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    I have already faithfully recorded how my Lord was translated into the heavens and saw things beyond our comprehension. He studied with the Great One in the Tower and was shown the secret things of the world. Yet even wisdom surpassing the most learned members of our Order was not enough. My Lord knew that time was running out. The demons were coming. Far and wide he searched for the weapon that would be the undoing of our ancient enemy. 
 
    I hoped that great minds in other lands would also seek for ways to end this demonic invasion. I was wrong. In San Ktari, the line between man and demon was erased with a handshake. So it was that - This was why - It should have been no surprise that 
 
    HERE ENDS the record of Jarl, a member of the Entertainers. Though much can be gleaned from his notes, it is most unfortunate that his record ends so suddenly, with the author searching for the right phrase and then leaving off without any satisfying conclusion. 
 
    
- from The Entertainers: Chapter Jarl: 99:8 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter One 
 
    Autumn 
 
      
 
    “Something wrong with your legs? Be careful on the stairs.” 
 
    Sal Segner steadied himself, feeling embarrassed that the two big Rangers could see that he was obviously nervous. He set one foot in front of the other on the rough-hewn stone staircase. Even though he found it annoying that the stones were not regularly spaced, he could not help but appreciate how they wound around the hill. None of the stories he had heard back in Pontius could prepare him for the descent into the Valley. His wife and son had been speechless, for once, at the sight of endless orange and red treetops swaying in the wind. 
 
    A sudden break in the foliage gave him yet another view of the golden forest below. He could see the rooftops of tall houses, and belching smoke stacks stood in the distance. It was difficult to imagine the scope of Vallier industry, with machines being used by anyone and everyone. By comparison, the old Smith way of doing things - that is, with a few men in a basement and the door guarded by Magi thugs playing cards - now seemed like a joke. 
 
    It’s no wonder we lost the war, he thought. They’re so wealthy here, they don’t even know what money is anymore! 
 
    He stumbled once again, and was enraged to see one of the Rangers stop and extend a hand, as if he was an old man who could keel over at any moment. He ignored the gesture and continued on. He resented the fact that he left Pontius and came here so that he and his family could be free, and yet within moments of stepping off the zeppelin, they had been accosted by two Rangers who knew him by name. He had not made any grand announcement about leaving, and yet the two riflemen seemed to know every detail of his business. He had heard a great deal about Vallier pride, but he did not feel proud at the moment. Now, for all he knew, he was about to be tortured or interrogated like a criminal, and as for his wife and son… 
 
    Don’t think about it, he told himself. They surely won’t be punished because of anything I’ve done. Besides, I have nothing to be ashamed of! The war ended years ago. Plenty of Smiths have come to live here since then. 
 
    So... why me? Why is this happening to me? 
 
    “Hold on a minute,” said one of the Rangers. “Look at these dumb assholes.” 
 
    Segner stopped and turned as the younger Ranger went to the edge of the hill and watched the sky. The older Ranger, a bearded man who cleared his throat continually, did not move to stop him, so Segner went and stood beside the young man. 
 
    From the edge, he could see the incredible Autumn Wall stretching across the southern face of the Black Valley. It looked like a long black curtain hanging across the horizon, with flags posted at regular intervals. It was all the talk in Pontius. He could not tell from this distance, but it was said that the Autumn Wall was several stories high and filled with machine gun turrets and flame throwers. Apparently the forest had been cleared for miles south of the Wall because of the mad King’s paranoid belief that the flesh demons would attack at any moment. Segner had heard someone joke that the people of Pontius should suck their own oil fields dry and dump it all into the river just to show the Valliers that they were not the only ones who could flaunt their wealth. 
 
    I thought it sounded crazy, too, thought Segner. But they have so many trees here, why not? I’m sure it keeps them busy, at least. 
 
    “You see that?” said the Ranger, his voice edged with annoyance. 
 
    “You know,” said Segner, “I don’t think building a big wall is that bad of an idea. When you think about it-” 
 
    “No, no,” said the Ranger, “we need the Autumn Wall for when the demons attack. I’m not talking about that. I mean those guys!” 
 
    The Ranger pointed and Segner realized that four black zeppelins were touching down on an airfield he could not see because of a line of trees. Simultaneously, four blue zeppelins were rising from the same field. He could make out what he thought was a heavy machine gun in one of the zeppelins, as well as several dark figures walking across the deck. He heard a sound like a mechanical saw, then he realized that the zeppelins had enormous ducted fans attached to their undersides. His mouth involuntarily fell open. It was hard for him to imagine such small airships fitted with large, powerful fans. He had heard quite a bit about the Black Valley, but he had no idea the Valliers had taken flight technology to such an extreme in such a short time. 
 
    “Those black airships,” said the Ranger, “they were supposed to be back in at dawn! What is it now, already eight or so? Boy, I’d like to have a job where I didn’t have to give a shit about any schedule.” 
 
    Segner felt emboldened by the young man’s candor. “Why are some of them black, and some blue?” he asked. 
 
    “Stealth, man. Black ones scout at night, blue ones scout at day. They don’t keep those loud engines running all the time. They just crank them up when they want to move.” 
 
    “Stealth?” 
 
    The young Ranger flashed Segner a look. “When the demons come, we want to see them before they see us, right? We got this whole bitch zipped up tight from sunup to sunup. You see all the towers in the mountain passes when you flew in? Every pass - every pass - is an absolute kill zone. When the demons come here...” 
 
    “You’re worried... about demons? Um, actually attacking?” 
 
    “Worried? No, man, I’m not worried about a damn thing.” 
 
    The older Ranger cleared his throat behind them. “You know those airboys wouldn’t go off schedule unless something came up. And you’re the one who doesn’t seem to have his eyes on the time. King Wodan said he wanted to talk to this guy as soon as possible, not after we had a good long look at the view.” 
 
    The young Ranger immediately turned back onto the path, and when Segner followed, he was struck by the sight of a mansion at the top of the hill. At least, that is what it must have been. He had seen mansions owned by gangsters back when they ruled Pontius, great fortresses of stone accented with wood. The mansion at the top of the hill was small by comparison, but it was made entirely of wood. It was decorated only with a flag, a green cloth emblazoned with a black V. The house was placed in the odd style that Segner had noticed in the Valley, in which every large house was nestled among trees, giving them what could only be called a “cozy” appearance. Segner found it annoying, as if the Valliers could not flaunt their wealth without trying to dress it up as some kind of warmhearted, friendly gesture. It was dishonest. Segner had heard how these people treated Smith soldiers during the war, and he was under no preconceptions about the kindness of these people. His wife may have bought into all the gossip about their beneficence, but he knew better. 
 
    It finally dawned on him who must live in that mansion. 
 
    “Wait a moment,” said Segner. “Did you say… King Wodan?” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s his house,” said the older Ranger. “Well, one of his houses. They’re still working on it, that’s why it’s not painted.” 
 
    Segner’s mind was a blur of confusion as an avalanche of rumors he had heard about the King flooded his awareness. 
 
    “You know,” said the young Ranger, “some people go in… but they don’t come out. I hope you said goodbye to your wife.” 
 
    Segner felt the ground shake beneath his feet, then the air was sucked from his lungs. Hands grabbed him by both of his arms. 
 
    “Hey, hey!” the older Ranger shouted. “Relax, he was joking! He was joking! Gods, man, why do you have to do that?!” 
 
    Segner tried to draw in air as the men held him up. Though it was difficult to focus, he caught a glimpse of the younger Ranger failing to conceal a smile. 
 
    “Well, technically, we don’t know why the King wants to see this guy,” he said. “So yeah, I was joking, but the truth is... this old Smith might end up leaving in a box!” 
 
    *** 
 
    Segner managed to not pass out as they made their way up the hill. As they drew near the house, he saw a tall, powerfully built man in a Ranger’s dark jacket sitting on the porch with a rifle propped up beside him. The man chewed on a toothpick and leveled a cold, hard gaze on Segner. In that moment, Segner knew that he was surely looking at the King of the Valley, and he decided that he would be executed for the crime of being a Smith. 
 
    Segner worked his mouth, hoping he would be able to say something that would save his life. The man on the porch raised an eyebrow. Strangely enough, his two escorts took him past the man without a word and entered the front door without knocking. 
 
    That was just another Ranger? he wondered. 
 
    Segner found himself in a large living room filled with men sawing and hammering wood and carrying supplies from one room to another. He noted that they all seemed in high spirits, ignoring him as they spoke with one another. A few laborers moved aside and he saw, through an unfinished wall, what would probably become the kitchen area. It took him a moment to realize that he was staring at the back of a very tall man. He had long brown hair, and since he had no shirt, Segner could see scars along his back and sides. Segner was shocked to see that he was more muscular than any of the professional fighters he had seen as a child, back when the Ugly staged fights and he had snuck in to watch the bloody matches. Segner realized that the King probably had enough wealth to employ every big, strong brute he could get his hands on. 
 
    The large man must have been staring at something sitting on the kitchen island, because he was so still that Segner began to wonder if he might actually be a statue rather than a man. A woman in a suit suddenly entered from a hallway and extended clothing on a hanger toward the large man. Segner could not help but notice how attractive she was, with her blond hair done up in a braided knot. He knew that only a few years ago the Ugly would have had their eyes on her. 
 
    “It’s cleaned and pressed, sir,” said the woman, “though I wish you would wait to put it on after the funeral.” 
 
    “Nobody goes to a funeral naked,” said the man, suddenly animated. “Thank you, Dirby.” 
 
    Dirby’s eyes fell on Segner, then she glanced at the Rangers. 
 
    “They’ve brought the Smith in,” she said. 
 
    “Bring him over,” said the man. 
 
    “You heard him,” one of the Rangers said quietly. “Time to see the King.” 
 
    That’s the King? Segner thought. 
 
    Again his legs felt weak. The Rangers tucked their hands into his armpits and he felt as if they were carrying him toward his executioner. They rounded the unfinished wall and brought Segner before the man who was at least two heads taller than him. He left off from buttoning his shirt and turned piercing green eyes onto him. 
 
    “I’m King Wodan. Welcome to the Valley.” 
 
    Segner was struck by the inhumanity of the King. The fact that the others moved around him and talked and worked and acted as if all was normal only added to the surreal, dreamlike feeling of the encounter. To Segner, it was so obvious that King Wodan was not human that he wondered if the other people in the house were playing a joke on him. He looked like a character from an ancient print, or a story about gods from the heavens coming down to walk among men. King Wodan’s face was too smooth, and as pale as a porcelain cup. If it wasn’t for the scars marking his chin and cheek and neck, Segner would again wonder if he was looking at a statue. The musculature was also far beyond human standard, even for a professional. But worst of all were his eyes. Segner only looked at his gaze for a moment and felt something he could only describe as a psychic razor sliding through his forehead and eye sockets, revealing every corner hidden in his mind. It was so unsettling that Segner put his own gaze on an oddly shaped bundle wrapped up in a white cloth that sat on the kitchen island before the King. 
 
    After an uncomfortable silence, King Wodan suddenly lowered his arm, and Segner realized that the King had been holding his hand forward for a shake - and Segner had never noticed! Though he immediately felt embarrassed for his rude refusal, he took a deep breath and wondered if he could turn the faux pas to his advantage. Perhaps he might seem like a tough negotiator. He had certainly had his day ruined, and he did not necessarily want to make it easy for this man to get whatever he wanted out of him. 
 
    Being remarkable is no excuse for putting me through this! he thought. 
 
    King Wodan returned to buttoning his shirt. “Forgive me for having you picked up like this,” said Wodan. “But we’re short on time, and I need to know some things. What’s your name?” 
 
    The request came as such an unexpected non sequitur that Segner heard himself say, “Sal Segner.” 
 
    King Wodan nodded. As he tucked his shirt into his pants, he said, “What were you? A Copywright?” 
 
    “No - I was a twenty-seventh degree Scribe,” said Segner. 
 
    “Right, right. That’s what I’d heard.” There was a moment of silence as Wodan adjusted his shirt, and Segner winced inwardly as he realized that King Wodan must have already been informed of his name and position. Now it would do Segner no good to deny anything, for he had already admitted to everything simply by correcting the King, and he had no understanding of just how much the King already knew. As if he could hear Segner’s thoughts, Wodan suddenly stopped and turned his gaze onto him once again. 
 
    “It’s alright, Segner,” he said. “The old ways are over. I already know a good deal about the Most Holy Order of the Smiths, just by talking to lots of former Smiths who came to live here. I know more than many of the men you once served! But I was hoping you could help me out with some things.” 
 
    Something about the way Wodan said Sacred Order, calling the Smiths by their full name, comforted Segner. That, plus the fact that he mentioned Smiths living in the Valley - rather than killed for their role in the war - made him think that he might also be allowed to live. 
 
    “I’ll help if I can,” said Segner. Glancing over, he saw the young woman - the King’s assistant, Dirby - smiling at him. He doubted that a pretty young woman would have anything to smile about when it came to a middle-aged man like himself, and he suddenly remembered that he very well may have been dragged into a trap. Reluctance welled up in him once again. “But if you want my help, I want some assurance that my wife and child are unharmed. They don’t even know where I am!” 
 
    “They know where you are,” said Wodan, gesturing to Dirby even as she handed him her portable radio handset. He extended the antenna, which seemed absurdly long to Segner, who used to repair large table-mounted units that could broadcast throughout all of Pontius. 
 
    “Greta, you there?” said Wodan. 
 
    “We’re here, King,” said a woman with a gravelly voice. 
 
    “Will you put Segner’s wife on? He wants to talk to her.” 
 
    King Wodan handed the radio to Segner, then concentrated on tying a tie around his neck. 
 
    “Sal?” 
 
    As soon as his wife’s voice came through the line, he felt his spirit leap. 
 
    “Marta! Are you okay?” 
 
    “Of course! A couple of soldiers took me and Ned out to eat. Did you know they have women soldiers here? We went to a-” 
 
    “So everything is fine?” said Segner, embarrassed that he could not control his voice in front of the others. 
 
    “Yes, we’re fine! We’ve just been talking about-” 
 
    “May I talk to her?” said Wodan. 
 
    Numb with shock, Segner handed the radio to the King. 
 
    “Marta, this is the King,” said Wodan. “I apologize for picking up your husband so suddenly.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s fine! Er, Your Majesty…?” 
 
    “Are they treating you well?” 
 
    “They are! We’ve never been to a place quite like this. It’s open-air and a bit rustic, but the limited menu reminds me of a fine-dining establishment like the one that Segner and I…” 
 
    Segner listened to his wife prattle on, embarrassed, on the one hand, that she was taking up the time of this strange, inhuman ruler as if he was anyone else that she would speak with in that familiar way of hers; on the other hand, he also felt embarrassed that she seemed to have no clue or even any curiosity about the odd situation he was in. 
 
    “Mrs. Segner, I apologize again, but I must cut this conversations short,” said Wodan, finally cutting her off mid-sentence. “I need to attend a funeral and then meet a public figure for a very important occasion. I will give your husband back to you shortly. Thank you for coming to the Valley.” 
 
    “Oh - of course, Your Majesty!” 
 
    King Wodan turned the radio off and handed it back to Dirby. 
 
    “Are you satisfied?” said King Wodan. He stood still and laid his eyes on Segner. Dirby and the two Rangers stood still as well, and even the laborers in the rooms beyond seemed to grow quiet. Segner felt as if the entire house was waiting for his answer. 
 
    “I am,” he finally said. 
 
    “Good,” said Wodan, suddenly putting on the fine dress jacket. “Rangers, you can leave Segner with me.” 
 
    “As you say, King,” said the older Ranger. Both saluted, then left. 
 
    “Now then, Segner,” said Wodan. “As I said earlier, I’m in a hurry, so I’ll get straight to the matter. Do you know of any Smith vaults outside of Pontius?” 
 
    The question was so unexpected that Segner could only work his mouth while he tried to figure out why he would ask such a thing. 
 
    “I don’t necessarily mean locations or details on actual contents,” said Wodan. “Myths, fables, rumors you’ve heard - I’d like to hear it all, no matter how outlandish. In fact, the more far-fetched, the better.” 
 
    “Why would anything far-fetched be helpful to you?” said Segner, suddenly resentful of being put in the shameful position of a storyteller or a rumormonger. 
 
    “Because I’ve been to places and seen things that would make the most outlandish tales you know seem commonplace. The demons are coming, and I need to put together a plan B before they know I have a plan A in effect.” 
 
    Though his words were ominous, Segner found something comforting in his tone. He felt as if this man might actually be in control of things. He began to wonder if going along might make sense after all. 
 
    As if sensing that he was still somewhat reluctant, Wodan suddenly shrugged and placed his hands on the wrapped bundle sitting before him. “Come outside with me, Segner,” he said. “I have another appointment coming up, and I need to bury my friend while I have a moment.” 
 
    King Wodan took the bundle and set off toward the back door, and Dirby gestured for Segner to follow. A doorless entryway led to a backyard shaded by tall elm trees covered in golden leaves. The yard was mostly bare, with only a few clumps of wild yasemin and the patchy grass trampled down by the laborers working on the house, but to Segner, who had never seen the gardens and grass-covered yards as they had in the Valley, it looked like something from a fairytale. 
 
    King Wodan went to a bare patch of dirt lit by a beam of sunlight. Dirby unfurled a white cloth and he knelt on it. She turned back and gestured for Segner to join Wodan on the white cloth. As he went into the yard, he had the strange feeling that he was taking part in a religious ceremony. Perhaps the King was about to initiate him into the mysteries of Vallier citizenship. As he knelt beside him, the King slowly pulled a spade out of the dirt, and this only added to the sense of ritual. It reminded him of when he became a third degree Scribe adept so long ago, and the elder Smiths finally considered him to be “on the grid” and trustworthy enough to take a look at the more interesting blueprints. 
 
    “I’m sure you miss being a member of the Smiths,” said Wodan. “You would have come earlier if you were glad to be free of them.” 
 
    Segner shrugged. “It’s not that. Old habits die hard, I guess. I only cared about learning the rites and the secrets when I was younger… being a Smith was just a way to take care of my family. Even after the fall, when a lot of my brothers left, I had access to one of the libraries, so I was able to sell the copies of blueprints for pulp and make money that way. It wasn’t so long ago that I helped execute a young Smith for misfiling one of those blueprints. I… I held his legs down while a Magi tied a cord around his neck. I never would have guessed that one day I would be carting hundreds of pages of blueprints off to be sold for pulp, not one time, but a thousand times, once every day for months, and none of my brothers would even care. It’s hard for something like that to remain sacred in your heart when your family is worried you won’t be able to feed them.” 
 
    Wodan set the odd bundle aside and began digging. Segner was fascinated by the strong hands methodically working away pieces of the earth. The King seemed content to sit in silence with Segner, and in the end, that was what loosened Segner’s tongue. 
 
    “As far as the old vaults,” he said, “I heard of one in the far east where they placed something that they said could destroy the world. Some kind of weapon, or weapons. All the old kings of the world agreed that these weapons should not be in their hands. I guess since a lot of them were bitter enemies, and they wanted each other dead, it goes to show how much they feared whatever it was they put in the vault.” 
 
    “Was it the Final Machine?” said Wodan. 
 
    Segner could not help but feel shocked that Wodan knew of such a thing, but his discomfort soon passed. 
 
    This Valley is full of Smiths who gave up on the Order, Segner thought. I’m sure they all experienced their own dark night of the soul, just as I did, until they finally decided they wanted to eat and work without fear of death. Gods below, they probably talk about every secret out in the open. It will be hard to get used to that. 
 
    I shouldn’t have told King Wodan I took part in an execution. He would be disgusted if he knew that I was the one who tightened the cord while a Magi held the man’s legs. And I wasn’t involved in one execution, but over a dozen! 
 
    But back then, it seemed necessary. The first one was hard, but after that, I never thought twice about it! We would have starved to death if we didn’t keep the secrets. And now here I am, just another reprobate who turned his back on the Machine Eternal… 
 
    “No,” said Segner, “as far as I heard, the Final Machine was lost. The legends made it sound as if it was a good thing, too. God made the Final Machine in order to unmake the world. Man wrestled it away from Him, but it was lost. They say that’s the only reason we’re here today.” 
 
    “So what did they say is in the vault you mentioned?” said Wodan. 
 
    “It could be translated several ways, but I’ve heard it was sun-arrows, or even just stars that had been made by men. Pretty, um, pretty wild stuff, you know… but, well, you asked, so I…” 
 
    “It’s fine.” Segner realized that the King had already finished digging a fairly sizeable hole. He put down the spade and took up the bundle. Instead of placing it into the hole, he sat with it in his lap. Segner had the feeling that the King would not move until he said more. 
 
    “So,” Wodan continued, “they placed the sun-arrows into this vault?” 
 
    “From what I’d heard, yes. Men made them, but they were just too awful to keep around, you see. They were incredible weapons. The arrows would go up to the sky, then they would turn into suns. They would rain death onto the world, and they wouldn’t stop until everything down below had turned to dust. They made the waters bitter… whatever that means.” 
 
    “They say there were clockwork automatons in those days,” said Wodan. Finally he turned to Segner and laid his eyes on him once again. This time Segner forced himself to endure the King’s gaze. “They also buried thinking machines in the earth. Did they put anything like that in the vault?” 
 
    Segner laughed from discomfort and looked away. “No, they just stuck the weapons in the vault and shut the door. There were machines left behind to regulate temperature and air pressure, but the Ancients didn’t want anything else in there that could damage or set off the weapons. But, all that stuff about thinking machines… to be honest, I never quite believed in that.” 
 
    “You should,” said Wodan. “I’ve met two of them.” 
 
    “You… what?” 
 
    Wodan smiled slightly, then looked away. “Segner, I know this is an odd meeting, but these aren’t just idle questions. I need every advantage possible over what’s coming. We’re so busy, I don’t even have a quiet moment to bury my cat in peace.” Wodan patted the odd bundle. “This isn’t even his yard. For years we both lived at our old house, on a little farm with a garden. He spent most of his time in the garden watching all the bugs. It doesn’t feel quite right putting him in this yard. This isn’t our home just yet. But he wasn’t healthy, and last night he decided he was ready to go, despite my schedule. My car will be here in a moment and I’ll have to go, and he’ll be alone in this strange yard. Things don’t always work out as we expect them to.” 
 
    King Wodan sighed and Segner was struck by the sentimental statement. 
 
    “To be honest,” said Segner, “I’m just glad you didn’t bring me out here to kill me. You know… for being a Smith.” 
 
    “I guess the Rangers didn’t bother to tell you that I personally interview every high-ranking Smith that comes here, did they? The Valliers don’t like Smiths fresh off the airship. Just try to assimilate as quick as you can.” 
 
    “Assimilate,” Segner repeated. “Right.” 
 
    “Do you happen to know any pass phrases for that vault? Anything about its entrance?” 
 
    “Pass phrase? No. Well, that is, they say there was a ritual to open the door of the vault. You had to move in a certain way before the eyes of Epimetheus, otherwise you wouldn’t be allowed to enter.” 
 
    “Do you know what the ritual was called?” 
 
    Segner thought for a moment. “It was the Rite of Permission, I think. Or the Rite of Permission for the Fool, rather. Unfortunately I don’t know how it went, it was above my pay grade…” 
 
    “That’s fine,” said Wodan. “I’ve seen it.” 
 
    Again Segner was taken aback. “You have? Someone that high-ranking showed it to you?” 
 
    “Segner,” said Wodan, a note of impatience finally coming through, “the lowliest street-sweeping slave in the Black Valley outranks the highest member of the Most Holy Order of the Smiths. The sooner you realize that, the better off you’ll be.” 
 
    Wodan turned his head as if he heard someone approach, but Segner heard no one. Wodan placed the bundle into the ground and began covering it with dirt. Segner wondered how such an oddly shaped bundle could possibly be a cat, with legs poking at the white shroud at odd angles, but he felt it would be impolite to ask about it. 
 
    Wodan pushed the dirt over the bundle in silence, being careful not to drag his sleeves. Segner felt as if his interview was over, and he suddenly did not want to leave the presence of the King. 
 
    “What makes you think the demons are going to attack?” said Segner, hoping that it would start a lengthy discussion. 
 
    “I’ve talked to them. They admit it themselves.” 
 
    Oh great, he hears demons in his head! 
 
    Segner heard an automobile, then a black sedan pulled up to the little iron gate at the end of the yard. Dirby approached the automobile, and said, “You have the sword?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am!” Segner heard through an open window. 
 
    “Thank you, Segner,” said Wodan, rising and extending his hand. “You’ve told me more than you know. If you remember anything else, tell a Ranger, and they’ll get in touch with me.” 
 
    Segner placed his small hand inside Wodan’s and felt himself rising to his feet as if no longer held by gravity. “Th-thank… you,” he heard himself say, and only later realized that he should have said, “You’re welcome.” 
 
    Wodan approached the automobile, with Dirby standing straight at attention as she held the rear door open for him. Just as he began to take a seat, he stopped and turned, and Segner was embarrassed that he had been watching the King’s back the entire time, as if in a trance. 
 
    “How old is your son?” said Wodan. “Is he fighting age?” 
 
    “No-o-o,” said Segner. “He’s only thirteen.” 
 
    “He’s old enough,” said Wodan. “I saw soldiers younger than that die during the Smith War. Teach him how to shoot, please. Even if he doesn’t want to join the Rangers, he needs to know how to handle a firearm. Your family needs to be ready for what’s coming.” 
 
    Segner could only repeat the phrase Ready for what’s coming in his mind. He stood by the little mound of earth and watched as Dirby climbed in beside the King and closed the door. The engine hummed and King Wodan was taken away. 
 
    *** 
 
    King Wodan stepped out of the car and was greeted by the gaze of thousands watching him. The people of Plumwater had gathered in a field just outside of town to watch the event, and Wodan knew that if it was not such a somber occasion, they would have cheered for him as soon as they saw his car. He saw men with their hair pomaded, the women in their Sunday dresses, children carried on shoulders so they could see over the crowd. He even saw little Haginar Hargis standing off to the side. Enforcers stood at the front, each wearing a blue badge or kerchief to mark their station. While they were positioned as if they would stop the crowd from surging forward, the crowd clearly had no intention of rushing their King. 
 
    Wodan set one foot on the car’s bumper and pretended to look over the crowd as if searching for a familiar face. Before his time with Setsassanar, when he had learned every trick of leadership that the ancient teacher had known, Wodan would have never thought to pose just so others could look at him. He would have thought it foolish or inauthentic. Wodan considered himself an individualist, and had always wanted authority figures to steer clear of him. Now he understood that most people did not feel the same, and unless he acknowledged what they needed from him, he and his people would always be out of sync. 
 
    Wodan knew that people wanted leadership, and they wanted their leaders to be strong and proud so that they, the people, could also feel strong and proud. As foolish as it might have seemed when he was younger, he knew the people wanted to see him in a fine suit. They wanted to know that he was wearing the best that the Valley had to offer, and that he was being driven around in the best the Valley had to offer, not because he was a superior individual but because he was the embodiment of all of them. 
 
    Dirby approached and in both hands she held out Freedom’s End, a long, curved blade sheathed in black leather. A cold wind blew and Wodan realized that a lot of the people had probably been there for a long time, growing colder and colder every minute, waiting to see justice handed out. 
 
    “Thank you for coming,” said Wodan, projecting his voice so that even the people in the very back could hear him without straining. “It’s cold and none of us would choose to stand out in a field if it wasn’t for good reason. But we know we’re here for a good reason, don’t we? We know this is the only place in the world where we can ever find justice.” Instead of looking over their heads Wodan let his gaze meet theirs, and he tried to place careful emphasis so that the next statement would leave an imprint on their minds. 
 
    “None of us would ever find justice if we left the Valley.” 
 
    Wodan fell silent and listened to the crowd murmuring in agreement. He gestured to a Judge in a dark robe, and the man nodded and said, “Bring him out.” 
 
    While the Judge opened a small book and read the list of crimes committed, a rough-looking group of Enforcers bent over a coffin, pried off the lid, and dragged out a man in chains. His blond hair was disheveled and he had the rough beginnings of a beard, but Wodan recognized his old friend Chris Kenny. He had obviously been held in the coffin for quite some time, because his legs moved like a marionette and he held his eyes shut as if blinded by the sun. Wodan did not care that his old friend had received rough treatment. At that moment, Wodan resented Chris Kenny’s existence, and resented the duty that was placed on him as King. 
 
    The Enforcers led Chris before the crowd while the Judge read off the list of crimes, telling the tale of his fall from nationalist war hero to murderer. Chris had dated a woman, but she left him for another man. One night Chris went to the man’s home, found both of them there, shot the man to death, then shot and killed the woman as well. He was seen leaving the house, and that was when he shot and wounded someone as he fled. When Enforcers went to his home, he turned himself in. An investigation of his property revealed the buried corpse of a man he had quarreled with several years before. 
 
    As Chris drew near his vision must have adjusted to the bright light, for he immediately laid his eyes on Wodan. His face contorted, and he shouted, “Wodan, you son of a bitch! You goddamn hypocrite! You-” with spittle flying from his mouth as the Enforcers kicked the back of his knees and forced him to kneel. Even with his head inches from the earth he screamed obscenities at Wodan. 
 
    You even killed the Chess Bear, Wodan thought. I can understand being unable to control your anger. I can understand killing someone, within reason. But why would you seek out a creature who helped us make this land our own? How could you help us out so much, and yet still be so stupid? 
 
    He ignored Chris, and the Judge continued reading. Wodan thought back on how they had dragged Chris out of Pontius, forcing him to join them in their crusade against the demons who once ruled here. 
 
    He wasn’t ready to come here. We needed his competence, but his soul was tortured. No amount of beating can drive a demon this powerful out of someone. No amount of money could ever repay the crime-debt. I should have left him in Pontius so he could rot with all the other people who, for whatever reason, want to live in hell. 
 
    “You’re not even human, Wodan! You’re not even a fucking man! How can you stand there when they got me down here like this?! How can you sit there an’-” 
 
    We still don’t have prisons in the Valley, Wodan thought as his thumb unconsciously stroked the polished leather sheath. I was naive. Then again, we didn’t need them. Everyone who came here wanted to be here… except Chris. But now there are a lot of people coming from Pontius, not because they always dreamed of being free, but because they can no longer survive in Pontius. The people coming now aren’t remarkable. Prisons are inevitable. I’ve heavily taxed every facet of the immigration market to slow them down, giving exceptions only to shareholders of the Pontius oil fields. I’ll have to cut the refugee business off entirely. The demons will be coming soon, and by then the only people coming here will be thieves and cutthroats who would walk over anyone for ticket money, but wouldn’t lift a finger to defend their own city. The airline owners will complain, but this is war. 
 
    There was sudden quiet as the Judge stopped reading. Wodan looked at him and the world slowed down as the older man slowly turned to him, his eyes blinking lazily as if he was falling asleep. Wodan had always felt the dilation of time just before the moment of violence, but since his training, those moments had become drawn out to an absurd degree. Wodan drew the sword without a sound and, since he knew most people in the audience would miss the moment, he held it skyward for what seemed to him like a long time. As sunlight struck the blade so that it looked like he was holding open a tear in the veil of the sky, revealing a world of light dancing along glinting steel, a horrifying wail pierced Wodan’s ears as Chris Kenny cried out in a broken sob, only saying Wodan’s name because he could not think of anything else that might save him. 
 
    Does he really think I want to do this?  
 
    Wodan brought the blade down, soundlessly passing between two vertebrae in the neck and lightly touching the grass before bringing the blade back. From the audience’s perspective, he had simply flicked the blade downward, then the criminal’s head fell to the ground. Dirby approached with a towel to wipe the blade and one of Chris’s legs shot out from under him and jerked awkwardly. The Enforcers held the body in place as if they had no intention of letting him run away. 
 
    Dirby stepped away and Wodan sheathed the blade, then extended it back to her, his eyes moving to watch as Chris Kenny was loaded back into the coffin he had been brought in on. He heard the car doors opening behind him, so he turned to the crowd. 
 
    “Nobody wanted to see a hero face death at the hands of his… his friend,” said Wodan. “But dark times are coming, and more will be expected of us. All of us will have to do things that we don’t want to do. I hope you understand that.” 
 
    As if the statement was not rhetorical, Wodan could hear people answering as he stepped into the backseat of his automobile. Valliers shouted that they would do what was needed, saying that they understood what was coming, even though they did not. 
 
    This is the last thing I ever wanted to do, thought Wodan, swallowing down the awful sensation rising in his throat. 
 
    But it’s no use wondering if things could have been different. In the end… Setsassanar was right. 
 
    *** 
 
    Wodan stood in his back yard with an aged Ranger who was explaining how some of their emergency rations - grain stored in the cavern beneath the Ecclesia Aspida, the temple - had somehow molded despite their precautions, when he was distracted by an ominous buzzing sound. It almost reminded him of their airships’ motors, but much deeper. The Ranger fell silent as Wodan stepped across the yard and looked out over the distant treetops. 
 
    “My Lord!” Dirby called from the back door. “I just got a call! There’s an airship coming! And it’s not a zeppelin!” 
 
    “Is it from San Ktari?” said Wodan. 
 
    “I don’t know. The General ordered warning shots, and now it’s hovering in place.” 
 
    “So it’s a helicopter.” 
 
    “A what?” 
 
    “San Ktari wouldn’t send a single ship, and they wouldn’t stop for a warning shot.” Wodan thought for a moment, then said, “It’s an envoy from Haven.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
    The Sons of Haven 
 
      
 
    A group of Vallier Rangers led three black-helmeted Reavers down a tree-lined avenue. Though the Reavers had handed over their weapons, they had refused to speak or lift their visors to show their faces, so the Valliers kept their guns in hand and led the Reavers as if expecting trouble. They rounded a bend and a sudden break in the trees revealed the Ecclesia Aspida, the temple of the Black Valley, looming overhead. Smooth marble wall rose to a rounded roof nestled among tall trees, the dome glistening like gold as it reflected the sinking sun. As one the Reavers silently turned their covered faces upward, an insect-like motion. They came to a clearing tended by goats watching from their yards, wondering who had come to disturb them. The Reavers could now see a wide set of stairs leading all the way up to three sets of wide wooden doors, each thrown open and crowded with Valliers who had come to meet them. The path was intersected by the long shadows of marble slabs standing on either side, each of them bearing marks for scheduled carving. 
 
    As they climbed the tall staircase, the Rangers were proud to show off what their people had made in such a short time. The Ecclesia Aspida grew with each step until it hung over them, dominating the sky. It was the tallest building in the Valley, even counting the Autumn Wall; Wodan wanted it that way so that any Vallier could see it from afar and make their way to the Aspida in case of an invasion. 
 
    The Valliers parted and they entered the great hall, a large chamber with pink veined marble columns holding up a domed ceiling covered in the wide brush strokes of an unfinished painting. Wide windows gave a view of expansive forests reaching out to the feet of distant mountains. Vallier flags hung from the walls, vivid green and dark black, and at the far end of the hall towered a large marble block, another statue in the making. A sketch in heavy dark lines along every face of the block showed a fist grasping a wriggling serpent - mankind’s final triumph over demonkind. 
 
    Below the white cube was the Throne of Wood. To the right of the throne stood General Yarek Clash, his dark face framed by a red beard, and with a dark cloak trailing from his wide shoulders. To the left of the throne stood Zachariah Hargis, professor of philosophy and mathematics at the University, and counselor to the King. The philosopher’s tasteful earth-toned suit was decorated only with a jeweled revolver hanging at his hip. A little behind him sat Jarl the Entertainer, red-robed historian and keeper of court records, currently perched over a pad of paper so that he could record the events of this meeting. 
 
    On the Throne of Wood sat King Wodan, still wearing the same suit and tie in which he had buried one friend and executed another. His face was an inscrutable mask, and he sat as still as stone as the Reavers approached, neither welcoming nor forbidding. The Reavers finally stopped and stood before him, their expressions hidden as well. The hall was filled with the echoes of whispering, and also the faint drawl of one of the Rangers leaning into the Reavers, informally explaining, “... so he’s the Man around here, understand? Nothing funny out of any of you…” 
 
    “Reavers from Haven,” said King Wodan, “are you hungry? Thirsty?” 
 
    The gesture of hospitality was lost on the silent trio. They waited. Wodan heard muffled voices, and he guessed that they were conferring with one another through their comm-links. After coming to a decision, they simultaneously removed their helms. Yarek gasped. Wodan did not blame him; they had both expected the clean faces of civilized men, but these Reavers had unkempt beards, sunken cheeks, and red eyes. 
 
    The one in the middle cleared his throat. “We come by command of the War Council to find the one called Wodan, who was exiled. Are you Wodan?” His voice was strained, as if he had run out of patience and cared little for wasteland etiquette. 
 
    “REAVERS, HEE-YUUUUP!” Yarek suddenly shouted, causing Jarl to drop his pen. “AT ATTENTION RESURRECTED ORDER!” 
 
    At once the three Reavers snapped to attention, their weariness suddenly forgotten as their programming asserted itself. They stood as still as stone, then they locked eyes on Yarek. 
 
    “That’s Yarek the Deserter!” said one of the Reavers. 
 
    Yarek snorted. “Yarek Dragon-Slayer is what they used to call me, back when I was Commander of the Resurrected Order of the Reavers. I’m General Yarek now.” Yarek gave them a cold smile. “Is that what they call me back in Haven, a deserter?” 
 
    “We... remember you,” said the lead Reaver, glancing at his comrades uncomfortably. 
 
    “You’ve heard of me, then. That’s good.” Yarek stepped forward, then gestured to Wodan. “This is King Wodan, Lord and Master of the Black Valley. Any of you read the Holy Series? You pray to the Redeemer? Well? Back when I was a Reaver, soldiers read the Holy Series. They didn’t give firearms to intellectual lightweights who thought the world created itself.” 
 
    “We read it,” said one of the Reavers, hesitating before finally adding, “Sir.” 
 
    “Good. That’s good. That means you’ll be interested to know that our King was sainted in Srila, the holy land. Our King was translated into the heavens, where he chased off a deformed angel summoned in a black mass. King Wodan returned in bodily form and absolved the most wicked man in the world of all his sins, then appointed him to be the Pope of the Temple.” 
 
    Wodan listened to the tale of his deeds and it sounded unreal in his mind. Had he really done such things? From his own perspective, he had simply tried to make the best of one bad situation after another, with nothing ever working out quite as he would have liked. He never dwelled on his past accomplishments, but only worried about tomorrow’s problems. 
 
    I suppose it must look impressive to others, thought Wodan. But if they really understood what was coming, they would know that we have very little to boast about. 
 
    “Forgive us,” said the lead Reaver. “We meant no disrespect to you, sir, or to… to King Wodan. We have a message to deliver. May we set up our communications system?” 
 
    “Of course,” said Wodan, catching Dirby’s eye and making a drinking gesture. One of the Reavers was given back his large backpack, and he set it down and pulled out a complicated machine with a long antenna. Seeing that the setup would take a while, Wodan said, “Will you tell us what’s happening in Haven?” 
 
    The lead Reaver crossed his arms and tucked his head down. He looked at his comrade, who only shrugged and turned away. Finally the leader sighed, then said, “We were ordered to say nothing of Haven, but… seeing as this was our last mission, and we’re not citizens of Haven any more than you are, I suppose I can say a little. Things are bad in Haven. For years we’ve been fighting demons. Haven is not as it was.” 
 
    That’s clear, thought Wodan. They must have come for aid. I’m sure it wounds their pride to ask for aid from the wasteland! 
 
    “By order of the War Council, all of the Reavers were gathered. We went to the last flight pad in Tunnel Eleven-” 
 
    “What does that mean?” said Yarek, his tone flat. 
 
    “Ah. Well. We have not had an aboveground airstrip in… in years. No way to secure it. Anyway, we made our way to Tunnel Eleven, but we were spotted. The monsters came for us, but we had expected that any way…” 
 
    Yarek gave Wodan a disturbed look. 
 
    “... so while half of our brothers fought and gave their lives to buy us time, the rest of us took off in the last of our ships. Helicopters or VTOL transports. Enough of us made it out to connect the line…” and here the Reaver gestured toward the long-range communication device as if that was explanation enough. “A few of us landed in Sunport. We didn’t know where you were, and while we wanted to ask around as politely as possible, our time was short. We were prepared to use enhanced interrogation measures to find you. Fortunately for us, you’re well known in Sunport.” 
 
    Wodan nodded. “We trade with the people of Sunport. We have good relations with them.” 
 
    The Reaver smiled awkwardly. “I’m glad we found you as quickly as we did, King Wodan. We didn’t have enough fuel to look any further. Fact is, there’s not enough fuel or planes in Haven to go anywhere else. This was our last chance. We’ve sent a signal to our comrades still airborne, so they should be strung out in a line all the way from here to Haven by now…” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” said Wodan. “You have airships that didn’t come all the way here? Why?” 
 
    “For the transmission, between you and the Council. We’re going to bounce the signal from ship to ship. There’ll be a time lag, we think, but not a lot.” 
 
    Wodan could already see where this was going, but he hoped that he was wrong. “You have enough fuel for ships to circle over the ocean, and then to make it back to Haven?” 
 
    “Enough to circle. But not for anything else.” 
 
    Wodan studied the Reaver’s face. He could tell that he was telling the truth, not because he showed any remorse over the inevitable death of many of his comrades, but because he had the hollow, vacant expression of someone who had already written off the lives of his comrades, as well as his own. 
 
    “Can you tell me who is on this War Council?” said Wodan. 
 
    “It’s ready to go,” said the Reaver bent over the communications device. He propped a black viewscreen on top of the device and turned it toward Wodan. 
 
    “Well,” said the lead Reaver, “you won’t be speaking with the entire Council. Only Didi.” 
 
    “Didi?” said Wodan, failing to hide his surprise. 
 
    “Yes. He’s Overseer of the Arms Research Department, and esteemed member of the War Council.” 
 
    Just then the viewscreen was covered in electric snow. The static cleared but revealed only moving shadows. Wodan stared at the darkness, then realized he was looking at the black face of Didi. His features were indistinct, as if the camera was stationed too close to his face as he sat in a room nearly as dark as a shut closet. He looked ancient, his eyes mere slits, like a strange gnome peering into the human world only with great difficulty. Wodan considered that just over a decade before, he had been honored to meet this man. Now he felt only dread. 
 
    “There is my son,” said Didi. It seemed that the communication device was distorting his voice, as he sounded like a croaking robot. “I can still see you. In there. I can see Wodan inside that thing you’ve become.” 
 
    The implications of Didi’s words threw Wodan off balance. Was he claiming credit or ownership over Wodan? Was he implying godlike understanding of Wodan’s transformation? Did he regret his role in Wodan’s development? Didi’s tone was so odd that Wodan was not sure whether this meeting was meant to be amiable or antagonistic. He decided to maintain control of his own tone, giving neither warmth nor a cold rebuke. 
 
    “I’m not inside anything, Didi. This is me.” 
 
    “They say you rule a nation of your own,” said Didi, the shadows shifting oddly. “Do your people ever wonder what you are?” 
 
    Didi’s casual tone, especially in light of the fact that Haven was under siege and in need of aid, was incredibly annoying to Wodan. 
 
    Does he think he can force me to do his bidding with blackmail? thought Wodan. There’s only one thing he has over me, and it certainly isn’t the ability to turn my own people against me. 
 
    “My people know me very well, Didi,” said Wodan, speaking quickly. “They know that I would do anything for them, and they know that anything that gets in my way comes to a very bad end. That’s why I very much hope that this is a friendly meeting between rulers who have a common interest in survival against demonic forces.” 
 
    There was a pause, then Didi shook his head. “I’m not worried about demons, Wodan. I’m worried about people. Have you had any dealings with the nation of San Ktari?” 
 
    “I have. We’re neither enemies nor allies.” 
 
    A pause while Wodan watched Didi’s face hovering on the screen. “We were never given an option between being friends or enemies. We have seen ships from San Ktari, no doubt looking for us. I doubt they’re interested in exploration, or diplomacy. We can handle the demons; we cannot handle their human allies.” 
 
    “So what do you want?” 
 
    “This is what I want, Wodan. I want you to go to San Ktari. I want you to find and kill the Imperial Engineer, creator of the flesh-gods they call Die Engelen. I want you to destroy San Ktari’s capabilities of making more such creatures. I want you to kill all or as many of the male Engels as you can. More importantly, I want you to kill the most dangerous one: The one they call Josef, their Warmaster.” 
 
    The strange, robotic voice hammered at Wodan’s senses with each word, like a blade cutting away everything he had worked to build. The idea of murdering fellow superbeings was repugnant to him, and imagining a Vallier taking orders from a foreigner would have been laughable if not for the fact that Didi had one very potent weapon hanging over his head. 
 
    “These demands are absurd,” said Wodan. “We would gladly form an alliance with you. I know that there are two demon armies roaming the wasteland, and I doubt one of them could have crossed the ocean to face you in so little time. The demons you face may be using trickery to seem more numerous than they are. But this land will soon face an entire army. I cannot leave just to kill your enemies, Didi. Have you even tried talking to the people of San Ktari?” 
 
    Wodan’s last sentence was cut off as Didi’s voice crackled through the speakers. “Whether we face an army or not is immaterial! As I have said, we can handle the demons. But Haven cannot stand against the hybrid offspring of demons and inhuman superbeings! Every Engel that exists increases the chance of hybrid offspring. Without the Engels, without the mind of the Imperial Engineer, San Ktari will be set back! And Haven… Haven will have time to regroup.” 
 
    Wodan sat in silence but could still hear the odd staccato rhythm of Didi’s frantic pronouncement echoing off the marble columns of the grand hall. He knew that they were pressed for time, as there was no guarantee that their communication would continue uninterrupted. But if they were sitting face to face, Wodan would have sat in silence and let Didi stew in his own desperation. 
 
    “You should have come to me sooner, Didi. You’re dragging me into a mess that’s been a long time in the making. You should have come to me for advice years ago. As it is, I mean to stay and face something far more dangerous than what you face. Once I’ve done that, I promise I will return and help you.” 
 
    “Stay? Stay there?” Didi made a strange noise that strained the speakers. “What does it matter what the demons do in the wasteland? Wodan, you must understand that Haven cannot fall. I had hoped you would understand that. Haven is the last bastion of civilization. Wodan, if there is a weapon to be made that can fight the demons and end them, it will come from Haven!” 
 
    Despite Didi’s uncharacteristic emotional outburst, Wodan could not help but laugh. As soon as his laughter had time to travel across the land and the ocean to Haven, Didi’s expression froze as if his blood had turned to ice. 
 
    “Forgive me,” said Wodan, “but your mind must have dulled with age, Didi, because you’re speaking with that weapon right now.” 
 
    “Perhaps I am,” said Didi, his emotion brought into check as his tone once again became strangely mechanical. “Just as you are speaking to the man who can destroy that weapon.” 
 
    There it is, thought Wodan. 
 
    “Am I?” said Wodan. “So you still have my Killswitch?” 
 
    “Of course. I would never create something I was incapable of un-making. Come now, Wodan. If you lead others, then you must surely understand that every advantage must be held for as long as possible. Gestures of goodwill can only be made between those who have no one to worry about but themselves.” 
 
    Wodan shook his head. “I only wanted to know if your finger was still on the button.” 
 
    The dark image began to break up. “You have six months, Wodan. Kill the Imperial Engineer. Destroy his equipment. Kill Warmaster Josef. Kill the male Engels. Afterwards, send word to me. Otherwise, in exactly six months, I will activate the Killswitch and end your life.” 
 
    As the image crackled with snow, Wodan said, “You will regret this.” 
 
    “What is regret-” 
 
    The viewscreen went black, and Wodan’s anger was mixed with confusion by Didi’s odd question. 
 
    Did he mean to say more, or was he truly asking such a childish question? 
 
    While one of the Reavers adjusted the settings on the device to no avail, the leader sighed and turned to Wodan. “One of our planes must have… gone down.” 
 
    The man lowered his gaze to Wodan’s foot, and to Wodan the slight gesture was indicative of a loneliness and sense of futility so immense that it dwarfed his own frustration. He was angry that Didi jeopardized his own plans, angry that he had offered no information about his family, angry that Didi’s shriveled finger was perched over something that could kill him - and yet the foreign soldier who stood before him was a man who had already lost everything. He looked like a ghost in a world beyond his understanding, wondering why he still existed. 
 
    “Reavers, I know you have lost much,” said Wodan. “Would you stay with us, and work under General Yarek? Perhaps you could reach out to your comrades still out there. We will gladly take anyone capable of standing against the demons.” 
 
    The lead Reaver hesitated. “You speak of the demons openly, sir, but…” He looked around at all of the Valliers standing and watching, hanging on every word. Many of them were clearly farmers, country folk in simple attire. “Is everyone here cleared to discuss such matters?” 
 
    “We keep few secrets here,” said Wodan, rising from the throne. “If I had remained in Haven, I would have been considered a conspiracy theorist, or even a madman raving about creatures that others prefer not to think about.” 
 
    “I can see that things are different here than back home, sir, and we will gladly stay and fight. But… will you leave? Will you do what Didi-” 
 
    The Reaver was cut off as the whisper of the crowd grew into a dull roar. They did not want to sit and listen to their King welcome foreigners moments after he had been threatened with death and told to leave them. To Wodan, the sound of their voices was overwhelming, like a giant creature wailing in agony, and he closed his eyes to collect himself because the pain of abandoning them was too great to consider. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
    Haginar Rides in a Car 
 
      
 
    The front door of Wodan’s mansion was open, so Zachariah entered without knocking. His sudden fear that Wodan had already left was dispelled when he saw him in the living room stuffing something into an enormous backpack. Zachariah stopped short when he saw his own son, Haginar, sitting on an upholstered chair as if he owned the place. Haginar’s mouth fell open, surprised to see his father, and Zachariah was annoyed because he knew he was surely mimicking his son’s expression. 
 
    He heard a loud sniffle, then noticed Dirby standing in the kitchen, trying to appear as if she was there on business. Her cheeks were red, and Zachariah could tell she had been crying. 
 
    “I was hoping to get out of here before anyone stopped by,” said Wodan, his eyes intent on his pack. “Everybody comes by for an emotional farewell, but they end up just watching me pack my things.” 
 
    “This is a hard thing for us, Wodan,” said Zachariah, further annoyed. “Should we let you go without a word?” 
 
    Wodan finally stopped and looked at him. “They should have read about it in tomorrow’s paper. Otherwise it feels like a funeral.” 
 
    Zachariah was taken aback. Has he really grown so distant? 
 
    He watched as Wodan, finally satisfied with his large backpack, hoisted it into the air with one hand to test its weight. 
 
    It’s the throne, thought Zachariah. It makes him think of us as an inconvenience... or resources that he has to move around on a game board. That has to be it! 
 
    “Dirby,” said Wodan, “were you able to get those jewels?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Her tone was flat, but Zachariah thought he heard something petulant under the surface. Wodan walked by her without a glance, then bounded up the stairs. Not sure what to do with himself, Zachariah went into the kitchen and stood with Dirby. She glanced up at him, then unfurled a strip of dark cloth, revealing an assortment of sparkling gems. Zachariah’s eyes lingered on rubies, emeralds, shards of diamonds cut and uncut, small rectangles of gold, silver rings. He suddenly recalled his sister turning to him, her face alight as she wore one of mother’s diamond necklaces. The sudden memory of the doomed land of Hargis made the shining jewels seem like so much cheap glass. His gaze drifted until he saw Dirby staring back at him. 
 
    “He’s taking this with him,” said Dirby. “He says he can use it to negotiate with people he’ll meet along the way.” 
 
    The statement sounded like an accusation. Just what is going on between them? Zachariah wondered. She clearly has feelings for him. She’s young and beautiful, and works for him tirelessly. Does he even notice her? Wodan is… 
 
    Zachariah searched his memory. 
 
    As far as I know, he’s only been with a prostitute or two. And that was years ago, before the Smith War, before it felt like everything was falling apart. I think I’ve done better with the ladies than he has, just from my proximity to the throne! 
 
    Zachariah felt an unexpected stab of rage. 
 
    All he does is think about demons! 
 
    “I suppose that makes sense,” said Zachariah. “As long as he’s dead-set on going.” 
 
    Wodan bounded down the stairs, the sound of his footfalls drowning out her response. He was now dressed in a specially-made gray travelling outfit, padded for the frigid nights. Seeing the rifle slung over Wodan’s shoulder made his departure seem even more real to Zachariah. 
 
    “My jewels?” said Wodan. “Let’s stuff them in there.” 
 
    He patted a small bag hanging at his waist. 
 
    “Will it fit?” said Dirby, rolling up the jewels in the purse. “I wiped out your savings buying this. If you stuff it in there… if it… if it falls out…” 
 
    Wodan took the jewels and, as he jammed them into the small bag, he saw that it was already full of dark seeds. 
 
    “You’re seriously taking that?” said Zachariah. 
 
    “It was your idea,” said Wodan. “Best idea you’ve had in a long time!” 
 
    “I was drunk! You’re already carrying so much!” 
 
    Zachariah was less concerned that Wodan would throw out his back than he was embarrassed at suggesting that Wodan carry seeds with him across the wasteland. The idea was to cast them wherever he went, in the hopes that one day they might take hold. The seeds were not from delicate flowers, but weeds and hardy bushes and trees. When he had been drinking with Wodan the night before, reminiscing and saying their farewells, the idea of casting the seeds had struck him like a bolt of lightning, and he had imagined a trail of vibrant green spreading across the wasteland. Now it seemed as foolish as placing a bandage on a dying world. 
 
    He really thinks he’s going to make a difference, Zachariah thought. We already know from studies conducted by Eberhard and Janiss that once arable soil has been lost to the wasteland, it can’t be reclaimed. I wonder… is he still drunk from last night? But, no… he doesn’t really get drunk, even when he’s drinking that awful stuff that’s just for him. 
 
    “Ah, here,” said Wodan, handing several envelopes to Dirby. “I need you to get these to the press. There’s five copies - just go to whichever ones you think are the most important. It needs to go in tomorrow’s papers.” 
 
    Dirby’s mouth fell open as she held the papers. “What is this?” she asked. 
 
    “My reasons for leaving.” 
 
    “I… the papers may already be planned for tomorrow. It might be too late to…” 
 
    “No, it’s not too late, as long as you do it now.” 
 
    “But I… I was going to ride with you to-” 
 
    “No, Dirby, I need this done immediately. I don’t want any confusion about who’s in charge and what needs to be done. Just in case.” 
 
    “Just… in case…” 
 
    Zachariah had to turn away. He had never seen Wodan’s aide so flustered, so out of sorts. 
 
    “Yes, Dirby, just in case. Now, please, go and do this for me.” 
 
    Dirby fell silent. Clutching the papers in her fist, she strode out the front door. Zachariah leveled his gaze at Wodan. 
 
    “I don’t suppose you have some chore for me, too, so you can get everyone out of your way?” 
 
    Wodan strode over to his heavy backpack and threw it on, adjusting it alongside his bag and rifle. “No,” he said. “I promised Haginar a ride in the car. You might as well come along, too. You ready to go, Haginar?” 
 
    “About time!” said the boy, bouncing up from the chair. 
 
    *** 
 
    The car skirted around the town of Prometea by whizzing around country lanes. Haginar sat up front beside the driver, mimicking how the young man let one hand hang out the window. Wodan and Zachariah sat in the back seat, the light flashing in their eyes as they passed by rows of slender trees covering the rising sun. They passed by a little church tucked away in a grove, its white wooden walls standing out in sharp relief against orange leaves blanketing the ground. Under a tall Execution Cross with two Execution Poles on either side, Zachariah caught a glimpse of a statue of Saint Wodan. The figure’s arm was extended, and his hair and much of his robe had been burned away. 
 
    “Look at that,” said Zachariah, turning even as the church disappeared from view. “Another one of those churches has gone up. I say, it’s Saint Wodan! There he goes. We should have stopped in, offered a prayer or two for good fortune.” 
 
    Zachariah turned around in time to see the driver, a young Ranger, giving him a frightful glare before turning his eyes back to the road. Zachariah sighed. 
 
    Even a respected philosopher has to watch his mouth around these military fanatics, thought Zachariah. I doubt he would watch his mouth around me, even if he is half my age! 
 
    “I’m glad they’re making churches,” said Wodan. “That may be the best thing to come out of our time in Srila. We need something to keep the people together. The Valley would never survive if it’s just a place to make money.” 
 
    Zachariah was annoyed to see the driver visibly brighten, smiling and doing everything but turning around and giving Wodan a thumbs up. Zachariah wondered if Wodan was only speaking so that the young man would go and tell his friends what wise words the King had spoken. 
 
    “We got through the Smith War just fine, didn’t we?” said Zachariah. “I wouldn’t downplay the appeal of a functioning economy.” 
 
    “I don’t mean to. But the Smith War will be child’s play compared to what’s coming.” Wodan sat in silence, unwilling to elaborate. “Oh, driver!” 
 
    The young Ranger looked into the rearview mirror, then turned around as if unsure the King had truly spoken to him. “Y-yes, sir?” 
 
    “Did Dirby tell you to drop me off at Fort Grape?” 
 
    The Ranger appeared visibly uncomfortable. “Yes, sir, that’s it.” 
 
    “That’s good.” Wodan tilted his head slightly and rubbed his chin. Zachariah realized he had seen Wodan do this before, as if pantomiming thought when in actuality he was preparing a jest. “I forgot to tell her, but I’ll need more than a rifle on this journey. Take me to Fort Bitter Brick first. They’ve got something for me there. We can swing by Fort  Grape afterwards.” 
 
    “Sir? Are you… are you…” 
 
    “Quite sure, yes. Thank you.” 
 
    Zachariah watched the driver hunch up his shoulders. Only little Haginar seemed oblivious to the uncomfortable atmosphere. 
 
    Wodan knows or suspects there’s a crowd waiting for him at Fort Grape, thought Zachariah. He means to avoid them by changing his plans at the last minute! 
 
    “Maybe we should just drive by Fort Grape first,” said the driver. “We could always pick up your, uh, your weapon after that, couldn’t we?” 
 
    “No. It doesn’t make sense to go to the mountain pass I plan on using, then leave it, then come back to it. We have to stick to the plan that’s already been developed.” 
 
    Zachariah was surprised to see the driver’s shoulders relax when he heard the phrase stick to the plan that’s already been developed. The effect was so obvious that it reminded him of the psychological trigger phrases that he had heard the Ugly used on their indoctrinated Hands. 
 
    But Wodan doesn’t train soldiers like that, thought Zachariah. Otherwise I would have heard about it. I’ve been present during plenty of his discussions with Yarek. 
 
    Was it just in the way he said it? How did he know the words that would cause the young man to relax? 
 
    Zachariah laid his eyes on Wodan, but his friend only stared ahead. Again Zachariah was struck by the transformation that had occurred in him. Not just in his size and physical features; even his bearing had changed after his strange trip to the Tower. Zachariah felt an intense need to break through his shell. 
 
    “You were awful rough on Dirby,” said Zachariah. 
 
    Wodan made a rasping sound, then said, “It’s not what I wanted, but could I do it any other way?” 
 
    Zachariah had been prepared to maneuver around the subject for a while before Wodan stopped tossing out excuses. He had not expected Wodan to say such a thing. Zachariah shrugged. “To be honest, I always wondered why you never took her for a wife. She’s smart and pretty enough for the job. Maybe not a people-person, but-” 
 
    “No, no, no,” Wodan cut him off, shaking his head. “She needs to settle down with a…” He glanced at Zachariah before continuing. “She needs a normal man. If I act dismissive, then maybe she will move on and find one. I needed an assistant and I was looking at Rangers who could fill the role, but Dirby came around and just started doing the job anyway. It’s not like I had any viable Rangers who could fill the role. What man would want to put down his rifle and start sweating over finances, or my schedule, or coordinating meetings? There wasn’t anyone. No one who was worth a damn, anyway.” 
 
    “I might have taken the job.” 
 
    “You can’t even keep your own affairs in order,” said Wodan, smiling for the first time that day. “You’re a fine counselor, but I wouldn’t let you near my calendar.” Wodan’s smile slowly faded. “Besides, we don’t even know whether someone like me can have a child with a… with a normal person.” 
 
    “You should have found that out already. You’ve had plenty of opportunities!” 
 
    Zachariah glanced over to see if his words had wounded his friend. He was disappointed to see that Wodan’s mask had returned. “I’m grateful that I didn’t,” said Wodan. “If I’d had a child, it might have been like me. But the demons are coming soon, and my child wouldn’t have been old enough to defend itself. The demons would take it, and…” 
 
    Zachariah felt another stab of anger. “I had a child, didn’t I?! Even knowing what was coming, I still did it. I saw Hargis fall first-hand. But I had to keep living, didn’t I? Do you think it was a mistake for me to have Haginar?” 
 
    Zachariah was disappointed in himself as soon as the words came out. He had meant to goad Wodan, but instead he found himself goaded into anger. 
 
    “Haginar,” said Wodan, “you can use a rifle, can’t you?” 
 
    “Ye-e-es,” said Haginar, as if addressing an idiot. “I can shoot as well as anybody.” 
 
    Wodan leaned back and closed his eyes. “You already know a good deal about inheritance and bio-information,” said Wodan, using a term for genetics that he had heard Zachariah reference from ancient Hargis records. “And you already know that the demons sometimes take and keep men for reproductive purposes. If I’d had a child, and it was a boy… and if the demons took him…” Wodan slowly shook his head, then opened his eyes. “I can’t depend on the next generation. Not with this threat hanging over us.” 
 
    Zachariah’s eyes rested on the image of Haginar’s face in the side view mirror. The boy had already lost interest in the conversation once again, and simply watched the fields of corn and wheat zip by as they left the cover of the woods. A flock of white birds took off and Haginar’s gaze followed them, reminding him of Wodan’s old cat. 
 
    Haginar can use a rifle, thought Zachariah. But I knew many men in Hargis who could also use rifles. Trained, professional soldiers. And yet they… 
 
    He remembered the howl of the monsters as they bounded over the walls, and he closed his eyes despite the fact that the image was only in his mind. 
 
    “You have to come back to us, Wodan,” Zachariah said quietly. “You have to.” 
 
    With two windows open, Zachariah was not sure if Wodan heard him. He looked over and saw Wodan’s hands forming into fists. Zachariah felt something almost like an electric spark. 
 
    “I will,” said Wodan, the muscles in his jaw tightening. “I will.” 
 
    Zachariah immediately felt guilty for prodding his old friend, and for losing faith in his humanity. 
 
    Of course he hurts. Of course he doesn’t want to leave! And here I’ve just been prodding him this whole time. And yet… I can’t help but wonder... 
 
    “Wodan, do you really mean to kill the Engels?” 
 
    Though Wodan’s fists sat on his knees, Wodan’s gaze lost direction, and Zachariah knew that he was lost in thought. Seeing that he could not easily bring him back, Zachariah leaned back and watched a stream pass by as they crossed a narrow wooden bridge. 
 
    *** 
 
    They stopped by a rocky incline leading up to a winding path that disappeared in the mountains. They could just see the stone tower of Fort Bitter Brick standing over the pass, though it was inaccessible by Wodan’s car. Wodan patted Zachariah’s knee, then placed weight on the gesture, as if signaling Zachariah to stay put. Wodan got out of the car, slung on his backpack, then hefted his rifle over his shoulder. As the driver looked at him with his mouth open, Wodan leaned into the window. 
 
    “You… you said you needed to come this way for a weapon,” said the young driver. 
 
    Wodan nodded. “The weapon is your loyalty. I needed to make sure I had it.” 
 
    “Oh… uh, thing is, I wasn’t supposed to say, but there’s people who were expecting to see you at-” 
 
    “I know. But I need to get going. Drive Zachariah there. He’ll talk to them.” 
 
    “I will?” said Zachariah. 
 
    Wodan nodded. “Tell them we can’t live without one another. They need to remember that.” 
 
    Wodan stuck his hand in the window, and though the driver was perturbed, he did not hesitate to shake his hand. 
 
    “Goodbye,” said Wodan. 
 
    Without another word, he turned and strode up the path to the gray mountains. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
    Man, Free of Depth 
 
      
 
    Colonel El Sin passed through the inner gate without nodding to the doormen and strode across the wide gray avenue. Technically the work day had ended, but this was no village clerk’s office where one could shuffle home simply because the workday had ended. In Akkad, the center of the Empire, no one dared leave their desk at this hour, and so Sin heard only his boot heels tapping against the pavement. Above him hung the citadel of gray stone, Mammon Castle, an ominous stack of squares like giant gravestones reaching toward the smoldering maroon sky. Flags fluttered overhead, and while he knew that they were blood red with a black sun in the middle, they were now only silhouettes, quivering ghosts blocking the light of the setting sun. 
 
    San Ktari is the center of the world, thought Colonel Sin. It is the calm center of a violent storm. We have been at war with the world since the first page of recorded history. But this conflict has not been meaningless. Soon, all the enemies of the Emperor will be brought down. Perhaps within my own lifetime. The goal that our people have fought for, lived for, since birth… will be complete. 
 
    And I will be allowed to rest. 
 
    Will I be allowed to rest? 
 
    Colonel Sin was tall for a man of Ktari, and unusually pale, and both of those traits had helped to advance his career. Technically, he was a man of the Keisatzei, the military-police force that quelled resistance, both physical and ideological, within the cities near the heart of the Empire. And while he still wore the black trench coat and cap of the Keisatzei elite, he had risen far beyond his former superiors. 
 
    Years ago, when he had been a division sub-chief and had detectives under his command, he had helped investigate a friendly-fire incident among the Yasha Struppen, a group of elite commandos trained to fight in urban environments. He had secretly expanded the scope of his investigation and built up a file on the Kommander of the Yasha Struppen - in fact, he had enough information on the man’s unscrupulous behavior that he could have had him put away for years, if not executed outright. Instead, Sin had blackmailed him. Sin had several allies send an entreaty to the Emperor and made a case for increased control of ideological unorthodoxy, and with his case backed by the blackmailed Kommander, Sin was given permission to form the Yasha Struppen Interior Division. Their job was to keep tabs on the highest levels of society, gather intelligence, report to the Emperor himself, and then follow through with arrests or executions so swiftly that other police divisions were completely cut out of the loop. 
 
    El Sin approached the large front entrance, decorated by black stone crash barriers and guarded by soldiers in ornate red armor. They undoubtedly recognized him. In fact, they probably told their children scary stories about the man who could make misbehaving children disappear as if they had never existed at all. Before the soldiers could make a move to open the heavy wooden doors, he suddenly turned aside and took the avenue that stretched around Castle Mammon. 
 
    San Ktari is the center. Akkad, the capital city, is the center of the Empire. And Mammon Castle, the seat of the Emperor himself, is the center of that… the center of all things. 
 
    And without me crushing dissent at the very heart of things, it would all fall apart! 
 
    That last thought troubled Sin, because he considered himself a humble man. Was he not merely a servant to the Emperor? He thought of all of the men who outranked him. Of course, even men of higher rank still feared him. He had been to dinners among the political elite, the great and distinguished Party gatherings, and men seemingly beyond reproach had spoken to Sin with utmost courtesy and even dropped their cups or utensils. The truth of the matter was that no man could remain pure in comparison to Party ideology, which was the embodiment of the will of the Emperor; as such, any man could be found a traitor so long as one knew where to look. Sin had devoted his life to the enforcement of ideological purity, and now only the Emperor himself lay outside of the bounds of Sin’s power. 
 
    Colonel Sin walked under the shadow of a tall, black crash barrier, passed by two guards who stood as still as statues, and entered the Castle of Mammon through a small side door. He was immediately struck by the flickering light of fluorescent bulbs that shone through narrow gray halls. He passed by large rooms full of bureaucrats working side-by-side on benches at their communal desks, typing and handing papers off to younger aides who rushed files away as if handling live grenades. He saw so many cigarettes perched on the ends of ashtrays lined up on the long tables that it almost looked like an archaic ritual sacrifice by fire. Instead of the smoke rising to please the gods, it only turned the ceiling yellow and stained the edges of the papers filed in shelves covering every wall. Here were the records of every citizen’s official catalog number, his or her lineage, what work they did and how much money they made at it, and whether they were a criminal or only had the potential to become one. 
 
    There was a saying among the salaried employees: “Five o’clock is when the boss takes notice.” So it was that none of them had made any move to leave their station, but rather, many young employees ran on either side of Sin carrying armfuls of files, some of them making several trips just so they would be seen by their superiors. Colonel Sin knew that not all of them needed to be here, especially after a nine-hour work day, but the duty of keeping every citizen’s file up-to-date was a momentous task, and the Emperor did not need anyone without the proper work ethic to rise above the very lowest station. 
 
    Did I used to daydream about resting after my shift ended? Sin wondered. The truth is, there is no rest unless you’ve completed your duties adequately! 
 
    Sin’s mind drifted and he contemplated a cherished daydream: An image of what the perfect world might look like. Sin imagined that after the Red Map was complete, after all opposing nations had been wiped out and San Ktari stretched from one end of the world to the other, they could finally focus on putting people in their proper place. Sadly, even within the very heart of Mammon there were laggards, gossips, and those who pretended to follow the will of the Emperor but really only wanted a paycheck. Sin doubted he would live long enough to see it through, but surely others like him would turn their attention to the people and correct them. After a few generations of severe discipline, the people of San Ktari would of course be better equipped to live within an orderly world. 
 
    To Sin, such a world was not an abstract. He imagined cube-shaped rooms covering every inch of land. Every cube would house a citizen, and as the population grew, one could build more cubes on top of older cubes. Each citizen would spend their time getting their own cube in order, which meant cleaning it as well as completing their job and sending their product into an adjoining cube. Each citizen would also spend a good deal of time checking in on their neighbors, as each cube would have a one-way looking glass giving a view of the neighboring cubes. When Sin first imagined a world of orderly cubes, he found it unfortunate that men and women would have to leave their cubes in order to make more citizens. But with the technological advances of recent generations, he knew that in an airtight, climate-controlled cube it would be easy to incapacitate citizens with a chemical agent, then either extract sperm or fertilize ova while the citizen slept peacefully. 
 
    We would have a lot less trouble, Sin thought, if people only had access to a mattress for sleeping and sitting, a chute for waste, a chute for food, and a button they could press to notify the authorities when a neighbor got out of line, all within the safe confines of a cube! 
 
    Sin found an armored soldier standing at attention and signaled to him. The soldier saluted and, without a word, led him through a labyrinth of hallways. The soldier would have to hand him off to others many times during the journey, for the Castle was far too large and filled with far too many winding hallways for any one man to know the way to the Emperor. 
 
    They pushed their way through the rushing bureaucrats until they came to a large chamber where only a few bureaucrats were dwarfed by twelve immense granite statues laid out in a ring. El Sin had seen the statues of the Engels many times before and was no longer in awe of them, so he cast his eyes downward, though he kept his face tilted upward so that no one could call his integrity into question. 
 
    The circular chamber was a nexus point joining many record-keeping sections, and the dark green marble floor was marked by a golden star. At the center of the star was a single round desk, the center of which was occupied by a single aged employee who had worked in every adjoining record-keeping section, and thus could point out the way to any younger employees passing through. Though he did little, and was near death, his was a coveted position earned only after a lifetime of service to the Empire. Sin lifted his eyes only so that the old man would not mistake him for a lower-level employee, but in doing so he saw something that shocked him to his core. 
 
    A new mosaic made of gleaming, jeweled tiles stretched across several walls. The mural depicted Succoth-Benoth, an old god who was enjoying newfound popularity. The god was a green creature covered in tentacles, its bulbous head dominated by an obscene smile. It held in its tentacles soldiers, civilians, even children, as well as various Ministry buildings. Succoth-Benoth was the old patron deity of Akkad, the capital, and had been forgotten for a while after the rise of the Die Engelen flesh gods. 
 
    Why would the Jutsakka, the Ministry of Culture, bring back that old thing? El Sin wondered. 
 
    The image greatly discomforted him. Something about the creature’s smile, the blurred expressions of the citizens, the smallness of the Ministry buildings, made him feel as if a joke was being played on him. He looked around, but no one seemed alarmed or psychically oppressed by the image. 
 
    Most likely they see only the great size of Succoth-Benoth, and delight in the creature’s strength. 
 
    When he finally got away from the creature’s gaze, he found it still dominated his thoughts. He remembered seeing other pieces of propaganda that had disturbed him. He had seen posters of soldiers whose faces did not exactly shine with a noble aspect, and posters of farmers and laborers that looked as if they were enduring their toil rather than delighting in it. In a flash he recalled that one of the Engels had shown an interest in working with the Jutsakka. 
 
    Borgin, he thought. Borgin must have made those images. The effect is subtle... but am I really the only one who’s noticed? They’re horrible! 
 
    Are they meant to have an unconscious effect on the common citizen? 
 
    His escort handed him off to another guide who knew the innermost sections of Mammon. As they ascended a zig-zagging set of stairs in a square stairwell, El Sin’s thoughts turned to just how little he trusted the Engels. They existed outside of any hierarchy, much like foreigners, and yet their very existence proved invalid his idea that only the Emperor sat outside of Sin’s power. The Engels, too, were untouchable. He had files on them, and his men watched them as best they could. But even if he wanted to get rid of them, it would require a very, very delicately-placed word in the ear of the Emperor, backed by a solid case built on the word of many powerful men, as well as some kind of proof that total conquest of the world was possible without them. While the lives of Die Engelen could be ended by the mere flip of a switch, guiding a finger to do so was seemingly impossible. 
 
    This is the difficulty of being entrusted with as much power as I have, he thought. I cannot enjoy living under the dominion of our gods, as so many other men can. I have seen too many instances of their weakness, their humanity. I must carry the burden of understanding. 
 
    El Sin was winded by the time they reached the top of the stairwell. His escort led him past a chamber where a Kommander of the Rotnami, the Imperial Army, sat with his knees and nose on the ground as he sat in audience with a Fake Emperor. They crossed the doorway quickly and Sin only caught a glimpse of the spectacle. Identifying the Kommander was impossible, though it would have been nice to know who held the secret dishonor of bowing before a Fake. Sin smirked inwardly, because he was going to see the true Emperor, not some decoy actor trained to ape his perfection. 
 
    Sin glared at the back of his escort’s head. He had been handed off to an old man, who wore a ceremonial robe and had only a fringe of white hair. He walked at a snail’s pace. Sin was bothered. Why had the man taken him this way, past a Fake Emperor? There were many hallways through the Castle; had they only come that way in order to imply that he, too, was going to see another Fake Emperor? That was impossible. Sin had come too far, had worked too hard, to be tricked into bowing before a decoy. 
 
    I must remain composed. I must hide my alarm. 
 
    They came to a series of hallways cast in complete darkness, and the old man reached back and grasped him by the wrist. He led Sin through one turn after another, his pace unaffected, walking as if the halls were well-lit because he knew the path by heart. 
 
    “How is the weather?” the escort asked unexpectedly. 
 
    El Sin understood that the man was asking about the political climate in the circles outside of Mammon Castle. Sin knew the irony, that the men closest to the Emperor were the most out of touch with the world. Bureaucrats and soldiers fought their entire lives in a climate of changing loyalties and delicate balancing acts so that they could achieve a position close to the Emperor, and it was a common occurrence for climbers to take a position deep within the Castle and then be lost forever. Sin knew this was a necessity, as it would harm the Empire itself if the Emperor was troubled with the day to day struggles of the common man. 
 
    Still, Sin was annoyed that the man would speak to him. He had a fine position and was useful, to be sure, but to think that he was on a level where he could speak casually with Sin while not even facing him was doubtful. 
 
    “The weather changes, and changes quickly,” said Colonel Sin, “so it’s best to keep your head down so you don’t get caught in a storm.” 
 
    “Oh?” said the guide, still not bothering to look at him as he shuffled through the dark. “Did your ancestors foretell the weather?” 
 
    Sin caught the jab; his lineage was being called into question. Family had always been Sin’s weakness. He knew that even the lowest dish-scrubbing girl or shoeshine boy could trace their lineage back at least one hundred generations, and so they had great worth no matter how useless they might be. Sin shrank inside as he remembered his days in the Academy, when one of his classmates had given him the cruel nickname “Bel Shin”, which could mean the son of a rat. The name had hurt him deeply because there was truth in it, as his father had been an unimportant government clerk and his grandfather may have been a fisherman, though none knew for sure. Sin had endured the nickname for years. It was no small coincidence that he had eventually gotten hold of an audio recording of that very same classmate expressing ideas antithetical to Party ideology, and Sin had done his duty in turning him in so that he could be erased. 
 
    Though addled, Sin said, “I am mindful of the weather out of necessity. Is it not unseemly for one so near the Emperor to wonder about such trifling matters?” 
 
    “It was only a question,” said the guide, and Sin was satisfied when the old man held his tongue after that. 
 
    Just when Sin began to wonder if he should say something to trouble the old man, they walked past the Blade Viewing Room. Sin’s legs locked in place and his eyes swiveled to the Blade of Iyamoto. The sword hung in a glass case, the dim light reflecting from its golden surface as if enchanted by the pure essence of its wielder. It was a wonder to Sin that not only had it been wielded by Mace-Moosh Iyamoto, the First Emperor of San Ktari, but even his brother Alphadedicus had taken it up for a short time, according to some historical accounts. The First Emperor’s younger brother had gone on to found the land of Srila, which Sin had visited not so long ago. Sin smiled, imagining that the light of the golden sword shone a little more brightly because it was pleased by his efforts. And if the Blade of Iyamoto was pleased with him, then in some sense that meant- 
 
    “Identification, please.” 
 
    Sin’s thoughts were interrupted by a red-armored soldier of the rank of yarimann. Sin was so angered that he could not help but reveal his frustration in a withering gaze. To his further annoyance, the yarimann met his gaze for a moment, then lowered his eyes to Sin’s cheek. He did not turn away. 
 
    As the old guide removed his identification marking him as a servant of the Castle, Sin realized the guard’s strong jaw line and prominent cheekbones looked familiar. 
 
    Ah, but that’s Banno Tys, he thought, smiling inwardly. The great soldier of the front lines, busted down from oberbushi to yarimann! 
 
    Tys glanced at the old man’s identification, as they knew one another quite well. Then he stood and waited for Sin. 
 
    “I need to see your identification, sir,” said Tys. 
 
    “Of course, of course!” said Sin, taking his time to reach into his jacket pocket. “But we attended the Academy together, did we not, sir?” 
 
    Tys met his gaze, then lowered it once again. He gave a curt nod, but said nothing. 
 
    “Banno Tys, isn’t it?” said Sin, openly smiling. “Why, you were head of the class, as I recall! And now you have been promoted to… well, a guard, is it?” 
 
    To his credit, Sin noted that Tys did not reveal the rage he must have felt at the insult. “Sir,” said Tys, “it is my duty to check the identification papers of anyone passing through this hallway.” 
 
    “I fully understand, and I am happy to comply. Only, forgive me, this pocket is quite troublesome at times. Now, you once led soldiers against Kurgheim, didn’t you? I had heard you were destined to become a Kommander. I must say, I am surprised to find that you have been… promoted… to this most noble station!” 
 
    “Can I help you with your pocket, sir?” said Tys. 
 
    Sin froze, then laughed good naturedly. He removed his identification and held it out casually. Tys tilted his head, and Sin was surprised to see that he actually seemed to be reading it. 
 
    He knows damn well who I am, Sin thought, clenching his jaw. Everyone knows me now! 
 
    Banno Tys was a capable soldier. Everyone loved him. The women swooned over him! 
 
    Sin felt his neck and ears growing hot as he recalled watching Tys laughing and joking with the other popular soldiers, the strong and the fit young men who, it was assumed, would go on to achieve great things. 
 
    I’m surprised he never bullied me, Sin thought. Then again, he probably didn’t even know that I existed. 
 
    But he knows now! 
 
    Finally satisfied, Tys nodded. He sighed, then looked at Sin for a moment. 
 
    “If you’re curious,” said Tys, “I had a disagreement with my Kommander, out in the field.” 
 
    “A disagreement with your Kommander?” said Sin. He found it most curious that Tys would speak with him now that he understood the lofty position of his rank, and the power he wielded. If anything, he should have broken out into a cold sweat. 
 
    “A disagreement with my Kommander,” Tys repeated. He smiled oddly, then hid the gesture. “Sometimes right and wrong are the least important part of a disagreement. Sometimes it’s possible to insult the wrong person, and then one finds oneself promoted to the lofty position of hallway guardian.” 
 
    He should know his place, then, thought Sin. And he shouldn’t speak to me informally. 
 
    I could have him erased! 
 
    “Well, then,” said Sin, trying to seem casual as he nodded and smiled, “one can only hope that others will be able to learn from your example.” 
 
    He held his smile and hoped that the statement would insult Tys, and that he would sit and think of it for weeks to come. Sin hoped that he would lose sleep at night, thinking of how far he had fallen and how high Sin had risen. As Tys turned to go, Sin was struck by the intense urge to say more, to do more, to pick up Tys’s dignity and throw it down and smash it into a thousand pieces. Unfortunately the fallen man simply walked away, and Sin restrained the urge to sigh audibly. The old guide began moving and Sin followed, his heart thrown into turmoil by the encounter. 
 
    Finally they came to a plain white anteroom where high-ranking Kommanders sat on a bench and waited patiently for an audience. Without pausing, Sin’s guide led him directly into the throne room of the Emperor. 
 
    *** 
 
    Colonel El Sin sat bent-over on his knees with his nose touching the ground. This was more comfortable than one might expect; Sin did not have to worry about whether or not he should give a full bow, or a quarter bow between equals, a sharp nod to inferiors, and he did not have to worry about someone bowing to him without proper deference, and wondering about how the slight should be repaid so that he would not lose face permanently. In the presence of the Emperor, one bowed in complete submission, and the Emperor did not bow at all, not to anyone, and not for any reason. 
 
    At the other end of the bright white chamber, Emperor Sarru-ken, also called Sarru-ken the Great, Sarru-ken the Most Perfect, the twenty-third Emperor to be named Sarru-ken, sat on the gilded stool that was the Throne of the Mark of Protection. He wore billowing white robes made of the finest silk in all the world, and his face was painted white with a large blue circle that touched his lips and eyes, giving him the appearance of an icy deity. His posture exhibited perfect serenity. Adding to his untouchable perfection was the fact that Sin had only caught a glimpse of him through a thin rice paper curtain held between them, a defensive measure against anyone’s gaze fouling the Emperor’s perfect grace. 
 
    The only part of Emperor Sarru-ken’s attire that clashed with his perfect semblance was the Crown of Nimrod, a heavy iron band with long spikes jutting into the air. Sin had been told that it was heavy, in the literal sense of the word. Still, the Emperor bore the crown without complaint, for the blood of Mace-Moosh Iyamoto, the legendary First Emperor of San Ktari, flowed in his veins. 
 
    But the symbol of power that Sin was most interested in was one that was not visible. Sin knew that under his robes the Emperor wore the Vest of the Gotterdammerung. Only two such vests existed. Both vests were fixed with twelve mechanical buttons under a thin glass covering. If any one of those buttons was pushed, then one of the flesh gods, the Engels, would be annihilated by holy fire. Even though he was not standing, Sin felt dizzy knowing that he was so near the man who had the power to kill a god! 
 
