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   Of a man I sing, and of weapons of war.
 
   - Virgil, Aenead
 
    
 
    
 
   Those who live by the sword die by the sword.
 
   - Wasteland saying taken 
 
   from the Red Book
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Part One
 
    
 
   The Road to Pontius
 
   


 
  
 
  

Chapter One
 
   On the Face of the Deep
 
    
 
   Cast out from his homeland and diagnosed with a death sentence, my Lord set out on a path that would take him to the city of blood. Revenge was in his heart, so he began the work of cutting off the many heads of the hydra. He did not care that his enemies were ancient, numerous, and made up the very foundation of my society. I heard him speak of a better world as he drowned the streets in gore.
 
   And it was there, under the black sun of the wasteland, that he learned the value of friendship.
 
   - from The Entertainers: Chapter Jarl: 47:1
 
   *              *              *
 
   Days bled into one another as the little boat sputtered through the ocean of his exile. In the light of day he laid back and watched the clouds scrape across the blue. During the dark nights he often forced himself to look over the side of the boat and into the vastness of the deep. Starlight played on the thin film of the surface. He knew that if he was just a few feet under the water he would be terrified beyond belief. Then he would imagine that that darkness stretched down, down, down, deep and unutterably black, and he would imagine the things that might live in that darkness... he would reel back and lie flat in his boat, clutching at the sides. He was humbled at the knowledge that he was only a part of the thin film stretched across the surface of an unimaginable world.
 
   On the ocean there was so little to do that most forms of thought simply broke down. He checked the compass, ate his food, drank his water, and slept under his cloak. Living became automatic and unconscious. He took to singing softly to the scarred face of the moon. It grew bulbous and red as he approached the wasteland.
 
   He was an exile, stripped of name and citizenship from a civilized land that, until now, was free of demonic influence. He was a murderer, but also a truth seeker, so they had wished him out of their synthetic world and into this floating non-world. As days passed he could feel unnecessary layers peeling away from his core. Memories and ideas became shadows, mere baggage carried by a fading phantom. His will became clear, pure, untainted. He saw the Ugly in Pontius and the unquestioned assumption that granted them power. He wondered what was more powerful: An assumption held by thousands, or his own dream of a better world. Eventually there was only the force and violence of the dream. Thoughts that cluttered his dream came fewer and fewer between, lost in the troughs of the endless sea.
 
   One night he saw a star moving against the field of its more docile kin. It moved, then blinked red. He wondered if it was an alien life form, a wanderer from another sea. He shook in terror. The light disappeared. He told himself that the light had never been there at all, but was only a dying neuron firing aimlessly. It was a reflection of himself, the southbound star.
 
   He dreamed of a black goblin sitting inside his gut, staring at him. It was hollow and grew without purpose. It was immortal, not programmed to die. His own body was feeding it, and would feed it until it grew so hungry that it would kill the host and then die itself. He woke and clutched at his possessions, then remembered the literal cancer he had been accused of harboring. He forced himself to believe that it would not matter, so long as he had the chance to throw himself at the world.
 
   He ran out of food, then ran out of water. In pain he handled his submachine gun and his bag of jewels. It was a wonder to him that these luxuries should still exist after the sustaining resources were gone, then he wondered if these dangerous toys were the main event all along.
 
   The nine day fall ended. Early one morning he started awake. The air was cool and full of mist, and he rose and saw the outline of a harbor lit with several fires. As he drew nearer, he remembered who he was. The computer-guided boat, having come to the end of its journey, bucked under him. The engine died. He saw water welling up from below as several plugs worked themselves loose. He gathered up his jewels and slung the submachine gun’s case over his back just as the boat fell out from under him. He dog-paddled forward, laughing.
 
   An armed mercenary saw him haul himself over the side of a dock. The man blinked sleep from his eyes, but did not offer to help. “Where’d you come from?” he said.
 
   “Went out for a little swim,” said Wodan, smiling. “But I’m back home now.”
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Two
 
   City of the Sun
 
    
 
   Wodan ladled a cup of brown water from a trough and considered his options while a street vendor cooked a fish sandwich for him. He had already asked about transport across the wasteland, but was only laughed at. Didn’t he know the holy day schedule? No caravans would make the trip to Pontius for several months! Wodan knew that the only way to travel across the wasteland was in a large group that was heavily armed; it was said that the flesh demons often ignored such caravans.
 
   Frustrated, Wodan had settled on haggling with a merchant and sold a third of his jewels in exchange for Sunport paper money. He was sure that he’d been ripped off, but he knew nothing of the local conversion rates. It looked like he would either have to live on the streets to save money, or rent a room and do pushups in order to prepare for his climactic battle against the Ugly in Pontius. Both options seemed ludicrous.
 
   The vendor handed Wodan his sandwich and he stood and ate the thing. He was in a sparsely populated area near the docks. The sun beat down on the dusty avenue, baking the brick buildings. The vendor went through the motions of preparing to feed the dock workers come noon, wiping his forehead and grunting in dull expectation.
 
   I can’t stay here, he thought. I have to keep moving.
 
   Wodan saw a giant approaching. The man wore a brown cloak and a large hood concealed his features. He had broad shoulders and was at least two heads taller than Wodan. A large, flat bundle was tied to his back. As he drew near, Wodan could see that he was young and had curly brown hair. Wodan immediately felt that the giant was trying to watch Wodan without giving the appearance of doing so. He stopped before the food vendor, then froze.
 
   “Gods below, son!” said the vendor. “I bet you could put down a whole hog and ask for seconds! Am I right?”
 
   The giant stood about awkwardly and glanced at Wodan, then turned away quickly when he saw that Wodan stared directly at him. If he is some kind of spy, Wodan thought, he’s not a very good one.
 
   “You forget your money?” said Wodan. He turned to the vendor. “Fix him one, I’ll pay for it.”
 
   “Hoo wee!” said the vendor. “One sammich? We might be here all day feedin’ this big sumbitch!”
 
   Wodan laughed and the giant’s pale face grew red. Wodan thought at first that someone powerful in Sunport might have sent the giant to see why a stranger would suddenly come in from the ocean, but surely they would send a smaller, craftier person who could go unnoticed. His interest was piqued.
 
   “My name’s Wodan. What’s yours?”
 
   “Wodan!” said the giant, as if the name was some kind of revelation. “Uh, my name’s Justyn.”
 
   “You’ve got some kind of accent. You’re not from around here either, are you?”
 
   Wodan could see wheels turning behind Justyn’s eyes, as if revealing this tiny bit of information might destroy him. Finally Justyn shook his head quickly. Though Wodan could see some strength in his face, he lacked the hard edge and posturing that seemed to be a part of being a mercenary in Sunport. Wodan’s confusion grew.
 
   “Where you headed?” said Wodan, taking a bite of his sandwich.
 
   “I’m… uh… well… the thing is… but, what I mean-”
 
   Justyn’s story was interrupted by a distant explosion. Wodan jerked in surprise and his sandwich flew from his hands, and a group of people across the avenue leaped and threw their arms about. The vendor set to cursing and they watched a plume of smoke rise over a faraway avenue.
 
   “This happen every day?” said Wodan.
 
   “Hell!” said the vendor, his eyes glued to the rising smoke. “You kidding?”
 
   Wodan kept his face turned toward the smoke, but from the corner of his eye he saw Justyn swipe a piece of fish from the grill. He eyed the part that had touched the grill, then brushed off a few dark flecks and ate the thing, which was mostly raw, in one gulp. He picked up a piece of bread, inspected it, then swallowed it in two bites. Wodan laid some money on the vendor’s stand, then he and Justyn exchanged a look.
 
   Three Ugly ran down the street. They were armed and lines of sweat streaked their dusty, panic-stricken faces. They pushed and knocked over a few people, then took turns tripping over one another. They passed Wodan and he saw one had blood on his back. As soon as they disappeared, Wodan followed.
 
   “You’re following those guys?” said Justyn, shadowing Wodan.
 
   “Are you one of them?” said Wodan. He was annoyed that he could only see a small patch of Justyn’s face, and even that was darkened by his hood.
 
   “No! Why would I be?”
 
   “Good.”
 
   They lost sight of the Ugly several times, but it was easy to follow their path: Every corner they turned, they left a trail of stalls and people knocked over. They were in a hurry. A sense of chaos and excitement crackled in the air and overcame the exhaustion of living on sun-baked, dust-choked streets. Wodan broke into a jog, then noted that Justyn was following him with long, determined steps.
 
   “Why are you following me?” said Wodan.
 
   “I’m not!” said Justyn, stopping while Wodan glanced around an intersection, then following directly behind him once he found his way.
 
   They reached a busy avenue filled with shouting vendors and heavy foot traffic. A man in a purple bathrobe ran near Wodan. With a smile on his face he shouted, “Emergency transport! Emergency transport!” Another explosion shook the avenue, people jumped and yelped, then the man stopped and swung about wildly.
 
   “Sir!” shouted Wodan. He approached and said, “What’s going on?”
 
   “The Ugly, man, they’re getting run outta the city! Can you believe it? About time, I say!”
 
   “The people are rising up against them?”
 
   “No… what? No, Filius Bilch is hittin ’em, man, with every merc he’s got!”
 
   Wodan remembered the cruel, tiny merchant from whom he’d stolen a ship and a slave captain. “Why would Bilch care anything about the Ugly?”
 
   “Don’t you know? The Ugly denied Filius Bilch one of the three wishes they owed him!”
 
   “I’ve been out a while, sorry.”
 
   “Alright, it’s like this. Some Ugly big shot got a steam warship from Bilch in exchange for three wishes. So Bilch, he came callin’ for his first wish; he wanted the Ugly to advertise on all their flags whatever deal he had goin’ on at the time. So under that scary skull and crossbones, Bilch wanted them to write somethin’ like ‘Gently-used Bilch slaves on sale half-price this season’... and the Ugly refused him! Well now, the Ugly, they just got whipped in some kind of foreign war, and they’ve got no reinforcements to back up their boys here. Now Bilch’s army of mercenaries are just stompin’ ’em but good!”
 
   Wodan smiled wickedly. Evil was killing evil. Justyn stood with his arms crossed as he studied Wodan’s face.
 
   “You said something about an emergency transport?” said Wodan.
 
   “Yeah, the last of the Ugly stationed here are desperate to get to Pontius and regroup. They’re haulin’ ass to the front gate and knockin’ on every merchant’s door. I work for Holy Day Transport, see, and my boss is takin’ ’em up on their offer, chargin’ an arm and a goddamn leg. They’re either getting to Pontius or dyin’ tryin’!”
 
   “Which way?” said Wodan.
 
   The man pointed and shouted instructions, and Wodan raced through the streets.
 
   “You’re going to Pontius?” said Justyn, his long legs easily keeping pace with Wodan. “What a coincidence. I’m on my way to Pontius, too!”
 
   Wodan scoffed and gave Justyn a dirty look. It was obvious that he was no mercenary; none of the powers-that-be in Sunport would have a man tailed all the way across the wasteland just to determine why he’d been doing swimming around the docks. Even though he was annoyed, Justyn did not seem like an immediate threat. Getting rid of him might be more trouble than it was worth.
 
   “With what money?” said Wodan. “What money will you use to get on a caravan?” Wodan let the words sink in, then said, “If you want to go to Pontius, you’ll have to work as my bodyguard. Sandwiches and travel fare don’t come cheap. Think you can look intimidating enough to keep me safe?”
 
   “I’m not gonna kill anyone for you!” said Justyn. For the first time, he sounded determined rather than confused.
 
   “That’s fine,” said Wodan. “But you might need to break arms, choke people out, head-butt them, things like that. Understand?”
 
   “I guess, bro.”
 
   At a wide intersection he saw merchants hollering at servants hauling carts full of goods, ready to take advantage of the unscheduled, emergency transport. He heard gunfire far away, then another terrific explosion. He saw a young merchant laughing and hopping about, necklaces jangling as he carried boxes alongside his servants. A half-naked woman cried in a doorway and screamed at the merchant, her voice raw. “Business, baby, just business!” said the merchant, ignoring her cries. “I’ll bring you somethin’ nice from Pontius!”
 
   Wodan saw a high wall with a giant wooden gate grinding open. The avenue was packed with carts, horses, men shouting and running. He saw Ugly jogging about the avenue, guns held high, eyes and lips quivering, some covered in blood. Wodan wondered how he was going to negotiate for admittance when a huge-eared man ran up to him, face wild and hair unkempt as if he were running for his life. Wodan sidestepped away from him and the man shouted, “HEY KID YOU WANT ON THIS TRANSPORT!”
 
   “Yes sir!” Wodan shouted. “Two tickets, please.”
 
   The man shrieked an amount, hands shaking and full of tickets. Wodan grabbed his wad of cash, counted out the amount, then grabbed the tickets as the man muttered, “Oh gods below... amazing, just amazing!” then immediately took off, screaming at another prospective customer.
 
   Horses bucked and kicked as owners tied them to their carts. Other carts were already pulling out of the gate. Wodan wondered where they should get on the caravan. Ugly on horseback raced into the avenue and Wodan jumped to the side to avoid them. Another explosion nearby, then gunfire and death-cries. An Ugly with one arm shouted, “Hode ’em off! Hode ’em off!” until a younger Ugly pushed him away, face contorted as he screamed, “Screw you! Screw you!” and made his way toward the opposite end of the intersection.
 
   Wodan jumped onto a floorboard projecting from a large, closed wagon. The wagon shook and nearly tipped over as Justyn leaped on beside him. Wodan smelled the reek of animals inside and heard the stomping of panicky hooves. His heart raced with the rush of it all and, as he passed through the massive gate, he realized he hadn’t needed to buy any tickets at all. He looked at Justyn and the young giant was laughing, thrilled by the chaos. The line of horse-drawn carts filled with merchants, travelers, and Ugly curved outward over the horizon and Wodan whooped loudly. He was on his way through the wasteland to Pontius with a strange bodyguard as well as the very killers he had sworn to destroy.
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Three
 
   Alien World
 
    
 
   The caravan rolled through white sands for the first few days of their journey. They saw no vegetation, nor any color at all between earth and sky, but only glaring white and unmerciful heat. Wodan and Justyn hunkered down in their cloaks to escape the sun. It was exhausting just to sit, and they knew that leaving the caravan meant death. They had no food of their own but there were plenty of merchants, and so they moved from cart to cart, dropping money and eating and making small talk. Wodan was surprised at how determined, how crazed, most of the merchants were. It took a certain sort of merchant to leave town outside of holy day travel. These were a wild sort, and their true home was in their purse and stock. Through their talk they learned that it was not just bad luck, but a bad idea all around to travel with the Ugly. The Ugly were often ill-equipped, besides their guns, and ill-tempered and argumentative. The mercenaries that guarded the merchants kept a close watch at all times.
 
   Eventually Justyn’s cold reserve melted. He did not become talkative, but he enjoyed joking around with Wodan. They were both outlanders, and often pointed out the strange behavior of the men of Sunport; when each one bragged about their merciless schemes to make money and their skill at taking advantage of everyone around them, but then immediately fell over one another to help a certain priest carry his heavy execution cross from one wagon to another, the two could not help but laugh together. Wodan no longer spoke with Justyn in a commanding tone to enforce their absurd relationship of employer and bodyguard; now, they were both two outsiders with secrets to protect.
 
   One night, Justyn sat hunched under his hood. “Wodan,” he said. “What drives you?”
 
   “The horse on this cart,” said Wodan. “And these Ugly are driving me insane, too.”
 
   Justyn did not laugh. “No, really. Is it some kind of… religion, or something?”
 
   “Why would you say that?”
 
   “You don’t like the Ugly, right? Is it because their religion is different from yours?”
 
   “I’ve got a personal grudge against the Ugly, but that’s not what drives me. It’s not a religion, but it is a belief, I guess.”
 
   “A belief.” Justyn looked up at the stars for a moment, then said, “A belief in what?”
 
   “I believe the world can be a better place than it is. I was cast out of my home for a while. I fought to survive, and lost friends, and did everything that I could to get back because I thought my home was different from the wasteland. I thought it was civilized… peaceful. But it was more than that. I thought my home was a good place for humans to live, to find their potential and then do something good with their lives. I was wrong. My home was no different from the wasteland. It looked different, but on the inside, every human was at war with every other human. A human could only find peace or strength or beauty by taking it from another. But once they did that, they could only see ruin behind them and shame before them. That’s no way for humans to live. That’s what demons have turned us into, Justyn – monsters. Small, petty monsters.”
 
   “You think you can change that?” said Justyn. “Where I come from, we… we don’t have demons. Not like you do. But people still behave that way, Wodan… exactly as you’ve described.”
 
   Wodan’s interest was piqued, but he tried not to show it. He had assumed that only Haven was free of demonkind, until recently, but he did not want to throw a lot of questions at Justyn and scare him back into his shell. “Even if your people don’t have demons, they must have something demonic that they worship, something evil and shortsighted that they value.”
 
   “But what do you mean to do about it?”
 
   Wodan was unsure about this point. He thought for a long time, then said, “I think it’s possible to smash those evil symbols, and I mean to start with the Ugly. Without evil masters setting the limits of human experience, I think we’d be surprised to see just how much strength we have in our species. That’s where I’m going to start. But what about you, Justyn? You seem like a pretty strong guy. What is it your people worship? What limits them? Are they all as strong as you?”
 
   Justyn laughed darkly, then said quietly, “They worship me. They give me their devotion and their power. And one thing I’ve learned, Wodan, is that you can get all the power you want, but it doesn’t mean you can ever change anything.” Wodan started in surprise, then Justyn said, “I’m gonna get some sleep, man. Good night.”
 
   *              *              *
 
   They came to red sands. Scraggly trees bent over small oases that provided water for the horses. The day was not as hot and the night was not as cold as it was in the white sands, so people could move around and speak without covering their faces. Unfortunately the moderate climate allowed for arguments to continue without either party breaking off due to exhaustion. When counted all together, the mercenaries who guarded the merchants outnumbered the Ugly; unfortunately each merchant tended to look out for himself, and since the Ugly outnumbered any single merchant company, they assumed a position of leadership.
 
   The disputes were terrible. The Ugly were often afraid that Filius Bilch was right behind them, so they drove the caravan hard and ended up losing many horses. Upon reaching the more temperate red sands, the merchants argued that they should sleep by day and move by night, which was standard practice among caravan travel. The highest-ranking Ugly agreed with the fine details of the merchants’ argument, but in general the Ugly seemed to be driven to a kind of madness by their defeat at Sunport and the news of their terrible losses in the overseas crusade. At one point an argument boiled over into nonsense, men screaming and waving guns, and eventually Wodan could not make any sense of what was being said by either party. Eventually a merchant with only a few guards was singled out by the Ugly and driven off from his own stock. The goods were plundered by the starving Ugly, food and drink devoured, trinkets and textiles stomped into the sands, and the other merchants looked on, shaking their heads and cursing, but not moving to stop the spectacle. Wodan was enraged, but he knew that he could do nothing against his foes; they were too numerous and too heavily armed. The victimized merchant wailed, tossed sand at his worthless guards, and found refuge on another merchant’s cart.
 
   The morning after that they came to a place where the sand was blue and flecked with purple stones. Wodan woke as his cart came to a stop, and he reasoned that the Ugly must have finally seen the sense in allowing the animals some rest. He rose and saw the sun rising in a dim, green haze. He saw several merchants gathering in a tent. He nudged Justyn awake and the two followed them inside.
 
   The tent was packed to the brim with men debating and complaining. Wodan entered and pressed his way in, and one merchant frowned in annoyance and said, “There’s no more room for – oh, shit on me!” He lifted his eyes and saw Justyn standing over him, and room was immediately made for the newcomers.
 
   Wodan and Justyn listened as the brightly-clothed merchants debated. Somehow the priest had fit his giant execution cross into the small tent and held it over the men, and two mercenaries took turns supporting the thing. Just when Wodan was about to pass out from the press of bodies, the merchants formulated a plan to stick together against the Ugly. Vows followed one after the other and men promised that if one were attacked, all would respond, as that was the only way to protect their profits, and possibly even their lives, against the Ugly. The priest solidified the proceedings with a prayer to some god. Delicacies were produced and passed around, but Wodan quickly made his way out of the tent for he was afraid that his true name and purpose would be gotten from him if spent time with all of the merchants rather than dole out carefully controlled information to one or two at a time as he usually did.
 
   When the sun fell they rose and packed their things and a merchant got into an argument with the Ugly almost as he was coming out of his tent from first waking. The merchants glanced at one another, ready for action and regretting their vows, but the Ugly were tired, sullen, and mostly concerned with the handling of a dying comrade who had said little the past few days, and so whatever the matter was, it was dropped, and they moved through the wastes. The merchants were in high spirits and Wodan and Justyn shared a lizard with a man who had been drying the thing out for a while. The lizard’s guts were surprisingly stretchy and they had fun pulling and shooting the stuff at the men in the cart ahead of them, who cursed and laughed.
 
   The night was very dark and Wodan could only just make out the outline of tall, slender spires of rock around them. Just as Wodan started to doze off, he felt some sort of pounding and heard a cry go up from several carts. Wodan shot up and saw men pointing and holding torches aloft. Something loped alongside them in the distance. They could hear many footfalls, and Wodan prayed that it was only a group of wild horses. He thought he saw horns, then a bit of light reflected off eyes – too many eyes, too close together. The thing streaked away suddenly and disappeared into the dark land. The men stood in their carts, staring as if turned to stone.
 
   “A flesh demon!” Wodan hissed.
 
   “Shhhhh!” said the priest. “It’ll pass... it’ll pass...”
 
   Wodan hunkered down in his alcove atop the cart. He wondered if perhaps the creature had seen the Ugly. He knew that their kind had cooperated before, so he reasoned that if the thing was a demon, then perhaps it would leave them alone. Wodan stayed awake and watched the stars from his little alcove. He looked at Justyn, who was sitting up in his seat and seemed to be praying quietly. He grew silent, then let his hands fall to his sides. Wodan thought he saw something in Justyn’s hand, but he decided not to press the matter.
 
   *              *              *
 
   Wodan must have fallen asleep somehow, because he woke to screams and inhuman caterwauling. He fumbled about for the case strapped to his back, then he decided that he could actually be dreaming, for he heard strange singing – female voices rising and falling without harmony. He rose to his knees and tried to shake off the nightmare, but in a slender strip of blue on the horizon he saw tentacles, horns, and segmented backs arching and running. This was real and they were surrounded. Gunshots blasted from every cart and men shouted to one another, terrified beyond mere panic. Justyn woke violently from his alcove, kicking one leg in the air and breaking a side panel from the cart before the bundle strapped to his back became hung up on another board and pulled him down.
 
   “How could we have both gone to sleep?” Wodan shouted.
 
   “I’m – I’m awake!” said Justyn, blinking and knocking another side panel loose to extricate himself.
 
   Wodan heard a terrific crash and the screech of wood splintering as a nearby cart was rammed, then his own cart was rocked and flung over. His head hit wood, then he crashed into hard, gritty sand.
 
   The pain woke him up and sharpened his senses. He jerked the case from his back and it immediately came open, spilling pieces of the gun and clips of ammunition in the sand. He bent and felt about, gathering the cold steel components and trying to ignore the gunshots, the cries, the hideous alien barking. And the singing, the endless singing of invisible syrens…
 
   Justyn rose and watched Wodan piece the gun together. He looked at his own wrapped bundle and gritted his teeth, but did nothing else.
 
   “Keep your head on straight!” said Wodan. “We’re going to have to fight if we want to live! Okay?”
 
   “Don’t worry about me!” Justyn snapped.
 
   He finally pieced the gun together, then stuffed clips into his pocket. He fumbled about with the gun’s suppressor, but seemed unable to fit the grooves together. In a flash of waving torches he saw, only a few cart-lengths away, some monstrous thing with tentacles rise up and fall on a group of mercenaries. Their torchlight was snuffed out, and in the dark he could hear a wet, slippery sucking sound, then the cracking of bones, the tearing of meat. Before Wodan could move, a multi-legged thing loped around his own upturned cart. He could see dim torchlight reflecting off greasy fur and shining eyes, but the rest of the beast was black and featureless. He felt his own hands jerk in terror; he was overwhelmed by the horrifying idea that the monster staring at him had some form of intelligence behind its cold eyes. The monster jerked, suddenly aroused by his fear.
 
   “Justyn, look out!” Wodan shouted.
 
   “I said don’t worry about me! You get that gun ready and kill that thing, you hear me?”
 
   Justyn stepped back, but seemed more angry than alarmed.
 
   Just as the demon bore down on them, Wodan notched the silencer into place, then yanked the trigger and felt the heavy submachine gun jump wildly as it spit out a hissing stream of bullets. The demon lurched to the side and crashed into the ground, kicking its spindly legs. 
 
   Wodan saw that Justyn stood frozen. Wodan was infuriated and shouted, “Justyn, I don’t care if you’ve got some kind of idiotic religious beliefs, or if you’re a coward or something, but we need to work together! Go grab a gun from someone!”
 
   “I told you to worry about yourself!” said Justyn. His face was tortured. “I’m not supposed to help - you don’t understand!”
 
   “Then to hell with you!” Wodan jumped to his feet and ran for a torch lying on the ground. He felt his conscious mind melting in the ear-splitting chaos. He picked up the torch and immediately saw that he was standing in a circle of dead men, torn apart but nearly bloodless on the thirsty sand. Feet drawn to the fire bounded up to him; he saw a blur of unnatural forms and fired. Silent death shook in his hands and lurching forms hit the ground. Instinct pulled at him; he whirled and dropped to one knee and saw another demon sneaking up behind him. The crouching form entered the circle of torchlight and he swore that he saw a bald chicken’s head before he blasted it off. As the gun clicked empty he chucked his torched and yanked another clip from his pocket.
 
   He ran in a crouch along the caravan. Long stretches of darkness and overturned carts lay between islands of men firing and waving torches. He heard frantic prayers further down the line, then saw the Ugly screaming about their obedience to demonkind even as they fired on the monsters.
 
   Justyn stood beside him suddenly. “I have to go make a vote,” he said. “You just stay alive, alright?”
 
   “You’re a shit bodyguard, you know that? You do what you want, but if you break from the caravan those things are going to overwhelm you!”
 
   Justyn turned and disappeared into the dark night. Wodan had no idea why the giant moron wanted to practice the democratic process alone in the middle of the wasteland while people were dying all around him, but he cast his doubts from his mind. He had to survive this nightmare.
 
   Nearby, a group of men swore violently as they ran out of ammunition all at once. They leaped from their cart, them scrambled to get back on as they fell on something grotesque and hairy. Wodan ran to them, felt wind whipping his face, then saw a long bony arm spring out of the thing and punch through a man’s torso. Wodan stopped and fired into the thing’s back. It arched and squealed and turned to him, and Wodan could just make out the side of its face - jaw extending back nearly to ears, tongues twisting like a snake pit, eyes extending down below the jaw - then he aimed and fired and the thing’s face flared open like a flower, spraying red and shattering teeth. Wodan ran to the men as the thing crashed to the ground, screamed, “Throw your torches! Throw your torches!” and bounded up into the cart just as one sensible man among them flung two torches into the sky, end over end, and they fell among a group of crouching, pale-skinned simian monstrosities gathered around a grotesque display of human limbs, jawbones, and coils of innards. The men in the cart wailed and, as the demons turned and hissed, firelight glinting in their slitted eyes, Wodan fired at one, opened up its neck and torso, then fired wildly at the others as they scattered.
 
   “Out of the cart!” Wodan cried, changing his clip. “We have to keep moving! Find guns or we’re done for!” He leaped out of the cart just as the simian demons bounded over the sides. None of the men followed him. He heard the cart rocking as the demons tore the men apart.
 
   Now pale blue light crept into the waste from the black horizon. Wodan ran, then turned back to the caravan to see where he could help. Most of the carts were overturned and in pieces. Others rocked back and forth as men fired or struggled with demons hand to hand. He saw the terror in the mercenaries’ faces as they swung empty rifles and beat at unnatural forms climbing over sides, saw men fall to the ground, or leap and run before they were overtaken by doglike monsters with horns and mouths so full of teeth that they could not shut fully. The Ugly fought the hardest against their gods, and never seemed to run out of ammunition.
 
   Wodan was struck by two thoughts. The first was that cooperating to kill the flesh demons was the only way to save the carts and the horses, and thus survive the trek across the wasteland. The second was that the caravan was lost. The merchants and mercenaries were not cooperating; each abandoned the other as soon as their ammunition ran out, only to be picked off by packs of canine demons. Only the Ugly seemed to have any chance of survival, but even their odds looked slim.
 
   Wodan turned to a high rocky outcropping and ran for it. Still the voices continued to sing, each out of harmony, all working to add chaos and a sense of the inevitable. He leaped onto an incline of stones at the base, then climbed higher and turned and watched the battle. A giant, transparent slug with tentacles dancing on its back lurched and grinded as it climbed atop a cart. Mercenaries stumbled at the impact, but concentrated on blasting at other demons. As the slug rose up and wrapped several tentacles around the cart, Wodan saw that the demon had men stuck to its surface, either face down or stretched about awkwardly, faces twisted in blind terror, bones breaking as the thing flowed and jerked about. Furious and desperate, Wodan aimed and fired at the thing. Even at this distance, the high-quality weapon of Haven struck the monster. Bubbles gushed inside its body as the bullets cleaved through it. The thing shivered and, as Wodan’s clip emptied, he saw the thing turn yellow, then brown, then it splashed heavily onto the sands beneath the cart.
 
   Wodan felt his pocket and found only one clip remaining. Just as he decided he would have to save it, he saw a blur of white forms skittering below him. He could barely make out hairy limbs under roach-like shells. One stopped and turned a small, piggish head up to him. Terrified, Wodan slammed the last clip into his gun and fired. The thing’s shell flew apart and its back erupted into a geyser of putrid yellow good. The others approached too quickly to hit, but as they skittered up the vertical face of stone beneath him, he leaned over, aimed straight down, and blasted the creatures from the side. Shells and twisted limbs rained yellow and gathered in a soup of noxious intestines, then his gun clicked empty.
 
   Wodan watched the sun rise on the battlefield. The Ugly leaped from cart to cart, abandoning each platform as it was overtaken by quivering, slobbering demons. They passed guns and ammunition back and forth and fired death all around. They kept up their black prayers and none panicked, except when a few were cut off and overwhelmed. The mercenaries often fired wildly, ran out of ammunition, then threw their guns and ran only to be hacked apart or gored by bull-devils. Wodan could find no more merchants, only twisted bodies in brightly-colored robes. He swung his head about, but had no idea where the maddening song came from.
 
   The Ugly seemed to run out of ammunition all at once, just as they scattered a cluster of demons. They climbed down from the few remaining carts, panting as they slipped over demonic corpses. They produced knives, clubs, axes, hammers, and long chains. The last of the demons gathered, then charged into them. The scarred fighters stood their ground and beat and lashed and hacked open the monsters, seemingly unperturbed even as comrades died screaming beside them. They gathered around a hobbled, bull-shaped demon as it turned awkwardly, beat it with heavy chains, then hacked open its stomach so that steaming red innards covered their legs. The blood-drenched Ugly emerged victorious, mist rising from their limbs, faces unreadable. The song cut off suddenly and Wodan looked around in alarm.
 
   Nearly twenty Ugly survived. They stalked silently down the line of wreckage. The last of the mercenaries gathered before them, wailing and pleading, and the Ugly bashed their skulls in or jammed knives into throats. They climbed into the shells of the carts, tossing out goods and smashing open crates. A few survivors were gathered and knocked around. Wodan could hear their captors shouting about alcohol, single-minded and maniacal; unfortunately for them, Pontius was the greatest exporter of alcohol in the wasteland, and no merchant would bother to carry the stuff into a city already drowning in booze. Unable to understand any arguments concerning supply and demand, the Ugly hacked down the last of the mercenaries in wordless exhaustion.
 
   Wodan crawled backward along the stone to leave the scene. His foot brushed against something soft. He whirled onto his back and raised his empty gun. The shock of what he saw wrenched his guts out of place, for all along the ledges of the rocky spire above him stood a silent host of black-haired, pale-skinned women. Their lips were long and red and misshapen and their smiles revealed the points of wicked canine teeth. Their eyes were cloudy and sickly yellow, and they wore dresses and robes covered in rot and mold. One stood over Wodan and he could see that she was not human. Her mouth parted and her eyes glazed over as she was overwhelmed by the possible tortures she could inflict on him.
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Four
 
   Sing, Devil Syrens, Sing
 
    
 
   There was a blur of motion, black hair whipping about, and before Wodan could move a devil woman had a hand about his throat. She lifted him up easily, and he dropped the gun to hold her forearm with both hands so that he would not be hung to death in her grasp. He felt muscles coil and bunch up under his fingers as his feet swayed beneath him. Her face was malevolent and only vaguely human. Her lips broke in a crooked smile full of sharp yellow teeth. He felt the pressure of doom building in his forehead and jaw.
 
   Several she-devils bounded down the rocks humming a low note. Black spots gelled in his vision, but he dimly made out the devil holding him push her raggedy dress down one shoulder to expose a fat, blue-veined breast without a nipple. She pulled one of his hands loose from her arm and mashed his hand into her breast. It was hard and lumpy. Just as she began to enjoy the game, she gasped and shouted, “You! You!” She released Wodan and hit fell. He hit stone, then rolled away and fell to a lower ledge and felt his left arm go numb as his elbow smacked against hard rock.
 
   An Ugly below cried out, “Demons! Demons! Why? Why did you attack us?”
 
   “Silence!” one succubi shouted.
 
   The Ugly knelt down and held their faces near the bloody sands, quivering with fear.
 
   Wodan lifted his head, barely able to see through bleary eyes, and crawled toward another ledge and rolled off it. His stomach lurched for a moment and he smacked down into the sand, right on his ass, and just as he strained to push himself up a succubus was upon him, lifting him up easily before throwing him down again. Everything was a painful blur. Strong hands grasped his arm and dragged him through the sand toward the prostrate Ugly.
 
   The monsters stood over the Ugly. One of them shouted, “Be still! Keep your faith! Say something stupid, and our patience will be sorely tested! You have survived our game, and for that you will be blessed. Blessed! But don’t you see? All this time, you have been travelling with this… this killer from Haven!”
 
   Wodan’s head spun; he had no idea how the monsters knew who he was. The succubus dropped him before the Ugly, who raised their heads and glared at him like attack dogs.
 
   “Don’t listen to them!” said Wodan, mind racing. “I’m a Smith! I can get you advanced technology, anything you want!” Wodan felt around in his pockets, then produce the compass that he’d stared at so much while on the ocean. “See this? It proves I’m a Smith! Listen to me, we have to fight these monsters… they tried to kill us! I – I even have a gun that shoots bullets without making a sound-”
 
   A succubus grasped his wrist and twisted it. She studied the compass in his hand, snarling. Greasy black hair hung in his face.
 
   “We kill Smiths!” an Ugly screamed. “They all deserve to die!”
 
   “But I - I can be ransomed back to them! I’m very important!”
 
   Wodan was cut off as the succubus snatched the compass and crushed it in her hand. The creature clutched Wodan’s throat, forced his head back, and stared into him. Her mouth opened, showing twisted fangs as she growled like a dog, then said, “You! You shot me in the belly! You burned me with myself!”
 
   “Wh-what’re you... talking... about...”
 
   “You invaded the land of my exile! You killed my servants! You took Serpens Rex from me! You and those savages in the desert, you killed me as I ran and played! I was the great dragon, I spat thunder and ruled the storm! But you led me to my death! You left a trap for me and murdered me!”
 
   The succubus was shrieking and crushing Wodan’s throat with every accusation. He pushed feebly at the arm, slick skin stretched over steel. Confusion mixed with horror, inescapable, a nightmare.
 
   “And like a coward you were sneaking around here, killing me again and again with your little toy! How can you possibly atone for my blood?!”
 
   “Kill him!” screamed an Ugly, pounding his fists into the sand. “Oh, lords, please kill the Havender!”
 
   The succubus suddenly let go and Wodan fell back, coughing, air piercing his throat. He pushed away, sputtering and glaring at the Ugly. “Those monsters… attacked your friends… what did... Haven... do to... you?!”
 
   An Ugly with one eye and a series of scars down the side of his face rose onto one knee, then pointed at Wodan and shouted, “Don’t pretend to be innocent! Haven sent spies among us! Our good men were out gathering workers, and your people murdered our men in their sleep and humiliated the leader of the Right Arm! When we sought justice, they used their tricks and killed our soldiers with their unnatural machines! You’re a monster!”
 
   Wodan lifted his face to the gentle blue above. No argument would work. He was surrounded by monstrous, blood-hungry victims completely detached from reality. A succubus wandered up, smiling as she carried the dead priest’s execution cross on her shoulders.
 
   *              *              *
 
   The Ugly stripped naked, laughing and joking, seemingly unmindful of their fallen comrades as they prepared for a combination of religious ritual and party. The cross was laid on the ground, then three succubi stretched Wodan’s arms and legs across the thing. Wodan fought at first, but the succubi were so strong that he soon relented and glared ahead stoically. He was reminded of doctor’s offices, medical procedures, even the regimented schedule of going to school as a child, the forms similar but taken to their ultimate limit. He knew that the Ugly and the demons needed him to die a spectacular death in order to support their imbalanced, top-heavy egos. Only the blue sky far above gave him any sort of solace. He breathed deep, set his jaw firm, and swore to himself that he would try to stay strong until the moment he was dead and free of them.
 
   An Ugly bent over him and used a belt to tie his left arm to the execution cross, then tightened it until his arm was numb. Chuckling, the man patted Wodan’s face condescendingly as he moved to the other arm. Wodan saw a succubus sucking on an Ugly’s face, caressing his scars with long, dirty nails. The Ugly pushed her ratty black dress down her shoulders and arms, then let it fall to the ground. He grabbed the butt of his god with fat fingers and ran his tongue along her ear and neck. The monster hissed, smiled, and craned her head back. The Ugly nearest Wodan snapped his fingers and another belt was tossed to him, then tied tightly around his arm.
 
   A very young Ugly approached. His smooth face was marred by a horribly bisected nose. “You wan’ another belt, sir?” he said.
 
   “What are you, son? A Coilboy?” said the older Ugly, laughing.
 
   “HELL NO SIR!”
 
   “’Cause ’round here,” said the older Ugly, producing a rusty blade, “we do things the Ugly way.” With that, he raised the knife and slammed it down through Wodan’s hand and into the cross.
 
   The pain was overwhelming, a biting, burning numbness of screaming nerves and tendons thrown out of place. His mind was filled with blinding white brilliance and he felt himself struggling, arching his back. He heard giggling near his face, then heard a second dagger pierce flesh and wood as his other hand was nailed to the cross. He felt no pain this time, but only a strange jerking motion as his point of reference was jerked free of his body. As in a dream he saw a succubus lift the cross with one arm and place it in a hole as several Ugly pushed sand around the base. With passionless detachment he saw his own body hanging and writhing. The faces of the Ugly appeared inhuman, their bodies pig-like as they rubbed their tongues and hands on the succubi. The monsters and the bestial men intertwined with one another around the cross and Wodan was struck with the thought that they were not human, nor even animals. They were automatons. Had they lost what was good in them, or were they always empty vessels? What was it that filled them? He saw his own hands nailed to the wood of the sacrifice and he knew that they would never be of any use; his feet dangled free and his delicate flesh was torn by his own weight held aloft by dirty steel.
 
   His vision clouded and he returned to his body. He could not breathe, nor think through the pain, and everything was dark. He braced his feet against the cross and pushed up, sucked in one breath of air, then felt the daggers tear into his hands, pain careening through his arms, so he relaxed and began drowning once again.
 
   All around him the non-men and the demons were thrashing and gasping, going through the motions of living in a hateful, mocking ritual. He saw the Ugly taking the succubi two at a time, slapping their asses by way of genuflection. Suddenly one of the succubi broke free and approached Wodan, sweat running down the curves of her heaving belly. “Drain you,” she whispered, lifting his shirt. “Make your progeny like us.”
 
   Her fangs parted, then she pushed a slimy tongue along his belly. He could smell her rotten breath, and could feel the stench trying to influence his body, telling him that he was going through a ritual that would transform him into something greater than himself. Suddenly her head jerked and showered him in blood and bits of meat. The devil bitch smacked into the ground, and Wodan realized that he either knew less about sex than he thought, or something had not gone according to plan.
 
   The demonic sisters shrieked and threw the Ugly away from them. They stared at a far point on the horizon. Wodan lifted his head weakly. Three figures stood on a crest of sand, featureless and black with the sun burning behind them. One of them was tall and lean and carried a smoking rifle. One was smaller, a female in robes. Her dark hair blew in a light gust of wind. The third was a giant in a cloak and hood. He removed a large, flat bundle from his back, then unwrapped it, revealing a huge, double-headed axe gleaming in the rising sun. It was Justyn, and he had brought reinforcements.
 
   The succubi rushed at the newcomers and the naked Ugly fumbled about for their weapons. Wodan blinked once, and in an instant the newcomers covered the distance between them. Justyn bowled over several of the succubi, then ran to the group of Ugly. He lifted his heavy axe, then brought it down with such force that one of the men splattered as if struck by a comet. Another Ugly ran behind him and tore the cape and hood from his back. Wodan was shocked as the sun struck Justyn and revealed him: His skin was gleaming and pale, limbs muscular, hair long and curly, eyes slitted and small but shining brightly. He wore red pants and thick boots, but nothing else. He turned to the Ugly and swung the axe upward, cleaving the man and holding him in the air without effort. Justyn regarded the small bag of limbs quivering overhead with curiosity. Ugly charged all around him, shrieking out vengeance. Justyn shifted his weight, dropped the dead man, then swung his axe in a series of death-arcs that slid through faces, arms, and intestines, splitting men into pieces around him.
 
   The other tall, lean newcomer shouldered his rifle and unholstered two large handguns that hung at his sides. His hair was greasy and black, face as pale as Justyn’s, but with sharper features. He wore rough brown clothes of foreign make. In a blinding flash he began executing Ugly all around him, each shot shattering heads and jaws and throats with inhuman precision. Several succubi streaked toward him, but his hands moved in a blur to calmly eject spent cartridges, reload, and then blast the devils before they could draw near.
 
   In the distance, Wodan could see that most of the succubi were throwing themselves at the white-robed woman, who moved and slid along the sand unnaturally while her hands danced strangely. He saw one succubus fly apart in a spray of red ribbons, then another fell as her legs shattered to pieces beneath her. “Stay away from me, whores!” the newcomer cried. “You’re not even real women!” Another succubus charged, then bounced back as she seemed to rebound off some invisible wall. The newcomer turned and flicked her wrist, then the monster was bisected down the middle in a spray of gore.
 
   Sure that he was dreaming one last dream, Wodan sunk down into himself. He no longer felt the nails in his hands, nor anything at all. His vision grew dark. The face of the woman in the white robes floated before him. Her face was hard, shining, as smooth as glass, and her long black hair waved about her as if caught in the waves of some invisible sea. Her green eyes were brilliant diamonds not of this world.
 
   As he passed into dark sleep, he felt himself rise, then the daggers flew out from his hands.
 
   “We took a vote,” she said. “Does that make us Havenders, too?”
 
   


 
  
 
  

Chapter Five
 
   The Floating World
 
    
 
   Wodan woke on a soft bed in a metal room. He rubbed his eyes, then felt thick bandages around his hands. He remembered, then forced himself to look at his hands. They hurt, but he could move his fingers with effort. He slowly unwound one of the bandages. His palm was purple and covered in yellow tracers, but remarkably enough, only a slim pink line remained as proof of his crucifixion. He let the bandages fall to the floor and rose. He was weak and dizzy, but felt strangely at ease.
 
   He still wore his black prison clothes, which were splattered with maroon stains. He rubbed his face and felt prickly hairs on his jaw. He did not need to shave often, so he must have been out for some time. He saw an open door leading to the outside. Sharp, blue daylight and a cool wind drifted in.
 
   There was another bed nearby. Posters were tacked on the walls. He saw a photograph of some band, men with wild black hair, slanted eyes, posing and looking very tough and cool. The poster was labeled with foreign, alien symbols. He saw a map labeled with the same alien language. He could make out Haven, Sunport, Pontius, and cities further along the coast. The map extended far to the east and showed other cities labeled in blue and green. Some even had borders that enclosed several cities; not just city-states, but nations. One nation bordered in red dwarfed them all, but he could not read its name.
 
   Wodan turned and saw seats and a control panel; the room looked like a cockpit. He was in the hold of some kind of vehicle.
 
   He turned back to his bed and saw his bag. He opened it and found the jewels still inside. Relieved, he tucked them into a pocket. Then he noticed syringes, a scalpel, clips and dirty cotton swabs near a jar of clean ones. He saw some kind of scanner attached to a viewscreen. It was not the sort of thing he expected to see outside of Haven. He sat and put on his boots, which was difficult because his hands hurt badly, but he felt no rush.
 
   As he rose, he noticed some kind of printout tacked to the wall, a grainy black and white close-up of a man’s face. Long black hair framed his white face. His eyebrows were thick and stern, and his eyes were large and dark. He had a long nose over a grim-set mouth extending down to a slight chin. The face radiated gravity, power, even malevolence. A heart was drawn around the face. At the bottom, in girlish script written in the western language, he read
 
   All hail JOSEF
 
   Warmaster of San Ktari!
 
   Victory and all that!
 
   Wodan went to the door and looked out. He saw a beach with great white clouds hanging over a gently rolling sea. A rocky outcrop extended outward. He saw Justyn and the other two strange people. The two men sat shirtless on the ground while the woman stood in the distance, watching the sea. She had exchanged her robes for some sheer white suit. Wodan descended a set of stairs, then looked back and saw that he had been in some kind of small airship. Wicked-looking wings extended from a blocky hull. It looked rough and practical, but not as impressive as many of the airships from Haven.
 
   Wodan approached the two men, who sat staring at the sea. The wind against his skin was soothing and the hum of the sea was gentle and subtly intoxicating. He was grateful beyond words to be alive. With some difficulty he pried the crusty shirt from his back and tied it about his waist. He could hear the two young men talking as he approached.
 
   “You give up, Matthias?” said Justyn. 
 
   The dark-haired young man said, “Yes! No. Let’s start over. Wait. Queen to bishop six. Check!” He fidgeted slightly.
 
   Justyn scratched his forehead slowly, then said, “Alright. Knight takes queen.”
 
   Almost before Justyn could finish, Matthias said, “Bishop to king seven – checkmate!”
 
   Justyn shook his head and cursed in a strange, choppy language. Wodan sat and looked at the two. He saw no chess board.
 
   “Look who’s alive!” said Justyn.
 
   Wodan smiled and nodded, but then looked away because there was something incredibly unnatural about the pair. Their faces were smooth and noble looking. He felt small and awkward by comparison.
 
   “Sorry about what I said earlier, Justyn,” said Wodan. “Looks like you turned out to be a pretty good bodyguard after all.”
 
   Justyn smiled but Matthias’s face grew dark, and he turned away.
 
   “My hands,” said Wodan, flexing his stiff fingers. “Did you…?”
 
   Justyn pointed, said, “Thank Langley, not me.”
 
   Wodan turned and saw that the black-haired young woman stood over him, bending sideways and smiling slightly. She said something, but Wodan could not concentrate. He was enthralled by the way her green eyes creased when she smiled. Her aura was so strange, so powerful, that he wondered if these people were alien visitors from another world. Then again, he doubted that they could cross the cosmos in a small, clunky airship. He nodded dumbly and she sat down beside him.
 
   Wodan looked away from them and regained control of his thoughts. He flexed his hands, staring down at them. He suddenly remembered the red lights of an airship following him when he was on the sea, then he remembered the strange story of a laborer from Haven who had seen, according to him, an angel. “Who are you people?” he said.
 
   They sat in silence for a long time. Finally Justyn spouted, “Come on! Let’s tell him something!”
 
   “We’re spies,” said Langley, sighing. “Big Dad sent us to spy on Haven.”
 
   Matthias rose suddenly. “You guys are terrible at this,” he said, frustrated. “Taking a vote on a military operation that already has clearly defined parameters, then spilling the beans to one of the variables. Nice job, very well played.” He stalked off.
 
   “Big Dad?” said Wodan, ignoring Matthias’s outburst.
 
   “He’s like our... it’s complicated,” she said. “The whole thing is complicated. We were sent to spy, maybe to spy on you, but really, I don’t know if…”
 
   “The superbeing,” said Wodan. “You all were looking for the superbeing, is that it?” Wodan looked up and saw Langley and Justyn eyeing one another. “Well, it’s not me, I can tell you that much. Whoever he was, he’s dead now.”
 
   “Oh.” Langley set her chin on her knees and fell silent.
 
   They sat in uncomfortable silence for a long time.
 
   “Let’s forget all that stuff,” Justyn said, smiling. “It’s not important anyway. You know what Big Dad always said?”
 
   “What’s that?” said Wodan.
 
   “He always said that anyone who knows what they want out of life, and who keeps that dream alive in their heart, and is willing to kill or destroy anybody who gets in their way… well, that person already is a superman!” Justyn laughed loudly, then clapped Wodan on the back. He felt his ribs nearly buckle under the blow.
 
   They’re not human, Wodan thought.
 
   *              *              *
 
   The four rode through the night in their airship. The cabin was only dimly lit. Moisture streaked across the windows. They could hear a terrible storm raging in the world far below. Langley sat on one bed and watched the chaos outside. She had been distant and unapproachable for the past few hours and this threw Wodan’s heart into chaos. He sat on a bed beside Matthias, who laid on his back and pounded down beers and tore apart the thin, brightly colored cans quickly and easily and worked on forming them into some kind of origami pattern. Justyn sat at the cockpit, drinking as he held them over the storm. Empty cans full of alien writing rolled about his feet.
 
   The strangeness of it all rolled about in Wodan’s mind. The sense of peace he’d found on the beach was now completely gone. He could barely make out Matthias’s features in the darkness. They said they’d been sent to spy on him, not to help him. He knew they had taken a vote to save his life. He suspected that Matthias had voted against the other two. Was Langley disappointed that he was not what they thought he might have been? Could he really trust these people at all? Were they even taking him to Pontius, as they claimed?
 
   “Matthias,” Langley said suddenly. “What are you afraid of?”
 
   “This storm is pretty terrifying,” he said, sounding bored.
 
   “I mean, in general.”
 
   Matthias stretched out several of the flattened cans and held them like a steel bouquet. “Failure and abandonment,” he said. “I used to have nightmares about the end of the world. I still do. It’s usually something big. Asteroids falling, or the moon cracking up and coming toward us. There’s panic. People eating each other in the last few moments they have. It’s inescapable. That’s what I mean about abandonment. It’s not like Big Dad or some chick is going to leave me. It’s more like the whole world abandons me, just slides right out from under my feet. And all that I have, all that I am... all of it, useless. A failure. What about you?”
 
   “And what do you want?” she said, ignoring his question. “Out of this life - what do you want?”
 
   “I have no idea,” he said quickly, folding the thin metal strips with nimble fingers.
 
   Langley shifted her weight slightly and Wodan glanced at her pale arms, saw the skin pushing upward against her knees. “Justyn, what are you afraid of?”
 
   Justyn turned slightly, smiled, said, “Dove, now, you know I’m not afraid o’ nothin’. And don’t bother asking me what I want. How should I even know?”
 
   Langley sighed, as if questioning him further was more trouble than it was worth. Finally she turned to Wodan, then said, “What about you?”
 
   “I don’t know how much you know about this area,” he said, “but there’s a cult, a church, called the Ugly. They’re powerful. You’ve seen a few of them. They take life and twist it into something hateful. Instead of fighting demons, as they should be, they throw away their humanity and become like them. I want to destroy them. That’s what I want. I want revenge on the Ugly.”
 
   “Is that all?” She seemed disappointed.
 
   “That’s just the beginning,” he said. A smile crept onto his face. “I want to make the world a better place. A sanctuary where we can find out who we are, instead of a battleground were we lose ourselves piece by piece. I guess if I was afraid of anything, it would be that I’m the only person who could ever care about something like that.”
 
   Before Langley could respond, Matthias extended his hand and hit Wodan’s leg. Wodan looked down. Matthias held a giant knife with wicked serrated points along one side. It was colored up like a vomit-rainbow, with alien script along its sides; he had shaped it from the beer cans. He flicked it quickly and, in a blur, the handle was in front of Wodan. Ridiculous as it looked, the knife itself was no joke. It was as hard as steel and very sharp.
 
   “Here you go, man,” said Matthias. “For your vengeance.”
 
   


 
   
 
  

Part Two
 
    
 
   Live by the Gun
 
   


 
  
 
  

Chapter Six
 
   The Corpse Politic
 
    
 
   Night covered the city of Pontius when Boris entered Mother’s chamber tucked away in the halls of the granite mansion that acted as the center of power for the Ugly. Torchlight was curtained off with blue and purple paper lanterns so that Mother would not complain about the pains in her eyes. Boris the Living Scar, Head of the Ugly, looked at the jumbled shadow-play cast on the floor and walls by images drawn on the lanterns. There was a story hidden there, if one knew how to pick it out. The story told of forty-seven devils who demanded forty-seven different sacrifices from the villagers who lived here long ago. The story told of the rites they were forced to endure, the culling of the willful, the passing of knowledge to the apt and willing. The men of fallen Vatica came here, and they knew something of sacrifice and compromise and the power of manipulation through belief, and so a city grew out of the village. Bureaucrat-priests directed the building, and escaped sacrifice by living in the shadows. They grew fat on sacrifices; they became devils themselves. The flesh demons faded into the background, but the city of devils endured.
 
   The door clicked shut behind him and Boris knew that Hand would stand by, watching silently. Boris knew that this Hand would kill Mother if he ordered it, and he knew that this Hand would kill him, too, if his actions demanded it. He did not know which Hand was currently with him, and so the nature of his Death Art would be a secret until it was used. With either Hand one had to be wary, always wary. The Head must always be careful about the use and position of his Hands.
 
   Boris crossed the center of the chamber to a tall chair that was turned toward a small incense-burning altar. “Mother,” said Boris, “how I’ve missed the smell of your private chamber.” He picked up the chair by two handles near its base and, steadying himself, rotated it around. The bundle beneath his robes kicked and spat as it was crushed uncomfortably. He crossed to the chair’s front and knelt down on one knee.
 
   Mother lay crumpled up in the chair, decrepit, face hanging in deep wrinkles, hard gray eyes lined with sagging, inflamed pink flesh. Rich purple robes were draped over her bony, rickety frame, and a few hanging jewels gave her the garish appearance of a Yule tree lingering long after the holy days had ended. Her mouth hung open. Only the eyes seemed alive, darting and stabbing, like two hard points of will making their home in a rotting corpse.
 
   Boris eyed the silk scarf at her throat. It covered a massive goiter, and was wet with the growth’s discharge. Mother cleared her throat, a long and laborious process, then her head wobbled as a croak rose from her throat. “Ah-ah-a-a-a-a-ah...”
 
   Boris picked up her hand and stroked her dry fingers with his hair. The eyes warmed a little. “Bar-kus,” she asked.
 
   “He’s back in Pontius, Mother. He’s hiding. He’s afraid that I, or someone else, will kill him.”
 
   Mother shook angrily.
 
   “He will survive!” said Boris. “He always has. He’s consolidating the remnants of his and Heffer’s forces to make a single Arm. I heard that he is very happy, despite the outcome of the Crusade.”
 
   “Know... I... know...”
 
   As far as Boris knew, Mother had no spies, and should know nothing more than what Boris told her. When she was younger, she claimed to have a direct line to their gods. Now, decrepit as she was, she could only passively bask in the knowledge of deeds done outside her direct observation. “The mighty gods who helped us,” Boris said quietly. “They were beaten back.”
 
   “No long... er... help us... this test... for you, alone...”
 
   “We will be tested, yes,” said Boris. “The Smiths say that my brother betrayed them. The Law will push us, as well, since we seem to be weakened. But the Coil… they will push hardest of all.”
 
   From the corner of his eye, Boris saw Hand switch from one side of the door to the other, then stand silently, giving the impression he had never moved at all.
 
   “We are not broken,” said Boris. “Brother’s agents delivered some toys to us. Weapons, strange armor, and other devices from the Crusade that the Smith would like to play with. Things that we can bargain with. Look...”
 
   Boris produced a small, flat device and laid it on Mother’s lap. He pressed a button and, on a small viewscreen, a spotted egg appeared. The screen was bright and colored childishly. “Brother picked up this little trinket on his Crusade. It’s a simulation of an animal. A pet. See... you push this to feed it, this to brush it... oh, look!” The egg hatched and a little caricature of a mammal climbed out, eyes wide, tongue poking out.
 
   “Gar... bage,” said Mother. Her top lip twitched; this was a smile.
 
   “It is,” said Boris, “but I thought you might have fun raising this critter. It almost seems alive.”
 
   Mother’s hand shook, then leaped wildly. Boris snatched her hand and pressed it to the device. She clutched it, knuckles turning white.
 
   An intense air of familial warmth shivered between the two and Boris turned to Hand. “Stand outside the door,” he said, and despite the flush in his cheeks his eyes turned icy and hard.
 
   Hand was dressed in black from head to foot, eyes invisible behind sheer cloth. He stood immobile.
 
   In the warped mind of the Hand, who had been raised and programmed for brutality, the words sounded like, “My secret desire is for weakness.” Even Boris did not know the extent of the secret rites used to create a Hand. It took years to turn a human child into an adult weapon, and having too many of them around always proved just as dangerous to their handlers as their enemies. Boris knew full well that the Hand was immune to the withering stare that could break other men, but he gave it all the same simply to show that he could. He was still the leader of the most powerful gang in Pontius. Even a killing machine must be made to understand that Boris could have a warm moment with his dear Mother if he wanted to.
 
   Finally the Hand turned and left the room, leaving Boris alone with Mother.
 
   *              *              *
 
   Deep underground in a soundproof room, the three Master Thieves knelt around a low table. The chamber was covered in thick green and black draperies embroidered with the sign of a four-legged serpent eating his own tail. Dim light was given off by electric bulbs that hung from the ceiling, more as a sign of the Coil’s wealth than to actually provide illumination.
 
   The Master Thieves wore suits of black velvet. The one called Alpha wore a green silk mask that covered his entire head. Primus wore a heavy golden mask. The last, called One, wore the most valuable mask of them all: It was made entirely of paper, perhaps the rarest substance in Pontius. The Thieves had no guards with them. In this place, the protection of one’s identity from one’s peers was paramount; since any hired goon could be bribed, secrecy was the first and last line of defense.
 
   “My spies tell me the rumors of the Ugly being weakened are exaggerated,” said Alpha. “Their Arms have been cut off, true, but behind city walls, it’s the Leg berserkers who have always given us the most trouble.”
 
   “As long as we have young soldiers willing to throw their lives away, things have changed little regarding the brute power of the Ugly,” said One. “But the Ugly now have the appearance of weakness. If we do not make moves against them now, then we, too, will have the appearance of weakness.”
 
   Primus shifted his head, his gold mask flashing in the light. “But a full-scale war could destabilize business. If we rile up the Ugly, their Body could become a horde of drunken youths on a rioting spree, burning businesses, killing customers in the cross-fire...”
 
   “Would both of you hand Pontius to the enemy when all the world is watching to see how we will react?” said One, glaring at the others. “I’m not talking about outright war! That is not the Coil way. The appearance of a decisive victory could be had, if we could take one of their figureheads. Barkus still lives; my spies with the Smiths say they are searching desperately for him. They want blood as penance for some betrayal. I say that we find him first and sell his head to the Smiths.”
 
   Primus nodded after a moment, then said, “I would go along with this - so long as our business flows uninterrupted.”
 
   Alpha looked away for a moment, then said, “With the Left and Right Arms broken, Ugly slave trade will suffer. We can fill the void, perhaps, for now. If we took Barkus, it’s feasible that we could begin our own slave gathering operations in the wasteland-”
 
   Primus grunted. “That is too far-ranging.”
 
   “- and increase our influence in the process. We could have the Ugly on their knees, ready for negotiating. A hungry foe will give away anything to maintain the bare essentials.”
 
   “That would bring them one step closer to destruction,” said One.
 
   “We cannot destroy the Ugly,” said Alpha. “Ever.” At that moment Alpha suspected that One was under the influence of the Smiths, if not a Smith himself.
 
   “Fine,” said Primus. “So we look to disrupt the Ugly’s wasteland operations by playing with one of their figureheads. So long as Pontius remains in balance, I will go along.” Primus rose suddenly and nodded his golden head, then twisted his hands in the ritual manner to prove that he had come in a loyal Coil and was leaving the same. He tossed a bag of coins onto the table and quoted, “For the borrowing of my soul,” then he turned and left the chamber.
 
   *              *              *
 
   Detective Virgil entered the wide double-doors of Precinct Zero and was blasted by a wall of sound. He saw denim-clad Lawmen struggling with hand-cuffed Ugly kids, lining them up at the processing desks manned by bleary-eyed secretaries. He saw drunks tied to benches on the sidelines, throwing up into buckets or leaning back, eyes shut and mouths open, catatonic. Gaudy hookers were cuffed beside the drunks, screeching for their pimps and declaring revenge on any cop who dared handle their breasts during processing.
 
   A youth stared down Virgil as he passed by, face cold and imperious, rough clothes clashing with his regal disdain; Virgil knew this punk to be a Coilman, for he had walked in and out of Precinct Zero on another occasion without ever seeing the inside of a cell. He was a known arsonist and a suspected killer and, because he must be good at it, bail was thrown down by mysterious backers very quickly. Virgil seethed inside as the chaos blared all around. Pontius on a Saturday night, he thought, grinding his jaw.
 
   Just then a massive Ugly bumped into Virgil. He was shirtless, with scars and tattoos swirling about his muscular torso. His hands were behind his back and two Lawmen jerked him away from Virgil. One of the Lawmen nodded to Virgil and said, “My apologies, sir.”
 
   The Ugly’s mohawk flopped loosely as he glared at Virgil, then said, “Defective Virgil, the original stick-up-his-ass motherfucker! You know the other boys in denim around here can’t wait ’til the sticks up their asses are as big as yours?” He smiled via a hateful snarl.
 
   Virgil stared at the youth. He recognized him as a long-time Body Ugly, a recruiter who had led countless confused kids into joining the Ugly. Virgil stayed cool; his face was square; flecks of gray in his mustache and crow’s feet at his eyes told of long experience in the field. His direct gaze and gray eyes were simple and honest, and even among Lawmen these were rare virtues to be found in Pontius.
 
   “Jon Klebold,” said Virgil. “When are you going to start wiping your own ass so we don’t have to keep doing it for you?”
 
   “Screw off, Virgin, I shouldn’t even be in this fuck-bucket. They brought me in on rape but I’ve got a hundred witnesses who knows your moms was totally willing.”
 
   Virgil turned to go, ignoring the Ugly as he laughed at his own joke. Behind him, the youth called out, “And the next time I’m in here it’ll be for murdering a Lawman. Hope you got a will all written out, cunt-butt!”
 
   Virgil whirled around, said, “What’s he in here for?”
 
   One of the Lawmen said, “He and some other kids trashed a store. Most of the others got away.”
 
   The Ugly laughed, shaking his head at the pettiness of the crime.
 
   “Put him down for threatening a detective of the Law, too.”
 
   The Lawmen glanced at one another slowly, uneasy at the thought of added paperwork.
 
   “Do it!” said Virgil. One of the Lawmen nodded and returned to the processing desks.
 
   Virgil stalked away from them, then heard the Ugly say, “Y’mean I’m gonna be in here a few extra days? Shit! I got shit t’do, man!”
 
   Virgil walked the dull gray and yellow halls of Precinct Zero, then dragged himself up a set of stairs. He felt old. The raucous noise dimmed as he rose, but he knew it would be there, always, the endless processing. Not the justice he had believed in so long ago. He unconsciously ran a thumb along his handgun nestled at his chest, sleeping inside his suit like a baby at his breast.
 
   He entered the large open space where the other detectives milled about, talking and typing out reports on brittle pages and wiping sleep from eyes and leaning back in chairs, hands on heads, holding in the constant sense of being behind - behind the gangs, behind the chaos, behind the demands of their superiors. And far, far behind any sort of real justice.
 
   Virgil saw Lieutenant Rancis at his desk, sipping coffee with practiced ease but gripping the mug like he was trying to break it apart. He was younger than Virgil, dark-haired and sharp-faced. He did not wear a full Lawman’s mustache but, instead, kept a thin mustache that gave him a roguish air. Totally disrespectable, thought Virgil. He knew Rancis played both sides of the game - and yet he still had to cater to this man, his technical superior who paid lip-service to the Law but had so many side deals going that he may as well have been a Coilman himself. As Virgil caught his eye Rancis glanced away, making a petty show of the importance of his daydreaming.
 
   Virgil saw his friend “Gramps” DeSark, a Senior Detective, passing by. The aged Lawman was wiry and short and had a fat, respectable gray mustache that covered his mouth. Virgil caught his eye and nodded. DeSark stopped, said, “Director wants to see you.”
 
   “Hello to you, too,” said Virgil.
 
   “Well, he wants to see you yesterday,” said DeSark, laughing. He slapped Virgil on the shoulder, said, “You been on vacation?”
 
   Virgil laughed harshly, said, “Might as well have been. That speakeasy I was tracking...”
 
   “Coil, right?”
 
   “Yeah, it was. I finally got it out of a Smith who got roughed up there. So I went there tonight, and I’ll be damned if they didn’t-”
 
   “Up an’ move,” said DeSark, nodding. “Hell, man. That stuffs for beat cops anyway. Send the kids after the kids, that’s how you keep up with ’em!”
 
   Virgil knew he was right. There was a time when he was younger, when he didn’t even have to ask where the speakeasies were, and where the drugs were being peddled. He was on fire and he just knew – he knew by the looks he saw given, the passing of code words and youth party-lingo. That, combined with the practical know-how DeSark had taught him... he disappeared into himself, remembering. He remembered kicking in doors, backup was blocks away, worlds away. Taking in the scene in a moment. Rushing the biggest bouncer and beating his ass, blasting the ceiling, scattering clientele, chasing the pushers out the back, running so fast no one could stop him from catching his man...
 
   “Wake up, young buck!” said DeSark.
 
   Virgil blinked as he returned to the gray halls of Precinct Zero. He nodded to his friend and mentor, then made his way to the Director’s office.
 
   Director Janice was an imposing man. He had shoulders that threatened to burst from his suit, and a wide mustache traveled down and hung from the sides of his beefy jaws. His bald head shone bright yellow and he turned on Virgil like a wild animal as he entered. The mad look remained even as he motioned for Virgil to sit and extended a can of chewing tobacco to him. Virgil stuffed the chaw into his mouth and spit onto the floor at his left side, the polite side.
 
   “Virgil I’m not even gonna ask what you’ve been dickin’ around with ’cause that’s yesterday’s news.”
 
