dot-dot thing that they use makes my bonesitch dl by itself—»but at the moment it had the
added problem of being attached to the incommunicado system that was the goddess Necessity. How
was | supposed to get ahold of her?

You OK out there, Boss?

Yeah, but | . . . Run Méelchior. Please.

“So let it be written, so let it be done,” he said as soon as he' d finished his transformation back into a
webgoblin. “What' sup?’

“How exactly do we get in touch with Tisphone now that Necessity isablack hole?’ | asked.

“Good question. | suppose | could try to reproduce that thing she did when she called us on Olympus
back when Necessity initidly went off-line. Let methink about it.”

| nodded and waited while he stared off into space for awhile. Right after the Sharavirus had initialy
seized control of Necessity’ s security systems, Tisiphone had sent us amessage using something that
wasn't quitea Vtp link. She' d cdled to warn me that the Furies were temporarily placing themselves
under the orders of the Fates and that the first thing the Fates were likely to order was my desth.

After awhile, Mechior finally stopped looking abstracted and nodded.

“Yeeh, | think | can manageit.”

“Doesthat mean you figured out what she did?’ | asked. “ Or just that you have an dternate address?’
“Neither redlly. It smorelike |’ ve got an ideaof how to interact with the phenomenain away that will
probably get a message back to her.”

“How very authoritative.” | grinned.

He spread hisarmsin a“who knows’ kind of way. “It' sweird stuff. The Furies do funny thingswith the
interface between chaos and redlity and the mweb.”

“Liketheway they get around,” | said.

“Y eah, and look at what Tisiphone did when she rescued us from Fate security. Impossible, but herewe
are. | assume it has something to do with being the children of Necessity. When you' ve got the computer
that runsthe universe on your Side, you get to cheat.”

“Root-leve authority for redity.” | whistled. | hadn’t redlly thought of it that way before. “1 could do
some amazing thingswith that kind of access”

Meél shuddered theatrically. “I don’t even want to think about it. Now, are you going to make the cdl or
not7"

“Yeah. Mdchior.” | waved my handsin avaguely magicd way. “Voodoo telephony. Tisphone. Please.”
He opened his eyes and mouth wide, letting misty multicolored light pour out. It formed arough glowing
globewith abright fiery spark at its core, rather like alightning bug hovering in afog. Severa long
seconds passed without anything € se happening. No fancy three-dimensiond picture. Nothing.
“Isitworking?’ | asked. “ Do we have aconnection?’

“I'ink ’0,” said Mechior, without closing his mouth.

“Tidgphone?’ | cadledinto thefog.

No response.

“Tidgphone, are you there?’

Siill nothing.

“Tisphone, call me back when you get achance. We need to meet.” | looked a Melchior. “ Do you think
shegot it?’

He nodded and shrugged at the sametime.



“I guesswe hang up then.” | looked into the fog one moretime. “Cal me.” Then | made a cutting motion
to Melchior. “Please”

He closed his eyes and mouth, and the globe dissipated. “ That is the strangest sensation.” Wigps of light
dithered from between hislips when he spoke, like fog in photon form, and more trailed from the corners
of hiseyes.

“I'll take your word for it, Mel. It doesn’'t ook like much fun.”

“Honedtly, it'skind of cool inan ‘it redly tickleswhen | barf’ kind of way.” Then he shook his head.
“No, that makesit sound much worsethanitis, and | actualy think | could kindaget to liking it.”

“Well, that wasfascinating,” said Eris.

With the words, the room around us changed. We were no longer in ascroll-lined Alexandrian library,
but rather in Eris's game room. It was one of the most-often-repeated festures of Castle Discord.
Though its shgpe and contents changed dightly from visit to vist, there was dways abig felt-covered
card table, arcade-style video games, and pool or billiards.

Erissat at the card table—octagond thistime—with her feet up on the felt and her velvet-uphol stered
chair leaning back on two legs. She had changed her clothes again— oose black jeans, with contrasting
gold T and high-tops. Shelooked casual but cool and distant. My chair from the library remained, now
stting directly across from hers, and M chior had shifted seamlessy from desk to table. He quickly sat
down on its surface, hislegs crossed goblin fashion.

“Which bit did you find most compelling?” | asked.

“The part that happened at the gates of Fate shortly after you left,” shesaid. “I'll tell you about that in a
minute. First, | want to hear how it al looked to you.”

| was tempted to play coy just for theirritation factor since she would certainly have done so if our
positionswere reversed. But | just didn't have the energy. | quickly filled her in on my expedition.
“Huh,” shesaid, when | finished. “Very interesting.”

“What?' | asked.

“A number of things. Perhagps most of dl the actions of the spinnerette. | wonder whether it was
operating on itsown and, if not, who it answersto.”

“Any theories?’ | asked. | was more than curious on that front aswell, especidly after Cerice’'s
suggestion that the Fate Core itsalf might be developing a persondity.

“Not aone, not about spinnerettes at least.” She shook her head. “I’ll haveto look into that. In the
meantime, let me take this opportunity to say ‘I told you so.” ”

“About what?’

“Tisphone, of course. | said she'd make agreat match.”

“L ook, just because she gets me hot, that doesn’t mean we should pick out china. Hell, you get me hot
when you want to, and pursuing that’ d be pretty much the same as suicide on my part.”

“Y ou say the sweetest things sometimes,” said Eris, shifting her position and tightening al of her clothes
with athought.

My mouth went dry, and my own clothes tightened in the most inconvenient place. Then sherelaxed and
let the sexua glamour fade.

| growled and shook my head in exasperation. “L ook, could you just drop it?| already have agirlfriend .
.. sort of.”

“That brings us back to my sde of the story and that theory | mentioned,” said Eris. “Y ou know, | think
I’m going to enjoy this”

“Great. That pretty much guarantees| won't.”

“Exactly. | followed you from hereto Fate' sfirewall. That was avery interesting trick you used to get in,
by the way—Anhllan’s old back door. I’ d wondered how she managed her underground railway. Slick.
After you went in, | decided to wait around outside to see if anything interesting turned up.”

“And?’ | said when she stopped there.

“Guess who came adong only afew minutes after you did?’

“Not Tisphone,” | said. She' d arrived by some more direct route. “Nemesis?’

“Givetheboy agold star,” said Eris. “ Sipped in the exact same way you did, too.”



That was interesting. | didn’t think anyone but the Als, Cerice, and | knew about that back door. “ Then
what happened?”

“Not much from my point of view. At least not until al the srensand darms started going off. | figured
that was about it for you. From the sounds of it, it would have been, too, if not for Tisphone. Don't
throw away what she' s offered you.”

“Yes” | said. “1 know how you fedl on the subject. Can we move on now? Maybe get to the important
bit that you' re holding back for dramatic effect?’

“Ravirn, honey, it'sgot nothing to do with drama. It' sal aout another D entirely.”

“Discord,” | said. “Yes, | getit. Y ou make peopl€ slives difficult because that’ s what you do.”

She made pouty lips. “You're not half so much fun as you were back when wefirst met.”

“Maybe |’ m getting used to you,” | said. “I certainly get tired of you from timeto time. Areyou going to
get to the point or not?’

“I’'m pretty sure your girlfriend’ s sold you out to Fate and that Fate and Nemesisarein partnership
againgt Necessity.”

I’d kind of guessed that was where she was going, but hearing it fill felt likeadap in the face.
“Evidence?’ | asked.

“One, from what you told me of your own venture into the mweb servers, Cerice was monitoring the
back door Ahllan left and should have been aware of the arrival of Nemesis. If so, she did not warn you.
Two, after the commotion died down, Nemes's came back out from behind the firewall unscathed. She
did so through an actua porta and not viathe Fateclock hack. That meansthe Fates|et her out. Unless
they didn’t know who she was—unlikely at bes—that suggests an dliance.”

“Circumdtantid,” | said.

Erisheld up ahand. “True, but there' s il number three. The one who showed Nemesis out was
Cerice”

“That doesn’t necessarily mean anything.”

“By itsdf, no,” said Eris. “But on top of everything dse. . . She hasreturned to Fate. Do you think
Clotho would assign awebtroll to anyone she didn’t trust absolutely? That’ s an enormous amount of
computing and magica power, especialy for aprogrammer of Cerice scdiber.”

She had apoint. Cericeisabetter coder than | am. | can outhack her and outcrack her, particularly
under time pressure, but that’ sthe raw, quick, and dirty stuff. On any project that rewards patience and
forethought, she’' s got me cold. She could do alot with awebtroll. Would Clotho surrender that kind of
power to Cericeif sheredly believed there was any chance of her returning to Raven House and me? |
didn't liketheideaat dl, but | couldn’t just dismissit.

“Oh, and there' sfour.” Eris smacked her forehead theatricdly. “1 aimost forgot four.”

“What'sthat?’ | asked warily.

“Who do you suppose built al those shiny new firewalls around the mweb servers? The onesthat you
said seemed to anticipate your best tricks? Maybe it was someone who knows you very well.”

The thought had never occurred to me—Cerice might be working with Fate at the moment, but that was
because she was scared of what was happening with Necessity. I’ d seen the worry in her eyes. She'd
never sall me out that way . . . would she? | felt punched in the gut. | had to know.

“Méchior, Vlink; Ravirn@mel chior.gob to Cerice@ asdkatrl. Please.”

“Y ou sure you want to do this right now, Boss?’

| nodded.

“All right. . . . Searching for asalkatrl.” Seconds dipped past. “ Contact. Waiting for aresponse from
asdkatrl. Lock. Vtp linking initiated.”

Mélchior’ s eyes and mouth widened and streams of light burst forth, one green, one blue, onered. The
beams met a couple of feet in front of hisface and formed atrand ucent golden globe. It dimmed briefly,
then brightened amoment later as Cerice’ simage appeared in the middle of the globe.

“You madeit,” shesadin aflat and neutrd tone.

“Y ou don't sound very happy about it,” | replied.

She bit her lip. “Of course I’'m happy. | don’t want to seeyou deed. It'sjust .. .”



“Jugt what?”

Shelooked away. “I’ d rather not talk about it.”

“But | think we need totalk,” | said. “We have things that need saying. Do you want to meet me
somewhere?’

“Not right now, no. | can't get away at the moment.”

“When then? Are you planning on coming back to Raven House soon? If so—"

“Stop.” Shelooked up again, her cheeksflushing. “1 know what you're doing, and | don’t much likeit.”
“What I’'m doing?’ | couldn’t help sounding stung. “I’m not the one who checked out without any
warning or discussion. Just poof, I'll be back in acouple of days. . . maybe.”

“That'snot fair, Ravirn.”

“Maybenot,” | said, “but it'strue dl the same. Y ou till haven't answered the question. When areyou
planning on coming back?’

Cericedidn’t say anything for along moment, and | felt my stomach drop a couple of inches. | was angry
and scared and confused, but | till loved her.

“I'mnoet,” shefinadly said. “Planning on coming back, that is.”

My stomach fell the rest of the way out. I'd more than half expected her to say something like that, but
even S0 it hit me hard. | opened my mouth, hoping to say something coherent.

“Wait,” said Cerice. “Not aword, please. Not yet. Let mefinish. I’'m not planning on coming back, but
that doesn’t mean | don’'t want to. It just meansthat what I'm doing here, now, trying to reach Shara, is
very important to me. Necessity isin redl trouble. If someone doesn't do something, it could mean the
end of everything. Don't you see that?’

“Isit important enough to build Clotho anew firewall custom-tailored to keep me out?’ | asked.

She opened her mouth. Paused. Closed it. Opened it again.

Spoke. “It' simportant to everybody. Necessity hasto be fixed. Things are hgppening to the multiverse
that we don’t begin to understand.” Tears started in the corners of her eyes. “Can't you see that?’

| didn’t point out that she hadn’t answered my question, because redlly, she had.

“Ravirn, please. Y ou haveto be patient.”

“I"'m just supposed to hang out and wait until you find away to fix the universe, then maybe you'll come
back to me?'Y ou do know that Necessity isthe most complex computer system in existence, right? That
it might take yearsto even find out what' swrong? That she might be damaged beyond repair?’

“I’'mno fool, Ravirn. | know what' s at stake. That’ swhy | tightened up thefirewall. | had to convince
Clotho she could trust me. | may be the only one who can get through to Sharaand fix Necessity, and
I’m going to need all the resources of Fateto doit.” Shetook a deep breath, then stood up very straight.
“Thisishigger than you and me, and I’m willing to pay the pricefor that if | must.”

Well, that put the bal firmly back in my court. Was| ready to make this good-bye? | loved Cerice alot.
Had for years before I’ d ever figured it out. But | also frightened her and angered her and hurt her just by
being the Raven. When Clotho had called Cerice a creature of order, she' d spoken the truth. Maybe it
was a0 true that living with chaos—with me—was dowly tearing Cerice apart. Maybe it was timefor
good-bye.

| thought of afirewall built by my lover to keep me out. No, not maybe.

It wastheright decision. | knew it wasthe right decision, but even o, | was having ahard time opening
my mouth and telling Cerice. The whole thing hurt my heart, turned it heavy and dow likeit wastrying to
pump liquid lead instead of blood.

| forced my mouth open. “I’'m sorry” wasall | could say.

“I know,” answered Cerice, the tears flowing fregly now. “ So am |. About everything.”

“Maybe someday—"

“Don’t,” whispered Cerice. “Better to do it cleanly.”

| nodded. “Y ou' re right. Good-bye, Cerice.”

“Good-bye, Ravirn.”

Then shewas gone. | looked around for Eris, expecting her to twist the knife while the wound was il
fresh. Shewas gone aswell.



“Where s Discord?’ | asked, trying to ignore the creaking | could hear in my own voice.

“She bugged out the second you said ‘I’ m sorry.” ”

“I wonder why. | would have expected her to stick around and gloat.”

“Could bethat’sit,” replied Melchior. “ Sheredly doeslike you in her own twisted way, but she hasto
poke and prod. Maybe she | eft to keep hersdlf from hurting you.”

| wanted to scoff at that. But there was a chance he was right and an even bigger chance shewas
listening. | had seen the pain in her eyes when she talked about never being able to stop being Discord
for even aningant, and | didn’t want to hurt her either.

“Boss?’

“What, Me?’

“I'm sorry, too.” He sounded very small and sad, and | impulsively picked him upin my arms.

“Do you think | made the wrong decison?’ | asked.

“No. It wasredly only amatter of time once you accepted the role of the Raven. Eriswasright about
that. You're apower. Cericeisn't. Sometimes, it’ s not about what anybody wants, it’s just about what
is.” He shook his head sadly. “I just wish Sharawere gill around. Cericeisgoing to need afriend.”
“It'sgood to havefriends,” | said, giving him a squeeze and setting him back on the table. “ Thanks.”
“Anytime. So, now what?’

“I don’t know, Mdl. | just don’t know.”

From the day that Atropos had firdt tried to use me as her tool to crush free will, my connectionsto the
Houses of Fates and my childhood had been cut away one by one. With Cerice gone, the only thing |
had left from those days was Melchior. The old Ravirn’slife was just about gone at thispoint. A part of
me wondered how long it would be before there was nothing left but the Raven.

Forever and a day, answered another part, very firmly, and | nodded. That wasthe right answer. The
Raven might define what | was, but | resolved in that moment that | would never let it do the same with
who | was.

“Huh,” | sad, noticing something dse. “ That’ sfunny.”

“What is?” asked Méelchior.

“The ruffled-feathersfedingisgone”

“Ruffled feethers?’

| nodded. “I felt it for the first time in Hades, asensation like my featherswere al amuss, and they
wanted to stand on end. I’ ve fdlt it again a couple of times since, most recently while we werein the
mweb server before Nemesis showed up.”

“Y ou do know that you didn’t have feethersthen, right?’

“Of coursel do. | think that’s part of why it feels so strange.”

“Having imaginary feglings about imaginary feathers, and that’ sonly part of the strange. . . . You feding
al right, Boss?’

“When you put it that way, it does sound kind of nuts.”

“Kind of. Uh-huh.” Herolled his eyesin opposite directions and made a“ crazy” gesture beside hisear.
It wasonly in that instant thet | redlized he wastrying to distract me and jolly me up. The redlization sent
me right back to thinking about Cerice.

“Oh, goto hell, Md.” | paused after | said it. Maybe that wasn't such abad idea.



CHAPTER EIGHT

Hades the placeis not Hell, and Hades the god is not Satan, but | can’t help seeing alot of overlap.
Especidly at timeslikethis, standing on the outer shore of the Styx and looking across the black water to
the kingdom of the dead.

Hadesisawalled idand surrounded by the endless |oop of river that isthe Styx. Both lie within agiant
cave somewhere under Mount Olympus. Theidand' s sheer stone walls climb from the water’ sedge like
agray granite curtain. Above the visble wals rises asecond set built of enchantment, and those reach al
the way to theroof of the cavern.

Thereisonly one bresk in the barrier, anarrow gate in a place where thewal bendsin away from the
river to expose ablack stone beach. | could just seeit from where | stood. Velvet ropes led from
Charon’ s dock to the place where Hades Security Administration employees—the living dead—
operated a checkpoint. Y ou have to stand in line and go through alife detector to get into Hades, though
at least they don't make you put al of your belongings on the bt to be x-rayed. Other than that, imagine
the worst airport experience you' ve ever had, then double it, then remind yoursdlf that you won't be
catching an outgoing flight. Of course, thet last hasiits plussesif you hate flying as much as| do.

Not far from the checkpoint, a cave within the cave burrows deep into the rock of that bleak
shore—Cerberus sden. | eyed its dark maw askance. Where the heck was the old dog? Usualy when |
arrived on the banks of the Styx, he knew it within seconds and came across the water to greet me.
Today, I’ d dready waited a good fifteen minutes without any sign of him.

“I don’'t understand,” | said. “It’snot like he gets vacation days. Do you suppose he' ssick?’

“Isthat even possible?’ asked Md. “He sone of the trueimmortas, agreat power, if not one of the
poles. Maybe we should Vip him?’

| certainly couldn’t knock on hisfront door. Aslong as| stayed on this side of the water, | stood on
Olympian ground, the domain of Zeus. If | so much astouched atoe to the water, | entered the realm of
Hades, and the god had promised me | would dieif | ever did so again—die and belong to him, forever.
“Maybe we should try aVtp,” | said. “Méechior, VIink; ravirn@melchior.gob to cerberus@kira.pix.
Pease”

“Onit. Searching...”

| kind of tuned out the norma routine of eectronic cal and response. At least | did until Mechior tugged
on my pant leg.

“Hewon’t answer.”

“Won't?’ | sad, ingtantly worried, “or, can't?’

“Won't,” said anew voice, raspy and rough but female. “He sbein’ abig dummy.”

“Hélo, Kira,” | said. The webpixie had just flown acrosstheriver tojoin us.

“Hello back, and ter yer aswell, blue boy.” She bobbed onceintheair to each of us.

| don’t know many webpixies, but | do know Kiraisnot like the other children. The Fates invented
webpixies as lightweight computer substitutes for the nontechnica members of the family.

Unlike webtrolls and webgoblins, they’ re supposed to come across as light and fluffy visualy asthey do
on the programming front. They dl stand around six inchestall with dainty dragonfly wings, little pointed
ears, and wa st-length hair—the classic storybook fairy. Mostly they wear Tinker Bell dresses or
miniature Robin Hood suits and wander around acting al glitter glam.

Not Kira. Kiragoes naked, and her wings are tattered and torn. The effect is something like aminiature
punk-rock Fury, which suits her character perfectly—call her style “death pixie,” or perhaps pixigoth.
I”’m not sure whether something went horribly wrong with her basic persondity programming or whether
it was something € se—the influence of her former master maybe. Dairn was never much fun, even before
he became Nemesis. Whatever the reason, the hovering pixie had more of the angry bumblebee about
her than the fagrie butterfly.

“What' s up with Cerberus?’ | asked.

“The big dummy’ s moping something fierce.”

“Still broken up about Persephone?’ asked Mélchior.



“Daveis. Bob's upset because Hades hasn't been playin’ fetch all the time now that she's findly goneor
somesuch. | think he figured that with Persephone off ter the races, it d dl be beer and skittles and Hades
rompin’ with the doggies. Silly beast. Persondly, I'm just as glad himsalf hasn't been around much. He's
achilly one, heis. Makes my gizzard cold, if yer know what | mean. Brrr. Just Brrr.”

“Right therewith you,” | said. “But that’ s only two of three.” Or four. It depended on how you counted
the collective entity that governed the body. “How’sMort?’

“Hangin’ inthere, | guess, but it's hard fer adog to keep his chin up with therest 0’ hispack’sdl lyin’
about makin’ boo-hoo noises. Doubly so for Mort, as he's pretty much stapled ter his pack mates.”
“Maybe we should come back ancther time,” said Melchior.

| nodded. Considering my own less-than-cheery state, it might not be the best ideain the world to hang
around with a depressed dog pack.

“Don't yer think it,” said Kira, flitting forward to hover in front of my nose. “ The great doofus needs ter
get out o' the kennd and into thelight.” She gave me ashrewd look. “I’'m thinkin’ you could maybe usea
mood booster aswell, from the long face yer wearin'. Stay right here.”

She turned and warbled something at Melchior in hex—way too fast for meto get the details—then took
off for thefar shore.

“What'sup?’ | asked Mdl.

“I’m supposed to get the beer and pizza. You'rein charge of cards.” He screwed hisface into a pretty
good likeness of Kira's, and intoned, “And no arguin’ neither.” Then he shrugged and started whistling a
codespell caled Order Out.

Not too long after that, | was Sitting cross-legged on the ground with abig tablelike dab of basalt
between me and the world' s scariest guard dog, while drinking good, dark beer and gnawing on an
oversize dice of the meat fanatic’ s ddight. We started with seven pizzas and four kegs, of which | got
about three pieces and a pitcher. Not bad when you considered the competition.

Cerberusisa big dog. Hisbulldog'sbody isn't quite astal asan eephant’s, but it's probably twice as
wide. His heads from |eft to right are a Doberman, arottweller, and a mastiff—respectively, Bob, Mort,
and Dave. Any of the three could bite mein half without stretching. Currently, al three were wearing
identicd dlly doggy grins.

“I don't think I’ ve ever had anything quite like this beer stuff before,” said Bob. “Isit supposed to make
my lipstingle?”

“Youdon't havelips,” said Mort. “You'readog.”

“Then what’ stingling?’ asked Bob, looking confusedly triumphant.

“He sgot you there” said Dave. “Because mine aretingling, too.”

“Tingling, hmph!” Mort shook his massve head in disgust, then surreptitioudy touched histongueto the
edges of hismouth. “More numbishif you ask me.”

“You'veredly never had beer before?’ | asked.

“Nope,” said Dave, “not adrop. Not surewhy either. I1t' sgood shtuff . . . stuff. Stuff.” He ran histongue
around the edge of hismouth aswell. “Funny old feding redly.”

| made aquick menta guesstimate of the amount of acohol in the three and a half empty kegs compared
to Cerberus ssize and decided | had just found the world' s biggest lightweight.

“lsn’'tit though?’ | reached forward and pushed the empty pizzaboxesaside. “I know we normaly play
bridge and that you're al pretty fond of it, but how about if wetry anew game?’

“All right,” said Mort. “What did you haf . . . havein mind?’

“It'scalled seven-card stud.” | pulled out the deck and did afancy cascade pass. “We can start with a
amall antewhile | show you theropes. That is, if you' re not afraid to try something new?’

“Good enough,” said Baob. Then he giggled.

For the next couple of hours| put aside dl my worries and regrets and concentrated on my cards. | lost
big, and | lost consigtently. It waslike playing againgt Eris. I'd amost decided to give up when | won my
first serious pot of the night. As| wasraking in my chips, Mort let out a huge sigh and started scratching
behind his ear with aback paw.

“Ooh, much better,” he said after amoment, shaking his head and sounding quite sober. “Maybe we can



go back to bridge now that’ s over.”

“Now what'sover?’ | asked.

“The buzz and that awful triple-visonthing,” said Dave.

“Triplevison?’ | asked.

“Yeah,” said Bob with awicked doggy grin. “ Anytimewe drink alcohol it messeswith the cross-linking,
and we all start seeing out of each other’ s eyes whether we want to or not.”

“Normally that only happens when we' re acting as Cerberus, ” said Dave, dso grinning.

“Wait a second. All thistime we' ve been playing, you' ve been ableto look at each other’scards? That's
unethica!”

“What would you call getting apoor dumb pack of doggies drunk and fleecing them at poker?’ asked
Mort, winking.

“Youset meup. You. . . youdogs”

“Oh, yeah,” said Bob. “Y ou don’t redlly think you' re thefirst soul who's brought old Cerberusadrink,
do you? Heck, that was the first thing Orpheus tried when he wanted to get past us. Way before he
pulled out the harp.”

“Of coursg, it didn't makeit into thelegends,” said Mort, *on account of it not working out so hot and
al. Helimped for agood long while after that one.”

Dave chuckled. “ Silly plan that. Good thing he didn’t try in on the Hecatonchires, or he’ d have gotten
through the gates of the dead dl too quick.”

“Hecatonchires?’ | asked. The nametickled amemory in the back of my brain, but no more than that.
“Hundred-handed ones,” said Mort, “giants and colleagues. ”

“Still not ringing any bdls” | said.

“The guardians of Tartarus?’ asked Bob, in aboy-are-you -an-idiot voice. “ The very big men with fifty
heads each? Help keep the Titansin line?

“Oh, got it.” I’d forgotten them. The Titans had been locked away so long and so deep that the details
never seemed terribly important to me. “Fifty heads, huh? Do they chesat at cards, too?’

“Comeon, Ravirn,” said Dave. “Don't take it so hard. Y ou deserved everything you got after you
suggested switching to abetting game.”

Maybe| did at that. But | was never going to hear the end of thisif it got back to Eris. | wasthe Raven, a
power of chaos. | was supposed to be the trickster, not the trickee, and I’ d just been taken to the
cleanersby atrio of old hound dogs.

“Point taken,” | said. “1 probably shouldn’t let it ruffle my festhers so, but—that’ s odd.”
“What'sodd?’ asked Md, but | waved him off.

| didn’t want to talk about the whole feathersthing in front of Cerberus, even if Dave and Mort were
good friends. Especialy not now, when I’ d suddenly developed that standing-on-end fegling again.
“Wéll, do you want to switch to bridge or what?’ asked Dave.

“I think maybe I’ d better be packing up,” | said. “I’ ve been in one place too long dready, al things
considered.”

Mort nodded. “Not abad ideaactualy. Nemesisis anasty enemy and hellardentless.”

I”d told them about my troubles over the course of the evening, hoping they might have some useful
insght based on their centuries of experience with the pantheon. No such luck. With asigh, | collected
the cards and did them back into their case.

“I don't suppose.. . .” began Dave. “No, probably not.”

“What?’ | asked.

“It' snothing,” hesaid. “Redlly.”

“Oh, just spit it out,” said Mort. *'Y ou know you want to ask.”

“I'm not listening,” said Bob, turning hisface away from the other two. “Not listening at all.”

“Wel?' | asked.

Dave looked down and mumbled something.

“Sorry,” | said, “1 didn't get that.”

“Is. . .isthereany chance you'll be seeing Persephone anytime soon?’ hefinally asked. “I wouldn't



bring it up, but | know you' re worried about whether Nemesisis working with Hades.”

“How’'d you—no.” | stopped mysdif.

Just because | hadn't talked about that explicitly didn’t mean they would have missed my concern. The
big dumb doggy thing isan act. Even though | know that, | dill fal for it—witness the debacle with the
poker. Cerberusisn’t redlly adog. He sagod in dog shape and the head of security for the multiverse’s
biggest prison—Hades.

“Better question,” | said. “Why bring it up now?’

“Well,” said Dave. “No one knows Hades or how this place operates better than Persephone.”

“No onewho can tdl you anything, at least,” said Mort.

“Traitors,” fumed Bob. “ Stinking traitors and my own blood, too.”

“Giveit arest, yap-boy,” said Mort. “We re not telling him anything he wouldn't have figured out for
himsdf.” He paused. “ Eventudly.”

| smiled. “1 guess| am going to see Persephone. Isthere anything | can do for you while I’ m there?’
“Just tell her | love her,” said Dave, blinking tearsaway. “And that | missher. | know she won't want to
vist down here, and | don’t blame her for it, but maybe you could suggest she call sometime, give her my
number . . . likethat.”

“Of course.” | reached up and scruffed under his chin. “I’ d be happy to—"

“Bosg”

“What isit, Md?’

“I’'m not sure. It feelsabit like an incoming locus transfer, but not quite.” He shook his head. “I think our
departure schedule just got advanced.”

“Right. Mdchior. Mtp://mweb.DecL ocus.prime/Olympusgete. Please.”

He whipped out a piece of chalk and some string and quickly began to sketch a hexagram two feet or so
onasde. Ashefilled in the crosslines, abubble of blue light appeared next to Cerberus on Dave' sside.
It was the exact shade of an incoming locus transfer protocol gate, but decidedly not the familiar
hexagond column.

“Don't worry,” Mort said firmly. “Evenif it sNemes's, we can dow her down amite”

“Thankds!” | gppreciated it.

Whatever it was would dmost certainly finishitsarriva before Me completed the gate, a prophecy that
came true amoment later when a huge spider-centaur crossbreed appeared in the bubble. The
spinnerette from earlier, or itstwin sigter. The second it finished materidizing, it sarted toward me.

“Oh, no you don't,” said Dave, moving between us.

It tried to Sidestep Cerberus, opening its woman's mouth and chittering in away that made my bones
|tCh, kkkkkkx .”

None of the boysliked it much ether, and al three heads started growling.

“Gate sopen,” said Mdchior.

| turned and took a step that way but paused when the spinnerette chittered again.

fkkkk|?

It was an awful noise, but also somehow familiar, and the thing hadn’t tried to bypass Cerberus again.
Whether that was plain old common sense or something else | didn’t know, but it wasn't actively trying
tokill me, and | redlly wanted to know where it sood in the grand scheme of things.

“Uh-oh,” sad Kira “Playtimeisofficidly over.”

| started to ask her why but stopped when | saw where she was looking—the gates of Hades. A figure
of smoke and shadow stood there. Apparently all the noise had attracted the attention of management.
Rather than settle down for achat with Hades, | stepped into the light of the gate, so Melchior could take
usesewhere.

A Raven among peacocks. That'show | felt, at least. What isit with garden parties and hats? The bigger
and fancier and sillier the better, if | wasany judge.

From the moment I’ d passed through the gate in the hedge, I’ d been surrounded by hats of every shape
and color. Even the poor rent-a-clops on door duty had been wearing more el aborate millinery than
usual. Instead of the classic black-brimmed cop capsthey normaly wore, they had on those felt Mountie



thingsin pearl gray with gold braid and patent-leather chin strgps. The nymph who led me into the depths
of the garden had a hat, too, arather elaborate birch-bark thing that probably would have made a great
canoe for exploring very small rivers.

“What'sgoing on?’ | asked after we' d passed beyond the hearing of the’ clops. “ The guards at the city
gate just pointed and grunted when | asked about finding Persephone. ”

“The goddess doesn't like to be within walls of stone or to deep under any roof but the starry sky,” said
the nymph, leading me between agroup of fountains where nalads—a so in hats—lounged and drank tea.
“So her mother, the Earth, made her this garden.”

That made sense. If I d spent three thousand years as even a part-time prisoner in the twilight cavern of
Hades, I d probably have some claustrophobiaissues, too. It was a beautiful garden, or rather a series of
the sort of gardens Louis X1V might have made of Versallles had he had ten timesthe cultura breadth
and a hundred times the budget. There was every type of garden imaginable; from the back-yard English
pot garden of today, through the Japanese forma garden of the Tokugawa Shogunate, to an underwater
fantasy verson of the Beatles Octopus s Garden in the shade. All of it was broken up by hedges that
kept the whole from becoming a cacophony in green.

Even so, the Sghts and smells started to overwhelm me after awhile. | was pretty much a stunned bunny
by the time the nymph led me through a hedge maze and out into ashaded olive grove. It had asmall,
sunken amphitheater at its heart, descending to the circular stage in a series of grass-covered steps. More
trees grew upon the stairs and asmaller, quieter group of women lounged on blankets spread benesth
those silver-green leaves. For reasons unknown, the sounds of the stage did not reach us there beyond
the edge of the theater.

“Persephoneisbeow,” the nymph whispered into my ear, indicating the far dope of the theater. “Y ou
can circle around the top and come down from behind her.”

| started forward but stopped when she touched my arm.

“What isit?’ | asked.

“She doesn't like to be touched, and please don't startle her. Hades, you know.”

| nodded gently, and the nymph let me go. | dipped around the rim of the amphithesater, took one step
down, and cameto ahdt as| caught my first solid sight of the stage. A tall woman with dark hair and icy
skin stood at the center. She seemed to look straight into my heart in the moment | saw her and to invite
meto listen to astory shewastelling only for me. It wasthe Iliad, and though she was nearly done, in
that brief instant it seemed to methat al the long tale that had passed before, from the moment of its
beginning with “ Anger | sng—thewrath of Achilles” had spoken itsdlf in my head and my heart. | was
enrgptured. | didn’t move until shefinished. If | even breathed, | didn’t know it.

The spdl was only broken by the gpplause that followed. And | only recognized it asaspdl inthe
moment that | took my interrupted second step down the tiers toward Persephone. She sat beside a
short red-haired woman, whom | instantly recognized as my other grandmother, Thdia. Two steps more,
and the woman who had been speaking | eft the stage to be replaced by a dender blonde garbed like a
temple dancer. That was when | thought to count Persephone’ s guests and knew their nature by their
number. Nine. The muses, and | had just heard a part of the greatest of all the poems of Greece
performed by Calliope, their leader and the very soul of epic poetry.

Then Terpsichore began to dance, and | waslost once again. Fortunately for my errand but unfortunately
for my esthetic enjoyment, her performance was shorter and not immediately followed by another of the
muses. Persephone turned and smiled at me when | reached the level on which she sat. My grandmother
did aswdll, but she was outshone asthe far stars are outshone by the nearby sun, and | gave my attention
first to Persephone.

Sheis perhaps the most beautiful of al the goddesses, tall and dark of hair and eye with flawless skin and
the figure of womanhood in its springtime. Thiswasthefirgt timewe d had an opportunity to spesk since
the ordedl in Hades' office.

“Y our eyes have changed,” she said with asad half smile. “I’m sorry for that.”

“Y ours have changed as well, Persephone, and for that I'm not sorry at al.”

When I’d met her, on my first visit to Hades, the pain in her eyes had dmost drowned me. Later, when



I’d had to take on atiny bit of that agony in order to pass through the barrier guarding Necessity, the
weight of it had nearly killed me. That pain was dtill visblein the depths, but now it wasonetint in asea
of colors, an accent rather than the core paette. It was achange every bit as great asthe onel had
experienced.

“Wdl-spoken,” said Thdia

| flicked my gaze to the sde and caught a chaos-touched wink from her.

“Hello, Grandmother.” | bowed.

“Ravirn.” She bobbed her head. “He' s such agood boy,” she said to Persephone.

Persephone s smile blossomed. “Heisindeed.” Shelooked straight at me. “For the change in my eyes
and in my heart, | have you to thank. Y ou, and the webgoblin, Shara, who assumed my placein
Necessity’ s net. Without your initid visit to Hades, | would never have had even the chance for escape.
Without your return and the sacrifices both of you made then, | might have had my freedom only at the
cost of my lifeand everything that is.” She held her hands out to encompass the whole world, which
could well have been undone if the Shara virus had been left unchecked.

She lowered her voice, and anger touched it, and bitter conviction. “1 would have taken it even at that
price, but you spared me the responsbility for the ending of dl things. Thank you for saving me from my
own hurt and hatred. | thank you both. | only wish | could give Sharamy gratitude in person.”
“Hopefully, that will be possble in the not-too-distant future, ” | said. “If her cycle of imprisonment
followsyour own, wée Il know in afew more weeks. In the meantime, | have questionsfor you, if you'll
answer them, and greetings from an old and loya friend of yourswho wishesyou'd cal.”
“Friendsfirst,” said Persephone. “Y ou mean Cerberus— and Dhavlosin particular.”

| blinked, then redlized she meant “Dave.” Thelonger form must be hisred name.