    Around the white chamber stood the White Ouju, the Death Guards of the Emperor. They wore white armor polished to a shine. Their guns were also painted white, and though they did not wear helmets, their heads were shaved and painted completely white. They were like ghosts, especially since Sin was not permitted to look directly at them, but could only catch glimpses of them whenever they chose to move. He knew that a few of them even had their guns pointed at them, as they were trained to kill at the slightest disturbance. The men of the White Ouju were permitted a special sort of honor; while not holding any real rank in the Rotnami, the military, they were allowed to kill any man of any rank in defense of the Emperor. Of course, they were required to commit ritual suicide after taking such a violent action so near the Emperor, as several had done in the past. Though it was difficult to believe, Sin knew that the White Ouju were even allowed to come near the Emperor himself if they believed that he needed to be shielded by their bodies. Again, an honorable suicide would have to follow such an act. 
 
    Strung out in a line between Emperor Sarru-ken and El Sin knelt the Omniseers. The white-robed counselors wore black sashes in concession to the impurities with which they dealt. It was their duty, and theirs alone, to communicate truth to the Emperor. Holy and yet corrupted, they watched the world and heard its news and then relayed it to the Emperor so that he would not have to touch the world. It was common knowledge that the world corrupted, that to view objective reality was to either go blind or lose one’s soul. In order for the Emperor to remain pure, the Omniseers sifted all information on his behalf. 
 
    Several minutes passed in absolute silence, then El Sin felt or heard something. His heart began fluttering, for he knew that the Emperor was surely speaking. Each word was holy, each sentence a thing of wonder. He strained his ears, but the fount of poetry was too far away. Finally the line of Omniseers took turns whispering to one another, and so some of the words of the Emperor were relayed down the line. Finally the Omniseer nearest to Sin leaned toward him, hesitated as if stifling a sense of revulsion, then came close and whispered into his ear. 
 
    “The Great Emperor wishes you to relay your news to him, such as it may be.” 
 
    Sin’s mouth immediately went dry. He took a long, deep breath, then turned toward the Omniseer. The old man’s wrinkled face was so close that Sin could smell the earthy, plastic smell of the Omniseer’s face paint. 
 
    “There was rumor of treason regarding a seemingly loyal subject, Kommander Yin Dragel, leader of the Kumori Recon special forces,” Sin whispered. He could not help but visualize Dragel’s hateful face, equal parts youthful and arrogant. Still, as hateful as the young Kommander had been, Sin was nervous about mentioning him to the Omniseer. Dragel was not just another career soldier angling for a position and a paycheck. Many important men watched his career and kept track as the talented, natural leader grabbed one victory after another. Sin licked his lips and swallowed. “We conducted an investigation and found that he was consorting with foreigners. In secret he… it is shameful to say, but he contacted wealthy families of lands slated for conquest by our Rotnami. In exchange for wealth, he promised to move them outside of our…” 
 
    “Yes, yes, keep going,” said the Omniseer, quickly jerking his head so that he was once again close to Sin’s ear. 
 
    “We also found that behind closed doors, he boasted about opinions hateful to Party doctrine. He was addicted to bragging about his hatred for our way of life.” 
 
    “So what did you do?!” the Omniseer whispered, unexpectedly excited to find out how justice had been handed out. 
 
    “I sent my men to arrest him…” El Sin considered describing the martial prowess of the Yasha Struppen Interior commandos as they marched toward the Kommander’s estate, the light of the dying sun reflecting off their polished black armor. He decided such a detail might be considered unseemly. “Though the Kumori were not present, Kommander Yin Dragel’s bodyguards had expected trouble, and decided to fight. But they were no match for my men. They were killed to the last man. Even Dragel chose to fight and die in disgrace.” 
 
    By the end of the story the Omniseer was breathing heavily, and Sin became alarmed, thinking that the man was preparing to shout at him. “D-did anyone’s head get b-blown off?!” said the Omniseer, his voice cracking as he strained to whisper. 
 
    Sin paused, faithfully dredging his memory even as the question threw him off balance. “No, sir,” he finally said, “though one man’s cheek and jaw were torn loose from a shotgun blast.” 
 
    “Ah… I see…” 
 
    In truth, Sin had never seen, nor even heard of, anyone’s entire head coming off due to gunfire. He was discomfited by the question, and since the Omniseer remained silent, Sin continued. “Sir, if I may, please do not relay such a detail to the Emperor. Surely it is not fit for his sublime...” 
 
    Sin stopped as the Omniseer lifted his head and glared at him, both of their faces so near to the ground that the Omniseer looked like a wolf asserting dominance on a packmate. “Rudeness courses through your being!” the Omniseer hissed. “Have the sewers erupted and overflowed, or is this puddle a man?” 
 
    El Sin pressed his forehead into the ground, his fear now so great that it washed out any rational response. 
 
    “Am I not an Omniseer?” he continued. “Is it not my sole duty to sift data for the Emperor’s purview?” 
 
    Still El Sin could think of no response, and only worked his dry tongue within his dry mouth. Fortunately the Omniseer turned away from him and whispered to the Omniseer next to him, who in turn whispered to the Omniseer next to him, and so on until the final Omniseer whispered to the Emperor behind the curtain. Sin could not hear what any of them said, but he could at least make out their tone, and it did not seem as if he would be executed. Still, knowing that his words, however feeble and foolishly said, were traveling to the Emperor himself, sent a thrill through him that drowned out all reason just as much as the fear he had felt only moments before. 
 
    Finally the chain of whispers found its way back to Sin, and the Omniseer nearest him whispered into his ear. “The Great Emperor is pleased with you. Despite your uncountable failings, you have found favor in his eyes. Have you heard the news of our recent conquest?” 
 
    El Sin nodded quickly, his forehead rubbing the floor. 
 
    “Then you will see a wondrous thing, though you do not deserve it.” 
 
    The Omniseer rose to his knees and signaled to someone behind Sin. Sin had not even known that anyone was behind him, then saw one of the White Ouju approaching by walking on his knees. The white-armored guardian produced a tiny black telescope and held it just over Sin’s forehead. Sin glanced at the Omniseer, who nodded, so Sin lifted up slightly and put his eye to the device. 
 
    He saw something white and indistinct shifting. His breath caught in his throat when he realized that the curtain was being partly drawn aside. The little telescope focused on a map on the wall behind the Emperor - and then, shaken to the core, he saw the Emperor’s white hand hovering into view. Blinking uncontrollably, heart beating so violently that he was sure he must be shaking the telescope, he forced himself to remain conscious despite the fact that, as far as he knew, no other man had ever been given such a vision. The hand turned, revealing a red pen. The Emperor’s hand hovered over the map like a god of destruction. 
 
    The map showed San Ktari, with all of its territories marked in red like a pool of blood at the center of the world. Around the empire lay all the nations and city-states that they were at war against, all marked in various colors which were annoying to look at. Sin watched as the red pen moved to the nation of Leonia, southeast of San Ktari. With soft and confident strokes the hand of the Emperor marked through the nation, covering what was once blue and cross-hatched red until there was nothing but red. It was a quiet ceremony of celebration because those people, enemies of the Empire, had recently been destroyed. 
 
    El Sin sighed with relief. 
 
    And so the world has become that much simpler and easier to deal with, he thought. 
 
    The rice paper curtain fell back into place, blocking the Emperor from view, and then the White Ouju took the telescope away. The Omniseer nearest Sin knelt again and whispered, “Would any man dare say that this is not a joyous thing? I beg you, Colonel Sin: Take not your counsel from the gutters, and stop looking for wisdom in every garbage bin you pass. Behold, the Emperor would have you view the events of the realm from his lofty perspective.” 
 
    El Sin gave a quick nod, and then the Omniseer continued. “The Tentsujin, the godlike masters of the earth, assisted our Rotnami in destroying the pitiful inhabitants of Leonia. They no longer exist to trouble us; think of them no more. But there are other things of which you must be aware. This is not mere comforting propaganda, but actual information, so guard it jealously. 
 
    “In the northwest is the nation of Norelum. Older citizens may remember them as a civil people, but do not listen to them. Norelum was ever a troublesome lot, and their culture is a dung heap. When they saw their neighbors bow to our dominion without a fight, it drove them to violence, and so now they fight against their own former allies and against us as well. I have heard that their famous artists have turned to making elaborate graves for their people; an unexpected bit of wisdom, it would seem, from an utterly decadent people. 
 
    “East of the Empire of San Ktari,” the Omniseer continued, “lie our greatest enemies, our rivals of old - the wicked nation of Ionia. We have fought against them since the accidental creation of the universe. Good and evil, Colonel. We know that they have hated us since the moment our people learned to distinguish righteousness from wickedness. Have you ever seen an Ionian?” 
 
    Sin craned his head until his mouth touched the Omniseer’s ear, then he said, “Yes.” 
 
    The Omniseer nodded and turned his head so that he could continue whispering. “They are great yellow-headed beasts, are they not? Big, tall, lumbering simpletons who marry their own sisters because they are too lazy to leave their homes. They build high walls around their cities only because no one has the sense to tell their slaves that the work is finished. We seemed an even match until the past few years, when by the grace and wisdom of the Emperor, and by the power of Die Engelen, we have laid low many of their cities and turned their farms into ash and ruin. The Ionians have learned to keep vultures as pets, because carrion eaters now follow them everywhere, waiting for them to give up and die. Only their cities of Jalatia, Rordask, Magyar, and their capital city of Utyar have not yet fallen to our unstoppable armies. But the Tentsujin will soon draw near their lands! And the Ionians cannot stand against a two-pronged assault. 
 
    “Those Ionians... they use the horrible chainsaw lances.” The Omniseer shook with disgust. “The most brutal and dishonorable weapon in all the world! How better the world will be when they are buried with their hateful implements. Still... some mercy may yet be extended to their people, if they choose to serve us. But as for their senile old king and his psychotic son - no mercy. None at all. 
 
    “Besides that, there are only half a dozen city-states who cower around the borders of Norelum and Ionia. They pray for mercy even as they forge weapons of war. To them, mercy will be shown only in proportion to wisdom, if they have any. Our flag will hang over their grandchildren only if they lay down their arms alongside their pride. Otherwise, their graves will be unmarked stones. They will be forgotten forever. 
 
    “Even the little, piddling city-states in the far West will soon be bathed in red. Because of the Tentsujin, who favor us, and who follow the will of the Heavens, we are ahead of schedule. Thus we can turn our attention further outward. You already know that only a fraction of the “million guns” of San Ktari have turned Srila over to the Emperor. Now those people dwell continually on thoughts of the Emperor; every night they pray for his health. So it will be with all the world, even in our lifetime.” 
 
    When the Omniseer finished, El Sin pressed his head downward, deepening his bow until his nose mashed into the floor. Colonel El Sin and Emperor Sarru-ken passed a few more pleasantries through the Omniseers, then finally the Omniseer nearest El Sin said, “Very well, Colonel, you may go. Because the Emperor is pleased with you, he wishes that you would leave off from your work for one night and... attend the Arena.” 
 
    Sin felt a splinter of frozen blood slide into his heart. Ruined! His incredible meeting with the Emperor had been ruined. Sin despised the Arena, as did all men of worth, for it was a filthy feeding trough for men who traced their lineage back to hogs, and usually within only one or two generations. El Sin turned his head slightly and was horrified to see that the Omniseer was smiling. The old man’s head was tilted such that only Sin could see the lascivious expression. 
 
    The Emperor has said no such thing, Sin thought. This man is trying to humiliate me! 
 
    Even if Sin passed along the message, “Thank you for allowing me to attend the Arena,” in the hopes that the Omniseer would be found out by the Emperor, the message would only be changed. Colonel El Sin, one of the most feared men in all the Empire, who had worked for years so that he could gain the power to imprison and legally murder any man he wished, was completely at the mercy of someone who stood between him and the beloved Emperor - and only because of an accident of fate. Sin had no doubt that there would be spies at the Arena to check up on his attendance. 
 
    “Thank you,” said Sin. “I will attend, but my thoughts will continually dwell on the Great Emperor.” 
 
    El Sin crawled backwards until he found himself alone in the hallway, then he rose and turned away from the throne room with a heavy heart. 
 
    When he came to the waiting room full of high-ranking supplicants, his eyes immediately fixed on the giant beast called the Kouga Kusha, the Imperial Engineer. The old man, a foreigner, was a mockery of the human form, so tall that he was perpetually stooped over, his mouth hanging open without any composure whatsoever, and with white stubble on his chin and his white hair so unkempt that it would be easier to simply have the man shot than begin to teach him the most basic lessons in grooming. Their eyes met and in a flash El Sin understood that the foreigner, creator of the Omoi Aufsatz and all its empty promises, had probably been called upon to discuss plans for making potent the seed of the Emperor. It was known that the Emperor would need an heir, and soon, but none of his concubines had conceived as yet. 
 
    If the Omniseers or the Party think they can get any help from some half-wit foreigner, then they deserve the imminent spectacle that comes from dealing with him. The man is known to throw tantrums like a child. Perhaps I should give some thought to rounding out the file I have on him, so that he can be erased if necessary. 
 
    As if sensing his thoughts, the Kouga Kusha’s eyes suddenly narrowed. He made no move to hide his irrational disgust of Sin, who had only made the mistake of looking at him. Fearing a scene, Sin turned up his nose and doubled his pace. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
    Give Us Blood, Victor! 
 
      
 
    The Kugel Fu Pu Excitement Run-Rocket Arena, more commonly called the Arena, was packed with the screaming poor of Akkad. Thousands of men and women and children were pressed in shoulder to shoulder, even standing on the benches and shaking the barbed-wire fence separating them from the Stomping Grounds. They were the drunken laborers who had no honorable place, and so they worked long hours to make up for the sin of existing and taking up space among honorable men. They had no hope for a better tomorrow. They did not care about the Red Map or the rise and fall of the various Kommanders and bureaucrats whose names were in the news. They were simply in-between shifts, and they wanted a spectacle so they could feel alive. 
 
    The Stomping Grounds in the center was covered in white sand, black boulders, rickety wooden towers, and two wooden multi-tiered forts on either end. The stands were only dimly lit so that every man looked the same, but hundreds of strong floodlights revealed every detail of every game. Hoops covered in blinking lights hung from the ceiling and rotated in a slow circuit. There were vid-cameras all over the Stomping Grounds and the forts, but the giant monitors hanging from the ceiling were currently showing blurred ads for Royal Eagle Cigarettes, Fatherland Shoes & Belts, Traceable Lineage Apple Drink, and thrilling Rotnami military recruitment propaganda. 
 
    Finally a gate beneath the stands opened and a line of gladiators stumbled into the light. The howling of the crowd rose into a fevered shrieking of pure hatred, for the gladiators were the Nin Po Nightmare Wyrms, a team of “bad guys” whose victory surely meant doom for the entire nation. All of the Wyrms were enslaved prisoners of war, including brown-haired and black-skinned Norelai who most likely had dogs for ancestors, freakishly tall Ionians with wispy pale hair like old women, and even men from the southlands who looked like the men of Ktari, but whose ancestors had foolishly rejected the empire’s founders. 
 
    Pop music blared on the speakers, fast instrumentals with frantic, effeminate vocals. The crowd instantly recognized the song, written by a once-popular band who had fallen from grace due to a drug scandal, and they wailed and yanked on the barbed-wire fence as if they would stampede and kill the gladiators themselves. The gladiators stopped and craned their heads, blinking in the harsh light, looking awkward and out of place as the high-pitched singer spoke of forbidden love. Each of them carried a kugel stick, which was a staff with a curved scoop at the top. A green light blinked on each of their explosive collars. 
 
    The horrible music faded, then the lights grew dim. The shouting of the crowd faded to a dull roar. Finally the speakers sounded out the first few lonely notes of an electric sitar, and the crowd shouted in recognition, for it could only be one song: “Die, and Stay Dead” by the controversial Engel, Zelmar Zigman. The song took off rapidly, with drums and superhuman screaming racing to a crescendo though the song had only just begun. If the elite in their private box seats cringed, no one knew and no one cared, for the crowd loved Zigman’s music, and took to stomping in time to the wild drumbeat such that an entire section of the stands collapsed. If the injured could not crane their heads and watch the game on the vid-screens far above, they would have rioted, especially considering that at that moment another gate opened and the home team appeared. 
 
    Shoulder to shoulder the Imperial Red Eagles strode forth. Each man wore a fine red and black uniform, and while their kugel sticks and forearm shields were customized to mark their place within the team, each man walked and moved like a copy of the other. Each man was the perfect embodiment of the team. They wore no explosive collars because, for them, the Arena itself was life and death. Victory was immortality, and loss was a social death so complete that it could wipe out all honor accrued through historical lineage. So it was that each stern-faced player on the home team bore the weight of a thousand ghosts. 
 
    Finally the leader of the Red Eagles appeared - Victor himself stepped into the light, his arms outstretched, face beaming, and the crowd wailed because they loved him, a living god and the greatest gladiator to ever pick up a kugel stick. Victor was a massive Engel, his shockingly white body covered in rippling muscles, with a red suit and red robe to match his fiery hair. He did not have the grim stoicism of his teammates, but instead ran along the fence that held back the screaming crowd. His blue eyes shone like gems and when the women saw him they wailed in agony, screaming and clawing at their faces as they longed for what could never be. In a graceful whip-like motion Victor loosed his robe and threw it over the barbed-wire fence and the people swarmed to touch it, biting and kicking one another as they tore it to shreds, for even a little piece of it could bring good fortune to their family for generations. 
 
    “Victor! Victor! Victor!” came the chant, and when Victor placed a hand to his ear and shouted, “What? What?” the crowd screamed their throats raw, “VICTOR! VICTOR! VICTOR!” 
 
    Victor turned and ran backwards almost as fast as he had been running forwards, then turned around once again and ran while kicking his knees up in the air, as if the energy of his mania was too much for him to contain. At that moment Zigman’s song took a strange turn, with the Engel’s voice taking on an operatic tone that seemed to mock the very martial tone it portrayed even as it reveled in it. 
 
    “You don’t like my cool music?!” Victor yelled, stabbing a finger at the crowd. “You don’t like my favorite song, is that it?!” 
 
    But the crowd screamed otherwise. They loved Victor, loved everything that he loved, loved all things Victor. Victor ran between the two teams, slowly spun around as he came to a stop, and then his coaches jogged toward him carrying his equipment. While the lights flashed all around him, he stood still and extended his arms, and the coaches locked heavy iron shackles around his heels, then laced a girdle of thick chains around his waist. He lowered his left arm against his side so that it could be locked against his girdle while two more coaches lifted a heavy iron clamp and locked it around his right wrist. Victor’s arm did not drop, not even an inch. Other weights were thrown over his shoulders and back. Without taking his eyes from the crowd, he stepped gingerly into his heavy iron boots. Two coaches carried Victor’s tremendous kugel stick, a long piece of black steel covered in golden runes. Victor grabbed up the thing in one hand and spun it easily, and the coaches ducked to save their lives. 
 
    Having burdened their god, the coaches ran to the sidelines and Victor turned to look at the crowd once again. “Maybe now they got a chance against me!” he shouted. “Maybe now, right? Right?!” 
 
    “NO CHANCE! NO CHANCE!” came the familiar chant from the crowd. “NO CHANCE! NO CHANCE!” 
 
    Victor laughed, then let the kugel stick slide through his hand until he held only the very end of it. He held it aloft and pointed it at the opposing team. “No chance,” he hissed, his red lips pulled back to reveal perfect white teeth. 
 
    The music was cut short. While the rest of the Red Eagles took up their positions, Victor screamed and swung his kugel stick, enraged that his song was cut off right before his favorite part, and the crowd laughed, because they loved to see him lose his temper. A blond Ionian Wyrm called out to his team and pointed, and they took up their positions. 
 
    Finally the Gong of Gongs was struck, the black ball dropped into the Stomping Grounds, and the game began. 
 
    The lights around the hoops blinked red, and in the crimson glow the two teams whacked the ball back and forth. The Red Eagles kept their cool and controlled the pace, forcing the Wyrms to kick up sand as they chased the ball. No team could hold the ball for long while the lights shone red, but the Wyrms revealed their inexperience by launching the ball from their kugels without aiming. When the lights turned green the Eagles hooped two shoots in a row, one by Victor himself lumbering in his chains, and the crowd went wild because three shots in a row meant a sixty-four percent chance that the lights would turn orange. Instead they turned white, and several Red Eagles immediately raced for one of the forts; confused, several of the Wyrms finally turned and ran for the other fort. Both teams hoped to take hold of one of the mounted light-guns and knock out a rival player. But the lights flashed purple-green and, unbelievably enough, one of the Wyrms got hold of the ball and threw it through one of the side hoops, disqualifying himself and costing his team seven and two-fifths points before they even had a single point. The crowd laughed and jeered as the Wyrm’s name dropped from his team’s lineup on the board. After that, a Red Eagle retrieved the ball during a blue-light phase after a short lights-out phase so that he was able to pass the ball to the team’s tosser, who expertly bounced the ball on his kugel stick before tossing it through a hoop - an eleven and a half point gain that put them solidly in the lead. 
 
    Just when the crowd wondered if they could beat the halftime rush and grab some hot beetle wraps or sugar-coated grasshoppers, Victor dashed across the field, avoided a light-blast from the rival fort, and recaptured the ball just as a Wyrm dropped it. He whirled and, expertly balancing the ball in the scoop of his kugel, threw it and hooped the ball. The crowd roared, their excitement dimmed only by the fact that Victor would have to hand off the duel to another Red Eagle rather than take it himself because the lights were not a mix of red and green. Victor pointed his kugel at the Red Eagle’s guardsman, a man who was known to be a great duelist, and game masters standing on the sidelines in clown and monster costumes shouted at the Wyrms until they finally understood that a duel was at hand. A wide-shouldered Ionian strode forth, and the two fighters met in the center of the Stomping Grounds. 
 
    The Gong of Gongs made an awkward electronic squawk and the two men swung their kugel sticks at one another. The long-limbed Ionian seemed to hold the advantage, forcing the Eagle to crouch and skirt around in a circle. Just when the Ionian went for the takedown, the Eagle rolled to avoid his blow, then expertly tripped him up with his kugel. The Eagle darted and slapped the staggered Ionian on the back of his head with the butt end of his stick. The Ionian fell and the crowd screamed their approval as no less than twenty-three and seven-eighths points went to the Red Eagles. The Ionian had to be carried from the field by three game masters in bulky bird costumes. 
 
    The game continued and the Wyrms did badly not because they barely understood the game’s tangled rules, and not because they were hungry and in grief over their imprisonment and estrangement from their homelands - no, the crowd knew that the Wyrms were losing because they were idiotic foreigners who shuffled through life both in the Arena and out of it. The crowd watched in awe as the Red Eagles covered Victor with their light-guns as the chained superhuman ran up the side of the enemy fort and smashed four of their light-gun turrets, disqualifying the Wyrms who had manned them. In the final round the ball found its way through the hoops four times in a row during a flashing-yellow phase, and so all of the Red Eagles were allowed to man their fort and use the light-guns while all of Wyrms were barred from their own fort. The light-guns zapped and flashed and the Wyrms fell one by one, shaking and clutching their collars. Finally only one blond Ionian remained, on his knees and fighting to catch his breath. Victor ordered his teammates to stand down, then he picked up one of the massive light-guns and hopped down onto the Stomping Grounds. 
 
    Victor stood over the Ionian, smiling at the crowd and ignoring his opponent. The Ionian crouched over one of his teammates, checking to make sure that he was alive after being shocked by his collar. Once he saw that the man was alive, he gripped his kugel stick and glared at the triumphant superhuman. Victor had eyes only for the crowd. 
 
    “What do you want?” Victor shouted, chest rising and falling, sweat shining on his muscular neck. “What do you want?!” 
 
    “DEATH!” shrieked the crowd, stomping as they climbed onto their seats. “DEATH! VICTOR! DEATH!” 
 
    “My ears aren’t that good!” Victor said, laughing as he walked around the Ionian. “Speak up! What is it? What is it?!” 
 
    The crowd leaped against the barbed-wire fence, then leaned against it in such a heap that those in front were smashed, the flesh of their purple faces squeezing through open links. In the rear, where the people had no chance to get any closer, some were driven to such madness that they tore the benches from the floor and threw them overhead, not caring whether someone might be brained by a falling bench. “DEATH! VICTOR! DE-E-E-E-ATH, VICTOR!” 
 
    “So it is!” said Victor. “You asked for it! One dead Wyrm, coming up!” 
 
    Victor leveled the massive light-gun at the Ionian. The Ionian bared his teeth, his eyes narrowed to burning cinders. 
 
    “You ready to die?” said Victor, adjusting the gun as some of its wires got hung up in his chains. He lifted the heavy weapon and, despite being so close to his victim, he carefully aimed down the length of the barrel. 
 
    The Ionian inched his hand down the length of his kugel. Victor saw the motion, and realized that the man was trying to work up the nerve to swing at him at just the right moment. 
 
    “Bang!” Victor shouted. As he pulled the trigger, the light at the end of the gun flashed so brightly that it cast a long shadow behind the Ionian. A siren wailed as the man’s name dropped from the Wyrm’s roster, and so victory was had by the Red Eagles not only by total points accrued but also by complete elimination of the rival team. 
 
    As the bellowing mob drowned out the sound of his own pulse, Victor lowered the gun and looked down at the Ionian. The man growled and said something in his horrible lilting language, and while Victor’s Western was not so good, he knew that the man was saying something about Victor being a tool of demons, and that if Victor was a man then he should kill his rival with his own hands. 
 
    “Game’s over, big guy,” said Victor. He turned away and lifted the heavy light-gun with one hand, signaling victory. “You can shut up now!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
    The Nail that Sticks Up 
 
      
 
    Bureau Chief Minister Daizaburo Yagi breathed a sigh of relief when Colonel El Sin finally left, then released a hot jet of flatulence that he had held in for an hour and a half. Feeling like a prisoner in his own home, Yagi jerked his collar open and yanked his tie loose. Against all decorum he rolled off the mat, away from the dinner table, then laid on the ground with his limbs splayed out. 
 
    Yagi was an older man, bald save for a bushy collar of white hair that ran from ear to ear. He had a nice home in Akkad; though he was a lifelong bachelor, he had done exceedingly well for himself as the head of Branch 11 of the Ministry of Just Forms. In a sense, he was married to his job, which was tracking and arresting criminals - specifically, narcotics and arms traffickers. As Bureau Chief Minister, he had the privilege of hand-picking his own team, and he had put together a collection of highly-trained, intelligent men and women from diverse backgrounds. Branch 11, and the Ministry of Just Forms of the Norikami for that matter, had no official connection to the Rotnami, the “Red Wave”, the vast military force of San Ktari, nor to the Keisatzei, the domestic military-police; as such Yagi’s rank of Bureau Chief Minister was comparable to that of a Kommander of the Rotnami, or a Colonel of the Keisatzei, but differed in a few ways that an outsider would find unintelligible. 
 
    Yagi loved Branch 11. He did not have to worry about tracking political dissidents (Branch 4) and the constant display of fanaticism that was necessary in that line of work, nor did he have to engage in the dull tedium of tracking identity and paper forgers (Branch 7), nor did he have to tiptoe around the Emperor and his grounds (Branch 2), nor did he have to sniff around the business of other Branches and worry about them “getting out of line” (Branch 13). To him, his Branch was the one that mattered - the one that gathered intelligence during long months of coordination, and then, just when the team was starting to really get on each other's nerves, to explode in a carefully calculated assault and take down the criminals who posed an actual threat to the Empire. 
 
    Yagi rolled up into a crouch, reached into a small drawer, and pulled out a jar of Bakka Brand Sake. It was the good stuff, acquired during a recent seizure and arrest operation. He pushed the disgusting jar of Imperial Red Map to the far edge of the table. He had barely been able to keep the stuff down during dinner with Sin. He poured a drink and set it on the warmer, then sat in thought. El Sin’s face came back to him just as clearly as if he were still sitting across from him, with his thin little mustache rippling as dogmatic slogans poured from his bloodless lips. 
 
    He actually went after Yin Dragel, he thought, shaking his head. Not only went after him, but now has the audacity to brag about it! Dragel was the type of man the Jutsakka would write about in the papers - and they didn’t even have to make up his exploits! As far as we could tell, he was the real deal! 
 
    Yagi never considered that Sin’s charges against Dragel might be true. He had been a detective long enough to know what a climber looked like, and what “evidence” meant to a climber. 
 
    But there was something about Sin that made him far more dangerous than a regular climber. El Sin truly believed he was the perfect tool of the Empire. He was that “new” type of man, the coming of which was always hoped for by every good citizen of the Empire, but was difficult to deal with person-to-person. Sin was just as fanatic as the most rabid Rotnami trench-runner, willing to face a line of enemy bullets, spears, curses, or whatever could be thrown at him. But Sin was no soldier in the trenches, as he had that sly sort of unreadability that one expected from a hardened bureaucrat. 
 
    Most men who are sly tend to unwind at the end of the day, once they can loosen their collars and discuss things somewhat openly. But not him! Not Sin! 
 
    Testing his sake, he found it was warm enough, and poured a little bit into his cup. 
 
    There’s probably some truth to that joke, thought Yagi, laughing without humor. I bet Sin really does sleep with his medals pinned to his pajamas! 
 
    Yagi tossed back the shot of Bakka Brand, relishing the flavor of the forbidden batch, and just as he set the cup down, a terrible idea struck him like an unexpected blow. 
 
    Sin didn’t kill Yin Dragel. He dragged him off to one of his awful dungeons. For a man like Sin, it’s not enough to just kill a good man. No… he has to destroy him! 
 
    Yagi shuddered, and quickly poured another drink. He considered that Dragel had no children, but his young wife was most likely dead by now, killed by Sin’s goons and noted in the margin of Dragel’s file before it was buried so deep in Mammon Castle that it would never be found again. 
 
    Meaning I can’t go looking for it, thought Yagi. A clerk smart enough to curry favor would go running to Sin, eager to let him know that a certain Bureau Chief Minister might need looking into. 
 
    In order to avoid imagining being locked in some nightmarish kill room, Yagi turned his thoughts to Dragel’s unit, the Kumori Recon. As far as he knew, they had not been targeted. Since they were special forces, and thus very valuable, they had most likely been shipped back out to the warzone - as far away from Akkad and Sin as possible. The idea that the Kumori would risk their lives while Sin sat back, congratulating himself, made Yagi’s hand involuntarily tighten around his cup. 
 
    From what I’ve heard, they loved Dragel. But they’re good boys… they wouldn’t give in to the temptation of revenging themselves on Sin. They’ll likely be sent to the furthest reaches of the Empire, their talent gone to waste. A shame. 
 
    Yagi’s impotent anger drew him to thoughts of Sin’s Yasha Struppen Interior Division. As far as Yagi could tell, they were very much the polar opposite of Dragel’s Kumori, and whatever circle of Party men had approved putting the Yasha Struppen ID together had made a grave mistake. The Yasha Struppen were nothing more than thugs recruited from the lower rungs of the Rotnami - men prone to violence but unable to respect hierarchy. 
 
    A bureaucrat like Sin could only keep those dogs in line by feeding them. Who knows how much they’ve stolen during their operations? No doubt he takes their leash off when they’re interrogating someone. 
 
    Why would the Party put such a gang of monsters together? I guess it’s obvious… somebody wanted to light a fire in a rival’s house. But now we all have to deal with Sin and his black-armored hounds! 
 
    A knock on the door, then, “Sir.” 
 
    Yagi placed the bottle of Bakka Brand behind the table leg, then said, “Yes!” 
 
    The door slid open a few inches and a kneeling servant said, “Sir, his esteemed personage Abel requests an audience.” 
 
    As if this night couldn’t get any more tiresome! thought Yagi, feeling as if an icicle was twisting in his stomach. The only thing worse than seeing Abel would be if Sin came back expecting to have another dinner! 
 
    Yagi sighed. “Give word that I will meet him in the lower dining room.” 
 
    “Yes, sir, he is already there, sir.” 
 
    “Mn.” 
 
    The servant left and Yagi moved to fix his tie. He stopped, then decided to leave it undone. 
 
    *** 
 
    The lower dining room, a small room just off the kitchen and reserved for the staff or informal occasions, was lit only by the hallway light fixture. So it was that Yagi found Abel sitting in the shadows, hunched over with his elbows on the little dinner table, holding a beef shank in front of his face, his eyes following Yagi like a caricature of a predator. 
 
    He’s eating my food, thanks to my generosity, thought Yagi. Yet he looks like he’s about to fight me over it! 
 
    “You honor me with your visit, Abel,” said Yagi, hesitating to enter. 
 
    “You can leave the light off, Yagi, thank you,” said Abel, his rasping voice grating on Yagi’s nerves. “I’m sure you’re tired, long day and all that, but you’ll sit with me a moment, won’t you?” 
 
    Yagi sat on the thin mat across from Abel, who commenced to digging into the beef shank once again. He listened to Abel’s clicking teeth, his strange slurping noises, and Yagi could not help but fidget as his skin crawled. 
 
    Yagi sat in silence, unsure whether he should try to have a conversation with the strange man, or wait and see if he would bring up the reason for his visit on his own. Yagi watched him, unable to look away. Abel seemed to have narrow shoulders under the large shoulder pads jutting out from his jacket, and his pale, long face was always partly concealed under a hood. He had a long nose and a weak chin, and flat, colorless lips. He had long, thin, white fingers that held the beef shank almost delicately. He had no sense of decorum whatsoever, and Yagi regretted that the dishonor of leaving his collar undone would be lost on his guest. Despite Abel’s command of the language, many referred to him as the Foreigner, which summed him up pretty well. Like the Kouga Kusha, the Imperial Engineer, Abel somehow had real pull within the Empire, and since it was rumored that both of them had the Emperor’s ear, climbers like Colonel Sin tended to stay away from them. 
 
    As Yagi’s eyes adjusted to the dim light, he could see that Abel’s dark eyes were roaming all over him - his ear, his forehead, his hands pressed before him. 
 
    Is it true that he’s an assassin? Yagi wondered. No, that’s unlikely. We have plenty of our own people capable of that. Besides, Abel sticks out too much, and makes everyone uneasy. 
 
    Yagi considered the still more outlandish rumor that Abel was a failed Engel, a supposed thirteenth member who had been corrupted by the sin of mankind during his gestation and was thus born defective. 
 
    No, that’s unlikely, too. People see how tall he is, how pale he is, and just his all-around strangeness, and they think it means more than it does. 
 
    “Yagi, you will not help me eat this?” 
 
    “I… have already eaten.” Yagi swallowed, imagining that Abel actually expected them to eat from a slab of meat sitting on either side of it, rather than use any utensils. 
 
    Abel took another bite and Yagi listened to him chew in the darkness, his jutting teeth finally clicking together as he continued to chew after swallowing. “Yagi, I was wondering, do you know how the Rotnami feel working alongside the Tentsujin? I mean both the Kommanders of the Rotnami, as well as the rank-and-file shuji.” 
 
    Yagi would not have been more disturbed if Abel had pulled down his trousers and relieved himself at the table. Most men did not want to think about the fact that the Tentsujin were allegedly helping the military, much less discuss it openly. 
 
    For a dozen or more years the Rotnami had fought against Leonia; wave after wave of shuji, the red-armored riflemen of San Ktari, had died in the trenches because Leonian pride would not allow them to submit to their betters. Then one day a cease-fire was called and victory was declared, and on that very day a horde of monstrous Tentsujin had attacked the capital of Leonia, smashing the gates and pouring inside like a black wave. None survived. Yagi had heard that the men of Ktari had looted the burning city alongside those monsters. More rumors spread, mostly stories about the Tentsujin ignoring the soldiers of Ktari as if they were invisible, only to fall on the forts and cities of other nations with unspeakable brutality. Yagi had heard no official word from the Emperor on the matter, and had to assume that it was a closely kept matter within the Party. But one did not have to hear very many rumors before it suddenly made sense why the Emperor had declared that the beasts once called Zerstorer Kukan - that is, destroyers - would henceforth be called Tentsujin, which meant godlike. The change was unexpected, but it was a fact that the creatures gave them no trouble after the Emperor changed their name. 
 
    “How should I know of Rotnami business?” said Yagi, surprised to hear his own even tone. “You dine with more of them than I do.” 
 
    Abel suddenly put down the beef shank and pursed his lips as if Yagi was the one being difficult. “Yagi, we do the same work…” 
 
    “Oh? Do we?” 
 
    Abel paused, mouth hanging open. “You know, as spies. So I was thinking…” 
 
    “I am not a spy, sir! Not in any sense of the word.” 
 
    Abel’s comment had been especially painful to Yagi because he actually did find it necessary to “sell” information to the Ungeheuer Tsuchi, or businessmen. Weapons and equipment requests were often tangled up in red tape, not to mention search or arrest warrants, and sometimes the best way to get the wheels of state moving was to give information on the personal habits of various Ministry or Party men that could be used as blackmail by rivals. This sort of internal spying got in the way of actual work more and more as the years went by. 
 
    “Ahh?” said Abel, tilting his head back so that his wet mouth caught the dim light, revealing gums and tongue so dark they were nearly purple. “If I have heard wrong, then my ears are amiss. You will, of course, forgive me. But I know you are a smart man, Yagi. I know you listen to others, you learn things, and yet you hold back from your guest and even manage to force an apology out of me. Will you truly tell me nothing, Yagi? Will you send me away after feeding me like a stray dog?” 
 
    This was not the first conversation Yagi had had with Abel, and yet Yagi’s stomach still turned when he heard Abel’s strange conversational mannerisms. Abel’s command of Eastern sounded proficient, but his drawn-out conversations and effete mannerisms could only be described as revolting. 
 
    Is he... flirting with me? Yagi wondered. Could that be it? 
 
    No, I don’t think so. But he always seems to be playing some kind of childish game. 
 
    “Forgive my rudeness,” said Yagi. “The question was unexpected.” 
 
    Abel shrugged, then placed his ring finger on the beef shank. “I suppose the Tentsujin are not often the topic of friendly conversation. Perhaps so rare that even you have heard nothing. But even if you have heard nothing, Yagi, you must have at least wondered.” 
 
    “Wondered? What do you mean?” Yagi placed an elbow on the table, hoping that he could show Abel that he was not uncomfortable. 
 
    “Surely you’ve wondered what the soldiers think of working alongside the Tentsujin?” 
 
    Yagi lifted his gaze and met the eyes of his guest. In the dark room, Abel’s eyes appeared to be featureless black orbs. In that moment Yagi understood that Abel didn’t care whether or not their soldiers or Kommanders had spoken well or ill of the hideous creatures who were helping them - he wanted to know what Yagi thought of it. 
 
    He’s trying to trick me into reporting on myself, thought Yagi, stifling the urge to swallow. He already knows exactly what the soldiers think! 
 
    “I am sure,” said Yagi, “that if the Tentsujin have helped our soldiers to enforce the Emperor’s mandate of heaven onto the earth, then they must see the Tentsujin as a boon. How could they think otherwise?” 
 
    Abel sat back suddenly and laid his head back such that it smacked against the wall with a solid thunk. “It is a wonder to me, Yagi.” His eyes rolled back onto Yagi, grotesque colorless orbs that caught the hall light, and he waited for a long time as if Yagi would immediately reply. “It is a wonder to me… Bureau... Chief... Minister... Yagi… that we can meet together, face to face, and speak, and shake hands… and then do it again… and again… and again…” 
 
    “You seem as if you’re having a tough time with something,” said Yagi, keeping his face like a mask even as he hoped to throw Abel off. “Is there anything I can help you with?” 
 
    Abel sighed. “I just don’t understand how you people can look one another in the eye, and yet you know nothing of one another. Why even bother?” 
 
    Yagi allowed one corner of his mouth to turn up. To him, Abel sounded like a petulant child, out of sorts due to the late hour. “We talk because we enjoy one another’s company.” 
 
    “You do not have one another’s company,” said Abel, surprising Yagi with his quick response. “Each of you sits alone, looking only at an image of one another, rather than truly knowing one another.” 
 
    Now this is just getting bizarre, thought Yagi, remaining seated and still as Abel moved to rise. 
 
    “We trust that each of us trusts the will of the Emperor,” said Yagi. “Therefore each citizen knows the will of every other citizen.” 
 
    Abel turned and walked away, seemingly unfazed that Yagi had made no move to escort him out. “When I said you people,” said Abel, “I wasn’t just referring to the citizens of San Ktari.” 
 
    Yagi watched as Abel walked down the long, dark hall leading to the rear entrance. First his legs were lost in darkness, and Yagi watched, utterly confused, as Abel’s odd shoulders swayed left and right, with his long arms hanging down at his side. He was soon completely enveloped in darkness, and Yagi only heard the steps of his guest creaking on the floorboards, slow but strangely sure of himself. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
    The Mind Torments 
 
      
 
    “Get the machete, Wodi! It’s over there, in the bag!” 
 
    Wodan ran to the circle of bikes while the others held Chris Kenny down. Even though the boys outnumbered Chris, he was screaming and thrashing like a demon. Chris lurched onto his side with enough force to throw Jake off his back and send him rolling in the sand. 
 
    Wodan ignored his rising panic as he yanked open one pack after another, then found the rough wooden handle of a blade and drew it out. It was a short, heavy blade wider at the end than at the handle, with a line of dried rust along one side. He vaguely remembered retrieving it from a dogman pup. He raced back to the boys, shouting, “I got it! I got it!” 
 
    “About time!” said Jon Best, face red as he gripped one of Chris’s arms to his chest. “This guy’s a goddamn snake!” 
 
    “I can’t fucking breathe down here!” Chris shouted, spitting sand. 
 
    Wodan’s hands shook and, seeing his hesitation, Sylas Resnick eased off of Chris’s neck and pulled his head back. “You know what to do, Wodi?” said Sylas. 
 
    Wodan nodded quickly. Chris jerked his head away from Sylas. “You son of a bitch, Wodi, you put that thing down!” Chris shouted. “You’re going to kill me? Huh?!” 
 
    “Don’t sweat this bitch, Wodi!” said Cedrik, looking back as he straddled Chris’s legs. “You know what this asshole did.” 
 
    Wodan held the blade aloft, focusing on Chris’s neck. Chris jerked his head left and right, as if expecting to dodge the blow and turn the tables on them. Wodan swallowed, his mouth so dry that his tongue stuck to the roof of his mouth. Finally - he swung. To his horror, the blade went wide of Chris’s neck, smacking into the top of his head, bouncing off loudly, then catching in a groove of skin along his hairline as Wodan followed through with the blow. A thick strip of skin covered in blond hair was peeled away from Chris’s head and fell hanging beside his ear. Wodan saw a long groove revealing white skull, then blood poured from the wound as if a faucet had been turned on. 
 
    “Fu-u-u-uck, Wodi, you dumb fuck!” Chris screamed. “Why are you doing this to me? Why?!” 
 
    “I’m-” Wodan could not speak as the unendurable need to cry gripped his throat. He was only a child. Still he knew what had to be done. He gripped the sweat-slicked handle of the blade in both hands, and- 
 
    Wodan woke. He was in his tent, burning up in the hot, close air. He wiped his face and rolled around, throwing open the narrow opening. The air outside was cool by comparison and he breathed deeply, as if he had come close to drowning. The sun was setting behind him and already he could see stars hanging over the darkening horizon. The wasteland was a flat landscape of tortured earth baked dry. By some stroke of luck he saw a long-bodied rabbit crouching beside a stone of the exact same dull color as the rabbit’s fur. The creature was deliberately working out a turd with its back turned to him. Wodan watched its ears twitch, felt time slow down as the creature considered turning, then in a flash Wodan had his rifle in hand, pressed the stock into his shoulder, and then ended the rabbit’s life with a sharp crack that echoed across the empty earth. 
 
    He crawled out of the tent and examined the kill. He whipped the rabbit’s skin free with a quick pull, delicately cut the stomach open so he could pull out the guts and gallbladder, then ate the thing raw, bones and all. He took a small sip from a water jug, considered washing his hands, then thought better of it. He dug a hole beside a small rock and buried the guts alongside a few seeds from his pack, like an offering of atonement. As he broke down his tent and packed it, the sun disappeared, leaving only a thin yellow band on the horizon and already he could feel a chill breeze before him. He hefted his pack onto his shoulders and resumed his run. 
 
    His thoughts drew him away from enjoying the run, reminding him that he had been set on this path like an errand boy, that he had left his people to fend for themselves against something they could hardly imagine. Should he have given them a farewell speech, something to help them realize that they might have to face a plague of demons on their own? Or had he done the right thing, slipping away so that he would always seem to be just around the corner, ready to return in the nick of time? Again and again he rolled the matter around in his mind, his only conclusion an irrational anger that grew with each turning of the same thoughts again and again. 
 
    As Wodan’s feet pounded against hard earth, old conversations came to haunt him. 
 
    “Why not take an airship?” Zachariah had asked, drinking on Wodan’s porch during their last night together. “It’ll be faster. You’re being stubborn.” 
 
    “It’s not stubbornness,” Wodan had said. “If the demons come while I’m gone, you’re going to need every airship we have. Eventually they’ll all be outfitted with guns. Even the smaller ones.” 
 
    At the time, Wodan had thought about reminding Zachariah that he had run all the way from Srila to the tower, even during the day, up and down a range of mountains, without sleep. This run would be a relaxing stroll by comparison. But he decided that reminding his friend of his superhuman nature would be unnecessary, perhaps even rude, so he steered the conversation in another direction. “We’ll need every airship for the war effort, Zachariah, as well as every person. Nobody leaves the Valley when… when the demons come. Nobody. That means I need you to convince the intellectuals to stay.” 
 
    Zachariah had snorted. “Half of the University faculty think I’m a crackpot.” 
 
    “No. That’s just friendly rivalry. They look up to you, and they’ll do what you tell them. But we can’t get farmers and laborers to risk their lives on the Wall when the thinkers are abandoning them. Even if you can’t get them to hold a gun - you make them stay. The fate of one Vallier is the fate of all Valliers.” 
 
    Wodan remembered Zachariah studying his face. Had he been looking for a sign? A betrayal of weakness? At the time, Wodan had shrugged off Zachariah’s seeming reluctance, but now, with nothing to do but take one step after another through darkness and waste, Wodan realized he had been angry with Zachariah, but he swallowed his anger because he did not understand it. 
 
    I ask next to nothing of you! Wodan thought. Can you not do this one thing for me? 
 
    But how can I feel this way? Here I am, seemingly running from the same battle I’m asking others to commit themselves to! 
 
    But I would be there for them! All I want is to be there for that battle. All I want is to... 
 
    Wodan saw Jarl the Entertainer approaching from the road, the lights from Wodan’s porch reflecting off Jarl’s rings and jeweled cane and the shining hem of his red cloak, the memory almost as clear as when it had happened. Zachariah had fallen silent and looked at Jarl as if expecting trouble. And while the Entertainer was clearly already drunk, he simply gave a shy smile and a wave. Wodan immediately knew that Jarl had been wondering what he would say, and had been drinking because he was nervous about Wodan’s departure. Wodan smiled and gestured for him to approach. 
 
    “I’m never really gone,” Wodan had said. “You know that, right?” 
 
    Though it had seemed like a strange thing to say, even to Wodan, the look of relief on Jarl’s face was obvious. From the corner of his eye Wodan saw Zachariah turn away, perhaps galled by Wodan seemingly embracing his own cult of personality, or perhaps disturbed that Jarl would play along like a child learning the story of Saint Wodan and Pope Barkus. Again Wodan felt a flash of anger, and relived the sensation of swallowing that anger again and again, and then he felt embarrassment for realizing that he had been angry. 
 
    My stupid pride was wounded! thought Wodan. How many times did Setsassanar tell me that pride is something for common laborers, not leaders? Just because Zachariah doesn’t buy into the myth, that doesn’t mean he doesn’t believe in me, or believe in what we’ve made together. 
 
    One morning after setting up his tent in a haze of dull-minded weariness, Wodan laid down and immediately felt as if he was dreaming. He saw Dove Langley sitting beside him, bent over and focusing on his hand to such a degree that he felt embarrassed at the attention. The details seemed somehow off. She was beautiful, far more beautiful than he remembered. Her hair seemed too long, and her simple belted white robe was more utilitarian than what she had worn in the Tower. He felt a bolt of pain in his aching hand, and her eyes momentarily flicked in his direction. In that moment he realized he was not dreaming, but remembering how she had worked so hard to fix his hands after the Ugly had crucified him years ago on the trek from Sunport to Pontius. The memory transported him from his tent into the small airship from San Ktari. 
 
    “It’s okay,” she said quietly. “Just rest.” 
 
    Wodan heard the hum of her Cognati power as she gripped his wrist, holding him immobile while she moved delicate tendons back into place. The vivid memory shamed him. The Langley he usually remembered was the version of her he had known in the Tower, when she had been angry, despondent, critical of everything, lacking in will. Seeing her look of intense concentration, and knowing that she was helping someone that she had been ordered to kill, reminded him why he had felt so powerfully drawn to her for so many years, quietly keeping the secret even from himself. 
 
    Did I forget all that because she never seemed to believe in me, back when Setsassanar was training me? I guess everyone was disappointing everyone back then… 
 
    One night the ground sloped so sharply that it almost seemed to disappear beneath his feet. Hard earth was replaced by shifting sand and he found himself descending into a white bowl with sides as brilliant as the full moon overhead. If he had not run so many miles up and down the Tower, over shifting obstacles with Setsassanar running beside him, giving him a hard time every step of the way, Wodan would have surely tripped and fallen end over end, his skin rubbed raw by the coarse grit. As it was, he simply stepped lightly, then floated as if sinking through water, then stepped again, enjoying the view as the pale earth opened before him. 
 
    This must have once been an inland sea, thought Wodan, marveling at the sight. What happened here? 
 
    As the ground leveled out and he could see nothing but a white expanse before him. His pace slowed as he fought his way through the sand, then he stopped when he came upon a field of waist-high mounds, hidden from view until he was nearly on top of it. He walked among the little towers of salt, and saw sculpted leaves hanging from the strange mounds. He touched one of the leaves and it broke apart in his hand; it was as if plants had been formed out of ash. There was nothing to it but to keep running. 
 
    When day came, he realized that he was in the place called the deadlands. In his tent the air was stifling, unbelievably hot, but he knew it was better than the furnace outside. He had heard tales of this place, how nothing could live there because the sun lashed the earth with its hateful gaze. The tales seemed to be true; by comparison, the rest of the wasteland was a paradise of shrub grass, stunted trees, and creeping mammals and birds clinging to the dry earth in her last days. He took to burying his tent as best he could, even risking suffocation to escape the unrelenting inferno. 
 
    There’s no way the Ancients could have thrived in this sort of environment, Wodan thought as he wiped sweat from his brow, feeling as if he was lying in a dark coffin rather than a tent. Nothing that lives could thrive in this. That proves that the world hasn’t always been a wasteland. It was different once! It might have all been like the Valley… 
 
    Can we change it? Can we make the world green? 
 
    In the darkness he touched the bag of seeds. He had not placed any in the deadlands, but he had hidden plenty of them throughout the wasteland. But he knew that it wasn’t a matter of the wasteland lacking in seeds, otherwise the green things of the Valley would spill over from its open southern expanse and cover the world. 
 
    There just isn’t enough water. The water has either disappeared, or it’s locked in a cycle away from land. The shipmen in Sunport say it rains all the time out at sea. If only we could figure out how to change that, and bring back the rain… 
 
    Wodan’s hand instinctively bunched into a fist. 
 
    If we didn’t have demons hounding us, we could figure this out! 
 
    One night the stars grew dim, and though he felt no wind, the air seemed cool. A light rain fell and he stopped and unslung his pack and quickly chugged one of his large jugs, not realizing how thirsty he was until he was gorged with water. He placed a funnel atop the empty jug and set down to rest. But the light rain ended within a few minutes and Wodan cursed himself for the rain had mostly missed the empty jug. It was close to daybreak so he decided to set up camp, but he took a long time preparing his tent for the cool air was a welcome relief. 
 
    Miraculously, green shoots began to rise all around him. He froze, wondering if he was dreaming, for the green stems were crawling out of the earth as smooth as ghosts from the grave. He was in awe, staring as blossoms pale as mist opened and greeted the night. He was touched by the sight, afraid to move for fear the garden would disappear. The new life was springing up perhaps a mile on every side of him. He knew that it was indeed a miracle that brought him to this place hidden in the vast stretches of empty waste. He was haunted by the idea that he would have missed this strange occurrence if he had flown in an airship. 
 
    The plants stopped growing at about waist height. He set his tent up among them, and took a long time going to sleep. 
 
    When he woke, the flowers were withered and drained of color, and seemed to be covered in a fine layer of chalk. He touched a delicate flower with wide petals, and it immediately crumbled in his hand. The sun had destroyed them all while he slept. As he rose to take a look around, a fierce wind from the East rushed through the area, scattering ash and choking him. The wind soon died down and the ash settled, removing all evidence that the garden had ever existed. The deadlands returned to windless, lifeless silence once again. 
 
    Wodan continued his moonlit run across the white sand. In time his awe and wonder at seeing the strange plants turned to a dull anger that he turned over in his mind again and again. That the plants would grow and die with such little sustenance, and in the middle of a vast, lifeless desert, reminded him too much of his own species. People were forced to live and die under the shadow of monsters beyond reckoning, hated for no reason except that they lived. Perhaps the plants had even crowded one another out just to steal a few extra drops of moisture, just as people were willing to betray one another despite their common enemy. He kept seeing the face of Didi, gloating as he found a way to make Wodan obey him. 
 
    Haven… the Black Valley… San Ktari… we should all be working together to destroy the demons! Instead we’re scrambling to gain an advantage over one another while the demons hunt us down! 
 
    Wodan had grown a great deal since he had last seen Didi. Didi probably came up no higher than Wodan’s waist, but the little dark man hovered before Wodan’s vision like a giant, his wrinkled face puckering up as he revealed sharp fangs. 
 
    And after I kill the Engels, what’s to keep Didi from pushing the button on my Killswitch? If even one of us are left alive, the demons could take us, breed with us, and create something unimaginable. Didi’s not stupid. He knows that none of us can be left alive. 
 
    Wodan’s feet beat against the sand harder and harder as he threw himself faster and faster. 
 
    I never thought of Didi as an adversary before. I considered him a good man. A hero, even. But would kindness keep his finger off my Killswitch? 
 
    No. We’ve become pawns to him, nothing more. 
 
    But if he’s come to think of everyone as a pawn, then that’s the fault of the demons. They’ve made us desperate… they’ve turned us into… turned us into... 
 
    Wodan gritted his teeth, running still faster if only to run away from the unthinkable. All plans, all dreams, all hopes in his mind only ended up at the feet of the flesh demons. Again and again he pondered the incredible undertaking of how to destroy such creatures. Again and again he met only a wall of frustration, and his anger grew so hot that he wanted to scream into the void. But he held his jaw clenched shut. Even in that empty wasteland, he wanted nothing to hear him. Nothing at all. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
    Hell 
 
      
 
    Wodan walked through rows and rows of gleaming white missiles, each one sitting upon a throne of steel clamps holding them in place. In the vivid detail available only in dreams he saw fluorescent light dancing along the white tubes as he passed, carefully extending his hand to brush against the smooth weapons. 
 
    This is what the Ancients left for us, he thought. This is our inheritance… 
 
    His bare feet touched the cold, glassy floor without making a sound. He stopped and looked up at the gray concrete ceiling interspersed with round steel doors, like a prison built long ago to house the fallen angels of God until the end of days. 
 
    Setsassanar told me their artistry for violence would put our own petty conflicts to shame. They wanted so badly to end their wars. But the sins of the Ancients will be our redemption. 
 
    His eyes drifted to banners hanging from the ceiling, each as colorful and free of blemish as on the day they were woven. Each displayed a skull and bright, red letters in a forgotten language, the meaning evident even to his eyes. It was a warning to anyone who stepped foot within the vault. A warning to leave and never come back, for this creation of the Ancients held enough power to destroy the world, even if- 
 
    Wodan woke, feeling unexpectedly peaceful despite the strange dream. He crawled out of the tent and saw a ragged, thin roof of clouds stretching overhead. The sun was only just beginning to set behind him, and he could see a dark smudge on the eastern horizon. The air stank of sulfur, and Wodan wondered if he was actually looking at clouds of ash. He ate a small meal of bread and dried meat, sipped his water sparingly, then broke camp and began his run. 
 
    What few stars rose were soon swallowed by the spreading black smudge. He felt a rumble tugging at the edge of his awareness as his feet hit the sand, then it became so insistent that it sounded as if the earth was groaning in agony. If Wodan did not know otherwise, he might have assumed that this place was the birthing grounds of devils. But this place was alien and hostile even to their kind. 
 
    Lights flashed in the night, blinding him and leaving outlines dancing in his eyes in subsequent darkness. The sand underfoot became soft, and in flashes of light he saw something like snow falling, saw himself kicking up clouds of dust. He ran through a flurry of warm ash, and it was long into his run before he realized the sun should have risen hours ago. It did not, and so he knew he had entered the darklands. 
 
    Unable to guide himself in the dark, he kept the eastern wind before him. Lightning often flashed in an endless dry storm, revealing an unbroken roof of black clouds edged in sickly tawny-yellow. There was no longer any way to track time, so he ran for a long time in the quiet, soft rain, slowing down only when the darkness dragged on. Even without the sun he felt as if he was running into an oven. 
 
    Eventually his foot struck stone and he was alarmed at the sound of his boots against the hard earth, especially when he was blind. He picked his way cautiously at first, but soon wearied of that and set off at a run once again. Then the ground disappeared and he fell through darkness - heart racing, he struck earth once again, digging in his fingers as he slid down a steep embankment. He came to rest on a slope of rocky earth. Figuring that he had earned a rest, he sat and ate some bread. In the distance he saw a red glow. Curiosity stifled his hunger and he rose and set off at a run through the field of stones. 
 
    Something like a string of bonfires burned in the distance, a horizon of fire, with the air burning hotter with every step. Lightning flashed and he saw a tortured field of jagged earth rising at all angles, stone stabbing against stone, edges of obsidian gleaming as if the land was at war with itself. As darkness fell once again and Wodan wiped sweat dripping down his face, he admitted to himself that he had most likely made a mistake in following his curiosity. 
 
    *** 
 
    Wodan slept only a few hours at a time, afraid that his body’s confused internal clock would cause him to sleep for days on end in that timeless darkness. He left the tent flap open so he would not roast, and always woke up wet and covered in ash. Once he woke to a tremendous explosion, and he tried to roll out of the tent but ended up with it around his legs. 
 
    All the world was illuminated in red. Black clouds roiled and twisted like the hide of a wounded monster crawling out of the earth. The land was tortured on all sides, sharp hills of black rock, dry canals mirror-smooth and sparkling with fiery reflections. Squat lopsided hills blasted fire, then spewed out rivers of blood dancing white-hot around the edges. From a great hole in the earth, a leaning tower of smoke rose into the black heavens. Wodan’s mind reeled, wondering if he was dreaming or if the earth was coming apart at the seams. He waited, and waited, and the spewing rivers of fire subsided for a while, then renewed, then subsided again, until finally even sitting in the middle of this unreal panorama somehow became normal. The heat never relented, and so he finally decided that he was not dreaming, nor was the earth coming apart. This tormented world was only crying out in pain as it had done so for a long, long time, and he was only just now seeing it. He pulled his legs out of the twisted tent and began his journey once again. 
 
    *** 
 
    Wodan soon realized that the darklands were not aptly named, for his path was always lit by fields of fire, burning rivers of molten earth, or lightning riding along the black storm continually churning up from below. There was even water in that lifeless place, as boiling vents of steaming water cracked open without warning, blasted skyward, and collected in sterile pools too full of grit to drink. 
 
    The terrain would have been impossible for a normal man. Wodan could have spent months carefully navigating jagged hills with sharp spines, or dark gullies that seemed to go down forever, or drifting fog of noxious gas, but instead he ran straight through. Running, leaping, catching himself as he fell, and running again. He could no longer ration his water, but he reasoned that moving quickly was far better than moving carefully. 
 
    He tried to gauge his direction by keeping an eye on a mountain looming in the north. Its peak was a lopsided mound, making it look like a small-headed giant kneeling and vomiting up pure fire. Lightning screamed in a black cloud that ringed its neck, looking like a host of spirits strangling it to put it out of its misery. He stopped and drank from one of his water jugs, and could not help but think of the mountains of distant Srila. They had seemingly stood for all eternity, cold and immovable. The jug was soon emptied and he was still thirsty, and he considered that this was a land that tortured even mountains until they crumbled into ruin. 
 
    *** 
 
    Wodan came to a wide valley where giant slabs of stone and black, irregular pyramidal teeth jutted up from a floor that was almost perfectly level. Suspicious, Wodan retrieved several stones and tossed them into the valley. The surface did not break, but still he was wary. Imagining what could go wrong, he suddenly felt cold and light-headed. He sat down and breathed in the hot air. 
 
    He took off his backpack. By some perverse instinct, Wodan had taken to urinating in his empty water jugs. He had already drunk the last drop of pure water earlier that day, and he had been trying not to think of what a predicament he had put himself in. He closed his eyes and rubbed his forehead, telling himself that there was nothing to it but to continue going straight forward; he repeated to himself that that held true whether he was considering walking onto potentially unstable ground or simply drinking his own urine. There was nothing to think about, therefore there was nothing to worry about. 
 
    Wodan turned up the warm jug and drank. He found it surprisingly comforting, if not refreshing. 
 
    That settles it, he thought. If my body wants to get rid of liquid waste, it’ll have to do it through sweat because otherwise it’s going right back in. 
 
    He descended into the narrow valley, his eyes on the jagged black ridge at the far side. 
 
    I’m already there, Wodan told himself. I’m already safe on the other side! 
 
    Wodan took quick steps, as if hoping that the treacherous ground would not notice his passage before he was gone. But there was no fooling this land of death, and soon the ground buckled underfoot, slowly shifting as if he had disturbed a sleeping giant rolling over to look at him. A fissure creased the ground and searing white light shone forth. Wodan felt unbearable heat and he immediately took off at a run. 
 
    Wodan never remembered the fearful race across the breaking crust, and only became aware when he saw sheer black wall before him. He leaped, felt the earth heave behind him, then grasped onto some handhold that crumbled instantly. The heat of an oven hit him in the back. Scrambling wildly against the stone, he heard a sound like a thunderclap as his knee struck stone. His knee was fractured but he managed to grab onto a jutting tongue of stone, stopping his descent into the gently lapping molten stream down below. 
 
    He pulled himself up the rocky face, his pain now drowning out any fear. He soon reached the top and hauled himself over the edge, and when he turned to look at his knee, he was surprised to see that both of his boots were on fire. He jerked them off and cast them aside. He rolled onto his back but, unable to rest because his pack felt different, he took stock of his possessions. His rifle was nowhere to be found. 
 
    He forced himself up and hobbled over to the rim and looked back down into the basin. He saw only hissing lava cooling light blue and black at the edges, with a bright, burning scar tracing his frantic path across the valley. 
 
    The rifle was gone, reclaimed by the earth. 
 
    *** 
 
    So it was barefoot and living on a diet of piss that Wodan stumbled through smoking hills, covered in black soot and dragging himself one step after another. His mind had finally emptied itself of all thought, no longer raging against demons or men or even against his hurting knee but only picking out his path through fields of pain. He did not even resent this burning land. They beat at one another like robotic opponents, not even caring who won but continuing to fight because no one knew how to make them stop. 
 
    Wodan crested the spine of a hill, but stopped, for the far side of the hill was covered in a boiling sheet of mist that seemed to be raining upward. It was too hot to walk through. If he had encountered such a strange phenomenon only a few days ago, he would have been disappointed, enraged, even panicking at the idea that he would not be able to skirt around the impediment without hopelessly confounding his sense of direction. But his mind had become empty and he had seen the weather and the land change so many times in this hell that he simply stepped away from the burning rain, then sat with his back against a stone wall and rested. When the rain stopped, he would continue on. 
 
    In his backpack he carried one last meal, a scrap of meat and bread. He pulled out the wrapped meal, but he realized that his mouth was so dry and his tongue was so sore that eating it would be impossible. He put the food away, then dragged out several jugs of piss. He had them color coordinated: Light yellow, which he had developed something of a taste for, then a half-jug of vivid yellow, then another jug with darker stuff that had obviously been recycled several times. Wodan sipped sparingly from the lighter colored stuff, the better of the worse, then laid his head back to rest. 
 
    As soon as Wodan closed his eyes, he noticed Aegis Vachs making his way up the hill toward him. How he had missed Haven’s former Prime Minister in a bright white suit and fashionable backpack following him this entire time was beyond him. Wodan remained still and let his gaze follow the small man. Finally Aegis crested the hill and stood before him, blinking enormous black eyes behind thick glasses. 
 
    “I guess you think you’re pretty slick,” said Aegis Vachs. “The way you’ve achieved some kind of Zen no-mind state of emptiness, or whatever. I bet if you had some of your friends with you, you’d be bragging about it non-stop, wouldn’t you? ‘Look at me, not sweating the small stuff.’” 
 
    Aegis laughed and shook his head, then smiled. “Yeah, we get it, Wodan. You’re a real piece of work. We’re all really, really impressed.” 
 
    Wodan worked his jaw, but his mouth hurt too much to speak, so he remained silent. Aegis stepped in close and leaned over him. 
 
    “But you know what, Wodan?” he said, still smiling. “If you’re not freaking out, then that’s a bad thing. You wanted to take the direct route, but now you’ve gotten yourself in a situation that you can’t get out of by flexing your muscles. In fact, if you’re not frustrated, or sad, or angry, or desperate, then that means you’ve given up hope. And once you’ve given up hope…” Aegis shrugged, then let his hands fall and slap at his sides. “Without hope, the body shuts down. I’ve seen it a million times, Wodan. You think I’m lying? If you’re not hoping, and you’re not hurting, you’re a dead man. But… then again…” 
 
    Aegis seemed to forget what he was saying and allowed his obscenely large eyes to dart here and there, until they finally fell on Wodan’s neck. “Then again, maybe I’m being cruel by talking about it,” Aegis continued. “Maybe you should just kick back and take it easy. You know, it’s not so bad where I am. Not really. In fact…” 
 
    Aegis lifted his eyes to Wodan’s and held his gaze. Aegis moved one arm and like a snake it writhed and coiled before him. Wodan could not pull his gaze away from the unblinking orbs despite the fact that he could hear Aegis’s arm hissing like an actual snake. Fear gripped him, and as the fear took hold, the smile on Aegis’s face slowly grew. 
 
    “In fact, Wodi, old boy, where I am right now - it’s fucking dreamy.” 
 
    Aegis’s serpentine arm darted toward his throat and Wodan pulled himself free from the eyes and jerked away. Wodan thrust his hand forward to grasp the snake, and in doing so he woke himself up. His heart was racing and he fell onto his side, sucking in deep breaths as he looked all around. 
 
    He was alone. 
 
    Wodan laid on his side and listened. He heard only the hiss of heated rain on the far side of the hill and the roar of the earth. 
 
    “Oh God,” Wodan said quietly. He did not know what to do. 
 
    Wodan craned his head and watched the rising wall of mist and ash flying up the side of the hill. Though he had not been thinking about it, all at once he understood the heart of the wasteland. 
 
    Wodan knew there was water in the wasteland. The world was a closed system; the water had nowhere else to go. The problem was that the burning sun made sure that water evaporated quickly, and was shunted away from most places. But the darklands, as horrible as they seemed, was a forge endlessly crafting thick cloud cover where moisture could hide. The darkland’s thick, noxious clouds of ash hid moisture from the sun. In his mind’s eye Wodan saw the clouds rising, saw the wind pushing them across the wasteland, saw the ash falling on the burning white deadlands… and then saw the rain falling in the surrounding wasteland, and on cities and farms. If the clouds rose high enough, they could even reach Pontius. 
 
    Wodan realized that the worst place in the world played a role in sustaining the other parts. Lightning flashed overhead, and he wondered if perhaps even the evil-sounding thunder had some role in the cleansing of dirty water. 
 
    As the realization slowly dawned on Wodan’s addled mind, he slowly forced himself into a sitting position. He pulled off his backpack and retrieved the last of his bread. Though his mouth was already hurting at the thought of eating, he knew that he had to eat. It would hurt, but he had to eat if he wanted to live. 
 
    It was the only way to go on. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
    The Ogres

  
 
    Camp Krahen was a gash cut into sloping, rocky wasteland, where clockwork oil pumps and factory smokestacks trailing thin banners of dark exhaust could be seen projecting out from the wounded earth. The western expanse of the Empire had many such camps, where the last drops of crude oil were coaxed out by slave labor gathered from distant lands. The camp was surrounded by razor-tipped barbed wire and guard towers, which were equipped with heavy machine guns which all pointed within the camp rather than without. At night, the entire facility was lit with high-powered electric floodlights. This made working around the clock possible, and was not considered hazardous because the military overseers knew there was nothing in the wasteland they should fear. 
 
    An oberbushi and a yarimann of the Rotnami entered an unoccupied furnace room. Their red uniforms were pressed and fully buttoned despite the stifling heat in the square concrete room. The yarimann hauled a ragged backpack onto a steel table beside a large furnace, which he ignited by opening the gas valves. The oberbushi took up position on the other side of the table, where he organized his papers and dipped his pen in ink. 
 
    “Description of contents carried by prisoner number…” said the oberbushi, who stopped to stamp the prisoner’s number in all the proper places. He nodded to the yarimann, then said, “Let’s begin!” 
 
    The yarimann rifled through the backpack. “This thing is filthy. It’s greasy. There’s several jugs of liquid…” 
 
    “Don’t open them!” said the oberbushi. “Just toss them in the fire. Those jets can handle some liquid, and we don’t know what kind of germs he was carrying.” 
 
    “Right.” The jugs clanged at the back of the furnace. The yarimann reached into the backpack once again - then jerked his hand out. 
 
    “What is it?” said the oberbushi. 
 
    “It’s some kind of animal! That is, it’s the skin of an animal, I guess.” 
 
    The oberbushi grimaced, annoyed, then wiped sweat from his brow. “The prisoner looked like some kind of savage. I’m sure he’s collected all sorts of animal bones and tossed them in there. Just throw it in the fire so we can get out of here.” 
 
    “I don’t want to touch it.” 
 
    “Then work around it!” the oberbushi snapped. “Come on.” 
 
    “Do we need to identify what kind of-” 
 
    “I’m putting food and water on the file,” said the oberbushi, shaking his head. “That’s good enough. Let’s just keep moving.” 
 
    “This might be a tent.” The backpack nearly deflated as the yarimann pulled out the compact tent. Sand hissed along the steel table as he turned the thing over. “This is in really bad shape.” 
 
    “Fine. Toss it.” 
 
    The yarimann threw the thing into the furnace, and the oberbushi noted it in the record.
The yarimann took a long time in shuffling through a set of smaller bags. Finally he looked up, and said, “I think it’s seeds, sir.”
The oberbushi glared at him for a long time, then laughed bitterly. “Is it an invasive species, maybe? Some Norelai bastard trying to kill our farms? Just toss them in.” 
 
    The yarimann threw the seeds into the fire. Within moments they were crackling and popping. 
 
    “I think that’s it,” said the yarimann, trying not to touch the brown-haired animal skin as he felt around within the backpack. 
 
    “Fine, let’s go.” 
 
    “Wait!” 
 
    The yarimann suddenly withdrew a smaller bag, then opened it. In the flickering light of the furnace, they both stared at something glittering like ice. Flashing diamonds, a ring of shining gold, and an oddly-shaped, uncut emerald held the oberbushi’s gaze, but the yarimann could see that there was still more within the little bag. Their hearts began to pound and they could no longer hear the hiss of the burning seeds. They both suddenly looked at one another, scanning each other with predatory desperation, minds racing with such intensity that they seemed on the brink of developing psychic powers so that they could see into one another’s heart. They heard the clang of heavy footsteps on the metal walkway outside the door and finally the oberbushi jerked his head in a curt nod and the yarimann quickly stuffed the jewels into his pocket. 
 
    The yarimann was badly shaken. He knew that his superior could report him and have him shot, and have his corpse thrown into a mass grave like all of the other criminal degenerates. He caught a glimpse of his girlfriend back home and immediately regretted what he had done.
“We have our list,” said the oberbushi, his voice cracking. “Toss the backpack.” 
 
    The yarimann tossed the backpack as if it was about to explode, and just as the furnace flared brightly, another oberbushi entered. He was surprised to see his comrades looking at him as if in terror, and he assumed it must have something to do with the rumors surrounding their strange new prisoner. 
 
    *** 
 
    Nil Pen, the Kommander in charge of Camp Krahen, walked past the long rows of cells with a kerchief held to his face. He was a large and imposing man, and he was completely unashamed to show his discomfort at having to walk through the slaves’ housing area. The cells in this section were currently empty, as everyone was working, but that did not mean their germs were out working, too. Nil Pen was at least glad to see that every mattress and blanket was folded neatly on its rack, like shelves for storing humans stacked four high and ten across. 
 
    Still, that’s the least one should expect, thought Nil Pen. The prisoners outnumber us, and they have access to all kinds of dangerous tools. If this newcomer starts trouble… 
 
    “If this newcomer starts trouble!” said Nil Pen, unable to remain silent. 
 
    “He hasn’t, sir, he hasn’t,” said one of his aides. Kommander Nil Pen did not bother to look at him, but could hear several sets of feet marching quickly behind him. 
 
    “He hasn’t?” said Nil Pen. “And yet everyone’s already nervous. Odd that we’ve an inmate reception process that can receive and process hundreds of new prisoners at a time, and yet when one man turns himself in at the front gate, everything breaks down!” 
 
    “Perhaps they’re nervous about how he got here?” offered another aide. 
 
    “That goes without saying!” Nil Pen barked over his shoulder. “I doubt he walked all the way from some bullet-riddled dump in Norelum all on his own. He may be a scout from an invading force!” 
 
    “Of course, sir,” said one of his guards. “I can order units from the Kumori Recon to keep an eye on him. They’ve already been snooping around his quarters.” 
 
    Kommander Nil Pen hesitated to answer, but merely sucked in air through his teeth as he wiped sweat from his brow. He had had a bad feeling ever since the Kumori Recon showed up with unclear orders. It had been obvious that they were sent all the way to Camp Krahen because they had displeased someone, or a Kommander responsible for them had made a political blunder in Akkad and was being deprived of his muscle. The Kumori were not like his own soldiers; they seemed like trained killers, or maybe just masochists who did not have the sense to come in out of the wilderness. They clearly did not understand bureaucracy and how to get things done within a labor camp, and so he mostly left them alone. They ranged out occasionally and did their own thing, and while they made the soldiers of Krahen nervous, at least they did not abuse anyone. 
 
    “Let’s not involve the Kumori, I already have them on an important assignment,” Nil Pen lied. At the end of the hallway, he saw two soldiers positioned on either side of the small, thick door leading to one of the showers. The door was cracked open and he could hear the hiss of a shower, and while it did not take any great leap of logic to realize that the newcomer was in there, Nil Pen was eager to get everyone back on track, so he shouted, “Where is he?!” 
 
    “In the shower, sir!” said one of the guards, gesturing toward the narrow doorway. 
 
    Time to sort this out, he thought, his hands curling into fists. 
 
    One of the guards pulled open the door and Kommander Nil Pen set one foot inside, then stopped. He understood at once why such anxiety was rippling through the camp. The shower was a long concrete room with showerheads fitted along either side. One showerhead was turned on, and the water must have been cold for Nil Pen saw a creature so tall that it drank almost directly from the showerhead . The creature was covered in a layer of dark black soot, but where the water streaked across its mouth, cheek, and chest, he could see eerie alabaster skin peeking through. Lank black hair hung down past the creature’s bony shoulders. Worst of all, it was staring directly at the Kommander. Shining green eyes were locked with his own, and Nil Pen felt an intense discomfort the likes of which he had not known in all his adult years. The strange creature only drank and stared, its jaw working rhythmically and without hurry. If it understood that the shower was for cleaning rather than an inefficient drinking fountain, it made no sign. 
 
    Disheveled, filthy coveralls hung from the creature’s lanky frame, and though it must have surely become emaciated from its time in the wasteland, Nil Pen could still sense a strange power radiating from it. He understood exactly why all of Camp Krahen was nervous: The creature was obviously some kind of demon, or worse, an Engel. Both were obviously improbable, and yet here the Kommander stood, unable to speak under the gaze of this thing drinking from a showerhead. 
 
    Kommander Nil Pen pulled his foot out of the doorway and signaled to the guard. The guard slowly swung the door to, and Nil Pen quickly leaned against it and pushed it shut, then spun the locking wheel in place. 
 
    “Gas him,” said Nil Pen. 
 
    “Sir?” said the guard, matching the Kommander’s quiet tone. “We haven’t tested the gas pipes in quite some time.” 
 
    “We’ll test them now.” Normally he would raise his voice at a subordinate who questioned him, but not this time. He knew he dared not shout because he was afraid the creature might somehow hear him through thick wood and running water, and the possibility of that happening made him sick. 
 
    *** 
 
    Kommander Nil Pen heard a commotion in the anteroom just outside his office, then a red-uniformed soldier opened the door without introduction and tried to look as if he was not out of breath. 
 
    “Sir,” he said, “don’t worry, the Kumori have the situation under control.” 
 
    Nil Pen did not make a regular practice of allowing just any rank-and-file rifleman tramp through his office, but his need to maintain decorum was overcome by his curiosity. 
 
    “What exactly should I not be worried about?” said Nil Pen. 
 
    The soldier inhaled deeply. “The new prisoner knocked down the shower door. He left the showers, but the Kumori Recon just happened to be in the area, and they stopped him. They escorted the prisoner to a solitary cell.” 
 
    Those damned Kumori freaks are hanging around him, then. I thought they were sent here as some sort of punishment… but they’re probably spies. Just watching and waiting for matters at Camp Krahen to spiral out of control so they can report back to Akkad! 
 
    Damn it, I knew it was a bad idea using wooden doors on a gas chamber! 
 
    The Kommander of Camp Krahen was well-known to be a man of action, and had risen to his rank by being unafraid of taking responsibility. But for the second time today, he acted uncharacteristically. Instead of grilling the messenger for details and forming a plan based on given intelligence, he remained silent, and lowered his gaze to an open folder he had pushed off to the side of his desk. 
 
    If only we hadn’t started a file on the newcomer, he thought. If only the guards at the front gate had shot him before it became necessary to make a file on him! 
 
    If he had thought the thirsty monster in the shower had been strange, his paperwork was even worse. In one place the prisoner had signed his name as Bolverk, synonymous with Evil-doer in the Akkadian dialect of the Eastern tongue. By what coincidence would a foreigner have such a name? To make things even more odd, the foreigner had seemingly forgotten his own name at one point and signed it as Wo Dinn. “Wo” was, of course, the archaic religion of San Ktari before True State Idolism had become the official religion. Wo, or “the Way”, was still followed in some rural areas. That was troubling enough, but Dinn confounded the original meaning, perverting the prisoner’s name into meaning something like Way of Darkness. It almost sounded as if the prisoner was taunting his captors, when he should have been cowering in fear. Nil Pen swallowed a sudden surge of bile. In its current state, the file looked like something that would have been written in one of the far-off work camps, where every prisoner was a violent upheaval waiting to happen and the paperwork could be considered shoddy at best. By the time prisoners reached Camp Krahen, they were usually better prepared to handle their service to the Empire. Strangers did not usually wander up to the front gate expecting a meal. 
 
    He can’t be an Engel, that’s obvious, thought Nil Pen, repeating it as if trying to convince himself. The Emperor himself has said, “All the Engels in the world number twelve.” There can’t be any others. And if he’s a Tentsujin that looks like a human… well, as far as I know, the Tentsujin work with us. That means he’s just a man! 
 
    His eyes flitted over all the blank fields in the file. The prisoner had intentionally left them blank. Again, it was an instance in which prisoners who made their way to Camp Krahen had usually accepted their fate by now. 
 
    I can order the guards to start beating him, if that’s what it takes. I can give the order any time I want... 
 
    So why is he so damned confounding, then? 
 
    “He was able to knock down the door,” said Nil Pen, “because regular inspections have not been conducted on our shower facilities. The door’s metal hinges were rusted. Moisture will do that over time.” Kommander Nil Pen leveled his gaze at the messenger, as if daring him to question such a reasonable account. The soldier looked down, as if suddenly aware of etiquette after barging into a Kommander’s office. 
 
    In the sudden silence, an aide entered and stood beside the rifleman who had barged in. He glared directly at the rifleman’s face, as if reasserting that this area was sacred to the bureaucrats and should not be sullied by roughnecks carrying messages. Then he turned to Nil Pen and bowed. 
 
    “Sir,” said the aide, “An Ungeheuer Tsuchi truck is here. Ogreman Ho Han would like to enter.” 
 
    Kommander Nil Pen immediately felt the skin along his forearms crawling. 
 
    “Make him wait,” said Nil Pen. “Make him wait for three-quarters of an hour before you open the gate.” 
 
    The Ungeheuer Tsuchi, or the Ogres of the Earth, were absolutely repulsive money-men that, unfortunately, the Rotnami had to deal with from time to time. Nil Pen had grown to despise how they came and practically licked their lips while staring at the prisoners of war that the Emperor needed to man the oil pumps that fed the Empire. 
 
    I’m sure he’s come to beg for supplies, thought Nil Pen. Ho Han’s always turning his pockets inside out when he needs fuel, but when he wants slaves, all of a sudden he manages to find his pocketbook. You’d think the little nobodies who run the Arena in Akkad would finally get their fill of slaves! You’d think… that they would finally collect enough slaves… slaves that... that they come and buy and take away... take away forever... 
 
    “On second thought!” Nil Pen shouted. The aide, who had already turned to go, tried to hide the fact that he had been startled as he stood and waited. “On second thought, ah… go ahead and send in the Ogreman.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Ho Han sat across from Kommander Nil Pen in a room set aside for such meetings, accessible only by stairs so that all windows along all four walls could provide a view of Camp Krahen. Small figures with wide hats and meager prison uniforms could be seen climbing a steel derrick where an oil pump worked furiously. It was midday and the heat was incredible inside the room despite fans blowing on them as they ate. 
 
    “I’m surprised, Kommander, that you’re able to produce such fine tapioca tea so far from Akkad!” 
 
    “Hm. Rotnami discipline doesn’t end at the door to the kitchen, my friend. Our cooks take their duties very seriously.” 
 
    They continued eating in relative discomfort, watching for openings like sparring partners. Their entire meal had gone on in this manner, sounding polite on the surface but actually probing for weakness. 
 
    I’m sure he doesn’t give a damn about our tapioca tea, thought Nil Pen. He wants me to offer him more rations. I’ve already offered the bare essentials, which is a good deal more than he deserves! 
 
    Kommander Nil Pen chanced a look at his opponent. Ogreman Ho Han was overweight only by Rotnami standards, and his shoulders were somewhat narrow. He was in his late thirties but pomaded his hair so that it curled in the front, as was popular among twenty-somethings in Akkad. He wore a travelling suit that Nil Pen could tell cost quite a bit. He had a thin mustache that contrasted with his full lips. From Nil Pen’s perspective, he looked ridiculous. 
 
    “I hope you appreciate them, Kommander,” said Ho Han, shaking his head. “Your cooks, I mean. Even if you had not been so generous with your rations, and with your fuel, I might have come here first if I had known I would be offered such a treat.” 
 