   Virgil didn’t know if he was supposed to laugh or make excuses. He nodded once, curtly.
 
   “Barkus Right-Arm is back in town and the Smith are plenty pissed at him. I’ve got reports of Ugly playing around with some new gadgets they got from some crazy war. I reckon they didn’t share it to Smith liking. Not only that, but did you know both the Ugly Arms got hacked right off?”
 
   “I... heard some talk... nothing quite so direct.”
 
   “Well, they did, and now the Ugly look weak. Probably the Coil don’t give a shit. Probably. But maybe they do. It’s hard to tell with them.”
 
   “What are you saying, sir?”
 
   “I’m saying chances are small - chances are small – but it doesn’t take a big asshole to drop a big shit, you hear me? This whole town could go to war with itself. Smith hitting Ugly, Ugly youth going crazy, Coil taking out Ugly leaders, power vacuums and internal Ugly power struggles - and then us with our thumbs up our asses wondering what went wrong. You get me?” Janice rose and leaned over his desk, staring at Virgil.
 
   “You want me to find out what’s going on?”
 
   “Couldn’t have said it better myself, Virgil. That’s why you’re the detective and I’m just the goddamn Director.” He crashed into his chair and Virgil swore he thought it was going to blast into pieces.
 
   “Where do you want me to start?”
 
   Janice shrugged and raised a brow as if he were dealing with a child.
 
   “I just thought there was some area you might prefer that I...”
 
   “No, Virgil, I’ve already got Rancis and his boys doing that heavy-duty shit. I just want you to sniff out the little cracks he might not notice.”
 
   Virgil rankled at the mention of Rancis and the insinuation that he was more adept at getting things done. Janice waved him away.
 
   “I understand, sir,” said Virgil, rising and turning to go.
 
   “Oh, hell, one more thing before I forget,” said Janice. “Now, the king-piece in this little game is Barkus. If you happen to find him... and bring him back alive - alive, son, alive - we’d have all three gangs eating out of our hand.”
 
   Virgil stopped and thought, Isn’t this the kind of specific focus I was asking about earlier?
 
   “Just you remember, Virg, this city is more stable with the gangs than without.”
 
   That’s the kind of nonsense I’ve never understood, thought Virgil.
 
   “That’s the kind of common sense you’ve never understood,” said Janice. “Just don’t go off half-cocked and try to take on the whole world. You figure out what’s going on in this goddamned city and let me and Rancis take it from there.”
 
   Virgil nodded and left. He noted that he had not said he understood, at the end, and so it would not technically be a lie when, later, he found out what was going on and killed as many evil men as he possibly could. He stroked the gun at his chest once more, because he knew the world would be a better place if he unloaded the weapon into Barkus’s face.
 
  
 
  



Chapter Seven
 
   One Year in Pontius
 
    
 
   All night long Wodan trekked across arid, dusty farmland toward a bright spot on the horizon that was surely Pontius. Lonely, dark houses dotted the landscape, and he often crossed muddy irrigation ditches. The crops looked withered and pathetic. He saw no walls around any property, and he knew that the farmers must live awful lives, constantly wary of demons as they endured backbreaking labor so that the people of Pontius could eat and live behind the relative safety of their high wall. The thought of sleeping in the dark wilderness seemed unwise, so he continued on for many hours.
 
   At sunrise he came to the high walls of the city and a few denim-clad Lawmen let him in through a small gate without question. He had suspected that the farmers were forced to live outside of the city walls, but since the guards paid him no mind, he wondered if perhaps the farmers chose to live in the wasteland because they judged the gangs of Pontius to be more dangerous than flesh demons. Church bells tolled as he entered the city.
 
   Wodan saw people making their way to work, their eyes downcast, their shoulders hunched. He was surprised to see blocky automobiles roll down a few avenues, their engines absurdly loud as they echoed off stone buildings and occasionally vomiting black smoke. Every automobile bore an emblem of the golden gear of the Smiths.
 
   He passed by several businesses and saw young men with horrible, self-inflicted scars loitering outside and scaring away potential customers. Wodan knew that he could do nothing against the armed Ugly youth, so he kept his head down and continued on his way. He often saw business owners peering out their windows, depressed and impotent to change anything.
 
   He walked through a decent neighborhood and saw a group of bearded men with black aprons and red skullcaps carrying a bulky air conditioning unit into an apartment building. He guessed that they must be Smiths, for they were praying and carrying the machine as if it were a saint’s casket.
 
   Wodan made his way to a marketplace and exchanged some of his jewels for Pontius paper currency. Exhausted, he sat in the shade and ate a bowl of noodles. He saw scared, sad faces peer through dusty windows, but most buildings had their blinds drawn. At the end of a line of merchant stalls, a woman screamed. Wodan approached, but then a black and blue cruiser pulled up and several denim-clad Lawmen beat him to the scene. A young, sickly looking woman who was obviously a prostitute told the Lawmen something about a theft. She had been beaten by someone. Wodan could not make out the words, but eventually the Lawmen became angry, then the young woman was arrested herself. The cruiser rolled past and she and Wodan looked at one another as she was driven away. Her sadness stabbed into his heart. There was no justice here; Wodan was struck by the thought that this society was the exact opposite of what it should be.
 
   A group of young Ugly slouching on the corner laughed at the scene.
 
   *              *              *
 
   Wodan escaped the cycle of No Home, No Job/No Job, No Home by dropping jewels for several months’ rent in an apartment building full of old people. The aging landlord treated him as if he was a messiah, but he noted that the man glared at the other tenants as they passed by. The building was in a run-down section of town so he was able to get two large rooms for very little. Unfortunately his rooms had no windows, and he did not feel safe when the sun set.
 
   The first night was the hardest. He felt as if the walls were caving in slowly, ready to swallow him and erase the memories of his home and his family. Whether he burned candles or sat on the floor in darkness, nothing helped. He was alone and he heard strange shambling and grunts behind the walls and he felt as if he truly had sold his soul for some evil purpose and was now living in Hell.
 
   He woke on the hard floor and saw light peeking through his back doorway. He went into the streets, head full of weary heaviness. He watched people with worn faces and worn-out clothes gather water at a well and he joined them and washed his face. He heard some old men talking about a place where their sons worked, a shipping and moving job. Wodan followed the trail and, by the end of the day, he had his first job in Pontius.
 
   Wodan rode with other men in a diesel van in the middle of the night and moved boxed goods back and forth between businesses and wealthy individuals. He was incredibly nervous. The other workers seemed rough and loutish. Even the ones who were as small as he was looked at the others with an unfriendly, aggressive wasteland glare. Wodan kept to himself and even when he was very tired from moving boxes, when his arms felt like they were going to snap from the inside-out, he never complained. Instead, he always volunteered to help when the opportunity arose. The job distracted him at nights and he slept most of the day. He bought few things besides food, clothes, and a nest to sleep on, so he was able to save what little money he made.
 
   Days turned into weeks. Wodan found that the men’s tough facade was just that. Soon they laughed at his jokes and respected his willingness to work and his inability to complain. The work made him stronger, and his exhaustion made it easier to sleep at night. When the men invited him to their secret smoke breaks in between shipping runs, he started smoking with them. Wodan declined their invitations to hang out in his off-hours, but he did continue to smoke the Pontius cigarettes even at home, watching the smoke coil over his head and gather in a warm, filthy cloud.
 
  
 
   
 
   
   While he worked he saw the highlights of the city while its people slept. He saw Cathedralia, a giant square block of a building where the elected officials made the Laws and where the judges - mostly old, veteran Lawmen - made decisions regarding the Laws. Wodan thought that his coworkers were exaggerating when they said that the elected officials slept in shifts on cots so that they could draft and vote on Laws all day long and all night long and not be caught off guard by hastily-drafted Laws that could weaken their party, but then he saw food being dropped off in the middle of the night and picked up by haggard, bleary-eyed men in fine suits and he knew the rumors must be true.
 
   He saw the homes of the wealthy in the center of the city, where shotgun-wielding mercenaries dipped their heads to the shipping crew and even smoked with them sometimes so that they could all complain about their bosses. A few of these homes were made of wood, and the men marveled at that; Wodan did not tell them about the wealth of wood in Haven. Wodan saw many businesses that the others whispered about and said were run by the Coil. They said that the Coil were arsonists, killers, grafters of money, dealers in illegal drugs and black-market business runners. He learned that they were sworn enemies of the Ugly. Wodan even got to see the great granite fortress of the Head of the Ugly from afar. Wodan felt his will shrink at the imposing structure, with its massive, segmented towers protruding into the air like the jawbone of an ancient leviathan. Then he saw their purple flags flying in the night, and his hatred was strengthened at this show of legitimacy.
 
   Wodan learned of an opening at a printing press while they were on a delivery run. During a smoke break at the press he talked to a manager and learned of the books that were printed for the wealthy, how they needed to be organized neatly and boxed with care. Sweaty as he was, Wodan must have displayed some finesse lacking among his coworkers, for he had the job at the end of five minutes, then listened to the man ramble on for another ten before he had to break it to his crew that this run would be his last. A great cry went up and they practically forced Wodan to drink with them. Excited by the idea of a new job, and even by the idea of losing his current acquaintances, he accepted. While the rest of the city was shuffling off to work, Wodan had his first drink with the others in a dusty backyard, the owner of the yard having been overcome by some party himself. Wodan gagged on the drink as it shifted his vision and chopped up his awareness. His companions displayed raging curiosity about him. As he drank, it became easier to lie and distract with jokes. Before too long he even felt real concern for his coworkers and the men ended up singing about some dead politician as they clapped Wodan on his back. Before he knew it he was stumbling away, pissing against a building. He woke up at nightfall back in his nest, head pounding, thankful that he would never see his old acquaintances again.
 
   The printers were giant, superheated behemoths that broke down constantly. Skilled laborers would bind the books, then pass them to Wodan and others who filed them for shipping. Contracted Smith Copywrights jogged about the grinding, humming machines and Wodan thought he even saw guns hidden on several of them. The Smiths mostly ignored him. In handling the books, something woke in Wodan, a sense of purpose that had nothing to do with revenge. As the months dragged on into the Hot Season, as the rent ate into his earnings and even into his jewels sometimes, he found his ideas of revenge blunted. He told himself that he was waiting for the right opportunity to strike; the truth of the matter was that he needed some distraction from the dark cobwebs gathering in his heart. He thought of stealing paper from the press, but it was impossible - Smiths were all over the reams, and none of them were susceptible to charm. He dipped further into his jewels and bought an expensive typewriter and paper of his own, then he wrote at night.
 
   He wrote part of a short story on the creaky typewriter. That night he had intense dreams, and vaguely recalled one about a thousand bright suns charging into a black hole, then exploding in a raging inferno that gave birth to a brilliant neon-lit galaxy. The nightmarish dullness of his room, and even the blackness that had weighed on him for so long, shrank considerably. Upon waking he immediately pounded out the rest of the story and only later realized that the girl in his story was none other than “Dove” Langley. He thought of more stories continually. The less he cared about work, the better he became at it; all the little problems he met were sapped of vitality. He spent more money on more paper. He was able to borrow mis-printed books from the press before they were rendered for pulp, and as he read he became more and more convinced that many of the writers in Pontius were producing only tentative, formulaic pieces.
 
   Still, no matter how he felt, whether full of potential or tired from work, purple flags still flew over a great granite fortress that dominated the horizon.
 
   *              *              *
 
   Time passed and several jobs came and went. Wodan found it easier and easier to walk out on jobs in sudden fits of anger as various frustrations boiled over unexpectedly. Fortunately he had good contacts with older jobs that always assured him of new employment.
 
   One night he found himself wandering a strip of bars. Coins jingled in his pockets but he always found an excuse to not enter any of the bars. In the back of his mind, he knew he was being irresponsible; while he watched his funds when it came to most expenses, he had been selling his jewels for paper in order to write stories that were not selling. As he crossed up and down the strip, he realized that writing had become an addiction. He was losing himself in fantasy in order to forget that he was in Pontius for a reason. Only drinking in a bar could help him forget that reason, and he hated himself for willfully seeking oblivion. He had surprised himself in the past by overcoming challenges that boggled the mind, but he was surprising himself now by showing an inability to handle even the bare essentials of surviving and living responsibly. His life and his purpose were slipping by, and he stood in numb horror at what he was becoming.
 
   As he made his way home, his thoughts were cut short by three Ugly youth standing in his path. He realized they had been saying something to him and he hadn’t even heard them. He saw scars and cheap black tattoos on their faces, and each one was much bigger than he was.
 
   In a flash Wodan saw one of them approach while the other two maneuvered behind him. Other people left the area as if they sensed danger and were grateful that the predators had focused on another. All conscious thought was drowned out in waves of terror as the lead Ugly ran up to him, muscular arms held out wide, then the Ugly’s face contorted and he shouted, “THE MONEY!”
 
   Wodan felt the jarring impact of a fist on the side of his face without ever seeing the punch itself. Strangely enough, the impact did not hurt, but the blow tossed him sideways and sent him tripping over a pile of garbage. He landed against a wall to keep from falling, then a foot crashed into his ribs. Agony trailed up the length of his body, driving the air from his chest. Two more blows landed on his back and legs, then his ears were assaulted as the youths cackled like hyenas falling on a corpse.
 
   Wodan’s body reacted to save his life - he reached into his pocket and flung his heavy coins into the street. He heard the rain of metal clattering in the distance. Hours of energy spent as a slave to gather those funds were now gone, thrown away in a desperate bid to sate the hunger of monsters. The Ugly youths stopped their assault but he was unable to run. He held onto the wall, eyes closed, unable to breathe as he listened to the scarred youths huffing and racing one another to pick up the coins.
 
   Once the coins were gathered, one of the youths slapped Wodan on the back of his head, then they ran laughing down the street. Wodan pushed off the wall but, still unable to breathe, he fell back against the wall and waited. He wiped his face and felt thick syrup running from his nose.
 
   Perhaps a minute of calm, silent humiliation passed, then he was able to gather himself and limp down the street. His mind was not a chaotic jumble of vengeful fantasies. Instead, he simply walked through darkness, one foot in front of the other, understanding that he had been shown a simple, merciless truth.
 
   When he returned to his apartment he stripped off his shirt, then stood before a mirror and watched the blood run from his face and splatter into a sink. It coagulated into small, dark islands. He picked up some cheap wine from his collection and, holding it like a club, walked up the pitch-black steps to the top of the building. The door leading to the roof was locked. He left the stairwell, then found moonlight seeping through a window at the end of the hallway. The window was painted shut. He heard two old people of indeterminate gender moaning in a nearby room, panting and slapping. Without thinking he pulled out the knife Matthias had given him, which was always on him but which he failed to use tonight. He jammed it under the window and, jerking it up and down, cracked the window open. He felt no surprise at the knife’s strength.
 
   He clambered up the fire escape to the roof. A single chair waited for him. He sat in it, drank the wine, and stared at the moon as he blew angry clouds of smoke at it.
 
   He had finally been forced into a place where thought was necessary. Why was he even in Pontius at all? To work a job? To establish connections, make a name for himself? Would he eventually settle down with another slave like himself? Would they choke down their anger together and dance the dance that made more slaves? Would he give up on his seemingly unrealistic plans because they proved too difficult? Could he go on pretending that Pontius was Haven and that he was still a child? Could he pretend that evil would go away because the universe would heed the prayers of his annoyance?
 
   Why had Langley and the others bothered to save him in the first place?
 
   Wodan had gathered no friends. He took none of the steps necessary to properly socialize himself. He had made no attachments, despite loneliness. He had treated none of his jobs as anything more than a way to feed and clothe himself; if any job had ever made some real claim to his life, he walked, time and again. He had never even made his room a home. He still slept on a nest of blankets and piled his clothes in a corner.
 
   And he’d done it all because, somewhere deep inside, he had never forgotten that he was here for a purpose. His homeland had cast him out, and had even declared that a cancer in his guts had given him a limited shelf life. One year was gone already. It had been wasted. He was here for one purpose, and one purpose only.
 
   I’m here to destroy the Ugly, he thought. Even if it seems impossible.
 
   He could not fight the youths, the Body of the Ugly. He could not physically match up to any of them. They were too aggressive, too savage. And even if he could, he would just end up as some kind of serial killer, murdering every day until he became an old man while the Ugly remained the same. No, he had to strike at the leaders, the organizers, the evil men who did the actual work of continually repairing the machine that grinded up the souls of its victims.
 
   Red seeped into the horizon and he ended his ritual of psychic cleansing. He entered the first day of his twenty-second year drunk and covered in blood and barely able to breathe from the pain in his ribs. He vowed that he would begin again. He would draw the Ugly into his own personal death sentence and he would not stop until either he or the Ugly, and perhaps all of the gangs, or even Pontius itself, were consumed by cleansing fire and utterly destroyed.
 
   


 
  
 
  

Chapter Eight
 
   Bacchanal of the Entertainers
 
    
 
   Finally, I was reunited with my Lord. I am sworn to secrecy about much of our meeting. He was still only a shadow of what he would become, but this night marked the beginning of my transition from a man who was lost and angry to a man who served one greater than himself.
 
   - from The Entertainers: Chapter Jarl: 49:7
 
   *              *              *
 
   Wodan went to the well and sat near the old men. A group of children gathered around a worn stone that could have been a statue ages ago. They began burning insects, staring with wordless intensity. The old men left suddenly and Wodan was left alone to watch the clouds. His ribs still ached, and he traced lines around the scars in his palms.
 
   A young man approached. He was lean, only a little taller than Wodan, and had a regal hawk nose and wide mouth. He had long burnt-reddish hair that he tied in back, and a heavy brow over sharp eyes. He went to the well and raised fresh water and looked openly at Wodan. Wodan had grown used to spotting the telltale signs of psychopathy, or when someone was simply going to ask for money, but the outlander seemed free of warning signs. A thousand times before, Wodan had passed up interactions with others. This occasion felt different; it carried the weight of destiny turning against a fulcrum.
 
   The newcomer slurped water from a bucket, then poured the rest on his face.
 
   Wodan produced a cigarette, then said, “You got a light?”
 
   The youth nodded and sat beside him, then produced a cigarette of his own and lit an actual butane lighter. Wodan touched his cigarette to the newcomer’s fire, looked but did not see a golden Smith gear, then nodded in thanks.
 
   “I’m Wodan,” he said, extending his hand.
 
   The other shook it, looked Wodan up and down, then said, “Zachariah of Hargis. You’re an outlander, too. Where are you from?”
 
   “The north. Far north.”
 
   Zach leaned back and launched into a story as if the two were old friends. “A long time ago, the original Hargises got into a feud with another family. Now, some of the Hargises were law-readers and settlers of disputes. Other Hargises were pioneers, real rugged types. The feud started innocuously enough among law-readers who debated for a living, but it spread to the pioneer types.” Zach recounted how one old Hargis man was whittling toothpicks in his yard so that he’d have something to set out on the table he’d just made, when he heard a man whistling as he passed by. The man was a distant cousin of the family with whom the Hargises were feuding - and so the Hargis man notched arrow to bow, snuck up on the man, and let fly with a bolt that passed through the other’s brain stem and out of his mouth. After the feud carried on like this for several generations, the Hargises split into two camps. One group remained to ride out the feud, and eventually became rulers of the land named after them, while the other grew weary of the bloodshed and rode north, never to be seen again.
 
   “We always assumed that the ones who went north,” said Zach, “became food for devils.”
 
   “I knew a Hargis in my homeland,” said Wodan. “I think some devil did end up eating him.”
 
   Zach laughed, and when he did so his mouth slitted upwards at the ends, sharp and almost cruel. Wodan did see a resemblance between Zachariah and the late Saul Hargis, although Zach’s features were heavier, refined but also brutish. He was a descendant of those who had endured a feud, rather than flee like Saul’s line of the family. Wodan wondered what the late Korliss Matri would have thought of him.
 
   At Zach’s questioning, Wodan tried to explain where he came from without giving away details of Haven. Zach’s eyes grew distant, then Wodan stopped. “God’s death,” said Zach. “You’re Wodan and you wrote Satire.”
 
   Wodan felt a rush, then said, “Are you a publisher?”
 
   “Of course not! I’m just passing through.”
 
   “You’ve never read Satire,” said Wodan, hoping that Zachariah was not part of an elaborate scam.
 
   “I did, and it’s one of the weirdest things I’ve ever read,” said Zach. “It’s written from a second-person perspective, as if the reader was telling the story. The reader gets to make choices, which makes little sense if you assume that unseen forces control the fate of mankind. The main character is a satyr, a “beast of the earth”, and the reader chooses how he will live his life. The goal of any choice is to increase the power and depth of happiness, which is interesting because one of the Ancients once said that ‘happiness is the feeling that power is increasing.’ Satyr goes on a journey and learns from the animals of the wasteland – or, as you call it, the Land. I read two of the different endings. In one of them, Satyr was demonized by others who were horrified at what he had become. He was hunted and most likely killed. In another ending, he found a new home in an unexplored land that was cold and hard and beautiful. So, now do you believe me?”
 
   “Okay, fine,” said Wodan. “But how in the world did you get hold of it?”
 
   “My brother Jessup is an Entertainer.”
 
   “Entertainers are talking about me?” said Wodan. He remembered the strange, secretive wasteland cult that found meaning in cultural patterns. “I had no idea there were any in Pontius. If I’d known that, I would have just gone straight to them and bypassed the publishers.”
 
   “There are Entertainers here, but you don’t go to them, man, they come to you.”
 
   “Will I get any money for this?” Wodan was concerned because he had wasted all of his jewels on paper so that he could continue writing. His old mentor had given him that money because he’d risked his life to fight Haven’s enemies. That money could have been used to fight the Ugly, but it was now gone and Wodan had nothing to show for it.
 
   “You’ll never get any money making stuff like that. I saw it because I know a few Entertainers. Probably one of them got a copy from some publisher’s secretary who saved the piece from being sold for pulp.”
 
   “Are you an Entertainer?”
 
   “No – only my brother was willing to throw his life away for something like that. Unfortunately his girl left him recently, and now he’s lost his mind as well.”
 
   “Damn, sorry to hear it.”
 
   “It’s not so bad,” said Zach. “To an Entertainer, having your ego undermined to the point where your identity-mask falls apart can be considered advanced training, a learning experience. As long as you survive the trip, that is.” Wodan flexed his hands unconsciously. 
 
   Zach suddenly looked around, then took off at a brisk walk. Wodan walked alongside him. “I liked what you did with Satyr’s horns,” said Zach. “You know, curved horns, like that, like what goats have. Spirals, you know?” He waved his fingers in a tightening circle. “They’re found all throughout nature. It’s a biological equation that crops up all the time, a repeating pattern.”
 
   “Crops up, like in what?”
 
   “Like in leaves, on those wide palms you see on Bardic Oaks, or when a Redwater Spider digs its hole, it spirals downwards, so its prey falls in at the concealed narrow part and ends up at the fat part of the trap, deep down. Also on lots of seashells, or the shells of snails like they have in Greeley. And it reminds us that there’s something behind that, you know? The tree hides behind the leaf, a living thing hides beneath the shell, death and mystery hide behind the labyrinth.”
 
   Wodan had heard of none of the specific examples that Zach gave, but he understood the general idea and it filled him with a strange, exciting foreboding.
 
   “Also,” said Zach, “the orange robes at Srila call it a Golden Ratio, and they based the dimensions of their temples, and their position relative to one another, on the Ratio.”
 
   “Wait - who are they?”
 
   “It’s an old culture far, far south of here. They repeat rituals, though much of the meaning has been lost. But their temples, man – how can I even explain? They don’t enshrine the square, like you see in Pontius. It’s quiet in Srila, everything is deathly still, and there are these ancient stone structure that are… awesome, humbling. Like a reminder of a deeper sort of world where speech and the forms of conscious thought that we hold dear are more a hindrance than anything else. Of course, most of the orange robes have no idea about any of this stuff, they go and pray at different shrines the same way dullards here crowd into a bar and talk about money and career and endless despair and all that.”
 
   As they walked in a sort of run and one idea connected to the next, Wodan realized two things. One was that his obsession with revenge had already had a negative effect on him, and was turning him into a small, mean-spirited person, bit by bit. He did not know whether or not this was because he had taken little to no action towards the realization of his dream of justice, and so the thing was darkening his soul, or if simply dwelling on such a thing could turn a person into a small-minded, frowning goon. The other thing he realized was that he had blinded himself to the potential of humanity by secluding himself and associating only with the simple people that he worked with at the bottom of the barrel. He realized that it was not long after he’d had his epiphany on the rooftop that life had thrown him in with a strange person whose mind was on fire with strange ideas.
 
   Wodan was taken aback. He grabbed Zach’s shoulder and brought him to a stop, then said, “Zach, just who are you?”
 
   Zach looked around. They stood before a squat grayish-brown building indistinguishable from the others lining the avenue. “Ah, we’re here!” he said. “If today is the day, then this is the secret bacchanal of the Entertainers.”
 
   “If it’s a secret,” said Wodan, eyeing the building up and down, “then why would they have anything to do with us?”
 
   “You wrote Satire, and I’m a royal-born prince. No door will remain closed to us.”
 
   *              *              *
 
   They entered a dim room that looked like a business establishment, but Wodan saw nothing for sale. An aged clerk sat at a counter and eyed them suspiciously. Zach looked around as if some detail would suddenly spring out of the plain, dingy room.
 
   “A prince!” Wodan muttered to himself. “Zach, who’s that guy over there?”
 
   “Don’t look at him!” said Zach. “He’ll throw us out if he thinks we’re scamming him. That’s his job.” While Zach looked about, he said, “I’m a prince of Hargis. My land and my family name are one. My father rules and my brother Jessup is the heir. That’s what we became, those of us who endured the feud. Out of the chaos of the feud, came order. Revenge became justice. You see?”
 
   “Tell me about Hargis,” said Wodan. He no longer felt silly for being stared at in a dim, quiet room while Zach peered at corners and floorboards.
 
   “We’re a monarchy. We don’t have corruption and gangs filling in black markets like Pontius. Instead, we have troubles with dogmen. That’s where most of them come from. We have to have a strong military, and a hardass on the throne, to deal with them. We’ve got a four-sided blueprint for rule that we’ve always followed. You’ve got a King, first off – head of the nation, dispenser of justice, seat of order. He inspires noble bearing, virtue, and all that. Then you’ve got a Warrior, a powerful soldier who becomes a figurehead. He protects the people and his deeds become legend. The one who tells his story is the Entertainer – or, if your nation has gone in a direction where truth becomes unwelcome, then he takes the form of the Court Jester. In either case, he’s wise but innocent, a fool that speaks out of turn and breaks the stasis of social convention. Finally, there’s the Philosopher. He’s a little more detached than the Entertainer, but serves a similar function. He investigates virtue and finds various truths, but he uses more abstract means.
 
   “The King, in his corrupt form, is an unjust Tyrant. The Warrior is just a brute or, if he’s lazy, a sham. The corrupt Entertainer is a Clown, one who constantly distracts or points out life’s dark underbelly because he’s lost his connection to the muses. The Philosopher, if he’s weak-willed or overly arrogant, would be a High Priest, one who spouts dogma or rambles on about nonsense just to cover his own ass or ingratiate himself to a Tyrant.”
 
   “How does your family fit into all of this?”
 
   “My father, of course, is the King. We had a great Warrior named Vito, but… we lost him. He could have been a living legend. Perhaps he still is, somewhere. Rumor has it that we lost him because of the Philosopher Globulus. He was once a firebrand, a genius, but he became wicked and inhuman. My brother said he did something so evil that my father should have killed him on the spot. Instead, father exiled him. My father’s a decent man, Wodan. He has a lot of blood on his hands, but he never seeks out violence for the sake of it. I have no idea what happened exactly, but my father said it was because Globulus was inexperienced when it came to life outside of his studies. He was lost in abstraction. Abstract thought is a great talent, Wodan. It’s very rare, but it’s also very dangerous.”
 
   Wodan recalled his hero Didi saying that an idea could be wrong, but that life itself was never wrong. “That’s why you’re passing through here, isn’t it?” said Wodan. “You’re going to become the Court Philosopher.”
 
   “I am,” said Zach. “I’m on a journey to find out how people survive, how they live, in an inhospitable world. Here we go!”
 
   Zach bent over a section of the floor and lifted it. A hatch led down into darkness.
 
   The old man suddenly perked up, said, “Do anything foul down there, and I’ll be the one to bury your bodies.”
 
   Wodan turned to respond, but Zach quickly jerked his shoulder about and turned him away from the old man. Zach climbed onto a narrow ladder, then Wodan followed him down into the darkness.
 
   The earth grew cold as they descended. They reached the bottom, then made their way through a dark tunnel. Wodan could hear drums and laughter. Finally Zach bumped into a doorway, then knocked.
 
   “Is that the secret knock?” said a voice on the other side. It was equal parts accusatory and hesitant.
 
   “Secret enough!” said Zach. “Let us in!”
 
   The door opened. They entered a dark stone room lit by a single wide fireplace. Men and women in all manner of dress were gathered in groups. Some wore plain white masks, some had black face paint that made their teeth stand out in bright flashes, but most bore no mark at all that distinguished them as Entertainers. In one corner, Wodan saw a man speaking so quickly that his words were barely distinguishable from gibberish, while several listeners took turns sipping from a drink that would make them glassy-eyed and impressionable. Wodan knew in a flash that these people were manipulating their memories in such a way that they could memorize and pass on stories from one to another. He was struck by the absurd fact that these people had to do their work underground, but he also knew that if the flesh demons were gone, if the Ugly were gone, if all the tyrants were wiped out and humanity was allowed to blossom, then these people would be the ones who would help build a new world.
 
   Most of the people seemed to be drinking and talking and laughing. Zach took Wodan to a keg and they poured themselves a drink. Wodan watched the firelight dance with shadows on the faces, then he said, “Jarl!”
 
   A man with long brown hair and worn-looking robes turned to him, his face slack in null-recognition.
 
   “Agmar introduced me to you in Sunport,” said Wodan. “A fight broke out. Do you remember?”
 
   “I was wasted that night,” said Jarl, noncommittal. “I remember nothing.”
 
   “You were with some scouts from the east, from San Ktari. You were planning on a journey…”
 
   Jarl laughed and nodded, then said, “Okay, that I remember! So you’re a friend of Agmar’s? How is the old man? He always did have nine lives, you know!”
 
   “He’s dead,” said Wodan.
 
   Jarl’s face darkened and he looked away. Jarl sat in silence for a long time, but he never asked Wodan exactly how Agmar died. That told Wodan a lot: Jarl might seem like a drunk and a fool, but he had seen enough death that he no longer wanted to hear any details about it. Wodan saw Jarl stare at the circle of people spreading their stories using memory enhancement drugs, and he knew that the only reason these people took shortcuts, and worked mostly underground, was because they were at war. Their society wanted masters and slaves, clean hierarchies that were readily understood; stories that spread discomfort or hope were not welcome.
 
   “Agmar was right about San Ktari,” Jarl said finally. “I never would have guessed that brute savagery and the refinements of civilization could be mixed so perfectly, so seamlessly. Imagine a massive Bureau of Chaos full of bureaucrats passing around and stamping diagrams of the psychological makeup of berserkers and serial killers, and you’ll have some idea as to how those little people work.”
 
   “What about their art?”
 
   “I... I know they have art... I know it,” said Jarl, beating his mug on a table and sloshing it around. “Their culture is old, very old - but they kept it all from me. I’m tall and my eyes are different from theirs, so they treated me like a plague carrier the whole time… but in a sort of polite way. I saw nothing besides propaganda.”
 
   Wodan vaguely recalled Jarl speaking about so-called living gods of San Ktari. He remembered the strange beings that brought him to the outskirts of Pontius one year ago, and a small poster they had hanging in their airship. “Jarl, do you know anything about someone called a Warmaster?”
 
   “One of the Die Engelen,” said Jarl. “He’s some kind of vicious god that they worship.”
 
   “He’s not a god,” said an old man sitting nearby. “He’s a man that society focuses on. You can amass a great deal of power when millions of pairs of eyes focus on you and hold you in their thoughts, but believe me, he’s no god. There are only four gods in the wasteland.”
 
   Wodan studied the old man. He wore some sort of priest’s collar that hung loose at his throat. His body seemed worn out, old beyond reckoning, but his eyes were burning with a power beyond youth. The old man glanced at Wodan’s crucifixion scars, then bore his eyes into his face. Strangely enough, Wodan saw a flash, then felt something like an overpowering memory. He saw the old man on his death bed while two young men stood over him. He smelled smoke and in his vision the old man said, “It’s all fallen apart. Take my guns and go kill. Kill the looters. Take nothing but ammunition. Leave everything else behind. It’s time for the masks.” He saw the young men pull strange, white masks from a lockbox.
 
   The vision ended, then Jarl said, “Someone is smoking prophecy in here, I can smell it.”
 
   “No, no,” said the priest, shaking his head. “That drug no longer works. We’ve burned all our stores of it. This age is drawing to an end, and that stuff becomes deadly when the future falls out of its ruts. You’re probably smelling Arete’s jacket, hanging on the wall over there – he killed himself smoking that stuff.”
 
   Wodan turned to ask Jarl more about the gods of the east, but the old man interrupted. “There are four gods in the wasteland. Real gods, mind you, not ideals built by men.”
 
   “Gods?” said Wodan. “Are you talking about the flesh demons?”
 
   “They make up only one of the gods. The other three-”
 
   “Pussy, beer, money…” said Zach, counting off his fingers.
 
   “One god is the lion of the south,” said the old priest, ignoring Zach. “Some call him the Sphynx. He asks a riddle, and if you don’t know the answer…”
 
   “You get eaten, I bet,” said Wodan. “So what’s the riddle?”
 
   “I don’t know. No one’s ever lived to tell it. That god is also called the One.”
 
   “Because he lives and roams in solitude,” said Zach. “He needs no worship. In Hargis, they call it the Beast, or the Untamed. I’ve heard stories of our warriors trying to fight him, long ago. Apparently he can’t be killed.”
 
   The priest nodded, then said, “The second god is a structure, a tower on the Fields of Epimetheus. Some say it’s made of glass, and you see yourself in it, or alternate versions of yourself, and you go mad just before your body is consumed by flames. Others say the tower is black. In either case, it’s unapproachable and unchanging. It’s been there longer than any recorded history knows. It is the Unmoving.
 
  
 
   
 
   
   “The third god is worshipped by the meditators of Srila. Some call it the Loyal God, the Defender, the Warning Voice... others call it the Hungry God, the Fearful, the Outworlder. Strangely enough, not only do pacifistic Srilans worship it, but also lots of the dogmen tribes worship it, too.
 
   “And the fourth god is the flesh demons, the Many. They are the ones who shape the world that we live and die in now.”
 
   “And they’re the most powerful,” said Wodan.
 
   “Who’s to say which is the most powerful? They make no moves against one another, and certainly no man or nation can do anything against them. We can only fear them, and hope to escape their presence.”
 
   “I think that’s why prophecy no longer works,” said Jarl. “We have little influence on the world when compared to those four gods.”
 
   “Entertainers and their theories,” said the priest, shrugging.
 
   “Jarl,” said Wodan, “I need to know more about these… Engelen. Could they be, well, humans, but also… something more than human?”
 
   “I can’t say for sure. There’s twelve of them. I heard of one called Victor who’s begun to amass some fame in the gladiator circuit. Whether he’s anything special or not, I can’t say. There’s definitely room in their culture for worshipping someone simply because they can swing a stick and look like a hardass while doing it. The one to watch, though, is their new Warmaster, Josef. The people of San Ktari have always bickered with their neighbors, but this man, and the propaganda machine behind him, is whipping them up into a frenzy. I wasn’t allowed to keep any of the propaganda that I saw – in fact, I barely made it out of there alive – but they truly believe that gods have been born among them.”
 
   “You don’t know about any of the others?” said Wodan.
 
   “Hm. Not that I can recall, no.”
 
   “What about… did you happen to hear about one who was… she was, well, a very beautiful girl, very sweet, with shining black hair and eyes that just… well, that just…”
 
   “Ah, yes! I heard of her. They call her Dove Langley. She’s married to Josef, I believe. They’re quite in love, I’ve heard!”
 
   The scars on Wodan’s palm burned as if he clutched shards of ice in his hands. “I see,” said Wodan, casting his eyes downward. “I see. No matter, then.”
 
   “Ah, yes!” said Jarl, eyes brightening. “It’s all coming back to me now! Oh, the tales I heard about their romance! Woo! And from such a sexually repressed people! Why-”
 
   “Four is the number of civilization!” someone announced loudly. “Of order! Of balance! Do we add a number?”
 
   “Or do we take one away?” shouted another.
 
   Wodan looked and saw a hidden doorway sliding open at the far side of the chamber. Men and women in white masks strode forward. Suddenly Wodan was hit by the scent of burnt honey. He looked at Jarl and saw him sitting in a small cabin in a frozen, snow-covered forest, writing furiously, completely unmindful of the mess spread out all around him. He was shivering in the cold but was filled with intense joy. He had a stack of papers that only an extremely wealthy person might own, and there were several wadded up pieces cast onto the floor. With great difficulty Wodan turned his head to Zach. His heart thundered in terror because screams filled his ears. He saw Zach running down a hallway with men in heavy leather armor. He saw fires through the windows, rooftops blazing, screaming, endless screaming, then the shivering dance of inhuman shadows in the streets below.
 
   Wodan returned and saw the masked Entertainers ushering others into the darkness of the hidden room. “Look!” said Zach, pointing. “The secret bacchanal is beginning.”
 
   Wodan blinked heavily. He turned to Jarl and saw that the Entertainer was staring at him, face blank as he was overcome by a vision. Wodan wondered what the man saw in him.
 
   


 
  
 
  

Chapter Nine
 
   Master of Chalices
 
    
 
   Wodan woke with a sense of purpose, but with no clear way of going about it. While he ate a meager breakfast sitting on the edge of his nest, he went over his finances and realized that things were worse than he’d thought. Paying the next rent was no longer a sure thing. He realized that he’d been more dependent on the jewels than he’d suspected. They’d helped a little here, a little there, until finally he’d become someone with an expensive paper habit and a complete unwillingness to stick with any job that did not suit him.
 
   Frustrated, he left his apartment and made his way down a road where fearful eyes watched him from windows. He came to a small rise, then took a seat on an ancient brick wall. The great granite mansion of the Head of the Ugly sat in the distance, dressed in purple flags and squatting over the city.
 
   He was desperate for a change, a new plan. He remembered the heavily guarded Ministerial Palace in Haven, and how he’d gained entrance by tricking a dragon into providing a distraction so he could sneak in. Then, as now, it was impossible for him to overcome his enemies on his own.
 
   But there are no dragons around here, he thought. I’m slowly losing everything I have. Even my life is ticking away, and I just don’t know how to change anything.
 
   He heard panting behind him and turned in alarm. Zach Hargis approached, bent over and jogging mostly to avoid falling over completely. He stopped and glared at Wodan as he caught his breath.
 
   “How’d you know I was here?” said Wodan.
 
   “Followed you,” said Zach, gulping in air. “You didn’t hear me calling out this whole time?”
 
   Wodan shook his head, then said, “I’m surprised you couldn’t keep up.”
 
   Zach shook his head and laughed in annoyance, then straightened his shirt. “I want you to meet someone.”
 
   The breeze died and the air hung heavy. Wodan liked Zach, but he also remembered the relief he felt any time he separated himself from his old work relations. His initial reaction was that he did not want to meet anyone else. Then again, he was in a rut, and Zach was the one who had shown him the secret bacchanal. Perhaps it was time to break old habits, to go in new and uncomfortable directions.
 
   “Let’s go, then,” said Wodan.
 
   *              *              *
 
   The two friends walked to a section of Pontius that was dilapidated in a slightly different way than Wodan’s area. There were more junkies and losers roaming the streets, rather than tired old people staring from windows. The buildings were made of multicolored bricks from different eras, as if the neighborhood had been a victim of several aborted revivals. Wodan kept his eyes lowered to avoid eye contact with aggressive strangers, but he was amused to see Zach walk with his head proudly upraised, a strange reminder that his friend was royalty.
 
   The two walked through an alley, climbed a set of rickety stairs, and entered an apartment without knocking. The place was narrow and dimly lit. At the end of a hallway Wodan could see a handsome young man sitting in a corner with his head in his hands. He looked up slightly, eyes bleary, face worn. He seemed horrified to see the newcomers. He glanced at a wide bed with stuffed animals neatly arranged on it, then, overcome by sorrow, lowered his head and ignored the two.
 
   Wodan turned back to the entrance, but then the funereal atmosphere was suddenly broken by a young man who swung into the hallway with a sharp smile and crazy eyes. He danced an insane jig. Zach immediately joined the brown-skinned, brown-haired young man with a courtly side-step, bow, and turn, then the two clapped hands.
 
   “Wodan,” said Zach, “this is Jens.”
 
   “Introductions later,” said Jens. “We need to hit the roof before I have to slap the shit out of somebody.”
 
   Jens entered the kitchen to fetch some booze, opening cabinets and shaking his head until he found two large, half-empty bottles. As soon as the heavy glass clinked, a series of tear-choked words drifted in from the dark room beyond. Jens cackled and shook his head, then climbed out of a window. Zach and Wodan followed Jens up a set of stairs, then a ladder took them to the rooftop.
 
   Shanty roofs stretched in all directions under a clear blue sky. Many windows were full of arcane totems. A few trees in the wealthy section shone brightly in the distance.
 
   They proceeded to pass the two bottles between them, which led to a subtle, strange game of who would pass what to whom and when. Eventually Zach agreed that one bottle would make for clearer matters, so he chugged one himself.
 
   “This one’s for Al,” said Jens, splashing some of their drink onto the roof.
 
   “Who’s that?” said Wodan.
 
   “Some dude that got killed.”
 
   “I thought maybe it was that sad sap in the apartment.”
 
   “No, that guy’s not so lucky! That’s Bob. He’s rollin’ up hard on a breakup with Anne, the chick who pays rent on this joint, and since I’m stayin’ with them, I get to hear all the stupid shit that goes on between them.”
 
   “Well, who’s Al, then?”
 
   “Some guy I used to know. He was rich as hell, and had connections so he never had to pay rent. He even had a car.”
 
   “That guy!” said Zach. “I wrecked his car once.”
 
   “Yeah, well, a couple of weeks ago he got drunk in the middle of the night and decided to drive around and just play bumper cars or whatever. A Lawman pulled him over. Al got out, but then a Smith rode up. He tried to run over the Lawman, but that guy jumped over the hood. Poor Al got smeared when the Smith plowed into him! I heard the Lawman got a few weeks of paid vacation, because seeing the body traumatized him so bad.”
 
   “Why didn’t the Lawman shoot the Smith?” said Wodan.
 
   “He was probably worried the Smith would shoot back!” said Jens, cackling. “But anyway, yeah, Bob, that guy downstairs. I get to hear his nonsense every day since I had to move out of Al’s place. If Bob doesn’t throw himself off this roof because the most cold-hearted bitch in Pontius dumped him, or if he doesn’t force me to beat his ass to death just to put us both out of our misery, he’ll realize it’s the best thing that ever happened to him.”
 
   “Uh oh,” said Zach. “You’re about to move on Anne again. I can tell.”
 
   “The hell I am!” said Jens. “I would never get back with that girl again. Never, not ever, Zach.”
 
   “The hell you wouldn’t!” said a voice. They watched as another young man climbed the ladder to meet them. He had square features and a confident posture. He was the most well-dressed out of all of them. As he popped a cigarette into his mouth, he said, “Jens, you’d screw a hole in the wall if you had someone around to document the event.”
 
   “Pete!” said Jens, clapping a hand on the newcomer. Wodan noted that Pete and Zach gave one another a single hard glance, then ignored one another the rest of the night. Pete’s voice was loud and his mannerisms had a masculine edge, but behind his face there was something soft and guarded about him. As Wodan grew drunk he found himself making any wild statement that would cause Pete to whiplash his head backward and give vent to laughter that echoed off the rooftops. There was something about him that Wodan liked immediately, but he found it strange that Zach obviously did not trust him.
 
   The sun lowered until it burned just over the rooftops, throwing their four shadows across the entire city. Jens tipped the bottle back and, before it was empty, Pete said, “I’ve got money for booze if you guys can produce a place for me to sleep.”
 
   “Stay here,” said Jens, “if you don’t mind Anne hitting on you all night.”
 
   “I can handle that. Let’s go.”
 
   As the four walked to find more alcohol, Jens launched into a story about an abandoned building full of labyrinthine corridors and rooms laid out without pattern or sense of any kind. He claimed that anyone who entered risked never coming out again.
 
   “What’s in it?” said Wodan.
 
   “It’s been a while since I was there,” said Jens. “There was... I think...”
 
   “Lying,” said Zach. “Lying!”
 
   Pete turned to Wodan, then said, “How well do you know Jens?”
 
   “Not very,” said Wodan.
 
   “So he hasn’t had the chance to tell you that he lies constantly?”
 
   “Not this time!” said Jens, chest swelling. “I distinctly remember a bum sex room. Bums used to infest the place and they’d, you know, get a bunch of stuff together that they could ram up their asses, and then they’d-”
 
   “Let’s go!” said Zach. “Let’s go right now!”
 
   “Arlight, fine,” said Jens. “Let’s go there right now, then.”
 
   “It’s like a mental disorder,” said Pete, explaining to Wodan. “You listen to him and you’ll start to think he has the most checkered history of anyone you ever met, but then you’ll find out that he spends most of his day sitting in a chair and staring at a wall and coming up with this stuff.”
 
   “I’m down for an adventure,” said Wodan. “Even if the story’s false, we might end up finding the truth out there in the wrong end of town!”
 
   The four friends set off and found a dark merchant district. Pete went off alone to find beer while the others entered a general store. Before the door had shut behind them, Zach and Jens began arguing about whether to buy candles or expensive oil-burning lamps.
 
   “I’m not wasting money on lamps,” said Zach. “I’m not even a fan of candles, for that matter. If we can adjust our eyes to the dark, we’ll be more in tune with our environment and immediately have an advantage over any opponents who weakened their eyes through light-dependency.”
 
   “That’s completely absurd!” shouted Jens. “You’re royalty, you have your pants specially made to hold all the money you’re carrying, and yet somehow you’re the biggest tightwad I’ve ever met!”
 
   “If we do encounter a bunch of lowlifes,” offered Wodan, “then they’ll probably be pale from living in this abandoned building, and a strong light could blind them. It would give us the chance to run or kill them, if we have to.”
 
   “That makes sense, but it sounds psychotic,” said Jens, shaking his head at both of them. “This isn’t about whether or not we’ll be able to overpower a bunch of subterranean, inhuman mutants, or some dumb shit like that. It’s about Zach always letting other people pay even though you can clearly see his pants bulging out on both sides.”
 
   “Oh, it won’t come down to a fight?” said Zach. “So there is no bum sex room. You practically just admitted it!”
 
   “It’ll come down to a fight, alright!” said Jens, grasping Zach by his shirt. “How long’s it been since you went crazy, Zach? Are we due for another round of you blacking out and destroying something? You won’t pay for some decent lamps, but I’ll bet your dad would pay for this store if you went nuts in here!”
 
   “What’s this about somebody going crazy?” said Wodan, separating the two. “None of us is crazy, alright? Let’s just-”
 
   “You don’t know Zach, then,” said Jens, staring at the other.
 
   “What the hell are you girls doing?” said Pete, entering behind them. He carried a case of beer over one shoulder, and three lamps by his side. “I could hear a lot of shouting, but not a lot of supplies-gathering. I could only afford these lamps – somebody’s gonna have to go without.”
 
   “I’ll go without,” said Zach. “I don’t need your charity, Pete.”
 
   “Fine,” said Pete. “But I just spent the last of my money. If we don’t find a buried treasure or something, then I’m screwed.”
 
   Wodan took the heavy case of beers from Pete, then they waited outside while Zach bought a deluxe lamp with a focusing lens capable of casting a beam of light far ahead. The boys trekked through increasingly dilapidated neighborhoods, fearless as they passed beers to one another. Jens complained about his various jobs or Anne or the phoniness of others in general. Pete either poked fun as Jens’s phoniness, or would bring up various subjects but inevitably glance at Zach and then let the matter drop before the prince of Hargis could join in. Zach seemed oblivious to the irritation of the others, and talked about the history of Pontius, how entire sections of the town would be abandoned as businesses moved either to accommodate the whims of the wealthy or to avoid surges of gang violence. It was not unheard of for one neighborhood to slowly reclaim an empty section nearby after it had lain abandoned for a dozen or a hundred years, but Zach was more interested in tales of people spelunking in distant, abandoned sections, scouring for goods or squatting for as long as possible. Wodan became inspired and claimed that this exploration could change all of them, then Jens felt inspired as well and gave further tales of the bum sex room that he had supposedly seen so long ago.
 
   The buildings thinned out and the little noises made by people and machines disappeared. The avenues were in total darkness, so the boys lit their lamps. Wodan felt the ghosts that hung about the desolate place, the echoes of ancient inhabitation. They came to a massive three-story brick structure that stood alone, surrounded by a rusting barbed-wire fence. They made their way through an opening, then walked through the weeds that broke through the concrete lot.
 
   They found wide front doors held shut by a padlock significantly newer than the rest of the structure. Jens broke into a grin, then said, “I bet some Lawman found this place, then the city officials spent a week debating on what they should do about it. I bet careers began and ended before they decided to throw a five dollar lock on this thing!”
 
   “Not enough to stop us,” said Zach, shimmying up a drainpipe that led to a series of handholds along the second-story windows. Wodan felt a twinge of vertigo and wondered if his drunkenness would kill him if he followed. Zach rambled on about different schools of climbing, the best means possible for ascending inhospitable vertical surfaces, the benefits of drunkenness for endowing the climber with bravery, flexibility, even a heightened sense of carefulness depending on the experience of the drunk. Finally he crossed the ledge, then came to a landing that jutted out from a shorter section of the building. He disappeared.
 
   “Is there a way in?” said Jens. “You see any broken windows?”
 
   They heard glass shattering, then Zach called down, “Yeah, I do! Throw those beers up here.”
 
   Pete took the case, then heaved them upward in a surprising show of strength.
 
   “We better get up there before Zach drinks them all,” said Jens, biting the handle of his lamp before he grasped the pipe. Pete followed, then Wodan brought up the rear. He found his fear of heights dwindling as he pushed upward, clinging to rusted metal and chipped stone. He found the others drinking on the landing just as Zach clambered in through the broken window.
 
   The halls were full of debris, chunks of fallen plaster, and dust motes travelling through their lights. The place was a maze of decay. Wodan swung his light about and saw a bare room with a diagram on the far wall, a collection of squares and letters.
 
   “Look,” said Wodan. “A periodic table of elements.”
 
   Jens looked at the diagram, then back to Wodan.
 
   “It’s a diagram of all the elements,” said Wodan, “arranged in such a way that you can see their properties, and even guess the properties of unknown elements due to their arrangement, even before you find them in nature or make them yourself.”
 
   “Must be some Smith shit,” said Jens. “Maybe this was one of their joints, a long time ago.”
 
   “I wonder why they left.”
 
   “They probably got found out by some other gang. They probably left this thing ’cause, to anyone else, it just looks like a bunch of nonsense. Maybe they thought it would scare some people off. How’d you know what it was, man?”
 
   “This stuff is common knowledge where I was born,” said Wodan.
 
   “It’s a shit move to call someone a liar,” said Jens, casting a glance at Zach, “but you’re definitely a weirdo, man.”
 
   They continued on through the dark, still hallways. It was a skeleton of the past, full of rooms that held no clue to their true purpose. Wodan studied the others, their fear, their excitement. He could tell that the building appealed to Jens’s search for new and unexpected things, to Zach’s need to experience the unknown, and he guessed that even though Pete held himself with practiced caution, the ruins appealed to his attraction to darkness. There was something abnormal about the clean-cut young man.
 
   “Look!” said Wodan. The others turned back. His light shone on a room filled with windows, the remains of a rotten couch, and tables filled with cookware covered in a layer of dust.
 
   “If we moved in here,” said Wodan, “then this would be our living room.”
 
   “Move in?” said Pete.
 
   “Sounds weird,” said Jens, “but I was thinking the same thing.”
 
   Pete looked about, then said, “Like boys building forts in their yards. Perfect for a bunch of guys that never grew up.”
 
   “Or that can’t pay rent,” said Jens.
 
   “You could raise a secret army in here,” said Zach. “It would be years before anyone else caught on.”
 
   Jens cackled loudly, but Wodan said, “I agree.”
 
   They approached a shattered window and looked out. From the third floor, they could see the lights of faraway avenues stretching out and rejoining the web of human society. Wodan looked at the street below just as a wild animal scampered across. An old sign shook in the wind, and Wodan could just make out the words
 
   FLOYD STREET
 
   “Holy SHIT!” a voice yelped. They jumped and realized that Jens was nowhere near. They ran, hearts pounding, lights bouncing. They saw lamplight from a room ahead. They entered and saw Jens staring, transfixed. When he turned to them, his face was stretched wide by a crazy smile.
 
   Broken windows were laid against walls and along the floor. The walls were marked by crude sketches of naked men and women copulating, almost childish in design. A single rotten, stained mattress sat in the middle of the floor, like an altar.
 
   “A ritual took place here,” said Wodan. “This is where humanity was sacrificed.”
 
   “Smiths, or someone like them, might have been in here at one point,” said Zach, “but it looks like primitive subhumans took over.”
 
   Shocked, the boys returned to the living room. Wodan stood at one of the open windows. Pete came to stand beside him. Finally Jens spoke up. “I realize you guys are all traumatized and shit, but can we go back to the part where I’m a compulsive liar and kind of clarify that point?”
 
   “We really could raise an army here,” said Wodan.
 
   “And do what with it?”
 
   “Change the world,” Wodan said without hesitation.
 
   Jens sighed, then said, “Wodan, maybe the shit that’s wrong with the world happens because too many people are trying to change the world.”
 
   “That sounds wise,” said Wodan, turning away from the window, “but a philosophy like that favors the gangs.”
 
   “It’s not that simple, anyway. Even if we had a hundred guys in here doing pushups all day… what the hell good could they do, really?”
 
   “Maybe nothing.” Wodan looked away. “I don’t have a solid argument. I spoke too soon. But it’s a fact that you guys don’t have a place to stay. You can stay with me, but I might be losing my place pretty soon, too. This place… there’s just something about it. And Zach, you could-”
 
   “Don’t count on Zach,” said Jens, clapping a hand on Zach’s arm. “He’s about to crazy-out any day now. Aren’t you?”
 
   Zach turned away. Wodan heard Pete lighting a cigarette at the window. Flashes of orange lit the hollows in his cheeks and eyes. “Jens doesn’t understand that we’re all kind of crazy, Wodan,” he said. “We’ll see. I think you might be on to something.”
 
   *              *              *
 
   That very night, Jens and Pete moved their meager belongings into Wodan’s apartment. The next day, Wodan woke up and bumped the bathroom door against Pete’s head, and he realized that his life alone was over and would never be the same again. That evening Jens disappeared to round up more friends while Pete and Wodan bought more booze and made their way to Anne’s.
 
   When they arrived, the door was locked and the window was shut. “That whore locked us out!” said Pete. “She think some Coil assassin’s gonna sneak in and kill her?”
 
   Before they could come up with a plan of infiltration, Zach approached. Pete’s face hardened as Wodan waved to his friend.
 
   “What’re you guys about?” said Zach, grabbing the bottle.
 
   “Jens is gettin’ some people together,” said Pete. “That Smith friend of his is bringing an air conditioner for Anne.”
 
   “A Smith?” said Wodan. “Coming here? Are we setting up an ambush?”
 
   “You already forgot?” said Pete. “He’s just a rank-and-file guy, he’s nothing to worry about. He’s a decent guy, I guess. He’s good at “losing” Smith equipment, and he broke one of Anne’s chairs last week, so this is his way of making up.”
 
   Time passed as they drank on the front stoop. Wodan loosened up and eventually had both of his friends laughing. By the time darkness fell, Pete and Zach ended up embracing and laughing and Zach called Pete a “Prince of Pontius”. This was the first kindness that they had shown to one another, and Wodan laughed crazily as it happened.
 
   A car pulled up and Jens hung from the window and shouted, “I know that goddamn laugh!”
 
   A young woman exited the car and approached the stoop. She stopped before Wodan. Her hair was short and blond, and her eyes were hard little pinpricks of ice. As she stood in the dim light of the car’s headlights, Wodan was struck by the jagged hardness of her small frame.
 
   “You’re Wodan?” she said.
 
   He nodded.
 
   “Jens says you’re a psychopath.”
 
   “That’s not true at all,” said Wodan.
 
   “He says you don’t have a bed or any furniture, and you drew stuff on the walls of your place, conspiracy stuff like the names of people who lead the Ugly, and it’s like a big web with targets marked all over it, and you’ve got some kind of knife made out of recycled metal or something, and also you sleep on a nest.”
 
   “That’s all true,” said Wodan. “But it’s sort of, well, taken out of context.”
 
   The young woman nodded slowly, then pursed her lips strangely. “I’m Anne,” she said, then unlocked the front door and entered.
 
   Jens rolled out of the car and careened up the stairs, then grabbed a beer and disappeared inside. Two more young men exited the vehicle and opened the trunk. One was a rotund figure with a barrel chest, blond hair, and a Smith apron thrown over his shoulder. The other had pale skin and long black hair that covered his face. He lifted the large, blocky air conditioner and staggered under the weight.
 
   “Pete!” the portly youth shouted as he approached. “Help Ullrich with that damn air conditioner!”
 
   “Make Anne do it, Hunley,” said Pete, smoking calmly. “It’s her damn thing.”
 
   Wodan moved to help but Pete grabbed his shoulder and shook his head quickly.
 
   Hunley entered and immediately cried out, “Gods below, it’s hot in here! It’s hot as balls in here!”
 
   He seems decent enough, thought Wodan. Could he really be a gangster? Has he ever killed anyone, I wonder?
 
   After a moment, they heard Jens cry out, “Hunley! Where are you? Need an expert opinion in here.”
 
   “Stick it through the window, buddy!” Hunley cried from across the apartment.
 
   “It’s in the window already,” said Ullrich, the dark-haired newcomer.
 
   “Well hit the “on” switch! Shit! You don’t need an expert Smith to tell you it’s hot as shit in here!”
 
   After a moment, Zach headed inside. Pete grew stern and he tilted his head at the doorway. “See that?” he said to Wodan. “Zach thinks it’s his turn.”
 
   “His turn for what?”
 
   “Anne.”
 
   After a moment he turned to Wodan, then continued. “We’ve got to get you a girl, man.”
 
   “Oh yeah?” said Wodan, laughing nervously.
 
   “Yeah. Because if we don’t, you’re the one who’s gonna end up in Anne’s web. And you don’t deserve that. I don’t, either.”
 
   Pete stared down at his hands as if genuinely afraid that he would, through no choice of his own, end up captured by the small woman who’d passed by earlier. Wodan did not fully understand Pete’s warning. What’s the worst that could happen? he wondered.
 
   *              *              *
 
   They kept drinking and enjoying the cool air of the extremely loud, gas-powered air cooling unit. Wodan watched Hunley bounce on Anne’s bed as he told stories, larger than life and smoking like a furnace and dropping ashes everywhere. Anne complained at first but eventually left for another room.
 
   Once Wodan drank enough courage, he said, “Hunley, what’s it like being in a gang?”
 
   “It’s all bullshit, man,” said Hunley. “There’s some Smiths that run around with guns and act hard and constantly radio in to HQ demanding backup ’cause they think they saw a Coilman sporting a piece. Then there’s other Smiths that work with inventory and get machines to work… that’s me. Everyone thinks if you’re in a gang, you’re gonna get ladies. Not true! Not true! For one thing, I’m too much of a pussy to ever fire a gun, or even get in a fight. And the chicks who are into that, well, man, they’re total skanks, believe me. Some of ’em might be pretty hot, but they’re cavewomen. Total primitives.”
 
   “What would you say if I asked you to help me wipe out the gangs?”
 
   Wodan had already established a reputation as a joker obsessed with vigilantism, so he was not surprised when Jens and Pete laughed violently. Strangely enough, Hunley bobbed his head from side to side as he seriously considered the question.
 
   “Pontius would be better off without them,” said Hunley, “even though, in a sense, the gangs are Pontius.”
 
   “Pontius is the people, though, isn’t it?”
 
   “Yeah, but most of those people are assholes, and some of ’em are gangsters on top of that. Besides, I’d be pretty worthless in a squad of assassins... I’ve never even touched a gun, man,” he said, laughing.
 
   “I think they should be wiped out,” said Ullrich. “Definitely.” Wodan turned and studied the black-haired youth. He said little, but Wodan sensed that there was something about him – a deep well of dissatisfaction, perhaps even a potential for violence.
 
   Wodan blacked out, then came to as he walked into the kitchen. Jens, Pete, and Anne each sat at the table, staring at one another.
 
   “Let’s play Hearts,” said Anne. She produced a pack of aged, yellow playing cards just as Wodan occupied the fourth seat.
 
   The other boys seemed uncommunicative and distant, so Wodan took the cards and said, “Hearts? What’s that?”
 
   He fumbled and spilled the cards across the table. As Pete gathered them up, Jens said, “Shit man, you really are a foreigner, aren’t you? I thought that accent was a total farce.” He briefly explained the game, in which four players took turns laying down cards in an effort to not take the “set” and gain points. The player with the lowest score won, unless he took every point available – in which case he “drew down the moon”, which was a rare occurrence.
 
   “I’ll give it a try,” said Wodan. Pete dealt the cards, then looked at the others under his thick eyebrows while Jens fidgeted, seemingly unable to remain in his seat. Wodan felt himself sobering up as he studied his hand. He picked up point after point, shaking his head.
 
   “I’ll get the hang of it,” he said.
 
   At the end of the round, Wodan had all of the points.
 
   “Man, I’m terrible at this!” he said, slapping his forehead.
 
   “We let Wodan draw down the moon!” said Anne.
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “Remember what I said about getting all the cards?” said Jens. “It’s bad if you get point cards, but if you get them all, it screws everyone else. Where were you?”
 
   “I was right here! But that doesn’t make any sense they designed the game so the worst player wins? That’s just dumb.”
 
   “It was dumb luck. Just remember, you don’t want to get any point cards.”
 
   “Okay, I’ll try again”
 
   Anne recorded the score while Jens dealt the cards. During the next round Jens launched into a rambling explanation of how it was impossible for him to win because Pete was counting cards, Wodan was new and thus making mistakes that were impossible to plan around, and Anne was sitting directly across from him which gave her some advantage that was impossible to understand. Pete played in complete silence, his face hard and unreadable. Anne studied her cards while looking down at her nose, then glared at Pete after each card was played. Finally the round ended, and Wodan sat behind a huge pile of cards.
 
   “Wait a minute,” said Jens. “Wodan drew down the moon again…”
 
   Wodan took the cards and shuffled them with a thunderclap that Jens later swore was deafening. “The game of Hearts,” said Wodan. “What a game, what a game!”
 
   “He grifted us!” Anne shouted.
 
   Wodan laughed, then said, “I used to play the same game with my mom and sisters back home, all the time, except we called it Chalices. I realized it was the same game while you were explaining it!” They laughed while Pete shook his head.
 
   They continued the game. Wodan could not draw down the moon again now that they were on to him, but he was still dangerous. Anne was an able player, but took no risks. Pete took an analytical approach that employed memorization and pattern prediction; only luck and risk-taking kept Wodan in the game. Jens was terrible, and often verbally analyzed a situation as if to show everyone what a powerful mind they were contending with. Near the end of the game, as Pete drew ahead, Wodan and Jens made a botched attempt at cooperation in order to put an end to Pete’s victory. Then, just as the end approached, they heard Ullrich say, “Those are Coil out there.”
 
   Wodan jumped from his seat and ran to the window. He joined Ullrich at the blinds, then saw a group of nondescript young men walking by, laughing and smoking.
 
   “How do you know?” said Wodan.
 
   “The pizza place where I work, they come by all the time.” Ullrich brooded in silence, then said, “My boss made up a story about how he scared them off, but the truth is that he meets them around back and hands over ‘protection money’ so they won’t burn down the place. When they come in, he acts like they’re old friends of his, and feeds them for free.”
 
   At the next window, Hunley whispered, “Fuck me, if they see my car and trash it, I’m a dead man. I’m not even supposed to be in this part of town.”
 
   “They’re not Coil,” said Zach, standing beside Wodan. “You guys are paranoid.”
 
   “No – look at the armband,” said Ullrich. “One of them is displaying it outright. They may as well be wearing black suits and carrying a flag.”
 
   Wodan studied the youths and, sure enough, one of them wore a green armband with a small black image. Just as the youths moved on, Wodan made out the image: A black serpent eating its own tail.
 
   A dragon! thought Wodan. Just the other day, I was thinking that I needed a dragon to throw at the Ugly. And here it is… the coiled serpent choking Pontius. The sworn enemies of the Ugly.
 
   Wodan felt eyes on him, then turned and saw Ullrich looking directly at him. He was shocked, for the young man’s pale blue eyes burned with intensity.
 
   “The Coil are scum,” said Ullrich. “You want to see a normal, hard-working person throw away his dignity out of fear? Just bring a Coil in the room and you’ll see it happen. Believe me, Wodan… they’re not human.”
 
   *              *              *
 
   Wodan woke on a couch feeling horrible and dehydrated. Warm sunlight streaked in through the shades. He touched his fingers to the shades and pried them apart gently; for one moment, he felt comforted.
 
   He turned and saw Zach and Anne watching him from the edge of her bed, smiling. His head ached and he vaguely remembered that all seven of them had spent several nights in a row at her place, drinking and forgetting the outside world. He was beginning to pay the price of forgetting.
 
   “He’s awake,” said Zach.
 
   Before Wodan could speak, the front door opened and Pete stomped in. “Wodi! I got us that job.”
 
   “Which  job?” said Wodan.
 
   “The sandwich deal. We’re gonna make sandwiches for rich people at some kind of event. That way we can pay that damned rent. You don’t remember?”
 
   “Pete, I can’t even get up. I feel awful.”
 
   “Well, this shit was harder to put together than a bank heist. All we gotta do is slap meat onto bread for a few hours. If we don’t screw it up, we’ll get more hours tomorrow.”
 
   “I’m gonna throw up if I have to handle any food.”
 
   “You know those bums you see passed out on the street, or begging for money? The only difference between them and us is having a place to stay at night. So come on – get up.”
 
   Through flashes of pain and a fog of irrational fears, Wodan felt Pete forcing him up and putting clothes on him. Zach and Anne watched from the edge of her bed, giggling and leaning on one another. Wodan felt as if he had something incredibly important to say to Zach, as if time was running out, but it was lost in the fog.
 