Persephone continued, “ He was my only true companion within the House of Death.” She wrapped her
armstightly around hersdlf and shivered. “Tell him when next you seehim that | will writeto him. | can't
do more asyet, can't bear the thought of seeing that dark land again, even over his shoulder in avideo
feed. | love my dog, but Cerberusistoo much a part of Hades for me to be able to separate them with
any ease. Which brings me to your questions. | presume they touch on the same blighted ground.”

| nodded.

“1 would banish both the place and the god from thought and memory if | might, and | do not speak of
them willingly. But if anyone hastheright to ask me about Hades, it isyou. So, come, St besde me and
ask your questions. | will try to answer them.”

“Thank you,” | said. “I would not ask . . .”

“But you must,” said Persephone. “Nemesis has returned, and she has chosen you to begin her current
round of mayhem.”

“Newstravelsfadt,” | said.

A gentlelaugh drew my attention away from Persephoneto Thdia

“It doesthat, grandson. Especidly in the great intertwined mangrove maze that formsthe family tree of
the Titans. | sometimesthink that gossip isthe smalest coinin our collective purse, spent fredly and
buying little, but quickly turned over.”

“Doesthat make me abad penny?’ | asked.

“I don't know about that,” said Thalia. “ Do you aways turn up? Or only when you' re wanted?’
“Always,” sad Mdchior, poking hishead out of my bag and looking sour. “ Always.”

Thdialaughed and hopped lightly to her feet. “1 think you probably know my grandson better than
anyone. Y ou certainly know him better than I, and | would remedy that. Why don’t you tell me about him
while they depressthemselves. ”

“Boss?’ Helooked up at me.

“I’m not your boss, Md. | haven't been since | found out you were really a person, no matter how many
timesyou try to shift responshility for your actions and decisons my way.”

“Comeon,” sad Thaia. “It' [l befun. Wdl, funny anyway; | can promisethat.”

“Funny ha-haor funny peculiar?’

“There sadifference?’



Mélchior sighed. “No, sinceyou'rerelated to him, probably not. Oh, what the heck.” He hopped down,
and the two of them headed up the grassy steps, leaving me done with Persephone.

She gestured to Thalia sempty place, and | at.

“Start with Nemesis” | said.

“I don’'t know much about her, not after shefell. | was achild when”—she swalowed visbly—"*when
Hadesfirst stole me from my mother, and she was no concern of minethen. After . .. well, when it
became clear that no one was going to punish Hades for my rape and imprisonment, | lost interest in
most of the other gods and goddesses, those | didn’'t hate.”

“Like Necessity?’ | asked.

“And blind Justice, and Nemesis hersdlf. She and Justice claimed to stand for the right, but neither of
them moved to help me. How could | fed anything but hate and contempt for them?”

“ S0, when the Furies took Nemesis down?”

“I rgoiced at her loss but not their gain,” said Persephone. “ The Furies served the enemy | hated second
only to Hades himsalf, Necessity, whose power bound me to spend three months of each year asbride
to my abductor.”

“You didn’'t keep track of what happened to Nemesis?’ | know | would have, taking spiteful pleasurein
thefdl of my enemy, but | have a petty streak.

“No. If she had died and come to Hades, | might have sought her out to gloat. But she did not, and I—"
A strange look crossed her face as she looked up past my shoulder, and she stopped speaking.

“Pardon me, yer goddess-ship,” said the voice of arent-a-clopsas| turned around. “But we been
informed of apossble st-u-ation here.” There were two, both wearing the informa capsthat clearly said
they weren't on party duty.

“By whom?’ asked Persephone, her voice shaking with rage. “ And what situation? Thisis my home, and
| have not granted you permission to enter it. | do not take such violation lightly. Zeuswill hear about
this”

“I'm sure he already has,” said asecond clops, and | recognized his voice—the one who had a persona
grudge againgt me. “ Especidly seein’ ashow Athena sent us down here on atip that thisjerk’ s carrying,
and Zeusdon't like that one bit.” He looked my way. “Y ou wanna assume the position?’

| mentally relaxed for amoment and nodded, remembering that I’ d hidden my pistol with Mechior right
before the party and hadn’t asked for it back yet. Aslong asthey didn’t search my goblin—which
seemed unlikely, since he was till wherever he' d gone with Thaia—no problem.

But then, as| stood up to alow mysdlf to be searched, another memory came along and washed away
my relief. These were not the leathers and shoulder holster I’ d worn to the party, but rather the ones|’d
recongtituted from chaos after my mishap with the faeriering at Castle Discord. The question became
how paranoid my subconscious had been at the time.

| had anasty suspicion now that I’ d had nasty suspicionsthen, so | squeezed my arm against my sideto
check. Damn!



CHAPTER NINE

A raven’s shadow engulfed mefor one brief moment as | contemplated a shift of shape and fight or flight,
but | fought the impulse down. | would not bring chaosinto the heart of Persephone’ srefuge. She had
earned her peace.

“Hang on one second, fellows,” | said, asthe clops reached out to start patting me down.

| didn’'t have alot of optionsonce | turned aside from magic. | could act terribly surprised when they
found aconceded pistol in my concealed shoulder holster. The clops were dumb, but not dumb enough
to buy that one. Or | could do what | did.

“Now that | think about it, | do haveapigtol.” | put my handsfirmly on top of my head, sncel knew
they wouldn't thank me for getting it out for them. “It'sa .45 in ashoulder holster on the left Sde.”

“Oh, Ravirn,” said Persephone. “That wasn't smart.”

“Noitwasn't,” said the second clops—cal him Grudge. He d drawn his own gun, an enormous
Gyrojet—the rocket pistols were quiet enough that they didn’t technically violate Zeus' slaw about
thunder—and had it pointed a the sSide of my head. “Not one eensy bit smart.”

The other clops came around and |leaned down—he was about twice my height and had the most
appdling breath. He yanked my jacket open and roughly jerked the pistol from my holster. As soon as
he had it out, he popped the clip then checked to seeif | had onein the pipe. | didn’'t. Apparently, |
hedn't fdt that paranoid. Then gun and clip both went into a zippered bag, which he locked.

“I'm very sorry yer goddess-ship,” said Grudge, “but we' re gonna have to take our boy herefer alittle
walk up to the head office. Y ou understand, don’ tcha?’

“I do,” Persephone said very quietly. “Before you go, there' s something | want you to understand, too.”
“What'sthat?” asked Bad Breath. He didn’t sound terribly interested.

“Thisman isunder my protection. | owe him my own freedom, and | will not willingly see him imprisoned
for any length of time.”

“Don’tchathink that’s up to Athena?’ said Grudge with asnort. “Oh, and Zeus, of course.”

“I dmost tore down the pillars of existence to secure my own freedom,” said Persephone. “Without his
intervention, | would have destroyed the multiverse and everything iniit, yourselvesincluded.” Sheroseto
her feet, and anger flashed in her eyes. | broke Necessity hersdf on the anvil of my will. Don’'t make the
mistake of believing that you' re tougher than shewas.”

“Yes, Maam,” said Bad Bresath, “or no, Ma am.” Sweat popped out on hisforehead. “That is,
whichever one of them as agrees with you, Ma am. Right, Charlie?’

Grudge nodded. “ Sure thing, Ma am.”

“Good,” said Persephone. “I'm glad we had thislittle chat.” She nodded at me. “ Take care, Raven.”

“Of course, my lady.” | lifted my hands from my head to give her adeep bow. “| thank you, as does
House Raven.” Inthis case, the Raven reference was a cal culated thing on both our parts, averbal
reminder to my captorsthat I, too, was a power and not to be lightly trifled with.

“Shal we?’ | asked my captors, bowing them ahead of me.

Grudge glared at me and pulled out apair of cuffs.

“Doyou redly think those are necessary?’ asked Persephone. “Y ou were planning on going willingly,
weren't you, Raven?’

“Delightedly even.” | turned to Persephone onelast time. “Y ou will give my regretsto Thaiaand
Mélchior, won't you?’

She nodded.

“Oh, comeon,” said Bad Breath, putting a hand on my shoulder.

With asgh, Grudge put the cuffsaway and fdl in behind us. They were the soul of gentility from thereto
the front gate of the garden and few yards beyond.

The shove between my shoulder blades knocked me down when it came, even though I’ d pretty much
expected something of the sort. | landed on hands and knees, but didn’t stay that way for long. Grudge
weighed seven hundred poundsif he weighed an ounce, and most of that landed in the middle of my back
along with the sole of his size 22 cop boot.



“Little bastard,” he snarled, pressing meinto thedirt. “Makin’ uslook likeidiots.”

“Youdidn't need my help for that,” | said.

“Smart guy, huh?’

He put more weight on my back—it wasn't much fun, but | wasn't in any rea danger either. | am achild
of the Titans.

“Look,” | said, “we both know you’ re not seriously going to hurt me. At least, not right now, when the
blame s 0 easy to fix, and you can’t be sure | won't be getting out and coming after you thistime
tomorrow. More than that, | have friendsin some very bad places asfar asyou' re concerned.
Persephoneisn’t the only onelikely to be annoyed if anything too nasty happensto me.”

“Y ou gonna back that up with some names?’ asked Bad Brezth. “ Or do we just have to take yer word
ferit?

“I'll giveyou two,” | said, though | could provide more. “Erisand Tisiphone.”

“Discord and aFury?’

“Uh-huh.”

“Let’imup, Charlie. Even yer not stupid enough to buy that kind of trouble.”

“Canweat least cuff 'im?’ asked Grudge.

“Sure,” said Bad Bresath, bending and putting them in place. “Now, let’ s bump 'im upgtairs.”

When we got to the front gates of Olympus, | was forced to strip off my leathers and replace them with
an al-too-short one-shouldered tunic in the style of the classic Greek shepherd boy and apair of
shapelessflat leather sandas held on by a string fancier’ s own nightmare of strapwork. Apparently,
Zeus sclasscist obsesson continued unabated from my last visit to the city proper. For some reason,
he' d decided that either you dressed as though three thousand years of history had never happened, or
you didn’t get to walk the streets of Olympus. Unfortunately, | didn’t get to choose which option |
preferred.

At this point, in addition to my leathers, | lost Grudge and Bad Breath. They handed me over to a’ clops
wearing aloincloth, hobnail sandals, and aforced smile. It was pass me on or make the ultimate sartorid
sacrifice of joining himin his Bronze Age dishabille. | think they were dso grateful for the excuseto cut
themsdlves |oose of direct respongibility for me.

Smiler showed me the business end of aredly vicious club and suggested that | not make the mistake of
thinking he wouldn't squash melike abug if | made abresk for it, then led me on up the hill. Since Zeus's
classicigt obsession extended itsdlf to paving the streets with white marble, and the flat polished |eather
soles of my sanda s didn't afford me the same traction as my captor, | decided running wouldn’t do me
much good. Fifteen minutes |ater, | was walking down anarrow hallway toward adoor marked by the
owl of Athena.

As Smiler raised hisfist to knock, avoice cdled, “Enter,” and the door opened. A moment later, | got a
shove that sent me sprawling through the door to land at Athena sfeet. Well, the large empty spacein
front of her desk actudly.

“Bother,” said awoman’ svoice, asthe door closed behind me. “1 do wish we could train abit of the
thug out of them.”

It was abland voice, in the middle of the norma feminine range with no apparent accent. Neither sexy
nor off-putting, it held nothing that gave me amental picture of the speaker. In short, it was completely
ungoddess-like. | took advantage of my position to dart aglance under the desk before | stood up. |
could only see the spesker from the knees down and didn’t find anything unusua there either, just a
rather ordinary pair of woman’slegs and feet wearing the same sort of strappy sandals | had on.

When | lifted my head over the edge of the desk, | found that the voice and legs matched the rest of the
womean perfectly. Plain wasthe only word that fit. She was neither short nor tal, dender nor overweight,
ugly nor beautiful. Her coloring was on the dark side of light and wouldn’t have distinguished her in any
crowd with asignificant northern Mediterranean contingent. Her straight hair was a brown short of black
and cut to hang just past her shoulders. Her eyes were dark but not compellingly so, and her figure was
feminine but not distracting.

She wore a two-shouldered and much-better-tailored version of thetunic I’ d been given. If I'd had to



guess her age from her gppearance, I’ d have placed her somewhere between thirty and fifty—too old to
draw attention as young and too young to be marked out as old. In most Situations, she' d have been
invisbleto asubstantia portion of the population. She looked nothing like any goddess I’ d ever seen or
heard of. In short, perfect camouflage. Athenawas a very dangerous goddess, even more so than I'd
aways assumed.

Severd secondsticked past after I’ d gotten to my feet and while we each looked the other over. Finally,
she gave atiny nod.

“Sitdown,” shesaid, and | did, fully confident that the chair that was't currently there would be by the
time| finished the motion.

It was. | nodded back as | crossed my legs—still uncomfortable with the brevity of my tunic.

“Thank you,” | said.

“You' rewe come. Though | must say I’'m surprised.”

“By what?’ | asked.

“Y ou're consderably smarter than I’ d expected, given the reports and the reason you're here.” Her
expression didn’'t change ajot as she spoke, remaining apparently polite and open while reveding
nothing.

“What makesyou say that?’

“Oh, anumber of things. Y ou haven't shot your mouth off yet, which is practically miraculous given
everything I've heard to date. Y ou surrendered peacefully to the clops and even warned them about the
pistol. Most remarkable of al, you never for an instant doubted that | anwho | am. Infact, you barely
looked surprised.”

“Isthat unusua?’ | asked. “I mean, | wastold | was being brought to see Athena. There' sthe owl on the
door, and not only did the clops make sure | went down on my knees before you, but he also didn’t
hesitate to leave me aone with an apparently unarmed woman who' s only two-thirdsmy size”

“Y ou’ d be surprised how many come through that door, look around, then ask why they got routed to
the secretary of the goddess rather than the goddess hersdlf.”

“I'm sureit has nothing to do with al those sculptures and portraits of atall imposing womanin silver
armor complete with Attic-crested helmet. Likewise, I’ m sure that you' ve done nothing to encourage that
image of yoursdf.” | didn’t bother to mention that as agoddess, she could assume whatever appearance
she wanted—we both knew it.

Another tiny nod from Athena. “ See, you are smart.”

“Isthat agood thing or abad thing?’ | asked.

Nothing in her expression gave her away in the dightest, and | made amenta note never to play poker
with her. Of course, consdering the way even old Cerberus had outplayed me, it might have been wiser
to shorten that to never play poker.

“Funny you should ask that,” said Athena. | haven't quite decided myself.”

“Maybe | can help you reach adecison?’ | smiled and leaned forward. “ Y ou said | was smart after dl.”
“I doubt it. The question iswhether or not | should kill you.”

“Over one accidental gun violation?’ | gasped. Overdramatic, | know, but | couldn’t help mysdlf. “ That
seemsextreme.”

“Accidentd or intentiona doesn’'t matter to me. In fact, the gun’s got nothing to do with it beyond putting
you in my power long enough to arrange akilled-while-attempting-to-escape event. Or not.” Shedidn’t
blink or missabest at that. “1 fill haven't decided.”

OK, I was officidly baffled. Terrified, but baffled. | could fed sweat Sarting under my hairline and the
impulse to run my mouth increasing.

“What's smart got to do with it?” | asked. “And why isit good oneway and not the other?’
“It'slikethis. Y ou have shown yoursdlf to be a very serious security risk to the pantheon. In abit over a
year, you' ve successfully cracked your way into the Fate Core—"

“And got caught,” | interjected, hoping to downplay my scary hacker factor.

“Cadtle Discord,” she continued.

“Likewise caught.”



“And Hades”

“Ditto. Caught every time. How can | be such asecurity risk when | keep getting caught?’

“Because getting caught doesn’'t seem to have the least bit of effect on your achieving your goalsor on
your continued cracking activities. In fact, despite being caught each time, you have moved from aminor
nuisance confined to one House of Fate to asignificant power answerable to no one. Asthe head of both
physica and virtual security for Zeus and Olympus, it would be foolish of me not to be concerned about
apattern that has seen you crack three of four pole powers, leaving only this oneto cross off your ligt.”
She made agesture that took in the walls around us and, by implication, Mount Olympus beyond.
“When you put it that way, it does sound kind of bad,” | said, till swesting.

“Isthere some other way to put it?’ Before | could answer, she continued. “ The only question is whether
| should make avery smple straightforward promise to you or kill you outright.”

“Votesfor the promise?’ | held up ahand. “Aye. What isit?’

“Tokill you if I find you cracking or attempting to crack Olympus, which | will.”

| didn’t say anything in response, and she nodded after abit. “ Still smart.”

“How 07’ Soaked—thiswas not someone | could bluff or charm.

“Y ou know the difference between athreat and apromise. Maybe | won't kill you.”

“Becausel’m smart?’ | asked.

“No, that’ sjust the minimum condition. Y ou have to be smart enough to understand that | mean what |
say, and that cracking Olympusisthe same thing asdying. If you were stupid, | wouldn’t have any
choice. I'd haveto kill you. The only serious question iswhether the short-term headachesinvolved in
killing you are worth the saved later effort of doing it now.”

“Wait asecond! | thought you said | was smart enough to understand how serious you were about
cracking Olympus being fatal. Why should | cause you any trouble at al later?’

“Because of the Fate Core, Castle Discord, Hades, and Necessity, ” said Athena. *Y ou have a pattern
that suggeststhat no matter how smart you may be, you still do dumb things.”

“I didn’t so much crack Necessity as| got the keys and stopped in for avisit at the goddess sown
request.” That wasmy story, and | was sticking toit.

“Oh, | wasn't talking about your last expedition. | was talking about the one you' re setting up now.”
“Uh..."” I didn’t know how to answer that one, and I’ d gone from soaked by sweat to svimming in the
stuff. Her expression hadn’t changed ajot in the whole time we d talked, and it wasredly starting to get
tome.

“I think | am going to haveto kill you,” shesaid. “It'stoo bad, redly. | do value smart, Goddess of
Wisdom and dl that.”

| felt afaint pricking in the skin above my heart and looked down to find the point of asilver spear resting
lightly against my chest. The shaft led from there back to Athena sright hand. She' d produced the
wegpon from nowhere without changing position or betraying any hint of her intent.

“You remaking abig mistake,” | said, while desperately trying to think of someway to changethe
gtuation.

“I don’t—drat.”

The spear vanished in the instant before the door burst open.

“Thereyou are, my boy!” It was Zeus. “Why didn’t you tell me you were coming by Olympusfor avigt?
I’d have arranged a dinner or something.” He swooped down and wrapped a huge bronze arm around
my shoulders, lifting me easily from my chair. “1 hear that wasn't the only silly mistake you made, ether.
A gun? On Olympus? Y ou know that’ s frowned on, don't you?’

He chortled. “Of courseyou do . . . now.” Heturned and winked at Athena. “Am | right? Of courseI’'m
right. I'm sure that my girl here' sbeen putting the fear of goddessin you on the subject. She'sgot atalent
for that, does our ' thena. Saves me a huge amount of trouble, knowing she' s already delivered the
serious part of thelecture for me so | can go ahead and forgive you for being young and afool. Always
looking out for the old man. Aren’t you, dearie?’

Hedidn't wait for an answer, just swept me out into the hallway and from there to the street, spouting
content-free enthusiasm of the “let me buy you adrink” variety the wholeway. | found mysdlf thinking of



Resdltors and used-car sdlesmen as we marched straight off to the nearest bar. A spontaneous party
ensued, with satyrs and dryads appearing practicaly, or possibly literdly, out of the woodwork. The
place s theme was sylvan woodland, and it was entirely possible that a couple of the trees holding up the
roof were both aive and inhabited.

Things got blurry after that, though at some point Thaiaand the other musesjoined the festivities When |
got amoment to ask her about Melchior, she promised that he' d be dong in abit and went back to
telling a shaggy-dog story involving actud shaggy dogs, including Cerberus, Ares s“mutts of war,” Sirius,
and atail without a cat, which for reasons unclear wastrying to find itslost smile.

Quiteabit later, | found mysdlf sitting in acorner under atable. That'swhen Mechior finaly showed up
and offered to take me home. By then | wasready to go. The only problem was where. We discussed it
whilewefilled each other in on what had happened while we were separated—not much on hisend, a
chat with Thaliaand amessage from Cerberus saying that Nemesis had joined the party Styx-side afew
minutes after we d bugged out. None of that shed any light on our next step.

“Oh, the hell withit,” | finally said. “Let’s go back to Raven House. We probably shouldn't Say, but at
leatit’'ll let me grab afresh outfit. Somehow, | don’t think stopping by Athena s offices and asking for
my old stuff back isavery hedthy idea.”

“You think al thisforgiveness Zeusisraining down upon you isn't going to carry much weight with
Athena?’

“Not an ounce. She' d dready decided to kill me. If | stay out of sight and mind for awhile, she may
eventudly decideto just fall back on that whole simple promise option, but I’ d rather not put it to the test
any earlier than | haveto.”

“Sensible.” Melchior cocked his head to one side and frowned. “ So was the way you dedlt with the
clops. Areyou feding feverish? Or"—he looked exaggeratedly worried— “ have you been replaced with
an dternate-redity Ravirn?’

“I didn’t fight with the rent-a-clops because | couldn’t bear the thought of upsetting Persephone. | didn’t
do anything to piss off Athenabecause she' sthe scariest creature I’ ve ever met. | honestly couldn’t think
of asngle smart remark while we weretalking. | wastoo busy swesting.”

“Wow,” said Méelchior. “I think I’'m glad | didn’t get achance to meet her. I’ ve seen you spit in the teeth
of those who were about to kill you.”

“That' svery different, Md. If I'd been sure shewasgoing to kill me, | might have copped my usua
attitude. If you' re definitely going to die, there’ sno reason not to piss off the person who's planning on
killing you. If, on the other hand, the matter’ sin doubt . . .”

“I don't know, it sounds like you might be maturing somewhere down in there, but | won't argue with
you.”

“Therésamiracle” | said.

“So, how do you want to do this? Somehow, just showing up on the grand balcony at Raven House
doesn't seem the brightest of moves.”

“You'vegotapoint. Let'ssee. . .”

“What do you think?’ | asked Mdl.

“Looks quiet enough to me.”

Wewere lying on arock ledge afew hundred feet above Raven House after coming in viaan induced
faeriering and amiles-long hike.

Raven House lay about halfway down the forested dope of the mountain arm that forms the eastern flank
of Hande Bay, not far from where the Princeville Hotel stsin most of the mainline versons of redity. It's
abeautiful Ste, with great folds of deep velvety green foliage forming abasin around the heart-stopping
blue-green of the half-moon bay. Contrasts are provided by the thin crescent of white sand that separates
the two and by splotches of chalky red rock outcroppings or the silvery lines of waterfals.
Thehouseitsdlf isdmost invisble from most angles, its glass-and-marble walls mimicking the sparkle of
the waterfalls among the trees. Even from above, the broad expanse of the green mission-tiled roof
blendswell with its surroundings, an effect aided by the natura mottling of the clay and the moss growing
here and therein the channels. If my subconscious redlly had produced this place essentially from scratch,



it had done amighty finejob.

| climbed to my feet but stayed low so as not to sithouette mysdlf. “Might aswell get it over with.”

“I'just wish we could see Haemun,” said Mechior ashejoined me.

“That'd benice,” | agreed, as we made our way down to the back of the house.

When we got there, we headed for the Side with the master bedroom. Melchior shinnied up apam tree
to its mountain-facing bal cony—Iess exposed than the sea side. | waited impatiently while he scouted
around. Finally, he returned, sticking his head out between two of therail’ s posts.

“Y ou' d better come up here and see this, Boss.”

“Seewhat?’ | asked.

“It'll be easier to show you. There doesn’t seem to be anyone around at the moment, but we can’t know
how long that’ Il last, S0 | suggest you hurry.”

Then he ducked out of sight. The edge of the balcony was probably fifteen feet off the ground. | might
have been able to jump and catch it, but it was smply easer to follow Md’ s example with the pam tree.
Thefirst change was apparent theinstant | reached the upper level. The bedroom was carpeted with a
living mat of maoss. Or rether, it had been. All of the moss was dead, the victim of some sort of rust virus
that had turned it red-brown and crunchy. All the bedclothes and curtains had a so changed. Instead of
the black and green of my personal colors, | found a seaof smoky silver and rusty red.

“Someone' s been deeping in my bed,” said Mdchior, tugging a one corner of the obvioudy used sheets.
“Isthe rest of the houselikethis?’ | asked.

Méelchior nodded. “Much of it.”

Combine that with the fact that Melchior hadn’t found anyone around, and | wasredly starting to worry
about Haemun.

“Closet?’ | dipped past him to check, since | was getting tired of the damn tunic and sandas. Same
story. “ Somebody’ s been trying on my clothes. Creepy.”

“Uh-huh,” he agreed. “ Do you suppose this comes from Nemesis or from Dairn?’

“Doyou think there' sadifference at thispoint?’ | asked as| fished out afresh set of slvery lesthers and
ared T-shirt—we could awaysfix the color later.

It was something I’ d begun to wonder mysdlf, how much of Dairn was|eft beyond the body. | decided
not to take the time necessary to change just then—we had no way of knowing when Nemesiswould be
back. Besides, if the clothesreally were cut for Dairn, they’ d swamp me until we had time to adjust them.
“It' shard to say,” said M chior. “Nemesis certainly gtill has Dairn’s memories of you.”

“And the hatred he-she-they directed at mefelt very viscera and persond.”

“| wouldn’t go too far down that road,” said Mechior, “1 mean, Nemesisisasoul of vengeance. From
what Erissaid, it sounds like she takes everything persondly.

| dung the clothes over my shoulder and headed for the Sairs.

“Where areyou going?’ asked Mechior, trailing dong behind me.

“I want to look around for Haemun.”

“| was afraid you were going to say that.”

“I notice you're not arguing with me.” | started down the steps as quietly as possible.

“I’'m worried about him, too. Hang on asecond.”

Very quietly, Mechior whistled ashort burst of binary. Then hereached into an invisble hole, hisarm
vanishing to the shoulder as he rummaged around. A moment later he pulled hisarm back out and
handed me the pistol he' d tucked away for me on the night of the party.

“Thanks, Md.”

“Y ou'rewecome. Y ou might want thisaswell.” He reached in and came up with aslencer.

“Not abadidea.” | screwed it into place.

“Wall, | figured since we were sneaking and all. Of course, the boy-shepherd-meets-Mission:
Impossible look isawfully Slly.”

“You know, Md, I’d never have figured that out without your help. Thank you.”

By then we d reached the bottom of the stairs and the hall that ran from the enclosed porch behind the
main balcony back to the kitchen and pantry. | headed toward the service area, asthat waswhere



Haemun’ srooms were and where he could usualy befound. As| passed the laundry, | noticed ahuge
pile of black and green lying next to a couple of big dye vats. | was ddlighted to have the opportunity to
exchange my gear for stuff | was more certain of liking and fitting into. | was much lessddighted to find a
large pile of Hawaiian shirts beside another vat degper in.

“Theseare Haemun's.” Melchior kicked at the pile.

“Let’scheck hissuite”

It was on the end of the house opposite the master bedroom, and it had a ground-floor patio facing the
Pecific. Thelast time I’ d been there, the whole room had been done up in surfer drag. | called it that
because I’ d never been able to get Haemun to so much astry boogie-boarding, much less come out and
ridethe big waveson ared board. Asfar as| could tell, he just liked the look. Now, all of that was
gone. The big waterbed with itslongboard headboard had been replaced with avery Victorian
canopy-typething. Thetiki art and Hawaiian motif rugs had likewise vanished, in favor of stark
black-and-white prints of underfed nymphsin tight dresses and awhite carpet. The closet, formerly full of
Alohashirts, now held polos.

| was poking around in there, when | heard aharsh metdlic click from the door behind me—the dide of
an automatic. | started to turn, keeping my body between my own pistol and the door.

“Dropit, or I'll shoot,” said an dmost familiar man’ svoice when I’ d barely gotten hafway around. “I'm
quite serious.”

| let the pigtal fdl to thefloor and finished my turn. Standing in the doorway was Haemun. Like
everything ese, he'd changed. It was mostly carriage and expression. He looked tight and tense and
blank, and he wore a black polo under ablack sports coat. But that was al background to the gun, a
Glock or some other midsize automatic. It was hard to tell when al | could see wasthe trigger guard and
the gaping hole of the barrel pointed directly at my right eye.



CHAPTER TEN
“Very good,” said Haemun, after | |et the pistol fall. | redized hisvoice had changed, too, developing an

improbable British accent. “ Step away from the closet and the gun now.”
| held out both handsin front of me. “Come on, Haemun. ”
“Don’'t cal methat,” hesad. “My nameis Nous, Rham Nous.”
“Rhamnous?’ said Méelchior, sounding incredulous. “Y ou' re kidding, right?’
The gun flicked to point at Mechior. “No, I’'m not.”
“Why isthat odd?’ | asked.
“Rhamnousis where the sanctuary of Nemesis used to be, near Marathon,” said Melchior.
“Really?’ | asked the satyr. “ Are you named after the city? Or isit named after you?” Alwaysa
possblllty when dedling with immortas and demi-immortals. “ Or something ese entirely?”
“I...1...” Rham Nous or Rhamnous, or however you wanted to say it, put hisfree hand to his
forehead asthough it pained him. “1 don’'t know,” he said findly. *Y ou' re confusing me.”
“Asking you how you got your nameisconfusng?’ | said. “ That’ salittle bit odd, don’t you think?”
| ... Shut up. Go st on the bed and shut up. Take your damned pet with you.”
| scooped up Melchior and moved toward the bed. As| did so, Mechior pursed hislips, subtly asking if
| wanted him to whistle up aspell. | very gently shook my head. Something deeply odd was going on
here. | wanted to know more about it before | committed to anything drastic.
“So, how long have you worked for Nemesis?’ | asked as| sat down with my back against the
velvet-padded headboard.
Therewas along silence, and the satyr rubbed hisforehead again. | waited quietly.
“Why do you keep asking questions | can't answer?”
“Judt trying to make conversation,” | said. “1t might be awhile before Nemesis gets back, and it’ll help
pass the time. |s there something el se you' d rather talk about? Y ou don't seem to have areal good
handle on your own persona hows and whys.”
“I do, too. I’'m Nous, Rham Nous.”
“You did that bit dready,” said Melchior. “What e se have you got?’
“I don't know what you mean,” said the satyr. “I’ m just doing my, doing my, doing my. Job.”
“All right,” | said. “Let’ stalk about that. What is your job? Who do you work for? That kind of thing.”
|...uh...I'mthespiritof ..."” He stopped and wiped hisforearm across hisface, lowering the gunin
his other hand.
Mélchior raised an eyebrow in question, and again | shook my head.
“What are you the spirit of 7’ | asked.
“Of ...of ... of thisplacel” he blurted, sounding momentarily triumphant, but his accent was dipping.
“And what isthisplace?’ | asked.
“Nemesis Hou—" He shook his head. “House Nemes—"
“Raven House” | said.
“Yes—no! | don't. . .” Hedropped the gun and put both handsto the sides of hishead. “| fed really
strange”
“He sounds like Haemun, now,” said Melchior.
“That’ s because heisHaemun,” | said.
“I am?’ The satyr leaned back against the doorframe and dowly did to the floor. “Are you quite sure
about that?’
“lam,” | sad.
“Then why was he pointing agun at us?’ asked Melchior.
“Andwhy am | wearing thisawful shirt?’ asked Haemun, plucking at the polo. “And ajacket! How
boring. How trendoid. How mundane. Of coursg, it’s sartoria splendor compared to the shepherd outfit
you' rewearing.” Abruptly, herolled over on his sde and went to deep.
“I don't think | getit,” said Melchior.
“Blame my subconscious,” | said. “Back when we first came here, | wanted to find someplace safe, a



refuge that would be secret and special. | asked the fagrie ring to take usthereinstead of giving it a
specific destination. We ended up here, and Haemun was waiting. Do you remember him telling ushe
was the spirit of this place and that if we had any problem with his appearance or the house's, that we
should take them up with my subconscious?’

“I do,” sad Méelchior.

“Thiswhole place is supposed to reflect what | need, what the Raven needs, and that includes Haemun.
Heisasheisbecause that’show | need him to be.”

“That does't explain why he'schanged,” said M chior. “Nemesisistt Raven, and thisisn't Nemesis
House”

“No, but Eriscaled her my Nemesis as though there were a personal component to the thing. What if a
part of the nature of Nemesisisto reflect her target—through amirror darkly if you will?’

“ She becomes what she would destroy?” asked Melchior.

“Something like that. She takes something of them into herself at least. The modern sense of the word
nemesis contains that aspect in theway it' s used. Maybe the usage comes from the nature of the
goddess. If it does, if she does have something of mein her, then perhaps the house and Haemun can
pick up on that twisted version of me and try to accommodate it.”

“That'sit exactly,” said Haemun from thefloor. “ At first | kept trying to escape. But after she' d been
herefor awhile, | started changing to suit her needs. It was awful. She’ satwisted creature.”

“Then we' d better get you out of here before she comes back,” | said. “We' Il take you someplace safe
S0 it doesn't happen again.” | paused asaworry occurred to me. “ That is, if you can leave this place.
Canyou?

“I don’t know,” said Haemun, pulling himsdf into a Sitting position. “Let methink about it for amoment.”
He closed his eyes and seemed to be sinking deep into himsdlf. After awhile, he nodded and smiled.
“Yes Yes, | think | can, if you need meto.”

“Ah, isn't that sweet,” said Melchior. “It'slove.”

“It'snothing of the kind,” snapped Haemun. “1t' sformatting. I’ m the spirit of this place, and thisplaceis
his place.”

“Come on, Haemun.” | crossed to where he was Sitting and bent to pull his arm over my shoulders,
amost knocking off the replacement leathers | was carrying in the process. “Let’ sget you out of here
before Nemesis comes back.” When | stood back up, | found him surprisingly light.

“I can’t go anywhere looking like this.” Haemun tugged at his polo. “What if somebody sees me?”’

“Mé, grab some of Haemun's shirts and bring 'em aong. Pick up my gun, too. We're getting out of here
ASAP. I'm gtarting to get that ruffled plumage feding again.”

It intensified as we hurried through the hall toward the front bal cony and the faerie ring there. We were
crossing the big enclosed porch when ablue bubble popped into existence off to my right.
“Spinnerette?’ | asked, picking up the pace.

“I don’'t know,” replied Mdl. “Last time | was able to sense the echo of the incoming transfer or whatever
it was through the mweb. We re not connected here, so it’s going to be something of a surprise package,
though it does ook like the same sort of transfer spell.”

Even as hefinished speaking, the spider-centaur appeared behind him.

“Shit,” | said. “Hoof it, Md!” The thing might be harmless, or even beneficid—it had attacked Nemesis
that first time—but | didn’t want to risk finding out it was just vying for the first bite.

We were amost to the ring when something punched mein the lower back, right above the kidney. My
world dissolved in light for a second as the pain washed out the rest of the universe.

| came back into myself on knees and one hand. My right knee, the one I’ d shattered fighting Moric, felt
like someone had dipped a piece of red-hot iron in behind the cap. | still had ahold of Haemun, but he
was dumped—unconscious, or hearly so. | shook my head, trying to clear it, and discovered Md afew
inchesin front of my nose,

He grabbed my ears with both clawed hands and yanked. It hurt, and | scrambled forward to escape the
pain. My knee hated the idea, and the rest of me wasn't much happier. | wasjust opening my mouth to
protest when he yanked again. Harder thistime, much harder. | screamed but moved even faster. Then



my hand found the edge of the faerie ring with asharp crack . . . or maybe the noise came from
elsawhere. Fresh pain flooded through my right leg, centered on the back of my thigh. | reached into the
faeriering and twisted with my mind.

We went elsewhere.

That was practicaly the last thing | remembered, that and crawling across danddions. Then | went away
for alittewhile.