    Nil Pen glanced up and saw an infuriating smile on Ho Han’s lips. Just as Nil Pen had been thinking of how ridiculous Ho Han looked, he realized that Ho Han was actually looking down on him as well - thinking that he did little but sit indoors, eating fine food while poor Ogremen like Ho Han had to drive in a circuit around the Empire scouting for talent. Nil Pen was struck by the urge to put Ho Han in his place, but he could not. 
 
    “It’s not like we always eat like this!” said Nil Pen, immediately regretting that he had revealed his annoyance. “At any rate, Ho Han, I’m only sorry that I can offer you nothing else. All of our labor force is committed to manning the oil pumps.” 
 
    Ho Han shrugged. “I’m sure your supplies are stretched to their limits, Kommander. Your generosity at this table is not lost on me. In fact, if there is anything I can do, Kommander… anything at all…” 
 
    “Ah, Ogreman, it would be dishonorable for me to expect help from you. You need supplies to continue your circuit, so that you can find foreigners to take part in your games.” 
 
    Kommander Nil Pen hoped the gesture would impress upon Ho Han just which of them held the upper hand, but it seemed that Ho Han was intent on chewing and staring out of a window as he considered his own thoughts. “But that slave you showed me earlier,” said Ho Han. “That big brute covered in dirt. What is to be his fate?” 
 
    “Sadly, he must be done away with.” 
 
    “Ah. So it is, so it is. I’m sure he’s a handful. Still, I wouldn’t mind taking him off your hands.”
So he does want him! thought Nil Pen. Thank the Emperor, he wants him! 
 
    “Would that it could be so,” said Nil Pen, sucking in air as he gritted his teeth. “Unfortunately his file has already been placed in our “out” box.” 
 
    Instead of a careful glance, this time Nil Pen leveled his gaze and scanned every detail of Ho Han’s face, desperately hoping to see sweat rolling down his forehead as the Ogreman prepared to beg. Unfortunately Ho Han seemed unperturbed, his eyes merely running over the small plate of honeyed rice balls. 
 
    Is he too stupid to panic? Nil Pen wondered. Or does he just not respect my resolve? 
 
    “We-e-ell,” Ho Han said after selecting a rice ball. “Five hundred marks is standard for a healthy male slave. That, plus a hundred for your trouble.” 
 
    “Hm. Ah. Hmm. Still, as I have said, the paperwork is in progress. We cannot backtrack through such a process. Once a file is begun, you understand, we cannot pretend as if it did not exist.” 
 
    “I take my duty to the Empire most seriously, Kommander!” Ho Han suddenly blurted, taking the Kommander by surprise. Their eyes met and for a moment Kommander Nil Pen feared that Ho Han was a spy, a Branchman looking to trip him up. “Such paperwork must be done!” Ho Han continued. “Even an Ogreman understands the importance of such matters.” Before the Kommander could formulate a new strategic remark, Ho Han said, “But, if paperwork is to be filed in a way that some would consider... let us say, imprudent... then I must sadly offer you no more than four hundred marks. Any more, and I put myself at risk of the Taxmen’s eyes. Taxmen are curious by nature, you see. Any more than four hundred could not be easily written off as a travel expense.” 
 
    Nil Pen’s mind reeled. If the Ogreman had suddenly revealed he was carrying a bomb, it would not have thrown him off balance any more. Kommander Nil Pen made around one hundred marks a week in his duty to the Empire - or at least he would, except his pay was in arrears, a temporary setback due to his distance from the capital and other unforeseen problems of financial allocation which the Empire was dealing with even now, he had been told. The threat of purposefully losing a file and bringing them both under scrutiny should have driven the price up, not down. Nil Pen worked his jaw, unsure how to proceed. 
 
    Nil Pen glanced at Ho Han just in time to see him look away. He knew that the Ogreman had been studying him, taking in the entirety of his intent in only a fraction of a second. He had read Nil Pen as plainly as a book. Instead of gloating, Ho Han only sighed and rested a hand on his chin as if suddenly concerned. 
 
    “You’re right, though,” said Ho Han. “This is a delicate matter. In fact, it puts us both at risk. Invariably, it is my duty to report this to the Taxmen. But I shall have to do it in a way that the... ah, that the wheels of understanding are appropriately greased. I shall have to make a generous donation to one of their men - at least two hundred marks - and that will, sadly, divide the price of the slave in half.” 
 
    “In... half?” 
 
    “In... half. Two hundred marks for the slave. And then I shall move on, Kommander, and trouble you no more.” 
 
    Kommander Nil Pen turned to the window, and to him, it seemed as if the world had suddenly grown cold and dark. 
 
    I won’t make any money off this, he thought. My own subordinates that I owe money to will know I was haggling with this wretched Ogreman. Like vultures they’ll start dropping hints at what I owe them… 
 
    I won’t see a single cent out of all this trouble. 
 
    Perhaps I can at least force the Kumori Recon boys to leave with him. Without them hanging around, at least I can rest easier… 
 
    “Very well,” said Nil Pen. “But, ah - I almost forgot. This prisoner, he really is something of a handful. I will, of course, provide you with some security. I doubt your hired hand could keep an eye on him at all times.” 
 
    “Security?” said Ho Han, looking concerned despite the Kommander’s generous offer. “Will this added security be eating from their own supplies, or will I be expected to provide them with food? Sadly, that may cut into the cost of the slave...” 
 
    *** 
 
    It was late in the day and Wodan laid on a thin mattress on a metal shelf in his private cell. If any of his friends from the Valley saw him in such a state they would have been horrified, but he was actually quite comfortable. He had eaten several rice balls and he had access to as much water as he could handle, and he was glad to be out of the heat and the sun. He had absolutely no fear of his captors. 
 
    When he had finally stumbled out of the darklands, he had felt relieved, but the unrelenting sun of the surrounding deadlands had nearly been the death of him. When he reached the wasteland proper once again, he saw it with new eyes. Even sparse brush and mud holes tucked away beneath the shade of broken boulders made the land seem like a garden of plenty compared to what he had been through. 
 
    At some point he crossed the invisible border into San Ktari. Not the old border marked by villages sitting on irrigated fields and aqueducts that had lasted for thousands of years, but the new border, the one marked by burned-out villages occupied by flapping vultures and corpses picked clean. Wodan passed through a city where he could not find one single human inhabitant. The buildings and surrounding walls had been shelled into ruin, and the surrounding farmland was covered by sand and stiff yellow reeds crowded around muddy irrigation ditches that had fallen into neglect. He found a skeletons wearing green-painted armor and carrying crossbows with long clips full of bolts, but other than that, he could find no sign that gave away the identity of the people. All flags, all art, all treasure, even the signs outside of businesses - all had been blasted to pieces or carted off along with the enslaved survivors. He found trenches full of spent shells, but the corpses of any Ktari soldiers that had attacked this place had all been taken away. He was surprised at how systematically the destruction had been carried out. 
 
    As he drew deeper into San Ktari territory, he saw camps where slaves were forced to work. He watched these for a while and got a sense of how they worked. Some camps were manned by harsh soldiers who were used to fighting and were quick to punish any sign of insurrection. Wodan had seen prisoners shot with callous disregard, and he began to dislike the people of San Ktari more and more. Other camps were full of slaves who had obviously given up hope, and had settled into their role as grease for the gears of Empire. The soldiers of those types of camps were usually just as unhappy as the slaves, though they did little more than move slaves from one area to another. 
 
    Camp Krahen was one such camp. By the time Wodan had reached Krahen, he was sick of losing time by hunting down every meal he ate, so when he was struck by the idea of turning himself in and getting a meal, he had a hard time finding any flaw in the plan. He kept wondering if he was so dehydrated that he was not thinking clearly. He was weak and hungry, but then again, he was only weak by his own standards. He still had enough strength to outrun and kill any animal he came across, thus he reasoned that he could also get away from any trigger-happy soldiers. He had calculated that perhaps a month had already passed in crossing the wasteland, and the longer he stayed in the wilderness, the longer he would spend looking for food, thus slowing him down still more the further he went. In the end, he decided he did not want to limp into Akkad crazed from dehydration and hunger, and so he had approached the front gate of Camp Krahen and pretended as if he did not know the Eastern tongue well enough to explain his situation. 
 
    It’s not exactly how I imagined things would happen, he thought. But then again, I’m at least a head taller than everyone else, so it’s not like I would’ve been able to sneak around Akkad without anyone seeing me. Maybe I can get my hands on a large uniform, or find a pretext for walking around freely among these people. 
 
    I wonder when the next meal time comes around... 
 
    As Wodan pondered the situation, exhaustion crept over him. In a sort of liminal state between waking and sleeping, he suddenly realized that someone was in his cell with him. Without turning his head, Wodan peered through slitted eyes, hoping that the stranger would think he was asleep. He had expected to see a ragged prisoner hiding in a dark corner, but instead he saw a Rotnami military officer in an unusual black uniform sitting on a stool. He wore a patterned white scarf which Wodan immediately understood as a familial designation, as well as a badge with some sort of winged creature. In his face, Wodan saw that the officer could have easily held the attention of large crowds, as he was both handsome and had the intense, charismatic aura to which people naturally bend. Wodan had been growing to dislike the Eastern people, but he could clearly see that this officer had the sort of noble spirit that good rulers sought out and bad rulers feared. Wodan spent a great deal of time sorting people, and he felt an immediate sense of kinship with the man. 
 
    The officer sighed and adjusted his posture, then he cleared his throat as if he had come to a decision. 
 
    “I’ll find a way to get you into Akkad,” he said in Eastern. 
 
    Wodan was alarmed that anyone knew of his mission, and sat upright. In doing so he woke himself up. His cell was empty, but still he looked around. He was confused. Wodan was no stranger to strange dreams, and even considered himself something of a dream interpreter. 
 
    But that dream had no real symbolic content, he thought. It felt like someone was really here! 
 
    A heavy door at the end of the cell block banged opened loudly, ending Wodan’s reverie. He heard boots marching in his direction, and the prisoners further down the block fell silent. Wodan knew someone was coming for him. Unlike anyone else who checked in on him, the footsteps were firm, without hesitation. He planned on continuing his tactic of appearing harmless, but if these men had been sent to execute him, then he would have to be ready to reveal his true nature. He got up from his bunk and sat on the floor near the entrance of his cell. He had already examined how the cell was made, and had determined that if he sprang up and threw his full weight against the steel bars, the entire set of bars would come loose and crash into whoever stood in the hall. He could be out of the building, and perhaps out of the camp, before his executioners could pull themselves out from under the thing. 
 
    Still, it might not come to that, he thought, placing his head down on one of his knees as if trying to relax. Let them imagine that they’re in control. 
 
    Six soldiers turned the corner and stood at the front of Wodan’s cell. Though Wodan was unfamiliar with them, he could tell by their black uniforms and short brown capes that they were trained for wasteland reconnaissance. Their faces and hands were even smudged with black and brown paint, as if they expected they might have to go into hiding at a moment’s notice. He noted several badges with an image of a bat with its wings spread wide. Wodan did not lift his face to look any of them in the eye, as he knew that such a gesture would invite hostility; still, even without looking directly at them, he could feel their sense of grim purpose. If the Kommander of Camp Krahen was going to send anyone to execute him, Wodan knew that these would be the men to do it. 
 
    “Get back,” a soldier said in Eastern. “Get away from the door.” 
 
    Wodan certainly did not want to back away from the bars of his cell and give anyone a clear shot, so he merely opened his mouth as if he was afraid and confused. 
 
    “I said get back!” the soldier shouted, then hit the bars with his fist. “To the rear of your cell!” 
 
    “Johnson Lumber stock is up in quarter three, black shoes with black laces back in style in Levy Town,” Wodan said in Western, speaking fast and hoping his captors did not mind hearing old newspaper headlines from the Black Valley. “Update, child of local farmers found playing at a friend’s house, search called off-” 
 
    “Shut up!” the soldier shouted in Eastern, then one of his comrades laid a hand on his shoulder. 
 
    “Let me try, Dai-to,” he said. “Listen, prisoner. We’re going to open this door. Hands up. Understand? Hands up. No trouble. You make any trouble, we kill you. Understand?” 
 
    As the soldier raised his hands, Wodan watched the gesture, then mimicked it. “No trouble,” Wodan said in broken Eastern. “No, no trouble.” 
 
    “He’s not so bad,” the second soldier said as the first, Dai-to, unlocked his cell door. “Just a big dumb ape they can throw in the Arena.” 
 
    Dai-to grunted. “He may be our ticket back to Akkad, Susuke, but I can tell he’s smarter than he’s letting on. Hope that Ogreman doesn’t mind if I put a round in his knee.” 
 
    Akkad? Wodan thought, hiding his surprise. 
 
    *** 
 
    The light of the setting sun struck Wodan as the soldiers led him from the prison. A large, covered truck was idling nearby, and Ho Han sat behind the wheel, openly smiling at Wodan, his newest acquisition. When Wodan’s eyes adjusted he realized that dozens of people were staring at him. Kommander Nil Pen’s face was bloodless as his eyes followed him, and several aides and soldiers looked as if they were trying to mimic their Kommander’s concerned expression. The two soldiers who had stolen Wodan’s jewels were terrified that Wodan would suddenly turn to the Kommander and inquire about his lost valuables, thus opening up an investigation that would end with their execution. There were also two lines of slaves being moved, one into the prison and one out of the prison, as the work shift was changing. They stared at Wodan, a strange mix of foreigners and Easterners dressed in rags, some of them so skinny and frail that it was difficult to distinguish their gender. 
 
    Wodan felt the stabbing pain of guilt. He knew that from their perspective, their Rotnami captors held godlike power over them. Their schedule, the nature of their work, what they ate and whether they ate, their hopes and dreams - all were held in the grasp of armed men in red military uniforms. Memories of childhood friends and family were like dreams forgotten upon waking, a mere prelude to the waking reality of drawing crude oil out of the earth so that the Empire could be fed. Wodan was struck by the fact that for him, the men who ran the labor camp were simply a means of feeding him. He had to occasionally playact a little bit so they would not shoot him, but ultimately the Rotnami personnel were no more a threat than the bowls of rice they had brought him. 
 
    Wodan thought all of this in only a moment, and he quickly pulled his eyes away from the slaves. 
 
    There’s nothing I could have done for them, he told himself. Setsassanar would have chided me for thinking otherwise. I have to keep moving forward, to the larger goal. 
 
    The soldiers in black gestured for Wodan to get in the back of the truck. As he prepared to ascend, he saw a small, armed man staring down at him with his mouth hanging open. 
 
    “Gods below, he’s big!” he said in Eastern. “What an absolute hog!” 
 
    “You riding up front?” said one of the soldiers, gesturing for him to get out of the back of the truck. 
 
    “Ah… well, I was thinking, it’s such an honor to be riding with the fabled members of the Kumori Reconnaissance Unit, that I might-” 
 
    “Better get up front with your boss,” said the soldier. “He’s your client. Have to keep an eye on him. Right?” 
 
    “Oh… right, sir. Of course, sir.” 
 
    The mercenary hopped out of the truck and the Kumori soldiers climbed in with Wodan. They directed him to sit with his back to the cab, then while half of them unholstered their sidearms and sat facing him, the rest laid down and immediately went to sleep. As the truck’s engine revved and they slowly made their way out of the camp, Wodan noted that the attention of the Kumori did not waver. They were not lower echelon soldiers slogging their way from one duty to the next and hoping for some rest, but professionals who took pride in their work, no matter what their work entailed. 
 
    Wodan laid his head back against the vibrating metal. He could faintly hear the Ogreman, Ho Han, and his guard speaking to one another. 
 
    “So?” said Ho Han. “What did you think of him?” 
 
    “Well, they didn’t want me back there with them, so I don’t really know,” said his guard, sounding forlorn. 
 
    “What do you mean? The prisoner didn’t want you back there?” 
 
    “What? No, not the prisoner, the guys from Kumori Recon. When I heard they were here, I was looking forward to meeting them.” 
 
    “Those Rotnami goons back there?” Ho Han laughed. “Forget about them. They give those guys slick uniforms because they can’t give them anything else. There’s no future in taking orders. No, I mean, did you get a load of that prisoner?” 
 
    “Yeah! Yeah. He looked good.” 
 
    “Good? He’s a monster! And they’ve been starving him, too. No telling how long they had him in that hole. Just imagine what he’ll look like when we get some meat on him. He’ll be breaking guys in half and eating people in the Arena!” 
 
    “Yeah!” said the guard, trying to sound enthused. 
 
    “We’re gonna cut this trip short,” said Ho Han. “I’m not even stopping by Odland Oil, even though they said they’ve got too many people. Why bother? I want to get back to Akkad and get some rice in this guy. Just imagine. Imagine the kind of show he’s going to put on…” 
 
    The hum of the truck began to lull Wodan to sleep. Even the constant small upheavals of tires plowing over stones only felt like gentle rocking. 
 
    A show, thought Wodan. He’s right about that, poor bastard. I’ll put on a show they’ll never forget!
  
 
   


  
 




Chapter Ten 
 
    The Brush of Heaven

  
 
    A small Ktari airship touched down on a fairly level strip of dirt and almost immediately bounced back into the air. After a moment it slammed back down once again, its tires casting up a shower of dust behind it. It slowed and came to a stop at the foot of a squat hill covered in short tufts of weeds and a few saplings looking for purchase among the rocks. A cloud of dust settled around the airship as the engine fell silent. Finally the airship’s narrow door popped open, and Matthias Fairson leaned out and surveyed the area. 
 
    Matthias had a short military haircut, and had grown accustomed to wearing his brown military uniform and insignia of rank on his chest. Two oversized handguns smacked against his thighs as he swung through the doorway and landed on the dusty earth. 
 
    “It’s good,” he said, then made his way up the hill with long strides. 
 
    “I’ll say if it’s good or not!” said Justyn Daaz, sidestepping through the narrow opening. Unlike his comrade, he did not wear his military uniform, nor did he wear any of the rough apparel he usually took into the field. He wore only loose-fitting civilian attire, a plain undyed outfit commonly worn by retired old men around the house, but made to suit his large frame. He glanced at the horizon, but lost interest in their surroundings. He trusted Matthias’s judgment, and only gave him a hard time out of habit. “You can come out, Elamah,” he said. 
 
    Their fellow superbeing emerged and stood perched at the doorway. Elamah Borgin was a tall woman with golden skin and fair hair that whipped around her shoulders and neck despite the wide-brimmed hat she wore to ward off the elements. She had delicate features and bright blue eyes, but her usually intense charisma was hidden by a look of revulsion. 
 
    “You okay?” said Justyn. 
 
    “Everything is spinning,” said Elamah. “Gods, I feel awful, Justyn.” 
 
    “I tried to set her down nice, but… you know, these planes are made to land on anything. So it’s… I mean, you can’t find a stretch out here without rocks in the way, or-” 
 
    “It’s fine, I’m fine, I just need a moment.” 
 
    Finally Elamah crouched and extended her hand. Justyn took it, then she took a controlled fall from the plane. Justyn helped her right herself. The desert wind blasted them with a sudden torrent of sand and whipped around her beautifully tailored amber dress with its rose-patterned print, and her pained expression made Justyn wonder if it had been a mistake bringing her out here. 
 
    “This is going to ruin your dress,” said Justyn. “This is why you should have-” 
 
    “You don’t have to mother me, Justyn,” said Elamah, suddenly brightening as if enjoying herself. “I grew up in the Odland just like you, you know! And besides, I didn’t make this dress so it could sit in the closet.” 
 
    The wind stopped as if a switch had been thrown, and was replaced by a familiar humming sound. The three superbeings turned and saw the final member of their party emerge from the airship - Dove Langley. The sound of her shield rose in pitch, then she floated from the ship, her shining black hair and white cape floating as if underwater. She landed and turned, then smiled as Elamah shook sand from her flimsy hat. 
 
    “That’s very cool, Dove,” said Elamah. “I appreciate the windbreak, but couldn’t you maybe have grabbed the airship out of the sky and set it down gently?” 
 
    Langley’s mouth fell open and she blinked large green eyes. “Of course not,” she said, shocked by the question. “I could tear the ship apart!” 
 
    “Forgive me, I don’t know how it all works. So this is the place, then? Matthias, is the, um… perimeter secure? Is that how you would say it?” 
 
    Langley was annoyed by Elamah’s blasé, carefree attitude, especially considering the importance of this venture. From his perch at the top of the little hill, Matthias smirked, and Langley knew him well enough to know that he was amused. 
 
    “I wouldn’t say it’s secure, no,” said Matthias. “I’m just one person with a limited field of vision. Back in the day Justyn might have helped out a bit, but since he’s not in a helpful mood lately, we’ll just say that I’ve got eyes on the situation. It looks safe enough.” 
 
    “But is that military-speak?” 
 
    Matthias shrugged. 
 
    “I flew the airship, didn’t I?” said Justyn. “It’s not like I wouldn’t do something if-” 
 
    “Oh, Justyn!” said Elamah, putting a hand on his forearm. “I know you’ll watch out for me.” 
 
    This is important, thought Langley, stifling the desire to sigh. I need to remember that! 
 
    Justyn gave Elamah unnecessary assistance as they made their way up the hill, and Langley chose to walk so she could make sure her widely-cast shield kept Elamah from being sand-blasted by the wasteland. It had not been easy getting her out here, and Langley wanted her to be as comfortable as possible. As they neared the top, Matthias extended his spyglass and looked for his target. Once satisfied, he held the thing steady and gestured for Elamah to take it. 
 
    “I’m not sure what I’m looking at,” said Elamah, adjusting the spyglass. 
 
    “You should be seeing the city of Magyar,” said Matthias. “We crossed the eastern border, and we’re in the nation of Ionia. You-” 
 
    “Oh! I have it.” 
 
    Matthias knew that she really did see it, because the warmth drained from her face and was replaced by sickening realization. 
 
    Elamah saw something like a swarm of black ants crawling over the ruined walls of the city of Magyar. Through a screen of rising smoke she could just make out a few white towers. She tried to focus on the dark swarm, and though she occasionally saw a writhing tentacle or some other strange limb jerking above the wave, she could make out no individual demons. Even from this distance, seeing them streaming into the city made her itch all over. She tried to get a sense of the size of the invading army of flesh demons, and as she pulled her focus away from the city, she saw something like a red sea covered by shining red pennants - the Rotnami legions of San Ktari. They seemed to be standing still, merely watching the invasion from the sidelines. 
 
    “I can see our soldiers,” said Elamah. “What are they doing?” 
 
    “The walls of the city are broken, and it looks to be on fire,” said Matthias. “I’m guessing the Rotnami shelled them with artillery, and now they’re letting our new allies finish them off.” 
 
    Elamah gave an involuntary groan. Just then she saw black wings flapping, then several flying creatures coasted over the city’s high walls. From this distance they looked like bats rising and falling on the smoke from a campfire. She had heard plenty of stories about flesh demons, and even dragons, but seeing them and knowing that they were killing and eating the inhabitants of a city seemed unreal and perverse. She wondered if she would soon wake up and find that she had been dreaming. 
 
    I guess it’s true, then, she thought. What Dove and the others told me about our people practically fighting side-by-side with monsters... is true. 
 
    “I wonder how our soldiers can stand to be so close to them?” Elamah said. “You’d think they’d be running in terror.” 
 
    Langley moved to stand beside her. “This is the secret alliance that everyone is talking about,” said Langley. “It’s not just gossip, it’s real. This is what Dad and the Kommanders in the Party don’t want us to see. This is why Matthias and I have been given busywork to keep us occupied. This is why Josef and Valeria have grown so distant from us. They know about this.” Elamah did not turn to look at her, but kept her attention on the spyglass. Langley continued, hoping that her words could pierce Elamah’s cool reserve. “We’ve always gone along with whatever they told us to do, because it was easy. Because they worshipped us and made us feel superior. But how can we go along with this? Those people… Elamah, they’re being butchered and eaten by those monsters.” 
 
    Langley watched as Elamah’s jaw clenched. “It’s ghastly,” Elamah said, her voice barely above a whisper. “It reminds me of one of Zigman’s songs.” 
 
    At the mention of Zigman, Langley’s heart quickened. He was the next step in her plan. 
 
    “But they’re not victims, dear,” Elamah said, suddenly collapsing the spyglass and holding it out for Matthias. “Don’t the Ionians use those horrible chainsaw lances?” 
 
    Langley was thrown off balance. Though she had never served on the front lines, she had been attached to the military long enough to think of a weapon as a weapon. The idea that some weapons were humane while others were not seemed hopelessly naive, and she was not sure how to argue. 
 
    “Hey, Elamah,” said Matthias, suddenly taking the pressure off Langley. “Can you imagine if Valeria saw this? She comes from Ionian stock. This demon invasion is the very reason why a Western front was opened - to keep her distracted.” 
 
    “Oh, so what?” said Elamah, shrugging and turning away from the thin plume of rising smoke. “Valeria’s a fanatic. She buys into her role. Really buys into it. You think she couldn’t accept this?” 
 
    “Hearing gossip about it is one thing,” said Langley. “Seeing it is another. If the Ionians are the last great enemy of the Empire, then Valeria should be at the eastern front with her soldiers. The Party knows better than to allow that.” 
 
    “Oh, you’re right, you’re right,” said Elamah, stepping away as if she needed space to breathe. “So… what happens next?” 
 
    Matthias extended the spyglass and idly spun it in his fingers. “What’s left of Ionia,” he said, “that is, Jalatia, Rordask, and the capital, Utyar, are laid out in a line. The demons and the Rotnami are going to smash through them one by one. Military plans that were going to take years are now getting crossed off everyone’s list in days. San Ktari can’t lose with demons helping us, and there are more demons joining every day. And our boy Josef will make sure it all happens efficiently and according to schedule.” Matthias smiled bitterly. “He’s good for that, if nothing else. Now that Magyar has fallen, that means there’s two independent city-states cut off from reinforcements from their Ionian allies. They’re expected to give up without a fight by the end of the week. As for the Western front, did you hear the rumor that Valeria forced a city-state into submission all on her own? She doesn’t even need demons to help her. If she wraps up the Western front soon enough... who knows? Maybe her Killswitch will be the first to get thrown.” 
 
    Elamah was already stressed out by the talk of conquest, but at the mention of Valeria being at risk, she grew pale. “Do you… do you really think they would...” 
 
    “Damn it, Matthias,” Justyn interrupted, “if one of us was going to die from being useless, all three of us would be dead by now. I’d be the first to go.” 
 
    Matthias stood in silence for a moment. “I’m not useless!” he shouted with unexpected force. “I put on this stupid uniform and go where they want me to go so they’ll keep me around another day! I can’t just sit around and wait to die like you!” 
 
    An uncomfortable silence fell over them. Elamah could see that the three of them were very concerned that their Killswitch would be thrown, and she was shocked. She had always considered such a possibility to be so remote that it was not worth worrying about. Then again, she did not think that Langley and Matthias and Justyn were the type of people to worry over nothing. They were military, “real” military, and they did “real” work unlike Elamah and some of the others, which had always been a point of contention that drove a wedge between them. 
 
    As far as they’re concerned, they probably think I’m no better than Michael, or poor Franklin, she thought. Then again, they wouldn’t have brought me all the way out here if that’s all they thought of me. 
 
    Elamah cleared her throat. “So you believe we’re all in danger?” she said. 
 
    “This involves you,” said Langley. “Once the Red Map is done, the Party won’t have any need for your propaganda.” 
 
    Elamah felt an unexpected stab of shock. “Okay, well!” she said. “It’s not as if I’ve simply been making pieces exactly as the Party orders them! Haven’t you seen the latest series I’ve made? I’ve been designing murals and statues of that mythological creature Succoth-Benoth just to show people how small and cowardly they really are! The bureaucrats in Akkad have to go into work every day and look at a big dumb octopus glaring at them the whole time! If that doesn’t get them thinking, then what will?” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” said Langley, sighing. “I guess the point of those statues is lost on me.” 
 
    Elamah felt a sudden rush of confusion. “How… how could you not see-” 
 
    “I get it, Elamah,” said Matthias. “That octopus is hilarious. The fact that the Jutsakka thinks they make for good propaganda shows what idiots they are.” 
 
    Elamah involuntarily smiled, then felt embarrassed for revealing how important it was for her to be understood. “There’s more than a few rebels in the Jutsakka,” she said, blushing. 
 
    “We’re going to need rebels,” said Langley. “But it’s going to take more than pictures to get us out of this, Elamah. The three of us have seen that we don’t have to live like this. They tell us we’re gods, but then they use us like tools. Maybe it’s time we showed them we won’t be thrown away when they’re done with us.” 
 
    “Wow, Dove, you really do sound cool!” said Elamah, genuinely in awe. “Is it… is it because you went to that place where the “other Engel” lives?” 
 
    Langley quickly went from embarrassment to shock. “You know about that?” 
 
    “People talk,” said Elamah, shrugging. “But I’m right, aren’t I? It’s because you went out there.” 
 
    Langley nodded, thinking back on how she and Matthias and Justyn had flown to the Black Valley just over a month ago. They had wanted to see how Wodan lived, so they acquired fuel by concocting a plan for a long-range reconnaissance operation that was almost rejected due to fuel shortages. But in the end it was approved. Luckily they arrived at the Black Valley at night, and saw the spotlights of the zeppelins on their endless patrols. They landed some distance away, then continued on foot. 
 
    The natural splendor of the Valley at first made them believe they had found a utopia. It did not take them long before they decided that their “cousin” Wodan was an egomaniacal madman. In secret they watched gambling and whore-mongering in the towns, young men fighting in the streets for no reason, a police force that often sat for hours in open-air restaurants doing little but chatting to passers-by. They saw mobs shouting in kangaroo courts, cheering at the sight of blood as barbaric forms of punishment were meted out one after another like some kind of sadistic assembly line. It was depressing, and at the time, Langley decided that she had built a false Wodan in her mind. It had made sense that Wodan would look up to the kind of creature who had kidnapped her and held her in the Tower; like any other man, he was only obsessed with wealth and power, and so it made sense why he had brought so many people into an oasis so they could conduct an orgy of looting of one of the last few oases left in the world. She could only imagine how Wodan and Setsassanar had dreamed about what they could do after plundering the Black Valley and leaving the people behind. 
 
    They had nearly come out of hiding after stumbling on one of the Valley’s new churches. Langley only understood True State Idolism, the official religion of San Ktari, and she looked on it with a sort of smug disdain, especially since she was one of its main figureheads. She was appalled to hear Valliers singing hymns to a God that, for all she knew, did not exist - and worst of all, Wodan was some kind of revered, saintly character! She could scarcely believe what she heard - how Wodan had gone into the heavens, fought some kind of spiritual demon, saved the world, and then appointed a gangster as papal authority. She was sickened. Not only had Wodan chided her on the fact that she was a powerless figurehead thrust into a state religion, but it turned out that Wodan had secretly built some kind of state religion around himself! 
 
    We nearly went after him right then and there, she thought. We were going to beat him in front of a crowd, just to take him down a peg or two! 
 
    They had spoken angry words, but before they could follow through with anything rash, they happened to stumble on what passed for a school in the Valley. In the shade of a roof made from thin branches twisted together, they had watched children sitting alongside old men, maids, and rough-looking farmers as they learned to read. At one point several geese walked through the middle of class, forcing everyone to lift their legs as they passed, and then later they had to take a break due to a dog fight that broke out. The schooling seemed so absurd that Langley and her comrades could not help but laugh. It did not help that the strange mix of students seemed to be taking their lesson with utmost seriousness. Langley had wondered what they would think of the rigidity of San Ktari schooling, with children sitting bolt upright as the teacher and his guards watched for any sign of disobedience or even lack of enthusiasm. There was no getting up in the middle of class and strolling off for a smoke break in San Ktari. Parents could be imprisoned or even exiled into the wasteland if their child proved unfit for education. 
 
    But seeing the little Black Valley school was also the start of Langley’s education. Laughter had broken her anger, and as they watched the Valliers over the next few days, they began to understand these loud, coarse, jovial people. They learned that the Valliers did not look one another in the eye because they were asserting dominance; they were merely willing to look at one another face to face. They were surprised to find that the Valliers were not forced from one worksite to another with threats of violence, but each Vallier simply managed his own affairs. It was hard for the three Engels to understand how such a people did not simply retire to their own plots of land and free themselves from one another’s demands, but instead they somehow worked together to create an imposing line of defense. 
 
    Langley had wanted to find Wodan and speak to him, especially after overhearing Vallier conversations about him. But the others began worrying about their hidden airship, and so they left without seeing him. Returning home, they found their own people now seemed like thoughtless, angry slaves, each quietly resenting his own existence, each willing to hate one another rather than make any individual change. 
 
    I wanted so badly to see him, she thought. I wanted to tell him… that he was right. 
 
    “It’s a special place,” Langley finally said. “And Wodan… our cousin… he’s a special man.”
“I would very much like to meet him,” said Elamah. “But really, Dove, what is it you plan to do?” 
 
    Thinking of the way of the Valliers, Langley decided to be open and honest. “I want to get the people of San Ktari on our side. Not to worship us, but to care about us. I want a revolution.” 
 
    Langley could plainly see the shock on Elamah’s face as she worked her jaw up and down. Langley had hoped she would sound like Wodan - forthright, holding nothing back. But even in her own ears, she sounded more than a little ridiculous. Even though she knew there were more than enough people in San Ktari to get what they wanted through sheer weight of numbers, even against the Emperor and the Rotnami, she was afraid that they had been beaten down for so many generations that they had become incapable of wanting anything different than what the Party wanted. San Ktari may have been founded through a revolution led by the First Emperor, but now the very concept of rebellion was difficult for the Eastern mind to grasp. 
 
    “To put it in more practical terms,” said Matthias, “we need to get the Vest of the Gotterdammerung away from the Emperor, and then convince Big Dad to give us his vest, too. Without those, we won’t live for much longer.” 
 
    Elamah inhaled for such a long time that Langley almost thought she was about to pass out. “Wow,” Elamah finally said. “This is really scary.” 
 
    “It wouldn’t seem so scary,” said Langley, “if you went to the Valley, and saw what one of us is capable of doing when his life is in his own hands. I want to live… just like he lives. I want you to go there with us, Elamah. To the Black Valley.” 
 
    Elamah laughed nervously, then smiled. “Okay. Okay! That is, as long as you think it’s safe.” 
 
    Langley and Matthias exchanged a look. 
 
    This is it, thought Langley. 
 
    “The thing is,” said Langley, “it’s getting more and more difficult for us to get a fuel ration. To go that far, we would need to make it look like we were planning something big. We need to make it look like several of us are working together to score a big victory for the Empire. Perhaps, if you could get some others to go, too…” 
 
    “I can get Zigman to come with us!” said Elamah. “It would be just what he needs. Did you know he painted his entire bedroom black?” 
 
    I’ve done it! Langley thought, her heart racing. I was right about those two! 
 
    For a long time Langley had thought about her “cousin” Zelmar Zigman, the Engel musician. He was completely unapproachable these days, irritated by everyone and everything and jealously guarding his own depression. Though they had been friends when they were children - they had all been friends, long ago - they now lived within their own bubbles. Langley knew that Zigman considered her a “shill” for the military. Though she figured Elamah thought the same of her, Elamah was at least approachable. 
 
    Of course, reaching Zigman was not her end goal; her plans for revolution did not require an avant-garde musician who hated the world. But Zigman had an unlikely friendship with Victor Kurgenos, champion of the Arena. When she had first heard that Victor and Zigman had become close friends, she was baffled. Zigman was withdrawn, quiet, thoughtful, while Victor was loud, a braggart, and obsessed with the roar of the crowd. Victor should have been the sort of man that Zigman despised, and Victor should not have noticed someone like Zigman. After a lot of thought and a little inquiry, Langley realized that they were both emotionally sensitive, but hid their sensitivity behind layers of cynicism and arrogance. Perhaps they liked to hang out and talk about everyone who had betrayed them, or maybe they just enjoyed making fun of others behind their back; whatever the case, Langley knew that if she could get Victor on their side, if she could make him see that they were not safe, then he could speak to his unnumbered legions of rabid fans and get them talking about Engel emancipation. There were already incidents of Victor’s fans fighting for his honor, even facing time in prison or in a labor camp, simply because they had heard someone speaking ill of their champion. 
 
    Imagine the power of all those rabid fans protesting in the streets, she thought. The Emperor would need the military to stop them… but Victor has loyal followers in the military, too! 
 
    “Well, I believe I’m ready to go,” said Elamah. “It’s hot out here, and I’m sure Dove is tired of keeping the wind off of us.” 
 
    Matthias extended the spyglass as he spun it in one hand, then said, “Sure you don’t want one more look?” 
 
    “No, I think I’ve seen enough demons for one day, thank you.” 
 
    “I’ll take a look,” said Justyn, looking grim and tired as he took the spyglass from Matthias. 
 
    “But you’ve seen them up close, haven’t you, Justyn?” Elamah asked. “You can’t really make out details from this distance.” 
 
    “I can see enough.” Justyn stood frozen in place as he looked into the small hole revealing a world in torment. Elamah could not help but think that he looked like a statue, a warrior forced to live without the benefit of a holy war. Elamah realized that Langley was studying her as she was studying Justyn, and she laughed uncomfortably, because she knew that Langley could intuit what she had been doing. 
 
    That’s why they call her The Brush of Heaven, Langley thought. It’s an absurd name, but she really does see everything as if it’s some kind of work of art. 
 
    Justyn sighed as if he was fed up, but he kept his eye on the spyglass. “I think it’s important to look at the creatures our masters work with,” he finally said. “When you think about them, and then consider the fact that they would rather execute us than those creatures, it can get you worked up to a level of being pissed off that you wouldn’t normally think was possible.” 
 
    “Is that what you think, big guy?” said Matthias, hiding a smile. 
 
    *** 
 
    In the doomed city of Magyar, the heavenly host were singing as they chased their meals. In the eyes of Penemue, his kinsmen looked as if they were shining with a halo of light. As one sang, his aura would shift on the chromatic scale, indicating mood and intention, and that shift in color would spread from one to another like a beautiful dancing rainbow. Penemue easily ignored the sound of doors torn off hinges or people crying in terror, because they were only minor details compared to the wonderful tapestry that was the emotional orchestra of his kin. 
 
    Like all of his kind, Penemue was unique. His father may have fathered many, but his Mother made them all one of a kind. Penemue was tall, nearly ten feet in height. He was heavier at the bottom than at the top, with long, flat feet and stubby, almost nonexistent legs that carried him with an odd, swaying gait. He had no arms, only flightless wings that were powerful nonetheless. His wings were mostly of a hard, bony material, with red flesh stretched taut from shoulder to tip. The flesh of his cone-shaped body was red and ridged, and while his head may have been small for his body, his beak was long and powerful, and he had a hard sack of flesh hanging from the back of his skull that contained much of his brain matter. Such was Penemue. 
 
    He was one of the most ancient sons of the Mother, and while he had seen his fair share of battle, much of his life was spent in contemplation. While his brain mass was large and sufficiently complex to allow him to learn anything that he applied himself to, even advanced physics, he was not a human and would not debase himself in such studies. Instead, most of his cognitive ability was used as a sort of nexus of control for others of his kind - that is, directing those less gifted and lacking in understanding of their larger goal. Penemue had spent much of his life resting and eating and waiting for this. 
 
    We leave a few, he thought, his voice echoing in his mind and in the minds of others, though his vocal cords were incapable of speech. We will leave a few alive, so they can continue on as our playthings. 
 
    Throughout the city he heard some of his kin echoing this sentiment, calling out or singing or simply nodding in their own way. None disagreed. They were not humans, poor creatures cut off from one another, eternally damned to scheme against one another until finally given the mercy of death. Even if his kinsmen were capable of disagreeing, none would dare tell Penemue that he was wrong. He was, in some sense, like a leader or military general; in fact, he was the greatest of those walking the surface of the world. But he was also like a gateway, and through him the hand of their Mother reached out, pulling one child here, another child there, so that the entire family could act in unison. There were some kindred who were little more than walking or flying sacks of brain matter who also acted as gateways of Her control - but none were so great as Penemue. 
 
    Penemue’s thoughts on his own greatness were interrupted by a gunshot behind him. He had just entered a wide marketplace paved with white stones, the stalls now overturned and covered in the dead and dying, their blood running like thick streams between paved walkways. Penemue had not expected to enter the city without incident, but still, the marketplace was covered with his kindred singing and gorging themselves, and so the gunshot surprised him. He could not easily turn his body, but his head whipped around and he immediately saw one of his brothers lying on the ground, four long legs splayed out as blood poured from his chest. He did not have to see his brother’s face contorted with agony in order to feel his pain tugging at him, reminding him that the pain of one was an insult to them all. Over his fallen kin stood an Ionian youth, his long blond hair matted with blood, his eyes gleaming cruelly. Penemue began rocking his body back and forth so that he could turn around on his squat legs. 
 
    The young man held a shotgun, but Penemue paid it little mind; he was entranced by the boy’s hideous expression. Human motivation and emotional capacity was foreign to Penemue, and he did not understand that the youth had buried his fear under a boiling cauldron of defiance, and was sacrificing his life in the hope that his family would be able to flee the city. Penemue only saw a dark smudge of chaotic features twisting on the youth’s face, a sort of living hole that sucked in the light and created a shivering web of shadow. The boy had no aura, no connection to anything, and so he was like a scampering, shrieking creature incapable of communion with anything. It lived in delusion and it would be a mercy to end its torment. 
 
    He fumbled with his shotgun long enough for two of Penemue’s kindred to grab him. He shrieked as long limbs wrapped around his arms and an oversized pincer clamped down on his belly. Penemue saw his kindred as two blazing beacons of light, with luminous fibers stretching toward him and throughout the entire city, and even reaching down into the earth, connecting them all in a grand web. Rainbow lights glistened along the lengths of the fibers, passing thoughts and feelings and intentions and sensations. 
 
    Compared to that, what was the life of one boy? 
 
    When Penemue was finally turned around, he felt a rush of excitement, and began flapping his wings, beating them against the sides of his body. While he might not be able to turn easily, he could run very fast, and so he propelled himself forward on his two large feet, flapping his wings, and crying out, “WAAHK! WAAHK! WAAAAHK!” He knew that the boy would soon pass out from the fear, so before unconsciousness could take him, Penemue raced up to him, opened his gullet, and closed his beak on the boy’s head. With quick jerking movements Penemue bobbed his head up and down, pulling the boy from the grasp of those who held him and forcing him down his throat, still alive and gasping for air. Finally Penemue tilted his head back with two feet hanging from his mouth, then he swallowed. He heard, and even felt, the boy’s shoulders snap as he was forced down the narrow gullet. 
 
    Penemue bent his short legs and rested. He did not bother to cry out in triumph, but was content to sit in peace while his brothers continued their work throughout the city. 
 
    This is not a battle, Penemue thought. This is not a war. 
 
    This is a feast! 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
    A Problem of Numbers

  
 
    General Yarek Clash stood at the top of the Autumn Wall. The entire length of the Valley echoed with the sound of hammering, the clap of wood against wood, and the marching boots and endless shouting of the men at work expanding the Wall. Yarek had several radio sets all tuned to different frequencies so Rangers from all corners of the Valley could give him updates, and it seemed as if he had young messengers constantly running up the Wall to bring him news. But always he kept his eyes on the southern reaches, where the earth was laid bare and men wound their way around a labyrinth of tree stumps as they brought in more logs to feed the Wall. 
 
    Construction continued around the clock and Yarek’s schedule nearly did as well, but he was not tired. As the wind raced along the top of the Wall he felt an electric current racing through his bloodstream. He leaned over the parapet and imagined how the Wall would shake when the machine guns opened fire, turning demons into hamburger meat. He doubted they would all die in one single headlong rush, but even so, he felt an intense thrill imagining blood running through the passes as they tried to sneak through the mountains. 
 
    Even if they knock over the Wall, he thought, and even if they flood the passes, we can fight them from house to house. This isn’t Haven. Every Vallier is a potential soldier! 
 
    Just then he heard a crashing waterfall of what must have been a bucket of nails overturned by accident. A cry of, “Ah, piss on it!” was followed by laughter. Yarek could not help but smile. 
 
    Some of them probably imagine their lives after this war, he thought. They think this trial is something to be endured, and then their real life will continue afterwards. 
 
    His hand unconsciously touched the cold steel of his sidearm in its leather holster. 
 
    They don’t know that this war is the meaning of our existence! 
 
    A man and a dogman bearing a load of wooden planks walked by him and were startled when one of his radios squawked. 
 
    “General Clash, message for General Clash,” said a young man over the line. 
 
    “I’m here,” said Yarek. “Speak up.” 
 
    “This is the roper of the Mama Ruby, on return route from patrol, sir.” 
 
    “Go on, then. What news?” 
 
    “We spotted the demon army, sir.” 
 
    Yarek stood in silence, and several men who had been hammering floorboards suddenly stopped and turned to him. A tall dogman carrying buckets of tar stopped and turned in his direction, somehow hearing the radio much further away than any human could. Yarek watched him speak to some other men who left off from their work. 
 
    “Where, and how many?” said Yarek. 
 
    “Couple hundred miles south of Pontius,” said the young Ranger. “And they was heading straight for her, sir.” 
 
    “Heading for Pontius,” Yarek repeated. 
 
    “They were, sir. And they was a sizeable force. We reckoned they saw our lights in the night, but they made no move against us.” 
 
    “Give me a number.” 
 
    “Captain estimated maybe... ten thousand. Hard to say, though, sir. With their kind. I mean, some was bigger than others. But they covered a good stretch of land, sir.”
“Any dragons among them?” said Yarek. Something did not feel right.
“There was nothing winged as far as we could see, sir.” 
 
    “Stay on the line with me,” said Yarek, hefting a larger hand-held radio set. “Zachariah, are you there? This is Yarek.” 
 
    Zachariah’s wife and son lived nearby, and Yarek had expected one of them to pick up and then fetch Zachariah. Instead, the response was almost immediate. “Yeah,” said Zachariah. 
 
    “Zachariah, that you?” 
 
    “Yes, yes.” 
 
    “Zachariah, one of our ships has spotted a force of demons. They say it’s about ten thousand strong. Now, I know we’ve talked about this before, but those demons who attacked Hargis-” 
 
    “No, no, Yarek, they were much more numerous than that. Much more.” 
 
    Yarek sat on the edge of his table and considered the matter. “You were young back then, Zachariah. And you were scared. Is it possible that you overestimated?” 
 
    “No, Yarek. Listen, I’ve thought about this. I know memory is fallible. Emotion tampers with details. But I distinctly remember right before our escape, when we climbed the Cherub Tower, so we could fire down on them. That tower was about one hundred and twenty-five cubits high, and gave a view of much of the city. I could clearly see the demons between two hills, where we had forts in place.” Yarek was about to respond that none of that meant anything to him, but Zachariah continued, obviously intent on the subject. “I used to ride between those fortifications during inspections with my father, and I knew the distance was twelve stadia between the forts. The demons stretched back as far as I could see, but we’ll say they occupied space up to about twenty stadia distant, where another hill obscured the horizon. The demons vary greatly in size, of course, but let’s say they were, on average, twice the size of a man. How many men can you fit in a square stadia of space?” 
 
    “I don’t-” 
 
    “You can fit about four thousand men, so we’ll say two thousand demons. So the space we have, about two hundred and forty stadia squared, would fit about four hundred and eighty thousand demons. And that’s not even counting the demons who were already in the city, so we could say half a million. Plus there may have been more behind the hill blocking the horizon. Do you see?” 
 
    “I see. Thank you, Zachariah.” 
 
    Yarek was about to disconnect, but Zachariah inhaled loudly and said, “So there must be many more demons, Yarek.” 
 
    “Understood, Zachariah, thank you.” Yarek disconnected and picked up his other radio set. “You hear that?” 
 
    “I did, sir,” said the roper. “We can’t say much about Mister Hargis’s estimations, but, sir, keep in mind, this is a bigger force of devils than any of us have ever seen. It’s as you said, sir, he was young back when he saw them, it might have-” 
 
    “No, son,” said Yarek. “He’s a wise man and I trust his estimation. He’s right, there are more devils out there. Although… hm. King Wodan did say that the demon army that destroyed Hargis went into the East. His sources told him that the army of the West would be a smaller one. Maybe they think ten thousand devils are enough to wipe us out?” 
 
    The roper made a snorting sound. “It’ll be enough to take Pontius, that’s for sure, sir.” 
 
    “I agree,” said Yarek. “It shouldn’t be, but it is. Pontius is a sitting duck. We warned them about this, but the politicians are scrambling to cover up the news. They want to avoid a panic, and meanwhile, anyone with money who knows what’s coming is quietly moving to Sunport. As far as we know, Pontius has made no preparations.” 
 
    “The demons probably mean to take Pontius first and get their fill of something to eat, then head our way.” 
 
    “Whatever the case, get a written report to me as soon as you land.” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” 
 
    *** 
 
    Yarek spent all night in one of the watchtowers on the Wall helping coordinate the aerial patrols while several men kept opening and shutting windows as the wind could never settle on which way it should blow. He found himself continually annoyed by talk amongst the Rangers about how they would only face a demon army which Yarek considered miniscule compared to what he had imagined. During a break he looked out of a window and saw the stars shining over the dark woods and he wondered if he should not be overjoyed as well, but at the bottom of his soul he found only a strong desire to face the worst thing this world had to offer. He took a moment to order that a copy of the report on the size of the demonic army witnessed by the crew of the Mama Ruby be sent downriver to Pontius. Even though he considered it a waste of time, he reasoned that perhaps the news might reach someone capable of rousing Pontius to action. 
 
    If not, thought Yarek, we’ll be facing a well-fed demon army. 
 
    Yarek must have fallen asleep in his chair because he felt himself being shaken by a young Ranger. He was surprised to see the pale blue of dawn through the window. 
 
    “Sir?” said the young Ranger. He had a feeble mustache attempted too early, and his eyes were wide with concern. Yarek was about to speak, then he realized that several men were standing in the doorway staring at him, and he was annoyed at being caught asleep. 
 
    “Well?” said Yarek. “What is it?” 
 
    “Another demon army has been sighted, sir,” said the young Ranger, speaking so quietly that it seemed he still believed Yarek was asleep, and did not want to wake him. “Airship spotted them south of here, just a few weeks away.” 
 
    “How big?” said Yarek, his blood pounding as if the demons were already here. 
 
    “About… about one million, sir.” 
 
    “Be reasonable,” Yarek snapped, suddenly standing. 
 
    “That’s what they said, sir. That’s what they said. They said - they said it was one million devils, sir.” 
 
    Yarek looked at the faces staring at him from the darkened hallway, then he turned to the north-facing window. The sill was wet with morning dew, and even though he could still see a few stars, he was struck by the brilliant blue sky. Though he felt no wind, the vivid green forest below the tower seemed to sway, the leaves sighing as they caressed one another. The beauty of the moment touched him so deeply that he felt a sense of wonder he had never known before. 
 
    Yarek Clash found it difficult to speak, but finally he turned to the others. “One million demons,” he said simply, smiling involuntarily. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
    Kingmaker Jelly


In the morning, Emperor Sarru-ken the Great woke to find a concubine sucking him off. He observed the clean white drapes surrounding his bed, and listened to the heavy stillness. He could just make out the outlines of the Omniseers crouching around the edges of the room, waiting patiently as the concubine’s head slowly rose and fell. In a few moments he felt a tingle, a slight rush, and then the concubine crawled away from his divine person and backed out of the room on her knees with her mouth full of the most precious substance in the universe. Sarru-ken nearly fell back to sleep. He was in a daze as the Omniseers shuffled up to him on their knees, wiped him off with a warm, moist towel, and then dressed him. 
 
    For breakfast, Sarru-ken was escorted to a long table filled with a selection of fish collected from the coastline all along the empire, each wrapped in spiced seaweed and accompanied with white rice in small white bowls. Color was added to the meal with a selection of fruits carefully cut into cubes and stacked in a way that was aesthetically pleasing. He ate alone while staring at a wide painting that showed the First Emperor, Mace-Moosh Iyamoto, staring back at him as he ate from what may have been the same table in the same room. 
 
    Though no one ate with him, four Omniseers and four servants occupied the corners of the room, crouching and watching him as he ate, ever attentive that something amiss might offend the Emperor as he prepared himself for the day ahead. As Sarru-ken raised his cup of water to his lips, the servants held their breath, for they had just changed the filter and were afraid that the change in taste might be offensive. Like a marble statue he held the cup to his lips, all eyes focused on his Adam’s apple bobbing once, twice, three times, with no sound at all. Finally Sarru-ken lowered the cup, his eyes lingering only for a moment before he turned his attention to a stack of red and orange cubes of fruit. The servants betrayed no sign of relief despite the fact that they could have been thrown in a dungeon operated by Colonel Sin. 
 
    “My tummy is full,” Emperor Sarru-ken said quietly. The Omniseers gestured and immediately the four servants ran in a crouch to clear the table. Sarru-ken watched with interest as the servants loaded one another down with one bowl after another, being careful not to drop a single morsel as they took the food to be destroyed. Though such waste would have been outrageous to a Vallier, in San Ktari it was understood that the ruler of the Empire did not eat just to end his hunger. Every sense must be fed so that the soul could gain sustenance, could achieve a luminosity unknown and unwarranted among those who did not bear the weight of all humanity. As the philosopher Kon Fyutzu had written long ago, “It would be unseemly for the one who embodies the heart of civilization to eat cold rice balls out of a lunch pail while sitting in a closet among those who clean ash trays.” 
 
    The Omniseers led Sarru-ken to his changing room, and so began the most taxing part of his day. For over an hour he endured the ritual of dressing and makeup. Sarru-ken’s skin, already as pale as a white lily shining in the light of the moon, was covered in still whiter makeup, then, under the watchful eye of an Omniseer, a master artist painted three perfect blue dots on Sarru-ken’s face, covering his eyes and lips.  
 
    Sarru-ken stripped down until he wore only the ungainly Vest of the Gotterdammerung, then two servants covered him in white robes and cinched a wide white belt around his waist. The Emperor fixed his gaze on a pale pattern that weaved around his chest, which showed the outline of an extinct plant whose name had not been known for generations. 
 
    Lastly, the Omniseers placed the Crown of Nimrod on his head. The Crown was heavy, made of steel spikes encrusted with jewels that flashed in the light. Sarru-ken always felt dread as the thing hung over him; the moment before it came down always felt like he would be swallowed. The Crown was ugly. It was known that Mace-Moosh Iyamoto, First Emperor of San Ktari, had torn it from the center of the earth with his own hands. Only an Emperor could bear its weight upon his brow. It was known that only one rebel had tried to put it on long, long ago, and as soon as the Crown had been placed on his head, it had simply fallen below his brow, tearing his nose and the flesh of his face from his skull, then it had dropped past his neck and broken both of his collarbones. The rebel had writhed in agony as the Crown of Nimrod burned with flames, cleansing itself of impurity. The Crown ended up sitting in a pile of ash as it cooled, waiting to be placed upon the brow of the true Emperor. 
 
    He should have known better, thought Sarru-ken. The fool! 
 
    For many hours Sarru-ken sat on the Throne of the Mark of Protection while his subjects came to visit him. Most were Kommanders and all were Party members. The thin white curtain obscured them from view but his Omniseers let him know that most were simply too jarring to look at and could damage his nerves. The throne room was so quiet that he could hear them whispering even from across the room, sounding almost like dancing bees. Inevitably the whispering would cease, then begin again as the Omniseers whispered to one another, passing the news all the way until it reached him. 
 
    His tireless White Ouju stood on either side of the room, their white rifles bared for all to see, their white-painted heads unmoving, their eyes wholly fixed on the visitors lest anything undignified should occur. Sarru-ken thought they were very admirable indeed, and wondered what it would be like to stand in their white armor. Mostly he found himself looking at the black sashes worn by the Omniseers. They clashed with the purity of the room, but they were interesting to look at, like a black road going out and disappearing around the silk curtain, disappearing into the unknown. 
 
    It was boring for Sarru-ken, and while it was his duty, it was tiresome knowing that his Kommanders and his Omniseers were keeping the details of the war from him. He was no fool. Sarru-ken understood the realities of war. 
 
    I can imagine it, thought Sarru-ken. The march of great warriors, feet pounding in rhythm to the drums of war, pounding and pounding harder... and then pounding a little harder still. They square off against one another, steeling their resolve. All of a sudden, the blast of guns! And then, when they run out of bullets, the men must draw their swords and charge into one another. Men grasping at one another in the mud of the trenches, tearing the armor from one another’s bodies. The press of flesh as each side tries to beat one another off. Muscles slick with mud, wrestling, stabbing, grunting as they climb into great piles, so many limbs intertwined. The hot breath of an enemy against your neck as you desperately try to beat him off - just as he’s beating you off as well! 
 
    Sarru-ken exhaled, unaware that he had been holding his breath.
How glorious it must be! 
 
    Finally the audiences came to an end. The Omniseers led Sarru-ken back to his dressing room so that he could disrobe. As he passed through the hall, he could see Fake Emperors changing and whispering to one another in other dressing rooms. Sarru-ken smiled to himself. Their robes were not so fine as his, and they did not wear the Vest of the Gotterdammerung as he did. He knew about them because he had trained with them when he was young. The others had never known that he was not really one of them. Actually, he had not known it either, until he had been told by the Omniseers. He found it amusing that there was a time when the true Emperor had trained as if he was no different from a Fake, thus making him a double fake. But that was long ago, when life was easy. He actually missed some of the others, as he had to leave their quarters once he had mastered his craft. Now he wore the true Crown, heavy though it was. He could not laugh and play with his old friends because now he had his duties, and if he did not attend to them then the world would fall apart. 
 
    After a short rest and tea the Omniseers led him to a concubine’s room. He did not know her. He never knew any of the concubines, and he was not curious about the one he would soon see because there were so many of them, and they all held in common the fact that they were nameless storehouses for his substance. And yet only one of them would carry the line of future Emperors. 
 
    When they came to her room, which was covered in pastel squares, the woman was already lying on her mat, naked, legs open. The Omniseers spread out around the room, then knelt facing him. Sarru-ken let his robe fall, then knelt before her. He hesitated. 
 
    “Please, your Greatness,” an Omniseer whispered. “You must do what only you can do. You must create the future.” 
 
    Sarru-ken noticed that the woman was staring at the ceiling, her eyes glassy, like one who was already dead. She may have been drugged. Something terrible stirred in Sarru-ken. Heeding some unexpected impulse, he crouched and jammed his face into her velvet chamber. The woman shrieked. The Omniseers dashed forward, each of them exclaiming, then they knelt in a circle around him. 
 
    “Please, your Greatness!” one of them whispered. “Please control yourself!” 
 
    Embarrassed by the indecent act, Sarru-ken reined in his will. Unfortunately the concubine was ruined. Sarru-ken caught a glimpse of her with her hands over her eyes, her mouth contorted in an unseemly fashion. He looked away. 
 
     Four of the Omniseers took hold of each of her limbs, then they lifted her up and carried her from the room so that she could be deposited elsewhere. Sarru-ken sat in silence with the others. In a moment the four Omniseers returned, carrying another woman in the same fashion, and deposited her before Sarru-ken. Without further outburst he climbed on top of her and put his eel into her velvet chamber. After some time he shook and deposited in her the most valuable substance in the universe. Sarru-ken climbed off of her, then four Omniseers picked her up, one limb for each of them, but this time they tilted her head downwards so that the substance and all of its potential would not be lost. 
 
    Emperor Sarru-ken fell asleep. 
 
    When he woke, he found himself in his own room. Several Omniseers sat nearby, watching over him. Sarru-ken turned to the one closest to him. He recognized him by the thin skin around his prominent cheekbones, and liked him. Some of the old men seemed as if they were resting, perhaps even dozing, but Sarru-ken was in a playful mood, and caught the eye of the old man with the cheekbones. 
 
    “Omniseer, if you see all, then tell me,” said Sarru-ken, “tell me when I shall have a son.” 
 
    Though the Omniseer’s face was perfectly composed, Sarru-ken detected a hint of a smile playing around the corners of his eyes. The man liked him as well, and said, “Forgive me, your Greatness, but I am most unfit for my duty. I must pathetically inform your Greatness that I cannot know such things. When Heaven is perfectly aligned with Earth, then your wondrous, sweet-smelling seed will take root, and the Empire shall have its heir. Until then, we must observe the proper forms, and observe them as often as possible.” 
 
    Sarru-ken thought for a long time, then said, “But what if I have more than one son?” 
 
    “Your Greatness!” said the Omniseer, not bothering to hide his wonder. 
 
    “Hn?” 
 
    “Your Greatness, how could such a thing be? Is Earth anything more than an echo of Heaven? And as there is only one Center of All Things up above, how could there be more than one Center of All Things down below? Only one Emperor can bear the weight of this world. What, shall we… shall we have a roomful of sublime Emperors as if… as if the Center of the World was a mere shoeshine station with many working boys all coming and going?” 
 
    Sarru-ken allowed himself a little laughter, like bells tinkling in a light wind. It was an exciting thing to do - not strictly proper, but it fit his mood, and the Omniseers would not object to his high spirits. It was true what the Omniseer said, for ruling was difficult work, and required not only a perfect body made in the image of the First Emperor, but also a spirit forged in the fires of the Heavens. Such a thing could not be churned out on an assembly line. Considering his own greatness, Sarru-ken was filled with wonder at his station. He ordered that they go for a ride. 
 
    Emperor Sarru-ken and the Omniseers went down to the stables. There he saw his horses and the horses of his concubines, beautiful graceful beasts well-groomed by young men who were specially chosen for their obedient nature. Sarru-ken saddled up and rode a high-spirited pony in a circle around the yard while the Omniseers and the young men of the stables watched, kneeling. The sensation of the beast pushing against the back of his legs was exquisite. Having worn the horse out, Sarru-ken was led back into Mammon Castle. 
 
    Nightfall came and the Omniseers helped Sarru-ken out of his robes. 
 
    “Your Greatness,” said one, “it is bath time.” 
 
    Sarru-ken felt as if a cruel whip had been lashed across his face. In horror, he cried out and pushed the men away. They crowded one another as they tried to get hold of him. Naked save for his Vest, he ran through the halls screaming, the terror in his voice echoing off the white marble and drowning out the cries of the Omniseers. They could not catch him. So it was every night, for Sarru-ken hated bath time. He had hated it for every day of his thirty years, hated it so much that he tried to never think of it throughout the day so that it would not hang over him like an executioner’s sword. His reaction was genuine despite the fact that this naked chase had become something of a ritual. His cries of rage pushed back the Omniseers as they attempted to corral him toward the bath without touching him. 
 
    Finally, in tears, Sarru-ken relented and allowed himself to be led into the great hall where his enormous, warm pool was kept. Many concubine serving-women in white robes stood in readiness with his soaps and bath toys, and Sarru-ken sobbed before them without shame. 
 
    He got into the pool and slapped at the water in rage. The women climbed in after him and as they scrubbed his skin his mood immediately changed, and he laughed and splashed water on them. One even smiled at him. Their thin robes clung to their skin and Sarru-ken made one of them bend over the side of the pool so that his eel could swim into her velvet chamber. He pushed against her wet, shining backside while the other women scrubbed his back and arms. After he deposited the most valuable substance in the universe into her, they cleaned his eel and the Omniseers led him to bed. 
 
    It had been a full day and the Emperor was exhausted. As he laid down in his bed and the Omniseers prepared to change according to their shift schedule, Sarru-ken thought of his father, Sarru-ken XXII, who was Emperor before him. He wondered what sort of man he was. He knew little except that, once Sarru-ken himself was of age and his training was complete, his father had committed ritual suicide. He had died honorably because his time was over once the Empire had its heir. 
 
    The bed was warm and soft, but before sleep could take him he idly fingered the Vest of the Gotterdammerung. He wondered what it would be like to raise the little glass guards and push all twelve buttons, one right after the next. 
 
    To end the lives of all the gods... simply because I can. 
 
    No other Emperor before him had borne the weight of such privilege. 
 
    That was true power!
  
 
   


  
 




Chapter Thirteen 
 
    The Rebel Angel 
 
      
 
    Once again Wodan stood before the endless rows of nuclear missiles, but this time his vision was obscured. A window separated him from the endless rows of Ancient weapons. He realized it was because he was in the Control Room, a dimly-lit room filled with keyboard panels and chairs on wheels. Rows of monitors looked as if they had been recently made, but he could not understand the strange letters or numbers flashing in squares of green light. 
 
    If I’m in this room, he thought, then it’s because things have gone bad. It means we can’t beat them. 
 
    He looked around, then noticed a large red button sitting beneath a glass shield. 
 
    But I can’t let them win. 
 
    Just as Wodan flipped the glass shield away from the button, he felt himself standing beside himself. Disoriented, he looked up and saw himself dressed in a fine suit made in Haven, complete with boar’s hide along the shoulders, tailored in the style popular in Plumwater. 
 
    Wodan cleared his throat, hoping to get Wodan’s attention. “Are you sure you want to do that?” he said, glancing at the button. His voice sounded timid in his own ears. He must have been young, which would explain why he was looking up at himself. 
 
    The older Wodan did not bother to look at him as he responded. “Why else did we interview so many Smiths?” he said. “We knew they had to be sitting on something like this, and since… since Setsassanar isn’t with us…” Wodan’s mouth clamped shut and his jaw clenched. He never spoke of this deep regret with anyone, and he was surprised to see what an effect it had on him. “Well. Anyway. Our options are limited.” 
 
    The older Wodan suddenly turned and looked him up and down. Wodan had never realized how intimidating he could look. There was something brutish about his jaw and his thick neck, but his cold green eyes looked as if they were gauging his worth by reading subtle cues given off by posture and facial expression over which he had no conscious control. The suit somehow made him look even more menacing. 
 
    “You’re young,” the older Wodan said. “The next few years of your life won’t be easy. But you’ll learn that you have to make-do with what’s available.” 
 
    He spoke as if the matter was settled, and had been settled long ago. Wodan gathered his nerve, and said, “But what if these bombs… what if they’re too powerful, and the whole world… the whole world just...” 
 
    “I won’t let the demons take over,” the other Wodan said through clenched teeth, surprising him with the force of his will. “I’ll destroy the entire world before I let that happen!” 
 
    At once Wodan found himself flying far above the world. It felt as if he was falling forever over a horizon slowly turning to meet him. He held long, outstretched fingers covered in a wing-like membrane, and he could feel the static charge of the atmosphere gliding across his belly. The world was a dry, white crescent, hazy at the edges where darkness clung to the curve of hills and valleys. Wodan heard nothing, but the earth suddenly lurched. Far over the horizon he could see a wave of torment passing over the face of the earth, and as he fell nearer, heat singed his eyes. There were eyes all over his body and he strained to shut them all. He passed over what felt like an oven door propped open. Cracking open some of his eyes, he saw a nightmarish scene - large chunks of earth rising into darkness, and light glittering along the skin of the ocean as it raged forth to fill the void. As he drew closer to the hole smashed into the side of the earth, Wodan felt his body convulsing, riding on currents of air sucked into the chasm and jettisoned with the pieces of earth flung skyward. In morbid fascination Wodan realized that the earth looked no different from the head of a victim fallen prey to a sniper’s bullet, with pieces of skull and brains and blood thrown outward in a ruined mass. 
 
    He floated away to avoid the pieces of earth streaming into black space. 
 
    At least the demons will be destroyed, he thought, trying to seem strong, trying to suppress the feeling of horror. He was instantly thrown into his childhood home in Haven, now unrecognizable as the lights had gone out and everything in every cabinet and every drawer was flying in a stream of chaos, the only light coming from the shattered windows where he saw - despite being impossible - something like a roaring white ocean tearing through the center of Haven. Wodan’s throat clasped shut in horror, and then, as if his mind could not have been driven further from comfort, he realized that both of his parents were in the kitchen, falling over as they clutched at one another. He could barely see them in the dark but hearing his father’s sad cries and his mother babbling like a child sent a scream piercing through the vice clasped around his throat. He knew that he had destroyed the world with the nuclear arsenal of the Ancients and his parents had no idea why such terror had been unleashed. 
 
    Wodan woke suddenly, hearing himself gasping through his closed mouth as he tried to scream. He was lying on a thin mat, and the floor was shaking. He remembered that he was in the back of the truck owned by the man who had bought him. The men of Kumori Recon were with him, some sleeping, some standing at narrow windows, others sitting around him with guns trained on him. As Wodan stirred awake he saw the darkly-painted men lift their submachine guns ever so slightly, not in alarm, but simply to let him know that they had not forgotten their duty. Wodan looked at one of them and saw nothing in his eyes except for grim attentiveness to a dull task, and even though the man had kept a gun trained on Wodan for hour after hour, Wodan still felt grateful to see him - anything seemed better than the nightmare he had endured. Compared to the incomprehensible loss that had threatened to tear his sanity apart, a few men with guns were a welcome sight. 
 
    For two weeks Wodan and the Kumori had been jostled as the truck made its way through a patchwork of villages and farmland between stretches of sandy waste. Wodan was never allowed to leave the back of the truck, but he was fed surprisingly well, with Ogreman Ho Han often bringing him a bowl of rice, smiling and watching in wonder as Wodan scraped every bowl clean. Even though they kept their guns on him, the Kumori did not bother to bind him with ropes or chains. He wondered if they suspected that he was like their own gods, the Engelen. He wondered if they feared him because he was like the very creatures they worshipped, or if they were cognizant of the fact that the Engelen were their slaves, and like all slaves Wodan was better off with a gun to his head. 
 
    “Do you think the Kommander’s been moved somewhere else?” 
 
    Wodan heard two men speaking quietly by the window, but he gave no indication that he had heard anything. He had spent enough time with the men to know that one of them was Dai-to, a hot-head, and their leader Susuke. 
 
    “What do you mean?” said Susuke. “Does it matter what I think?” 
 
    “Whether he’s here, or been moved,” said Dai-to. “That’s the first thing we need to determine.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t assume he’s still alive. But let’s not talk about this now.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Wodan felt as if one of them was looking at him. 
 
    “The prisoner... he probably knows all languages,” Susuke said quietly. “Remember, we don’t have the Kommander to watch out for us anymore. We have to be smart. We’ll talk about this later.” 
 
    The road became smooth and those who were sleeping began to stir. Dai-to lowered his gun and stretched his arms, then motioned for Wodan to stand. Wodan hesitated, then did so. Dai-to unlatched a metal cover and let it fall, banging noisily against the side of the truck and revealing a window. 
 
    “The hell!” one of the Kumori shouted. “I thought we hit a mine!” 
 
    “Relax,” said Dai-to, motioning toward Wodan once again. “I want him to see Akkad. I want him to see our capital.” 
 
    Again Wodan was struck by the difference between these men and the chain-smoking guards who worked in the camp, the men who had brought him food and went about their duties with a sullen and resentful attitude. The Kumori seemed to be enjoying themselves, and strangely enough, they looked like they were embarking on a mission despite being back on their home turf. Unfortunately they kept their conversations to a minimum, so Wodan had no way of understanding what they were after. 
 
    Wodan approached until Dai-to motioned for him to stop. He kept his heavy sidearm, decorated with characters reading Big Boy, tucked in close and trained on Wodan’s head. While the man stood before the open window with his gun held steady, Wodan could look behind him and see the city framed by the narrow steel opening. He saw a vast grey field of large square buildings that looked like tombstones. Wodan thought at first that they were residential buildings, but he saw so many short men in suits shuffling from one building to the next that he came to believe the entire district was devoted to bureaucratic offices. He saw several younger men in suits carrying files and running full-tilt from one building to another, desperate to beat a merciless schedule. Several larger buildings were guarded by Rotnami soldiers in traditional red armor, either marching to their posts or standing and staring at their own people with expressions of dull annoyance. An older man stood at a corner waiting to cross the street, and his eyes were like empty pits, as if his life’s work had resulted in trauma far worse than any demonic attack. 
 
    The truck turned a corner and Wodan saw a wide avenue where tall buildings were decorated with brightly colored propaganda as well as painted advertisements. He was surprised that the cartoonish images showed people’s faces sagging with despair, contrasting with the overall theme of planting fields, marching off to war, and buying various products. Most of the images seemed to be done in the same style, indicating they had been designed by one artist and then copied by many others. 
 
    “Who made art?” Wodan said in purposefully broken Eastern. 
 
    “Ah, so you do speak,” said Dai-to. “I don’t need to turn and look to tell you that whatever you’re looking at was most likely made by The Brush of Heaven.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “She’s an Engel.” 
 
    They passed by a wall giving them a close view of a painting of a farmer who looked like he was begging his crops to grow. His suffering was plainly shown by his features stretched out in lurid, grotesque detail, but a sign over his head read, “Our farmers are proud to reclaim land mismanaged by the people of Norelum!” 
 
    “You see a bunch of white buildings?” said Dai-to. 
 
    Wodan nodded. They seemed to be passing through several avenues filled with similar rectangular buildings of white stone. 
 
    “Well, that’s the Ministry of Just Forms,” said the Kumori. 
 
    Wodan saw prisoners led by red-uniformed soldiers. Oddly enough, well-dressed men with rings and jeweled necklaces walked right past the prisoners, paying them no mind as they spoke with one another. Wodan was puzzled at the fact that wealthy businessmen seemed to be working alongside prisoners. 
 
    “Those are Norikami,” said the Kumori, using the Eastern word for lawyer. “They handle the guys we can’t legally shoot.” 
 
    Wodan remembered they were necessary in Haven, too, where the law was complicated enough to require a special class of interpreters. They drove past so many buildings and saw so many Norikami that Wodan suspected the laws of San Ktari were even more complicated than in the West. Just this section of Akkad dwarfed any town in the Valley. 
 
    They passed beyond the Ministry of Just Forms, then came to a wide square building that cast its shadow over them. It was surrounded by statues of warriors in ancient armor, each bearing a curved sword or a bow. 
 
    “Ah, you like that?” said Dai-to. “We must be at the Jutsakka, the Ministry of Culture.” 
 
    Through the windows, Wodan could see people sketching at drafting tables. Some of the workers even had what looked like toys at their workstation. The brightly-colored little figures clashed with the workers’ hanging faces. 
 
    “They are artists?” Wodan said, wondering how they could look so dreary. 
 
    “That’s right,” said Dai-to. 
 
    “What are you doing?” said a Kumori behind Wodan. “You giving this guy the official tour or somethin’?” 
 
    “Uh huh. Unlike you, I’m proud to be a member of the greatest nation in the world.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    As they rounded the building, Wodan caught sight of a strange towering sculpture that showed a gray arm held aloft with a large ball caught in its grasp. At first Wodan thought it looked similar to the statue planned for the throne room in the Black Valley, then he realized the fingers looked like claws. It was unsettling knowing that the ball was supposed to be the world. 
 
    “Why does the hand crush the world?” Wodan said, hoping that the Kumori understood him. 
 
    “No, it’s upholding the world,” said Dai-to. “Don’t you know that culture upholds the world?” 
 
    “But there are cracks where fingers dig into the thing. It crushes the world. It is not?” 
 
    On this matter his tour guide remained silent, content to let Wodan stare in silence. 
 
    They passed by a wide avenue revealing towers in the distance. They looked as if they had been made by stacking large squares, some at odd angles. 
 
    “That’s Castle Mammon,” said Dai-to, his tone suddenly flat. “The center of the world.” 
 
    Red flags with black suns hung from towers and from high walls, but other than that the vast structure was just as gray and uniform as the rest of the city. If he had not been told otherwise, Wodan would have assumed the castle was merely a collection of plain buildings. 
 
    The truck suddenly braked and honked. Wodan jerked as the driver slammed on the gas, then braked once again. Wodan noticed that the others did not seem alarmed. Other horns joined in a chorus. They slowly pulled into a wide intersection filled with pedestrians. Wodan saw women in dark silk robes with black parasols decorated with twisting dragons and black sun emblems, as well as men stooped over with heavy loads or carts stacked high with loads of vegetables, chickens in cages, and all manner of goods for sale. Wodan reasoned that they must be in a marketplace, but as they maneuvered through the square, he was amazed by the number of people. Even Haven was nowhere near this crowded, and though his view was limited, he guessed that most towns in the Valley could have easily fit within the busy market. 
 
    The chorus of honking only grew more insistent. They did not seem to be maneuvering around lanes, but simply pushing their way past other vehicles doing the same. The cacophony was unbelievably obnoxious and Wodan wondered if the people walked with their heads tucked into hunched shoulders as a psychological defense mechanism. He craned his head to get a look at the dizzying array of colorful propaganda painted on the sides of tall buildings. His eye was immediately drawn to a stark black and white painting of Warmaster Josef, most powerful Engel of San Ktari and the figurehead of True State Idolism. Something familiar about his imposing expression bothered Wodan. Josef’s heavy brow and intense gaze was framed by long, straight black hair. Wodan suddenly remembered seeing a similar photograph years ago, tacked up on a wall in Langley’s airship, in which a heart had been drawn around Josef’s face. He realized he was disturbed by the painting because it was undoubtedly based on the same photograph, but the painting had been subtly shaded to make Josef appear as an emotionally neutral authority figure. With a shock he realized that even the original photograph, in which he appeared somewhat menacing, may have also been altered. Wodan realized he knew next to nothing about the man he was supposed to kill. 
 
    “The Arena,” said Dai-to, his gloved hand pointing at the front of the truck. 
 
    “I can’t see,” said Wodan. 
 
    “You will only see the inside of it,” said Dai-to. “It is a large building. You should be proud.” 
 
    Wodan watched the gray city pass by in the window, thinking that it was somehow appropriate that the city served only as background for the tour guide who stood before him with a gun to his head. 
 
    *** 
 
    “It’s unbelievable, Ho Han!” said the Director. “I’m so jarred right now. Come, have a drink with me.” 
 
    The Ogreman Ho Han stood in the Director’s office in the Arena. They lit their cigarettes simultaneously and the Director poured fine black market sake for both of them. They downed their cups and the Director poured again, and Ho Han knew that they were drinking as if desperate to avoid sobriety during this discussion. Ho Han noted that the Director’s collar was unbuttoned and hanging loose, as was his own. Even the fringe of hair around the Director’s ears was ruffled, as if he was so unsettled that even what little hair he had left was impossible to maintain. In truth, Ho Han was just as scared as the Director, but he knew that the Director was also as greedy as he was - perhaps even more so - and the idea of putting on a show that would be remembered for years, and would have a permanent, positive effect on attendance, was simply too tempting. Ho Han reasoned that he might be able to stand up and walk out right this very minute without saying a word and the Director might still go along with his plan. But they had known one another for quite some time, and Ho Han figured that he should at least go through the ritual of convincing the Director of something that he already knew. 
 
    “So you’ve seen the slave?” said Ho Han. 
 
    “No!” said the Director. “I sat in here all day wondering what you were going to do that would get us thrown in a labor camp. Of course I took a look at him!” The Director laughed without humor and poured them both another drink. Ho Han saw the Director’s eyes bulging out from deep, dark bags under his eyes, roving back and forth as if reading something that only he could see. Ho Han was often amused by the Director’s appearance. He was short, and fat, and the black dye in his heavily pomaded hair ran down in the sweat on his forehead - but it was a fact that he operated at a level most people were incapable. He rarely slept and was constantly planning Arena events, or moving money, or dealing with team managers, or handling legal trouble, or smoothing over ruffled bureaucrats. Ho Han had once made a joke about the Director sleeping under his desk at the Arena, and the Director had not laughed; he later found out that the Director often slept in a small closet in someone else’s office. He knew the Director owned a nice home, but apparently making the trip home to his family was not always an efficient use of his time. He was an Ogre among Ogremen, willing to fight to the death to afford a life of luxury which he did not have the time or inclination to enjoy. 
 
    “I’ve seen him, I’ve seen him,” said the Director, sighing. “And it’s obvious… he’s some kind of Engel.” 
 
    “And he’s ours, Director! Well, mine, technically. But the show, the ticket sales and merchandising - they could be ours!” 
 
    “I see you’re comfortable with this.” The Director looked stern as he stamped out a cigarette, but a smile almost immediately creased his face. “Do you realize what could happen to us if we pit Victor against one of his own kind? You think this isn’t going to get us killed?” 
 
    “The match would go down in history. Every man, woman, and child in the audience will become your personal advertising specialist, talking non-stop about the match that shook the world. And can you imagine the rematch? Director, we could-” 
 
    “Wait, wait, Ho Han - you’ve already got a “revenge match” in that head of yours?” 
 
    “Of course! Listen, we’ll get the story rolling early, even before this match. Word of mouth will be that Victor is about to go head-to-head with his toughest opponent ever... you know, like a legendary being, uh, a man of mystery who walks the earth looking for the greatest sportsmen that the Empire has to offer. People are going to be drawn to that right off the bat. Then - pow! We introduce Bolverk, the Evil-Doer. We dress him up like a villain... you know, he lives to destroy the Empire, he hates our people, et cetera, blah blah blah, and Victor is the only champion in the world who can stand up with the common man against him and-” 
 
    “But, Ho Han... what if Victor loses the match?” 
 
    Ho Han was surprised, then immediately realized that the Director already knew the answer. He was testing Ho Han. A lot of the Ogremen made fun of the Director behind his back, and Ho Han joined in from time to time, but Ho Han knew from experience that it was not a good idea to assume the Director was stupid. 
 
    He needs to know that I’m committed, thought Ho Han. He needs to know that I won’t be a liability in a business venture this dangerous. 
 
    “It would be the best thing that could happen!” said Ho Han. “Remember when we started putting weights on Victor? We tried to play it up like it was this big exciting event, but we were in a real bind. Victor got lazy, he didn’t want to compete against any more professional teams. But we used to see him lose, didn’t we? We used to see him break a sweat! Hell, the crowd likes it when he loses. I’ve seen them stay up all night, hooting and hollering in the streets, crying like it’s the end of the world. They love it! But now Victor only fights against slave teams. He can’t stand losing… and look where it’s gotten us!” 
 
    Unable to argue against that point, the Director turned away. He remembered a time when every class of citizen used to come to the Arena, not just low class laborers desperate for distraction. He knew that in the past, large companies and Party families donated to the Arena as if they were obligated to do so. Now, advertising and Arena upkeep all came out of Arena funds. Sometimes the Director wondered if the Party even knew what kind of a mess they would have on their hands if he simply shut down the Arena, forcing thousands of angry, dissatisfied citizens into the streets without any sort of “bread and circus”. 
 
    Seeing an opening, Ho Han continued. “If Victor loses, then we set up the rematch as a storyline-heavy affair. You know, big drama, speeches prepared for both Victor and Bolverk. We could even get a professional team and dress them up as villains, let Bolverk be the team leader.”
The Director slumped down in his seat, his instinct for avoiding danger seemingly beaten into submission. 
 
    “Imagine it,” said Ho Han, leaning against the desk. “This could revitalize the games for years to come. We could even... we could even get the Axe of the Dawn interested. He’s brawny, he’s fast, we’ll get him in as a “good guy”... no no, we’ll set him up as a soldier, Kommander Daaz of the Rotnami, he could even fight against Victor and Bolverk because-” 
 
    “Stop!” said the Director. “This brings us back to my original point. These aren’t competitors, Ho Han. They aren’t sportsmen, they aren’t even professional players... Ho Han, they’re gods. The state owns them. ‘All the Angels in the world number twelve.’ You know that! Now, how are we going to introduce a new one?” 
 