   *              *              *
 
   “Shit!” said Wodan, watching his sandwich disappear down an assembly line of hands. “Pete, man, I accidentally put mustard on that Chi Rho Delight!”
 
   “It’s fine,” said Pete, spraying a wad of sauce onto a pile of bread and meat. “They’re sheep, they’ll eat what you feed them.”
 
   *              *              *
 
   Wodan was covered in filth by the time the job was ended. He and Pete strolled side by side, counting their money and shaking their heads.
 
   “Looks like we won’t get any more work through them,” said Pete. “My connection changed his tune and said it was a one-time deal.”
 
   “We won’t have enough to pay rent with this,” said Wodan. “Looks like we’ve got a choice to make.”
 
   Pete lifted his head and sighed. “This city,” he said, then fell silent.
 
   Hunley pulled up in front of them and laid on the horn, laughing and smiling wickedly. Another air conditioning unit occupied the front seat, so the boys squeezed into the back beside Jens and Ullrich.
 
   “My dads!” said Jens. “You bread-winners get enough to handle rent?”
 
   “Hell no,” said Wodan.
 
   “This dumbass I was riding with today,” said Hunley, lighting a cigarette as he hit the accelerator. “Shee-yit! This guy wouldn’t stop playing with his gun.”
 
   “Sounds like Jens,” said Wodan, moving a fist back and forth at his crotch.
 
   “You think you got problems?” said Jens. “Shit, man, I just spent half the day listening to Zach and Anne flirt.”
 
   “What do you mean?” Pete said quickly.
 
   “I’m saying if that guy doesn’t go crazy, and soon, then that lady is gonna get big with child.”
 
   “Why do you keep saying he’s gonna go crazy?” said Wodan. Pete stared ahead grimly.
 
   “Speaking of crazy,” said Ullrich. “Wodi, that stuff you were saying about joining a gang…”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “Last night, remember? You kept talking about joining a gang so you could kill Ugly...”
 
   “I said that?” Wodan was filled with fear. How much of his life was disappearing behind a growing blind spot in his awareness?
 
   “Believe it!” said Jens. “You were rambling on, just crazy as balls. You sounded like a cult leader. You started talking about yourself in the third person.”
 
   “Was it scary?”
 
   “It was hilarious! But if you don’t remember it, then man, you need to ease up on the sauce.”
 
   “Jens,” said Pete, “you had an entire relationship with Anne that you only remember because the stories you told everyone keep floating around until they come back to you.”
 
   “A-a-anyway,” said Ullrich, “I was thinking that you should join the Smiths. Hunley could hook you up-”
 
   “Dumb idea, real dumb,” said Hunley. “Unless you think bowing down to a super-secret fast-cooking oven is a good thing, then you’d end up the Foreman. Otherwise it’d just be one more dead-end job for your resume.”
 
   “We could get guns through them, though,” said Wodan. “One bullet’s the same as any other.”
 
   “Here’s what we’re gonna do, Psycho,” said Jens. “I been thinking about this because I didn’t pass out half-naked hugging a knife like you did. I’ve been askin’ around about this, and I found a guy who could get us an interview with the Coil. Even if you’re not serious about wavin’ a gun around and killing people, we could get all kinds of work through them. Easy shit, you know? Most of those guys just sit around all day long and talk a lot o’ noise.”
 
   Wodan was unsure how much of this had come about because of his drunken rambling. He felt uncomfortable with pressing Jens on the matter, so he laughed, then said, “As long as I get to wave a gun around.”
 
   “I got some details about the Coil while I was asking around. So at the bottom, they got Soldiers. Those are the goons that go around doing sneaky shit, or acting hard, or sitting around, or whatever. Then you got Lieutenants. They’re usually younger guys, they lead teams of Soldiers and they either run grafts on businesses or rich dudes... or they lead attacks on other gangs! Or even burn shit to the ground!”
 
   Ullrich cackled, but shook his head.
 
   “Then there’s Captains,” said Jens. “Those are older dudes. They just sit around all day getting drunk and telling their Lieutenants what to do. Or sometimes they run businesses for the Coil, like speakeasies and whatnot. And then, at the top, there’s the Master Thieves. They oversee the whole organization, and nobody even knows who they are. I heard they sleep on a giant pile of money, and they wear gloves made of bank notes so that no matter what they touch, they’re always touching money, and they use Smith hardware to pass orders directly to their Captains.”
 
   “That has to be horse shit,” said Hunley.
 
   “Hey, I’m just tellin’ you what I heard! Anyway, I know it sounds crazy, but… well… it’s a big ol’ slimy world out there, you guys. We don’t have to be poor as hell. For instance – what the hell are we going to do about rent?”
 
   “Move to that abandoned building on Floyd Street,” Wodan said immediately.
 
   “Okay, good,” said Jens. “I’m glad I got someone on my side. I thought this was going to be hard.”
 
   “I don’t want to move in there,” said Pete. “Be realistic. That place is a dump – we might as well be homeless.”
 
   Jens nodded, said, “Alright, I guess it would be hard to convince the rich kid about the merits of moving into a rent-free building.”
 
   “Rich kid?” said Wodan.
 
   “You didn’t know?” said Jens. “Pete’s dad is rich, man. Rich… as in wealthy. Pete, man, you need to quit “slumming” it with us.”
 
   “I’m not,” said Pete, staring ahead.
 
   “Is that your kink? Does it get you hard when normal folk start whining about the rent?”
 
   “Where’s Zach and Anne?” said Pete.
 
   “I dropped ’em off at F-Den Park,” said Hunley.
 
   “Don’t change the subject!” said Jens. “Why are you here, anyway?”
 
   “Stop the car,” said Pete.
 
   “Why?” said Hunley.
 
   “I need to talk to my rich dad,” said Pete. “And no, Jens, I’m not going for a handout.”
 
   Hunley stopped in the middle of the avenue.
 
   They sat in silence for a moment, then Jens said, “If you’re not going to get us some rent money, then why bother them?”
 
   “I need to show my parents that I can make it on my own.”
 
   He got out and walked in the opposite direction. Suddenly Jens jerked, then leaned out the window. “I know where you’re going!” he shouted. “You’re going to find Anne! That’s it, isn’t it?”
 
   Pete stopped, then shouted back at him, “You like to push, don’t you, Jens? You know what? This time… it actually worked. Let’s join the Coil.”
 
   “Do what now?” said Jens, floored.
 
   “I said let’s do it. Let’s join the Coil. We’ll do it tomorrow. And let’s get our shit moved into that dump on Floyd Street, while we’re at it.”
 
   “Alright man, don’t get all pissy. You know I wasn’t serious about all that!”
 
   “I am. Let’s move in.”
 
   Jens paused, then shouted, “Fine! Let’s move in right now, then!”
 
   “I’ll be back in a few,” said Pete, smiling finally. “If you’re really in the mood to prove some kind of point, you can grab my box from Wodi’s and toss it in that Floyd place. I’ll make my way there later.”
 
   “I gotta carry your shit?”
 
   Pete laughed, then walked away.
 
   Hunley laid on the accelerator and Ullrich pulled Jens back in through the window before he had the chance to splatter on the sidewalk.
 
   “Damn, this is crazy,” said Jens. “Maybe I should just move back in with Anne?”
 
   Wodan felt himself hanging off the edge, terrified that things were moving in the direction he’d wanted. “Hey Ullrich,” he said. “You want to join the Coil with us? You know we could eventually betray them and take them down from the inside.”
 
   “Are you kidding?” said Ullrich, laughing. “If you guys come into my pizza place and try to grift us, I’ll beat your skulls in!”
 
   *              *              *
 
   The four boys ransacked Wodan’s apartment in a frenzy. Wodan painted squares over the designs of the Ugly infrastructure that covered his walls, then they packed their goods into Hunley’s car and drove toward the abandoned section of Pontius that would be their new home.
 
   “It’s like a weight’s been lifted, right?” said Jens. “How long we got this car for, Beast?”
 
   “For my work orders,” said Hunley, “I picked some drop-offs all around town, so they gave me all day with it. There’s no rush.”
 
   “Anything ever happen with that AC you got for Anne?” said Wodan, leaning forward.
 
   “Naw, man. I’m the master at movin’ that paperwork and losing it in just the right spots.”
 
   “Your bosses shoulda’ shot you like a hundred times over,” said Ullrich.
 
   “True,” said Hunley, “but they’d have to fill out paperwork for the bullets to kill me with, and I’d be the one who ends up filing the papers, anyway. Smith intelligence is pure pretension, man. They’re probably dumber than the Ugly.”
 
   The abandoned neighborhood did not look nearly as forbidding during the day. It was dusty and bright and full of potential. Hunley plowed through the rotting wooden gate, then used his steel cutters to tear off the lock to the front door. While Wodan waited for the lock to snap, he gazed out at the empty parking lot and imagined that one day this ruin would be the site of Pontius’s cultural renaissance, decorated with green trees and grass and flowers and statues made by Entertainers, and thronged by Lawmen and civilian vigilantes who came to the boys, bowed, and then made detailed reports on how many murderers and rapists they had hunted down and executed the night before, while brightly-dressed people applauded and danced and made plans for the renovation of Pontius.
 
   Some day, perhaps, thought Wodan.
 
   The labyrinth was lit by sharp, warm sunlight. Jens and Wodan chose rooms near one another on the third floor near the old living space they now called the Party Room. Even the dust and decay of the ruins now seemed exciting and full of promise.
 
   Hunley found an abandoned Smith fire extinguisher and tore it from the wall. With a terrifying moan he waved it at Ullrich and Wodan, who immediately bolted and fled into a darkened corridor together. They heard the thing blasting in the hall behind them. The two fled into a darkened room and, just as Wodan found a heavy extinguisher of his own, Hunley entered and blasted the room with noxious fog. Wodan crouched low and stalked about, saw a human figure, then blasted it – and saw Ullrich’s dark hair fly back in a wash of strange chemicals. The boys stumbled out of the room, choking and sobbing and laughing. Wodan and Ullrich tripped over Hunley, whose massive form was laid out against the wall and doorway. He rose, then puked against the side of the wall. Wodan saw Ullrich’s face, caked in white dust, nearly bursting with silent laughter.
 
   They carried the terrible devices onto the roof where Jens stood smoking as he regarded the city stretching out on the horizon. Hunley and Ullrich lifted the extinguishers over their heads and tossed them over the sides. They crashed into some old metal contraption and clattered so loudly that the empty avenues for miles around were filled with the echoes of steel thunder.
 
   “Gentlemen!” said Wodan. “Welcome to Floyd Street.”
 
   *              *              *
 
   That night they used the funds that would have otherwise gone towards paying part of the rent to stockpile the place with food, then Hunley and Ullrich left. Wodan and Jens ate by lamplight and developed plans for how the place would be converted into an excruciatingly awesome living space, but they were interrupted by feet stomping up the stairs. The boys armed themselves with the legs of a broken chair, then took up position on either side of the entrance.
 
   Pete entered. “Put that shit down,” he said. “I’ve been through enough today as it is.”
 
   “Like what?” said Jens. “Wait, let me guess. You went to see Anne, didn’t you?”
 
   Pete glared at Jens, threw himself onto the shell of a couch, then gritted his teeth in agony and rubbed his behind. “Yeah, I admit it. I shouldn’t have done it, but there’s a lot more to it. Zach went crazy, for one.”
 
   Wodan and Jens gathered around so that Pete could tell the tale. “So I bought some booze and made my way to F-Den Park. I found Anne and Zach, and they were already pretty ripped. We had fun at first. Wodan, I can see now why you like Zach. His brain is just all over the place. You can bring up any weird thing and he’ll run all the way through the rabbit hole with you. I was so used to people trying to intimidate through intelligence that I guess I always assumed he was one of those people. Then again, it’s dangerous to assume that he’s genuine… he has deep-seated problems. Maybe the reason why he knows so much about the world is because he’s on a desperate quest to find himself. Or maybe erase every part of himself that isn’t genuine, and use what’s left over to gauge who he really was the whole time. I don’t know. Anyway, we started wrestling, then he and Anne got into a huge fight. We took a walk to buy some food, and they were screaming the whole time. Just drunk as hell and screaming in public, you know? He became convinced that we were both plotting against him, then he ran off into traffic. I told Anne I’d be back, then I chased after him.
 
   “We ended up in some semi-wealthy apartment complex. He ran face-first into a barbed wire fence. I swear, it was the funniest thing I ever saw. He kicked the hell out of it, then climbed over, then by the time I caught up with him, he was banging and kicking on doors, screaming about how he wanted to connect with people. A huge crowd gathered and I had to do a lot of fast-talkin’, you know, because there were guards in there that wanted to kill him. He ended up in the parking lot, then some Lawmen showed up, then he ran across car hoods and started shouting about how his dad was a sniper and would kill anyone who touched him. The Lawmen tossed his ass on the ground, wrestled him into a cruiser, and picked me up too.
 
   “I shit you not, we ended up in Precinct Zero. It’s bedlam in there. I swear, I thought they were going to throw me into a cell full of Ugly kids who would eat me alive. Luckily my dad paid my bail and I was able to get out. If they weren’t sick of me for being worthless before, they are now. I walked all the way across town to get back here.”
 
   “What about Zach?” said Wodan. “Is he alright?”
 
   “No, he’s not,” said Pete. “He’s sick, Wodi. Sick in the head.”
 
   “I mean, is he alright being in Precinct Zero?”
 
   “As I was leaving, I saw a diplomat and some guards dressed kind of like Zach. I assume they were there to bail him out, but they weren’t having an easy time of it. I don’t know, man. I don’t know what they’re gonna do with that unbelievable retard.”
 
   “What about Anne?” said Jens.
 
   “Who gives a shit?” said Pete, sighing. “She always comes out just fine, Jens. You know that.”
 
   *              *              *
 
   Wodan woke early the next day. His room was smaller than before, and he still slept on a nest, but he had an open window that allowed gentle blue light to seep in, giving him strength for a day that could take him anywhere. He knew that if Jens and Pete stayed true to their word, then he could possibly become a member of the Coil. He was nervous. If he was not careful, he could become the very thing that he hated.
 
   I have to remember who I am, he thought as he rose from his nest. I have to remember exactly why I’m here.
 
   He went down to the cracked, weed-choked parking lot, then found an old well that had been modified with a steel pump rather than the bucket-and-rope system to which he was accustomed. He pumped out water and washed his face, then heard horse-drawn carriages making their way down the street. Confused, he stood by the front gate and clutched his brightly colored knife.
 
   A line of carriages pulled by great, lumbering horses approached. Wodan saw that they were ridden by hard-faced men wearing leather armor and uniforms of light tan and dusty brown. They wore heavy handguns and some carried long, multi-segmented sniper rifles. As they drew near, Wodan noted red plumes on the horses and red capes on a few of the men. They stopped before the front gate, but ignored Wodan.
 
   Zach Hargis exited one of the carriages and approached Wodan. He wore his usual dusty browns, but he also wore a red cloak trimmed in copper and a heavy woven necklace no doubt made from the hide of a dogman.
 
   “Looks like I’m going back home,” said Zach. “Education’s over for these parts.”
 
   Wodan was crestfallen. “You learn anything while you were here?”
 
   “Not really,” said Zach, smiling to cover his sadness. “Listen, Wodan. Do you want to come to Hargis with me?”
 
   Wodan did. He knew that Zach was touched by insanity, and would probably require a heavy hand on a regular basis. But Wodan wanted to see a wasteland dominion not ruled by violent gangs, not populated by drunks lost in a ritual of oblivion. He realized he had not talked to Zach one-on-one in days, and he desperately wanted to be beside someone who had fun playing with theories rather than people doing continual upkeep on a mask that covered a small, scared core of self, as his other friends did. Wodan was already frustrated with the others, and admitted to himself that the only reason he had not left them yet was because on the night he stood alone on his roof, beaten by a group of Ugly thugs, he knew he needed a change to shake something inside himself, something that he could not change on his own – and the very next day he’d met Zach, who’d introduced him to his new friends. He’d begun to trust that the universe, or the fates, or the gods, or whatever one chose to call that nameless force that guided the lives of men had, quite possibly, given him this immature circle of drunken friends. Still, deep down inside, Wodan wanted to leave Pontius.
 
   “No,” said Wodan. “I have to do something about the Ugly. I have to make this world a little better, and I don’t have much time left.”
 
   Zach nodded. “I have a feeling we’ll see each other again.”
 
   “Hey Zach… did you and Anne… did you…”
 
   “Yeah,” said Zach. “We did. But listen…” Zach cast his face upwards and Wodan studied his features in the bright blue light of the coming day. Wodan knew that they never would have found the abandoned building if Zach hadn’t forced Jens to take them there; Wodan knew that he never would have attended the secret bacchanal if Zach hadn’t taken him.
 
   Suddenly Zach looked back at him. They embraced, then Zach turned to leave. As he stepped into his carriage, he turned and said, “The thing is, all those people, your new friends… they’re going to try to erase you, Wodan. They love you because you’re different, but they’ll either turn you into them, or call you crazy because you refuse. Just be careful, alright? Because, those people… maybe I never should have… I mean…”
 
   Zach sighed, then said, “Wodan. I should have kept you for myself.”
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Ten
 
   Enter the Serpent
 
    
 
   Jens led Pete and Wodan into an alleyway and down a flight of stairs. Jens knocked on a steel door three times, paused, gave an exaggerated shrug, then knocked once more. The door opened and they entered the darkened speakeasy. Wodan was assaulted by neon lights, smoke, blasting music, and laughter. The jewelry and flashy clothes of the patrons starkly contrasted with the aura of despair that continually peeked through shaded windows in the streets above. Wodan was shocked to see two naked women dancing on a brightly-lit glass walkway. Even though he had seen naked women in artwork back home, or a few lurid depictions floating around the datanet, he had never seen such a thing in person. Jens and Pete strode by the walkway as if they were completely jaded toward that sort of thing, so Wodan tried to emulate their cool aura.
 
   They sat at the bar and Jens spoke to his contact, who introduced him to a middle-aged man with neatly combed gray hair and a sleek black suit trimmed with green – the colors of the Coil. The man waved a badly bent, unlit cigar as he spoke. Wodan could hear none of the proceedings over the din of three men dueling with horns, but eventually he saw Pete and Jens congratulate one another. The old man waved Wodan to sit beside him.
 
   “Son,” the old man shouted as he leaned forward. “Why is it you want to join our little club?” He snapped his fingers at a barman, then nodded to a bottle.
 
   “I have a vendetta against the Ugly,” said Wodan, feeling a little foolish. “I heard you guys are their sworn enemy.”
 
   “That so?” The old man glanced at Wodan, then looked ahead as he spoke. Wodan realized that the man was looking at him through a mirror placed behind the bar. “You think being a Coil’s all about killing Ugly?”
 
   Wodan could tell that the man was not interested in employing someone who would go off the handle, so he said, “I just want to help the organization that the Ugly hate the most.”
 
   “You ever seen blood before?”
 
   “A lot,” said Wodan, laughing slightly. “I can shoot, too. But I’m a hard worker. I can do anything, with a little training.”
 
   “Hard work isn’t really our thing,” said the Coilman. “Thing is, to be a Coil, you’ve got to be ready to take advantage of openings. You see what I mean? We’re out looking to score, to get ahead, to make a name for ourselves. When it comes to hard work, we can get somebody else to do that. You know? For instance, I knew of two openings on two teams. I just filled them a minute ago, with your buddies, and now I’m looking at a little cut from my buddies who had those openings. Understand? Now that those two openings are filled… well, what can I do with you? I just don’t know.”
 
   Wodan was determined not to give up. “You had two openings for Soldiers, I take it? I bet you have openings for something else. Not everyone has to be a Soldier, do they?”
 
   “No. No they don’t.”
 
   “Maybe I could fill a position that you wouldn’t normally give to a kid who’s out to make a name for himself.”
 
   The old Coilman slowly turned away from the mirror, then turned back towards it. He laughed slightly, then said, “I’ve got one buddy, a Captain. He lost somebody recently. He does real good business, and he had… well, an assistant, like I said. But there’s an opening there. I guess.”
 
   “Assistant? Like how?”
 
   “Like... keeping track of records... but sometimes going out on runs with other Coil, mind you. And dealing with Soldiers, helping in coordination. But mostly, uh...”
 
   Wodan wondered what the man was skirting around. “Keeping track of records.”
 
   “And contacts! I forgot. Making new contacts, and keeping up relations with older contacts. You’d have a phone if you did this, a real Smith telephone. And access to funds, probably, I think. And if you did this, you’d be keeping track of funds...”
 
   “Are you talking about a secretary?” said Wodan.
 
   “Well, I wouldn’t put it like that – I think they call it an administrative assistant.”
 
   “Sounds fine by me,” said Wodan, smiling. “I’ll do it, if you’ll have me.”
 
   Finally the old Coilman turned toward Wodan, then laughed and shook his head. “I never seen a goddamn kid ask to be a secretary, man!” He leaned back, laughing, then Wodan joined in. The Coilman took three shot glasses from the bar, then watched as the boys took their shots by way of induction ritual. Once he was sure that the boys could handle their liquor, he regaled them with stories of money he’d gained through no effort of his own, how the Law had tried to come down on him but was mostly powerless, and how the weakened Ugly were desperate to strike at them – but could not seem to find them.
 
   After a while, Wodan said, “Sir, the Coil who was secretary to this Captain before me - what happened to him?”
 
   “It was a her,” said the Coil. “Some Ugly found out what she was, so they waited for her one night and ambushed her. I don’t want to go into a lot of detail… it would ruin the mood in my establishment. But kid, those animals, they carved their fucking calling-card into her chest.”
 
   He looked at Wodan in expectation. Wodan raised his glass and said, “Then she will have to be avenged.”
 
   *              *              *
 
   Wodan went to work for the Coil. Since he worked in an office, he wore a sleek suit of black trimmed with green, unlike most Coilmen in the field who dressed to blend in. He sat at a desk with a telephone, a short-term day planner arranged into weeks and a long-term day-planner arranged into months, both written on real paper, plus other supplies like ink and pens. There was a room nearby full of filing cabinets and papers with details on Coil businesses, clients, information on other Captains, and even details on the Law, all of which had to be kept up-to-date and organized. Currently, nothing was up-to-date, nor was anything organized. Not only had the previous secretary been dead for several months, but her system of organization had mutated over the years until she was the only person who could decipher it.
 
   While Wodan set about the task of organizing the Gordian Knot of records, he had to be friendly with the goons who sat in the lobby just outside of his own work area. The lobby was always packed with Coil Lieutenants and Soldiers who lounged about, drinking and counting money and gambling in between “jobs”. They sat around a table loaded with drinks, playing cards, and pornographic booklets, and they were immediately assured that Wodan was no threat the very first time he came in and organized their things.
 
   “We’ll stack big titty books on this side,” said Wodan, “and donk books will go over here. That should help you boys out, okay?” The young Coilmen laughed, and Wodan pretended not to understand.
 
   Near Wodan’s desk, there was his boss’s office and the source of many, many troubles – a Coil Captain named Jerry. Jerry was a dark-haired middle-aged man with enormous bags under his sharp, piercing eyes. He was constantly stressed out. He spent hours poring over financial documents until something snapped in him, and then he would yell at the Coilmen in the lounge and make them go on some errand, or he would yell at Wodan for his lax record-keeping practices.
 
   Jerry only gave Wodan a vague idea of his duties on his first day. Jerry’s stressed-out, angry glance was enough to shrink Wodan’s will, so he never felt comfortable asking too many questions about his duties. Often a request for information by Jerry would lead to many long minutes of Wodan not finding anything, his heart beating harder and harder with each passing second. He began to wonder how the office could go for five minutes without a secretary, much less several months.
 
   Money ceased to be a problem. Hunley began regularly ripping the Smiths off for a car and gasoline, so the boys were able to buy mattresses, decent furniture, a weight bench, and even a Smith-manufactured oven to cook food. Wodan cleaned up his room, but because it was bare of decoration, Jens referred to it as a “monk’s cell”. Wodan often lay in his bed at night and wondered at Jerry’s motivations. He could understand the younger Coil; they enjoyed lounging around and telling stories, and doing occasional grifting jobs that gave them a sense of toughness. Jerry had far more power than they did, but he had absolutely no freedom. It was like he was driven to make money, more and more with each passing month, in order to fill up some bottomless pit. The stress was killing him – a heart attack would take him sooner than the Ugly could ever hope to – but that emptiness drove him on to expand his grifting operations until the office was a bureaucratic nightmare of data organization. He could only be considered a businessman, much like Wodan’s own father, in the loosest sense of the term. For Papa Kyner, business was a means toward eventual freedom; at least his entrepreneurial spirit allowed him to guide his own actions throughout the day. As for Jerry, Wodan believed that a simple job moving boxes would give Jerry a thousand times more happiness and freedom from stress.
 
   While Wodan was locked in a stressful dance with his Captain and not making any solid headway toward his own goals, Jens and Pete enjoyed their new lives. At night Jens would make detailed character analyses of the various cool or lame aspects of his Coil teammates, and would inevitably sprinkle his tales with a number of lies about gunfights he had engaged in with Lawmen, Ugly, or Smith troublemakers. To hear him tell it, he was the most dangerous man in all of Pontius, and the city officials were no doubt wringing their hands over what to do about the Jens Situation. Pete kept a level head about his prospects, but at least he filled out his suit well. He often wore it at home since he could not wear it in public, and Anne was visibly impressed and often found an excuse to hitch a ride with Hunley and Ullrich when they came to visit. As a secretary, Wodan had not even been issued a gun, so there was no risk of him impressing Anne anytime soon. Pete worked directly under the supervision of a Lieutenant so that he could, one day, lead his own team of grifters. Wodan knew that if he did not do something to change their situation, then Pete would eventually earn a Captain’s jacket and the gangs would only become stronger, not weaker.
 
   One day, perhaps a month into his employment with the Coil, Wodan heard Jerry scream out, “WOOOOO – DAAN!” He cringed, as he always did, and ran toward Jerry’s office while the lounging Soldiers laughed.
 
   “Yessir!” said Wodan.
 
   “Wodan!” Jerry shouted. “Where the hell is the receipt for that money order for the Cognati?!”
 
   Wodan could not think straight because Jerry’s eyes were boring into his skull. “Ah, let’s see… sent it through… yesterday. That means, uh, it’ll go through the banks… today. In the client’s handler’s hands by tomorrow, then, sir!” He then realized that Jerry had only asked about the receipt, not the actual money, so he quickly pointed beneath the Smith purchase orders that he’d already laid on Jerry’s desk, which Jerry normally would have already gone through.
 
   “God’s death, Wodan, that receipt should have gone directly to Captain Pelethor’s office immediately!”
 
   “Before it cleared the bank, sir? That was a lot of money – if the bank stamped it with an inquisition, it could have been stuck there for over a week. A week after we already put our ass on the line by saying it was cleared.”
 
   Jerry’s eyes darted around the office, for he knew that Wodan was correct. It was a fact that Wodan had become indispensable, even though Jerry acted as if Wodan was burning files behind the office and laughing all the while. “Don’t assume something like that!” Jerry shouted, then turned away.
 
   “But, sir,” said Wodan. “What are these Cognati? I saw a file that said they were something like… wizards? I mean, is this some kind of religious organization? I can’t see how they could possibly help with-”
 
   “It’s not your job to make judgment calls!” said Jerry. “They get results, so you just need to make sure they get paid. Whether they walk in here and kill me or shake my hand, it’s all the same to them. Understand?”
 
   “Understood,” said Wodan. He began to turn away, but all the weeks of worrying about making so little headway against his actual enemies, the Ugly, were wearing him down. Approaching Jerry was extremely difficult, but since he was already in his office, and since Jerry was already yelling at him anyway, he decided to press ahead.
 
   “Sir, I was wondering...”
 
   Jerry’s head shot up and his eyes looked wild, as if Wodan had just pulled a gun on him.
 
   “Sir, I was wondering about… well, I heard that the Ugly were weakened after their Crusade. Why haven’t we taken advantage of their weakness and… you know, taken out anyone important yet?”
 
   Jerry stared at him.
 
   “Just curious.”
 
   Jerry pretended to look through a random file, then said, “We can’t get at the Head because of those Hands. And those Hands… you can’t imagine how dangerous they are, Wodan. It’s not like we haven’t tried.”
 
   “What about the leaders of... the Legs, or something?”
 
   “Not our department.”
 
   “So the leaders are well-protected, but how about if we shifted our priorities?” Jerry’s face disappeared into the file, so Wodan spoke to the top of his Captain’s head. “It’s been over a year, but I’ve heard that the Ugly haven’t put an Arm back together yet. It’s only a matter of time before they get enough experienced men together, and when that happens, they’ll be gathering slaves again and making money in a market that we’ve never even tried to get into. They’ll be just as powerful as they ever were. So, why don’t we cut off their supply of new men? Probably every Coil office has a team of Soldiers who sit around most of the day because their grifting operations have become routine. Why not get those Soldiers to start hitting the Ugly Body? Any time they see a bunch of kids with tattoos, they can just start blasting, and it’ll make some kids think twice before they join the Ugly. Well… what do you thi-”
 
   “Wodan, you’re really wasting my time here. You think that the Coil, an ages-old organization led by men of unparalleled intellect who have access to more funds than any other organization in all of Pontius, has the time to chase a bunch of know-nothing punks around the block?”
 
   “The Master Thieves don’t have the time, sure, but the kids in the lounge have-”
 
   “Wodan. Please.”
 
   Crushed, Wodan apologized and left Jerry’s office. He went to the file room and sat on a box, feeling empty inside. Was there simply no way to fight the Ugly? Had he wasted his time and energy by joining the Coil? He thought of Dove Langley and the scars of crucifixion on his hands. Would she have bothered to heal him if she’d known he was going to do nothing more than become a secretary for an evil organization that only stole from poor people?
 
   He made his way back down the hall, creeping quietly so that Jerry wouldn’t hear him and say something that would make him feel even worse. Just as he drew near Jerry’s door, he heard him speaking quietly on the phone.
 
   “… but if we hit them at their base, who’re they going to have to protect them? Just imagine if every kid in the city knows that if gets a scar or a tattoo, he’s liable to get blasted as soon as he leaves the house... I know it’s not my area, that’s why I’m telling you!... Well, what you can do is, if it works out and something sweet comes down to you from on high, then you... yeah, exactly, pass a little onto your good buddy... Yeah!... Yeah!... Really? She lost any weight? On her ass, I mean. No? Good. So, anyway...”
 
   Besides being embarrassed to find out that his boss hated it when others tried to pass on a good plan, and would rather steal it and take the credit for it himself, Wodan was filled with a burst of joy that he had not felt in a long, long time.
 
   I did it, he thought. I finally made a move against the Ugly. I actually did something to turn the dragon of Pontius against them, even if only a little!
 
   In a daze, Wodan made his way back to the file room. He was not sure what to think. It had been so long since he’d done anything worthwhile, or done anything that he felt put him back on the path of justice, that he could only smile and shake his head. Needing to burn off some nervous energy, he began arranging the various files into a new system so that anyone could find anything without having to shout at him first.
 
   Maps in one drawer. Current grifting operations filed away from the older, defunct operations, to avoid clutter. Bank statements would have their own wall, to be organized later, if they could be. Finally he man-handled a huge drawer full of the names and addresses of Captains, but then he dropped the thing and had to pick up a slew of files that had scattered on the floor…
 
   Then it hit him. A bolt of lightning from the heavens shot straight through his forehead. He knew. He knew, beyond any doubt, what he had to do.
 
   I know how to destroy the Ugly, he thought.
 
   


 
  
 
  

Chapter Eleven
 
   The Night of Blood
 
    
 
   One Hour Until Midnight
 
    
 
   Hunley drove them through the outskirts of a wealthy neighborhood lined with squat, leafless trees. Pete sat in the passenger’s seat and stared ahead quietly, holding his Coil-issued handgun and smoking one cigarette after another. Wodan sat between Jens and Ullrich, “riding bitch” as Jens had called it, but Jens’s payment for the remark was that Wodan accidentally ashed in his lap over and over as he leaned toward the window while smoking. Jens gripped his Coil handgun tightly so that his hands would not shake, and Ullrich cradled a Smith shotgun that he’d taken from his pizza place after closing time. Wodan was armed only with the brightly-colored knife of the Engels, which he twirled slowly with one hand.
 
   Wodan broke the silence. “We’re almost there. There’s still time to turn back.”
 
   “I knew it, man,” said Jens. “I just knew you’d try to get out of this!”
 
   “We’re all thinking it, Jens.”
 
   “I’m thinking about backing out,” Pete said firmly.
 
   “I’m the only real man in this car,” said Jens. “In the whole city, maybe. You guys really are somethin’. I swear.”
 
   Wodan ignored Jens and stared into the darkness and the impressive brick buildings sliding past on either side. He knew they would not turn back. There was no turning back. Tonight was the night when he would transform a group of drunken children into a force of justice. He cast his thoughts back to how it all began…
 
   *              *              *
 
   The five boys sat on the roof at Floyd and took turns looking at Ullrich’s face, drinking in a rage and throwing the bottles down into the street below.
 
   “Those Ugly!” Jens screamed. “I’ll kill ’em. You hear me? Where’s Wodi’s crazy list of all the Ugly leaders? I’ll… I’ll hunt ’em all down!” He lashed out at a rusted air conditioning unit with a wild kick.
 
   Pete chain-smoked and took quick glances at Ullrich’s face. “The Coil are starting to hit the Ugly harder at their base,” said Pete, “taking out the younger ones they find wandering around. I’ve heard that a lot of our lower-echelon spies have had to pull out to avoid getting hit by our Soldiers. And since the Ugly can’t find any of our guys, I guess they’re just turning on whoever they can find.”
 
   Wodan grasped an electric light and knelt near Ullrich’s face. It was purple and swollen, a grotesque patchwork with one eye nearly sealed shut. Ullrich smiled weakly and showed several black gaps. “I’m just glad to be alive,” he said. “I thought those Ugly that came into the pizza place were going to kill everyone.” He shook his head, then added, “My boss is going to pay overtime to anyone who wants to come in and help with the cleanup. Of course... I’m sure it’s nothing compared to the scratch you guys are making these days.”
 
   “I don’t feel like drinking,” said Hunley, rising. “Ullrich, you want to come by my place and check out a reel?”
 
   “Sure,” said Ullrich. “We’re closed tomorrow, and we’re not getting together until noon to start the cleanup.”
 
   “I’ll come with you,” said Wodan.
 
   “You have to work in the morning, don’t you?”
 
   “I’ll just lose a little sleep,” said Wodan, avoiding his gaze. “I’ll be fine.”
 
   Wodan rode with Ullrich to Hunley’s place, trying to stifle his worries and wondering how to say what must be said.
 
   Hunley lived with his master, an aged Smith Zealot in charge of Hunley’s training. The man may have been a great Scribe in his day – that is, one who copies ancient blueprints and manufactures devices – but he should have retired years ago. These days he wandered around the darkened hallways of his home muttering prayers over broken refrigerators and ovens. Wodan once saw the old man wandering up to him, staring at him with pale eyes; Wodan tried to be polite, but the Smith only mistook him for a long-dead student and rambled on about some matter that had been resolved decades ago. Hunley mostly stayed in the basement in order to avoid the old man, and advised his friends to do the same.
 
   Hunley’s basement room was cluttered with machines and maintenance equipment. Wodan and Ullrich sat on pillows wherever they could and waited for Hunley to queue up a meticulously well-kept film reel that showed the story of two men fighting against a horde of undead automatons. One was a hero, while the other connived his way through every situation. Even the amazing colors and intense action could not distract Wodan from the idea that he was becoming more like the second man than the first.
 
   When the movie ended, Ullrich said, “I’m officially tired as balls. I’m gonna get out of here.”
 
   “Wait, Ullrich,” said Wodan. “There’s something I have to tell you.” Ullrich crossed his arms over his knees and stared with his one good eye. “Those Ugly that came in and trashed your place, and beat you up… I think it’s my fault.”
 
   Hunley stopped spinning the reels and they sat in silence. Wodan plowed ahead. “The other day, I gave my Captain this idea that the Coil should start attacking the Ugly from the bottom… you know, hit the thugs that roam the streets since they can’t get at the guys who lead. I thought it might be a way to slow down their recruitment, so they can’t rebuild what they’ve lost. The Ugly probably know your business is a part of the Coil protection racket. Since the Ugly have no idea how to get to the Coil Captains, that’s probably why they’re hitting businesses like yours – it’s the only way they have to get back at the Coil. I know for a fact that my Captain passed my idea on to other Coil Captains. I… I’m sorry, Ullrich.”
 
   Ullrich thought for a moment, then said, “That’s the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard you say, Wodan. I know lots of guys, lots of small business owners, who pay protection money to the Coil. I know a few of them who had their places burned down when they refused to pay. And you know what those dumbasses always say? ‘If only I’d paid them off.’ They never… Wodan, they never say, ‘If only the Coil hadn’t been greedy, sadistic bastards who burned down my business.’ And I never understood that. Why do decent people always blame themselves? This is Pontius. There are plenty of scumbags to blame.” Ullrich’s good eye was a small, hard diamond. “Don’t ever say anything like that again, Wodan.”
 
   Wodan felt as if he’d been dipped into a cool, cleansing pool of water.
 
   “Damn, Wodi,” said Hunley. “So you’re really serious about this whole taking out the Ugly business, huh? I kind of figured you and the other guys would just get used to pullin’ down those big paychecks and not do anything to rock the boat.”
 
   “Pontius has gotten used to being a sinking ship,” said Wodan. “Humanity can’t live that way. It can survive, maybe – but not live.”
 
   “So what comes next?” said Ullrich. “It would have been nice if you’d given me a heads-up last time. We could have maybe beefed up our security, you know? When the Ugly came in, the only thing my boss could do was hide our rusted-out shotgun so I wouldn’t end up getting killed. But if we’d all been armed, then, well… you know what I mean?”
 
   Wodan laughed, then said, “I do have a plan, and I was hoping you guys might help. The thing is, I have access to files on lots of Coil Captains. Arrest records, the kind of money they make, and… their home addresses.”
 
   “They trust a new guy with information like that?” said Ullrich.
 
   Wodan ignored the question, then said, “I was thinking we could kill some of those guys and make it look like the Ugly were responsible. The Coil use secrecy as their front line of defense. If they lost that secrecy, it would be like riling up a hornets’ nest. They would push the Ugly. Push them hard.”
 
   “I just don’t understand why they would take in a kid off the street and immediately trust him with what amounts to their Achilles Heel. Are you sure the information is any good?”
 
   “It’s good, alright,” said Wodan. “I’ve thought about this, believe me. The information was so good, yet so easy to find, that it took me a while to realize just how important it is. Look at it like this. If the Coil were a new group made by a few dedicated people hungry to make a name for themselves, they would be more careful about getting stepped on by powerful opponents. Instead, they’re hundreds of years old and they’re used to making large amounts of money with little effort. Because they’re arranged like a bureaucracy, the people at the top don’t handle anything personally. They talk to assistants who lean on the guys further down the line, who lean on guys even further down the line, until eventually the shit rolls downhill and gets to a guy like me, who has to handle a lot of stuff that the higher-ups don’t have the patience to deal with. And that’s not just on the financial side, either… there are certain Captains who are feared, but most of those guys haven’t touched a gun in years because they have kids who’ll do their killing for them. Now, these records were out where any secretary could find them, and it seems obvious that a low-ranking peon like me, who was out to make a quick buck, could just sell them for profit. That might work once or twice, but who would I go to? If I went to a Smith or a Lawman or an Ugly to sell the information, eventually one of those guys is going to get the bright idea to sell the fact that he knows the Coil has a mole in its ranks; he’d make a little money as a finder’s fee, then I’d get killed. That’s probably happened in the past; that’s how the gangs use their reputation to protect themselves, and they don’t have to worry about paying a guy to hold a gun and protect every single file we keep on hand.
 
   “No secretary has ever seen this information and immediately gone on a killing spree. Why would they? Their paycheck-spigot might run dry if they did. So, here’s what I’m thinking. We do what’s never been done before: We take this information and go on a killing spree. We blame the Ugly and force the Coil to turn on them. The Ugly are already weakened, but the Coil are too much of a slow-moving bureaucracy to take advantage of their enemy’s weakness. We need to help them. We need to show them that fighting is the price of survival.”
 
   His two friends sat in silence for a while, then Ullrich leaned back and blasted out an insane peal of laughter while Hunley calmly discussed his opinion on the plan; the two things happening at once were incredibly jarring to Wodan. “I can’t fire a gun at anyone,” said Hunley. “I would be pretty worthless for a plan like that – I just can’t take a human life. And it’s not because of some kind of moral high ground, man, I’m just too much of a pussy to do it. Then again, if you did manage to get those ding-bats Pete and Jens involved, I could at least drive you guys around. You’ll need someone around who has some goddamn sense.”
 
   “That’s not bad at all!” said Wodan. “If there were any witnesses, they’d see a Smith car, and maybe we could get them involved, too. You have any friends involved in the Smiths?”
 
   “Not a single one,” said Hunley. “As long as nobody kills the old man upstairs, I’ll be fine.”
 
   Finally Ullrich’s laughter died down, then he said, “You’re definitely a foreigner, Wodi, my man. No citizen of Pontius would ever have the balls to pull off something like this. You wouldn’t think that if one guy punched you, kicking a third guy would be the solution to the problem, but this bullshit kind of makes sense. Count me in – but under one condition.”
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “You make sure Jens and Pete are involved, too. They might be retards, but I don’t want those retards finding out about this stuff after the fact and then coming after me for jeopardizing their cushy employment.”
 
   “You think those guys would… you know, try to kill you?”
 
   “Not really,” said Ullrich, “but if they got pissy about it, I’d hate to embarrass them by whoopin’ their asses. Anne wouldn’t be able to flirt with Pete if he was a broken mess on the floor, now, would she?”
 
   *              *              *
 
   Fifteen Minutes Until Midnight
 
   “Wodan, when the shit hits the fan, you just chill back,” said Jens. “There’s no need to try to catch up with my kill record.”
 
   Hunley rolled by the house with his lights off and they examined the two-story brick structure. They could make out a few electric lights within. Wodan peered at the thing and tried to ignore Jens.
 
   “Me and Pete,” said Jens, “we’ll hit the front and back doors and catch the two guards in the middle and blast ’em.”
 
   “Won’t you shoot each other?” said Wodan, turning to Jens. “I thought we agreed to hit the same door, unless it looked like a good idea to post one person at the far door to catch someone if they try to run – but only if the place looked like it needed both doors covered.”
 
   “Don’t puss out now, man,” said Jens. “God’s death, Wodan, I’ve never seen someone try to weasel out of something so hard!”
 
   “Jens! Who do you think is gonna be the one who actually-”
 
   “I’m just saying, if you want to cover the ‘back door’ or whatever, and just hang out in the alley while we do the work, that’s cool by me.”
 
   Hunley eased to a stop. 
 
   “Ullrich?” said Wodan.
 
   Ullrich took a sip from a flask, then nodded slowly.
 
   “Pete?” said Wodan. “You ready to rock?”
 
   *              *              *
 
   “If we do this thing,” said Pete, rising from the weight bench, “then we’ve got to make sure it’s someone whose death isn’t going to make our work day shittier. I don’t want my promotion to Lieutenant to be dependent on me finding the people responsible for this shit. Because then I’d have to drag myself in and run the interrogation on myself, which would make absolutely no sense.”
 
   “That’s fine,” said Wodan. “We’ll stay away from identity paradoxes and anyone that could bring consequences down on us. I don’t know what kind of different Captain files are in other offices, so if we do this several times, I’m the first person who’ll come under scrutiny. But, for instance, I noticed there’s one Captain in here that lives close to the turf that Jens’s crew works on, and that Captain’s had plenty of beef with a particular leader of the Left Leg. We’ll stay away from him, because we don’t want Jens to have to deal with a bunch of Ugly berserkers looking for easy meat once the retaliations go down.”
 
   “Lost me on that one,” said Pete, flexing his muscles in a cracked mirror, “but at least you get the general idea.”
 
   Wodan put down their list of potential targets and sat on the lifting bench. Pete stood over him, ready to lift the weighted bar if it looked like Wodan’s chest was about to be crushed. Wodan was glad, and a little surprised, that Pete had decided to go along. In fact, he had needed no convincing at all.
 
   As Wodan pushed against the weights, he realized that he’d forgotten to remove any, and was lifting Pete’s “warmup” set. He strained against the pressure in his head and forced the weights into the air several times before he gave up.
 
   “What about this guy?” said Pete, looking over the list. “I was with a Captain the other day... a guy I wouldn’t mind sticking by for a while. I heard him talkin’ a lot of shit about this Captain here. He said his own operation would run a lot smoother without this guy getting in the way.”
 
   Wodan looked at the name, then said, “He’s small-time, probably not many guards, if any. That would be good for us.” Wodan rifled through a pile of papers until he found some more with the man’s name on them.
 
   “Oh, we can’t,” said Wodan. “This guy’s got a wife.”
 
   “Who gives a shit?”
 
   “Just imagine her crying and slipping around in all the blood.”
 
   “True,” said Pete, flexing every muscle as he raised and lit a cigarette while studying his mirror image. “It could be a real downer. If anyone’s going to be crying and slipping in blood, it’ll be me.” After a moment, he said, “Put that one in the ‘B’ pile,” and Wodan laughed loudly.
 
   “Hey Pete. You haven’t killed anyone, have you?”
 
   “No. I don’t think I ever could.”
 
   Wodan rifled through more papers. “Check this guy out,” said Wodan. “A money order went through Jerry’s office to get this guy’s bail money one time. He was charged with rape... at least two counts of torture… a-a-a-a-and charged with blowing away a civilian.”
 
   “You got people’s criminal records in there?” Pete sidled up to the weights, cigarette still in his mouth.
 
   “No, but the nature of the crime determines the amount of bail, so there’s notes about that in here. And, of course, he’s never done any time behind bars.”
 
   “Then let’s do him,” said Pete, forcing a massive stack of weights into the air. “Sounds like this scumbag could use an intervention.”
 
   *              *              *
 
   Five to Midnight
 
   Wodan followed Jens out and shut the car door quietly, then nodded to Ullrich and Pete as they jogged across the street and down the block, slipping into the narrow alleyway behind the house. The hum of Hunley’s car disappeared in the distance. They could hear nothing inside the house. A light went on inside and they crouched near some bushes that ran alongside a fence. The light went out.
 
   “Ready?” whispered Wodan.
 
   Dark masks nodded.
 
   Wodan nodded to Ullrich and his shotgun, then pointed to the backdoor. Ullrich rose and crept forward, then Wodan joined him.
 
   *              *              *
 
   Detective Virgil elbowed the blasted door aside and entered the hallway, where he could hear the voices of other Lawmen from a nearby room. The first thing he saw was a dead man on the floor lying on his back in a pool of black blood. He knelt and saw the shirt torn open from numerous tiny holes. Buckshot. He nudged about the body with the backs of his hands, but saw no weapon.
 
   He entered the kitchen and saw Lieutenant Detective Rancis bent over the icebox. Several Lawmen lounged about, eating and talking. Another dead man was twisted about on the floor with a broken chair under his head. Buckshot, again. No footprints in the blood.
 
   He glared at Rancis, who was stuffing his face with some kind of sandwich. He caught Rancis’s eye and glanced at the body.
 
   “Detective!” said Rancis. “We’re just making sure that the victims weren’t poisoned.” Several of the Lawmen chuckled and Rancis’s obnoxious little mustache stretched as he smiled. Virgil thought of saying, Either grow the damn thing out or get rid of it, but thought better of it. Rancis was his superior.
 
   Virgil left the room and continued on. He found the third body on a sofa in the living room. A large man in a bathrobe, sitting up, top of his head blown off. He leaned over the body and saw a hole in the wall nearly clogged up with blood. Small arms fire. On the far wall, drawn in blood, was a scarred skull-and-crossbones. Small splatter marks of blood on the floor between the dead man and the painting... the killer must have dipped his hands into the victim’s head and walked back and forth to make the calling card. He examined the skull. Unfortunately, no smudges of fingertips... the edges were rounded. A gloved hand. The picture was well done.
 
   A Lawman in denim wandered into the room and nodded to Virgil, then began taking notes.
 
   “Rancis,” said Virgil, “what do you think happened here?”
 
   Rancis called out from the kitchen, and Virgil could tell that his mouth was full of food. A pause as he swallowed, then, “The man was a Coil, a Captain. Believe it or not, I think some Ugly killed him. I’m not sure, though. I doubt two rival gangs would ever resort to outright murder.”
 
   Virgil gritted his teeth and was almost sure that he heard muffled laughter from the kitchen. He wished DeSark had been able to come out with him; there was a man who took his job seriously.
 
   “Any valuables in the house?” said Virgil.
 
   A pause, then Rancis said, “They completely cleaned the place out.”
 
   Virgil turned to the Lawman nearby, snapped his fingers, said, “Empty your pockets!”
 
   Looking up from his notes, the low-ranking Lawman turned his pockets out, revealing only a few coins. Virgil stared at him. “I came in after the Lieutenant, sir,” the man said quietly.
 
   “What’s up your ass today?” said Rancis, striding into the room.
 
   “Sir,” said Virgil, “why hasn’t this place been trashed?”
 
   “Why should it be?”
 
   “The victim - there’s no signs of torture, no cigarette burns on him or cuts or anything.”
 
   “The killers probably got spooked and ran.”
 
   “Ugly would have at least cut the victim, if only a little,” said Virgil. “Even green ones would have mutilated the body somehow. Even if they thought the Law was right behind them they would have kicked the body over, or something.”
 
   “Maybe they were shitty Ugly.”
 
   “Substandard Ugly were sent to kill a Captain?” said Virgil, letting the words sink in.
 
   Rancis stared into Virgil with open hostility. Virgil knew that it was not because he was calling him out on missing details, for Rancis was completely disinterested in detective work. Virgil knew that the only racket the lieutenant detective could run on this scene was on its refrigerator, and now he was done with that. No, he knew Rancis was pissed because Virgil was giving him a “hard time.”
 
   “Detective,” said Rancis, “feel free to write up a goddamn twenty page report about how it was Smiths or some new gang that blasted these guys. Sniff around this hole all you want.” He turned away, then said, “This is gang shit and I don’t give a shit right now.”
 
   But Detective Virgil did give a shit.
 
   *              *              *
 
   “It’s the dumbest idea ever,” said Jens. “He’s going to have guards and they’re going to blast us the minute they see us comin’.”
 
   “He’s not going to have a lot of guards,” said Wodan. “He lives in an upscale neighborhood that isn’t associated with gang turf, so if he had a lot of guards, it would tip people off to the fact that he was a Coil and he’d end up being targeted by real Ugly. Remember, the Coil’s main defense is secrecy. At most, he might have a couple of mercenaries hanging around, but they won’t be the type who are used to violence. They’ll probably be dressed as servants and their main concern will be making the most amount of money with the least amount of work.”
 
   Hunley was bent over a small refrigerator while Ullrich fed out coils of electric lines that were attached to a diesel generator on the roof, paid for by Jens and Pete and Wodan with their Coil money and acquired through the Smiths via confusing paperwork jumbled in with Hunley’s master’s name and signed out to a false address. Jens and Wodan cleared out rubble from the room they had dubbed the Party Kitchen. Anne splashed green and pink paint on the walls while she pretended to ignore Pete.
 
   “You know how high the chances are of us getting caught?” said Jens. “As soon as anyone starts shooting, people are going to be at their windows, and since it’s in a wealthy neighborhood, some of those people might even have phones.”
 
   “And they’re going to report people in black masks running to a Smith car, and when the Law finally does get there, they’re going to see signs that it was Ugly punks who did it. The details are going to be confusing, and the only thing the Law is going to make out is that it was gang related. The Law will drop the case immediately, and in the end, the Coil are going to retaliate against the Ugly. Not only will we be able to steal some stuff from the house, but you’re going to end up making even more money when your team starts targeting Ugly punks and stealing anything of value they have. Weren’t you complaining just the other day about being bored on your team?”
 
   “I complain all the time, Wodi - you need to just tune that out, man.” Jens spun around several times and tossed rubble toward an open window, then sent up a cloud of dust as it smashed into the windowsill.
 
   Pete strolled in smoking and said loudly, “Jens, let’s cut the shit and talk some truth!” Anne immediately glanced in his direction, smiling at the prospect of Pete playing the alpha male card. “I’ve seen those blockheads on your Coil crew. You’re afraid that if you get found out, those slope-headed, knuckle-dragging simpletons are going to be disappointed in you.”
 
   “I don’t give a shit about those guys!” Jens shouted.
 
   “ ‘We thought you was one of us, dude!’,” said Pete, imitating one of Jens’s crewmates.
 
   “That’s not fair,” said Jens. “You do way more brown-nosing than me.”
 
   “Yeah, but I do it to Lieutenants and Captains, not lackeys. Besides, haven’t you ever heard of Coil grifting other Coil?”
 
   Jens turned away, muttering to himself.
 
   “That shit goes on all the time,” Pete continued. “The Coil have so much money that a lot of their Captains even send their crews out to steal from one another.”
 
   “What does that have to do with anything, Pete?!”
 
   “I’m arguing that it’s not about disloyalty. The Coil are built on dishonesty and mistrust. If we do get found out, we’ll probably just get promoted. And doesn’t thinking of all the coin our target has lying around just make you want to pony up and ride this thing out?”
 
   “Yeah, that’s great and all, really, man, and I’m sure our gang is going to actually reward us for killing one of their leaders. That makes total sense.” Jens sulked in silence, then left the room.
 
   That night, Wodan sat alone in the darkened Party Room. He’d gotten Pete easily, but if he couldn’t get Jens, then Ullrich and Hunley were out as well. Even if Wodan chose to do it alone, Pete wouldn’t risk loaning out his gun for fear of Wodan being caught and implicating Pete. Wodan watched the stars as he smoked, turning the thing around and around in his head, but he could come up with no solution. The fact that his plan to clean up Pontius hinged on the actions of one completely unpredictable young man, who could not see the benefit of a world without gangs, bothered him greatly.
 
   He turned and looked across the hallway, and could see that the light was still on in Jens’s room. Was there any argument that could work? Should he just go out one night, armed only with his knife, with no mode of transportation beside his own two feet, and try to kill a man who might have a couple of armed guards? It wouldn’t be impossible, but Wodan hated the idea that he might be spotted and have his own friends sent to hunt him down.
 
   Wodan heard giggling from Pete’s room. A woman’s light laughter. He leaned forward to listen, then he remembered that he’d never seen Anne leave when Hunley and Ullrich had driven away. He listened and heard her and Pete talking quietly, then laughing.
 
   Jens leaped from his bed as if a land mine had been set underneath him. He stalked down the hall, then Wodan watched him as he glared at Pete’s door. He was enraged, his face boiling red with blood. Suddenly he realized that Wodan was watching, and turned to him slowly.
 
   “I’ve made up my mind,” said Jens.
 
   Wodan swallowed hard, then said, “You have?”
 
   “I’m not going.”
 
   *              *              *
 
   Midnight
 
   “I never should have come,” said Jens. He stared down at the man on the kitchen floor, lying still in a growing pool of blood. Ullrich sat nearby, balancing his shotgun against his knees as his hands shook terribly.
 
   Wodan stared down at the couch while Pete paced slowly behind him. Pete’s mask was lifted just enough so that he could smoke. Wodan was surprised that Pete’s hands did not shake. The Captain on the couch, a fat, balding man with humongous buck teeth that made him look like a rat, threw his eyes from Wodan to Pete and back again. He licked his lips and rubbed his knees, like an animal grooming itself.
 
   “Who sent you?” he said. His voice was strangely high-pitched.
 
   Wodan examined the automatic handgun he’d found in the Captain’s bedroom. It was made of black metal and pale ivory and encrusted with green jewels in the shape of a Coil serpent. It was incredibly gaudy, an idol that glorified the act of murder. Wodan checked the action and saw that the gun was functional, so he loaded a clip and chambered a round. He stood and watched the fat Coil Captain, unsure of how to continue.
 
   “You’re a Coil,” said Wodan. “The Ugly are your sworn enemy. You’re about to take part in a ritual that will result in the destruction of your sworn enemy.”
 
   “What… what the hell?” said the man. “Listen, I don’t know anything about that, alright? You’re talking about Ugly? Listen, I know a few of those guys. Some of those guys have some whore houses way out on the south end of town. Listen... I can get you guys some girls. Is that what you boys want? Hey, I can get you some girls, no problem. They keep most of them drugged up all the time. You know? They’re practically zombies!”
 
   “This is going to be easier than I thought,” said Wodan. He lifted the handgun and took aim.
 
   *              *              *
 
   The next day at the office, Wodan drowned his worry by catching up on a lot of work. The office hummed with talk of a dead Captain. The details were so muddled that Wodan began to wonder if the Coil in the lounge were even talking about the same event. As the day wore on, Wodan heard the Soldiers swearing oaths, one on top of another, to the effect that they were going to smash the Ugly single-handed.
 
   It’s happening, thought Wodan. The battle against the Ugly is finally beginning.
 
   Wodan tidied up his clutter and prepared to leave early. Suddenly he heard a crash in the lounge, men shouting - then gunfire, screams, panic. Before he could react the back door flew open and men rushed in, guns drawn, and Wodan stood frozen, feeling nothing but ice cold terror. Denim-clad Lawmen streamed in barking orders, then a detective with a bulletproof vest over his suit came to the fore, handgun pointed at Wodan’s head, gray eyes shining.
 
   “Freeze, scumbag,” said Detective Virgil. “You’re under arrest.”
 
   


 
  
 
  

Chapter Twelve
 
   Precinct Zero
 
    
 
   Lawmen with thick, dead-looking faces pushed Wodan through a dark hall lined with cells packed tight with screaming Ugly, their cries echoing and feeding off one another, scarred faces twisted, fangs bared, eyes full of madness. Their arms twisted through the bars, desperate to get at Wodan and tear him to pieces because he wore the black-and-green suit that they were programmed to hate. Wodan saw every detail of the hatred streaming at him from all sides, but white hot fear drowned out any conscious thought. The imprisoned Ugly were not individuals, but fingers on the hand of an ancient, hateful god hungry for sacrifice, a thing beyond rational comprehension.
 
   “Hey, Coil,” said one of the denim-clad Lawmen. “How about we put you in one of these cells? You like that? You think these guys would tear you to pieces?”
 
   “Yeah,” said another Lawman. “Then they’d rape the pieces.”
 
   Wodan barely heard their comments. His mind was overloaded. The dungeon of Precinct Zero was not like his incarceration in Haven, where death had been an abstract concept waiting over the horizon. Here, death was visceral and immediate.
 
   They passed through the hall, then they took Wodan to a gray chamber lit with a dim electric bulb. They sat him before a table on a chair screwed in to the floor, then laced his shackles to a hook on top of the chair. As the Lawmen filed out, one of them turned back and said, “I’m going to take a survey and see which of those Ugly cells has the highest ratio of horny, sadistic, blood-thirsty bastards. Then I’m going to put you in that cell.” The Lawmen shut the door behind them as they left.
 
   Alone, Wodan drew in deep breaths and tried to calm himself. How had the Law found out about the murder so quickly? Everything he’d heard from other Coilmen made it seem as if the Law was continually backlogged with paperwork, minor arrests, and calls from the wealthy that they had to continually check up on. From what he’d heard, if the Law didn’t catch you in the act, then they would likely never catch you. How had they caught up with him so fast? They’d hit the office with so many men that the Soldiers and Lieutenants they’d killed never had a chance. Wodan had seen Jerry among the survivors, and wondered what his fate would be.
 
   Long minutes passed and his terror degraded into a sharp, grinding sense of anxiety. As he turned the matter over in his mind, he suddenly realized that, during the entire ride to Precinct Zero, the Lawmen had continually made fun of his Coil suit and bragged about how they were going to feed him to the Ugly. They’d called him a lot of names, but they never called him a murderer. Could it be possible that he was only here because of something stupid Jerry had done, or one of the other Coil, or possibly just bad luck?
 
   The door opened and two detective Lawmen in suits entered. Two other Lawmen, denim-clad enforcers armed with heavy revolvers, took up positions on either side of the door. As if Wodan was invisible, the two detectives leaned against the table and faced one another.
 
   One with a grim face and a thin black mustache finally said, “Alright. Five to one.”
 
   The other, a balding man with a thick mustache, said, “Rancis, why would you even push for this.”
 
   “Tell him five to one on those cornbread fucks!”
 
   “I thought you were stupid when you were all about double or nothin’.”
 
   “Listen. I’m gonna explain this one more time. Those farm boys don’t do shit all day except play ball. Play fuckin’ ball. I used to do patrols out there and I know this shit. Every time a team comes into town from the farms, everyone’s like ‘Ha ha, here come the farm boys,’ and then every time those country boys whip ass on the court, everybody tries to ignore it and cut their losses. It’s like a blind spot in the human psyche, it happens over and over and yet nobody... stop shaking your head!”
 
   “Rancis, your problem is that you can’t handle losing. You don’t understand that you can’t win every bet on every game; you think that everyone’s watchin’ you and talkin’ bad if you lose a game or two. Nobody gives a shit about what happened last week. But shit, man, if we start looking desperate… I mean, it’s going to be humiliating just coming to work every day. You know?”
 
   A long time passed in silence.
 
   “Tell him five to one,” said Lieutenant Detective Rancis. “I never led you wrong.”
 
   The other detective’s shoulders slumped.
 
   “My man!” said Rancis, smiling and clapping his arm. He suddenly turned to Wodan and said, “Fucking Coil - I got an important question to ask you.”
 
   Wodan only saw a blur of motion before something slammed into his face. Stars. He fell from the chair, but the manacles around his wrists remained fixed to the hook on his chair so that his arms, stretched out behind him, kept him from hitting the ground. His face hung inches from the floor. The incredible pain washed over him slowly. He blinked as the floor swayed beneath him, shocked that a punch could hurt so badly. Dots of blood gathered on the gray tiles.
 
   “Fuck!” he heard Rancis shout. “Fu-u-u-uck!”
 
   “You gotta stop using your hands like that,” said the other. “You okay?”
 
   “It stings!”
 
   Wodan remained in his awkward position. His wrists throbbed terribly. He heard the other detective whispering, “… don’t want to fill out the paperwork... if you start going crazy...”
 
   “You kidding? We’ve got two denims in here that’ll attest to the fact that this Coil spit on me and possibly gave me a communicable disease. These guys’ll do the paperwork if I kill him, they know how to get ahead.” Rancis paused, then said, “You think I got to be Lieutenant ’cause I do my own paperwork? Shit.”
 
   Wodan felt himself rising. Dizziness, nausea. Rancis threw him back into the chair. He stuck his face right into Wodan’s so that he could see every greasy pore and every line under his black eyes and every fiber of the man’s skinny mustache. “Where the hell were you on the night of the first of Julian of last year?”
 
   Wodan drew a blank. He was convinced that the man was a psychopath. One more punch like the last could sever his spinal cord or, worse, land him in a cell with a bunch of Ugly. Wodan blinked, then said, “I... I have no idea.”
 
   “You think I made that date up fuckin’ random?!” Rancis screamed. Spittle slapped into Wodan’s face. “You... you fuck! You think I couldn’t slap a thousand crimes onto you right now and have you thrown so deep down in this hellhole you’d never see the light of day again?! You think I don’t have that power?!”
 
   Now Wodan was sure this was not about the murders from the night before. He had gotten away with those - and was now going to die for no reason at all.
 
   “Your Captain,” Rancis growled. “You know he sold you out? I could barely get in the door before he was on me selling you out for shit you did before you were even born. And he’s gonna walk. You know that? He’s gonna walk out on bail for a trial he’ll never bother to show up for, and you’re gonna get stuck here. You like that? All you goddamn Coil. How’s that for ‘honor among thieves’? And when I throw you in one of those cells, even Coil spies in there with the Ugly are going to help beat the shit out of you in order to keep their cover. There’s some more ‘honor among thieves’ for you, dipshit!”
 
   Wodan halfway believed him, but he’d also been told by numerous Soldiers that the Law would say anything to make you talk. Then again, what could Wodan possibly say that this psychotic Lawman would be interested in? That he was a gangster? What more did he want?
 
   “I admit it!” said Wodan. “I confess! I buy my clothes at the same place the Coil do.”
 
   Wodan flinched, sure that another blow would come. But Rancis ignored him – he turned to the door as it opened and another detective entered.
 
   “Virgil,” said Rancis.
 
   “Sir,” said Virgil, nodding slightly.
 
   Wodan studied the man. He had none of the psychotic charisma of Rancis, who seemed to be his superior. Virgil’s gray eyes were cool, his demeanor steady and intent. Wodan remembered the man’s sense of command when he’d directed the Lawmen in clearing out the Coil office.
 
   “Come to look at the trash you dragged in?” said Rancis.
 
   Virgil nodded as he studied Wodan. “Sir,” he said, “may I question the prisoner alone?”
 
   “I guess,” said Rancis, looking bored as his attention wandered elsewhere. He left with his balding comrade. Virgil nodded to the two denim-clad Lawmen at the door, and they left as well.
 
   The room fell quiet and still. Virgil sat across from Wodan, then said, “Looks like he really worked you over.”
 
   Wodan nodded. He smiled slightly and felt pain well up around his swollen mouth.
 
   “Your friends - they’re all dead.”
 
   Confused, Wodan blinked, said, “What?”
 
   “Your friends - the Coilmen in your office - they’re dead.”
 
   “Oh... they weren’t really my friends.”
 
   Virgil looked up from his paperwork and stared into Wodan. “You’re a Coil, aren’t you?” Wodan did not respond. Virgil looked at his papers again, then said, “Bail’s already come through for your Captain. Hm... not sure if it will for you. Either way, you’re going to be charged with wearing a Coil suit.”
 
   Dread crept into him. “Are they going to throw me in a cell with some Ugly?”
 
   Virgil looked at him again and pushed his paperwork to the side. “Wodan. What are you doing in a gang?”
 
   For some reason, Wodan felt comfortable around this man. He was sure that the Lawmen were not pulling a “good cop, bad cop” stunt; no one was pressing him for any concrete details. He trusted Virgil because he felt like an old soul who had learned how to survive the evils of Pontius without ever becoming evil himself.
 
   “And I could ask you, sir,” said Wodan, “why you joined a gang.”
 
   “I’ve heard that before,” said Virgil, looking away. “Comparisons of the Law to the other gangs, I mean. It doesn’t hold water. I’m trying to help you. I bust my ass to keep this city from falling apart. There’s a war going on out there, and kids like you get eaten up by it every day. I can tell you’re a smart kid, Wodan. I don’t know where you’re from or how you got here, but believe me: You’ve bought into some lie and gotten sucked into something evil and stupid, and it’s going to get you killed before you’ve even started to live. I know what you think. You think you can’t live a decent life if you get a normal job and stay on the right side of the Law, and you see all these guys hanging out on the blocks doing nothing but living it up-”
 
   “That’s not how it is,” said Wodan. “I joined for the same reasons you did.”
 