When | came back, it was very briefly, just long enough to redlize | was deeping in my own bed. | fdta
quiet sense of relief—it must dl have been anightmare. The next time | returned to mysdlf it was because
my nose was S0 stuffed | could barely breathe. From the fedl of it, I’ d probably snored myself awake.

| glanced around. Things looked wrong—too low and too organic, and it was dark, absolutely so. If not
for thelight of my eyes, | wouldn't have been able to see anything. Wherewas 1?1 tried to Sit up. My
knee and lower back screamed, but not nearly as loud as the back of my thigh. What had happened?
How had | gotten here? It felt like home, but it couldn’t be Raven House. The bed was al wrong and so
were the echoes, but it il felt like my own bed and home.

“Y ou up, Boss?’ Mdchior sounded worried.

“Y eah. What happened, and where are we?’

“Garbage Fagrie, Ahllan’ s old place. Don’t you remember bringing us here?’

“Not at all.” | shifted around to get a better look at him and, “ Ow! What the hell did | do to my leg?’
“Not you. Nemesis. She shot you. Twice. Luckily, the Kevlar in the leathers you were carrying stopped
the onethat hit you in the kidney. | don’t think we' d be having this conversation otherwise. I’ ve done
what | could by way of healing magic on your thigh, but you won't be running away very fast for awhile”
“Oh.” That was sobering considering the situation. “ Garbage Faerie?’

“Yeeh”

When Ahllan had been running the familiar underground, she’ d had her headquartersin a backwater
DeclLocus way out on the edge of possible redlities. Despite the fact that there didn’t seem to be any
humansin residence, the world looked basicdly like agiant garbage dump for amodern industrial
civilization, one that hadn’t been used for a decade or three and was in the process of being reclaimed by
nature. Y ou congtantly came across thingslike a cracked engine block with flowers growing out of dl the
cylindersor an old toilet with tiny tree frogsliving in the miniature pond of its bowl.

Ahllan’s home was a series of tunnels and rooms built into a hill. My own bedroom—more remembered
than seen at the moment—was low and domed, itswalls covered with a collage of warm brickwork
colors cut from old magazines. The ancient futon | currently occupied was hegped with patchwork quilts
and surrounded by rag rugsin the same reds and oranges.

“What timeisit?’ | asked.

“ After midnight and before sunriselocd,” said M. “Y ou’' ve been down for something like eight hours. |
can't say when it is OST because Garbage Faerie s ill off the mweb.”

| nodded. The darkness suggested night. Even though my room didn’t have windows, the hallway
beyond its door had no roof. The Furies had opened it to the sky when they’ d assaulted the place
looking for me the previous year. Other portions of the house had collapsed. It was only luck that had left
my current refuge relatively untouched. | wondered what | had been thinking when | chosethisasa
destination, but | could only remember the barest fragments of what happened after the bullet hit my leg.
“Eight hours?’ | forced mysdf to Sit up, though the pain from my gunshot made thingsgo dl fuzzy and
rainbow around the edges. “We ve got to get out of here, before Nemesis shows up.” | wasfrankly
shocked that she hadn’t already—you couldn’t follow someone' s path through afaerie ring, but thiswas
one of my known hangouts. Besides, Nemesis had dready shown aremarkable taent for finding me.
Mél chior hopped up onto the bed and put a hand against my chest. “ Slow down there, Boss. Even if
Nemesis guesses we ve come here, it’ s going to take her sometimeto follow suit.”

“Why?' | asked.

“Same reason | can't check OST: there’ sno mweb here.”

“That doesn’'t close off the fagriering, and if Nemesiscan do someof what 1 do .. "

“That might not closeit off, but breaking the circle by putting al the cansin atrash bin should more than



take care of things.”

Oh. Ahllan’ sfaeriering had been acircle of crushed beer cans on the dope of the hill outside.
Apparently, Melchior had destroyed it.

“What about coming in viaanother ring?’ | asked.

“Unless someon€' s built afresh one, there aren't any within five hundred miles of this spot, probably
more. When Ahllan set this place up as Al central, she made sure it was damned hard to get to. That
included wiping out dl the rings on this and the nearby idands, not that there were many.”

“Idands?’ | asked.

“Yeah,” said Méechior. “We re actualy on what would be Irdland if this DecL. ocus were closer to prime,
near Cork.”

“So the nearest ring would be somewherein France? That' snot al that far if you' re usng magica
transport.”

“Actudly it' sunlikely there sanything thisside of Moscow, ” said Méechior. “ Ahllan didn’t stop with that
initial campaign—she wanted to get rid of al of them. | just don’t know how much farther she eventudly
got. For that matter, it wouldn’t be easy to find the right world with the beer-can ring gone. Y ou’ d have
to be able to read the rings awfully well to recognize that any of the farther oneswerein this DecL ocus.”
“That or ask the system to take you to the right place, theway | did when | found Raven House.” |
hadn’t specified location at dl, just the conditions | wanted our destination to fulfill.

“That' sapretty specid case,” said Mechior. “If Nemesishasall of your powers and knowsto ask the
right question and the system actualy worksthat way, she might land on top of us any second. But
that’sawhole series of big ‘ifs that dl have to come up right, and you redlly need to rest and hedl for a
bit. I can’t think of abetter, safer place.”

“Y ou make a pretty good point,” | said, lying back down with some relief—I hurt. “Too bad we can’t set
up aprobability bubblelike the one Ahllan used as her falback refuge. ”

Meélchior amiled. “That would be nice, since they’ re completely unreachable if you don’t know the exact
coordinates, but | don’t have the computing cycles or raw power to build that kind of looped gate. For
that you need afull webtroll. The best | can do is make this place as snug and secure as possible.
Haemun and | are planning to see what we can do about the roof in the morning.”

“Whereishenow?’ | was more than alittle bit worried about him, between the abuse he' d suffered from
Nemesis and taking him away from the place that defined him.

“He sin the other surviving guest room, deeping like the dead and snoring worse than you are. He went
down amost as hard as you. Now, why don't we quit playing twenty questions and get back to
recovering.”

“Isthat the editoria ‘we' 7’ | asked.

“No, themedical, asin ‘Have we had our medstoday? If you don’t want meto dose you again, you'll
surrender peacefully and go back to deep.”

“All right, Md. Youwin. I'min no state to keep arguing anyway.” | settled mysalf as comfortably as|
could manage with al my aches and pains and was adeep in minutes, very glad indeed for the respite
from the insomniathat had plagued mein the weeks since I’ d returned from my dissolution into chaos.
The next timel woke, aline of bright yellow at the base of the door told me the sun was high enough to
shine down into the open hallway. Me chior was nowhere to be seen, but he' d left a bell beside the bed.
Since he'd also left acane and | redlly needed the bathroom, | decided to see how far | could get on my
own.

Sitting up didn’t kill me. Neither did getting to my feet, though the latter left me feding asthough it should
have. My leg was not at all happy with me, though the ache in my back from the first shot had faded
completdy, dong with the bruiseit must have lft.

| tested my bad leg carefully and found that even without the cane | could walk. It hurt, rather alot, and |
sure as hell wouldn't be jogging anytime soon. Still, it was better than I’ d expected. M chior must have
done wonders with the healing magic. Combine that with the legacy of quick recovery I'd inherited from
my Titan forebears, and | couldn’t complain. Not when | was waking so soon after taking abullet and
aggravating the old damage in my knee. Evenif the latter didn’t want to bend properly.



Swearing periodicdly, | hobbled off to the bathroom. | didn’t bother with clothes. I’ d found my
bloodstained shepherd’ stunic in aheap next to my leathers and decided that neither looked very
appedling.

Unlike the bedroom where I’ d dept, the bathroom had recently been cleaned and dusted. Another
domed room, itswalls and celling were surfaced with a broken-glass mosaic, the edges of which had all
been smoothed until they felt something liketile. Here and there, afragment of labeling identified abit of
soda bottle or amason jar. The colors ranged from green-blue through blue-green to emerad. The effect
was abit like scuba diving in the Mediterranean. The porcelain was spiderwebbed with fractures but
clearly sound.

After I'd rdieved mysdf, | checked my leg in the mirror and was delighted to find the wound thoroughly
scabbed over. 1t was high on the outside of my thigh, and only luck had prevented the dug from hitting
the bone with al sorts of ugly complications. There was no exit wound, so Me must have drawn the
bullet. | wasvery glad | hadn’t been awake for that. My knee was swollen and red and popped very
quietly and very painfully when | bent it much past thirty degrees, but it had been much worsein the past.
| was beginning to wonder whether | hadn’t substantialy fixed it when | built mysdlf anew body after |
melted the old onein Hades.

The bathroom had a huge sunken soaking tub, and between the blood and the sweat and the aftereffects
of Zeus slittleimpromptu pub party, | really needed cleaning up. | looked at the scabbed-up holein my
leg again and regretfully opted for sponging mysdlf off instead. I’ d haveto get Md to come up with some
sort of waterproof bandage so | could soak later. When | finaly went back out into the hdl, it was much
darker, and | looked up to seeif astormwasrolling in.

“What are you doing out of bed?’ demanded Melchior, peering down through a gap between two of the
rusty metal patches that now bridged the gap of the ruined roof.

“What doesit look likeI’'m doing?’ | pointed over my shoulder toward the bathroom.

“Idiot,” he muttered. “Why didn’t you ring the bell?”

| ignored his question in favor of one of my own. “What on Earth are you using to fix the roof ?’

“Car hoods,” said Haemun, leaning over the edge beside Méelchior. “ There sa sort of automotive
graveyard over that way.” He waved vaguely. “Once we ve got them in place, we' |l cover them with
dirt.”

“That makes sense, |—"

Mélchior held up awarning hand. “Hang on, Boss. I ve got afunny feed—Ah! Incoming call from
Tisphone via the voodoo phone. Do you want to take it as you are? Or—"

Before | could respond, light-fog started pouring out of his mouth and eyes, and he bent forward as
though he were about to throw up on me from above. A rough misty globe formed in the air between us,
and amoment later an image of Tisiphone appeared at its core. She looked around in momentary
confusion before glancing downward. As soon as she saw me, she developed awicked smile.
“Hdlotherel” shesaid. “Youredly didn’t haveto strip just on my account. I’ m used to being the only
naked onein any conversation where my sstersaren’t around.”

“Uh...” | groped for the right words and moved my caneto cover as much as one thin piece of wood
could.

“Of course, there s something to be said for doing thingsthisway.” Her mouth widened into agrin.
“Politeisdways good, especidly when it so improvestheview.” She moved her head to the Sde, quite
obvioudy peering around the cane.

| blushed as | felt mysdf harden in response to her obviousinterest. “ As much as I’ m enjoying the current
drift of the conversation, | doubt it was the reason you caled. Before we get too far off topic, | haveto
ask whether you got my message eaxrlier.”

“I did, and | wasjust calling back to arrange for our mesting. | had intended to suggest aplace, but all
things considered, why don't | just cometo you? That way you won't fed the need to overdressfor the
part. Don't move amuscle”

“You know—" 1 began, but she was dready gone. “Damn. Mechior, could you come give me ahand?’
| had no idea of how long it would take for her to get from there to here. In part because | had no idea of



wheretherewas. | quickly hobbled back to my bedroom and lowered myself onto the edge of the bed.
I’ d been on my feet too long and was sweeting from the effort.

“What do you want, Boss?' Melchior stood in the doorway, hissilly grin leaking foggy light at the edges.
| looked at my leathers and the tunic. “1 don’'t know, Mel. Some dignity maybe.”

Hefollowed my gaze. “Y ou're not going to find it there. The tunic never had any, and you redly don’t
want to try dipping the leather pants on over that leg.”

“You're probably right,” | said withasigh. “It'sjust that | fed so vulnerable like this”

“S0 get under the covers, and I'll try to find you arobe. | know Ahllan had afew around here at one
time”

“Thanks, Mdl. | appreciateit.”

He opened his mouth to respond, but stopped when adice opened in the air behind him with abrutal
ripping noise. | quickly put my back against the headboard and flipped the blankets over my lap. Therip
widened, and Tisphone stepped through into the hallway. She paused there for a second, and | thought |
saw her sniff the air before she turned my way.

“| told you not to move amuscle.” Shefrowned at me theatrically and shook her head as she crossed the
threshold.

“Hello, Tisphone,” said Mechior before ducking past her into the hdlway. “Back in atick.” Then he
vanished, presumably off in search of arobe.

She waved vagudly after him without taking her eyes off of me. “ Sure, see you then.”

“Hi,” | sad, feding srangdy shy.

“Hi.” Tidphone stepped deegper into the room and stopped abruptly, sniffing again.

Her frown deepened into something real as she kndlt to look at my wadded-up tunic.

“Thisisyour blood, isn't it?’ she asked, her voice hard.

“Itis. Nemesis shot me.”

Tidphone stood up, her wings and hair flaring wildly. The frown turned briefly into asnarl, and the claws
that tipped her fingers and toes elongated, glittering like red diamondsin the light of her persond fires.
“We should have destroyed her utterly,” growled Tisiphone. “Mother was wrong about that, and
Megaerawasright. Thistime, we will rend her soul and bind the shreds to the four winds so that they
may evermore haunt the wastes of theworld.”

Her words were accompanied by a dissonant grating. It took me amoment to redlize that it came from
the way the repeated clenching of her toes dragged her claws across the stone floor. My attention must
have drawn hers because she stopped a moment later.

“Sorry. Shejust makes mewant to kill something.” Tisiphone took severa deep bresths, and the fires of
her rage dowly dimmed as sheretracted al twenty of her claws.

“You know,” said Mechior from the doorway, “maybe thisisabad time.” He had abundle of plaid terry
cdothinhisarms.

“It' sdl right, littleone,” said Tigphone. “Though if that’swhat | think it is, I’'m not sure!’ll thank you for
ddiveringit”

“It'sarobe” | said. “I asked him to find something for me to wear.”

“Look,” said Méelchior, setting the robe down, “why don’t | just leave it here and let you two talk in
private?’ He backed out of the room and vanished again.

Tidphone makes him nervous; not that | can blame him. Tisiphone makes me nervous. . . when she' snot
terrifying me. She' saFury, the very embodiment of vengeance and destruction. She could tear melimb
from limb without breaking asweet. But then, another part of my brain noted, maybe that’ s what makes
her so damn sexy.

Just then she bent and picked up the robe, highlighting the long, lean lines of her legs and the hard muscle
of her ass. My mouth went alittle dry as she carried it over to me and sat on the edge of the bed withitin
her lap. Or maybe the sexy thing was just that she' s absolutely smoking hot.

She put ahand on my thigh. “How badly were you injured? And where?’

“Uhm, that leg actudly,” | said.

“Oh.” She snatched her hand away. “Did | hurt you?’



“Not at al. She got mein the back of the thigh. It’snot too bad really. Me did abang-up job onthe
patching front.”

“Would you like meto take alook at it?" she asked.

“Maybelater,” | said, atouch too quickly.

| wasn't quite ready for her to be poking around under the blankets that provided me with my only
covering. From the smile sheflashed, | think she knew exactly what my objection was.

“I know athing or two about wounds.” She put her hand back on my thigh, alittle higher up. “ And about
taking care of them. Y ou pick stuff likethat up in my profession.”

“I’'msureyou do,” | said. It was a sobering thought, but one | couldn’t give proper attention with my
libido whispering to me about the hand on my thigh. “1 . . . look, could we stop flirting for aminute or
two? I’ m getting serious psychologica whiplash here between the part of me that wantsto pull you under
the covers and play with fire and the part that thinks | should be running for the hills.”

Shemade abrief try a pouting but couldn’t seem to sustain it against the grin that followed.

“Now, what funisthat?’ she asked. “If I've got you that far off-balance, shouldn’'t | movein for the kill?’
Her hand did alittle higher on my thigh, and she winked.

“Tidphone, please”

“Please what? Take my hand awvay?’ Shelifted it. “Or please crawl under the covers and ravish me?’
She caught the edge of the blankets and lifted them afraction of aninch.

“I don't know,” | said quietly. “That' swhy | asked.”

“Oh, dl right.” She dropped the covers and put her hands firmly in her own lap. “But it' smuch lessfun
thisway.”

Aswas S0 often the case when dedling with Tisiphone, | was once again reminded of acat. Thistimeit
was acat pretending a patience by folding itstail around itslegs and looking disinterested. | suspected
that we both knew thiswas just afresh game, but at that point | waswilling to take whatever | could get.
Including the ravishment, whispered my libido, and | didn’t try to argue. Just asit would be foolish of
meto pretend Tisphone didn’'t scare me, it would be silly to pretend | didn’t want her. Both fedings
would haveto wait.

“Thank you,” | said after along moment. “We have things we need to talk about, and it’l| be much easier
thisway.”

“But ever so much lessfun.”

“Probably,” 1 said. “How about if | promiseto flirt with you when we re done?’

“Dedl, though | won't swesar to stop &t flirting.”

“Ded.” | stuck out my hand, and she solemnly shook it.

| shivered abit then because | couldn’t help but think of the threat Megaera had made mewhen last I'd
Seen her.

“What' swrong?’ asked Tisiphone.

“Megegra. . ."

“Threstened to kill you if you didn't stay away from her Sster?”’

“Yeah,” | said. “How’ d you guess? Does she do that sort of thing alot?’

“Only when Alecto or | show any sgnsof interest in anew man,” said Tisiphone, “but that’s not how |
knew thistime. She told me about it.”

“Shedid?”

“Yes, but don't worry, the threat isno longer operdtive.”

“That' sfinefor youto say,” | said, “but does she know?’

Tisphone nodded. “ She may not be very happy about it, but she knows that she' s not to touch you. |
madeit very clear that if shekillsyou, I’ [l be quite crosswith her.”

“Great.” Somehow | wasn't dl that reassured.

“Ravirn?’

“Ves”

“Since we' re dready taking about difficult entanglements, | haveto ask: Areyou till with Cerice? Or
has she gone back to House Clotho?’



“We re not till together,” 1 said.

“That'swhat | thought. | think I’ ve come up with a better plan for how to have this conversation without
al thetenson and digractions.”

“What'sthat?’ | asked.

“Ravisnfirg, tak later.”

With that astonishing Fury speed, she caught the edge of the blankets and flipped them away. Then, very
deliberately, and very dowly, she climbed farther onto the bed, knedling with her face afew inches from
mine

“What do you think?’ she asked. “Will that work for you?’

| put ahand on her right Sde just beside her breast with itsfiery nipple. “ Promise not to burn me?’
Shegiggled. “No. But | promisethat you'll likeit.”



CHAPTER ELEVEN

Later. Much later. Tisphoneand | lay side by side on the bed, she on her sscomach, me on my back.
Contrary to her intimation, she had not burned me, though I’ d experienced firein some ways | would
never have thought possible.

“Kind of lends awhole new meaning to the term burning bush,” | said.

She moved very quickly then, sitting up and flipping me over so that | lay facedown across her lap and
giving measolid swat on the ass.

“Rule one, no bad redhead jokes.”

“I meant it literaly,” | said. | didn’t bother to struggle—she was much stronger than | was, afact that had
made our sex more interesting in anumber of surprisng ways. “Besides, if you' ve got the temper to
maich thehair .. .”

She swatted me again. “Rule two, no redhead stereotyping. The temper comes from being a Fury, end of
dory.”

“What'srulethree?’ | asked.

“Don’'t make metdl you rule three.”

“Isthat the rule or—ow!”

She' d swatted me again, letting the very tips of her claws get involved thistime.

“All right. No rulethree. Can | move now?’

“No,” said Tisphone. “I want to take abetter ook at thisbullet hole. | don’t like the way it interfered
with things. It's been avery long time for me, and | want you healed up properly so that | can catch up.”
“That soundslikefun. How longisalong time?’

“Seventeen hundred years,” said Tisiphone.

“Wow. If the last hour is anything to go by, catching up islikely to kill me. Maybe we could—ow!”

She' d just prodded my scab.

“Sorry. Thisisgoing to hurt. Probably quitealot, but it should really speed things up.”

“What' s—OW!”

It felt as though Tisiphone had dropped abit of liquid fire on the wound, and it was now burning itsway
along the track the bullet had taken deep into my flesh. For that matter, considering her nature, maybe
she' d done exactly that. Whatever it was, | lost track of everything but the pain for agood minute or two.
“How’'sthat?" she asked just as the pain peaked.

“It' sdamned. . . huh.”

Where everything had been agonizingly hot amoment before as though someone were probing the
wound with afiery dagger, it now seemed as though the blade had been quenched. | could fed the path
the bullet had taken as plainly as | might a breeze on my face, but it no longer hurt. Rather, it felt likean
ice cube drawn along the line of sunburn, pleasure and rdlief that dmaost bordered on pain.
Experimentaly, | flexed the muscles of my leg. Much better. Still tiff and sore, but | thought | might be
able to put asde the cane now.

“Better?’ she asked.

“Yes. What did you do?’

“Wrong question,” she answered.

“Fair enough, tell metheright one.”

“Ask mewhat I’'m going to do,” she said.

“All right. What are you—oh.”

Her hand did between us where my thighs rested across hers, catching and guiding.

“I was't donewith ravishing just yet,” shesad. “Isthat dl right with you?’

“Yegh, fine”

More time went away.

| lay half-on, half-off of the low futon, pressing my forehead against the cold stone of the floor and
desperately trying to shed heat. Tisiphone was sitting cross-legged on the far end of the bed, grinning. It
wasn't fair. Shedidn’'t even redly look mussed, and | felt like I’ d just run a double marathon.



“Youwin,” | said, when my breathing had dowed abit. “I surrender unconditionaly.”

“That'sno fun,” shesaid. “I refuse your surrender and demand arematch &t alater time.”

“That idea does haveits merits” | said with asmal grin of my own. “I’ll need aweek or three to recover
firg”

“Not likely.” She snorted and poked me with afoot, though she kept the claws retracted. “Hodtilities
could resume at any time and with no warning. You'll just haveto learn to be prepared.”

| laughed and pushed mysdlf back up into asitting position. “Y ou’ re merciless. Y ou know that, right?’
“Fury. Duh. It'sin my job description. Hell, it is my job description. | will promiseto giveyou &t least
one hour from this moment so that we can get that deferred conversation from earlier out of the way.
Where were we?’

“Discussing the fact that your Sster Megaera s going to dice meinto negt little ribbons when she finds out
about us”

“Shewon't, you know.”

“Y ou sound awfully confident,” | said.

“l am.”

“Why isthat?’ | asked.

“Because we agreed that we need you in one piece.”

“We being you and Megagra?’

“Webeing FuriesInc.,” said Tisphone.

Suddenly feeling colder, | reached down and pulled a blanket over my Iap.

“Would you careto elaborate on that?’ | asked.

“Necessity isbroken.” Tisiphone svoice wasflat and hard, with just the faintest hint of pain undernesth.
“That' s bad and needs to be fixed, but it’snot our only problem.”

“Nemesis” | supplied.

“She' spart of it, but we' ve handled her before, and we will thistime, too—morefinaly. No, it' swhat
sherepresentsthat’ s the mgjor worry.”

“I'm not surel’mfollowing you,” | said.

“Y ou should be. In thiswe share many enemies.”

“Y ou mean the Fates?’ | asked.

“Y es, and maybe Hades, though we' reless sure of him. Thisis causing the three of usagresat dedl of
digtress. | think I’ ve told you before that full autonomy doesn’t suit us. Necessity made usthat way in
response to Nemesis, who had the opposite problem. Under normal circumstances, we would probably
place ourselves under Fate' s orders until we restored Necessity.”

“But?’ | asked.

“But we believe Fate istrying to usurp Necessity’ sthrone. That’ swhat you think, too—the message you
weretrying to get across at the Necessity gateway, before we wereinterrupted by . . . events, isn't it?’
“Itis” | said, gppreciating her discretion in not criticizing Cerice by name. “ The way Fate grabbed total
control of the mweb servers seemstelling to me. Especialy when combined with the wholly unexpected
regppearance of Nemesis.”

“Itdid to my sstersaswell. Alecto in particular is quite smug about dready having broken the alliance
we formed with the Fatesin the first days after Necessity went silent. Megaeraargued againgt it, and
Alecto likesto show her up.”

“I’ve been meaning to ask about that and about Persephone, ” | said. The Fates had ordered the Furies
to kill methen, and they very nearly had.

Tisphone looked uncomfortable for amoment. “1 am sorry. | had no choicein the matter. Y ou know
that, right?’ 1 nodded, and she continued, “1 suppose you' ve been wondering why we cut our fresh tieto
Fate so soon.”

“The question had crossed my mind,” | said. “I’m not complaining, of course. I'm much happier with you
when you' re not trying to kill me.”

Tisphone stepped off the bed and began to pace. “When it became clear that it was Persephone and not
you who was responsible for the damage to Necessity, it aso became clear that the Fates had tried to



use usto settle their score with you. That didn’t Sit well. We don't like being used, not even alittle.”
“That explains your split with Fate, but | till don’t understand why you didn’t go after Persephone.”
Shefroze, her shoulders stiffening. “I can't tell you that, Ravirn. Not at thistime. | hope you understand.”
“It' sdl right,” | said. “I know that Tisphone the Fury has responsibilities that may conflict with the wants
and needs of Tigphonetheindividua. Asmuch as| didiketheides, I’ ve cometo understand the dua
nature of power vs. person. The Raven and Ravirn are decidedly not the samething.”

“Thank you.” Tisphone relaxed and turned back to face mewith awigtful smile. “ That understanding is
why we can share what we have today. It swhy I’m glad you' ve become a power at the sametimethat |
mourn for you. It’ s not aburden | would wish on anyone | cared about.”

“Uh, Boss” Mdchior poked his head into the still-open doorway. “Could | interject aquestion?’
“Sure” | said.

“S0, I’ve been ditting out here for abit, and | couldn’t help overhear the discussion, and | was wondering
about something. I1t—"

“How long have you been there?’ | interrupted. | was alittle bit gppalled by theideathat he might have
listened to our entire performance.

“He arrived afew minutes before we finished having sex,” said Tisphone. “1 heard him st down.”

“How could you have heard me over al that bangingand . . .” Mechior trailed off, blushing. “I
mean—uh. Wdl, hmm.”

“I have very good ears, little goblin.” Tisiphone grinned. “ And acertain level of paranoiacomeswith my
job.”

“Oh.” Mdchior’sentire head had darkened to a deep indigo with embarrassment.

“There' sno need to worry,” said Tisiphone. “1 know you have your partner’ s best interests at heart, and
| have no personal modesty at al. Y ou could have comein and had popcorn for al it would have
bothered me.”

Mél opened his mouth and raised afinger.

“Veto,” | said, before he could begin his comment. Whatever it was, | didn’t want to hear it. “Now, you
had aquestion?”

“More an observation, redly.” Me chior came through the door and took a seat against the wall. “ She
has't yet said why the Furies need you.”

I’ d been wondering when she was going to get to that myself but hadn’t wanted to press. | turned and
raised an eyebrow at Tisiphone.

“Sorry,” said Tisiphone. “1 wasn't being evasive. It'sjust I'm not entirely used to thiskind of
conversation. Things are very different when speaking with my sstersor with our . . . customersfor that
meatter.”

“What avery diplomatic way of saying victims,” said Ml chior.

She gave him asharp look. “Besides, | would have thought the answer was obvious. We need Ravirn to
help us reach Necessity, then to fix her.”

“Oh,” said Mdchior.

| blinked severd times, trying to takethat in. It didn’t help.

“You. Need me. Tofix Necessity.” | choked on the last word and had to stop and cough for a moment.
“That’'scrazy.”

“Who elsearewe going to get to do it?” she asked quietly. “ There redly aren’t many powerswith the
necessary computer skills, and whoever takes the job will have to have total access—the ability to
change the very nature of the multiverse. To whom would you give such power? We now know we can't
trust the Fates. Athena'samost as bad, and she' sentirely in Zeus s pocket. No one sane trusts Eris.
That does’t leave alot of options.”

“I wouldn’'t even know whereto start,” | said, staling whilel tried to think of someone elsewho'd bea
better fit.

“Start with Shara,” said Tisiphone, before | could think of another name. “ That' sabig part of why it has
to beyou. I got to read Shara s Fate thread when we were sent after you the last time. There are only
four peoplein the world whom sheredlly trusts. Y ou two”—she pointed at the pair of



us—" Ahllan—currently missng—and Cerice, who worksfor Fate. It'sgot to be you.”

| wanted to argue, to say that it wasn't my problem, that someone else would take care of it, maybe even
Cerice, who was dready working on it. But Tisphone wasright. Even though | still trusted Cericeon a
persond level, she wasworking for Fate, whom | did not trust &t all. | like Discord, but it would be the
ultimate act of madnessto put her in charge of al of creation, even for one second. After my recent
encounter with Athena, | didn’t think much of giving her that kind of power either.

Who ese wasthere? Who would | trust?1 couldn’t think of asingle name. The gods, my family, have
too many quirks and vices and not nearly enough leet skillz among them. But me? Fix everything? The
ideawas patently insane.

“| seeaproblem,” | said after amoment.

“What' sthat?’ asked Tisiphone.

“I don't trust me either. Not with that kind of power. | don't trust anybody with that kind of power.”
“Somebody hasto doit,” said Tisiphone. “Wetook avote, and you won.”

“Smplemgority?’ | asked.

Tigphone grinned. “No. Unanimous.”

“Megaeravoted to trust me with the very soul of Necessity and everything that entails?’

“Shedid. She said that at least she knew whereto find you and that you weren’t immortal yet.”

“Oh.” Now that | could believe.

Of coursg, if | got my hands on the source code for everything, | could fix it S0 Megaerawould never
bother me again. | could fix alot of things. | could make the multiverseinto my playground. Then | shook
my head. That wasaVery Bad Idea. | was already being corrupted by the thought of al that power,
and | hadn't even agreed to try it.

“I’m ahacker and a cracker, and you' re offering me the keysto the kingdom,” | said. “Thisisredly a
bad idea”

“Actudly,” said Tigphone, “your hacking past isabig part of why Alecto agreed to theidea. She said
you' re doppy and you consistently overreach, but that you aways manage to kludge things together.”
“She thought that was a good thing?’ demanded Melchior.

“Sodidl,” sad Tisiphone, turning to face him. “We don’t want someone who' s going to rewrite the
master code. We just want someone to get the goddess onto her feet long enough that she can make the
decisions on how best to proceed from there. Nothing Ravirn doesis seamless; he' stoo much of an
improviser. Once Necessity has herself back under control, we should be able to find and adjust anything
hedidfairly essly.”

| opened my mouth to tell her that wasn't entirely true. I’'m an absolute wizard at leaving invisible back
doorsfor example. Then | redlized that now might not be the best timeto brag that up, so | closed it
again. Besides, assuming | took thejob, I might want that back door someday.

“Could you toss me my robe, Tisiphone? | need to pace, too.”

“Why bother with the robe?’ she asked.

“She'sgot apoint,” said Mechior. “ Ain't nobody here who hasn't seen you naked or who'slikely to be
offended. Amused on the other hand . . .

“I care,” | said. “It’ s harder to think naked.”

“Waeird,” said Tisiphone, bringing me my robe and handing it over. “Here you go, but that’ sjust weird.”
“Said the naked embodiment of vengeance.” | winked at her and pulled on the robe.

“What'syour point?’ she asked me.

“Nothing at dl, just sayin’.” | paced for alittle while. “Megaeraredly agreed with you on this one?’

She nodded. “Of course shedid. It'snot like you could get in without one of us—mein this case—to
disable the physical security and open the door after you get around the soul lock. She knows ther€' Il be
someone there to keep an eye on you. But even if that weren't the case, she didn’'t have alot of choice.
Put smply, you' re the best candidate.”

Maybe | redly was. | got up and began to pace, well, limp in circles actudly, but the intent was the same.
| till couldn’t think of anyone dsel’d |et have the kind of accessthisjob needed. They were dl evenless
trustworthy than I—from my point of view, at leas—which was frankly terrifying snce | was aready



gtarting to think about the myriad of little things | could do to make my life easier. | could erase mysdlf
from Hades memory, make Athenalove melike a son, even write myself back into the family of Fate.
Or write Fate out of the picture completely, avoice whispered in the back of my head as a shadow
that only | could see engulfed me, a shadow with wings. | shuddered and opened my mouth to refuse.
Would Eris be any better? Athena? Cerice and Fate? | forced the shadow to retreat, but | couldn’t
force back its arguments.

“All right,” | saidfinaly. “I'll doit.” Thefaintest flicker of darkness edged my vison, bringing with it an
ingtant of inhuman satisfaction. “I’m going to regret this’—I aready did—"but I'll do it.” Somebody had
to.

“If it sany consolation,” said Tisphone, “you’ |l probably regret it lessimmediately than you would have
regretted saying no.”

“Why’'sthat?’ | asked.

“Megaeraagain. She said that if you didn’t agreeto try to save Necessity, al bets were off and shewas
going to kill you even if it did pissme off for the next five hundred years.”

“Oh.” | caught Tisiphone s handsin my own and looked into her eyes—I wanted her to understand that |
was being serious and sincere and not the least bit snarky. “I don’t mean to criticize, but isthere areason
you didn’t mention that part up front?’

“I didn’t want you to say no,” shesaid amply.

“Ohmy,” said Mechior, whigtling. “ She’ sredlly got your number, doesn’'t she?”’

“What' sthat supposed to mean, Md?’ | let go of Tisiphone and turned to glare at my familiar.

“Nothing a al, contrary boy.” He grinned. “Don'’t let it worry you.”

| sghed. He might actualy have apoint there—in amidst the gloating.

“Where do we start?’ | asked.

“lsn’'t that your job?’ asked Melchior.

“I'mjust thinking out loud,” 1 replied. “WE€ |l haveto seeif we can find away to communicate with
Shara”

“How?’ asked Tigphone. “My sistersand | have tried everything we can think of to get through to
Necessity. Nothing works.”

“That' swhy you called mein. I’'m the expert hacker, right?’

“Yes,” sheagreed.

“So, have you actualy tried to reach Shara? As opposed to Necessity ?’

“Wal, no, not exactly,” said Tisphone, “but we vetried to get through to Necessity hundreds of times,
and they’ re in the same place, both cut off behind those damned soul locks.”

“Thisistrue” | said. “It'sdsoirrdlevant, snceyou can't redly know where the communication
breakdown is happening. It could be the locks, or it could be something specific to Necessity, something
that’ s stolen her voice. Something that might not affect Shara”

“Why didn’t we think of that?’ Tisiphone looked dumb-struck and abruptly sat down on the bed. “I
mean, part of why we decided you could hel p was because of your connectionsto Shara. It should have
been obvious”

“Maybeit's because you' re mostly in the killing-people business and only do tech support asasiddine,”
suggested Melchior. “Now, | don’t know alot about the ripping-folks-to
-shreds-and-grinding-up-the-bits industry asawhole, but it would seem to me afairly sraightforward
kind of process.”

“Y ou might be surprised,” said Tisiphone. “Hunting targets like Erisis not as easy asit [00ks.”

| thought back to witnessing the Furies battle with the Goddess of Discord and shuddered at the idea that
Tigphonethought of that as looking easy. From hisexpression, it gave Mechior abit of a pause aswell.
“Point taken,” he said. “| imagine chasing Ravirn down posed some specid challenges, too.”

“It wasfun.” Tisgphone smiled broadly. “He svery unpredictable, and that makes the game last longer.
He aso does things that seem terribly stupid at the time but that neverthelesswork out quite well. None
of usare entirely sure whether that’ sthe result of a sort of weird genius or somekind of divinefool’s
luck.”



“Can | votefor the divine-fool option?’ asked Melchior.

“No,” said Tisgphone. “Furiesonly.” Then shewinked at him. “Either way, he makesfor agood chase.
Twigy.”

“Thanks. . .| think,” | said. “Can we get back to the topic at hand? Namely, figuring out some way to
contact Shara. Melchior and Cericeand | tried Vtp, and we tried VVoice Over Mweb Protocol and
MIMsand dl the other traditiona high-tech solutionswithout any success. Absolutely nothing got
through. What have you doneto try to reach Necessity?’