    Ho Han rose dramatically, then spread his hands and cast his eyes on a distant point. “We introduce Bolverk as... The Rebel Angel.” 
 
    The Director sat silent, numb with shock. Ho Han glanced at him, and knew that the Director's sense of decorum was in a desperate battle against his greed, with his own immortal soul as the prize. 
 
    Ho Han returned his gaze to the amazing world of his imagination. As if reading an advertisement, he said, “Twelve gods were made to guide and serve the human species... but the thirteenth god refused his place, and joined with the forces of evil. Now he comes to Akkad, the center of the Empire, the center of the world, to do battle against his own brothers in the Game of Games. Bolverk, the Thirteenth Engel, wants to... uh, he wants to destroy everything good... because... well, he’s evil...” 
 
    “Okay, okay, we’ll iron out the details later. Give the new… um, give him a collar and make sure he learns the rules in the Arena. Have someone design a suit for him. But, Ho Han! He fights with a team of slaves in the first match. The owner of Victor’s team has real pull in the government, and if Victor loses badly, they’re going to be angry. The only way to save our hide if things go bad is to say we didn’t know what he was. We thought he was a human who just... who looked like one of them. For now, we’ll play dumb. We’re Ogremen, the state expects us to do that anyway. If Victor loses, his team’s owner will want a revenge match anyway, a storyline match that works in his favor, so it’ll be easy to make it seem like it was their idea.” 
 
    “Right!” said Ho Han, bowing submissively and failing to hide a smile. He turned to go. 
 
    “Ho Han, wait.” 
 
    Ho Han stopped with one hand on the door. 
 
    “Do you really…” the Director stopped, searching for the words. “Do you really think that he’s... one of them?” 
 
    “He certainly isn’t human. But why ask me? I know nothing.” 
 
    “Right,” said the Director, tucking the black market sake into a hidden compartment in his desk. “Neither do I.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Wodan sat in a dark cell deep down in the belly of the Arena. There were three black walls and a fourth wall of iron bars that led to a darkened hall filled with other cells. The Kumori kept him company, their guns tirelessly held in his direction. Wodan could hear men sobbing, and even screams echoed through the narrow halls. 
 
    Wodan’s dreary cell hardly impressed itself on his awareness. Though he felt as if he could leave if he wanted to, just as when he had been locked up at the labor camp, he felt dread because of his dream about the world blowing up. Wodan rarely remembered his dreams, and even this one he remembered little, but the idea that his parents might be clutching one another in the dark because he had unleashed the fury of the Ancients against demonkind presented him with a heavy, dark shadow that he could not fight. He was trapped. He could not allow the demons to continue their rampage, but he also knew that nothing could be done against them given mankind’s current state. The details of Ancient technology had been forgotten long ago, but the Smiths had remembered, encoded in their rituals, how the entire payload of the weapons feared by the warmongering Ancients could be used all at once. Like an omen of doom hanging over their head, legends spoke of how peace had been enforced in the Ancient world, at least for a little while, because a few men kept the secret of the world’s destruction in their hands. 
 
    Now Wodan was one such man. 
 
    When he had first realized that the Smiths were sitting on that kind of power without even knowing it, he was ashamed to think back on how he had been thrilled. In his mind, the demons had already lost. Even on the brink of victory, they would rule nothing but a world shattered into pieces and cast into the dark void. Now the idea horrified him. It was not as if he could simply push a button and the world would disappear like turning off a vid screen back in Haven, an image peacefully going dark. Instead, the horror of the world coming apart at the seams would be felt by everyone. By comparison, the people who had been overrun by demons, the ones who had been killed and eaten alongside their family and friends, would be the fortunate ones. 
 
    Sitting in his cell, Wodan looked down at his hands, dark except for a little artificial light coming in from the hallway. He remembered how, years ago, he had felt like another being was taking over his own body. That was when he still identified himself as a twerp, and it felt unnatural to grow, to be strong, to be able to fight and win. He had always felt as if that “other being” taking over his body was brutish, even dangerous. He had not thought that way in years. He identified with being strong, even unstoppable, a powerful king who would not be recognized back in Haven. But now he wondered if he had been right before. Was there a monster in him? Was there something in him that wanted to smash the world, to erase everything if the world did not conform to his idea of what was right? 
 
    When they had made their way down to the cell, Wodan had wondered when he would be fed. Now he suddenly did not feel hungry, and he wondered if he should not simply lie down, and wait, and do nothing, until he finally died and the room could be filled with another who would do the same. 
 
    The cell shook and Wodan drew in a breath, as if frightened that the shame of the Ancients had been ignited by someone else. He realized he was hearing the vibration of thousands of feet pounding overhead, and screaming as well, the muffled cry rising and falling as the games played out. It went on for a long time and eventually he saw a team of gladiators marching past his cell. They were weary foreigners, their kugel sticks clinking against their chains. 
 
    Wodan grew used to the rhythmic sound shaking the walls, as well as the steady breathing of the Kumori watching him, and so he decided that he should sleep. Just then a few small men came and stood outside his cell, watching him. They were dressed in black rags tied up with ropes, and they passed a single cigarette among all of them. When the cigarette was done they opened the gate and entered, stepping around the Kumori as they approached. Their skin was bleached white from lack of sun, and Wodan thought at first that they were prisoners, too, for they seemed to be carrying chains, then he realized that the chains were for him. 
 
    They bent over him and without a word they latched a set of chained cuffs to Wodan’s wrists. He gripped and tugged them, and even though he could tell that he would be able to break them with some effort, he decided not to try. He stuck his feet out so they could shackle his ankles as well. As he tested the chain on his ankles, they set a metal collar around his neck and clasped it shut. Wodan saw a blinking green light shining on the dark walls of his cell, and was surprised to realize that it was on his collar. Wodan grasped the collar, but one of the servants touched his wrist and said, in a rasping voice, “Please do not tamper with the Reward Collar.” 
 
    “Why?” said Wodan. 
 
    “It will explode.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “It is tuned to a device within the Arena. Right now, you can move around in a fifteen foot radius. Technically you could even walk through part of the hallway. When your scheduled game begins, you will be able to move around within the Arena. When it is over, the non-lethal radius will once again be reduced to the area within your cell. Please do not throw your life away, you have everything to live for. The explosive device is very strong, as strong as a hand grenade going off. If you go outside of the collar’s safety range, your head will-” 
 
    The anger that rushed through Wodan was terrible, a monster bursting out of him unexpectedly. He grabbed the servant by his arm and jerked him into his lap, and without thought he held his arm in both hands and twisted until he felt the wrist snap. The man cried in agony and the other servants stumbled to get away. Wodan seized the man’s neck in one hand and prepared to squeeze, but his pitiful cry somehow reached through Wodan’s rage. He sounded like a child. The man pushed against him with his other arm but Wodan hardly felt it. 
 
    Wodan drew in a deep breath. He had assumed he would be fed, and as soon as he came up with a plan, he had meant to break himself out. He had never conceived of something as evil as an explosive collar; there was nothing like it in the Valley, and even Pontius had nothing quite so wicked. As much as he hated it, he knew the man was only a servant, perhaps even a slave. 
 
    There’s no one to blame in the Empire, Wodan thought. The bureaucracy removes all individual accountability. 
 
    Wodan threw the man off of him and the others approached and gathered him up. Without protest they unlocked the door to the cell and dragged the man away. The Kumori stretched and holstered their firearms. They suddenly relaxed, and as Wodan listened to them sighing and rummaging through their pockets looking for cigarettes, he considered jerking off his collar so that they might die with him. Without a word to him they filed out. 
 
    Wodan was alone with the blinking green light, trying to still his racing thoughts even as he felt the metal tightening around his throat. He suddenly lurched forward, smashing against the bars with enough force to rip them from the wall and send them clattering against the far wall. 
 
    The servants turned back and glared at him. “Why did you do that?” one of them shouted. Wodan could see that they were now angry, most of them shocked to silence by this new outrage. Wodan stared back at them, wondering how they could take their comrade’s broken arm in stride, but not this. 
 
    His arm will heal, Wodan thought. But their boss will be angry at them because he will have to pay for these repairs. 
 
    Wodan said nothing, but turned away and sat down in the back of his cell. The anger throbbed in his skull, a pulse in sync with the green light. He felt like a fool, now fully enslaved even with the door of his cage torn free. 
 
    *** 
 
    He woke to find a servant shuffling into his cell. It did not seem so long ago that he had eaten, so Wodan watched him warily. The servant knelt and held out a stack of papers. Wodan stared back at him. 
 
    “Please, take it,” said the servant. Wodan bore his eyes into him, but the man kept his gaze on the floor. “Please. You have been given a… a great honor.” 
 
    Wodan had no intention of taking the papers, but he also did not want to make the servant uncomfortable, so he looked away. 
 
    “They say you knocked the bars of your cell down, when you first arrived,” said the servant. His mouth contorted strangely. “So why do you sit in here now?” 
 
    “Not much to see out there,” said Wodan. 
 
    “You think you’re better than us because you get your food for nothing. Better than us because you’re going to play in the games...” 
 
    Wodan was taken aback, and looked directly into the man’s eyes. “Is that really what you think?” 
 
    The servant hid his bitterness and looked away. “Forgive my rudeness,” he said, placing the papers on the ground. “You will find the rules of the Game written out for you. There are diagrams and illustrations if you cannot read. You have been given a great honor.” 
 
    Embarrassed, the servant shuffled out quickly. Wodan wiped his face, then rifled through the pages. There was no light in his cell but as the collar’s green light blinked, he could make out the instructions. 
 
    … patterns of green and pink signify a 3.5 point bonus for hooped balls, but only if the leading team has twice as many players on the field as... 
 
      
 
    ... so if it is during the third quarter and one fortress has lost all of its light-guns, and so long as the lights are not blinking red (a steady red pattern having no bearing on this) then the team with less points may opt for a duel rather than… 
 
    
... but note that orange-green does not always signify that penalty zones extend to the twenty-foot line. Always keep in mind that a flashing-white pattern signifies reversal of penalty zones if the leading team has won two duels or made two hoops in a row, otherwise...

“What in the hell is this?” said Wodan. He flipped through the pages and saw that the text was supplemented by illustrations of stick men in the arena, with arrows pointing and looping in every direction. Page after page was devoted to the shifting rules dictated by changing lights. It was an assault against reason itself. Knowing that the people of the world’s most powerful nation busied themselves with such an absurdly complicated and pointless hobby while the flesh demons were close to ultimate victory seemed an even greater insult than being fitted with an explosive collar. 
 
    Wodan went to the entrance of his cell and restrained himself from knocking down the bars once again. Instead he leaned against the door, and shouted, “Are you-” 
 
    “Are those the rules?!” someone hissed, and Wodan jerked backward. Thin arms projected from the cell across from his. “They gave you the rules, didn’t they?!” 
 
    Wodan could see the dim outline of a small man straining to touch him. Before Wodan could respond, another prisoner a little further down the hall called out to him. “Don’t listen to him!” he said. “He’ll try to take your rulebook! He’ll… he’s gonna… listen! J-just listen to me! I need those rules! I was enslaved and sent here from the southern colonies! They hate me because we look like we’re Ktari, but we’re independent! And they also-” 
 
    “What is it you want?” Wodan shouted at both men. Neither of them had had anything to say to him before, and now he was too angry, and too overwhelmed, to listen to anyone’s sad tale. 
 
    Before either prisoner could continue, a third prisoner in the cell directly beside Wodan’s cell chimed in. Wodan could only see the tip of his hand poking out. “Don’t help them, they’re competitors!” he shouted, sounding as if near panic. “I need those rules, friend! I’ve heard they give you freedom if you win the games! They set you free and… and… and they give you ten thousand marks, too!” 
 
    Wodan held the papers through the bars of his cell. “You want these?” he shouted. 
 
    “Please!” a fourth prisoner shouted further down the hall. 
 
    “I’ll do anything!” cried another. “Just give me a few pages, that’s all I ask!” 
 
    As their cries hammered at his awareness, his sympathy for their plight vanished and was replaced with only anger heaped on top of more anger. He could not even speak, but only flung the papers in the air. As they came loose and cascaded in all directions, he saw dozens of arms poking out of cells and feeling around in the air and on the floor. In the darkness it looked like subterranean worms sniffing for food. Wodan closed his eyes and held them tightly shut, as if he could force the image from his mind. 
 
    *** 
 
    Wodan woke. He had been sleeping sitting up, elbows on knees and head laid on crossed arms. He lifted his eyes and saw a strange apparition watching him from the hallway. It was a tall man with golden skin and a regal expression, like a figure from a historical-mythological vid he might have watched as a child. He had short dark hair and golden eyes flecked with green, and his gaze did not waver. He wore a stylish, pale blue jacket that clashed with the dreary surroundings. 
 
    Wodan stood slowly, keeping his gaze locked on the man so that he would not disappear. Wodan suspected he was dreaming, but when he put his hand against the cold, damp wall to brace himself, he realized that he was awake. 
 
    “You’re an Engel,” said Wodan. 
 
    The words seemed to break the spell and the Engel smiled awkwardly. “I didn’t mean to wake you,” he said quietly. Wodan approached and wrapped his hands around the bars of his cell door. The Engel’s eyes darted around his face as if reading a map. Wodan considered that he was in the presence of someone like himself, and he felt a sort of awe. 
 
    “Who are you?” said Wodan. 
 
    “Hotepsekhemwy Khufuhuni Kaaper. It’s usually written as The Face of Serenity.” He chuckled awkwardly, as if only trying to fill the silence. “But my friends call me Huni, so... I’d like for you to do the same.” 
 
    Wodan realized that he had not smiled or shown any warmth to his visitor, as if he had forgotten the rudiments of interaction. He was greatly excited to meet someone who was like a cousin to him, and finally he smiled at him.  
 
    “I’m-” 
 
    “King Wodan!” said Huni. “Born in the wasteland, slayer of a thousand men, and made ruler by his own hand. Langley has already told me all about you!” 
 
    “Is she here?” 
 
    “No… but don’t worry. I’m going to get you out of here!” 
 
    Wodan sighed, overcome with a childish surge of excitement. He had not realized how deeply he had fallen into a sort of mental prison, biding his time and thinking only of how to lash out at those who had imprisoned him. To stand near someone like himself was thrilling and filled him with a sense of wonder and kinship. 
 
    “That’s great!” said Wodan. “But how did you know I was here? And where are the others? You know, like Matthias and Justyn?” 
 
    “Ah…” Huni hesitated, then pulled at his ear nervously. “Langley and the others, they took off. I wish I knew more, but we don’t stay in touch these days. I heard a rumor that a god was down here. To be honest, I thought it was a publicity stunt. Then I thought that perhaps Michael had gotten stuck down here...” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” said Wodan, “but I don’t know who that is.” 
 
    “He’s one of us.” 
 
    “I’m looking forward to meeting you all,” said Wodan, pushing Didi’s insistence that he kill every male Engel out of his mind. “Langley didn’t tell me much about the rest of you.” 
 
    “Why would she? I’m nobody.” The comment struck Wodan, but before he could respond, Huni leaned forward and said, “But, listen. I’m going to get you out of here. This place is horrible. Whoever put you in here… they’re going to get what’s coming to them.” 
 
    Again Wodan felt an intoxicating surge of hope. “Thank you, Huni,” he said, nodding grimly. “Do you have a plan?” 
 
    “I do. I’m going to write a letter to the Arena Director, and a letter of protest to every coach whose address I can get hold of. I know a few Norikami in the Ministry, too, and I’ll be paying them a visit. I could even go see Big Dad and get him to pull some strings. These thugs won’t know what hit them!” 
 
    “No! Huni, that’s not... listen, Huni, there’s a machine that controls these collars, and it’s in the building somewhere. I need you to go and find it. Disable, destroy it, whatever. I’ll handle the rest.” 
 
    Huni’s mouth fell open. “Are you insane? Don’t you think they’d have something like that under guard?” 
 
    “Not necessarily. The only people who would want to destroy the machine are the ones wearing the collars in the first place. And even if it is under guard... well, aren’t you an Engel? You’re stronger and faster than any man in here. If anyone tries to stop you, you knock them down, break a limb if you have to, then you smash the machine and-” 
 
    “Woah, woah, slow down,” said Huni, breathing as if running a hard race. “I know for a fact there are armed guards in this place. What if they shoot at me? Am I supposed to dodge a bullet?” 
 
    “That’s why-” Wodan shouted, then caught himself. “That’s why you catch them off-guard.” 
 
    Huni was quiet for a long time. “Wodan, I know you’ve met Langley and Justyn and Matthias, so… you’re probably under the impression that all of us are special. You think we’re all strong and brave. I can’t do stuff like that! I’m not even talented like Borgin or Zigman or Hait.” 
 
    Huni looked Wodan in the eyes, and Wodan felt such anger and shame that he looked away. He realized that he had been protecting himself from the full weight of his disappointment with humanity by telling himself that at least there were remarkable Engels that he would soon meet. He had been telling himself that there were others like himself. He watched as Huni shuffled his feet while explaining himself, and Wodan tuned him out and grappled with the realization that none of the Imperial superbeings had ever been in a fight that had no guarantee of survival. They had not faced a horde of dogmen, they had not risked the fury of dragons, they had not turned the gangs of Pontius against one another. None of them had endured the hellish training of their ancient progenitor, ashamed and facing their own weakness again and again and again. These thoughts did not comfort him, but only made him feel more alone. 
 
    “... so a few days, at most,” said Huni, finally interrupting Wodan’s thoughts. “Surely we can get you out in under a week. Unfortunately you, um… you might have to play in a game or two. I’ve heard that you’ll be going up against Victor.” 
 
    Wodan looked at him. 
 
    “Victor Kurgenos,” Huni continued. He’s one of us. He’s the strongest one of us, actually. Just don’t tell Justyn I said that. But, yeah, Victor’s pretty tough, and he’s good with a kugel, so just try to play along, you know, do whatever he wants. Who knows, the audience might even like you!” 
 
    “Like me?” 
 
    Huni blinked. “Just hang in there. In a few days-” 
 
    “Huni.” 
 
    “Yeah…?” 
 
    “Don’t worry about those letters. Don’t talk to anyone. And don’t come here ever again.” 
 
    Wodan realized he had been gripping the bars. He let go and went to the rear of the cell. He could feel Huni’s eyes boring into his back. 
 
    “Why do you say that?” said Huni. 
 
    “Because you don’t know what I’m going to do if I get out of here. You have friends?” 
 
    “Yes,” Huni said quietly. 
 
    Wodan remembered the sound of his parents screaming in his dream. “If you want to protect them,” he said, “then leave me in here.” 
 
    Wodan turned to him and for a moment he saw something noble in Huni once again, his stance firm and jaw clenched, like a prince who had been offended. Huni sighed and the illusion vanished. 
 
    “I’ll still write the letters for you,” said Huni, then he turned and left. 
 
    *** 
 
    A group of servants brought Wodan his food and checked his manacles. Wodan knew that some poor slaves were expected to empty their bowls before the servants left so that their bowls could be sent to the washroom immediately, but Wodan was given extra food, so the servants left him to eat his rice and pork in peace. Before he finished eating, one of the servants came rushing down the hall and scurried back into Wodan’s cell. 
 
    Glancing over his shoulder, the servant got close to him, and whispered, “I’m with the Behemut Ascension.” 
 
    Wodan stopped with a handful of rice held in front of his mouth. He looked directly into the man’s eyes, and the man did not look away. He wondered how long the man was going to breathe on his food. 
 
    “You don’t know us?” he said. 
 
    Wodan shook his head once. 
 
    “Good. I guess that’s good. We’re an underground movement fighting against the tyranny of the Empire.” The man sifted through his baggy, ill-fitting robe with frantic, jerking movements. “We work in secret, biding our time until we have a chance to strike. When the leader of my cell heard of your presence here, I was sent to infiltrate the Arena. We’re outlaws.” 
 
    “Rebels,” said Wodan, using the Western word. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Nevermind,” said Wodan. He went back to eating. 
 
    “I’ve been sent to give you this,” the man continued. He pulled a length of wire from his robe, then he reached for Wodan’s collar. 
 
    “What are you doing?” said Wodan, pulling away from him. “Are you going to take this thing off?” 
 
    “I can’t. Besides, that’s not what I was sent to do. I need to put this wire under your collar. It’s a microphone.” 
 
    As the man held the wire near his collar, Wodan watched the man lick his lips and attempt to swallow. Seeing that he was nervous, Wodan trusted that he was not trying to blow them both up. 
 
    “Go for it,” said Wodan. 
 
    The man laughed nervously and delicately threaded the wire around his collar. 
 
    “The explosive part is in the front,” the man said quietly. “That’s why I’m wrapping it around the side here. I’ll need to leave a little bit sticking out, but I don’t think it will matter. If someone sees it, just say it’s something for good luck. I don’t think your average lapdog around here would be willing to risk pulling it out.” 
 
    “The bomb is in the front?” said Wodan. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah. Now, during the game, I’m going to rewire the PA system. It’s set up so that the game’s announcers can be heard through the big electronic speakers. Victor also wears a mic, that way the crowd can hear whatever silly shit he wants to say. But I’m going to make it so that you can be heard by the audience, too.” Having finished, the man pulled away and examined his work. “You understand?” 
 
    Wodan nodded. “What is it you want me to say?” 
 
    The man stood and looked either way down the hall, checked his timepiece, then knelt beside Wodan once again. He produced a small sheet of paper and illuminated it with a small flashlight. He had a list of demands that Behemut Ascension wanted Wodan to announce during the Game, and they included: The withdrawal of Rotnami forces from conquered territories, the end of military conscription, the imprisonment and execution of no less than seventeen Kommanders of the Rotnami - known Party men and war criminals - and the abdication of the Crown of Nimrod by the Emperor. Wodan listened with stoic disinterest as the rebel repeated the speech. He could not help but notice that not a single guard or servant walked down the hall while the man was going over the talking points. 
 
    They didn’t just send one guy in here, he thought. They planned this out, and probably paid people off. This must be very important to them. 
 
    The man finally looked up from the paper. “Do you understand?” 
 
    Wodan nodded. 
 
    “Tssh! You have to memorize all of this. We have time. I’ll go through it again.” 
 
    Wodan shook his head. “The eleventh, sixteenth, and fourth Kommanders you mentioned are named Wei Nam, Go Gora, and Rei Iyaboshi.” Wodan waited while the man slowly checked over the list. His mouth fell open. “Satisfied?” said Wodan. 
 
    Wodan watched the man’s eyes go from one name to the next, over and again, as if he could not accept Wodan’s act of memorization. Finally he put the list in his mouth and went to the entrance, chewing slowly as he checked the hall once again. 
 
    “So it’s true?” said the man. “You know, that you’re a…” 
 
    “Tell me something,” said Wodan. “Do you know where the Engel Warmaster stays?” 
 
    “Mnn. Warmaster Josef stays in the east wing of Mammon Castle, on the opposite side of the Emperor. Why do you ask?” 
 
    “There’s business between us.” 
 
    The man turned and looked at him. Perhaps asking about someone held in such high esteem filled him with resentment, because Wodan could see the man’s lip curling with unconcealed revulsion. “We just... Behemut Ascension wants you to work on the side of good. We’re fighting for a better day. I’m sure you imagine you’re better than us...” 
 
    “Go and break the device that powers this collar, and I’ll give you your better tomorrow today.”
“It isn’t my duty to do that,” the man immediately said. As if reminded of his role as a servant, he tucked his head into his shoulders and left Wodan’s cell, locking the door behind him. He disappeared down the hall and Wodan knew that he would be indistinguishable from any other servant. Wodan wondered if the idea of revolution would have seemed interesting and exciting to him when he was young. Now it was easier for him to remember a list of absurd talking points than it was to remember the ideals of his youth. 
 
    Completely bored with the tawdry drama, Wodan laid his head down and tried to go back to sleep.
  
 
   


  
 




Chapter Fourteen 
 
    The Game


“Now the game begins. Play as hard as you can.” 
 
    Wodan was woken by servants standing over him, and he rose and went with them but he was in such a daze that he assumed he was asleep and dreaming. He was led through a maze of hallways, and he saw so many cells and so many similar-looking prisoners in Reward Collars that it reinforced the belief that he was dreaming. He grew tired of the repetition and decided he would go deeper into his sleep and leave the dream behind. He was interrupted when they turned a corner and came to a blinding light. Wodan covered his eyes with one hand, lifting his hand so quickly that the chain around his wrists snapped. 
 
    “Damn!” said one of the servants. “Did you see that?” 
 
    “Maybe he really did snap some poor kid’s arm,” said another. “Go ahead and get his shackles off.” 
 
    Wodan felt the men touching his ankles and wrists, then the shackles came off. The light slowly dimmed, and as he blinked his eyes, he realized he was not dreaming. He was in a wide room covered in paintings of sports heroes and old trophies piled on tall plinths. The noise of an unseen crowd shook the stadium, and a massive set of double doors shook as if pounded by ocean waves. He saw there were other slaves here as well, including several tall, fair-haired Ionians. They glanced at one another, skeptical of the uniforms that the servants were bringing them. The uniforms were bright purple and yellow, and Wodan wondered if they looked so garish because his eyes were so sensitive, or if they really were as hard on the eyes as they seemed to be. 
 
    “Purple for arrogance, yellow for cowardice,” Wodan overheard a servant explain to a player. “Your team is called the Midnight Marauders. We expect you to play up your role as villains.” The servant suddenly noticed Wodan looking at him, and pointed directly at him. “Get that one his special uniform!” he shouted. 
 
    “Of course, of course,” muttered a servant, casting around in a bag full of gear. 
 
    Wodan’s attention wandered. The other players on his team were a mix of blond Ionians and Eastern prisoners of war, and while he could see that they were nervous, he was having a difficult time empathizing. He felt nothing but a sort of jarring disconnect from his surroundings. He had been in darkness for a long time with only his thoughts, and he was currently wrestling with an idea that he could not easily dismiss. 
 
    What if I killed Josef? he wondered. What if I really did what Didi asked? It would certainly throw San Ktari off balance… it might buy time for the other nations perpetually at war with them. Would the demons slow down their advance if they found out the Empire was no longer doing their work for them? 
 
    The large double doors continued shaking. A servant spoke to Wodan, but Wodan looked away, and did not hear him. 
 
    If I found Josef… if I killed him… then it might buy us some time. I wouldn’t have to think about the storehouse of the Ancients. I wouldn’t have to... 
 
    In a flash Wodan saw his parents clutching one another in the dark as the ocean swept over Haven. He heard them cry out and, without thinking, he covered his ears. 
 
    “Woah! Hey, big guy!” 
 
    Wodan blinked as the servant tapped his arm. He uncovered his ears. 
 
    “You’ll get used to the crowd,” he said. “I know they’re loud. Anyway, you know your lines, right? Can you remember them when the pressure’s on?” 
 
    Surprised, Wodan thought at first that he was speaking to the agent from Behemut Ascension again, though it seemed strange that he was now completely comfortable speaking around so many others. Then he remembered that he had been given prepared lines by the people who ran the Arena. During the half-time break a referee would approach him with a microphone. If he and his team were doing badly against the team of “good guys”, Wodan was supposed to launch into a childish tirade against the Empire and its goodness so that the crowd would hate his team even more; but if they were doing well against the “good guys”, which was of course unlikely, then he was supposed to play the part of the arrogant bully, mocking their leader for being such a good guy. That way the other team’s inevitable comeback would be even more enjoyable for the crowd. 
 
    Wodan nodded, and the servant gave him a tight-lipped smile. Wodan was distracted, listening in as another servant spoke with his teammates. “You’ve been given a great honor. There might even be a contract for you if you do well, if the crowd likes you. Meat would be added to your rice, and you might even get to touch a woman through the bars of your cage. And you should see some of the mattresses that the contracted slaves get to sleep on! Play hard, and there’s really no limit to what you could earn! Why, they say that a contract with the Arena is worth more than all the golden marks in the world...” The servant shook his head in wonder, a slave in envy of other slaves. 
 
    A servant presented Wodan with his uniform, and he took it and examined it. It was a striped red and yellow harlequin outfit. The servant in charge of uniforms presented Wodan with a thick helmet topped with long, looping horns, and still another servant presented him with wooden boots carved into the shape of dozens of reptilian heads. Wodan raised his eyebrows and the servant nodded, thinking that Wodan would no doubt appreciate the effect it would have on the audience when they beheld the awesome sight of a villain with alligators for feet. 
 
    Am I supposed to be a devil, Wodan wondered, or a clown? 
 
    Wodan observed the villainous uniform in his hands, then slowly pulled his hands apart so that the outfit was ripped in half. 
 
    “Aaaaeee-ah!” a servant screamed. “You see what he did? You see what he did?!” 
 
    Wodan grabbed the helmet and squeezed it, satisfied when the thing shattered with a loud pop. 
 
    “Get the shoes away from him!” said a servant, jerking them away from Wodan. The servant holding them took off running as if his life was on the line. 
 
    “You screwed up now!” a servant shouted. “This is what happens when you scum get meat with your rice!” 
 
    “You like black?” someone said in heavily accented Western. 
 
    Wodan turned and saw a tall Ionian prisoner of war. He was in his team uniform, and held his worn denim pants toward Wodan. 
 
    “You’re not that much taller than me,” the Ionian added. “I wouldn’t mind ripping up this stupid outfit, but I want to do well out there. Besides, you need to wear something decent.” 
 
    Wodan looked down and realized that his outfit has falling apart. He nodded and took the pants, and with all eyes on him he stripped down and put them on. His ankles stuck out of the pants, but he still felt better. He remembered what it was like looking into the mirror in his home in the Black Valley, getting dressed in a nice suit that Dirby had picked out for him. He went to adjust his tie, but his hand touched only the Reward Collar. He felt a wave of confusion. 
 
    “Hey, don’t mess with that,” said the Ionian. “Look, we all feel pretty rough, but those guys aren’t exaggerating when they say some slave teams get picked up for contracts. We don’t necessarily have to win, we just have to play well. Who knows, you might even earn your freedom and go professional. You okay?” 
 
    Wodan looked at the man. Again he felt a strange sense of disconnection. 
 
    “They say you’ve been in your cell for a while,” said the Ionian. “Just try to-” 
 
    “Listen here!” a servant screamed, marching up to Wodan and standing directly beneath his face. “You better get it together, foreigner! We expect you to play the role of a real bad guy, not some… some shitty troublemaker!” 
 
    Wodan was about to answer, but he was fascinated by the man’s face. It looked as if a strange animal was barking at him, every facial muscle flexing as if going insane while attempting to mimic anger. He watched the man’s face turning deeper shades of red and he imagined blood pumping through capillaries to feed the wildly shifting mask of flesh. 
 
    “He’s fine, he’s fine,” said the Ionian, gently pushing the servant away. “Just give him some space, please. Let ‘em lock you up in a dark room for a few weeks and see how you feel!” 
 
    Finally a new group of servants arrived and brought them their kugel sticks, long wooden pieces with one hooked end shaped like a narrow spoon. Wodan’s was customized, painted yellow and red with the character for Bolverk written in fiery strokes. Wodan took the thing and spun it in a circle and passed it from hand to hand so that he could get the feel of it. Once again he felt many people staring at him. 
 
    “Why is mine different?” Wodan said to one of the servants. 
 
    “Don’t you listen?” the servant shot back. “You’re the team leader of the Midnight Marauders! Remember, you trekked across the wasteland so that you could destroy San Ktari and assassinate the Engels. Now you-” 
 
    “Hey!” said Wodan, smiling. “How’d you know that?” 
 
    “Because I helped edit the script you’re going to repeat at half-time! Gods below, you foreigners, you’re just so-” 
 
    “Shut up already,” said Wodan. He stuck his kugel stick into the servant’s chest and, when the man instinctively grabbed it, Wodan gripped him on either side, lifted him up, and set him on top of one of the trophy plinths, knocking over several trophies in the process. As the other servants cried out in alarm, the Marauders laughed. Wodan pulled his kugel stick out of the servant’s hands and turned away from him. 
 
    “Looks like our team leader is finally awake!” said an Ionian. 
 
    A great gong sounded and the wail of the crowd dimmed to a dull roar. The servants at once become quiet, almost solemn as they gestured for the Midnight Marauders to approach the large double doors. They were all foreigners, slaves of war, some tall and blond, some dark-skinned, some small like the men of Ktari, with slanted eyes. Wodan took his place among them. He did not feel like a leader. He had only recently accepted that he was awake, but he still felt so out of sorts that he would not have been surprised if his surroundings suddenly changed altogether. He could see that the other players were nervous, fidgeting and trying to control their breathing, but Wodan felt nothing. 
 
    The doors shuddered and slowly swung open, and blinding light shone off the white sands of the Stomping Grounds. The roar of the crowd turned to screams of hatred and longing. No one made a move until several muscular referees wearing only underwear and boots gestured toward them. The Marauders entered the massive Arena and as Wodan’s eyes adjusted once again, he saw tall wooden fortresses lined with rows of strange guns. Far overhead, hoops circled the Arena on a suspended track, each fixed with blinking lights. The tiered rows of audience seats were ringed with a barbed-wire fence, and it was a good thing that it was because it looked to Wodan as if most of the audience had left their seats to lean against the fence, jerking it back and forth and screaming and throwing trash over the top, desperate to hurt the Marauders. Again Wodan was surprised at the number of people, each of them a boiling pot of insane emotion. 
 
    Wodan was further surprised to see large sets of video monitors hanging from the roof, dozens or hundreds of monitors arranged into large cubes revealing feeds recorded from cameras that lined the wooden forts. He had no idea that Ktari had such technology. He wondered why none of his teammates were staring in awe at the brilliant cubes of flashing lights, then he realized that they were all staring at the far end of the Stomping Grounds. 
 
    The Imperial Red Eagles stood ready to meet them, white-faced men of Ktari in black and red form-fitting uniforms, each armed with a customized kugel stick and small forearm shields that the Marauders did not have. Two announcers took turns screaming through the huge stereo system, repeating something about the Red Eagles standing bravely against evil men intent on toppling the Empire. 
 
    Wodan did not see the team or hear the announcers, because his attention fixed on the man whose eyes were locked on him. The superbeing Victor Kurgenos stood among the Red Eagles. He was tall and muscular, with a chiseled white face and intense blue eyes and carefully pomaded red hair. Despite the weights attached to him, and despite the chains wrapped around him, holding one arm to his side, Wodan could see that he was physically remarkable. In one hand he held a massive black kugel stick ringed in strips of black iron. Lost in darkness for so many days, Wodan had forgotten all the talk about his inevitable meeting with Victor. 
 
    Victor glared at him. Wodan could see that it was dawning on Victor just what he was - a being similar to himself. The fact that Victor had not come to see Wodan in his cell let him know that if Victor had been told anything, he had obviously not taken such talk seriously. Though no one else could see it, Wodan knew that Victor was hiding his fear under a layer of defiance. 
 
    He probably imagines I want to take his place here, thought Wodan. If only he knew how little I care for this! 
 
    Wodan suddenly realized that he was doing nothing but staring at Victor, his expression unreadable as he read Victor’s face. The truth was that he felt a thrill of excitement at meeting someone he considered a “cousin”. He could feel the fog that had gathered in his mind lifting in a rush of euphoria. Realizing that he should show Victor that there should be no ill will between them, Wodan smiled and lifted a hand in greeting. Sudden movement caught Wodan’s eye, and he realized that his image was being projected on every monitor. He lowered his hand, then his image was suddenly cut off. 
 
    “Bolverk, the Evil-Doer!” an announcer’s voice was projected throughout the Arena, then paused awkwardly. “Looks like he’s, ah, baring his teeth at Victor, and… and moving his hand in a wiping gesture, meaning he plans to wipe Victor off the face of the earth!” 
 
    “By all the gods sponsored by the state!” said another announcer. “This is sure to be a match that will crack the foundations of everything we hold dear!” 
 
    “A real battle of good against evil, to say the least.” 
 
    Victor tore his eyes away from Wodan and walked in a circle, his face lifted to the crowd. Every camera focused on him. 
 
    “Now!” he said, his voice booming through the speakers. “Now I will… now I am going to stomp these, these villains, for… for the Empire, I will… it is going to be…” Growing frustrated, Victor cut off his speech and gestured impatiently. The cameras focused elsewhere. 
 
    The Gong of Gongs was struck and a ball dropped down from the ceiling. The Red Eagles shot forward. Wodan watched the ball slowly descend, and was painfully aware of his teammates hesitating before they also ran forward. 
 
    Well, thought Wodan, I guess this dumb game is finally happening. 
 
    The Red Eagles were the first to arrive at the center of the Grounds. While most of them moved to block the Marauders, an Eagle caught the ball on the end of his kugel stick, threw it to a teammate, and a terrific cry went up from the crowd. 
 
    Wodan watched the Red Eagles pass the ball to one another, expertly keeping it off the ground and away from the Marauders while glancing at the hoops ringed with lights. Wodan could see that his teammates were clearly trying their best, already sweating with effort, their minds racing as calculations raced through their minds. Some part of Wodan wondered if he should not run and join them, but he could find no reason to care. The event seemed unreal to him. Only the shouting of the crowd, the clanging of the barbed-wire fence, and the painful humiliation of their enslavement seemed real. Wodan watched Victor, whose face was devoid of emotion as he slipped into some sort of flow-state of perfect concentration. 
 
    Suddenly the lights around the hoops turned yellow and a Red Eagle smacked the ball away from his own kugel as if it had become a dangerous animal. One of the Marauders, who must have understood what the yellow lights meant, smacked the ball high into the air, then ran away from it. The lights turned red again, and as the ball fell a blond Marauder whirled and smacked the ball straight towards Wodan. His mind sped up and the ball slowed in mid-flight, caught in the net of his awareness. Unsure what he should do, he lifted his kugel stick and lightly tapped the ball, sending it flying overhead. The lights changed color once again, and when the ball came down, Wodan caught it in the scoop of his kugel stick and held it still. 
 
    The lights turned green and Wodan immediately felt a wave of expectation radiating off of the deathly-silent crowd. One of his teammates shouted in Western, “It’s green! Hoop it! Hoop it!” Wodan gazed at the many hoops at the far end of the Stomping Grounds, and wondered if one was just as good as another, or if different hoops gave different results. He noticed the Red Eagles running around in some kind of panic-play they had obviously practiced many times before. Wodan decided he had better do something. Just as the lights turned orange-white, Wodan waved his kugel and threw the ball at a hoop. One of his teammates, aware of the change in rules for hooping during an orange-white phase, screamed in horror as the ball rocketed through the air and blasted through a hoop. 
 
    A comical descending note sounded through the speakers, barely covering the laughter of the crowd, and while an announcer said something about a foreigner working hard to score points for the opposing team during an orange-white phase, one of Wodan’s teammates shouted at him, “You idiot! You fucking idiot! How could you hoop that ball during an orange-white?!” Wodan saw his entire team staring at him, and he shrugged. 
 
    “Who gives a shit?” said Wodan. “It’s just a stupid game.” 
 
    “JUST A STUPID GAME,” Wodan’s voice echoed from the speakers. 
 
    The laughter of the crowd died. 
 
    *** 
 
    In the control booth far above the audience, Ho Han and the Director stared out the window in numb shock. Finally one of the announcers turned to them, and said, “You didn’t tell us this was a storyline match!” 
 
    “It isn’t!” the Director shouted. “What in the hell is he doing with a mic?” 
 
    “I want to hear him!” said Ho Han, his face pressed against the glass. 
 
    “... of you look like you’re about to mess your diapers over this,” said Wodan, speaking to the crowd. “It’s not even a good game! You’ve got prisoners of war with malnutrition going up against a bunch of professional robots. Get real! I bet a lot of you idiots don’t even know how you’re going to pay your rent, and here you are having an aneurysm over this stuff.” 
 
    The Director watched in horror as several young men climbed the barbed-wire fence. Security guards tackled another man and jerked a knife out of his hands. 
 
    “They’re gonna kill him,” said the Director. 
 
    “Victor isn’t going to know how to respond,” said an announcer, with his hands covering his mic. His wide eyes were glued on the Director. “I don’t understand how he got a microphone!” 
 
    “He didn’t get it from us!” the Director shouted, then realized he sounded guilty. “We’ve obviously been infiltrated. Just cut his mic! Cut all the microphones!” 
 
    As one of the aides ran to the door, Ho Han motioned for him to stop. “Wait, look!” said Ho Han. “Look at the crowd!” 
 
    The Director turned back to the window, afraid of what he would see. The “rebel Engel” continued, saying, “... and check out this joker climbing the fence. What is he gonna do? Shake my hand for interrupting this boring game? Sorry brother, I don’t do autographs. If you want to be a tough guy, you should fight your boss for higher pay, instead of holding it in until you shit your pants over a stupid game. Or you could kill some Party officials. That would be a good start!” 
 
    As the Director listened to Bolverk saying things that no script writer would dare put into a villain’s speech, he took a good look at the crowd. It was then that he saw what Ho Han had noticed. Even though it was hard to ignore the audience members going insane with rage, most of the audience was actually laughing. 
 
    “They love it,” the Director said quietly. “This man is blaspheming and they love it.” 
 
    Just then a referee in a fish costume jogged onto the Stomping Grounds. Though the announcers were too numb to explain what was happening, the audience already knew that since Bolverk had hooped a ball during an orange-white phase, the player who had passed him the ball was disqualified and would have to leave the field. When Bolverk saw what was happening, he came between the two. “What’s the big deal?” he said. “You’re gonna make my guy leave? It’s just a game, let him stay if he wants. Come on, who cares? This shit is made up anyway. We’re just playing pretend. We’re pretending this is important and the audience is pretending they want to be here.” The laughter of the crowd was a rushing whirl of chaos, and all of the players now stood still, simply waiting for the veil of order to cover them once again so that the game could continue. 
 
    As the referee escorted the player away, Bolverk pointed at his back. “Got to follow the rules, don’t we?” he said, smiling. “Even though I broke the rules, some other poor sucker has to pay. There he goes, they’re taking him away. What a rule. What a great rule to follow. That’s what everyone in San Ktari does, isn’t it? You’re all miserable but you follow the rules anyway. You could have anything you want in life, but instead, you bend over…” The Director felt a knot in his gut stretching tight as Bolverk turned in a circle and, with a finger extended, said, “All of you, you bend over, you grab your ankles, and then you get what happens when you do what you’re told…” 
 
    “Why the hell are they enjoying this?” said the Director. “He’s not entertaining. He’s insulting them!” 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Ho Han, “maybe you were right, maybe we should cut the microphones. Some of these people really do want to kill him. I’ve never seen that many people pushing against the fence. Do you think it will hold?” 
 
    The Director chuckled. “Not really, no, but some of them are falling out of their seats, they’re laughing so hard. And there’s two of them in a fist-fight. The players aren’t even playing! What in the world’s gotten into them?” 
 
    Ho Han considered other “villains” that they had showcased. Monster Mo Gen, Psycho Tax Collector, Big Sodomy - they were professional kugel players as well as professional actors, and the crowd enjoyed seeing them get trounced after a few choice words. All of them spoke from scripts carefully calculated with just enough anti-Ktari rhetoric to help the crowd blow off some steam, or at least help them know who to hate. But Bolverk was doing something more. Not only was he insulting the crowd, he was mocking their game, their values, even their home. 
 
    “But why aren’t they all trying to kill him,” Ho Han said quietly, as if to himself. “Do they hate living here, too? Do they hate themselves for not leaving? Huh... I thought I was the only one.” 
 
    *** 
 
    A new ball dropped and Wodan ended his tirade. The roar of the crowd dimmed as they waited to see what would happen next. Wodan’s own team had not enjoyed his antics at all, and when they managed to gain control of the ball they kept it away from him. This did not bother Wodan at all. Again the audience roared with laughter as he stood swinging his kugel stick aimlessly.  
 
    Victor remained silent, concentrating on the game. He managed to intercept the ball from a Marauder and, just when the lights turned purple, he threw it and hooped it. The crowd went wild as he jogged to the center of the Stomping Grounds. The Game Masters on the sidelines conferred with a referee, then they came to a decision and nodded to the Marauders. A giant blond Marauder bowed and went to meet Victor for a duel in the center of the Stomping Grounds. 
 
    “What’s this?” said Wodan, his voice echoing loudly. “I don’t know what the hell is going on.” The crowd laughed and his teammates refused to look at him. 
 
    Victor and his opponent circled one another. Victor leaped from side to side and feinted several one-armed thrusts with his kugel, unmindful of the hundreds of pounds of metal weighing him down. His opponent was out of breath before a single blow was landed. 
 
    “I can’t believe this,” said Wodan. “Are you people actually getting excited by this? Victor’s on another level, that poor guy doesn’t stand a chance! What do you want to see? You want to see that guy get his head bashed in? This is really dumb. Victor, man, don’t fight that guy for these idiots! They don’t even-” 
 
    At that moment Victor darted forward and prodded the Ionian’s chest with his kugel stick. The man fell in a heap, gripping his chest before he went limp. Though Victor had won, he stalked away looking as if he had been defeated. 
 
    The crowd cheered lamely. “You guys liked that?” said Wodan. “I’ve taken shits more exciting than that. What color do the lights have to be before I get to do that in the middle of the Arena? You guys would love it.” 
 
    The crowd’s laughter redoubled, excited at the forbidden profanity. Wodan looked at Victor, but Victor only glared at the ground. Several men came and put the fallen player on a stretcher, then carried him away. Wodan’s excitement at seeing Victor was overshadowed by annoyance. 
 
    He obviously takes this game seriously, thought Wodan. He thinks I’ve embarrassed him. He should be embarrassed that he’s pushing around people who are children compared to him! 
 
    “Victor!” said Wodan, unnecessarily cupping his hands before his mouth. “I think we should duel. There’s no joy in knocking these people around. Come on, cousin! Let’s give them a show to remember!” 
 
    The crowd roared in approval. Victor remained silent. A new ball dropped and the game recommenced. 
 
    *** 
 
    Ho Han and the Director stood at the control booth’s window, unable to move. Ho Han’s mind reeled with all the possibilities of future games between the two gods. 
 
    If Bolverk only knew how to play the game, we could make something unforgettable out of him, thought Ho Han. Even if he’s reluctant, we could at least stick him on a professional team. They could play for him while he does his thing, making the audience laugh and scream and buy tickets! 
 
    The Marauders suddenly lost a man by letting the Red Eagles retrieve the ball during a yellow-phase directly following an orange-red, then lost another man a few seconds later because a Marauder accidentally passed the ball to his own teammate during a green-flashing phase when all points added up to an even number (after being divided by three) instead of simply hooping the ball. A rookie mistake. 
 
    “The game’s ending too fast,” said the Director. 
 
    “Yes,” said Ho Han. “If only he would do something.” 
 
    “If he did anything, he would probably do something stupid and disqualify himself. Then again…” The Director snapped his fingers at an aide. “Blue lights. Blue lights, quick, and hold them if you have to. Announcers, make sure those foreigners understand they’re supposed to take a fort. We’ll have to let both sides each take a fort. We need to get some Eagles out of play, but there’s no way we could get the foreigners to hoop a ball during an orange-red-green and let them have sole command of a fort. But maybe - just maybe - they can pick off a few Red Eagles with their light-guns.” 
 
    Ho Han nodded, quick to understand. They watched as the lights turned to blue just as a Red Eagle stole the ball from a Marauder. The announcers barked out the rules, and both teams ran toward a fort. Ho Han nearly fainted as he watched Bolverk take his time ambling over to his fort, either not understanding or not caring that he might be shot and disqualified. When Bolverk reached his team’s fort only seconds before a Red Eagle could blast him, both Ogremen exhaled and shook their heads at one another. 
 
    They watched as Bolverk hunkered down behind a wooden parapet while the rest of his team manned the light guns, firing and ducking while the Red Eagles did the same. Bolverk’s mouth hung open, no doubt surprised to see such technological wonders, but when he saw the lights hitting the fort’s wooden walls without causing damage, he suddenly looked bored. A Marauder screamed at Bolverk with spittle flying from his lips, pointing at an empty gun. Bolverk remained hunkered on the ground. 
 
    “No way am I getting up,” said Bolverk. “I’m too important to get hit by one of those. I need to stay in the game, right?” The crowd laughed and jeered. Bolverk did a double-take when he noticed a camera near his position, and many overhead monitors closed-in on his face as he looked directly at the camera. 
 
    “Damn, he’s good-looking,” the Director said under his breath. 
 
    “You know what happens if I run out and get hit with one of those lights?” said Bolverk. “They’ll stick me in your military. It’s full of guys who like to run out in front of bullets!” 
 
    Bolverk saluted mockingly, and Ho Han nudged the Director and pointed at the crowd. An old man, most likely a Rotnami war veteran, was trying to climb the fence while two young men pulled at his legs, begging him to come down before he got hung up in the razor wire. The old man’s red face shook with unquenchable fury. 
 
    A light-beam struck a Marauder, and the light on his Reward Collar blinked orange. He cursed wildly and kicked the gun he had been manning. Referees motioned to the man and he left with them. 
 
    “I might not be cut out for infantry,” said Bolverk, “but if I keep avoiding danger while my teammates get blasted, they’ll probably put me in charge of the military! Hell, they’ll make me Emperor if I keep hiding and let everyone else take the fall!” The Director unconsciously cringed at the unbelievable statement, but was surprised to see that a lot of the younger audience members were laughing. 
 
    Ho Han hummed as he appraised the situation. “We’ll definitely need to reinforce the fencing,” he said. “The only thing keeping it up this long is that the fanatics are getting tired of pushing it.” 
 
    They watched the players shoot at one another. A Red Eagle was finally outed, but then two Marauders were outed in quick succession. “This is getting boring,” said the Director. “Let’s change it up with some-” 
 
    “A-a-alright,” Bolverk said as he finally stirred from his position. “Probably nothing in the rule books about this.” 
 
    The Director made a wheezing sound and Ho Han laughed uncomfortably. 
 
    “What the hell is he going to do now?” the Director said quietly. 
 
    Bolverk edged along the ground behind cover until he came to a strip of wooden wall. With a jerk Bolverk tore off a piece of wood taller than a man. He held the thing aloft as he prepared to stand. 
 
    “Red Eagles!” Bolverk shouted. “You better take cover! I’m gonna throw this at your fort!” 
 
    Some of the players stopped, confused by the odd statement. 
 
    “Wh-what did he say?” the Director squealed. 
 
    As if he could hear inside the control room, Bolverk said, “I’m gonna throw this at your fort!” and then stood, spun around, and heaved the chunk of wood into the air. Ho Han would never forget the moment when the entire Arena went silent, all eyes fixed on the unbelievable sight of a large piece of wood spinning through the air, somehow covering the length of the Arena as if by magic. Ho Han stared in amazement as the once mighty Red Eagles scurried for cover as the chunk of wood slammed into their fort, throwing up a cloud of dust. Victor stood nearby, his face a mask of cold fury, his feet planted as his teammates ran past him. Victor watched as the dust cleared, revealing one of the light-guns lying in pieces. 
 
    Ho Han realized that one of the announcers had his mic covered and was repeating, “Is that against the rules? Is that against the rules? Is that-” 
 
    “Right about now,” said Bolverk, voice echoing throughout the silent Arena, “the guys who run this place are filling their pants and wondering if that was against the rules.” He tore off another great chunk of wall, then said, “We’ll just keep going while they look through the rulebook!” 
 
    Bolverk heaved another large chunk of wood into the air. Fearing for their lives, the Red Eagles scattered, some even leaping from the walls of their fort. The Marauders were able to pick several of them off as they fled into the open. 
 
    Ho Han could hear the Director shouting for an aide to change the light sequence, but his voice seemed to be muffled through layers of wool. A sense of unreality gripped Ho Han as he came to a deeper understanding of the thing he had thought he could control. He felt dread that he could not suppress, not even when he reminded himself they had put a Reward Collar on Bolverk. Finally he realized that an aide was shouting at them. 
 
    “The Keisatzei, they’re forcing their way into the Arena!” said the aide. He was standing with the door to the control room cracked open, speaking to another aide who had relayed the message. “They’re demanding we let them in here!” 
 
    Keisatzei! thought Ho Han, feeling as if the floor was swaying. He knew that he would have to get himself together if he was going to speak to the Rotnami’s urban police Branch. 
 
    The Director grabbed his shoulder and Ho Han nearly jumped. “They know!” he hissed through clenched teeth. Ho Han turned to him and saw sweat pouring down his brow. His eyes were darting and Ho Han wondered if he looked as bad as the Director. Even if the Keisatzei did not understand exactly what was happening, they would know something was up. Finally the Director blinked his eyes and glared at Ho Han. “They know Bolverk is a… a…” 
 
    “Don’t say it,” said Ho Han. 
 
    The Director nodded and turned to the others in the room. Instead of releasing Ho Han, he simply switched hands and continued using him for support. “Listen, everyone,” said the Director. “You may have heard some talk about Bolverk. Or you thought you heard some talk. But you didn’t! You heard nothing! All of us have plausible deniability! We’re the victims here! Keep telling yourself that, because if you believe it, then they will too!” 
 
    *** 
 
    Both teams fled their forts during a blinking green-yellow phase, then continued as a new ball dropped. Despite the Red Eagles losing so many men at the fort, the game continued much as it had before, with the Red Eagles scoring points and the Marauders losing men. Wodan continued playing the part of a joker, surprised at how much he enjoyed the role now that he had been relieved of the burden of leadership. Still Victor avoided his gaze. 
 
    A Marauder raced past Wodan, desperate to intercept the ball. He lunged, caught it in his kugel, and tripped. Wodan ran and slid, catching the man and, as an afterthought, he bounced the ball upward. 
 
    “You alright?” said Wodan. 
 
    The Easterner nodded, gritting his teeth as he rose to his feet. 
 
    The ball fell. Wodan glanced at it, stuck out his kugel, bounced the ball once, then balanced it on the scoop. Suddenly the lights shifted into a flashing purple pattern. All the players came to a standstill, waiting for Wodan to do something. 
 
    An announcer cleared his throat loudly, then said, “If Bolverk hoops the ball now, he will enter into a duel with the leader of the Red Eagles! Will he make the shot?!” 
 
    Wodan remained still. The lights did not change. Never had the lights stayed in one phase for more than a few seconds. As Wodan waited, and waited, and balanced the ball and did not move, the crowd cried out, then his teammates cried out. Wodan waited and the Red Eagles stared him down. With the same false urgency as before, the announcer repeated, “Will he make the shot?!” 
 
    Wodan smiled, but still he did not move. “A fight between me and Victor!” he said. “Well, I’d better make the shot before the lights change!” The crowd roared in anticipation but still Wodan did not move. The other players kept looking from Wodan to the lights, some urging him to hurry. “I’d better hurry!” Wodan repeated, still smiling. “But that’s weird, isn’t it? The lights never stay the same for more than a few seconds. This is awfully odd. Almost makes you wonder if we’re following a script. Are your lives scripted, I wonder? Does the show end when you leave the Arena?” The crowd only raged and raged, and Wodan wondered if they were beginning to suspect something about their lives. 
 
    “Victor, I’ve come a long way to meet you, and the rest of the family,” said Wodan. “I say we give the people what they want.” 
 
    The crowd roared even louder, their desire so fierce it sent a wave rushing through Wodan’s blood. Victor did not seem so willing, but only glared at Wodan, his eyes twin furnaces set into unmoving marble. 
 
    “But not on their terms,” said Wodan, and then he dropped the ball on the sand.
The crowd wailed in agonizing disappointment. 
 
    “Does this mean I’m disqualified?” said Wodan, turning in a circle for the crowd. “No, I’m not disqualified. Victor, let’s show them who writes the rules in this world! Let’s show them-” 
 
    “I’m not afraid of you!” Victor shouted. His voice resounded throughout the Arena, silencing the crowd. He must have sounded intimidating, but to Wodan he only sounded like a very young man confronting an adult. 
 
    He has so much to be angry about, thought Wodan. Someday he’ll look back and realize I was on his side! 
 
    “You’re not afraid?” said Wodan. “Then throw off your shackles and come and meet me.” 
 
    Wodan walked into the center of the Stomping Grounds. Victor stared at him for a long time, taking in great breaths as he tried to master his anger, his chains straining or clinking delicately. Wodan dropped his kugel stick, and almost immediately an announcer shouted, “Bolverk makes the bold claim that he doesn’t need to beat the Red Eagles team leader with a hit from the kugel! He thinks he can actually knock him out, or force him to submit!” 
 
    “Oh, shut up!” said Wodan. 
 
    Victor’s eyes darted among the crowd, then across the flashing purple lights, then his gaze settled on the control booth far above. With a horrible cry that sent his own teammates fleeing in all directions, Victor took up his massive kugel stick, spun the heavy iron-bound thing around to gather momentum, then launched it through the air. As Wodan watched the kugel fly over the crowd, he felt the sense of wonder that he knew the crowd must have felt when he was throwing chunks of wood at the fort. It suddenly slammed into the control booth, rocking the entire structure and sending a shower of glass onto the crowd below. Wodan stared in shock at the ruined control booth and the people scurrying underneath, and wondered if anyone was seriously hurt. It suddenly dawned on him that his Reward Collar’s control mechanism may have been in that room, and Victor had just freed him. Wodan cupped his palm over the front of his collar to block out the glare of the overhead lights. He could see that the blinking green light was still operating on the explosive mechanism. 
 
    He was only lashing out in anger, Wodan thought. 
 
    Wodan felt ashamed of Victor, then he considered that just a little time here had made him feel the same way. Victor’s act of destruction may have seemed childish and unnecessary, but then again, Wodan had broken some poor servant’s arm, and had given Huni a subtle threat despite his offer of help. He had no doubt that Victor also felt like a slave despite not wearing a Reward Collar. 
 
    He knows they’ll kill him if he doesn’t perform the way he’s supposed to. They’ll let him be a famous celebrity, they’ll even worship him, but he has to play by their rules. 
 
    I’ll show him that those days are over! 
 
    Wodan turned back to Victor and saw him striding up to him, kicking up sand in his giant leaden boots. Even weighed down, he looked intimidating. 
 
    “Take those things off,” said Wodan. “There’s no need to hold back anymore!” 
 
    Victor loomed over him, then said, “You won’t be able to speak with your teeth smashed in.” 
 
    “That’s the spirit,” said Wodan. 
 
    Wodan rushed forward, and Victor dashed to the side, kicking up a wave of sand. Even in chains and weighed down he was still fast, and when Wodan leaped and arched his body to the side, and flung a leg out at Victor’s face, Victor raised his free arm and blocked. Wodan’s shin hurt as if he had struck solid steel, but as Wodan touched the ground he whirled and slammed an elbow into Victor’s exposed belly. Victor stumbled backward, his face turning purple, and Wodan hopped away and rubbed his shin. 
 
    “You’ve got to take those weights off!” said Wodan. “Forget their stupid rules and-” 
 
    “Shut up!” Victor shouted. As he glared at Wodan the roar of the crowd grew like an avalanche of sound falling on them. Finally Victor flexed and tore his chained arm free from his side, sending shards of metal flying. The roar of the crowd grew and grew, almost shaking the sand beneath them. The audience was a god demanding blood and Victor slowly tore the metal weights from his shoulders and thighs and let them fall in the sand. 
 
    The champion stood in all his glory, his slick black and red uniform shining in the glaring lights. He was larger than Wodan and his brilliant eyes were alight with fury. 
 
    *** 
 
    A team of Keisatzei military policemen marched down the curved hallway that ringed the upper section of the Arena. The Keisatzei were in full armor and were practically indistinguishable from a Rotnami military heavy assault unit. Those who saw them simply froze in fear until they passed, but when they saw an aide wearing an Arena personnel badge, they grabbed him and hauled him along with them. 
 
    “Where’s the man in charge?” said one of the Keisatzei. 
 
    Though the aide could intuit what he wanted, he could not hear him over the roar of the crowd, so he said, “I’m sorry?” 
 
    “You don’t have to be sorry,” the Keisatzei shouted over the roar, “but I need you to point out the man in charge.” 
 
    “We just passed the control room, the Director’s in there.” 
 
    The Keisatzei stopped. “Why didn’t you say anything before?” said one. 
 
    Before the aide could respond, they heard something like an explosion. The Keisatzei ducked and the aide hit the floor. 
 
    “It was in there,” said a Keisatzei. “Guns out!” 
 
    With rifles drawn the Keisatzei rushed the control room. One of them kicked open the door and the others filed in. 
 
    Two announcers sat before the shattered window, with pieces of glass still raining down on them. One of the announcers slowly turned and stared at the Keisatzei, then blinked and said nothing. The other announcer did not have a head. He was covered in something like dark syrup, and it was not immediately obvious where his head had gone. An Ogreman, a merchant of the Ungeheuer Tsuchi, lay dead on the ground, his body twisted as if he had been run over by a large truck. Another Ogreman in a fine suit lay in a pool of blood, grunting, face drained of blood. He looked at the Keisatzei and opened his mouth several times, but his ribs were shattered and he could not breathe. 
 
    “What’s going on here?” an officer shouted, his rifle pointed at the announcer. The man only blinked and stared through the Keisatzei. 
 
    An aide stood up from behind a table and the Keisatzei swung their rifles at him. The young man lifted his hands in surrender. 
 
    “Th-that’s Victor’s kugel,” he said, pointing. 
 
    Among the wrecked equipment they saw the large kugel on the ground. The wood and strips of metal now shone bright with blood, but was also covered in hair. 
 
    “The hell is going on here?” one of the Keisatzei shouted and approached the broken window. 
 
    “It’s Son of Endless Battle,” said the aide. “The gladiator. That’s his kugel stick.” 
 
    The Keisatzei peered over the rim of the broken window and down into the Stomping Grounds. No one in the audience was in their seat, but either stood with their mouths hanging open or crowded around the fence, fighting for space and climbing over one another to see the incredible sight down below. 
 
    Two gods were locked in battle. That was the only way to explain the impossible sight of two men moving at inhuman speed, fists and feet slamming against one another, each impact like a small thunderclap. When the two grappled with one another their feet kicked up sand dozens of feet into the air. Victor managed to throw his opponent into a wooden tower attached to a fortress. Wood shattered and the tower shook, and the man’s head grinded against wood with enough force to kill or cripple him for the rest of his life. Instead of falling dead, Victor’s opponent was back on his feet before the tower could fall. With blinding speed he ripped a chunk of wall from the falling tower, then tossed it straight at Victor. 
 
    “By the gods,” said an officer. “We shouldn’t be seeing this.” 
 
    Another officer fumbled for his radio set. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Chief! You there?” 
 
    Bureau Chief Minister Daizaburo Yagi sat in the dark communications nexus of Branch 11's headquarters. He had sent several agents into the Arena to confirm intelligence they had received regarding possible intrusion by terrorists. He did not know if it was Three Declarations, or Behemut Ascension, or Apoptosis Now, or maybe someone else entirely. Even though their intel was vague, he knew from experience that it was better to chase after nothing than wait and let it catch you by surprise later on. Now one of his agents was calling him by radio. 
 
    Yagi grabbed the handset. “What is it, Tabo?” he snapped. 
 
    “I’m in the van, monitoring Keisatzei radio frequencies,” said Tabo. “Seems Victor’s killed some people, maybe some Ogremen.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t be the first time,” said Yagi. 
 
    “Seriously?” a young man chimed in. 
 
    “Stay off the line, Togusai!” Tabo barked. Both Chief Yagi and Tabo had heard rumors of Victor’s opponents dying of Game-related injuries, as well as at least one woman dying of accidental injury after spending the night with Victor. Neither of them were in the mood to explain to a rookie that Die Engelen lived lives as sordid as anyone else, if not more so. “Thing is, Chief, there was a big show planned for tonight. A special guest was supposed to go up against Victor. Now they’re both kicking each other’s asses, and Victor’s having quite a time of it. The Keisatzei are talking, and they’re throwing around words like demon and god and... wait, hold on.” 
 
    Yagi waited, tapping his foot impatiently, then said, “Is it an Engel? Is it Axe of the Dawn?” 
 
    “Wait - hold on, Chief.” 
 
    “The Emperor would never let the public see two Engels fight.” 
 
    “Just wait - okay, Chief, the Keisatzei just got a kill order. If they can get a clear shot and not hurt Victor, they’ve been told to terminate whoever it is he’s fighting. It’s not Justyn Daaz, or any other Engel, for that matter.” 
 
    Yagi was taken aback. “Can you-” 
 
    “Shit! Shit! I see units setting up across the street. There’s all kinds of Keisatzei approaching on foot. Damn it! I can see them-” 
 
    “Get out of there!” said Yagi. “Who do you have inside?” 
 
    “Seto’s in the Arena,” said Tabo. 
 
    “Tell him to drop his firearm anywhere he can, then get out of there. If he’s arrested, tell him to go along with it and we’ll get him out later. This is not a Branch 11 operation!” 
 
    “But it is, Chief!” said Tabo. He had been with Branch 11 long enough to argue with his superior. “If Victor is fighting someone that the terrorists inserted into the Game, then-” 
 
    “No, Tabo. Think. If Victor’s killed some Ogremen, then there’s going to be a cover-up. Keisatzei are going to lay a net all around that place and look for someone to blame. But it’s even worse if... if Victor is fighting some kind of Engel.” 
 
    “Chief?!” 
 
    “We don’t know what’s going on and someone somewhere is going to take a fall. If we get sucked into this thing... this is bigger than Branch 11. Pull out, Tabo. This operation is over. This operation never happened.” 
 
    Yagi signed off and sat back in his seat, then glared at his secretary. The young man turned away. 
 
    Another Engel? thought Yagi. How can there be more than twelve? Just what are these creatures? 
 
    *** 
 
    Like an eight-armed monster Victor flew at Wodan, punching at him with blinding speed. Wodan could feel the rage radiating from him. Victor was a terrifying opponent, but Wodan had already experienced so much fear and pain during his training that he continually confounded Victor by gliding around his blows. Victor’s reach was longer than Wodan’s, but Wodan was not trying to beat Victor into submission, and was content with avoiding blows and slamming his fingertips into Victor’s jaw again and again. Victor’s rage only grew, and he grabbed Wodan’s arm in frustration. His fingers felt strong enough to crush steel, but Victor hesitated. He worked his tongue as if about to speak, and Wodan watched his eyes widen with horror as he realized that Wodan had shattered several of his teeth. Wodan took the opportunity to relax his arm and easily slip out of Victor’s grasp. 
 
    This must be like trying to wrestle a fish, Wodan thought, weaving away from him only to twist and step back within his reach, landing an elbow against Victor’s side. It was clear to Wodan that Victor was stronger, but he could see that Victor had surrounded himself with normal humans, and unlike Wodan, he had not spent many hours learning unconventional fighting tactics from their Ancient progenitor. Despite the fact that Victor could seriously hurt him if he slipped up, Wodan felt a bolt of joy running through him. He wondered if that was how Setsassanar had felt when he first met Wodan, and fought him in his throne room. 
 
    Imagine what Victor could do against the demons! Wodan thought. Once I teach him how to really fight, the demons will beg us for a truce! 
 
    “Crush you,” Victor muttered under his breath, as if trying to convince himself. He tried to grab Wodan in a bear hug. Wodan ducked - then Victor lashed out with an unexpected kick. Wodan felt something like a steel bar slamming into him, sending him flying through the air. Wodan chided himself. He knew that he had gotten arrogant, thinking himself superior to his opponent. 
 
    Never think when you’re fighting! Wodan thought. 
 
    Wodan watched the lights twinkling far above as he soared weightless. He cleared his mind and relaxed, feeling the muscles along his belly twitching as the wound was repaired. He even felt his ribs shifting back into place. He careened through the wooden wall of one of the large forts, felt his back burn as he slid along the ground, then he crashed through another wall and came to rest in a cloud of dust. 
 
    Wodan rose into a crouch, and thought, He doesn’t know he’s giving me a breather. 
 
    A wall shattered and before the splinters hit the ground Victor was on him, his gleaming white face contorted like a madman’s sculpture. He swung at Wodan, but again Wodan stepped toward him rather than away. The blow went over Wodan’s shoulder, and for an awkward moment the two stood face to face. Wodan had no clear plan of attack, and simply wanted to see Victor’s reaction. Wodan was surprised when Victor grabbed him by his shoulders, moving so quickly that Wodan wondered if Victor had maneuvered him into that position on purpose. Wodan grabbed Victor’s arms and squeezed. Victor’s eyes narrowed, and Wodan wondered if he was afraid feeling the circulation in his limbs cut off. 
 
    “When you kicked me,” said Wodan, “did you get me into that position with a feint? That’s pretty good, if-” 
 
    “Kill you!” said Victor, moving to push Wodan down. His face strained in a rictus of agony. 
 
    Wodan smiled at him, then said, “Don’t count on it, cousin!” 
 
    Wodan suddenly twisted and tried to fall into a crouch. Unwilling to let Wodan slip away again, Victor held on, but was awkwardly pulled downward by his own momentum. Wodan suddenly pushed off with his feet, sending them both crashing into a wall where it joined the ceiling. Wodan felt Victor go limp as the air was driven from him. Wodan felt as if he was falling in slow motion, and made sure to grip one of Victor’s forearms. The moment Wodan’s feet touched the floor he spun away from Victor. Just as the giant crashed into the floor, Wodan jerked Victor’s arm and brought his knee directly against his wrist. Victor shrieked with enough force to startle Wodan, then pulled his arm back and threw Wodan off balance. Wodan saw Victor spinning and braced himself, managing to block Victor’s kick but, without the proper balance to redirect the momentum, he was sent skyward once again. 
 
    Wodan felt wood parting behind his back, then in a shower of splinters he hit the sand and rolled. His back burned and he was dizzied, but even before he came to a rest he was back on his feet. He blinked sand from his eyes, preparing for another assault. He heard the crowd wailing, but his mind was moving so fast and concentrating on the ruined fort so intently that the oar of the crowd sounded dim and drawn out, as if they were lying deep under water. Wodan ignored them, and crouched, and waited, and waited, drawing in deep breaths and steadying his nerves. 
 
    Finally Victor staggered from an opening in the fort, clutching his wrist. His free hand hung at an odd angle. Victor’s mask of fury was gone, replaced by a sleepwalker’s dull expression. Wodan’s stomach twisted when he saw that Victor’s wrist was broken horribly, with a jagged white shard sticking out from his uniform. 
 
    Wodan knew what it was like to have a broken bone, how the pain could flood you with exhaustion and fear. His heart went out to him. 
 
    “You can heal that limb!” said Wodan. He stood and went toward him. “Victor, you can-” 
 
    “You think… you think that…” Victor’s eyes darted, his mind unable to focus through the pain. 
 
    “Victor, you’ve been healing broken ribs and fractures during the whole fight, only you didn’t know it. The only reason your arm isn’t healing is because you can see it, and it’s psyching you out. You’re overriding your body. It knows what to do.” 
 
    “Shut up!” Victor shouted. 
 
    “Pull your hand out, and set the bone back in place!” Wodan shouted, matching his tone. “Do it!” 
 
    Victor stared down at his dangling hand for a long time. The roar of the crowd came back into focus, the sound of a mob intoxicated by a battle between gods now sounding crass in Wodan’s ears. Wodan focused on Victor, willing him to heal himself. Victor glanced at Wodan. Wodan nodded. Finally Victor took hold of his limp hand, then pulled it outward, gasping as the bone slid back into his arm. He staggered on his feet, but kept his gaze fixed on his wrist. A minute passed with both of them seeming frozen in place, both staring at Victor’s wrist. Another minute passed. Finally Victor flexed both of his hands. Wodan smiled, and went up to him. 
 
    “You see?” said Wodan. “You can do it even faster than that, once you get the hang of it. There’s so much I can teach you.” 
 
    Victor lifted his face to Wodan, his blue eyes cold and inhuman. “You think you can talk to me like I’m a child?” 
 
    Victor dashed across the sand and slammed into Wodan, catching him completely off guard. Wodan felt his feet leave the ground, then he crashed into the sand with Victor on top of him. He could not breathe under Victor’s weight. Wodan became transfixed by the sight of Victor’s face partially hidden in shadow, his features seeming grotesque while surrounded by a halo of bright lights. Victor straddled him, then one of his hands snaked toward Wodan’s Reward Collar. By pure reflex Wodan knocked his hand away with an elbow, then covered himself. 
 
    “Victor, you dumbass,” Wodan growled. “If you mess with the collar, it’ll blow my head off!” 
 
    Victor bore his weight onto him, then muttered under his breath. 
 
    “You hear me, Victor?” said Wodan, fighting for air. “These collars aren’t for show.” 
 
    “Kill... you!” Victor hissed. 
 
    Again he reached for the collar, but he was off-balance, and ended up only gripping Wodan’s forearm. Wodan was filled with a sense of horror. He had expected some amount of violence when meeting those who were genetically similar to himself. But he had not expected something like this. 
 
    “Get your head on straight!” Wodan shouted. He sucked in another breath. “This is a sparring match - nothing more!” 
 
    Victor leaned in awkwardly, forcing his face close to Wodan’s. “When they stick you back in your cage,” he said, “I’m going to get someone to push a button, make your collar go pop.” 
 
    Once again Wodan heard the roar of the crowd, and in that moment Wodan knew that Victor’s soul had died long ago. He had given up too much of himself, a sacrifice to the screaming god stomping on the seats, the many-limbed monster jerking and clawing at the fence, the ugly demon throwing garbage over the partition and onto the sand. Now he knew that Victor had no interest outside of the gladiator pit, no deep yearning that the loud and obnoxious crowd could not fulfill. When Victor saw Wodan, he did not see a potential brother, nor even a rival, but only something that should be erased. 
 
    As if in a dream Wodan saw the Arena torn apart in nuclear fire, the great, mindless monster leaning against the fence suddenly eradicated by cleansing flame. 
 
    Nobody erases me! thought Wodan. I won’t die until I push the button and wipe all of you out! 
 
    As a smile creased Victor’s cheeks, Wodan grabbed his head and pulled him close, then bit into his cheekbone. Wodan clamped down and felt meat parting. Victor howled with such force that Wodan felt the vibration. When he felt hot blood rush down the side of his face, Wodan threw him off of him. 
 
    Victor did not struggle to stay on top of Wodan, but stumbled away, holding the side of his face together. Blood gushed between his fingers and ran down his arm. A mixture of outrage and fear twisted his face, and he looked up just in time to see Wodan racing toward him. Victor heard his own jaw pop out of joint when he felt Wodan’s fist connect. Victor spun around, every ounce of his concentration now focused on trying to stay on his feet as his body was flung. 
 
    Wodan felt rage like a wave of heat pouring through his chest, turning his limbs into hammers. Wodan’s mind was moving so fast that he could see Victor preparing to lash out with a backhand as his momentum brought him back around. Wodan crouched under the childish counterattack and blasted Victor’s ribcage. Ribs fractured with such force that even people in the audience heard the sound. Wodan watched Victor’s mouth open. He knew that he could not breathe, and was fighting for air. Rather than submit, Victor brought up a knee to push Wodan away, and Wodan hit Victor’s knee, breaking his own fingers but also ripping off Victor’s kneecap and pushing it to the side of his leg. Victor stumbled backward like a Vallier minstrel in a straight-legged comedy routine, but still Wodan stayed on top of him, any sense of camaraderie burned away by an agonizing sense of betrayal. Unable to breathe, speak, or fight, Victor took his hand from his mutilated face and held it out, hoping he could keep Wodan at bay. Wodan grabbed his arm and brought his knee crashing into Victor’s elbow. 
 
    “Heal it yourself next time!” Wodan shouted as Victor’s elbow shattered with a nauseating cracking sound. 
 
    The champion stumbled away awkwardly, and Wodan placed a foot against his behind and sent him sprawling into the sand. Wodan watched him writhing in the sand. As he relished the sight he flexed the fingers in his right hand, appreciating the pain as the bones shifted back into place. He breathed deep and pushed the desire to kill Victor deep down. He slowly unwound the small microphone from his collar and dropped it in the sand. 
 
    He suddenly remembered Victor throwing his kugel at the control room with enough force that someone could have been killed. He had wanted to believe it was the act of an abused superbeing, but now he knew it was only the tantrum of a spoiled brat so used to adulation that he did not know how to handle a challenge. Wodan glanced at the broken windows, then he noticed soldiers gathering in the upper region of the audience seating. He saw at least one scoped rifle, and he immediately ran to the cover of one of the forts. He crouched behind the cover of a wooden wall, then glanced around and saw a red-armored soldier knocking broken glass out of the control room so he could set up a heavy sniper rifle. 
 
    Of course, Wodan thought. They don’t want the public knowing that anyone could possibly rival their gods. They’ll kill me here and write off this fight as some kind of drunken sports gossip. 
 
    But I can’t hide here forever. Eventually the soldiers will get hold of whatever controls the Reward Collars, and they’ll trigger mine to explode. 
 
    Glancing around cover again, he saw that Victor was no closer to taking care of his wounds, but seemed to be either crying or shouting at the sand. 
 
    Even if I get out of here alive, that psycho will make my collar explode. 
 
    There did not seem to be any clear solution. Unwilling to die in this awful place, crouching and surrounded by the roar of the inhuman crowd, Wodan found a set of stairs and ascended. Unfortunately the fort was full of windows and cameras, so as he ascended from one level to the next he heard bullets biting into wood. Knowing that he would soon be dead anyway, he threw caution to the wind and ran faster. He reached the roof of the wooden fort and raced across open ground. Again bullets smacked into wood, then the sound of gunfire echoed throughout the Arena. Wodan raced to the edge of the roof, leaped on top of the parapet, then flung himself through the air. 
 
    As Wodan hung weightless, the fear of death and heights and bullets and pain was washed away in an unexpected rush of joy. No longer would he be bothered by the unendurable burden of having to destroy the world so that demons could not inherit it. He felt as if he was floating far above the tortured crowd, without responsibility. He would never have to push the button, never have to ignite the shame of the Ancients. The demons would conquer the world but it would be a long time before they could ever reach Haven and by then his mother and father and sisters would be dead and would never know what darkness lay in store for everyone else. 
 
    Wodan flew through the sky toward one of the giant cubes covered in monitors and was surprised to see several monitors showed his own smiling face. He slammed into the cube and half a dozen monitors shattered and went black. Without thought he quickly clambered up the side of the cube, then rolled over on top of it. No one shot at him. 
 
    Most likely they’re picking their jaws up off the floor. 
 
    Several support columns held up the cube, their lengths disappearing into some kind of upper level. Wodan climbed a column and squeezed through an opening. He found himself in a dimly-lit area with a low ceiling that stretched the entire length of the Arena. In the dim light he could see that his collar was blinking yellow. 
 
    I did my best, Setsassanar, he thought, his joy finally clouded with the harsh reality of the situation. I shouldn’t have tried to get a free meal out of the Empire. I thought I could bully them around because of their weakness and their stupidity. I didn’t count on them being so clever and so cruel. 
 
    Dove was right about them! 
 
    Wodan suddenly realized he could hear the patter of rain through the roof. Delicately he grabbed a steel girder overhead, swung upward, and slammed his knee into the ceiling. As he swung away a wave of broken concrete and water fell inward. Wodan swung himself into the hole, grasped the rim, then pulled himself up onto the roof of the Arena.
The dark night was pierced by city lights gleaming in the rain. Gray square rooftops stretched as far as he could see, an uninspired landscape growing out of control, a graveyard full of dead souls. Castle Mammon lay at the center of it all, like a gray mountain chiseled into the shape of a smooth rectangle. 
 
    Movement caught his eye and Wodan saw soldiers on other rooftops. They had not seen him but he knew they would shoot at him as soon as word of his escape was relayed to them. A slender steel tower projected up into darkness and Wodan took cover behind it. Reasoning that it was topped with an antenna, he wondered if the entire city of Akkad had heard of his battle against Victor. 
 
    He was startled by the sudden sound of a helicopter sweeping by. He squeezed around the metal lattice of the tower and crouched, but he must have already been seen for the helicopter circled around. He saw a uniformed sniper sitting in the open doorway, then the helicopter’s spotlight blinded him. He crawled through the tower’s metal lattice once again and crouched on the opposite side of the helicopter, then moved around, frustrating the pilot’s attempt to give the sniper a clear shot of him. 
 
    The cold touch of cleansing rain kissed his face and Wodan realized he did not want to spend his last few moments crab-walking with a helicopter. Just then he noticed the light of his collar against the steel tower suddenly blinking red. He stopped and watched the blinking red light until it shone steady. 
 
    “He’s by the radio tower! Take aim!” 
 
    Wodan heard the sound of voices across the expanse, but ignored them. Only the red light seemed real. 
 
    I killed you by maneuvering you into position, Setsassanar, thought Wodan. Now they’ve done the same to me. 
 
    Damn them! 
 
    Forcing all thought aside, Wodan suddenly jerked one of the tower’s steel support legs, and the rusted metal popped loose at one end. It was about the width of his hand. On a sudden impulse he placed the bottom of his collar against the tip of steel, then placed one hand over an ear and dug his eyes into the crook of the elbow of his other arm. 
 
    He fell to his knees, driving the steel against his throat. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Keep her steady!” the sniper shouted. 
 
    “Coming around again,” said the pilot, straining to see through the rain. “Hold on and I’ll-” 
 
    “Wait,” said the sniper, lowering his rifle. “Wait.” 
 
    “What’s he doing?” 
 
    The sniper watched the target. He had been unnerved at how the target had suddenly stopped crawling around, as if accepting his fate. By the time the helicopter had maneuvered around once again, the target had wrapped his arms around his head and stood like some kind of statue. Was he praying? Crying? 
 
    “What’s he doing?” the pilot repeated. 
 
    The sniper raised his rifle once again - then the target went on his knees and the collar exploded. The sniper heard nothing; there was only a flash of light and a puff of smoke. The body jerked, sagged, then fell limp. The corpse lay in a puddle of rainwater, a torrent of dark blood splashing with each raindrop. 
 
    “He’s not doing anything,” said the sniper. “He’s dead.”
  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
    A Monster Unleashed


“That’s a shame,” said the pilot. “We could have gone up a pay grade if you’d bagged the target.” 
 
    The sniper hit the side of the sliding door, then he slowly exhaled and looked for his cigarettes. “No,” he finally said. “No, I heard some chatter earlier. It’s probably for the best our names don’t come up in this situation.” 
 
    The pilot circled around idly, waiting for orders. He watched other units on the rooftops standing and waiting, or leaving early. 
 
    “What do you mean?” said the pilot. “What did you hear?” 
 
    “Shit,” said the sniper, leaning back and guarding his cigarette as he fought to light it. “If you haven’t heard anything, then be glad. Sometimes it’s better not to know. I just… what the hell!” 
 
    “What?” said the pilot. 
 
    The sniper did not respond so the pilot adjusted his headphones, but heard nothing. He leaned around his seat and saw the sniper staring, saw the cigarette whip free of his fingers, lost in the rain. 
 
    “What is it, damn it?” the pilot said, but turned around so he could see for himself. When he saw it, his blood ran cold. 
 
    The target was getting up. His head was now nothing but exposed meat, as if he had been skinned alive. All at once many bright red rivulets ran down his neck, covering his shoulders and torso. The target’s neck pulsated unnaturally, in the throes of some kind of inhuman biological process. Bright white teeth gleamed in the helicopter’s searchlight, and when the corpse turned and looked at him without blinking, the pilot froze, as if fixed in place by the undead gaze. 
 