   “You think you’re the first kid who ever thought he had the world figured out?” said Virgil, visibly angered. “You think you’re the first kid who ever thought he had it made, right before he got killed for some stupid reason that could have easily been avoided?”
 
   “Forgive me, sir, but while I may be inexperienced, I am a better judge of character than you.”
 
   Virgil shook his head, laughed, and rubbed his eyes. He sat back and said, “A-a-alright, Wodan, I’ll humor you. Why don’t you tell me what you know about me?” While Virgil appeared to be relaxing, Wodan could tell that he was sharpening up inside, waiting for Wodan to make a mistake so that he could pounce.
 
   “I know that you think you’re better than others,” said Wodan. “You’re not like a Coil, who thinks he’s entitled to anything he wants, or an Ugly, who thinks that enduring pain gives him the right to hurt others, or a Smith, who thinks he’s been chosen to safeguard some secret that would destroy a lesser man. No, with you, ever since you were a child you were filled with a sense of virtue, an understanding of right and wrong. You knew that you were good. As you grew up, you were surprised that few others, or maybe no one at all in this city, felt the same as you. But you didn’t become cynical. You’re too good for that. No, you thought that the forces of evil had hoodwinked everyone. So, being good, you set out to save the world. You used your superior mind and your superior strength to actively fight evil, one battle at a time. You joined this gang because you thought they were the best of the worst and you thought you could use them to get things done. But what’s happened now, I think, is that you’re beginning to forget some of those things. You’re beginning to forget your original reasons because they were mostly chosen unconsciously. You’re starting to think that busting your ass for this job is your reason for existence - rather than using this gang as your means to fight evil and turn this city into a good place fit for humanity.”
 
   Wodan had the man locked into his eyes. The room disappeared. He continued. 
 
   “The Law is a gang like any other. Even those things called Laws - what are they, Virgil? Do they safeguard decent people who are too weak to protect themselves from these… these demons in the shape of men? You risk your life to bring in gangsters so that they can be ransomed back to their masters or, worse, you bring in civilians who buy drugs from gangsters, or who buy guns from gangsters so they can protect themselves from other gangsters. You lock up those poor saps and throw away the key because they don’t have enough money or power to buy back their freedom. You probably make more civilians disappear than all the other gangs put together. You know that, and you hate it. The Law is a mockery, Virgil, a jumbled mess of bureaucratic nonsense worth far less than the paper it is written on. You know the Law is unjust, Virgil, but you think that you can use your force of will to overcome it and do some good for this city. That’s a lie, Virgil. In a land like Pontius, anyone who wants justice has to make it for himself.
 
   “Argue with me all you like,” Wodan concluded. “Ultimate proof lies in the fact that every day you call Rancis ‘sir’ because your gang needs him more than it needs you.”
 
   Wodan fell back, exhausted. Virgil’s face was pale and his mouth hung open, slack. “God’s death,” he said quietly. “You killed a Coil Captain last night.”
 
   The door opened and another detective leaned in and said, “Bail came in - he’s out.”
 
   Virgil checked himself, said, “Bail for this one?”
 
   The detective nodded. “His boss made a phone call... I heard him beggin’. Seems he needs this little guy.” The detective leaned in further, said, “Kid, what is it you do for those creeps?”
 
   “Secretary.”
 
   “Must be a damn good secretary,” he said, closing the door as he left.
 
   Virgil got up and unhooked Wodan’s shackles from the chair. He waited for Wodan to stand, then took his arm lightly and led him through a dim hallway far from the Ugly captives. Lawmen marched about and either glared at Wodan or ignored him. They came to a large room full of desks with lines of criminals being processed by Lawmen. Without a word Virgil led him to a set of double doors leading outside and stopped to unlock his shackles. Wodan knelt and untied his shoes, then stripped off his Coil jacket and shirt and pants and tossed them into a garbage can.
 
   Dressed only in his underwear and pair of shoes, Wodan smiled and said, “Maybe someday you’ll strip off your gang uniform, too.” He nodded, then turned to go.
 
   Wodan looked back as he pushed open the door. Virgil stood staring at him, his face unreadable.
 
   


 
  
 
  

Chapter Thirteen
 
   The Balls of the Ugly
 
    
 
   Wodan spent the next few days exercising, writing, and lounging around in the Party Room. He made plans and watched as the bruise on his face settled into a purple and black tan with yellow tracers. He played chess with Pete, lost continually, then watched the stars alone while Jens tossed and turned and cursed because he could not stand the sound of Pete and Anne next door. Eventually Pete brought Wodan news of his Captain’s new office, and he was able to return to work.
 
   Jerry seemed genuinely glad to see Wodan, and greeted him with a new set of black-and-greens. Jerry rambled on at length about reestablishing clientele connections and Wodan used his extensive notes and stolen files sitting at Floyd Street to find phone numbers and the like. Jerry was flabbergasted at Wodan’s superior “memory” but was so intent on getting the new office up and running that he did not question his secretary on any of the details. Jerry never asked what happened to him in Precinct Zero. Since the Law backed away from Jerry and those he was linked to, he must have assumed that Wodan had refused to sell any information to them.
 
   The new office was similar to the old, except that it was on the second floor of a busy commercial district. The lounge was filled with a new batch of Coil Soldiers and Lieutenants. The young men looked remarkably similar to their forebears who were gunned down only a week ago, as if Pontius was an assembly line filled with interchangeable parts.
 
   One day Jerry called Wodan into his office. His hands shook as he wiped his forehead, and he announced, “Wodan, the Cognati will arrive within the next few days!”
 
   “The cog in the who?” Wodan searched his memory and wondered if he was in trouble over something.
 
   “The Cognati!”
 
   “Oh? Huh… you don’t say...”
 
   “Come on, Wodan, where’s that big memory of yours? They’re the elite killers in our employ! And it’s our duty to greet them and make them feel at home.”
 
   Wodan paused for a long time, then said, “Is it those religious nutballs that I got in trouble for not paying fast enough?”
 
   “Yes! I mean, no, Wodan, they’re not religious nuts. They come from the holy land, but believe me, they’re killers. Thankfully we’re the only ones who can afford their services.”
 
   “What are we going to use them for, sir?”
 
   “That’s not for us to know, Wodan! Let’s just say we need their presence during these… trying times.”
 
   “Because the Ugly killed one of our Captains,” said Wodan, nodding. “I guess if the Ugly are superstitious, then maybe the best defense would be another group of superstitious nuts.”
 
   Jerry shook his head and sighed. “Wodan, as your boss, I’m begging you not to show that kind of attitude to our guests. The Cognati have a power that people like us can’t even imagine. I’ve heard they can even read your thoughts and, if they don’t like what they see, they can snap their fingers and pop your skull! Even the Hands fear them, Wodan. ”
 
   Wodan assured Jerry that he would show nothing but politeness toward their guests. As he returned to his desk, he wondered at the fact that a gang like the Coil, who cared only about tangible rewards, inexplicably reserved some religious sense of devotion for these Cognati. Were the Coil really any different from the primitives that they looked down on from their high city walls?
 
   *              *              *
 
   The next day, Jerry shrieked something about the arrival of the Cognati, then passed Wodan a wad of bills soaked with sweat. “G-go and buy some food for them! S-s-something classy, mind you. And be quick about it!”
 
   Wodan changed out of his uniform, then took his time walking about the area before buying a fruit try full of rare, out-of-season fruits preserved through Smith refrigeration. When he returned he set out the tray in the lounge, where all of the Soldiers and Lieutenants were pale-faced and chain smoking with rapid, jerky movements. Wodan noticed that they had hidden their pornographic books and replaced them with a spread of religious tracts. Jerry paced about and wrung his hands and continually made a strange chirping sound. Wodan changed back into his uniform, then prepared a pot of coffee.
 
   The door to the office opened in a gust of wind and everyone jumped to their feet and quickly stamped their cigarettes out. Jerry ran into the lounge as if chased by a ghost, then stood rigid before the entrance. Wodan joined the others and saw a lanky man with a stubbly-shaved head enter. He wore billowing orange robes with holes cut out for his arms. His tanned face was grave, with small unmoving features. Behind him came a group of six young men in black robes, with dark sleeves tied tight with leather cords and rough-looking green sashes stretching from their left shoulders and around their waists. They all wore stern scowls.
 
   “Honorable Cognati!” Jerry stammered. “This humble Captain of the Coil welcomes you to his meager office.” The Coilmen bowed low and Wodan joined them a moment too late.
 
   “Please, rise,” said the orange robe, “for you are bowing to Nobody.” His voice was flat and featureless. “The great wasteland philosopher Globulus, wisest man in all the world, sends his regards.”
 
   Globulus? Wodan thought. Was that the name of the philosopher that Zach’s father kicked out of his kingdom?
 
   Jerry bowed again, quicker this time, and said, “It is an honor to do business with such an uh-uh-honorable personage... may I offer you a seat, please?”
 
   “The students and I will not sit,” said Nobody, “until our current contract with you is ended, and not a moment sooner.”
 
   “Y-yes... very good, sir... you do us honor with such nobility of character... uh, I trust your trip to Pontius was... um...”
 
   “If you think that we met with no devils,” said Nobody, “then I must disappoint you. We were beset upon by them. But even the devils of this world have learned to fear the might of the Cognati.”
 
   Yeah, right, thought Wodan. They’d be praying like crazy if they saw one slimy tentacle.
 
   “If I may, I present to you the most promising student of Globulus,” said Nobody, pointing to the youngest looking boy. He had pale skin, slitted blue eyes, and wild black hair. He was only a little taller than Wodan. “This is Jared, and he will be acting as commander for all combat-oriented functions. Please send your requests through him; I am merely the chaperone and guard of the contract itself.” Jerry bowed to the young man, who flicked his eyes to the Captain but made no move otherwise.
 
   “We should like some coffee,” said Nobody.
 
   After a moment of silence, Wodan said, “I already have some made up, sir. I’ll go and bring it in.” He bowed slightly and started to turn.
 
   “Make it fresh,” said a high-pitched voice. Wodan turned and saw the boy Jared looking straight at him.
 
   “It is fresh, I assure you,” said Wodan. “And you’ll find that no office has better coffee than mine!”
 
   “I can smell it from here,” said Jared, curling his lip, “and it already reeks as if the stench of Pontius has gotten into it.”
 
   An uncomfortable silence settled into the room and Wodan saw Coil heads bobbing awkwardly. The entire entourage of outlanders turned to stare at him.
 
   “Very well, sir,” said Wodan, feeling more ridiculous than embarrassed. He’d been somewhat excited to meet the Cognati and figure out a way to use them in his plot against the Ugly, but now that they were here, he doubted that an old man and a group of boys would be of much use. At best, word would reach the Ugly that these so-called wizards were backing up the Coil, and the Ugly would back down, thus ruining Wodan’s plan to set the gangs against one another. Wodan resented their haughty demeanor, so he said, “If my lords are experts in the sampling of fine coffee, then I shall indeed make another pot. You have my promise that I will not go into the back room and putter around and then try to pass off the other pot of coffee as a fresh one.”
 
   “This is what happens when you don’t beat a wild dog,” said Jared. “Friendly licks turn into ungrateful bites and, before you know it-” With that, Jared raised a hand up to Wodan, opened his palm, and Wodan felt something like a truck slam into him. His feet left the ground, the room passed by in a blur, then he crashed into the wall. Though he saw nothing, he felt something like hundreds of powerful arms pushing him against the wall, driving the air from him.
 
   Suddenly the strange struggle ended and Wodan crashed into the ground. He saw Jared standing over him, smiling.
 
   “How about that coffee?” said Jared.
 
   Finally able to draw in air, Wodan said, “I’ll get on that.” He rose, legs shaking, too shocked even to be embarrassed. He turned as he left and saw Jerry bowing low, vomiting out a steady stream of apologies.
 
   In the file room, Wodan’s hands would not stop shaking as he fumbled with the Smith coffee maker. He shook his head, sat down, stood up again, then realized hot water was running through the machine without coffee. He heard Jerry caterwauling with hysterical laughter. Wodan had no doubt the outlanders were making fun of him – the fool who had dared insult the Cognati. Wodan’s mind raced as he tried to understand how the trick had been done. When Jared raised his hand, had he shot rubber bullets at Wodan? The idea seemed implausible, but nothing else presented itself.
 
   Wodan tried to listen in and heard the man called Nobody say, “... and did you read his mind, Jared, before you chastised him?”
 
   “I did indeed read his mind,” said Jared. “What he’s done is very terrible, and I know that his sins will catch up with him.”
 
   Completely unsure of himself, Wodan’s heart raced out of control. Was it possible that they could see into his mind and know that he murdered a Coil Captain?
 
   “You see,” said Jared, “when I looked into his mind, I saw that he is quite obsessed with the other young men in this office. I saw a great many fantasies of these young men, disrobed and locked in passionate embraces.”
 
   Wodan shook his head in rage as laughter echoed from the other room. He was relieved that the Cognati could not read minds, but they were as insufferable as they were mysterious. Once the coffee finished, Wodan played the only card he had by spitting in the fresh pot. The previous pot, made with love, he poured down the sink.
 
   *              *              *
 
   The next day, the Soldiers in the lounge treated Wodan with frigid contempt. Wodan heard no stories about the Cognati attacking the Ugly, so his fears seemed to be confirmed: Despite their amazing power, the expensive mercenaries were nothing more than a feint. The Coil had paid an exorbitant sum only to check the Ugly, but not push them.
 
   Around midday a plain-clothed Coil Lieutenant burst into the office, beaming and laughing.
 
   “We caught him!” he yelled. “We caught Barkus!”
 
   Wodan and Jerry rushed into the lounge as the others gathered around the newcomer while he told his tale.
 
   Apparently Barkus was paranoid that his brother might kill him, even though it was not entirely Barkus’s idea to betray the Smiths during their Crusade. Barkus moved from place to place, using only Ugly that he trusted; no Coil spy was able to track him down. Due to increased Coil attacks on new recruits, Boris was able to get a message to his brother about being concerned for his safety. Barkus was moved to a safehouse under the care of Utrecht Sera, leader of the Right Leg of the Ugly. The reasoning behind the move was that even if Barkus was found out by the Coil or the Smiths, Sera’s berserkers would be more than enough to slow down an attack while Barkus was moved again. However, by some strange twist of fate, nearly half of the small troop of berserkers who guarded Barkus were, in fact, Coil spies. They stabbed Barkus’s true Ugly guards in the night and made off with Barkus.
 
   “How did the spies even know if the other guys were spies?” asked a Soldier. “If one of them got found out, he could easily betray the others.”
 
   “It’s crazy,” laughed the plain-clothed Coilman. “The guy I heard it from, he said our boys in the Ugly do this thing where they hum some notes or, like, tap out a beat. It’s supposed to look like some little nervous gesture... it’s not like you’d even notice if your buddy started makin’ up a song if he’s bored, right? So, man, I guess these guys were sittin’ around, doin’ nothin’ and bein’ bored. A few of them tapped out some notes, some others hummed a few bars, and before you know it, probably every one of our undercover guys knew what the deal was. And they didn’t care that their cover was blown, of course - they got Barkus, man, the Barkus Right-Arm, and that’s a prize-and-a-half. Not to mention Sera was humiliated!”
 
   The Coil laughed and slapped each other on the shoulders and a Lieutenant cracked open a fresh jug of booze. The newcomer paced around, laughed, and said, “They caught his accountant, too. I bet we’re gonna waste him if Boris thinks we don’t mean business. His name’s Fash... Fasher...”
 
   “Fachimundi,” said Wodan. “They caught Fachimundi, too?”
 
   “Yeah, him! You know him?”
 
   “I’ve heard of him,” said Wodan. Of course he knew the man. Fachimundi was the giggling, sadistic toady who had knocked Wodan out in the wasteland when he and Marlon were first captured. He was the last of Barkus’s inner circle. “What do you think’s going to happen to Barkus?”
 
   “Who knows?” said the newcomer. “But we’ve really got the Ugly by the balls now, is what matters.”
 
   *              *              *
 
   Wodan thought about the capture of Barkus during the long walk home. He was not sure how he felt about it. On the one hand, he was glad that Barkus was a prisoner. He knew that the Coil’s retaliation killings for Wodan’s “false flag” murder were the reason for Barkus’s movement and subsequent capture, so he took some comfort in that. On the other hand, Wodan knew how things were with these gangs. Being cowards, the Coil might very well negotiate with the Ugly for a peaceful trade of some sort. What if the Coil only wanted to embarrass the Ugly, but beyond that, did not care if the Ugly placed Barkus directly back into a position of leadership? Wodan knew that he could not rest on what he had already done. One dead Coil Captain was not going to lead to the destruction of the Ugly. More action would have to be taken.
 
   A car slowed down beside Wodan, then pulled ahead and stopped. Wodan realized he had not been paying attention to his surroundings - the street ahead was completely empty. He was too far from Floyd to make it if he ran, but too close to even try for fear of giving its location away. He froze and threw his eyes from side to side.
 
   The door opened and Detective Virgil stood before him. “Get in,” he said, smiling.
 
   “Am I under arrest?” said Wodan.
 
   “Naw, man,” said Virgil. “I was hoping you’d come and have dinner with me.”
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Fourteen
 
   The Risk of Saying Something
 
    
 
   “Dinner?” said Wodan, stepping into the car. “Are you going to throw me in a cell with some Ugly and be like, ‘You’re the main course’?”
 
   Virgil laughed, then said, “Relax.”
 
   “This isn’t some kind of date, is it?” said Wodan.
 
   “Relax. Not everyone’s a predator here.”
 
   “You sure about that?”
 
   “Well... okay, no.”
 
   “Not sure about this being a date or not sure about being a predator?”
 
   Virgil shook his head and said, “You’ve been in the car for ten seconds and you’re already annoying me.” He drove in silence to a neighborhood where small houses were lined up near one another. Wodan noted the man’s strong-looking hands, the large revolver at his side, and his ridiculous mustache. He parked in front of a simple-looking house. His was the only car in the area.
 
   Inside, the place was neat, if a little plain. Wodan saw a few simple paper-prints of flowers and said, “You buy this stuff?”
 
   “My third wife put that there.”
 
   “How many wives you had?”
 
   “Three so far. I’ve got stuff from the others, but I had to hide it all and never really thought about bringing it back out. I couldn’t throw it out, you know, but having all that stuff around at one time would be like being in a fight with all of them at once.”
 
   Virgil set to cooking some eggs on a gas oven and Wodan sat in the kitchen with him. Wodan adjusted his position and hit something with his knee. He looked under the table and saw a sawed-off double-barrel shotgun taped to the underside. He adjusted his chair so that he was no longer directly in the gun’s line of fire. Virgil removed his light jacket and threw it across a chair, revealing a small handgun holstered to his chest.
 
   That’s the third gun I’ve seen so far, Wodan thought. He’s incredibly paranoid.
 
   “You never checked me for guns,” said Wodan. “Aren’t you worried about that?”
 
   “No,” said Virgil. “You’re not going to kill me.”
 
   “You trust me?”
 
   “Not really. I’m a fast draw.”
 
   Wodan laughed and caught Virgil smiling as he plopped the eggs onto plates and put them on the table. He cracked open two bottles of beer and set one in front of Wodan. They wolfed the food down, then smoked and watched one another.
 
   “I’ve got to get something off my chest,” said Wodan. “You didn’t bring me here to lecture me about the evils of being in a gang, did you?”
 
   Virgil shook his head slowly, then said, “A good Lawman might do something like that.”
 
   “But not a great one.”
 
   Virgil cast his eyes away suddenly, then forced them back onto Wodan. “Did you kill that Coil Captain?”
 
   Wodan thought for a moment, then said, “I... don’t feel comfortable answering something like that.”
 
   Virgil looked away again, but in a more controlled manner. The detective nodded, and Wodan wondered if he had just passed some kind of test. Trusting in his intuition, Wodan said, “You wouldn’t want to work with a braggart, would you?”
 
   “Work with?”
 
   The first one to be completely honest, thought Wodan, runs the risk of being sold out. Wodan wondered if the man could possibly be a spy for the Coil. Of all the gangs, they undoubtedly employed the most. 
 
   Wodan studied Virgil’s face intently. He obviously lacked charm; the man was calm and strong, not the type to be able to lie with his body. Still, whether he was a Coil spy or not, he was definitely a Lawman, and had been for years. He was a good enough Lawman to smell the blood on Wodan’s hands. In either case, he was dangerous.
 
   “Listen,” said Wodan, “I know neither one of us can be honest. You’re a Lawman and I’m a Coil and we get paid to make each other’s lives hell. But you’ve got me outgunned. You’re in a less vulnerable position. You could give me some idea of what you’ve got in mind.”
 
   Virgil leaned back and crinkled his eyes. The gesture seemed somewhat cynical and did not match the man’s regular demeanor. “At least, tell me this. What are you doing in Pontius?”
 
   “Over a year ago, I got mixed up in this business at home. Me, and a few others, got thrown into the wasteland. A lot of the others were killed by demons. I finally met some people, and I thought I was going to get some help. Instead, Barkus and his men enslaved me. It was… like a nightmare. I managed to escape. I convinced others to escape with me. They were good people, Virgil, but Barkus hunted us down and killed most of them. Barkus is evil. He’s not just a worshipper of devils, but a devil himself. He has completely rejected his humanity. In my opinion, the world could do without him and the organization that made him. As crazy as it sounds, I came here to destroy them.”
 
   Virgil looked him up and down quickly, then said, “And not having the means to do it yourself, you joined the Coil to get a leg up.”
 
   Wodan nodded, said, “Same as you.”
 
   “If you told anyone else what you told me just now, they would say it was nonsense. To your average citizen, the gangs of Pontius are just like the flesh demons - something you live with, something you endure. A force of nature. No, more than that...”
 
   “They’re the foundations of the world itself.”
 
   “Uh.”
 
   “But not to people like us.”
 
   “No. Not to people like us.” A pause, then Virgil’s stoic mask fell away, and he said, “Just where do you come from?”
 
   “From a land that no longer exists,” said Wodan.
 
   “Gods... I feel the same way.” He rubbed his eyes, hard, grinding the knuckles in deep. He rose and got another beer, then lifted his head to Wodan. Wodan nodded and smiled.
 
   “Alright,” said Virgil. “Down to business. I guess you know the Coil managed to get Barkus. You know what’s going to happen to him?”
 
   “They’re not going to kill him,” said Wodan, feeling disappointed even as the words came out.
 
   “No, they’re not. Of course, the Coil are the sworn enemies of the Ugly. But more important than that, the Coil are a business organization. Criminal, sure, but a business all the same. They’re going to lord it over the Ugly for a few days, let them know they’ve been beaten - and then sell him right back to ’em.” Virgil took a sip, then said, “And it’s going to be for a huge chunk of change. Ugly finances are hurt these days, bad, because they don’t have the manpower to bring in slaves like they used to. They’re going to get hurt even worse when they buy back Barkus, but they have to buy back Barkus. They’re an ideological organization, and the significance of one of their most important high priests in the hands of the enemy would be too great a blow to their morale. But, as bad as the loss of money will be to them, they will survive. The Ugly will survive, Wodan. And in a few years... things will return to business as usual.”
 
   “And neither one of us wants that to happen.”
 
   “The way I see it,” said Virgil, leaning over the table slightly, “is that we have a unique chance here, Wodan. The enemy is crippled and if we don’t strike, now, then a hundred future generations are going to damn us with their misery.”
 
   “You’re thinking that we should exacerbate the conflict between the Coil and the Ugly.”
 
   “Yes. If... Wodan, if we could get them to really attack one another, and I mean all-out war, then they could weaken one another to the point where the Law could step in and take advantage of their vulnerabilities. Just imagine it, Wodan: a world without the Ugly and without the Coil. As much as you might dislike the Law, or even the Smiths, you cannot deny that the Ugly and the Coil are, by far, the most wicked gangs in Pontius.”
 
   “Did you know that the Cognati are here?”
 
   “I’d... heard rumors,” said Virgil, lighting another cigarette and handing one to Wodan.
 
   “The Coil are confident that they have a chance of beating the Hands.”
 
   “I’m not sure what to think about the Cognati, myself.”
 
   “Same here. But, Virgil, just how powerful are these Hands?”
 
   “I can tell you about the Hands. They’re the ultimate killers, plain and simple. Raised and trained that way since they were babies. You know how a human is born with potential, right? That a man can learn a lot of things, if he wants... can excel in a field, if he really applies himself...”
 
   “Of course!”
 
   “Well, the Hands can’t. They’ve been streamlined, their minds focused into one art: Death. There’s two of them at any time. One of them, whether he’s armed or unarmed... if half of what I’ve heard is true, then he may be the greatest warrior in the world. Unbelievably fast and powerful. I’ve heard that, at his top speed, he moves faster than the human eye can follow. But the other, he doesn’t even move at all. One minute you’re eating a meal or just minding your own business, and the next minute you no longer exist. A master of poisons, they say, and he can infiltrate any organization at any level that he chooses.”
 
   “So, as long as they’re alive, the Head is safe,” said Wodan. “It doesn’t sound like we could kill them ourselves. In that case, our best bet really is to pit the Coil entirely against the Ugly.”
 
   Virgil nodded quickly and locked eyes with Wodan. “If you’re with me, Wodan, if you’re really serious about the things you’ve said...”
 
   “Then we can’t let the Ugly get Barkus back.”
 
   “Not if we want the world to be a better place,” said Virgil, eyes gleaming a little through wrinkles and worry.
 
   “We might have to make it a worse place before we can make it any better.”
 
   “Which I know you weren’t afraid of when you killed that Captain.”
 
   “Whoever killed that Captain,” Wodan corrected him. “Yeah, that was a man with some balls. But let’s say I did do that, Virgil. How did you know?”
 
   “Mostly gut instinct,” said Virgil. “But it’s based on experience. There were details that led me to believe that the crime wasn’t committed by the Ugly. And no Coil, no true Coil, would ever do something like that. No Coil would bother. Where’s the profit motive? I’m sure the killer made off with some cash and jewels, but it’s been my experience that most Coilmen are cowards. They’re too weak to join the Ugly, too dumb to join the Smiths, and they’re too greedy to join the Law. They want to rake in money, and have an easy time of it on top of that. The thing is, I know you’re not a true Coil. There was too much conviction in what you said when we were at Precinct Zero. I’m convinced it was you, Wodan, and maybe a few others with you, who killed that Captain.”
 
   Virgil paused for a moment, then added, “The thing is, when that Captain got killed, the Coil got worried. Soldiers die all the time, even Lieutenants. Not Captains. Those are the real businessmen, the old boys who run the machine itself. That got them moving. This whole Barkus thing will probably overshadow that.”
 
   “But not if more Captains die.”
 
   “That’s right. But it has to be a lot more. The Ugly are going to stir up trouble over this Barkus thing, but they’re not going to know who the Captains are and where they live.”
 
   “Okay. So I’ll use my connections to find the Captains...”
 
   “And I’ll use my connections to sniff out their situation. Number of guards on hand, what kind of firepower they’ve got... surveillance, you know.”
 
   “This is kind of crazy, Virgil. I’m not even sure if my crew will trust you at all. And I’m not going to lie to them about who you are - if we show up with black masks and shotguns and get arrested immediately, I’m going to have a lot of explaining to do.” As Virgil started to reply, Wodan cut him off. “And we don’t even know a lot about what we’re doing. I’m the oldest of us all. We can’t just expect to run in blasting and come out roses every time, that’s just stupid.”
 
   “Stupid? How so?”
 
   “Well, it’s - wait, what do you mean?”
 
   “It’s the same way I’d do it. You think a team of thirty-year-old veteran Lawmen would do it any different? Hell no, man. You just kick in the door and start blastin’.”
 
   “No kidding?”
 
   “Not at all. The only difference is you’re going to have some better intel on what’s going on. With that first Captain, I guess as a secretary you had access to a little information-”
 
   “If it was me.”
 
   “- but the Law has a vast storehouse of suspected Captains and logs of thousands of hours of surveillance work.”
 
   “Then why doesn’t the Law just take these guys out?”
 
   “Not enough solid evidence to pin anything on them. And, keep in mind, most of these guys pay lots of money to crooked judges and dirty cops just to keep them away. It’s just like you said, ‘When the Law is unjust, you have to make your own justice.’ ”
 
   “I said that?”
 
   “Either you or the guy who wasted that Captain. But I get the two confused.”
 
   


 
  
 
  

Chapter Fifteen
 
   Seven Skulls of the Serpent
 
    
 
   The figures in black stood over a dead man. His silk pajamas were twisted around his torso and blood pumped onto the exquisitely detailed rug. The largest figure tucked his revolver away into a holster, then said, “Check that lockbox over there, if you want.”
 
   Pete pulled off his mask and said, “You think this is enough to make us trust you?”
 
   Virgil pulled his mask up, and his mustache clung to his face, disheveled and sweaty. “Well, I figured it would be.” He pulled a radio from his belt, then said, “Beast, what’s up?”
 
   The radio squawked, then they heard Hunley say, “Still clear. Hurry up though!”
 
   Jens shrieked and kicked the lock box open. “God damn, son!” said Virgil, but was ignored as the boys ran to the box. They saw gold, silver, and sparkling rubies.
 
   “At least we know he’s not a Coil spy,” said Ullrich. “Wodi said this Captain was respected. No way a spy would turn on him.”
 
   “Could be a spy for the Smiths, or even the Ugly,” said Pete. He and Virgil stared at one another.
 
   “Whatever the case,” said Wodan, handling a heavy fireman’s axe, “he got his gun wet with us. He’s one of us, as far as I’m concerned.”
 
   “But!” said Pete. “How’d he know there was a lockbox in the room?!”
 
   “I fuh... freaking saw it when I walked in!” said Virgil, spreading his arms wide.
 
   “Whatever, man,” said Jens, legs shaking under the weight of the lockbox. “He bought his way into my heart, that’s for sure.”
 
   “Hey Pete,” said Ullrich. “Look at this book shelf.”
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “Somethin’ you might like.”
 
   “I don’t like anything,” said Pete, still glaring at Virgil.
 
   “Well, there’s more porn here than you can shake a stick at!”
 
   Pete darted to the shelf. “Let me see!”
 
   “I think Pete’s stick is shaking already!” said Jens, lumbering to the doorway.
 
   “Alright,” said Pete, gathering the booklets in a heaping armful. “I guess the Lawman’s cool. The hell are you doing, Wodi?”
 
   Wodan hefted the axe into the air and brought it crashing down onto the dead man’s shoulder. Jens gasped and his eyes widened into perfect ovals. Wodan slammed the axe down again, splitting through bone and layers of meat until the arm was severed from the torso. “It’s a message from the Ugly,” said Wodan. “You take our Right Arm, we’ll take one of your right arms.”
 
   Jens turned around, ran into the doorway, and spewed vomit onto the wall. As Jens dropped the lockbox, Virgil grabbed it and hoisted it easily onto his shoulder.
 
   “Damn it, Wodan,” said Jens, leaning against the wall. “Remind me to never go on a killing spree with a psychotic freak like you.”
 
   *              *              *
 
   The next night, Ullrich kicked in the door and Wodan dived and rolled inside, swinging his flashlight and gun around. The Captain shrieked and drew up in his bed, shadows catching in the lines of his face like a mask of terror, a figure caught in his own nightmare.
 
   They heard rapid gunshots on the other side of the house. Jens grabbed his radio and yelled, “What’s going on?!”
 
   They heard Virgil’s voice on the other end. “I got ’em! Don’t worry, they’re down.”
 
   “It sounded like ten different gunshots!” said Jens. “How’d you not get hit, old man?!”
 
   “They were all my bullets - told you I was a fast shot.”
 
   Wodan rose and leveled his gun at the Captain. Ullrich and Jens stood on either side of him. The radio chimed again and Pete said, “You guys should’ve seen it. Hell, I barely saw it and I was there. We gotta learn this quick-draw bullshit from this old guy.”
 
   Wodan paused, then said into the radio, “We’re going to practice our slow-draw up here first.”
 
   “Huh?” said Jens.
 
   Again into the radio, Wodan said, “Also, from now on Virgil’s codename is Father.”
 
   “The codename thing is incredibly stupid,” Hunley’s voice came through the radio. “Hurry up.”
 
   “Roger, Beast,” said Wodan. He turned to Jens, nodded to the Captain, then said, “Do him.”
 
   “Somethin’ wrong with your gun?” said Jens.
 
   “The only thing could go wrong with mine is overheating. Mine wants a break.”
 
   “I told you I’ve already killed plenty of dudes before!”
 
   “If that’s even true, it was probably a wild firefight in the street. This is different. If you’re gonna have my back, I need to know that you won’t hesitate. I’ll do it with you.”
 
   “Fine,” said Jens.
 
   “Wait, I know how we can make this easier.” Wodan focused on the Captain, then said, “Hey Coil, I read in your file that you’ve burned down at least three small businesses for not paying protection money. Can you imagine what that must have been like for the owners and their families? How do you think they could pay back their bank loans? Where do you think they are now? Are they living on the street? Did the women have to become prostitutes for the Ugly? Do you feel anything for what you’ve done?”
 
   The Captain sat frozen, his face locked in the same position of mindless terror.
 
   “They probably felt the same way you feel right now,” said Wodan, leveling his gun at the Captain. Jens did the same. “Let’s show this guy a little more mercy than he showed to those poor people.”
 
   The boys fired and the side of the man’s head blew apart, spraying the wall with blood. Still immobile, the Captain screamed a shrill cry straight out of the abyss. Ullrich, Wodan, and Jens cursed and covered their ears. Jens jumped, held the gun in both hands, then fired again and a chunk of the man’s neck disappeared in a shower of tubing and his cry was cut off. The dead man leaned forward, spilling thick lines of blood onto his sheets.
 
   There was shocked silence, then Ullrich screamed, “The Ugly sure do like to smash up a place!” and they leaped away as Ullrich swung a small table into a bedside mirror. They ran out of the room as Ullrich became a whirlwind of destruction.
 
   “He’s just trying to make it look like his pizza place,” said Wodan, apologetically.
 
   “Berserker,” said Jens, breathless. “That’s his codename. Berserker.”
 
   *              *              *
 
   Another night. Six Coilmen stumbled down the street, laughing and bracing one another. Virgil sat on a stoop across from the upscale titty bar they’d just left. He waited for them to get some distance, then said into his radio, “Father here. Three target Captains headed toward Pinecone and Hemlock with three others, probably Lieutenants. Wait for signal. Over.”
 
   Virgil watched until the drunk Coilmen were far from the light of the bar. The radio beeped. He heard Wodan’s voice say, “I see them. Alright, everything’s clear. Do it!”
 
   Tires squealed and a car blasted from its parking space and raced down the road. It swerved onto the sidewalk. The six Coilmen turned in time to see Ullrich at the wheel, shrieking maniacally. “Get off the road!” he screamed as he plowed into the men, crushing some and tossing others against brick walls or onto the street. Virgil ran to the intersection as hard as he could and felt the pavement whizzing by underfoot. Ullrich charged into an empty intersection and slammed the brakes while turning hard. He and Jens jumped out, blasting wildly, while Pete joined them a moment too late. Virgil stopped, dug a foot into the ground, aimed his revolver, then blasted open a Coilman’s head as he lifted himself from the ground.
 
   A younger Coil limped away from the disaster scene, panting, face ashen. It was a miracle that he’d escaped the kill zone, but the fates turned him toward a dark alley where Wodan waited for him. From the darkness, Wodan watched the man limp toward him, and he thought, It was the Coil who burned down poor Agmar’s family store. If it wasn’t for the Coil, he never would have gotten involved with the Ugly and their sick religion.
 
   “Hey comrade,” said Wodan. “Do you know my friend Agmar Epemi?”
 
   The Coil jerked, startled, just as Wodan placed his handgun against the man’s ribs and fired twice. The Coil collapsed into a pile of garbage, leaving the city a little cleaner than before.
 
   The car bounced as Hunley climbed out of it. He knelt in front of the car and ripped off a thin plastic covering he’d taped onto it. “Probably still a pound of meat and hair on the underside,” he said, slitting his eyes. “Hope nobody bothers to check.”
 
   “Quick about it, boys!” said Virgil. “Sir Smokes-a-Lot, grab the paint!”
 
   Pete’s face was slack and his movements jerky as he hauled the paint from the car and slapped it onto a wall in the shape of a scarred skull. Wodan knelt over a dead Captain, then pulled on the man’s lips. Jens watched as Wodan removed his strange, brightly colored knife, then jammed it into the corner of the Coil’s mouth.
 
   “Gods below!” said Jens, turning away quickly. “You gotta warn me before you do that shit, Psycho!”
 
   “Just imagine,” said Wodan. “There’s a man in this city who did this to himself while he was still alive.”
 
   “You mean Barkus?” said Virgil. “No, some part of him had to be dead already.”
 
   *              *              *
 
   Virgil walked lightly through the halls of Precinct Zero. He saw his friend Detective DeSark leave a holding cell. The senior detective nodded to him, then said, “We picked up that murderer Lembs. He’s waitin’, if you wanna talk to him.”
 
   Virgil looked through the window and saw a Coil Captain shackled to a chair. He looked smug and full of himself, most likely reliving the glory of giving DeSark a hard time.
 
   “We got him on two counts of murder, about a baker’s dozen counts of extortion, and one count of skipping trial, and a whole lot of nothing for evidence except that he’s wearing a Coil suit,” said DeSark. He shook his head wearily. “Wonder just how fast the Coil is gonna drop bail for him. Fast, you think? Or just real fast?” Virgil gritted his teeth and DeSark patted him on the arm as he walked off. “Keep at it, man. Keep at it.”
 
   Virgil walked down the hall to a phone, then dialed Wodan’s office.
 
   “Kirchheimer Insurance,” said Wodan.
 
   Virgil noted that he sounded very professional. “Father here. If you can’t talk, say I have the wrong number.”
 
   “Boss is at lunch,” Wodan said quietly. “What’s up?”
 
   “We picked up Lembs. We still good to go?”
 
   “Yeah. Remember: Fudge the paperwork to make it look like Lembs told you to call Captain Katsu regarding bail. Katsu is known to despise Lembs. You say Katsu denied bail. When the other Coil find out what happened to Lembs, no one will trust Katsu anymore.” Wodan gave Virgil the phone number for Katsu’s office so that he could put it in his official report. “His secretary’s name is Michael, and the office’s business-signature is eighteen-eighteen-eighteen. Anyone looking at the records will be convinced beyond any doubt that Lembs was denied bail, real official-like and above the boards. If we’re lucky, the other Captains will turn on Katsu for going too far and betraying one of their own.”
 
   “Real nice,” said Virgil. “Father out.”
 
   He hung up and filled out his report and decided it was the finest bit of literature he’d ever raked a pen across. He went to Lembs’s holding cell.
 
   “About goddamn time!” shouted Lembs. “Hurry up and get me a phone, you shit-fuck!”
 
   Without a word, Virgil unhooked the man’s shackles from the chair and yanked him into the air. Curses tore through the man’s throat as Virgil hauled him along. They entered a hall full of screaming prisoners. As the madmen caught the scent, the Captain’s protests were drowned out in the cacophony. Virgil stopped at a cell full of Ugly kicking at the bars and pounding their chests.
 
   Virgil stared into the mass of killers. “Get back, or no dinner for you.”
 
   At once the Ugly prisoners grew quiet, unsure of themselves. Virgil did not move, but they suddenly backed away as if he had drawn his gun.
 
   “The hell?” said Lembs, much more polite than before. “The hell is going on... sir?”
 
   Virgil unlocked the door and threw the man inside. He swung it shut quickly and barely had time to lock it before the scarred monsters fell on the Coil Captain. The sound was inhuman, monstrous, an affront to human dignity, but Virgil was at least satisfied to see evil eating evil for once.
 
   *              *              *
 
   Pelethor walked the halls of his mansion. He had icy granite eyes and black hair that was neatly cut. He was not yet middle-aged, but his face was lined prematurely. Few of his employees had ever seen him angry, and fewer still had ever seen him smile. Because he had a waxy complexion and often stared ahead in a disconcerting manner, he often gave the impression that he was a construct or a doppelganger.
 
   His mansion had been passed down, generation to generation, from one Pelethor mercantile-aristocrat to the next. His house and his line was as old as Pontius itself. As he walked, he passed many servants and many mercenary guards. He owned many businesses, he paid many employees, and on top of that he was a powerful Captain of the Coil.
 
   He entered the chamber where his baby boy slept. He turned on a small electric bulb, dimmed it by drawing down a brown shade, then stood over his son’s crib. He was tiny, and had a surprisingly furry head as black as his father’s. The babe wiggled in his sleep. His cover lay in a pile at his side; Pelethor picked it up, flicked it so that it straightened, then placed it over the baby. The boy immediately kicked and wiggled and threw the blanket off. Pelethor placed the blanket over him again. The boy jerked and tossed it off, then scrunched up his face.
 
   “Best not to touch a scorpion,” said Pelethor, for he had named his son Scorpio. This horrified his wife, but it seemed to him that all things horrified her. As well they should; her great beauty and noble birth combined to form a great ring around her that warded off experience. Not so with Pelethor. He had survived many horrible things, partly through intellect and daring and partly by becoming horrible himself. It had been the same with his father, and his father’s father, who had the strength to leave a small empire for his son. It would be the same with his son Scorpio Pelethor.
 
   Pelethor heard men shouting, rushing footsteps, and the chattering of radios. Gunfire in the distance. He rose and entered the hallway and found several guards standing there.
 
   “Sir, we’re under attack,” said one, holding a radio. “It’s berserkers, Ugly berserkers!”
 
   “Take position in the hall outside Scorpio’s room,” said Pelethor. “You, man - come with me.”
 
   The guards were sweating and glancing at one another. It seemed to them that Pelethor was as cold now as ever. Pelethor took one guard’s radio and they jogged through the halls of the mansion. The radio shrieked with tales of berserkers driving through the main gate and scaling the fence around the inner yard. Many guards were failing to report in. A great explosion shook the mansion. Pelethor stopped and stood still.
 
   “Sir!” said the guard following him.
 
   Pelethor lifted the radio, said, “Anyone - what was that?”
 
   “... blasted! Armory blasted!” said someone, nearly inaudible through static. “Someone inside... they’re…”
 
   Pelethor had been headed toward the armory. He gripped the small handgun nestled in the holster beside his heart; it would have to do. The guard fidgeted while Pelethor considered his options. He could hear that at least one guard commander was present; because Pelethor could make little sense of the attack by listening to the radio chatter, he reasoned that it would be foolish to step in and try to micro-manage. He turned toward the main dining hall, which was the shortest route back to Scorpio’s room.
 
   The guard followed him into the dining hall, which was appointed with real varnished wood and paintings of Pelethor ancestors. Suddenly the radio sputtered, “Front door… guards down or running… now inside!” The radio went quiet.
 
   A thick layer of gunshots echoed in some hallway nearby, followed by the cries of men and whooping battle cries of the berserkers. The guard cursed and drew his gun. Pelethor felt nothing, except for a pain in his chest and wetness along his brow.
 
   The main doors flew open and scarred men charged in a staggered group, slipping in blood from the hallway. Pelethor saw tattoos, mohawks, motley armor and guns and curved battleaxes, faces wild and intoxicated, some with their tongues hanging out like dogs. Pelethor knew that the sight must be terrifying because the guard beside him immediately turned and fled, but Pelethor felt little as he raised his gun and fired. In a rush of smoke he thought he saw one of them stumble, but the adrenaline fanatics rushed in a blur and crashed into him, then he felt powerful arms around his neck, choking him from behind. 
 
   The Ugly whooped and kicked over the long dining table, a part of his family for generations, and chopped at the wooden walls with their axes. He felt the rumbling laughter of the thickheaded lout holding him, forcing the air out of him, then felt a gun mashing into the side of his head and realized it was his own.
 
   A group of shotgun-wielding Ugly strode in, and one of them wore a white cloak splotched with blood. His hair was in long white dreads, and he wore goggles full of water. The commanding Ugly turned and saw Pelethor, and his eyes were wide, impossibly wide, because he had cut off his top and bottom eyelids. Pelethor recognized him as Paul “the Seer”, a commander under Utrecht Sera, who was leader of the Right Leg of the Ugly. It was said that years ago Paul was a faithful Lawman until, one day and all of a sudden, he had been struck by an epiphany. He was an Ugly by the end of that day and became a devout student of the Book of the Red.
 
   Paul stood before Pelethor, ringed by his guards, while the other Ugly went about tearing up the dining room. The Ugly holding him kicked out his legs and he fell to his knees. Pelethor tried to speak but the Ugly gripped his neck fiercely.
 
   Pelethor heard a woman screaming in the distance, then realized it was his wife. Paul knelt down before him, then said, “Are you Pelethor? Captain Pelethor of the Coil?”
 
   Pelethor saw black spots, but nodded.
 
   “I hope you’re telling the truth,” said Paul the Seer. “You Coil bitches aren’t the only gang with spies, you know, but I’ll admit that ours aren’t as good. Hard for people like us to go undercover, you know?” Paul tapped his goggles. “I don’t want to waste time giving you a speech if you aren’t who I think you might be. Are you Pelethor? Really?”
 
   They sat in silence for a while, listening to his wife screaming, then Paul nodded as an Ugly entered and tossed him a bundle. Paul snatched the thing and bounced it in his arms, and Pelethor was overcome with horror when he realized it was his son. He fought against the Ugly brute, then nearly went unconscious as the arms tightened around him.
 
   “That got him riled up!” said Paul, bouncing Scorpio lightly. “You must be the father, then. Listen up, Coil. You must have thought it was pretty clever to steal our Right Arm, didn’t you? I want you to understand that my Lord Sera does not abide such craven behavior, and so tonight is your reward. You Coil know all about the balance of business, so I’m sure you’ll see the justice in this trade: a Right Arm for a bouncing baby boy.” With that, Paul tossed the boy into the air and caught him, then tucked the screaming baby back under his arm. “We’ll make the exchange whenever you’re ready, Coil. Peaceful and businesslike. Understand? Just send word when you’re ready. Until then, the babe stays with us.”
 
   Paul kissed Scorpio lightly, then smiled at Pelethor. Scorpio’s cries were long and horrid. Pelethor’s wife had grown silent.
 
   Paul clapped his hands, then said, “Let’s go! We’re done here!” Paul gestured for another Ugly to approach while the others ran screaming, scraping their axes along the walls and through paintings as they ran.
 
   A brute with lines carved into his head popped his knuckles while the Ugly behind Pelethor lifted him to his feet. The newcomer drove his fists into Pelethor’s gut and face. Pelethor felt nothing besides impotent rage and nausea as his head swung about. In between punches he noticed Paul standing near, staring into his face, looking for something.
 
   Paul must have been disappointed, for he barked at the Ugly and they dropped him to the floor. Pelethor laid, limp and broken, and listened to their receding footfalls. He thought of his boy in their hands. The great irony of it struck him, then he drifted into unconsciousness.
 
   


 
  
 
  

Chapter Sixteen
 
   The Church and the Child
 
    
 
   The atmosphere was tense at Wodan’s office, as if some great tension was reaching a breaking point. Jerry walked around with a distant, haggard expression, and the goons in the lounge continually whispered about the eight dead Captains and the recent attack on another very powerful Captain. The general sense was that if their mysterious, untouchable leaders were not safe, then no Coil was.
 
   One day Wodan received a phone call from a very grim Captain. Wodan forwarded it to Jerry, who shut his door and remained locked inside for over an hour. When the door finally opened, Jerry called out to Wodan in a strained voice.
 
   “Wodan, I suppose you’ve heard about the child kidnapped from one of our own. As you know, one of the focuses of our office is to keep tabs on the Head of the Ugly.”
 
   Wodan nodded, but he actually did not know or remember this point. The point of the office was to increase Coil funds and make Jerry wealthy. If they had ever been charged to keep tabs on the Head of the Ugly, they had done nothing to that end since Wodan’s employment.
 
   Jerry continued. “It seems they want to exchange the child for Barkus. It’s the only way we’re going to avoid outright war. It’s up to us to send a representative to discuss the terms of the exchange.”
 
   Wodan was taken aback. He gathered his thoughts quickly, then said, “A representative... to the Ugly? But they’d just kill whoever we sent to-”
 
   “Now that’s not true at all!”
 
   “We could send some Cognati. They’re the only ones the Ugly fear enough to not kill, and it’d be a nice way to make them earn some of that pay we gave them.”
 
   “Wodan, you’re not understanding me. Try to understand me. We can’t send someone dangerous like that. The Ugly would never let the Cognati get that close to them. We have to send someone gentle, someone approachable, someone apt enough to be able to discuss terms of peace...”
 
   “Doesn’t really sound like any of our Lieutenants. We should contact another office with some brains in it. I can call-”
 
   “Wodan, you’re just not getting me. You have to understand… this is incredibly difficult for me to say…”
 
   “Oh no,” said Wodan, eyes widening. “Jerry, you’re going to go to them, aren’t you?!”
 
   “Wodan, dammit - I’m sending you!”
 
   “What!” Wodan realized in a flash that Jerry was being punished for his arrest and the money spent to bail him out. Jerry plainly understood that any Coilman sent to negotiate with the Ugly would most likely be killed, then the terms of the negotiation would be delivered carved into his corpse. Wodan guessed that the past hour on the phone had been spent weaseling his way out of the negotiations and, being denied the option of sending one of his meathead Lieutenants, he’d finally been able to throw his gentle, approachable, and apt secretary to the wolves. Wodan slouched into a chair.
 
   “Now, it’s not going to be a big deal,” said Jerry, clapping his hands together loudly and leaning forward. “In fact, it will look great on your resume.”
 
   “On my tombstone, you mean.”
 
   “Wodan, be reasonable. Listen, you’re going to get to meet the Head of the Ugly. Boris is his name… he’s quite a personality! And you’re going to get to see his mansion… it’s the biggest structure in all of Pontius! Isn’t that something? And basically you’re just going to listen to him ramble on for a while and just, uh, bang out the details of the exchange of the child for Barkus, which we’ve already pretty much worked out, but I need you there to just be nice to him and let him think, uh, let him know that we mean no harm, and everything’s going to be fine and right, and...”
 
   “And?”
 
   “And then you’re going to leave and tell me everything went fine and that you didn’t sass off to him like you do to me. And that’s it.”
 
   “Do the Coil pay for member funerals?”
 
   “Wodan! You’re going, and that’s final. Besides, it’s not like you’re going in there alone.”
 
   “You’re going to send the crew in with me?” said Wodan, nodding his head to the lounge. “The Ugly have a lounge in that mansion of theirs?”
 
   “Uh... none of those boys, I don’t think... you know, they’re, well, their nature isn’t exactly…” Wodan realized that Jerry’s superiors were probably angry that he’d lost an entire crew during his arrest. Jerry was not keen on losing another. While Jerry rambled on about how safe the mission would be, but also how he needed to “step up his game” and show a little team spirit, Wodan gazed out the window and let his mind drift. He knew that he’d had his neck on the line before, and he’d always made it out. This was not the first time he’d confronted evil and been terrified. He’d always made it out – always. Perhaps meeting the leader of the organization he’d sworn to destroy would even strengthen his conviction.
 
   A thought struck him.
 
   “Sir,” said Wodan, interrupting Jerry. “Can I request a certain Soldier to go with me? One not in our office?”
 
   “Sure,” said Jerry, nodding slowly. “A Soldier? I can swing that, of course.”
 
   “Well, it’s a Soldier in for Lieutenant training - but he’s new and his Captain probably won’t mind if he gets killed.”
 
   “Okay. What’s his name?”
 
   “Pete Zentl.”
 
   *              *              *
 
   Jens crawled into the back of the car with Wodan and said, “Why the hell did you get me dragged into this shit?”
 
   “I didn’t!” said Wodan.
 
   “My ass!”
 
   “It wasn’t supposed to be your ass - I requested Pete!”
 
   “Dammit, Wodan, Pete is the master of weaseling out of shit he doesn’t want to be involved in. Don’t you know he’s probably got his head in his Captain’s lap right now?”
 
   “Woah! I wish I’d thought of that!” said Wodan, laughing uncontrollably.
 
   “This shit isn’t funny!” said Jens. “I didn’t wake up today knowing I was gonna die!”
 
   “We’re not going to die,” said Wodan. “We’re going to survive. Like we always do.” Wodan stared ahead and smiled slightly. He was already used to the idea of meeting the Head of the Ugly, his sworn enemy, the bane of everything good.
 
   Jens fumed in silence for a moment but, finding that silence did not suit him, said, “And why’d you pick Pete over me?”
 
   “Because I felt Pete needed an experience like this. He needs to see the enemy up close and personal.”
 
   Jens shook his head for a moment, glared out the window, then turned to Wodan and said, “You and your ridiculous “mentor” psychosis. Wodan, you need to realize that sometimes people just are the way they are. It’s not your place to listen to someone’s bullshit and then try to make them live up to that bullshit.”
 
   They rode in silence for a while, then Wodan leaned forward and said to their young driver, “Hey man, are you a Lieutenant, or what?”
 
   “Naw, man,” said the young Coil, jerking his head around. “Just a Soldier.”
 
   “I can’t believe they’re sending a bunch of kids into this mess,” said Jens.
 
   “Thing is,” said the driver, “I got caught stealing some paper from my office the other day. It’s, uh, the second time I got caught. So I think they’re sending me on this thing so the Ugly will do away with me.”
 
   “Figures!” Jens cried, laughing and slapping his knee.
 
   *              *              *
 
   They stopped in front of a line of heavily-armored Ugly and, with a rifle stuck in the window at his head, the driver explained their business with panicky shouts and wild gesticulations. Eventually the Ugly laughed and waved them on. Thick wooden doors opened and allowed them to enter the massive granite wall surrounding the grounds.
 
   Another team of Ugly stopped them on the other side with submachine guns pointed at them, laughing and catcalling. When Wodan got out he immediately broke into a cold sweat. In crystal-clear, sharp relief he saw Jens staring ahead, his face white, pulling his legs behind him as though they were weighed down. The driver tried to get out but an Ugly stuck his foot in his gut and pushed him back in. Wodan felt someone push him in the back of his head and he ignored it, grinding his teeth, then another spit on him. Another pulled at Jens’s black-and-greens and Jens explained that he’d bought them in a thrift store.
 
   “Somebody brought some girls for us!” one of the Ugly called out. “Sexy! So sexy!”
 
   Another Ugly sat in the driver’s side open window with one foot braced on the sideview mirror and shouted, “Man, I like this car, ya’ll! You guys think it’s a sweet ride, right?” While the driver stared ahead, terrified beyond belief, the others laughed and gathered around. Wodan saw the great granite mansion towering over them, black and impregnable and lined with gunmen on its roof and home to a thousand madmen.
 
   A small Ugly in a fine suit with an X scraped across his face approached, then waved to Wodan and Jens. They walked through the open courtyard, made of darkly colored granite tiles, and two wings of the mansion towered over them on either side. As they approached a wide set of double doors, Wodan saw a window above them covered in a red shade. Spikes jutted out from under the window and several skulls were fixed to their points. Loose skin hung from the skulls and bits of hair waved in the breeze. A crow tap-danced on one head and jerked its beak from side to side as the thing jiggled underfoot.
 
   “Open up the goddamn door, please!” shouted the Ugly, and two more gunmen glared at them as they entered.
 
   “You bring us lunch?” said one as they passed.
 
   “Hands off,” said the smaller Ugly. “We gotta cook ’em first.”
 
   They walked down a lonely black hallway and, emboldened by the fact that only one Ugly was with them, and a small one at that, Wodan said, “Sir, will we really be cooked?”
 
   “Mmmm,” said the Ugly, “I’ll say this for sure. We only need one Coilman to relay a message. One of you will be killed, on the principle of the thing.”
 
   Wodan turned to Jens, expecting an angry glare. Instead Jens moved his fist near his mouth, back and forth, and pushed his tongue into his cheek repeatedly. Wodan stifled a giggle despite his fear.
 
   They went up several flights of winding stairs lit by greasy, dripping torches. They crossed another hall and passed several scarred men in simple black or brown robes carrying scrolls and heavy bound books. Wodan stared at them, unused to seeing Ugly who were not cannon fodder.
 
   They continued down the hall and passed by a wide entrance that led to a balcony overlooking a massive cathedral. Tall, red stained glass windows full of images of monstrous flesh demons eating hideously deformed men and women and children cast light onto a black glassy floor, many rows of granite seats, and a large, dark stone altar with a filthy drain set in the middle. Wodan stopped as the others passed and looked down on a stooping, aged red-robed priest in a conical hat, weighed down by gold chains, speaking with two monks in black robes. One monk’s face was so disfigured that he was no longer recognizably human, while the other had eye sockets sealed over with scar tissue.
 
   The front of the cathedral was dominated by an immense execution cross carved from dark wood. A carving of a man hung from the cross, his wrists and feet impaled by steel spikes. Wodan noted that in churches all around Pontius, as well as the church attended by his own parents in Haven, the execution cross was always displayed as being empty; it was integral to the story of the Redeemer that he be resurrected after a descent into the underworld. Here, however, the Redeemer was shown to be either dead or dying, his face drawn out in great agony, his body whipped and beaten into a grotesque mockery of the human form. Wodan did not consider himself religious, but he felt that the image was an assault on his sense of human dignity.
 
   The church was laid out similarly to any other mainstream church in Pontius; the altar, stained glass windows, execution cross, and even the orientation of the pews seemed to confirm the rumors that Wodan had often heard – that every church in Pontius was run by the Ugly.
 
   If you teach the people to take delight in their suffering, thought Wodan, and promise reward after death, and to live with an innate sense of guilt, it can only profit the wolves.
 
   Wodan was struck by a terrible sense of the power of the Ugly. The Coil had more money, but the Ugly had command of something more deeply seated in the depths of the human psyche. By comparison, the Coil looked like bumbling dimwits, ever fearful of losing their wealth. Even the lowliest Ugly was not afraid to mutilate his own body. Was there anything that they feared?
 
   Just imagine, thought Wodan, the incredible creative power that would be released if the human species was free of these creatures!
 
   “Come away from there!” said the small Ugly leading the pair. “That’s not for your eyes!”
 
   “You brought us this way by mistake, Ugly?” said Wodan.
 
   The Ugly turned away, as if caught.
 
   They’re still only bullies, thought Wodan. They rely on their victim’s compliance in order to survive.
 
   Continuing down the hallway, they entered a chamber with red carpet and dark red draperies. Oil lamps hung from the ceiling and, on a pedestal to one side, they saw a terrible sight.
 
   Atop the pedestal some living thing quivered and jerked. Wodan stopped in alarm. He saw twisted legs, a misshapen head bobbing to and fro, and uneven eyes. Its skin was pink and covered in down. It turned its gaze to him and croaked out a tortured meow full of anguish, and he realized that the thing was a cat, horribly misshapen unlike anything he had ever seen before. Wodan pushed past the others and gripped the sides of the pedestal, looking down on the mangled animal.
 
   “My God!” said Wodan. “What’s the matter with him?!”
 
   “The lord’s pet,” said the Ugly. “Was, at least. The lord has a new pet now.”
 
   The poor animal raised its head feebly, shaking with the effort. One of its little ears was plastered to its head and its jaw stuck out unevenly. Wodan could see no bruises or wounds, other than a few small stitching scars on its soft skin, but the poor animal looked as if it had been mashed slowly and somehow kept alive.
 
   “My lord controlled its development by keeping it close to his holy person. Today is the first day it has been away from my lord for any length of time. It looks rather sad, I should say.”
 
   “Controlled its... development?!” Wodan shrieked. One of the slitted eyes bore into Wodan, full of loneliness and abandonment. Wodan cupped the thing’s head in his hands it jerked violently - then relaxed, closed one eye, and slitted the other as best it could. He stroked the little animal’s body.
 
   “Are you crying?” said Jens.
 
   “You’ll spoil it,” said the Ugly. “Your kindness will seem like cruelty in the long hours it has ahead. You must compose yourself. My lord... he don’t like to wait.” Wodan backed away and wiped his face on his black-and-greens. The kitty, long silent, now meowed with terrible urgency and poked out a tongue from its flattened, bent head. It now loved Wodan and could not bear to be without him.
 
   Wodan felt resolve settle into him. “Lets go see the owner of this poor animal.”
 
   They walked down a black and dreary hallway, then stopped before a single iron door. “Make no sudden movements,” whispered the Ugly. “Speak only with utmost respect. Comport yourself as though a gun were in your mouth or up your ass the entire time.”
 
   The Ugly opened the door, and they entered.
 
   The chamber was pink-veined dark granite and full of macabre tapestries of demons, warfare, mangled human bodies and agonized faces. A thin red drape over the window turned daylight into a sinister blood-glow. Sitting behind a sharp, uneven obsidian desk was Boris the Living Scar, Head of the Ugly. Wodan assumed that the leader of the Ugly would have been mangled to an unimaginable degree; he was, instead, very handsome. His face was smooth and clear, blond hair fell in waves over his shoulders, and he stared ahead with sharp blue eyes. He sat perfectly still, like a statue, with his hands laid on his desk. He wore rich black robes that were bundled up at his torso.
 
   Wodan had to force his legs to move. The man’s charismatic aura was overpowering, far more so even than his brother Barkus. Wodan fumbled with a chair, then glanced at Jens and saw that he was staring at a corner of the room. Wodan followed his eyes and was startled to see a figure dressed completely in black, face covered, betraying no sign that he was capable of movement. Either the figure was a clothed statue, or it was one of the dreaded Hands, more monster than human.
 
   “What would the Coil like to discuss?” said Boris.
 
   Wodan composed himself and said, “The Coil would like to discuss terms for... the exchange of the child for the... leader of the Right Arm of the Ugly, sir.” He nodded slightly.
 
   “Then we shall do just that,” said Boris.
 
   Wodan remembered his interrogation by Barkus. Everyone had been animated, laughing, snarling like dogs. Barkus had played to the crowd. Here, there was no movement. Wodan felt afraid to move, afraid to breathe.
 
   Boris continued. “I know that the Coil are an unfaithful lot. I have asked for no proof that our man is still alive. None can be given with any real assurance. Tell your masters that we will come in force during the exchange. I’ve been told that the Law will be present. So be it. Tell your masters that we will not start violence, but we will end things violently if we have to.”
 
   Wodan nodded slightly, then said, “I will tell them, sir.”
 
   “And now you will be wanting proof that the child lives.”
 
   Wodan nodded dumbly. There was no way he could effectively negotiate anything, but only listen. He tried to swallow in a dry throat.
 
   Keeping his eyes locked on Wodan’s, Boris slowly opened a button at his collar, then continued down his chest, then his gut. He smiled like a mask stretching. His mouth parted as he opened his robes. Wodan jumped and stifled a scream and Jens covered his eyes, for the child Scorpio was stitched to Boris’s torso, his little limbs wrapped around awkwardly, the side of one face near the nipple of the right breast. Alarmed by the light, Scorpio wailed and struggled against the thick leather stitches that held him down. Wodan knew that Boris must have had the cat stitched to his body since it was a small kitten, so that as it grew its body had conformed to the unnatural binding.
 
   “Why so startled?” said Boris. “This little soul is no different from any other. You see men bound and forced to grow to accommodate their environment every day. You should, instead, relish the honesty of this little one’s plight.”
 
   “We prefer to take relish in your brother’s plight!” said Wodan, instantly regretting the remark.
 
   “Such willingness towards self-destruction,” said Boris. His smile changed slightly, as if he was glad to be surprised. “But if you were an Ugly, you would know that self-destruction can be a perversion of the need to destroy others, if the will is too weak to affect the world outside itself. That is why I have no scars, little one,” said Boris, raising his hand, slowly, to the child, “save the ones I gain in scarring others.” With that, his hand clamped over the baby’s mouth and nose. Its body jerked on Boris’s chest, and a little hand clenched open and shut, unable to push away the abuser. “You see - I am the Head of those who hurt themselves. I am the culmination. I am the one who cannot be hurt, because I have no self to hurt. I... scar... the Other.”
 
   “Please stop!” said Wodan. He leaned forward and placed his hands together, horrified by the idea that the only thing he could do to stop this unthinkable crime was to pray to a monster without mercy. “P-please, please, stop hurting him! I’m begging you!”
 
   Boris made no move. “Why,” he said flatly.
 
   Wodan saw the little baby’s face turning blue, but he felt as if he was the one choking to death. “I - I’m sorry for m-my thoughtless words!” he said. “I’ll beg if you want, sir, lord, just... please let him breathe!” Wodan lowered himself from his chair and put his knees to the ground, then rested his clasped hands on the obsidian desk. He felt tears welling up in his face, the death pains of his pride and the knowledge of how utterly naïve he must have been to believe that he could possibly ever destroy a force like the Ugly.
 
   Boris lifted his fingers slightly and the child belted out a screeching wail. Its cries filled the room and Boris smiled even wider. Wodan laid his face against the desk and knew that his brother Barkus had had to mangle his face in order to imitate that smile - but for Boris, such delight in wickedness came naturally. “That is why you Coil will never rule the wasteland,” said Boris.
 
   Sniffling on his tears, Wodan crawled back onto his chair. He stared into the face of the little wailing baby. I’ll get you out of here! Wodan thought. I swear I’ll get you away from him, somehow!
 
   “This is all very well and good,” said Boris, resting a hand on the baby’s head and thrumming his fingers along the scalp. “You, Coil, go and tell your masters that the child is alive and in good hands.”
 
   Jens shot up from his seat and Wodan braced himself, then rose unsteadily.
 
   “Oops,” said Boris. “I meant Coil in the singular. Are the Coil so incompetent that it takes more than one of them to relay a message? Or so full of liars that every man has to have another to back up his story?” Wodan and Jens stared at him, mouths hanging open. “Of course, one of you will have to be killed. On the principle of the thing.”
 
   The room darkened. Wodan felt as if his heart was gripped by a demonic hand. He knew that he was in the presence of someone utterly in the possession of evil.
 
   “And you want us to decide,” said Wodan. “You want to ruin the last moments of our friendship by turning us against one another.”
 
   “Of course not!” said Boris, as if shocked. “You think I’m some sort of brute? No, we’ll decide the thing using a charming little rhyme that Mother taught me. I make many decisions based on this rhyme. It’s been my experience that its works far better than reason.” He raised a finger and, while pointing first to one, then to another, he said, “Ketty, check me, benny, cho… catch a weakling by the toe...” He tapped out the rhyme on the baby’s head and with each word pointed to either Wodan or Jens.
 
   Wodan felt rage return to him, his old hatred of the Ugly redoubled, hotter than ever before. He could not believe the sheer ridiculousness of evil. If I had his power, he thought, I could change this world! I wouldn’t torture two messengers and an innocent child!
 
   “Gevvy, tiffy, net sea, hay… if he hollers, make him pay…”
 
   It’s going to fall on Jens, Wodan thought. He’s going to kill Jens, and it’ll be partly my fault for bringing him here! I can’t let that happen! I threw dignity out the window to save the baby… I’ll go as far as I have to, to save Jens!
 