“All the stuff you mentioned, of course. We aso tried chaos modulation and physically traveling to her
domain. That might have alowed usto bypass the mweb and the soul lock, but we smply couldn’t reach
her.”

| held up ahand. “Before you go on, could you explain the hows of those two? A lot of the stuff you
Furies do seemsto violate the rules of existence as | was taught them growing up in the Houses of Fate.
Take the way you rescued Md and me from Fate security yesterday. . . . It was yesterday, wasn't it?’
Things were starting to get alittle blurry around the edges.

“Depends on how you' re counting, Boss,” said Melchior. “Y ou’ ve only dept once since then, but it's
been something like forty-five hours subjective. Y ou were on your feet for nearly that long between
deeps”

| blinked. “Redlly?1 know I’ ve been having insomnia, but forty hours awake?’ It didn’t fed anything like
that long. “Maybe | should go sit down again before it catches up tome.” | limped back to the bed.
Mélchior shrugged. “Maybe not for you, but | surefelt it.”

“I wonder what’sgoing on there,” | said. Then | shook my head. “ Questions for another time when we
have less on our agenda, | guess. I'm sorry, Tisiphone, | asked you a question and then didn’t let you
answer it.”

“Don't worry,” shesaid. “It' sactualy kind of fun watching the gearsin your head turn.” Shelooked at
Mélchior. “Ishisbrain actualy powered by hismouth? Or doesit just look that way from where’'m
gtting?’

“It samystery,” said Mechior, “but | do occasionally wonder whether he wouldn’t Smply ceaseto exist
if you disconnected his mouth.”

“I babble, thereforel am?” Tidphone grinned.

“Something likethat,” agreed Mechior.

“Chaos modulation?’ | asked, pretending | couldn’t hear them. “ Spooky ripping the stuff of redlity
transport? Explanations for same?’

“Let’ sgtart with thefiret,” said Tisphone. “It’ sall about the wings.”

“l don't getit,” | sad.

“If you keep your mouth shut, you' |l learn faster,” said Melchior.

“He sgot apoint,” said Tisphone. “Watch.”

She stood up and stepped away from the bed, opening her wings to about elght feet—asmall fraction of
her tota span. Aningant later the fire of her wings brightened, though for thefirst time since I’ d met her,
her hair didn’t follow suit. Then the flames began to dance and jump, changing their intensity from point to
point in away that reminded me of an eaborate fracta pattern.

“Beautiful,” whispered M chior, and it was.

“But how doesit affect chaos?’ | asked. “ Sure, it's magical fire, but it’ still just fire, isn't it? And what
about Megaeraand Alecto?’ Whaose wings were storm and seaweed respectively.

“It'snot flameat al,” said Tisgphone. “No more than Megaera swings are actualy the weeds that
swdlow ships” Asshesadthis, the stuff of her wings shifted and changed, though they retained their
shape. The patterns remained aswell, writ now in the whirling tumble of chaos. “I don't redlly have
wings, just raw chaos grafted onto my flesh and tamed by will and the power of Necessity.”

“Huh.” | never would have guessed, though | probably should have. “Y ou send messages by cresting
patterns like you' re doing now?’

“Yes,” sad Tigphone. “Fractds and other formsthat range the edge of randomness.” Her face fdl. “But
Necessity isn't answering.



“All right,” | said. “I need to mull that over for abit. How does the’—I made a clawing motion—"magic
transport system work?’

“Very well, thanks” Tidphone grinned and looked vague as shelet her wings resume their flame form.
Then she shrugged. “ Serioudy, | don’t know al the underlying details. Our claws are aso artifacts of
chaos. With them we can temporarily punch ahole from here into there and pass through. Once we' ve
|eft the world we re in, we use our wingsto fly through chaosto the next one.”

“That raises more questionsthan it answers,” | said, getting up to pace again. “Y ou know that, right?’
“Likewhat?’ she asked, furling her wings so that | wouldn't run into them as | limped around.
“You'rekidding, aren’'t you?" asked Melchior.

“Maybealittle,” said Tisphone. “I know what we do isunusud, but it’show we ve ways doneit and it
seems normd to me. What are the questions?’

Mélchior put hisfacein hishands.

“One” | held up afinger, “when you rip ahole through to the Primal Chaos, why doesn't it pour through
and destroy everything in the immediate area? When | make holesin the walls of redity, bad things
happen, like | get eaten by chaos and only come back weeks later at the cost of glowing eyes and who
knows wheat al fresh new personality quirks. And remember what it did to Hades, both the place and the
god. You said it looked like Hades was hit by a combination tidal wave and giant tornado followed by a
force-ten earthquake. ”

“Wait. You heard that?’ asked Tisiphone. “I thought you were still adrift in chaosthen.”

“It was overhearing that conversation between you and Cerice that reminded me | existed and gave me
back my name and my sense of sdf. Inavery red way, it wasthe two of you talking that brought me
back.”

“I didn’t know that.” Tisiphone smiled then, dmost shyly. “It's sweet.”

“Could we not go therejust yet,” said Melchior. “| foresee more distracting male-femae biologica
interactions down that road. As entertaining as the thumping and howling waslast time, it’ sgoing to
serioudy reduce the overdl quality of the conversation. How about | throw out question number two?’
He paused, and we both glared at him. “No objections? Great. Once you’ ve passed through into chaos,
how do you know where you are and where you' re going?’

“What do you mean?’ asked Tisiphone. “There’ snothing to it, well except that we can’t get to Necessity
right now, probably because of the soul lock. We just know wherewe are.”

“That doesn't gtrike you asthe least bit odd?’ asked Melchior, choking.

“No. Should it?’

| stopped in my pacing and just stared at her.

“Damnright it should,” said Mdchior. “ At least according to Persephone. And this‘knowing' thing still
works?’

“Of course,” said Tisiphone, “but | don't get it. What' s Persephone got to do with this? Beyond writing
the virusthat infected Necessity, that is?’

| looked at Méechior, but he shook hishead. “Y ou werethere” hesaid. “Youtel it.”

“When | rescued Persephone, she explained her thinking in creating the virus. Part of that wastelling me
about Necessity and the reason she made hersdlf into acomputer. It was because the infinitely expanding
nature of the multiverse was too complex for any biologica intelligence—even adivine one—to keep
track of. The mweb and al its huge computing capacity existsto keep track of where everything and
everyoneisand should be, and you' re asking why always knowing where you are freaks us out? Don't
you understand whét it means?’

“Oh,” shesaidinavery smdl voice. “I’ve been doing thisfor something like four thousand years, snce
long before Mother transformed herself into acomputer. It just never occurred to meto. .. Ohmy.”
“*Ohmy isright,” | said. 1 think wejust found our point of entry. The only way you can just ‘ know’
whereyou areisif a someleve, you're ill in contact with the part of Necessity that keepstrack of
where everything is. If we can tap that line and get Sharato tell uswhere sheis, we'rein and—" A new
ideahit me, and | sat down.

There was no chair, so | landed on the floor. My wounded thigh screamed, but | ignored it. Thiswastoo



big.

“What isit?’ asked Méelchior.

“Yeah,” said Tisphone.

“You flew here” | said, “through chaos.”

“Sure” sad Tisphone. “And?’

“And you knew where here was despite the fact that Garbage Faerieis cut off from the mweb. Don't
you see what that means?’

“No, I— Oh. It meansthat at some level Necessity retains the data on where thisworld isrelative to dl
the others. It' sdl ill there.”

“It'sdl ill there,” | agreed. “We can fix Necessity. It'sjust amatter of how.”



CHAPTER TWELVE
“A littledirty,” | said, leaning in and blowing acloud of dust off the pegboard of the tool rack.
“Otherwise, not too bad. I'm glad the cousins did most of their damage up above.”
Ahllan’s basement workshop was one of the |east-trashed areas of the house, though the open light shafts
had dlowed a certain amount of weether to find itsway down from the outside.
It was abig, rectangular space with worktables running the length of the sde walls. On the right, shelves
of jarsheld dl manner of dchemicd ingredients above adate table cluttered with chalk, various dembics,
string, and al the trappings of the traditiona sorcerer’ s art. The workspace on the left was set up asan
electronicsrepair and assembly station, with computer enclosures, soldering irons, racks of chips, and
other parts scattered amidst test equipment.
Theair wasjust atouch damp and flavored by the concrete smell of old basement and an undertone of
fried transstors. A partialy effaced hexagram decorated the end wall opposite the steps, and a heavy
door underneath them stood firmly closed. It was painted gray and blended with the wall.
“Where does that lead?’ | asked Melchior, pointing &t it.
I’d only been down there twice before, and both times I’ d been too preoccupied to notice the door.
“Ahllan’ swardroom and sanctuary,” said Me chior, opening the door and stepping through. “And
beyond that, the clean room.”
| followed him, and Tisiphone followed me. The space beyond was shaped like the insde of a drum and
desthly quiet, insulated from the rest of the world by powerful built-in wards, both traditional and more
high-tech. A permanent hexagram twelve feet acrosstook up most of thefloor. | knelt to examineit. The
borders were two-inch-wide channdsfilled with.. . .
“Melchior, isthisactudly acontinuous circuit?’ | asked, tapping the layer of glassthat had been laid
down over lines of circuit—green silicon boards laced with gold conductors.
“Yes. Ahllan built it hersdf. It' s achaos-powered multiprocessor computer dedicated entirely to
warding. It'sall connected up on the underside, with core chips soldered benesth each of the outer
angles. When it’ s active, nothing passesin or out without the consent of the master controller. It' s as near
perfect amagica insulator as |’ ve ever seen.”
| whistled. “Nice, but what about mweb access?’
“Sincethisworld is off the net now, it'smoot, but there are network jacks at the inner angles, and the
whole hexagram can be tuned to act as a high-density buffered data antenna.”
“Activation?’ | asked.
He pointed at anarrow oak cabinet built into a niche on the far wall beside another door. “ That’sgot a
full set of candlesand standsif you' re fedling traditional. Otherwise. . .” Hewhistled ashort burst of
binary, and red lasersflickered to life at the outside corners, beaming bright spots onto the ceiling and
connecting the hexagram on the floor to a second one et into the stone ceiling above.
“What asetup.” | shook my head. “1 wish Ahllan were hereto explainit dl to me. We never got ared
chance to talk shop after | found out she had once been aFate server. | think | could have learned alot
fromher.”
“I wish shewere here, too,” said Melchior. “1 missher.”
“I would have liked to have met her,” said Tisiphone. “When my sstersand | raided this place, she hid in
here with Cerice and Shara until we |eft. Megaerawanted to question them, but Alecto and | convinced
her it wasn't worth the effort of breaking such powerful wards, not when your magical scent led straight
into ahex gate set for Castle Discord. ”
Meél chior looked up at Tisiphone, his expression troubled. It was easy to see he didn’t much like to be
reminded of Tigphone scoming hereasaninvader. | didn't either, but | did like Tisphone, quitealot. It
was asrange feding.
“How could you tell where the gate went?’ asked Melchior. “It'saone-way, with al sorts of variables
that Ahllan had to juggle on thefly.”
Tidgphone shrugged. “It smdled of Discord.”
“Fair enough,” said Me chior, though the answer obvioudy didn’t satisfy him. “I supposethat’ sal ancient



history at this point. At the moment, we need to invent away to use your link with Mother Necessity asa
communication channel to Shara, so she can tell ushow to get from hereto there. Y ou have any ideas
about where to start on that, Boss?’

“No, but I'mwilling to play hardware hacker and fakeit.” | turned back toward the door. “Let medig
through the equipment bins and see what | can come up with.”

“All right,” said Mechior, aswe passed out into the main part of the basement again. “I’ll get to work on
cleaning this place up while you do that. If we re going to be here for any length of time, we' Il want the
whole shop up to Ahllan’s old standards. Especialy the clean room and the workbenches.”

“What about you?’ | asked Tisphone.

“I don't know,” she said. “Y ou' re the hacker. Necessity does most of her own deep IT work evenif she
uses us as her hands when she needs them. | don't think I’1l be much help on the hacking front, and |
don’t clean. Perhaps I’ ll go have alook around after.”

“After what?’ | asked.

“Pouncing you.” Then shelegped, catching me around the shoulders and pulling me over.

| think | shrieked. | know | jJumped. But it was actually as gentle as atackle could possibly be. She
turned intheair so that | landed on her instead of hitting the stone floor, and she cushioned both of us
with her wings. | ended up lying atop her and staring into apair of mischievous blue eyeswhile my heart
hammered out atoccataand fuguein panic minor. | was till trying to figure out what had happened when
she caught my face in her hands and pulled me down for avery thorough kissing.

“That waslovdy,” | said, when shefindly let me up for air, “but alittle more warning might have been
nice. You sartled me.”

“That wasthe point. And sorry, no can do on the warnings front.” She grinned. “Y our hour was up, and |
told you back then that amorous hodtilities could reignite without any prior warning. You'll just haveto
get used to the occasiona pounce.”

“Will 17" 1 put my hands on her ribs. “We Il just see about that, won't we? That, and whether Furies are
ticklish.”

“Hey, no far—" began Tisphone.

| didn’t let her finish, and asit turns out, Furies are ticklish. Giggling ensued. It didn’t last long, because
Tidphoneflipped me over and pinned my arms.

“Now what are you going to do?’ she asked, sitting on my chest.

“Surrender?’ | asked.

“Nope, sorry. Not an option.”

Sinceit hadn’'t worked last time, | wasn't terribly surprised. | was till trying to think of agood answer
when Méelchior cleared histhroat.

“Should I go and find some earplugs while you two bang about for abit?’ he asked grumpily. “Or isthis
more of abrief-interlude-with-groping kind of thing?’

| sghed and looked up a Tisphone. “ Truce?’

“We d probably better.” She released me and popped hersalf to her feet with abeat of her wings before
offering me a hand. “With Nemesis running around loosg, it’simportant we work fagt. Isthere anything
gpecia | should be on the lookout for while I’ m out and about?’

“Faerierings,” | said, “if you' refedling the need to be useful. The fewer possible routes of approach
availableto Nemesis, the better.”

“Good enough.” She crouched, then launched hersdlf up into one of the air shafts, quickly climbing from
view.

| looked at Melchior. Helooked from me to the heavens—or possibly the air shaft—and shook his head.
Without saying another word, he started in on the cleaning and organizing. | went to dig around in
Ahllan’ssupplies.

Severa grimy and sweaty hours of sifting, sorting, and soldering later, and | had kludged together anew
piece of magica test equipment built on aPDA frame and designed to check out mweblike wireless
communications across every band | could think of. Whether it would work or not, | had no idea, sincel
didn’t redly understand what Tisphone was doing, but | was fresh out of enthusiasm and idess.



“Would thisbe agood timefor refreshments?’ said avoice from the top of the sairs at that exact
moment.

It was Haemun, wearing atruly gods-awful Hawaiian shirt and carrying atray with lemonade and some
fresh fruit. He started down.

“Sorry | can't offer you the sort of variety | might were we a Raven House, but | had to go with what |
could pick off the nearby trees and what little was|eft in the way of durable goodsin Ahllan’s pantry.”
“No need to apologize,” | said, taking aglass. “ Thisis pretty miraculous considering conditions. Thank
you.”

“Thank you, Haemun,” said Tisiphone, dropping suddenly from an air shaft.

“You're...welcome, Madam.”

Haemun swalowed visbly as Tisiphone landed and lifted adrink from the tray but kept his smile and
generdly did better at looking unruffled than | had thefirst time I’d been surprised by a Fury. Apparently
he was bouncing back from the magica brainwashing he' d undergone when Nemesistook over Raven
House. That was good both for him and for me. | needed to ask him about the whole thing sometime
soon, but | hadn’t wanted to push.

“How'dit go?’ Tigphonetook asp of her lemonade and smiled at Haemun. “Thisislovely.” He
mumbled something that sounded vaguely like “ Thanks,” and headed back upstairs as she turned her
atention my way. “Did you figure anything out?”’

“Maybe.” With onefingertip | tapped the device I’ d put together. “ It depends on how you get your
positiond information. If it actslikeit would if I'd set it up, thisthing should be able to detect something.”
“There' s adescription that inspires confidence,” said Tisphone.

“What do you expect?’ | shrugged. “I’m ahacker, not acommunications specidist. We'll find out just
how big adigtinction that isin afew minutes. How' d you do?’

“I found ahalf dozen proto rings at nearby ley nodes, including one that was dmost ripe at the place
where Stonehenge sitsin most of the primary lines of redlity. The only full one | spotted waswhere
Reykjavik would be. | destroyed them dl, of course, but | didn't makeit asfar as North America There
may be morethere.”

“Then we should probably get this moving aong, shouldn’t we?’ | finished my lemonade and set the glass
asde. “Do you know where you are right now?’

Tigphone raised an eyebrow at me and moved her glassin alittle circle to indicate she was right there
withme,

“Yes, very funny,” | said. “But you know what | meant. Do you know where you arerelative to
everywheredse?’

“Not in the sense that you mean.” She emptied her glass. “It redly only activateswhen I’ m trying to move
between DecLoci.”

“I was afraid of that.” | handed her the detector I’ d put together. “Here. The power button’s on the side
there. If you would be so kind asto take that and go somewhere viachaos, we' || see whether it tellsus
anything.”

“How far do you want meto go?’ asked Tisiphone.

“Just far enough to activate your sense of location.”

“All right.” She reached out and clawed aholein the air, vanishing into the place between worlds.

A moment later, atearing sound from the top of the stairs announced her reentry into the Declocus. She
walked down and handed the device to me.

“Wdl?

| glanced at the readings. “Wow, look at al the garbage.” Where | had expected to see either no magica
band readings or, if | got lucky first time out, a dender spike on one frequency, | had noise everywhere.
“Mé, what do you make of this?’

He climbed up onto the workbench so he could ook over my shoulder. “ Gotta be interference from the
Prima Chaos. It is the source of dl magic, so maybeit registersa signa across the whole spectrum. Too
bad it' snot aconsstent sgna. That we could adjust for. But thisisdl over the place both in frequency
and amplitude. W€l need alonger-duration sample to have any hope of sorting it out.”



“That assumes whatever we relooking for will even register somewherein thisrange.” | sighed.
“Tisgphone, you willing to take alonger trip? Something that lasts fifteen or twenty minutes?’

“Sure.” Shetook the detector and went.

While she was gone, Md and | speculated on what we were looking for but didn’t reach any redl
conclusions. The mweb was a high-speed, high-fiddlity, long-range medium, comparableto avery
powerful two-way FM-radio-type signd. The Furies' back channel to Necessity could have looked like
anything from some kind of fast pulse signa up at the top of the spectrum down to the sort of extremely
low-frequency |ong-pulse communication that was used to send messages to submarines running deep.
Wejust didn’t know enough about the amount and rate of information transmission to do more than
make wild-ass guesses. Asit turned out, whatever it was, it didn’t register on my detector, nor on any of
the others we tried over the next three days.

“So now what?’ Tisphone asked, after | tossed asidethe latest version.

“Old-styledivination, | guess” | hate traditionad magic— it'smessy, it' sunreliable, and it' s dangerous.
“Unless anyone s got a better suggestion.”

Slence

“All right then.” | fetched asmdll slver basin from the sorcery side of the workshop. “Haemun!”

“Yes, sr?’ He stuck his head through the hatchway at the top of the Sairs.

“Could you fetch us apitcher of water?’

“Right away.” He vanished.

A few minutes later the three of us—we d invited Haemun, but he opted out—were standing in the
center of Ahllan’s sanctuary with the water-filled basin on anarrow pedestal between us.

“What do you think?" asked Mél. “Candles and cdlling the quarters, or binary and lasers?’

“Let’ sstart with the easy way,” | answered.

“Good enough.”

Hewhigtled astring of binary, and the red lasers flicked on. Another whistle brought up matched blue
lasers. Findly, he turned on the greens to make a full-spectrum beam. The hexagrams above and below
cametolife

| reached for the basin but stopped abruptly when Tisiphone lurched and caught hold of the pedestal with
both hands. Her knuckles were pale and her fully extended claws— daggers of organic diamond five
inches long—sank deep into the polished oak of the pedestal top. The skin of her face paled and took on
agreenish tinge, and she looked as though she might throw up at any moment.

“Makeit stop,” she whispered.

“Md!” | sad.

“Onit.” He quickly whistled the lights out and the wards down. “ Better?’

| looked at Tisiphone and nodded. Already the green had faded, and her normal color had started
coming back.

“What happened?’ | wanted to take her in my arms, but her clavswere till out and | didn't dare. “Are
you going to bedl right?’

She nodded, then smiled weakly. “1 waswrong.”

“You were? | asked. “ About what?’

“About not knowing where | am except when | try to travel through chaos.” Sherolled her shoulders and
retracted her claws, though she didn’t release her grip on the stand.

“I don'tthink I get it.” | reached out and put ahand on top of one of hers.

“Apparently | always know where| am. Wédll, except when areally powerful ward cuts me off from
whatever it isthat lets me know what | know.”

“Ahllan’swardsblock it?’ | asked.

She nodded. “1t fedsawful, like the worst inner-ear turbulence you could imagine.”

From thereit didn’t take ustoo long to figure out what was being blocked and move on to the question
of how to useit to send messagesin viathe back door. The locator system worked abit like across
between dol phin-style echo-location and the submarine ELF system. Tisphone and— presumably—her
gsters sent out a continuous series of pulsesthat located them for the system and illuminated the DecL oci



around them. In turn the system sent them five-dimensiona polar coordinates via ELF | etting them know
where they were relative to three-dimensional space plustime and distance up or down the world
gpectrum from Olympus,

What we eventuadly came up with as atransmission system was a bit of aduct-tape-and-baling-wire job,
but hey, that’ s my speciaty. Tisphone' s job wasto stand still and not get too sick while Mél chior flicked
aset of wards on and off to create abinary sgnal that the locator controller couldn’t possibly not notice.
Of course, we didn’t know whether the locator system was still hooked up to any other part of
Necessity, or whether either Necessity or Sharawas also hooked up to the ELF transmission system, or
whether either one of them wasin any state to answer if they were hooked up. The best we could do
wastry it and see what happened. So we did.

“Anything?’ | asked Tigphone after several minutes of sending our initidd message—aversion of
Melchior’ sbinary identifier.

She shook her head, then immediately looked as though sheregretted it. | offered her asmall
plastic-lined bag at that point, and, with asurprisng amount of dignity, she threw up.

“Do you want to take a break?’ | asked.

“No,” shewhispered. “Keep going. | think I’m starting to get used to it.”

Shewaslying. | could tell. Shewasn't very good at lying. | didn’t argue with her. She was four thousand
years old and knew her own mind. | didn’t mention it again for the better part of ahdf hour in which she
had to use two more bags and kept growing more pale and wan. | was just about to try to talk her into a
break when she suddenly held up ahand.

“I"'m getting something odd, stop messing around with the wards,” she said, cocking her head to one
sde. “Ohmy.” She bent over the bag again, making awful noises though nothing came up. “ Sorry,” she
sad after awhile, “but that’ s even worse than the flickering of the wards. The systemistdlingmel’m
here and then there.” She pointed to her left. “Here. There. Here. Here. There.”

“Point down or |eft asthe coordinates comein,” said Melchior.

“I haveto 9t down,” said Tisphone, dropping to the floor, but she kept pointing for severa minutes as
the information continued to flow.

“It'sSharal” said Mée chior, when shefindly stopped. “ She heard us.”

| nodded. The binary flow had used “here’” as 0 and “there” as 1 and had gone dow enough for anyone
with an understanding of the system and aworking knowledge of machine language to decodeit. If we
were going to have any serious communication, we were going to need amuch faster transmission system
or adenser code, and | said as much.

“We can use more directions, if Tisphone cantakeit,” said Melchior.

“I cantakeit.” She sounded utterly spent, but her voice wasflat, with not the dightest hint of give. “If it
might lead to away to fix Necessity, | can take anything | haveto. | will takeit.”

“Let’ sstart with base six,” said Melchior. “We can use up, down, front, back, left, and right. Octal
would be better, but if this round’ s representative of genera wear and tear on our spesker system”—he
nodded at Tisphone—"six isgoing to be more than hard enough. Maybe later, if she getsusad to it, we
can move up to something faster.”

Looking at the wreck even this short conversation had made of Tisiphone—I had to admit | had doubts.
Not that we had any other options.

“Areyou ready for some more ward-field fluctuations?’ | asked, though | felt like acad for doing so.
“We need to let Shara know we got her message.”

She closed her eyes, and | could see the blue veinsin that thin skin all too clearly, but she nodded
ayway.

“Doit.”

Over the course of the next severa days, we established asolid system for communication. It was dow
and ungainly and played merry hell with Tisiphone s digestive system and genera well-being. But it
worked, Tis phone was damned tough, and dowly, very dowly, she did seem to be adapting.

What ultimately developed was avery dow conversation with anywhere from minutes to hours between
the segments. With M chior sending the messages the three of us collectively agreed on, it went



something likethis

“1I’m so glad to hear fromyou,” sent Shara

“Us, too,” sent Melchior. “ Need to go to plain hex for speed—front, back, up, down, left, right.
Can do?”

“Yes. Will compress syntax, too.”

“Good,” sent Mdchior. “ Need to fix Necessity. Will come there soon. Can you speak with her?”
“Yes/No,” Sharaboth agreed and denied. “ Complex. Can’'t explain. Like stroke, only worse.”

That one stressed Tisiphone out so badly she was ready to bite chunks out of the walls.

“Tryto explain.” Tisphoneinssted Md send that one.

“Very complex,” sent Shara. “ Very long. Too much of both. Goddess still controls underneath?
But can’'t speak. Maybe. Need you here.”

“Can't get there,” sent Mechior, as Tigphone snarled it out. “ Furies blocked. Send work-around?”
“Not possible yet. Running security and parts of other systems, but not master/nexus/locus of
decisions. Locked out.”

| threw up my hands. “Whatever that means. Tisiphone?”

“I'm not sure,” shewhispered. “ A big part of what Necessity does—what Necessity is—hasto do with
controlling how decision loci are formed and whether they continue to exist after theinitid split. That's
really the core of the whole system, and if Sharadoesn’t have accessto it, she may not know where she
Is”

A thought that probably should have occurred to me earlier hit methen. “Whereis Necessity usualy?|
know you've said you can't reach her, but | guess| dwaysjust assumed it was afirewd| kind of
problem. Now I’ m getting the feding that | don’t actualy understand theissuesat al.”

“Necessity isn't in any one place,” said Tisiphone. “I guess| thought everyone knew that. Sheresides at
the point of maximum uncertainty—the exact point of the next DecL ocus split.”

“How does she know where that is?’ asked Melchior.

“Shedoesn't.” Tisphonelooked baffled. “It'sapart of what sheis. Sheexigsinthe gap, and it existsin
her. Wherever sheis, thegapisaso.”

“How do you usuadly find her there?’ he asked.

“Wedon't,” said Tigphone. “Normdly, when she needs us or we need her, she smply iswherewe are.
The multiverse where we are becomes the multiverse where sheis. But that’ s not happening now, and we
don’t know why.”

“And..."” Méchior closed hiseyes and rubbed hisforehead. “Hang on. I'm going to hate the answer to
this, but | haveto ask. You've beento Castle Discord . . .”

“Many times.” Tidphone nodded.

“Areyou teling usthat for Necessity the whole multiverse works like Castle Discord doesfor Eris? That
she doesn’t move through space so much asit changes its shape to suit her needs?’

Tisphone rocked her head from sdeto sde. “ That’ s not how it worksin the guts of the thing, but the
effect’ s pretty much the same. And—oh!” She clutched at her somach. " Shara stransmitting again.”
"Sill there?”

“Yes,” sent Mechior. “ Working on under standing the problem. More later?”

“Later. Give my love to Cerice.”

That wasthe better part of two days work, ashort, confusing exchange with aticking guilt bomb
attached to the back end. A guilt bomb that detonated the next morning when Melchior walked into the
bedroom and binged a me.

| was Sitting up with Tigphone' s head in my Iap, stroking her hair. Neither one of us had dept very well.
Me because deep didn’t seem to be my friend anymore, and Tisiphone because stress and her abused
stomach kept waking her up.

“What isit?’ | asked Mechior.

“Request for Vip link—Cerice via Asdkatrl. It's marked urgent. Do you want to teke it?’

“I suppose I’ d better, but not here with Tisiphone. Let Cerice know I'll betherein asecond.” | squeezed
Tisphone' s shoulder and eased out from under her, putting on arobe as| went out the door. “1 wonder




how Cerice knew wherewewere. | don't likethat at al, not when she' sback in Clotho' sfold, and
especialy not after the way she reworked the mweb-server firewalls.”

We hurried down the hal and through the ruined pressure hatch that led to the basement. The big steel
door and its frame had once belonged to an ana ogue of the USS Arizona , or at least that’ swhat the
ggnsad.

“Shejust pinged me again, Boss.” Mée chior sounded more than alittleirritated by that. “1 think she's
feding abit impeatient.”

“Wadl, it won't kill her to wait an extrathirty seconds, and I'm doing her afavor. I'm betting sheredlly
didn’t want meto take her call naked and in bed with Tisiphone.”

“That’sgot my vote for understatement of the day,” sasid M chior.

“Don’'t bet onit. Theday isyoung, and I’ ve got plenty of time.”

“Not to mention abruta record in that department,” said Melchior.

Then he hopped up onto the workbench and opened up his eyes and mouth. Light poured forth, and the
image of Cerice appeared at its heart. She was wearing her irritated expression, the serious one. That
made seeing her easier somehow.

“Héllo, Cerice.” | tried to keep my voice as neutral as possible.

“What the hell do you think you' re doing, Ravirn?’ Sheleaned forward, her facefilling the display. She
looked both angry and frightened.

“ Answering the computer, or isn't that obvious? Oh, and nice to see you, t00.”

Cericeralled her eyes. “Don’'t be an ass. I’ m under pretty close surveillance and getting awindow where
| can talk without being monitored isn’t easy. | don’t have much time, and you aready burned an
unreasonable chunk of it making me wait while you crawled out of bed. I'm not sure why you
bothered—it’ snot like | don’t know what you look like first thing in the morning.”

“Cerice, asmuch as1’'dloveto listen to you snarl a mefor another twenty minutes, I’ ve been informed
by arediable source that you don’t have much time.” My temper wasfraying rapidly. “If that’s really the
case, you might want to get to the point.”

“Y ou are the most maddening man I’ ve ever known.” She bit her lip and looked down for amoment.
“I’'m trying to save your butt, and you' re making smart remarks.” When she met my eyes again, her voice
was very firm. “What are you doing to Necessity?’

“Who says|’m doing anything to Necessity?’ She opened her mouth, but | was getting angrier by the
second and | kept right on going. “Eveniif | were, what businesswould it be of yours?’

“I notice you didn't actudly deny it,” said Cerice. “Thanksfor not lying to me at least. Astowho | anto
ask, I’'min charge of Fate's Necessity project. It’smy job to find out exactly what is going on with
Necessity, which means| need to know what it isyou think you' re doing and to shut it down if | haveto.
I’d like to do it before Atropos or somebody el se with a grudge notices that you' re involved and does
something drastic, but that’ s my preference, not an absolute condition. I’'m only going to ask you one
moretime what are you up to?’

“Cerice, you've just told me why you' re asking. Y ou haven't said athing about why | should answer
you. | am no longer of the Houses of Fate. | am a power unto myself, and a chaos power at that—you
know, theloya opposition. Not only do | not recognize Fate' s authority to question me on anything
whatsoever, but | don't recognize Fate' s authority to be messing around with Necessity.” | could hear
my voice rising, but couldn’t seemto stop it. “In fact, considering al that | know of Fate and itsdesire for
tota control, | don't think Fate should be alowed within athousand miles of Necessity while she has
such an obvioudy diminished capacity to defend hersdlf.”

“You're accusng me of designs on Necessity? When I’ ve been trying to keep you off Fate' sradar?’
Cerice sface went tight and hard.

“I’m not accusing you of anything,” | said. “It’'syour boss I’m worried about. Y ou know, the one that
you left mefor.”

Her cheeks darkened, and | decided to push and seeif | could get any more information since | seemed
to be burning bridges anyway. | redly wanted to find out how she' d known we were in contact with
Necessity. | put on my best innocent smile.



“Cerice” | drawled, “ why are you caling me about thisagain?’

Shelooked momentarily astired and drawn as Tisiphone, and | felt bad for her. Briefly. Until she opened
her mouth again.

“Because,” shesaid, “1 wanted to give you a chance to account for yourself before | decided whether or
not to tell Clotho you' ve been messing around with Necessity. The spinnerette activity and the pulsesin
the data flows from Necessity to the mweb servers have your fingerprints al over them. But clearly
you're not interested in being civil to me. | wonder if you'll change your tune when | turnin my report,
and Fate sends the Furiesto do the asking.”

| felt anow-familiar hand dide around my back as Tisiphone joined me.

“Somehow,” she said, leaning into the picture, “1 don't think that’ svery likely to happen. Ravirnis
working with uson thisone. Isn't that right, dear?” Then sheleaned over and nibbled on my ear.

“Shel You! Oh, Ravirn, how could you? Asalka, cut us off. That'sit!”

Then shewas gone.

“| thought that went very well,” said Tisphone. “Don’'t you?’

| jerked away from her, stung. For some reason Tisiphone' s mistreatment of Cerice put my own
argument with her in amuch darker light. Why had | been so harsh? Wasit the Raven again? Fomenting
trouble? Or wasit just my own anger and hurt? And did it matter why if the result was the same?

“Did you haveto dothat?’ | asked Tisiphone and, by implication, mysdlf. “It was unnecessary, and it hurt
her.”

Tigphone shrugged. “ So? She made me mad, and thiswasn't the first time. I’'m aFury, Ravirn. | do not
forgive, and | do not forget.”

| felt asthough she' d poured a bucket of icy water over my head or dapped me.

“I do,” | said. “Forget, that is. In this case, your nature. | forgive, too. But you'll haveto ask menicely.”
Then | walked away. | needed to get out and away for a bit.



CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Tidphone was wise enough or angry enough not to call after me as| went up the stairs. | more than haf
expected her to show up as | pulled out my leathers—I needed to remember to have Melchior conjure
me up some fresh clothes—but she didn’t.

AsI put on my right boot, | couldn’t help wondering at how little stiffness remained from the gunshot
wound. Whatever Tisiphone had done, it really helped. I’ d have to ask her how she managed it. | should
have doneit before, but I’ d been distracted by the Shara problem and by taking care of her when she
was sick from the solution.

That was kind of sweet actually. Cerice had never redlly let me take care of her, and she’ d resented me
when | tried.

Cericel Just what | didn’t want to think about. | had ahard time believing we' d just had the conversation
we had. Perhaps | shouldn’t have been as hard on her as| had, but then she'd dl but threatened me with
exposure to Clotho, so maybe we were even. | growled as| pulled on my jacket. Did sheredly mean
that? Could sheredly have changed so much in just the short weeks she' d been back under the wing of
Fate? Or had | never really known her?| decided not to think about that or the possibility of her
reporting me to Clotho. Better to focus on the technical details of what she' d said about Necessity and
how we' d been detected. That wasinformation | could use.

It sounded like Shara s efforts with the EL F—or whatever the hell it redly was—had affected the data
flowsfor the mweb servers. That made a certain amount of sense. The soul locks built by the Sharavirus
allowed command data to flow from Necessity’ s systems out to the mweb but not back the other way. If
Shard s current efforts caused turbulence in that flow, Cerice was bound to notice. Asfor the
Spinnerettes, they represented an unknown quantity asfar as| was concerned—technology so outdated
that no one had ever bothered to teach me about it. Aggravating.

As| stomped past the door to the kitchen, Haemun stuck his head out. He was wearing a
teal-and-crimson Hawaiian print gpron—tiki gods making fancy French medls.

“Isthere anything wrong?’ he asked, wiping flour off hishands.

| ignored him and went right on by, then stopped and backed up. He represented another problem |
should have dedlt with before now.

“Sorry, Haemun. Long story. | wasjust going for awalk. Why don’t you come with me? |’ ve been
meaning to find timefor usto have achat for days.”

“Y ou want to talk about Nemesis, don't you?’