    *** 
 
    Once Wodan finally drew breath, he forced himself onto his feet. He was completely deaf, and had lost all sense of balance. The floor shifted under his feet and he fell against the antenna tower, catching himself on one of the narrow support beams with his knees hanging just above the ground. He did not experience what could be called conscious thought, but had only a primal understanding of his situation. Rain poured through the lattice around the antenna tower and dripped onto his head, but he felt nothing other than the raw intensity of concussive trauma. 
 
    Wodan’s arm had protected his eyes, and he could see, but the blood vessels had burst and his eyes were raw and red, looking out of place against the single strip of white skin that stretched across his red face. He felt cold. He wanted to lick his lips, but his tongue felt loose, and he pressed it against the roof of his mouth to keep it in place. He did not know that he had no lips to lick, only teeth and raw, red cheeks exposed to the rain. 
 
    The cords in his neck had hardened and endured the blast, and when the skin finally deflated and stretched back into place, he felt the uncontrollable need to vomit. He did not have the strength to pull himself up, so he only leaned his head over the steel bar and threw up over the side. His tongue disappeared in a wash of puke and fell in a puddle of red rainwater. Now his mouth felt odd and empty, and he clacked his teeth together in an attempt to grow accustomed to his new state of ruin. 
 
    His arms felt like fat, loose sausages, the blood collecting in pools where the muscles and veins had burst. He flexed the muscles in his arms and felt bones being forced back into place, and every time he strained, blood was forced from cracked, blasted flesh. 
 
    He saw soldiers on a distant rooftop, each of them staring with their mouth hanging open. He did not know they were horrified by his appearance. They saw something like a red skull staring back at them, with only one ear and a nub of flesh for a nose - something that should have mercifully died. Wodan understood none of that. He knew only knew that his enemies were hesitating. 
 
    The relief he had felt after throwing up disappeared when the world began to shake once again. He felt unrelenting nausea and knew that his head must be shaking beyond his control. Every instinct told him to lie down, but he somehow knew that if he released the antenna, his enemies would see his weakness and descend on him. Instead he focused his will into a single bright point of pain, opened his mouth, and let loose a scream lost in the silence muffling his senses. Some soldiers turned away, overcome with horror at the tormented creature refusing to go into the grave. But as he forced his will into the scream, screaming so loud that it shook his bones, the jagged outlines of the wavering soldiers slowly came into focus. The world ceased shaking as his equilibrium sprang back to life. 
 
    Wodan rested his head against an arm he had wound around the support beam. Through the harsh glare of the helicopter’s searchlight, he saw the great slab of Mammon Castle, its long red flags illuminated by floodlights making them look like gashes cut into the face of the night. Wodan’s mind was functioning well enough to understand that he may be surrounded by enemies, but the one who controlled his enemies sat within Mammon Castle. Like a puppet master, Josef the Warmaster directed anyone in a red uniform who sought to take Wodan’s life. He understood that he was less than he once was, that he had been reduced because they had taken so much from him. If he let them, the one in the castle would direct them to take even more from him, to take and take and take until nothing was left of him. 
 
    Wodan understood what he had to do. 
 
    Wodan pushed off from the antenna tower and stumbled through cold puddles. He saw soldiers slowly lifting their rifles. He took off. Across the divide between buildings he saw a group of soldiers preparing to fire, their commanding officer shouting in silence. Wodan made straight for them, ignoring pieces of floor breaking and suddenly flying overhead. Feeling only a rising sense of exhilaration, Wodan leaped from the roof. Time seemed to slow to a crawl as he looked down on a rifleman slowly taking aim, the rain pouring down the brim of his hat in a hypnotic torrent. Wodan flew toward him, placed his feet against the man’s chest, and then slammed down onto the rooftop at full speed. The man’s chest armor and ribs shattered with enough force to push his intestines out from his burst stomach. The other riflemen reacted as if dreaming, staring at Wodan while their guns pointed in the wrong direction. Bullets from other shooters chipped away at the ground around them and Wodan took off once again, ignoring the soldiers who had seen their comrade crushed underfoot. By the time they turned to him, Wodan was already flying to the next rooftop. Feet pounding, running, flying through the night, the rain hissing and biting against his bare skull. 
 
    *** 
 
    “A monster! A monster!” screamed the shrill voice on the radio. 
 
    “Running to Mammon-” 
 
    “- too fast to hit -” 
 
    “Is it flying?! Is it-” 
 
    “- this way! Coming this wa-” 
 
    Yagi soon could not hear any of the channels, as someone on one channel was screaming like mad. He had no idea which channel it was happening on, so he began turning them all down one by one. 
 
    Just what the hell is going on out there? thought Yagi. He noticed his hand was shaking.
He was struck by the idea that every Keisatzei channel was broadcasting from hell, and his mouth suddenly went dry. 
 
    “Tabo?” said Yagi. “Are you inside yet?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Tabo responded. “We made it out ahead of the others.” 
 
    “Good. Don’t bother checking in with me, just destroy any documents stating we ever had any operation in the Arena. Even if it’s something innocuous like pay sheets. I’ll make it up to you guys later.” 
 
    “Right,” said Tabo. Yagi was surprised when he didn’t protest, then realized that Tabo understood the danger they were in. 
 
    Yagi drew in a deep breath and looked fully at his secretary. “We aren’t touching this thing with a ten foot pole,” he said. 
 
    *** 
 
    Wodan raced across the rooftops, his body a lightning bolt of blood. Another helicopter had joined the chase and now both of them maintained visual contact, facing forward and abandoning the idea of trying to shoot him. He was simply running too fast, as if trying to outrun the pain clawing at his awareness. He could feel flesh crawling across his face, and layers of nerves growing and sending the same insistent signal that something had gone horribly wrong. Still he kept running and leaping from rooftop to rooftop, often seeing soldiers in the streets below, or jeeps racing and colliding with one another. 
 
    Castle Mammon rose before him, a vast structure that towered over everything. Wodan had run in nearly a straight line toward the west wing. He could tell that there was a swathe of open ground in front of the castle, but even from this distance he could see soldiers setting up heavy machine guns. They were creating a shield wall to defend their Emperor, a wall of bullets that no one could penetrate. Wodan ran straight for them, knowing that the helicopters were reporting on his approach. 
 
    He suddenly turned at a right angle and leaped across the street. His breath caught in his throat, as the avenue was too wide to reach the next rooftop. He crashed through a window and rolled down a darkened hallway. Without pausing he rose to his feet and ran still faster, leaping through another window and smacked into the side of another building. The pain of flesh scraping against hard brick barely registered as he scrambled up window ledges, one after the other. His arms were raw and aching but he knew only that he must maintain his momentum. He kept the image of Josef, the doomed god, in his mind. 
 
    Soon Wodan found himself lashed with rain as he swung onto the rooftop. Two helicopters raced in opposing circles, the beams of their searchlights waving, and a third helicopter rose from behind Mammon to join the search. Wodan took off across the rooftops once again and the searchlights found him. He was struck by the unearthly sense of calm of the graveyard city, for he could hear no alarms or shouting, only the pulse raging in his mutilated ears. 
 
    As he drew near the front of Mammon’s east wing, a blast of air smacked into Wodan and a gigantic helicopter swept into view between him and the castle. A machine gunner sitting at the open doorway gritted his teeth and prepared to fire. Without pause Wodan turned and leaped straight at the helicopter, crashing into the soldier, tearing his seat apart, and slamming against the far wall. He would have been hurt if the helicopter had not been filled with soldiers who softened his impact as they were crushed against the side of the cabin. Wodan ended up on the floor in a tangle of limbs. 
 
    In the dim light of the pilot’s console Wodan could see the pilot turn and look back at him, screaming into his headset comm-link. Just then a soldier roused himself in time to draw a knife and lean over Wodan, but Wodan grabbed him by the plate armor at his chest and flung him through the cabin. The pilot soon found himself fighting his controls as the soldier crashed into the control panel, flailing his limbs to steady himself so he would not fall on top of the cyclic stick. 
 
    Another soldier pulled a sidearm but Wodan grabbed his wrist and slammed it into the wall with enough force to shatter bone. Instead of finishing him off Wodan held his arm in place and fixed his gaze through one of the narrow windows. He could see several machineguns set up in Mammon’s brightly lit windows, with Kommanders screaming at the gunmen. Even in his pain-addled mind he knew exactly what order was being relayed after they had heard that their target was inside one of the helicopters. Just as several soldiers beneath him fought their way to standing, a flurry of bullets crashed into the side of the chopper, shrieking as they struck heavy armor. The helicopter’s front windows instantly blew open and the pilot jerked around wildly in his seat belt as the wind whipped at him, sucking blood from his open head and tossing it into the storm. The soldier lying atop the controls was run through with dozens of rounds and rolled over onto the cyclic stick, sending the chopper spinning. As the open side spun into view of Mammon, Wodan rolled over, leaped, and dug his fingers into the roof of the helicopter. He pulled his feet into the air just as hundreds of rounds poured into the dark cabin, tearing through soldiers and throwing two of them from the spinning helicopter to be broken on the street below. 
 
    The helicopter slammed into the side of Castle Mammon, shattering glass and tearing through concrete. Steel grinded against steel as the blades whipped apart in a frenzy, and it was just then that Wodan’s ears popped and he heard the shrill whine of men screaming as they were torn to pieces by the ruined helicopter jerking in its death throes. Lights in the room flickered and died. Wodan had never fallen from the roof of the upended machine, and now pulled his fingers free as it came to a rest. He leaped from the opening and immediately slipped in blood. He ran, bumped into a soldier, and tossed the man aside as he ran deeper into the castle. 
 
    The hallway ended at a locked doorway and Wodan kicked the door with enough force to send it spinning through another hallway. A line of red-armored riflemen were running straight toward him, and he saw their eyes go wide as they bunched up to get away from the door. Enraged that such men even existed, Wodan shouted and dashed straight into them, throwing men against the wall, knocking rifles aside with enough force to break arms, even head-butting one man and cracking his skull down the front. He kept running, leaving broken men in his wake, and the only ones who survived without terrible injury were the ones who dropped their weapons and threw themselves up against the wall and got out of his way. 
 
    Wodan raced through rooms that were dark or only dimly lit, and if he had still been deaf he might have believed that the castle’s inhabitants had all gone to sleep. Now he could hear the constant din of alarms and the buzz and shriek of radios in distant rooms. He came to a large room full of desks, a space for bureaucrats lined with wide windows, and just then he saw Matthias running perpendicular to him. Matthias saw him and slid to a stop. 
 
    “Wodan!” he shouted, arms upraised. “I’m glad I found-” 
 
    Wodan put one hand against a desk and slid it along the floor with all his might. Matthias stared at the thing as if confused, then the desk crashed into him, and Matthias and the desk went flying through the window. As soon as he disappeared from view, Wodan put him out of his mind and took the path by which the unlucky Engel had come. 
 
    Wodan came to a long room of gray stone lined with paintings of Josef in military regalia. Wodan growled at the images, then choked when his nub of a tongue started itching. Suddenly half a dozen soldiers in black and green stepped out from behind cover. They had no weapons and no armor, but they appeared determined nonetheless. They formed a line before him. 
 
    “Omoi Shuji!” their leader cried out. “Shields up!” 
 
    Just as Wodan translated the phrase into something like “mind soldiers,” the men raised their arms and he heard the terrible hum of Cognati mental powers. Wodan had no weapon that he could use against them, but he was burning too hot to back down, so he raised an elbow and dashed ahead until he crashed into their shield. 
 
    The men grunted in agonized concentration. Wodan pushed against them, straining at the strange, invisible force that stood against him. He sucked in air through lipless teeth and pushed harder, the muscles of his mutilated face writhing with the effort. He suddenly realized that their shields were far different from any other Coganti’s. Wodan had fought the greatest human Cognati the world had to offer, vicious mercenaries whose mental fields were impenetrable walls, but the force of will that these men conjured were more like wispy tentacles, mere suggestions of will that pushed lightly against him. 
 
    Wodan was not open to suggestions. 
 
    He slammed his elbows into the force again and again, then pushed harder. The men slipped backwards, their boots whining against the floor. Two of the Omoi Shuji fainted and fell over at the same time. The others grinded to a stop. Wodan pushed them back further by jerking and slamming his shoulder into their wall, then a third screamed and clutched the sides of his head. Their leader, seeing that his team was failing, moved his hand and brought up an invisible field that smacked against Wodan’s head like a baseball bat. Wodan felt only a dull, burning anger, his injury registering as an insult rather than physical pain. Even without lips he somehow spat a wad of blood against the shield. The Omoi Shuji flinched with fear, then Wodan brought his fist crashing against the shield. The hum turned into a high-pitched whine and then two men fell shrieking. The last dropped the shield and fell back against the wall, eyes wide with terror. Wodan only ran past him, his will fixed on finding only one target. 
 
    *** 
 
    The Room of the High Bureaucrat was a vast, dark space filled with walkways and stairs and shelves that stretched upward for several stories and centered around a small desk where, during the day, an old man stamped and filed the most sacred files of the Empire. Tonight the room was occupied by Richardus Josef Witsun, Warmaster of the Empire. His guards had led him onto one of the narrow walkways en route to an armored vehicle, but Josef had stopped and now refused to move. 
 
    Josef towered over his guards; he was over seven feet tall, the tallest of the Engels. His shining white face contrasted with his long black hair, his brow crinkled with annoyance. He wore a long white cape over his white military uniform. 
 
    “Warmaster, I beg you, sir,” said one of his guards, looking up at him like a child to his father. “We must evacuate. You are too important to remain here.” 
 
    “He is already here,” said Josef. “Can you not hear him?” 
 
    Josef knew they could not hear the footsteps pounding, the insane bestial grunting coming from a darkened hallway down below. Gunshots rang out. His guards  fell silent and drew their rifles and sidearms. Josef heard barking, the whirl of limbs, the impact of something like a heavy club against soft flesh - then the footsteps drew closer. Whatever had broken into Mammon must surely be some kind of unstoppable demon. 
 
    “Bullshit,” Josef growled, his lip curling with disgust. “I won’t run from a beast. Hand me your rifle!” 
 
    The pulse in Josef’s head was hammering in his ears so loudly that he could hardly hear the soldier protesting. Josef snatched his weapon, a large sniper rifle better suited to breaching vehicle armor than flesh. Josef hefted the thing easily. 
 
    “It’s loaded?” Josef shouted, more to cut off the man’s protest than out of curiosity. 
 
    “It’s trigger-ready, sir!” said the guard. 
 
    “Good.” Josef lifted the rifle, not bothering to aim through the scope due to the short range. His pulse raged so hard he felt nauseous. He covered his discomfort with anger. “Take aim, all of you!” 
 
    They waited in silence, then still more screams echoed from the hall. Josef heard the sickening crunch of bone snapping, then heard the smack of a body hitting concrete, sounding no different from a body thrown from a building. Josef swallowed in a dry throat, his rifle held steady as voices screaming in retreat echoed through the dark doorway. Suddenly Wodan stepped into the room and cast his red eyes up to Josef. 
 
    Josef’s breath caught in his throat. Strips of rough white flesh stretched across Wodan’s face, failing to conceal exposed red meat and gleaming teeth protruding from ragged, discolored gums. His arms hung at his sides, lined with purple stripes and mounds of scabs rippling against muscles twitching with the exertion of regeneration. 
 
    A monster! thought Josef, his pulse raging out of control, deafening him. 
 
    Wodan worked his mouth, his eyes never leaving Josef - then he ran straight toward him. 
 
    Josef fired. The large rifle bucked against his shoulder, but still Wodan raced toward him. Unsure how he had missed, Josef jerked the bolt to eject the spent shell, shouting, “Fire! Fire! Fire!” even as Wodan leaped toward the walkway. Wodan flew through the air, straight at Josef, and dozens of soldiers opened fire directly at him. The entire world seemed to shake in the throes of an earthquake - then Wodan bounced away in mid-air and hundreds of bullets ricocheted wildly as a great section of wall fell apart. Files and ancient dust billowed in a great wave and the deep, resonant hum of a massive Cognati shield filled the area and tore through several walkways. Soldiers leaped to cover Josef, Wodan hit the ground and rolled away, then white-caped Dove Langley flew like a bolt and careened into the center of the room, cracking the floor and scattering dust. 
 
    “Hold your fire!” Langley shouted. 
 
    “Dove!” Josef screamed. “Get away from-” 
 
    “He’s not an enemy!” said Langley. 
 
    Josef’s eyes burned as Wodan hauled himself to his feet, gagging and hacking. Langley cast her eyes on him, flinched, then extended her hand. Wodan was pressed to the ground by a humming shield. He bucked at it like an animal, screaming as the unseen hand held him down, leaving him vulnerable to his enemies. 
 
    Langley looked back and forth from Wodan to Josef, her face pinched with effort. “Josef, he’s... he’s my friend!”
  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
    Authority in the Black Valley 
 
      
 
    Darkness covered the narrow footpath just outside of Lucy’s Forge in the Black Valley. Jack motioned for his young wife, Alsandria, though he knew she probably could not see him in the dark. 
 
    “Hurry up!” he hissed. He was surprised when she bumped into him. 
 
    “Sorry,” she said quietly. 
 
    “We need to get a move on,” he said, grasping her hand and pulling her into the woods. 
 
    “Sorry,” she repeated herself. “But there was someone watching us.” 
 
    As if he was not already stressed enough, his heart started hammering. “Who was it?” he said. 
 
    “I don’t know who it was,” she said. 
 
    His fear was overcome with a sudden jolt of annoyance. “I mean, was it a man, a woman, a dogman, a Ranger, what?” 
 
    “It was a child.” 
 
    He sighed, trying to feel relieved. “That’s good,” he said. “We don’t need to worry, then.” 
 
    They traced their way through the trees and, just when Jack was beginning to believe they were lost, they saw the flickering light of torches through a thick hedge. They made their way around it and found a group of people standing around Mister Primrat. Jack waved nervously as all eyes turned to him. 
 
    “Well, Mister Primrat, we made-” 
 
    “Good, good,” said Mister Primrat, motioning impatiently. “Looks like everyone made it. You have your travel fare?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Jack handed over a small bag of silver cents and Mister Primrat quickly took it, bounced it lightly, then immediately handed it off to his assistant. 
 
    “I won’t count it, boy, I trust you,” said Mister Primrat, smiling before turning and winking to his assistant. “Let’s get going before some fool tries to stop us.” 
 
    Jack glanced at Alsandria and smiled to reassure her, but her gaze was fixed on nothing. She almost looked as if she were sleepwalking. 
 
    She’ll be fine, Jack thought. Just as soon as we get out of the Valley and settle down in Sunport, she’ll be happy. Eventually, she’ll see that we did the right thing! 
 
    Mister Primrat led them through the dark woods for over an hour. He was a tall man with a bushy beard, and looked imposing in his fine hat and heavy black cloak trimmed with fur, but Jack knew that he was not a rough man. Mister Primrat worked for the North-of-the-River Farming Commission, and helped coordinate sales between the larger farms and the local communities, making it possible for farmers to skip out on taking their product to market and shipping directly to grocers. It was not an easy job, and required an understanding of farming as well as marketing and networking. Mister Primrat visited a lot of farms, which was how Jack had come to meet him. Jack had been a slave working off a debt not so long ago, but was now a free farmhand working directly under a landowner. The landowner had taken him under his wing, and Jack had even married his daughter. 
 
    I had a good life ahead of me, thought Jack, his jaw tightening in anger. If it wasn’t for those demons… if they hadn’t come along, there’s no telling what kind of life I could have had... 
 
    “What a gloomy bunch!” said Mister Primrat, turning as he walked so he could be heard. “I know what you’re all thinking. I’ve been thinking it, too. If only things had been different. If only this, if only that.” 
 
    Jack could not tell if anyone was listening. They seemed to be a mix of families, rough-looking single men, even a few dogmen and dogwomen. One lumbering brute bumped into Jack and cast uneven eyes down on him, and Jack immediately looked away. He wondered how such a big, ugly dogman had gotten enough money together to buy a ticket on Mister Primrat’s airship, and he suddenly felt nauseous. 
 
    “I know it seems like we shouldn’t be doing this,” said Mister Primrat. “But life is full of ups and downs, you know? When we’re down, it always seems like things will keep going down. My advice? Don’t make the mistake of thinking like that. Sure, we’re leaving the Valley. Life has been good to us, but now it’s thrown us a curveball. But let’s stay positive. Alright? I’ve always been a big believer in positive thinking. I used to be nobody, but look at where I ended up.” 
 
    Mister Primrat smiled amiably and opened his arms, spreading his cape wide. Though he had intended to convey an image of success, Jack could not help but think that most of what Mister Primrat had built was now gone, abandoned to the demons. 
 
    “Look, it’s like this,” said Mister Primrat, finally turning back around so that he would not walk into a tree. “Most of us were of little account when we came here, correct? And yet all it took was a little ingenuity, a little time, a little effort, and look what we made of ourselves. We can do the same in Sunport. It’s a shame we have to leave. It really is. But, if you want my honest opinion-” 
 
    “This muhfugger!” said a tall dogman, and a companion limping at his side immediately laughed under his breath. “This muhfugger right here,” the dogman repeated, shaking his head, unable to articulate his derision. 
 
    “Laugh if you like, gentlemen,” said Mister Primrat. “I don’t hold it against you. Many of you may be entertaining some very self-deprecating thoughts right about now. Many of you might be calling yourselves cowards, or traitors…” 
 
    “Ma-a-a-an,” said the tall dogman, “we just tryin’ to get away from them demons. You know it?” 
 
    “Of course I know it, of course I know it. My point is, just as we found new lives in the Valley, we’ll also find new lives in Sunport.” 
 
    “Shit!” said the dogman. 
 
    “It’s true!” said Mister Primrat. “And, who knows? Maybe after the demons leave, we could even come back here…” 
 
    Jack looked at Alsandria. She was only putting one foot in front of the other, her eyes dull and unfocused. He squeezed her hand but she gave no response. He wished he could say something to her that would comfort her, the way Mister Primrat could speak to a crowd. His thoughts were interrupted when he realized the two dogmen near him where hurriedly whispering among themselves. Jack began to worry that they might take his money and run, then remembered he had already given most of his money to Mister Primrat. 
 
    “I’m tryna tell you man!” the tall dogmen said, stopping suddenly. “Somebody burnin’ somethin’ over there!” 
 
    “What’s going on, gentlemen?” said Mister Primrat. “We’re almost to the airfield. Let’s continue on and-” 
 
    “Hell no,” said the limping dogman, stepping away. “Somethin’ ain’t right. You better give us back our money, man. We leavin’.” 
 
    “Damn right somethin’ ain’t right,” said the tall dogman, putting out a hand and grabbing Jack. Jack froze, unsure what to do. He looked ahead and thought he saw a faint orange glow through the trees, but he was not so sure it was anything other than torches or electric lamps used as landing guides for the airships. 
 
    “Forget the money,” said the tall dogman. “We leavin’ now. Right now.” 
 
    Jack noticed that everyone had stopped, and was staring at Mister Primrat and the dogmen. 
 
    “We ain’t leavin’ without our money!” the limping dogman growled. 
 
    “You’re right about not leaving.” 
 
    Jack nearly jumped out of his skin when he heard the cold, gravelly voice behind him. He turned and saw a Ranger in a denim jacket step out from behind a tree. One hand rested on a revolver hanging at his hip, but Jack could not have been any more scared even if the gun had been pointed directly at his head. He felt small fingers digging into his arm and remembered that his wife Alsandria was with him. He did not dare look at her. 
 
    Branches cracked underfoot, then they realized there were several Rangers approaching. 
 
    “Keep walking,” said the first Ranger, nodding toward the airfield. 
 
    “Gentlemen,” said Mister Primrat, trying to sound casual. “I think you may be mistaken about our gathering.” 
 
    “That’s alright. We’ll get it sorted out. Keep walking.” 
 
    They slowly made their way through the forest. Jack was glad that the Rangers never told them to increase their pace, because he was having difficulty putting one foot in front of the other. His face was burning and he wondered if Alsandria was staring at him. He did not look at her. 
 
    We just got caught trying to leave the Valley, he thought. Surely they won’t do anything bad to us? 
 
    In a few minutes he could see that the dogmen were right. Bright orange flames were roaring on the airfield, and the shadows of the trees were dancing and writhing at their feet. 
 
    “Oh, no,” said Mister Primrat. 
 
    “Yeah, you thank?” said the tall dogmen. He suddenly turned to the Rangers behind him. “Hey, I got to thank you all for saving me. See, this here man in the cape, he kidnapped me. I’m not suppose to be here. I was like, ‘Sir, I got to get to work tomorrow, you know? I’m not about to leave my famely here, alone, agains demons!’ But this here man, he says to me, he says, ‘Shut up, you dog, and, uh, see here, I’ll shoot you if you don’t come with me…’” 
 
    Jack stopped listening to the dogman spin his tale, and so did everyone else, as they left the woods and arrived at the airfield. The large airship that Jack and the others had bought tickets for was now in flames, and several other ships as well, and dozens of Rangers stood smoking and watching the sight. The shipmen and the pilot of Mister Primrat’s airship sat on the grass with their hands on top of their heads while armed Rangers stood behind them. Once again Alsandria gripped Jack’s arm so tightly that he winced in pain. 
 
    “That’s the child!” she hissed. “The little boy who saw us!” 
 
    Jack saw a child, but he was not concerned about him; Jack’s feet froze in place because the child stood next to a large, dark man with a red beard. His chest was covered in military medals. He turned to the child. 
 
    “Good job, Haginar,” said General Yarek Clash. “Looks like you know more about what’s going on than my own boys.” 
 
    The wild-haired boy looked up at Yarek and smiled. 
 
    “You want to go home, or stay?” said Yarek. “I can send someone to walk you home if you want.” 
 
    “I’ll stay,” said Haginar. 
 
    Yarek chuckled. “You want to see me handle these guys?” Haginar nodded and Yarek laughed. “Alright, do me a favor. Go stand over there with that guy. You see him? Some of these people might be armed, and your father would be mad at me if something happened to you.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” said Haginar, who went to stand with a bearded man cradling a rifle in his arms. 
 
    Yarek turned to them, and Jack’s blood ran cold. The others suddenly sat on the ground. Jack felt Alsandria pulling his arm, then he sat down as well. 
 
    “The hell is going on around here?” Yarek finally said. 
 
    “Sir!” Mister Primrat puffed out his chest, but he was having a difficult time looking imposing while sitting in the grass. “I can’t believe what I’m seeing. You have destroyed property that belongs to me, and I demand compensation.” 
 
    Yarek looked at Primrat for a long time. “I don’t think you understand what’s happening here,” said Yarek. “You’re going to be lucky if you walk out of here alive.” 
 
    “What law have I broken?” Mister Primrose immediately shot back. “Which of the Three Laws are you enforcing? It seems to me that you are the one committing theft, General Clash.” 
 
    “Three Laws?” Yarek crinkled his brow as if confused. “Oh, you mean our peacetime rules. Do you not read the papers? No, I’m sure you do. I’m sure you’ve read all about the demons that are on their way here. Otherwise you wouldn’t be running.” 
 
    “Running?” said Primrat, forcing out laughter. “You do not have the authority to make such a determination.” 
 
    “But I do!” Yarek shouted. “I have full authority. In fact, right now, I am the authority in the Black Valley.” Yarek opened his jacket and pulled out a folded paper. “I ask again, do you read the newspapers?” 
 
    Mister Primrat said nothing, but glared at Yarek’s boots. 
 
    “If you had read the paper, you would have known that Wodan wrote decrees to be printed in every Vallier newspaper. Wodan knew that the demons were coming, and he also knew that, as brave as most Valliers are, some cowards would inevitably try to leave. Wodan kindly requested each and every Vallier to remain here and continue their duty as patriots. Even if you don’t read the news, then surely someone in your group reads the news? Surely they could have told you that what you are doing goes directly against the wishes of our King?” 
 
    Mister Primrat stabbed his eyes into Yarek. “Very well,” he said. “Then let us hear it from King Wodan. Let him give his word on this matter. This is not a situation that calls for military intervention!” 
 
    “King Wodan is kind,” said Yarek, nodding slowly. “He was kind enough to not pass any hard and fast rules concerning how cowards should be punished for leaving the Valley. He requested that you stay. That should’ve been enough. None of us should be here right now; we should all be in bed. However… Wodan also wrote in his decree that once demons are sighted, then I, General Yarek Clash, have full say in all matters. Even King Wodan, as kind as he is, wrote that any coward who tries to leave should have all of their assets seized and given over to the war fund. Whether those traitors are executed, conscripted, or even enslaved and made to work on the Wall, is completely up to me.” 
 
    Yarek turned around, and Jack realized that half of Lucy’s Forge had come out to see the drama. Hundreds of people stood at one end of the airfield, their eyes fixed on Yarek. 
 
    “Do all of you understand that?” Yarek shouted. “King Wodan always believed that, in matters of war, politicians should not second-guess their generals. He supports my decisions.” 
 
    The Rangers loudly agreed, saying, “Hear, hear!” and, “That’s right!” 
 
    Yarek spread his hands. “Are you guys proud to serve such a King?” 
 
    Jack was surprised to hear applause, then whistling. Again he felt his wife’s eyes burning into his cheek. He closed his eyes tight and turned away. He could not breathe, and felt as if a noose was already going around his neck. 
 
    As the applause slowly died, Mister Primrat cleared his throat loudly. “You should hear yourself, General,” he said, now speaking to the crowd rather than Yarek. “I’ve never seen such a power grab in all my days. This reminds me of when that traitor Mallery, curse his name, tried to steal power during our good King’s absence. You should be ashamed of yourself! Don’t you know that King Wodan will return any day now?” 
 
    “Of course I know that,” said Yarek. 
 
    “Then you should know that this is sedition!” 
 
    “You think this is the first time King Wodan has given me authority? You forget that during the Smith War, I was in charge! I didn’t steal power from Wodan, he gave it to me. When the Smiths came looking for a fight, Wodan picked up his sword and a rifle and went on a killing spree. He turned Smiths into hamburger meat while I looked at maps and argued with people on the radio for sixteen hours a day, and when the war was over, I handed power back to him. I did my duty. And he did his. That’s teamwork. That’s how it works. We each do our part, we don’t get in each other’s way, and we sure as hell don’t run and leave our people hanging.” 
 
    “Oh, really?” Primrat smiled and looked around once again. He knew he had run out of options, and drew in a breath as he prepared his final argument. “Funny you should mention not running away. You fool! King Wodan abandoned you. He abandoned us all! If you people don’t rise up and stop this madman from what he’s about to do, then-” 
 
    “Wodan did not abandon us!” Yarek shouted, now angry for the first time that night. “Wodan knows everything. He knows everything. He knows what’s in our hearts. That’s why he gave us this.” Yarek held up his copy of the decree. “Wodan knew cowards would try to leave, and, by grace of God, Saint Wodan is here with us right now.” 
 
    “You’re a sick fanatic, and-” 
 
    Yarek gestured, and Mister Primrat was silenced as the butt of a rifle smashed into his mouth. He fell over and Jack turned and covered his wife. She gripped his arm. He thought he heard her whispering to him, then he realized she was praying. 
 
    “I can’t believe I was going to let him off with enslavement,” said Yarek. “Glad I took the time to talk to him.” Several of his Rangers laughed without humor. 
 
    Yarek strode up to them and Jack gripped Alsandria tightly. 
 
    This is it, he thought. Forgive me, forgive me! 
 
    “I want all of you working on the Autumn Wall,” said Yarek. “You’ll do hard labor. Whether you get a gun is up to the officer in charge of you. You understand?” 
 
    Jack nodded quickly, and saw others doing the same. 
 
    “That’s good,” said Yarek. “If you’re satisfied, then so am I. Go with this man over here. He’s going to take down your information, bank account numbers, any property you own, things of that nature. Remember: You own nothing, not until this war is over. If the Valley falls, you fall with it. If we survive, then you live free once again. Got it?” 
 
    Jack heard several people mutter, “Yes, sir,” and, “Thank you, sir,” and he released a breath he had been holding, never believing he would feel such relief after losing everything. 
 
    “That doesn’t go for you, of course,” Yarek said as he moved to stand over Mister Primrat. “You get the noose.” 
 
    “Fuck you,” said Mister Primrat, his face now covered in a layer of dark blood gleaming in the firelight. 
 
    Another Ranger gestured for them to stand, and Jack helped Alsandria onto her feet. They were led away from the airfield. He could hear men laughing cruelly as Mister Primrat was strung up on a tree. At that moment, Alsandria glanced at him and offered him an unexpected smile, with her lips held tightly clasped shut. She was the daughter of a wealthy man, and Jack had always believed that one of her few faults was that she believed she was a princess, and always expected the best out of life. He had assumed she hated him now, and that their marriage was over. After smiling at him, she sighed and looked ahead. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he offered. 
 
    “It’s okay,” she said quietly. “This is better than we deserve.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seventeen 
 
    Wild Night at the Observation Post 
 
      
 
    The man in charge of keeping an eye on Wodan took off his shoes and put on his padded slippers. The narrow doorway leading to the watchman’s alcove opened silently and the man he was relieving nodded to him, but said nothing. His eyes were bloodshot and his mouth hung open. 
 
    I hope I look as bad as him when I get out, he thought. Then no one could accuse me of sleeping on the job. 
 
    Since there was no news to relay, he went into the dark alcove and shut the door behind him. Walking nearly sideways, he made his way through the narrow corridor, keeping track as his hand touched the various peepholes - foyer, living room, kitchen, bath, and then finally the bedroom peephole. 
 
    There were dozens of cautionary tales about men in his position from bygone eras who had set up stools to make their job easier only to trip over them in the dark, thus alerting the targets they were watching. Such an embarrassing mishap was an impossibility thanks to modern spying technology, as he had a built-in stool attached to the backside of his spying uniform. He crouched and his stool automatically held his weight, the padded legs not making a sound as they touched the floor. 
 
    Once he was comfortable, he felt his belt to make sure that his water canteen was full and his urination jar was empty, then he retrieved the small hand-held clicker that would allow him to send updates to his superiors using the coded clicking language of the surveillance experts of Branch 2, the men in charge of monitoring Mammon Castle. Finally he slid the covering of the peephole aside and set his eye to the opening. 
 
    Wodan laid in bed despite the late hour of the day. He was wrapped tightly in a bed sheet, his gaze fixed on the ceiling. Wodan had an even layer of short brown hair, and his feet hung off the end of the bed. He did not move. The spy wondered if he might have passed away in the night, but finally he saw him blink. The spy could not see his face, but he did not seem well. 
 
    For about an hour the spy watched Wodan stare at the ceiling, until finally he moved. The bed groaned underneath him. Even though he had been briefed on the target, the spy was still surprised to see how large he was. The sheet fell from him and Wodan sat on the bed, hanging his head. He was muscular, and would have looked like a statue made by the Norelai if he was not covered in scar tissue, including strips of bright, fresh scars along his arms. The spy found the sight unsettling, like finding out that an animal had been abused. He could not help but think of Wodan as an animal, or perhaps an insect, as he seemed unable to move without some kind of outside stimulus to prompt him to action. The spy pitied him. 
 
    Wodan rose and made his way toward the restroom, passing directly in front of the spy’s peephole. Those untrained in the art of surveillance would naturally make the mistake of quickly covering their peephole, thinking to conceal themselves - but every veteran spy knew that sudden movements were to be avoided at all costs. Good spies always froze, just like an animal in the wasteland evading a predator. Besides, the wallpaper in Wodan’s room was decorated in such an artful manner that the spy knew his eye blended right in. Also, this spy had been in the business long enough to know the rule of “look but not see,” which was the strange but very true fact that even if the target of surveillance looked right at you, he might not “know” that he had seen you because his mind was not expecting to see you. Every good spy had a story about a target looking directly at them, but then remaining oblivious because the mind could not grasp that someone might be inside their walls, serving the Emperor in their own way. 
 
    The spy quietly rose and crept toward the bathroom peephole. By the time he sat and peered within, Wodan was already done urinating, and so the spy could not take any notes regarding his member. He watched as Wodan stared in the mirror. His brow crinkled. He looked as if trying to remember the identity of a stranger. The spy noted that the illusion of Wodan being a living statue was ruined by his face. His cheeks and brow were crossed with scar tissue, the eyes surrounded by jagged lines almost making it look as if he was wearing a mask. His nose did not match him, shining and looking like it had been taken from another person and placed on his face. 
 
    There came a gentle rap on the door and Wodan jerked as if hearing gunfire; only long hours of training kept the spy still and silent, as he had been startled by Wodan’s exaggerated response. Wodan crept through the hallway with one hand gliding along the wall, and he moved so slowly that the spy had time to set up at the foyer peephole. He watched Wodan take a tray of food and change of clothes from a servant. Wodan said nothing, and stared as if trying to draw some lesson from the servant’s face, but that was not the oddest thing about the awkward interaction. The spy had a hard time believing it, but it looked as if he had been wrong about Wodan’s face, or had greatly exaggerated what he had seen, for most of the scars he had seen earlier were now gone. His face was now smooth, with only a few faint marks left on his cheeks and around his eyes. 
 
    Could there be something wrong with the bathroom lighting? he wondered. 
 
    Finally Wodan took the food and clothes into the living room and crumpled into a soft chair, no doubt brought in to accommodate his large frame. He set the food down and ignored it. The spy was able to use the sound of the tray clattering against the table to double-time it to the living room peephole. When he saw Wodan sitting and staring blankly at the city of Akkad through the large window, he was surprised once again; now that he was alone, the afternoon sun illuminated a face marred by scar tissue once again. 
 
    Either his scar tissue comes and goes depending on whether or not he is alone, he thought, or we have got to make note of lighting issues in this housing unit. 
 
    The lethargic giant was content to lie in a heap and stare at the city, so the spy settled in for a long and tedious shift. 
 
    *** 
 
    Late into the second day of Wodan’s stay at the Castle of Mammon, the front door opened and shut quickly. Rather than stand, he simply turned his chair and waited. Dove Langley approached and stood before him. He sat and waited to see if she would disappear, reasoning that the time he had spent watching rows of uniform gray buildings, and the month of sitting underground in darkness, had caused his mind to relinquish objectivity and give him the mercy of a dream. She wore a black silk robe with a bright blue fish and seaweed print designed by Elamah Borgin, but other than wearing Akkad fashion, time had not changed her. Dim lamplight reflected from her pale face, her lips seeming troubled as she considered smiling. Her concern was evident, and he could not help but note that he was now the prisoner and she was the visitor. Entranced by eyes like bright green jewels, the rest of the room seemed to grow dark and immaterial. 
 
    It’s only beauty, he thought. It means nothing. 
 
    Langley was not sure what she felt at seeing Wodan. He was still strangely cool and distant, looking as if he did not mind resting in the very place he had been rampaging through not so long ago. She had heard tales of how he had trampled and ripped men apart like some kind of demon, but now the servants reported that he was polite, if standoffish, and seemed to have no intention of leaving the apartment or even exploring his surroundings. However, looking closer at his demeanor, she could almost sense something like a wounded animal, long mistreated and wondering what sort of hurt would come next. 
 
    But he’s always been so difficult to read, she thought. Neither confident nor shrinking with fear, he always looks as if he’s ready to accept each of life’s disappointments, one after the other, after the other… 
 
    “Are you okay?” she said. 
 
    He nodded, then slowly stood, as if proving his health. “You kept me alive, didn’t you?” he said. 
 
    She sighed and nodded, then moved to stand before the window. “You’ve kept me quite busy, Wodan, but I think I’ve pulled enough strings that you’re no longer in any danger. The Iwaku Branch of the Jutsakka, the Ministry of Culture, will write a story for you, just as they’ve done for all of Die Engelen. You’ll join us as a new member of the family. I’m sorry, but you’ll never be allowed to leave. You’ll be worshipped, like the rest of us, and serve your duty to the Empire, like the rest of us. The Emperor may not have your Killswitch, but I’m sure they’ll think of something.” Langley suddenly turned to him and smiled lightly. “Perhaps they’ll kill me if you disobey. Who knows? They can be quite clever.” 
 
    “Good,” he said immediately. “I look forward to serving the Emperor.” 
 
    She laughed, taken off guard by the statement. He smiled and she felt an unexpected surge of relief. 
 
    He must not be too angry, if he can make light of the situation, she thought. But why am I testing him? I should be comforting him, not prodding him. 
 
    “I think I know why you came here,” she said. “The old man with his finger on your Killswitch sent you, didn’t he?” 
 
    Wodan turned away. “Pretty much.” 
 
    “I know the feeling. Except… can you imagine if Justyn, Matthias, and I had gone on a rampage when we were sent to Haven to find you?” 
 
    “I didn’t hurt anyone, did I?” said Wodan, now seeming both concerned and annoyed. 
 
    “You don’t remember?” 
 
    “A little.” 
 
    “Well, my husband is fine, but well over a hundred men were hospitalized, not to mention-” 
 
    Wodan waved his hand dismissively. “I don’t care about a bunch of Rotnami. If the demons lose a few servants, they can always find more. It’s our kind that I’m worried about.” 
 
    Langley pursed her lips, taking in the callous statement. She had thought at first that Wodan would adopt a pro-Ktari stance for the benefit of anyone listening in. Apparently he did not care. “Then you’ll be glad to know that Matthias is fine, too.” 
 
    “Matthias? What happened to him?” 
 
    “You did.” 
 
    For once Langley was afforded the sight of Wodan struggling through a range of emotions. Anger, guilt, confusion, relief. 
 
    “How did you find me?” he asked. “I remember you stopped me.” 
 
    She ignored the question. “How did you end up in such a state, Wodan? When I found you, you were…” 
 
    “Explosive collar,” he said. “They put them on slaves who play in the Arena.” 
 
    A chill went through Langley. “Did you…” 
 
    “I met our cousin Victor. He tried to kill me, tried to set off my collar.” 
 
    Langley was less shocked to hear about Victor than she was hearing Wodan say “our cousin”. 
 
    Is he saying that for the benefit of anyone listening in? she thought. It would certainly help his case. Anyone in the Party would love to hear that he thinks he’s one of us, and is willing to serve the Empire. 
 
    But then again… what if he really does think of us as a family? 
 
    Langley opened her mouth, then clasped it shut. She was afraid to press the issue. 
 
    “Maybe it was an accident,” said Langley. “Maybe he doesn’t know how the collars work. He certainly doesn’t wear one himself.” 
 
    Wodan shook his head. “He admitted it to me. But I don’t blame him.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “It’s this place. It drives us crazy.” 
 
    Now he doesn’t seem to care whether or not anyone is listening! she thought. It’s so hard to know what he’s thinking! 
 
    “I would have done the same in his situation,” Wodan continued. “Everyone is miserable here. And why wouldn’t they be? The only way to survive is to serve something that hates its own people. I’m sure once you get used to living here, you rationalize the little betrayals that happen every day. Victor thought I was taking something from him. He didn’t know any better.” Wodan went to stand beside Langley at the window, taking in the uninspiring scene of dim lights flickering in uniform gray buildings. “But I know better. Triggering your own explosive collar is the only rational response to a place like this.” 
 
    As Wodan spoke, Langley’s heart raced. There was so much she wanted to tell him. She opened her mouth, then closed it once again. 
 
    But I have to say something, she thought. It’s not like we’re punished for every unorthodox thing we say. All of us have slipped up before. 
 
    “I went to the Black Valley recently,” she said quietly. 
 
    “You what?” 
 
    “I took two of our… our cousins with me. You haven’t met them; Elamah Borgin and Zelmar Zigman. We flew to the Valley and met some of your people.” 
 
    Langley was having difficulty finding words as Wodan’s eyes raced across her face, drinking in every detail of her. She knew that he was analyzing every movement, every tic, every unconscious movement of the eyes. His cool detachment was gone, as he seemed desperate to understand why she would do such a thing. Now she knew the answer meant everything to him, and she found herself wanting to be analyzed, wanting to be dissected by him. 
 
    “I wanted them to meet you,” she continued, tumbling over the words. She tried to speak quietly, to at least make things difficult for anyone observing them - but she could not hold back once the words were coming. “I wanted them to see the place you made, Wodan. I wanted them to know how things could be. That we don’t have to live as we do now. They loved your people. I couldn’t stop them from speaking to everyone they met. We found out you were gone. When we returned to Akkad, the news was on every military channel - a monster was loose in Mammon. It wasn’t hard to figure out. It was easy to find you. But I wish… I wish you had been there, in the Valley, and we-” 
 
    Wodan grabbed her wrist, and squeezed. The sudden touch was like ice, waking her up. Wodan nodded strangely, and she immediately understood. 
 
    “But despite all that,” said Wodan, “despite everything you saw, it only confirmed that San Ktari is the center of the world. Did it not?” 
 
    He knows, she thought. He knows we’re being observed. He doesn’t care about getting in trouble himself… he hasn’t been watching what he says at all. But he doesn’t want me to be in danger! 
 
    Langley exhaled. “Yes,” she said. “As nice as it was, it was nothing compared to… to living in Akkad.” 
 
    “The center of the world,” he repeated. “No - the universe.” 
 
    “Yes. The center of the universe.” 
 
    His hand stayed on her arm. His touch felt warm and strong, and she wanted him to keep holding her. She could see that her words had had an effect on Wodan, his distance now replaced by a hunger. She leaned back slightly, once again overcome by the desire to be understood by him, willing him to know her and understand every detail about her. His grip on her arm tightened, then his jaw clenched, his eyes conveying a silent warning. 
 
    Wodan watched Langley close her eyes, then he heard the hum of her powers activating. He studied her, watching her chest rise and fall, her head turning slightly as she searched for something. He heard her shield moving from one room to the next, the invisible limbs sighing as they traced along the walls. Finally she smiled, the gesture seeming almost lewd and predatory, then he heard a cry of alarm through the wall. Wodan heard muffled protests and hands scraping along the wall as Langley pushed their observer onto the floor and held him down. 
 
    Langley suddenly threw herself onto Wodan. “You were right,” she whispered, her hands reaching into his robe. “You were right about everything. I’m convincing the others, but we need your help.” She kissed Wodan, taking him by surprise - then he grasped the delicate curve of her waist and returned the kiss. As their tongues met, her fingers traced lightly down his chest, then hesitated at his belt. Inflamed by her words, he wondered if he truly was dreaming. Gone was the cynical woman crushed by despair, to be replaced with a living flame that only wanted to burn brighter still. 
 
    She suddenly pulled away, but Wodan held her by her hips and jerked her close to him. She made a sound like a hiccup, but braced her arms against his chest. “They’re going to kill us once the Red Map is finished,” she whispered. “They won’t need us for much longer. We need you-” 
 
    “Why do you think I’m here?” he said. “You already know what I do.” 
 
    She looked into his eyes. She had hoped to see confidence. Instead, she saw something far more implacable, a fierce resolve to do things far beyond what seemed possible. She knew that even without her helping him, one day the Empire would lie in ruins and the corpses of demons would stretch for thousands of miles in every direction. Only Wodan would remain, and if Die Engelen opposed him then they too would lie in broken heaps. She knew that he would break the entire world in half to get whatever he desired. One look in his eyes and she knew that her only hope was to hang onto him for dear life. 
 
    “Quickly,” she said. “We don’t have much time.” 
 
    She loosed his belt and his cock practically leaped into her hand. The air resonated with the hum of her shield and Wodan felt himself rising into the air. He grasped her robe on either side and it seemed to part open on its own, her covering removed by her own power and revealing full white breasts topped with bright red nipples. Their mouths met as they floated. They bounced lightly against the ceiling, with her rubbing his manhood as his hands traced along the curve of her back down to her ass. She kissed him once more, preparing to guide him in, then he thrust into her. She had been about to remind him that they should hurry, that the spy was struggling against her, kicking against the wall, but the words were ripped from her as Wodan pushed through her, moving the sensitive flesh of her vaginal walls aside. Her mind was filled with light as she felt herself shifting to accommodate him, then tightening to pleasure him. She heard him suppress a moan and it sent a wave of delight coursing through her. 
 
    Fear suddenly gripped her. 
 
    We have to stop! What am I doing? We’re going to be caught! 
 
    She felt him throbbing inside of her, his member expanding, then he burst, shivering as he emptied into her. She held him close, kissing his neck as he poured still more into her, filling her up until she was dripping onto the floor. She slowly brought them to a rest, regretting only that she had not felt the same release, holding back because of her fear at being caught. 
 
    Wodan looked dazed, hair dripping with sweat as they touched down. She touched his cheek, and he smiled crookedly. The expression seemed uncharacteristically boyish, and she laughed. 
 
    “Hurry,” she said. “We have to get dressed.” 
 
    “Right,” he said, fumbling for his robe, still in a daze. “Right...” 
 
    They froze at the sound of a gentle knock at the door. 
 
    *** 
 
    Just as the spy fought his way back onto his feet, he felt someone standing beside him. He felt wagging fingers touch his shoulder - the gesture of greeting between two spies. He cursed inwardly, still heated and worrying that this incident would reflect badly on him. 
 
    His comrade leaned in close. “The hell just happened?” he said. 
 
    “The Lady of the Divine Thought used her power and pushed me down,” the spy said, whispering through gritted teeth. 
 
    “Well, she just told the nighttime hall monitor that she thought an enemy agent was about to attack her. You’re lucky she didn’t make any inquiries about this crawlspace! Did you make a sound? You bump your stool against the wall and scare her?” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    “Did your flatulence alert her?” 
 
    “Absolutely not.” 
 
    “Well, good thing you clicked a warning to us. I’ll be sure to document an instance of undocumented time.” 
 
    “You think something might have happened between the target and the Lady of the Divine Thought?” 
 
    “Well, I suppose anything’s possible. But really, it’s important to keep track of instances of a lapse in observation - and make note of who was on shift when it happened.” 
 
    Thought he could not see his comrade in the dark, he could feel the man gloating. The spy glared at him, not bothering to hide the hatred in his eyes. He was about to say something, then heard a slight brushing sound at the turn in the corridor, and he realized that his comrade was already on his way out. His rage boiled over, and as he thought about the fact that he had heard him leaving, he wished he could shout in anger, and let the man know that this was not the Arena where you could run around and slam into walls like a madman. Instead he stood quietly in the darkness, listening as the Lady of the Divine Thought gave a polite farewell to the target. 
 
    After the incident, the spy made it his utmost duty to observe Wodan with even greater devotion. The next morning, the spy thought he noticed that the depression weighing the target down must have disappeared, because Wodan rose early, ate quickly, and showered as if preparing for work. But he was surprised when Wodan only sat and stared out the window. For hours on end he sat and stared, like a beast kept as a pet sitting and waiting to see if a bird would fly past. Long hours passed and even deep into the night he sat, staring at nothing, moving only to eat or use the restroom. He let the radio play but did not seem interested in the programs. 
 
    Is this how all mindless barbarians are? he wondered. They just sit until somebody tells them to move, or they feel the need to defecate? It’s no wonder the world belongs to us. 
 
    The city lay covered in darkness as the spy watched him during the course of an especially tiresome shift, and for a moment the spy felt his imagination take over. He began to wonder if this brooding giant covered in scars was actually deep in thought, the unnatural framework of his mind first turning in sync with the turning of the world, then finally stopping, seizing hold, and somehow shifting the gears of the world in accordance to a new will. Faster and faster the gears would spin, some shattering, covered in rust, others ground to pieces on purpose. The more the spy watched, the more he felt as if he would be sucked inside of that new world of spinning light and violent fury, every part of him burned away if it did not move in accordance with the new will, his entire identity remolded so that he could live in the wind and the sun and the cool rain. 
 
    The spy pulled away from the peephole and rubbed his face. 
 
    Am I going crazy? he wondered. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eighteen 
 
    Master of War 
 
      
 
    Josef woke in a panic and saw the walls of his room in flames. He reached out and felt that the wall was cool to the touch, then immediately fell back to sleep. Suddenly he was back in the camp with Langley and the others, in the Odland. They could see the desert through the slats in the temporary wall, but the guards forbid them to go there. One moment he was painting with Elamah, or sketching each other and making their faces hideous, then making forts with Justyn and Matthias, arranging crates and finally allowing Huni to play if he agreed to help them build a second fort. He shot Huni with a slingshot and when Huni told on him for bullying, he felt angry and betrayed, because Valeria and Michael were monsters to Josef but he kept his mouth shut about it. 
 
    Childhood disappeared and a list appeared on-screen in his Mobile Command Center. Not enough ammunition for Brigade 56 Battalion A Unit 2, gasoline reserves running out for Battalions A, B, all the way through Battalion J of that same Brigade, the nearest unit that had any was with Brigade 12 but how to get it over winding paths in the hills without burning it all in transport? Why was this not resolved before deployment? Who is at fault? Come up with another solution. If no solution, then order temporary retreat (and look like a weakling). But you must take Ionia. Last push. No withdrawal possible. 
 
    Ionia, homeland of Valeria. Remember what she said? “Please be careful, Warmaster. You must remain far from the field of battle. Your body was made to sit, and to lead from safety...” Felt an intense desire to lash out, but his hands were restrained somehow. Tried to speak but the anger was a nail driven through the center of his tongue. He could not even spit out the blood filling his mouth, but could only hold his mouth shut as she made light of him. 
 
    *** 
 
    Two guards escorted Wodan through the wide halls of gray stone of Mammon Castle, where flickering bulbs needlessly competed with sunlight shining through wide windows. They passed by bureaucrats, Rotnami soldiers, and cleaning personnel, and while he noted that everyone was careful not to stare at him, or even appear to notice him, he could feel eyes on his back as he passed. A plain, tasteful outfit of Akkad fashion had been made for him, but he knew that he stood out. Still, he was glad to finally be leaving his room. 
 
    In three months, Didi activates my Killswitch, he thought. So much time has been wasted! 
 
    I can’t let a single day go by without making progress. 
 
    They came to a seemingly uninhabited section of the castle, then stopped by an immense set of double doors. One guard knocked gently. Within a few moments the doors opened and two more guards beckoned for them to enter. 
 
    “We stay here,” one of his guards said in broken Western. “You go, and meet the Warmaster. He request you.” 
 
    Wodan only partly heard the man because his attention was occupied by rows of paintings lining the hallway. They were not arranged for aesthetic display, but crowded as if for storage. Portraits of frightening energy stared back at him, all obviously made by a single artist. He saw illustrations and paintings of Langley, Justyn, others he did not know. He saw a portrait of a Rotnami soldier looking directly at him, odd since they usually averted their gaze. The man looked both intent and weary, his piercing eyes staring out from deep shadows, with strokes of violent color that made it seem as if the man had fiery depths hidden beneath the surface. Just looking at the portrait made Wodan feel a pang of guilt for dismissing any of the soldiers, as if their humanity had to be revealed through the hand of an artist. 
 
    Continuing down the hall, he saw landscapes, usually foreign cities he did not recognize. Oddly-shaped parapets rose from ancient walls scoured by dust storms. They might as well be imaginary landscapes, but Wodan knew that they were real. He realized that the painter kept his distance from every city, painting his subject matter while standing in the wasteland or perhaps atop an irrigation ditch. He saw a charcoal sketch of an old man with white hair bent over a table, looking over machinery and faceless dolls in the light of an electric lamp. Further down the hall the artwork showed less detail, the line work frenzied and less disciplined, landscapes covered in mist and pale forms losing touch with reality, drawing close to nothingness, until finally the last few pieces were simply suggestions or stillborn sketches. 
 
    Wodan came to a large living room with wide windows and a recessed area where a curved couch faced a video monitor and other machines. Several soldiers stood beneath the wide windows but they were dwarfed by Josef, Warmaster of San Ktari, who stood and stared down at Wodan with a hardened expression. He wore a white uniform accented in red and buttoned up the side. Wodan looked back at him, and Josef did not shrink from his gaze. 
 
    Wodan felt disarmed. He was sensitive to aesthetics, and it had been several days since he had seen anything of real beauty, besides changes in weather. The paintings had struck him unexpectedly, and he wondered if Josef was their creator. Unfortunately the Warmaster did not seem open to their meeting, and Wodan knew it would not do to show vulnerability by congratulating the Engel on his talent, if indeed he was even responsible for the artwork. 
 
    “Langley told me about you,” said Josef. “She told me you’re some kind of… wasteland chief?” 
 
    “King,” said Wodan. 
 
    “Hm. Well, she seems to like you. I’ll respect her wishes. It’s your friendship with her that’s keeping you alive.” 
 
    Josef signaled to his guards and they filed out of the room. Wodan could feel them bristling at his presence as they strode past him. He noted that some passed as close as possible without bumping into him, and for his part he made sure not to move an inch in either direction. The door closed behind him and in the sudden quiet they stared at one another once again, unmoving. 
 
    “Is it true that you’re like us?” Josef finally said. 
 
    “Yes. To a certain extent.” 
 
    “Did the Kouga Kusha make you?” 
 
    “No. Your “Imperial Engineer” made variations on my design. I’m the original.” 
 
    “Ah. I’m sure they’re quite impressed with you, where you come from.” 
 
    Wodan could not help but smile, showing his teeth. “Where we come from.” 
 
    “Oh?” Josef cocked an eyebrow in mock curiosity. 
 
    “The Kouga Kusha and I come from the same land. Both of us were exiled.” 
 
    Wodan watched a shadow crease Josef’s forehead as a vein rose, then a subtle shade of red passed over his cheeks. Despite his mask of control it was obvious that anger had thrown him off balance. All of his power appeared impotent when a stranger from the wasteland knew more about his origin than he did. 
 
    Josef exhaled and worked his jaw. “Just why did you come here?” 
 
    “The truth?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Someone sent me to kill you.” 
 
    Josef froze. Wodan studied him intently, noting that the Warmaster’s eyes dilated as he calculated his next move. Wodan knew he may have pushed Josef too far, but his lack of time made him daring. He felt the need to expose his hand quickly, to jostle his opponent with a show of vulnerability so that they would not settle into a pattern of mutual distrust. 
 
    “But I don’t want to do that,” said Wodan. “I know you know what it’s like to have someone with their finger on your Killswitch. We have to appear willing to do what they want us to do… at least for a while.” 
 
    Josef lowered his face in thought, and Wodan studied him, hoping to see some sign of acknowledgment that they shared a common burden. Wodan reasoned that there were likely spies listening through the walls, but Josef did not glance in their direction to give them away. After a moment Josef caught himself and squared his shoulders against Wodan once again. 
 
    “Perhaps,” said Josef. 
 
    Wodan suppressed a feeling of frustration. “Well, can I hang around for a while?” he said, making an effort to relax his posture. 
 
    “As you like,” said Josef. They continued staring, unmoving, for a long time. Wodan glanced down into the recessed pit and nodded toward the monitor and electronic apparatus. 
 
    “What is that thing?” said Wodan. 
 
    “What thing?” said Josef, his eyes still on Wodan. 
 
    “That thing, the machine down there.” 
 
    Josef finally turned toward the monitor, then took long, slow steps down into the pit. 
 
    “It’s difficult to explain,” said Josef. “It’s a... a computing machine connected to a visual monitor. It has controls that you can... you can manipulate a representation of yourself in... ah, like a game, except it’s more of a-” 
 
    “A video game?” said Wodan, smiling strangely. 
 
    Josef stopped, seeming alarmed, then smiled to hide his shame. “I forgot,” he said. “You said you come from the same place as Big Dad. Of course you would know about something like this. But, then again, they aren’t quite games… I have to train, for my occupation, so… it’s more of a-” 
 
    “Will you show me?” said Wodan, tentatively stepping down into the pit. 
 
    Josef’s stern mask was replaced with a tangle of emotions, mostly shame and reluctance, but his hands activated the device and loaded a program with practiced ease. “I haven’t done this in a long time,” he declared with booming finality, then added, “Well, for several days, at least. I mean, I have to play some of these games because of my position. Not all of them are for entertainment. Hait made them for me. Most of them are war games, you know, they’re practice, so... it’s not like-” 
 
    “War games?” said Wodan, laughing in good humor. Josef produced two things that could only be controllers, though they looked rough, even hand-made, compared to the smooth consumer models he had used in Haven. Wodan felt a childish rush of excitement. In Haven it was normal even for adults to play such games, and Wodan remembered the difficulty of adjusting to long, quiet nights when he lived in Pontius. He had thought he would never see such a thing ever again. The monitor slowly came to life, revealing an odd jumble of colored lights. 
 
    “Let’s sit,” said Josef, gesturing to the curved couch. 
 
    *** 
 
    Langley made her way through the halls, trying to appear unconcerned despite not finding Wodan in his apartment. She had stretched the truth when she told Wodan that he was now safe; despite the Iwaku Branch working on an origin story that fit him into the narrative of Die Engelen descending to the earth to assist the people of San Ktari, she knew that the Party did not like the idea of an Engel without a Killswitch. She had finally received permission to allow him to meet the others, but to suddenly find him absent seemed suspicious. 
 
    Did he leave on his own? she wondered. Or was he invited elsewhere? 
 
    Josef will be able to help me. He has far more military connections than I do. 
 
    Two armored guards bowed as she approached the double doors leading to her apartment. She turned her face into a rigid mask as they opened the doors for her. 
 
    I can’t let anyone see my concern! 
 
    As soon as she entered the hall, the sound of Wodan’s laughter sent a chill through her. She heard quiet conversation, then silence punctuated by the sounds of Josef’s gaming console. She quietly approached and saw her two lovers sitting on the couch together, playing Struggles. The sun was setting and as her eyes adjusted to the dim lighting she could see that Josef was playing as Octopus, moving left and right underground and poking his tentacles out through holes and trying to grab Wodan, who was playing as Goat. Josef cursed quietly as Wodan kicked his tentacles away, then cursed even more as Wodan developed an odd technique of keeping Goat’s legs extended and rocking his body wildly. Langley stood in silence, trying to wrap her mind around what was happening. The two suddenly burst out laughing as Goat trampled on Octopus’s head with his odd see-saw maneuver. 
 
    “My secret technique,” said Wodan. 
 
    “Well, you’re already better than me, so this isn’t fun,” said Josef. As he moved to grab a stack of game disks, he saw Langley. “How long have you been there?” he said. 
 
    “Not long,” said Langley. Wodan turned to her, and she knew, by his lack of surprise, that he had known she was watching. He smiled at her and she suddenly felt the air pulled out of her. 
 
    Josef picked up the disks, then glanced at her defensively. “Just a little gaming between gentlemen,” he said. “You disapprove?” 
 
    The truth was that she felt torn in so many directions that this simple interaction seemed absurd in comparison to what was raging inside of her. After what had happened between her and Wodan, she had been haunted by that idea that he and Josef would end up killing one another. Or at least quarrelling, and then both of them would reject her for putting them in this situation. To find them both enjoying each other’s company seemed so precious to her that it stabbed into her heart. She often nagged Josef about his gaming habit, even though she did not mean to do it, but now she knew that she was guilty of something far worse than mere neglect. Seeing Wodan sitting on her couch only made things worse, as she wanted nothing more than to go up to him and touch him. She felt rooted to the spot, as if moving an inch would reveal to Josef what she had done. 
 
    “What’s that one?” said Wodan. 
 
    Josef held a disk labeled Test 17. “I have to practice with this for work,” he said, shrugging. “It’s boring.” 
 
    “Let’s see it!” 
 
    Josef shrugged again, then inserted it into the console. With their attention fixed on the monitor, Langley felt free to float over the couch and settle down between them. Without preamble, lines of text appeared on the screen. No music played as blocks of text were replaced by new text. 
 
    “It’s a test battle,” said Josef. “It’s so much like the real thing that it’s more work than play. You see this section? Those are my Joukai Jutsu... ah, my assistants. They keep me up to date on what’s happening in the war zone. They listen to field Kommanders and relay intel to me. Here’s a list of troops, their equipment, their positions... and all of it’s based on information that they give you, so basically, none of it is accurate. And this section is for my scouts, and here’s what they’re telling us about the enemy... again, all of it mostly made up and probably inaccurate.” 
 
    “You said this is like a real battle?” said Wodan. 
 
    “The way I fight them, yes,” said Josef. “I used to have a Mobile Command Center, and had to operate fairly close to the front lines. Now we have so many radio relay towers that I can lead a battle against, say, Ionia, all the way from Akkad. I don’t even have to see the enemy to fight them.” 
 
    Wodan leaned forward, and Langley could clearly see his face. He intently studied Josef. She could tell that the cold, cryptic messages scrolling across the screen looked nothing like any battle he had ever fought. She thought he might even be disgusted by the game, perhaps reasoning that one day his own kingdom would be erased, the tale of its destruction reduced to a small notification of blinking text. Glancing at him, she was surprised to see that he looked as if he felt sorry for Josef. 
 
    She turned to Josef, and it was obvious that he looked stressed, with shoulders hunched and eyes darting around the monitor even though he likely had no intention of playing the practice session for more than a few minutes. 
 
    But why would Wodan pity him? she wondered. Then again, he probably pities all of us. I would, too, if I lived in the Black Valley, far from here... 
 
    “The thing about this game,” said Josef, selecting on-screen commands with practiced ease, “is that you might think you’re doing well through the whole battle, and then still end up losing because of faulty intel. The reverse is true, too.” 
 
    “It’s frustrating?” said Wodan. 
 
    Josef shrugged. “It makes real battles seem easy, by comparison. Most of the scenarios in this version of Test include huge enemy armies. Like, ten times the size of anything that even Ionia could muster. And the enemy is always just a little too efficient. It’s not believable, but it’s good for practice.” 
 
    Langley winced at Josef’s callous term, practice, and looked at Wodan. She was surprised to see that he was smiling. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Food and drink, please,” said Josef, and the servant bowed and ran to the door. 
 
    “It’s loaded,” said Wodan, nodding toward the on-screen prompt as he adjusted the console. 
 
    “Good! I’ll show you the ropes and by the time they get back with our food, we’ll be ready to go.” 
 
    “How can we eat and play at the same time?” 
 
    Josef smiled sheepishly. “They know me pretty well. They’ll send in stuff we can eat with our fingers.” Josef glanced at Wodan sidelong. “So games like this are common in the land you come from?” 
 
    “They are. That is… they were. People played them all the time.” 
 
    Josef shook his head. “I can’t imagine the people got much done.” 
 
    Wodan returned to his seat on the couch, being careful not to disturb Langley and wake her. “In the end, I don’t think we did,” he said. “Havenders lost themselves in games and political in-fighting, and were ill-prepared to handle the demons when they arrived.” 
 
    “I try to limit how often I do this,” he said, then fell quiet before saying anything more. 
 
    “If humans didn’t have their fingers on our Killswitches, we wouldn’t have to worry about whether or not we were wasting time.” 
 
    Even as the words left Wodan’s mouth, he realized it was not exactly true. Even without human taskmasters, there were still plenty of things that could keep them from idling away their time playing games. Even if they lived in a world without demons and cruel humans, ambition alone would keep them from losing themselves in such a pastime. Wodan knew he had only said it out of resentment, and he was a little embarrassed at having said such a thing. 
 
    All the same, Josef sighed once again, then whispered under his breath, “You’re right.” 
 
    Wodan was almost not sure he had heard him correctly. Josef had spoken so quietly that no human could have heard him unless standing right next to him. 
 
    Of course he resents the humans, Wodan thought. He probably has all kinds of things he would like to do with his life. Instead, he has to live knowing that unreasonable, petty, small men are rubbing the button of his Killswitch. 
 
    Just as brightly colored images of gnomes and frog-like kappas appeared on-screen, Wodan thought, I can use that resentment. 
 
    Servants entered bearing trays of food and rice liquor and Josef’s demeanor changed. “One of us will be gnomes, and the other will be kappas,” he said. “I’ll set up a practice warzone and show you how this is done…” 
 
    Though the game did not have impressive graphics, and used only colored shapes and letters to create an abstract landscape, it did not take Wodan long to understand the basics of moving his forces through a grassland dotted with hills. Josef was surprised to see Wodan catch on so quickly, but when they finally fought one another, Josef’s gnomes made quick work of Wodan’s swamp-dwelling kappas. Wodan was always just a little behind in checking in on his various teams, and Josef’s diminutive operators always seemed right on top of him. After an hour of frustration, Wodan’s forces were finally herded into a valley and trampled by cavalry. Josef laughed, clearly enjoying the spectacle. 
 
    “You’ll get faster, with practice,” said Josef, failing to hide a smile. 
 
    “Not against you!” said Wodan. “That was rough. Is it possible to play against the computer?” 
 
    “Yeah…” 
 
    “Will you do it?” 
 
    Josef looked at Wodan, unsure of his motivation. “You want to see me play against the computer?” 
 
    Wodan nodded. Josef shrugged, then set up a randomized map. Wodan watched as he turned the challenge level all the way up, then tweaked many aspects of the game in order to further increase the difficulty. Wodan watched in wonder as Josef divided up his gnomes and kept each group working efficiently, always disrupting the enemy’s resource lines and forcing the kappas to string out their forces as thinly as possible. The giant sat hunched over painfully, body held rigid as his eyes and fingers twitched in a blur of movement. Wodan could see that Josef had gone easy on him. Oddly enough, despite his absolute concentration, Josef still managed to make jokes at the enemy’s expense, laughing as one of their hideouts was blown to smithereens and his gnomes fell on the survivors. 
 
    “The computer never makes any mistakes, not at this level,” said Josef. “But this is still easier than real life, because I control them directly. My gnomes do what I want them to do. In real life, I have to depend on my Joukai. They’re recruited based on aptitude for organization and communication, but they still make so many mistakes. Mistakes they’re not even aware of. And they have to depend on intel that comes from unit Kommanders, who are also making mistakes, or sometimes purposely giving false intel. Same goes for Kommanders dealing with officers leading their units. They pride themselves on being an unstoppable military machine, but sometimes I wonder if it would be just as efficient to point them in the direction of the next enemy city and tell them to charge in one big mob. Why not? I mean…” 
 
    Josef trailed off, and Wodan knew it was because he was afraid of being overheard. 
 
    “I wonder what you would have thought of our Smith War,” said Wodan. 
 
    “What’s that? Sorry, but I don’t know much about the West.” 
 
    “My land was attacked by a gang when we started to edge them out of their market. I had a general working under me, sort of like a “warmaster”, but he relied on his subordinates to take the initiative when they saw an opportunity.” 
 
    Josef’s eyebrows lifted. “The Rotnami would grind to a halt if I didn’t prod them.” 
 
    “Well, we were fighting a defensive war.” 
 
    “Ah, right. San Ktari hasn’t had one of those since before my time. It’s all remembered, though. Even the civilians remember offenses made to their great-grandfathers, and it’s regurgitated for propaganda purposes.” 
 
    “You ever wonder how hard San Ktari would fight if they had their backs against the wall?” 
 
    “No. And I don’t have to. No one can challenge us… even though we pretend Ionia is on the verge of picking themselves up and lashing out, like in olden times.” As if growing uncomfortable with the subject, Josef suddenly shifted the topic without pause. “Why did you have a general leading your army? Wouldn’t you have preferred to do it yourself?” 
 
    “No, no. He’s a competent man, a natural leader. I wanted to fight on the front lines. It would have been a waste of his talent to butt heads with him.” 
 
    “Weren’t you afraid he would take control, since he had your army?” 
 
    “I would have beaten his head in with a hammer if he did that.” 
 
    Josef laughed, his mouth contorting strangely as his eyes remained fixed on the virtual battle. Though many would be disgusted by such a coarse assertion, Wodan heard in Josef’s laughter an innocent desire to live in a world in which he could trust his subordinates and his superiors. 
 
    It’s no wonder he retreats into these games. He gets to do what he was made to do, but without the feeling that a leash is tightening around his throat. 
 
    Langley suddenly stirred and lifted her face to the flashing screen, her eyes slitted with sleep. “You’re still playing games?” she said. 
 
    “This isn’t a game,” Josef said immediately. “This is serious.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Wodan sat with Josef and Langley drinking rice liquor on a wide balcony overlooking one of Mammon’s inner courtyards, a black-tiled square depicting animals that no longer existed. Wodan was painfully aware that Langley was sitting curled up near Josef, with his hand casually resting on her thigh. 
 
    “Langley and I are from the same land,” said Josef. “Did you know that?” 
 
    Wodan shook his head. “What happened to your homeland?” 
 
    “I did. I happened.” Josef leaned back in his chair, his gaze fixed on the clouds covering the stars. “Thirty years ago, before we went to war with the entire world, the Kouga Kusha visited the nations around San Ktari. He visited noble families and offered them a deal: One of their children in exchange for immortality of their family line.” 
 
    Josef let the odd statement hang in the air. He may have been waiting for Wodan to ask for clarification, but Wodan needed none. Wodan knew that the Imperial Engineer had the means of modifying the genes of an unborn child, turning it into a superbeing who would never die of old age. While most families would never willingly give up one of their own, especially not for a mere promise, Wodan had been through enough to know that power made demands of those who held it. 
 
    Those without power are quick to judge those who have it, Wodan thought. 
 
    Josef continued. “My parents, and Langley’s parents, lived in Belarius. Langley’s parents were city folk, but my family was a noble line that had fallen into disrepute after a failed coup. My father managed several large pig farms. He was a farmer, though I’m told he was always planning for his family’s eventual return to power. I’m sure he jumped at the Imperial Engineer’s offer.” 
 
    “You’re lucky you know that much,” said Langley. “I know hardly anything about my family.” 
 
    “Well, they all ended up the same way,” said Josef, shrugging. 
 
    “Your father tried to steal the throne?” said Wodan. 
 
    “No, nothing that dramatic. During my grandfather’s time, some military leaders tried to take power. They failed, and it was my grandfather’s duty to execute them. And he did his duty. Sort of. In Belarius, lower class criminals were usually strangled or hanged, but noblemen who broke the law were beheaded.” 
 
    Wodan winced at the sudden memory of Chris Kenny’s head falling, with red droplets covering the grass. Josef did not seem to notice, and continued. “My grandfather beheaded the leaders of the coup rather than strangling them, which should have been fine. But the queen was still heated from the attempt on her life, and took the noble execution as a sign of disrespect toward her. That’s how my family became pig farmers living outside of city walls. They kept their lives, their titles, and their name, but they were stripped of their honor. 
 
    “I was too young to remember it, but Big Dad - I mean, the Kouga Kusha, was making another circuit picking up the children that resulted from his genetic modification. Belarius just so happened to be embroiled in a civil war. They were trying to oust the queen again, and this time my father was in the thick of it. I don’t think he wanted to give me up and fulfill his end of the bargain, but the Kouga Kusha had a military escort, and there was a firefight. That was the end of our diplomatic relationship with Belarius.” 
 
    Josef smiled awkwardly, as if embarrassed. “I think Big Dad always thought it was appropriate that he picked me up from the arms of a slain guard. From the beginning he made me to be the “master of war”. He never said otherwise, but I always wondered if he was disappointed that I turned out to be little more than an administrator hiding far from the front lines.” 
 
    “But you do have warrior genes,” said Langley. “You were always running around with toy guns when we were young. Remember?” 
 
    Josef shook his head slightly. “I was never as strong as Justyn or Victor. Or Valeria, for that matter. They’re leagues beyond me.” 
 
    Wodan crinkled his brow, but Josef did not seem to notice. Is he dense? Wodan wondered. Wars aren’t fought with an arm wrestling match. With long-range communications equipment, it only makes sense to lead from a position of safety. 
 
    Wodan remembered Josef’s laughter when he smashed his foes in the video game, how he delighted in the slaughter that resulted from moving his forces with unbelievable efficiency. 
 
    No one else could do what he does! 
 
    “I don’t often enjoy my work,” said Josef, “but there was one campaign that, I admit… well, I enjoyed it. Eventually the queen of Belarius consolidated her rule. She killed Langley’s family, my family, and plenty of others, and was about to turn her attention to our border. So. It was perfect.” 
 
    “Perfect?” said Wodan, prodding him. 
 
    Josef’s expression darkened. “All my life I’ve wanted revenge for anything done against me. That’s my nature. I want to hurt anyone who hurts me. You don’t often get to feel what it’s like to hurt someone who’s hurt you. We stifle that urge. Otherwise there would be no order, everything would fall apart. Maybe I idolized my family, especially since I didn’t know them. Hearing that they had been killed… well, it made me feel like I had a reason to go to war. 
 
    “I didn’t even control the entire Rotnami yet, I had to share command with others. I didn’t lead from Akkad back then, either, I had a Mobile Command Center, so I could watch the Rotnami marching as I gave them orders. I pushed my forces to take the lead, and I watched as they smashed through the walls of Belarius. I slaughtered their defenders, and I even had their citizens put to the bullet. Every one of them. I killed them all. By my hand, Belarius was destroyed. I passed the test. That’s how I became the Warmaster.” 
 
    Josef looked directly at Wodan, and Wodan saw the challenge in his eyes. He realized then that Josef wanted Wodan to be disgusted with him. He was baring himself so that he could be rejected. Perhaps Josef was placing a wall between them because he did not trust how quickly a friendship seemed to form between them; perhaps he reasoned that Wodan only wanted to manipulate him. 
 
    Wodan forced his eyes to remain on Josef’s, to face the challenge head-on. It was true that Wodan hated the war machine of San Ktari, how it trampled over one human after another while the real enemy sat laughing on the sidelines. Wodan’s thumb traced a line on his glass of rice liquor; he knew that in a split second he could break the glass and thrust a shard into Josef’s throat, killing him unexpectedly. Even Langley would be too shocked to stop him. Wodan wondered if the Rotnami would be divided between incompetent human Kommanders who would inevitably turn on one another. He might even be able to convince Langley to help him escape, then he could return to the Valley and prepare for the demonic assault. 
 
    But Wodan also knew exactly how Josef felt. He knew what it was like to be trapped and thrust into an impossible situation. He knew what it felt like to be sent far away from family, to lose the only people who truly cared about him, and then try to get by with people who only tolerated him so long as he provided results. Wodan wondered what he would have done if he had been forced to lead an army against Haven, especially if his family was gone and Aegis Vachs sat twiddling his thumbs, content that he would rule indefinitely. Wodan felt a flash of anger, and he knew that he could not judge Josef. 
 
    “I would have done the same thing,” Wodan said quietly. 
 
    Josef blinked, relieved. He turned away, and Wodan saw how much his response meant to Josef. Wodan glanced at Langley, but she was lost in thought, and would not return his gaze. 
 
    “I’m tired,” said Josef. “I didn’t expect us to get along, but now I see what Langley sees in you. I want you to feel as if you can visit me anytime. What’s mine is yours.” 
 
    Wodan nodded, prepared to rise, then stopped. He suddenly realized there was a huge flaw in Josef’s story. He wondered if perhaps Josef had merely skipped over a detail, perhaps thinking it unimportant because it was so obvious. 
 
    “Wodan?” said Langley, seeing his discomfort. “What is it?” 
 
    “I just thought of something,” said Wodan. “Josef, why-” 
 
    Wodan stopped himself. Living in the Valley, he had gotten used to simply saying what was on his mind. It was common there. Wodan held his tongue because if he was right about the odd detail in Josef’s story, then it might simply be too painful for Josef to discuss. Not only that, but even on the balcony, they were liable to be overheard by spies listening in. 
 
    “Well?” said Josef, laughing. “Are you okay, Wodan?” 
 
    Wodan decided to cover with another question. “I was just wondering why the Kouga Kusha went to other nations to create Die Engelen. Why not just use citizens of San Ktari?” 
 
    Wodan was struck by the strange sight of both Josef and Langley’s expressions becoming completely neutral, as if they had suddenly put on masks. 
 
    “That’s obvious,” said Josef. “It’s because the genes of foreigners are closer to that of animals, and are therefore easier to manipulate. The fully human genes of a citizen of the Empire cannot be modified because they are already as they should be.” 
 
    Josef’s intonation was so odd that Wodan was not sure how to respond. They had been open and honest with one another throughout the day, often laughing and poking fun at anything inauthentic. To hear his new friend spout Party dogma caught him off guard. 
 
    Josef slowly lifted his hand and covered his mouth as he cleared his throat. Without moving his lips, he said quietly, “It’s because he hates this place.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nineteen 
 
    Human Limitation 
 
      
 
    Wodan woke with an image of Langley turning toward him, her black hair shining in the light. He remembered her pulling him into a meeting room, a quiet place where no one would see them, at least for a few minutes. She smiled for just a moment before the image left him, and try as he might, he could not seem to recall her face. He desperately wanted to be near her once again, but knew that he had to maintain an appearance of cool detachment. 
 
    She finally believes in me, he thought. He allowed himself to feel out the incredible sensation before burying it once again. 
 
    Don’t let her distract you. There’s only one thing that truly matters… and we’re so close. 
 
    Wodan forced himself out of bed and made his way to the kitchen. As he passed near the front door, he heard a slight creaking of floorboards just out of sync with his own footsteps. He froze. Straining his senses, he could almost imagine that someone was standing just outside the door to his apartment. While he would have liked to think that it was Langley, a sense of impending doom told him that it was not her. He felt an almost psychic sense of revulsion, making him wonder if the person on the other side of the door was even human. 
 
    Could a demon actually be standing just a few feet away? he wondered. 
 
    He considered leaping and crashing through the door, then thought better of it. He had already gone on one foolish rampage, and he doubted that even Langley could get him out of facing the consequences of a second onslaught. 
 
    If there’s a flesh demon walking around in Castle Mammon, then it probably appears human, and has diplomatic protection. 
 
    Finally Wodan heard the floorboards creak further down the hall. It was walking away. Wodan breathed a sigh of relief, then shuddered. He felt the sudden urge to take a shower and burn some incense to clear the air. 
 
    They know about me. They know I’m here. I have to move faster! 
 
    *** 
 
    Bureau Chief Minister Daizaburo Yagi crossed the main hall of Building Seventeen-A, in the Ministry of Just Forms. Norikami lawyers were just coming back from their lunch breaks, some of them red-faced from drinking. Young assistants raced around them, each one loaded down with documents and sweating in their suits as they tried to outmaneuver one another for a position within the Norikami. Occasionally one could see an older Norikami watching the sweaty youths with envy, looking back on the days when he was only afraid of losing his job rather than waking up every day weighed down by the burden of holding civilization together. 
 
    Fortunately the bustling young men knew to stay out of Yagi’s way. He had in hand a warrant to wiretap the home of a man that Branch 11 was sure was a higher-up within the Three Declarations gang. Soon, his team would have enough dirt on him to either take him down or press him for information on more important gangsters. Yagi had worked hard to get the warrant, but he felt no pride in finally getting it. His mind was elsewhere. 
 
    So the Lady of the Divine Thought is having an affair with someone we know next to nothing about, he thought. 
 
    Last night, he and Tabo had listened to some of the “ear holes” hidden throughout Castle Mammon. The ear holes were an old Bureau Minister’s trick; because it was impossible to get a warrant to wiretap or hide surveillance equipment in any occupied room within Mammon Castle, then Mammon Castle was actually considered something of a sanctuary to anyone who wanted to discuss topics antithetical to the Empire. Yagi was not the first Bureau Minister to worry about the Omniseers or the White Ouju plotting against the Empire and then covering their tracks using the Castle’s network of spies from Branch 2 to cut off any potential surveillance by a rival Branch. Because it was impossible for Yagi to secure a warrant inside Mammon, he regularly used “ear holes”, or rather, audio recording equipment placed in unoccupied rooms that were sometimes used by visitors, or diplomats, or courtiers who had long waits before an audience. Meals were often held there. 
 