   “Yessy and then Malky say… that… I… choose…”
 
   Wodan glanced at the Hand, wondering how fast he could move.
 
   “… you!”
 
   His finger rested on Wodan.
 
   Boris turned to Jens, then said, “Get out of my office, Coil.”
 
   Wodan and Jens looked at one another for a long time, then Boris tossed a leather bag across his desk. Jens fumbled with it, opened it, then closed it quickly and looked away.
 
   “That’s the head of a Captain,” said Boris. “Just a little something to seal the deal. We went to a lot of trouble to find that man. Tell your masters that no one is safe when they make the mistake of trying to scar the masters of scarring.”
 
   Wodan was struck by the idea that the Ugly had to put in a great deal of effort to find a single Captain when their backs were up against the wall. They most likely had no idea that Wodan had been killing Captains and framing the Ugly just to put them against that very same wall.
 
   I’ll always go farther than they can guess, he thought. They simply don’t understand that people who are horrified by their kind are capable of going farther than they ever could.
 
   He had an idea.
 
   “Ready to die?” said Boris, turning to him.
 
   “Yes,” said Wodan. He rose and removed his jacket. “Lord, may I borrow a knife?”
 
   Before Boris could respond, a knife clattered onto the desk. Wodan saw that the Hand’s fingers were outstretched slightly. The inhuman guard obviously had no fear that Wodan was any threat to Boris. Wodan removed his shirt and tied it to his waist. He and Boris locked eyes, then Wodan took the knife.
 
   Wodan gripped the edge of the desk with his left hand, then leaned forward. The black-handled knife was cold and heavy in his hand.
 
   “I will be reborn,” said Wodan.
 
   He turned away from Boris, then laid the knife against his arm. He flexed the muscles to make the canvas firm, then laid the edge of the blade against his skin and pulled hard. The bite was cold, but it did not hurt. Wodan raked the blade across the same spot and saw the skin part, but only slightly.
 
   Wodan was frustrated that a river of blood did not immediately pour out and shock the leader of the Ugly into submission, so he raked the blade across again, harder, then again further down his arm. Again and again, down to his elbow, across his shoulder. His vision sharpened and his mind sped up in a rush of images. He felt himself trudging through sand with Ugly raiders calling out, he felt the cool spray of the river while surrounded by yapping ghouls, saw the black and white images of the false Guardians killing his friends in the dead of night, then felt a flood of frustration as he remembered walking the streets of Pontius while people stared out of covered windows, afraid to live, afraid to die.
 
   He pulled the blade back and forth across his arm, and finally blood welled up in the channels he’d dug earlier. Great strips of red gathered on white, then gushed in long, thin ribbons that caught in other channels.
 
   “Gods, Wodan, stop!” said Jens.
 
   “Be still!” said Wodan.
 
   Wodan’s arm was a mess of slanting red trails. Wodan switched the blade so that he held it underhanded, then moved to his chest. “To be Ugly,” he said, “we make our scars in defiance of the world. Isn’t that so?”
 
   “In defiance of,” said Boris, “but also, in affirmation to. Lies end where acceptance begins. You’re beginning to understand.”
 
   As the blood ran down his belly, Wodan saw Pete and Anne speaking from across the room, their words a strange dance. Then he saw an image of Dove Langley. They were back on the beach, the most peaceful place in the world, and he remembered that she’d said something to him that no one else had heard. The memory belonged to them.
 
   Wodan stopped and let the blade clatter to the floor. He was covered in strips of red and black canals, from his left wrist to his chest. He dripped onto the floor.
 
   Finally Boris said, “Never have I seen another Ugly work with such devotion on his first day of honesty! And that is what you are now: An Ugly. No Coil could ever become a Captain, or even a Lieutenant, with the sort of scars you will bear.”
 
   Wodan’s mind was still on fire. He was filled with something raging and wild that he did not understand. “My work is not done, lord,” he said. “You worked hard to find one Captain. I have another for you.” Wodan reeled off the name and address of a Coil Captain. He had extensive notes at home, and consulted them often, but he had come nowhere near memorizing any of them; even the names of Captains he’d killed had fallen into forgetfulness, but now his mind threw up memory after memory and he reeled off the name and address of one Captain after another. Boris’s eyes grew wide. Wodan finally stopped after eight Captains were revealed, then said, “They are all ready to die at your hands, Lord Boris.”
 
   Boris shot his head to the side and the small Ugly who had escorted them jogged forward with a pen and piece of paper shaking in his hands. “I’ve got it! I got it all down!”
 
   Boris turned to Wodan and nodded curtly. “A wonderful convert… a shining example!” He spoke louder as little Scorpio began to cry again. “And such an act of memory! You may join our scribes immediately, if you like. Or report to any youth of the Body, if you want to give your life in such a way.”
 
   “With all due respect,” said Wodan, bowing, “I would like to report back to the enemy. I’ll become a cancer festering in their belly. In time, I’ll deliver more of their heads to you.”
 
   “Fine, fine,” said Boris, nodding quickly. He turned to the small Ugly and said, “Take that list - run with it - and make those men disappear.” The man ran from the room.
 
   While Boris spoke, Wodan removed his belt, then tied it around Jens’s throat and held it like a leash. Jens looked pale and hollow. The Hand in the corner laughed slightly; the sound was mechanical and unnatural.
 
   “You may escort the Coilman out,” said Boris. “Welcome to the world.”
 
   Wodan bowed again and pulled Jens behind him. The cries of the child echoed behind them.
 
   They walked down the hall. When he was sure that they were alone, Jens jerked the belt out of Wodan’s hands. “Listen man, I know I’ve joked about this before, but there is something seriously wrong with you, Wodan.”
 
   “Told you we’d survive,” said Wodan, smiling back at him.
 
   *              *              *
 
   They reached the chamber of the deformed cat. It perked up immediately and meowed at the sight of its new friend. Wodan rushed to it and stroked its crazy-looking head, then said, “Jens, gimme that bag!”
 
   Jens complied and Wodan threw his head about conspiratorially. He opened the bag and lifted up the twisted, wriggling animal. “In you go, li’l boy,” he said, stuffing it inside. “Papaw’s taking you home.”
 
   Jens cackled loudly, then said, “I’m gonna force Anne to touch that thing!”
 
   The cat wiggled its hindquarters and settled around the severed head. Its uneven eyes looked back at him, full of love. Wodan held the bag close to his chest, then thought, Hang in there, little Scorpio. I’ll be coming for you one day, too.
 
   *              *              *
 
   Wodan held Jens’s leash on the first floor, and the Ugly nodded and allowed them to pass. A few scarred men smiled and congratulated him. As they crossed the granite courtyard near the front entrance, they saw a skinny, gray-haired old man lugging a large, rusted out device. He teetered back and forth, legs shaking under the weight. He had no scars, but a slave collar was around his neck. As he passed, Wodan stood still with shock, for he recognized the man.
 
   “Hari!” said Wodan, dropping Jens’s leash and running to him. The old man paused, then nearly fell over under the weight of the thing. Wodan took it from him, easily, and lowered it to the ground. He turned to the man, smiling slightly. “Hari! Don’t you remember me?”
 
   Wrinkles deepened around the old man’s eyes as he stared at Wodan, then recognition slowly dawned on the face of the man who had been a slave with Wodan in the desert. When Wodan, Rachek, and Brad had tried to convince the others to fight for their freedom, Agmar had fetched Hari to counsel the others against risking their lives. Hari was a dull, soft-spoken, forgettable man, but he had done his part to convince many of the slaves to not join the revolt. And, unlike Agmar, Hari had not even been in the employ of the Ugly.
 
   “You’re… but this is impossible,” said the old man. “You’re… Wodan. How could I forget? But… but they set out to kill you!”
 
   “Not dead yet,” said Wodan. He smiled and placed a hand on Hari’s shoulder. The old man nearly crumbled under his touch. His eyes drifted to Wodan’s insane collection of fresh wounds. “Don’t worry about those, I’m just undercover. But, Hari, man, what happened to you?”
 
   “Oh, son, it was terrible,” said Hari. The man immediately began choking on tears. Wodan knew that it was not because he wore his heart on his sleeve, but because he lived in a world of pain and regret where the suffering was always ready to boil up from below. “Wodan, that devil Fachimundi... he killed so many, son, so many. I don’t know how long I’ve been here... ten years? A hundred? No one bought me in Sunport... and others, too, they... they turned people into zombies, son... the ones they couldn’t sell, they kept for themselves, brought us here... I wanted to die. Wodan, you, you were... you were...”
 
   Wodan stopped him before he could say more. “It’s not important, Hari. You survived, that’s what’s important. Now you can-”
 
   “No!” he said, shaking. “I didn’t want to survive! Not like this! In this Hell!”
 
   A fat man strode towards them. He glared at them. He wore fine clothes, but he also wore a slave collar around his neck. Hari saw him, then turned away and moaned.
 
   “Th-that’s my boss,” said Hari. “A slave-master of slaves. Oh, gods… he’ll be so angry that I haven’t gotten this thing across the grounds. B-but Wodan, I c-can’t carry it, I’m… I’m so tired, Wodan!”
 
   “You! Hari!” the man barked.
 
   Wodan was filled with a terrible rage. The idea that a man on the next-to-bottom rung on the social ladder would use what little authority he had to hurt those on the very bottom rung filled him with disgust. It was one more instance of humans behaving like devils as soon as they were safely behind city walls – but it was one instance too many.
 
   Wodan pulled the belt from Jens’s throat, then shouted at the slave-master, “You dog! Why isn’t this thing across the grounds yet?” The man stopped, then his eyes filled with terror when he saw the slashes on Wodan’s arms. He worked his mouth and pointed at Hari, but Wodan whipped the arm aside with his belt. “You gave this job to an old man? Idiot! That thing’s heavy! You should have gotten two strong men to do it!”
 
   “I… I’ll… I’ll go get…”
 
   “You’re goddamn right you’ll get that thing across the grounds. Pick it up – now!”
 
   The slave-master bent over and heaved the rusty machine into the air. Wodan slapped his legs with the belt and the man took off, breathing heavily.
 
   “Wuh-Wodan,” said Hari. “Y-you shouldn’t have done that! He’s... he’s going to beat me later... you don’t know how hard it-”
 
   “He’s not going to beat you,” said Wodan, leashing Jens once again, “because you’re my slave now.” He put his hand on Hari’s thin arm and smiled at him. He pushed the bag into Hari’s arms, who looked down at it, dumbstruck. Then Wodan took Hari’s arm and Jens’s leash and dragged his strange and motley train behind him.
 
   They saw the car waiting in the distance. The Ugly at the gate seemed tired and smoked in a cluster. Wodan tilted his head at them and they nodded back. As they drew near, they saw that the car was completely trashed. It was covered in graffiti, all of its windows were bashed in, its windshield was a limp mess of spider webs, and a great mound of feces sat on the hood. They got in and saw the Coil driver clutching the wheel, breathing in quick, shallow breaths.
 
   “Everything cool?” said Wodan, smiling.
 
   The driver glanced at Wodan’s cuts for a split-second, then said, “You think you had it bad? I’d give anything to trade places with you. One of them... gods... one of ’em peed on me. He stuck his pecker in the window, and I… I had to look at it...”
 
   Tears rolled down his face.
 
   *              *              *
 
   Jens and Hari sat on a curb and shared a sandwich. The weird kitty shook playfully in Hari’s lap while he fed it bits of meat. Hari laughed at one of Jens’s stories, and as Wodan approached, he saw Hari look to the sky with a glimmer in his eye. Perhaps it was the noonday heat, but it almost seemed that Hari had a halo around his head.
 
   “How’d it go?” said Jens.
 
   Wodan stood over them and smiled. “Well, Jerry shit a gold brick about the whole thing. I think he’s calling some of the other Captains now. He didn’t have anything to say about us surviving. I think he was more confused than anything else.”
 
   “What did he say about that head?” said Jens.
 
   “Hey, we didn’t get that far.”
 
   “Funny, funny. I meant the severed head.”
 
   “Oh. He was pretty much completely terrified.”
 
   Jens rose, then helped Hari up. “Well, Hari,” said Wodan. “You ready to go home?”
 
   “Yeah!” said Hari, smiling. For the first time, Wodan saw that there were more gaps than teeth in his mouth.
 
   They strolled down the street and Hari and Wodan took turns holding the little kitty. The avenues widened and the population thinned out as they approached Floyd Street. A familiar car pulled up beside them. It stopped and Virgil stepped out. His mustache bristled as he smiled at them. “You guys going to a freakshow or something?”
 
   The boys waved, then the old man followed suit.
 
   “I wanted to take you guys out to dinner,” said Virgil. “Introduce you to some people.”
 
   “Like who?” said Wodan.
 
   “Important people. They’re a group. Very secretive, and very exclusive.”
 
   “You mean there’s another gang in Pontius?” said Wodan.
 
   Virgil nodded, then said, “Depending on how you look at it, they’re either the newest, or the oldest, gang in Pontius. It’s time you met the Businessmen.”
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Seventeen
 
   Climax of the Ugly
 
    
 
   “So Utrecht Sera is dead,” said Boris.
 
   He sat immobile, stalling for time. Earlier that day a troop of Ugly from the Right Leg had entered the dining hall of Sera’s mansion and found their leader, and many of his men, sitting dead over poisoned meals. All the cooks and guards in the kitchen were dead as well, having started meals of their own from the same stock. 
 
   Boris had raged against Sera for losing Barkus, but ultimately the man was a good Ugly, and he’d at least gotten the Coil child for an exchange. Rumors were spreading that the Right Leg was rife with spies, that they’d not only stolen Barkus but killed Sera. Boris glanced at the Hand who stood in the corner of his office. When he’d heard the news of poison, he immediately suspected one of his own Hands was the culprit. The Hands were programmed to protect the Head; had Sera been caught planning a betrayal, and been killed for it? He was an ambitious man. Many Ugly stood before Boris in his office, demanding action, and even though Boris had never ordered the man’s death, he had to at least cultivate the possibility that he did order the killing in order to avoid the appearance of weakness.
 
   The Hands are so difficult to work with, thought Boris. They are my greatest protectors, but they are simply impossible to communicate with effectively.
 
   Boris turned his attention back to the men standing before him, two troops of berserkers, one led by Paul the Seer, a Right Leg berserker who had worked for the late Utrecht Sera, and “Claws” Senki, leader of the Left Leg of the Ugly. Sera’s body was not yet cold and already these men coveted the vacuum he left behind.
 
   Senki was a tall, lanky man dressed in rich purple and scarlet robes with chain-link armor sewn throughout. He had a wild mane of blond hair, a swirling mass of purple tattoos on his face, and most of the flesh on his left hand had been stripped off, little by little over the years, until much of the bone was exposed. His left hand was stiff and black. Senki was extremely bloodthirsty, and had become a leader of berserkers because he was natural a berserker himself, constantly screaming and throwing fits and killing at the slightest whim.
 
   “My Lord Boris,” said Senki, bowing like an animal preparing to pounce. “If the Right Leg are allowed to wallow in self-pity, leaderless, then the Coil will see it as weakness. There is no time to wait for Barkus’s return, my lord - we need the Leg whole and strong for the exchange itself!”
 
   Paul the Seer bowed quickly. His white dreads bounced and the water in his goggles sloshed about. “True to a point, my Lord Boris. My master Sera trusted me with the command of many of his men. It would be best if leadership was given to the one with the most experience-”
 
   “Trust!” Senki shrieked. “Look where that trust got your master!”
 
   “You overstep your bounds!” Paul shot back, glaring at him. The berserkers in the room shifted their weight, ready for the negotiations to enter the phase where heads could be blown open or split apart with axes.
 
   “Silence!” shouted Boris, rising to his full height. “Be still! Both of you overstep the bounds of idiocy with your conduct while in the presence of your lord!” The men bowed quickly and stepped back. Scorpio wailed loudly in the sudden stillness and Boris stroked him through his robes.
 
   Boris glared at them, then withdrew into himself so that he could think. Planning was difficult, so difficult, because he could not get the sound of the footsteps of doom out of his mind. Ugly finances were shot. Not long ago, he’d tried to put together an Arm made out of some remnants of the old and a few youths from the Body, but they had failed to return with any slaves. They had most likely been killed by demons; it was easy to see that the flesh demons no longer considered them worth sparing. He had lost communication with Sunport. Most likely, the Ugly there were either dead, or had defected to Filius Bilch. Desperate, Boris had tried to set up a Body protection racket in Pontius, but the Coil had that game in the bag – not to mention their increasingly aggressive stance against Ugly youth wandering the streets. Recruitment was down, the lowest it had ever been under his rule or any other that he knew of, and he spent more time and energy trying to hide this fact from the other gangs, and his own leaders, rather than setting up new avenues of recruitment. Something had to change, or he could become the Head who finally saw the end of their ancient clan.
 
   Boris paced, his hands behind him, and tried to walk slowly so that his movements would seem calm and thoughtful rather than like a caged animal.
 
   If he made Paul the Seer leader of the Right Leg, then power would be distributed more equally. However, he had no idea of the man’s capabilities - he was Utrecht Sera’s man, and the knowledge of his full experience and abilities had died with Utrecht. It was true that Senki was a good leader, but if he made Senki leader of both Legs then his power would rival Boris’s own. For this same reason, he’d been reluctant to make Heffer the leader of both Arms, and only Barkus’s return had gotten him out of that mess.
 
   If only I could delay things until we got Barkus back, Boris thought. Then I could divide power more evenly, and… what is happening?!
 
   As Boris paced the room, he drew near some of his own guards – then saw one man near the back push his way forward. He saw a knife, heard men shouting, several men pushed towards him, someone grabbed him from behind, the knife drew near his throat –
 
   In a blur of movement the Hand crashed into the guards. In a whirl of limbs too fast to follow, Boris heard the terrible cracking of necks, the splitting of skulls, an arm holding a dagger snapped in half. Several guards were a part of the assassination attempt, but even those simply standing in the area soon found themselves clutching at innards hanging from their open bellies or screaming as their eyes disappeared in a flash of blades. 
 
   Both teams of berserkers held Boris away from the slaughter. Paul stood with a gun drawn on the guards and called out, “Stay back, my lord!”
 
   In only a few moments, the Hand stood over a pile of meat, intestines, pale faces, dying men twitching and moaning. The Hand turned to the berserkers, then pulled two handguns. “Get away from the Head,” he said, his voice distorted, hollow, mechanical sounding. “Step back or you all die.”
 
   The berserkers backpedaled to the far wall, bowing and lowering arms. “Of course, Hand,” said Senki. “We only - we were protecting our lord.”
 
   “My job,” said the Hand. He lowered his guns and holstered them.
 
   Boris nodded to the berserkers, then breathed deeply, heart pounding. How close he had come! Guards in his own home - assassins! He studied the dead. Were they Coilmen? Surely they wouldn’t want to unsettle things just before the exchange of hostages... then again, they were a fragmented lot. Smiths? The Law, even? Who could say? Did it matter? They were heralds of the footsteps of doom, in any case.
 
   “Find out who these men’s families were,” said Boris. “The families are likely being paid great sums of money for their sons’ sacrifice. Find the families - and kill them. Wipe out their lines utterly.”
 
   He stalked over to his desk. Whoever the men were, they had attacked because the Ugly appeared weak. All of Pontius could smell the blood from their wounds. He had to make a move, any move. He found a paper on his desk and tore it in half, then extended one half each to Senki and Paul. “Here are the names and addresses of Coil Captains,” he said. “Find them and bring me their heads. First man back with a bag of heads gets leadership of the Right Leg.”
 
   As the berserkers ran to fulfill the order, Boris remembered the young man who’d given him that list of names.
 
   Pontius feared us when we were strong. Let them see what we are capable of when our back is to the wall!
 
   *              *              *
 
   Boris and a Hand walked the halls of the granite mansion until they came to a door. Boris stopped and looked at the Hand. He knew that his commanders would be shocked to know how little control he had over those two fiends. He did not even know whether or not they communicated with one another, or were even capable of planning amongst one another. Certainly they knew that one of the two had to remain close to the Head at all times, but Boris had certainly never seen the two bent over a day planner, discussing what they were going to do on their days off. He only knew a little about the torture and programming that occurred in the basement. He knew that there were always more failures than successes, and that it was best to steer clear of the strange sociopaths who ran the operation and the cretinous, failed subjects that they always kept on hand.
 
   “Hand,” said Boris. “Would you like to visit Mother?”
 
   The Hand stared back at him. Boris wondered if he comprehended but could not respond, or was only doggedly analyzing the hallway for possible dangers to the Head.
 
   “As you will,” said Boris, entering the chamber.
 
   Mother’s room was dimly lit, dark granite with shades of blue. Mother sat on her wooden chair in the middle of the room. She rotated her eyes to her son, then her hands shook at her sides and she moaned in greeting. Boris smiled warmly and took a dagger from Hand before he approached her.
 
   Boris disrobed, then smiled as he stood nearly naked before her. Disturbed, Scorpio cried out. Boris smelled shit and could feel the stuff dribbling down his stomach. He forced the knife in between the baby and himself and cut the stitches one by one. Finally freed, Scorpio screamed and flailed about.
 
   “Stronger than he looks!” Boris exclaimed. “A healthy child of the Ugly!”
 
   Flecks of blood collected on his forearms from the child’s refreshed wounds. He put the child in Mother’s lap and she clutched at him, stroking his face awkwardly as she made clucking sounds. Boris walked behind Mother and wiped the blood and shit from his chest onto one of her drapes. Just as he walked back to her, he saw Scorpio roll off her lap.
 
   “Mother!” said Boris, scooping the child up before it smacked into the ground. “You must be careful with the little one. I’m glad you held your own sons closer than that!” He picked the baby up and bounced him in his arms, the dagger still in his hand. He looked down at Mother’s face, so old and sagging, so pale and decrepit. She seemed completely disinterested in the child already. Boris looked into her sagging mouth, then his eyes trailed down to the great goiter on her neck. She had had it for as long as he could remember. Pus was draining from it again, and had soaked through her silk scarf. He would have to remember to have a doctor drain it again soon.
 
   He stared at the soaking wet silk scarf around Mother’s goiter and remembered another time when she’d held him close. It was Mother who’d convinced her three sons to kill their father, the Head of the Ugly. A terrible man, a tyrant. His oldest brother Bartholomaias had taken little convincing. He was a wild goat who hated his father, and he was a bully on top of that.
 
   It was difficult to remember the event itself. He had been so young, just a child. He vaguely remembered Barkus holding his hand and whispering that they should be quiet. They slipped into the bathroom with knives in hand while their father was bathing. He remembered the terrible violence when Bartholomaias fell on him, stabbing and stabbing, then Barkus joined in, jamming his knife into their father’s throat and face while the old man thrashed about, churning and spilling water. As the beast lay dying in dark red water, Barkus held Boris’s hand and guided his knife to father’s belly. Boris would never forget that strange sensation.
 
   Mother walked in and Boris remembered running into her arms and crying… crying so hard. Others came, and Bartholomaias shouted at them. Throwing things around, smashing mirrors. Bartholomaias soon disappeared after that, shot dead by the men he wanted to rule.
 
   For many days, many weeks, Barkus held Boris and told him to be quiet, to draw no attention to himself. The men treated Mother very badly in those days. The only one to show Boris any kindness was a small man, an accountant with scars along his face that Boris liked to trace with his fingers whenever the man held him on his knee. The old man had a bird in a cage, a white and yellow singer, and the man gave Boris crumbs of bread so that he could stick them through the bars of its cage and eat from his fingers. The man was very quiet and Boris only understood when he was much older that the quiet little man was the new Head of the Ugly. It was also many years later that Boris heard stories of the man’s cruelty. The way he treated slaves, clansmen - the stories made him out to be a monster, a devil in the shape of a man. But he was never anything but calm and kind to the child Boris.
 
   At the old man’s knee and at Mother’s side he learned the lessons of the Book of the Red. He learned that the wasteland was more than parched soil and burning sun and freezing night; it was an idea, a way of life, and only a master of slaves could learn its wisdom. That was the black sun: Harsh and cruel, beyond the comprehension of the common man, but eternal.
 
   It was difficult to remember, but Boris was convinced that he and Barkus had been friends. For a while, at least. But Barkus soon disappeared, drawn by the allure of the streets, the possibility and excitement of courting danger, the rush of gaining power through violence. Boris was not interested in acting tough, in carrying guns, in posing and preening in tough looking armor. He had no scars; he had only the old man, Mother, and his studies.
 
   The bird grew in its cage. It pecked and bent at the little bars, but could not break free. The Head sat for hours with his head in ledgers and books of finance, deaf to the bird’s plight. Only Boris understood. At night, the man disappeared to do terrible things to consolidate the power of the Ugly. Boris began to believe that the old accountant was a fool for taking no joy in the forbidden things that he did. Power was available to him in such magnitude that the common citizen could only dream of it; Boris alone understood that when the people prayed to the gods in their churches, they were really praying to men like him.
 
   Boris grew and took an interest in the slave girls. Despairing of their stupidity, their worthlessness outside of his own needs, he began to experiment with them. They were all too stupid, of course, to see that his methods made them a part of something greater than they were on their own. They saw only cruelty and pain, at first, then agony. The Head yelled at him over a matter of missing slave girls, some of them having escaped, some of them found dead. Boris laughed at him for his own smallness. He realized that the men on the grounds began to fear him, despite the fact that he had no scars and was not one of them. He began to realize that their understanding of pain was far beneath his own.
 
   Then one day the Head tried to overstep his bounds with Boris, so Boris strangled him. Men pounded on the door of the Head’s chamber while Boris was overcome by a fit of laughter. When they shot the lock on the door and charged in they saw that Boris had sewn the great singing bird to his chest, each wing extending out to his shoulders, and from its head came a terrible cry and the men covered their ears against it. The creature flapped and shook on Boris’s chest. The robe of the Head hung loosely about Boris and he knew that, to them, he must have seemed terrible and godlike.
 
   An Ugly in command of the house guard knelt before Boris, for he was a bureaucrat above all else and knew that if the position of Head died with the old man then his own position would disappear with him, and his life as well, and he was quick to see that a new god must take the place so that his own life could continue. The others saw the sight and knelt as well. They worshiped Boris ever since that day.
 
   Even the Hands had known that it was time for a change. The Hands were emptied of all humanity and filled with the drive to protect the Head. The Hands were trained to find weakness and exploit it. No Hand had ever made a move to kill a Head, but many, many times in the history of their order the Hands had been known to distance themselves from a Head if he became weak. Boris knew that it would be the same with him, if he ever became unworthy to lead the Ugly.
 
   A croak from Mother woke Boris from his reveries. “Barkus… where… is… Barkus…”
 
   Boris looked away suddenly, then said, “Busy, I’m sure, Mother, but thinking of you, I’ve no doubt. He will return soon, and will come to see you.” Boris paced about with the baby. He wanted to change the subject, but since he knew that Mother would not drop the matter, he decided to shift it slightly. “You know, Mother, when I last saw Barkus, he told me something very interesting.”
 
   Mother shifted around, lifted her head, then let it flop back against her seat with a heavy thud.
 
   “Do you remember that I told you he said he met with many devils in the earth? He was even allowed to hear their voice, for one spoke to him and told him a great many things.”
 
   “Hnnnnnnnnnn...” she said, remembering.
 
   “It was there that he was given a scouting devil so that he could see the wicked land where we sent our crusading forces. But he told me something new just recently.” Boris did not mention that Barkus had told him the latest detail in a letter because he was paranoid that Boris would have him killed if they met in person.
 
   “Nnnnnnuh?”
 
   “He said that he made love to a devil.”
 
   “Aaaah! Oooooh!” said Mother, shaking her hands as if to clap them together.
 
   “Yes - I said the same thing! Imagine, the divine honor of being allowed to make love to a demon in the flesh! He said… he said that it felt as if a god was crawling into his skull and was stroking his brain. I wonder if-”
 
   Just then, little Scorpio reached up and slapped his face. Boris pulled away, then spat out, “Willful brat!”
 
   Mother fumbled at something in her gown and held it toward Boris. Boris saw the rectangular thing, then remembered. “Ah! That’s the device I gave you from the Crusade, the simulated pet. How have you been taking care of your pet, Mother?”
 
   He knelt by her side and looked at the digital monitor. The cartoony animal cowered in a corner of the screen, shivering. It looked skinny and bandages were crossed about it. A tear enlarged to comical proportions dangled from its eye. Mother’s finger shook back and forth over a small red button. She pressed it and a hand with a stick extended across the screen and smacked at the animal, which yelped. Her body shook and an unhealthy gurgling laugh bubbled up in her throat and she pressed the button over and over.
 
   “Oh, Mother!” said Boris, smiling. “Mother, you are a delight!”
 
   *              *              *
 
   The three Master Thieves of the Coil sat in their chamber deep underground. The smoke of burning incense hung in the air and an electric bulb cast shadows on images of green and silver serpents covering the walls. Alpha coughed behind his mask of silk, then said, “Soon the exchange will take place, and we will be closer to stability once again.”
 
   Primus laughed and his golden mask caught the dim light. “Stability! As if you or any of us care that our Soldiers have easy days!”
 
   “What do you mean?” said Alpha. “Stability is ease of business. You yourself spoke of stability when last we met. All else is...”
 
   “Listen to my plan,” said Primus. “I say that we do not go through with the exchange of hostages. I say we sell Barkus to the Law.”
 
   One, who wore a mask of paper, whipped his head around. “The Law could not give us any more than we make in a single day,” said One. “Primus, Barkus is a treasure! Even if we do not go through with the exchange as it is - and you know that I stand against the exchange - but even if we change the nature of the exchange, we should make it such that we drain the Ugly of everything they are worth.”
 
   “We won’t sell him for money,” said Primus. “We will give him to the Law with the understanding that we are going to move against the Ugly, in force, and destroy them... and the Law will step out of the way and let it happen.”
 
   One sat back, crushed by the sheer audacity of the plan. But he was also intrigued.
 
   “Foolishness!” said Alpha. “Utter foolishness and a complete renunciation of everything that the Coil stands for!”
 
   “Does the Coil stand for the continued existence of the Ugly?” said Primus. “If we can wipe them out, do we not stand for the greater profits we will make in taking over the flesh trade which, until last year, they controlled without challenge?”
 
   Alpha looked away, staring into nothing. “But the Hands…”
 
   “Will be destroyed by the Cognati,” continued Primus. “Even if the Cognati cannot kill them, they can at least distract them long enough for us to smash their fortress and cut off their Head. If the Hands survive, we can absorb them into ourselves. If the Cognati are killed, then we can cancel their payment.”
 
   They sat in silence. Alpha gripped the table for a moment, then stopped the nervous gesture. Suddenly One slapped the table and laughed behind his mask of paper. He nodded to Primus, then turned to Alpha, and it was obvious that he was relishing the fear shown by their comrade who, normally, displayed the greatest amount of control. “While I do not like the idea of giving up Barkus,” said One, “I will go along with this plan. Primus - I suspect you are a young buck. I had no idea you had such a wild card up your sleeve.”
 
   “These old sleeves are very long!” laughed Primus.
 
   It was obvious that Alpha was outnumbered. “How will we make the transfer of Barkus to the Law?” he said quietly. It seemed he was stalling for time.
 
   “I have contacts within the Law,” said Primus. “In fact, things are already set up to make the transfer within a matter of minutes. I would not have proposed such a plan if I didn’t already have it ready to go.”
 
   “Indeed,” said Alpha, staring at the table.
 
   “Better still,” said One, “I have some contacts with the Smiths. They are ever greedy to get their hands on the technology stolen by the Ugly in their Crusade, I hear, and their grievance against Barkus’s betrayal runs very, very deep. It would be easy for me to speak into a few ears and gain their help in the attack. Perhaps they would even use their new flying machines, those zeppelins.”
 
   “And artillery,” said Primus, nodding. “They have artillery!”
 
   “We will have to make a donation to their leaders, of course,” said One, bobbing his head sideways.
 
   “They may ask... for a lot,” said Alpha, raising his head suddenly.
 
   “No matter,” said Primus, waving his hand. “It’s only money.”
 
   “Money is our blood,” protested Alpha.
 
   “And control of Pontius is our sustenance,” said One, glaring at him.
 
   “Brother,” Primus said darkly. “What is this reluctance? The plan is without flaw. Are you, perhaps, an Ugly yourself?”
 
   “And if I am?” Alpha snapped. “If I were, would that matter one way or the other? We, all of us here, most likely have two or even three other identities. We live in a world in which it is not safe to be one self. We, the Masters of the Coil, lead only because we are better able to contain more identities than the weak, who live one life and die one death, like animals. I admit that I have no less than six identities. I’m sure that all of us sometimes wonder about that old saying… about a house divided.”
 
   “If you are some sort of Ugly, my brother,” said One, “then weaken them while you can, and get out while you can, because you are outnumbered in this thing.”
 
   “So be it,” said Alpha. “We will go to war with the Ugly.”
 
   “We will have to announce it at the last minute,” said One, “so that their spies will have little warning.”
 
   Primus nodded, then stood.
 
   “But,” said Alpha, “I leave you with this warning. The Hands are rarely in the same place at any time. Chances are good that one, if not both, will survive our assault. You say that we could absorb them into ourselves. But I have seen them and I tell you… they are not human. If we destroy our rivals, we may learn that it was the Ugly who kept those monsters bound. If they are set loose - none of us will be able to rest, not ever again.”
 
   “The Hands are human,” said Primus, standing over him. “And all humans, no matter how powerful, require food to live. We will destroy their organization, and their sustenance will be cut off. Anything that eats can be denied its food - as a man of business, you should know that.”
 
   “Yes,” Alpha hissed. “Anything that eats can be killed.”
 
   *              *              *
 
   Director Janice jostled a group at the water cooler and slapped a fresh-faced young detective on his back. “There you go, boys!” he shouted. “Now you can rest easy, knowing that that devil Barkus is rotting away in the deepest cell we could find in the Precinct!”
 
   The men laughed and elbowed one another. Detective DeSark rubbed a hand through his gray whiskers and said, “I just wonder how it was done, though...”
 
   “The Coil just turned him over!” said Janice, eyes wide, jowls flapping. “It wasn’t that complicated, old boy!”
 
   “That’s not what I mean,” said DeSark, eyeing them all with a rueful smile. “What I mean is... why’d they do it? Now, I heard talk there was going to be an exchange of some sort… and I know the Ugly must be hurting for money, but I don’t think they’d deny the Coil anything if they thought they could get one of their top boys back.”
 
   “I don’t really give a shit,” said one detective. “I can’t wait ’til they hang that sumbitch.”
 
   “By his balls!” laughed Janice, and the others joined in. “That’s the spirit!”
 
   “The Coil would never just give something away, though,” said DeSark. “And I don’t mean to poop on our parade, but they must be getting something from someone, and something pretty valuable, for them to give up Barkus...”
 
   “Then get on it!” said Janice, smiling at him. “You’re a detective - figure it out, man!”
 
   While the others laughed still more, DeSark eyed his boss, for he was sure that the Director was hiding something.
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Eighteen
 
   The Black Valley Investment Group
 
    
 
   Virgil drove them to a tall building in a wealthy neighborhood and led them inside. At the landing to the top floor, Virgil knocked in a strange manner.
 
   “Yes?” said a voice on the other side.
 
   “It’s Virgil,” he said.
 
   The door opened.
 
   “Not ‘Detective’ Virgil?” said Wodan.
 
   “Not in here, no,” said Virgil. “I’m just a citizen here. A gun-carrying citizen.”
 
   They entered a great lounge lined with wood paneling, several full bookshelves, plush chairs, and men in fine suits conversing in clusters. Their ages varied radically, but they were all undeniably wealthy. Wodan saw several women as well. It seemed strange to see them conversing with the men, then it struck Wodan that these women were not simply hangers-on living in the shadow of men. They conversed as equals. He had seen this sort of gender equality all the time in Haven, but never in the wasteland.
 
   Wodan turned to Virgil, then saw that he was engaged in a quiet conversation with an old man with a thick, white Lawman’s mustache. The old man wore a rough suit similar to Virgil’s, a cheap imitation of the fine suits worn by everyone else in the lounge. Finally Virgil turned to the boys, then said, “Barkus has been handed over to the Law.”
 
   “I don’t believe it,” said Wodan.
 
   “Believe it,” said the older man. “Coil gave him up to us not an hour ago.”
 
   Wodan stared at the man. “Boys,” said Virgil, “this is a very good friend of mine, Detective DeSark. DeSark, these are the boys I’ve been telling you about.”
 
   “Telling him about?” said Jens. “Telling him about what, exactly?”
 
   “Well… everything, really.”
 
   Jens stepped back, horrified, but DeSark held his hands up and said, “Relax, son. During a Businessmen’s meeting, we believe in total transparency.”
 
   “Great,” said Jens. “So half of Pontius knows enough about me to have me put away for life. I guess it’s okay, though, since the rules of keeping incredibly dangerous secrets change once you walk inside this magic room.”
 
   Wodan was alarmed as well, but he did not want to show it. Instead he extended his hand to the old man and said, “Are you Virgil’s boss?”
 
   “I wish he was,” said Virgil. “I guess you could say he was… my mentor.”
 
   They shook hands. “If you and others in here know about us,” said Wodan, “then we need some details about you guys.”
 
   Virgil and DeSark looked at one another, then DeSark said, “Let’s take them to see Miss Oliver. That’s the best way. That’s how it was done with us.”
 
   They walked through the lounge, then Wodan saw DeSark give Virgil a slight nod.
 
   “Hey guys,” said Virgil, “have you ever seen an open bar?”
 
   Hari shook his head. “No,” said Jens. “What’s that?”
 
   “Come here. I think you’ll like it.”
 
   Virgil took Jens’s arm and Hari’s shoulder and led them to a bar along the far wall. Wodan turned to follow, but DeSark gripped his arm and ushered him to the other side of the room.
 
   They don’t think Jens can handle what goes on here, thought Wodan, following the older man. They approached a seated group of men and an older woman. As they approached, Wodan’s mind spun, thinking about the fact that Barkus was now in the hands of the Law.
 
   If the Coil have given up Barkus, then the exchange is off. That will increase hostility between the Ugly and the Coil, which is what I want. Unfortunately, that leaves little Scorpio in the hands of those monsters. How can I possibly get him back? And what will the Ugly do to him once they realize that Barkus has been given up and Scorpio no longer has any value as a bargaining chip?
 
   Wodan’s thoughts were interrupted as they sat down among the group. “Miss Oliver,” said DeSark. “This is Wodan, the young man that Virgil has been talking about.”
 
   Wodan regarded the older woman. She had a wrinkled, tan complexion, black hair run through with white, and a suit bearing a family crest. She had hard gray eyes and a powerful aura, but there was also a great warmth to her.
 
   “Good to finally meet you, Wodan,” said Miss Oliver. “Our friend Virgil tells us that you’re a foreigner, and that you’ve spent the last year setting up the ultimate destruction of the Ugly.”
 
   “I’m sure he was exaggerating, ma’am.” Curious about what would happen if he threw this wealthy individual off balance, Wodan looked to make sure that Jens was still across the room, then added, “I have a terminal illness. I might not have much time left. Whether the Ugly kill me, or I end up keeling over in the bathroom, I figure I might as well try to do some good while I’m still here.”
 
   “Nothing like a death sentence to make someone fight for their life,” Miss Oliver said without hesitation. “Everyone in Pontius lives under a death sentence.”
 
   “You mean the gangs?”
 
   “I mean us.” Miss Oliver smiled slightly, then said, “We’re the only gang with the potential to destroy Pontius – and all of the other gangs with it.”
 
   Wodan was shocked. “Just who are you people?”
 
   “That’s a difficult question to answer. How’s your history of Pontius? Have you heard of a group called the Entertainers?”
 
   “I don’t know that much about the history of Pontius,” said Wodan. He said nothing of the Entertainers.
 
   “Not many people do,” said Miss Oliver. “In fact, most people think that the flesh demons created humans a short time ago, relatively speaking, to be their food and their playthings. Humans are far, far older than most people know. We’re older than the demons, by far.”
 
   “That’s what we believe where I come from. We call the people who came before the demons – the Ancients.”
 
   Miss Oliver nodded, then said, “The demons were the end of the Ancients. According to our secret histories, mostly kept by a group called the Entertainers, Pontius had a front-row seat to the fall of mankind and the rise of monsters. At the end of the last age and the beginning of this one, the Ancients had vast cities that stretched for miles and were full of people. There were no walls. The cities were too big, you see – and there were no demons for city walls to keep out in the first place.
 
   “In those days, Pontius was just a small farming community. We don’t know why, Wodan – we don’t think anybody does – but when the last age ended, the seas rose and the flesh demons made their appearance. A great horde of them came up from the earth to kill and eat humans. The Ancients couldn’t put up a unified front against them because they were always at war with one another, bickering over territory or resources or ideology or profit.
 
   “Not far from the farms that would eventually become Pontius, there was a great city called Vatica. The people of Vatica were already masters of rule and survival and playing one group against another. When everyone else was still trying to figure out what the demons were and how to fight them, and were barely clinging to life, the ruling class of Vatica somehow found a way to thrive. How do you think that’s possible, Wodan?”
 
   “They cut a deal with the demons,” Wodan guessed. “They fed them… other people.”
 
   “That’s what we think, too,” said Miss Oliver, smiling. “I know it’s hard to believe that a human could actually make a deal with a monster, but we know for a fact that some demons are capable of speech and reason… and we also know that some humans will do anything to survive, even if it means betraying their own kind. We have solid sources that say the rulers of Vatica were inhuman long before the demons came. They were obsessed with the concept of mind control; over the course of generations, they spent fortunes trying to figure out how to use torture, psychological trauma, and ritual symbolism to break down the human mind in order to turn free humans into robots. They wanted sex slaves and killers that could be turned on and off with key phrases, and whose memories couldn’t link them back to their masters when questioned. They were wealthy cowards hiding behind a popular religion that taught obedience and turning the other cheek, so when the demons came, they were quick to turn it to their advantage rather than risk anything by fighting back.
 
   “When the seas rose, the city of Vatica was buried, along with most of its people. The rulers of Vatica settled in the lands that became Pontius. We’re convinced that the Ugly are the descendants of those inhuman men, Wodan. Even though the wall around our city protects us from most of the demons, the Ugly still revere them. To this day most of their wealth comes from the slave trade and underground sex rings, and we think that the Hands are the culmination of their mind control program. No normal human can beat a Hand in combat; at the same time, a Hand probably isn’t even capable of walking to a store and buying food to survive, even if he had to.”
 
   Miss Oliver smiled at Wodan, then added, “That’s why we’ve been keeping a close eye on you, Wodan. We’re interested to see how your private war against the Ugly develops, because ultimately it will shape the future of Pontius… and even decide our fate, as well.”
 
   “I still don’t understand who you are,” said Wodan.
 
   “We’re people who place a handful of ideals above survival,” Miss Oliver said quickly. “All of us here are ambitious and career-driven, but each of us has also made a vow to eat a bullet before we become like the Ugly. We want to live in a decent world, Wodan. Not in Hell. Every member of our group has to be wealthy, but our money can’t have blood on it. Understand? We have spies in the Coil and friends in the Law, but even a spy has to make the majority of his wealth without getting blood all over it.”
 
   “Are Virgil and DeSark members?”
 
   “No – they’re friends of the group. They’re spies that keep us apprised on the changes of the Law so we can stay one step ahead of the elected rulers, the officials. The elected rulers of Pontius sleep in shifts and draft new Laws every day so they can leech wealth off the other gangs, and the people of Pontius, without working. Ironically enough, they’ve become slaves themselves. Each elected ruler of Pontius works over one hundred hours a week, and most of them die from stress-related illnesses.”
 
   Wodan looked at the other Businessmen gathered in the circle, so Miss Oliver added, “That man there is another one of our spies. His name is Pelethor. He’s a Captain of the Coil, but his true loyalties are with us.”
 
   Wodan followed Miss Oliver’s gaze, then drew back – a dark-haired man sitting directly beside him was staring back with cold eyes and a hard, emotionless face. Wodan had not even noticed him until now. “How do you do?” said the man.
 
   “Pelethor!” said Wodan. He’d heard the name floating around the office. “You’re the father of Scorpio – the child that was kidnapped!”
 
   Pelethor nodded. “His life was to be exchanged for Barkus. But now, it seems, my organization has other plans.”
 
   “I’m... I’m sorry, sir,” said Wodan. The horrible images of the child Scorpio rushed into his mind. The stitches, the terrible binding, how he wailed... desperate to help the poor man, he said, “Sir, I saw your child earlier today - he’s alive.”
 
   “Please, don’t continue,” said Pelethor. His eyes closed for a moment, but otherwise he betrayed no trace of emotion. “I cannot bear to hear it. It’s my own fault, really. I thought that joining the Coil would be the best way to protect myself and my family from the gangs. I’m a high-ranking Captain… but no one is safe from the Ugly when they’re determined to fight back, it seems. But why show concern for me, Wodan? I’d heard you were a killer of Captains.”
 
   “I never killed a Captain that had a family.”
 
   “You have my thanks for that.” Pelethor suddenly smiled coldly, then said, “But now I have no family. My wife did not survive the attention of the Ugly berserkers, you see, and now my son is in their clutches. I think that war between the Coil and the Ugly is inevitable now. I can’t imagine a child surviving that.”
 
   “He will,” said Wodan. “We’re going to get him back. We’ll think of a way.”
 
   Taken aback, Pelethor’s smile changed slightly. “Perhaps we will,” he said, then turned away and stared into the distance. Wodan shifted his weight uncomfortably. Despite the fact that the man was a Coil, and emotionally cold as well, Wodan did not feel that he was a bad person. He wanted to help him, but was not sure how to go about it other than to bother him with a lot of big promises.
 
   Wodan saw that Miss Oliver was just ending a conversation with another Businessman. She turned to him, and Wodan could tell that she wanted to say something to him. “You say you’re not like the Coil,” said Wodan. “Have you ever used your money to fight them?”
 
   “That reminds me of a story,” said Miss Oliver. “There was an investment we made, long ago. Do you gentlemen remember the Black Valley investment?” Several of the older men nodded, then Miss Oliver turned back to Wodan. “We had a plan, years ago, that would increase our wealth far beyond that of the Coil. We were going to use it to take them over. It was a disaster, a total failure. Do you know what the most valuable resource in Pontius is?”
 
   “It certainly isn’t blood,” said Wodan.
 
   “Sadly, no. It’s paper. That is, raw lumber. As for the investment, there is a valley east of Pontius. It’s in the middle of a horseshoe ring of mountains, with a river connecting all the way to Pontius. Not only are those mountains full of ore, but that valley holds trees, Wodan… trees without end. Whoever tapped that resource would gain untold wealth, enough to change the face of Pontius. The Businessmen decided to make a play for those resources. I was young back then, when several of us went there. We bought up equipment, laborers, skilled workers and mercenaries, then trekked to the valley. We met with no demons along the way. At the time, I thought it was a good sign.
 
   “We reached the valley and established a colony. In the north we began mining gold, silver, iron, and all manner of jewels. We cut down enough trees to have everyone in Pontius eating out of our hands. Gods, I thought we’d really done it…”
 
   “And then the demons came,” said Wodan.
 
   “Yes. And then the demons came. We never saw one demon - from the very first, they came in legion. They overwhelmed us before our guards could even put up a fight. We ran as fast as we could. Only a few of us were able to lose them in the mines, and even fewer of us made it back across the wasteland. The Entertainers have a legend about a garden of plenty guarded by a seraph with a flaming sword, a place where no man can set foot if he values his life. That story seems to fit the Black Valley perfectly.”
 
   Wodan thought for a moment, then said, “Did you see ghouls there?”
 
   “See what?”
 
   “Uh, we call them ghouls... where I’m from, I mean. They’re shaped like men, but smaller, sickly, with white skin... very disgusting creatures.”
 
   “No-o-o-o,” said Miss Oliver, “I didn’t see anything like that. But the attack threw us into chaos. All I saw was tentacles and fangs… a horde of monsters. It looked like the whole valley had come alive to eat us.”
 
   “You didn’t happen to see a lizard creature shaped like a man, did you?”
 
   “How did you know about that?” said Miss Oliver.
 
   “Because I’ve been there. I was exiled into that valley over a year ago, with some others. I was the only one who made it out alive.”
 
   Miss Oliver nodded emphatically. “That creature was no devil. It was a freak. Or the last of its kind, for I’ve never seen another like it. It was raised by a showman who travelled with us. The King of the Reptiles, I think he called it, but it was no bigger than a boy. He would make that thing fight against other show animals, and our laborers would bet on the outcome. The showman treated that lizard boy very poorly, beating it and starving it to keep it angry. It was covered in scars, and I have no doubt who put them there.”
 
   “That creature is out of its misery now,” said Wodan. “I killed it during my escape.”
 
   “You really are something, Wodan,” said Miss Oliver, settling back into her chair. “But the stakes are higher now.”
 
   “My life was at stake then.”
 
   “And now, you’ve put the lives of everyone in Pontius at stake.”
 
   “You alluded to something like that earlier. What exactly do you mean?”
 
   All the Businessmen in the circle leaned forward. “Just this. There’s another bit of criteria before someone can join our group. You have to be involved in farming.”
 
   “Farming?”
 
   “Farming. It’s the most thankless work in Pontius, but the most important. Have you seen the farms around Pontius?”
 
   “I have. They’re pitiful.”
 
   “They are. It’s a constant struggle to keep them going. The people that work them are determined, but small-minded and superstitious. They get picked off by demons all the time, but that news hardly ever reaches the city because no one wants to hear about it. Everyone in Pontius works to build their own personal empire within the city walls, but if they looked only a few feet outside of the city walls, they might see that every farm is owned by us, and every bank loan that goes out to every farmer comes from us.
 
   “I’m telling you this for a reason, Wodan. You’re orchestrating a war against the Ugly. They are indescribably malevolent, and you’ve forced their back against the wall. If they fight the Coil and win, then they will be able to grow unchecked. They’ll move into territories and markets that the Coil were able to keep from them. If they grow strong enough, they could absorb the Smiths and even move against the Law. Our hands have been tied, Wodan, because we only have one weapon against them. We haven’t used it yet because it’s too powerful and using it would go directly against our code. But we refuse to live in a world dominated by the Ugly.”
 
   “What weapon?” said Wodan.
 
   “If you fail, and the Ugly grow in power, we’ll cut off all loans to every farm surrounding Pontius. We’ll drive the farmers off their land and destroy the irrigation channels. Within a year, Pontius will face starvation – and no one will notice before it’s too late. One way or another, the Ugly will be destroyed. It’s up to you to determine whether or not tens of thousands of innocent people will die as well.”
 
   Wodan felt faint. “You said… you said that you don’t want any blood on your hands.”
 
   “I said that taking lives is against our code. If we commit genocide, then we’ll disband. Some of us will move to Sunport, some of us will move to Hargis, and only skeletons will remain in Pontius. Just remember that, Wodan. If your gamble fails, every innocent person you have ever met here will die.”
 
   “I won’t forget,” said Wodan.
 
   Wodan rose and left the circle of Businessmen. The wounds on his arm and along his chest burned as if his blood was crying out. It was strange to him that, if he were in Haven, a group of bankers and wealthy elitists who made plans for a possible genocide would be considered evil. But here, in a city-state ruled by violent, sadistic, power-hungry gangs, the Businessmen were, by comparison, the good guys.
 
   *              *              *
 
   As Wodan passed through the lounge, he saw Jens at the open bar, surrounded by a crowd of young men and women laughing at one of his stories. Virgil and Hari sat in a dimly lit, private corner. Wodan approached and saw that Hari was feeding the misshapen cat and telling some tale which was causing Virgil’s jaw to drop further with each word. Virgil glanced over at Wodan and he instantly knew that Hari was telling the detective about Wodan trying to stir up the slaves against the Ugly in the wasteland. Wodan thought about giving them some distance, then an idea struck him.
 
   “Hey, Hari,” Wodan interrupted. “What sort of work do you like to do?”
 
   “Something easy, I dunno. Hey, I was just telling Virgil how you-”
 
   “Easy - like what? Something calming? Relaxing?”
 
   “Yeah, sure, something that won’t stress an old man out. But that kind of work don’t tend to come along when you wear a collar and a lock, you know?”
 
   “Did you do anything you liked before you were enslaved?”
 
   “I used to tend a garden. Before then I was an ironsmith. Well, more of an assistant, I just repaired stuff. But damn, I hated that. It was always so hot, as if cooking in just the sun wasn’t hot enough... but after I got old, I tended gardens. I helped out this guy… I guess you’d call him a doctor, in these parts. I... I really liked that! Gave a man time to think, to relax, it did.”
 
   “And would you like doing that sort of thing now?”
 
   “Sure!”
 
   Wodan turned and went directly to Pelethor. The man was still staring ahead in his cold, still manner. “Sir,” said Wodan, kneeling beside him. “Just how rich are you?”
 
   “Rich enough. Why?”
 
   “Rich enough to have a garden?”
 
   “No. That is, my wife had a garden, but that... I guess it’ll just go to ruin.”
 
   “What if I gave you an older man, a slave. Would you take him on and let him putter around in your garden?”
 
   “Why not?” said Pelethor, smiling oddly.
 
   “He’s here now. Could you take him immediately?”
 
   Pelethor nodded. “Have him wait near the entrance. I’ll take him with me when I leave.” He turned away from Wodan and resumed staring into the distance.
 
   Wodan walked back to Virgil and Hari. “Hari,” he said, “I just gave you to a wealthy Businessman who says you can chill in his garden. Is that cool?”
 
   “Wealthy, say?” said Hari. “Really? Well, I... yeah, that’s great! Th-thanks, Wodan!” He looked straight at Wodan, eyes full of something he had not felt in years. “Boy... and here I thought... that things were just going to get worse, somehow. You know, in a way, you ended up taking me out of the wasteland after all, son.”
 
   “To the hero of the wasteland!” said Virgil, raising his drink.
 
   “Right!” said Hari, throwing an arm around Wodan. “I’ll second that!”
 
   Wodan tried to smile, but he kept seeing an image of Pontius covered in heavy clouds of black smoke, with armed Ugly bashing in doors and looting what little food they could out of homes filled with skeletal, dying civilians.
 
   “You know?” said Hari, laughing. “I think things might turn out okay in the end!”
 
   


 
  
 
  

Chapter Nineteen
 
   Countdown
 
    
 
   “Harder to hit than you’d think,” said Ullrich, replacing a few bottles on the wooden wall they’d set up. “Your turn, Wodi.”
 
   Wodan passed their jug to Hunley, then took his absurdly decorative Coil automatic handgun from Ullrich and loaded a fresh magazine. The three sat relaxing on the roof of their Floyd Street headquarters while the sun set, casting a dim blue shroud on the abandoned neighborhood.
 
   “Shooting a gun inside city limits,” said Hunley, laughing. “Isn’t that a death sentence if you get caught?”
 
   Wodan aimed down the sights of the handgun. “Pretty soon, all the old limits will be gone.” The gun barked six times, shattering glass with each shot. On the seventh shot, the final bottle jumped and did a slow, circling dance before Wodan shot once more and shattered the target.
 
   “Damn, Wodi,” said Ullrich. “You’re getting ridiculously good at this.”
 
   “You must have gotten practice in your homeland,” said Hunley. “When did you start?”
 
   Wodan smiled and laid fresh bottles on the wall. “The first time I ever shot a gun was in a wooded valley east of here. It was a shotgun. I was deep inside an abandoned mine and a flesh demon with a purple glowing belly was trying to kill me…”
 
   Hunley laughed loudly, drowning out his words. The door to the roof suddenly shot open, then Pete came through and said, “Gods below, Wodan, I thought Jens was bad about telling stories.”
 
   “I didn’t even get to the part about the reptilian monster yet,” said Wodan, clapping a hand on Pete’s shoulder. “I put the shotgun in his mouth and, well…”
 
   “Probably one of those deals where you had to be there, right?” said Jens, arriving behind Pete. Wodan could tell that the two newcomers were already drunk. There was something wild about them. “Speaking of not being there, where were you today?”
 
   “I just felt like making my Captain sweat, so I figured I’d take the day off,” said Wodan. The truth of the matter was that the Businessman’s plan for Pontius weighed on him, and he wanted to stay at home and blow off steam. In the background, they could hear Hunley shooting at the targets, missing, and cursing violently.
 
   “So you didn’t talk to anyone yet?” said Pete, jerking his head around.
 
   Wodan shook his head, then Pete and Jens looked at one another in shock.
 
   “What’s going on?” said Wodan.
 
   “War, that’s what,” said Pete. “There’s no official word yet, but there’s a rumor going around that the Coil are going to move against the Ugly two weeks from today. The Lieutenants are saying that more Captains are dying. We’re not doing it this time, so I don’t know how the Ugly are finding these guys.”
 
   Wodan glanced at Jens, who smiled slightly. It’s that list of names I gave Boris! he thought. They’re doing our work for us now.
 
   “From what I’ve gathered, the majority of our forces are gonna hit Senki’s fortress. With Sera dead, those Left Leg berserkers are the most dangerous threat. While that’s happening, the Cognati are going to hit Boris, and at least one of the Hands, head-on.”
 
   “Two weeks,” said Wodan, leaning against a wall. “It’s finally happening.”
 
   “No shit,” said Pete. “Now you’ve got what you wanted, and I have to figure a way to get out of this horse shit.”
 
   “You could come work with me,” said Ullrich. “When the Coil inevitably get their asses handed to them, we’re gonna need some help fending off Ugly berserkers going wild in the streets.”
 
   “Bad idea,” said Jens. “It might be better to be on the front lines and get killed as quickly as possible. Can you imagine how bad it’ll be for everyone when the Coil get plowed and the Ugly are calling all the shots?”
 
   “Demon’s balls!” Hunley shouted. Wodan turned and saw that the wooden wall was still topped by a line of neatly arranged bottles. Hunley strode up as he loaded a fresh magazine, then executed each bottle at point-blank range.
 
   *              *              *
 
   On the second day of their two week wait, Wodan sat alone in his room while the others partied nearby. Jens and Pete were driven nearly mad by the prospect of all-out war breaking out in Pontius, and were drinking as if they knew for certain that they would be killed. Wodan understood how they felt; Jens had seen the inside of Boris’s stronghold, and Wodan could guess that Pete had seen enough laziness and incompetence among his Coil peers that he did not relish following any of them into battle. But Wodan could not drink with them. He had worries of his own.
 
   Wodan sat at his typewriter, considering his next move. The misshapen cat               perked up suddenly and banged its head into the typewriter platen, then locked one eye on the doorway.
 
   “You okay?” said Wodan, stroking the cat’s ears.
 
   “I’m fine.”
 
   Wodan turned quickly and saw Anne stroll through his doorway. She sat on the bed, then looked around at his room.
 
   “What are you doing?” said Wodan.
 
   “Nothing. Do you mind?”
 
   “Oh… of course not.”
 
   The two looked at one another. Besides a few greetings, this was the most that Anne had ever said to him. Wodan had not tried speaking to her for weeks; whenever Pete wasn’t around, she only appeared bored, distant, and vaguely annoyed by her surroundings. Just as Wodan was wondering what she was doing in his room, he heard Jens cry out, then Pete laughed and there was a terrific impact on a distant wall.
 
   They must be getting too wild in there, he thought.
 
   “I don’t see how you can stand to touch that cat,” said Anne.
 
   “He’s a good boy!” said Wodan, smiling.
 
   “Aren’t you afraid he’ll shit on your papers?”
 
   “He can’t get around so well, but we gave him a whole room for a litter box, so we don’t have to worry about him making a mess. He likes to sit by the window and see what’s going on. I’m sure he’s happier than he was before. Uh, you want to pet him?”
 
   “No.” Anne continued looking around, then her eyes settled on Wodan’s typewriter and papers. “What are you writing?”
 
   Alarmed, Wodan removed the page he’d been working on and rolled up a fresh sheet. He did not want Anne to see that he’d been writing instructions for the others concerning what to do if the Ugly defeated the Coil. The Businessmen’s plan of cutting off the food supply for the entire city haunted him; the idea that his friends might find out that the farms were devastated after it was too late to evacuate was intolerable. He knew that if the Ugly won then he would most likely be dead, but there was a good chance that Pete or Jens would find a way to place themselves far from danger during the battle. If that happened, they needed to know where to go and how to get there. Instead of bringing up a worst case scenario that could cause her to lose sleep, Wodan spotted an old story he’d been working on and rambled on about it.
 
   “I got the idea from a dream,” Wodan said finally.
 
   “I had a dream the other night,” said Anne. “I told Pete about it, but he said that dreams are just memories reworking themselves while you’re asleep. He said they’re nonsense.”
 
   “Oh, that’s not true at all!” said Wodan, turning to her. “Pete’s going to end up being controlled by internal forces he doesn’t understand, if he keeps thinking like that. Sleep puts you in touch with worlds inside of yourself that you don’t even think about while you’re awake. Where I come from, some people devote their whole lives to mapping that stuff out. Haven’t you ever read stories about people being contacted by gods while they were asleep, and having realizations that they would never have while awake? There’s plenty of cases of the dream-world having an effect on this world. Why, thousands of years before the Smiths put chains on our creative spirit, some wise man devoted years to studying the atomic structure of matter. He hit a brick wall, so he took a nap. Sounds lazy, right? Well, it wasn’t, because he had a dream that explained how atoms dance and form into molecules. The same thing happened when another wise man was trying to understand the genetic makeup of…”
 
   “The what?”
 
   “Oh… the instructions inside living cells. They tell the body what it’s supposed to be, how to grow, when to die, stuff like that. A wise man learned that from a dream, too. But it goes beyond practical stuff. The you that you think you are is just a thin film laid on top of a deep, dark pond. So communicating with those deeper forces… I mean, it’s like a pantheon of gods, or other selves, you know?” Wodan noticed that Anne had a strange, shocked smile, so he laughed at himself. “Anyway, I guess some dreams might be nonsense, but some of them aren’t. Plenty of people from my homeland try to have them interpreted. I’ve read a little bit about it. What was your dream?”
 
   Anne shrugged, then said, “I was on a bus, the kind that wealthy people use to drive slaves from one site to another. I was… this sounds dumb, Wodan.”
 
   “So? Who cares? Go on!”
 
   “Okay.” Anne covered her face with both hands, then continued. “So I was trapped on this bus. But it wasn’t driving in the city, it was out in the wasteland. I don’t remember seeing any driver. I looked out the window because I heard a terrible shrieking sound. It was from an animal… I saw a bear, and other animals too. The bear dived into a river, and the river swallowed it up. Other animals jumped in too. Bears, then a lion. It happened over and over again. The river swallowed them all.”
 
   She peeked at him through her hands, then said, “What do you think it means?”
 
   “That one’s pretty easy,” said Wodan. He wondered if the general dream landscape for every human outside of Haven was so streamlined. The inner garden had been neglected for far too long. “I think the bus was probably you, your shell, your life. The observer was a deeper part of yourself, and it was trapped. There’s no driver in your life; you’re not really in control. The river…” Wodan pointed towards the distant room where the drinking was still in full effect. “That’s that Pontius hedonism, making animals jump into oblivion every night. The two types of animals are considered pretty tough animals… that may be because you only hang out with guys. The bears might symbolize… well, you know, men in your past. Each one is disappointingly similar. The lion might be your ideal guy, since he came in last. He might even be Pete. But did you notice that the king of the animals was doing the same thing as the bears?”
 
   Anne laughed, then said, “You’re a pretty good dream interpreter. I guess. But do you really think Pete is my ideal?”
 
   Wodan shrugged. A door slammed nearby.
 
   “Maybe he is,” she said, putting a hand over her eyes. “Disgusting.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because I hate him.”
 
   Wodan was shocked into silence. Anne left the room. Wodan sat for a moment, then wondered if it was safe to continue working on his “worst case scenario” instructions. He rose and stood at his doorway. His eyes adjusted to the darkness and he saw Hunley passed out on a couch with one leg thrown over the back. In the distance, Jens explained something to Ullrich, shaking his head and throwing his arms around in exasperation. Wodan looked in the direction of Pete’s room, then heard voices behind the door.
 
   *              *              *
 
   “I dreamed I was eating a cactus,” said Anne.
 
   It was the third day since the rumor of war had spread. Anne laid on Wodan’s bed while he sat at his desk, arranging notes for a story that he wanted to complete before Pontius was thrown into the fire.
 
   “It was a really nice color, and it tasted good. But the spines… they hurt really bad. But I kept eating more anyway, because it hurt even worse if I stopped eating. Then I felt sick. My stomach was going to explode... I threw up and it felt like my throat was going to burst into flames. And then I looked at what I’d thrown up. It was another cactus. A perfectly formed cactus.”
 
   Wodan stopped, suddenly intensely uncomfortable.
 
   “What do you think it means?” she said.
 
   “Anne… are you pregnant?”
 
   Anne posture of relaxation fell away as she sat up and curled her arms around her legs in a strange, spidery gesture. She rubbed her knees, then quickly stood and left the room. For a split second, Wodan saw her face – contorted and demonic, as if a mask had been stripped away revealing something true and terrifying. He heard Pete’s door open and slam shut. A few minutes later the door opened and slammed shut again, then he heard feet pounding down the stairs, then he heard Anne’s shoes clicking on the pavement outside.
 
   Wodan rose and stood at his doorway. Eventually Pete came out and stared at him, haggard and terrified.
 
   “Wodi,” he said. “Anne just said she hasn’t had a period in over a month.”
 
   They two stared at one another for a long time.
 
   “That means you’re going to be a dad,” Wodan said simply.
 
   Pete slapped both of his hands onto his face, then turned and walked back into his room.
 
   *              *              *
 
   On the fourth day since the rumor of war, Wodan stepped lightly through the darkness of Hunley’s apartment. He’d skipped work once more to finish his project, a detailed explanation for all his friends, as well as Jarl and any Entertainer he could contact, and how his own money should be divided in the case that Pontius faced imminent destruction. He wanted to unwind and enjoy a movie with Hunley and Ullrich, but the thought of all those lives in the balance still hung around his neck.
 
   Hanging out with Pete and Jens was out of the question. Since hearing the news of Anne’s pregnancy, a sort of madness had spread among the numerous young males connected with her. Wodan hadn’t seen either of the two all day, and had no idea if they’d gone into work or not.
 
   Someday, thought Wodan, the announcement of a birth will be good news. Not something terrifying and charged with guilt.
 
   Wodan reached the dark kitchen, then felt his way around to the fridge and grabbed some beers for everyone. As the door shut, he leaped back – Hunley’s aged Smith master stood before him. Skin hung from his face in deep, wrinkled bags, and his milky eyes peered at Wodan from the darkness. His Smith apron was covered in grease and grime.
 
   “Hun… ley?” said the old man.
 