“If you'reready,” | said.

“Not redly, but now’ sas good atime asany.” He shrugged and took off the apron.

| wondered briefly about where he! d gotten the thing. It hadn’t come with us from Raven House, and
Ahllan’ staste certainly hadn’t run to anything that garish. | didn’t ask, though, because Haemun was a
house spirit with hisown small magics. I’ d learned long ago that questioning house spirits about matters
domestic led to sour milk, short sheets, and starchy underwear.

| didn’t say another word as we headed out the front door and down the path that led past the kitchen
garden. It looked much better than it had in the first days after we arrived— Haemun had been weeding.
At the bottom of the garden, | took aright. Left led up to thelittle hill where Cerice and | had first made
love. | absolutely didn’t want to go there.

“Where are we headed?’ Haemun asked after awhile.

“Noidea I’ve never redly explored the area. Mogt of thetime I’ ve spent here over the past two years
I’ve had aserioudy bum leg. Firgt the knee, then the gunshot. Y ou probably know the place better than |
do.”

“I haven't been thisway before.” He sighed. “All right, the suspenseiskilling me. Y ou said you wanted
to talk about Nemesis, but haven't asked asingle question. What do you want to know?’

“I’d rather not push you if | don’t have to. How about you tell me about it like you' d tell astory, and

we' || see what happens?’

“All right, though there’ s not much to tell. When—" Haemun paused and |ooked frustrated. “He, | guess.



| thought Nemesiswas a he at first anyway. When he arrived the second time—the first was when heran
through to the faerie ring chasing you—I tried to hide again as | had that first time. It worked for awhile.”
“Then what happened?’

“| went to deep on apile of pam fronds out in the jungle and woke up inside on the lanai. Well, woke up
isn't redly theright word since | wasin the middle of serving him—I il didn’t know he was
Nemesis—amajito. Gave me the damnedest fright of my wholelife, that did. One minute adeep, the next
handing over aglass. | dropped the tray and the drink. He didn’t even blink at that, just reached out
amost casua-like and caught the mojito before even adrop could spill. He smiled at me.

“ “Thanks, Rham Nous, that will be dl for now,” he said.

“And | sad, ‘You rewelcome, Master.” Well, my mouth said that—I didn’t have athing to do withiit.
Then | bolted, straight out the back door and into thejungle. It wasn't until | got out there that | redlized |
was wearing the wrong clothes, those avful monotone things with the jacket and—oh my. Thisisthe
strangest place |’ ve ever seen.”

We had passed around the side of alow hill and found ourselves facing an ancient oak forest with trees
four and five feet across at the base. It dmost looked like something out of ahistorica painting. | say
amogt, because thiswas Garbage Faerie and nothing was quite as you would expect. Inthiscase, al of
the tree trunks had neon graffiti on them, reaching from the roots up to about ten feet. It looked as though
averitable army of urban vandas armed with an infinite supply of spray paint had swept through the
foredt.

Something wasn't right about that. | walked to the nearest tree for acloser look. As| got closer, | saw
that the colors were too vivid and the coverage too complete. The paint looked asit would have on a
primed and perfectly flat concrete wall. There were no cracks or dim spots, no places where moss had
obscured a bit of paint or the moisture in the bark had caused it to pedl up.

| put my dagger into acrevice and pried achunk of bark loose. It fell away, but made no changein the
graffiti, asegment of the words“ big bad wolf.” The color wasjust asvivid beneath the bark.

“That'sjust bizarre,” said Haemun . . . the Aloha shirt-wearing satyr.

| jabbed the dagger into the exposed wood and gouged out abig splinter. The color went at least a half
inch deep and possibly al the way to thetree' s heart. | redly wanted to see how it looked on a sapling,
but there were none around, just the ancient oaks and alitter of dead branches and leaves.

“Comeon,” | said. “Let’sgo deeper.”

“Y ou'rethe boss,” Haemun replied, somewhat dubioudly.

“S0, you were back in the jungle behind the house again,” | prompted.

“I was. | spent the whole day there until | fell adeep. When | next came back to mysdlf, | was carrying a
couple of dirty plates back to the kitchen. Ahi tuna—cooked very rare—asparagus, rice, and another
majito.”

“Soundsfamiliar,” | said.

“It should. Histastes were an amost perfect mirror of yours. Lots of fish and rice, fresh steamed
vegetables, mojitos, daiquiris, the occasiona beer. Desserts heavy on the chocolate and ice cream. In
many waysit waslike was gill working for you. He ate the same foods, wore the same
clothes—though in different colors. He even spoke kind of like you do.”

“Hedid?’

Haemun kicked afdlen branch aside with one cloven hoof, startling an oily-looking rainbow bunny who
departed for partslessinhabited at speed. “I think so. That’s how | remember it anyway, what | can
remember.”

| raised an eyebrow.

“It' sstrange,” said Haemun. “1 ran away again, and not just once. But | kept waking up in the house, and
not aways after going to bed. A lot of thetime | was adegp on my feet—I don’'t have a better way to
describeit than that—and things from those periods are very blurry and distant. Almost asthough | were
apassenger very far back in my own head and looking out through a distant windshield—a drunk
passenger at that. Although, toward the end—when you found me—I felt asthough | was moving back
toward the front, as though soon I d be seeing out of my own eyesagain, except . . .” He shivered.



“Except?
“Except it wasn't going to be me anymore. It was going to be Rham Nous, and Haemun—" He
swalowed hard. “ Haemun wasn't ever going to be coming back. Can we stop talking about it for alittle
while?”

“Sure.” Wewaked onin silencefor atime, and | decided that the graffitied woods had a bizarre sort of
beauty dl their own. Twisted and dightly off, but haunting. Like everything in Garbage Faerie, redlly.

“It wasthe differencesthat redly got to me though,” Haemun said abruptly, “more than the milarities.
Somewherein there, | cameto know that it was Nemesis | was serving and that hewasashe. That's
kind of muddled, but so was|. There was no moment of realization, no ‘aha,’ just the sensethat | knew
what she was and dways had known it. That was the biggest difference, of course, vengeance
personified versus. . . well, you.”

“Meaning improvisationa screwup lad?’

Haemun grinned. “That, too, but that’ sjust the way you operate, not who you are. Down underneath it
al isasort of tarnished nobility, acynica Prometheusif you will.”

“Me?’ Theideamade me squirm. “I'll pass. Look what it got Prometheus.”

“I didn't claim you weretheorigind,” said Haemun. “More like he who would stedl fire from the gods for
the benefit of man . . . knowing that not only were the gods going to kick the crap out of him, but that
mankind’ s response was going to be amix of yawns and complaints that now they have to keep feeding
thedamn thing.”

“That' s sweset, Haemun. I’ m touched you see me that way, but you' ve got the wrong guy.”

“Maybe,” said Haemun, “but it seemsto methat if that were the case, you' d be quietly fixing bugs for
Lachessin aplace with no freewill and long, bitter winters.”

| didn’t have an answer to that. | wasn't ahero, not really. Just someone who kept getting stuck between
abad decision on the one hand and aworse on the other. Right? But the trees, for all that they were
covered by words, held no fresh answers, and I’ d already rejected Haemun's.

“Tell me about Nemesis, about the differences,” | said into aslence that had grown uncomfortably long.
“Asyou wish. The main thing after smple identity was the emotions. Nemesis has no sense of humor. All
she hasis hate. Every second of every day, she radiates hate the way the sun radiates heat. 1t' sawful.
I’'m ahouse spirit. | serve Raven House and its master. That defines both who | am and how | act. Part
of that isan ability to sense the moods and anticipate the needs of my house’ s master.”

“Like theway you aways wake up in the middle of the night to get me adrink when | can’t deep,” |

sad.

“Exactly. In order to do that, | have to bein touch with the emotions and physical needs of the master of
the house. When that was Nemesis, | was constantly awash in her hate and her anger—her need for
revenge. At the moment those emotions are mostly directed at you.”

At the moment? Mostly? | stopped and leaned againgt an oak that declared, “Eriswuz her€’ ina
warped-text rainbow. Since there was no golden apple to go with the words, | decided the tree didn’t
know what it was talking aboui.

“I'm not sure | understand,” | said.

“I ... Thisishazier.” Haemun paced back and forth in front of me. “Both because of my own haziness
and because of the nature of the beast. Nemesisis two creaturesin one skin right now—the goddess and
the body.”

“Darn.”

“Yesand no. Most of Dairnisgone. | couldn’t sense histhoughts or persondity at all—only his hates are
left, only the emotions that feed Nemesis. And more than anything e se, he hatesyou. | don’t know if
Nemesis hates you because of that or if there' s some deeper reason. | just know the hatred because | felt
it, too.” Haemun hugged himsdf. “I hated you so much it burned me, burned my soul. | will carry the
scarsaslong asl live”

| reached out and touched his shoulder. “Y ou don’t have to talk about this any moreif you' d rather not.”
“No, I'll keep going. It'simportant. If anything | know could help stop her, stop that hate.. . . |, well |
just haveto dowhat | can, that’sall.” Hetook severa deep bregths. “Better. There is another hate



undernegth the hate for you, older, colder, more patient, like something waiting in the darkness. Waiting
for achance at Necessity.”

“Waiting for what?’ | asked. “My desth? Does she have a checklist, and she needs to write me off the
list before she goes after Necessity?”

“It'smore complicated than that,” said Haemun. “ The two hates are intertwined somehow, tied together.
Agan, it shard to explain. It'sdl emotion, dl hungers and drives, no thinking. All I know for certainis
that Nemesis sees you as the key to getting her revenge on Necessity.”

“I suppose that could make atwisted sort of senseif she seesme asalink to Shara and the damage the
Sharavirus has aready worked on Necessity, but | really wish the giants of the pantheon would go back
to swinging at each other and leave me out of it. I' m fighting way above my weight classin these battles.”
| shook my head. “Let’ s get back to Dairn. Do you think the goddess s hate for me comes more from
him or more from this perceived link to Necessity?’

“I don’'t know. She livesto hate and destroy. I'm not sure it matters who or what, with the possible
exception of Necessity. It might be that her hate for you came from Dairn, that al she needed wasthe
pointer, but it could just as easily be whatever link she sees between you and Necessity.” He sighed. “I
wish | could be more help, but that’ sredly dl I’ ve got.” He grinned morosdly. “ Unless you think alonger
recitation of her menu would help.”

“I doubt it. Thank you, Haemun. | don’'t know what I’ll do with al that yet, but everything | can learn
about Nemesisin her current incarnation helps. Why don’t you head back to the hill house, and I’ll follow
aong behind. | need to think.”

“All right, but don’t take too long. Y ou’ re hungry, and you need agood breskfast. Here, thiswill take the
edge off.” He handed me a pear and walked away.

“Thanks,” | cdled after him, and he waved over his shoulder.

Sowhat did | have after dl that? Not much really. Nemess hated and mirrored me to some extent. I'd
known that aready, hadn’t 1?1 took abite of the pear. It was soft and sweet, lovely redly. | started
walking back toward Chez Ahllan, egting as | went.

There was just too much that | didn’t know. Why had Nemesis merged with Dairn? Wasit hisidea?
Hers? Some combination? Was that merging the way Necessity and | had gotten tied together in her
mind? Did that even matter? Where had Nemesis been dl thistime? Not dead, obvioudy, at least not in
the conventiona sense. But how did you imprison a bodiless goddess? And how did that work? What
was Nemesis? A goddess certainly, one with enormous power, who lived for revenge. But beyond that?
All I could say for sure was that she hated me, which emotion might or might not have come from Dairn.
That and shewas one hell of acoder. | stopped chewing. Nemesis had vanished over three thousand
years ago, long before anyone had proposed even the idea of the computer. Where had she learned to
code? That was avery interesting question, and | didn’t have an answer.

“Maybe shedidn’'t,” said Tisphone, “learn to code that is. Maybe she' sjust mirroring your divine spark.”
Shelooked quite bemused.

“Maybe” | said. “Certainly dl I've seen her do so far areredlly spiffy hacks, which is my department,
but | can't help feding there smoreto it Since she' s performing magic that’ swell beyond whet | could
manage even with serious goblin help.”

“Do you dways start conversationslike this?” asked Tisphone. “ The last thing you said to me before
dashing back in here and asking about Nemesis and coding wasthat I’ d haveto ask very nicely if |
wanted to be forgiven.”

“It' swell within hisnorma range,” said Melchior. “1 occasondly suspect that Scattered ought to be his
middle name.” The goblin was standing on the workbench, having put aside asoldering pencil and a
fragment of circuit board.

| ignored him and decided not to answer Tisiphone' s question. | ill wasn't happy about what she'd
doneto Cerice, but it was worse than what I’ d done only in degree. Besides, apologies were probably
not apart of Fury nature, and | didn’t want to push that conflict right now.

Instead, | said, “L ook at that salf-harmonizing thing Nemesisdoes. I’ ve only ever seen Fates and
webtrolls managethat. | sure as hell couldn’t do it. The way she crashed M chio—samething.”



“That was nasty,” said Melchior, “and there€' sno reason to believe she can't do it again next time we see
her. She' s serioudly out of our league.”

“Leavethat to me” said Tisphone. “ She'll have atough time whistling through abroken jaw.”

“That'd benice” | said. “It might be agood ideato have abackup plan, though. It’stoo bad we can't
turn Md into awebtroll.”

“I don’t much like thelook.” He mimed big shoulders and dragging knuckles. “Hulking just doesn’t suit
my dashing persondity.” Then he sighed. “Of course, | wouldn’t mind alittle more crash resstance.”
“Maybe we can think of something,” | said. “Y ou’ re about due for an upgrade anyway.”

Tisphone caught hold of my shoulder, hard. “1 hate to interrupt, but Shara' s sending again.”

“Onit,” sad Mdchior, asadightly green Tis phone began pointing directions. “1 wonder what she wants;
sheisn't scheduled to check in for another hour.”

“What'’s going on out there?” sent Shara. “ | want to talk to Cerice.”

“What do | tell her?’ asked Melchior as he set up the wards.

“Oh hdl.” | sghed. I'd known thiswas coming at some point, but I’ d rather hoped it would be later.
“Better tel her thetruth, that Cericeiswith Clotho and that she and | are no longer an us.”

“Will do,” said Melchior. “I'll breek it to her as gently as possible”

Because of the nature of the system, with Melchior flicking the wards on and off to send information to
Shara, we could transmit much faster than we could receive. Now he launched into along explanation,
onethat |eft Tisphone looking queasier by the minute.

“I hatethis,” she whispered, but she didn’t throw up. She was getting better at dealing withiit, and | said
0.

Shenodded. “I think at thispoint, | could actually cope pretty well with not knowing where | wasal the
time. It' sthisflickering back and forth between the two states that makesit so hard. Wait, incoming.”

“1 knew it!” sent Shara. “ Stupid, both of you.” Therewasabrief pause. “ Nothing to be done about
it while I’m locked in, and you' re locked out. Have to fix that. Soon!”

“Why soon?” sent M chior, a my request. “ Has anything changed?”

“ Calendar, of course.”

“Huh?’ | said. “ Ask her what she means.”

“ Soring,” she sent.

Shit. I’ d forgotten about that. While we' d been sitting here talking at our glacia pace, the days had gone
drifting by, bringing spring ever closer until . . . what? We didn’t know what would happen when
Persephone’ s annual release date arrived and with it the temporary expiration of Shara sforced tieto
Necessity.

“How much time do we have left?’ | asked.

Méelchior shrugged. “We re off the mweb here. | haven't been able to query the Fateclock.”

| turned to Tisiphone. “Does Necessity run on Olympus Standard Time? How did she decide when to
release Persephone?”

“She has her own interna clock that she keeps synched with the Fateclock. Actualy, it' sthe other way
around. She dictates mweb time, and the Fateclock cues off her.”

“Méchior?’

“Onit.”

“Five days,” sent Shara

“We ve got to find some way to get in beforetime' s up. What if Necessity spits Sharaout and can't
draw her back when the time comes? This could be the only shot we ve got.”

“But how do we find out where sheis?” demanded Melchior. “We can’'t do thing one until we can get to
Sharaand Necessity, and al this point of maximum uncertainty jazzisn't very helpful.”

“Not without someway to predict or tunein on thething,” | said. “How would we do that? Tisiphone?’
“Noidea All I cantell youisthat's how the system works, al chaos flows and quantum uncertainty and
the math of randomness.”

Mélchior got athoughtful look. “ Actudly, that soundsright up your aley, Boss. Isn't being the Raven all
about hacking chaos? Y ou did a pretty good job with Clotho’ s quantum computer chip maze.”



“That’ sdifferent,” | said.

But wasit?

| thought about it for aminute. A while back, Clotho had locked Cerice, Shara, M chior, and meinto a
magica hedge maze on the grounds of Clotho House. The maze could assume the shape of any computer
chip, and to keep us trapped there, she' d had it take on the form of a quantum processor so that every
gate in the maze was s multaneoudy open and closed. It would have taken most people, most gods even,
alifetimeto find their way out. Not the Raven. My power over chaos had alowed me to shape the maze
to my whim, and we had been able to escape only afew minuteslater. If | could do something like that
here. . . but no. What we needed now wasn't some way to make an a ready-existing quantum computer
do what we wanted, because we didn’t have the computer. Then athought occurred to me.

“Uh, Boss,” said Méelchior. “1 don't like the expression you' ve got on your face. I’ ve seen it before, and
every timeit’s meant trouble for me. What are you thinking?’

“I"'m thinking that severa problems might just solve each other.”

“Likewhat?" He crossed hisarms over his chest.

“Like we need aquantum computer that can connect to the mweb and touch chaos at the sametime.
Like Nemesisisan evil bastard of a hacker, and you need crash protection and an upgrade. Likel’'m a
chaos power, and you' re fundamentally a cresture of order, a conflict that’ s aready causing problems.”
“You'renot suggesting. .. 7’

“That we upgrade you into a brand-new type of webgoblin, the very first quantum laptop. Oh yes, that's
exactly what I’ m suggesting.”

Mélchior sat down on the bench with alittle thump. “I knew | wasn't going to like what came of that
look.”

“Doesthat mean you don’'t want to do it?” | asked. “Y ou’re my partner now, not my servant. If you
don't want to try this, I won't force you.”

“No, thereason | don't like it isthat you' reright. It would solve alot of problemsadl in one go, and we
redly don't have timeto look for a better answer.” He sighed and closed hiseyes. “| can't believeI’m
saying that. Or this: we' d better start working on the plans.”

That was going to be an interesting problem. I’d coded Me chior mysdlf years ago, crafted him by magic
from blueprints drafted by Laches's, then modified to suit my needs. Thiswasabigger problem.

“WE |l be able to use some of your origina specs, Snce we won't want to make any changesin the
goblinsdeof you,” | said. “Or will we? If you' ve ever wanted to be alittletaller or alittle prettier, now's
the time to spesk up.”

Meélchior made an eeping noise and shook hishead. “ Thanks, but I’ d rather not change anything we
don't absolutely have to.” He forced asmile and tossed hishead. “Besides, I' m beautiful just theway |
“Done, though the head-tossing thing would work better if you had hair. We could include that in the new
plans—thick, luxurioushair . . .”

“No thanks.” He rubbed the top of his head. “ Thisis much-lower maintenance.”

“Uh, guys.” Tidgphone put ahand on my arm.

“What isit?’ | asked.

“That.” She pointed toward the back wall. A ball of bluelight was dowly growing there—the spinnerette.
| felt awhisper on my skin asof invigble plumage ruffling.

“I wish | knew what that thing wanted,” | said.

“Andwhoseddeit'son,” said Mechior. “Every timeit’s shown up, Nemesis has been right behind it.”
“Has she?’ Tidphone amiled. It wasn't the kind of smilel’d have wanted directed my way. “Good.”

The spider-centaur faded into view, and Tisphone started toward it, claws extended. | caught the tip of
her wing as she went by me. It was hot, but it didn’t burn me. Tisiphone had taught it not to.

“Wait amoment,” | said. “Let’sseewhat it wants.” Cerice' scomment about spinnerette activity had
garted my curiogty bumpitching.

Tisphone looked back at me. “ Can’t we just take it gpart and figure out our answer from the pieces?

It dbesmpler.”



“Cdl that plan B,” said Méelchior.

“Oh, dl right, but if it triesanything, I'm going to tieitslegsin knots.”

“Fair enough,” he agreed.

| stepped around Tisiphone. Thiswas the first chance I’ d gotten to really look at the thing. Female, at
least the human part of it, and about eight feet tall, though | suspected it could easily go higher if it fully
extended itslong spider legs. The spider body was massive, ashiny black ovoid asbig asagolf cart. The
woman’ storso above that, likewise black, was smilarly large—sized for a seven-foot femae linebacker.
The head was an attractive woman' s with the exception of the arachnid mandibles growing out of her
cheeks.

“xxxxxxY she chittered at me.

It was obvioudy aquestion, but beyond that . . . | had no ideawhat she’ d said, though again, the voice
sounded amog familiar.

“rxxxx%P Louder thistime, less querulous.

“I don’'t understand you,” | answered.

kkkkkx|”

“Nope.” | shook my head. “ Afraid not.”

She shrugged. Then, without any warning, she was leaning down toward me. | assume she' d crossed the
intervening distance, but if so, it wastoo fast for meto follow. Big, shiny black hands caught my
shoulders, lifting me off the ground. A bubble of blue light formed around us, and the world began to
fade.



CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Fireengulfed me, and | fell. When the flames subsided, | found Tisiphone standing over me, her wings
gpread like ashield between me and the world. The spinnerette clung to the ceiling on the far sde of the
room, though whether she had leaped there or been thrown | didn’t know.

“rkxxkkx%* she chittered—anew question.

Tisphone growled and moved toward her.

“Wait,” | said. “We till don’t know what she wants.”

“l don’t care what shewants,” said Tisiphone, though she checked her advance.

“xEFxxx%x* Y The question she chittered this time sounded amost exasperated. She dropped back to
the floor and reached ahand out toward Tisiphone.

“That’sit,” shesaid, and her internal firesflared higher. “Y ou have ten secondsto get out of here. After
that, | start taking you apart.”

kkkkkkkkkx !”

Tisiphone stalked forward and the spinnerette retreated. "********* %" Then she was gone, fading away
inabubble of bluelight.

“OK, that tearsit,” | said. “We've got to find out what those things are up to.”

Meél chior raised an eyebrow. “ So, when exactly do you plan to dip that into our schedule?’

He had apoint. We were dready overbooked—what with having to design or steal anew chipset for
Meélchior’ supgrade and only daysto doitin.

“I'll look intoit,” said Tigphone. “1’m not going to be much help with the upgrades, and | want to have a
word with that thing or its boss anyway.” She paused and sniffed the air, then smiled glesfully. “I’ d better
get going whilethetrail’ sfresh. Oh, thiswill befun.”

Shediced aholein redity and plunged through.

“Not much for long good-byes, isshe?’ asked Méelchior. “No smoochies or anything. Y ou sure do have
afine eyefor the romantics”

“Md?

“Yegh”

“Shoveit.”

He grinned and, somewhat ruefully, | grinned back. Asusud, he had apoint. Tisphone wasachdlenging
lover on all sorts of levels, witness her treatment of Cerice,

The next thirty-six hours were very blurry. Melchior and | madly scrambled to design and assemble
Mélchior 2.0. More than once, | missed the distractions Tisiphone might have provided, but it was
probably better that she remained away, considering the workload. We were able to find most of the
framework and peripherals among Ahllan’ s stores, with some notable exceptions that would require both
atrip to someplace il linked to the mweb and some spell work.

If we' d had more time, we could have done the whole thing with spell work, but conjuring up things as
complex asthe drives and processors was alot harder than whistling up afresh set of clothes—theless
of it we had to do, the better. Besides, it introduced another point along the way where aminor mistake
could leed to amgor failure.

Most of what we wanted we could get pretty easily once we had mweb access—the latest drives and
such would be basicdly off-the-shelf parts and could go in asis. We could pick up acase the same way,
though we planned on doing a custom mod once we had it.

The oneredly tough thing on the list was the master processor. Getting or making that promised to bea
gpecid kind of nightmare. There just weren’t many possible sources for either blueprints or hardware that
could do theleve of quantum processing we needed—the only ones| knew of werein Athena slatest
security servers and Fate' s newest webtrolls.

“That does pose a it of aproblem, doesn't it?” said Melchior. “I don’'t much want to have ago at
cracking either place, not with Cerice tuning Fate' s security system for maximum Ravirn blockage and
Athena s promises of death.” He made an axing gesture.

“I don’'t know, Mel. After aday and ahalf bent over aworkbench, theidea of taking some weight off my



neck sounds amost pleasant.” | was deadly tired but not the least bit deepy, and | ached.

“I suppose it would solve dmost dl of your problems. . . with one notable exception.”

“You mean Hades,” | said.

“| do. Dead isjust not agood option for you right now.”

“OK, s0 I'll haveto scratch dying off thelist, but I’ m only doing it for you. So, what €l se have we got? |
suppose Eris probably has copies of both Athena s and Fate' s blueprints. ”

“Veto,” said Mdchior. “I’'m not letting the Goddess of Discord inside my head, and there sno way she'd
share unless she’ d had timeto ingtd| back doorsin the plans.”

“Well, that takes us back to Fate or Olympus.”

Meélchior paced back and forth on the workbench. “ Fate' s going to be the better bet. It’' sthe hardware
we' re mogt familiar with and much more likely to be compatible with the rest of my specs. Y ou know
Athena s stuff would require dl kinds of last-minute modifications, and I’ d rather not have too much
untested hardware go into my head.”

“How about Asalka?’ | asked.

“What do you mean?’ Melchior’ sface closed up.

“Relax. I'm not talking about bresking her up for parts or anything like that. I’ m just wondering whether
she might not be able to get uswhat we need. She seemed awfully sweet on you. What do you think?’
“I don’t know,” said Melchior. “I hate to put that kind of pressure on any Al. Besides, if we ask Asalka
and shetells Cerice, you can bet Cerice will make getting what we need that much harder.”

“Did Asdlkastrikeyou asarat?’ | asked.

“Despite everything, no. | don't think she'd havetold Cericeif she'd known we wouldn’t want her to.
She could save usaworld of trouble. . .. All right, I'm willing to ask her, but if she saysno, that'sit. We
find another way.”

| agreed, and we temporarily reactivated the beer can faeriering, flicking from thereto avery vanilla
DecL ocusjust afew hundred dimensions away from prime. With my eyes and ears temporarily rounded
to mimic the human norm and Melchior in laptop shape, we blended right in at the locd-redlity equivaent
of Starbucks.

We had visud mail waiting, three messages. | put my back to awall and plugged in a set of headphones
S0 as not to share with the natives. | decided to go newest to oldest in hopes that some of my problems
might be salf-solving. Yes, redly. It had happened before, just not to me. In grad school, Cerice had
aways had amillion messages waiting, and she d discovered that sometimes, if shejust let the oneswith
questions or requests ripen a bit, someone else would ded with whatever needed doing.

My first v-mail wasfrom Thalia, “Ravirn, please vist me as soon you can. Zeus contacted me looking for
you, and I’'mwaorried.” Her face gave nothing awvay.

“That’ sinteresting,” said M chior’ s voice through the headsets.

“Which?’ | asked very quietly—best not to draw too much attention to the fact that | wastalking to my
laptop. “ That Zeusislooking for me? Or that Thaliaisworried about me?’

“Both, about equdly, but for very different reasons. | wish we had timeto follow up on that.”

“Me, too,” | said. “Especialy since she specified avisit. | don’t think that was an accident, and | redlly
don’t think we ought to just send amessage. For somereason, I’ d rather she didn’t know where | was
right at the moment. At the sametime, I’ m thinking any follow-up should start from a safe distance.”
“Yeah,” agreed Mdchior. “That one' sgot al my paranoiadarmsringing doubletime. We till don't
know how Nemesis got |0ose, where she' s been, or who sent her after you.”

“Though Fate sthe most likely evil genius behind our current mess, this sets my teeth on edge for some
reason. | guess | have a certain wariness about grandmothers.”

“I wonder why.” Melchior laughed. “Next message?’

“Sure”

Thisonewasfrom Erisand very smple. “Trust no one.”

Gresat. That wasabig help. Besides, | was already onit.

“Next,” | said, and Zeus s beaming facefilled my screen.

“Athena s pestering me to get you to stop in and have another chat with her. If she calls and asksyou to



drop by, don’t answer.”

“Doeshethink I'manidiot?’ | asked.

“Why should he be any different?” Me chior painted agrinning verson of his own face on the monitor.
“Most of the evidence supports that hypothesis.”

“Thanks, Mdl. I'm so glad you' ve got my back.”

“Webgoblin sdekick only hereto help. Do you want to do anything about any of that?’

“No, let’'scdl Asdka”

“How about you st here and drink coffee and play solitaire, and | cal Asaka? It'Il go smoother and
faster that way.”

“Fair enough.”

Melchior'sface went dack and the eyes of hisimage started to roll sarcasticaly—hisversion of aloading
screen. | sipped my coffee, though | no longer felt any real need for it. Maybe | wasfindly getting used to
this not-deeping stuff. | didn’t actualy get much more than aswallow or two down before Melchior
returned. Als can speak very quickly if they don’t have to dow the process down for us poor old

anal ogue-type creatures.

"Well?' | asked.

Hisimage grinned, and he flashed a series of schematics across his screen. They looked nothing like
norma chips. Hell, they looked nothing like normal schematics. They had al sorts of what should have
been irrationa notationsand thelike. And yet . . .

“Mél, could you give me agraphic view of this? Asthough | were actualy looking down on thered chip
with thetop diced off?’

“Hang on amoment. When | look at these too closely, they start to give me aheadache and I’ m not sure
... Wait. There”

Theview he gave mewas hideoudy complex, with lines that seemed to fold back in on themsdvesand
some things represented in more than the norma three dimensions, yet it made perfect sense. | got it on
some deep leve, asort of gestat-form comprehension. Hmm.

“Méchior, VlIink; Ravirn@melchior.gob to Eris@discord. net. Please. Oh, and let’ sgo flat pand rather
than 3-D so as not to frighten the locd's, OK?

“Aren’'t you even going to ask me what happened with Asalka?’ He sounded as though he felt abit
dighted.

“I’'msorry, I'mjust abit distracted. | promiseto ask you al about it right after we get done with Eris.”
He sighed. “There' snot that much to tell really. She felt so bad about what happened when she told
Cericeon usthelast timethat she said yes before |’ d even finished the question. | did have to promiseto
have a serious live chat with her at alater date, but that was afterward. | could probably have gotten out
of it, but | felt kind of guilty aboutitand...”

“And you think she' skind of cute,” | said with agrin.

Mél chior spluttered. “WEe re not even the same species.”

“Uh-huh, and that’ s such ahuge barrier in the e ectronic world that it would never occur to you to cross
theline. That’ swhy you dways blush when Kiraflirtswith you, right?’

“Searching for discord.net,” he sad, hisvoice going flat and mechanical and hisface taking onitsloading
aspect again.

“Y ou're not fooling anyone, you know that, right?’

Seconds dipped past with hiseyesrolling steadily and snarkily away. “ Contact. Waiting for aresponse
from discord. net. Lock. Vtp linking initiated.”

A circle of whitelight appeared on his screen with Eris sface in the middie. On her end, the image would
be the usua 3-D globe, but that would have caused unwanted questions here.

“Raven, how delightful to see you. How’s?’ Eris shair burst into flames and her clothes vanished,
exposing an absolutely perfect body that evoked but didn’t mimic Tisphone's.

Even through the screen, the impact of her sexudity took my breath away. It only lasted for an ingtant,
then she shifted back to amore distant sort of beauty wrapped in asharp black skirt-suit with gold
pinstripes. It took me amoment to get my breath back, and my voice squeaked alittle when | spoke



next.

“Tigphonée sfine, thanks”

“Only fine? That' sapity. Considering how long it’s been for her, I’ d have hoped for mind-blowingly
exhaugting at the very least, to say nothing of insatiable. | supposeit’s possible she' s forgotten some of
the basics through lack of practice.” She cocked her head to one side and put on an expression of
coquettish concern. “What do you think?’

“I think I'm not going to discuss my sex lifewith you,” | replied. “Fineis how sheisout of bed. Inisnot
an acceptable subject of conversation.”

“Why, Ravirn, you' re agentleman. Who could possibly have guessed?’

“Look, | don't haveany timeat dl redly, and | waswondering if you could do me afavor.”

“How could | possibly resst after you ignore my questions and frame your request in such abracingly
abrupt way.” She acquired apair of stereotypical librarian glasses and frowned over the top of them at
me. “What do you want?’

“The blueprintsfor Fate' slatest run of webtrolls.”

“What makes you think I’ ve got acopy?’

| just looked &t her.

“Oh, dl right. But what do you want them for? | ingst on knowing that at least.”

“What if | told you | wanted to upgrade Mechior?’ | asked.

“I’d say you were mad. The chip runsway too hot for either alaptop or awebgoblin. You'd fry his
brainsin notime.” She paused for amoment. “1 suppose you could leave the top of hishead off . . .”
Shit. | hadn’t thought about heat. From the look the webgoblin logo below Mechior’ s screen gave me, |
had to assume that he hadn’t either. We' d haveto fix that.

“All right,” 1 said. “Y ou've got me. I’'m just planning on making alittle trouble for Fate, and | thought that
knowing exactly what | was up against would makethingsabit easer.”

“Why didn’t you say so in thefirgt place? I’m aways willing to snag the weave of Fate. The plansare on
therr way.”

“Thanks, Eris”

She amiled. “Y ou’ rewelcome. Do you know that’ sthe first time you' ve ever called me anything other
than Discord? | wonder why that is. Maybe my being able to do this?” Sheflicked hersaf into naked
Fury shape, grinned lascivioudy, and vanished from the screen.

“Got them,” said Melchior.

“What?' | asked.

“Theplans, asyou' d haveredized if you put your tongue back in your mouth and used your brain.”
“Sorry, Md.” | sighed. “I wish shewouldn’t do that kind of thing. Could you bring her verson of the
schematics up for me? Graphic view, same asthe others, please.”

“Working onit.” Hiseyesrolled for afew moments. “There. | couldn’t detect any changes, but they fed
different somehow, even more headache-inducing.”

“That' s because of this.” | touched a spot on his screen without even redlly thinking about it first. “Here's
where sheinserted her back door. It'svery subtle.” | looked more closdly. “Very.”

In anorma computer, information was processed using binary gates that were either open or closed. Ina
guantum computer those gates had three states—open, closed, and simultaneously open and closed. Eris
had changed the configuration of one of these quantum gates so that in addition to the three norma
positions, it could adso . . . Therewas no word for what | wanted to say. Become more cosmically open
wasthe best | could do. That gate didn’t just function as a processing point: it so allowed for intrusons
from outside the system. It was amost diabolicaly elegarnt.

“I don't seeit,” said Melchior. “What did she do?’

| tried to explainit, but after awhile he just shook hisimaged head. “ Thinking about it makes my mind
want to split itself into little tiny pieces. How about | just agree to believe you, and we move on to the
next question?’

“What'sthat?’ | asked.

“How can you seeit?’



“I don’'t know. | think it's part of being the Raven. | . . . Quantum effectsjust make senseto mein avery
deep way, amost subconscious.”

“Y ou may bethe only person who's ever said that,” said Melchior.

“I don't think so. | bet they make senseto Eris, too, and probably afew other folks who play onthe
chaosteam. Y ou know, | think Fate might be making amistake by getting into quantum computing. It
may alow for much more efficient processing, but it'saso at root an irrationa process, something that
works outside of the macroscopic rules of order that my grandmother and her sisters so love.”

“I wonder if that's got anything to do with the problemsin the Fate Core?” asked M chior. “It’ stheir
biggest and most constantly updated system. Wouldn't it be funny if they introduced randomnessinto the
system while trying to get ever-finer and more-thorough control ?’

“Somehow, | don't think they’ d be laughing.”

“No,” he agreed. “| hateto bring thisup, as I’ m redly enjoying having a connection to the data flow of
the mweb, but now that we' ve done the hard bit, don’t you think we' d better finish our shopping and get
home?’