    Unfortunately, the “old Bureau Minister’s trick” wasn’t a very good one. For one, you had to work around the surveillance equipment of other agencies when going in to install or repair one’s own equipment. Another problem, and this one was a real kicker, was that anyone who was anyone already knew that all of the unoccupied rooms were under surveillance. Thus, most of the recordings were worthless, and full of red herrings and attempts to implicate rivals. Yagi hated sifting through recordings that sounded like, “Section Chief Toriyuki of Branch 3, do you really hold seditious meetings against the Emperor?” with replies like, “Yes, Mister Edo of the Norikami, I often hold illegal, clandestine meetings, and I would like you to join me in rebellion!” 
 
    Most of the recordings were garbage, but Yagi and Tabo had stumbled on a gem last night. They had heard a man and a woman speaking Western; fortunately Tabo knew enough to get the gist of the conversation.  
 
    Not that I needed a perfect translation, thought Yagi. People from all over the world sound about the same when they’re having sexual relations! 
 
    After their relations, they spoke about someone named “Josef”, which was disturbing when you considered that that was the Western name of the Engel Warmaster, Lord of a Thousand Bullets. It was known that the Engels usually referred to one another by their Western names. The male said that they should admit of their affair to Josef. The female said that they should not. In Tabo’s expert opinion, the male was not any of the proper Die Engelen, so chances were good that he was the alleged “Thirteenth Engel”, the foreigner that so many were whispering about. 
 
    Yagi remembered the sudden jolt of fear that raced through him when Tabo nearly dragged Shinkikawa into the affair. Yagi had taken the tape and swore him to secrecy. 
 
    There are some things too dangerous to look into. And what if the recording was a fake? What if someone was trying to set us up, luring us to investigate the very gods themselves, and then embarrass us by revealing we went beyond our jurisdiction? But it’s worse than that. One wrong move and my entire Branch could end up dead in one of Colonel Sin’s black sites! 
 
    A cluster of junior Norikami assistants parted for Yagi as he strode past, but he never noticed them. He was so lost in thought that he would have plowed right into them if they had not scurried aside. 
 
    Just what are Die Engelen? Despite what True State Idolism says, we know they are very human in a lot of ways. They argue, they sleep around. I heard rumors that they got into all kinds of trouble when they were younger. Michael even made an attempt on Josef’s life! Should we really be worshipping them? 
 
    Yagi winced. He knew it was dangerous to think like that, much less talk about it to anyone. 
 
    It’s not as if they’re just figureheads. When they came to us, they brought a wave of new technology with them. Without them, there would be no Red Map. Without the airship, without the gas-fueled tank, without the machine gun, it would just be… 
 
    Yagi suddenly felt cold as he remembered what things were like when he was a child. Before True State Idolism became the official religion of San Ktari, the nation was surrounded by other nations and they would never let her rest. Yagi had grown up poor, and had expected to die in a border skirmish. He never expected to become a Bureau Chief Minister in the most powerful nation in the world. 
 
    “Yagi! Yagi!” a voice croaked. It sounded like both a plea and a demand. Yagi turned toward the sound, but saw only Norikami strolling past. Finally, in the shadow of a great gray pillar, he saw Abel staring back at him. 
 
    Yagi had never seen him during the day. He wore a long coat, but under that he apparently wore the same unkempt black pajamas that he wore at night. His hands were tucked into the pockets of his cheap sweater, and a narrow hood concealed his pale face. He looked absurd. Trying to hide his embarrassment, Yagi looked around to make sure no one he knew was watching, then he approached. He didn’t like the idea of stepping into the shadows like some kind of thief, but the thought of being seen was mortifying. 
 
    “What is it, Abel?” said Yagi, unable to keep the edge from his voice. 
 
    “I was calling you and calling you,” said Abel. “I was saying your name over and over. Why did you just keep walking?” 
 
    “Well, obviously I didn’t hear you. I have important things on my mind, so-” 
 
    “How in the world can anyone get your attention if all you do is think about yourself all the time?” said Abel, his dark tongue pushing against his uneven teeth. 
 
    Yagi stared at Abel’s cheek for a long time, trying to decide whether he was an Ogreman or a spy who had spent too much time in foreign lands. It was the only way to explain his rudeness. 
 
    “What is it?” said Yagi. “I’m a busy man.” 
 
    Abel stared at him for a long time, mouth hanging open as he sucked in shallow breaths. Yagi noticed that his face was shining and wet, like the damp walls of a cave. 
 
    “That tone,” said Abel. “You must be pretty confident about your position in relation to mine.” 
 
    Fear stabbed into Yagi. It was easy to disrespect Abel because of his lack of composure, the way he seemed to radiate something disreputable, but it was a fact that one did not survive in Akkad by showing disdain to men one had no information about. Those who were lower on the ladder were easy to gain information on, whereas men who were higher up were shrouded in mystery. Yagi might deal with Abel regularly, but he really knew nothing about him. He had been careless. 
 
    “Forgive me,” said Yagi. “My mind was on other matters.” 
 
    Yagi kept himself from looking into Abel’s eyes, but he could feel Abel’s gaze on him. Yagi kept his eyes on Abel’s cheek. 
 
    After a long pause, Yagi said, “Can I help you, then?” 
 
    “That foreigner,” said Abel. “You know the one. He’s dangerous.” 
 
    “Oh-h-h?” said Yagi, feigning ignorance. “You mean the Kouga Kusha...?” 
 
    “You know who I’m talking about,” Abel repeated. 
 
    “Mm. Well. You want... ah, you’re wanting information on him?” 
 
    “No. We want him dead!” 
 
    Yagi was shocked. “Sir, you’re speaking of assassination. That is not Branch 11's department.” Wanting to test Abel, he added, “You should go to Colonel Sin if assassination is what you want.” 
 
    “Come on! We both know Branch 11 is nothing but a bunch of killers with a lot of fancy equipment on hand.” 
 
    “We only use force when-” 
 
    “And besides, I would have gone to Sin, except he’s not in Akkad. He’s gone.” 
 
    “I see. I didn’t know he was away. Well, if you want to put in a request through the proper channels of the Keisatzei or the Norikami, perhaps it will come to Branch 11, and then we will work with you. Otherwise...” 
 
    “You said something about information.” 
 
    Yagi found the way Abel darted from subject to subject very disconcerting. “Yes, Branch 11 specializes in intelligence gathering. Then we-” 
 
    “You already have information on the foreigner?” 
 
    For a moment, Yagi wondered if Abel somehow knew about the recording. But that was impossible. “Well, we... the thing is, I have no idea what you’re after...” 
 
    “Then let me help you,” said Abel. “His name is Wodan. He’s a monster, a war criminal. He spreads destruction wherever he goes.” 
 
    “Wo Dinn?” said Yagi, slowly repeating the archaic name. “What does that name mean? Perversion... of the Way...?” 
 
    “Way of Darkness, you could say,” said Abel. “Now, you want to tell me something, don’t you? I can tell... you want to tell me something.” 
 
    Yagi knew that Abel dined with men of worth every night, sometimes even with Party men. As ludicrous as it sounded, Yagi considered that Abel might actually be a man of the Party. He might be so highly placed that disrespecting others was natural for him. If that was true, then Yagi had a moral obligation to tell Abel about the recording. At best, it could put Yagi on good footing with his superiors, and give Branch 11 a little more room to maneuver within the bureaucracy. At worst, nothing would happen. It was his job; he was a detective, and he loved his job. He knew that he had to tell Abel about the recordings. 
 
    “No,” said Yagi. “I don’t know anything about him.” 
 
    “But you won’t help, will you. No. You’re no help at all, then. You’re no help, old Yagi.” 
 
    “Well, it’s like I said before,” said Yagi. He shut his mouth firmly and turned his gaze to the exit, hoping that Abel would pick up on the sign. 
 
    “So-o-o... when, do you think?” said Abel. 
 
    “When, what?” 
 
    “When will El Sin get back?” 
 
    “You just told me he was gone and I said I didn’t know he was gone. How in the world could I possibly know when he’ll get back?” 
 
    “Ah!” Abel rocked back on his heels, as if genuinely surprised. “Of course, of course! Weeks and weeks could go by and you’d have no idea where he was or what he was doing! Ah, ha! Hua-ha!” 
 
    After the awkward laughter, Abel stood still, so still it seemed the life had simply left his body in an instant. It felt as if no one was there at all. Yagi suddenly felt cold and wanted to be far away from Abel. Yagi gave a curt nod, then quickly turned and walked away. 
 
    Why didn’t I just tell him! he wondered, oblivious to his own motivation. The information was inconsequential! Of no importance to me at all! There’s no telling who he works for, what kind of pull he has. So why... why didn’t I just tell him what I knew? 
 
    *** 
 
    Wodan stood with Josef and Langley at a Rotnami training ground on the fringes of Akkad. It was just before noon but the sky had darkened with an approaching storm. Dust raced across the field as if fleeing the deluge. They stood watching recruits marching through the dust, conditioning themselves to lean into discomfort. Josef’s bodyguards stood around them in a ring, and Wodan was surprised that not only did they carry wide umbrellas to keep the dust off of them, but they were surprisingly adept at the task. Wodan did not bother to mention that Langley could have shielded them all with less effort. Josef and Langley wore white uniforms with full capes, with Josef’s chest covered in medals. Wodan wore a simple dark suit. A shrill whistle cried out, and the recruits froze in place. 
 
    “So this is the might of San Ktari?” Wodan said loudly enough for the guards to overhear. 
 
    “These are only new recruits,” said Josef, matching Wodan’s volume. “They must be shaped before they are worthy of representing the Emperor in foreign lands.” Knowing full well that his own guards were also spies, Josef said under his breath, “So why did you want to come out here?” 
 
    “To ask you how long you think San Ktari can last,” said Wodan, speaking so quietly that no normal human could have heard him over the wind. 
 
    Josef was trying to hide his exhaustion, but he knew it was obvious to Wodan. Josef had spent all night with his Joukai Jutsu at the Intel Nerve, leading the Rotnami in battle against the Ionian city of Jalatia. His eyes had been stuck on a map the entire night, watching as it was constantly updated. Just before dawn the destruction was complete. He remembered his Joukai rising and applauding, some of them even smiling at him. He had felt nothing but a sort of deep emptiness, and only stared back at them. He assumed they thought he was playing the part of the stern leader, but he only felt like a common laborer weary at the end of a long shift. Whether the battle had been won or lost, he would have felt the same. 
 
    Tactically speaking, the destruction of Jalatia had been easy, thanks to the overwhelming number of their demonic allies. The only thing that had surprised him was that an independent city-state whose name no one was sure of had come to the aid of the doomed city. The newcomers had little effect on the battle. The Rotnami’s Klangers - artillery pieces - had put them in disarray, and then the demons overwhelmed the survivors. 
 
    Josef was left pondering the question: Why did they bother to fight? Why did they try to help someone who was only competition? If the newcomers had tried to join with San Ktari, and perhaps angle to get in on the looting, that would at least make sense. Instead, they had thrown their lives away. If they had stayed at home and hung themselves, the end result would have been the same. 
 
    When his guards drove him home, he mentioned the incident to them. As he spoke, he realized that he understood their motivation perfectly. It was so obvious. His guards, of course, felt only a sort of knee-jerk contempt for the fallen, and laughed at their obvious stupidity. 
 
    But at least Jalatia had fallen, and on the eastern front only the Ionian cities of Rordask and Utyar remained. Wiping them out should have been a simple matter, but it was complicated by the fact that Valeria, the Harvester of the Killing Fields, had just mopped up on the western front, despite being purposely undersupplied. She had worked far ahead of schedule, forcing independent city-states to her cause through every trick of force and charm available to her, and had destroyed the nation of Norelum and completed the Red Map in that area. Josef knew she had spies among his forces. She knew his schedule. He had hoped to keep her out of his hair as he wiped out Ionia, but even now she was on her way to Akkad, and would return a hero. 
 
    I’m sure her special forces goons will be with her, and will make trouble with my people, he thought. He was annoyed, because his Joukai were bookish, trained for communication and intel management rather than brute force. They tended to look to Josef for protection. 
 
    I don’t know what they expect from me. Maybe we should all be proud to stand under Valeria’s wide-hipped shadow... 
 
    Wodan waited, and began to wonder if Josef had not heard him, then finally he answered. “You want to know how long San Ktari will last? Not long. We’re in the middle of a fuel crisis that no one is talking about, and we may be unable to reclaim the foreign farmland lost during our invasions. Our settlers are coming back with bad news, and instead of working on solutions, we’re threatening them into silence. We’re overpopulated and underfed. Working on the Red Map is keeping people busy, but it’s only a temporary solution.” 
 
    “What will happen to you and the others when things fall apart?” 
 
    “What is it you want, Wodan?” Josef responded immediately. 
 
    “Wodan wants what’s best for us,” Langley whispered. 
 
    “How is it that you know what Wodan wants? Wodan can speak for himself, can’t he?” 
 
    “I know what Wodan wants because he’s been about it for years,” said Langley. “Wodan wants us to thrive. He thinks we shouldn’t live in servitude. It took me years to understand what he meant, but now I see it for myself.” 
 
    Josef took a deep breath and hung his head. Remembering that they had come there under the pretense of showing off the nation’s military might to their visitor, Josef lifted his head and pretended to be interested. “I don’t mean to be rude. I want what’s best for all of us, too. But whether or not the Red Map is completed, San Ktari will have to drastically readjust its economy, its borders, its bureaucratic tangle - everything. We’ll always be needed. Mankind will always be on the verge of crisis. I know you believe they’ll kill us when the Red Map is complete, but I don’t think so. We’re necessary.” 
 
    “So you will always live as a slave?” said Wodan. “Living forever just to patch up their sorry dreams? You could be a master of this nation, Josef.” 
 
    “I already am. We’re worshipped by these people.” 
 
    “You’re well-fed, Josef, but then again, so are the slaves of my nation. Everyone who owns a slave is responsible for their upkeep. But no slave holds his master’s life in his hand.” 
 
    “You think that…” Josef said at normal volume, then stopped himself. 
 
    “I think they bow down when you pass by because of a deep-seated drive that’s been cultivated in them for thousands of years. They don’t really worship any of you. You’re a tool they use in a ritual that’s been going on since long before you were born.” 
 
    Josef fell silent. Wodan was afraid that he had insulted him, but when he turned to look at Josef, the Warmaster looked relieved. 
 
    That’s right, thought Wodan. You don’t owe them anything! 
 
    Seeing that he was being observed, Josef turned and met Wodan’s gaze with surprising force. Wodan could almost feel a coiling bolt of rage that Josef had buried for years, a sort of all-consuming anger that no longer had any direction. Wodan could only guess at the cause, and while he felt an instant kinship with Josef, he did not realize that jealousy was also mixed in with Josef’s rage. Josef had listened to Langley’s tales of Wodan, the demon-slayer who became a king by his own hand, the hero of the wasteland, the righter of wrongs, and now he was even the champion who had bested Victor at his own game. Josef was annoyed that this man, whom he admired, was asking more of him when he already had the weight of the Empire on his shoulders. He wanted to be angry at Wodan, but even now he could see that Wodan was simply meeting his gaze, without challenge, but also without backing down. Josef recalled a sudden memory of Wodan with much of his face torn off, an animal in pain, and noticing the subtle glint of scars on his face made him realize there was also something sad in his expression. Josef would naturally expect someone like Wodan to be overcome with arrogance, the sort of great man who threw his weight around and whose downfall would be unexpected only to himself. Josef could now see Wodan more as a whipped servant than a godlike king. Diligent, humble, even beaten and bloody, but also unwilling to play for sympathy. 
 
    Why does he care so much? Josef wondered. 
 
    “What is it you want from me?” Josef said quietly. 
 
    Wodan smiled and cocked his head. “You don’t know?” 
 
    The expression was so open and honest that the answer struck Josef, pushing him back one step. It was unbelievable! 
 
    He wants me to turn on the Tentsujin! He wants me to set the military of San Ktari against the demons! 
 
    “Dear husband,” Langley said loudly, “do they also practice vehicular maneuvers at these grounds?” 
 
    The innocuous question pulled at Josef, and he realized he must have been acting oddly. Knowing that his guards were surely monitoring did little to help him pull himself back together. “I don’t know,” he finally said. “I just don’t know.” 
 
    Langley knew that an extended silence would not help them. Though perturbed, she said in a loud, clear voice, “Note that our soldiers make no complaint against the weather.” 
 
    “It is a wonder,” said Wodan, nodding. “But should another platoon not hold umbrellas for them? That is my suggestion.” 
 
    “Listen, both of you,” Langley whispered. “There’s going to be a meeting at Franklin’s later today. Nearly everyone will be there. Perhaps even Valeria.” 
 
    “You’ve already arranged it?” Josef said quietly. “Why?” 
 
    “I’m going to propose that we do something about the Vests of the Gotterdammerung.” 
 
    Josef exhaled violently, then shook his head subtly. Wodan wondered what his reaction would have been if they were not under observation. Josef crossed his arms and squared his shoulders, and kept his gaze on the soldiers marching in the distance. Josef knew that the only reason he did not feel violently ill was because he was still sick from realizing what Wodan wanted from him. Perhaps he would vomit later when the full realization hit him. 
 
    “Josef, please,” Langley continued, “please consider recalling the Rotnami from Ionia. Doing that will slow the demons down. This is their war that we’re fighting, not ours. And we’re only fighting because the humans have the power to kill us if we don’t.” 
 
    “We need to all be in agreement,” Wodan added. “We need everyone together, and on the same page.” 
 
    “They’ll be there, all of them,” said Langley. “We used to meet at Franklin’s often. It’s secure. We won’t be observed there.” 
 
    “You realize how dangerous this is?” Josef said through clenched teeth. 
 
    “Of course,” said Wodan. “We could all die.” 
 
    “Then we shouldn’t do anything.” 
 
    Langley made a strange sound as she tried to control her breathing. “We’ll die anyway, even if we remain obedient.” 
 
    “Theoretically.” 
 
    “They’ll do it, cousin,” said Wodan. “They didn’t become what they are by using their tools gently.” 
 
    They stood in silence for a long time.  
 
    “Make your proposal, then,” said Josef. “But I’m not for it. As much as I hate it, the Empire is the only realistic thing in the world, and the only way to survive is to do their work. I don’t like it any more than you, but I don’t understand why you can’t see that. You surprise me, Wodan. You’re a ruler yourself, you should understand the grim necessities of holding onto power. I hope you won’t let this come between us.” 
 
    “Nothing could come between us.” 
 
    “Then you are very naive.” Before Wodan could respond, Josef turned quickly and signaled his guards. “Guards, drive Wodan and my wife back to Mammon.” 
 
    “You won’t come back with us?” said Langley. 
 
    “I need to make further inspections,” said Josef. Langley was hurt, because they all knew that they had only come here in order to throw off surveillance. Josef had no reason to remain at the training camp - except to avoid her and Wodan. 
 
    Josef climbed into a jeep with several of his guards, then most of the convoy turned and followed him. A guard bowed and gestured to another jeep, and Wodan and Langley stepped inside. They rode in silence. 
 
    “Do you have music in San Ktari?” said Wodan, leaning forward. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” said one of the black-armored guards. “I humbly submit that we make the greatest music in the world. It is transmitted throughout much of Akkad.” 
 
    “Oh? I should like to hear it.” 
 
    “Ah… well, I suppose I could turn on the radio.” The guard turned on the radio and searched for a channel until he found the shivering strains of a sarangae. 
 
    “You need to tell Josef about us,” Wodan said quietly. 
 
    Langley turned to him, and stared, but Wodan would not return her gaze. 
 
    “You’re spending all this time on Josef,” Langley said under her breath, “when you could be turning the others to our cause. And now you want to jeopardize everything… by what? Telling him that you’ve had your way with his wife?” 
 
    “This is bigger than swaying his opinion. We have to move the entire world, Dove.” 
 
    Disturbed by the odd turn, Langley shook her head. “I don’t know what you mean,” she said. “You’re being reckless.” 
 
    “I’m not.” 
 
    Langley ignored the statement and leaned forward. “Driver, take us to the abode of the God of Mystery.” 
 
    “Yes, my lady,” said the driver. 
 
    Langley sat in thought, then she whispered to Wodan. “Perhaps Josef is right about you. Maybe you are naive. But, listen, Wodan… we’re going to Franklin’s home. You’ll get to meet everyone there. Try not to think about me, or Josef, or anything else. Just concentrate on turning them. Will you?” 
 
    Wodan was only partly listening. As dust raced over the road, Wodan remembered the sensation of floating over the world. Surely it had been a dream. The dust racing across their path reminded him of pieces of the earth flung into outer darkness. He knew that he stood at the crucial point of leverage where even a single misstep, one single dishonest maneuver, could ruin his plans. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty 
 
    Franklin Decay 
 
      
 
    Fairest of all the gods, though never seen. Most able of all the gods, with a skill at all crafts so refined, so perfect, so natural, that he need never produce anything. With a word he can shatter the world, and so for the sake of man he has never uttered a single word. Life and death, the circle and the cube, the coffin within the egg, the kindness of shade and the blinding light - all are made one in the body of he who is the God of Mystery. 
 
    - The story of Franklin Kurtzleben, as written by the Iwaku Branch 
 
      
 
    Zelmar Zigman, in a fine black suit and bow tie and dark pomaded hair, stood at one of the wide windows on the third floor of the Omoi Aufsatz, the “Tower of the Mind”. All human personnel - save one - had been cleared out for the day, so no one bothered him as he watched Langley approach with the newcomer. Zigman did not find him intimidating, but then again, Zigman was not easily intimidated. 
 
    They approached the guards at the perimeter and, while Langley spoke with them, Wodan stared up at the Omoi Aufsatz. To Zigman, it seemed as if he hesitated. He doubted that Wodan was intimidated by the tower, which was only a short, featureless, gray concrete cylinder ringed with windows. Wodan’s eyes seemed to settle on Zigman, though he doubted Wodan could actually see him through the darkly tinted window. 
 
    He is afraid. 
 
    Zigman smiled, imagining the outsider’s discomfort at meeting all of Die Engelen under one roof. 
 
    Good. He should be! 
 
    Once the guards understood that no human should approach while the Engels enjoyed their visit with Franklin Kurtzleben, the pair approached without any escort. From his vantage point, Zigman could see Justyn, Matthias, and Huni on the wide steps leading to the entrance. He studied them to see their reaction. Huni, usually warm and open, simply watched Wodan’s approach, but did not move to greet him. 
 
    Have they already met? wondered Zigman. It must not have been a happy occasion. Odd that I didn’t hear about it. 
 
    Justyn smiled and lifted his hand in greeting. Zigman shook his head. Wodan smiled and nodded, then Matthias rose suddenly. 
 
    “By the way, Wodan,” said Matthias, “you never would have hit me with that desk if you hadn’t caught me off guard.” 
 
    “It’s good to see you, too,” said Wodan. Zigman found himself annoyed that Wodan was not intimidated by Matthias’s posturing. 
 
    Then again, he made his own nation. He spends all day getting his boots shined by soldiers. I suppose there would be no sense in him being thrown off balance by an imperial boy scout. 
 
    Looks like they’re coming in. I had better go tell Frank. 
 
    Zigman could only barely hear them exchange greetings down below, so he knew that no prying humans would be able to listen in. Still, Zigman was glad that they would be meeting on Franklin’s floor, which was further up the tower. 
 
    *** 
 
    Josef joined them as they spoke on the steps outside the Omoi Aufsatz. Langley was surprised to see him arrive so soon, but he offered no explanation. Justyn opened the heavy double doors and beckoned for them to enter. Wodan saw a sterile gray hallway leading to a set of stairs. As the six superbeings climbed the narrow, winding stairwell, Wodan felt eyes on him. He looked up at the landing and saw a woman and a goat staring down at them. Her short hair was shockingly red, and she wore a red jacket buttoned all the way up to the top of her throat. Her pale face shone in the artificial light. She had a strong jaw line, and she was not especially effeminate. She seemed content to watch their approach. Finally she gestured to the goat, which looked down at them defiantly. 
 
    “See what I have?” she said. 
 
    “Are we eating it, Hait?” said Justyn. 
 
    “I thought we might. I recruited her from experimentation.” 
 
    “I feel bad for her,” Huni said quietly. 
 
    “She’s had a good life,” said Hait, shrugging. “I keep an eye on all of them.” 
 
    They reached the top and Wodan studied her eye to eye. He thought that she had a quiet, cold demeanor that clashed with her colors. 
 
    “You’re Hait?” he said. 
 
    “Jane Hait.” She nodded, but did not extend her hand. 
 
    “It’s an honor to meet you. I’ve played your games.” 
 
    Caught off guard, she looked away, then glanced at Josef. Wodan knew that she was realizing that he must have grown closer to her cousins than she had thought. 
 
    “You have a gift,” he added. “You would always be welcome in my land.” 
 
    Hait laughed uncomfortably. “I only made those games to avoid my duties.” 
 
    “What are your duties? You mentioned experiments. Are you a scientist?” 
 
    “Weapons development,” she said, reasserting her frigid composure. 
 
    “Humans coerce you into making weapons so they can kill one another?” he said, suddenly smiling. “Did any of them ever thank you for taking time off to make games?” 
 
    It took Hait a moment to realize that the others were getting some enjoyment out of watching her struggle to answer the question. Finally she simply gave Wodan a sardonic grin, then gestured down the hall. “Come, let’s go meet Franklin.” 
 
    Wodan was amused at how the goat kept up with Hait, the clickety-clack of its hooves echoing off the sterile hallway. Wodan wanted to ask her some questions about her games, but did not want to come off as a fawning lickspittle. He realized he must have been staring, for she turned and gave him a slight smile. He cleared his throat to speak, but was interrupted. 
 
    “King Wodan, it’s an honor to meet you!” 
 
    Elamah Borgin stepped out of the upper stairwell landing and extended a hand in greeting. Wodan took her hand and bowed his head slightly, which elicited a curtsey and a laugh from her. She was a tall woman with flowing golden hair, golden skin, slight features, and a blue, belted maxi dress with a print of purple raccoons and possums dancing under stylized green stars. He was entranced by the sight. 
 
    “Do you like my dress?” she said, posing. 
 
    “I didn’t know you had such animals in the east,” said Wodan. 
 
    “Of course you recognize them. I was inspired by your land. The Black Valley!” 
 
    “Ah, that’s right. Langley took you there, didn’t she?” 
 
    “She did!” Elamah smiled and tilted her head. Wodan was struck by her force of charm. He could almost feel Hait’s discomfort. 
 
    “You should have told me you were there,” said Wodan. “I could have given you a proper tour.” 
 
    “Yes, well, you know what they say,” said Elamah. She immediately fell silent, and froze. She studied Wodan’s face as if noticing something for the first time. Wodan stood in silence, content to let her study him in minute detail. 
 
    Of course! It’s the scars, thought Wodan. He knew that a human might barely notice them, depending on the lighting. To an artist and keen observer like Elamah, he reasoned that his scars must stand out like a tapestry of mutilation. Her charm disappeared as her eyes roved over his cheeks, nose, and mouth, concentrating on the strange designs that conflict had left on him. Hait sighed loudly. 
 
    “Elamah,” said Huni, “were you going to lead the way to Frank’s room?” 
 
    “Oh - that is, yes. Here.” Elamah gestured to the landing and Wodan took the lead. 
 
    “How is Frank doing today?” Huni continued. Wodan heard what seemed like an unnecessary amount of sympathy in his tone. 
 
    “He was doing well. He was sitting up. But now I think he’s grown tired.” 
 
    “Is something wrong with him?” said Wodan. 
 
    “Did no one tell you?” said Elamah. She immediately placed a finger to her mouth as if silencing herself. 
 
    “Is anyone else here?” said Huni. 
 
    “Zigman is already with Frank,” said Elamah, taking the cue to change the subject. “Victor hasn’t bothered to respond, so I don’t know whether he will show or not. And I don’t think anyone has heard from Valeria, either. Has she even made it back to Akkad?” 
 
    They stopped at a landing that Wodan estimated was just beneath the top floor. At the end of another featureless hallway they came to a rounded door of solid steel set into a concrete wall. Justyn pushed the door open and gestured for Wodan to enter with him. Elamah entered as well, then shut the door behind her. Wodan noticed vents along the ceiling, then felt air cycling. 
 
    “What is this?” said Wodan. 
 
    “The less air we bring in from the outside, the better,” said Justyn. “We’ll go in three at a time. See those openings? Some of them are flame vents. Frank’s chambers are designed to self-destruct, if necessary.” 
 
    “Why?” said Wodan, stifling a sense of alarm. 
 
    “For protection,” said Justyn. Wodan could see that Justyn’s shoulders were hunched as if bearing a heavy weight, so he did not press for an explanation. 
 
    *** 
 
    Wodan entered a large, curving room lined with tall tinted windows giving a view of the square concrete field of Akkad. A compartment of dark glass was attached to the only wall that was not windowed. Comfortable chairs were lined up in a semi-circle, and an Engel in a fine, dark suit sat and watched Wodan, as if appraising him. 
 
    Wodan nodded to him. “Are you Frank?” said Wodan, even though he knew that he was not. 
 
    The Engel shook his head, then whispered, “I’m Zelmar Zigman. Behold, Franklin.” 
 
    He gestured toward the glass compartment. Peering within, Wodan realized that it was an entire room, complete with a bed and bookshelf, though he could not make out any of the books through the darkly frosted glass. A doorway beside the bed led to still more rooms. Wodan caught movement, then realized that someone was lying in the bed beneath a thick blanket. Strange discolorations marred his pale face, and his long arms were cadaverously thin. His chest rose and fell slowly. He had short brown hair, and though Wodan could not see his eyes, he knew that the Engel was watching him. 
 
    Wodan approached the glass. “Why are you in there?” he said. 
 
    Wodan heard the hum of an audio system, then the sound of someone clearing their throat. “Zigman, would you, please?” said the voice. The hum of the audio system clicked off. 
 
    “Of course, Frank,” said Zigman. He approached Wodan and stood beside the dark glass. “Wodan, this is Franklin. He’s sick. They keep him in there because he could wipe out the entire human species.” 
 
    “Oh, Zigman,” said Elamah. 
 
    “It certainly isn’t for his benefit, is it? Frank should be out here with us, where we could help take care of him. Instead, he has to take care of himself.” 
 
    Wodan looked in at Franklin. “I didn’t know our kind could get sick.” 
 
    “I don’t think we can,” said Zigman. “I’m sure we could be around Frank and come to no harm. But Frank is prone to sickness. He has a lot of medical conditions. It’s his genes. Whatever it was that Big Dad did that made us the way we are - it didn’t work so well for Frank. Any human in his condition would have died long ago. But Frank’s too strong for that, so he lives on, and on, and on. He’s been like this since he was fifteen. That’s right, isn’t it, Frank?” 
 
    Frank nodded slowly. 
 
    “And he could destroy the human species?” said Wodan. “How?” 
 
    “Theoretically, at least.” Zigman looked Wodan up and down, smiling as if he had not expected to be taken seriously. “It’s one of Big Dad’s theories. He says that the diseases running rampant in Frank’s system may be evolving in response to his immune system. In short, his body is a battleground from which only the strongest diseases survive. Given time, he might help develop a disease so powerful that no human immune system could handle it.” Zigman traced his fingers across the glass, then said, “We could always test out that theory. We just have to break the glass.” 
 
    “That would certainly help finish up the Red Map,” said Wodan. 
 
    Zigman glared at Wodan, his mouth agape. Finally he broke into quiet laughter. “Yes, I suppose you’re right,” he said. “Unfortunately Frank is far more kind than I am. He won’t let me break the glass to test our father’s theory about Frank being our “human Killswitch”.” 
 
    “But the humans haven’t used Frank’s Killswitch, either.” 
 
    Zigman gave Wodan another odd look. “You certainly aren’t shy about discussing this sort of thing, are you? Most people are horrified when they meet Frank.” 
 
    Wodan shook his head. “I’ve seen things that are truly horrifying. I’m honored to meet my cousins.” 
 
    “Cousins?” 
 
    Wodan nodded. “Your genetic template is based on mine. In a sense, we’re family.” 
 
    Wodan watched Zigman as he seemed to struggle with something. Wodan realized that Zigman was protective of Frank, and perhaps protective over all of them, and he had not really wanted Wodan, an outsider, to join them. 
 
    Has he changed his mind? Wodan wondered. 
 
    Wodan looked at Franklin lying in his bed. 
 
    Zigman probably didn’t expect me to use gallows humor about Frank’s situation, Wodan thought. But what else can we do? When you win the genetic lottery and then the fates send you such a harsh bill, making light of it is the only way to ward off the anger. Also… 
 
    Wodan glanced at Zigman, and noticed his jaw clenching as he grinded his teeth. His brow furrowed almost imperceptibly. Wodan realized that Zigman was almost a caricature of a perfectionist creative type. 
 
    Zigman never would have accepted my presence if I hadn’t been comfortable around Frank. He despises duplicitous behavior, and being a part of the family means loving Frank. 
 
    Zigman turned to Frank and sighed. “They haven’t killed Frank yet because they know the rest of us would get out of hand. They get a lot of use out of some of us. Josef, Valeria, Victor. Even Matthias.” 
 
    “So you know that they’ll wait and use their Killswitch on all of you at the same time.” 
 
    Zigman narrowed his eyes at Wodan, then nodded. Seeing that the last group had finally come in, Zigman said, “Looks like nine of us are here. Well, ten, counting you. I wonder if we should wait a moment and see if Victor shows up.” 
 
    “I don’t think he will,” said Langley. Though she was across the room, she spoke quietly, as if Zigman was right beside her. Wodan noticed that all of them were speaking quietly. Even Zigman had spoken to him as if afraid of waking someone. Wodan realized that his whispered conversations with Josef and Langley were not something that they had come up with because of his arrival. It was a habit the Engels had developed over a lifetime. 
 
    There will come a day when our kind will no longer whisper. We’ll shout. And the entire world will be forced to hear us. 
 
    *** 
 
    Zigman sat near Frank and listened in as Wodan mingled with the others. He admitted to himself that Wodan was not what he had imagined. Langley had taken him and Elamah to the Black Valley, and Zigman was impressed, if a little overwhelmed by the culture shock. Since Wodan had been able to put together a project that effectively changed the entire Western world, Zigman assumed that Wodan must be a charismatic blowhard, always shaking hands and making deals so he could manipulate every situation to his advantage. 
 
    Instead, he listened in as Wodan tried to draw Hait into a conversation about her games, then he suggested that Elamah work with Hait on character design. Zigman knew Hait well enough to know that she enjoyed talking about her work even if she did not relish the attention, and Zigman knew Elamah would probably not be cooperating with the standoffish, emotionally frigid Hait anytime soon. Still, Zigman doubted Wodan really had anything to gain by getting the women to cooperate on an art project. 
 
    He isn’t trying to impress anyone, thought Zigman. He turned to Franklin and immediately felt his eyes on him. 
 
    This is not how I thought this would go. 
 
    Zigman’s thoughts turned to his childhood, when he and the others were moved from one camp to another out in the Odland. They had figured out pretty quickly that each of them had been engineered for specific purposes. Zigman and Hait were visited by one mathematics tutor after another, and he resented the old men for assuming they knew anything about him. He remembered one old man in particular licking his lips in anticipation when Zigman caught on to some theorem that should have tripped him up, especially at his age. 
 
    Of course, Frank was there, too. But he was always given special treatment. Frank learned mathematics with Hait and me, physical training with Justyn and Victor, military tactics with Josef and Valeria. He was a natural artist, just like Elamah and Josef. And he was the only one who seemed to have any idea what the hell was wrong with Michael. Frank was good at everything. No doubt he was designed to be our leader. 
 
    But he used to drive the old men insane. Frank was never combative, and got along with all of us, but he refused to contribute in any way to any human endeavor. He was only a child when he showed a moral sense, already fully formed, as if he was an adult in a child’s body. He was always adjudicating in arguments and keeping us from killing each other. It’s a wonder he put up with us. He was always so appalled that the nations didn’t cooperate… and he hated himself, I think, because he understood, before any of us, that we were going to be used for war. 
 
    We were born to make the world worse than it already is. 
 
    With a stab of remorse Zigman remembered how Franklin developed a cough after they moved to Akkad. He tried to hide it from the others so they would not be concerned, but Zigman could never forget the intense fear he felt when he visited Franklin and found him throwing up blood. He ran to get Big Dad, the Kouga Kusha, who diagnosed it as a common cold. Instead of being relieved, the Kouga Kusha had Franklin quarantined, and ordered that no one touch him ever again, on pain of incineration. It was a wonder to Zigman that Big Dad knew so much about genetics but could do nothing about Franklin’s sickness. 
 
    That was the last time I ever saw Frank on this side of the glass. He was taken from us… damned never to live with us, but also damned to never die and be free. 
 
    Will he really go on like this for all eternity? 
 
    Zigman could hear Wodan speaking with Josef and Matthias about the unreliability of imperial gasoline distribution networks, but Zigman ignored them in favor of following his agonizing trail of thought to its bitter end, as he always did. He remembered how the others grew apart once they moved to Akkad and began to fill their roles within society, but Franklin’s sudden sickness brought them back together again. Victor and Justyn forgot their foolish competition, Valeria stood beside Josef, and even Michael calmed down and allowed someone else’s pain to eclipse his own emotional turmoil. 
 
    For Franklin, other diseases came and went, or lingered on, and Big Dad did his best to hide the severity of Franklin’s condition from the Party and the Emperor. For a while, Die Engelen met by Franklin’s side regularly, but his rotating cast of diseases could only keep them together for so long. Except for Zigman, the others visited less and less, and even then only in groups. Sometimes Michael came alone, but Zigman knew he only did it to fulfill some perverse desire to witness impotence. When Zigman complained about his disappointment with the others, Franklin cut him off. 
 
    “No healthy thing takes any interest in sickness,” Franklin had said. “Nothing whole wants to be around something broken.” 
 
    “How can you value yourself so little?” Zigman had said. 
 
    “That’s not what I’m doing,” Franklin had said. He had searched for words for a long time. Finally he raised his hand, then lowered it. “I’m too tired to argue with you,” he concluded. 
 
    Zigman suddenly noticed Langley repeatedly brushing her hair behind her left ear. He could tell that she was uncharacteristically nervous. Normally Zigman would have tried to intuit what was going on with her, but his thoughts were elsewhere and he never missed an opportunity to relish painful memories. 
 
    Frank may have been a disappointment to our handlers, but technically, out of all of us, I was the first one to disappoint them. 
 
    He was only nine and still living in camps in the Odland when he watched a noh performance put on by artists from the Kabehrmacht Theatre and immediately lost all interest in unapplied mathematics. The performance was only a series of highlights from noh plays, and had no cohesive story or even proper lighting, but the slow, deliberate movements of the dancers in their strange costumes, and the complicated musical patterns, gave him the sense that mere humans had turned into something greater than human. It was as if their shared belief that they were in the possession of invisible muses was truly enough to turn them into instruments of the divine. For Zigman, the veil of reality parted and revealed the true beauty underlying the visible world. 
 
    Did they really expect me to obsess over abstractions? For what purpose? To improve artillery calculation tables? Mathematics is only a tool and its best use is in understanding and manipulating sound. But even sound is only a reflection of our spirit - something beautiful and horrible that we can appreciate but never truly understand. 
 
    When it became obvious that Zigman could not be dissuaded from studying music, they sent him tutors. He could tell that some of them truly believed he was a god, and that he had the potential to create timeless music of ineffable profundity. Zigman had to admit that he also believed himself capable of such a feat. But, again, his interest waned. He felt intense emotions, and wanted to create music to reflect his changing inner world. He did not want to create only beautiful music, but also tragic music, angry music, bleak music, even humorous music. He was unashamed about his desire to make music fitting only certain occasions, even risking his music sounding dated when compared to subsequent pieces. He was currently working on a noh play that would feature the sound of the earth dying, the cries of people chained to their fate, raging but unable to alter the inevitable and wondering why the gods had abandoned them, and then end it with a comical fanfare complete with some unexpected slapstick, including a classic “three people trying to walk through a narrow doorway at the same time” bit. 
 
    Zigman looked down at his hands. 
 
    Odd that anyone thinks we’re immortal, he wondered. I hardly remember myself yesterday, and tomorrow I don’t know who I will be. Perhaps I will leave this place, and live in the Black Valley. Our handlers might not even notice, and leave my Killswitch alone. Then again… 
 
    He turned and looked at Franklin. 
 
    I can’t leave him in the hands of the humans. 
 
    *** 
 
    Finally Wodan and Langley locked gazes. She looked immobile, as if she had stopped breathing. Wodan knew how she felt. He nodded to her. 
 
    Believe in yourself! he thought. They trust you! 
 
    “Everyone,” said Langley, “I’d like to have your attention. There’s something very important that I want to propose to you.” Justyn sat down and put his chin in his hand as if already considering her proposal. The others took a seat, forming a circle with Franklin’s glass chamber at the head. Wodan found it odd that she was effectively giving a speech while barely speaking above a whisper. “There’s something that we need to talk about. After you’ve heard what I have to say, I want us to vote on my proposal. I would like it if we could get a unanimous vote. I don’t want this thing to divide us, I want it to bring us together so we-” 
 
    The bolt of the heavy iron door suddenly spun, then it swung open. A muscular female Engel strode in with her fists at her side, as if ready for a confrontation. She scanned the crowd with fierce blue eyes, then fixed her gaze on Wodan. Her white hair was braided and she wore a white uniform similar to Josef’s, except hers included a dress that covered a chainmail skirt. Wodan could see that her shoulders were muscular even beneath her uniform, and a heavy handgun was holstered on her hip. Wodan felt fear and discomfort radiating from everyone as all eyes fixed on her. 
 
    “Valeria,” said Matthias. “We-” 
 
    Instead of taking a seat, she strode into the middle of the circle. 
 
    “What’s this bullshit I hear about Akkad becoming a playground for some foreign invader?” said Valeria, stopping before Wodan. 
 
    Wodan stood and extended a hand, though he made sure to extend his hand only partway. He knew that Valeria was not in the mood for a friendly meet-and-greet, and he did not want to overextend his reach. 
 
    “Val,” said Elamah, “there’s no need for-” 
 
    “I admit, I went on a rampage,” said Wodan, finally lowering his hand. “But it was justified.” 
 
    “Justified?” Valeria raised her eyebrows in mock curiosity. 
 
    “The humans wanted me to play games in their Arena. I didn’t want to.” 
 
    Valeria took a step forward, and stood directly beneath Wodan’s face. “And what is it that you want, foreigner? I hear that you’ve humiliated Victor and attacked Josef. What’s next? I see they’ve already brought you to Franklin, the last place where any outsider should be allowed.” 
 
    “Nobody humiliated Victor but Victor,” Wodan countered. Valeria’s aura of aggression was almost overwhelming, and Wodan knew that the polite route would only be seen as weakness. “I broke his wrist in what I thought was a friendly match, but it seems combat training has been lax around here. Do you Engels not know how to mend your own bones in the middle of a fight?” 
 
    “We know how to take care of ourselves. In fact…” Valeria suddenly appeared confused, and Wodan wondered if his comment had set off a delayed reaction. “What the hell happened to your face?” 
 
    “My face was blown off by an explosive collar when I escaped the Arena.” 
 
    Valeria reached for Wodan’s face. He did not move, but allowed her to put her fingers on his jaw and move his head from left to right. 
 
    “Valeria,” said Langley, “is this necessary?” 
 
    Valeria tilted Wodan’s head upward. He knew that if she wanted to fight, she now had the upper hand. He gave it to her willingly, lifting his head so that she could examine his scars. 
 
    “There are other scars,” Valeria said flatly. 
 
    “Is that so odd?” said Wodan. 
 
    Valeria took her hands from Wodan’s face and, since he wore the sort of robe-suit currently fashionable in Akkad, she was able to pull open the front of his suit. 
 
    “This one, at your collarbone,” said Valeria. 
 
    “My kingdom was attacked,” said Wodan. “During a battle, we blew up a tank. A piece of metal hit me there.” 
 
    “And this long one?” 
 
    “I was being taught how to fight with a sword. I was careless, so my instructor cut me.” 
 
    “Does he still live?” 
 
    Wodan shook his head. “I orchestrated his death.” 
 
    Valeria pulled open his suit still further, and her eyes traced down to his belly. “You’ve been shot,” she said. 
 
    “A dogman shot me, when they invaded Pontius,” said Wodan. 
 
    “Does he still live?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Wodan. “If he lived, then he ended up working for me. After I was shot, I fought the leader of the dogmen, and became their leader.” 
 
    “And this one here - it looks like a very dull blade went into your belly.” 
 
    “You’re right. An assassin tried to kill me.” 
 
    “Does he still live?” 
 
    “I hope so. We became friends. But he comes from a short-lived people, and he now lives in a foreign land, so I don’t know.” 
 
    Intent on her macabre investigation, Valeria pulled Wodan’s jacket open completely and pulled it down his arms. 
 
    “These cuts that cover your left arm?” 
 
    “Self-mutilation,” said Wodan. “I moved to Pontius to get close to a certain gang. See those puncture marks on my forearms? They crucified me in the wasteland. I ended up cutting myself to prove that I was one of them.” 
 
    Valeria finally met Wodan’s gaze, then said, “Did they get away with it?” 
 
    Wodan shook his head. “I orchestrated their destruction.” 
 
    Valeria sat in thought for a moment, then she slowly pulled Wodan’s jacket up over his arms. Wodan tucked it back into his belt. He could see that his scars had had an effect on her, and now she seemed unsure how to continue. 
 
    “Valeria,” said Langley, “I was hoping we could have a meeting about an issue that concerns all of us. Would you care to-” 
 
    “Of course, of course,” said Valeria. She immediately moved to an empty seat, then sat leaning forward with her elbows on her knees. She stared ahead, her blue eyes fixed on no one. As Wodan moved to take his seat once again, he noticed Elamah and Huni exchanging terrified glances. 
 
    I suppose that went better than anyone expected, thought Wodan. Did I win her over with that odd spectacle? Or is she only biding her time before she deals with me? 
 
    Wodan looked at Josef and saw him glaring at Valeria with unconcealed hatred. 
 
    He’s had to put up with her his whole life. I’m sure they’re all scared of her, but it’s worse for Josef. Their vocation is too similar, so she’s probably ruined their relationship by constantly reminding him that she “leads from the front” while he does not. 
 
    Aggression and stupidity have so much in common! 
 
    “Let us hear your proposal, then,” said Valeria. 
 
    “Very well.” Langley gathered her force of will, then she said, “Soon, we’re all going to be killed. Those of you who aren’t in the military might doubt this assertion, but you would be naive to do so. The Red Map is almost complete. In the East, Ionia only has two more cities left. In the West, there is no force that can stand against the Empire. Josef can confirm that an envoy is already on its way to the coastal city of Sunport to negotiate its immediate surrender. They won’t dare risk a naval invasion, and will submit to becoming the gateway for conquest of the West. The point is, once Ionia falls, the Empire will have no need for us. Throwing our Killswitches is most likely already being discussed among Party members.” 
 
    “They can’t just kill us, can they?” said Huni. “The people worship us. They wouldn’t stand for it!” 
 
    “Who would even know?” said Langley. “Most people have no idea that the Emperor can kill us at any moment. Imagine the Emperor giving a radio announcement about the completion of the Red Map, and then immediately giving the sad news that the gods who came to bring peace have returned to the heavens. If all that’s left of us is ash, then what would there be to investigate? The people would weep for us, then they would move on with their lives. Ultimately, no one would care.” 
 
    “There is also the demon to consider,” said Valeria. “If they turn on San Ktari, the Emperor might keep us around to help fight them.” 
 
    Wodan had the distinct impression that she was merely playing devil’s advocate. 
 
    Langley continued. “Assuming that you would help San Ktari after your homeland of Ionia was destroyed, how long would a war against the demons last? Ten years? Twenty? Big Dad has already confirmed that we will never grow old. Whether a war against the demons buys us six months or a hundred years, it’s all the same to us. We’ll be working like slaves for people holding us hostage. The flesh demons change nothing about our situation.” 
 
    Valeria nodded, satisfied with Langley’s answer. “What do you propose, then?” 
 
    Langley took a deep breath. Wodan knew what it was like, the feeling of vulnerability before a group. “We need to tell the people what we are,” said Langley. “Tell them we’re not gods, but slaves. If we can get the people on our side, they could pressure the Emperor and the Party to give us our lives back.” 
 
    It was clear to Wodan that Langley had already lost them. Matthias fidgeted, tapping his thumb against his knee, while Valeria shook her head and Josef turned away as if shamed by a tactical blunder. 
 
    It’s time for me to make my move, thought Wodan. Langley will wonder why I didn’t propose this to her first, in private. I hope she will understand. She was the only one who could set this in motion. 
 
    But I have to set the course. 
 
    “I would like to make a counter proposal,” said Wodan. “You’ve been under the thumb of humans even before you were born. I doubt very many of you like the idea of throwing yourselves even further under their mercy. Instead of giving up what power you have, I suggest you take more power from them. Use them, just as they used you.” 
 
    Josef leaned forward. “You want us to turn the Rotnami against the demons, don’t you, Wodan?” 
 
    “The humans and the demons are working together,” said Wodan, “and they both plan on turning on one another the first chance they get. I say, let’s get ahead of the curve and take advantage of what’s inevitable.” 
 
    “I see how it is,” said Valeria. “You want to use our Empire to save your little plot of land from the demons.” 
 
    “I do,” said Wodan, nodding. “But it’s not your Empire, is it, Valeria? Not yet, it isn’t.” 
 
    Wodan wanted to show Valeria he would not be pushed around, but regretted rubbing her nose in her own powerlessness. He was surprised when she smiled at him, her mouth parting as if in silent laughter. 
 
    She takes it as well as she gives it! he thought. She’s fearless, I’ll give her that. 
 
    “Wodan,” said Josef, “in the interest of disclosing everything, I think everyone here needs to understand that you have a Killswitch, just like we do.” 
 
    “That’s right,” said Wodan. “In fact, the old man who has mine is planning on using it if I don’t kill all of you very soon.” 
 
    Everyone suddenly fixed their gaze on Wodan, as if making sure that he was not about to attack. Huni cleared his throat loudly, then said, “And you don’t mean to follow through with that, I suppose? Even though you did attack Josef.” 
 
    “Killing you all would not help me at all,” said Wodan, shaking his head. “Even allowing you to die would be a huge mistake. Imagine being the only immortal in the world. You could never make a connection with anyone, because they would die in the blink of an eye. As the years rolled by, interacting with anyone would be meaningless. No one could possibly understand what drives you. Eventually the demons would turn everyone against you, and since they would come to resent you anyway, you would find yourself isolated and hunted. You could live in hell for all eternity. 
 
    “I want friends and family who can understand me. I attacked Josef because I was in a bad situation. I let anger get the best of me. But that’s why we need to change everything. None of us are in ideal situations. We have needs, and those needs are going unfulfilled. We want to protect what little we have even though what we have is inadequate. We could have so much more... if we worked together. But we need to be bold. We need to risk what little we have, so we can win everything.” 
 
    Wodan fell silent, and the others sat lost in thought. He looked at Langley, and when she finally met his gaze, she said, “So, Wodan, what exactly do you propose?” 
 
    Wodan told them his main objective, and outlined a few ways that they could get there. He admitted that he would need them all on board, and he needed their understanding of Akkad, Mammon Castle, and San Ktari’s political situation to make it happen. While he spoke, Zigman quietly stood and went to the machine that controlled the building’s audio system, a bulky control panel mounted to a desk. The floor quietly rumbled under their feet, and Wodan gathered that Zigman was pumping his own music throughout the building in order to drown out their conversation for anyone who might be listening in. Wodan knew that blasting music throughout the entire building would make it obvious that they did not want to be overheard - but then again, if even a fraction of Wodan’s plan was overheard, they would all surely be killed. 
 
    When Wodan finished, Valeria was the first to speak. “Tell me, Wodan. Do you intend for us to follow through with your plan while you go off to deal with the old man who has your Killswitch? Your plan which is not even fully formed, I might add.” 
 
    “No,” said Wodan. “I’ll stay here with you. We’re going to wrap this up, then I’ll leave and take care of my problem.” 
 
    Valeria’s mouth fell open. “Now this is interesting,” she finally said. 
 
    “Interesting?” said Huni. “I don’t know, Wodan, it sounds like you want to accomplish an awful lot in only a little bit of time.” 
 
    “It’s not just that,” said Josef. “Your plan doesn’t even take care of our Killswitches. Even if we follow through, the Killswitches remain in human hands!” 
 
    “That’s why the plan is viable,” said Wodan. “The humans will expect you to go after the Killswitches. They won’t expect you to remain vulnerable.” 
 
    Josef opened and closed his mouth, and his eyes darted. It did not take long before he found a flaw. “And if the plan fails, if we’re caught and our Killswitches are thrown - then you can report that your mission was a success.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t do that,” Wodan said through gritted teeth. 
 
    Josef sighed. “We would have to trust you.” 
 
    “You can,” said Langley. Josef turned and looked at her, but her eyes were on Wodan. “We can trust him with our lives.” 
 
    “NO MORE TALK.” The rasping whisper was followed by static crackling on a speaker. Looking at Franklin’s chamber, Wodan saw that Franklin was holding a microphone directly against his mouth. “I AM TIRED,” said Franklin. “TIRED OF LIVING IN A TIRESOME WORLD. JOSEF, YOU KNOW AS WELL AS I DO THAT NO PLAN IS PERFECT. BUT THIS PLAN DOES NOT NEED TO WORK PERFECTLY. IT ONLY NEEDS TO WORK FOR A WHILE, BEFORE THEY REALIZE WHAT WE HAVE DONE. WE VOTE NOW. YES MEANS WE GO THROUGH WITH WODAN’S PROPOSAL. YES MEANS THAT WE HELP HIM WORK OUT THE PARTICULARS IMMEDIATELY. NO MEANS THAT WE DELAY. PLEASE VOTE QUICKLY. I MUST SOON SLEEP.” 
 
    The speaker clicked off, then they waited in silence. 
 
    “Wodan,” said Hait. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “You asked me earlier if anyone ever thanked me for taking time off from my work. You said it as an offhanded comment, but I’ve been thinking about it. I take lots of time off. I don’t really like making weapons. I’m not a pacifist, but it’s barbaric. Big Dad helped the Empire develop its fleet of aircraft, and he hates himself for it. He has to live knowing that he is responsible for the deaths of more people than he will ever meet in his lifetime. I picked up on his moral dilemma fairly quickly, and I didn’t want to repeat it, so I spend most of my time making small improvements here and there, and then spearheading projects that I know will fail. I also spend a lot of time checking in on our animals, the ones we use for weapons testing. And I work on games to pass the time. And it’s a… well, I live a wasted life.” 
 
    “I’m sure you’ve done some things you can be proud of,” said Wodan. 
 
    “I have now. I vote yes.” 
 
    “I vote no,” Huni said immediately. “I believe this is suicidal.” 
 
    “What isn’t?” said Justyn. “Our options are limited at this point. I vote yes.” 
 
    Justyn flashed Langley an unexpected smile, and she returned the gesture. “So do I,” she said. 
 
    “Yeah, same here,” said Matthias. “This is going to be dirty work, but I think it’s long overdue.” 
 
    “ ‘Dirty work’, Matthias?” said Elamah. “I’m surprised you can be so callous. You do realize you’re talking about murder?” 
 
    Matthias considered his words carefully, then said, “We can’t afford to be naive any longer.” 
 
    “I’m naive, am I?” 
 
    Wodan did not want to see an argument spiral out of control. “Elamah,” he said. “There was once a time when I would have thought him callous, too. By nature, I’m not violent. I might have been happy enough working in my father’s grocery store, and taking classes and playing video games. I might have even inherited his store. It wouldn’t have been a bad life. But real life has a way of stepping in and asking more from us. Don’t you agree? It takes away what we depend on and forces us to do the things we’re uncomfortable doing. Sick people took away my simple life, but I’m not sure that I regret it. It made me what I am. And it was sick people that brought us all together. In a way, they have undone themselves. If it helps, think of yourself as a tool that they made for their own undoing.” 
 
    Elamah sat in silence, blinking rapidly as she stared at the ground. 
 
    “Well, Elamah?” said Matthias. “What’s it going to be?” 
 
    “I’m scared, alright?” said Elamah. “I just... I mean, this is all so… and I’m not really a-” 
 
    “I’m not scared,” Valeria interjected. “To be honest, I’m surprised the rest of you had the spine to even discuss this. I thought you would all wait until the end, then throw your hands up.” Justyn scoffed loudly but Valeria continued. “Do you know why I was fighting so hard on the Western front? Why I pulled every trick I could, missing sleep and driving my men harder than ever? I wasn’t doing it for the glory of the Empire.” Valeria smiled, and Wodan found the gesture unsettling. “I wanted to return to Akkad and lead my most trusted men in an assault on Mammon. I wanted to steal the Gotterdammerung or die trying. I wanted to do it before the fall of Ionia, not after. I never forgot that Ionia was my homeland, not San Ktari.” 
 
    Out of all the shocked expressions, Wodan found Josef’s the most interesting. He became as still as stone, with only his dilated pupils revealing intense interest in Valeria’s words. 
 
    She shocks and disturbs them, thought Wodan, but she’s exactly what we need. If she could learn to cooperate with them, they might have freed themselves years ago. 
 
    “And by the way, Josef,” she continued, “I was planning on killing you, too. Even with the Emperor out of the way, I’ve no doubt you would have fallen under the control of someone in the Party. Anyway, I vote yes. I want to see how far all of you will go with this.” 
 
    “I… vote… no,” Josef growled. His golden eyes cast daggers at Valeria. 
 
    Wodan felt the pit of his stomach drop. He was glad that the plan had as much support as it did, but as far as he was concerned, Josef was the key. Without him, there was nothing. 
 
    Valeria’s not to blame for this. I know he wants to be free, but... I failed to convince him! 
 
    “But why, Josef?” said Langley. 
 
    “I can’t speak like Wodan,” said Josef. “But the world isn’t so simple. The plan is unrealistic. You hate that people control us, but it’s a fact that we use them as a shield against the demons. Those stupid idiots are the best thing to have between us and the Tentsujin screaming in the Odland. And as long as they exist, the Empire won’t throw us away. We’re not expendable. If we were, they would have gotten rid of Michael by now. Or maybe even Frank.” 
 
    A chill went through the room. Wodan knew that the others also sensed that nothing would work if Josef was not on board. 
 
    I have to do this, thought Wodan. I didn’t want to do this, but I have no choice. 
 
    “Josef,” said Wodan, “do you remember telling me about your war against Belarius?” 
 
    Josef looked at him, his expression closed and unresponsive. 
 
    “You said there was a civil war there,” Wodan continued, “and that your family and Langley’s family were killed. You said your war against Belarius was satisfying because of that.” 
 
    “Yes?” said Josef. 
 
    “Well... who was it that told you your family was killed in the civil war? Did you trust your handlers to tell the truth?” 
 
    Josef’s eyes lost focus and Wodan knew he was making desperate calculations. Seeing that Josef had not yet dismissed the notion only emboldened Wodan to continue. 
 
    “It’s the same with the Emperor,” said Wodan. “He’s surrounded by people who tell him everything he knows. They control him by limiting his information. Don’t you think they could have done the same to you?” 
 
    Josef cast his eyes to the floor, his face a mask only barely concealing terror. Wodan saw Langley’s eyes go wide, and he added, “From what you told me, I’m sure Langley’s family was already dead. They were nobility on the losing side of the civil war. But your family, Josef? You made it sound like they were living on a farm, far from political upheaval. There’s no good reason for the ruler of Belarius to have them killed. But your handlers wouldn’t necessarily need for you to know the truth, would they? They just needed you willing to fight.” 
 
    Josef’s gaze remained fixed on the floor, one hand gripping his knee. Wodan knew his anger was turning to ice. He heard sobbing, then Langley covered her face with her hands. Wodan’s stomach twisted into a knot, but he stifled the sensation. 
 
    “His own family,” Elamah said quietly. “He… he…” 
 
    “NOT HIS FAULT,” said Franklin, sounding ragged with exhaustion. “IT’S THEM. THEY ARE AT FAULT. THEY MADE US. WE ARE. LESS THAN HUMAN. TO THEM.” 
 
    “That’s enough, Frank,” said Zigman. “Just rest, please.” 
 
    “JOSEF. EVERYONE. YOU MUST. WAKE. UP.” 
 
    “Rest, Franklin, please,” said Zigman, turning to Franklin’s chamber. Wodan saw the dim outline of Frank’s thin arm falling to his side, the microphone suddenly too heavy for him. Zigman slowly turned to Josef, but said nothing. 
 
    “It’s fine,” Josef said suddenly. “I’m fine.” 
 
    “You are?” said Zigman. He gave a dry laugh. “Nobody expects you to be fine after something like that.” 
 
    “I never knew my biological family,” said Josef. “There are Ktari maids and guards that I remember fondly, but not my own parents. I never knew them. I never had the chance to know them. Why should I care about them? All the same... I would like to change my vote to yes.” 
 
    Josef looked at Wodan and smiled, though this did little to hide his pain. Wodan nodded, but could not return the gesture. 
 
    Zigman turned around after silently consulting with Franklin, then said, “Frank and I vote yes as well. We’ve had plenty of time to search our conscience, and I think it’s plain that we have to take action. Huni?” 
 
    “Yes?” said Huni. 
 
    “Would you like to change your vote, after hearing all of this?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Zigman laughed. “Good man.” 
 
    Huni shrugged. “I don’t think there’s much I can do to help, but now that I know all of you are resolved to do something, I don’t want any of you to think I’m not with you.” 
 
    Zigman screwed up his face at the comment, then turned away. “Elamah, it’s back to you,” he said. 
 
    “I suppose I’m last,” she said. “I have to admit, I looked down on all of you, back when I started making what I called ‘reverse propaganda’. I thought I was a real rebel.” She laughed nervously. “In the end, nobody knew what I was trying to say, and it had no effect, and it turns out I’m the biggest coward out of all of us.” 
 
    She fell silent for a long time, then looked at Wodan. She said nothing, but studied his face once again. This time she did not seem interested in any pattern, but was vaguely disgusted. 
 
    “Alright, then,” she said. “I vote yes.” 
 
    “Then it’s unanimous,” said Langley. 
 
    “About damned time,” said Matthias. “I was about to get in there with Frank and have a good lie-down if it went on for much longer.” 
 
    Justyn laughed under his breath. Wodan’s eyes met with Josef, and neither knew what to say. 
 
    “Well,” said Langley, sensing the tension, “I suppose you will have to withdraw the Rotnami from Ionia?” 
 
    “That’s the plan, isn’t it?” said Josef. “Only, it will take a long time, if I go through proper channels.” 
 
    “Is there any way to speed it up?” 
 
    “It’s not necessary,” said Josef. “I already ordered them to return to Akkad.” 
 
    Wodan was shocked. “You did? But I thought you didn’t support any kind of rebellion.” 
 
    Josef shrugged. “I knew what was going to happen here. I’m the tactician, remember? But I didn’t want to make it easy for you. I wanted to see exactly how you would make it happen.” 
 
    Wodan realized he must have given Josef a look of amazement, because Josef grew red with embarrassment. “In any case, our forces are leaving Ionia. I used the excuse that they need more supplies. So... if the demons are going to take out Ionia’s last two cities, they’re going to have to do it without us.” 
 
    “We should go to Victor,” said Valeria. “It would be good to have him with us.” 
 
    “Yes,” Wodan admitted. “You’re right.” 
 
    “Easier said than done,” said Elamah. “He’ll want an apology. I don’t know if you…” 
 
    “I get it,” said Wodan. “I was on his turf, and stepped on his toes. I’ll talk with him.” 
 
    “I HEAR SOMETHING. OUTSIDE.” 
 
    Just as the words left Franklin’s mouth, Wodan realized he had also heard something. A tone sounded from the desk control panel and Hait went to it. Wodan and Josef looked at one another, and Wodan wondered if they shared the same fear. 
 
    Do they already know? Wodan wondered. Do the authorities already know we’re planning sedition? 
 
    “What is it?” Hait said into a microphone. 
 
    A small set of speakers burst to life. “Most esteemed Lady,” someone said over what sounded like an argument, “it seems that, ah, your great and, and honorable brother would like to, well, he would like to enter the Aufsatz…” 
 
    Hait smiled at the odd coincidence. “Victor is here?” she said. 
 
    “Ah, no, my lady... it is... ah... One Who Is Like God is here, and he is... most adamant... about, ah, entering. He is causing quite a scene, actually!” 
 
    The blood drained from Hait’s face and she immediately turned off the audio system. “I can’t believe it,” she said. “Michael is here!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-One 
 
    The Four Stablehands of the Apocalypse 
 
      
 
    Wodan watched in utter confusion as everyone took turns running for the exit while not making it obvious they were running for the exit. Huni was the first to spin the heavy locking bolt on the door, not bothering to hide a look somewhere between fear and disgust. Hait’s poise disappeared as she repeated, “Tell him we’re not here! Tell him we’re not here!” into the comm system. 
 
    “Please, Dove, please,” said Elamah, “he’ll listen to you! Just go talk to him!” 
 
    “Absolutely not!” said Langley, tucking her head into her shoulders. “He makes my skin crawl!” 
 
    “I’ll talk to him,” said Justyn, slapping a fist into his hand. “This isn’t the first time I’ve had to handle Michael. Come on, Matthias!” At that moment, Matthias stepped into a closet and shut the door behind him, his demeanor no different than if he was stepping out for some fresh air. 
 
    Valeria brushed ahead of Justyn as he made his way to the door. “Let me handle this,” she said. “You do realize that acting like ruffians in front of the humans won’t help our cause?” 
 
    Wodan was surprised at Valeria’s unexpected display of tact. He was further surprised when he saw Franklin’s silhouette moving with renewed vigor, pulling a thick blanket over his entire body and smoothing it flat in the hopes that it would look as if he had somehow left quarantine to run some errands. 
 
    Finally Hait and Zigman both made for the exit, and Wodan found himself alone. Wodan exited Franklin’s viewing room, then saw Zigman leaning against the entrance to the stairwell. 
 
    “What are you doing?” said Wodan. 
 
    “Eavesdropping,” said Zigman. “If Michael gets in, I’m thinking about barring the door, so Frank won’t have to deal with him.” 
 
    “Did the others go down to meet him?” 
 
    “What? No!” Zigman laughed. “Most of them went upstairs. They don’t want to deal with Michael.” 
 
    “So what’s the deal with this guy?” 
 
    Zigman turned away from the stairwell and looked Wodan up and down. “So nobody’s told you?” 
 
    “No. Whenever the subject comes up, they get uncomfortable.” 
 
    Zigman nodded. “Michael isn’t all there. Even when we were kids, he was always in his own world.” 
 
    “So was I.” 
 
    Zigman looked at Wodan skeptically. “Listen, I’m trying to be respectful, but Michael is a nutcase. We’ve had to deal with him for years, and we’re tired of it. You don’t know what it was like growing up with him. Occasionally he would decide one of us was his friend. He would follow that person around, then he would turn on them. Like, confront them. He’s extremely paranoid about people and their intentions toward him. One time when we were kids, he cut off Elamah’s hair. He pointed a gun at Frank. And he told me he was going to kill my favorite nursemaid - and in his mind, he was doing the right thing. He thinks we’re out to get him, but we just want him to leave us alone. One night he trashed the radio set - that is, before we moved to Akkad. He practically cut us off from civilization, but he thought the radios were generating a mind control frequency.” 
 
    “Alright, I think I see where this is going.” 
 
    “Well, there’s something else you should know. It wasn’t so long ago that he tried to kill Josef.” 
 
    “Seriously?” 
 
    “Yes, very. I don’t know if Josef was lonely, or what, but Michael got attached to him, and Josef let him hang around. They used to talk late into the night. Maybe Josef thought Michael had grown out of being insane, and had turned into a wise hermit. Like a character from a story, a homeless man who knows the mysteries of the universe, you know?” 
 
    “Michael is homeless?” 
 
    “Of course he is! If you give Michael a home, he’s going to think it’s a prison. Give him a gift, anything at all, and he’ll think it’s listening in on him. He’s nuts, Wodan. Okay? So that’s why… well, he tried to stab Josef.” 
 
    “Was Michael jealous that Josef was Warmaster?” 
 
    “No, no, Michael doesn’t care about anything like that. It’s hard to say what Michael thinks is important. Anyway, Josef is pretty tight-lipped about the situation, but he told Langley that Michael said killing Josef was necessary in order to save him.” 
 
    “He had to kill him to save him?” 
 
    “See?” Zigman tapped his head. “Not sane. Anyway, Justyn happened to catch Michael chasing Josef, and he really let him have it. This was in Mammon, so I’m sure people saw it. I know Big Dad gave Michael a serious talk, otherwise some Party members would start talking about using his Killswitch. But now we don’t know if Michael’s out for revenge, or what.” 
 
    Wodan stood with Zigman for a while, but he heard nothing in the stairwell. 
 
    This isn’t good, Wodan thought. If Michael is this much of a wild card, it’s going to be impossible planning around him. Something needs to be done. 
 
    Then again, weren’t all Die Engelen made with some kind of talent in mind? Some for military, some for art, some for intellect? I doubt the Kouga Kusha made one just to see how deranged he could make someone. What if Michael has some kind of talent that we can use? 
 
    Wodan found himself running down the stairs. 
 
    “Wait, Wodan!” said Zigman. “Don’t go!” 
 
    Wodan ignored him and continued on.  
 
    *** 
 
    The plane touched down on Akkad’s airstrip with a violent rasp and Colonel El Sin woke with a start. He was instantly annoyed as he remembered that his recent trip to Srila had been a complete waste of time. Despite the roar of the engines he could hear his men, the Yasha Struppen Interior Division, carrying on behind him. 
 
    “Is there anything to eat in the cooler? God damn, it smells like shit in here!” 
 
    “... and you won’t believe this, but right when I slapped her big fat ass - she farted on my hand!” 
 
    “Son of a bitch is lying!” 
 
    “By all the gods of True State Idolism, I swear it’s the truth!” 
 
    The young soldiers laughed and Sin turned back to glare at them. 
 
    Can they really go on like this for hours on end? he thought. They’re exhausting, utterly exhausting! 
 
    They ignored him, their mouths hanging open in profoundly stupid merriment. One of them balanced a dagger on the end of his heavy boot while another rolled two cigarettes simultaneously, one in each hand. As far as Sin could tell, this sort of thing had been going on since the plane took off hours ago. 
 
    Sin turned back to his window and tried to ignore his men. He thought back on his trip. Sin was a member of the Order of the Black Star, a secret committee that met to study and discuss the legend of Heaven Being. The legend, recorded in documents written in antiquity, told of a rare - but regular - conjunction of worlds. When this conjunction occurred, it was written, a being from the other world could be summoned, bargained with, and even brought into this world. 
 
    Most men would scoff at this legend, thought Sin. Even my own Yasha Struppen ID had no idea why it was necessary to burn precious fuel on another journey to Srila. 
 
    The plane taxied toward a hangar. Sin could see the familiar square, gray skyline of Akkad, and it made him glad to be home. 
 
    “Armor up!” he shouted. He was rewarded with the sound of buckles fastening together and armor plates clicking into place. The pilot must have already notified the hangar who they were dealing with, because two jeeps were racing toward them with baggage handlers hanging from the rear. 
 
    Sin’s thoughts turned to speculating on what Heaven Being might have been like. Though it would have surely looked like a dragon from an ancient painting, Sin imagined it looking like a giant fish. He could imagine it coming into their world and devouring anyone who stood in the way of completion of the Red Map. Though he knew it might seem absurd to imagine such a thing, to a member of the Order of the Black Star, the sheer volume of documents speculating on this conjunction between worlds was edifying. In fact, the most learned members of the Order had reasoned that such a conjunction should have occurred on Wednesday of last week between eight and nine o’clock in the morning. 
 
    Sin felt like a fool. There had, of course, been no conjunction. The Kommander in charge of Srila only wanted to drink tea with Sin and discuss pleasantries in his stifling command center. And the High Priest, a man they were calling a “Pope”, whatever that was, had no idea what Sin was talking about, and kept going on and on about Sin giving up his addiction to suffering. 
 
    “You think I could hit one of those dipshits from here?” said one of the Yasha Struppen, placing the barrel of his rifle directly against the window with a dull thunk. 
 
    “If the jeeps weren’t moving, and if the plane wasn’t moving, and if you had an entire mountain of ammo… fuck no, dumbass, you couldn’t hit the broad side of somebody’s ass!” 
 
    Laughter buffeted Sin like sand in a storm. Desperate to withdraw from the moment, he suddenly remembered their exploration of the Temple. In one of the deepest chambers, where it was dark and cold, they had found evidence of a battle - broken columns and bullet-riddled walls. Of course, as far as they knew, the battle might have occurred centuries before. Certainly no one who worked in the Temple knew anything about it, even when pressure was applied. 
 
    Idiots, he thought. All of them are idiots! 
 
    The plane came to a stop and Sin led his men into the heat of day. Wind whipped his jacket around his legs. As the baggage handlers ran to gather their things, his men stood at rigid attention. They looked intimidating in their black armor, as if Death had sent his angels to judge the city. He saw the drivers sweating as they stood at attention, their gaze lowered respectfully. Sin wondered what the fearful little men would have thought of the Yasha Struppen if they had seen them only a little while ago, debating who among them had passed the largest stool ever. 
 
    But anything can be made into something great, in the hands of the Empire, thought Sin. Even Srila is not a complete waste. It has a wealth of lumber. We’ll make soldiers of the men and “comfort women” out of the females. We can use them to pacify the West, and bring order to that blighted land. 
 
    “Take the rest of the day off,” Sin said to his Yasha Struppen. “I need to see what has been happening in Akkad.” 
 
    The black-armored soldiers saluted as one. 
 
    *** 
 
    Wodan sped downstairs. When he heard Justyn and Valeria marching back upstairs, he slipped into a darkened room and listened to them as they passed. 
 
    “Michael has enough sense to know he doesn’t want his face caved in,” said Valeria, congratulating herself. “Violence isn’t always necessary, but you have to make the other party believe it is.” 
 
    “I get that,” said Justyn, “but outnumbering somebody is really the best tactic. It evokes a primal response.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “So! You kind of needed me out there more than you know. We scared him off without a fight because we were together. We made a good team, Val.” 
 
    When he heard Valeria’s laughter ringing along the stairwell, Wodan slipped out and continued downward. Outside, the sun had fallen behind gray structures, casting long shadows across the avenue. Several guards stared at Wodan, looking uncomfortable, as if expecting more trouble. Wodan was about to ask them where Michael had gone when he saw a tall man walking away from the Aufsatz. Wodan ran to catch up with him. 
 
    The golden-skinned man had long, wild black hair, a loose shirt and ragged shorts. He was speed-walking in sandals, and Wodan was not sure if he was fleeing from Valeria or if he always kept such an odd pace. Wodan slowed down and approached quietly, but the man must have heard him, for he turned and jerked his hand at Wodan. 
 
    “Come on!” he snarled. 
 
    “You’re Michael? I’m-” 
 
    “I know! Just come on!” 
 
    Wodan practically jogged to keep up. He had been confused about how an Engel could possibly pass for a homeless man, but now he understood. Michael had chiseled features, but they were hidden under a scraggly beard, and his face was marred by exposure to the sun. He was emaciated. He reached into the pocket of his baggy shorts, then jerked his hand out again. His hand was empty. 
 
    “You already know about me, then?” said Wodan. “So, where are we going?” 
 
    “The truth! I’ll show you the truth. You like listening to lies?” 
 
    “Not really, no,” said Wodan, feeling silly for speed-walking. He could see people crossing the avenue ahead, and he knew they would stick out if they kept up such a frantic pace. 
 
    “Then why you hang around liars is beyond me!” Michael spat. “I’ll show you some damned truth. You stick with me and I’ll show you the...” Michael blinked rapidly, then clenched his teeth as if in pain. “And you know what I’ll do after that?” 
 
    “No, I don’t know.” 
 
    “After I show you what no one wants you to see, I’ll reveal to you the web of death that I’ve spun all around you. But by then, it’ll be too late. Because then... then I’ll kill you.” 
 
    Wodan hid his alarm. 
 
    Could they have made him to be some kind of assassin? he wondered. No, that doesn’t seem right. They have Matthias for that. Michael’s out of shape. And like a civilian, he’s no good at hiding his general discomfort. 
 
    “A web of death, you say?” said Wodan. 
 
    “Yes. A trap… a labyrinth that only bends back on itself, a mirror that shows nothing because you’re on the wrong side of it, a metaphysical room locked shut, with no key in this world or any other. You may think the only way out of the room will be as a corpse, so you’ll cut up your body, and expect to be carted away. But that won’t work. You’ll have no choice but to cut your mind into pieces that won’t communicate with each other, screaming in an endless dream for all eternity.” 
 
    Michael’s hand jerked into his pocket once more, then came out empty. 
 
    “Very well,” said Wodan, intrigued. “Lead the way.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Before Sin radioed anyone to let them know he had returned to Akkad, he had a driver take him to Grandfather’s Banner. By the time he arrived at the meeting place, the gray cityscape had turned into an unbroken black silhouette under a dull red sky. Sin preferred not to be seen just yet, so he had the driver drop him off right in front of the ancient brick building that housed the reputable bar. He stepped inside and did not bother to wait for his eyes to adjust to the darkness; he did not care to see worn-out bureaucrats and Norikami sitting in huddled groups, with flushed faces and collars hanging open. The bartender bowed at the waist but Sin did not acknowledge him, instead going straight to the small library in the back. He picked up a heavy book and slammed it against the wall behind the shelf three times, then set it back in its place. 
 
    After a short wait, someone on the other side of the wall said, “How was your day?” 
 
    “Just another numbered day,” said Sin, giving the correct response. 
 
    Almost immediately the wall swung open. Sin entered a drawing room decorated with paintings of sunrises or sunsets. Many large, complicated clocks adorned the walls. They all came from the degenerate city-state of Metia, and thus were technically illegal to keep, much less put on display. The mix of elders and young men drinking in the drawing room were not alarmed at Sin’s presence, because he was one of them - a Circular Chronoclast. 
 
    Sin took a seat in one of the plush leather chairs, and the various scattered groups came to sit near him. 
 
    “Colonel,” said one of the younger men, the son of a Party member, “did you hear about the Norelai calendars that were brought in?” 
 
    Though Sin did not want to drink, he was annoyed that he was not offered anything, as was customary. He covered up his agitation. “No, I’ve been away from Akkad,” he said. “Anything useful?” 
 
    “Oh, yes!” said the young man. Several of the members exchanged glances. 
 
    “Pour him a drink,” said one of the older members, a white-haired Ogreman in manufacturing who made his living from Rotnami contracts. He leaned forward and, with his eyes on Sin’s cheek, said, “A soldier turned in some documents to one of our boys who works at the Jutsakka. He raided them from Norelum, you see. It’s a wonder he didn’t toss them into a bonfire!” 
 
    Sin tried to metaphorically “loosen his tie” when interacting with fellow members of the Circular Chronoclasts, and to treat them with some amount of respect. Still, he was in need of some good news, and caught himself waving his fingers, impatient for the man to continue. 
 
    The Ogreman nodded. “Seems a certain Norelai scholar recorded astrological information at the time of the big earthquake. We might be able to use the astrological markers to pinpoint the exact date we’ve been looking for!” 
 
    “Good,” said Sin. “It’s nice to find out that the Norelai may have had some reason for existing, after all.” 
 
    Several of the younger men nodded to one another, excited that they had been there when Colonel Sin, their most esteemed member, had heard the good news. 
 
    “Here’s to the end of the world!” said a young man, raising his glass. 
 
    “To the end of the world,” said Sin. He took his glass, nodded to them, and downed a shot. He immediately regretted it. 
 
    It’s like liquid tumor in a bottle! he thought, fighting the desire to broadcast his disgust. 
 
    Still, he had to admit that this truly was good news. The Circular Chronoclasts were devoted to calculating the time at which the world would end. Their work was based on an obscure calendar produced by the demolished city-state of Metia. It was not so long ago that the people of San Ktari believed they were the only people in the world who bothered to keep a record of the passage of years. When they had destroyed Metia, they found an odd, cyclical calendar made of interlocking wheels or gears. Small gears represented days, larger wheels represented years, while still larger wheels represented ages or sets of years. By the time the learned men of Ktari set to deciphering the odd calendar, it was too late to consult anyone, for Metia’s intellectual class had been liquidated. Only prisoners survived the destruction of Metia, and they were all simple farmers and laborers. A few recovered texts told of a coming day in which the wheels of the calendar would return to the exact position they would have theoretically been on at the very first day of creation. Though there were many theories concerning the working of the calendar, most of the theories agreed that the calendar’s final day would occur sooner rather than later. 
 
    On that day, Sin mused, this wretched existence will finally, mercifully, come to an end. I can think of no more comforting thought. Knowing that the doors of our collective torture chamber will suddenly fly open, and reveal that no more insufferable tomorrows lie before us… how glorious! 
 
    “So, gentlemen,” said Sin, “if our Calculation Team can cross-reference historical information about the ancient earthquake that hit both Norelum and Metia, how long until we have a specific date?” 
 
    At that moment Sin was distracted by a hushed conversation across the room, in which one man was saying, “... perhaps the notion of an end of time comes from our linear calendar. That, and the idea of progress. Most civilizations don’t even have a notion of progress. Even in my grandfather’s day, they didn’t have that, until the Emperor made it so that-” 
 
    “Be still a moment!” Sin snapped. A hush fell upon the room. 
 
    Finally the elder member to whom Sin had been speaking said, “Colonel, I really couldn’t say. Perhaps we should check in with the Calculation Team?” 
 
    “Mn. Good idea. Let’s go to the experts.” Sin rose and the others gathered around him in the center of the room. The younger men dropped to their knees, then they helped the older members kneel down beside them. While one man rolled a rug aside, Sin produced a key, unlocked two heavy bolts on the floor, then the others cooperated to lift a cumbersome steel plate out of the floor. With the steel plate out of the way, a metal grate in the floor gave them a view of a narrow crawl space. 
 
    “Calculation Team!” Sin shouted. “How soon can you give us an exact date?” 
 
    “Please let us out!” someone screamed from down below. 
 
    Sin was not in the mood to be pushed around. “It’s that very same rude behavior that got you where you are today!” said Sin, relishing the fact that he was right. Fortunately no more back-talk came out of the crawl space. A few men drew out handkerchiefs and put them to their mouths and noses. They waited until finally a human form crawled into view. The dungeon was only a few feet high, so the dirty, scrawny man was almost on his belly, and had to crane his head at an awkward angle to look up at them. Blinking his eyes against the light, Sin thought he looked like one of the rats that liked to tear up utility pipes beneath Akkad. 
 
    One of the older members cleared his throat, then said, “How long until you can get us an exact date?” His tone was much more gentle than Sin’s. 
 
    “I... I don’t... it’s just that...” 
 
    “Don’t forget your place,” said Sin. “You could be dead now. You ruined countless minds while you were teaching. Be grateful you were spared!” 
 
    The Calculator shut his eyes for a long time, then said, “Well, now that we have the new data… ah… one week...?” 
 