   “No, sir,” said Wodan. “I’m... one of his friends.” Wodan quickly turned and ran downstairs. “Hot damn, Hunley, that old guy is a creepshow!”
 
   “Yeah,” said Hunley, putting away the reels of the film they’d just watched. “When he finally clocks out, I’m gonna hide his body and pretend he never died just so I’ll have the place to myself.” Hunley thought for a moment, then said, “If he’s up this late, then he might wander down here and start telling you guys that you’re damned because you don’t know any of the ultimate truths that only Smiths know about. If you’ve never seen a guy take apart an engine while belittling your character flaws, then you’re better off, believe me. We should sneak out the back and I’ll get you guys home.”
 
   Hunley dropped Wodan off at Floyd Street, which was dark and vacant. Wodan sat in the darkened main room and kept the cat company for a moment. He realized that, with the walls painted, and with several pots of bushes placed throughout, the place looked like an actual home. The transition had occurred in stages, gradually, but now it struck him.
 
   Anne did most of this, he thought.
 
   Wodan took the cat to his desk and tried to revise the plans for the story he wanted to finish, but he couldn’t concentrate. He sat in his large, open window and smoked. As he looked out at the city, he kept imagining smoke, fire, screams of anguish.
 
   I have to stop thinking like this, he thought. It’s not going to happen like that. We’re going to beat the Ugly. We have to.
 
   Just then a car tore through the street, swerved and ran its tires onto the sidewalk, then corrected itself by careening back across the road. It sideswiped the barbed-wire fence that surrounded the place, then the brakes shrieked and the car stopped just short of hitting the building. Two doors opened immediately and Pete walked stiff-legged toward the house while Jens ran into the street and threw an empty bottle. Within a few minutes he heard the pair bellowing on the stairs, then they swept into the Party Room and Wodan met them.
 
   “Where’d you get that car?” said Wodan.
 
   “Borrowed it from work,” said Jens. He began laughing hysterically as he opened another bottle.
 
   “We had a bonfire,” Pete shouted. “We had to celebrate Anne taking part in the miracle of child birth right when we’re on the verge of getting killed by Ugly berserkers.” He lit a cigarette, laid it on a table, then immediately lit another one.
 
   “That’s too harsh, Pete,” said Jens, stomping around. “I thought it was a really pleasant evening, you know? In fact, you know what the best part about tonight was? It was when we realized that everyone who was there was a guy who’d screwed Anne at one point or another. Wasn’t that just great? I think it was at that point that I realized Anne totally has her shit together, and that bringing a kid into this world is just the master-stroke in her master plan.”
 
   “Is she gonna have the baby?” said Wodan.
 
   “Said she was,” said Pete, hanging his head in his hands. After a moment he rose and stepped out of a window onto a lower roof. Wodan joined him and they smoked together. Jens screamed once, then they heard his bedroom door slam shut.
 
   They sat in silence, then Pete said, “She’s going to declare me the father. And I most likely am.”
 
   “What’s going to happen, you think?”
 
   “It means legally I’ll have to marry her. And raise this kid. I can’t be a Coil Lieutenant, much less a Captain, if I’m going to raise a family. I know I don’t talk about it much, Wodan, but I… I was going to use this gig to really make something of myself. I was going to become something that my family could be proud of. But now, I…”
 
   “When we smash the Ugly,” said Wodan, “being a Coil will be a lot safer than it is now. I know it seems rough, but you know you’ve got friends who’ll help you raise a kid. Right?”
 
   Pete sighed, then laid his head on his knees. “Wodan. You’ve got to wake up, man. The Coil don’t have a chance of beating the Ugly. You’re only looking at the numbers. The fact of the matter is that the Coil… they’re made up of people like me.”
 
   Wodan felt sorry for Pete, but he felt much worse for Anne.
 
   Finally Pete lifted his head and stared into the night.
 
   “Wodan,” he said quietly. “I’m so fucking stupid.”
 
   *              *              *
 
   On the fifth day since the rumor of war, Wodan felt himself slipping into a deep depression, haunted by the idea that he hadn’t done enough to weaken the Ugly before the Coil made its move. He stayed home from work again, then went out with Jens and Pete and walked beside them in silence as they strolled through a Coil-protected neighborhood. Faces peered at him through window blinds, fearful and sad, while Coilmen in plain clothes nodded at the trio and pretended to be youths enjoying their evening. The voices of Jens and Pete became a constant drone of complaints against Anne.
 
   They descended a set of stairs into a Coil speakeasy that was so loud it could be heard across the street. They drank and played pool, and Wodan was so terrible at the game that he had to apologize to a group of tough-looking nihilists when he knocked a ball off his table and onto theirs. While Pete knocked in ball after ball, Jens explained that his mixed left-hand and right-eye dominance – not to mention a slight curvature of his hips – precluded him from beating Pete, which he could otherwise do quite easily because Pete’s technique was apparently deeply flawed.
 
   What am I doing here? Wodan thought. I should be at home coming up with a plan that will help the Coil against the Ugly, instead of getting drunk. But when I go home, all I see is…
 
   Wind raking across dust-choked streets. Dark houses filled with skeletal victims. Gangs of Ugly patrolling, casting their torches about, their souls twisted by cannibalism until they are little more than mindless automatons…
 
   “Man, I’m starvin’ to death,” said Jens. “I need a - woah, what’s wrong with you? You get stabbed or somethin’?”
 
   “I - I’m fine,” said Wodan, putting more money into the Smith-manufactured pool table. “Let’s play another game.”
 
   Wodan set up the table, then Pete looked past Wodan’s shoulder and said, “Damn it all… I never should have brought her here.”
 
   Wodan turned and saw Anne standing in the doorway nearby, her silhouette small and hard. Wodan dimly heard the doorman say, “I’m gonna have to… check you for scars. In the back.”
 
   “She’s with us,” said Wodan.
 
   The doorman nodded and sat down and Anne glared at him, then approached. Pete and Jens turned away from her. She seemed worn and empty as she stood beside Wodan. “Will you get me something,” she said, her voice flat.
 
   Wodan nodded and bought her a drink at the bar. While he waited, he turned back and was surprised to see that she was standing beside him again.
 
   “Wodi!” Pete shouted. “We’re out of here.” Jens was already putting his jacket on.
 
   “But I just bought us another game!” said Wodan. He paused, then added, “I set ’em up so you could knock ’em down!”
 
   Jens glanced at Wodan, then said, “We don’t have to worry about money anymore. You don’t have to hold on to every cent.”
 
   Wodan turned to Anne and was about to ask if she wanted to leave as well. Her face was downturned, clenched as if biting down pain. The boys left without another word.
 
   “Why didn’t you come to see me?” she said.
 
   I barely know her, he thought. But I guess everyone else has turned against her.
 
   “I figured you wanted to be alone.”
 
   “Why would I want to be alone? Now?”
 
   “Oh...” Wodan felt a stab of guilt run into him.
 
   “We’re friends, aren’t we?” she said.
 
   “Sure,” he said. He picked up their drinks, then said, “We can talk about it, if you want.”
 
   “I don’t want to talk about it.”
 
   “I just put money down for a game. You want to?”
 
   She nodded. They played for over an hour, knocking balls around and missing constantly as Wodan bought them round after round of drinks.
 
   Anne told him of her father. The man had once been a successful manager of a small business, but he’d made deals with the Coil on the side and was eventually swindled for everything, including the family’s home and savings. Strangely enough, Anne did not blame the Coil, but her father’s ineptitude.
 
   “Are you afraid of being killed?” she asked.
 
   “No,” he said. “I’m just a secretary.”
 
   “I mean in that war that’s coming up.”
 
   “Pete told you about that?”
 
   She nodded, then said, “Pete’s doing everything he can to get out of it.”
 
   Wodan was so drunk that he very nearly told her that every life in Pontius hung in the balance. He stopped himself, then said, “I’m not afraid. Not for my own life, I guess.”
 
   “Well, you are just a secretary,” she said. “They probably won’t make you fight.”
 
   Wodan laughed. I guess Pete hasn’t told her everything, he thought.
 
   “Have you had any dreams lately?” he asked.
 
   “No,” she said. “Let’s get out of here.”
 
   They stumbled toward Floyd Street. Wodan knew that he was drunk when he realized he felt no fear in the dark streets of one of the shittiest cities that the wasteland had to offer.
 
   “What if we get attacked by Ugly?” she said.
 
   Wodan had a dead Captain’s automatic in a holster at his heel, but held back from mentioning it because he was afraid Anne would grab it and blow her own brains out. He remembered the wounds that lined his arms and chest, then said, “Don’t worry. I’ve got a guarantee that keeps us safe from Ugly.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Yeah. I’m a secretary, remember? We know everything.”
 
   They arrived at Floyd Street. As they crossed the empty weed-choked parking lot, Wodan said, “Anne, are you really going to have the kid?” She said nothing. He let her in the front entrance, then they stumbled up the stairs. “What will you name it? How will you raise it?”
 
   “I’ll name him Pete’s Kid,” she said. “That way everyone will know where he came from. And I’ll raise him up to be a good church-going kid… just like Pete was. Just like I was.”
 
   “What church?”
 
   “Holy Bisectarian.”
 
   “That branch from the Nicean Council?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Ah! You know they’re a sect that belongs to the Ugly, right?”
 
   She grimaced. “Are you a conspiracy theorist?”
 
   “It’s true. But even if I couldn’t prove it, you have to know that they come from the same root religion as the Ugly.”
 
   “So?”
 
   “Well, that stuff didn’t do any good for you and Pete, did it? All that noise about suffering probably did more harm than good.” Wodan led her to the darkened Party Room, then leaned against the door to his room and said, “Let me raise him. I’ll interpret his dreams and we’ll make a religion of that.”
 
   “That’s nonsense.”
 
   “It makes more sense than going to a church run by psychopaths who cut deals with demons, doesn’t it?”
 
   Anne took a bottle of beer from the fridge, opened it, then collapsed onto a couch and laid a hand over her eyes.
 
   “Well, doesn’t it?” She ignored him and his drunkenness only fed his anger. “That’s how they get by, Anne! If people like you would be less apathetic and call those bastards out on their bullshit, then-”
 
   Anne’s bottle fell from her hand and clattered along the floor. “Wodan, if you’re going to sexually molest me, now is the time to do it.”
 
   He hovered by the doorway, angry and confused, then thought, I’m probably going to be dead in a week anyway. He strode over to the couch and they stripped in a drunken fumbling act. Wodan saw only hints of white skin in near total darkness broken by fragmented awareness. He tried to kiss her but she turned her head away. In a flash he saw a dim image of her form, naked before him, then he was inside of her, then-
 
   “Stop, stop,” she said. “This is too weird.”
 
   He pulled away. “What’s wrong?” he said, unsure of anything.
 
   She laid in silence for a long time, then said quietly, “I’m sorry.”
 
   He got up, surprised that he could be hurt so easily by someone who did not care for him, or even for herself.
 
   “Don’t worry about it,” he said, moving toward his room. “It’s no big deal.”
 
   *              *              *
 
   On the sixth day, Wodan returned to the office with a fierce determination. The Soldiers in the lounge looked at him fearfully when he entered, then ignored him, then whispered violently once he was out of the room. Wodan nodded as Jerry spoke to him, then ransacked the file room once he’d been given some duty to attend to.
 
   Fachimundi, thought Wodan. I can’t believe I didn’t think about it earlier. I didn’t hear anything about him being handed over to the Law. If the exchange is off and war is inevitable, then this might be my last chance to get to him before some random Coil sells him back to the Ugly and pockets the money before anyone realizes what he’s done.
 
   Wodan could not find any notes in the file room, or on his desk, that indicated the Ugly accountant’s exact location. He realized he would have to use the phone, so he pretended to be busy for several hours and waited until Jerry stepped out for lunch. Wodan made several calls pretending that he worked for other Captains until he finally had a name, then an address.
 
   *              *              *
 
   Pete rode in silence with Wodan for as long as he could, then he finally blew up. “Wodan, just what is this about?”
 
   “This operation’s a little different from the others,” said Wodan. “We planned out the others real methodical-like, but I went by the seat of my pants on this one. I had to go to another Captain to borrow this car, and I used Jerry’s name. It could get traced back – but with war being inevitable, I’m hoping this whole thing will just slip through the cracks.”
 
   “Operation? To do what? I know it looked like I wasn’t doin’ a damn thing when you met me in the lounge, but my Captain will get pissed if I take too long on a lunch break. Besides, as far as “operations” go, you got your war already, man. Are we gonna scope out a good coffin for me?”
 
   “No. We’re going to get you blooded, Pete, so you won’t be afraid of this war. The way I see it, Pete, you’re better suited for a Captain’s jacket than a coffin. We’re here. I’ll explain once we’re inside.”
 
   Wodan parked and they entered another Coil office. The Soldiers in the lounge looked at them, but soon turned away, bored already. They passed through as if they belonged, then the Captain of that office walked by. He was a tall man with gray hair pushed back from an incredibly high forehead.
 
   “Sir,” said Wodan. “I’m Jerry’s man, a secretary. I was wondering...”
 
   “What is it?” snapped the Captain.
 
   “May we see the prisoner Fachimundi?”
 
   “He’s not in this office,” said the Captain, walking away.
 
   “Sir,” said Wodan, bowing slightly. “I’m a secretary.”
 
   “Oh, alright, whatever, just make it quick,” he said, already out of the area.
 
   They strode down a hallway and found a thick door locked with a heavy bolt. Wodan threw the bolt, nodded to Pete, then entered.
 
   Inside a nondescript white room they saw a tall, skinny man sitting in a chair. His feet were bound to the legs of the chair and his hands were tied behind his back. His scarred, tattooed head hung limp. His rough-looking clothes were torn and covered in sweat.
 
   “He smells awful,” said Pete.
 
   The Ugly lifted his head suddenly. His face was covered in bruises and his eyes were slitted and full of dull menace. A gag was tied around his mouth, but he pulled his lips back and Wodan saw that his teeth were filed to points. Terrible memories of that man whispering into his ear as he was marched toward a tent in the wasteland filled Wodan’s heart.
 
   “It’s him,” said Wodan. “Pete, this Ugly’s name is Fachimundi. He’s an accountant for Barkus. Over a year ago, this man ambushed me and made me a slave when I called out for help. I escaped. That old man that me and Jens saved, Hari, he said that Fachimundi led the rest of the slaves on a death march. He killed indiscriminately.”
 
   Fachimundi growled. Wodan approached nearer, then turned to Pete. “It looks like some of the Coil worked him over pretty good, but believe me, he’s done worse things to himself just to become an Ugly in the first place. We’re not going to torture him, though, Pete. Here’s the thing. I know you think I want to smash the Ugly out of revenge, but that’s not the whole story. I want power, Pete, just like you… because I want to make the world a better place. I can’t do that until the Ugly are gone, wiped out. They turn humans into something inhuman, something docile and angry and malicious. I’ve been outside of city walls, Pete; you don’t have to go far if you want to find monsters. People should be fighting monsters, not turning into them.”
 
   Wodan turned toward the scarred accountant, then reached behind his back and pulled the rainbow-colored Blade of the Engels from under his jacket.
 
   “We’re going to unleash the force that’s inside humanity, the very thing that all monsters fear. And we’re going to do it together, because I know you’re capable of greater things than you realize.”
 
   Wodan looked over his shoulder at Pete, then said, “Are you ready?”
 
   *              *              *
 
   There was a scream in the prisoner’s room. The Coilmen in the lounge jumped, then froze and looked at one another. They waited. Another shrill scream followed the first, then they bolted down the hall, drew their weapons, and burst into the prisoner’s room.
 
   On the floor, covered in blood, they saw Fachimundi lying limp atop Wodan. Both were covered in blood. Wodan cried out once more, flailing in panic, while Pete crouched nearby, pale-faced and covered in black blood. Finally the Captain of the office burst in and shrieked, “What the hell is going on in here?!”
 
   “Oh g-gods!” said Wodan. “H-he attacked me! Oh-h-h gods…”
 
   The Captain could see that the dead Ugly’s legs were still tied to the chair, but his arms were free and the rope that was used to bind him was loose on the floor.
 
   “This… this is unbelievable!” the Captain screamed. “You said you were Jerry’s man? We’ll see what he thinks about this, then!”
 
   “Not so fast,” said Pete, rising. “I want to know who tied those ropes.”
 
   The Captain stared at him in silence, then shouted, “You’re not even supposed to be here!”
 
   “I want to know who… tied… those… ropes.” Pete stared the Captain down, then slowly drew a cigarette and lit it. “We came down here because we received information that someone’s been talking about selling this Ugly back to his group. We didn’t find any proof of that – and you’re lucky that we didn’t – but it looks like we found evidence of… gross, gross incompetence.” Pete bent down and retrieved the blood-caked Blade of the Engels, then screwed up his face and said, “Did you guys even search the prisoner?”
 
   The Soldiers cast their eyes to the floor. In the terrible stillness, Wodan continued his act of crying and sniffling as he awkwardly pulled away from the dead man. “Uh-h-h, oh gods,” he muttered. “I had t-to… defend muh-myself… oh, gods, the n-negotiations, the exchange! It’s r-ruined! I’m… I’m suh-sorry…”
 
   When he mentioned the exchange, the Captain stiffened. It was obvious that he knew that there was no longer going to be any exchange of hostages. “Just… just get out of here,” he said, disgusted by Wodan’s craven display.
 
   Wodan leaned on Pete and they stumbled out of the office, dripping blood the entire way. Once they left the building, Wodan righted himself and clapped Pete on the shoulder. Pete shook his head and laughed nervously.
 
   “Well done, Pete,” said Wodan, smiling. “The Captain’s jacket that that man was wearing – it’ll be yours someday.”
 
   *              *              *
 
   Wodan decided to take the rest of the day off. He no longer cared about Jerry’s wrath, and filing papers seemed unimportant in light of the war looming over Pontius.
 
   Wodan thought about these things as he walked home. Hunley’s car pulled up beside him and Jens leaned out of the passenger side window, laughing and waving. “Good news, man!” Jens shouted.
 
   “Yeah?” said Wodan.
 
   “Yeah! You’ll never believe it! That war – the rumor was wrong! There’s not gonna be a war! We’re not gonna die after all!”
 
   A cloud passed over the sun. Wodan stood numb with shock.
 
   “Oh, sorry man,” said Jens. “I mean, I know you kind of wanted to fight the Ugly, but this is good news, too, when you think about it, right?”
 
   *              *              *
 
   Hunley drove them to pick up Ullrich and Pete, then they went to a bar and Wodan drank and only heard his friends celebrate as if he was at the bottom of a deep well, their voices echoing and unreal. Anne found them, but ignored Wodan. A strange young man with dark hair lingered near their group, then within a few minutes he and Anne became inseparable. Pete soon left with a group of Coil Lieutenants in plain clothes. Wodan watched Anne with the dark-haired young man, her face practically sparkling in the dirty neon glow of the dingy bar. He saw open invitation in her eyes, and he knew that he knew nothing.
 
   It grew late and Wodan stumbled out with the others. Hunley pissed loudly against the side of the building and calmly explained the points that he felt detracted from the bar’s atmosphere. While Jens and Ullrich whooped and wrestled on the sidewalk, Wodan glanced up at an apartment window and saw a figure quickly move away. “I’m sorry,” Wodan whispered at the window.
 
   Wodan looked up at the stars, then thought, I’m not beaten yet. I still have a gun. I can use my wounds to get into the granite mansion. I can get close to Boris. One of those Hands will kill me, but at least… at least I can…
 
   “Guys! Guys!” They turned and saw Pete racing down the sidewalk as if chased by a demon. “Not going to believe this shit! That rumor about a war in two weeks – it wasn’t true at all!”
 
   “Yeah, dumbass,” said Jens, laughing. “We’ve been drinkin’ to that shit all night!”
 
   “No, listen,” said Pete, stopping and leaning against a wall to catch his breath. “It was all misinformation! The war was never supposed to happen in two weeks – that was a lie the Master Thieves spread to throw off the Ugly in case they found out!”
 
   “Found out what?” said Wodan.
 
   “It’s tomorrow!” Pete cried out. “We’re goin’ to war tomorrow! We’re all gonna fuckin’ die!”
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Twenty
 
   Wodan’s Revenge
 
    
 
   By sunset cars and vans bearing flag of the Coil serpent filled the streets of Pontius and for the first time in anyone’s memory Coilmen wearing their black-and-greens marched through the city bearing arms openly, and if any Ugly youth stood in their way they were shot down and the Lawmen stood by, glaring at the scene but making no move to stop the slaughter. Groups of Coil gathered into larger groups, then in large troops, then into an army marching toward one point – the granite mansion of the Ugly. Shops closed and citizens ran into their homes and barred their doors and mashed their faces against windows.
 
   Zeppelins flew overhead, each bearing black flags with the golden gear of the Smiths. Magi gathered in the streets carrying heavy rifles and grenade launchers, chanting and marching alongside heavy artillery pieces and trucks weighed down with massive speakers blaring out drums of war and the voices of Zealots shrieking propaganda. “Blessed is Epimetheus, Bringer of Ice! Blessed are the Gears and Cogs, who are with us now! Blessed are the brothers who die today, for theirs is the glory of Machine Eternal! Death to the brother of Barkus, stealer of technology, betrayer of the Crusade! Death is his inheritance! Death, death, DEATH!”
 
   Far from the gathering horde, in the mansion of the late Utrecht Sera, Paul the Seer sat at dinner with his most trusted guards. Two berserkers loyal to Senki crashed through the doors. Paul’s fork froze and he lifted his brow over his lidless eyes.
 
   “Sir!” one of the berserkers shouted. “Lord Senki is on the radio! It’s an emergency!”
 
   “Bring the radio set in here,” said Paul, returning to his meal.
 
   “Sir - it’s urgent!”
 
   “Then bring it in here!” he shouted violently, glaring at the berserkers. They ran. Paul chewed a bit of steak, washed it down, then the two Ugly returned carrying the giant radio set, its long antennae bobbing wildly. They slammed it onto a table nearby, then found Senki’s frequency again and adjusted the volume.
 
   Paul seethed at the intrusion. Senki had only barely beaten him in finding the Coil Captain heads and was now leader of the unified Leg of the Ugly. Paul was allowed to be a sort of commander under him and remained at Sera’s mansion, and while he had many men in the former Right Leg still loyal to him, some of Senki’s own men stayed with him and they were a constant source of trouble.
 
   “Yes, lord,” said Paul.
 
   “Paul!” shouted Senki. “Listen, our spies were wrong, there are Coil and I think Smith marching on Boris’s mansion fortress. Get your ass over there - NOW!”
 
   “Do you require zeppelins, lord?” Paul said calmly, gloating at the fact that his mansion alone held air power.
 
   “Fucking of course! I want EVERYTHING at the granite mansion, and I mean NOW!”
 
   “Yes, lord!” Paul shouted emphatically. He slashed a hand across his throat to the two berserkers, who glanced at one another before they turned the radio off. “Go and prepare yourselves,” he said quietly. They looked at one another again, then ran out of the room.
 
   Paul returned to his meal. His men watched him - then some smiled and others continued eating. “We’ll let them sweat for a few minutes,” said Paul. “No sense in doing all of Senki’s work for him, now, is there?”
 
   *              *              *
 
   Wodan drove a van packed full of Coil Soldiers, and Jerry sat in the passenger seat beside him. Wodan careened down the streets, laughing as Jerry bleated and held onto the dashboard, then they came to a street packed with Coil automobiles inching forward. Harsh Smith music from giant speakers nearby shook their windows, and the Soldiers in the back pounded their feet in expectation. Coil on foot walked by on either side of them.
 
   Wodan glanced at Jerry and stifled his laughter. Over his black-and-greens, Jerry wore a bulky bulletproof vest that dwarfed his limbs and made him look like a frog, plus he’d found some sort of ridiculous leather helmet with a shiny metal top and long earflaps that jerked about every time he whipped his head around nervously. Jerry nervously unzipped a bag at his side and removed a massive revolver – a Coil magnum – and loaded six rounds into it. His hands shook so badly that it looked as if he was trying to use the bullets to scratch his name into the gun.
 
   The only weapon Wodan was armed with was the Captain’s automatic he’d stolen long ago, and he wasn’t about to pull that out with Jerry nearby.
 
   “Jerry,” said Wodan. “You better let me have that hand cannon of yours. Have you ever even fired it before?”
 
   “Y-you concentrate on driving!” said Jerry. “You’re a secretary, Wodan – not a Soldier! Y-you just worry about getting us th-there, and we’ll do the real work… isn’t that right, boys?”
 
   The Soldiers bellowed and pounded their feet, then Jerry’s radio chimed and he shouted, “Sh-shut up! Be quiet, all of you!” He jammed the radio against his ear, then said, “Our advance units are there already! They’ve met with r-resistance at the granite fortress! Oh, gods! Oh, gods, this is it!”
 
   Wodan felt his soul flying on fear and white light; he gunned the engine and hit the brakes, constantly trying to inch his way forward through the traffic. He could hear distant gunshots, explosions, the whine of some kind of alarm, then a shadow passed over them and they saw Smith zeppelins crawling overhead. Jerry muttered nervously about the zeppelins flying too close for his comfort.
 
   A Smith truck blasted an intense, shrieking metal song and the Soldiers pounded their feet once more. “Rather martial in tone!” Jerry cackled, wiping sweat from his forehead. Jerry turned to those in the back, then waved a finger in the air in time to the beat of the song and said, “Nya-ha! Has a nice ring to it!” and then there was a terrific explosion on the road directly ahead as artillery rounds slammed down, throwing cars and pavement into the air with indescribable violence. Vans swerved wildly and in minute detail Wodan saw a chunk of pavement the size of a cinder block arc through the air before it slammed through the windshield and careened into the back of Jerry’s head, blasting through it like a ripe watermelon, then another explosion followed and the world upended and Wodan tasted blood in the air as they flipped over and over and crashed into the tortured earth.
 
   *              *              *
 
   A Coil Soldier woke on the sidewalk and saw Wodan pulling one of his comrades from the upended van. Others were already laid out on the sidewalk, bleeding and rubbing their limbs. Broken glass fell from Wodan’s shoulders as he pulled the young man free, who flailed about weakly and complained that part of Jerry’s face had gone into his mouth. Wodan crawled into the ruined van once more, and their Lieutenant called out, “That’s the last of them, there’s no one else in there.”
 
   Wodan returned moments later covered in blood and carrying Jerry’s bulletproof vest and bag. Wodan removed his jacket, slipped on the vest, then buttoned the jacket over it. The Coil Soldier watched in fascination as their office secretary removed a beautifully decorated automatic handgun from a concealed holster at his ankle, then removed Jerry’s massive Coil magnum revolver from its bag and hefted it in one hand. He checked to make sure there was ammunition in the bag, then slung it over his back.
 
   “What do you think we ought to do?” said the Lieutenant, sopping up the blood from a Soldier’s head with his Coil jacket.
 
   “I know running and hiding seem like a good idea now,” said Wodan, “but if we don’t destroy the Ugly now, they’re going to regroup and hunt us down. I suggest that you pick yourselves up and go make a name for yourselves.”
 
   With one gun in each hand, their secretary nodded, then ran deeper into the night toward the sounds of battle.
 
   *              *              *
 
   Pelethor stood atop his armored limousine and looked at the Coil cars stretching as far as the eye could see. He carried a long rifle and wore the long jacket of a Captain emblazoned with a shining silver lizard. The streets shook with distant explosions, as if a beast sleeping beneath the surface of Pontius was turning about in a violent nightmare. He stomped the hood of the car twice and shouted, “Everyone! Out! On foot!” Immediately a crew of hardcore goons stepped out, shotguns and submachine guns ready to rock. Pelethor marched forward, leaping from car to car, and his goons followed on the street below.
 
   He heard a burst of gunfire nearby, then turned and saw a group of wild-eyed Ugly berserkers charging from an apartment building across the street. Any Coilmen who thought that their distant position from the granite fortress would keep them safe were soon shown otherwise as the Ugly emptied their guns through car windows, spraying glass and blood everywhere. Pelethor dropped to one knee, aimed down his rifle, and blasted open the side of a berserker’s head. His goons followed suit, taking partial cover behind gridlocked cars as they fired. Many of the berserkers returned fire without even bothering with cover.
 
   Pelethor fired again and felled another berserker, then felt a subtle warning and rolled from the car hood just as several Ugly fired on it. The way forward was blocked as the berserkers filled the avenue, but Pelethor spied an alley directly behind him.
 
   “Cover me!” he shouted. One of his goons nodded as he reloaded a magazine. Pelethor ducked, ran and weaved through cars as bullets whizzed past, then disappeared down the alley. He hated abandoning his men, but he had to get to the fortress. He had to save little Scorpio, his son, before the granite asylum was brought down and everyone was buried inside.
 
   *              *              *
 
   Zeppelins blotted out the stars overhead, then lit up the streets as their heavy machineguns fired down into the battle below. Wodan saw the tracers of heavy guns from the fortress tearing through the skies, blasting zeppelins that caught fire and crashed into buildings, igniting and spitting flames on all sides. He came to a row of buildings surrounding the blasted no-man’s-land that laid before the walls and main gate; each building was packed full of Coilmen, firing from every window and every roof onto the sections of the great wall that were not yet ruined by artillery shells or zeppelin bombs. Ugly fighters were hunkered down all along the wall, returning fire in a flashing, endless strip of dancing lights. For every Ugly that was blasted, two more came to fill in the gap.
 
   Wodan ran low beside the brick buildings and, as he drew near the battle at the main gate, he saw Coil Soldiers and Captains hunkered down behind armored vehicles. Wodan ducked into an alleyway and found it full of wounded Coilmen, a narrow strip of concrete filled with the echoes of pitiful, incessant moaning. He stepped over the prone bodies and hoped that his friends were still alive.
 
   “Coilman!” someone shouted behind him.
 
   Wodan whirled and saw a lone rifleman in a long Captain’s jacket approaching. 
 
   “Pelethor!” said Wodan.
 
   In the flashing light of gunfire, the Captain’s face shone as hard as ice. “You said… that you would help my son.”
 
   “I meant it!”
 
   Wodan clutched his guns tightly. He knew that Pelethor must be thinking that Wodan was the one who opened the door to this Hell. Pelethor nodded, said, “We find a way in, then,” and passed by Wodan.
 
   They reached the edge of the alley and Wodan peered around the corner. Nearby, a group of Coilmen crouched behind a dumpster and a ruined car and fired on a group of Ugly clustered around a large crater into which a section of the wall had fallen. A Coilman inched around his cover and fired, then his head jerked back and he slapped into the ground, his shattered skull emptying out bucketfuls of blood and meat onto the pavement. The other Coil saw the flailing body and abandoned their cover in a mad rush for the alleyway. They crouched beside Wodan and Pelethor.
 
   “There’s too many of them!” said a Soldier.
 
   “It’s worse at the front gate,” said Pelethor. “Where’s your Captain?”
 
   “Dead!” said another Soldier.
 
   “Then I’m your new Captain,” said Pelethor.
 
   “You need a secretary?” said Wodan, peeking around the corner.
 
   “No - I need a Lieutenant.”
 
   *              *              *
 
   The Ugly gathered like ants along the wall near the front gate, firing and lobbing rockets at the Coil pinned down behind a mass of ruined vehicles. All at once the Coil ceased firing and pulled back. The Ugly cheered, then six men in dark robes with green sashes strode into the blasted area before the gate. The Ugly fired, but none of their bullets ever seemed to find their mark – then a great concussive force tore through the front gate and blasted a wide section of the wall around the gate into a storm of rubble. Limp bodies fell in a shower and the Ugly fighters lucky enough to not be torn to pieces choked on dust and crawled away, their ears ringing and sense of balance lost in the terrible blast.
 
   The boy Jared led the Cognati toward the new opening in the ruined wall. He raised his hand and the Coil crouching nearby heard a strange humming sound as the dust was whipped away. The Coil cheered as the Cognati strode calmly into the granite courtyard.
 
   “They’re going straight for the fortress!” shouted a Captain. “We have to take that wall and hold it until reinforcements can arrive!”
 
   Heavy machinegunners and riflemen lined the rooftop along both wings of the fortress and watched as the dreaded Cognati marched into their kill zone down below. Hundreds of Ugly fired down on the six men; the strange humming sound filled the air as Jared raised his arms, then thousands of bullets danced along an invisible, impenetrable shield and clattered on the pavement below.
 
   “Concentrate!” Jared shouted, sweat pouring down his face, blood-red capillaries throbbing in his eyes. “Concentrate!”
 
   The Ugly screamed and fired and cursed in frustration as the Cognati advanced, their robes rising and whipping about in the unnatural force that coursed through their bodies.
 
   *              *              *
 
   Dust fell from the ceiling in great torrents as Boris’s office was rocked by another explosion. “Lord!” shouted an Ugly at a giant radio set. “Paul the Seer is on his way with zeppelins!”
 
   A line of dust fell across the shoulders of the Hand, who suddenly stiffened and loudly cracked the bones in his neck. Boris thought about playing his ace and giving the Hand the order to attack, then he bent over in pain for the child was straining at the stitches with newfound strength, threatening to tear his flesh.
 
   “Lord Boris!” an Ugly guard shouted as he entered from the hall. “Smith zeppelins are hitting the fortress. Lord, we’ve got to get you to another area before a total collapse!”
 
   “NO!” Boris shouted. “We won’t retreat before we’ve broken them!” The room lit up with a deep, red light as a zeppelin was blasted and caught fire. The fortress shook violently as the ruined airship slammed into the eastern wing, its payload igniting.
 
   An Ugly parted the window’s red curtain, threw his head about, then backed away suddenly. “Cognati!” he screamed. “The Cognati are right below us!”
 
   Hand sped toward the window, looked, then calmly walked to the other side of the room. “By your leave, Lord Boris,” he grated, then unsheathed two submachine guns with long clips. He stared at the curtained window.
 
   “Give the order for those on the roof to cease fire!” Boris shouted at the radio man. “Hand – go, now!”
 
   The Hand lowered his head, as if disappointed, then ran across the room, leaped on top of Boris’s desk, then flung himself through the window. The red curtain twirled around him as he seemed to hang in the air for one sickening moment, four floors up from the pavement below, then he aimed both submachine guns downward as he fell.
 
   “He’s the only one who could kill those damned wizards!” Boris shouted, as if someone was judging him for playing his most powerful move. “Let’s go!”
 
   The Ugly at the radio threw down his headset and joined the other guards as they followed Boris out of the office.
 
   *              *              *
 
   Paul streaked through the night in his massive war zeppelin Storm of Man’s Last Breath and saw the orange glow of burning zeppelins and the flash of bombs dropping around his lord’s fortress and a great chill gripped his heart worse than the cold wind that streaked past, for he realized the thing was far worse than he’d imagined. He had grossly underestimated the situation. His berserkers chanted all around him and he knew that many of them would turn on him in an instant if the extent of his betrayal was suspected.
 
   He leaned over the side of the zeppelin, white dreads whipping about his face, and saw Senki’s berserkers laying waste to Coilmen far from the fortress. He saw the berserkers running and slipping in blood and bashing in the sides of cars and firing all around. His fear grew and grew. He knew that Senki would survive and would suspect that he’d delayed taking to the air on purpose and would have him tortured and killed.
 
   “Lord!” cried a berserker at the prow of the ship. “Some of the Smith airships are breaking away from the fortress!”
 
   Paul looked and saw that they were headed to the outer rim where Senki’s berserkers were fighting. The Coil must have called for assistance. Thinking quickly, Paul said, “Let them go - we must protect Lord Boris!”
 
   “Yessir!” the Ugly shouted. Paul smiled inwardly, but the fear did not relent.
 
   The fires of the fortress loomed nearer. Paul breathed in and out, sharp and hard, and quickened the pace of his heart in the way of the berserker. He became one with the great fear of death and felt his lips pull away from his teeth. Possessed by the bloodlust, Paul turned to the heavy machinegunners along the sides of the ship and shouted, “KILL! KILL! KILL!” The machineguns opened up, and he saw his other zeppelins doing the same, and the few Smith airships before them flared up with orange death-blooms. The airborne berserkers raced into the courtyard above the fortress and several of his zeppelins even slammed right into the enemy ships; guns blasted all around and some of his men, driven to madness by combat drugs and bloodlust, even leaped onto enemy ships, shooting and swinging axes and falling all over the decks of tottering ships. The skies were full of fire and blood. Any time the guns paused the reload, the Smiths could hear the terrible sound of the berserkers crying out like animals.
 
   *              *              *
 
   “They’re moving!” Wodan shouted, peering around the corner. “Some, maybe all of them, just ran toward the front gate!”
 
   “Let’s go,” said Pelethor. Wodan and the half-dozen Soldiers rose and followed him into the street. Firelight glinted off shattered pavement as they crossed, the popping gunfire and distant death-cries like birds of prey calling from a world of violence and agony. Wodan ran to the edge of the ruined wall while Pelethor led the others into the crater. The Soldiers slowed while Pelethor trudged ahead, then fell back in line when Wodan gave them an all-clear signal. Wodan clambered down into the crater with them and together they climbed up the rim onto the granite pavement beyond the wall.
 
   In the distance, Wodan could see the terrible battle at the remains of the shattered front gate. Armored Coil cars and trucks drove in, machineguns firing from their tops or sides, and Coil Soldiers streamed in behind them. A great horde of Ugly spilled out of either wing of the fortress, and Wodan was horrified to see that many of them wore stolen Guardian armor, piecemeal and covered in black paint and hideous red designs. Many Ugly fired on the Coil using the high-powered automatic rifles also stolen from Haven. A heavy Coil armored car spun its wheels atop a pile of writhing Ugly while other Ugly leaped on top of the thing, firing down into it or swinging great axes into its thick windows, spraying glass and twisting off strips of metal armor. Wodan heard the throbbing hum of the Cognati’s invisible force fields, but they were hidden from view between the wings of the fortress. A great blast raged overhead, then Wodan saw several zeppelins crowding one another, firing at point-blank range and exploding in furious red clouds. He saw berserkers leaping from ship to ship and Smiths covered in blood fell and splattered on the granite courtyard below.
 
   Everyone ignored Wodan’s small team as Pelethor led them directly to a small iron door at the side of one wing. Just as they drew near, the door pounded open and a group of screaming Ugly rushed out - then looked up in surprise when they saw a gang of Coil directly in front of them. Both groups stopped and fired into one another. Wodan’s heart thundered as the area exploded in a rush of gunsmoke. Wodan heard a bullet whiz past his ear. Unable to move because Coil were firing on either side, Wodan dropped to one knee, firing three shots from the automatic punctuated by a blast from the magnum, then dropped to his side just as a comrade jerked and toppled over. As guns clicked empty and the stinking cloud drifted from the area, Wodan saw a handful of Ugly stagger away from their dead and return to the side entrance. A hand grasped the door to slam it shut, but Pelethor aimed his rifle and blew the thing off at the wrist.
 
   Wodan glanced at three dead Coil and only had time to bag his magnum and reload his automatic before he realized that Pelethor was stalking up to the doorway, alone and unmindful of any danger. Wodan leaped over the dead and reached his Captain’s side just as he swung the door open. Wodan saw the white eyes of the crouching Ugly as they jerked their heads upward, mouths hanging open, not expecting any fools to simply walk up on them.
 
   Without slowing his pace Pelethor raised his rifle and blasted a man’s face open. The Ugly raised their guns as Pelethor blasted another man and stepped inside, unwilling to slow his pace. Wodan tripped and fell against the doorway, then fired over and over into craning necks and jaws. Wodan saw another terrible rush of gunsmoke, and with his eyes nearly closed he fired on either side of Pelethor. As the smoke cleared Wodan saw a single Ugly crawling from the area, both arms shattered and spilling blood. Pelethor fired once into the man’s chest with his rifle as he continued down the dark, blood-soaked hallway.
 
   He’s insane! thought Wodan, holding his chest and trying to catch his breath. An insane, lucky fool!
 
   Wodan realized he was smiling as he signaled to the small group of Soldiers crouching in the rear.
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   “Claws” Senki, leader of the Unified Leg of the Ugly, danced atop a blasted car and pivoted his massive rifle on the harness attached to his ruined arm and fired with the other, screeching and spinning all the while. His berserkers ran and shrieked like madmen, blasting and laughing as the Coil retreated all around them. They filled the avenue as they pressed inward, scattering the Coil in the rear as they made their way toward the granite fortress.
 
   Senki leaped from car to car and, from the corner of his eye, spotted a cluster of Coil crouching in an alleyway. In mid-leap he shrieked, “FIRES FROM HELL! FIRES... FROM... HELL!!!” and fired at them. His rifle was so powerful that one Coilman’s head exploded, then the bullet crashed into a brick wall, shattering stone and throwing a cloud of dust on the others. They panicked and fired wildly, shattering the car windows beneath him as he aimed and fired again. Another Coil’s chest burst apart and the others wiped meat from their faces as they scattered and ran.
 
    “WELCOME AND DIE!” he shouted. “EAT BLOOD! DRINK GUTS! TASTE BILE AND PISS YOU FUCKS!!!”
 
   A stream of berserkers poured forth on either side of him and he shouted nonsense to them, fully aware that their ears were dead now that the bloodlust was in them. Senki threw his eyes about, looking for something to shoot, then saw Smith zeppelins approaching. “PAUL!” he shouted, furious. “DO YOUR FUCKING JOB, PLEASE!” A berserker ran past and Senki shouted at him, “GIVE ME A RADIO YOU SWEET FUCK!” but the berserker was intent on murder and deaf to the world. A terrific explosion rocked the street and Senki watched several cars leap into the air. At that moment he remembered that he had a radio of his own, so he calmly lowered his rifle, unslung the radio, and shouted, “PAUL YOU SACK-LICKER WHY ARE THERE ZEPPELINS OVER ME?!” He heard only garbled voices, then another explosion tore through the streets and a hundred windows shattered overhead and rained down onto him. He shook the glass from his hair and shrieked, “MAYBE YOU CAN’T FUCKING HEAR ME OVER THE EXPLOSIONS! CAN YOU PLEASE USE YOUR ZEPPELINS TO KEEP THE AIR CLEAR OF THESE SMITH MAGGOTS? I KNOW IT’S A SHIT DEAL THAT WE HAVE TO KEEP THE ZEPPELINS AT YOUR MANSION, BUT MY MANSION IS IN THE MIDDLE OF TOWN AND ALL MY ROOFS ARE SLANTED, YOU SEE, I DO NOT HAVE THE ROOM TO STORE A ZEPPELIN, SO A LITTLE HELP WOULD BE APPRECIATED, YOU FUCKING MORON!”
 
   The Smith airships dropped more bombs and Senki saw a group of berserkers simply disappear in a flash of white while others were tossed into the air in a torrent of twisted metal and concrete.
 
   “PAUL!” Senki shrieked. “I KNOW YOUR JOB IS DIFFICULT BUT IN THE NAME OF ALL THAT’S FUCKING HOLY I SHOULD VERY MUCH APPRECIATE IT IF-”
 
   Senki was interrupted when a five hundred pound bomb fell directly on him, pushing his head down through his torso, which split down the middle in a brittle shattering that flung out wads of meat while his legs bent the wrong way, then the bomb passed through the car in a wake of glass before it detonated like a burning sunrise of death.
 
   *              *              *
 
   Wodan and the three Soldiers followed Pelethor through the winding black hallways and stairwells of the fortress, creeping as quietly as they could. The fear was maddening, for they could hear Ugly battle-cries and gunfire from rooms with windows that opened onto the courtyard below. Finally they reached a branching hallway; at one end, an otherworldly purple and blue light shivered. Pelethor came to a stop for the first time. Wodan sensed something cold and evil at the far end.
 
   They heard Ugly shouting. Pelethor ducked into a side hall and they followed him into a narrow, lightless room. They crouched and waited. Wodan’s eyes adjusted to the darkness and he could see Pelethor staring at the floor.
 
   “How do you know where you’re going?” Wodan whispered. Their Captain ignored him. The Soldiers fidgeted in the darkness.
 
   Eventually Wodan realized that the constant waterfall sound of gunfire on the roof was slowing to a trickle. Doors pounded open and Wodan saw dozens of Ugly rushing through the hallway only a few feet from him. “To the courtyard!” one of them shouted. “The courtyard!” Wodan could hear them tearing down the stairs and, since the fortress had ceased shaking, he knew that the aerial battle had either gone for them or against them. Everyone was being sent to the slaughterhouse on the front lines.
 
   “Soon, Scorpio,” Pelethor whispered in the dark. “Soon.”
 
   Wodan nodded. He saw that the faces of the other Coil were twisted with fear, and he wondered if he looked the same as them.
 
   This is what I wanted, he thought, wiping sweat from his grimy face. I can’t hold back now.
 
   Wodan reloaded his guns as they waited in the darkness, then tucked the Coil magnum in the bag at his side. Silence hung heavily, then they heard the sound of stone cracking – and a humming sound. The hairs along Wodan’s neck lifted as a Cognati force field hummed and shifted somewhere not far from them. Pelethor stiffened, then rose. The others followed as he rejoined the branching hallway with the shifting, dreadful lights at the far end.
 
   “I’m talking to you, damn it!” a voice cried in the distance. Wodan and Pelethor hugged a corner and saw, in another hallway, two black-robed Cognati pass by slowly. As they disappeared from view, a Coil in a Captain’s jacket walked behind them, gun drawn. Though the branching hallways were confusing, Wodan guessed that they were heading toward the same point. If Pelethor did indeed know the way to Boris’s last-ditch holdout, then they would all converge on him soon.
 
   “You hear me?” the other Captain shouted. Though he disappeared from view, they could hear him shouting at the Cognati. “I know the other four took something and ran. I saw it! What was it? Answer me, damn you!” The Cognati remained silent. “The deal was for all six of you to kill at least one Hand, and Boris as well. Why did four of you run off in the middle of battle? Are you listening? I’m a Coil, you freaks! You think I don’t know when a deal’s happening on the side?”
 
   The voice faded in the distance. Pelethor continued further down the hall toward the shifting lights. Wodan followed close behind. As they reached the final branch, Pelethor stepped into the lit hallway – then Wodan grabbed his jacket and jerked him back.
 
   Pelethor spun on him, glaring with eyes of ice, but Wodan hissed, “We’ve been following you all this way, but we’re not going to let you throw your life away. Understand? We do things my way from now on.”
 
   Pelethor bore the force of his will into Wodan; Wodan answered him with a steady, unswerving gaze. Finally something melted in Pelethor, and he nodded to Wodan.
 
   Wodan crouched low, then peeked around the corner.
 
   The long, black corridor led to another series of branches, but halfway down the hall stood an open doorway bathed in wildly shifting purple and blue lights. The effect was sickening and disorienting. The open doorway was clogged with the corpses of Ugly guards dressed in modified armor from Haven, while the far end of the hall was littered with the corpses of dead Coilmen. Wodan was surprised that any other Coil had made it so far.
 
   The Smith zeppelins must have knocked an opening in the wall on the far side that we didn’t know about, Wodan decided.
 
   Suddenly Wodan was taken aback; he hadn’t seen it immediately, but one more Ugly stood leaning against the doorway. He was dressed in stolen Haven armor painted in black and red, but the armor had been modified with heavy black steel to the point that it looked like a nightmare version of his homeland’s Guardians. The armored behemoth must not have seen him, because he stood immobile with his long, high-powered rifle and waited for the two Cognati.
 
   Wodan heard the humming sound of a force field. At the far end of the hall, the two Cognati rounded a bend and came into view. One walked slowly with his hand extended before him, smiling slightly, while the other trailed behind. Suddenly the other Captain came into view as well. He was young and his face with flush with anger.
 
   “You work for the Coil, don’t you? Answer me! I want to know what your comrades took and ran away with!”
 
   “Shut up already,” said the Cognati in the back. He turned around, extended a hand, then the Captain’s head whirled around so that the back of his head faced the front. The dead Captain fell sideways and crashed into the floor. The lead Cognati chuckled.
 
   The armored Ugly glanced around the hall and spotted the two oncoming Cognati. “You’re them wizards, right?” he said, his voice echoing under his helmet. “Guess you guys think you’re pretty smart, huh?”
 
   The lead Cognati grinned and said, “Smart enough to-”
 
   The armored Ugly lifted a remote and pressed a button. A terrific explosion shook the hallway behind the Cognati and the one in the rear was flung forward so violently that his body crashed against his comrade’s field, spraying blood that hung splattered in the air. The lead Cognati arched his back in agony and stood on his tiptoes. His mouth hung slack and he leaned against the wall, gripping his back with one hand.
 
   The armored Ugly stepped out of his hiding spot and fired on the remaining Cognati, but his bullets bounced off harmlessly. Sweat poured down the Cognati’s brow.
 
   “Aw, that’s no fair!” the Ugly laughed. “Why don’t you put that magic away, huh? Tell you what, I’ll play fair an’ take the gloves off and beat your ass to death with my bare hands.”
 
   Wodan could see that the Cognati was in agony, and was out of the fight. He could also see that the Ugly had his back turned to him while he berated the Cognati. Wodan breathed in, then leaned away from his cover and sighted down the barrel of his automatic. He pulled the trigger and the gun jerked in his hand, spitting fire over and over again.
 
   The Ugly stumbled forward and grunted – but he did not fall.
 
   Damn! Wodan thought, heart racing. His armor’s too heavy – I should have switched to the magnum!
 
   The Ugly cursed as he tried to regain his balance. Wodan fumbled with his bag, then realized that the Ugly might have more traps, and could effectively own the hallway. He scanned the walls in a panic, then saw a black metal box fixed to the wall. A similar explosive device must have been attached to the far end of the hall; it was easy to see when he knew it was there, but its coloration helped hide it on the black wall. Wodan aimed his automatic at the box and fired as the Ugly turned toward him. The Ugly raised his long rifle – then the box exploded in a cloud of dust that filled the hall. Wodan pulled away from the corner just as the Ugly fired, blasting indiscriminately.
 
   Hands shaking, Wodan stood and fumbled the Coil magnum from his bag. He glanced to the side and saw that the other Coilmen had already abandoned them – Pelethor stood alone.
 
   “He’s armored!” said Wodan, brandishing the magnum. In between bursts of fire, he could hear the Ugly coughing violently. “We won’t be able to see each other through the dust, but we’ve got to do this together if we want to kill him!”
 
   “Fine!” said Pelethor.
 
   The Ugly’s rifle paused and Wodan’s heart hung on the edge of absolute terror. He was about to leap directly into the line of fire, not knowing whether the Ugly’s clip was empty or not.
 
   Pelethor dashed into the hall and leveled his rifle. Wodan spun around the corner and, with his magnum in both hands, aimed into the cascading wall of dust. Over and over they fired blindly. The force of the magnum blasted through his arms, again, again, again. Finally it clicked empty – then the Ugly’s rifle spat fire and Wodan felt something like a sledgehammer strike his side and fling him into the wall. Unable to breathe, he dropped to the floor.
 
   Pelethor reloaded his rifle and stared into the swirling dust. Wodan was deaf, drowning, numb from pain. As if in a nightmare he saw the black armored Ugly stride from the wall of dust. The red runes on his armor danced in the shifting, hellish lights. His heavy iron-shod boots ground up the rubble underfoot.
 
   Then Wodan noticed that the Ugly carried his rifle limp at his side, swinging loosely on his trigger finger. A flood of dark blood fell in thick showers from his joint openings and shattered face plate. The armored Ugly leaned forward, then crashed into the ground.
 
   Pelethor kneeled and Wodan finally sucked in a shallow gulp of air. He tore off his jacket, then pulled the heavy bulletproof vest over his head and tossed it aside. He was burning up and every breath was torture, but he was alive.
 
   “Can you walk?” said Pelethor.
 
   “Thanks, Jerry,” said Wodan, ignoring him as he gripped his side. “Thank you, Jerry.”
 
   Pelethor turned away and stared at the Cognati leaning against the wall. The mercenary ignored them both as he rubbed his back, his face upturned toward the ceiling. Finally the Cognati’s force field hummed and his dead companion lifted into the air. The Cognati turned, stumbled, then left the way he had come. The dead man floated behind him.
 
   “Can you-”
 
   “I’m fine,” said Wodan, rising suddenly as he finished reloading his Coil magnum. “Let’s get Scorpio.”
 
   The two crossed the hall, stepped over a dozen corpses, then entered the glowing room.
 
   Wodan’s mind was flooded with horror as demonic shadow-puppets danced in an endless spiral, cast by machines spinning in every corner of the black chamber. An old woman sat in a mock throne with her head hanging limp. In the center of the room, radiating pure evil and majesty, stood Boris, naked to the waist with Scorpio stitched to his torso. His eyes were black diamonds as shadows leaped across his hard, expressionless face, a mask covering a bottomless pit. Boris held a long, dark blue sword at his side.
 
   Wodan felt his body frozen in place, crushed by the man’s aura and strength of will. Pelethor jerked, then fell forward onto his knees with such force that his kneecaps sounded as if they had shattered. He retched loudly, then fell forward.
 
   “Pelethor!” Wodan rasped. “Get up, man!”
 
   Wodan tore his gaze from Boris. He felt himself drowning in confusion – the Captain who had, until now, shown nothing but completely selfless bravery now lay twitching on the floor.
 
   Wodan summoned his will and stared into the eyes of Boris. The unyielding face bore into him, crushing his soul. Wodan raised his gun with both hands. Boris lifted his sword and touched it to the child’s head. Wodan fired and Boris’s head jerked back, his forehead completely torn open. Boris crashed into the ground and the sword clattered against the granite tiles.
 
   Wodan dashed forward, dropped his gun, and unsheathed the Blade of the Engels. The child laid still and Wodan feared that something terrible had happened, but as he cut through the stitches little Scorpio jerked to life and wailed loudly and Wodan felt tears burning in his face. Wodan freed a little hand and it flew into the air and fiercely clutched at Wodan’s nose. The terrible stitches still stuck out from the little arm, and Wodan unconsciously touched his mouth to the little hand as he sliced through the rest of the bindings, his hands slick with blood.
 
   “I’ve got you, little buddy!” said Wodan, pulling the boy close to him. “I’ve got you, buddy, I’ve got you!”
 
   Wodan turned to the old crone, glaring at her. He realized that the woman was dead; the entire front of her gown was covered in blood. He held Scorpio close, then approached her. A torn sash hung from her neck. Wodan moved it aside with the Blade of the Engels, then pushed her head to the side. He could not tell if her neck was malformed, or if it had been torn out. A large chunk was missing, but the wound was very clean. Just then something scurried across the floor and Wodan jumped back in fright. Something like a rat or a snake dashed behind the long curtains covering the open windows, then disappeared. Wodan turned away and saw Pelethor sitting up on his knees, pale-faced and staring at him weakly.
 
   Wodan knelt by his side and was about to pass Scorpio to him, then realized that the man would have to be carried himself. Wodan put Pelethor’s arms about his shoulder, then pushed them both off the ground with shaking legs. He returned to the hall, thinking that they could return the way they’d come, but Pelethor groaned and turned about. He pointed in another direction. Wodan gripped the father and son and stumbled down a dark hallway, then Pelethor pointed down another direction, then grunted and pointed at a stairwell that led upward.
 
   They came to a landing and when Wodan opened the door the cool night wind hit them. The air reeked of smoke. They were alone on the roof of the fortress and, as Wodan looked out on the city, he saw that it was in flames for miles around, red tongues licking at the black sky of a dark world.
 
   Wodan laid Pelethor on the ground, then removed his shirt and wrapped Scorpio in it to protect him from the cold. Sporadic gunfire echoed in the distance, and a few zeppelins dueled further out. Nearby, one massive fortress of a zeppelin hung over the courtyard. Storm of Man’s Last Breath was painted around a scarred skull-and-bones on its side.
 
   With great effort, Pelethor lifted himself, then staggered to the edge of the fortress. He knelt and picked up something. A searchlight on the massive zeppelin swung about and fell directly on Pelethor, casting a harsh white halo around him. In the light, Wodan could see that he was holding a shoulder-mounted rocket launcher.
 
   Just as voices called out on the airship, Pelethor lifted the rocket and fired. There was a tiny explosion on the surface of the balloon, then fire spread in a great flash. The Ugly on board cried out and the entire ship jerked as the force that held it aloft was snuffed out. The ship fell slowly, a giant tomb full of dead men drowning in ink-black darkness. A man with white dread locks looked at them from the side, wondering who had betrayed them.
 
   Wodan looked at Pelethor and admired him greatly. Though he did not understand what had felled him before, he’d seen greater courage from him than from anyone else in Pontius.
 
   Wodan stood on the edge of the roof and looked at the stars shining through a haze of smoke. His body was exhausted, but he felt full of life. Without their leaders, the Ugly were destroyed. The remnants would surely be hunted down by the other gangs. Barkus was still alive, but he would soon be hanged. Even if he was released from prison this very moment, he would have no home, no clan, no family, nothing. Wodan’s revenge was complete. He smiled, for he could now take his first steps on a greater path.
 
   “I’ll free them all, little Scorpio,” he said. “I’ll free them all.”
 
   *              *              *
 
   Far from the battle, in an abandoned section of Pontius, four cloaked men tended to another cloaked man lying on the ground. Finally one of them rose and approached the doorway of a darkened shell of a building. The small figure threw back his hood; it was Jared, the young Cognati.
 
   “Hand,” he said. “You still there?”
 
   A dark figure stirred in the doorway. “I’m still here,” said the Hand, his voice distorted. “I’m still waiting here.”
 
   “That’s right, Hand. You just wait in there and your new employer will pick you up.”
 
   Jared studied the immobile figure for a long time. Finally the Hand said, “I would have protected him if he was not weak. If he had not led us to destruction. I would have fought you harder.”
 
   “You don’t have to explain anything,” said Jared.
 
   “I would have fought you harder.”
 
   Is he retarded? Jared wondered.
 
   “Well, anyway,” said Jared, “we’ve fulfilled our end of the contract, including the secret addendum added to the contract by your new employer. The Ugly are gone, we are paid, and we’ll be leaving first thing tomorrow. The city’s yours, so enjoy it.” Jared smiled wickedly.
 
   The Hand stood in silence for a while, then said, “If he’d been stronger, if he’d truly been the Head, then I would have fought hard enough to kill you.”
 
   Jared laughed, then said, “Guess we’ll never know, though, will we? Ultimately, we’re both mercenaries.”
 
   


 
   
 
  

Part Three
 
    
 
   Die by the Gun
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Twenty-One
 
   The Throne of Pontius
 
    
 
   Director Janice leaned against a table in the break room and waited for the Smith-made coffee maker to finish its work. He rubbed his bald head like a lucky totem as he stared into space.
 
   Detective DeSark approached, then offered a smile that lifted his bushy, white mustache. “Looks like the young bucks are busy,” he said, “now that we’re enforcing the revised Law against self-scarring.”
 
   “We’re picking up the stragglers left and right,” said Janice. “Don’t know if we’re gonna have a place to put them all.”
 
   “Going to have to start hangin’ ’em, then,” said DeSark, laughing and shaking his head. “Poor, dumb kids.”
 
   “Speakin’ of hangin’,” said Janice, “you know I heard the judges have Barkus on over a thousand counts of enslavement?”
 
   “A-a-ah, he’s gonna hang for sure,” said DeSark. “The real irony is that I bet the boys who did all the paperwork against him were slaves themselves.”
 
   “Yeah, well,” said Janice, pouring his coffee.
 
   After a pause, DeSark said, “Sir, you know anything about the siege at Sera’s?”
 
   “If I knew what happened there, DeSark, believe me - I’d tell you. I don’t know what happened any better than anyone else.”
 
   Both men nodded tiredly. It seemed that during the Coil and Smith attack on the Ugly, a troop of berserkers had remained to guard the mansion of the late Utrecht Sera. When it became obvious that the Ugly had been effectively destroyed, the Law swarmed on the mansion, hoping to commandeer it for themselves. They had met with greater resistance than they’d planned for, and ended up laying siege to the place for three days and nights. There were conflicting accounts about what happened after that. 
 
   Some said the berserkers broke and ran, shooting as they went, but others claimed that someone else had attacked from behind to distract the Lawmen so the berserkers could make their escape. Whatever the case, many Lawmen and berserkers had died, but a crew of Ugly berserkers had escaped and were on the run, just waiting to cause a lot of headaches and a lot of paperwork when they finally decided to go on a rampage.
 
   “Well, sir,” said DeSark, “I didn’t want to chew your ear off about all that nonsense. What I really wanted to talk to you about...”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “Is that I didn’t get no overtime pay last week, you know, when I was OH SHIT!!!”
 
   At once both men screamed and dropped their coffee. Janice threw his great bulk onto the table and knocked over cups and condiments while DeSark leaped into the air and tucked both knees under his chin before he came down again. DeSark scuttled away, then peeked around the corner at Janice.
 
   “THE HELL WAS THAT THING!?” shrieked Janice.
 
   “RAT!” screamed DeSark, laughing hysterically. “G-GODDAMN RAT IN HERE, I THINK!”
 
   “F-f-f-fu-u-uck!” hissed Janice, sliding off the table and running out of the room.
 
   *              *              *
 
   Wodan attended another Businessmen’s meeting with Virgil. Everyone greeted him warmly, and in the background he could hear people retelling the story of how he and Pelethor had confronted Boris and rescued Scorpio. In one version of the story, he and Pelethor had faced down a hundred Ugly and even chased off the two Hands, who fled in terror. Wodan took their gushing praise with a grain of salt, remembering how these men had calmly planned for genocide if he’d failed.
 
   Virgil was excited by the changes made possible by the destruction of the Ugly, but Wodan could see that he was very tired. He was kept busy hunting down the remaining dregs of the Ugly, handfuls of youths and berserkers with nothing left to destroy but themselves now that they had no more family to support their mindless hatred.
 
   Wodan approached a circle of Businessmen seated around Miss Oliver. She was in the middle of speaking about their plans for a complete reconstruction of the ruined area around the granite fortress, including making loans available to families displaced by the battle. Wodan sat down near her, and eventually she turned to him and said, “Wodan, when we were talking about the Black Valley investment the other day, I remember that you were interested in the animals of the area...”
 
   “I am,” said Wodan. “I mean to return there, some day. Did you encounter something else interesting while you were there?”
 
   “We did. One man found a family of bear cubs. They were black and white, very cute, very friendly. I’m assuming their parents were killed by demons, or some of the primitives that live around the area. Eventually the man who found the cubs sold them to the showman who was with us, the one with the lizard boy that we were talking about earlier. The showman was convinced that the bears were extremely clever, and he wanted to teach them to do tricks. Of course, he was very cruel to the cubs, just as he was to the lizard.
 
   “The showman became convinced that the bear cubs were stealing things from him – a big deal, when you consider that he kept them locked in cages. He became a laughingstock with all his tales of cubs leaving their cages in the night, stealing from him, and then returning to their cages before they could be caught. But he was determined to profit off these clever animals, so he taught them a trick that would prove they were capable of addition and subtraction. He privately bragged to me about how the trick works; it involves the animal pawing at the ground a certain number of times, then stopping when it sees the owner give some visual cue, like a nod. So the showman drilled the routine into the cubs, got a lot of the laborers together, bets were placed, and then… the bears refused to cooperate. The showman lost a lot of money, and was humiliated. He took to beating the cubs out in the open, where anyone could see.
 
   “Then he really started to lose it. He became paranoid that the cubs were out to get him. He claimed that not only were they secretly capable of understanding math, they were starting to draw pictures of him in the dirt. Pictures that showed him in embarrassing situations, or even dead. Whenever he would fetch someone to look at one of these pictures and there would be nothing to see, he would claim that the bears had scratched out the pictures.”
 
   Wodan laughed, then said, “But surely no animal could ever do something like that!”
 
   “Normally I would agree, but something definitely happened to set that man off. He came close to having a nervous breakdown over the matter.”
 
   “So what happened to the bears and the showman?”
 
   “I don’t know. The demons attacked. The showman didn’t escape with me, so I assume he was killed, eaten, or worse.”
 
   Wodan thought for a moment, then remembered the strange, angry hermit he’d met in the valley. His thoughts were interrupted when Miss Oliver added, “Perhaps none of it’s true, Wodan, but just remember – there are more and stranger things in this world than anyone can ever know or understand.”
 
   Wodan nodded, thinking of the Cognati and their strange power. He knew that he knew very little about the world.
 
   Wodan caught Pelethor watching him from across the room. They had not spoken with one another since the battle. Wodan lifted his hand in greeting. Pelethor smiled and nodded coolly.
 
   *              *              *
 
   The most powerful Coil Captains sat in council at a darkened restaurant owned by one of their members. This was the first time they had met since the destruction of the Ugly, and some of the Captains openly wore green sashes on the sleeves of their fine suits, for they no longer had anything to fear.
 
   They were excited. Though they had suffered incredible losses during the battle, they knew that recruitment would come easily, more easily than ever before. They discussed taking over the slave racket and moving into prostitution, now that that market was open to them. A few of the older Captains hinted that they took orders directly from the three legendary Master Thieves, and other Captains, who had no direct access to the Master Thieves, and were not sure if they even existed, nodded knowingly and hinted that they too occasionally had meetings with those enigmatic figures.
 
   Pelethor was included in the meeting, and eventually he stood and clinked a fork against his wine glass.
 
   “Gentlemen,” said Pelethor, “in the battle against the Ugly, and in the murders that took place beforehand, we lost more Captains than in any other generation of our order. Is this not so?” Pelethor waited, then said, “But there has been no talk of honoring Lieutenants with new positions as Captains. Indeed, we have only talked of eating up the markets of deceased Captains, not to mention the markets left open by our ancient enemy that we’ve destroyed. Isn’t that so? So here… here’s to eating the weak.”
 
   A few of the Captains chuckled and raised their glasses.
 
   Pelethor drained his wine glass, then glared at the others and said, “But I say that we are not eating enough. In a sense, we still lurk in the shadows. We’re no different from the hoodlums that sell the drugs we produce.”
 
   The audience grew quiet, then one Captain said, “What do you propose?”
 
   “I propose that we take up ownership of this city, which rightfully belongs to us!” Pelethor shouted.
 
   One Captain leaned over to another and whispered, “He’s changed, ever since his wife and child…” while another Captain shouted, “That’s sedition, Pelethor! The Master Thieves would never stand for it!”
 
   “And if they don’t?” said Pelethor. “What will they do about it? Who will they send to stop us? We’re the ones who carry out their bidding!”
 
   “Pelethor,” said another Captain, “we know that you’re grieved at the Masters because they abandoned the exchange. But you got your child back, so-”
 
   “This isn’t about my son,” said Pelethor. “It’s about power - and those strong enough to take it.” He paused, then said, “Consider this. Those of you who hear the orders of the Masters, you know about the new tax levied on us. They know that we’re spreading into our dead comrades’ territory, and even as the Masters lick their lips at the thought of dipping into our increased profits, they also fear our growing power. They know they must leech off of us to keep us weak. And those poor fools expect us to comply with their wishes… and police those of us who will not comply.”
 