“You'reright, Mdl. Let’ sorder you up a case and some drives.”

No sooner said then done, though the ordering system for the computer-parts center we went through
objected rather strenuoudly to the fact that the address we asked it to ship to didn't actualy exist in this
world. It was nothing that an eegant hack couldn’t fix—we just needed it to firmly identify the exact
location of the partsin away that connected them to an mweb-accessible system so that we could use a
bit of trangportation magic on them—but it did take afew minutes. Hopefully, no one noticed when the
packing boxes smply appeared beside Melchior’ s laptop shape. Just in case, we went out the door and
back to the coffee-groundsfaeriering in the aley as quickly after that as ever we could.

Oncethere, | paused because | felt bad about leaving the ring behind—it was too much like setting a pit
trap for the unwary. The thing had formed when a magic-touched baristadumped a batch of Colombian
ruined by afailureto insert afilter. The durry of ground beans and water had splashed to form a
near-perfect circle, and my questing mind had touched it in the minutes before the baristal s quickening
touch had evaporated along with the water. A ring only in potentid, it had opened to the touch of the
Raven.

| stepped through into Garbage Faerie, then paused again. | wasfeding incredibly up and right with the
world, and an idea had occurred to me.

“What are you doing?’ Md asked from the depths of my bag. He quickly shifted back to goblin form,
thetengonin hisvoice showing hisalarm at lingering in the heart of the circle schaos magic.

“| want to try something.” Thering behind the coffee shop had only existed in potentia—Ilike alocked
and hidden door—Dbefore I’ d used my Raven magic to turn the key. “Maybe | can close ringsfroma
distance, too.”

“That soundskind of dicey,” sad Mé. “Youwon't mind if | kip thishit, will you?’

He hopped from the bag to the ground beyond the circle of beer cans, but | wasn't redly paying
attention. Instead, | was extending my mind back through the network of rings to make contact with a
magically charged circle of soggy coffee. There. | twisted with my will and . . . aperfect ring of bone-dry
coffee drifted to the ground around me. The ring was shut, its magic returned to chaos, and its substance
sucked through to my current here and now.

“It worked!” | whooped. Then | did alittle dance.

“Ah, Boss?’

“Ves”

“I hate to bug you when you' re obvioudy having such fun, but could you please step out of thering? The
sght of you wandering around in there without going away is giving me the screaming creepies. Besides,
we need to take it apart and close the door to Nemesis.”

“Oh.” I'd actually forgotten | was il inthering. “ Sure”

| hopped over the edge—and staggered as | cut off my connection to the ring network and my sense of
the universe contracted back down to the immediate. It made mefed heavy, and dow, and smdll, and
that made me worry. Normal people could lose a part of themselves forever in the confusion of therings.



| had changed in such away asto preclude that particular danger, but for the first time it occurred to me
to wonder if maybe | hadn’t acquired awhole new st of risks. The electric charge | felt as| caught hold
of thefirst can in the ring underscored my concern.

Tigphone gill hadn't arrived back at Garbage Faerie by the time we finished disassembling the beer-can
ring, so we headed downstairs to see whether we couldn’t do something about the overheating issues. |
wasredly feding energized.

“It'sagood thing you' re happy with bald,” | said to Mel—he wasin laptop shape—after a couple of
hours of working on the schematics. “Because any hair you had would start on fire.”

“That’snot funny,” he said. “'Y ou know that, right?’

“It wasn't ajoke. I'm getting nowhere with this.”

“It'stoo bad Eris didn’t solve the heat problem while she was hacking up that gate,” said Melchior.
“What did you say?’ | asked. There was something . . .

“I sad, ‘It stoo bad that Erisdidn’t—"

“That'sit!” | ydled. “You reagenius, Md. Why didn't | think of that?1t's so Smple. | should have seen
it before.”

“You'velost me, Boss.” Histone suggested that he thought he wasn't the only thing I’ d lost—my
marbles maybe.

“Look.” | cdled up Discord s verson of the plans and started drawing on Me’ s screen. “Eris set up this
gateway 0 that she could magically passinformation into and out of the chip from apoint outsde the
built-in channels—from the Prima Chaosredly. What if | take her modification and flip it so that nothing
cangetin?’ | did that. “Then | pop in copies at the gppropriate nodes.” | tapped a couple of dozen
points. “And finaly, what if | twesk it like s0?7’

Mélchior’ s eyes popped in hisscreen image. “I can't get my head around the quantum stuff—it’ stoo
dientotheway | think—but did you just figure out away to bleed dl the heat out of the system and
directly into the Primal Chaos?’

“Uh-huh. I think | did.”

“Oh.”

“Yeah,” | agreed. “That pretty much sumsit up.”

“Sums up what?’ asked Tis phone' s voice from behind me.

Even though I"d grown used to her silent comings and goings and not only familiar with, but deeply fond
of, her voice, | dtill just about jumped out of my skin.

She laughed and wrapped her arms around me from behind. “1 love it when you do that.”

“I don't,” I grumped, but then she started nibbling on my ear. “OK, so it’s got its rewards. What did you
find out?’

Tisphone diffened. “Nothing.”

“Really?’ | turned in her arms and looked into her eyes.

She closed them wearily and leaned her forehead againgt mine. “ Redlly.”

“Tell meabout it.” If someone ese had joined the very smdl club of Fury escapees, that was big news.
“What happened?”

Tisgphone let go of me and started to pace. “It'shard to explain redly. It went where | couldn’t follow.”
“How isthat possible?’ | asked. “The only placethat | know of that you can’t get to a the moment is
wherever Necessity is. Surely you're not suggesting .. "

“No, of course not. There are al sorts of placesthe Furies can’t go, or at least we can’t go uninvited or
unsent. Hadesisagood example. That’swhy we didn’t just follow you through the gates when you went
there the second time. Well, that and a bit of complicity on my part and that of your doggy friend.
Megaeraargued for hot-pursuit rules, but | insisted otherwise, and Cerberus refused to acknowledge a
warrant issued by Fate instead of Necessity. Alecto agreed with me and Cerberus for reasons of her
own.”

| felt something like an icy hand touch the back of my neck. That possibility had never even crossed my
mind at thetime.

“So, where did the spinnerette go?’ | asked. Whilel might never want to return to Hades, my



experiences over the last couple of years suggested that knowing someplace the Furies couldn’t follow
might comein handy.

“I"d rather not say.”

| don't know if my face gave me away or what, but Tisiphone laughed then and bent to kiss my cheek.

“Y ou’ retoo transparent, my dear. We shal never again come after you without orders from Necessity
herself.” Shelooked very sad for amoment. “Were it her hand that had signed your death decree, no
power of the heavens or Earth could stop us.”

| decided that | didn’t like the way the conversation was turning and aimed it back at the spinnerette,
“So, it got away?’

“For now,” growled Tisiphone, “only for now. When we have Necessity restored, thingswill change. In
the meantime, I’ ve been too long away and too long without satisfaction.”

She scooped meinto her arms as easily as | might pick up acat and started toward the stairs. Aswe
entered the bedroom, the cynica side of my brain wondered if she had wanted to change the subject as
badly as| had or if maybe thiswas just her way of sublimating for afailed hunt. Then | wastoo busy to
wonder anything a all.

Tidphone sat on astool in the corner of the clean room while Mechior and | put the finishing toucheson
his shiny new home. Once we had dl the parts, most of the congtruction was utter smplicity. Even
working out the spdllcode for customizing the case and motherboard hadn’t involved anything dl that
difficult.

The oneredly tricky bit of coding had been modifying the assembly spell that had come with the
schematicsfor the quantum-processor chip so as to accommodate my new cooling scheme. But | felt
pretty confident of the result. It was, after dl, ahack job rather than aground-up design task and,
therefore, right up my dley.

“What do you think?" | asked Melchior after | put the last screw in place and covered it over with a
rubber foot.

“Pretty spiffy,” hereplied, though the dight shakein hisvoice belied hisgrin.

| couldn’t blame him on that front, athough it redly was a spiffy job. We d ditched the rounded clamshell
shapefor adightly more conventiona but sgnificantly smaller rectangle, making him more of a
subnotebook than atrue laptop. Made of Kevlar and carbon fiber, his computer form would weigh in at
just under a pound and measure lessthan ahaf inch thick.

To make up for the lack of stylein shape, we' d modded the hell out of his color scheme and added a
bunch of LED telltales and trand ucence effect. Histop surface was avery pae blue with the outline of his
face etched into it. That made the areawithin the etching just enough thinner that the screen brightness
could be stepped up to show through. For privacy reasonsit wasn't on al thetime, but if Mel wanted to,
he could put up text you could read without actualy opening the case.

Underneath, we' d gone for amuch deeper blue, with loops of superbright LEDs embedded in the
surface. When he activated them, they looked vaguely like glowing scales edged in whatever color struck
hisfancy. The extrathick rubber feet we' d put on raised him just enough so that in adark room, an eerie
glow would show from underneeth.

The new case was banded in hardened anodized aluminum. Edge on, you saw two mirror-bright strips of
cobalt blue metal. Likewise, his screen was surrounded with aborder of brightly finished auminum,
natural silver thistime except for the goblin-head logo below the screen, which matched the cobdt of his
outer rim.

His keyboard was ablock of white surrounded by blue, with keysthat lit up from underneath and a
goblin-head trackpad. The ears provided left and right mouse buttons. With the assembly finished, dl that
was left to do was afull test run and the transfer itsdlf. For the former, we hooked the laptop up to a
bank of Ahllan’s diagnostics and controllers and set it to running. Over the next hour, it cycled al sorts of
spellcode through the processor and drives and shifted the box back and forth into goblin shape a half
dozen times.

That was downright creepy. Since we d left Mel’ s goblin shape essentidly untouched, | kept getting
moments of what felt like double vision as a comatose Mée would appear on the table beside the origind,



upright, version.

“Ohmy,” said Haemun, who' d just brought atray bearing a pitcher of lemonade and glassesfor dl asthe
next round of shape-shifting hit.

| took my glasswith agtifled sgh. | just didn’t have the heart to tell him he shouldn’t be bringing them into
the clean room.

Theworst though was when the test bank ran short phrases of spoken text through the goblin form.
Watching the blank-faced webgoblin’ s lips move seemingly without any animating will evoked ataking
corpse. Findly, the bank whistled asnippet of test spell, and we al startled.

“Redlly,” gagped Md. “That's so cool!” The new Md sdf-harmonized. Or at least, the test run did.
“Makessense” | said, “since the processor’ s awebtroll model.”

A moment later, the test bank beeped itsdlf into silence, and the diagnostics screen started scrolling
information. Therewas alot there, and weread it dl, but the key phrase came at the very end. “Unitis
fully functiona and ready for transfer.”

| turned to Melchior. “Areyou ready?’

“As| ever will be,” he whispered.

"You don't haveto do this” | said. “Y ou know that, right?’

“I’'m scared,” hereplied. “But | want to do it. Hook me up.”

He climbed onto the table and shifted into lgptop form, opening his externd drive bay. | took one last
look at the memory crystal we' d selected and placed it inthe bay. A bright rich blue, it was the cleanest
and clearest of dl the crystasin Ahllan’s stores, never before used and till in the original packaging until
we' d plugged it in for afunction check. It wasn't the biggest unit she' d had, though it was huge—about
Sx terabytes capacity—becalise what was important was the least possible corruption and cross
contamination.

Thedrive closed and | plugged Melchior into the controller bank, then did one last check on the transfer
program. Everything looked good.

“Take care, my friend.”

| hit the button that would copy Mée chior into the crystal, erasing each individua bit of information from
his online memory as soon asit had verified the write function in the crystal. A cumbersome and
dangerous process—any information that miscopied would be lost forever—but a necessary one.

For many years, the Fates had copied files acrossto anew troll each time they upgraded, discarding the
old hardware and persondlity rather than performing this sort of transfer. That hadn’t dways been the
case, or 0 I'd learned from Ahllan. In the beginning, there' d been multiple attempts to copy the contents
of the old drive over the new one viaanetworking cable. They had dwaysfailed, with resultant massive
datalossin both computers. Restoring from backups could usualy reproduce dl thefiles, but it dways
left both systems as plain old computers rather than Als.

The reason for that—unknown at the time—was the soulware, the actud extraphysical entity of the
origina Al. It couldn’t exist in two places smultaneoudy, and when it was forced to try, the soul died.
The only exception to that rulein the history of the multiverse to date was Shara, when she split herself
because of the Persephone virus, and we till didn’t fully understand what had happened there. Only by
completely transferring the soul to an interna vessel—the memory crystal—and then moving that across
to the new body could the transfer be effected safely.

The Fates had discovered the process through trial and error—though they still hadn’t known about the
souls—but decided it risked too much data loss and opted for the more wasteful but reliable cycle of
junking the old tralls, persondity and al.

“How long will it take?’ Haemun asked after awhile.

“ About twenty minutes of write time, thirty secondsto move the crysta, another twenty minutes of read
time, and at least an hour for system initidization on the new body.”

“When will we know if it worked?” Haemun’ s voice sounded very small and worried, and | was
forcefully reminded that his own persona magic gave him specid insght into my emotiona statesand
needs.

“Not until the very end,” | replied. “Not until he—"



| was interrupted by a crash as Haemun dropped the drinks tray he still carried. The heavy earthenware
pitcher burst gpart, spraying lemonade everywhere. | had just an ingtant to regret not telling him to wait
outside the clean room before he fell to the floor, curling into aball in the mess and dipping quickly into
UNCONSCIOUSNESS.

“What' swrong?’ | asked, knedling and putting ahand on his shoulder.

It was Tid phone who answered after sniffing the air for amoment. “Nemesisishere”



CHAPTER FIFTEEN
| glanced from Haemun’ s crumpled form to the table that held Me chior’ s body in mid-soul transfer.
Nemesiswould be knocking on the door any second, and in my wholelife I’ d rarely felt more helpless.
“How much longer?’ Tisphonejerked her chinat Mechior.
“I don’t know.” | shook my head. “Ten minutes? Maybe abit more. It' shard to say. But that’ sjust the
write function— you heard what | told Haemun.”
“Once he' swritten into the crystal, will he be stable?’” she asked.
A boom sounded from upstairs—the front door shattering.
“For awhileat least, but | don’t know how long. No on€e' s ever tested what happensif you delay the
transfer. I'd rather not be thefirgt.”
Tisphone shrugged, her face grim. 1 can buy you ten minutes; that | swear. | don’t know if | can do
more, but I’ll try. Y ou' d better get some sort of exit strategy going in the meantime.” She turned toward
the door. “ Good-bye.”
| leaped up and caught her arm, and she let me spin her back to face me.
“Good luck,” | said, and kissed her.
She leaned into the kissfor just a second, then pulled away. “Thanks, but don’t worry so much. Thiswill
be the most fun I’ ve had in years.” She winked. * Present company excepted, of course. Bar the door.”
Then she was gone, moving with that insane speed that dazzled the eye.
| locked both the wardroom and clean-room doors, then set about crafting afaeriering. As | worked,
the sounds of violent destruction filtered down from above, aong with the occasiond puff of dust from
the celling after aparticularly loud and destructive impact. The horrible screams and howls sounded
worse yet, something like aHollywood director’ sfantasy of fifty giant alien cat cresturesin the midst of a
drug-fuded interstellar gang war.
Then the ring was finished, manifesting as a perfect circle of circuit-patterned mushrooms. I’ d performed
the task often enough now that | managed not to scorch the ceiling or knock mysalf over. Next, |
checked the telltales on the controller to see where Mée chior was in the process—perhaps three-quarters
done.
| hate waiting. My eyesfell on Haemun, and | had an ideafor reducing the total number of hostages.
Hdf-lifting the satyr, | very gently did him over the edge of thefaeriering. | could fed the magic tugging
a him, ready to tumble him randomly through the infinity of the multiverse, but | didn’t let him go. That
would have been amogt as bad as anything Nemesis could do. Instead, | sent my awarenessinto the
network, creating a set of conditions rather than searching for aspecific ring. When | thought I'd
achieved them, | gave him a gentle nudge, and he was gone.
If thingsworked as | intended, he would in the very same intant have appeared in atemporary ring on
Olympus, onetilted steeply enough to tumble him out of the ring and into the grasses beyond. 1t wasthe
best | could do at the moment and awholelot better than what he might have had to faceif he stayed
with us.
After that there was nothing left to do but wait. | put my body between Melchior and the clean-room
door and kept one eye on the monitor as the secondsticked away. The transfer was almost complete
when thefirst impact struck the door of the wardroom beyond.
“Comeon, little buddy,” 1 whispered. “Hurry.” Then | drew my sword and my pistol, the latter
left-handed.
| wouldn't have much time. Asthe door cracked under a second blow, | whistled aspell significantly
shorter than its name: “ Safeties? We don't need no stinking safeties.”
A moment later | heard the outer door shatter. Only one thin panel now stood between me and my
Nemesis. | took afirm stance and pointed my pistol at the door even asit bowed inward with Nemesis's
firgt gtrike. Three more blows broke the door in two, sending the upper half tumbling into the clean room.
For asecond Nemesis s torso was silhouetted in the opening. | centered my sights on her chest and
pulled the trigger, emptying my .45 sclip at amagically enhanced full auto.
A human wouldn’t have been able to hold the pistol on target. Even my wrist ached at the recail, but it



only lasted for an ingtant. Without waiting to see what damage | might have done, | threw the gun at her
face and went for my dagger.

She caught it out of the air and snapped it back at me—so much for any hopes that the bulletswould
accomplish what Tisphone had not. Reflexively, | dodged aside, then winced as | heard the pistal hit the
equipment behind me. Breathing alittle prayer to the goddess of fortune that it hadn’t destroyed anything
involved in Mechior’ strandfer, | took along, lunging step forward, trying to skewer Nemesiswith my
rapier as she burst through what was | eft of the door.

There was a sngp and aflash of numbing painin my cheek as the world tumbled around me. Somewhere
intherel lost my grip on my sword' s hilt. It was only as| hit and shattered the legs of the table where
Melchior’snew body rested that | redized | wasflying through the air. With aconvulsive effort, | caught
the falling subnotebook before it could hit the floor. Together, we did into the corner. | ended up flat on
my back, with my legs pressed against the wall amidst the wreckage of the table.

Nemesis stood just inside the doorway, abrutal smile twisting the bloodied lips she' d borrowed from
Dairn. | did have the satisfaction of seeing afoot or so of my sword’ s blade standing out from her left
side below the ribs—apparently the snap had been the sound of the blade breaking. She had other marks
of having been in afight aswell. Besdesthe split lip, her nose was flattened, and she had aline of bullet
holes running across her torso from right hip to just above the sword blade. She aso had a set of deep
claw marks on her left thigh—so deep, in fact, that | could see exposed bone—and | wondered sickly
what had become of Tisiphone. With al of her injuries, Nemesis should have been dead. Unfortunately, it
didn’'t look like anyone had explained that to her, not if the smile and the lack of significant bleeding were
anything to go by

“Oh, look,” she said, stepping deeper into the room and circling to her left—taking her farther away from
me, “afaeriering.” She whistled something complex and sdf-harmonizing. Thering and the sone on
which it stood dropped into agrest pit that opened in thefloor. “Y ou should have used that before |
came through the door. Now, why didn’t you? | wonder.”

| didn’t want her thinking adong those lines, not when | couldn’t tell if Mechior was done with histransfer
or not. Bracing my feet againgt thewall, | shoved, sending mysalf diding across the floor toward
Nemesis, dagger extended in front of me. With aimost contemptuous ease, she ssomped on the blade,
pinning it to the floor and arresting my progress.

“Didn’t like that question much, did you? Could it be because your familiar is over there on the dab,
utterly helpless?” Shetwisted her hed, breaking my dagger, and stepped toward Melchior.

| whipped the subnotebook at the back of her head as | might have thrown adiscus. | didn’'t want to give
it up, but better that than let her put afinger on Méelchior. She batted it away without even looking my
way. It struck thewdl with asickening crunch. | rolled backwards onto my feet and lunged at her with
the broken stub of my dagger.

With aslittle effort as she' d expended on the thrown compuiter, she caught my left wrist and twisted. My
world blurred as the bonesin my wrist broke, and | dropped the weapon. She twisted again, and | fell to
my knees, darkness edging my vison and arushing sound filling my ears.

“Naughty boy, mustn’'t get in Nemesis sway,” | heard her say asif from agreat distance.

Then she shoved me so hard that | most tumbled into the pit. | lost track of things for amoment then,
but came to on my feet. For reasons | could no longer understand, | had picked up the broken
subnotebook and was clutching it to my chest. Across the room, Nemesis mirrored my pose with
Meélchior’ slaptop shape. Shredded cables dangled from his case, and | could only hope the copying job
had finished running before she' d torn him loose. Now | just needed to figure out how to get him away
from her.

“Did you want this?" she asked, holding him up in front of her. “Isit preciousto you?’

“Heis” | replied, meeting her mirrored eyes. “Y ou know that, or you wouldn’t be doing this.”

“True enough,” said Nemesis. “What would you givefor it?’

| opened my mouth to answer, then paused for asplit second as| saw movement beyond the doorway.
Thefight had shifted us so that | wasin the farthest corner from the entrance, and Nemesis stood
haf-turned away fromit.



“Anything,” | said, forcing my eyesto move back to her face despite what I’ d seen through the door.
“I'd give anything to have him back.”

Tisiphone stood in the room beyond. She didn’t seem as bloodied as Nemesis, but the entire right side of
her head |ooked black and blue. The wing on that side hung broken and limp, trailing behind her with its
flamesbardly vishble. Even as| registered that, shelifted her left hand to her mouth and touched her lipsin
ashushing gesture. Then she faded from view—the chamel eon effect.

“Anything?’ asked Nemesis. “Redly? How about your right hand?’ She pulled the hiltless blade from her
Sde—no blood followed it.

Pinning the subnotebook to my chest with my broken left arm, | extended my right. “Melchior is my right
hand.

“How nice” said Nemesis. “Well, that’ sagtart then.”

Sheraised the blade, and | braced mysdlf for the pain. Then shelowered it again.

“No, if heredly isyour right hand, it ssemsonly fair that | take that instead.”

Before| could move, or even breathe, she brought Melchior’ s case down on the corner of the table with
tremendous force. The laptop exploded into amillion pieces, and | screamed. As the parts shot outward
indl directions, anearly invisble hand caught the most vita piece—the memory crysta—out of theair
and flipped it in my direction. Tisphone stosswas so accurate that | didn’t even have to move my hand,
just openit, and the crystal landed negtly on my pam. | gripped it convulsively as Tisphone popped fully
into view hafway through aspinning kick aimed at Nemesis's heed.

“Run!” shouted Tisiphone, and | did, even as Nemesis brought up an arm and deflected most of
Tigphone' s attack.

If Tisiphone hadn’t dropped her camouflage, the kick might have landed true. She'd chosen to draw
Nemesis s atention away from me. | wasjust ducking through the doorway when | heard aterrible
screech. | looked back. Tisiphone was on her back now, with her head and shoulders hanging over the
pit. Nemesishad hold of atableleg that she'd stuck deep into Tisiphone' s shoulder and wasusing it to
dide the Fury farther over the edge.

“No!” | ydled, and Tisphone s eyesflicked toward me.

“Run, damniit!” she screamed.

Then she caught hold of Nemesiswith the claws of her feet and jerked, tumbling them both into the pit.
As| heard a scrabbling sound dropping away from me, | ducked back into the room. There, | saw a
hand clutching thelip. It did not have claws. A half second later, another appeared besideit. Running
wasn't going to be enough, but Tisiphone had bought me timeto think, something | should have done
from the Sart.

Working quickly, | opened the front of my jacket and tucked both the crystal and what was left of the
subnotebook insde. Then | pulled out my athame and dashed across the pam of my |eft hand. It jarred
my broken wrist, and | couldn’t help whimpering, but it also sprayed blood across Nemesis' s groping
hands. Reaching inward, | opened achannd to the interworld chaosand let it rip aholein the walls of
redlity. Thistime, | didn’t wait for the stuff to devour me as| had in Hades. Instead, | stepped through
the rift into the nowhere beyond, leaving Nemesis to face the growing sphere of destruction.

Chaos whispered to me, trying to incorporate my own chaotic identity into the greater seaaround me,
trying to make me onewith itsdf. | could fed the mad, pulsing vitdity of it across the whole of my being
just as| had when Tis phone brought me here before. It waslike being immersed in amix of Dionysus's
finest vintage and pureliquid music. All | had to do to experienceit to the fullest wasto let mysdlf go and
become part of the song. But | couldn’t. Not if | wanted to meet Shara s deadline and not if | wanted to
save Melchior.

| had to hold mysdlf together until | could figure away out of this, and | had to do it fast. | had no idea
how much time Md had, or even if hehad any timeat al. | needed to stay me.

“Me” | whispered to mysdf. “I. Me. Me. My.”

It helped, but only alittle. Asserting my me-nesswasn't going to do it for long. Think, Ravirn! Come on,
you can do this. Think!

That wasit! | had to think—to use the one part of me that made mewho | was. My brain. | needed to



think and keep thinking until | found away out of this. Nothing was coming, though. If | wereaFury, |
could have smply cut aholein the stuff of nothingness and let mysdlf leak into somethingness, or
something likethat.

But | wasn't aFury, and | wasn't going to be able to lay my hands on one either. The only Fury who
redly cared about me had falen into apit in my stead, and | had no way of knowing if she'd even
survived the experience. Sure, she wasimmorta, but she' d been fighting another immorta at thetime,
and her own immortality was built on the power of Necessity, who had withdrawn from the world.
Maybe that made her killable. | just didn’t know and . . . | was drifting away from the point again, chaos
unraveling the pattern of my thinking.

It tugged a my thoughts, trying to remake them in its own image. Look at dl the pretty colors and then
bye-bye.

“Focus, Ravirn. How do you get out of here?’

For that matter, how had | gotten therein the first place? Not into chaos—that | knew, at least—but into
the messthat led to the chaos. How had | ended up on Nemesis s hit list? Who had set her after me?
“No,” | tried to force mysdlf to focus, “that’ s not the right question. Why did they set her after me? Who
has something to gain by setting Nemesis on me? Who wanted me dead?’

That wasn't it either, though. There were easier waysto kill me than resurrecting a dead goddess. There
had to be. That wastoo much like using Zeus slightning as abug zap-per. Well, if they didn’t want me
dead, what did they want? What was | good at? Hacking, which nobody hired out. Cracking, maybe.
And bug fixes. Hadn't | heard that song somewhere before?

| just didn’t get it, though. If someonewasredly trying to use Nemesis as motivation, shouldn’t they have
given me someideaof what they wanted by now?

“Comeon, givemeasgn!”

That was when Megaeraarrived. At firgt | thought | was halucinating, that my brain had made a pattern
out of the tumbling shapes and forms of the chaos passing before my eyes—calling up Tisiphoneto save
me despite everything.

Then she spoke. “Looks like somebody could use alift.” Shewaswearing asmile, but it wasn't avery
good one—she was no better at lying than her fiery sster.

“Megaera?’

“Intheflesh.” She nodded, and her green hair did intensdy strange thingsin the gravityless nonspace of
chaos.

“Hereto rescue me?’

The smiledipped. “I could leave you hereto die.”

“Could you redly? Could you just fly away and leave meto dissolvein chaos?’

“Of course. It' snot asthough | likeyou, little runaway.”

“Doit,” | said, because | suddenly didn’t believe she would. | dmost had the answer now. | could taste
it, though | couldn’t articulateit, like aword that was hanging just beyond thetip of my tongue.

“Whet!”

“Fly away. Leave me. | don’t want your help.”

She growled and extended her claws, but she neither left nor gutted me. | mentioned that, and she
growled some more. Then she grabbed hold of my arm.

“Let go!” | demanded.

“Or what? There’ s nothing you can do that could possibly hurt me.”

“OrI'll let go. .. of mysdf, and you can try holding on to chaos amidst chaos.”

“Y ou might be surprised what | can hang on to,” she said. “We were built to catch even the dipperiest
fish.” Shedidn’t let go of my arm, but she did stop trying to move me. “What do you want?’ she sighed.
“Answersto life s persstent questions.”

“Not my department,” said Megaera though she still made no moveto force me.

That told mealot. | believed her when she said that she could catch even chaos hiding in chaos. That
meant she had some other reason for wanting meto retain my shape and myself. The only thing | could
think of was Mdchior in his crystaline container, who might not take the transition so well. That’swhy |



hadn’t smply made good on my threat. | wasn't willing to risk him either, but that was because | loved
him. Why should Megaera care? That had to betied into al the other questions.

“How much has Tis phone been keeping you up to date on our effortsto fix Necessity?” | finally asked.
“She' stold me everything.”

“Everything?’ | waggled my eyebrows suggestively.

“Everything.” Her voice was rich with disgust.

Combine her expression with the fact that she didn’t seem asworried about her Sster as| might have
expected, and | had to assume that she believed Tisphone would be dl right—an enormousrdlief. And
onethat left me with only one question, one that would point the way to the prime mover here.

“Who are the Furiesworking for now?’

“What? What do you mean? We serve Necessity.”

Truth mixed with fiction: gods but shewasabad liar. I’d dmost had it there, even without area answer.
“Necessity’ sbeen off-linealong time,” | said, “and | know for afact you and your sisters don’t much
like autonomy. Y ou turned away from service to the Fates because you believed they didn’'t have
Necessity’ s best interests at heart, but you wouldn't have stayed free agents for long. Maybe | can figure
it out without your help. Y ou must be working for someone who you believe will help you fix her,
someone with both the power and the motive. Who could that be?’

“I—I can't. . . believe you re asking that. We don’t serve anyone but Necessity.”

And now | thought | had it.

“Redly?You'reashad aliar asyour sger. I'll comewith you if you'll give me arideto theright place.”
“Where?’ She sounded wary.

“How about if you take meto Zeus?’

Megaera blinked, then nodded. “Y ou are aclever one, aren’t you. Maybe they wereright to choose
you.” Then, with one great best of her seaweed wings, she started us moving through the Primal Chaos.
So, | had guessed right, though | didn’t fed dl that clever. | should have seen it much earlier, probably
would haveif | were less suspicious of family—Thdliato be specific. She' d called mewith awarning
about Zeus, though | hadn’t had the wit to recognizeit as such at thetime,

Zeus had set me up with the party—I was as sure of that now asif I’ d seen him ordering the floral
arrangements—but | till hadn’t figured out why. 1t had to do with Necessity. He wanted her fixed, and
he wanted it badly. Otherwise, he couldn’t have persuaded the Furiesto hisside. But what wasin it for
him? He was perhaps the most self-interested of the gods, and he would never have put that much work
into anything without a damn good reason.

| needed to know the answer to that in order to figure out how to play this, but | hadn’t come up with
anything by the time Megaera cut us adoor into Olympus. Shetook us straight to the top, the little round
temple that sat on the roof of the great palace of Zeus like a cupola—the thunder god' s persona office.
Thebig guy wasin, stting a hisdesk in al his bronze-skinned, vacant-eyed glory, complete with dumb
grin. Thistime | wasn't buyingiit.

“Ravirn, my boy, how areyou?’ He boomed. “And Megaera, my favorite Fury. So good to see you
both! If you' d called ahead, I d have arranged aparty.”

He stood up and drew us both into a huge hug. My broken wrist screamed, but not nearly asloudly as|
would have expected, and | somehow managed not to let the sound reach my mouth. Instead, | kept it
firmly shut.

Megaerasaid smply, “Heknows.”

That was good. It saved me some time, acommodity | was very concerned about at the moment. As
soon as Zeuslet usgo, | went straight to the smaller desk on the other side of the office where his
computer sat.

“Héllo, Zeus, how are you?’ the god said to himself in my voice as| walked away, the tone jovidly
sarcadtic. “Oh, I'mfine” Heturned his head back and forth as he spoke, mimicking a conversation with
himsdf. “And you, Ravirn? Never better, Zeus. Good to hear that, my boy. Let me get you adrink.”

| ignored him as—one-handed—I pulled his persona computer out from under the desk and started
checking ports and connectors. | was pleased by the results. The box looked state of the art. | hadn’t



really expected anything less, what with Zeus sfixation on power and potency, but I’d had to make sure.
“S0,” said the god, after amoment, “are you going to talk to me? Or are you just going to tear my office
gpart until | smiteyou?’ His voice remained boisterously genid, but | detected agrowing edge
undernegth.

| was getting to him. That was good. Dangerous, but good. | wanted him off-bal ance when we started
this conversation. It would give me an advantage, and | needed every one of those | could get. Especidly
sncel dill hadn't figured out histrue agendain dl this.

“Smite him,” interjected Megaera. “Please. Or if you'd rather not do it persondly, I’ d be happy to play
your proxy.”

“Y ou want to give me areason to hold her back?” asked Zeus, his voice cold and serious.

That waswhat I’ d been waiting for. | turned around. Zeus had settled with one hip leaning againgt his
desk, his position studiedly casud. All trace of vacancy had left his eyes and taken theidiot grin with it.
Hewas ill bronze, but now instead of evoking too much time spent on the beach, it reminded me of
Spartan spearheads.

“We could talk,” | said, “but at the moment, I’ d rather do some dedling.”

“What makes you think you have anything | want?’ he asked, and | knew that | had him.

If he didn’t need me, he would have smply refused. OK, why did he need me? And how much?1 had to
figurethat out, or | was going to get taken to the cleaners. Somehow in my earlier encounters with him,
I”’d managed to let the hyper-frat-boy act blind me to the fact that Zeus had managed to retain control
over apantheon of fractious and clever gods for ten thousand years. He might play theidiot for public
consumption, but he'd won every fight he' d ever gotten into al the way back to the Titanomachy. It
wasn't Zeustrapped in Tartarus. It was hisfather. Then it hit me.

The Titanomachy and Tartarus! Cerberus had given medl the clues| needed, and | hadn’t really
listened. Since Persephone’ s virus was designed to destroy the information about who belonged wherein
the pantheon, Zeus was afraid that the problems with Necessity were going to free the Titans and restart
thewar of gods againgt Titans. That till didn’t explain why he’ d brought Nemesisinto the equation, but it
took me much closer.

“Wel?’ asked Zeus.

| scrambled to answer now that | had something to say, “ The fact that you haven't dready fried me with
lightning is suggestive initsdf, but I’ ve got some other thoughts on the matter. I’ d love to go over themin
detail, but I have a problem that needs solving right now. If you help me with that, right now, then later
Il be much more open to helping you with any problems you might have with . . . oh, say, the Titans?
What do you think?’

A smadl thundercloud formed over Zeus s head, and he frowned mightily. | didn’t make the mistake of
believing it was an accident or for anything other than effect. Not thistime. Despite the fact that precious
seconds wereticking past, | sat mysalf down in the chair in front of the computer desk and crossed my
arms. | didn’'t dare blow this, so | kept my mouth firmly shut. It had atendency to write checks the rest
of me had trouble cashing. M chior would have been proud . . . and thinking about him cut at my soul.
“All right, tell mewhat you need,” said Zeus after afew seconds.

| half unzipped my jacket and pulled out the busted-up subnotebook, setting it on the desk. | took the
opportunity to tuck my broken arm into my jacket, then opened the laptop. The screen was completely
shattered, and a couple of keyswere broken or didodged. The case looked all right—no surprise with all
that Kevlar and carbon fiber—but the anodized aluminum trim had some nasty scratches, and |

suspected internal damage. It wasdl stuff | could repair giventime. But | didn’t havetime, or at leadt, |
didn’t know how much time| had. | needed to get Mechior out of the crystd and into his new body
before anything further went wrong.

| looked Zeusin the eye. “Y ou are the embodiment of crestion, the pole power of life. | figure that means
you can fix thisawhole |ot faster and more easily than | can.” | tapped the case.

“It'sacomputer,” said Zeus. “What do | know from computers? Y ou’ ve debugged software problems
for me before.” His porn browser had broken, and he hadn’t wanted to get Athenato doit. “Y ou should
know that.”



“Uh-uh. Thisisthe broken body of aliving being.” | pulled out the crystd. “His soul isright herein my
hand. Don't tell meyou can't hed him. We both know it’ s not true.”