    “One week?” said Sin. 
 
    The Calculator looked to the side, and they could hear another man speaking. His voice sounded raw, and they could not make out what he was saying. The Calculator nodded to his teammate, then turned back to them. He bowed his head. “Yes, sirs, we believe we can calculate the end of the world within one week!” he said. “Only, please, sirs, can we at least have some-” 
 
    “Request denied,” said Sin. He suddenly hopped away from the grate as if he had been burned. He snapped his fingers spasmodically and the other Circular Chronoclasts lowered the steel plate back into place. Once the younger members helped the elders onto their feet, they turned and looked at Sin. 
 
    “Remember,” said Sin, “we must hold true to our duties to the Emperor, to San Ktari, and to True State Idolism. Though we may soon learn the blessed day and hour when this will all end, we must not allow the end of creation to see us lapse in our duties! Let the final day of our lives be filled with light shining on us as we bring our duties to closure with serenity written upon our faces!” 
 
    Without waiting for tears or applause, Colonel Sin suddenly turned and made his way through the secret entrance. Back in the dimly-lit bar, he saw his driver with his hat in his hands, nervously speaking to a table of men shaking their heads. 
 
    “What is it?” Sin snapped. 
 
    The young driver’s mouth fell open. “Forgive me, sir, but I couldn’t find you!” 
 
    “Well?” 
 
    “Sir, Bureau Chief Minister Yagi just called and asked to see you. I didn’t know what to tell him! He wants to meet you at...” 
 
    Damn it, thought Sin. It won’t look good, me being absent while that old goat is sniffing around for me. 
 
    “Take me to him immediately,” said Sin. “Not a word about where I’ve been!” 
 
    The young driver bowed at the waist and ran to get the door for him. 
 
    *** 
 
    Michael led Wodan through the crowded streets of Akkad at night. The Emperor had declared a holiday as the Red Map neared completion, and bright red and purple lamps were strung from businesses and apartment buildings and fireworks shrieked and exploded. Wodan felt anxious as he followed the homeless Engel, who walked as if trying to escape, his skinny legs jerking oddly. 
 
    “This place is full of secrets,” Michael said, stopping and turning so suddenly that Wodan nearly collided with him. “Half of these businesses are run by gangs. Three quarters are in on some kind of take, a third of them are fronts for something else, and I would estimate that probably an eighth of them have a dead body in their freezer, that is, if it’s the kind of business that has a freezer.” 
 
    Michael spoke without looking at Wodan, continually turning his head from side to side as if wary of surveillance. Wodan wanted to know more about the strange Engel, but he was not interested in gangs or the “seedy underbelly” of Akkad. Michael turned away, then his head suddenly jerked around and he regarded Wodan, looking him up and down. 
 
    “Don’t follow so close,” said Michael. “That’s a good way to end up on somebody’s hit list. They’ll be digging your dead body out of a dumpster.” 
 
    Michael ducked into an alley and Wodan followed. Michael turned back and saw him, and his eyes grew wide with alarm. Wodan looked back and saw no one. When he looked at Michael again, he was only walking at his standard, frantic pace. They ended up on a heavily trafficked street where revelers jostled with exhausted Norikami stumbling out of bars and making their way home or back to their office. 
 
    “It’s the stableboys,” Michael said with finality. 
 
    “What?” said Wodan. “How do you mean?” 
 
    “Haven’t you been listening?” 
 
    “I didn’t know you were talk-” 
 
    “Look, I’ll break it down for you.” As they walked, Wodan realized that the Castle of Mammon could be seen in the distance, draped with red flags illuminated by harsh beams. Michael pointed to it as they walked, often turning as he spoke over his shoulder. 
 
    “If you understand the stablehands, the kids who take care of the Emperor’s horses, then you understand everything,” said Michael. He turned to Wodan once more, stumbling slightly, and one of his sandals skidded out from under him. He seemed unconcerned. “I’m sure you’ve caught on that the Emperor only interacts with a very limited set of people. We aren’t likely to catch him hanging out in any of these places. The people are adamant about their separation between what they call Heaven and Earth. Heaven is perfect, Earth is imperfect.” 
 
    “Sure,” said Wodan. 
 
    “This place is the center of the world because that idea has been taken to an absurd extreme. The Emperor is the perfect embodiment and seer of Heaven. Right? So he can only interact with a few highly trained people. People who won’t offend him or contaminate him with the full brunt of reality - with Earth, that is. Those are his Omniseers. They tell the Emperor what they think he needs to hear, he makes his decisions, then the Omniseers relate those decisions to... whomever. The Party, for instance. Various Kommanders. Die Engelen. The Kouga Kusha, our own Big Dad. Given another thousand years of development, I’m sure they’ll devise a way to place the Emperor in a perfectly closed system, with a hose connected to his balls so he can impregnate a host and make the next Emperor. Until then, everyone relies on the Omniseers.” 
 
    “You’re telling me absolutely nobody sees him except his Omniseers?” 
 
    “No, not exactly. I suppose he meets with some people. For instance, his concubines. I’ve talked to quite a few people in Mammon… they used to let me in there, you know… but the Emperor still has relations with his concubines. All the time, apparently. Multiple times a day. So…?” 
 
    Michael looked at Wodan with half a smile, as if understanding would suddenly dawn on him. Wodan shrugged. 
 
    “So,” Michael continued, “where are all the offspring? Where are all the princes and princesses? Where are all the royal branches vying for the title of Emperor?” 
 
    “I really don’t know. Why don’t you just tell me, Michael?” 
 
    “Hold that thought - there’s something else you need to know. There are dozens of Fakes that live in Mammon. That is - Fake Emperors. Boys who look similar to him, sound similar to him, and so on.” 
 
    “Ah. So the Fakes are the other offspring?” 
 
    “Great gods, no!” Michael suddenly veered into an intersection and ran to the far sidewalk. Wodan followed. As soon as he caught up, Michael continued. “As far as I know, the Fakes have no royal blood. They’re just obedient boys who act as stand-ins. In fact, if a Kommander is honored enough to meet the Emperor, chances are good he’ll only meet a Fake. None of the Fakes get to wear the Vest of the Gotterdammerung, even though they all live like the Emperor, more or less. More importantly, none of the Fakes can get sucked into Party intrigue, because the Omniseers know the true Emperor from any Fake. The Fakes are pawns in the game of the Omniseers, nothing more. None of them can claim any real descent from the First Emperor.” 
 
    Does he run so no one will overhear him talking like this? Wodan wondered. If that’s the case, then his odd mannerisms might make more sense than I thought. 
 
    “Which brings me back to my point. If the Emperor is relating with thousands of concubines all day long, where are all his successors and potential rivals? Well, they don’t exist.” 
 
    “Are they aborted?” said Wodan. 
 
    “No, they never existed. The Emperor is routinely drugged so that he won’t have children, not until the Omniseers want him to. He’s given a mild version of the potent pharmaceutical slurry that we Engels are given so that we won’t have children, either. So-” 
 
    “Are you serious?” said Wodan. “They drug all of you?” 
 
    “Oh yeah. You didn’t know?” Michael flashed Wodan a contemptuous sneer. “Then again, why would you know? You spend all your time with liars and victims of indoctrination. They put it in our food, they put it in our water, even Big Dad puts it in the vitamins he so kindly gives us. I’m the only one smart enough to figure it out. I’ve tried living with and without the drug, and I’ve determined that it isn’t a mind-controlling substance. My thoughts are the same with and without the drug, and since I don’t want to create any living thing that will be damned to endless torture in this shit-world, I play dumb and go along with it.” 
 
    Wodan was about to ask Michael how exactly he knew this, then decided that the fact that Die Engelen were childless gave merit to Michael’s story. “So I guess the Omniseers take the Emperor off the drug when they think it’s time to make an heir to the throne.” 
 
    “No. They’ve never had to. The drug’s been in use for thousands of years, but they’ve never had to.” 
 
    “How’s that?” said Wodan. 
 
    “Miracle. When the gods decide it’s time for a concubine to become pregnant, she becomes pregnant.” Michael shuffled onward, then suddenly turned and pointed at Wodan. “That was a lie. No, what usually happens is one of the stablehands ends up making time with one of the concubines. If a concubine gets pregnant that way, then we end up with a new Emperor.” 
 
    “I see…” 
 
    “That’s no joke. And I don’t think it’s an accident, either. It’s the necessary flaw in the “One Empire, One Emperor” motto that every Omniseer lives by. Literally lives by, because if there were a lot of heirs then the whole process would get real messy. As it is, the Omniseers have it locked down, and the Party has to trust in them to parlay with the Emperor. Now, the funny thing is that, of the millions of citizens of the Empire, only the Emperor is allowed to command, but to be commanded by no one. He is the ultimate master. Right? But the stableboys? How do you think they’re chosen?” 
 
    Wodan sighed in frustration. “They’re good with horses?” 
 
    “No. You can teach anybody how to brush a horse. Think! These are boys who are going to be near the most important man in the world. The stableboys are hand-picked out of a pool of boys who are - what? Guess. No, I’ll tell you. Obedient. Utterly obedient! You can’t have some rough little kid who’ll take money from a foreign diplomat and then plant a bomb in the Emperor’s shitter. They have to be naturally slavish. But, Wodan... even you could get this... is it possible to have an actual perfect slave?” 
 
    “I suppose you could get close, but...” 
 
    “Close, yeah, but never perfect. Now imagine you’ve got a young boy, and all he has to do is climb up through a window and he finds himself surrounded by bored young women chosen for their attractiveness.” 
 
    “I get it,” said Wodan. 
 
    “Do you? I can show you a portrait of the First Emperor, and I can show you portraits of all the other Emperors throughout history, and you’re going to see that it doesn’t take long for none of them to resemble the original. The First Emperor was a warrior, a revolutionary. He made this nation out of a mountain of corpses. The current Emperor? Even the Emperor, say, five hundred years ago? He’s just some intellectually deficient guy who doesn’t mind living under the thumb of the Omniseers. They feed him, they bring him girls; he’s perfectly content.” 
 
    I see, Wodan thought. So the Omniseers really are the key. 
 
    “But, listen, we can’t keep jerking each other off all night,” said Michael, stopping suddenly. “You’ve convinced me that I need to take you to the most secret band of learned men in all of Akkad.” 
 
    “Like a secret society?” 
 
    “Like a bunch of guys who’ll cut your tongue out if you screw this up,” Michael hissed through clenched teeth. “This is a big deal. If you go in there and you act like a phony, or a government agent, someone is going to blow your head clean off. You have to be careful around these types.” 
 
    Wodan turned away and considered leaving. He felt exhausted from dealing with Michael. 
 
    He can’t help his mannerisms, Wodan tried to convince himself. And that actually was helpful, knowing about the Omniseers’ relation to the Emperor. Also, I can’t help but think that Michael has some talent that will help us… 
 
    Surely this isn’t that bad of an idea? 
 
    “Fine,” said Wodan. “What do I do?” 
 
    “What the hell happened to my shoe?!” Michael shrieked. “Okay, there’s a secret way to get in. First, we take a left on the next street up. That is, you do. I’ll be walking thirty-five paces behind you. We can’t be seen together. Next, you’ll pass two alleys. Go down the second one. When you reach the end of it, turn around, come out again and continue down the street. You will pass by a man in a white suit. Nod to him. When he ignores you, act slightly put off. Someone will be watching. They will signal to someone in another building. Continue down the street. You will pass a man in a red suit. He will stare directly into your eyes. No matter what he does, ignore him. Then, you will come to a man in either a green suit or a blue suit. If his suit is green, leave immediately - there’s heat in the area, someone is either about to be arrested or someone is about to be murdered. If the man is wearing a blue suit, stand before him and ask him a question. When he answers with another question, reply... reply with... shit, I don’t remember. Oh, that’s it, you act like you forgot what you were going to say. When you do that, the man will nod three times, then you will be allowed entrance.” 
 
    “Entrance into... uh, what?” 
 
    “Into the Cube and the Circle,” said Michael, his eyes opening wide as he prepared to show Wodan the mystery of mysteries. 
 
    Wodan rubbed his forehead. “Okay, Michael, the only thing is, this seems kind of stupid.” 
 
    “You haven’t seen stupid yet, you-” Michael’s head jerked and his gaze fixed on a man in a rumpled suit walking past them. The man entered a small convenience store covered in sun-bleached advertisements. “Hold on, that’s the leader of the Cube and the Circle. Forget all that stuff, we can just talk to him in here.” 
 
    Wodan followed Michael across the street. “So we don’t have to do all that stuff that you-” 
 
    “No, no, come on, this is his store. He owns it. We can go in.” He turned on Wodan and added, “Just don’t act like a goddamn weirdo, alright?!” 
 
    “I’ll try my best.” 
 
    Upon entering, Wodan found himself in a dark, cramped store the size of a large closet. Rows of cigarettes lined the rear wall, and yellowed maps and illustrations of smiling women were tacked to the walls. Wodan noticed that none of the maps resembled the all-important Red Map. Wodan also noticed that many of the goods lining the shelves were covered in dust, and he suddenly remembered that his father would never have allowed his store to fall into such a state. The owner stood in a dark corner behind the counter. He had a rough beard and joyless eyes. He nodded to Michael, then stared at Wodan. 
 
    “I’ve brought an initiate,” said Michael. “He knows nothing.” 
 
    “He’s clean?” said the man. “No ties to the government? The military?” 
 
    “He truly knows nothing.” 
 
    “I suppose it doesn’t matter,” said the man, sighing in resignation. “We have no documents here, only copies of maps. Without the documents, the maps are useless. If you hold me down while he cuts my throat open, and you make off with these maps, it will be no great loss.” 
 
    Wodan crinkled his brow. “Does your group handle information worth killing for?” 
 
    The man gave a curt nod. “We study the Circle and the Cube. You’re a foreigner, but you’ve heard of the concept of Heaven and Earth, have you not?” 
 
    Wodan nodded. 
 
    “It’s similar, but there are important distinctions. The Circle is what is natural, graceful, easy. It can be good or bad. A flower blooming in the wasteland. Your eyes drawn to a beautiful woman. Anger leading one man to kill another. The Circle is natural, but it’s not necessarily what we want. Man is a deviant of the Circle. That is where the Cube comes in. The Cube is a room; the Cube is a building; the Cube is a maze of stone. It’s an idea - actually, it is all ideas. It is civilization and it is the coffin that we are placed into when-” 
 
    The man suddenly craned his head and looked past Wodan. He came out from behind the counter and looked out the window. Wodan noticed his hand straying near the opening of his jacket, as if seeking the comfort of a gun. Wodan could not tell if the man’s fears were legitimate, or if he and Michael simply fed into one another’s paranoia. Wodan went to stand beside him at the window. 
 
    “Anyway,” said the man, “our group is looking for an artifact lost by the Ancients.” 
 
    “Oh?” Wodan was suddenly intrigued. I wonder if they’re looking for a stockpile of ten thousand nuclear warheads capable of splitting the earth in pieces? 
 
    “From looting other nations, we’ve gotten hold of information regarding something called the Orb of Control. It is the ultimate treasure.” He glanced at Wodan’s eyes, then added, “We believe it is more than just a concept.” 
 
    Wodan had heard of such a thing, from several of the high-ranking Smiths he had interviewed. He had never given it much thought because nothing was known about its potential resting place, thus it sounded more like a cautionary myth. Wodan glanced at the maps on the walls. They were marked with various symbols, but he saw nothing near any known Smith caches. He gave some thought to playing dumb, but the man seemed so beaten down and tired that Wodan felt sorry for him. 
 
    “I’ve heard of that,” said Wodan. “Legends say it promises complete control of all living things. In the West they call it the Final Machine. What do you know of it?” 
 
    “I know that all those who dream of peace, dream of possessing the Orb of Control.” 
 
    “How do you figure?” 
 
    “Men with power are troubled because usually increasing control also increases rebellion. But the Orb is a thing of wonder because it ends the chaotic cycles of life. Everyone must bend to your whim if you hold the Orb! Owning it inevitably leads to utopia, because with it you can impose the Cube upon the Circle, thus turning your ideas into reality, without failure, without disappointment. You would walk in an endless dream as all knees would bow and all would live only to fulfill your wishes.” 
 
    “That sounds good to you?” said Wodan. He looked at Michael and was surprised to see him quickly palm a pack of cigarettes and slip them into his pocket. 
 
    “Good?” said the man. “It sounds like the only good thing.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t get my hopes up,” said Wodan. “If such a thing were real, wouldn’t we be controlled right now? Wouldn’t whoever made it be using it, and pass it on to one of his children?” 
 
    “Perhaps it is being used right now. Perhaps we are just...” 
 
    “No. There’s too much fighting. Cooperation would come natural if we were being controlled. Why would such a thing be made, but never used?” 
 
    “Our legends say that it was made by a race of gods who sought to impose order upon us. The gods debated who was worthy to use the Orb. But the Ancients fought the gods and the Orb was lost. It never had the chance to be used.” 
 
    People passed by the window and the man locked his gaze onto them. Wodan felt gross watching the man’s lips part, his thoughts surely straying far from anything healthy. Wodan wanted to leave, but instead he asked, “What would you do if you had the Orb?” 
 
    “Doesn’t every man know what he wants?” The man laughed. “I would find the ones who stepped on me and make them bow down. I would make them bow so hard and so fast that their spines would shatter. They would look like oil pumps pumping away, bowing to me until their bellies ruptured. If I got tired of that, I would make them fight each other. I would set them to strangling and clawing and spitting on each other, so they would finally know what it was like to be me, and what I went through.” 
 
    Wodan glanced at Michael. He stood looking at a map, seemingly unconcerned by the man’s story. 
 
    “I thought you said utopia would inevitably follow the use of the Orb,” said Wodan. 
 
    “That is utopia.” 
 
    Wodan looked out of the window, then turned to the door, then finally turned back to the man. He could no longer hold back. 
 
    “Listen to me,” said Wodan. “You have to pull your mind away from this. This isn’t good for you. I see marks on the maps over there, places from all over the world where you might look for the Orb, but I’m willing to bet you’ve never been far from Akkad. You’re dreaming about something that’s killing your spirit. The people who hurt you in the past most likely don’t even remember it. They were just going after something they wanted and you were in the way. You have to let it go, brother. You want to control the human species? You can’t even control your own thoughts. You don’t even know how lucky you are; you own a store, and it’s in the capital of the Empire. Most people don’t even have that much. But you’ve let it go to shit. Look at this, look at this shelf. It’s covered in dust! I wouldn’t store hammers and nails in a shed that was in this state, much less come in here and buy something. Clean this place up! Give up thinking about this garbage from the past and focus the entire force of your will on changing every detail of your life until it is perfect. Until it’s joyful. That’s the real treasure you should be looking for - a life that’s worth living. Nobody’s going to give you that treasure, you’re not going to find it buried under a rock. You have to make it, and that takes discipline. Sitting around and feeling sorry for yourself isn’t going to get you anything.” 
 
    By the time Wodan finished, he realized he was standing over the man, boring his eyes into him, lecturing him just as his father had done to employees and even to Wodan so long ago. The man refused to look at him, but still Wodan stared at him, as if his gaze was fire and with it he could burn away the corpse-flesh that covered the man’s spirit. In the sudden silence that followed Wodan’s counsel, firecrackers popped in the street, then came the shrill voices of children laughing and chasing one another. The man suddenly turned to Wodan, but his eyes were clasped shut, as if he knew that he could not look at him. 
 
    “Get the hell out of my store,” said the man. 
 
    *** 
 
    Colonel El Sin squeezed into one of the narrow sex booths. He wore gloves, his coat was buttoned up all the way, and he held a handkerchief over his nose. Despite taking care to not rub his shoulders against the walls of the little booth, the equally narrow rooms on either side of him suddenly shuddered with enough force that he was bounced between them. 
 
    Dragged into a place like this, he thought, shaking his head. This had better be important! 
 
    He could hear women squealing and men grunting like hogs. Across the hallway and through the thin door, he heard a man wheezing as if he was running for his life, or perhaps running away from his own dignity. Sin considered the fact that he himself had not yet married, even though he was well into his forties and made more than enough money to do so. Because he was not married, he was still a virgin. Work took up too much time to even consider raising a family. Sin could never imagine coming to a place like this, where one paid money to wallow in the unbelievably vile secretions of the sex act while standing up in a broom closet where others stood in a line and waited for you to come out, covering your face in shame and trying not to slip on the way out. 
 
    If it was not beneath my rank, thought Sin, I would give some thought to shutting this place down! 
 
    The door to the sex booth opened and shut quickly and then Bureau Chief Minister Yagi stood before him. Spots of age stood out in sharp relief on his wrinkled face under the harsh light of the single bulb that hung overhead. Yagi nodded and said something, but just when he opened his mouth someone in a neighboring booth climaxed loudly, wailing as if being murdered, and the wall to Sin’s right rattled as if an intruder was fighting his way through. Sin was forced to bend over and shout, “What, sir?” at the top of his lungs. 
 
    “I said, sorry to bring you here,” said Yagi, shouting as well. “It was the nearest place I could think of where we could meet without being heard.” 
 
    “Say again?” Sin shouted. 
 
    “I said, this was the best place we could speak without being heard!” Yagi shouted, directly into Sin’s ear. There was a sudden lull in the almost-constant fornication, and Yagi said, “I mean, overheard.” 
 
    “Ah. Well, what is it? I just returned to Akkad. I had planned on resting tonight.” 
 
    “This won’t take long, sir,” said Yagi. The two stood nearly chest to chest, with Yagi craning his neck awkwardly to look up at Sin. “I wanted to ask you, Colonel: Do you know anything about Abel?” 
 
    “Did you bring me here to interrogate me?” said Sin. He decided that if Yagi wanted to press the matter, he would not mind going the distance to figure out who exactly outranked who in this cramped sex closet, even if it took all night. 
 
    Yagi surely knows that I can have him killed, thought Sin, but he might be foolish enough to believe that jurisdictional priorities might allow him some form of dominance. 
 
    “No, sir,” said Yagi, unperturbed. “Let me explain. You may or may not be aware that an outlander has come to Akkad and is spending a great deal of time with Die Engelen. All of his time, actually. And he is most likely… just like them. An Engel himself.” 
 
    In a flash Sin knew exactly who Yagi was referring to: A man he had only caught a glimpse of over a year ago. He was a Western barbarian chieftain who spoke Eastern, and who happened to be present when Sin had extricated the Lady of the Divine Thought from whatever silly mess she had gotten herself into. At the time, Sin could not help but notice the man’s remarkable appearance. Sin hid his shock, and said only, “Yes?” 
 
    “Well, this man is having an affair with the Lady of the Divine Thought.” 
 
    A couple several compartments over fell over loudly and laughed about their predicament, thus creating a natural break in Sin and Yagi’s conversation. During the break, a terrible thought occurred to Sin. 
 
    It wasn’t so long ago that I wouldn’t have needed someone like Yagi to tell me this. I would have already known! 
 
    Sin’s work used to be similar to Yagi’s, in which he would gather intelligence and cooperate with other Branches to bring investigations to a close. He had always hated the feeling of powerlessness, the fact that he might owe somebody something, or that they would not cooperate if their clout exceeded his own. Through blackmail he had created the Yasha Struppen Interior Division so that he would not have to bow and scrape and beg. Now others had to tip-toe around him, and even though it felt good to finally be able to give others what they deserved, he realized it put him in a position where he was no longer in touch with what was going on. It was hard to understand the myriad subtle political nuances of Akkad when his subordinates were adrenaline junkies prone to violence, and whose only good quality was that their drug habits and gambling debts kept them desperate for pay and solidly under Sin’s thumb. 
 
    I had better play along with Yagi. At least for now. 
 
    “I did not know that, Chief Minister,” said Sin. He smiled awkwardly. 
 
    “I tell you this, Colonel, because... I think I can trust you,” said Yagi. “Just when my team found out about the affair, that man Abel questioned me about the outlander, and-” 
 
    “Auslander or Odlander?” said Sin. Foreigner or Wastelander? 
 
    “I really can’t say,” said Yagi. “The fact that nobody seems to know anything about him, and yet he’s suddenly so close to the figureheads of True State Idolism, should tell us how dangerous this situation is. To be blunt: What, really, do we know about them? They are helping us now, but where were they in the past? Our nation has been in many dire situations. One would think that the ageless gods might have helped us when our nation was truly in need, rather than now, when we are on the brink of absolute victory.” 
 
    Sin blinked, uncomfortable at the direction Yagi was steering the conversation. He said nothing, and was amazed when Yagi continued. 
 
    “Are they really so different from the Tentsujin? Years ago, they were certainly no friends of our little nation. Now they are. Also, you might think that everyone would be talking about the foreigner after the Arena incident, but the only person who seems concerned about him is Abel. Everyone else is afraid of getting involved in ‘Engel business’.” 
 
    “Arena incident?” said Sin. 
 
    “Ah, yes. You weren’t informed? Son of Endless Battle was nearly beaten to death during one of the games... by the outlander.” 
 
    “What!” said Sin, unable to control his surprise. 
 
    Of course, the Arena is just distraction for the rabble, but still, someone should have told me, thought Sin. Am I really so far outside the loop? 
 
    No, it’s not my fault. It’s those idiots in the Order of the Black Star. They distracted me! They’re dragging their heels, keeping things from me! 
 
    If Yagi felt embarrassed for Sin’s sake, he hid it with expert control. “Abel asked me about the foreigner,” said Yagi, “but I told him nothing. I withheld this from him, and it has bothered me for several days. But I feel, Colonel, that I should tell you. You are a man of no little importance...” 
 
    Sin shook his head quickly, and had to open his mouth to breathe. The air was getting close and hot, as if he was only breathing in the fetid vapors of the stinking bodies grinding against one another on every side, hemming him in. He tried to focus on the sound of Yagi’s words, but the Bureau Chief sounded as if he was speaking from the bottom of a deep well. 
 
    “... and I believe that something must be done about this matter. Someone must take control.” 
 
    “Yes,” said Sin. “Yes. Control. Someone must.” 
 
    “Because it’s my opinion, Colonel, that Die Engelen are, in fact, Tentsujin.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Yes.” In Sin’s addled mind, Yagi’s face seemed like a horrible, surreal mask peering up at him. Sin stared at a little cluster of spots on his shining forehead in order to remain focused. “After much thought, that is in fact my opinion, Colonel. The Emperor presented Die Engelen to us around the time that the Tentsujin began working with our Rotnami. In fact, it was around that time that the term Tentsujin - godlike - came into popularity. How long has it been since we called them Zerstorer Kukan - destroyers? And furthermore, what do we know about their political situation, from wherever it is that they come from?” 
 
    “From… from Heaven…” 
 
    Yagi ignored Sin and continued, saying, “Their factions, their goals, even their means of sustaining themselves? Nothing. We know nothing. The power struggles that no doubt shape them as a species are completely unknown to us. And, as for Abel?” Yagi furrowed his brow, then said, “I believe that that man is our diplomat to the Tentsujin.” 
 
    As if to add weight to Yagi’s argument, a woman shouted, “That’s it! That’s it!” and Sin found himself nodding. 
 
    “You have to admit, he’s an odd man,” said Yagi. “Diplomats often go native, and spending time among the Tentsujin would certainly account for some of his eccentric mannerisms.” 
 
    The need to climb over Yagi and escape the disreputable place and the noise and the stink finally took hold of Sin. 
 
    “I thank you, sir,” said Sin. “Needless to say I will get to the bottom of this immediately.” 
 
    Yagi began to bow as best he could but was stopped when Sin pushed him to the side, unwilling to wait for him to back out of the room first, even if it only took a few seconds. Chest to chest, Yagi’s eyes opened into perfect ovals, but Sin was unable to enjoy the man’s discomfort because his need to control and his need to be free occupied all of his attention. 
 
    Gods and monsters and perverts are ruining everything! Sin shouted in his own mind. I’ll bring an end to this, and everyone will wonder just how they got along without me in control! 
 
    *** 
 
    The night continued and Wodan found that being with Michael was more exhausting than running across the wasteland. Every street and every intersection and every alley was the site of a crime or a cult gathering or a political maneuver that Michael found endlessly fascinating but which Wodan found just as pointless and frustrating as being kicked out of a run-down convenience store. Wodan found Michael’s eyes unnerving, dark portals of focused mania that seemed to be reading a printout that only he could see, and made all the more strange by the fact that Michael’s face often went slack, like a mask draped over a skeleton. 
 
    There is something dead in Michael, Wodan thought. He’s like a vampire sustaining himself on my attention. But does he even know that I’m here with him? Or am I only a “someone” that he can talk to about all of this trivia? 
 
    Wodan felt as if he was in a daze. At one point he was dimly aware of Michael pointing to a building, muttering, “... so that’s where it went down, though few know about it...” and Wodan even heard himself say, “No kidding? Wow.” 
 
    “Oh, shit!” Michael suddenly shouted, turning around in a circle as Wodan stumbled into him. “Get down, g-get down, man! Shit!” 
 
    Wodan saw nothing but trucks and vans pushing their way through pedestrians as Michael huddled down at his knees. He jerked Wodan’s hand with surprising force, and Wodan knelt beside him. While Michael peered up at a window in terror, Wodan was horrified to see passersby looking down at them as if they were crazy. 
 
    “What is this all about?” said Wodan. 
 
    “Did you see who was in that restaurant?” 
 
    “No, I didn’t, Michael.” Wodan was unable to keep the edge from his voice. 
 
    “Let’s take a peek, then. But only a peek, alright?” 
 
    Once again Wodan glanced at the pedestrians giving them strange looks, and then, feeling even more ridiculous, he raised up and peeked into the window as Michael did the same. Wodan saw a fine establishment, dimly lit and decorated with tasteful prints in golden frames. He saw the unmistakable signs of power on the older men, and the women with them were young and attractive. Michael caught his eye, then they both slowly lowered themselves beneath the window. 
 
    “Well?” said Wodan. “I didn’t recognize anyone. They seemed important.” 
 
    Michael nodded and exhaled slowly.  
 
    “This is the oldest building in Akkad. It used to be the keep of an ancient daimyo, and this, the last part standing, is where the peasants would come to sleep at night, when they needed protection from raiders.” Michael’s eyes lost focus, as if he was staring through Wodan, then he said, “If you blew up this building, the most important members of the Party would disappear and the entire nation would grind to a halt. Heads of military, state, and even business routinely come here. Why, I even saw Ojin Adler in there, the heavyset man in the white suit - he’s High Kommander of the Kazegoma, the air force. Throw a bomb in here, just one, and in a best case scenario, you’d have bureaucrats scrambling to formalize military promotions so that the Party could be reestablished. In a worst case scenario, you’d see the more radical elements of the Party throw the Empire into civil war. They say that power lies one step before the Emperor. Have you heard that one? Everyone envies the guy wearing a crown and a vest - a man who is nothing but a slave. Nobody stops to think about how true power comes to a little restaurant to shake hands and decide the fate of millions over a pot of sticky noodles.” 
 
    Wodan remained silent for a long time, no longer concerned that everyone on the sidewalk was watching them. “Why are you telling me this?” he asked. 
 
    Michael shrugged. “Would you like to blow up this building, Wodan? It would be no trouble, really.” 
 
    Again Wodan sat lost in thought. Though he had a broad outline of a plan for what he wanted to do, it was not complete. Knowing that most of the rulers of the nation all gathered in one spot, and could be easily gotten rid of, was intriguing. 
 
    It’s no good, Wodan finally decided. 
 
    “No,” said Wodan. “I wouldn’t do that, Michael. And I would advise you not to, either.” 
 
    “That’s good,” said Michael, smiling unexpectedly. “Because, see those vans right there? Those are the various Branchmen and spies who follow me around and make sure I stay out of trouble. If you had agreed to such a plot… well, your ass would be toast!” 
 
    Wodan looked and was surprised to see that there were actually quite a few vans parked across the street. He saw what looked like a microphone inside of a cone attached to a side view mirror on one of the vans, then saw the same strange contraption on another van. He caught the driver of one van looking at him. The man suddenly reclined his seat, disappearing from view. 
 
    He’s not kidding. This place is crowded with spooks! 
 
    Wodan turned to Michael and was shocked to see him still smiling at him. Wodan felt such anger that he considered grabbing the side of Michael’s head and slamming it into the ancient brick building. Wodan knew that even though Michael was not fit, he was still a superbeing, and would likely survive a severe concussion. Wodan could hear his pulse in his ear, and his fingers curled into a fist at his side. 
 
    “That’s good, Michael,” said Wodan, biting off each word. “Sometimes it’s important to make sure our friends stay on the right side of this... our blessed Empire of San Ktari.” 
 
    Michael’s face twisted with unconcealed disappointment. 
 
    “Was that your little death trap?” said Wodan, standing up. 
 
    “No, no, that was just a whim. That was nothing. There’s one more place I need to show you. Come on.” Wodan stared in fascination as Michael crawled beneath the window, then rose when he was past the building. Wodan watched as the drivers of the vans all began speaking and pulling out of their parking spots, as if by coincidence. Wodan shook his head and continued on. 
 
    “So where are we going?” Wodan said when he caught up with Michael. “Is there a truly “secret” secret society that’s even more important than the Square and the Ball?” 
 
    “No, not at all. I need to introduce you to a some guys who are actually pretty hardcore losers. You’ll get a kick out of them. Truth is, since you really blew it with the leader of the Cube and the Circle, I think we need to take you someplace more your speed.” 
 
    “Well, I appreciate it.” 
 
    The night wore on and they came to a quiet part of town where a small bar sat among a row of dilapidated structures. Recorded music could be heard far down the empty street, and when Michael opened the door, the music assaulted them. Wodan was surprised when he realized they were listening to Zigman sadly singing over oddly upbeat strings. A middle-aged bartender looked at them in annoyance. The bar’s only customers were a hard-drinking group of old men in rumpled, aged military uniforms. Their uniforms were brown, unlike the usual Rotnami red or white. Two of the old men shouted in argument while another pretended to adjudicate and the others laughed. They seemed oblivious to the bartender glaring at them. 
 
    “Welcome,” said Michael, “to the gathering place of some of the saddest old farts this swamp has to offer.” 
 
    Wodan was annoyed that Michael would say such a thing so close to the old men, but they did not seem to notice. Wodan did not have a chance to bow or introduce himself before one of the old men thrust a drink at him. 
 
    “Drink it,” said the man, his beard patchy where a scar wound across his cheek. “That’s what you do when you come in from the Odland.” 
 
    Wodan took the mug, bowed his head, then sipped it. The raucous gathering suddenly fell quiet, and all eyes locked on him. A man with white hair and beard and with his pants pulled nearly up to his armpits leaned over the table and fixed Wodan with his gaze. “I’ve laid turds with more get-up-and-go than you,” he said. 
 
    “Then I feel sorry for your behind,” said Wodan. He turned up the mug and let the beer drop back into his throat. He shook the empty mug in the bartender’s direction, then swallowed as he gestured for a round for everyone. The old men laughed and cheered and one looked around Wodan, saying, “Where did it go? Where did he put it?!” 
 
    “Have a seat, young man, please,” one of the men said as he slapped the top of a chair. “You big goddamn bull, look at you, head the size of a melon!” 
 
    The argument from before was immediately forgotten as Wodan sat down with the men. 
 
    “You sitting with us, Michael?” said the white haired man, apparently their spokesman. 
 
    “No, I’ll sit over here, Captain Jyk,” said Michael. “I need to observe someone’s behavior.” 
 
    “You do what you want,” said Jyk. Michael settled down at a distant table and stared at Wodan. 
 
    The bartender arrived with a tray loaded down with mugs of beer. “Listen, fellas,” he said, “it’s getting late, or rather, early, and people might be coming in. If you could keep it down, or at least, not saying anything that would get me in trouble… well…” 
 
    “Well what?” said Jyk. “If somebody says something seditious, we’ll kill him.” 
 
    “You guys says stuff that could land us in prison all the time!” 
 
    “Ehhh turn up the music then, alright?” said one man with a wild fringe of hair around his spotted scalp. “Who gives a shit.” 
 
    The bartender shook his head and walked away. 
 
    “May I ask who you are?” said Wodan. “I’m not from around here.” 
 
    Their leader nodded as he looked Wodan up and down. 
 
    “We’re the Mooken Elite, Rotnami special forces, and I’m the leader, Captain Jyk. Some people call us Shepherds. Well, they used to. Actually, I think they quit calling us that even before my time. In any case, we’re servants of the citizens of San Ktari.” 
 
    Wodan had never heard the word Mooken before, but he noticed a patch on Captain Jyk’s breast. It showed an image of a mosquito holding up tiny fists, and had a cartoonishly pugnacious expression. 
 
    Why are they called mosquitoes? Wodan wondered. Do they specialize in being annoying? 
 
    “I’m sorry, but I haven’t heard of you,” Wodan admitted. 
 
    Michael snorted and threw his head back, but Captain Jyk ignored him. “Of course you haven’t. We were disbanded, retired. Thirty years ago the Emperor decided our services were no longer required. And since our training is useless in the new world, we come together and talk about the old world. The world we were made for.” 
 
    The withered old men nodded darkly. Wodan noticed that several of them had old fashioned sidearms and giant daggers sheathed at their sides, the implements of war looking out of place on the bent-over, narrow-shouldered old men. 
 
    “You were special forces? Surely they could have used you to train the young guys.” 
 
    “No. Not when our training was for fighting demons. We’re not needed when the Rotnami is friends with devils!” 
 
    The bartender had been about to doze off despite the loud music, but he suddenly perked up. “If an officer comes in here and hears any kind of-” 
 
    “Be still!” Jyk blasted. “Nobody pulled your string! Back in the day they would have tied you to a post and let a demon come up and eat you! People you thought were friends and family would have set you out there just to get monsters to leave them alone! We would have handled your skull and looked at your corpse to see, was he clawed to death? Strangled with a tentacle? Did something bite his head open or spit acid on him?” 
 
    The bartender had spent his life in Akkad and never seen a demon, and was unimpressed by the captain’s macabre assertions. Wodan, however, was greatly impressed. 
 
    “Are you saying you actually fought with flesh demons?” said Wodan. 
 
    “Damn right we did,” said Jyk. “You go all across the world and find another nation that can claim it actually stood up to those monsters. Only Ktari did that. Only Ktari. But that was... long ago.” 
 
    Wodan wondered why the demons would form an alliance with a nation that challenged them, but he did not want to ask directly. “How did you fight them?” he asked. 
 
    “The Mooken were active for hundreds of years. We rode horses, back in the day. A few of the older guys remember using bows and arrows. We got up when the sun set - that’s how we’ve always been. We would go from village to village, and we’d find out who had been sacrificing to demons. Sometimes they didn’t want to talk, so we’d have to rough ‘em up.” 
 
    Wodan raised his eyebrows and Captain Jyk nodded, then someone chimed in, “Lots of people hated us.” 
 
    “They were scared,” said Jyk. “We wouldn’t hurt anybody, just show them who was in charge. Throw somebody in a water trough, haul somebody up by their heels, act like we were gonna cut somebody’s ear off - you know, nothing too bad. Anyway, once we got the intel, we’d head out, look around, set a trap. Usually if you light somethin’ on fire an’ dump it in a hole, something will come out!” The men laughed, and Jyk continued. “We were some of the fightin’est sons of bitches to ever walk the earth.” 
 
    “And runnin’est!” said another Mooken, to redoubled laughter. 
 
    Jyk shrugged. “It’s better if you catch a demon alone. There’s plenty of times we didn’t, and ended up hauling ass! And even if we did get our kill, we didn’t get to ride back to any applause. More often than not, we’d have to tell the entire village to move away for a year, maybe longer, because demons always strike back. Vindictive bastards. After giving the bad news, we’d disappear in the wasteland. Odland was our home.” 
 
    “Is that why other nations didn’t fight back?” said Wodan. “It’s easier to just give in?” 
 
    “Well, there’s that, plus our fatality rate was… hoo-boy. I think when they let us go, that was the first time they worked out a retirement package for us. Before then, it wasn’t necessary! But that was… that was fine by us!” 
 
    The old men nodded and sipped their beers, and it was a wonder to Wodan that these men seemed to lack the beaten-down demeanor of the current generation.  
 
    “So what happened?” Wodan asked. 
 
    “We were using the old rifles back in the day,” said Jyk, suddenly looking down as if one was lying on the table. “You remember those things? Anytime it rained, all the ammo was ruined, no way to keep it dry. I can’t believe we ever killed anything with those. Well, we were still young back when San Ktari really... when it really took off. It was like all of a sudden, we had better rifles, and we even got some wheels. Not just the rickety diesel carts that the daimyos and the Ogremen used to ride around in, but some really badass jeeps. I tell you, we really thought our fight against the monsters had gone to the next level. We were wrong. And the thing is...” Jyk fell silent for a moment, then he looked directly into Wodan’s eyes. “The thing is, you probably know just as much about it as we do. One day, they sent us a message. We were “decommissioned”. We weren’t necessary. We were given a retirement fund and we’ve been in this goddamned bar for the past thirty years, awake all night just like when we were kids. We’re the best damn devil-killers this world has ever known… and they don’t want us. Because the demons, they’re not Zerstorer Kukan anymore, they’re Tentsujin.” 
 
    One of the old fighters spit loudly on the floor. 
 
    The old men began to reminisce about the time someone fell out of a jeep and had to be driven back to a village they had just stolen supplies from. Wodan realized just how much he missed being able to speak freely, and he enjoyed the old men’s roughneck sensibilities. But he was tired from a long night of listening to Michael, and soon found himself dozing off. The old men did not mind, but kept on with their reminiscing as Wodan slouched in his chair. 
 
    Wodan opened his eyes and found himself sitting across from a young officer in a black military uniform with a white scarf. It was hard for him to imagine the old men clearing out silently, as they seemed the type to argue all the way out the door and into the street. 
 
    “Who are you?” said Wodan. 
 
    The clean-cut officer said nothing, but Wodan realized he had seen him before, in dreams. Wodan examined his face, and the young man did the same to Wodan. Wodan had trouble focusing, as if the man’s features were shifting. It was almost as if Wodan could see him becoming other men and even women, his nose and cheeks and eyes subtly moving as they were traced back over hundreds of years, then thousands. Wodan remembered Michael’s story about the imperial line. The officer’s transformation stopped when he became a rough-looking man with a pronounced mustache, looking almost like illustrations of the First Emperor that Wodan had seen in Castle Mammon. Then the man’s face shifted back to normal, looking young, clean-cut, and severe. 
 
    Is he some kind of royalty? Wodan wondered. 
 
    He examined the man’s black uniform, and noticed a patch with a stylized bat insignia. He remembered that the members of Kumori Recon had worn the same patch when they escorted him to Akkad in the Ogreman’s truck. 
 
    The man suddenly blinked and gave Wodan a look of recognition. 
 
    “It’s you again, isn’t it?” he said. “You need to hear something.” 
 
    “Yes?” said Wodan. “What is it?” 
 
    “No, not from me. This next part is important, so you need to listen. You need to wake up. You need to wake up!” 
 
    Wodan suddenly started awake, and found himself among the Mooken Elite once again. 
 
    “No, no,” one of the men was saying, “they killed Yin Dragel, you can bet on it. It was a different time, back when they put us out to pasture. They don’t retire people anymore, they kill ‘em.” 
 
    “You think they’d do the same to us?” said a Mooken with an elaborate comb over. “Just have some black ops goon come over and pop pop pop, do us in just like that?” 
 
    “Guarantee it,” said Captain Jyk. “They don’t care anymore. There’s no respect. Yin Dragel was too good, his Kumori were turning into heroes. They killed him and probably all his boys, too.” 
 
    “They were always good, even in our day,” said another. “You remember when we would work together, us and the Kumori out in the Odland, and nobody got any sleep? We used to stick anything we could find in their boots, even scorpions…” 
 
    “If we could see the Emperor again, I’d say something to him,” Jyk said with sudden vehemence. “And I’d make damned sure those Omniseers didn’t keep the truth from him!” 
 
    “You’ve met the Emperor?” said Wodan. 
 
    “Oh!” Jyk waved dismissively and the others laughed and shook their heads. “We’ve seen him loads of times! Well, not this one, but the one before. But it’s all the same. The rituals and etiquette, it stretches back thousands of years, everything unchanged, except maybe the White Ouju have white guns instead of white halberds. We could walk in there right now, and everything would be no different from the time of our great-great grandfathers.” 
 
    “It’s timeless,” said another Mooken. 
 
    “Yeah, timeless, that’s a good way to put it. And we wouldn’t put up with meeting some Fake Emperor. To hell with that.” 
 
    “How would you even know the difference?” said Wodan. 
 
    Jyk gave him a withering look. “Are you serious? Young man, if you get a Fake, it’s because they’re trying to get you in and out of there. Wam, bam, sit down, shut up, oh you did something good? Great, good job, now get the hell out. They tried to do that shit to us once.” Jyk shook his head violently. “We wouldn’t have it.” 
 
    “We wouldn’t have it,” another man repeated. 
 
    “We might not have gotten handshakes and applause in the villages, but we could always expect to be honored in Mammon. The Emperor knew we were good guys, doing what we had to do to serve the people. He kept our purses full, but we didn’t care about money, it was about honor with us, and he knew it. Well, one time when we were granted an audience, these goddamn pansy Omniseer cocksuckers tried to give us an audience with a Fake. We went along with it, but as soon as it was over, we had a nice talk with some servants, threatened to throw someone down a laundry chute, found out where the Omniseers would hang out, then we grabbed a couple of ‘em and took ‘em outside of Akkad.” 
 
    Wodan was astonished. He looked over at Michael, who only stared back at him, unmoved since he had originally sat down. “Are you being serious?” said Wodan. 
 
    “Hell yes I’m being serious! We could still be killed for that. But we didn’t have a choice. You understand? Honor demanded it.” 
 
    Wodan laughed uncomfortably. “How did you plan something like that?” 
 
    “We talked it over in the hallway a few minutes. What were we supposed to do? We were heated! We weren’t in the mood to plan some kind of complicated operation, we didn’t want to look at a bunch of building layouts and then dress up like some potted plants and sneak around the place. We grabbed two Omniseers, got ‘em in some different clothes, told them if they said anything we’d turn them into target practice, then we held them hostage in a village. We got away because nobody expected anybody to do something crazy like that.” 
 
    “Did the authorities find you?” said Wodan, still not sure whether he could believe the story. 
 
    “No, and believe me, it was no easy thing getting messages back and forth to the other Omniseers.” 
 
    “You were sending messages to the people you were trying to avoid?” Wodan looked around, hoping to catch somebody laughing. 
 
    “Of course,” said Captain Jyk. “We held those bitch-boys for ransom. We wanted to let the Omniseers know that if they ever, and I mean ever, got the idea that the Mooken weren’t good enough to kneel before the True Emperor, then there would be hell to pay. We didn’t want to make a scene in the Castle, of course, that would be rude. But we had fun making those two Omniseers think we were going to cut off their balls or their heads.” 
 
    “So what kind of ransom did you ask for?” 
 
    “We asked for an apology, of course. We also asked for some money. We didn’t care about the money, but we knew they would. If we had sent them a box full of dicks and fingers, they wouldn’t have cared too much, but if we asked for a few thousand marks, you better believe they’d lose sleep over it.” 
 
    “Bean counters, that’s what they are!” one of the men shouted, then everyone laughed. To Wodan, the laughter seemed to come from cruel delight rather than hitting the punchline of a tall tale. 
 
    As crazy as it sounds, I think they’re telling the truth, thought Wodan. Wodan felt ashamed. He and his cousins, superhuman beings that no human could match for strength and intelligence, were tip-toeing around the idea of staging a coup, but were having trouble taking the first step. To think that these rough men were able to pull off such a daring operation, without planning for more than a few minutes! 
 
    “Okay,” said Wodan, “how in the world did the Omniseers not turn on you the first chance they got? Why didn’t they have you hunted down, arrested?” 
 
    Jyk shrugged. “When we got the money, we split it up with the guys we kidnapped. We spread the guilt around by letting them think they’d actually made some money out of the whole affair. That smoothed things over. With guys like that, money goes a long way toward burying the hatchet, if you know what I mean. I reckon they talked the other Omniseers down. And we stayed out of town a while, too.” 
 
    “But,” another man chimed in, “you better believe we got to see the True Emperor when we went back.” 
 
    The others nodded, suddenly reverential at the honor bestowed upon them. 
 
    “It’s important to bend your knee to the True Emperor,” said Jyk, gesturing grandly, as if hoping that Wodan was capable of understanding such a concept. “We’re nothing great, but San Ktari found a use for us, and we were grateful for that. Decent people like to feel useful. That’s why we served San Ktari. It’s not even about the Emperor. He’s a figurehead.” 
 
    Wodan was surprised to hear such candor, even at this point. 
 
    “The Emperor is a figurehead,” Wodan said slowly. “But you’re faithful to your nation.” 
 
    “You got that right. Who wants to serve someone who shakes hands with demons? Or shakes their tentacle, or whatever it’s got.” 
 
    Jyk suddenly looked over at the barman, but the young man was sitting with his head laid against the wall, mouth hanging open as he slept. 
 
    Wodan felt as if the world had just removed its mask and revealed itself to him. All of his confusion was gone. 
 
    “Michael,” said Wodan. “Let’s go. I know what it is I have to do.” 
 
    “You’re right,” said Michael. “It’s time. Come with me.” 
 
    Michael made his way toward the rear door. As Wodan turned to Jyk to give his farewell, the old man gripped his arm. They looked eye to eye. 
 
    “Listen,” said Jyk. “You’re a good guy.” 
 
    Wodan could tell he wanted to say more. “But…?” 
 
    “You don’t seem like the kind of guy who would go blabbing to anyone. That is, about that stunt we pulled back in the day.” 
 
    “Of course not.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t want us to have to track you down and get rid of some extra fingers or toes.” 
 
    The odd farewell pleased Wodan more than he could say, so he simply bowed and left by the rear door. He found himself in an alley illuminated by a sunrise at the far end, casting their drab urban surroundings in a strangely pleasant blue glow. Michael stood at the opening to the alley, casting his gaze in either direction. 
 
    “I need to thank you,” said Wodan. “I didn’t know where we would end up, but this excursion really helped me figure something out.” 
 
    “You don’t have anything figured out,” Michael said immediately. His form was a black silhouette against the morning sun, but Wodan could clearly see his hand creeping into his pocket. 
 
    “What is that, Michael?” 
 
    “Boy, you really can kiss ass when you want to. I’ll give you that. I brought you here for a laugh, not so you could bow and smile and pretend to be ‘one of the guys’.” 
 
    “There’s nothing wrong with being polite,” Wodan snapped. His patience was gone, and now he only wanted to get some rest. “Now, are we done here? Ah, that’s right. You mentioned killing me earlier, didn’t you? So is this when it happens? Is this where you turn on the Rube Goldberg machine that grinds me up and spits me out?” 
 
    “It’s already turned on.” Michael turned away from the alley’s entrance and glared at Wodan. “It’s already been on, all night. In fact, it started when you first met Josef and now you’re trapped in it. How was it, by the way?” 
 
    “How was what?” 
 
    “Being around the others. Lying to them and being lied to. Did you know Josef used to bully all of us? He tries to act like such a professional, prancing around in his military uniforms, but he was a fucking monster when we were kids! Then again, you probably like all that phony bullshit, acting like one thing but being another, and-” 
 
    “Just what are you, Michael?” said Wodan. “You drag me around all night long, rambling nonsense until you decide it’s time to kill me. You think everyone is against you but you’re the one making threats. You’ve been throwing trivia at me for hours, most of it worthless and uninteresting. So just what are you, Michael? Didn’t your “Big Dad” have some idea in mind for all of you?” 
 
    “I’m the most important Engel,” said Michael, his dark form stalking back and forth in the alleyway, blocking the exit. “One Who Is Like God. You really haven’t figured it out yet?” 
 
    “Enlighten me.” 
 
    “What’s the most important type of person in San Ktari?” said Michael, scratching his head in an exaggerated manner, as if considering the riddle. 
 
    Wodan sighed. “A soldier.” 
 
    “No! I’m not talking about the ideal. I’m not talking about all the propaganda you see on the walls. I’m talking about in everyday reality.” 
 
    Wodan thought for a moment, then remembered all the clerks bustling around in Mammon Castle, the smoke wafting up from ash trays lined up in rows on tables where men sat bent over paperwork. Wodan shook his head, then said, “Bureaucrat.” 
 
    The stalking shadow stopped in mid-step. “That’s right,” said Michael. “The almighty yet humble handlers of information. The Willkommen Kommittee hands out a number to everyone born, the Farewellenschiff collects those numbers after you die, and in between there are a thousand facts and figures that have to be collated, sorted, cross-referenced, transferred...” 
 
    “So that’s why you have a knack for trivia,” said Wodan. “That’s why you’re endlessly fascinated by every piece of information, no matter how unimportant. I get it. You were supposed to give them an ideal to look up to. You were made to be the lord of the file processors... but instead, you can’t sit at a desk because your mind is flooded with information, with no way to sort it out in any sensible manner. It’s impossible for you to live a normal life.” 
 
    Michael withdrew a dagger from his pocket and held it up for Wodan to see. The blade gleamed in the rising sun. “Better than not being alive at all,” said Michael. 
 
    “You want to put that away,” said Wodan. “It’s dangerous.” 
 
    “Dangerous means hanging around people you shouldn’t be with, and you’ve worn out your welcome among Die Engelen.” Michael slowly approached, a long shadow stretching before him. He placed the tip of the blade along the concrete wall and it hissed as he dragged it along. “Wodan… this is your worst nigh-” 
 
    Michael was not quite sure what happened; one moment he was completely in control, the next moment he felt something like an armored truck slamming into his face, his teeth shattering and slicing his cheeks to ribbons. He caught only a glimpse of Wodan’s fist before his face, then he saw the alley from two different angles because one of his eyeballs popped out of its socket, giving him the appearance of a cartoon character who could not believe what had just happened. 
 
    Wodan knelt over the crumbled superbeing and delicately prodded his eyeball back in place, then straightened out the eyelid. Wodan’s anger ebbed as he watched the poor man sleeping, finally untroubled by deranged impulses. Wodan picked him up as gently as he could, then carried him out of the alley and made his way back to the front of the bar. Sure enough, even though it was too early for anyone besides the retired Mooken to be drinking, Wodan saw three vans parked out front. He went toward one of them, and as he approached, he saw the driver staring back at him, his mouth moving as he spoke to someone in the back. 
 
    Wodan suppressed the urge to smile. 
 
    He pulled the handle to open the sliding door, but it was locked. He readjusted Michael and held him up with one arm, then jerked the door open loudly, its locking mechanism clanging as it fell to pieces on the street. The driver and two men in the back stared back at him, each carrying the same expression of open-mouthed shock. One man sat at a machine obviously designed to record audio onto heavy spools of tape, while the other quickly hid a giant log book. 
 
    “I’m assuming you guys know where the Castle of Mammon is, right?” said Wodan. “We need a ride.” 
 
    “Um,” said one man, “we’re just a, well, ah… we’re here to fix the plumbing…” He gave a nervous glance at the audio recording equipment. 
 
    “You’re spies,” said Wodan, climbing into the van with Michael in his grasp. The van shook wildly. “And that’s fine. But Michael got drunk and fell down, and I could use some rest, too. We need to go to Mammon. You don’t mind, do you?” 
 
    The men looked at one another, then moved aside as Wodan laid Michael down, then sat down beside him. Wodan was relieved to hear the audio recorder’s earpiece delivering nothing but the jarring cacophony of Zigman’s music playing in the bar. He could hear nothing that the Mooken Elite were saying. 
 
    “Long night, huh fellas?” said Wodan, smiling and nodding at them. 
 
    Finally the driver started the van and they drove to Mammon in awkward silence. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
    Sin and Marriage 
 
      
 
    Colonel Sin sat in Meditation Room Number 717 in Castle Mammon, proud that he had taken a first step in bringing the Empire back to order. The Meditation Room was a white and featureless square decorated only with a white table, against which his black jacket stood out in stark contrast. 
 
    Many great men have entered this room, or another like it, in order to calm their souls before a meeting with the Emperor, he thought. Or with a Fake. 
 
    He looked around the room and admired the featureless walls. He did not bother to look for the tell-tale signs of bugs planted or holes drilled for surveillance purposes. Yagi had assured him that this room was clear. 
 
    What happens in here, only two will know for certain. If it goes otherwise then I will know Yagi was lying. I can even have Yagi killed, and have him replaced with someone I can trust. So, either way, it works to my benefit. 
 
    Sweeping his cold eyes across the room, he considered that the two Engels, the Lady of the Divine Thought and the foreigner, could have fornicated in this very room. 
 
    They have tainted the pure purpose of this place! 
 
    Sin forced himself to feel outrage and then, once the synthetic emotion passed, he smiled, enjoying the rush of power that came from stopping injustice. 
 
    Are they really so necessary, the Engels? he wondered. I suppose even dogs were necessary to our ancestors. They say the beasts would howl to warn us of danger. 
 
    But a dog must be kept on a tight leash… 
 
    Finally, the Lord of a Thousand Bullets entered. Sin stood up from the table, then fell to his knees and bowed before the Engel, his face only inches away from the pure, white floor. 
 
    “Greetings, Colonel,” said Josef, lowering his head only to enter the room, then standing at his full height. “Why have you called me here?” 
 
    “My lord, there is something most important that I must tell you.” El Sin raised his face sideways. “Something which may shock even your divine personage. The news I bring causes me great discomfort, but we must bear in mind that this uncomfortable meeting will be, in the end, in the interest of the Empire.” 
 
    *** 
 
    “Again, I am sorry that I had to bring you such news,” said Colonel Sin, “and I am ashamed that I had to relay it in such... graphic detail.” 
 
    Colonel Sin stood and moved to stand at Josef’s side. Josef stood transfixed, his eyes ahead, his face an unreadable mask. Sin, who was tall for a man, looked like a child beside the Warmaster. And yet he felt in no way inferior. 
 
    “Though it is my duty to come to you with truth in hand because you are a god, know that I have set about this work because I respect you as an agent of the Empire. In that we are brothers. And so I share your grief over this matter.” 
 
    Sin turned toward the door, so that he and Josef now faced in opposite directions. 
 
    “Esteemed lord,” Sin continued, “I know that you need no reminding, and yet still I must remind you that our nation has its enemies. I have heard with my own ears the record made of this so-called Thirteenth Engel. I know that he would like to puff up your pride by spinning a fine tale about how all things are possible. And yet, divine though you are, are you not subject to the same passions as any other man? Lust, short-sightedness, even jealousy… neither of us are free of these pitiable states. The Thirteenth Engel has but two hands, as do we all. One to greet in friendship... and another to conceal a dagger behind his back.” 
 
    Sin suddenly stepped away from Josef and bowed at the waist. “I am merely a man, a gnat crawling below you,” he said. He began backing away toward the door. “Thus I leave the responsibility of this task in your hands. I beg your leave.” 
 
    Sin did not bother to risk a glance at the Warmaster as he fumbled with the doorknob behind him. He did not need to look, for he could tell that the Engel stood rigid, trapped in his own musings. 
 
    *** 
 
    Just when Wodan managed to get a room for Michael, a boy in a messenger’s robe ran to meet him, and kept his gaze on Wodan’s feet. His cheeks were red from running through Castle Mammon. 
 
    “I am message,” he said. “It is will-” 
 
    “Please, speak Eastern,” said Wodan. 
 
    “Yes, sir. You are to report to the home of the Warmaster immediately.” 
 
    Wodan felt a dark premonition. “You know who I am?” 
 
    “Of course,” said the boy. “Thirteenth Engel. Wanderer of the Wastes.” As if suddenly remembering that he stood in the presence of a god, the boy bowed at the waist. 
 
    Did Langley tell Josef about us? he wondered, his mind racing. 
 
    “Tell me,” said Wodan, “is Langley… that is, is the Lady of the Divine Thought with the Warmaster?” 
 
    The boy shrugged, then bowed once again. 
 
    There’s nothing I can do to prepare, he thought. Any dishonesty at this stage will only spin out of control later. I can only go to him and try to be as honest as possible… but still somehow keep everything from falling apart. 
 
    Or perhaps I’m being paranoid. Perhaps he only wants to know what Michael told me. 
 
    The boy risked a glance at the mysterious Thirteenth Engel; he had never been given the honor of delivering a message to such a being. Though the Engel was clearly lost in thought, his eyes fixed on a distant point, the boy was shocked at the intensity of his gaze. He wondered what such a being could consider so important. He watched as Wodan reached into the inner pocket of his jacket and retrieve something small. While still thinking of other matters, the Engel reached down and grasped his hand. The boy’s heart nearly leaped out of his chest; he realized that the living god surely knew that he was being stared at, and was angered by his impudence. The boy was further surprised when the Engel simply pressed a few paper marks into his hand, then nodded to him and walked away. The boy looked down at the money. He had not expected a tip, and in fact had never heard of the concept. Wodan had assumed the boy would pick up a candy bar or a comic book with the money, and did not know that he left the boy questioning the very basis of reality, and wondering why a living god would come into this world and put paper marks in his hand. 
 
    *** 
 
    Wodan entered, but heard only eerie silence as he walked through the hallway filled with paintings. He entered the living room and saw Josef sitting alone at a round dinner table. He sat as still as if asleep, except his eyes were open, and his gaze was fixed on a large handgun in his grasp, lying flat as he rested his hand on the table. Wodan had never seen such a model, but he could guess that it held shotgun shells, or rounds of a similar size. It was far too large to be used by a normal human. Wodan knew immediately that it was made to be an Engel-killer. 
 
    “What’s with the gun, Josef?” said Wodan. He spoke so quietly that no human could have heard him, even if they were crawling around in the wall right next to him. 
 
    Josef looked at him. “Will you sit with me, Wodan?” he said. 
 
    Wodan could hear no one else in the apartment. He knew that not only would he not be given help in this matter, but there was also no avoiding it. He went to the table and sat across from Josef, crossing his fingers on the tabletop to show that he would hide nothing. 
 
    “You’re angry with me,” said Wodan. 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Josef. “I don’t know if I am.” 
 
    He really is searching his feelings, thought Wodan. He’s not blind with rage, at least. That’s a good sign. 
 
    “It’s because I told you about Belarius,” said Wodan, hoping he could probe the matter without revealing his hand. “I’m sure you must have been shocked to hear that your family was still there when you attacked.” 
 
    “Oh, no, it’s not that.” Josef laughed quietly and looked away. “No, I’m glad you said it. It’s probably true. No, it is true. In the back of my mind, I knew it was true all along, but I hid it from myself. I just wanted an excuse to go in there and wipe out everyone. It’s not like I ever asked for any proof that my parents were already dead. I always... I always hated them, Wodan. I hated them for giving me up to this. For letting me grow up among these people. Deep down, I’m sure I wanted to show my father what I had become. It’s disgusting, isn’t it?” 
 
    Wodan did not know if Josef was referring to being disgusted by his own actions, or disgusted by the people who raised him to be their tool, or disgusted by the people who gave him up to strangers. In the end, he decided it was all the same. 
 
    “It’s not,” said Wodan. “People who are scared do stupid things out of desperation.” 
 
    Josef smiled. “You could excuse anyone’s behavior with that line of reason.” 
 
    “It’s not an excuse. It’s just a way to frame behavior so you don’t go insane trying to figure it out.” 
 
    Josef narrowed his eyes and looked directly at Wodan. “You know what this is about, don’t you, Wodan?” 
 
    Wodan imagined himself standing in the Vault of the Ancients, among rows of nuclear weapons extending into darkness. He wondered what it would be like to no longer live with the burden of knowing such a place existed, of no longer having to worry about what it would be like to set his fingers on the control panel. 
 
    “You know about Langley and me,” Wodan finally said. 
 
    Josef slowly nodded. 
 
    “If you’re thinking of killing me, hold off. If you still want to do it after…” 
 
    Josef laughed oddly. “Why are you like this, Wodan? You’re always so open. So willing. You’ve known Langley for years, haven’t you?” 
 
    Wodan nodded. 
 
    “And you’ve probably been thinking about her this whole time. Am I right?” 
 
    Wodan said nothing. 
 
    Josef took his hand from the gun and leaned back in his chair. “Forgive me, Wodan. I only wanted to test you. I wanted to see if you would lie, or try to manipulate me.” 
 
    “I think I’ve done enough to you as it is.” 
 
    Josef furrowed his brow. “The truth is, our marriage was arranged. We’ve grown to care for one another, but if things had been different, I might not have chosen her, and she might not have chosen me. She’s mentioned you many times over the years, but I never gave it any thought. I’m sure the signs were always there, but I never noticed. Isn’t that how it always goes?” 
 
    Wodan was surprised by Josef’s emotional control. 
 
    He’s clearly in pain, he thought. It’s a wonder he’s not lashing out. 
 
    “You have every right to be angry,” said Wodan. “We need to speak with Langley, all three of us together, with everything out in the open. I have an idea. I want to propose a-” 
 
    “You know,” Josef said suddenly, “even though I don’t feel fundamentally betrayed, there is something I need to bring up.” Josef slid the gun toward himself and popped it open as he spoke, removing the large round and rolling it between his fingers. “Even though our marriage wasn’t built on love, as it always is in the stories, I still have to live with the embarrassment of everyone knowing that I’ve been cuckolded. My pride is wounded, Wodan, even though I don’t want it to be. Because I consider you my friend.” 
 
    “I understa-” 
 
    “No, you don’t,” said Josef, holding his gaze. “I’m grateful that you came here. I have the utmost admiration for you, for everything you’ve done. But you’ve hurt me, and I hurt anyone who hurts me. I told you - it’s just who I am.” 
 
    At that moment Wodan heard Josef slide the round back into the gun under the table and then, with his eyes still locked on him, he fired. Wodan’s hearing was blown out and unexpected agony drove the air from him. Overwhelmed by a sudden rush of panic, he grabbed his belly to hold in his intestines. Dark spots danced in his eyes, but he saw Josef’s face marred by unexpected concern. 
 
    Just before Wodan passed out, he heard Langley scream. The table was flung aside and Wodan’s chair fell out from under him. Finally darkness took him, and he no longer felt any pain at all. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
    The Demons Are Here 
 
      
 
    Zachariah was in his family’s castle, running through a hallway lined with windows. The air was thick with the sweet scent of burning wood, and as he passed each window he caught a glimpse of the capital of Hargis in flames. The sky was dull orange and the streets writhed with dark forms. Zachariah remembered thinking that the city where he was born did not look real; he was right, because he knew that he was dreaming, but he had also been right years ago, because the city was never real. It was merely a collection of stones and wood balanced on a squirming mass of monstrous flesh, an entire rickety nation built on a world made of demonic hatred, and which had slept for so many years that everyone assumed it would never wake and demand to be fed. 
 
    A soldier in a brown and red military uniform grabbed Zachariah’s arm, and shouted, “We have to keep moving, my lord! We have to get above them, where they can’t-” 
 
    A shrieking, spitting monstrosity leaped into the window, slamming into the frame as if thrown by something down below. Zachariah recoiled in horror, his mind trying to comprehend whether the thing was a giant black caterpillar or some kind of spider, its myriad arms scrambling to find purchase. The demon’s mouth clicked open and shut. Before Zachariah could move, the soldier roughly pushed him out of the way, unholstered a revolver with blinding speed, and fired every round into the demon’s face. Zachariah was deafened but could still hear another soldier cursing as he slammed the butt of his rifle into the monster’s neck, sending it back over the edge. Zachariah fixated on the pink goop that covered the windowsill. 
 
    A soldier grabbed his arm again and Zachariah realized there were soldiers all around him. Somebody shouted at him, Zachariah nodded, then they continued running to the stairwell, where they planned to meet with his father. 
 
    I was so slow to react, Zachariah thought. I’ll have to move faster next time one of them attacks. I can’t expect someone else to save me! 
 
    No, wait - it doesn’t matter. This is only a dream. It’s already happened. Preparing for what’s about to happen is a fool’s errand, as it’s already over. 
 
    Zachariah craned his head and looked at the soldier dragging him along, a slender man with a giant red mustache, cheeks red from effort. 
 
    Warning him about what’s to come won’t help. We’re going to be attacked in the stairwell, and something like a dog will grab him by his wrist and jerk him down the stairs while a demon like a hunched over man will beat him senseless. At least I managed to fire some shots in that encounter, though it will be too late to save him. When we get to the roof I have time to assemble my rifle, but that doesn’t do any good, either. We fled, but even if we had stayed all day and fired down on them all throughout the night, nothing could have stopped them from filling the city and scraping it clean, like a giant clawed hand digging up from hell, eager to end this age, to herald in an aeon of endless night… 
 
    Zachariah woke with a strange sense of calm. He was on a couch in his home, next to a wide, open window giving a view of a deep blue sky just after sunrise, peeking through the arms of a leafy elm. He rose to a sitting position and immediately knocked over a bottle. He reached to grab it, then stopped as it spun away. It was empty. He was surprised that he was not hung over. 
 
    He rose and went to the radio set, where he had talked to some men at the Autumn Wall the night before. As he tried to recollect what had been said, he saw a note written in Haginar’s handwriting: “Dad, the demons are here!” 
 
    I thought I stayed up about all night, listening to updates, he thought. Haginar must have come in after I went to sleep. I was going to tell him myself, but he already knows everyone in town, and he knows everyone’s business, too. I doubt I could teach him anything at this point. 
 
    He crossed the hall and went to Haginar’s room, but found it empty. A backpack sat in the middle of the floor. He had no doubt it was full of what the boy considered important supplies. He went back down the hall and stopped at the bedroom he shared with his wife. The door was ajar, so he pushed it open quietly. He saw his wife, Maena, still asleep, with a cloth over her eyes to cover the sunrise beaming over the treetops. He was surprised to see Haginar stretched out on top of his mother’s blanket. He had not slept with his parents in years, but was now lying with his head on her feet and his own feet hanging off the side of the bed. He was dressed in a heavy military jacket, and even though he was sound asleep, his arms were crossed as if standing guard. His rifle was propped against the foot of the bed. 
 
    The morning was almost perfectly quiet, with only a single mourning dove whispering in the trees. Zachariah stood and watched them, and wanted to scream. 
 
    *** 
 
    Zachariah climbed a set of wooden stairs winding up the Autumn Wall. He thought that since construction was more or less over then there would be less of a crowd, but he found himself continually brushing against people going up and down the stairs; women visiting their men, laborers carrying food and ammunition, Rangers and rough-looking Slayers starting or ending their shift, even young boys selling snacks and cigarettes and newspapers. 
 
    A barrel-chested dogman with a braided beard caught Zachariah’s eye, then immediately held his arm out and stopped several men from coming down the stairs. “That’s King Wodan’s friend!” he said. “Make room! Make room for Saint Wodan’s friend!” Immediately several men stopped and even moved aside. Zachariah nodded to them, feeling foolish as they watched him clear the stairwell. He had only meant to stop at the top of the wall and look over the parapet, but with so many eyes on him making it difficult to put one foot in front of the other, he kept walking as if he had someplace in particular he needed to be. 
 
    He was surprised at how tall the Autumn Wall stood over the valley, making him feel dizzy. Groups of armed men and some women stood at regular intervals, with at least one lookout peering through a spyglass. He found a group sitting down to a lunch of onion soup and bread. 
 
    “May I see your spyglass?” he asked. 
 
    The Ranger on lookout turned to him with a skeptical expression, then recognition dawned and he handed it over. “Yes, sir,” he said. Again Zachariah felt embarrassed, his youth as a prince suddenly unable to compensate for the attention. Zachariah placed his eye to the extended spyglass and immediately saw the distant trees crawling with activity, black limbs moving in the shaded woods. 
 
    “They’re not even trying to conceal themselves,” he said. 
 
    “No, sir,” said the lookout. “We reckon they’re just using the trees for cover, so we can’t pick ’em off.” 
 
    Zachariah felt his mouth turn dry. He scanned the open ground to make sure they had not suddenly charged, and was relieved to see that nothing stood before the Wall except a lot of tree stumps. Still, Zachariah could not help but feel a profound sense of unease as his gaze drifted back to the woods, filled with so many strange bodies moving in the dark. 
 
    They’re probably stripping the forest of every living thing as more and more demons gather for their assault, he thought. Imagine them sitting in there, never speaking, never making any sign or gesture to one another, but each one dwelling on its hatred of us… 
 
    “Can you make any of ’em out in there?” said the lookout. He immediately turned to his companions. “Did I tell you all about the one I saw that come outta the woods yesterday? Son of a bitch looked no different than a man in a cricket mask. He sat there and looked at me and gave me the stink-eye.” 
 
    “I doubt he was lookin’ right at you,” said one of his friends. 
 
    The man snorted and looked his companion up and down. “Easy for you to say, eatin’ on a sandwich while I’m sick to my stomach lookin’ at these ’bominations.” 
 
    “I’ll take over for you right now if it bothers you that much.” 
 
    The man snorted once again. “It don’t bother me none to look at these freaks. I just wish they’d go ahead and come on out. Get this shit over with.” 
 
    “I hear that,” said another. “You know these dumbass creatures didn’t expect to see this big-ass Wall set up with us kickin’ back an’ havin’ a smoke.” 
 
    Several of the young men laughed. 
 
    They’re confident, thought Zachariah. 
 
    “So why don’t they come on, then?” said the lookout. 
 
    “Flight crews say more demons are joining every day,” said Zachariah, handing his spyglass back. “They’re waiting until they can overwhelm us.” 
 
    A young man made a dismissive sound. “Well that’s dumb,” he said. “If they wait too long, King Wodan will get back in time to really put a hurt on ’em.” 
 
    Even though they know he’s gone, they still think victory is inevitable. As far as they know, Wodan can do anything, and he always wins. They don’t know him as I know him. Naive, sensitive, and too eager to risk his life. 
 
    He imagined Wodan caught in some kind of barbaric gladiator pit, with throngs of depraved cretins screaming for blood, forcing Wodan to kill one man after another until finally he, too, was cut down. He recoiled from the gruesome image and tried to force it from his mind. 
 
    Zachariah turned to the lookout. “Is there an apothecary around?” 
 
    The lookout glanced at the others, then leaned in toward Zachariah. “There’s an old woman that sells some herbs. She’s got some stuff to settle the nerves. She’s too old to get up the stairs, but you can find her if you take the next stairwell down, from the opposite end you came up.” 
 
    “Thank you,” said Zachariah. 
 
    *** 
 
    General Yarek Clash was walking home along a wooded path. The air was cold, and so still that the canopy of naked branches never stirred. He saw the lights of homes along gently rolling hills, and he looked forward to propping his feet up in his own home soon enough. His two guards were fairly quiet behind him, but he knew they were there. He had never needed bodyguards before, but his lieutenants had insisted. They reasoned that there were plenty of cowards who had come from Pontius too late to contribute anything to the founding of the Valley, and would prefer to leave rather than defend their home. Yarek seriously doubted anyone would take a shot at him, but he had to admit that it was not impossible. 
 
    Fear can make even decent people do something stupid, he thought. And there’s plenty to be afraid of these days. 
 
    Just then, he heard people arguing, their raised voices echoing through the trees. 
 
    “You hear that?” said Yarek. 
 
    “I was just about to say,” said one of the guards. “Maybe we ought to get you out of here, sir.” 
 
    “No, no, I want to see what this is about.” 
 
    Yarek took off before the guards could protest. They came to a crossroads, and where one path dipped down among the trees, Yarek saw Zachariah and Jarl arguing with one another. If not for the times, he might have been sentimental seeing the two butting heads once again after a night of drinking. 
 
    “Hands off your firearms,” Yarek said to the two guards, then approached his friends. 
 
    “But it doesn’t make any sense for you to be a believer!” Zachariah shouted at Jarl. “You’ve seen behind the curtain. You know Wodan isn’t any kind of god!” 
 
    “This is a dark day,” said Jarl. “To think, that an Entertainer should be forced to explain simple logic to a philosopher.” 
 
    “Spare me,” said Zachariah, then his eyes went wide when he saw Yarek approach. 
 
    “Don’t be alarmed, it’s just me,” said Yarek. “Is everything alright? I heard you two shouting from clear across the Valley.” 
 
    Jarl seemed taken aback, as if considering whether or not Yarek was exaggerating. Zachariah adopted a sullen expression. 
 
    “ ‘Is everything alright?’,” said Zachariah. “Really, General? Do you have to ask?” 
 
    “Well, no,” said Yarek, “I wouldn’t think it necessary, not when it comes to a leader of the community. Have you been drinking?” 
 
    “My problem, General, is that I’m experiencing deja vu. This has happened before and, as you might recall, it didn’t turn out so well.” 
 
    “You mean the demons.” 
 
    Zachariah gave Yarek a withering look. 
 
    Is he thinking of running? Yarek wondered. Did Jarl catch him in the act? No… if he was heading for an airfield, he’s going the wrong way entirely. Plus he has no luggage and his family isn’t with him. He’s just having a tough time. It’ll pass. 
 
    “No, Professor,” said Yarek, “you have not been in this situation before. In terms of morale and battle-readiness, I would put the Black Valley even ahead of Haven. And that’s no exaggeration. High-tech gadgets don’t mean anything if the people are too afraid to use them. But the place you came from, the kingdom of Hargis - from what I’ve heard, it sounded weak.” 
 
    “Weak?” 
 
    “Yes, weak. You had a ruling class totally out of touch with the citizens. The people at the bottom couldn’t get ahead in life because noblemen had all the royal decrees and bullshit paperwork to run the businesses, plus you had terrorists blowing people up on a regular basis. Who would fight for a home like that?” 
 
    Zachariah waved dismissively. “You didn’t know Hargis. We had a trained army, veterans who had seen combat. We had stone walls, not some wooden picket fence propped up in a muddy field.” 
 
    Yarek turned to his two guards. “Give us a minute, will you?” The two nodded and made their way back to the crossroads. As soon as they were out of earshot, Yarek popped his neck and cracked his knuckles as if preparing for a fight. 
 
    “What are you going to do?” said Zachariah. “Beat me and hang me? You might as well, General. It’s not as if you would have to explain anything to Wodan. He’s dead.” 
 
    “What the hell is wrong with you, Zachariah? You want some kind of guarantee that everything’s going to turn out alright? You should know better than that. I need you out in the center of every town, talking to everyone about what makes the Valley special, why we have to believe it’s worth fighting for. Plus you can talk to the intellectuals in a way that I can’t. But as it is - hell, I can depend on Haginar more than I can depend on you!” 
 
    Zachariah’s face suddenly twisted as if in pain. “Am I the only sane man here?” he asked. “We know for a fact that just one demon can kill a dozen armed men, depending on its strength. There’s half a million of them out there, and more coming every day. We can’t scout them, but they can have eyes and ears all around us, learning every plan, finding out every weapon. They can do things we can’t imagine. They could poison our water supply, or spread some kind of disease, or-” 
 
    “Stop it right now!” Jarl shouted. “I don’t want to hear that!” 
 
    “That’s because you’re sleepwalking!” Zachariah shouted back at him. “It’s the truth, but you’re too idiotic to admit it! They’re not going to fight unless they know they’re going to win, and since they haven’t retreated yet, you can be damned sure that they aren’t scared of our wall or our guns! They’ve already beaten us! We’ve… we’ve already lost.” 
 
    They stood in silence, and soon Yarek realized he could not make out either of their faces in the growing darkness. 
 
    “Zachariah,” Yarek finally said. “Back in the day, when you were trying to recruit some help for Pontius against Khan Vito, I remember hearing that there was some talk of desertion. Things looked bad, and nobody wanted to help Pontius. It was Fortunata, wasn’t it? She proposed that you all should fly away and settle down somewhere else. Just wait for the end of the world, she said, and let everyone else die on their own.” 
 
    “Yes, yes,” Zachariah said impatiently. 
 
    “I only bring it up because you argued against her. You told her retreat wasn’t an option. Isn’t that right? What’s so different now?” 
 
    “I was young,” said Zachariah. “I was naive. I was angry. I wanted to fight. I didn’t know any better. But now I know…” 
 
    Yarek laughed derisively. “So now you’re older and wiser. Is that it? You know that you have to fight to survive, but if you give up now, it will save you a lot of effort later. Am I right?” Zachariah said nothing, so Yarek repeated, “Am I right?” 
 
    “You’re making a straw man of me to make me sound foolish. But isn’t it obviously foolish to fight something that’s clearly stronger than you?” 
 
    “Maybe it is, Zachariah. Maybe it is. But we still do it. Being alive doesn’t mean you get to choose what’s rational or what makes you look wise. Living means fighting to survive. It means doing things like sticking by your fellow man, even if he’s weak or not too bright, or he annoys you. Once you give up on the next guy, then everything falls apart. Even if you’re doomed to die, you have to stand strong and support the person beside you.” 
 
    “And die together?” said Zachariah. Though Yarek couldn’t make out his face in the dark, he could tell that Zachariah was smiling, and he did not like it. 
 
    “Well, it’s common sense,” said Yarek. “In fact, I can’t believe I’m here explaining this to you. I should go get Haginar and have him lay it out for you so I can go home and get some sleep.” 
 
    They stood in silence for a long time. Two owls set to hooting at one another, no doubt disturbed by the argument. Yarek began to wonder if Zachariah had passed out standing up from drinking too much, then Zachariah said, “You make it sound so obvious, General. But it’s not obvious. You’re avoiding looking the situation head-on, instead focusing on vague generalities that sound pleasant. You still haven’t answered my question.” 
 
    “Which one?” 
 
    “Do you not think it’s foolish to fight something that’s clearly stronger than you?” 
 
    “I did answer it. I said it doesn’t matter.” 
 
    Zachariah made a dismissive sound. “You might as well try to change the weather! Why not bring back warm weather, or cause snow to fall on the wasteland?” 
 
    “Zachariah, I’m sorry I’m not convincing you, but I’m not used to this sort of argument. Some things aren’t worth debating. What if every time a baby is born, we considered killing it just to save it from suffering later on in life? You’re over-thinking things. We do our best from moment to moment, and make-do as best we can. I don’t know if it’s… maybe you’re too smart for your own good, or something like that. But then again, King Wodan is pretty sharp, and I never saw him consider jumping off a cliff just to save himself the trouble of living.” 
 
    Zachariah laughed oddly. 
 
    “The hell are you laughing about?” Yarek snarled. 
 
    “You think Wodan is of sound mind, then?” 
 
    “Of course I do. We’ve had our differences, but that’s all in the past.” 
 
    Zachariah rubbed his forehead and sighed in exasperation, and Yarek was annoyed at the idea that Zachariah might be wondering how to explain something in such a way that even a blockhead might understand. 
 
    This is really pissing me off, Yarek thought. I never imagined Zachariah considered himself superior to me, or to anyone, really. 
 
    “You know Wodan has been trying to find Smith vaults, don’t you?” said Zachariah. 
 
    “I know it. He wants to find tech from the Ancients that might help us.” 
 
    “We-e-ell… he wants a little more than that, actually.” 
 
    “Oh? Did he tell you something?” 
 
    “He did indeed,” said Zachariah, then he fell silent for a moment. “Have you ever heard of the “sun-bombs” of the Ancients?” 
 
    Yarek thought about it. “I can’t say I have. But when I was a kid, I saw a story vid about nuclear weapons. I think that’s what they were called. They blow up and poison everything. Is it something like that? It was just a theoretical idea, but some of the scientists in Haven thought it would be possible to make such a thing.” 
 