   Most of the Captains were unsure what to think as they weighed greed against fear, but one Captain stood and said, “Pelethor, I urge you to stop this now. You’ve had too much to drink. We have more opportunities for profit now than ever before, but… well, the Cognati will kill you if you continue this.”
 
   “The Cognati have already been paid to leave,” said Pelethor. “They are gone even before the Masters would have liked, and you have my funds to thank for that. The truth of the matter is that you answer to Masters who have only your own power to use against you.”
 
   Pelethor waited for his words to sink in. While several of the Captains seemed floored by his audacity, many of them masked their intrigue poorly. Sensing the tide shifting in his favor, Pelethor said, “We, the Captains in this room, have always been the true power behind the Coil. 
 
   “We were the ones who continually bought off the Law, and the Smiths have never been anything but our employees. That’s the way it has always been. We’ve just chosen to ignore it. Even if the Master Thieves tried to rein us in, they would have to make new contacts within their own organization. Who else do they speak to, besides us? And if they did find other, less influential Captains, to marshal against us, they might outnumber us – but they could never overpower or outbid us. We’re not just Captains – we’re the High Captains. If we came together, the Low Captains would have to fall in line with us… or find themselves left out in the cold, their businesses sacked and their Lieutenants either dead or bought by us.”
 
   Most of the men in the room were completely enthralled. Increased power, increased profits, and no more worries about the shadow of the Master Thieves looming over them. Only a few of the Captains stood and left the room, muttering dramatically.
 
   Pelethor burned the men’s names into his mind but, before he could say something, a young Captain laughed at the retreating Captains and said, “Run back to your masters, dogs. This is the new face of Pontius!”
 
   *              *              *
 
   “Partying! With gangsters!” shouted Mister Zentl. “Is this the way you’ve chosen to waste your life!? After everything I’ve done for you?!”
 
   Pete was overcome with shame. “Father - I - I had a plan to-”
 
   “A plan to do what? Kill yourself in some street brawl? To put your mother in an early grave worrying about her idiot son?”
 
   “I - I wanted to - to make you proud of me-”
 
   “Oh, I’m real proud! Re-e-e-eal proud, Pete!” His father paused and poured himself a drink with shaking hands, then shouted, “Why did you even come here, Pete? You going to demand money from the family business? Or else have your Coil friends burn it all down?”
 
   Pete was numb with shock. He had come to admit everything about Anne and the baby. Instead, he’d been hit with the fact that a friend of the family had seen him in public with gangsters and ratted on him. There was nothing he could say. He turned to leave.
 
   “This gangster bullshit is going to get you killed, son! Do you hear me? It’s going to get you killed!”
 
   *              *              *
 
   “What talk is this?” Miss Oliver shouted. “Pelethor, this is dishonorable… disgusting! Hasn’t enough blood been spilled in Pontius?”
 
   The Businessmen at the meeting stood together behind Miss Oliver and glared at Pelethor, who stood alone.
 
   “Perhaps I misjudged you,” Pelethor said coldly. “I took you for a powerful woman with the sense to judge when the time was ripe to take the reins of this city into hand. But… perhaps your time has passed.”
 
   “And I misjudged you,” said Miss Oliver, drawing herself up. “You were supposed to be a spy within the Coil, Pelethor – not the worst gangster among them! You’ve let their ways cloud your judgment. Pelethor, think about it. They’re the very organization responsible for abandoning your child to monsters!”
 
   “I’ll have my revenge against those responsible,” said Pelethor. “But I would also have still more.”
 
   “By becoming one of them? By selling your very soul to them?”
 
   “You once told me yourself, Miss Oliver, that there will always be gangs in Pontius. Be honest: I know that you would never starve them out. Your doomsday plan is a joke, mere posturing. Your own organization is a gang itself, and a weak one at that. I had thought to include you into my new order. I am sorry that none of you are strong enough to join me.”
 
   Miss Oliver shook her head slowly, then said, “You are out of the Business. Leave. If you continue on with this foolishness, remember that we can freeze your assets. We are the banks and we are every legitimate business in Pontius, and you and your kind will never walk free in the light of day among our kind.”
 
   Pelethor turned to go and Miss Oliver added, “And Pelethor, if you try to strike at us, you won’t be able to find us.”
 
   “I can make new assets,” said Pelethor. A butler held the door open from him. Turning as he left, ice was in his voice as he said, “And eventually... I will find some of you.”
 
   *              *              *
 
   A Coil van rolled through an abandoned section of Pontius and stopped at a derelict building. The back opened up and a Lieutenant and several Soldiers unloaded boxes full of food and alcohol. Pelethor stepped out of the passenger’s seat and strode up to the building.
 
   He entered and a troop of Ugly berserkers glared at him uneasily. They sat far apart from the four Coil thugs who were Pelethor’s most trusted guards.
 
   “I’ve brought you some alcohol,” Pelethor announced. “I want you all to remember that you’re one gang, one brotherhood, from now on. I hope you gentlemen will come to understand that.”
 
   One berserker snorted and looked away, but Pelethor had faith that within a few minutes of drinking, they would all be drunk and in love with one another. In a worst case scenario, if they tried to kill one another, they would be stopped by-
 
   The Hand stepped out of the shadows, completely covered in black. “You are my new master,” he said, voice grating and flat.
 
   Pelethor nodded. “In a manner of speaking, yes.”
 
   The Hand started to bow, but Pelethor recoiled and shouted, “Do not bow to me!” Pelethor turned away quickly and grabbed his belly, swallowing desperately.
 
   The Hand stood straight but tilted his head slightly to the side. Pelethor glanced about, then turned away from the others and gave a sign with his hand. The Hand stiffened when he saw the gesture, then said, “A-a-a-ah! I understand.” He laughed, and the sound was horrid and unnatural.
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Twenty-Two
 
   Anything That Eats
 
    
 
   Wodan spent less time with his friends over the next few days. Anne ceased visiting and Ullrich stayed busy helping his boss finish renovating their pizza restaurant. Hunley visited a few times, but after he heard two different versions of how Jens had led an assault on a group of Ugly manning a machinegun turret, Hunley took a break from his friends. Pete often left early, returned late, and said little to Wodan. Wodan wondered if it was because he had been awarded with a Lieutenant’s pin but never bothered to show up at any office, while Pete was still relegated to “Lieutenant training”. However, it seemed like heavier things weighed on him, so Wodan withheld judgment and decided to wait until Pete was ready to talk.
 
   Instead of hanging out with his friends, Wodan spent his time walking to Virgil’s house and waiting for him to return from work. Even though Virgil came home exhausted, Wodan was on fire with a plan to transform Pontius. He wanted to keep up his momentum. Wodan pestered Virgil, prodding and drawing him out until the tired detective was finally on board with his strange and unprecedented plan.
 
   The day that Wodan had planned for finally came. Wodan did one-armed pushups, then washed and ate breakfast while preparing his mind for the trials ahead. He dressed in his Coil black-and-greens and, as he fixed the jade square to his breast that marked him as a Lieutenant, he saw Pete striding through the Party Room. He looked haggard and exhausted. Wodan waved to him. Pete lifted his head in greeting, then left without a word.
 
   Virgil picked Wodan up at their appointed meeting place, then drove him through a neighborhood near Precinct Zero. Virgil was dressed in his least-ratty suit.
 
   “Barkus will be hanged tomorrow,” said Virgil, grinning through his mustache. “But there’s other stuff going on, too, and I can’t quite understand it. The last week has seen an incredible number of Coil Captain deaths. They won the battle, but… it’s not like when we were killing them. These are powerful Captains with plenty of guards on hand. They’re dying as fast as we can do the paperwork on them.”
 
   “Is that so?” said Wodan.
 
   “And a few are just disappearing - from the gangster business, I mean. There’s a power struggle going on, and some of them are going legitimate just to get away from the blood.”
 
   “Then maybe this thing we’re about to do won’t even be necessary.”
 
   “Not likely. The other end of the power struggle is the worst part. Someone out there is directing the murders. Someone out there is profiting from it. Wodan...” Virgil paused for a moment, then said, “Wodan, some of the Ugly we’re picking up these days are saying some weird stuff. They’re saying stuff about a “new lord of Pontius”… that’s what they’re calling him, anyway.”
 
   “Him, who?”
 
   “Whoever’s filling in the power vacuum.” Virgil looked at Wodan and saw that his eyes were locked ahead. “Listen, Wodan. Pelethor, he... he isn’t what you think he is.”
 
   “You don’t trust him,” said Wodan, “because he’s a gangster, and he’s powerful.”
 
   “I don’t trust him because the man’s power-hungry. He’s cold-blooded.” Wodan said nothing, so Virgil continued. “We already know he got kicked out of the Businessmen. Miss Oliver says he turned bloodthirsty and ambitious. What if he’s the one behind all these killings? And since he used to be a Businessman, then… it means he knows about you and your friends.”
 
   “Even if he is what you think he is, it’s not like he knows where I live. He can’t find me if I don’t want him to. Hell, even you don’t know where I live.”
 
   Virgil laughed with frustration, then said, “I don’t see how you can admire that guy, but then come up with a plan like this that could destroy his entire organization.”
 
   “You said yourself that the plan is crazy. It might not work at all.”
 
   “It probably won’t. But if it does?”
 
   “If Pelethor is a strong and decent man, like I think he is, then he’ll adapt and survive. If he’s weak or evil or just too set in his ways, then he’ll be destroyed. It’s as simple as that.”
 
   “If we find out he is an evil bastard, then we could, you know… do things the old-fashioned way.”
 
   “No. It’s time for a new way of doing things. If we can change the city, then we can change the people that live in it.” Virgil parked the car beside a large house. Wodan turned to him and said, “We can’t keep killing people just because they’re dangerous.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Because the demons aren’t going to stay behind these city walls forever.”
 
   *              *              *
 
   Judge Rosebudd was a very somber and severe man with a large head and a prodigious memory for the ever-growing Laws that governed Pontius. He had thick gray hair and tanned, leathery skin. Virgil had known him for years, and told Wodan that he was a just man who truly cared about cleaning the city rather than sell his soul in exchange for graft and easy living. When Virgil introduced him, he regarded Wodan’s black-and-greens skeptically, but treated him with cool civility since he was a friend of Virgil’s.
 
   They sat down to lunch and the judge and Virgil talked about the shift in power in Pontius and the new tide of death flooding in. Eventually Virgil said, “The Coil are more dangerous now than they’ve ever been, sir. That’s the reason why I brought this young man with me here today.”
 
   Wodan nodded as Judge Rosebudd regarded him. “Well then,” the judge said quietly, “let us hear what you have to say, young man.”
 
   “Sir,” said Wodan, drawing up his strength, “I have a plan that will utterly destroy the Coil in one fell swoop.”
 
   “Is that so?” he said, tilting his head sideways.
 
   “It is. As things are now, the elected officials of Pontius draft new Laws every day in an effort to fight the gangs and control what they represent. It’s widely known that the officials are highly respected and paid well, but they sleep in shifts on cots because they have to stay on top of the constant political in-fighting and deal-making. Most of them become paranoid, nervous wrecks and die from stress-induced illness. Every day they stack new Laws on top of old Laws in an effort to cover up legal loopholes, but it’s a fact that Lawmen on the street often have to ignore certain Laws because they either can’t keep up with the constant changes or the Laws simply become too restrictive and make their work impractical.
 
   “As for the gangs, they learn to adapt and fight back. Sometimes new Laws lead to spectacular arrests, but in the end nothing changes. The Law and the city officials are desperate for money, so they have to allow wealthy Coilmen to walk out on bail, and they usually don’t even bother to show up for their trials. The only people who can’t afford bail are private citizens who don’t have the money or political pull to make bail, so they end up falling through the cracks as innocent victims in a war between the Law and the other gangs. The gangs only grow in power and violence increases.”
 
   “Son, I admit that we’ve had our share of trouble fighting these gangsters,” said Judge Rosebudd, “but we’ve made real headway, too. As a judge of the Law, I’ve granted plenty of leeway against civilians who have broken Laws. Also, just look at what your efforts, and Virgil’s as well, have done against the Ugly.”
 
   “The fact that you’ve had to ignore Laws when it comes to dealing with civilians is proof that the Laws are not just, or even practical. And while I was able to fight the Ugly, I didn’t do it in accordance with the Laws. I did it through force of will, meticulous planning, and a willingness to break the Laws. You can’t depend on vigilantes to make up for the shortcomings of the Law. City officials working within a bureaucracy and planning for more and more strict guidelines can never, ever inspire individual citizens to stand up and do their part to fight against evil. That strength comes from within a person. It can never be scheduled or controlled. My plan involves changing the very nature of Pontius itself. Changing it into a world where no gangs can exist.”
 
   “Okay, I’m listening,” said the judge, lowering his utensils and crossing his hands over the table.
 
   Wodan swallowed, then said, “The strength of the Coil is money. They survive by milking the city any way they can. Even if Laws are passed that temporarily freeze their accounts, they just move into new black markets and their leaders remain untouchable. They make a lot of money through racketeering, but most of their money comes from the distribution of drugs.”
 
   The judge nodded.
 
   “Drugs are valuable. They’re sold in speakeasies and on the street. Even when dealers are arrested, the Coil can always recruit more because innocent civilians don’t have a lot of options when it comes to making a living. Plus, the demand for drugs never decreases. I haven’t heard this in Pontius, but in the land where I come from, our records say that drugs have been used by mankind for as long as we’ve existed. For recreation, for shamanic traditions, for religious rituals, even just for self-destruction. Every year the Law fights harder and harder against the distribution of drugs, but it’s a simple fact that drugs are a part of the human condition. Drugs will never disappear, and the Coil have a monopoly on this fact of nature.
 
   “Sir, my plan calls for the complete legalization of all drugs in Pontius.”
 
   The judge laughed slightly and Virgil chewed his fingernails.
 
   “This isn’t as crazy as it sounds,” Wodan continued. “Most types of alcohol and tobacco are already legal. They’re legally sold in businesses, and none of those businesses are known for violence. They profit from a natural demand, nothing more. Now, if all Laws concerning drugs were done away with, then legitimate businesses could make and distribute them. The Coil monopoly would be broken. Gang wars and civilian deaths would shrink drastically. Sir, have you ever heard of Coil fighting against Ugly over tobacco?”
 
   “Son,” said Judge Rosebudd, shaking his head in wonder, “the next thing you know, you’re going to call for the legalization of slavery.”
 
   “I hate slavery,” said Wodan. “I was once a slave myself. It was a nightmare; no human being should ever live as a slave. Unfortunately, the Coil are eventually going to move into the black market for slaves that was once controlled by the Ugly. Because the Ugly were an illegal organization, they had access to men willing to shoot and kill and destroy primitive families in order to bring slaves in under the eyes of the Law. Slavery is already illegal in Pontius, but that never stopped the Ugly from making bribes and still selling humans at a profit. Slavery thrives in Pontius, but it’s illegal. Do you see what I mean? If you want to stop the Coil from making the same kind of profit that only an underground market can afford, then the best thing might be to legalize slavery in the form of temporary indentured servitude, and then hope that good men and women who are natural leaders will be able to use culture – not force – to show slavery for what it is and thus make it unpopular. Unfortunately, those people won’t come forward until they know they won’t be killed by gangsters.”
 
   “And prostitution…”
 
   “It’s the same as slavery. It’s a distasteful fact of life. It’s illegal now, so the Ugly kept women enslaved in basements and took the money they brought in, while the women had no legal recourse against their masters. If we made it legal, the market could be watched in the light of day.”
 
   “I see where this is going,” said Judge Rosebudd. “Next you’ll say that we should throw away our gun laws… the only thing keeping this city from tearing itself apart!”
 
   “If you want to stop the Coil from running their protection rackets, then let people arm themselves. The Coil would stop and think if they knew that threatening a small business owner could get them shot by a man who knows he doesn’t have to worry about being arrested for protecting himself.”
 
   “This sounds like anarchy, son!” The judge laughed and looked from one to the other. “Should we just destroy all the Laws? What about murderers, rapists, thieves…?”
 
   “It’s not anarchy,” said Wodan. “It’s only anarchy if men are wild beasts that have to be beaten down or else they’ll eat one another alive. I’ve seen too many good men and women to believe anything like that. We’ll keep a few Laws and, for the kind of people you just mentioned, we’ll draw a line. We’ll make three Laws against rape, murder, and theft – and anyone who crosses that line would have hell to pay.”
 
   Judge Rosebudd fell deep into thought. “Just imagine, sir,” said Virgil. “The city is in such a mess, and it always has been, but just imagine what it would be like if Lawmen like me could concentrate on hunting down only the worst elements. We could leave everyone else alone and save ourselves a lot of wasted effort. Plus, I know you know about this, sir, but there are… well, there are a lot of crooked Lawmen out there. I’ve got people that I work with, and they… I don’t mean to be a rat, but they depend on the Law being complicated and unwieldy so they can get by on bribes and making deals on the sides that-”
 
   “Do any of your superiors do that sort of thing?” said Rosebudd. “Give me names, detective, and I’ll-”
 
   “End up getting me killed,” said Virgil. “But, it’s like Wodan’s been saying. If we take away their opportunity to get by on loopholes, then they wouldn’t even be a problem in the first place. Killing those black markets would put money in the hands of the citizens, instead of in the hands of criminals who can buy their way out of punishment.”
 
   Judge Rosebudd nodded slowly, then fell silent. Wodan could see that the man was deep in thought. Wodan waited patiently and finished his lunch. Finally the judge blinked, lifted his head, and looked at Wodan.
 
   “The thing is,” said Judge Rosebudd, “if we legalized drugs, then everyone in the city would start using them.”
 
   *              *              *
 
   Virgil and Wodan drove into a poor section. They sat in silence for a long time, then Wodan said, “So there will always be gangs in Pontius. We’ve done nothing to change anything.”
 
   “We destroyed the Ugly,” said Virgil. “We did that much, at least.”
 
   “The Coil, or another gang, will become what the Ugly were. If they haven’t already.”
 
   “Are you... are you still going to see Pelethor tonight?”
 
   Wodan nodded.
 
   Virgil could tell that something dark was falling on Wodan. “Wodan, I think you-”
 
   “Oh, this is Anne’s neighborhood,” Wodan said suddenly. “I haven’t seen her in a long time. Drop me off here, will you?”
 
   *              *              *
 
   Wodan sat around while Anne busied herself making noodles. They must have required a great amount of concentration, for she had to ignore Wodan completely. He stared at her and wondered at her unhappiness. What could he say to change her perspective, to make her throw off her chains and become something more? She wasn’t showing yet, but she would soon be a mother. Wodan remembered cutting through the cords that bound Scorpio to the corpse of Boris. He desperately wanted for Anne’s child to not be bound to a mother who hated life and a father who hated his wife and himself. On the one hand, he was disgusted by her apathy. On the other hand, he knew that changing the world started by changing the people in it.
 
   “Anne, if I used my Coil money to start a publishing business, I could use Hunley’s tech on the cheap. I could finally get my stuff published, plus I know some people who are sitting on a goldmine of great stories that might really change people’s lives.” He paused, then said, “I’ll need a secretary. You interested?”
 
   Anne hummed a noncommittal note.
 
   Frustrated, Wodan said, “What if I bought your child from you?” She said nothing and, wanting to test her, he added, “And also bought you, as my personal slave?”
 
   “Really?” she said, finally intrigued. “So what would you have me do for you, exactly?”
 
   Wodan sighed and shook his head, then rose and stared out of a small, grimy window leading out onto the alley. A thin strip of blue sky was visible if he craned his head.
 
   “Then again,” she said, “I doubt Pete would like that very much.” Wodan stood in silence for a long time. “I had a dream last night.”
 
   “Oh yeah?” he said.
 
   “It was about Ullrich.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   She nodded, said, “Mm hm.”
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “Nothing, really. He was just standing there. He looked the same as he does now, except... he was radiant. He was smiling at me and it was the most beautiful smile I’d ever seen. He radiated goodness. I felt... like everything was going to be okay.”
 
   “Why haven’t you ever gone after Ullrich?” he asked. “He’s a decent guy. Better than most of us.”
 
   “He was always nice to me,” said Anne. “I guess I always figured he was better than me. What do you think the dream means?”
 
   “Just what it seems like. You want something better for yourself. Probably not even Ullrich, or any other man. Some part of you wants to break the cycle that you’re determined to continue.”
 
   Anne hummed and Wodan knew that the matter had been filed away and would never be thought of again. He wondered if all dreams in Pontius were so simple, so streamlined.
 
   Have thousands of years of living under demonic rule turned people in simpletons? he wondered. Robots without free will? Am I completely wasting my time here?
 
   “Listen, there’s something I’ve been wanting to tell you,” she said, “but you can’t tell anyone else.”
 
   “Don’t worry, Pete and I don’t even talk anymore,” he said. He moved to the entrance of her kitchen and waited.
 
   Anne looked at him, smiling strangely, then rattled off a sordid bit of gossip involving one of their friends. Wodan listened until she was finished, then said, “I guess it’s time I left.”
 
   *              *              *
 
   Pelethor and the Hand stood before a small brick building tucked away near an alleyway.
 
   “That’s the place,” said Pelethor. “Here is the key that fits the lock.”
 
   Hand took the thing and stuck it into a small pocket of his black suit.
 
   “We’ve done a good job killing our enemies,” said Pelethor. “The Captains loyal to the old ways have come to fear every night, wondering if it will be their last.”
 
   “I would like to do something,” said Hand, his harsh voice out of place in the light of day. “I would like to rescue my Lord Barkus.”
 
   “Get those thoughts out of your head,” said Pelethor. “I know that you’ve been programmed to protect the man who seems, to you, to be the natural successor to the Head of the Ugly. But this is a new world, Hand, and we are a new order.”
 
   Hand sighed and his shoulders stooped slightly. “Okay,” he said.
 
   Pelethor turned and faced him directly. “Take off your mask.”
 
   Hand stood immobile.
 
   “It is the new way,” said Pelethor. “Do not be afraid.”
 
   Hand slowly pulled the black mask from his head, then reached into his mouth and pulled out the wire and gauze contraption that changed his voice. Thick saliva dribbled down from the thing and he wiped his mouth on his armored sleeve. Pelethor studied him. The Hand blinked, unused to the light. His face was very pale and his eyes were clear and blue. Short, sweaty blond hair clung to his head. Hand and Pelethor stared at one another.
 
   “What is your other name?” said Pelethor.
 
   “It’s just Hand.” His voice was soft, even slightly high-pitched, but confident.
 
   “Did you have a name before then?”
 
   “I don’t know. I’m not like you. I don’t have a dozen different names. I’m just Hand.”
 
   “Very well. Are you and the crew ready for the killings tonight?”
 
   “Of course!” said Hand. He smiled openly, a childish gesture. Pelethor wondered how often Hand had smiled behind his mask, unseen and alone.
 
   *              *              *
 
   Wodan met up with Jens, who was also wearing his black-and-greens, and they walked the long distance to Pelethor’s mansion. Several Coil Soldiers nodded as they entered. Wodan saw that they looked nothing like the Soldiers that lounged around in most Coil offices; they were larger, older, dangerous looking men with experience.
 
   One of the Coilmen led them through the hallways of the mansion. The rooms were dimly lit and had panels of real wood, but many of the walls were marked by strange scars, as if heavy blades had been dragged across them. The Coilman gestured toward the main dining room, then left. Wodan entered and saw many paintings of other Pelethors from bygone eras, each one looking very regal as he was depicted in the dress of his day. Every painting was slashed and disfigured in its own way.
 
   Pelethor sat at the end of a long, empty table, and rose to greet them.
 
   “Sir,” said Wodan. “You’ve not yet cleaned up since the berserkers attacked your home.”
 
   “No,” said Pelethor. “I never want to forget.”
 
   Wodan sat across from Pelethor and Jens took up a seat beside his friend. Pelethor’s four elite goons stood at either corner of the room.
 
   “By now,” said Pelethor, “you must have heard that I’m a traitor to the Coil, and that I murder other Captains. Yes?”
 
   “We’ve heard the talk,” said Wodan. “Welcome to the club!”
 
   “Have either of you been ordered to kill me on sight?” asked Pelethor, smiling slightly.
 
   “I haven’t been to work for a long time,” said Wodan.
 
   “And my Captain,” said Jens, “mostly spends his time pretending the whole matter doesn’t exist.”
 
   “I assumed as much,” said Pelethor. “Most of the Captains of the Coil are small, petty men. Anyone with any sort of foresight is already on my side. I’m sure my rampage will reach a critical mass in the next few days, and then I’ll have the complete loyalty of all the Captains.”
 
   Wodan nodded, then said, “Soon, you’ll be the undisputed leader of the Coil. You have a drive that the Law and the Smiths lack. Once recruitment replaces the members lost during the battle against the Ugly, you’ll be in charge of the most powerful gang in Pontius.”
 
   Jens had never thought of Wodan as an ass-kisser before, but he found himself annoyed by Wodan’s attitude toward Pelethor. He obviously liked this Captain. Even though Wodan used to disturb him quite a bit, he missed the days when Wodan used to talk about crushing all the gangs. Still, he admitted to himself that there was something special about this Captain. His home was no longer a secret, he kept guards on hand who openly wore Coil outfits, there were no telling how many Coilmen loyal to the Master Thieves wanted him dead – and yet this man was not afraid, whereas the other Captains could no longer sleep at night and spent all day in hushed conversations with one another. Pelethor’s guards did not even bother to take Wodan’s or Jens’s handguns hanging at their sides; Pelethor trusted in the gun holstered at his chest, his four guards, and his own strength of will to keep him safe. Still, brave or not, the man irritated Jens to no end.
 
   “What will you do now, Wodan?” said Pelethor.
 
   “I’m not sure. The Ugly are gone, and Barkus is going to be dead soon. I’ve been thinking of leaving Pontius.”
 
   “Really?” said Jens. “You never told me!”
 
   “Well, I’m still not sure,” said Wodan. “I do have some money now, so… it’s not unreasonable to think that I could open up my own publishing company.”
 
   “Always looking for new forms of power, aren’t you?” said Pelethor, smiling fully. “Don’t you think that Pontius has some place for you yet? I’m afraid that if you leave, the wasteland would erase you. Then again, if you stayed and printed off a few pages, and distributed them, and perhaps made a little money from the venture... well, Wodan, I think you were meant for more than that.”
 
   “I had another plan,” said Wodan, “but it fell through.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “Just today I talked to a judge. I suggested to him that all drugs in Pontius should be legalized - so that the Coil would be broken.”
 
   Pelethor laughed loudly. It was the first time Wodan had ever heard the man laugh.
 
   “Amazing!” said Pelethor. “So it wasn’t enough for you to destroy one gang - you wanted another to your name!”
 
   “Yeah,” said Wodan, laughing as well. “Of course, it didn’t work out. So, it looks like I’ll leave Pontius in your hands. I guess it’s true that there will always be gangs in Pontius. But if anyone has to lead the most powerful one, I’m glad that it’s you, sir.”
 
   “My position is far from consolidated, Wodan. There are many things that need to be done. In fact, I have a deal to make with you, and it involves you staying in Pontius.”
 
   Wodan nodded, and Pelethor continued. “Wodan, there is a sort of… gentleness about you.” Jens laughed quietly and Pelethor said, “It’s true - I have heard from the Businessmen that your little circle calls you “Psycho”. I have seen your acts with my own eyes in the fortress of the Ugly, but I suspect also that this name is in direct reference to your kindness, as a sort of humorous contrast. I know that you are a foreigner, and I suspect that your land was very cultured, very civilized. What has set you on the violent path you took when you entered this city, I do not know, but I suspect you have determination and a dogged, unbreakable will that set you apart from your people, and this made your continued presence there intolerable. Most likely, by both parties. Your qualities have gotten you far - very far, mind you - but now they have brought you to your end. You admit that you are not sure what to do in Pontius, and even as you tell me of your half-formulated plans I can hear, by your tone, that you place no stock in your own plans. Wodan, there is something of me in you. You want more. You want more from a world that proves itself less and less to you every day.”
 
   Inhuman was the only way that Jens could describe Pelethor. His coldness, his naked ambition, were deeply unsettling, but the worst part was that Wodan was obviously mesmerized by Pelethor’s words. Wodan and Jens had often made fun of the cowardice and greed of various Captains and Lieutenants, but at least they were human. Jens wanted to leave immediately and take Wodan with him, but he no longer felt that he could safely do so.
 
   Pelethor continued. “There is a certain system of morals and ethics taught to people, which is all well and good, for it promotes the stability of a state and adds to the survival of its citizens. But there is another system of ethics, Wodan, that is not taught in schools, in churches, or anywhere in the light of day. It is passed from master to student, from generation to generation, in utmost secrecy. It is never shouted; it is whispered. It never draws attention to itself, because it is hated by those who enjoy the light of day. But, Wodan, this left-hand path is just as necessary as the other path. The state… no, the species, requires it.”
 
   “I know it,” said Wodan. Jens jerked his head toward him.
 
   “You do. And that is the other part of you. The unkind part. The part that dragged your own friends into a cycle of murders that resulted in the destruction of your enemies. It is the path that I grew up with, Wodan, the path that all Pelethors before me have walked. Others call it darkness because they fear it, but for people like us, it feels clean, and pure. We worship it-”
 
   “Sir,” said Jens, “this sounds evil.”
 
   “Silence,” said Pelethor. He glanced at Jens, and his hard eyes caused Jens’s uncomfortable smile to wither on his face.
 
   A radio squawked, then a voice on the other end said, “Status?”
 
   One of the hefty goons lifted the small set from his belt, then said, “Green.” Jens realized this had been repeated several times before.
 
   “The great trick of civilization,” said Pelethor, turning back to Wodan, “is that it allows for the passing of information from one generation to the next. Efficiently, from master, to student. Wodan, you have already started on this path. That is why you were made to leave the land that should have called you king. But you came upon the path accidentally, by happenstance, and could have been killed at a hundred points along the way. You need a master. I can… teach you things, Wodan.”
 
   Pelethor paused. His eyes were like lasers and Jens took to watching the guards, the paintings, the table cloth – anything but those eyes.
 
   “You could teach me things?”
 
   “Things passed down to me through my family. I...”
 
   “And Scorpio?”
 
   Pelethor paused.
 
   “I understand,” said Wodan. “These are the kind of things that you would rather spare your son.”
 
   Pelethor nodded slowly.
 
   “I would have you spare your son those things, too,” Wodan said quietly.
 
   “Wodan, this city is ripe for us. This garbage heap, this empty throne - all of it, is ready to be transmuted into something tremendous and powerful. The great Coil beneath the city is ready to rise, if only we have the strength to summon it and make it obey our will. We can conjure it in a grand ceremony of revelation. Wodan... you alone are worthy to accept me as your master and the responsibility that will come with the power I will teach you. Wodan, will you accept?”
 
   Jens stared at his friend. Wodan looked at Pelethor for a long time, then lowered his eyes. Jens was sure that his friend was about to go to a place where he could not follow. He was leaving. Jens realized that Wodan was staring at his own palms. Each was lined with a long, thin scar.
 
   “No,” Wodan said finally. “I… can’t do it.”
 
   Jens breathed an audible sigh of relief. Pelethor dropped his gaze. For a long time they sat in silence, then Pelethor raised his head and said quietly, “I understand. You have to find your own way.”
 
   Wodan nodded, then smiled.
 
   Pelethor smiled too, but there was sadness in him. Jens was surprised that the man was capable of emotion after all. Pelethor signaled to a guard, then took his radio. “Kitchen,” he said.
 
   A pause, then, “Yeah.”
 
   “Serve dinner for my friends,” Pelethor said, then handed the radio back to his Soldier.
 
   Pelethor sat in silence. Wodan looked at Jens, smiling, and while Jens was confused about why Wodan had turned the man down, he was greatly relieved that he finally recognized his friend once again. Eventually a call came from the kitchen, then one of the guards left and returned with a large tray. He set a covered dish in front of Wodan, Jens, and Pelethor, then filled a wineglass for each of them and placed it in the upper right hand corner of each sitting area, according to custom. When he was done, the Coilman returned to his corner of the room.
 
   The radio squawked again. “Status?”
 
   A Coilman picked up his radio and answered, “Green.”
 
   Jens was completely famished and could even smell the food underneath its fine silver cover. He picked the cover up and laid it aside. He saw hot buttered rolls, carrots, peas, and best of all – pork chops cut into thin strips. He bent over to smell the steaming meal, then noticed that the strips of meat were arranged into some kind of strange pattern. He rotated his plate around, then his jaw dropped in shock. The strips of meat were arranged into letters, and they spelled out the word
 
   P O I S O N
 
   An arrow at the end of the word pointed up and to the right, directly to his wineglass. Jens started back, glanced at Pelethor, then quickly shifted the meat around with his hand so that Pelethor would not see. Full of white-hot panic, he looked at Wodan’s plate, saw that the meat was not arranged in any pattern, then glanced at Wodan’s face and saw that he was smiling and completely oblivious. Having no idea what to do, he pushed the wineglass away from himself, then glanced at Pelethor and moved the wineglass back before himself. He watched in mute horror as Wodan raised his wineglass, then Pelethor raised his own - the wine was poisoned and Wodan was going to die and he had no idea what he could do when the room was covered by four gunmen and a psychotic freak sitting at the dinner table.
 
   Jens didn’t want to give himself away, so he lifted his wineglass as well. His hand shook. As Wodan moved the glass to his mouth, Jens said loudly, “Hey Wodi - uh, d-d-don’t you think it’s t-time we stopped drinking?!”
 
   “What’re you talkin’ about?” said Wodan. “We haven’t had a drink together in a long time!”
 
   “C-come on, man,” said Jens, glancing uneasily at Pelethor. He saw that the man had moved his wineglass to his lips, but then set it down and had only given the impression of taking a drink. “Uh, well, we’ve been drinking a lot in the past few weeks, and, you know, uh, man, I’ve been givin’ it some thought a-a-a-and I think, it’s like, well, you know, we probably need to quit. You’ve totally developed b-bags under your eyes, and I know I’m not getting any younger.”
 
   “But this is a celebration!” Wodan said, laughing. He looked toward Pelethor, who smiled politely. “Besides, this is fine wine, not that speakeasy rotgut we’ve gotten used to!”
 
   “Uh, thing is, I’ve heard that wine, uh, can give you gallstones. And impotence.” Jens looked back and forth between the two.
 
   “Well, I’ve heard it doesn’t,” said Wodan. “So… bottom’s up!” With that, Wodan turned up his wineglass and Jens shrieked in alarm. Wodan set the glass down, then wiped his mouth and smiled at his friend. “Tastes fine to me.”
 
   “Oh gods,” Jens muttered. He turned to Pelethor. The man glared at Jens with the eyes of a snake. Both of them knew that they were playing a game of death.
 
   “Be still, young man,” said Pelethor. Jens’s heart froze. He turned to one of the gunmen, who stared back at him with an evil smile. After a moment the guard looked away as if bored. Jens’s mind ran in circles of panic. There was no escape.
 
   Wodan lurched in his seat. Jens could not turn away as Wodan’s eyes went wide, then his head bobbed back and forth and his mouth turned down strangely. He leaned back, then held the edge of the table as if he were about to fall.
 
   “Wodan!” Jens shrieked.
 
   Wodan gasped, then relaxed suddenly. His hands fell limp at his sides and his head fell down onto his chest. He sat still.
 
   Jens stared at his friend for a long time, then slowly turned toward Pelethor, who stared back at him. “Was it so obvious to you?” he said. “Perhaps I underestimated you, Soldier.”
 
   A hand clutched at Jens and he jerked in alarm. “I’ll take that for you, sir,” said one of the guards, smiling as he reached toward Jens’s side and removed his gun from its holster. The guard moved toward Wodan. Wodan’s head tossed sideways as the guard roughly jerked his sidearm from its holster, smiling all the while.
 
   Jens stared at Wodan’s lifeless body. The guards seemed to wait for some signal from Pelethor, who only sat and stared at his wineglass. Eventually a radio chimed and, once again, a voice said, “Status?” One of the Coilmen lifted a radio and replied, “Green, man, totally green. Just tell team four to sit tight. We’ll find somethin’ for them to do.”
 
   “This is the night of my greatest victory,” said Pelethor. The man seemed worn out. The fire that burned in his eyes earlier was now gone. “Tonight, perhaps tomorrow morning... all of my enemies will be dead. My revenge will be complete. But him...” and Pelethor raised his eyes to Wodan’s body, and said, “Revenge is not enough, really. We could have ruled, Wodan and I... we could have ruled this pathetic shit-heap. All of my enemies had to die, you see, and he would have only become one of them. The Businessmen and that man Virgil, they would have manipulated him, would have turned his gifts against me. Wodan’s something special, isn’t he?” Pelethor sat in silence for a long time, then finally said, “He’s made me feel guilt... for the first time in my life. I was raised by killers who taught me to kill with poison. They never taught me how to feel guilt. But that boy… he surely did.”
 
   Jens felt trapped in an unreal nightmare. He was powerless, and could only listen.
 
   Pelethor rubbed his forehead, then moved his hair back into place. “One person can only do so much. That which is allotted to one person was never enough for me. So I… I had to become many.” He stared into his wineglass once more. “If only I could have killed Boris myself. But he…”
 
   Pelethor gripped his stomach, then swallowed with some difficulty. Jens wondered if he was going to throw up.
 
   “The programming was just too strong,” Pelethor finally said. “That night, I had hoped that he would be weak. If he’d panicked, perhaps even begged for his life, then I could have killed him. Easily. But… but in his last moment, he looked as if he could have carried the entire city on his shoulders. I dare not even imagine what I would have done if Wodan had not been there to kill him for me. I… I would have done anything that Boris told me, in that moment. Even with my son there, in pain. The god damned programming… even when the other Hand tried to bow to me, I was nearly overcome with sickness. We were taught to never work together. If only Boris had shown some weakness. Some, only a little. But he stayed powerful, and if he had survived the battle, then we would have gone back to work for him, the both of us, without any sort of regret, for he would have proven himself a worthy Head to serve.”
 
   The radio chirped and a Coilman held it close. “Can’t hear you, team two. What? Wait a sec.” He left the room, playing with the antenna.
 
   “But Boris did not count on my multitude of personas,” said Pelethor. “A house divided against itself cannot stand, and I simply could not bear the sight of what he had done to my child. I was divided, and fell, and personas disloyal to Boris rose to the fore. I did not want to pass such a curse on to Scorpio… I could not bear the thought of it. Wodan... oh, Wodan, you fool!” Pelethor shut his eyes, then shouted, “What a wonderful and terrible Hand I would have made of you!”
 
   Just then there was a terrible blast and Pelethor’s neck exploded in an incredible spray of meat and a gallon of blood poured out onto the table before him. Jens turned and saw Wodan holding a massive smoking revolver, the magnum of the dead Captain Jerry, kept hidden in a holster strapped to his back.
 
   For a fraction of a second, Jens and the three guards stared at the scene while the fourth remained in the hallway, messing with his radio and wondering what the hell had just happened – then the room exploded with kinetic fury. Wodan kicked off from the table and fell backwards in his chair, Jens dived across the table toward Pelethor’s corpse, and one guard fumbled for his gun while the guns he’d taken from the boys slipped out of his pants and clattered on the floor. Bullets slammed into the table behind Jens, then the top of Wodan’s high chair shattered into splinters as another guard fired at him. As Wodan fell in his chair he leaned to the side and fired and the nearest guard flew from his feet and slammed into the wall with a giant hole in his torso. Jens slid across a tray of food, then flopped into Pelethor’s lap and grasped the gun holstered at his chest. Before Wodan’s chair hit the ground he turned once again and fired on his other side; with expert aim, another Coil guard’s arm twisted about on his shoulder, then flopped on the floor, still firing his handgun as the man stood and looked down at it. Wodan’s chair smacked into the ground and he dropped his gun, but as the third guard finally pulled his gun free and aimed, Jens held both his legs in the air awkwardly and fired round after round while still sitting in Pelethor’s lap. The wall around the guard was blasted full of holes, but one bullet must have struck home for the guard toppled forward and crashed into the ground.
 
   Jens was covered in blood as he tried to extricate himself from the dead Captain’s lap. The armless guard watched him for a moment, his face pale and sickly, then he looked at his arm once more before he leaned against the wall and slid down to the floor.
 
   “BACKUP! BACKUP!” the fourth guard screamed from the distant hallway. “OH FUCK ME, I NEED EVERYONE IN THE DINING ROOM NOW NOW NOW!”
 
   Wodan raced past Jens, who shouted, “Careful, Wodi, careful!”
 
   “He’s running!” Wodan shouted. “I can hear him!”
 
   Jens watched, heart blasting out of control, as Wodan rounded the corner and fired into the distance. Wodan lowered the gun, then nodded to Jens. How Wodan could possibly hear that the man was running, and thus had his back turned, seemed impossible to Jens – his ears were ruined by the gunfire, and he couldn’t hear anything unless it was happening directly in front of him.
 
   He killed one guy with each shot, Jens thought. Wodan’s turning into something… something beyond the norm.
 
   Wodan approached and the two looked at one another for a moment, shaking uncontrollably, then they leaned on the table, and on one another, for support.
 
   “This is beyond screwed up,” said Jens, trying not to puke. “You know there’s guards outside who heard the whole damn thing!”
 
   “I know!” said Wodan, gathering up several guns. “If we run outside we’re just gonna get blasted. Let’s look around in here and see if we can find, uh, another way out-”
 
   “That’s stupid too, man, because this place is gonna get overrun any minute!”
 
   “Shit,” said Wodan, kneeling down over a body and catching his wind. “How’d you know the wine was poisoned?”
 
   “You’ll never believe it!” Jens shrieked. “Some crazy bastard arranged the meat on my plate into the word “poison” - but hell, man, why aren’t you dead right now?”
 
   “I didn’t drink it, of course! I just kind of touched it on my lips.”
 
   “But how did you know it was poisoned?”
 
   “I didn’t know, I just suspected. There were a lot of little clues.”
 
   “Besides the fact that Pelethor was acting like a freaking lunatic?”
 
   “Yes, besides that. I knew that most likely both of the Hands survived the battle. If either one of them was dead, the Coil would have advertised it openly. Instead, the matter was hushed up. There have been so many Coil killings lately, and Pelethor’s been so confident, that it made me wonder if at least one of the Hands was working for him, if not both. Otherwise, he’s a smart man, and I’m sure he would have gone underground if the Hands had him in their sights. Instead, he was flaunting his power - and Captains who stood against him were dying left and right.”
 
   “That’s nothing very solid,” said Jens, peering out a window.
 
   “No, but there were other things. He mentioned a left-hand path, and that’s an occult term. It has to do with someone who walks their own path and finds their own truth, as opposed to the right-hand path, where you already have all your rules established and plenty of establishment-types who can help you along the way. I know about that stuff because some of the men who founded my homeland were occultists, but there’s no reason why a Coil Captain or a Businessman would ever care about something like that, or even know that those ideas exist in the first place. I knew there had to be more to Pelethor. Of course, the Ugly have an occult background; their founders, the rulers of Vatica, were religious dogmatists by day and hardcore occultists by night. Pelethor was probably using a term that he had drilled into him, when he…” Wodan paused, then said, “He knew his way around the Ugly fortress. I would have gotten lost in there, if it wasn’t for him. Also, do you remember that Utrecht Sera died of poison right after Pelethor’s son was kidnapped?”
 
   “You… you think that Pelethor was one of the Hands?”
 
   Wodan smiled with half of his mouth, then turned away.
 
   “But, wait a minute,” said Jens. “The Coil had plenty of spies in the Ugly. He could have gotten maps of the fortress from them, and even used spies to poison Sera. You… you had nothing solid, did you?”
 
   “Okay, no, I didn’t. But I had enough to suspect something like that. And I figured that if Pelethor was going to poison us, it would be then, and so I... I just decided to play dead!”
 
   “Why didn’t you let me in on this little plan? I nearly had a heart attack!”
 
   “It wasn’t something I planned out. You kidding, man? It was just some crazy shit that popped into my head.”
 
   “And then he confessed,” said Jens, laughing.
 
   “And then he confessed,” said Wodan. “Anyway, let’s find the kitchen. I want to see who put that message on your plate before we get overrun.”
 
   They wandered around the mansion for a long time, creeping around corners with guns held ready. They passed numerous pitch-black hallways that intersected at odd angles. Doorways of differing heights led to darkened rooms; sometimes two or three entrances led to small rooms, while larger rooms had only a single small entrance. The windows in one room were entirely bricked over. Another room was occupied only by three simple iron chairs that faced the entrance. Wodan had the distinct impression that even though Pelethor’s force of will was admirable, his family was haunted by shadows, and had been cursed for many generations.
 
   Finally they came to a well-lit doorway. Jens placed a finger to his lips, then swung out with his gun held before him. Wodan heard a high-pitched scream, then Jens immediately threw his hands up and said, “Woah woah woah, it’s okay, it’s okay!”
 
   Wodan entered and saw Hari standing in the middle of the kitchen surrounded by nearly a dozen dead men. The old man wailed piteously as Jens shook him, smiling and laughing.
 
   “Relax, old timer!” said Wodan. “It’s just us!”
 
   Hari wailed once more, then covered his face.
 
   Wodan looked around. He saw no blood, but many of the dead men were sitting at a small table, sprawled over upturned bowls and spilled drinks.
 
   “You poisoned all these men?” said Wodan, incredulously.
 
   Hari nodded slowly, eyes wide and mouth hanging slack.
 
   “Why?” said Wodan.
 
   “I... the master didn’t say it would be y-y-you... but I heard the men talking... I knew from their description that it must be you. Oh, gods, I k-killed so many... and not just tonight! That monster... he had me prepare meals like this before! You don’t know how many other gangsters he’s killed, son!”
 
   “He let you in on his little secret?”
 
   “No!” Hari shouted. “He thought I didn’t know. He was very specific about which herbs from the garden would be given under certain situations. He thought I didn’t know what was poisonous and what wasn’t, but he gave me specific instructions to never eat what came out of the bad end of the garden, ever. Well, I know a thing or two about plants and herbs! I just never let on about how much I knew, see.”
 
   “Hari!” laughed Wodan. “You saved our lives, man!”
 
   Hari wrung his hands. “I couldn’t not put the poison in. I was only assisting the cook, see... the only thing I could do to w-w-warn you guys was arrange the meat into a warning. But, gods below, boys, I had no idea who was going to get which plate! I figured I had a two-out-of-three chance of the message getting to one of you, and not to Pelethor. The wait... oh-h-h, that was the worst, just wondering what had happened. And then the gunfire... oh, guh-gods...”
 
   “What’d you do to these poor assholes?” said Jens, pushing a body with his foot.
 
   “Well, once I realized what I’d done, I got desperate. There’s all kinds of poison in this kitchen, see, just all kinds... and the guards, most of them eat at the same time as the lord, so I just started tossing in poison left and right, into food, into drinks, whatever... watching them fall over, or puke, or just contort and flail about... it was just horrible!”
 
   “There are more guards outside, though,” said Wodan. “We’ve got to get out of here.”
 
   Hari shook his head. “I puh-puh-poisoned some booze and slipped it to a guard going on duty. He’s taken it to the others... they’re dead as dead by now!”
 
   “No,” said Wodan, “we heard the guards in the dining room talking to them on the radio.”
 
   “Damn!” said Hari. “I... I can’t imagine those boys not drinking, though! I... I don’t know... what to do, then.” He hung his head and moaned.
 
   “It’s alright,” said Wodan, putting a hand on the old man’s bony back. “We’ll think of something. But, Hari… you really saved our lives!”
 
   “It’s... it’s just that… you... you were so kind to me, Wodan!”
 
   They sat for a moment and weighed their options. The best plan they could come up with was to run for it. While they debated whether the plan was terrible or just awful, they heard a baby cry out.
 
   “That’ll be the young master,” said Hari.
 
   “Take us to him,” said Wodan.
 
   Hari led them through darkened hallways hacked by berserker blades and up winding stairs. They entered Scorpio’s room and stood over his crib.
 
   “It’s okay, Scorp,” said Wodan, picking up the crying child. He realized that if Pelethor had lived, Scorpio would have been the successor to the knowledge that he had turned down. He would have learned how not to cry, and would have become another shadow trapped in this house of phantoms. He held Scorpio close and they left the room. Immediately across the hallway stood an ornately carved wooden doorway.
 
   “What’s that?” said Wodan, nodding to it.
 
   “Master bedroom,” said Hari.
 
   Wodan entered. Jens turned on a gas lamp and, while he filled his pockets with jewelry lying on a dresser, Wodan slowly entered Pelethor’s large walk-in closet. Many fine clothes hung on either side. In a dark corner sat two small boxes. Wodan knelt and opened one. “Get in here,” he said.
 
   Jens entered, pockets flopping about and clinking loudly as he moved. Wodan held a black suit and mask, with armored sleeves and a strange metal mouthpiece.
 
   “God’s death,” said Jens, shaking his head. “So you were right. He was one of the Hands.”
 
   “It’s padded around the shoulders, arms, and chest,” said Wodan. “I guess he was supposed to look the same as the other Hand, who must have been a little bulkier. That’s why he wasn’t able to kill Boris. The Hands are psychologically programmed to protect the Head of the Ugly, as long as the Head doesn’t show weakness.” Wodan dropped the suit, then opened the second box. He pulled out a black robe and a green silk mask. “What do you make of this?”
 
   Jens recoiled in horror, then said, “There’s no way!”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I don’t believe it!”
 
   “Believe what?”
 
   “Wodan, don’t you know? A green silk mask! I mean, if what they say is true, and if he doesn’t just dress up like that for fun… then Pelethor was one of the three Master Thieves who rules the Coil!”
 
   Wodan ran the delicate mask through his hand, then said, “He must have been with the other two when they decided not to exchange Barkus for his child. He must have hated them for abandoning Scorpio. Now I understand why he’s been so driven to usurp control of the Coil. He wasn’t just ambitious… he wanted revenge against the Master Thieves.”
 
   Wodan let the mask drop to the floor, then rose and led them out of that room of shadows.
 
   They returned to the dining room. Only dead men waited for them. They were unsure why the other guards had not yet answered the call for backup and attacked them.
 
   “Maybe now that we’ve got Scorpio,” said Jens, “the guards outside will back down. What do you think of that, Wodi?”
 
   Jens saw Wodan standing over the body of Pelethor, studying him.
 
   “Wodan, when that guy was giving you his speech, what the hell was going on in your little head?”
 
   “What do you mean?” said Wodan, staring down at the dead man.
 
   “What I mean is, why did you hold back? I know you admired that freak, so why didn’t you join him?”
 
   “Because Pelethor was wrong about one point.”
 
   “Just one?”
 
   Wodan nodded. “He was right that I would need a master, if I want to advance beyond a certain point. But it couldn’t have been him.”
 
   “Why’s that, Psycho?”
 
   Wodan smiled at Jens, then said, “Because Pelethor should have been my student.”
 
   *              *              *
 
   They finally worked up the nerve to make a break for it, then raced across the lawn in front of Pelethor’s mansion. When they reached the small gatehouse at the entrance to the wall surrounding the grounds, they saw a cluster of dead Coilmen lying on the ground.
 
   Hari pointed to a bottle of hooch. “So they did drink the poison!”
 
   Wodan stared at the bodies, then said, “Those Coil guards in the mansion kept talking to someone, saying that the “status” was “green”. They sure weren’t talking to these guys.” Wodan paused, then said, “What happens when the guys they were talking to find out that the status isn’t green anymore?”
 
   


 
  
 
  

Chapter Twenty-Three
 
   Status: Red
 
    
 
   Hand stood as still as stone while Ugly berserkers ran about trashing the room. A slight smile played on his face, but his clear blue eyes were vacant. A dead Coil Captain lay on the floor with the rest of his family. An Ugly crouched nearby, jerking the bolt on his rifle back and forth. “I cain’t get this thang to work!” he announced, then the gun went off suddenly and blasted a hole in the ceiling. The berserkers laughed and Hand finally blinked as dust settled on his shoulders and face.
 
   “Who woulda’ thought?” said one berserker, pushing the Captain’s corpse with his toe.
 
   “You? Think?” said another.
 
   “Yeah, I think of stuff, dumbass!” shouted the first. “I was just thinkin’ how we been killin’ more Coil now than ever… since we been workin’ for ’em!”
 
   “Oh, I see what’s wrong wit you,” said another berserker. “You got a nasty head-wound, buddy!”
 
   “Me? Hell, I didn’t get hit!”
 
   “Yeah you did – right here!” With that, the berserker head-butted his comrade and laughed viciously. The first berserker fell back, then leaped on the other and put him in a headlock, bellowing and hopping like a wounded animal.
 
   “Will you dumbasses keep it down?” said another berserker, shaking his hand-held radio unit. “I can’t hear dick with you guys goin’ on!” The others ignored him as they continued smashing windows and furniture with their axes. The Ugly turned back to his radio. “Status. Status! Stay-toos! God dammit, this radio’s done quit on us.”
 
   “The radios are working,” a voice said on the other end.
 
   “Who is this?” said the Ugly.
 
   “Team four.”
 
   “Team four!?” the Ugly shouted. “Nobody wants to talk to you, pissant! We’re over here doin’ the real work! What are you guys doin’?!”
 
   “We’re waiting for-”
 
   “Jack shit, that’s what.”
 
   “What’s going on?” said Hand.
 
   “This dumbass Coil kid is just-”
 
   “No, with the radio,” said Hand.
 
   “Well,” said the Ugly, shaking his head, “I cain’t get a hold of the crew at Pelethor’s mansion. They got several radios, I doubt they all broke down at the same time. What you think we should do, Hand?”
 
   “We’ve got plenty of Captains to kill before daybreak,” said Hand. “Teams three and four will move on their own, unless they receive orders to do otherwise. However, something bad may have happened. Let’s head back to the mansion and make sure nothing bad has happened.”
 
   “Fine by me,” said the Ugly. Turning to the others, he said, “Come on, dipshits, we’re movin’ out!”
 
   One Ugly tore an oil lamp from its mounting, then smashed it against a wall. The expensive wallpaper caught fire immediately. Satisfied, the others turned and left the house.
 
   *              *              *
 
   Ullrich slapped down a giant steaming pizza and the customer sidled up to the thing.
 
   “That’ll be five,” said Ullrich.
 
   “I done paid you already!” said the customer, even as he reached into his pocket.
 
   “This ain’t no charity!” said Ullrich, but he laughed because the customer said the same thing every time he came in. After Ullrich gave the man his change, he wiped his hands on his apron, then noticed his boss staring through the front window. Ullrich looked and saw three young men in Coil black-and-greens, standing and staring back at them.
 
   Ullrich sighed, disgusted. I’ve got three friends in the Coil, Ullrich thought, and they can’t even make sure guys like these stay away from here.
 
   “Just ignore them, son,” said his boss. “Ignore them.”
 
   The customer glanced at the Coilmen, then turned away quickly. “Now them Coil think they own Pontius. They’re even wearin’ their suits.”
 
   “They’ll go away,” said the boss. “At least, I hope so.”
 
   Ullrich leaned away from the counter and looked at the old double-barrel shotgun tucked behind a stack of plates.
 
   “Stay ’way from that, son!” said the boss. “Just go about your business, and they’ll stay out of ours. If you start playin’ by their rules, you’ll get us in trouble with the Law on top of everything else.”
 
   Ullrich turned away and concentrated on wiping down the counter, then immediately heard something crash into the window. He saw a brick dance along the floor, then a large section of the window slowly fell inward and shattered on a tabletop.
 
   “That’s it!” said Ullrich. He grabbed the shotgun and a handful of shells.
 
   “I said ignore them, damn you!” his boss shouted.
 
   Ullrich strode outside as he loaded the gun and the three Coil immediately bolted when they saw that he was armed. Ullrich fired it into the air and felt his heart skip a beat at the incredible sound. One Coil yelped as if he’d been hit, then they disappeared down an alley. A car pulled up, its brakes shrieking, then two doors opened and several Coilmen emerged. Ullrich aimed, fired again, and blew out the car’s rear window. The Coilmen dove back inside and the tires peeled on the pavement, then the car scraped against another car as it blasted down the road.
 
   “You cowards!” Ullrich shouted.
 
   “Hey Ullrich!” someone said behind him. Ullrich turned and saw another group of young Coilmen approaching.
 
   How did they know my name? he wondered.
 
   *              *              *
 
   Hunley cruised around town in his Smith car. The heat that night was intolerable and he leaned across the passenger seat to roll down the window and nearly sideswiped a horse-drawn cart.
 
   He had no particular destination. He was depressed because his friends were depressed. Jens would never admit it, but he was torn up over Anne’s pregnancy. Hanging out with Pete one-on-one was out of the question, unless Hunley was suddenly in the mood to hear about how Anne had become pregnant through no fault of Pete’s. Ullrich was working overtime, and visiting him at work was usually a bad idea. Hunley considered stopping in to see Wodan, but Wodan had lately become distant and increasingly weird. He’d gotten his revenge against the Ugly, but that wasn’t enough for him.
 
   I don’t know what that guy wants, Hunley thought. Did he really think this city was going to get better, or what?
 
   Hunley realized that the car ahead of him had been stalled for a long time. Just as he thought about pulling around it, another car driving toward him on the opposite side of the road pulled to a stop directly beside him. A bunch of young Coilmen sat and stared at him, smiling maliciously. The driver was only inches away, staring with his window rolled down. Hunley’s heart started racing, and he looked away from them. He wasn’t wearing his Smith uniform, but he was outnumbered and had no idea what the Coil punks would do. Just as he wondered if he was about to be robbed, a third car drove up behind him and slammed on its brakes, boxing him in.
 
   Just as the driver beside him reached into his jacket, Hunley’s body reacted. He reached across the open windows, grabbed a bunch of the Coilman’s hair, and slammed his face down into the car door. The young man pulled back and bellowed, “Oh! Oh! Oh!” as blood gushed from his nose. Hunley sat back in his seat and realized that not only were the other passengers pulling out guns, but punks in Coil uniforms were stepping out of the cars in front and behind him. Hunley dove down into his seat as a storm of gunfire slammed into his windows, spiderwebbing the windshield and coating him in broken glass.
 
   Hunley threw the car into reverse and mashed his foot down on the accelerator. He slammed into the car behind him, heard men shouting and cursing, then felt more bullets smack into his car’s side, front, and back. The windshield jerked, then one corner sagged as if the thing was deflating. Wild panic coursed through his veins. Unable to see, he turned the wheel and rocketed forward. He felt the front end slam into another car. More gunfire rang out on all sides, then he felt the car sink as two tires exploded. He put the car into reverse, gunned the engine, slammed into something, then drove forward again and tore through the blockade. A Coil rose into view, then grabbed his ass and hopped away as Hunley’s car clipped him.
 
   Hunley laughed hysterically as he flew away from the death trap. Sweat poured down his face and his fingers slid along the steering wheel. More bullets smacked into the rear of his car and a third tire blew out. He leaned out of his window just in time to see that he was careening toward a building, then turned hard and raced through a busy intersection. Smoke poured out from under the hood and people stared at him. He laughed uncontrollably as he leaned out the window.
 
   The killers did not pursue him as he made his way home. The closer he got, the worse the car sounded. He had to lean into the wheel and forcibly keep it on the road. He was sure that he was driving on rims. There was absolutely no way he would be able to explain to his old Smith master that he had been doing anything but cruising when some Coil just happened to roll up and trash their car. He was going to have words with Pete and the others, because if they couldn’t keep their own gang off his back, then what the hell good were they?
 
   *              *              *
 
   Wodan carried Scorpio while he, Jens, and Hari walked toward Floyd. Jens could tell that Wodan was working some idea around in his head. Before he could ask, Wodan turned to them and said, “I have a bad feeling about tonight.”
 
   Hari nodded as if he, too, had thought things over and agreed that things would somehow get worse. Wodan handed Scorpio over to Hari, then said, “Hari, why don’t you take Scorpio and yourself to Precinct Zero. Find Virgil and see if he’ll let you stay with him for a while. At least, until we can figure some things out.”
 
   Hari nodded, then said, “I don’t really know how to get there.”
 
   “I’ll point it out to you,” said Jens. “It’s not far from here, and I don’t feel like sitting around at home.”
 
   They turned to go and Wodan went off in another direction. “Where you goin’, Psycho?” said Jens.
 
   “I’m going to see Anne.”
 
   “What for?”
 
   “I have a bad feeling about tonight,” Wodan said.
 
   *              *              *
 
   An old Lawman and a young Lawman sat atop the high wall surrounding Pontius.
 
   “I know you think it’s gonna be boring, and you’ll never get promoted, and this’ll be the rest of your life,” said the older Lawman. “And you’re right. But it’s not so bad, really.”
 
   “Yeah?” said the young Lawman, unconvinced. He leaned over the wall and looked out into the dark wasteland.
 
   “Yeah, it’s not. Why, there’s one guy who got stuck up here, and he spent years chippin’ off pieces of the wall and gluin’ together an entire model of the whole damn city. It looks real as can be! He says he knows someone he can sell it to, you know? That’s the trick, you got to find somethin’ to do with your time.”
 
   “Huh.”
 
   “Yeah, man. Just look at it like this. You must have a friend somewhere, or they woulda stuck you out patrollin’ the farms. Now that’s a good way to get killed.”
 
   “Guess I’m lucky,” said the young Lawman. He leaned over the side and spit, then watched it fall and disappear into darkness.
 
   “Sure, you are. Boredom’s the most dangerous thing up here on the wall. One thing you don’t have to worry about is…”
 
   The young Lawman heard something down below. Grunting, then an impact against the wall. The older Lawman must have heard it as well, for he shouted, “Hey! Get that light down here!”
 
   The other Lawmen in the tower took their time with the giant electric light while the two Lawmen peered down into the darkness. They saw nothing but endless night.
 
   “Shit,” said the older Lawman. “Thing is, everyone has a good laugh when you call a false alarm. Damn, this su-”
 
   Just then a powerful beam of light shone down from the tower and fell on the face of a nightmare crawling up toward them. A hideous beast with two long arms, covered in red fur and black scales, pulled itself up the wall. A great mane of red and black hair trailed down its back and shook as the thing grunted and hissed. The demon lifted its face to them – the entire head was one long skull, shining white and topped by huge curving horns. The young Lawman saw dead black eyes, then the thing roared, revealing multiple sets of fangs and a hideous purple tongue. His mind was shut down by terror and he stumbled back. He saw one massive, gnarled hand grasp the older Lawman’s neck and shoulder, then his frail body was slammed against the brick wall with a sickening, wet crunch.
 
   The young Lawman stammered and crawled away as the giant flesh demon hauled itself over the rim of the wall. Ape-like and powerful, steam shot from its nostrils as the thing threw its head about. He could hear Lawmen on the far tower crying out, “Demon! Demon!” but he could do nothing but watch as the demon leaped into the air and disappeared into the darkness of the streets below.
 
   *              *              *
 
   “Hey Ullrich!” called out one of the Coilman. Ullrich turned. The lead Coilman produced a pistol from his jacket - then fired. Ullrich felt a terrible biting deep in his belly. The wind was driven out of him as he doubled over and staggered. He could not straighten out but, despite the shock of what had happened, he reached into his pocket and pulled out a fistful of shells. He dropped most of them on the ground, but focused all of his concentration on reloading two more shells. The gunman fired again and he felt another kick against his ribs. Drawing breath was impossible. With terrible slowness he finally lifted his eyes at his attackers. In great detail he saw the gunner’s eyes widen, saw him shooting over and over at the sidewalk and walls, then Ullrich fired and the gunman flew backward against his comrades. The Coil turned and fled, abandoning their companion and firing behind their backs as they ran.
 
   He heard another sharp crack behind him just as he felt metal teeth bite into his back. He turned about and fell against the wall and saw three more Coil nearby, pistols raised. His attackers looked terrified. Ullrich still could not breathe, but he forced his shotgun into the air and fired the second round. One Coilman’s arm swung about, torn to shreds, and the other two fled so quickly that they were gone before their companion slapped into the pavement, gulping like a fish out of water.
 
   Ullrich was finally able to draw in air, but it felt as if a hose had turned on inside his lungs. He choked and spat a thick line of blood onto the ground. Another Coil stood on the street, partly behind a car, and aimed a small pistol at him. The lights along the street seemed to grow dim; for some reason his eyes focused on the young Coil’s ridiculous black hat as he forced his numb fingers into his pockets to retrieve more shells. He felt them fall to the ground, then the Coilman screwed up his face and fired over and over again. Ullrich felt hammers striking his chest, legs, then one round slammed into his jawbone and teeth.
 
   He reached toward the ground to retrieve the shotgun shells, but fell to his knees. The Coil assassin jerked at his gun, seemingly panicked. “Give me your gun!” he shouted to a companion still in the car. Ullrich could no longer see anything but a dark fog. “Give me your gun, mine’s jammed!” the Coil shrieked, his voice distant. “He’s gonna get up! He’s gonna get up!” Ullrich heard as he fell to the ground, then heard only silence.
 
   *              *              *
 
   Jens walked all the way to Anne’s apartment after he dumped Hari and Scorpio into the lap of a secretary who was friends with Virgil. As he approached, he saw only a dim light in one window. He wondered if Wodan had already left, or never gone at all, or if Anne was perhaps asleep. He knocked on the front door as he opened it.
 
   “Anne?” said Jens.
 
   “Jens.” It was Wodan’s voice, from another room. He sounded distant and hollow.
 
   Jens entered Anne’s bedroom and saw a nightmare spread out before him, a waking nightmare worse than anything he could possibly imagine. He heard himself scream, then screamed louder to wake himself up. He turned away from the unimaginable thing and saw Wodan sitting on the floor, smoking, a pile of cigarette butts lying in a mound beside him. Wodan’s face looked hard, and in a flash Jens hated him, hated his hardness, hated his ability to accept this thing without going mad.
 
   “I’m sorry, Jens,” said Wodan. “I know just how you feel.”
 
   *              *              *
 
   The Hand stood over Pelethor’s body. He lifted the dead man’s head, stared into the nothingness behind his cold eyes, then let the head flop down again. The berserkers stood about uneasily, glancing at one another.
 
   “Hand,” said one, quietly. “What do we do now, man?”
 
   Without turning to him, Hand said, “Our lord is dead.”
 
   The Ugly nodded slowly, then said, “What do you wanna do? We’ll follow you.”
 
   “I cannot lead,” said Hand. “It is forbidden.”
 
   He turned toward the others, his face very soft and pale. While they saw no confusion in his face, they also saw nothing else.
 
   “So what do we do, man?”
 
   “We follow the next in line to lead,” said Hand. After a pause, he added, “The next in line to lead us is the brother of Boris. He is the new Head.”
 
   The Ugly looked at one another. “You mean Barkus?” said one.
 
   “Yes,” said Hand. “We must attack the prison where he is kept and free him. He will lead us now.”
 
   There was heavy silence as the Ugly weighed the plan in their minds.
 