“When you put it that way . . .” Zeus stood up and walked over to ook down at the subnotebook.
“Hmm.” He gazed downward for severa seconds, then nodded. “Y ou want me to do that broken wrist
of yours at the same time?”’

“That'dbenice” | said, “but it'snot my main concern at the moment.”

“Of courseit’'snot,” said Zeus. “Not after your little jaunt through chaos.”

“What?’ | couldn’t help mysdlf, it just burst out.

“Ah-ha” said Zeus. “Mister smarty-pants-wet-behind-the -ears-demigod doesn't actualy know
everything yet, doeshe? | take it you haven't noticed that you fed recharged and rguvenated every time
you use chaos magic? That it subgtitutes for the deep you now find so hard to achieve?’

He d hit anerve and | wanted to know more about that; but it wouldn’t fix Melchior and | redlly didn’t
know how much time he had, so | put it asdefor later thought.

“My familiar?’ | prompted.

He placed the palm of hisright hand in the middle of the keyboard, and shouted, “Hed!” with the deep
tones and Southern accent of areviva tent preacher.

The subnotebook did halfway across the desk, making an awful crackling noise asit went. Contrary to
the noise, though, dl of the visble damage began reveraing itsdf. It looked like film of an accident being
run backwards. Before | could think to say anything, the god placed his hand on my forehead, and
shouted “Hedl!” again.

My chair went over backwards, and | landed hard, but | didn’t pay nearly as much attention to that as|
might have in other circumstances. | wastoo distracted by the sensation that someone had poured hot
maple syrup into my veins— warm, wonderful, sugary goodness filling me up to the point of pain, with
hot spotsin my wrist, my bad knee, and my left pinky. A few seconds later, it had al faded away, and |
felt asthough my body had been returned to origina specs. The feding wasreinforced by thetotaly
unexpected restoration of the fingertip I’ d lost more than ayear ago in my fight with my cousn Moric—a
gmall price, considering he'd died.

“Wow!” | said, though it sounded terribly uncool in my own ears. To make up for that, | quickly lifted an
eyebrow at Zeus and asked in my best snide tone, “Did you haveto do the *heal’ thing, or was that for
my benefit?”

“Neither. I'vejust dways kind of wanted to try it, and now seemed as good atime as any.”

| laughed, and in that moment | found that despite everything, | till liked Zeus. It was an uncomfortable
feding. “Fair enough. Now, if you'll excuse mefor amoment, I’ ve got to do my part.”

Opening the drive tray on the subnotebook, | set the crystal within. The shiny black plastic that lined the
sdes of the surprisingly deep bay flowed around the crystal, conforming to its shape. Onceit wasfirmly
seated, | closed it up and started connecting cables from Zeus s desktop to thelittle |aptop. After that, it
wasdl software.

Since Zeus s machine hadn’t been designed for this sort of task, | had to hack some of the existing disk
utilities to perform the soul-write. Then, | didn’t trust them to do the job without careful monitoring, so |
spent the next forty minutesignoring Zeus and everything but getting the job doneright. At the end of that
time, | had asubnotebook whose hard drive held whatever was | eft of Melchior—please be all there
—and only onething left to do.

| hit the start button.



CHAPTER SIXTEEN
The small laptop chimed gently as the boot process began, and | forced myself to lean back in the chair.
Wheat | could do for Melchior, | had done. Now it was al over but the waiting. An hour at least because
of the recompile made necessary by the quantum hardware. That'swhat I’ d told Haemun, and it was
likely to be more, what with dl the jostling and delays. An hour or moretill 1 found out whether | fill had
abest friend. I'd have screamed, but that was only going to work for afew minutes at best—the throat
justisn't built for an hour of sustained ululation.
Instead, | turned back to Zeus and Megaera and tried desperately not to think about al the things that
could possibly go wrong with asoul transfer onto largely untested and experimental hardware. Hardware
that, by the way, had been shattered by Nemesis, then repaired by the king of the gods through pure wild
magic, and using asoul that might or might not have finished its transfer protocol.
“Arewe ready to talk now?’ asked Megaera, her voice dripping poison. “Have wefinished playing with
our slly toys and having atemper tantrum?’
| didn’t remember crossing the distance between us or grabbing her throat in my hands. Everything
between her comment and Zeus shouting, “Don't kill him!” was ablank. Almost smultaneous with the
words came agentle impact on my chest and acircle of searing pain. That brought me fully back into my
right mind. | looked down to find the fingertips of Megaera sright hand pressed into the flesh above my
heart.
“Please,” said Megagra. “I just want to tear hisheart out alittle bit.”
“No,” replied Zeus, and she pulled her hand away, leaving five bleeding punctures where her claws had
bitten into my flesh.
“I suppose you want that hedled aswell?” Zeus didn’t sound amused.
“No. | think I’'ll keep it for now. It' [l help remind meto think before | act.”
Zeussighed. “1t' sagood idea, but somehow after reading Athena s reports on you, | doubt it'll be
enough. Megaera, why don't you find someplace else to be for awhile. The two of you don't play
together well, and I’ d rather not have to keep pulling you apart. It' sextraeffort, and I’'m not abig fan of
extraeffort.”
Without so much as agood-bye, M egaera stepped between two pillars and legped into the sky.
“Good riddance,” | whispered under my bresath.
“Couldwejust skip dl that?” asked Zeus.
“All right.” | returned to the chair beside Mée chior’ s new case—close enough to touch but facing away
S0 as not to dlow mysdlf to get too distracted. “Where shdl we start?’
“I don’t think that’ s how it goes,” said Zeus. “We ve dready started. | did something for you, now it's
your turn to do something for me.”
“Fix Necessty, you mean? So that the Titans don't break themselves free of Tartarus?’
“Inanutshell,” Zeus sad, nodding, “yes.”
“I’m dready on the case, but you knew that. Assoon as| leave here, I'll get back oniit, assuming
Melchior survives hisupgrade, that is.” | swallowed hard.
| would not bresk down in front of Zeus. | would not bresk down in front of Zeus. Not now, not
knowing hewasmy . . . well, not enemy exactly. Adversary sounded about right. Especidly considering
the fact that he' d set Nemesison me.
“Why did you do that?’ | asked.
“Dowhat?’ He assumed a puzzled expresson. “It may surprise you to know this, but I’ m not omniscient.
Cronus steeth, | don't even do divination. That whole Delphic oracle shtick is Apollo’ sthing, not mine.
It' sadways sounded like far too much work for my tastes.”
“Why did you set Nemesison me?’
“| wasn't sure Tisiphone would be able to convince you to the cause. Especialy not as you were il
attached to that girl of Clotho’swhen | set the plan in motion.”
“Cerice?’ | tried to keep my voice polite, though | felt more than alittle sick at his mention of Tisiphone.
“That’s her name, yes.” He thesatrically dapped his forehead.



“Could you please stop doing that?’ | asked.

“What?’

“Paying stupid. Neither one of us believesit. Not anymore. Doesn't that make it count as wasted effort?
That’ syour ideaof acardind sin, right?’

The god became perfectly still, and hisface lost the vague look it had assumed. “Point to the Raven.
You'reright; it swasted effort now. | won't even pretend to have forgotten where we were. Y ou were
about to ask whether Tis phone knew about Nemesis and why on Earth I’ d thought setting Nemesison
you would motivate you to repair Necessity.”

“Exectly,” | said.

“Of course shedidn’t, and it s because | thought you were smarter than perhapsyou are.”

“Pardon?’ | asked.

“| didn’t tell Tisiphone about Nemesis, nor Megaera or Alecto. To do so would have set them to
wondering about my motives, and that has everything to do with the reason | arranged for Dairn to make
avigt to Tartarus and, with it, Nemes's s acquaintance.”

“I ill don't. .. Oh.” | dmogt had it all. “Nemesiswas trapped with the Titansin Tartarus. When
Necessity was damaged, that |oosened the chains of al who are bound there.” Zeus smiled a melikea
teacher whose student has just grasped the lesson. “Nemesiswill kill meif | keep going head-to-head
with her, and she |l keep coming after me aslong as she' sfree. The only way to stop her isto reimprison
her in Tartarus, which meansfixing Necessity.”

“Precisaly. The biggest problem with the plan isthat you didn’t figure it out anywhere near asquickly as
I"d expected. ”

“Isthat why you went to plan B and set Tisiphone to wooing me to the cause?’ | made the question as
light as| could, but | didn’t fool Zeus.

“No, Tisiphone swooing was al on her own behaf. Convenient for me, but not my fault. The only thing |
did on that front was suggest to Alecto that you’ d make agood choice for fixing Necessity. | figured that
if she agreed, that would make a two-to-one vote in your favor and give Tis phone the freedom to pursue
you without the worry that Megaerawould kill you for spite.”

Another piecefdl into place. “ That, and you arranged for Nemesisto attack me whilel wasin
Tisphone' s presence. Y ou knew that the return of Nemesiswould force her and the other Furiesto
work faster on getting Necessity repaired. That's what the spinnerettes have been about, lighting me up
so that Nemesis could find me. Right?’

“Not quite,” said Zeus. “1 did arrange for that encounter, but | don’'t control the spinnerettes. They're
working for the Fate Core.”

“I notice you didn’t say for Fate,” | said, thinking back to Cerice s suggestion that the Fate Core was
becoming sentient.

Zeus shook hishead. “Not asfar as| cantell.”

“Huh.” That could get very ugly. “Well, what are they doing for it, and why?’

“I don’'t know.” The statement was flat and unaccompanied by one of his patented dumb looks, and |
found thet | believed him.

“But didn’'t you make Tis phone stop chasing the one that visited Garbage Faerie?’ | asked.

“Yes, but not because | was protecting the spinnerette. | just wanted her back with you, solving the
Necessity problem and guarding you in case Nemesis showed up. Vengeanceisavery hard goddessto
control. | didn’t want you dying without solving my problem.”

“You know,” | said, putting the issues of the spinnerettes aside for the moment, “for someone who clams
to belazy, that all soundslikea lot of work.”

Zeus chuckled. “ Y ou' d be surprised. All | had to do to make Nemesiswork for me was give the
faerie-ring network atiny nudge so that it spat what was left of your cousin Dairn out at the right place for
him to meet and offer himsalf to Nemesis—lesswork than you expended sending your Haemun hereto
protect him. | didn’t have to do much more with the Furies. They want the samething | do, and they’re
willing to do dl the swesaty running-around parts.”

| opened my mouth to ask another question, then closed it with asnap when | felt atap on my shoulder.



“Boss?’
| spunin my chair and found Me chior—in goblin shape—staring a me from adistance of inches. |
snaiched himinto ahug.

“What did | miss?’ he asked, when | loosened up enough to let him breathe.

“Everything,” | said, suppressing tears once again. “How areyou? All theright partsin dl theright
places?’ | set him down and tapped his shoulders and hips.

“Sort of,” hesaid, “but | fed redly, realy strange.”

“Could you be any vaguer?’ | asked.

“I don’'t know, | could try if you redly want meto . . .” Hewinked. “It isactually hard to explain. Maybe
it'd be better if | showed you.”

With that, he changed back into laptop shape. Only hedidn’t. Unlike the old change, thiswas
instantaneous, complete, and—strangest by far—no change at al. On the desk in front of me stood
something that was Melchior, the open |gptop, and both smultaneoudy. At least that washow | saw it. |
imagine someone who wasn't achaos power would have been getting aredly nasty flickering effect as
their eyestried to process the three overlgpping entities as digtinct images. Even for me, it wasalittle
rough on the digestion.

“| don't suppose you want to stop that,” | said. “It’skind of hard to ook at.”

“Y ou think you ve got problems,” he said as he suddenly became only the webgoblin. “Imagine how it
fedsfromtheinsde”

“I'd rather nat, if that’ sal right with you. How are you doing it?’

"I'mnot sure. | wasall set to transform the old way when . . .” He frowned. “It's strangeredlly. | just got
thiswild impulseto try something different and, presto!” He snapped his fingers and shifted back and
forth again. “Isthat what it’ slike to be the Raven? All weird intuitions and sudden impulses?’ He
shuddered.

“It does have moments like that, yes. While we' re on the subject of weirdness, that was no hour. How
can you be back with me so soon?’

“Blameme,” said Zeus. “1 maybe should have mentioned it before, but creative processes, like
births—even dectronic births—tend to go more quickly and easily in my presence. It can be a bother
redly. Take anap in ajust-planted field, wake up to find very confused farmers harvesting dl around
you. Ohwell, at least it does't involve any work. Now, where were we?’

“Arranging for meto get from hereto Necessity, if that’ s possible. It lookslikeit'smy turn to pay up.” If
he' d saved that one to increase my gratitude, it had worked.

“So quick to agreeto my terms?’ mused Zeus. “ And that despite all the trouble I’ ve caused you. It
amost makes me want to ask for more.”

| growled. “Don’'t push your luck. At the moment, our needs and wants on the subjects of Necessity and
Nemesisarein concert. That doesn’t mean I’ m going to forget or forgive the fact that you’ ve endangered
my lifeand thelives of my friends. I'm putting it aside, not dropping it.”

"Uh, Boss?’

“Yes, Mdchior?’

“Pleasetdl methat you' re not threatening Zeus.”

“All right. Mechior, I'm not threaetening Zeus.”

“You'relying,” hesadwithasgh.

“I'mlying, but not much. It'snot like I'm planning genuine retdiation or anything. I’ m just making vague,
menacing sounds in the hopesthat it’ Il make him think twice about pulling thiskind of crgp on me again
later. It not like | have any red power to harm him.”

“You areawarethat I'm till in the room, right?” asked Zeus.

“Of course | am. Thisisascloseas| can get to admitting Mel’ sright that threats were abad ideaand
maybe | should retract them. It savesface, you see?’

“Evenwhen you explainit like that?" Zeus sounded bemused.

“Oh, especidly when | explainit,” | answered. “That makesit al ajoke between friends. Speaking of
which, now that we' re past the parts you didn’t want her to hear, maybe we should call M egaera back.



Unless, that is, you' ve done more double-crossing of the Furies that you don’t want them to know
about.” | cocked my head to one sde and took my chin between finger and thumb. “Y ou know, | hadn’t
thought about that.”

“What?’ asked Zeus, suddenly sounding more than alittlewary.

“Assuming | get Necessity fully repaired, neither she nor the Furies are going to be particularly pleased
about the way you' ve brought Nemesisinto al this. They’ re bad enemies. | know | wouldn't want my
girlfriend, Tisphone, redly mad a me.”

“That’samuch better threet,” said Zeuswith atight smile. “1 especialy like the subtlety of mentioning, as
if in passing, that you're romanticaly linked to one of the Furies. For such ayoung godling, you're
learning how to play the game quite quickly. | will have to watch you more closdly in the future.”

“I’'m afast learner, and | keep ending up across the table from the best—you for example. Now, where
werewe?’

Melchior put hisfacein hishands.

“I was caling Megaera back so that we could see about getting you on your way,” said Zeus. “At least, |
presume that’ swhy you wanted her back. Y ou think you' l| need her to get to Necessity.”

| nodded. That, and | was worried about Tisiphone. | hoped Megaerawould be able to tell me whether
shewasdl right or not.

A few minutes later, Megaera nodded cautioudy to the latter question, though she looked worried. “I
think so. Tisphone sangry, and she’ sin some pain, but not alot.” My expression must have shown my
shock, because she laughed and directed her gaze my way. “We hed very quickly. Even with theinjuries
you described, | would expect her to bounce back fully within amatter of hours at most. No, it'snot her
physica condition that concerns me. It’ sthe weakness of the link between us. | can't tell where sheis,
and that’ s never happened before.”

“Do you suppose she' swith Necessity?” asked Melchior.

Megaeraturned to him so quickly that she blurred. “What makes you ask that?’

“Theimpresson | got from Tisphone wasthet right at the moment you can find anything in the multiverse
but Necessity. Since you can't find Tisphonenow . . .”

“How would she get there?” asked Zeus. “That’ s a problem no on€' s been able to solve for sometime.”
“Whichiswhy you brought Ravirn into the equation,” said Me chior, “for his skills—skills currently
mirrored by Nemesisaspart of her quarrd with him. If Tisphoneiswith Nemess—"

“She' d never betray Necessity that way!” snarled Megaera.

“Who says she' sanything but akey?’ | said very quietly. “ Tisphonetold methat I’ d have to bring a Fury
aong when | went to fix Necessity, that without her, | wouldn’t be able to get past the physical security,
or even get in for that matter. What did she mean?’

“She shouldn’'t havetold you that,” said Megaera.

“It was when she was trying to convince meto take the job, and you didn’t answer the question.”
Megaera closed her mouth and crossed her arms.

“If I'm going to crack my way into Necessty for you, | need to know,” | said.

“Tdl him,” sad Zeus.

“All right, but under protest. Necessity’ s physical formisacomputer. Y ou know that. Tisiphonetold you
that she exigts at the point of maximum improbability? The place where DeclLoci are formed, where new
Earths solit away from the old?’

“Shedid”

“Did you ever wonder about what physica shape such aplace might take?’ asked Megaera.

“Not redly. | was mostly focused on finding away to get there. | figured that sort of thing could take care
of itself. Areyou going to get to the point anytime soon, or should | get myself adrink?’

"What wasthefirst DecL.ocusto split off from the world of Olympus?’ asked Megaera as though she
hadn't heard me.

"l don’t know.” 1 shrugged. "Prime +1, | guess, the place where humanity first cameinto existence.”
“No,” said Megaera. “It was Prime/?, the decision point, where Necessity made her home. The dternate

Olympus”



“Wait asecond,” interjected Melchior. “ Are you suggesting that Necessity has an entire copy of the
planet Earth to hersdf?’

“Close,” said Megaera. “Though | don't see why that should surprise you given the empty world where
Raven House sits. No, Necessity has an entire universe to hersdf. The Earth is merdly the vessdl that
houses her spirit.”

“A planetwide computer?’ | gasped.

Megaera nodded. “ One that iswithin its own closed universe with no fagrie rings and no physicd entry
other than this.” She extended one claw and cut atiny dicein the Suff of redlity. “With the mweb portas
shut, you would need aliving Fury to open theway if you wanted to enter the House of Necessity.”
“Nemesshasaliving Fury,” | said, though my ssomach dropped at the thought, “for now. We ve got to
find out where they are and get moving.”

“You'll betaking mewith you,” said Megaera, “of course. How soon can we leave?’

“That depends on whether Melchior’ s upgrade actudly bought us anything.” | looked at him.

He shrugged. “I don't know. What are we hoping for?’

“Degp ingghtsinto multidimensiona quantum uncertainty, ” | replied.

“Oh, good,” said Melchior. “Then we' re screwed. Unlessfedling redly strange counts as adeep insight.”
“Probably not, but maybeit' |l be aplaceto start. In the meantime, why don’t we check in with Sharaand
find out whether Nemesisand Tisphone areredly there. Megagra?”

“Y ou want meto play sgnd firelike Tisphonedid, don’'t you?’

“Unlessyou’ ve got abetter suggestion.”

She sghed. “Better get me abarf bag then. | was only getting it secondhand when you ran Tisiphone
through the ringer, but that was bad enough to send me running for the porcelain more than once.”
“Wait,” | said. “You werefeding what Tisphonefdt?’ | didn't likethat ideaat dl.

“Echoes of it. Weared| part of the same being.”

“Evenwhenwe...” | couldn't helpit; | blushed.

“Only alittle, by accident. | mostly tried to block it out. Believe me, | like the idea even less than you do.
Y our hands on my—ugh!” She shivered. “Look, | don’t want to talk about it, and you can’t make me.
Not if you want to keep al of your bitswhere they currently reside. Let’ sjust make the damn call, OK?’
A few minutes later we had Megaera positioned in asmall pentagram drawn on Zeus s pristine white
marble floor with permanent ink. He' d winced at that, but hadn’t suggested we stop.

“Heregoes,” said Md. Then he began sending, “ Shara, are Tisiphone and Nemesis with you?”
Severd long secondsticked past before M egaera—! ooking even greener than her normal
seaweed-and-satwater self—jerked and pointed to her |eft.

| barely noticed, because at the very same moment Mechior jumped agood foot into the air.

“What' swrong?’ | caught him by the shoulder.

He held up ahand. “Hang on asecond!” Then he sarted pointing in synch with Megaera. “1 can hear
her! | can hear Sharal It'slike she sright”—heturned dowly in place— “over . . . there”

He pointed—sort of . Hisfinger was doing something quantum, smultaneoudy aimed at something that
was both of thisdimension and outsdeit.

“Megaera, can you follow hisbearing?’ | asked.

“I don’'t know.” She looked even greener than usud. “Not from here, but maybe within chaos.”

“Hang on asecond,” said Melchior. “I'll tell her we' re on the way and to keep sending.” Hisexpresson
went thoughtful and abstracted. “ There.”

“Thenlet’sgo.” | scooped him up and stepped in close to the Fury.

With adigtinct look of distaste, she put her left hand on my right hip and tore ahole in the universe with
her right one. Then, pulling metight againgt her, she legped into nowhere.

It wasn't until the hole closed behind usthat | redlized we' d forgotten to say good-byeto Zeus.
Somehow, | figured he'd get over it.

Once again, the creation-in-destruction that was chaos tugged at my sense of self. The sheer power of it
felt seductive and intoxicating—ypure raw magic, forever and dways only a hairbreadth away from the
real world. All that separated the two was the swipe of aFury’ s claws. | tore my attention free of the



dance and forced mysdlf to think of other things as a queasy M egaera began to follow Melchior's
guidance through the joyous madness.

Stll, I couldn’t stop fedling the chaos thrumming across my skin like asong in the back of my head, a
chorusin some dien tongue | could dmost make out. | found it very hard to keep from humming aong,
and so | didn't pay much attention to the trip. Not until Me chior jerked in my arms, though he didn’t
gtop pointing.

“What'swrong?’ | asked.

“The sgnd’sgetting kind of ragged, like something’ sinterfering with it or with . . . Sharal”

“Canyoutdl whichitis?’

“Is something wrong with Necessity?’ demanded Megaera, her face sheened with swest.

“I don’'t know,” said Melchior. “I can't signd her back without a set of wards to modulate, and that’s
impossible here”

“Hy fagter!” | said.

Megaera shook her head and spoke through clenched teeth, “1 wish | could.”

A few more minutes passed, momentsin which | found it easier to stay tuned in to the here and now
instead of the chaos chorus. The tension and worry seemed to help.

“I'mlosing her,” Méechior said abruptly. “The signa cut out completely for amoment there.”
Megaeranodded. “1 can barely keep track of where | am.”

“How far do we have left to go?’ | asked.

He shushed me and looked thoughtful, and | found myself wishing | could hear her with his ears, because
the chaos chorus had picked up abit of volume again. Findly, he shrugged. | swore. Megaera hissed.
Time passed.

Then, “Gone,” said Mechior.

Megaera shrieked something inarticul ate, thwarted rage plain in her face, then turned away and vomited
into the void. | wanted to shriek, too. Chaos whispered to me through every pore, and thistime
ligtened. It wasn't like | had anything better to do.

“Now what?" asked Melchior.

“I ... Hangon.” | had just had one of those belated redlizations, where something has happened that you
register but don’t notice. “The chaos chorus has changed.”

“Thewhat?” Melchior looked bewildered.

“Don’t worry about it. Just ask me another question.”

“Areyou out of your mind?’

That wasit. “No.” Yes! The chaos song changed, | could fed it echoing through me. “Megaera, go that
way.” | pointed dong abearing dightly to the left of the one Melchior had been holding usto.

“Why?" She sounded positively defested.

There, stronger. “Because | can fed theflow of chaos, and it’ stelling meto go that way.”

“All right,” she said, though she looked worn and doubtful .

| might not be able to hear what Me chior had, but | could listen to chaos, and it had been talking to me
al dong, telling me things about probability and uncertainty and potentia. WWhen an uncertainty was
introduced into the matrix of the universe—would we or wouldn't we make it to Necessty, was|
insane—it rippled through chaos. | could fed my way into the uncertain, and if Necessity realy wasthe
point of maximum uncertainty . . .

“Keep asking questions.” They both looked at me as though I’ d answered the madness question the
other way, but | ignored that and made them keep asking questions until . . . “Here. Cut usaholeright
here. ThisisNecessity.” | wassure of it.

“You' reafunny one,” said Megaera, her voice weak and thready, “but what the hell.”

Before | could respond, she' d diced ahole into the universe and pulled us through.

We emerged in aroom that was |large and white and utterly wrecked. It had been a computational center
once, the kind you might find in any large indtitution, with dozens of server racks arranged in neat rows
beneath an acoustica-tile ceiling, though it appeared to be older equipment. Now it looked asthough a
minotaur with anger-management issues had decided it looked like agreet place for experimenting with



vanddism therapy. The racks had literaly been pulled apart. The computers lay shattered and scattered
about the room, and a huge hole gaped in the near wall. Parts of the dropped ceiling had collapsed, and a
thick layer of fresh dust covered everything. | suspected that we had arrived at the ELF control center.
Megaera made the sort of noise you might get if you doused alion’stail with gasolineand lit it onfire. It
was somewhere between asnarl and ayowl, and | ft it in my spine. I'd have pulled away from her then,
but the hand curled around my hip had grown six-inch razors at thetips of itsfingersand | didn’t want to
sdf-amputate any of the things those points were resting neer.

“I hate to be a bother, but could you maybe moveyour . .." | raised my eyebrows and pointed
downward.

Megaeradidn’t answer, and she didn’t move, just stood there and sniffed the air. | wastrying to decide
what to do next when she let out another yowling snarl, and | found myself spinning half-around and
sitting down. On thefloor. Hard. But not bleeding, which was afair trade in my book. | landed facing the
holein thewal and Megaerd srapidly receding back.

“Wasit something | said?’ | asked doud.

“Maybe it was your breath,” said Mechior. “I’ ve been meaning to talk to you about it.”

| laughed, though | didn’t find the Situation the least bit funny. If you' d asked me the week before what
view | would most like to see of an angry Megaera, I’ d have described the scene asit stood, with her
heading away at speed and me not bleeding to death behind her. Now, with Nemesis running around
somewherein thevicinity, | found that | really wanted Megaera back.

| said as much to Mechior as| climbed to my feet, and he nodded. “Me, too. Unfortunately, it lookslike
We re on our own. So, now what? Do we follow Megaera?’

“I don’'t know, Md. On the one hand, that’ s probably the path Nemesistook, and if wefollow it, we
might catch up with her.”

“And on the other?’

“That's probably the path Nemesistook, and if we follow it, we might catch up with her.”

“Thereisthat,” he sad. “What about Tisphone?’

“She'sabig girl. She can take care of hersdf.”

“So why arewe walking that way?’ he asked.

“Because|’m afreak of nature,” | answered.

"| can’'t argue with that, but did you want to be more specific 7’

| peered through the hole. A dark hallway lay beyond, its floor marred by deep gouges as though
someone had dragged a clawed and unhappy something away down its length.

| sighed. “It'sahorrible birth defect, actually; | was born with no sense of self-preservation.”

“So we're going after them?’ he asked.

“Yep.” | stepped through into the hall.

“I was afraid of that.”

“Me, too, Mdl. Mg, too.”

About a hundred yards farther dong, we came to a series of doors and another nexus of destruction. It
was hard to tell with only wreckage to read, but it looked as though Tisiphone had decided to fight back
again, and the battle had crashed through into severa of the rooms off the halway, destroying their
contents, including asmall router closet, abank of uninterruptible power supplies, and another server
aray. Again, it looked like older units.

A freshly torn-off door opening onto a utility-type stairwell suggested that thetrail led up from there.
Broken-off bits of railing and chunks of concrete cluttering the steps seemed to confirm that aswe
followed the damage upward. After adozen or so flights, | noticed achangeintheair.

“Méd, does it seem to you as though there' sabit of adraft? And not the sort that comes from an
out-of-control air-conditioning system?’

He nodded. “Not unless Necessity has a sea-scents attachment built into her climate-control system.”
Another couple of turns confirmed it. There was a cool breeze blowing down from somewhere above, a
distinctly temperate and ocean-smelling breeze. That waswrong. Sdt air and computers of the sort we'd
been passing did not mix well. | reached for my sword, and only when | found the sheath empty did |



remember I'd lost it to Nemesis. Along with my pistol and dagger. | was unarmed.

| looked at the empty sheath. “That’ s not good. Mdl, do you think you could do something about it?’
“Sure. Let mejust try aspell.” Helet out aburst of whistled code that switched from hisnormd styleto
sdf-harmonizing hafway through.

Sudden cold weight dragged my empty hand down. A sword . . . fish?1 let go with agtartled yelp and
leaped up saverd dairsastherather large and angry fish started flopping wildly on the landing.

“Oopsg!” said Mechior. “Sorry. | guess|’m not used to this quantum stuff yet. Let mefix that.”
Hewhistled again, thistime with harmony right from the start. The fish vanished, hopefully back to
wherever it had come from.

“Now, asword.” He pursed hislipsfor athird whistle, one that again sounded dightly off.

“Not in my”—something filled my hand—"hand.”

It was adender black cane with aglittering grip like adiamond grown into the shape of an angdl with
wingsof fire. Tigphone.

“That'snot right,” said Mechior. “It’ slike I’ m getting some sort of interference. Hang on, and Il try
agan.”

“Wait amoment,” | said. “Theweight on thisfedsalittle off. Let mejust check . . . Ahh, nice” Witha
push and atwist the grip did away from the wood, revealing agem-bright blade. “A sword cane, and a
very nice one, too.” The blade was four-edged. Bad for dicing, but athrust would leave awicked wound
with a cross section shaped like aplus symbal.

“Butit'snot argpier,” said Méelchior. “Let megiveit another shot.”

| shook my head, then tried afew experimenta thrusts before taking the point between two fingers and
trying to flex the blade. It didn’'t move, so | jabbed thetip into agap in thewall for added leverage. The
concrete cracked instead.

“It' sOK, Md. The balanceis good and the—it'ssure not stedl . . . the whatever it isof the bladeis
better.” | did the sword back into the cane and locked it in place, giving the figure of Tisphone an extra
sueeze. “Why not quit while we' re ahead?’

Helooked disgruntled but finally sighed his agreement. “ Y ou're probably right. | can seethisisgoing to
take practice. Do you want | should try for apistol?’

“Maybe we' d better leave things that go bang for alater date and aless-enclosed space.” | pointed
upward with my new sword. “1’d rather not experiment with explosives until you' re very confident about
the results”

“Far enough.”

A few moments later, we turned the corner on the last landing before the top. Before what was left of it,
redly. The air had clearly once ended in arooftop enclosure of some sort. Now it ended in empty air.
Climbing over the broken remnants of a concrete wall, we stepped out onto alarge meadow of dune
grass. Bits of the stairhead littered the field around us, but they were the only evidence of artificia
congtruction. Beyond the edges of the meadow, there was nothing but sky and sea. If | hadn't just
climbed out of it, | wouldn’t have believed | was atop a building. Nor was there any evidence beyond the
broken concrete that either the Furies or Nemesis had passed thisway before me.

| walked to the nearest edge and looked out and down. It was a hundred-foot straight drop to the gently
rolling surface of the surprisingly weedy water, and nothing more than afew grassy idandswerevisble
between me and the horizon. | made aquick circuit of theidand and found the view Smilar in every
direction—no way to tell where we were, beyond someplace mild on an ocean. Theillusion of apurely
natural setting was reinforced by theirregular shape of thetall idand and the lack of windowsin the stone
of itssdes.

Asfor Megaera, Tisphone, and Nemesis—there was no sign of any of them or any way of guessing in
which direction they might have gone.

“So now what?" asked Melchior after we' d circled theidand afew moretimes.

“I don’'t know, Mdl. | redly don't.”



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
“Maybe Sharacan help,” said Melchior.
“Huh?’ I d been watching the thick weeds drifting back and forth in the surf—there was something
familiar there, though | couldn’t quite decide what.
“Shara? Webgoblin. Curvy, purple, about so tal.” Melchior held ahand up to hisown height. “The one
who's currently running the show here. Y ou remember her, right?’
“Yes, Md. Sorry. | guess|’mjust tired. That' sagreat idea, but how do we reach her? We don't have a
Fury to play wakie-talkie with anymore.”
“No, but we do have a huge building filled with computers that are hooked up to the giant, networked
entity that is Necessity. At least we do if Nemesisdidn't destroy them all.”
“Why didn’'t | think of that?’
“Becauseyou'reanidiot?” hesad with aamile.
“Oh, that’sright.” | grinned back, but I wasn't happy about missing something that obvious.
Mélchior started down the sairs, and | followed after. Why was| so distracted? | felt dmost as
scattered as| had in the Primal Chaos.
“How about thisone?’ said Melchior, aswe cameto thefirst door on the stairs, three landings down
from the roof.
| shook my head. “It doesn’t fed right.”
“Are you feding right, Boss?’
“I'mfine”
He gave meaworried look, and it wasn't until we' d gotten severa floorsfarther down that | redized it
was because he' d called me Boss again and was waiting for my response. What was up with me?
When | findly figured it out, | wasn't sure | wanted to tell Melchior. It was my nonexistent feathers acting
up again. The reason it had taken me so long to recognize the fedling was that it was somehow related to
the song of chaos. It wasn't Ravirn’ s skin the stuff had spoken to, it wasthe invisible feathers of the
Raven—dll fluffed up and acting like thousands of tuning forks, vibrating at the same frequency asthe
suff of chaos. I"d brought the fedling through into thisworld without redlly noticing it till now.
So what were they trying to tell me?1 closed my eyes and focused on the sensations flowing across my
skin. There was adight increase in the fluffiness factor down and to my Ieft, asthough chaos, or whatever
el se they were sensitized to, was stronger in that direction. | thought back over the other times|’d felt this
way and realized that many of them had come in concert with the arrival of aspinnerette.
“Comeon, Melchior.” | scooped him up. “I think we' re about to have company.”
“Oh goody,” he said. “Who, and how do you know?’
“Qur friend the spinnerette.” | took adeep breeth. “I can . . . fed itin my feathers.”
“If you hadn’t gotten us here after Shara ssignd zorched out, I'd figure you' vefindly logt it. Asitis, I'm
going to give you achanceto explain that.”
Aswe retraced our steps back to our point of entry, | told him everything I’ d figured out to date about
the feathers and their relationship to chaos and the spinnerette.
“Huh,” he said, aswe reached the threshold of the trashed server room, “that’ struly bizarre.” We
entered, and he glanced around. “One problem.”
“What' sthet?’
Hetwirled afinger in the air, encompassing the room with agesture. “No spinnerette.”
Theroom was empty of anything living, but | was't so sure | agreed with him just yet. My ruffled
plumage was telling me something very different from what | could see with my eyes. Followingitspull, |
crossed to the point where our own footprints appeared in the dust. The feding grew stronger and lost its
directiondism.
“It'shere, but it'snot.” | set Me chior and my new sword cane down and pawed the air with my hands,
feding the outline of the spinnerette through the feathers on my pams.
“That' s an interesting statement. Care to el aborate?’
“| canfed apresence with my feathers. It'sjust ahairbreadth away.” Like the distance between redlity



and chaod! “That’sit! Except we don't have a Fury, and that means no way to make a safe breach in the
wadl. Damnit.”

As| looked around for something to throw in my frusgtration, my eyesfell on my cane. My new cane. The
one produced by chaos magic gone awry. The one with the grip in the shape of Tisphone.

“Not redly.” | bent and picked it up, noting anew the diamondlike sheen and organic lines of the figure of
the Fury.

Carefully, dmost reverently, | drew the shimmering blade. Then, before | could change my mind, | thrust
it sraight into the concrete of thefloor. | felt theimpact al the way up my arm and shoulder into my skull,
but the blade didn’t break. In fact, it sank agood inch into thefloor. | jerked it free and examined it
closaly. Not ascratch. No maker’ smark ether, no hint that it had ever been shaped by hand. No, it
looked grown. Diamond-bright and at least diamond-hard, yet organic, it very much resembled the claws
of aFury.

“Here goesnothing.” | raised the blade and drew avertica line through the air, picturing the kind of rip
the Furies made in space-time.