   “You think we should attack the Law head-on?” said a berserker. “Hell, man… that sounds like a plan to me.”
 
   *              *              *
 
   Jens sobbed in the darkness for a long time and Wodan sat in silence on the far side of the room. After a while Jens opened his eyes and rose to his feet. He looked at Anne’s body on the floor. She lay on her side, eyes open, mouth parted, a small coil of intestine hanging from her open belly. Her shirt, dress, and arms were drenched in red. Jens watched Wodan smoking with his head hung low. When Wodan noticed, he pointed to the wall behind Jens, then turned away.
 
   Jens turned and saw Anne’s paint cans open and turned over. Green paint pooled along the floorboards. On the wall, he saw a hastily painted image of a coiled lizard eating its own tail.
 
   *              *              *
 
   Detective Virgil entered Precinct Zero, worn out from following up on a series of berserker rampages. He’d been to so many scenes of murdered Coil Captains that he was surprised the Coil had any Captains left. While he couldn’t say he was sorry to see them go, the deaths themselves were sickening, and the idea that a gang of berserkers were being led by some madman was intolerable to him. He knew the business could only end either bad or worse.
 
   He climbed the stairs to the detectives’ station and immediately saw detectives unlocking shotguns from their cases, handing them out and shouting to one another, and scrambling for radios. Lieutenant Detective Rancis strode up to him with a gang in tow, their faces set with grim purpose.
 
   “Virgil,” said Rancis, “you better believe me when I tell you a demon is on its way right fucking here, man.”
 
   “A demon?!” Immediately he heard the floor below him erupting with shouts, clamoring, feet pounding, as the news must have been passed on to them. “Where’s Director Janice?”
 
   “A demon jumped the goddamn walls,” said Rancis, passing him. “And this thing’s a beast, so we gotta put it down right fucking now.”
 
   The scene did not feel real. The flesh demons were something that only outsiders had to deal with. Virgil looked and saw several denim-clad Lawmen staring at him, their faces white, eyes vacant of anything but fear. He knew that this was every city-dweller’s worst fear come true – the idea that the high walls that kept the nightmares away would one day prove useless, a fantasy. Virgil darted forward and grabbed a heavy pump-action shotgun from its case, then loaded it with shells.
 
   “Come on, boys,” said Virgil. “Let’s show this monster what happens when it crosses the wall.”
 
   *              *              *
 
   Hunley climbed the stairs to his apartment. He was still shaken by the attack, but now he was also dealing with a creeping worry over the destruction of the Smith car. He wondered how he could possibly explain the fact that he was driving it without any delivery work orders. He wondered if he could get away with it gracefully by just coming clean about the incident.
 
   He entered the dark apartment and saw a light on in the backroom. He drifted into the kitchen and slumped against the table for a moment. He could hear his master shuffling around in the back. Hunley lit a cigarette and, not really sure what he would say, he stood and waited.
 
   His master shuffled into the room, bathrobe filthy and feet dragging behind him. His eyes drifted to their refrigerator, then fell onto Hunley.
 
   “Sir,” said Hunley, nodding slightly.
 
   “Eli…? Eliphas?” the master said, his voice a drawn-out croak.
 
   “No, sir. I’m Hunley, your student.”
 
   “Hun... ley?”
 
   Hunley nodded.
 
   “Hunley,” croaked the Smith. “Hunley... you’ve been showing those movies... to some other boys?”
 
   “Oh-h-h,” said Hunley. “Well, I did. But don’t worry. They’re just friends.”
 
   The master craned his head a little bit, then looked down at Hunley’s feet. “Hunley, you can’t show that stuff to outsiders. Can’t... strictly forbidden...”
 
   “Don’t worry, sir. They won’t do any harm.”
 
   The old Smith produced a pistol from the pocket of his robe, then pointed it toward Hunley’s head. “That’s not cool,” he said, then he blasted Hunley in the face.
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Twenty-Four
 
   The Floyd Street Massacre
 
    
 
   Wodan and Jens stood in the Party Room at Floyd and drank in silence. The night was heavy and silent and they felt the morning would never come again. Wodan stood by the open window and watched the street below, just as he’d done when they first explored the ruins. Jens rose to stand beside him. Wodan looked at his drink, then poured it out the window.
 
   Jens leaned against the window and said, “I thought I hated her so much… but I’d give anything to be with her again. No one loved her more than me.”
 
   “None of us loved her, Jens.” He turned to Jens, then said, “She never permitted it.”
 
   “Fuck you, Wodan. You’ve got all the answers, don’t you?” Jens glared at Wodan for a moment, then said, “I bet it pissed you off when she didn’t want to be one of your projects, didn’t it? You try to take her on as one of your students? Just like you got me and Pete to kill those Captains with you. Huh? Did you tell her you were disappointed in her, man? You were the last person to fuck her, you had the chance to tell her.”
 
   “We all had the chance to help her. None of us did. And, for the record, you were the last guy she had in her bed.”
 
   “I haven’t touched her in years.”
 
   “That’s a lie,” said Wodan. “She gave me that bit of gossip herself.”
 
   Jens shrunk into himself for a moment. He blinked as he latched onto an idea. “Wodan... when did she tell you that?”
 
   Wodan stood silent.
 
   “Wodan, when exactly did she tell you that?”
 
   Wodan stared into the darkness and would not look at Jens.
 
   Jens pushed away from the window and turned toward Wodan, then said, “Wodan… you… Wodan...”
 
   “What?”
 
   The terrible idea hung in Jens’s throat, choking him. “Wodan... you killed Anne.”
 
   Wodan tilted his head strangely, then laid his eyes on Jens.
 
   “Say something,” said Jens, shaking. “God damn you. Did you? Say something, damn you!”
 
   “I want to see where you go with this train of thought,” said Wodan. He turned toward Jens and the two faced one another. Jens’s eyes darted to the side, then back; Wodan followed the direction of his gaze and saw a handgun lying on a table nearby.
 
   “You’re some kind of monster, aren’t you?” said Jens, gripping his bottle. “That’s how you’re able to do the things you do, isn’t it? You’re… you’re not…”
 
   Jens turned toward the gun, then back to Wodan. As he prepared to jump for it, Wodan remained still, eyeing him curiously.
 
   On the couch beside them, the crippled cat suddenly lifted his head. A moment later they heard engines roaring, then the shriek of tires tearing around a corner. They looked out the window and saw three cars and a van race across the street, through the open gate, then across the empty lot. They came to a screeching halt just before the entrance to their home. The van turned about so that its back doors pointed toward them. Doors opened up on all the vehicles and Coilmen in their black-and-greens jumped out. There were five from each vehicle, and all of them were armed for battle. Several of the killers kicked large barrels from the back of the van. They pushed the heavy, liquid-filled barrels toward the building.
 
   Wodan and Jens turned and gathered their weapons.
 
   “We’ll settle our differences after this,” Wodan said as he loaded the last few bullets into his Coil magnum. He leaned against the window, peered around quickly, then said, “I see a Captain’s jacket.”
 
   “There won’t be any after this,” said Jens. He said something else, but the words were drowned out as the flammable barrels exploded violently. They soon heard feet pounding up the stairs.
 
   *              *              *
 
   Virgil and Lieutenant Detective Rancis strode outside Precinct Zero with a gang of detectives and Lawmen and saw other Lawmen already perched behind cars drawn up in a protective circle. Lights from the cruisers flashed all around, silent and disorienting. Men shouted at one another, then one group took off running toward the rear of the building; at the same time, others pointed and shouted in the opposite direction. Virgil ran to the second group and saw a large troop of berserkers marching up, armed for war, with the blond, unmasked Hand in the lead.
 
   Rancis snatched a loudspeaker from someone, then shouted, “You out there! Disperse!”
 
   “Fuck you!” shouted a berserker. Automatic rifles, submachine guns, and axes glinted in the flashing lights. The Lawmen saw painted faces, scarred heads and arms, eyes mad with drugs.
 
   Lawmen lined up all along the cars, hunkered down beside rifles and shotguns, and took aim. Rancis’s face boiled red and purple veins crossed along his forehead. He gripped the loudspeaker with white-knuckled hands and shouted, “You fuckers disperse and we let you go this time! Now turn around or we shoot to kill!”
 
   Just then guns blasted at the rear of the building, out of sight. An incredible crashed followed, then screaming. Virgil turned, distracted, then heard Rancis shout to those nearby and guns erupted all around. Car windows blasted out all around them. Virgil turned to face front and saw the berserkers charging and shooting. Virgil flung himself along a car and aimed his shotgun at a cluster of the Ugly, then a Lawman’s head exploded right next to him, splattering him with brains so that he couldn’t see. He fired blindly, then leaned down to wipe his face, and just then he saw a blur fly overhead, black with blond hair and firing a submachine gun in either hand. The terrible Hand touched down on a nearby car for only a moment, then leaped into the air again, firing and killing on all sides. He saw Rancis turn and fire at Hand with his shotgun, but Hand rolled along the ground in a blur before the gun even went off, then he spun and fired again and Rancis whirled around with part of his face missing. As he fell his shotgun went off and Virgil felt a hail of buckshot slam into his shoulder. Virgil was flung back and his head crashed against a bumper. Dazed, he saw a group of berserkers leaping over the hoods of cars, whooping like savages as they rushed the broken perimeter line.
 
   With screaming in his ears, he fell unconscious.
 
   *              *              *
 
   Four Coilmen burst into the Party Room firing pump-action shotguns and an automatic rifle, blasting bottles and potted plants and furniture, and just as some of them began to reload Jens leaned over a kitchen counter firing two automatic handguns and Wodan swung around the edge of a hallway with his magnum held forward. As Wodan aimed down the sights at the assassins, time slowed down and he saw the fear in their faces, their hands shaking and unsure, their weapons too big for their bodies.
 
   They’re not even men, he thought, firing his magnum rounds. They’re children in the temple of something beyond their understanding. In terrific detail he saw them twist and flail, cut to ribbons in the crossfire. The magnum ran dry as the last body bounced off the entrance and smacked into the ground.
 
   Wodan dropped the magnum and ran for the dead men. As he loaded the only remaining clip into the automatic rifle, he saw Jens lying on the floor behind the counter.
 
   “Get up!” Wodan shouted.
 
   Jens checked himself, then said, “I – I thought I got hit. Damn, that was some kind of miracle!” He rose and took one of the pump-action shotguns, then said, “But I don’t take orders from you! You hear me?”
 
   Wodan ignored him and approached the cat, who was shrieking horribly. The stench of smoke was overwhelming; the old, decaying building was burning rapidly. Wodan tucked the frightened animal under his left armpit and cradled the rifle in the crook of his right arm. “We’ll hit the other stairwell, on the far side,” said Wodan. “They’ll be coming up that way too, and we don’t want them to spread out in these hallways.”
 
   “They don’t know the layout of this place,” said Jens. “We can find a fallback position and set up-”
 
   “Oh, they’ll know, alright,” Wodan said as he took off down a hallway.
 
   The poor cat froze in Wodan’s arm, and he felt claws gently prick his side. He swore to himself that he’d get his little friend out of this alive as the door to the rear stairwell hovered into view. He lashed out and kicked the heavy wooden door open and, just as he’d suspected, five Coilmen crouched as they made their way toward him. Wodan was practically on top of them and raised his rifle, but the lead Coil was ready – he must have heard Wodan racing down the hall – and tossed a grenade through the doorway.
 
   Wodan saw the thing slowly spin past his shoulder as he turned away from the door, then fell and rolled into a turn in the hallway. The thing exploded, Wodan heard only a piercing whine in his ears, and the cat jerked in his arms - but Wodan had been completely covered by the turning hallway. He immediately leaped to his feet and, with the cat still in one arm, he swung back around the curve. The door was a splintered mess full of holes. Wodan saw the Coil holding their ears and complaining to one another, strangely silent in his ears. He shot through the mess of boards that was once the door and sprayed the tight cluster of Coil. The bomber in front was the first to take a chest full of lead, and then once again Wodan’s mind sped up and he saw, in sharp detail, panic twisting their features before pain erased them.
 
   The gun clicked empty and five Coil lay in a heap. Wodan felt alive, skin burning with heat, blood pounding, jaw clenching uncontrollably. His hearing returned in full force and he heard Jens approaching slowly.
 
   “What’s wrong?” said Wodan.
 
   Jens leaned against a wall as he walked, using his shotgun as a crutch. His face was pale, and he said, “I was wrong, man. I did get hit. In the leg. I… I don’t feel so hot, Wodi.”
 
   “Just hang in there!” Wodan shouted. “I’ll get you out of here.” He turned back to the stairwell and descended toward the pile of twisted limbs. He jerked the belt of grenades off the Lieutenant’s belt, then felt instinct tickling at his neck. He looked over the guard rail and, down the twisting stairwell, he saw another team ascending. He unpinned one grenade after another and tossed them down. He watched them bounce off landings, saw one man peer up the side, then the stairwell was rocked by a terrific blast and rush of dust and debris.
 
   “Come on!” Wodan shouted, turning back to Jens. Jens slowly made his way down the first flight of stairs, leaning against the wall. One leg was completely drenched in dark, shining blood, and he left an imprint with each step. Wodan flew down the stairs, eager to scout out the area before Jens could be drawn into danger. He entered a cloud of drifting dust and stepped over bodies, counting them as he went. It was difficult to make out where one pile of remains ended and another began, but he counted four dead men.
 
   He felt uncomfortable, and his mind ran through swift calculations as he drew near the bottom of the stairwell. I think there was twenty of them. Four men in the first wave, five in the second, how many on this team? The Captain would have stayed behind to coordinate. He would keep his teams in even numbers to make things easier on himself. He should only have one team of four men – that means there was a fifth man on this team!
 
   Just as he reached the bottom of the stairwell, another Coil assassin swung around an open doorway. He held a large handgun and his eyes burned with vengeance.
 
   *              *              *
 
   Virgil woke with a cold-snap in his veins and screams in his ears. He felt of his shoulder; he felt no pain where the buckshot hit him, but his entire left arm felt thick and numb. He rose up onto his side and scrambled toward a nearby car, then leaned against a tire.
 
   He saw bodies everywhere. Scattered Lawmen fired on groups of raging berserkers, each group hunkered down behind cars in a ring of violence that extended all around him. He saw a group of dead men piled impossibly high and Hand stood atop the corpse mound, hunched over like a gargoyle. His breathing was ragged and Virgil saw streams of blood pouring from him.
 
   From his hiding spot, Virgil saw a group of Lawmen on the far side of the perimeter fire rifles and handguns at Hand. Several bullets smacked into his back and legs, but Hand’s arm and head whirled, his submachine gun spat, and each of his attackers was blasted in the head or neck. Virgil hissed through gritted teeth; Hand had barely had time to aim, and how he made those shots from such a distance with a small gun seemed inhuman. Virgil looked about, but his shotgun was nowhere in sight. He unholstered his sidearm, then rose in a crouch and propped his gun on his dead left arm. He ignored the screams of Ugly berserkers and Lawmen directly behind him as he took aim at the world’s greatest killer.
 
   He fired and, while he was sure he struck Hand directly in the back, Hand whirled and Virgil barely had time to drop before submachine gun fire struck the hood directly over his head. He tried to control his panic breaths, then rolled onto his stomach. He saw Hand fumbling with his guns, his movements slow, almost childish. Hand coughed, then spat out an enormous wad of blood. The killer finally threw the guns aside, then stumbled away from the mound of corpses.
 
   He’s escaping, Virgil thought. I can’t let that monster get away.
 
   Just then Virgil was distracted by a tremendous crash and a volley of gunfire from the far side of Precinct Zero. He looked up and saw an enormous, ape-like demon lurching about on the roof. The demon held a man by his waist in one hand. The demon ran and leaped onto the side of a building across the street, shaking the man like a rag doll. Virgil felt bad for the poor bastard, then the demon clambered around the side of the building and disappeared from view.
 
   Virgil turned back and saw that Hand was gone. He checked the clip in his handgun, then rose and followed the trail of blood left behind by the Ugly’s inhuman assassin.
 
   *              *              *
 
   The furious Coil lifted his handgun as he rushed around the corner. Instead of moving aside and providing a clear shot, Wodan flew at the man and, with the cat still under one arm, slammed into the Coil. His right hand shot out and wrapped around the Coil’s throat, then they both crashed into a hard brick wall. Wodan heard the gun clatter against the stairs.
 
   “Did they warn you about me?” Wodan said as he stared into the man’s eyes. He was bigger than Wodan, but could not move as Wodan crushed him against the wall. He felt the man’s throat giving way under his fingers. “Did they warn you?” he repeated, his voice harsh and alien in his own ears. “Did they tell you that you’d be taking on a god?”
 
   Smoke filled his senses and he felt himself falling over an edge, possessed by something vast and hungry.
 
   “Wodi, man, what the hell?” said Jens, leaning on his shotgun on the stairwell above him. “The hell are you doing, man?”
 
   Wodan pulled back from the edge. He jerked the man toward him, then slammed his head against the wall. The Coil’s eyes rolled back and Wodan let him fall to the ground.
 
   “Let’s hit the back door,” said Wodan. He saw Jens swaying back and forth, eyes blinking slowly. “Hey! You with me? Come on!” Wodan climbed the stairs, wrapped his free arm around Jens, and dragged him toward the rear of the building.
 
   They walked in darkness and breathed in smoke. They found a crack of light streaming in between the rear doors.
 
   “Careful,” Jens muttered. “They might have… set up…”
 
   “I don’t hear anyone,” said Wodan. “We’re clear.”
 
   Wodan kicked the doors. They jerked, but rebounded. Wodan leaned against the doors and peered at the crack.
 
   “What is it?” said Jens.
 
   “A chain,” said Wodan. “It’s chained up on the other side.” Wodan stood silent for a moment, then added, “I don’t think the two teams that came up the rear stairwell ran through this door, then somehow put a chain around the other side. They must have all come in through the front. That’s why the guys that hit the Party Room made it to us first.”
 
   “But… but when did…?”
 
   “Yeah, I know. Someone threw a chain and padlock on here earlier today. Or possibly even before then.”
 
   Wodan looked about, but saw no windows; perhaps it was a defensive measure. He knew there were windows on the second floor, but shook his head at the idea.
 
   “We’ll go out the front,” said Wodan. “I want to talk to the guy leading these idiots, anyway.”
 
   Wodan turned Jens about and dragged him back through the darkness.
 
   “To hell with it, man,” Jens muttered. “Just put me down.”
 
   “Shut up,” said Wodan.
 
   “Damn it, Wodan, I don’t even like you anymore. Just… put… me…”
 
   “Shut up, Jens!” Wodan shouted. “You’re annoying as piss!”
 
   Wodan saw the dancing lights of a raging fire ahead. He heard shouting, Coilmen screaming at one another. Wodan set Jens down in a corner, then slapped him lightly. “You stay awake, alright? Trade you a gun for a cat.” Wodan took Jens’s shotgun, then placed the cat in his lap. Wodan had thought the cat was unconscious the whole time, perhaps knocked out by the explosion earlier, but instead he saw the poor animal looking back at him with great wide eyes. There was fear and terrible, heart-rending trust in its eyes.
 
   “I’ll kill the last of them,” said Wodan, “and then I’ll come back to you. I promise.”
 
   Wodan grasped the shotgun in both hands and walked toward the inferno.
 
   “The fire’s gonna kill him, then!” one Coil screamed. “Are you kidding? We’ve done enough! Two more minutes in here and it’ll kill us, too!”
 
   “W-we have to be sure,” said another.
 
   “I can’t even breathe with all this smoke!”
 
   “But… we…”
 
   “Idiot! Oh shit, man, I can’t believe this. You’re an idiot!”
 
   Wodan felt his heart pounding once again, churning up something intensely powerful. He entered the wide foyer and saw that the walls were covered in dancing flames. Five young Coil stood arguing or casting nervous looks at the flames licking at the rafters overhead. Wodan cocked his shotgun loudly and arrested their attention. They whirled, faces white as sheets.
 
   “We’re walking out of here together,” said Wodan. “You’re going to take me to your Captain.”
 
   “I-i-it’s him,” said one, lifting his gun with shaking hands. “W-we have to kill him.”
 
   Wodan shook his head. “You’re young. You can go on liv-”
 
   Wodan felt a strange rumble, then part of the ceiling gave way in a rush of smoke and heat and fell straight onto him, crushing him under hundreds of pounds of searing-hot rubble.
 
   *              *              *
 
   Virgil followed the trail of blood, the wrist of his gun-hand pressed into his sopping-wet shoulder. He turned a corner and saw the Hand far ahead of him, stumbling down an empty street. Hand disappeared around another corner and Virgil jogged ahead. He turned the corner and saw Hand still stumbling but intent on his path. Virgil leaned against a wall, breathed deep to still the pain, then aimed at the back of Hand’s head. Then he stopped himself.
 
   That freak’s going somewhere, thought Virgil. Somewhere that he thinks is important.
 
   Virgil lowered his gun, then jogged ahead.
 
   Virgil followed the trail of blood, amazed that any human could lose so much and still be standing. He made his way through dark alleys, then peered around a corner and saw a small paved lot with a squat brick building not much bigger than an outhouse. He watched as Hand leaned against the building for a long time, then made his way toward a heavy metal door. Hand felt about in his pocket, found a key, then unlocked the door. Hand leaned against the door the entire time and, as it opened, he fell inwards with it.
 
   Virgil raced across the lot and peered into the dark entrance. He saw a stairwell leading down into greater darkness. Hand was gone, and Virgil cursed himself for not shooting earlier.
 
   He stifled his mounting fear and crept down the pitch-black, winding stairs. He was sure that the Hand would leap on him at any moment. He remembered that he had a hand-held radio and reached for it to call for backup, then stopped. He did not want Hand to hear him, but he also feared something more than that. Intuition told him that he had to do this alone.
 
   He came to a floor and felt along the wall, barely breathing for fear of the murderer in the darkness. Suddenly there was a long sigh ahead of him and his heart thundered like mad. In blind terror Virgil fired ahead, again and again, the sudden flashing light blinding him even as it showed a dark form quivering in the tunnel before him.
 
   His gun clicked empty, his ears rang, and he saw only harsh spots of light. After a long moment of stillness, he crept ahead. He stumbled onto a body and recoiled. The body did not move, so he leaned forward and felt about it. He felt thick muscles, then found a neck that gave no pulse. As his fingers traced around the head, he realzed that it had been blasted open. He found a shotgun in the corpse’s arms; it was empty, but he took it anyway.
 
   He crept ahead and came to a door. He opened it. All was dark and silent. He felt about, flicked a switch, and an electric light flashed on. The room was covered in ornate black flags with the sign of the Coil silver and green lizard. There was a low table surrounded by three pillows. Two more doors led into the chamber. Virgil ducked his head back into the hallway and, by the light of the small chamber, he saw that the Hand lay dead in the hallway.
 
   Virgil knew that the Hand had come here for a reason, most likely to finish some terrible work before he died. Virgil touched his radio unit, then left it alone. He leaned against a wall and slipped down to the floor. Slowly he breathed in, then out, and he waited to see who would come.
 
   *              *              *
 
   Wodan and Dove Langley sat on the beach near sunset. The sky was deep blue, and the waves came in gently. She stared outward and Wodan glanced at her.
 
   He flexed his bruised hands and felt the bite of pain. “Langley,” he said. “Why did you go through all the trouble… to fix me?”
 
   She was silent for a long time and Wodan thought that she had ignored him. Just as he let the matter drop, she said, “I guess I just felt like you had more that you needed to do.”
 
   “Doesn’t everybody?”
 
   “No,” she said. “I’ve never known what I wanted or needed. You’re not the person we were looking for, but… maybe there’s still some reason why we found you.”
 
   She turned to him and smiled. He felt warmth and light spreading through him.
 
   “Your hands are your own again,” she said, standing. “Now, it’s up to you to decide what to do with them.”
 
   *              *              *
 
   Wodan tore through the rubble and felt it biting into his back as it slid away. He was unarmed and his ragged shirt and jacket were on fire and he saw the five Coilmen standing before him, their faces drained of blood as they searched for a corpse but instead found something unbelievable and terrifying. Wodan felt his lips pull back from his teeth as he ripped the flaming shirt and jacket from his chest, revealing a hundred bleeding wounds before he tossed the searing garments into one Coil’s face. He leaped on the nearest Coil and grasped his head on either side, then they crashed into ground and Wodan felt the killer’s head crack as it hit the concrete floor.
 
   Two Coil immediately turned and fled, shrieking as they disappeared down a dark hallway. Another took aim but, unwilling to hit his comrade who was already dead, he lowered his handgun and raced toward Wodan. Wodan turned about, grasped the dead man’s shotgun, took aim at the Coil brushing flames from his hair, then jammed his finger alongside the dead man’s and fired, tossing the assassin into the air and onto the pile of burning rubble.
 
   The shotgun was awkwardly intertwined in the dead man’s arms, so as the final Coil reached his prey and brought his handgun to bear, Wodan swung upwards, shattered the Coil’s wrists with his left hand, then pulled the Blade of the Engels free in an underhanded swing and swung it into his attacker’s neck. The blade’s jagged teeth caught in a bundle of cords; the Coil wretched horribly, then fell to his knees and slammed his forehead into the ground, as if bowing.
 
   Wodan finally jerked the shotgun from the dead man’s hands and, at the same moment, an entire outer wall of the building fell in a tremendous crash. Black smoke billowed upward and through a curtain of leaping sparks Wodan saw the parking lot and a Captain’s jacket flapping in the wind.
 
   *              *              *
 
   Virgil waited in the small Coil den and pushed the incessant pain of the buckshot from his mind. He stared at the image of the coiling serpent eating itself. Finally he heard doorknob turn, heard metal clicking, and in a flash he was up. He jammed the empty shotgun into the door as it opened, then the door slammed shut on the gun and someone powerful held it shut. Virgil rotated the end of the gun around as best he could, then the door was suddenly released as the other person turned and fled.
 
   Virgil bolted through the door and saw a fat man in a black robe with a golden mask running down a hallway. “Freeze!” Virgil shouted as he ran. The masked man fumbled about in his robe, then produced a handgun. But Virgil was fast, far faster than the other, and brought the shotgun crashing down onto the man’s wrist. He heard bone crack and the gun flew. Virgil crashed into the man; he stared into the eyes of the horrible mask, then they both hit the ground. Virgil pounded the man in the ribs with the butt of his gun, then fell against a wall and rested while the masked man lay in a crumpled heap.
 
   “Gods below,” said Virgil, fighting for breath. “You’re one of the Master Thieves, aren’t you? You’re one of the masterminds behind the Coil, and this is where you come to meet!”
 
   As the Master grunted and tried to rise, Virgil jerked the mask free and stared down at the wheezing face of Director Janice, head of Precinct Zero.
 
   “This isn’t what it looks like,” said Janice, gripping his side.
 
   “Get up!”
 
   “You got any shells in that thing, boy?” said Janice. Virgil hauled the man to his knees, then pushed him up the long stairwell.
 
   “I had to do this,” said Janice, “just to keep any order in this city.”
 
   “If you weren’t a dirty cop, you’d know that doesn’t make any sense,” said Virgil, jamming the gun into the back of his boss’s legs.
 
   “Let’s just think about this,” said Janice. “I’ve probably been doing more good behind the scenes than you ever did beating the streets one goon at a time.”
 
   “Is this how you got us Barkus?”
 
   “You gotta let this go, detective.”
 
   “Never,” said Virgil. “It’s my job to hunt down people like you.”
 
   They exited the bunker and found themselves in a wide, empty alleyway. Virgil turned on his radio, hesitated, then said, “Someone, anyone, this is Detective Virgil. Get me Judge Rosebudd, immediately. Anyone!”
 
   “Virgil?” someone responded. “Where the hell are you?”
 
   “Who is this? I need Judge Rosebudd.”
 
   “This is DeSark!” said the voice on the radio. “Virgil, what’s this about? How’d you get away from-”
 
   “That doesn’t matter,” said Virgil.
 
   “The judge is probably still asleep! Virgil, we’ve got bad and worse going on at the Precinct. How did-”
 
   “I’ve got something big here, and I need a search warrant from Rosebudd and no-one-but... and I need it now.”
 
   “Tell me where you are.”
 
   As soon as DeSark said that, Virgil glanced at Janice and felt another tug of intuition. “Just get me Rosebudd, old buddy,” said Virgil. He put the radio back on his belt, then said, “Put your goddamn mask back on.”
 
   Virgil pushed, and they walked toward Janice’s house near the Precinct.
 
   *              *              *
 
   “This is your fault, not mine!” one Coil screamed at his Captain in the parking lot at Floyd. He stood by an open car door while his buddy nervously tugged on the locked passenger door. “You better believe I’m gonna tell Pelethor that you screwed this whole thing up!”
 
   “Come on, man!” said the other Coil. “Let’s just go, let’s get out of here! Unlock my door, bro!”
 
   His friend ignored him as he shouted at their Captain. “You can’t send new recruits against… whatever the hell that thing is in there! That’s not a normal person, that’s some kind of-”
 
   A shotgun barked thunder and the Coil’s head was whipped to the side and slammed into the car. His friend turned and saw Wodan standing with a smoking shotgun. Jens leaned against a pile of rubble with the cat in his lap. The Coil screamed an ear-splitting shriek, dropped his gun, and ran across the lot. Wodan aimed, then decided to let the young man live so that he could spread the tale of the Floyd Street Massacre.
 
   Wodan walked through flaming ruins and black mist toward the parked cars, his old wounds open and bleeding and shining in the firelight. His eyes were locked on the Captain’s jacket flapping in the wind. A smile crossed his face as he dropped the shotgun, then he unsheathed his knife and dropped it as well. The smoke parted and he saw Pete dressed in a Captain’s jacket, shotgun in hand. Wodan knew that he could be the only one sent to kill those who posed a threat to Pelethor’s vision of a new tomorrow.
 
   “My Captain,” said Wodan. “My friend!”
 
   *              *              *
 
   Virgil and Janice walked up to Janice’s front door. Virgil saw motion, whirled, and held the empty shotgun at Detective DeSark. The old detective raised his hands, and said, “Now let’s just calm down a minute, old friend.”
 
   “How did you know I would come here?!” said Virgil.
 
   “Just... detective’s intuition,” said DeSark, lowering his hands slowly.
 
   “Keep’m up!” said Virgil.
 
   “Don’t you trust me?” said DeSark. He stopped, but did not raise his hands.
 
   They waited before the doorway for a long time. The radio beeped and Virgil picked it up slowly, not sure what he would do if the situation came to violence.
 
   “Detective Virgil,” said the radio.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Got Judge Rosebudd here, just a minute.”
 
   There was a pause, then, “Virgil? What’s this all about, son?”
 
   “Sorry to wake you, sir, but I need a search warrant for Director Janice’s house, right now, if you can, sir.”
 
   Another pause, then, “Is that where you’re at?”
 
   Virgil shook his head in frustration. “I just - sir, I need that warrant!”
 
   An even longer pause, then, “Fine. You’ve got it. I’ll make it official first thing when the courts open.”
 
   “Official?”
 
   “Official.”
 
   “Thank you, sir,” said Virgil. He pushed Janice into the house.
 
   They stalked about in the darkness with DeSark trailing along the entire time, eyeing Virgil strangely. “Stay back!” Virgil hissed several times, but the old man never seemed to stop shuffling along.
 
   Janice threw off his mask, then said, “DeSark! Help me!”
 
   “Shut up!” Virgil screamed.
 
   Virgil heard sirens outside, then saw the lights of squad cars in the windows. He wondered how many of the Lawmen were dirty, and were in league with Janice. Then he wondered if only DeSark was dirty, and would possibly try to kill Virgil before backup arrived. “Get back, goddammit!” Virgil shrieked at DeSark, then kicked Janice into a desk.
 
   “Alright, son,” said DeSark, quietly. “Anything you want, son.” But he would not stop shuffling forward.
 
   Virgil tore into the desk and rifled through stacks of documents. “That’s just financial information,” said Janice. “It’s none of your business.”
 
   Virgil shuffled the papers about. He found official bank documents made out to Janice. Then he bank documents made out to a numbered account, without name. It was just what he’d wanted.
 
   “Numbered accounts,” said Virgil. “Who are these for? You as Director of the Law? Or you as a Master Thief?”
 
   Janice’s head dropped. Virgil heard feet pounding in the hallway, then voices. “We’re in here!” shouted DeSark.
 
   “We’re going to follow these numbers and find dirty Coil money,” said Virgil. “You’ve profited off death and destruction, and now you’re going to rot for it.”
 
   “No I’m not,” said Janice, smirking.
 
   Lawmen in denim rushed into the room. “Arrest that man!” shouted DeSark as he pointed toward them. Virgil froze in alarm.
 
   “Director Janice!” one Lawman shouted. The others raised their guns and centered them on Virgil. Virgil lowered his shotgun.
 
   “Director Janice,” said DeSark, “was a Master Thief in league with the Coil. Arrest him, gentlemen. And shake the hand of the hero who’s made Pontius that much cleaner.”
 
   Virgil was taken aback, then hardened his face and nodded.
 
   As the Lawmen led Janice away, Virgil said, “I’m sorry I didn’t trust you. Real sorry.”
 
   “Why sorry?” said the old detective, crinkling his brow. “I never taught you to trust anyone. I taught you to get out there and catch bad guys - no matter what.”
 
   Virgil bowed his head. “Right... no matter what.”
 
   *              *              *
 
   Shirtless and unarmed, his old scars open and streaming black blood, Wodan approached Pete. Pete gripped his shotgun and stared at him, his face unreadable.
 
   “Pete!” said Wodan, still smiling. “You’ve come so far… but there’s still so much further we have to go! It looks like they’ve given you a Captain’s jacket. But did they tell you what kind of man to put inside of it?”
 
   Pete’s heart shook in his chest as he tried to comprehend what Wodan had become. He should be dead, or in agony, but as he approached, Pete could feel Wodan’s aura raging like a storm on the surface of the sun. He was no longer a man, but a force of nature.
 
   “I see your flaw now,” said Wodan. “Finally, I can see it! It’s the same flaw I’ve seen in others I’ve met. You have ambition, an unmatched will to succeed. You can overcome anything, Pete. But you lack a moral center. That’s the thing, my friend! You find your back against the wall, so you do anything you can to survive, and you tell yourself that if you can overcome this obstacle or that obstacle, then you’ll become a good person. But the obstacles never stop coming, Pete. They never stop. You learned that tonight, when you tried to kill me, didn’t you?
 
   “I know your secret, Pete. Don’t pity yourself – I know you killed Anne. You killed her and your own child, and you told yourself that you would be a better person tomorrow after this night of horrors.
 
   “Don’t look away, Pete. I can help you. I can show you the goodness inside of you that you can’t see with your own eyes. I can teach you so many things. Pete, don’t you know that if we work together, nothing will be outside of our reach? The Ugly and the Coil are broken. We can replace them. We can become the most terrifying thing that Pontius has ever known. Together, we can steal from thieves and kill murderers. The Smiths will become our lackeys and the Law will be forced to work around us. Together, we can hunt down the very people who want to make this world Hell. We can create a renaissance, a rebirth of the human spirit, a utopia where decent people can reach for anything they want – but small, mean-spirited men will look upon the shining streets with terror, wondering if each night will be their last!”
 
   Wodan stood before Pete, shining in the dark. Pete’s shotgun dropped slightly.
 
   “We can change this world together. You and I, Pete… master and disciple.”
 
   Pete’s face relaxed, and Wodan saw a light in his eyes. Finally, Pete smiled once again.
 
   A shotgun blast shattered the stillness and Pete slammed against the hood of the car. Another thunderclap roared and Pete’s chest opened up, then he rolled over the side of the hood and crashed into the ground. His arm jerked lamely, the wind shook the end of his Captain’s jacket, then he fell still and silent.
 
   Wodan recoiled in horror. He turned and saw Jens leaning against a section of broken wall, nestled in dying embers and cradling a smoking shotgun. His face was drawn and heavy. Agony flooded into Wodan and his strength gave out in a rushing wave and he fell to his knees, weak and tired. His face burned with sorrow and he felt a light shrinking, then it was snuffed out. In terrible anguish, he knew that he was alone in a dead city full of dead souls.
 
   “Good distraction, buddy,” Jens muttered, then he laid his head back and rested.
 
   *              *              *
 
   The Master Thief called One entered the meeting room and saw that both of the other doors were standing open. He peeked through one doorway and saw nothing, then looked out the other door and saw a dead man in the hallway. He jerked backwards and pulled off his mask of paper so that he could breathe.
 
   Foreman Arcturus, leader of the Most Holy Order of the Smiths, knew in that moment that the Coil were done for. Their highest echelons had been infiltrated, and the lower ranks had been usurped by another. They had come to their end. He tossed the mask onto the ground and left that place, never to return.
 
   In the nights to come, he was always haunted by a question. In vain he wondered just who the other Master Thieves were. He never learned that, all along, the Coil had been led by a Smith, an Ugly, and a Lawman.
 
   *              *              *
 
   The sun rose over the wasteland and Barkus sat on a hard patch of red sand with the demon child he’d sired. The massive flesh demon was bleeding from a hundred gunshot wounds, and the bone that covered its head was cracked and chipped. As for his own condition, Barkus was so sore that he could barely move. His body was covered in bruises from the treatment his demonic son had given him during their escape from Pontius.
 
   He laid back in the sand and the other demon, the little one, crawled onto his chest. It was round, with glistening skin the color of old milk, and it had small, wiry tendrils that provided locomotion. The thing was mostly an eye, and when it had originally crawled down into his cell in Precinct Zero, he had recognized it as the goiter that had been attached to Mother’s neck since his own childhood. The devil had been watching them all along.
 
   But the eye worked both ways. As it sat on his chest, an image played on the little demon’s smooth surface. Barkus saw demons, thousands, perhaps hundreds of thousands of them, all gathered in the wasteland or just beneath the surface. He saw them shifting and writhing, packed closely like the skin of a single organism, a roiling mass of tentacles and strange, hideous heads turning about... Barkus wondered if he was supposed to be impressed with it and turned away. He had grown weary of the eye several days ago. He did not even know if the images were real. When he was first shown the vision, he was filled with wonder and asked the creature if it was his destiny to lead the army of flesh demons. The little devil bounced and shook – it had laughed at him. He felt like a fool. Nobody needed him, of course. Nobody at all.
 
   Now that he was freed from Pontius and lying in the sand in the shade of his son, he dozed off. He soon woke with a start, for the little eye devil was trying to attach itself to his neck. It had no other way to feed itself. Disgusted, Barkus grabbed the thing and squeezed it until it popped like an egg in his hands. He cast the thing away and saw his demon son watching him. The brute seemed only vaguely curious.
 
   Barkus lifted onto his elbows and looked about. It was getting hot already. He rose and then his son rose as well. Barkus looked into the waste extending outward as far as he could see. Waste without end.
 
   He turned back to the walls of Pontius, so far away. He let out a sigh.
 
   “Gods below,” he said. “I’ll be glad if I never see Pontius again.”
 
   Then he and his demon son walked into the wasteland.
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Twenty-Five
 
   The Killers
 
    
 
   Wodan left the dreary, filthy abattoir that was Pontius’s version of a hospital. His head hung low and he felt utterly empty inside. He’d just visited Jens; the two had sat in silence for a long time, then Jens asked him if he wanted to pick up Ullrich and Anne so they could catch a movie at Hunley’s. Jens’s eyes stabbed into him. Wodan decided there was nothing he could have said.
 
   As Wodan walked down the street, he was seized by yet another coughing fit. He rubbed his bleary eyes, then noticed that someone with an arm in a sling was waving to him.
 
   “Virgil!” said Wodan. Wodan tried to smile, but Virgil could see that the expression was worn and false. “How are you these days, old man?”
 
   “I made Lieutenant Detective,” said Virgil, patting the insignia on his chest. “Got a team of my own boys, and we’re really hitting the streets. And my friend DeSark - he’s the new Director at Precinct Zero. You wouldn’t believe everything we’re getting done, Wodan.” They walked in silence for a while, then Virgil said, “It looks like both of us took down a Coil Master Thief and the whole city knows it. The last few Captains are turning on one another, and others are drifting into legitimate business. Can you believe that?” He paused again. “We really did it, Wodan. We took down the Ugly and the Coil. You should be proud!”
 
   “There will always be gangs in Pontius,” said Wodan, staring at the ground.
 
   “Maybe you’re right,” said Virgil.
 
   “I know I am. There are more of them now than ever before. What’s the count at now? Last I heard, there’s the Stranglers, the Clowns, the Lux Lators, Mob Seven-One-Eight, the Watchers-”
 
   “Okay, I get the idea.”
 
   “They’re filling up the black markets just as fast as these kids can realize that no better options are available. A lot of kids are dying, and a few old men are raking in the profits.”
 
   “You could become a Lawman, you know,” said Virgil. “I’d love to have you on the force. Even as a secretary!”
 
   “I’m done with gangs, Virgil. I’m done with helping this city. I’ve gotten enough people killed as it is.”
 
   As they walked side by side, Virgil was struck by how small and frail Wodan looked. They stopped at an intersection.
 
   “You live that way?” said Virgil.
 
   Wodan nodded. “Nobody knows where I live, and I need to keep it that way.” He looked at Virgil, then said, “See you around. And thanks.”
 
   “Oh. For what?”
 
   Wodan shrugged. “I don’t know. For being what this city needs, I guess.”
 
   Wodan turned and walked away. “We’ll see each other again, right?” said Virgil. Wodan turned into an alley and disappeared from view.
 
   Wodan crossed to another street. The sun had already fled, and only the ghost of dusk remained on the horizon. Wodan heard footsteps behind him. He turned and saw three men in dark jackets and hats staring at him. As he stared, they stopped and pretended to look at something across the street. He continued and drew near his apartment building. He chanced another look back and saw the same three men dart into an alleyway.
 
   He wondered if they were sent to kill him. Who wanted him dead?
 
   Who didn’t want him dead?
 
   Wodan was too tired to feel fear. He climbed the stoop that led to his apartment building, then leaned against the doorway as another coughing fit overcame him. While he wiped his mouth, he watched the three strangers watch him from the end of the block. He turned away and entered his apartment building.
 
   Climbing the stairwell was no easy task, but he knew that he would soon rest. When he opened the door to his place, he found that his lamps were already lit.
 
   Matthias, one of the strange Die Engelen he’d met during his journey to Pontius over a year ago, sat in a chair he’d dragged into the center of the room. He sat leaning back, his long legs jutting out. His dark clothes were covered in the grime of the wasteland, and greasy black hair hung down over his face. In one hand, he stroked Wodan’s freakish cat as it sat in his lap. In the other hand, he held a heavy handgun.
 
   Wodan nodded to him tiredly and tossed his keys onto the table. “Matthias. What brings you here?”
 
   The strange, pale young man waited for a long time, then said, “A year ago, we took a vote on whether or not to let you live. Thing is, that was a military operation. Soldiers don’t normally vote on whether or not they follow orders, do they?” Matthias looked up at Wodan, then said, “I’ve come here to kill you.”
 
   Wodan nodded slowly and crossed to a window overlooking the street. He could see the dead, lifeless moon hanging overhead. If only he’d done it a year ago, he thought. This city is the same as it ever was. I changed nothing. If he’d done his duty back then… then, my friends would still be…
 
   Wodan noticed an old couple standing on a balcony in the apartment complex across the street. A skinny old man had an arm around his wide-hipped wife, and they both smiled as they discussed something. Suddenly the old man waved, then Wodan saw a man on another balcony waving back as he flipped something on a hot grill. The people smiled as they shouted something to one another. On the sidewalk below them, he saw a young couple walking hand in hand. They stopped at a table that a young man had set out in front of his stoop, and he showed the couple a small stack of books, a few decent bowls, and a collection of shirts that he was selling. A bolt of lightning ran through Wodan as he leaned against the window and saw other people walking and enjoying the night.
 
   He was shocked to his very core.
 
   I’ve never seen the people of Pontius enjoying anything! he thought, heart racing. He pressed his face in the other direction and saw a child racing alongside a black and white dog. Then he realized that he could see inside of other windows. The blinds were not shut; he could see people reading, watering plants, or sitting and thinking.
 
   The whole time I’ve been here, I’ve only seen people peeking through blinds, afraid to come out! But now these people don’t have to worry about the Ugly harassing them anymore! They don’t have to worry about the Coil robbing them!
 
   Joy coursed through him, almost unbearable as it caught in his throat. He realized that he truly had done something to help the people of Pontius. All of his efforts, his suffering, his wounds, the blood of his dead friends – they had helped transform a city that everyone else had given up on.
 
   I can do it, Wodan thought. I can change this world! I can…
 
   I can make it better.
 
   Wodan turned to Matthias with a warm, hard smile on his face.
 
   And I’ll crush anyone who stands in my way.
 
    
 
    
 
   To be continued in
 
   Demonworld Book Four:
 
   Shepherd of Wolves
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  

Appendix 1: Cast of Characters
 
    
 
   (Note that this list is arranged in alphabetical order by first name when given, as that is the name most often used.)
 
    
 
   Alpha – A Coil Master Thief who wears a silk mask.
 
   Anne Repetitio - A true daughter of Pontius. Jens claims she thinks of herself as a “hooker with a heart of gold.”
 
   Arcturus - Foreman of the Most Holy Order of the Smiths.
 
   Barkus - Former leader of the Right Arm of the Ugly who has gone into hiding. Middle child of an Ugly who was once Head of the Ugly, and who was killed by his three sons. Hacked off part of his lips and cheeks into the shape of a smile in order to gain his position. He is disappointed that he survived the Crusade against Haven, but also glad that he ran and left many of his clansmen behind, just as the scouting demon betrayed him when he first went to Haven.
 
   Boris the Living Scar - Head of the Ugly and youngest child of an Ugly who was also once the Head. Carries a strange bundle under his robes. He is quite handsome. Busy consolidating his power in Pontius after the terrible defeat in the Crusade and subsequent loss of income now that the fragmented Right Arm and destroyed Left Arm cannot gather a regular supply of slaves.
 
   Senior Detective “Gramps” DeSark - An older detective who took Virgil under his wing when he was a promising Lawman years ago. A good detective, but has been passed over for promotion many times because he either does not know how or simply refuses to “play the game” with his associates.
 
   Dove Langley - A strange female being. Hates her first name.
 
   Fachimundi - Accountant to Barkus. A wicked, black-hearted sadist who was present during the slave revolt which resulted in the discovery of Haven and the Crusade against it.
 
   Filius Bilch - Spiteful merchant of Sunport, former owner of Maxil and the ship Hero of Old, both of which were stolen by Wodan. The Ugly, in exchange for his ironclad steamship, are legally bound to grant him three wishes.
 
   Globulus - In his youth, none could match his wisdom. In his elder years, King Hargis had him exiled for unknown reasons.
 
   The Hands - Awe inspiring dealers of death who protect the Head of the Ugly. Possibly the most dangerous individual humans in the entire world. Their training is intense; many who have tried have died, their skulls smashed to greasy bits or insides eaten through with acid. They cover their entire bodies in black so that no one will know who they are. One is a master of combat, the other is a master of poison, stealth, and assassination.
 
   King Hargis - A descendent of Hargises who won a longstanding feud and became lords of their land. Was an expert soldier and sniper in the military. After exiling the court Philosopher Globulus, and the subsequent disappearance of his outstanding soldier Vito, he decided to have his sons trained as court Philosopher and Entertainer. Note that the Hargises of Haven are descendants of those that wanted to escape the violent feud.
 
   Hari - An old primitive of the wasteland who survived by not being noticed. Was enslaved with Wodan by Barkus and the Right Arm of the Ugly.
 
   Hunley - A Smith Scribe who refuses to directly take part in violence. He does not take his role as a Smith very seriously.
 
   Director Janice – Lawman and Director of Precinct Zero. Has spent his life wading through the muck of Pontius, doing what he can and even what he must in order to stay one step ahead of the gangs.
 
   Jared - A young Cognati mercenary trained in Srila, the holy land.
 
   Jarl - A traveling Entertainer who met Wodan in Sunport just before he left for San Ktari.
 
   Jens Hardonson - If life is a joke, he is its punch-line. Had a relationship with Anne years ago. He is the best storyteller at Floyd Street - but beware his lies!
 
   Jerry - A Captain of the Coil, and a successful businessman even before he became a gangster. His office is technically charged with keeping tabs on the Head of the Ugly, in tandem with a few other Coil offices. The fronts for the various offices he has managed include real estate appraisal services, money management advisory services, and the loaning of money for interest. Jerry usually takes his business fronts more seriously than his Coil-related duties.
 
   Jessup Hargis - Older brother to Zach and next in line to rule. An Entertainer whose gifts in music are beyond compare. Is currently in an insane asylum crying over the girl who got away.
 
   Justyn Daaz - A very strong being.
 
   Matthias - A very fast and quick-witted being.
 
   Mother – An old widow who bore Barkus, Boris, and the late Bartholomaias. She suffers from a humongous goiter on her neck.
 
   Nobody - An orange robe of Srila.
 
   Miss Oliver - An esteemed Businessman.
 
   One – A Coil Master Thief who wears a valuable paper mask.
 
   Paul “The Seer” - A commander of berserkers in the Right Leg of the Ugly. His sudden change of vocation from Lawman to Ugly is not so much proof that men can change as it is proof that men can become more of what they already are.
 
   Pelethor - Successor to a long line of powerful businessmen and a high-ranking Captain in the Coil. Many people consider him standoffish and emotionally cold.
 
   Pete Zentl - Son of a semi-wealthy family. An expert at chess even when blind drunk. Has a strong face but often avoids conflict.
 
   Primus – A Coil Master Thief who wears a mask of gold.
 
   Lieutenant Detective Rancis – Virgil’s superior who answers directly to Janice. Has a thin mustache that goes counter to the traditional bushy mustache usually worn by Lawmen.
 
   Judge Rosebudd - A famous hard-nosed judge of Pontius. Has dedicated his life to cleaning up that which does not want to be clean.
 
   Scorpio - Baby son of Pelethor. Named after the poisonous creature of the wasteland that was, long ago, the symbol of a noble family who once ruled the land on which Pontius was founded, even before the rulers of Vatica journeyed inland.
 
   “Claws” Senki - Leader of the Left Leg of the Ugly. His violent tantrums are legendary.
 
   Ullrich – A young man who works in a small pizza restaurant and has utter disdain for the gangs of Pontius.
 
   Utrecht Sera - Leader of the Right Leg of the Ugly. His face is covered in horrible burn scars.
 
   Detective Virgil - Lawman known for his upright moral sense and forthright demeanor. No one ever invites him to parties because of his tendency to make people feel guilty for telling lewd stories.
 
   Vito – A great warrior of Hargis who loyally protected the kingdom against dogmen raiders and rebels. He came under the tutelage of Globulus and disappeared. Because of his hairiness, stocky features, great fighting ability, and questionable lineage, some call him Half Breed behind his back, the implication being that he is half-man and half-dogman.
 
   Wodan - An exile of Haven who has been stripped of his family name and traditional name.
 
   Zach Hargis - Son of a king. Is traveling the wasteland in order to learn and make his philosophies stronger through experience.
 
   


 
   
 
  

Appendix 2: Overview of the Gangs of Pontius
 
    
 
   (This appendix was included in Demonworld Book 2: The Pig Devils, and is included here mostly unedited from the original.)
 
    
 
   The Ugly. Possibly the most powerful force in Pontius. Their granite castle is the largest structure in the city. Their troops, mostly young men marked with self-inflicted scars, roam the streets looking for trouble. (On the weekends, city jails are packed with screaming Ugly youths; Monday mornings are filled with bleary-eyed Ugly turned out into the streets.) Most of their income comes from the flesh trade: enslavement of debtors, the contracting of forced labor, and prostitution. There are many Laws in Pontius that regulate the treatment and care of slaves - however, since slavery itself is illegal in Pontius, the Lawmen can force their way into Ugly safehouses and records whenever they want, so city judges and Lawmen exact a heavy graft on Ugly profits whenever they can.
 
   The Ugly are divided into a body. The multi-segmented Left and Right Arms sweep out of the city and into demon-controlled territory to capture fresh slaves. The Left and Right Legs are made of the most battle-hardened troops, who run to fight wherever battles occur; their berserker elite fight against Lawmen, the Coil, business mercenaries, slave uprisings, and dogmen, even if outnumbered. The Body is composed of the Ugly youth, young men ready to give up their lives as worthless individuals and live with meaning - meaning as handed out by the Head of the Ugly, who is the ideological master of the Ugly and is guarded by the terrible Hands.
 
   They follow the tenets recorded in a sacred book called the Red Book, the Book of the Red, the Leather Book, or simply The Book, of which there are as many versions as there are handmade copies. The Pontius court registry lists the Ugly as a tax-exempt religious organization.
 
   Their flag is a scarred skull-and-bones on a purple background.
 
    
 
   The Coil. Sworn enemies of the Ugly. Masters of subversion, invisibility, and exploitation. They have no visible quarters and no public figurehead; they rule from the shadowy niches of society. Their finances are difficult to track, but they may be the wealthiest gang in Pontius. A lot of their income comes from protection racketeering. They quietly demand money from businesses and wealthy individuals, and those that don’t pay have their homes and stores burned to the ground. They are a parasite on society - but even the city government pays them protection money, for the Coil has shown itself willing to burn the very foundations of society into ashes. They also make and distribute most of the illegal recreational drugs in Pontius, and run many speakeasies.
 
   Some say they have no headquarters and that the majority of businesses in Pontius operate as Coil safehouses. Still others believe that three aged Master Thieves govern the Coil and its businesses from a bunker thousands of feet underground.
 
    The Coil sometimes use their economic influence to employ a group of mercenaries called Cognati. The gangs of Pontius fear these southlanders greatly, for they are said to be wizards who can read minds and kill with a thought.
 
   Coilmen in the field wear either plain clothes or the garb of whichever group they’ve infiltrated. In their secret meetings, they wear fine black suits tinged with strips of dark green or gray. Their flag is a gray four-legged serpent eating its own tail on a background of either black or green.
 
    
 
   The Smiths. Their power is their monopoly on technology. They preserve the blueprints and techniques for the creation of steel, engines, guns, radios, paper, medicines and poisons, etc. They sell their products and warranties to businessmen and gangsters alike. They are treated with much honor; crossing a Smith means missing out on necessary technology. They are led by men who understand the techniques of statecraft, and can ensure the welfare of the Smiths who do the actual work of studying and creating the technology of the Ancients. It is rumored that they have vast underground vaults full of advanced technology, the make and use of which has been gone from the knowledge of mankind for thousands of years.
 
   Since the Smiths power is monopoly, and since that monopoly rests on adherence to absolute secrecy, no true Smith would hesitate to kill one of his own should he be suspected of revealing clan secrets. “Without ownership of the Secrets,” say the Smiths, “we are no different from any other starving wretch.” Overall, their monopoly is not resented; the logic of their clients being that the technology in use has kept the powers of Pontius in balance, and to use forbidden technology, which the Smiths are said to keep in their vaults, could arouse the curiosity of the demon. The gamble of the new is not worth the risk.
 
   The Smiths wear skullcaps or bandannas of red or white, and black aprons, cloaks, or robes. Their flag is a golden gear on a black background.
 
    
 
   The Law. Their power is the power of invulnerability. Without the power of the Law, the gangs of Pontius would drown the entire city in blood. The Law collects great amounts of money from every Law-abiding citizen and business. Though their income is regular, it is far less than the Coil fortunes. Lawmen regulate drug traffic, slave traffic, public disturbances, and enforce non-Ugly religious traditions. Farmers outside of Pontius city walls can pay for the Law’s protection from demons and human raiders.
 
   Their main headquarters is Precinct Zero, a giant, square structure built above a dungeon that houses the city’s worst psychopaths, and is situated near Cathedralia, where the city’s elected rulers make decisions concerning the Law. While less in number than the Ugly, each Lawman is better trained than the Body of the Ugly. Regular Lawmen wear traditional denim while high-ranking Lawmen and detectives wear suits. Black and blue are the colors of the Law.
 
    
 
   The Entertainers. More a cult than a gang. The nature of their power is as mysterious as the nature of their secret beliefs. Whatever the case, the fact is that some people - artists, philosophers, dreamers - disappear from the routines of “real life” all the time. Sometimes they come back, hollow and strange and unreceptive to the things we hold dear. Sometimes they never come back at all.
 
    
 
   These are the pillars that uphold and feed off the body of Pontius: Religion, business, science, law, art.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
   Appendix 3: Hierarchy of the Coil
 
    
 
   Soldiers – Grunts who distribute drugs to local dealers, run protection rackets on businesses, attack rival gang members, or even infiltrate rival gangs.
 
   Lieutenants - Young, capable leaders of Soldier teams who, in descending order of frequency, 1) make the rounds to businesses caught in the protection racket of the Coil, 2) lead raids on businesses and rival gang storehouses, or 3) lead attacks against rival gangs. High-ranking Lieutenants are in charge of protecting Coil speakeasies.
 
   Captains - Older men who either work within the Coil organization and direct Lieutenants, or manage businesses dealing in legal and illegal goods and bring money into the organization. The amount of money a Captain brings in, and the weight of his social connections, determines his standing among other Captains.
 
   Master Thieves - Three legendary figures who oversee the entire organization and send orders down to their chosen Captains. The Master Thieves might not even exist; the most powerful Captains keep counsels of their own, and cooperate in directing many enterprises. The Captains who claim to communicate with Master Thieves seem to have no idea about their true identities.
 
   The Cognati - A team of mercenaries who have been in the employ of the Coil for generations. They are trained by the mountain-dwelling monks in Srila, far to the south. They are said to be wizards and are greatly feared.
 
   


 
  
 
  
 
   Appendix 4: Most Holy Order of the Smiths: Hierarchy and Beliefs
 
    
 
   Magi - The Smiths have their own army of hoodlums who pay lip-service to the sanctity of the Machine but, by their actions, are no different from the thugs in any other gang. These brawlers are called Magi, and almost all of them carry radios and guns of very fine make.
 
   Scribe – Smiths that copy ancient blueprints or makes devices based on ancient designs.
 
   Copywright - Smiths contracted to work in businesses, and sometimes with other gangs, to repair machines and guard the knowledge of their construction.
 
   Zealot - One who oversees and trains other Smiths. These Smiths are also expected to spy on their charges and, if their apprentices should fall short of Smith codes of secrecy, they are expected to kill them.
 
   Foreman - Leader of the Order of the Smiths. Election of a new Foreman is decided by the former Foreman, but his decision must be agreed upon by an informal council of Zealots. The elected Foreman remains such until death. The Smith Foreman has the power to declare fatwa on someone, usually on one who has given away Smith secrets or who does Smith work (that is, creating technology) outside of Smith supervision. Edwar Bruner, inventor of the zeppelin, has a fatwa on his life.
 
    
 
   Smith Religious Mythology
 
   Smiths worship the god Epimetheus who stole ice from the old gods and brought the knowledge of how to produce it to the scalding hot wasteland. The designs for refrigeration and cooling machines have been copied ever since, so that food and life can be preserved against the elements. This technology is the first technology; guns are the second technology in order of importance, for they were made, it is said, to protect the first technology.
 
   Note that Smith religious beliefs are not a popular religion, as are the beliefs of the Ugly. The beliefs of the Smiths are inclusive and elitist. They do not seek the conversion of outsiders. (Most churches in Pontius are sects of the same root religion out of which came the Ugly, and many of their religious texts are similar in nature. Even Haven’s own Holy Series of texts comes from the root-religion that produced the Ugly and the Book of the Red.
 
    
 
   Hierarchy of Smith Deities
 
   Smiths worship Epimetheus but also pray to his Gears, which are like angels or powers, each with their own dominion and quality. For example, one Gear has dominion over the nature of preservation; another, dominion over rational thought; another, luck in finding lost technology and in divining its proper use. Lower than the Gears are Cogs, who are great Smiths of the past that are enshrined in their history.
 
   Smiths believe in a heaven called Machine, which can be here and now, if one’s life is copied properly from the holy texts just as, in one’s work, one endeavors to copy technology properly from the holy blueprints.
 
   Smiths despise a god-Gear they call Plutoloki. According to their mythology, he was once a Gear of Epimetheus but, jealous of the great technology found and delivered to the Gears by Epimetheus, and of the honor the other Gears bestowed on Epimetheus, Plutoloki changed his mind such that it became perverted and resembled the hands and eyes of their lord. Machines fell from his modified head but they were twisted, unreliable, and aesthetically displeasing. Greatly angered by his own incompetence, Plutoloki created a great machine of unlimited destructive capability. Some stories say that it was a gourd of ash that spread matter resting in the inside of the earth into the atmosphere, thus poisoning life by upending the hierarchy of inorganic elements, while other texts say that his gourd of ash converted machine into flesh and flesh into machine, and was also a machine that replicated itself, so that while the earth itself was not harmed, all life upon it had to be destroyed and begun anew. Plutoloki was bound by the loyalist Gears and thrown into the earth, where he will remain bound until the end of days, when he will rediscover the Final Machine and activate it, thus destroying the world.
 
   


 
  
 
  
 
   Appendix 5: Hierarchy of the Law
 
    
 
   City Officials - The rulers of Pontius who spend all day and all night making up and editing the Laws. There are too many types and ranks of officials to list without great difficulty. Some officials are elected while others assume office by right of birth, depending on the type of official and what he is in charge of. There are many factions within Cathedralia, and officials who spend more than a day out of Cathedralia can find themselves ousted or their faction completely dissolved. Younger officials work in shifts and sleep in bunks in or near the debate room, while older officials have a great number of secretaries who fill in while the sponsoring official is out.
 
   Judges - These men make judgments on the Laws and prosecute criminals. They are most often veteran Lawmen or retired officials.
 
   Grand Arbiter - One who is in charge of and directs the Directors at all Precincts. The Grand Arbiter is treated with the same respect as a judge.
 
   Directors - Heads of Precincts. There is usually one Director per Precinct. They are in charge of Lawmen and detectives and regulate the focus of investigations.
 
   Lieutenant Detectives - Head of a group of detectives. They usually only provide light supervision and give their detectives some amount of leeway. Lieutenants are expected to go into the field like any other detective.
 
   Detectives - Follow through with the directives of Precinct heads and are expected to bring in-depth investigations to a close. Any Detective can order any denim-clad Lawman around.
 
   Lawmen - The enforcers of the Law who sniff out troublemakers, fight other gang members, and arrest Lawbreakers in order to bring money into their gang. In terms of combat capability, they receive much more training than Ugly Body, Coil Soldiers, and Smith Magi.
 
  
 
  


 
   Appendix 6: The Laws of Pontius
 
    
 
   The Laws of Pontius are manifold and complex because the officials constantly try to stay one step ahead of the gangs. Often the Laws change so fast, or are so buried in detail, that a judge can have a man tried, convicted, and hanged before it is discovered that the punishment for his crime has long since changed. Many of the Laws are also contradictory; vast numbers of lawyers and clerks pore over the Laws and file reports on such contradictions, with the understanding that city officials will, some day, rectify the problem.
 
   In short:
 
   Guns are completely illegal unless one works to enforce the Law. No buying, no selling, no making, no holding, and certainly no using. Failure to report the existence of a gun can result in a stiff fine, if the Law should choose to pursue the matter.
 
   Other weapons are mostly illegal, depending on size of the instrument, hardness or sharpness, history of its use, where it was bought, possible benign purposes, et cetera.
 
   Most recreational drugs are illegal to buy, to sell, to make, to hold, and to use. Some drugs are legal depending on prescription from a doctor, history of its use (that is, if it has an unseemly reputation), and social station of the user (that is, if the person is of noble station and thus “means no harm” by his use of drugs).
 
   The renting of one’s body for sexual acts is illegal. The reasoning behind this, according to the Law, is that if the mass of men and women were considered sovereign over their own bodies then they would, due to the inherent corruption of human nature, give themselves over to all manner of wanton sexual behavior. No one respects the Law if it is undermined by uncontrolled immorality.
 
   Abortion is illegal. The act of ending any form of human life is solely the realm of the Law. Many are the speeches given by judges on the sanctity of sex within the confines of legal marriage; a woman ready to have sex is ready to be a mother, no exceptions.
 
   The owning of slaves is illegal, period, no exceptions. However, there are a vast array of Laws concerning the proper treatment of slaves. There are so many Laws on the finer points of this matter that there are many, many loopholes. In fact, there are many, many slaves in Pontius.
 
   Murder, rape, and theft are all illegal in a variety of different forms, such that skilled lawyers or judges can pursue the matter in a variety of different ways. These simple acts become epic in scope when it comes to the Law, the true irony being that no matter how many different ways the Laws are written, re-written, and stacked on top of one another, that the loopholes never seem to disappear.
 
  
 
   
 
   
   To stay in jail until trial or post bail? Persons accused of crimes are processed in their local Precinct. After that, they can either sit in jail until their trial, which can take months or even years, or they can pay the Precinct a certain amount of money and then leave with the understanding that they will return for their trial. The monetary amounts of the bail are usually very high, and the Smith and Coil gangs are notorious for paying member bail amounts so fast that their members rarely see the inside of a prison cell (the cells are usually packed so full of Ugly youth that their rivals would not last long anyway). However, gang members are also notorious for never showing up for their trials. Usually only the poorer citizens of Pontius are forced to wait in jail cells until their trial date; many of these people have not been arrested for violent crimes, but have instead been arrested for buying, selling, and using drugs, or were caught carrying a weapon to protect themselves from the gangs, or were caught renting out their bodies in order to survive in a harsh economic climate. Members of the Body of the Ugly usually stay in jail longer than other gang members, and most of them are expected to go through the entire process of jail and trial at least once, and then spend a little time in prison so that they can be educated in the ways of misery.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
   Appendix 7: Gods of the Wasteland
 
    
 
   “Come and see,” said the living creature, and I looked and beheld the two hundred and fifteenth link was broken. I covered my eyes against the sight but the creature described these things to me, so that I could write them down and they would not be forgotten.
 
   There is a god that is Many. It demands sacrifice, and adoration, and it takes from the world what it will and where there is part of it there is all. This god is called demon by those who resent it, and lord by those who emulate it with their own flesh.
 
   There is a force called Outworlder. It demands sacrifice, and ritual. This god is called good, and great, and is named Defender and is also called Loyal. Many dogmen raise spears to his name and also good men of Srila praise his holy name. This god is, and is not flesh, but has an intent and part of the intent is of a voice.
 
   There is a beast that is One. This god is in the shape of a lion, and is great and powerful, and its limbs are like coiled iron and its breath like fire, and it speaks but none can answer. This god demands no sacrifice, but rather, enjoys its opposite, for it stalks and eats living human flesh.
 
   There is an edifice called Unmoving. This god has a place and is unmoving, on the Fields of Epimetheus, and has its part in heathen ritual but this god demands no sacrifice, nor even anything from anyone. This god waves a sword of fire this way, and that way, and is unapproachable.
 
   - from the Book of the Red: Revelation of the Flesh: 9:36
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