Nothing happened. | glared down at the sword. | was sure I’ d gotten that bit right. | even had a pretty
good idea of why I’ d been given the sword and by whom—Necessity, or what was left of her, interfering
with M chior’ swhistling. So what was | doing wrong? The claws of a Fury were apart of her, and the
sword was definitely not apart of me. If | wasright about this, the sword was an artifact of chaos—the
stuff of creation pretending to be normal matter . . . just likel was. At least according to Eris. Maybe.. . .
| switched the hilt to my left hand and very carefully drew thetip acrossthe pam of my right as| might
with an athame. Instead of blood, athin line of chaos appeared behind the cutting edge.

“Y ou didn’t happen to ingtall Windows when you upgraded me, did you?” whispered Melchior when
nothing more happened. “ Thisian’t just some kind of really spectacular crash?’

“Nope.”

| switched the hilt back to my right hand. When it touched the chaos there, | felt ashock of connection,
asthough | were momentarily one with the blade. Darkness edged my vison—the Raven’ s shadow. |
could fed that the sword and its grip were a single continuous piece of organic crystal in that brief
moment while both were a part of me.

Quickly, before that connection could fade, | made avertica dicein the air. Shocking heet traced the
dicein my hand, like ahot iron cauterizing awound. | dropped the sword in surprise, looking at my
pam. The line of chaoswas gone, replaced by amuch bigger one hanging in the air beyond. The shadow
faded.

A pair of hands reached out of chaos and pulled the rip wider, alowing the spinnerette’ s broad
Spider-centaur body to pass through.

"******!” It %d Nkk1k kkkk,*k %*%k*%xk%x *x%x%% ."

“Hellotoyou, too.” | bent and retrieved the sword, dipping it back into its cane-sheath. “You redize |
can't understand aword you' re saying, right?’

“***1" |t nodded vigoroudly.

“Y ou' ve been trying to communicate with me dl thistime, and I’ ve just been too stupid to figureit out.”
Again the nod, though lessemphatic.

“Uh, Boss, would you careto let mein on this?’

“Certainly. Mechior, thisis. . . cdl it The Left Hand of Necessity. Necessity’ s hand, Mechior.”

“What!” squawked Md, as the spinnerette bowed agreeting at him. “Wait, | thought thisthing came
from the Fate Core.”

The spinnerette nodded, though it looked impatient.

“I’'m confused,” said Mechior. “How can it be both from Fate and Necessity? And if it redlly isan agent
of Necessity, how come Sharadidn’t warn us?’

“I only just figured it out mysalf. Y ou remember Cerice saying that the Fate Core was doing thingson its
own, possibly even becoming sdf-aware?’

“Yes and. . .7 asked Melchior.

| continued despite the spinnerette’ sincreasing fidgets. “ Shara said she had trouble communicating with



Necessity proper, that it seemed amost like Necessity’ d had a stroke? Well, depending on which parts
of the brain are hit by a stroke, things can get very strange. There' s something cdled . . .” | snapped my
fingersacouple of timestrying to jar the memory loose. “Damn, Alien Hand or something like that?

Y ou’ ve got an encyclopediain there somewhere, don’'t you?’

“Hang on.” Melchior’s expression went dack, and his eyesflicked back and forth as though he were
reading from an invisble page. “Strokes. . . Alien. .. Got it. Apraxiaand Alien Hand Syndrome. Let's
see. The phenomenon is usudly brought on by damage to the corpus callosum . . . disconnecting the two
hemispheres of the brain . . . so that one hand literally doesn’t know what the other isdoing.”
“That'stheone,” | said. “I think Necessity’ s been trying to work around the damage done by the
Persephone virus by annexing space in the Fate Core, but the disconnect has kept Sharafrom finding
“That, or Necessity just didn’t want to tell her,” said Mechior.

Just as | opened my mouth to respond, the spinnerette reached out and picked up both Mée chior and me.
It was gentle but firm asit tucked us under its arms and started running. 1t ducked through the holein the
wall, turning away from the path followed by Nemesis.

“Do you think we should argue with it?" asked Melchior.

“No. We don’t know where Nemesis went. There’ sa good chance the spinnerette does, and that’s
whereit’ staking us”

At theend of the hall, we passed through a door into asmalish room with a big hexagram built right into
its concrete floor. As soon aswe hit the center of the diagram, the spinnerette whistled a spell for
activating permanent, hardwired gates, and we went zipping a ong a communications cable to somewhere
dse

We emerged through another spellgate into anearly identical room, but the spinnerette didn’'t even dow
down there, nor for several minutes and many twists after. Only when we passed through a pressure
hatch to arrive in a stadium-si ze space filled with what |ooked like a complete replicaof aliving cord reef
did it cometo ahalt. There, in front of ayellow trunk of pseudocora with abig glasscat’s eye protruding
from it at about chest height, it set us down.

“Now what?’ | asked the spinnerette.

kkkkhhkhkhdk %% % **k*k%*%% ’” It ﬂd

“Thanks”

Itignored me and turned to the gye, “**** ** *dkkx dx kkxk x%%x » That wasthe last thing it said that
even resembled language before speeding its syntax up into arange where it sounded like gigabyte data
bursts sent over avoiceline.

The eyelit up, looked at the spinnerette, turned to me, rolled down to stare at Melchior, blinked once,
then shot an intense beam of white light into the air in front of us. The beam stopped about three feet from
the source and formed a glowing globe with an image of Sharain the center.

“It’' sabout damned time,” she said.

“Good to seeyou, too,” replied Melchior.

“Sorry, lover, but Nemesisis on her way, and you need to do abunch of work before she arrives.
Besides, I’ ve got no body to give you a proper greeting, and that makes me snippy.”

“Thisisal somekind of computer?’ | swung my arm to tekein the coral.

“Quantum organics and specidly grown,” said Shara. “It’ s supposed to be the successor system for the
pantheo-management system—Necessty’ s been moving dl of her systems over from the more traditiona
legacy hardware. This block was going to be replacing the machines Persephone gorked. It'sgot a
whole new type of architecture, and if Necessity’d had it in place a that time, the virus probably would
have failed. Unfortunately, it hadn’t finished growing. Y our job isto set up a software port from there to
here once I’ ve got this place flooded again and the weednet in place.”

“Weednet?’ asked Melchior.

“ Seaweed as multipath network cable,” said Shara. “I'll tdl you more later if weall survivethe
experience. For now, memorizethis”

A series of computer and network schematics flashed in the air too fast for me to do more than get a



rough gestdt of aredly complex intranet work-around at the hardware level combined with some sort of
insandy hacked software bug fix.

“Got it?" Shelooked & Méelchior.

“Uh-huh.”

“Then good-bye for now.”

“Wait asecond, why good-bye?’ | asked.

“Because | can't go where you need to be. If the pantheo-management servers weren't cut off from the
main system, you wouldn’t need to go to them. The Persephone virus destroyed the weednet interface,
and the old-style copper connections had been long since disconnected.”

“What about Tisiphone. . . and Megaera?’ | asked.

“They can take care of themsalves. Now that they’ re here, Necessity is communicating with them
directly. | can hear echoes of it, though it'snot in aform | can understand.”

“I thought Nemesistrashed the ELF system?” I’ d assumed that was why the signa went dead.

“Shedid, but there are in-DecL ocus work-arounds.”

kkkkkxk *x%% ."

Shara s projection nodded. “ The spinnerette tells me Necessity’ s got the Furies playing adistraction
game, sort of like human targetsand . . .” Her expression went abstract for amoment, indicating an
inflow of data. “ Sorry, but that’ sdl thetime we have, kids.” Her eyesflicked to the spinnerette. “ Y ou,
*kk |V

It picked us up and bolted for the door as a gurgling noise started. By the time we reached the exit, the
floor was dready ankle deep in water. The spinnerette splashed asit ran. It paused only long enough to
close the hatch and dog it shut. Since it had eight limbs in addition to the human ones, it didn’t even have
to put us down to do it. Then, back to the gate, and poof.

Thistime we gppeared in an area heavy with dust and lit only by dim emergency lights. The spinnerette
carried us through perhaps amile of steadily rising corridors and stairs, passing numerous closed pressure
doors, eventualy emerging onto the top of another idand, this one dotted with olive trees. The weather
was wild, with huge storm clouds chasing agale-force wind in from our Ieft. The spinnerette set usdown
and began drawing silk out and making big balsthat it attached to itsfeet.

“Why do | think I’'m going to hate the reason for that?’ asked Melchior.

| looked out over the mad chop and sighed. “Because we' re going over there.” | pointed toward an
idand hafway to the horizon.

“Why doyou...Oh”

He' d seen theidand and the thick mat of dead weeds surrounding it. It was a perfect black hexagon as
shiny and dick astile, alovey terrazzo actudly. I’ d visted the virtud version of that idand twice before
while dealing with the Persephone virus. Undernegath its surface lay the computing center devoted to the
fates of the gods.

He nodded. “You'reright, I’m going to hate this.” He paused for amoment and scratched his cheek.
“Somehow it looks wrong without the Shara-gorgon.”

| thought so, too, despite the fact that the hundred-foot-tal, mirror-shade-wearing, animate statue had
only existed in thevirtua world. It was hard to forget.

Moments later, the spinnerette had once again picked usup. “***** 7

“Sure, whatever you say.”

It nodded and |egped over the edge. We dropped fifty feet in afew seconds, stopping only inches above
the water. Reaching back with one foot, the creature snipped off the dragline and dropped us onto the
waves. The water bowed under each of the eight web-wrapped feet, and the spinnerette started to sink.
But before the surface tenson could bregk, the thing started running again, thistime skipping along the
wave tops.

Between the storm and the lack of anything remotely resembling traction, we spent alot of timemoving in
directions other than forward—mast notably up and down, with serioudy ugly consequencesfor the
contents of my stomach—but somehow we got steedily closer to our goal. That might have been the
strangest thing of all. Despite the fact that the idand stood barely a yard above the surrounding water, no



waves broke over its surface, leaving it bone-dry. Eventudly, we arrived.
“rkxx xkkkxk 17 Nothing happened. It started dancing in place to keep from sinking, “*******

kkhkkkhkkkkhkk kkhkkkhkkkk kkkkkkkxV

“I’'m not surewhat it just said, but if that wasn't swearing, I'll eat my dipcover,” said Mechior.

Hkkkkx)

With acreak, the top of theidand opened, exposing aflight of stairs. Down we went. At the bottom, we
had to pass through another watertight pressure door. | couldn’t help but notice an increase in the
ruffled-plumage factor aswe did so.

Beyond lay abig tomblike room filled with racks and racks of dick-looking black multiprocessor servers,
each with its own bank of blinking red LEDs. Imagine Giorgio Armani designing theinterior of the great
pyramid of Cheops as data center—sober and clean-lined, and thiswas the old hardware. It read as
professiona but also shockingly cool right up to the point where | realized that dl that red was dert lights.
The whole damn server farm needed a reboot.

| walked to the nearest box and held down the power button. For several seconds nothing happened.
Then, with a swooshing-boooong sort of noise, the computer reset itself. The red light went out, replaced
by alambent purple one.

“I lovethat,” said Md. “Very power geek.”

| imagined dl the red replaced by that deep vivid purple. OK, it was fill a pretty cool design statement.
Much more so than the cord-reef thing that was replacing it, but hey, inthe I T biz, if you don’'t move with
thetimes, they bury you.

“So now what?’ | asked.

“Y ou look for any live machineswhile the Left Hand of Necessity here putsal those limbsto use doing
manud re-boots. ”

fkkk k% *khk*x *kkxkkk*x%x)

Either the spinnerette was getting better at tone, or | was starting to get used to its subtleties, because that
amost made sense.

“Because somebody’ sgot to do it, and Ravirn and | both have other jobs,” said Melchior. Apparently it
was starting to make sense to him, too.

The spinnerette Sghed but walked to the nearest server bank and started pushing buttons. By balancing
on four legs and stretching, it was able to hold down six at once. As the boooong noise sounded in
chorus, Méelchior turned back to me.

“Thelive boxesarerunning al that’ sleft of the master control program. Sharadidn’t know much about it,
S0 you get to try to parseit on the fly, then package it for porting.”

“Doesn't that just sound like fun?” | suppressed an urge to make raspberry noises. “From the way you
say that, | have to assume you won't be looking over my shoulder and helping me make sense of the
thing.”

“No, because someone also has to reconnect the old copper trunk lines so that once you'’ ve figured out
the ways, there’ s a so ameans. According to the schematics Shara showed me, | go thisway.” He
pointed dong thewdl to left.

“Writeif you find work,” | caled after him, “especidly if it' sgot happy little purple running lights” Then |
turned the other way.

“Mail’sdead,” replied Mdchior, hisvoicereceding, “but I'll keep an eye out.”

“So e-mail me,” | tossed over my shoulder.

“Will do.”

Thefirst couple of dozen rows of racks were asolid mass of winking red eyes. | findly saw my very first
spot of purple way down at the end of row thirty or thereabouts. | made amenta note of it and moved
on. I’d work off asingle box if | had to, but a cluster would be much better. | passed a couple more
sngletons and onetriplet before | hit the jackpot, arow where about half the computerslooked to bein
working order. Now | just needed an interface device. Unfortunately, there was adistinct lack of
keyboards and monitors, though there was an abundance of networking cable.

| checked the far end of the row but didn’t find anything there either. That didn’'t leave me alot of



options—oneredly, and | didn’t likeit at al. Jacking my one and only soul into abadly virus-thrashed
multibox supercomputer system designed to control the destiny of the gods seemed like the worst idea
I"d had in years. Not that that kind of thing had ever stopped mein the past.

| pulled out my athame and collected alength of cable. | plugged one end into the closest active machine
and the other into the athame. Then | sat down on the floor, my back braced against the nearest rack, my
new sword cane lying across my knees. As| set the narrow blade of the athame against my palm, my
stomach replayed a sort of highlights redl of theway it had felt during our recent spider-dance acrossthe
waves.

“I don't likeit either,” | said to my stomach. Me chior wasn't there; who elsewas | going to talk to?’

| pressed the blade into my skin. Blood welled . . . and | screamed, yanking the athame free and
throwing it away. Tethered to the cable asit was, it didn’'t go far.

“What the hell wasthat?’ | whispered.

Asthe point entered my flesh, I’ d fdt as though the universe had split in two, with me straddling the
divide. Inoneversion, I'd sunk the athame in quickly, catapulting myself into . . . madness! Therewas
nothing sanein the virtua environment I’ d entered, no hint of norma structure, and I’ d fdt it pulling me
under, devouring me. At the very sametime, looking out through my other eye, | saw myself doing whét |
had just done, pulling the blade free before the irretrievably cracked system could swallow me.

Swest covered me like a second—Iiquid—skin, and | could fed al of the Raven’ sfeathers, asthough
they’ d gone beyond standing on end and actually tried to flee my body in search of asafer location. It
seemed like afabulousidea. | wanted to do alittle fleeing myself. Dead was one thing. Trapped forever
in aprogram gone insane, entirely another. | couldn’t even bring myself to pick up the athame as| got
shakily to my feet. | was not going to try that again, not for love or money or threat of death. | would turn
up akeyboard and monitor or get Mechior to whistle me up aset if that didn’t work.

| passed the spinnerette on my way back to let Me chior know what happened. It had continued
methodicaly down therows, leaving atrail of purplelightsbehind it. It took mealittle longer to find
Meélchior because he' d crawled severd yards down ahuge conduit that came in through the far wall. I'd
have missed him completely if | hadn’t noticed the ragged end of a huge tangle of cablestwitching
occasiondly.

“Hey, Md, we' ve got aproblem. | need to talk to you.”

“Just asecond. Seethat pile of cable?”

“Yeeh”

“Pull onit.”

| grabbed and yanked. Slowly, a couple hundred pounds of bundled cable did out into the open, with
Melchior riding it. | got about ten feet free before it jerked to astop.

“That'sal thereisthissde of thefirestop,” said Melchior. “I just hopeit’s enough. Help me get it over to
the router cabinet.”

Aswe wrestled the mass into place behind an old-fashioned patch pandl, | quickly and briefly told
Méechior about my run-in with the system.

He grimaced before wedging himself into the narrow gap at the back of the panel. “Nasty. Try the next
cabinet over. There' sabunch of odds and endsin there, and | thought | saw amonitor.”

Wedidn't have much time, so | left him to histask and went to check out the cabinet. As| hurried away,
| heard him whistle the opening code of Snake Charmer. The cable endsrose up around him like so
many dancing cobras, suggesting that this spell was going to work awhole lot better than his attempt to
conjure me arapier.

Two minutes later, | was plugging abadly scratched monitor and akeyboard missing its capslock key
into amachine a couple over from the one I’ d tried earlier. | 1eft it and my athame right where they were.
Unfortunately, the dternate interface couldn’t help much with the content. The image on the monitor was
just as crazy asthe one that had amost consumed my soul. On-screen it read as a sort Brownian sea of
aphanumeric charactersin every ethnic flavor from Roman and Arabic through Korean and Chineseto
Greek and Russian. All in shades of pink for some reason.

It was't chaos—that | could have dedlt with. It was order gone horribly wrong. Looking at it made my



brain hurt. | tried hitting escape, and command-escape, and control-altdelete and every other override |
could think of for adozen operating systems, dl to no avail. Then | tried Smply staring in the direction of
the screen, trying to see without looking so that my subconscious could search for hidden patterns. All |
got out of that was a strong urge to return my last meal to the wild and an ever-increasing paranoia about
the approach of Nemesis.

| wasn't going to get anywhere from theinsde. That was as certain as Dionysus s morning hangove. |
hurried to the nearest of the machines the spinnerette had reset to see what the reboot |ooked like. Same
thing, only considerably less so. Still pink, still running the Brownian-motion screen-saver, but thistime
with fewer characters and dl of them native to a Greek keyboard, though as | watched, the whole thing
seemed to shift steadily toward the wilder scene of the origind.

All right, so whatever it was, it infected or reinfected new machines added to the system. In that it acted
likeavirus. | knew beyond any shadow of a doubt that Persephone’ s effort was long since departed, but
maybe it had |eft something behind that acted like an after-infection. | picked up monitor and keyboard
and moved again, thistime choosing arack of crashed machinesin the line opposite from where Melchior
was working. After I’d held down the power button long enough to generate aboooong, | checked in
withhim.

“I’ve got al the connections to the patch panel reattached. I’ m working on akludge to get from thereto
the computer sde while bypassing the weednet interface. Then | have to reset the switching computer for
the old network, and we' Il see what happens. Hopefully, that’ Il give Sharaaccess. You?’

“I'll tll you inaminute.”

Asthe server finished its boot cycle, rationd text started scrolling by on my salvaged monitor, black
letters on a blue background reading off system resourcesand . . . asit hit the network queries, the text
blinked once, turned pink, and Sarted to dither awvay from the rationa. With asigh, | physicaly removed
the next box over from the network and hit reboot.

Whilel waited, | stuck the end of the sword cane through two of my belt loops and loosened the grip so
it would draw easily. A few minuteslater and closer to theinevitable arrival of Nemesis, | had aworking
machine. That lasted from thetime| turned on every security measure| could think of until | reconnected
it to the network. At that point: happy, dancing pink letters.

| had just gotten up areally good head of profanity when a hollow boom sounded from somewhere
above.

Into the silence that followed, M chior—still working madly away—said, “Don’t stop. If ever there was
areason to swear, it' s the one knocking on the front door right now.”

Another boom, this one followed by a sharp crack like shattering tile. A third, and seaair suddenly
stirred the room. | drew my sword and moved to apoint where | could see the base of the Sairs. | was
wishing we' d redogged the hatch, though that probably wouldn’t have held for long.

“What' s the word on the connection work-around?’ | caled over my shoulder, al the while keeping my
eyesfixed on the entrance.

Boom.

“Hope,” replied Mée chior.

“Careto eaborate?”’

“Everything' s done except flipping the switch and hoping for amiracle.”

Smash. Thud. Howl. Something above had changed.

“Maybethat’ sthe cavdry arriving,” said Melchior. “Have you got aplan for the port?’

“Yep,” | sad.

More crashes and howls sounded above, followed by the roar of the storm. Water sarted to dribble
down the gtairs. Apparently, whatever protected the idand from waves had just broken.

“What' sthe plan?’ asked Meélchior.

“Y ou flip the switch, and we hope for amiracle.”

“| was afraid that was what you were going to say. Here' shoping.”

| heard aclick from behind me. It was followed by atremendous crack from the top of the airs. The
flow of water increased, forming alarge puddle. A limp bundle of green and beige tumbled down the



stepsto land with a splash. Megaera. Unconscious. Or dead.

Another bundlefollowed amoment later, this one snarling asit fell. At the last minute, it turned the tumble
into something morelikearoll, landing on itsfeet next to the falen Fury. Nemesis.

Orange light flared in the stairwell, and a seething mass of flame dropped into view, completely
enveloping Nemesis. Tisphone, | assumed, though | couldn’t make out anything resembling human shape
inthat grest, writhing ball of fire. Asit hit the puddle, water hissed into steam, briefly obscuring my view
and no doubt wrecking the closest racks of servers. | winced then and again as the two combatants
dammed into arow of computers. A horrible clanging started up then.

“Oh shit,” sngpped Md chior from behind me.

“What?’ | risked aglance over my shoulder.

He was standing on the console of the switching computer. Behind him, lights danced acrossits face.
Whether those meant that the computersin this room were once more connected to the main network of
Necessity or just that the system was dowly shorting out was an open question. And the darm?

“Haon system,” said Mechior. “Fire suppresson.”

That was bad. “ Can you find the override or whistle one up?” A halon system would flood the room with
an inert nonflammable gas, one that would starve any fire of the air it needed to burn, suffocating it . . .
and us.

“Working onit.” Melchior scrambled toward the back corner of the room, where aflashing light
accompanied theaarm.

If we were lucky, there would be a switch there, one that would delay the halon release for aslong asiit
was held down plus some very short number of minutes afterward to alow the button pusher achanceto
escape. If we were unlucky—

“Got it!” yelled M chior. Then helet out aquick burst of codespell. “Damn.”

“What?' | yelled.

“Magic doesn’t seem to work on the system. I’'m going to have to stay here and hold the button if you
don’t want to give up on bregthing.”

That made us safe, for the moment, from the halon, at the cost of immobilizing Mechior. | was il trying
to figure out what to do next when | redlized the light had changed. Thefires had gone ouit.

| turned back toward the door. Nemesis stood aone at the base of the stairs. | couldn’t see Tisiphone.
Nemesis smiled and stepped over Megaera s crumpled form, sauntering in my direction.

Asshegot closer, | couldn’t help but blanch at the ravaged condition of the body she animated. It had
once been my cousin Dairn. No more. Half of hisface was gone, exposing raw bone, though both
mirrored eyesremained. His hair and clothes had burned away completely, and the flesh underneath was
charred black where it was't torn. | could sill see the holes made by my gunin our last encounter and
the deep gouge Tisphone had tornin hisside.

“Why aren’'t you dead?’ | whispered.

“Hate.” The voicewasfemde but not feminine, and it didn’t come from the body’ s closed mouth but,
rather, from somewhere in the chest.

“For me?Y ou shouldn’t have. | mean, I'm flattered and al, but—"

“For you?’ growled Nemesis, still advancing. “No. For Necessity. For this.” She threw an arm out to
take in the racks and racks of servers. “For three thousand years bound and bodiless in the pits of
Tartarus.” Shewas only afew yards away by now.

“Y ou're barely an afterthought, the last petty wishes of this’—she pinched the flesh of acheek that had
once belonged to my cousin, tearing a piece free—"sad thing.” She opened her fingersand let it fall wetly
to the ground at my feet. “Its wants and needs are no longer important. Assoon as |’ ve finished my
business here, I'll be moving to anew, far more appropriate, home. Do you prefer water?” Her eyes
flicked back toward Megaera. “Or fire?’

| whipped my sword across her abdomen in adrawing cut. Designed for thrusting, the blade should have
done little more than leave abloody dice. Instead—maybe because of the abuse she' d aready taken—it
opened her up sothat . . . thingsfell out. | tried not to ook at them as | hopped backwards to give
mysdf room.



As| began alunge, | heard a sdf-harmonizing whistle sart up behind me—Mé chior—just barely audible
over the continuing darm bells. Nemesis whistled back, though otherwise she didn’t move, seeming to
ignore me. | drove my blade straight at her left eye. Almost casually, she brought her open palm up
between us so that my point did between the bones of her hand and out the other side. Perhaps afoot of
it had gone through when she twisted her wrigt, yanking the hilt free of my grasp. Shelooked
Speculatively at it.

“Y ou're hardly worth the effort.” The words continued to echo out of her chest and didn’t even dow the
speed of the whistled code coming from her lips as she dueled magically with Melchior. “But you are
between me and my rightful prey.” She caught the hilt in her own right hand and yanked it free.

With amove asfast asany Fury’s, she thrust the point through my right biceps and deep into the stone
wall of the room. Then, leaving me pinned like a butterfly, she passed me by. Whistle and counterwhistle
continued as she headed for the connection Melchior had put together.

The pain from my arm was nausesting. | had to keep swallowing to hang on to the bile that threatened to
rise up from my much-abused ssomach. | turned asfar as| could without twisting the blade in my wound.
She had reached the switching computer and seemed to be examining the pattern of the lights. Why? It
couldn’t actually be working could it? Making the port | had failed to set up?

“Hello, my old enemy,” said Nemesis, her voice too loud, “my old master—my thousand-times-damned
mother. How doesit fed? Alone and defensel ess? V oicel ess even? Knowing that | am wholly without
mercy? It hurtsyou, doesn'tit? It certainly hurt me when you threw mein the pit.”

| was gtill trying to make sense of that, of the ideathat the Furies were not just the successorsto Nemesis
but her ssters aswell, when the spinnerette arrived, legping at her over the top of the row of servers.
Nemesis spun on her |eft hedl, whipping her right foot around in akick that connected brutally with the
side of its head. Therewas ahorrible crack, and it dropped and went forever till, its neck bent at an
impossbleangle

“Pathetic,” said Nemesis as she turned back to the console. “Isthat redlly the best you can do, Mother?
Throw atoy a me? And one stolen from Fate, no less? How far you havefdlen. It will bedmost a
mercy to put you out of my misery.”

| looked away, trying to find Tisiphone with my eyes. Nothing. The only Fury | could see was Megaera,
and she had not moved. | had to do something. Had to stop Nemesis from destroying Necessity and
possibly the universewith her. | had no ideahow | was going to do it, but I knew where| had to Start.
Moving asgingerly aspossible, | lifted my right leg and braced my boot againgt thewall. Then, catching
the grip of the sword in my |eft hand, | yanked with my whole body.

Black lightning and agony. The blood-dippery sword came free of my hand and did through my arm until
the hilt struck my flesh and brought it to a sudden, breathtaking stop. | convulsed with pain but somehow
managed to get my other foot up on the wall, putting the whole of my strength into Sraining against the
trap that held me. The sword grated free of thewall, and | fell.

| lost a couple of seconds when the end of the blade dragged along the floor, though | didn’t quite pass
out. | spent afew more seconds on throwing up, then forced myself back to my feet. Ten staggering
steps brought me up behind Nemesis. Shewas il talking to the computer, though | couldn’t seem to
make sense of thewords, and still whistling away. Aswas Me chior in asort of magical salemate.
Whether she hadn’t heard my gpproach over the darm and her own gloating, or whether she just didn’t
consider me enough of athreat to bother with, | don’t know. For whatever reason, she didn’t so much as
turn an eyein my direction.

| paused for amoment, looking for some weapon to use on her. There was nothing. Nothing except the
blade still sticking through my arm. | wanted to cry then, or smply walk away. | couldn’t. | had ajobto
do.

| braced the sword’ s grip with my left hand and sort of lurched into her point first, aiming for the heart.
The blade did home well enough, but | didn't have sufficient control to stop there. Together we toppled
into the computer, driving the sword into the front pandl.

Asits point punched through the plagtic casing and grated across the e ectrical connections beyond, | felt
atouch of that same giddy sense of didocation that came when | drove the athame homein my palm. The



sword, lodged deep in my flesh, acted asamagica conduit, connecting me to the computer that was
Necessity. Information flooded into my brain so fast that | felt asif it might burst. Images, thoughts,
emotions. It was far too much for meto process or even hold on to, save only one thing. One thing that
lay at the heart of the current conflict.

Pan.

The pain of amother driven to the ultimate conflict with her firstborn daughter by the necessity of being
Necessity. A pain that had prevented her from striking the killing blow she knew she should have. Pain at
knowing that she had earned the hatred of a daughter who, driven by her own nature and role, must
forever after become her mother’ s ultimate Nemesis.

| was dtill trying to cope with that idea when the universe seemed to split intwo, just asit had when I’d
tried tojack in earlier. Again | found mysdlf straddling the divide. In response, my nonexistent festhers
decided to stand on tippy-toe and do their impression of the Bolshoi Ballet performing Swan Lake. In
one universg, | fdl through the connection into the heart of Necessity and waslost forever in that wild
flood of information. In the other, | grabbed hold of the naked blade where it stood out from Nemesis's
back, intentionally dicing my hand open to expose. . . chaos?

Inthat ingtant, | understood the mystery of the two universes. It was the point of maximum uncertainty,
and | had only one hope. | caught the blade, squeezed, and did my hand along the edge. The blade,
made of Fury-stuff and activated by my willing connection, exposed the chaos within me. The Raven's
shadow seemed tofill the room, bigger and darker than it had ever been before, as though the night sky
had taken bird shape.

| was the Raven, a power of chaos, and what was chaos but the stuff of uncertainty itself? The blade
Necessity had sent me was akey of sorts, acodespell in physical shape that alowed me to touch the
power of Necessity, to play system administrator with the universe. For that brief moment | becamethe
point of maximum uncertainty, the place where DecLoci were split one from the other, the bridge
between order and chaos.

Reaching through the sword, | took control of the system and started making decisions. In one universe,
Nemesis moved quickly enough to pull usfree of the computer, and | died. In the next, | acted more
quickly, twisting the point degper into the system and cresting amassive magicd short, asurge of chaos
S0 greeat that it fried the heart of Nemesi's, bursting her body asunder and leaving her soul naked and
unhoused. With no host prepared, she was powerless to prevent me sending her back to Tartarus and
bondage.

| used my brief stint as administrator to choose the latter universe, and Dairn’s body came gpart in an
exploson of slvery lightning that banished its occupant. Instantly, a second split appeared inmy mind. In
one fork, the surge that destroyed Nemesistook me aswell. In the other, Tisphone, who had been
sneaking up from behind, caught the blade between Nemesis and me, grounding the magical charge and
frying the entire row of serverstouched by her trailing wings. Again, | took the second path. Tisiphone
screamed.

Even asthe shorting switch console died, and the power faded away, | had afina choice. Allow the
surge to stop her heart or take the last of the feedback into my own body and meinto along darkness,
walking just this Side of the border between life and death.

Lightsout.



EPILOGUE
Thelanai of Raven Houseisabeautiful place to east and watch the sun go down, especially in company.
“Lovely,” said the redhead sitting across the table from me.
| nodded, but didn’t respond doud. | was having a bad week. For starters, | was having dinner with the
wrong redhead. Don’t mistake me, the more | see of Thalia, themore like her, but I d reglly been
hoping for avery different evening with avery different titian-haired goddess.
“Such afrown,” said Thdia “Someone might think the world had ended rather than that you had saved
it
“Sorry,” | sad, “I guess!’m just not in asmiling mood.”
“And why, pray tdl, isthat?’
She knew very well what was bothering me. | raised an eyebrow at her, but she just smiled.
“You can beasdlly boy sometimes.”
“What' s that supposed to mean?’
“You'redl bent out of shape because your new lover isangry and not talking to you, right?’
“Why isthat Silly?’ | asked.
Thistime she laughed out loud. “ She' saFury, oh, Raven.”
“And?
“Furious? Being angry with agoddess of anger because she' s angry with you doesn't strike you asthe
least bit Slly?’
“Wdl, whenyou put it that way . . .”
“What other way isthereto put it?” she asked. “Tisgphoneisangry. It isher job to beangry. If you're
going to have any kind of relaionship, you're going to haveto learn to live with the occasional round of
the grouchies”
“But | didn’t deservethisone.”
“That'smy cue,” said Thdia
“For what?’
“Either my exit or extreme measures.” She snapped her fingers, and aheavy chocolate silk pie appeared
in her open hand. “Which would you prefer? Whine again, and I’ Il make the choice for you.”
| grinned at the absurdity of it. How many people have been threatened by a goddess wielding apie?
“You'reright, | sounded dl of eleven yearsold there, and it’ s not thefirgt time thisweek. | guess|’ve
earned thepie” | braced mysdlf for impact.
“Better,” she said, setting the pie on the table instead of hitting me with it, much to my surprise. “Y our
sense of humor isrestored, and that meansit’ stimefor meto go.” She stood and turned toward the
faeriering.
“What about the pie?’ | asked, as she Sarted walking away.
“Y ou could dways hit yoursdf with it, but I’ d recommend you egt it.” She stepped into the ring and
winked. “Humbly.” And she was gone.
The piewas ddlicious.
The sun set but | didn’t move. Haemun brought me amogjito, and | Spped it in the dark. Thaliawasright,
but that didn’t change the fact that | missed Tisiphone.
“I'msaureshe’ll get over it,” said Me chior from the depths of the porch. “She did let you stay long
enough to put together akludge for the subroutines for Tartarus and itsinhabitants and to fix the ELF.”
“Only because Alecto and Megagrainssted,” | replied. “Doesn't it bother you that she’ sthe onewho
actually threw us out at the end, Melchior? Not Alecto. Not even Megaera. Tisiphone.”
“Not redly, but then, I'm not dating her, so I ve got a bit more perspective. Shefedsguilty.” He
emerged onto the lanai with Sharatrailing behind him—they’ d made themselves scarce during Thdia's
vigit, though from the mussed look about them, they’ d probably been looking for some private time,
anyway. | raised an eyebrow, and Melchior flushed indigo, but continued, “ The battle did an awful lot of
damage to Necessity, and Tisphoneisthe one who brought you in, and in her eyes, the one responsible
for al the harm done to her mother.”



“And the onewho lovesyou,” interjected Shara, “at least alittle, and that makes her doubt her judgment
where you' re concerned.”

With the official end of winter, Necessty had spat Sharaback out into the real world. That was two
weeks ago now, and she' d been visiting with Cerice’ s grudging approval. A thought that made me fed
doubly girlfriendless. | looked at the pie and grinned. Still enough to hit myself withif | got too far down
pity-party lane.

Maybe my current time alone wasfor the better. | fill had alot to learn about al this Raven stuff.
Witness how | had been able to wield the power of Necessity, if only for an instant and with her consent.
What that meant | hadn’t begun to understand.

“Tidphonewill come back,” said Mélchior, hisvoice laced with both sympathy and sarcasm. “You're
iresdible.”

“I don't think Cerice would agree with that,” said Shara. Then shewinked at me. “But he might beright.”
Haemun arrived with more drinks then: another mgjito, Drambuie for Me chior, and something with rum
and alittleumbrelafor Shara

Meélchior raised hisglass. “ Absent friends.”

Sharanodded. “Ahllan.”

“Ahllan,” | said, and drank. She had been the subject of much conversation over the time Shara had been
viditing. “ Speaking of which, tel me again what you found out about her disgppearance while you were
running the show for Necessity. It didn’t make much sense thefirg time through.”

“All right, but it' [l takeawhile”

Much, much later, | crawled off to bed. When winter came again and Shara returned to Necessity, we
would have to see what we could do about Ahllan. Thetroll vanishes and is never seen again wasnot a
satisfactory result. | glanced over at the rack where my new sword cane, Occam, rested beneath the
nameplate Melchior had inssted on. | had afeding it might comein handy on that trip.

Findly, | shut off the lamp and settled back into bed, only then noticing that Haemun had been through
and tidied the room. On my bedside table lay the dightly creased card that had started it dl. By thelight
of my eyes, | reread it for the umpteenth time.

Zeus wants you!
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