    “From what Wodan gathered, it’s not only possible, but the Ancients made so many of them that they came close to destroying the entire world, and on more than one occasion! They put them all in a vault somewhere, and went back to killing each other with guns and chemicals and diseases. You know, more humane forms of warfare. Apparently the Ancients didn’t mind living in a state of endless war, but they were terrified of the sun-bombs.” 
 
    “You think Wodan was looking for weapons like that?” 
 
    “He wasn’t just looking, Yarek - he found them. He learned their location. He all but admitted it to me. And you know what else he admitted?” 
 
    “Tell me.” 
 
    “He said that he wouldn’t mind destroying the entire world as long as it meant the demons would die with it.” 
 
    Zachariah held his gaze on Yarek’s featureless silhouette, willing himself to somehow see the expression on Yarek’s face. As if guessing his intention, Yarek turned away, and said nothing. 
 
    I’ve done it now, thought Zachariah. I’ve destroyed his precious king. I didn’t want to do it, but Yarek’s mind was clouded. He was blinded, thinking some sort of divine help was on the way, but now... 
 
    Zachariah realized that Yarek was laughing quietly. “Do you find this amusing, General?” Zachariah shouted. 
 
    As if in answer, Yarek doubled over, his sharp laughter splitting the night. Even the owls suddenly grew quiet, as if they wanted in on the joke. 
 
    “Don’t tell me you’ve snapped,” said Zachariah. “Surely you always suspected Wodan was insane, and can’t be-” 
 
    “No, no, it’s not that,” said Yarek, wiping his eyes. “Did Wodan seriously say he would blow up the world if he had to?” 
 
    “Yes! Yes, he did!” 
 
    “Ah… praise God!” 
 
    Zachariah had never heard Yarek express any kind of religious inclination, and his mouth fell open as he wondered if Yarek was trying to be funny. 
 
    “But don’t you see what this means?” said Yarek. “Zachariah, it means Wodan has already won! He’s already beaten the demons!” 
 
    “I… I don’t... how you can… that is, how can you assume…” 
 
    Zachariah could see Yarek rising to his full height, his shoulders squaring up as if standing at attention before a commanding officer. “Imagine fighting a man who would rather destroy his own family, friends, loved ones, his home, his nation, even the very earth beneath his feet, rather than let you win.” Yarek slowly shook his head from side to side. “Such a man cannot be beaten.” 
 
    “Are you insane, Yarek?!” 
 
    “You know, I remember Wodan telling me about the Businessmen, back when they were around. They considered destroying the farmland around Pontius if the Ugly gained power over the other gangs. They were going to starve the entire city just to keep it from the Ugly. Wodan told me he was terrified that someone could come up with an idea like that… well. Looks like he’s come a long way since then.” 
 
    “Oh, to hell with you, Yarek!” Zachariah shouted. “You’re crazy, you’ve lost yourself, just like he has!” 
 
    Zachariah backpedaled away from them. Jarl moved to grab his arm, but Zachariah jerked away from him. 
 
    “Don’t touch me!” Zachariah shouted. “Stay away from me!” 
 
    Zachariah ran, and Jarl raced after him. 
 
    “Come back, Jarl!” Yarek shouted. “Don’t worry about him! He’s yellow, he’s lost his guts!” 
 
    The darkness swallowed them, and soon Yarek could no longer hear their footsteps. Just then a bouncing light caught his eye. His bodyguards ran up holding a lamp. 
 
    “Is everything okay, sir?” said one. Both had their sidearms drawn. 
 
    “It’s fine, it’s fine - put those weapons away. I just had to yell at someone. It’s nothing.” 
 
    The guards looked at one another, then holstered their weapons. 
 
    “Let’s hurry up and get me home,” said Yarek. “I was ready for bed hours ago.” 
 
    They made their way back to the crossroads, then took the path that wound its way toward one of Yarek’s houses. It was a small house that he had recently bought just to be near the Autumn Wall. He liked it, and was looking forward to the end of this stressful day. Unfortunately he had assumed he would be able to ride to and from the Wall every day, but he no longer liked taking fuel from the war effort, so he ended up walking. Normally he used the time for planning, but tonight, he only wanted to sleep. 
 
    Just as he drew near the rocky field and red fence that surrounded his house, he heard a gunshot echoing from afar. He felt his blood run cold, as if seized by a terrible premonition. 
 
    “Oh, God,” said Yarek. “Zachariah has just killed himself.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” said one of the guards. 
 
    He could not shake the feeling. “Come with me!” he said. 
 
    “But how can we find him out in-” 
 
    “His home isn’t far from here!” said Yarek. “That’s probably where he went!” 
 
    They ran back across the path, the younger men barely able to keep up with the aging General. 
 
    Why did this happen! Yarek shouted in his mind. Wodan’s going to come back, and I’ll have to tell him that we buried Zachariah! It’s my fault! I practically killed him! I should have kept my mouth shut and just let him ramble on! I scared him, and then… damn it! Damn it! Damn it! 
 
    They saw men coming toward them, Rangers carrying rifles and lamps. 
 
    “Who goes there?” one of them shouted. 
 
    “General Yarek Clash!” Yarek shouted. “Put your guns down!” 
 
    “Sir, we heard a gunshot, so we thought we better-” 
 
    “I know! Follow me, we’re going to Zachariah Hargis’s home.” 
 
    “We need to get you out of here, sir. There might be a killer or a demon out-” 
 
    “Just follow me, damn it!” Yarek shouted. He pushed his way through the Rangers, then heard them fall in behind him. 
 
    They came to Zachariah’s house tucked into a tall cluster of black elm trees. The windows were dark. Yarek ran up to the door and pounded on it. 
 
    “Zachariah! Maena! Open up!” he shouted. He did not wait for a response, but tried the handle, then brought up his foot and kicked the door in. He ran inside and immediately tripped over something soft. 
 
    He rolled over as the Rangers entered, lighting the room with their lamps. He saw Maena lying on the floor, her eyes fixed on the ceiling. She looked unharmed. He grabbed her arm and shook her, then stopped. 
 
    “She’s cold,” he said. “She’s been dead for hours. Someone with a light, follow me!” 
 
    A Ranger helped him to his feet, then he made his way down the hall. He pushed open a door and saw a bedroom, but it was empty. He made his way to the end of the hall and stood before an open doorway. The lamplight cast his shadow across Haginar’s room. The boy lay in his bed. He looked sound asleep, but Yarek felt his stomach twist into a knot. He said nothing, but went up to him, hoping that he would find he was alright, and that he could get Maena’s body out of the house before Haginar even knew his mother was dead. 
 
    Yarek touched Haginar’s cheek. He was cold. Yarek stood staring at him, unable to look away. 
 
    “Is he gone?” the Ranger said quietly. 
 
    Yarek nodded. He looked around the room. He saw a model of a zeppelin, and small metal figures lined up on a shelf. Three fishing poles hung on one wall. On a rug in the center of the room sat a backpack. Now anytime Yarek saw heavy bags or backpacks, he could not help but think someone was trying to leave the Valley. He went down on one knee and looked in the bag. Inside he saw boxes of small arms and rifle ammunition, several cans of food preserves, a bundle of first aid supplies, a skinning knife, and some flint for making fires. He saw no change of clothes except for a few pairs of socks. 
 
    “He wasn’t planning on leaving,” said Yarek. “Haginar meant to stay. He meant to fight ’til the end.” 
 
    Yarek rose and went back to the living room, where the men were examining Maena for wounds. One man stood over a dinner table in the next room, where the dinner and dirty dishes had not yet been put away. 
 
    “Haginar’s dead, too,” Yarek announced. 
 
    “I’m assuming Zachariah is the suspect?” said one of the men. “Their food may have been poisoned.” 
 
    “Don’t assume that. We might have demons sneaking around, doing things to break our resolve.” Yarek felt foolish even as the words left his mouth. “Some of you, come with me. We have to find Jarl. He can help us sort this out.” 
 
    *** 
 
    As Yarek and his men drew near the crossroads where he had first heard the argument, he saw another group of Rangers coming up from the wooded hollow. Two young men carried a makeshift stretcher weighed down by a covered burden. Yarek strode up to them. 
 
    “You found Zachariah?” he said. He pulled back the covering and the air was pulled from his lungs. Jarl stared back at him from the stretcher, his pale face drained of blood. Yarek pulled the covering down further and saw that his red robe was drenched in dark blood. 
 
    “Sorry, sir, but we haven’t found Zachariah yet,” said one of the Rangers. “We heard your friend Jarl calling out, and we found him. He’d been shot. One bullet, rapid bleed out.” 
 
    This can’t be real, he thought. I’m dreaming! 
 
    “He was… alive… when you found him?” said Yarek. 
 
    “For a few minutes, yes,” said the man. “Otherwise we wouldn’t have moved him, sir.”
“What did he say?” 
 
    “He said that Zachariah Hargis shot him. Jarl said he tried to stop him from doing something. But stop him from what, we don’t know.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
    Honesty 
 
      
 
    Wodan woke to the sound of conversations, and found that he was surrounded by people in huddled groups. He was lying on the couch in the recessed area before Josef’s monitors and gaming system. Sharp pain came with each breath, but he was filled with a sense of calm, as if he no longer needed anything. Before he could make out what anyone was saying, Langley knelt beside him and pressed her hand to his forehead. 
 
    “He’s awake!” she said. “He’s alive! Thank the gods!” 
 
    Wodan turned to look at her. He could feel her concern, as well as a deep sense of gratefulness and even remorse. Over her shoulder, he saw Josef speaking with officers and men in suits. 
 
    “You see?” said Josef. “How could any of you doubt it? He’s a god, therefore he cannot be killed. This is only a matter between Die Engelen, nothing more. You may leave now.” 
 
    Josef extended his hand toward the door and stood like a statue. Wodan watched as perhaps thirty people filed out of the apartment - bureaucrats, guards, Rotnami officers, nurses and doctors, Keisatzei lawmen, even Mammon spies dressed in their ridiculous padded outfits with stools attached to the back of their pants, and one artist from the Iwaku Branch in a brightly colored robe who had come to record the momentous occasion when an Engel had murdered one of his own kind, perhaps due to the needs of a ritual beyond human understanding. Langley gently stroked Wodan’s hair. He slowly parted his robe and pulled up his shirt, revealing a web of purple, broken blood vessels and a large red welt in the center of a dark cloud. He moved to get a better look, but a sudden stab of pain forced him back down. 
 
    A non-lethal round, he thought. 
 
    As soon as the door at the end of the hallway closed behind them, Josef came and knelt beside him. Puffy, yellowed flesh surrounded one of Josef’s eyes. “Please forgive me, Wodan,” he said. 
 
    “Where is that gun?” Langley snapped. “Maybe I should test it out on you, too!” 
 
    “You already broke our dinner table on my head,” said Josef, sighing. “Please let me apologize. Wodan, my friend, I used a rubber bullet, but… we designed those to look like non-lethal rounds for suppressing slave revolts, but those rounds have enough powder in them to be lethal at close-range. We made them that way on purpose, to give our soldiers plausible deniability. I… I knew that, but I still… I was…” 
 
    Josef bowed his head. Wodan slowly adjusted himself, then put one hand on Josef’s arm, and the other hand on Langley’s shoulder. She quickly took his hand and squeezed it. 
 
    “We’ve all made mistakes,” Wodan said quietly, speaking slowly around each breath. “I’ll be back on my feet in no time. There was probably organ damage… otherwise I would already be fine.” 
 
    Langley made a tortured sound and laid her head on his shoulder. Wodan was nervous that she would show this much affection around Josef, but Josef was too intent on his own grief to notice. Josef shook his head, then said, “One mistake doesn’t cancel another, Wodan. I shouldn’t have done it. There is no excuse.” 
 
    Uncomfortable from the attention, Wodan laughed, then groaned. “Looks like I’ve maxed out my sympathy around here,” he said. “But I don’t want you to beat yourself up, Josef. You’re a warrior. It’s who you are. There are others who deserve your rage. Among ourselves, we can work out any issue, without stupidity or second-guessing one another. From now on, let’s save our hatred only for those outside of our family.” 
 
    Josef seemed as if he was about to agree, then froze, as if lost in thought. “I have to tell you how this happened,” he said. “A man from the Keisatzei, Colonel El Sin, told me about you and Langley. He wanted to turn me against you. However… he didn’t know that Langley told me everything last night, after you left with Michael.” 
 
    Wodan’s mouth fell open in shock. He looked at Langley, and she gave him a shy smile. 
 
    “You really did that?” he said. 
 
    “I knew it was important to you,” she said quietly. “I was a coward for waiting so long. I’m sorry…” 
 
    Wodan suddenly felt light-headed. 
 
    We were so close, he thought. So close to disaster! If the humans had gotten to Josef first... 
 
    “Wodan? Are you okay? Wodan?” Langley knelt over him, peering into his eyes. “Do you feel-” 
 
    “I’m fine, I’m fine,” he said, forcing himself to take a breath. “I don’t think you’re a coward. You just saved us all. Your honesty has freed you and destroyed our enemies.” 
 
    Langley gave a nervous laugh and glanced at Josef. “I’m not as special as you think I am. Josef and I argued all last night, then today he told me he wanted to scare you. He promised not to hurt you…” 
 
    “He told you about the gun?” said Wodan, smiling. 
 
    She closed her eyes and nodded. “I wanted to know what you would say. About us.” 
 
    Wodan considered his words, then he only turned his head against the pillow and laughed quietly. Langley covered her face and laughed as well. 
 
    “This is funny to you two?” said Josef. “If I were you, Wodan, I would consider breaking the remains of the dinner table on her head.” Their laughter only redoubled as Josef continued, saying, “When you think about it, it was her duty to talk me out of it, was it not?” 
 
    Wodan laughed still more, straining as if wrestling against his own body. 
 
    This hurts worse than when he shot me! 
 
    When their laughter died down, Josef looked at them gravely. “Well,” he said, “I suppose this means… I guess we need to talk about, ah…” 
 
    Wodan knew what Josef was driving them toward, but he felt an intense desire to stop him. Knowing that he had their sympathy, and knowing that he might never again be in a similar position, and feeling brave after all of them had exposed themselves without lasting harm, Wodan decided to play his hand. 
 
    “None of us need lose anything,” he said. 
 
    “What… do you mean?” said Langley. 
 
    Wodan knew in an instant that she knew exactly what he meant. Seeing that she was not against it, he continued. 
 
    “Humans are frail creatures, with only a few years before they lose everything. They have to guard what little they have. That’s why they’re dominated by jealousy. It doesn’t have to be the same with us.” 
 
    Josef and Langley locked their eyes on him with such intensity that Wodan considered backing off. 
 
    No, he thought. They want me to keep going! 
 
    “Don’t you see?” said Wodan. “We’re not bound by the same limitations. All three of us can have everything we want, and sacrifice nothing. That’s what I’ve wanted all of you to understand from the very beginning. We shouldn’t be slogging through a dreary existence. We should… we must take everything we want. Everything. Otherwise we will feel bullied for the entirety of our endless lives, compromising one thing, then another, then another, for ten thousand million years.” 
 
    Wodan was concentrating to such a degree that he could almost feel the force of every word, even choosing to say “bullied” because he felt as if he was losing Josef, and wanted to say something that would affect him deeply. He had been right, for instantly Josef’s expression changed from doubt to frightful realization. 
 
    “But,” said Langley, “we know now that they’re watching us everywhere in Mammon. It’s not like we can…” 
 
    “They already played their hand,” said Josef. “They wanted me to kill or drive off Wodan. I chose not to.” 
 
    Wodan nodded. “If Colonel Sin already knows, then that means we no longer have anything to hide.” 
 
    Josef’s face was suddenly flushed. “Damn them,” he said. “We… we have to…” 
 
    “I already have a plan,” said Wodan, even more quietly than before. 
 
    “So you weren’t bluffing earlier, when you told me to hold off on killing you.” 
 
    Wodan shook his head. “I need you to go over it and look for flaws, of course. It’s not perfect, but it has what we need. We can go over it later tonight.” 
 
    “Later?” 
 
    “Yes, because right now,” said Wodan, looking directly at Langley, “the both of you need to make a choice. I want you to choose both of us, Langley. And Josef, I want you to allow it. And I want us to seal the deal right here and now, together, before we do anything else.” 
 
    At once they both froze, as if time had stopped. Wodan knew that Josef was peeling away layers of jealousy to see what lay beneath. Slowly Langley turned to face Josef, and by her posture alone Wodan knew that she had weighed the balance of the new with the familiar, and was feeling the intense relief that comes with living a life out in the open rather than on the fringes. Now she only wanted to know whether Josef could handle such an unusual arrangement. 
 
    Josef woke up from his analysis and gave Langley a strange smile. Langley must have understood what Josef had in mind, because she turned to Wodan and gave him a knowing look. 
 
    “You say you want to do this... now,” said Langley, “but I don’t know if you can even walk.” 
 
    “I don’t need to walk anywhere,” said Wodan, reaching out to touch Langley’s cheek. Even after all of his talk, he still felt shy, even a little afraid. But Wodan already knew how to thrust aside anxiety and embarrassment, once again thanks to Setsassanar’s teaching. Fear of embarrassment had lost its power over him; he had failed too many times to live in fear of looking like a fool. His pride was a burden not worth carrying on the journey to victory. Now Wodan knew to be grateful for his old Master’s insanely cruel methods, for they continued to guide him through this strange world of bizarre experiences. 
 
    At once Josef reached over and tossed Langley on top of Wodan, sending her into a laughing fit as he braced himself. Wodan instinctively put his hands on her plump thighs. 
 
    “Wodan, you just lay there and do what you can,” said Josef, rising and stripping off his shirt. “I’ll take the lead this time!” 
 
    Now they can’t turn us against one another, thought Wodan. Nothing can stop us! 
 
    *** 
 
    The sun dipped beneath the square horizon when Sin’s surveillance van pulled into the upscale neighborhood where Victor Kurgenos lived. He sat in the back with the audio equipment, while two of his Yasha Struppen ID sat in the front. The windows of the van were tinted but Sin was still annoyed that his man in the passenger seat sat with his shotgun propped up in his lap, unmindful of anyone who might take a closer look. 
 
    “So this is the place?” said the driver. 
 
    “No, idiot,” said the man with the shotgun, “I’m sure there’s a bunch of spy vans parked outside for no reason.” 
 
    “Well fuck you too.” 
 
    Sin was embarrassed by the banter, and looked over at Abel to gauge his reaction. Abel sat with his hood practically pulled over his face. He sat slouched over, and Sin would have thought that he was asleep but for the fact that he occasionally looked around. Sin resented having to work with the strange foreigner, but after he had gotten reports that his gambit with the Warmaster had somehow backfired, he felt he had better push himself into uncomfortable territory. 
 
    Perhaps I should be glad that Die Engelen and the Tentsujin aren’t the same thing, after all, as Yagi suggested, thought Sin. Otherwise I could not have put Abel in my debt by giving him access to the home of the Son of Endless Battle. 
 
    They pulled up to the walled mansion which sat nestled amongst other walled mansions. He was impressed by the number of green trees. He thought of mentioning some things about the neighborhood to Abel, but saw that he was reaching for the door handle even though they had just pulled up among the other vans. 
 
    “Hold, for one moment,” said Sin. 
 
    Abel craned his head, but did not turn to him. “Why?” he said. 
 
    Just then, a tall, attractive woman exited through the gate before Victor’s home. Sin could tell by her fashionable clothing and makeup that she was a lady of the evening, but his attention was drawn to her hasty footsteps. She was clearly uncomfortable. 
 
    “By all the gods,” said one of the Yasha Struppen, “would you look at that!” 
 
    “Good gods be praised,” said the other, “can you believe the rack o’ tiddies right here oh my-” 
 
    “Quiet!” said Sin. “Be still!” 
 
    Sin was annoyed when it sounded as if the men would not relent, then he realized that his long-range microphone, which was resting on his knee, was pointed toward one of the vans where the other spies checking in on Victor were giving a similarly childish appraisal of the woman. 
 
    “If I had the money for five minutes with her right now,” said a tinny voice on the audio receiver. 
 
    “I’m fixin’ to get out this van right now an’ get me a piece o’ that a-a-a-a-ass-s-s-s-s-” 
 
    Sin cursed and turned his microphone away from the van, wondering at the lack of professional behavior from the other Branches. 
 
    Is this really what the servants of the Emperor do with their time? 
 
    The woman climbed into the van directly in front of Victor’s home. Sin quickly turned his microphone toward the van and hushed his men to silence once again. 
 
    “He hurt me,” the woman’s voice came through the receiver. 
 
    “What do you mean?” said someone, an older man. 
 
    “Just that I’m in pretty bad shape.” 
 
    “You need to see a doctor?” 
 
    “That’s not really what I mean.” 
 
    After a moment of silence, Sin could hear papers shuffling. He realized the man was counting off marks, perhaps paying the woman extra for her trouble. 
 
    “You pick up on anything?” said the man. “He say anything?” 
 
    “He wasn’t exactly in the mood to talk about his problem,” said the woman. “But he’s not in a good mood.” 
 
    “Not in a good mood, how?” 
 
    The woman sighed. “He was asserting dominance. It’s something men do sometimes.” 
 
    “Alright, alright, sorry you had a rough time. You don’t have to throw the big words around. Hey, look, I’d go in there myself, if I could, only I don’t have the face for it...” 
 
    “Very-” 
 
    The woman’s response was drowned out as the van’s engine started. 
 
    One of the Yasha Struppen turned back so that everyone could hear him, and said, “God damn what do you expect when a guy’s got a foot long cock about this big around an’ he-” 
 
    “Quiet, please!” Sin shouted, his voice cracking. “Don’t you realize they could be listening to us, too?” 
 
    “Who the hell is that?” said a voice on the audio receiver, and Sin realized he had moved his microphone to another van while resting it on his knee. 
 
    “I can see the label, from the rear window,” said another voice. “It says, Imperial Heights Air Conditioning… Repair, I think.” 
 
    “You see?” Sin whispered. “They see us. If the woman hadn’t distracted them, they probably would have been listening, too!” 
 
    “I don’t get it,” said one voice, “did Branch 11 just leave and switch out their van and come right back?” 
 
    “No,” said another, “those guys went to get something to eat, they’ll be gone a while. This is someone else.” 
 
    “Who do you think it is?” 
 
    They sat in silence for a moment. 
 
    “It wouldn’t be those retards from the new Yasha Struppen unit, would it?” 
 
    “No, that faggot Colonel Sin spends all his time in those black sites of his, touching prisoner dicks.” Sin was gripped by a sense of horrified indignation, unable to believe his ears as laughter filled the audio receiver. “You didn’t know about that? They say he can’t arrest anyone without playing with their pecker.” 
 
    Sin shook his head as still more tinny laughter came through the receiver. He turned to his men, and was horrified to see them both staring ahead with their mouths clasped shut, mirror images of one another. He had expected them to treat him with guttural remarks, but seeing their stony silence was even more insulting because he knew that meant the men were memorizing every detail of this embarrassing moment so that they could tell their comrades later. 
 
    “Alright, alright,” said someone fighting off laughter, “we should keep it down. It’s actually not impossible that it might be Sin. He’s the kind of guy who keeps “shit lists” and doesn’t mind marking off names.” 
 
    You had better believe that’s true, Sin thought. 
 
    “It’s not him,” said another. “He’s too far up the food chain, and besides, who’s going to come spy on Victor, and then keep their surveillance gear pointed at another spy van all night long? You’d have to be an idiot to do that.” 
 
    Just as more laughter came through, Sin turned off the microphone and slammed it down on the audio receiver. He glanced at Abel and saw that he was subtly turned toward him, as if observing him out of the corner of his eye. 
 
    “Well, Colonel,” said Abel, “I can see you have your hands full. If that will be all, then, I will go and speak with the Son of Endless Battle…” 
 
    “Turn on the radio,” Sin said to his men. 
 
    “What do you want to listen to?” 
 
    “Just turn it up,” said Sin. As one of Zelmar Zigman’s reproductions of an older tune played, Sin leaned over toward Abel. “You’re sure you can spur the Son of Endless Battle to action?” 
 
    Sin could see the corner of Abel’s eye flick up and down. Just then Sin realized that his eye was very moist, and the skin of his cheek was smooth, and glistened almost like fish scales. In the darkness of the van, Abel’s almost subterranean appearance was very disconcerting. 
 
    “Whatever happens here won’t be good for our common foe,” Abel finally said. “I wouldn’t worry about the details, Colonel.” 
 
    “But of course I have to worry. Without me, everything would spiral out of control. You’ve heard the quality of men we have here,” he said, gesturing to the other vans. “They shirk their duties, spreading gossip and lies when they should be straining to hold the Empire together. You know, when I first earned my position, I foolishly assumed I had been granted the necessary power to save our nation, and thus, the world. Now I realize how little control I have.” 
 
    “Ah.” 
 
    “Indeed,” said Sin. “In fact, it’s plain to see how little power I really have, when a wasteland “king” can wander into Akkad and cause so much trouble.” 
 
    “We-e-e-ell,” said Abel, “I wouldn’t worry so much about the “king” part.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “We’ve already destroyed his kingdom.” 
 
    Sin was taken aback by the statement and, just when he looked over at Abel, he noticed Abel’s smooth, almost translucent fingers rubbing against his ill-fitting pants in an odd manner, like a nervous gesture. To Sin, Abel’s hands and fingers seemed completely out of proportion, as if he had a birth defect. Abel crossed his arms and tucked his hands into his armpits, and Sin blinked. 
 
    “Is that true?” said Sin. 
 
    “Don’t wait up for me.” Abel reached for the door handle, then added, “I shall find my own way out.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
    False Flag 
 
      
 
    It was still fairly early in the night when the Mooken saluted one another, threw back their shots of Old Imperial, then quietly filed out of the bar. The bartender openly stared at them, shocked that they were not laughing and arguing and singing one of their old military songs. He did not know that they planned on never seeing their old hangout ever again. 
 
    They made their way to an empty lot and, sure enough, three large vans sat waiting for them. The doors opened as if they were expected. Captain Jyk’s eyes were not what they once were, but in the nearest van he could see a rough-looking, muscular man in a work uniform. He nodded at Jyk and, seeing that some of the old men might need help, he hopped out. They had already agreed on who should ride together, so the old men divided without a word. 
 
    Captain Jyk stopped and stood beside the nearest van and waited while the young man helped the others climb in. Jyk was glad to see that morale was high. No one was complaining, or shaking, or crying about their families. Once the others were in, Jyk turned to the young man, who extended his hand. 
 
    “I can manage on my own,” said Jyk. 
 
    “We’re a team,” said the young man, shaking his head. 
 
    Jyk took his hand and grunted as the young soldier pulled him into the van. As his eyes adjusted, Jyk saw the others looking at the workers’ coveralls they would be wearing. 
 
    “We’re a few minutes early,” said the driver. “We’ll take off soon.” 
 
    “You didn’t think we’d come right out, did you?” said Jyk. 
 
    The driver flashed him a rueful grin. 
 
    “Let me see the paperwork,” said Jyk. 
 
    He had been afraid that the young soldiers would not let him see anything, but the man who had helped him handed over the forged work orders. Jyk held it out at arm’s length, but could not make out very much. He had really only wanted to test the younger guys. 
 
    “So this is going to get us into Mammon?” said Jyk. 
 
    “It will,” said the soldier. “As long as everyone keeps their cool, there shouldn’t be any problems.” 
 
    “You won’t have to worry about us. We’re Mooken. I just hope you guys can handle this.” 
 
    “Whatever our people need from us.” 
 
    Jyk nodded. He was struck by the harsh realization that this was real; it was not just a lot of tough talk. He knew that if he was dealing with that realization, then his men were, too. Unwilling to sit in silence, he turned to his men. “Remember,” he said, “we’re going in stealthy, just like in the old days, but this time, we’re going to hide in the open. It’s just like in that old story about the Forty-Seven Ronin, when they hid under the sheep's bellies so the demons wouldn’t sniff them out. Sneaking into Mammon will be the easy part. A week from now, we’ll look back and wish we were still in these vans, half drunk and wondering how things would go down. Life’s going to be different from here on out… but we’ll always be Mooken. We’ll always do what we have to do to get rid of devils and make things better for everybody. Is that understood?” 
 
    The old men of the Mooken Elite nodded and said, “Yes, sir!” and Jyk was surprised when the younger men also chimed in with, “Yes, sir!” 
 
    “Then let’s suit up,” said Jyk. 
 
    *** 
 
    Wodan left Castle Mammon by a prominent entrance where he could be seen by the night shift security guards. The avenue was empty save for guards marching past, and Wodan stood and waited as if contemplating which way he should go. A cold wind raced along the face of Mammon and Wodan lifted the collar of his long jacket, his whipping hair obscuring his vision. He could feel eyes burning into his back, and he hoped that his movements were being reported to various surveillance Branches. 
 
    He walked along the desolate avenue, thinking back on Matthias’s words when they had discussed the plan earlier. 
 
    “And what are you going to be doing while we’re risking our lives?” Matthias had asked. 
 
    “Nothing,” Wodan said. “Absolutely nothing.” 
 
    Sure enough, he heard engines starting. Wodan slowed his pace and scanned the featureless gray stone buildings as if they were of great interest, giving the spies plenty of time to find him. 
 
    You guys better keep an eye on this suspicious character out in the middle of the night, he thought. And never mind the others... 
 
    As he walked, he let his mind drift. His thoughts instantly focused on the situation with Langley and Josef. He flexed his hands in his pockets to relieve discomfort. While he had done his best to play the part of the forward-thinking, idealistic expert on open relationships, sharing Langley with another man was about as appealing to him as compromising his friends’ marriage vows. 
 
    I’m now considered a living saint within the very religion I grew up with, he thought, bracing against a sudden gust of cold air as he attempted to appreciate the irony. What will the new breed of religious Valliers think of this arrangement? 
 
    Though Setsassanar had woken him to the fact that leaders must do things that others would find disturbing, deep down Wodan was still the son of laborers, simple folk who believed that being virtuous meant being humble. Wodan wondered if his parents would even recognize the person he had become, someone who had shed an unbelievable amount of blood and had seen horrors that would drive most men insane. 
 
    But I need both Josef and Langley on my side. Pleasing one and spiting the other is not an option. 
 
    Wodan suddenly stopped and turned his gaze upward. He could see a strip of white stars between rows of gray stone. He knew that his discomfort was of no importance given the weight of what must be done. He was only a small cog, even within the very plan he had devised. 
 
    Do you see me, my old Master? Do you see what I’ve begun? 
 
    *** 
 
    Justyn sat in the ledge of an open window in one of the watchtowers overlooking Mammon. He had already gotten the watchmen used to his presence by coming out for several nights, simply smoking and appearing deep in thought. His part in the plan was to keep an eye out for Michael or Victor and make sure they did not cause any trouble. No one had been able to reach Victor, and they knew better than to even breathe a word of what was happening to Michael. 
 
    The area around Mammon was so empty at this late hour that when he heard the vans making their way around to the rear, it seemed obviously out of place. He looked over his shoulder and saw the three vans just as they disappeared around a corner. He sucked in his breath and leaned back into the tower, listening to see if anyone would start screaming about intruders. 
 
    So those old guys didn’t back out, he thought. They still have it in them! 
 
    He remembered Josef’s discomfort about allowing any humans in on their plan, but in the end, the Warmaster conceded it was their best chance. 
 
    Knowing Josef, he probably has a contingency plan where he can pin it all on the old men if anything goes wrong! And we might need it, if the work orders don’t convince anyone that the backup generators need some kind of “emergency checkup” in the middle of the night. 
 
    Justyn fought the urge to look over his shoulder to see if he could find the vans again. He doubted they were in view, since it was his job to surveil the front of Mammon while Valeria surveyed the rear before meeting up with her special forces who were escorting the Mooken. Since Justyn had been tasked with approaching the old men and drawing them into their plan, he felt he had some responsibility over them. He had enjoyed his time with them, and respected them, and felt bad that they were effectively paid to drink their lives away rather than chase down demons and run ammunition tests on them. 
 
    The fact that they were rotting in that old dump is proof that we’re doing the right thing, Justyn told himself. I just wish I could keep an eye on them... 
 
    But Justyn knew that was impossible. If something went wrong, he had no doubt that Josef planned for Valeria and her goons to wipe out the old men and sever all ties. Justyn was no executioner. And since it was unlikely that Valeria would ever sit idly in a tower full of guards and smoke cigarettes all night long while looking at the stars… 
 
    I guess that’s why I get stuck with watching out for the black sheep of the family! 
 
    *** 
 
    As Wodan made his way to the Omoi Aufsatz, he heard only the quiet growl of several spy vans following in his wake. He wondered if they were coordinating with one another, or if they were rival Branches expected to work in stony silence. 
 
    The guards before the entrance to the little tower recognized him and held the door for him. Wodan entered and made his way up the spiraling staircase, the eerie silence of the tower failing to affect him because he knew that several of his cousins were here. Wodan gave some thought to seeing Franklin, but he knew that Zigman was staying with him just in case something went wrong. Wodan wanted to speak with Franklin alone, not with anyone else hanging around. He also gave some thought to visiting Hait, but he knew that she was most likely alone, and he did not want to jeopardize his relationship with Langley. So it was that he ascended the staircase until he came to the very top, exiting the stairwell and finding himself in a short, dimly lit hallway that, unlike the rest of the stone structure, was made of beautifully gleaming wood. 
 
    At the end of the short hallway stood a heavy wooden door, and on it was a small metal plate inscribed with two Eastern characters which read: 
 
    Kouga Kusha 
 
    The Imperial Engineer, thought Wodan. 
 
    He hesitated, then knocked. He waited. Standing as still as stone, he almost thought he could feel the boards shifting underfoot, as someone moved to stand on the other side of the door in silence. 
 
    “Big Dad,” said Wodan, “I’d like to speak with you.” 
 
    The person behind the door said nothing. 
 
    “William Childriss,” said Wodan, “I’m the one you helped Didi make.” 
 
    The door opened. 
 
    *** 
 
    Langley and Matthias stood in Meditation Room Number 784, waiting for Valeria to signal they should move so long as Justyn did not signal that there was trouble. Matthias paced, occasionally unholstering a gun and spinning before holstering it again. Langley was used to meditating to control her fear, and formed a small shield into various complicated forms. There was no chance that the Omoi Schildern would sense her powers at work, for she had sent them into the Odland for wilderness training. 
 
    Matthias could not help but steal glances at Langley. She was dressed all in black, and her face was painted with a white skull on a black field, the “war paint” of Apoptosis Now, the violent gang they hoped to incriminate. 
 
    Matthias checked his watch once again, then holstered his handgun and looked over their rifles. They were standard-issue Rotnami rifles with the serial numbers filed off. They were equipped with sound suppressors and they had many, many magazines of ammunition between them. Matthias did not look forward to using the lower-tier firearms, but they needed the weapons to be found and assumed to be part of a stolen lot floating around on the black market. They had many similar rifles in a backpack that Matthias would carry - enough to incriminate a large group of desperate rebels. 
 
    There’s nothing to be afraid of, thought Langley, attempting to convince herself. If all goes according to plan, I won’t have to kill anyone. I just have to be in front, to be seen, if it’s unavoidable. I need to keep a shield up, and protect Matthias. Well, that, and… keep the blood off him. 
 
    She turned to Matthias, grateful that he had accepted the burden of killing so that she would not have to. Just when she was about to ask him if he was going to be able to follow through with Wodan’s plan, his communicator buzzed. He silenced it. 
 
    “That’s Valeria’s signal,” he said quietly, handing her a rifle. He pulled Hait’s night vision goggles down over his eyes, then said, “Help me with the backpack, will you?” as she was already lifting and turning it in the air. 
 
    Then the lights went out. 
 
    *** 
 
    William Childriss was stooped, and his thinning white hair was brushed straight back, emphasizing his balding pate. He wore thick glasses, with one lens enlarging an eye and the other lens concealing an eye behind tinted glass. He wore a white robe that was too large for his narrow frame, and supported himself on a cane. Wodan knew that he was probably considered tall, and while that may have helped him survive by giving him an air of authority, to Wodan he looked like a small, battle-scarred animal who had not lived an easy life. 
 
    “You’re Didi’s boy?” said Childriss. 
 
    “No more his than yours,” said Wodan, “but I guess I owe something to both of you.” 
 
    “You’ve come to kill me?” 
 
    “Of course not!” 
 
    “Hmf.” 
 
    Childriss slowly turned away, looking as if he was accepting terrible news, then made his way through the foyer. Wodan followed and shut the door behind him. Childriss led him to a living room decorated in the Western style, with several cushioned chairs, end tables bearing electric lamps, and a large radio beside a bookshelf. Wodan felt a strange sense of being out of place, and realized the room could have come straight out of Haven during his parents’ generation. Childriss groaned as he plopped down in one of the chairs. Wodan found it odd that this grandfatherly old man had given birth to the San Ktari war machine that had turned much of the East into a graveyard. 
 
    His attention focused on one wall dominated by framed black and white photographs, each one showing an Engel as a child. He saw Langley in pigtails sitting in Childriss’s lap, both of them looking uncharacteristically carefree as they smiled at the viewer. One large photograph showed Josef, Victor, and Valeria in war paint and rough clothes, standing beside a handsome Engel he did not recognize, but that he guessed was Franklin. Despite their young age they carried standard-issue rifles. Victor flexed a modest bicep while Valeria had her arms slung around Josef and Franklin. Another photograph showed Michael reading by himself, looking as if he was ignoring the camera on purpose. Still another photograph showed Elamah and Zigman dressed in some kind of ritual robes, their gestures exaggerated as they danced on a stage. 
 
    “Do your ears not work?” said Childriss. “I said you may sit down if you like!” 
 
    Wodan pulled himself away from the photographs. “We’re in no hurry, are we?” 
 
    Childriss gave him a cutting glance. “You’ll forgive me if I feel a bit nervous about this meeting. I don’t know how much you know, or what you’ve been told by others. There are a lot of people who despise me. You might not know this, but it tends to put a man on edge.” 
 
    “I know quite a lot about you,” Wodan said as he took a seat. “I mean you no harm.” 
 
    “Let me look at you, then.” Wodan waited patiently while the old man’s one good eye probed at his face and hands. “Your name is Wodan, correct? Have you contracted any diseases?” 
 
    “Not since my change, no.” 
 
    “Ah-h-h-h, so you did indeed begin your life as a small, frail human. I didn’t have that option with the others, you know. I needed results. My life was on the line, you see…” 
 
    “You modified the code so that their potential would express from the beginning,” said Wodan. “I’m impressed you could change the genetic code without disastrous results.” 
 
    Childriss shrugged and adopted a humble expression. “I failed miserably with Franklin, and he pays the price for my stupidity. I suppose I should be grateful to Didi. We spent years creating abominations, ruining so much genetic code that I know more about what not to do than what should be done.” 
 
    “Like the ghouls in the Black Valley,” said Wodan. “It took time and a lot of effort, but we finally exterminated them.” 
 
    “We?” 
 
    “My people. The citizens of the Black Valley.” 
 
    Childriss sat back, looking as if he felt ill. “So it’s true, then, what Dove has told me. You made your own nation? You filled it with people?” 
 
    “It’s a long story, but yes. I was planning on facing a demon army with them, but Didi had other plans for me.” 
 
    “Didi? So he did send you, then?” 
 
    “Yes, but don’t worry about that. I would have come here eventually. I wanted to meet the others… the ones like me.” 
 
    “Wodan, this is more than a little unsettling to me. I already live with the guilt of creating twelve slaves who will live the rest of their lives under the control of these beasts. They did not deserve that life. I don’t even deserve my own life, nor do I want to continue it, really, but… fighting to survive, you know… it’s… it just…” 
 
    “You don’t have to apologize,” said Wodan, smiling. “I would have been alone if you hadn’t made the others. I would have been alone forever. I’m grateful.” 
 
    Childriss gripped his hands into fists and leaned forward. “No, Wodan, you don’t understand. Stupidity compelled me to fight to survive, but at least I know what I am. I know how stupid and beastly and cowardly men are, but I fought to live among them anyway. But none of us knows what you are. That fool Didi and I found your genetic code, buried for gods know how long, and then I… I put it into a human… with only a vague understanding of what you would become. You might be a decent fellow now, but we have no idea if you might become a monster later on!” 
 
    Wodan waved a hand dismissively. “Don’t worry about that. I met the person who made my genetic code. He was like me, a superbeing. He was a good man, in some ways. Ultimately he meant no harm, and was only trying to spend his time working on something that would be useful to others. No different from you, really. There was another man who worked with him, but he died long ago. Actually, they’re both dead now.” 
 
    “You… you met him?” 
 
    Wodan leveled his gaze at Childriss. “You may have seen strange things and gone into moral gray areas to get by, Mister Childriss, but the world is far, far stranger than even you know, and I’ve done things ten thousand times worse than you, both to survive and to hurt our common enemy. I’ve even seen a record of your life kept by that ancient superbeing. I know just how Didi betrayed you, and how difficult you’ve had it here, supplying living weapons to masters who only want to see the world broken and in submission. People who live comfortable lives behind city walls might be quick to judge you, but I know exactly how the world treats men like you and I. They aren’t kind to us. They judge us because we’re willing to go further than them, but whenever they manage to get control of us, they use us to hurt others like themselves. I only wish you hadn’t sent Langley and the others to kill me, all those years ago. Instead of convincing yourself that you’re the only sane man in the world, and trying to protect yourself by killing your competition, you should have been seeking out people like yourself. People willing to take risks, and want to improve the world, instead of trying to beat the world into submission. We should have been working together, from day one.” 
 
    Childriss sat back and turned away from Wodan. “That’s all very nice that you would be willing to cooperate with someone, even with me, but I’m sure you have the sense to know that most are not willing. Our minds are defective, Wodan. All humans are deeply flawed. Our brains are wired to dash us against the rocks, without reason, and so we cry out in agony, each in our own way. We each speak a different language, making communication practically impossible, a guessing-game at best. We each live in a different illusion, scrambling in a frantic race to patch it up and keep the illusion together, and only rarely do we see beyond the illusion and realize we are surrounded by the torn flesh and severed limbs of those we have unknowingly mutilated beyond recognition. Sleeping and dreaming that we are doing good, we do evil. You think I sent my children to kill you because I feared you? No! I did it to protect them. I knew that only superbeings could kill another superbeing, and in my stupidity I sent the very victims you would inevitably put in danger. Nobody bothers to keep me in the loop anymore, Wodan, but it’s not so hard to see that you’ve gotten my children excited about something. And nobody, neither human nor superhuman, really gets too excited about safety and taking the sensible route, now, do they? No, I know you’ve put them in danger. I know you tell yourself that they are your friends, maybe even your family, even as you throw them to the wolves.” Childriss laughed quietly. “Perhaps the gods above are far more merciful than I ever suspected, putting us under the illusion of our own moral superiority. Otherwise, how would you feel, Wodan, knowing that my children will get themselves killed because of you?” 
 
    Wodan turned away as if struck. “You’re a wise man, Childriss, but you don’t know everything.” 
 
    “I know why you’re here.” Childriss leaned forward as if suddenly enjoying the conversation. “You’re here for this, aren’t you?” He pulled open his robe, revealing a padded white vest fixed with two rows of red buttons under glass shields. Each button was labeled with Eastern characters. “This is a Vest of the Gotterdammerung, the so-called Twelve Gods Killer,” Childriss continued, a slow smile spreading across his face. “Besides me, only the Emperor has one. Two of them exist… and in order to secure your future, you will have to take them both, won’t you, Wodan? You could kill me and take this one, of course, but I wonder… how will you get the other one?” 
 
    *** 
 
    In the gray-green haze of the night vision goggles Langley watched as Matthias blasted one White Ouju after another. She was deafened and no longer bothered as Matthias fired right beside her, the suppressor long since removed from his rifle. In the darkness one of the White Ouju accidentally ran headlong into the Emperor’s bathing pool, falling onto one of the serving girls and causing them all to scream even louder, their shrill cries echoing off the smooth tiles. Langley’s shield sparked as she deflected one round after another, the blinded Ouju firing in the direction of Matthias’s muzzle flash. Langley ignored the desire to cover them completely, allowing room for Matthias to come up from cover and fire over her head. 
 
    Among a cluster of the white-painted guards, Matthias fired at one and caught him in the throat, coating his comrades in a spray of arterial blood. As if remembering that he needed to hide his superhuman accuracy, he shot several rounds into the Ouju’s breastplate even as the body slumped over. 
 
    Despite her military experience, she considered herself a scout rather than an assassin. She thought this would be morally traumatizing, but she was surprised at how the men groping in the dark now seemed little more than moving targets, obstacles to be marked off a list. Just then her eye caught movement; one of the Omniseers lying on top of Emperor Sarru-ken began crawling toward the rear exit. Though he would likely never find the doorway in the dark, Langley reached out with a tendril of thought and grabbed him by his ankle, then pulled him across the cold tiles. His small limbs flailed in terror until Matthias rose up from cover and fired several rounds into his back. While Matthias turned and fired on the White Ouju climbing out of Sarru-ken’s pool, blowing out the back of his head, Langley took turns pulling one Omniseer after another off of the Emperor and dragging the old men toward them. Matthias reloaded with blinding speed and fired on each of them. Finally the Emperor was alone, curled up in a ball, his mind reeling in a nightmare. 
 
    Matthias tapped Langley on the shoulder, letting her know that all targets were down. He dropped the backpack and left the same way they had entered, never speaking a word. Though the fighting was hopefully over, Langley considered this the most difficult part of the plan: Stripping each Omniseer and packing their robes, then dressing them in Apoptosis clothing. She was so jacked up on adrenaline that forcing legs into pants was no easy task, and her sense of time was drawn out to the point that it seemed she would surely be caught at any moment. 
 
    The lights suddenly flickered on, blinding her. She jerked off her goggles and, seeing the women in the pool lift their heads, she dropped her shield and fired her rifle into the tiles, causing the women to scream and cling to one another. 
 
    “Heads down! Or you’re dead!” she shouted, again wondering at how easy it was to be so callous. 
 
    The door across the room opened and her heart leaped into her throat. A hand reached out from cover and waved once, then twice, and she exhaled. Several old men dressed as Omniseers entered, blinking and looking around as if overwhelmed. 
 
    Oh, gods, Langley thought, this is ridiculous. They don’t look anything like the other Omniseers! This is never going to work! 
 
    She stooped and pulled Hait’s white phosphorus firebomb out of the backpack and turned to the pile of twisted bodies lying nearby. Though her movements were fluid and her thoughts were focused on the plan, a small part of her awareness considered igniting the bomb while still in her hand just to end her rising doubt. 
 
    Something moved in the pile of bodies, and she leaped in alarm. A small head, wrinkled head covered in blood twitched, then turned its eyes in her direction. As in a nightmare the Omniseer’s mouth worked soundlessly, looking as if he was chewing on his own tongue. Though unable to speak around the wad of blood pouring through his esophagus, he bore his gaze into her, willing the force of his rage in her direction. She hesitated, the bomb shaking in her hand. 
 
    *** 
 
    “What makes you think I want either Vest?” said Wodan. 
 
    “Well it’s obvious, isn’t it?” said Childriss. “You certainly didn’t come to Akkad just to shake hands and play video games before going on your merry way. Perhaps you came at Didi’s bidding. It certainly would not be difficult to end the work of his old rival if you could do so at the push of a button. Ah… but, no, I don’t think you’re here for that. I can tell. You really do think of my children as family, don’t you? That means you’re here for power. You said you met your maker. I can guess what he told you. He told you that you’re superior to us, didn’t he? He told you that your kind are the masters, and we’re the livestock. That’s how it is, isn’t it? Don’t be alarmed, Wodan - I don’t blame you. I may not operate on your level… but that doesn’t mean that I’m stupid.” 
 
    Childriss ran a finger along the Vest, then smiled at Wodan. “You want me to give this up willingly, I’m sure, but you’ll take it by force if necessary. And what can I do to stop you? I’m sure by the time I’ve fumbled my way under the glass, and hold someone hostage just to stay your hand, what could I do? They’re my children. I wouldn’t dare harm any of them! You could break both of my arms before I could do anything. Then you could rip out my tongue to stop my complaints. I’m right, aren’t I?” Childriss stared into Wodan, then shouted, “Well? Aren’t I?” 
 
    “That’s enough,” Wodan said calmly. “You think you’re the only one who’s had something taken from him? In the world I imagine, the Party are…” Realizing that the room was too quiet, and that Childriss would likely not hear him if he spoke as quietly as he and his cousins often did, Wodan clamped his mouth shut before admitting that he envisioned a future in which the Party were in charge of cleaning toilets and digging irrigation ditches. He took control of his emotions and shook his head. “I’m not going to take anything from you. But I do want to ask a favor.” 
 
    Childriss sat in silence, but kept his gaze fixed on Wodan. Wodan saw his eyes widen ever-so-slightly, and he knew that Childriss was fighting both his fear of betrayal as well as his fear of hope. Wodan continued. “I know that people see you as volatile and abrasive, and most likely they write it off as a personality quirk. They don’t know that your reservoir of hatred is only building year after year. I know that you love your children... but in creating them, you’ve given this nation something it can no longer function without. In order to hurt these people, it might seem like a good idea to run your fingers over all the buttons at once. To destroy... and set free... the slaves they worship and depend on.” 
 
    This time it was Childriss’s turn to look away, as if he had been caught at a secret plan of which even he himself was unaware. 
 
    “Even though you love them, I know you’re capable of ending their lives,” said Wodan. “But even knowing that, I believe the Vest should remain with you, where it belongs. You made it; it’s yours. Instead of adding to the endless list of demands that others place on you, I would only ask that you never, ever use the Killswitches. I want you to keep the Vest of the Gotterdammerung on your person, but never touch it, and never let anyone else touch it. No matter what happens, no matter what pressure is put on you - never use it. I don’t want anything from you except your word. And I’m only asking for it.” 
 
    Childriss knew full well what it was like to be in someone else’s power, to swallow the impotent anger only to have it explode when it could no longer be controlled. Now, hearing Wodan treat him as an equal, to speak without finagling, or veiled threats, or any sort of intimidation, unlocked a well of emotion that had lain constricted in his chest for decades. He covered his eyes to hide what was happening, but still he sobbed loudly, like a child. He heard Wodan’s chair strain, then felt his heavy hand on his shoulder. 
 
    Instantly his tears ceased to flow, and Childriss froze in place. He knew that this was the moment - Didi’s creature could rip the Vest away from him now that he had gotten into his head and reduced him to such an undignified state. Childriss also knew that, on some level, he wanted Wodan to betray him, to give him validation so that he could point his finger at the world and scream that he was right, that his lifetime of betrayals had only been leading up to this final and unexpectedly cruel betrayal. 
 
    Instead, Childriss felt Wodan pat his shoulder twice, then withdraw his hand. 
 
    “Alright, then,” Childriss said as he wiped his eyes with his sleeve. “If that’s what you want, then fine, fine.” 
 
    Childriss turned to Wodan and gave him a shy smile. At that moment Wodan heard heavy boots banging up the steps, creating a surreal scene in which a wounded old man showed vulnerability but could not yet hear the armed thugs coming to greet them. 
 
    Something’s gone wrong! thought Wodan. 
 
    “Whatever happens, Mister Childriss,” said Wodan, “don’t make any sudden movements.” 
 
    Just as Childriss raised an eyebrow, he heard the footfalls in the hallway, then the door burst open. Wodan’s breath caught in his throat as men in shining black riot armor entered with rifles raised. He suppressed every instinct telling him to move to defend himself, and gripped his handrests as he mimicked the body language of someone who had nothing to hide. Even as his body told him to react, his mind raced to understand the men’s motives. In a flash he understood that they had not announced their presence because they wanted him to be alarmed and make a move so they would be justified in killing him. 
 
    But if they had come here just to kill me, they would have set up behind the door, and thrown an explosive to disorient me. 
 
    The half-dozen heavily armed riflemen stood in a semi-circle around them. Wodan could not see their faces behind their black masks, but their eye slits revealed that they had no trouble holding his gaze. They gave no indication of nervousness. Wodan knew that they were not any normal shuji, but hardened killers. 
 
    “Are you Keisatzei?” said Wodan. “You must be the Yasha Struppen.” 
 
    “Interior Division,” said Colonel Sin, striding in from the hallway. The room was deathly silent except for the sound of his polished boots clicking across the wooden floor. He stood beside his thugs, gave Childriss a long look, then looked down his nose at Wodan. 
 
    “You really thought you had us fooled, didn’t you?” said Sin. 
 
    “What’s this about?” said Wodan. 
 
    Colonel Sin smiled, then shook his head. “An attempt was made on the Emperor’s life not long ago - but I don’t have to tell you that, do I? And I don’t have to tell you that it failed, of course, because you never planned for it to succeed, did you?” 
 
    Wodan said nothing. 
 
    “It didn’t take me long to figure it out,” said Sin. “We’re not as stupid as we look, we humans. And…” Sin raised a finger as if he expected an interruption. “Do not think that I came here without notifying the entire Party. They know I’m here. Make any moves to get out of this room, and you’ll only confirm what I already know.” 
 
    “What exactly are you talking about?” said Wodan. 
 
    “Your plan. Your clever ruse. I kept tabs on you and, as I said, I figured it out.” Colonel Sin’s face stretched into wide grin, a hideous gesture of exposed teeth. “One word: Decoys. You thought you could switch them out with decoys, didn’t you?” 
 
    Though he kept his face as still as stone, Wodan’s chest constricted around his heart. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
    Battle Against Sin 
 
      
 
    So he knows, thought Wodan, trying his best to conceal his alarm. He knows I had the Omniseers replaced with the Mooken Elite… 
 
    Wodan’s mind raced, wondering how close Matthias and Langley were to the other Vest, wondering if they could grab it and run, and then somehow get everyone out of Akkad and into the Black Valley. 
 
    I’ll have to kill Sin now. And all of his men. There won’t be any way to do it without getting shot, though. Even if I live, I won’t be of much help to the others... 
 
    As if sensing that Wodan’s mind was racing, Colonel Sin moved to stand over him, his smile fixed on his face like a sculpted mask. “And I wouldn’t even think about trying to get out of this,” he said, putting his hands into his pockets and shaking his keys. “Where did they say you were from? The, ah… Black Valley, was it?” 
 
    To Wodan, the moment was so unreal that his fear turned into a sort of dreadful curiosity. The Keisatzei agent before him seemed so absurd, his posturing so childishly ridiculous, that he wanted to see where Sin would take this confrontation before Wodan reached into his guts and threw him against the wall. Wodan said nothing, but leaned back in his chair and propped his head on one hand. 
 
    “Yes, the Black Valley,” said Sin. “I remember now. Well, I wouldn’t worry about trying to run back there - it’s been destroyed.” 
 
    Wodan let the horrifying statement wash over him. He ignored the dryness in his mouth so that Sin would not see him attempting to swallow. “You have quite the intelligence network, if you can keep tabs on a small nation across the world.” 
 
    Sin shrugged. “A diplomat told me.” 
 
    “A diplomat?” 
 
    Sin nodded, his smile never moving. 
 
    Wodan scratched his chin. “A... human diplomat?” 
 
    Though Sin was obviously enjoying the feeling of being in control, a shadow passed over his features. He blinked and turned away. Wodan could clearly see that his question had an effect on him, forcing Sin to consider something which should have been obvious. 
 
    “Colonel Sin, if you’re getting your information from a demon, then I would consider the source and look for a second opinion. Now, what’s this business you’ve come here about tonight? A demon hasn’t sent you on a wild goose chase, has it?” 
 
    Sin activated a hand-held radio and, with a condescending sigh, said, “I’ve got the foreigner. He was exactly where I thought he would be. Are you with the Omniseers, Yarimann Tys?” 
 
    “We are, sir, in a sense,” came the response. Wodan guessed it was one of the Castle guards, an officer of the Rotnami. 
 
    “In a sense? Explain.” 
 
    “The Omniseers have secluded themselves with the Emperor in his private residence. They are not exactly pleased with what has happened.” 
 
    “I should think not,” said Sin, narrowing his eyes at Wodan. “It’s not every day that an alleged attempt is made on the life of the Emperor... but only for the purpose of replacing the Emperor’s Vest of the Gotterdammerung with a fake.” 
 
    Wodan moved his hand over his mouth and shifted his weight. “You’re talking about, um… replacing the Vest of the Gotterdammerung? With some kind of decoy?” 
 
    “Of course,” said Sin, lifting his eyebrows. “We know you have connections to various rebel groups. One Who Is Like God, or “Michael”, introduced you to them, did he not? It would be no great task for you to supply such groups with a trick bomb wired to eliminate them, thus severing any ties to you once they had completed their task. We also know that your companion, The Winds of Death, or “Matthias”, was the first on the scene of the alleged assassination attempt. Does he not have very quick and nimble fingers perfect for relieving the Emperor of his Vest and replacing it with-” 
 
    Wodan laughed, cutting Sin off. “So you think I had the Killswitches replaced with fakes? And I guess you believe I came here to replace the Kouga Kusha’s Vest as well.” 
 
    The silence hung heavy as Sin stared at Wodan, letting his smile fade. “Do not underestimate me,” he said. With his eyes still on Wodan he lifted the radio set, and said, “Yarimann Tys, tell the Omniseers that we humbly request that the Emperor test his Vest of the Gotterdammerung.” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” the soldier responded. They waited in uncomfortable silence in the cramped room. 
 
    “You’re disappointing me,” said Wodan. 
 
    Sin curled his lip, but before he could respond, the radio chirped. “Sir!” said the yarimann. “The Omniseers say that the Emperor is weary, and must retire. They say that they will be very angry with you if you do not allow him his rest.” 
 
    The unexpected good turn in his fortune set Wodan’s heart racing. Hang in there, Captain Jyk! he thought. I know it’s you... it must be you! 
 
    “They’re stalling for time,” Sin hissed. “Keep at them. Hound them. Grind them down! But be respectful about it.” 
 
    Colonel Sin immediately placed his radio back on his belt and let his trench coat cover it, then quickly flipped the other side back so that his sidearm was visible. “Honorable Kouga Kusha, I see no reason why we can’t test your Vest now.” 
 
    Childriss flicked his gaze back and forth between Wodan and Sin. In Eastern, he said, “I... I would never...” 
 
    “Please! Don’t act like a fool,” said Sin. “Do you really think I would have the blood of our gods on my hands? I know for a fact that it’s possible to test the connection without actually activating the incineration process.” 
 
    Childriss shrugged uncomfortably. “But if the Vests have been replaced, then what would be the point of-” 
 
    “Because I know there is a chance, however small, that I might be wrong.” 
 
    “Anyway,” said Childriss, shrugging stiffly once again, “such a test is not possible.” 
 
    “Your old friend, Kommander Yin Dragel, said otherwise.” 
 
    Childriss froze and fixed his gaze on Sin with such intensity that Wodan knew a nerve had been struck. One of the Yasha Struppen pivoted his rifle and aimed it at Childriss. 
 
    “If it makes it easier for you,” said Sin, “know that he was not in any rush to betray you. No, it was... quite difficult... to get any useful information from him.” 
 
    “You tortured him,” said Childriss. His tone was frigid. Wodan knew the old man had a reputation for explosive anger, and the fact that he sat unmoving made Wodan fear that he was preparing to do something that would get him killed. Wodan stared him down, hoping to get his attention, but Childriss kept his eyes fixed on Sin. 
 
    “Yin Dragel had so many bad ideas that nobody could have saved him,” said Sin. “Believe me, I tried. We had many… conversations. He told me that you told him that the Killswitches could be used in a non-lethal manner - that is, a test signal could be sent. So let’s not have any stories about why we cannot test out your Vest.” 
 
    Wodan tried to gauge Childriss’s reaction, but he sensed only dull rage behind his gaze. 
 
    What if Childriss has deactivated his Vest? Wodan wondered. It’s possible. He might have done so out of concern for his “children”. But if he’s done that, we’ll all be incriminated. 
 
    “Well?” said Sin. “Is it possible?” 
 
    Childriss turned away and sat in silence. Just as Sin was about to repeat himself, Childriss said, “It is possible. Are you dead set on this course of action?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    Childriss rose and Sin signaled for the Yasha Struppen to relax. Childriss opened a panel on the wall and revealed an aged computer. Wodan could not see the screen, but heard the hum of the machine coming to life. 
 
    “No tricks, now,” said Sin. 
 
    Childriss hummed oddly as he typed commands. “Tricks, sir? No. No.” 
 
    Again Wodan wondered just what the old man was planning. He glanced at the nearest soldier and saw that his attention was wholly fixed on Wodan, the rifle still aimed at his midsection. If Childriss pulled a gun out of a hidden compartment and tried to take control of the situation, it would not go well. 
 
    “There,” said Childriss. 
 
    “Well?” said Sin. “We can now test the Killswitches?” 
 
    “Yes…” 
 
    Sin nodded and immediately one of the Yasha Struppen grabbed Childriss and swung him around, then lowered his rifle and thrust Childriss against the wall, holding him in place with one armored fist. The old man turned red with rage but made no move to defend himself as Sin approached and jerked open his robe, revealing the Vest and its double rows of buttons behind glass. 
 
    “Such an odd design,” said Sin. “It must be something about the Western mind, to make something that looks like a child’s costume piece, yet give it the power to slay the gods. Who shall we try first?” 
 
    Childriss’s breathing became erratic, and Wodan wondered if Sin meant to drive him into having a heart attack. Childriss slowly raised a hand and hovered over one button, then another, then he suddenly turned to Wodan and said, “Wodan! Huni, or Victor! Choose!” 
 
    My God, thought Wodan, there is no testing capability! 
 
    He means to kill one of his own children just to implicate Sin! 
 
    “Choose now!” Childriss shouted. 
 
    Wodan’s mind raced, then he blurted out, “Huni.” 
 
    Childriss’s fingers moved to a button labeled The Face of Serenity. Sin glanced at Wodan, and like a darting snake his hand moved to lift the glass covering a button labeled Lady of the Divine Thought. 
 
    “Ah,” said Sin. “Madame Langley it is, then.” 
 
    As his finger pressed the button, a light ping sounded from the computer. 
 
    “Connection secure,” said a recorded voice. “Host remains intact.” The recording played in both Western and Eastern. 
 
    Childriss smiled, then Sin’s radio squawked, “Colonel Sin, sir, the Omniseers have been briefed on the procedure, and the Emperor has agreed to-” 
 
    “Ah,” said Sin, his eyes going wide. “Ah. Well. That is. Ah.” 
 
    “Connection secure,” the computer repeated. A high-pitched ping filled the room every time someone in Mammon pushed one of the Killswitches. “Host remains intact. Connection secure. Host remains intact. Connection secure...” 
 
    Sin turned so that Wodan could no longer see his face, but Childriss was obviously relishing his expression, beaming and openly staring at him. The ping of the computer and the recorded voice finally fell silent, then the Rotnami officer’s voice came through the radio. 
 
    “El Sin!” he barked, sounding like a different man now that he was speaking to someone without honor. “You have inconvenienced our Emperor, forcing others to stand near his person only moments after his life was endangered! He should be in bed by now! You…” 
 
    Yarimann Tys was interrupted. Wodan could just barely make out someone else speaking in the background. 
 
    “... and like we said, the Emperor should already be in bed. You boys are gonna have him up all night, and then…” 
 
    In horror, Wodan realized that Captain Jyk was speaking. 
 
    He doesn’t sound anything like an honorable dignitary! He even said, “you boys”...! Just shut up, Jyk, please! 
 
    “Of course, sir, yes, sir,” said Yarimann Tys. “El Sin, the Omniseers would very much like to speak with you first thing in the morning. Then you shall learn your fate. For now, go home, and contemplate what you have done!” 
 
    They bought it, thought Wodan, covering his mouth once again. They actually bought it. 
 
    Sin slowly turned around. Wodan thought he was going to glare at him, but Sin only stared at his shoes, his face as slack as if he had died. 
 
    If the plan had focused on stealing the Vests, we would have been caught, Wodan thought. As it is, we’re still vulnerable… 
 
    And that makes us untouchable! 
 
    Wodan could not help but pity the deflated man standing before him, unmoving as his world crashed down around him. 
 
    “Replaced with decoys,” said Wodan. “What a strange idea. I suppose your creativity at spinning conspiracy theories must be commended, sir.” 
 
    Sin removed his hat, causing his pomaded hair to fall into awkward spikes as he made his way to the door. When they heard his footsteps beyond the entrance, his Yasha Struppen goons looked at one another, then they left as well. 
 
    When he was sure they were gone, Wodan moved to help Childriss put his robe back together. Childriss waved him away, then sat down. Wodan took his seat, then they stared at one another for a long time, exhausted by their ordeal. 
 
    Wodan finally spoke. “Why.... why did you make me choose between Huni and Victor, when you knew all along that nothing would happen?” 
 
    At once Childriss became animated, tossing his head back and slapping his chair. “I already had that posturing, unbelievable idiot set up to hang himself! But I wanted to see the stupid look on your face, too! Oh, to see Didi’s little superman cringing like a scared baby! Ah… ha! Ha, ha, ha-a-a!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
    Vulnerable and Untouchable 
 
      
 
    Early the next morning Wodan entered the Emperor’s throne room and dropped down to his knees, respectfully placing the palms of hands on the floor and bringing his forehead near the ground. His quick examination upon entering revealed nothing obvious out of place; the Omniseers knelt in a line leading up to the vague outline of the Emperor behind a translucent curtain. The White Ouju looked like white statues barely visible along the white walls. They were Valeria’s most trusted men, and none of them betrayed any hint of fear at their sacrilege. Now Wodan stared at the white floor, feeling strangely content as he bowed to a construct of his own design. 
 
    Finally the Omniseer nearest to him knelt beside him and whispered, “Forgive me, sir, but this job is bullshit.” 
 
    Wodan could tell he was speaking with Captain Jyk. “You miss the bar?” said Wodan. 
 
    “Hn! Hell no. It’s just… you should see how they feed us. And the beds! I’m afraid they’re going to make us fat. Fat an’ weak. We were trained for squattin’ in the Odland, sweating all day, cold as hell all night, being miserable…” 
 
    “Go ahead and get fat,” said Wodan, craning his head so that they could look eye to eye. “Try to enjoy yourselves. Remember, everything we’ve done could fall apart at any minute. This plan was never flawless. It just has to work for a little longer.” 
 
    “Ah-h-h-ht,” Captain Jyk said dismissively. “We’ll be fine. We’ve already ordered the White Ouju who aren’t ours to report for training. The timing might seem strange, but we made it seem as if they’re being punished, so they’ll go along with it. Truth be told, we could have them executed - it’s not unheard of to force all White Ouju to kill themselves after something like this.” 
 
    “No, this is best,” said Wodan. “We’ll need them all soon enough, and if we killed them all, we would have to replace them with people we need elsewhere.” 
 
    “Right. Now, it looks like we don’t have to worry about any servants outing us. They’re trained to keep their heads down, and we plan on staying in costume most times, anyway. The only problem is the other Omniseers, the guys who manage the Fake Emperors. They’ll know something is off… all the Omniseers meet up on the regular, you know.” 
 
    Wodan nodded. “Just keep them on lockdown for as long as possible. For “security purposes”, they need to stay in their apartments…” 
 
    “Right, right. And if they do make trouble, we could always… you know, ship them off somewhere.” 
 
    “Definitely.” Wodan nodded. 
 
    They sat in silence for a moment, then Captain Jyk looked down at his own hands. “Wodan,” he finally said. “How do you know you can trust us?” 
 
    “If you weren’t good men, you wouldn’t have been put out to pasture. Corrupt men are given cushy jobs.” Jyk nodded, but it seemed to Wodan that he was not fully satisfied. “Look, you know I’m a king in my homeland, right?” 
 
    Captain Jyk nodded. 
 
    “The way you feel now,” said Wodan, “I feel that way, too. All the time. Nobody ever gave me permission to be king. Nobody ever told me that’s what I needed to do. I just did it. I didn’t know what I was doing, but it was necessary at the time. So is this.” 
 
    “I just need you to tell me one thing,” Jyk said suddenly. 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “We did this because the demons are killing everybody… and it’s… it’s pretty obvious that we’re next on the menu… so… well...” 
 
    Wodan turned his gaze back to Jyk, and found the old man looking back at him, looking a little ridiculous in his white face paint. “Don’t worry about the demons,” said Wodan. “I’m going to destroy them. I’m going to use the full weight of the Empire to wipe them off the face of the earth. In the Rotnami, they taught you how to fight a few of them at a time. Now, the Mooken Elite are going to steer the Empire, and together we’re going to commit an act of genocide that will cleanse the entire world.” 
 
    “Well, damn,” said Jyk, raising his eyebrows. “Guess your friends weren’t kidding about you.” 
 
    With that, Jyk turned to the nearest Omniseer and whispered to him. After a moment that Omniseer turned to the next in line, then that Omniseer turned to the next, then the next. Instead of relaying Wodan’s words to the Emperor, Wodan heard one of them making a guess at what they might get for lunch. Another one whispered a joke about a three-legged man. Still another complained about his wife, but was cut off when his comrade let him know that he already understood their situation. When the final Omniseer whispered to the Emperor, Wodan could just barely make out a story in which Wodan, the Wanderer of the Wastes, had faithfully scouted the remains of an Ionian city and found its inhabitants either dead or remorseful that they had stood in opposition to San Ktari. 
 
    So it was, as Wodan spoke to Captain Jyk and told him what must be done over the coming days, that the Emperor was the only one left completely in the dark. When Wodan finally backed out of the room, he lifted his gaze to the man behind the translucent curtain. 
 
    Never again will you hear any news of the real world, much less rule over anything. You will be our sacrifice, locked inside a plain white cube. No window will give any view of the world outside. But you will be given plenty of distraction, so no exit will ever be sought. You will be only a Shadow Emperor, a puppet dancing to our tune. Forgive us… 
 
    But never tell yourself that you’re the only expendable one in this war! 
 
    *** 
 
    As the soldiers recalled from the front returned to Akkad, the Emperor gave a strange decree, saying that any soldier may tell any tale regarding the Empire’s strange alliance with the demonic Tentsujin army. The Emperor asserted that no one may silence a soldier who felt the need to speak of the Tentsujin in public. He even allowed them to give voice to resentments or frustrations if they felt the desire to do so. The Emperor made it known that it was his deepest wish that his citizens would respectfully listen to any soldier who chose to speak of what he had seen on the battlefield. 
 
    The decree was highly unusual, and few were able to take it to heart immediately. Bars that catered to Rotnami were the first to hear the stories from the front, then the tales spread rapidly. Spies and officers of the Keisatzei were eager to enforce the Emperor’s decree, and those who noted that Emperor Sarru-gen had given soldiers permission, but not civilians, began making arrests. As detention centers processed citizens unlawfully spreading rumors about demons, the Emperor clarified that anyone, no matter their station, could say anything they wanted regarding the Tentsujin alliance. 
 
    While the soldiers had no love for the Ionians, their hatred was abstract, a culturally agreed-upon subject that provided little excitement. But working alongside the demons provided endless fodder for revolting tales. Any soldier who could describe seeing a dragon, or even a big wet tentacle, or could talk about a hair-raising howl they heard on a moonless night, soon found himself surrounded by eager listeners buying him food and drink. The people wanted to hear stories of atrocities, how the demons shrieked and rampaged through one city after another leaving only twisted piles of bones sucked clean. Knowing that the dead lying in the ruins were the enemy meant little to the soldiers who saw the destruction firsthand. The artillerymen who broke city gates found little honor in their duty, and the soldiers charged with combing through dead cities in search of survivors knew that the living envied the dead. 
 
    Every day more soldiers returned to Akkad, and not only from the Ionian front. Bases stationed in old war zones were unexpectedly decommissioned, their personnel suddenly recalled from “sitting on ass” - that is, keeping an eye on depopulated areas. Even labor camps were shut down or drastically reorganized. Though Kommander Nil Pen was confused by the order to deliver Camp Krahen and its gasoline refining facility to its former inmates, and to bring all of his soldiers and munitions to Akkad, he was at least glad that he would no longer have to worry about gasoline production quotas in a land that had been practically sucked dry. 
 
    *** 
 
    Abel knew something was happening when the spy vans outside his apartment scattered. He ran to the apartment building across the street and made his way up the stairwell, and by the time he reached the rooftop there was already an armored van disgorging Rotnami soldiers into the street. He watched as they forced their way into his apartment building, then tossed his room looking for him. 
 
    He hid in the basement, and that night he made his way to a dilapidated building and laid down in a narrow closet in the attic. He believed the building was unoccupied, but ultimately he did not care and was unafraid of being caught. In the dark, hot closet, he could feel others enter his mind, examine his experiences, then leave on some other errand. Few bothered to consult with him, and he did not mind that, either, because he knew he would be told what to do when the time was right. Abel was merely a vessel, and had no pretensions about being an undercover spy fighting for survival behind enemy lines. Instead, he was more like a glove placed in a drawer, waiting to be used by its owner. 
 
    Abel was very hungry the next night and decided to look for something to eat. He carefully pushed open the closet’s creaking door, and as he crawled across the attic floor, he felt another group of minds pass through him as they looked for memories of Ionia. They were interested in his journey there ten years ago, and he froze in position so that he could go over the memory with them. 
 
    Once again he saw irrigated fields of pale wheat stretching for miles around high walls of yellow-gray stone that surrounded the city of Utyar, capital of Ionia. Even under a wide-brimmed hat the sun’s glare was intolerable; he had lived all his life in darkness and could only walk with his gaze at his feet. He could hear travelers comment on his odd mannerisms, and he was annoyed at the attention. At once a thousand voices coaxed him on, guiding his footsteps to the gates of the city. 
 
    Though people were going in and out of the open gate, Abel was immediately stopped by the guards and questioned. They were large, pale men with yellow hair, and Abel was horrified by their appearance, finding them little different from pigs, their lips quivering convulsively and squealing in crude imitation of communication. Abel requested an audience with the King and though the guards were rough with him they eventually dragged him through paved streets and buildings of rough-hewn stone occupied by monstrous creatures going about their business. Abel was particularly disgusted by the sight of what could only be described as a sow in a dress walking on its hind feet, its mammaries practically hanging out as if gloating that it was capable of feeding more abominations like itself. The sow and her companions threw their heads back and made odd hyena-hiccupping sounds with their lips pulled back from their teeth, surely a way of acknowledging that they were all trapped in hell together. Abel had gotten a little more used to such bizarre displays as the years went by, though not by much. 
 
    They brought him to their unimpressive castle and in the great hall he saw various tapestries detailing the sordid history of Ionia, mostly armored beasts knocking one another over and skewering the fallen, or gesticulating oddly before old men in robes, all under blue skies and happy yellow suns. To Abel it was a wonder that a people could exist by having their history recorded in crude sketches, as if they expected to continually forget it and require reminders from one moment to the next. He wondered why their reason-to-be did not simply radiate from within them so that they did not have to second-guess their purpose. 
 
    The hall was filled with brutes and sows each performing odd roles for one another’s amusement, their gestures utterly alien to Abel. He could clearly see that they were cut off from one another, their dim aura making communication impossible, but still they hissed and belched in one another’s face and shook their heads and flapped their limbs as if about to take flight. Though Abel already knew that they were insane, seeing it firsthand was a powerful reminder of the importance of his quest. 
 
    Abel was brought before the throne of King Vegenar. The one-eyed, bearded old man had a small head dwarfed by large shoulders, with a golden crown placed on his head so that, Abel reasoned, he would be grudgingly obeyed rather than attacked on sight by the madmen packed into the great hall. His son Prince Hendrik stood beside him, a lean, beardless young man who gazed at Abel with quietly crazed eyes. Abel could not help but break into a sweat because other large brutes were beginning to notice him and gather around. Many were armed with saw swords and Abel had no doubt that they would not hesitate to kill him, just as they killed their own kind without reason. 
 
    When Abel stood before King Vegenar he felt his mind filled with wisdom, then he spoke with the voice of brothers far greater than himself. He heard himself offer an alliance with Ionia, saying that if King Vegenar allowed the Children of the Grand Mother to pass through this land, then the Ionians would be granted the opportunity to join them as they purified the world of human suffering. King Vegenar would even be allowed the honor of choosing which males would be handed over as payment of blood tax. Abel told how the wise people of San Ktari had already joined them, and thus their ancient feud could finally be ended. Together, they could glut themselves on the blood of all the nations that they hated. Abel noted that the entire hall, so full of noise and commotion only moments before, was now deathly silent as he spoke of the great mercy extended from the Grand Mother herself. 
 
    When Abel finished, King Vegenar said nothing. Abel thought at first that the communication had failed, but his words must have had some effect on the old king for he waved away his counselors and sat deep in thought. He sat in silence and Abel stood and waited, content merely to watch his surroundings. He was mildly amused when the king’s son stalked about swearing childish oaths. As the sun fell and the people filled the hall to eat, there was no noise of revelry, but only the clanking of dishes and occasional muttering. King Vegenar took no food or drink, but only sat in thought. When the hall was emptied and the guard was changed the King slept for a few hours, warding away anyone who bade him to move from his throne. Abel was offered no place to lie down, but was watched by the brutes who hovered around the King. Just before dawn the King roused himself but still said nothing, only motioned for coffee to be brought to him and his guards. People came into the hall and stood around the perimeter, as if expecting a show. Prince Hendrik raced into the hall as if ready for battle, then immediately composed himself when he saw that his father and Abel were in much the same position as the day before. 
 
    Abel squinted as servants opened the curtains, revealing a bright blue sky over Utyar. King Vegenar went to relieve himself, then returned and looked at Abel for the first time since the day before. 
 
    “For a long time have your words troubled me, so I’ll be short with my response,” said King Vegenar, casting his voice throughout the hall. “I’ve seen my share of your kind. You’re the first I’ve seen that looks like a man. But there is nothing human in you. You are a creature, and I pity you. Hear this, demon: I would no more shake hands with you than I would form an alliance with a possum or a barking dog. You can expect nothing from Ionia! From us, expect no help of any sort! Only trouble! And violence!” 
 
    Abel’s attention drifted as King Vegenar made a speech that must have sounded grand in his own ears. Prince Hendrik strode down from his father’s side and moved just outside of Abel’s peripheral vision. Abel did not feel disappointment that his diplomatic mission had failed. He felt only a sort of dull annoyance at having to deal with such unmanageable people. He also felt no need to pay attention to King Vegenar because he knew that minds wiser than his own were listening through him. King Vegenar grew louder and more animated, and just when Abel thought of correcting the King when he heard something about the “unholy Engels” and “dirt-grubbing demons” being one and the same, Abel was distracted by the sudden growl of a gas engine roaring to life. He turned just in time to see Prince Hendrik coming toward him with a large-handled sword shaking furiously. Abel studied the weapon with detached curiosity. 
 
    That thing is a saw sword, he thought just before the weapon crashed down into his head. First his face was whipped free of his shattering skull, then the saw sword blasted through his lower jaw and tore into his rib cage. Abel’s legs buckled and he felt only a single instant of sharp agony as his organs spewed out of either side of his body. 
 
    Of course, this was not the first time Abel had been killed. It never ceased to amaze him how stupid and savage humans could be, especially considering how many nations had been offered such merciful terms. Whatever the case, moments after being murdered by the ape-like Ionian prince, Abel woke up once again in his room deep within the earth. He took a few moments to work his limbs and settle into his new vessel. The faces of small creatures softly glowing in a dim phosphorescent halo turned to him. He felt out their minds and sensed only gentle compassion. They were simple and thought of little beyond his comfort. He could see quite well in the dim light, and looking around he saw others like himself lying propped up in warm folds of flesh, their unseeing eyes partly open as the little caretakers slithered over them and made sure that they were comfortable. When he was ready, he quietly rose and began his journey to the surface once again. 
 
    That was years ago, and now Abel sat crouching on the floor in mid-step. He considered resuming his errand of finding something to eat, but since he felt so many minds still flitting around his own, he decided to use the opportunity to check in with the greater mass of his brothers. Immediately he found himself running through the streets of Rordask, the Ionian city closest to Utyar. He recoiled a little at the smell of smoke, but the sound of so many humans screaming at once was intoxicating. He was running side by side with others of his kind and saw squat humans running through the winding avenues. It was night and while the buildings were lit with spreading flames, thick smoke choked the streets and Abel saw a man run headlong into a wall while his female companion simply left him for dead, then turned and cried out as if she was blind and suddenly surprised to find herself alone. Abel’s awareness flitted into one of his brothers as he fell on the man, then he divided his awareness so that he could experience tackling the female and biting down on her throat. Abel might have felt pity for the humans if he did not understand how demented and insanely cruel they were. 
 
    Abel relished the sensation of human meat filling his mouth, but was distracted at the sound of breaking wood. He turned his awareness around until he found himself among brothers beating in windows boarded up by a den of humans. Their screams were an invitation and he was about to settle in and enjoy the shared awareness of the Children glutting themselves on the humans, but at that moment he felt an intense neural wave rush through all of them as one of the dragons passed overhead. Abel made a desperate request and one of his brothers consented and lifted his eyes to the thrilling sight of large, glowing black wings slicing through the smoke. Knowing that twelve such beings acted as cognitive focal points for this mass of Children filled Abel with awe, and he raced from mind to mind because he wanted to see all of the dragons as they graced the burning city with their presence. 
 
    Abel saw the dragon they called the Bull of Heaven, a powerfully built beast with shredded wings. The Bull of Heaven was currently hanging from the side of a building, his arm thrust in up to the shoulder as he pulled out humans alongside heaps of rubble. The Bull of Heaven had thick, dark scales and several sets of curving horns arcing out from a head and face covered in a thick plate. Abel’s faster brothers raced to grab up the fallen people and drag them away before they themselves were crushed by rubble. 
 
    Next Abel saw Nidhogg, the dragon they called the Corpse Gnawer, not only because it preferred prey that it fermented in its throat sacks, but also because of its gray, splotchy flesh and corpse-like appearance. Nidhogg currently stood over two automobiles it had smashed together. As the humans scurried out of broken windows, screaming and mindless with terror at the long, pale face and red eyes glaring down at them, they had no idea that the dragon was content to let its smaller brethren chase them down. Nidhogg had no interest in eating anyone, as its throat sacks were already full of people. Even a few living forms could be seen squirming alongside the dead as the transparent sacks filled with bitter fluid. 
 
    Noxious black smoke covered the scene of devastation as another dragon flew overhead. This one was nameless but it was well-known for taking part in the first invasion of Haven over a decade ago. Abel saw dark limbs reach out as it perched atop a building, then it came to a rest and generated still more of the thick, black mist that it used to cloak itself. Seeing no immediate threat, it paused and allowed its vast mind to act as a cognitive focal point for all of the other Children of Mother so that they could move as one. 
 
    Twelve dragons had risen from the earth to join the ten million who had come to punish the human species, their presence an act of obscene overkill. Abel knew that weapons were of no use against so many, and in fact hunger was their greatest danger while on the surface. So it was that they glutted themselves on Rordask, making sure to pack their bellies full of every scrap of living meat before moving on to Utyar the capital. Abel saw many of his kind carrying dead humans and livestock back in the direction from which they had come, then he felt the ground shudder as the greatest dragon of them all shoved its way through the walls of the city. Abel raced from eye to eye until finally he saw Metatraxes, the one who was like a god. 
 
    Metatraxes, eldest son of the ancient dragon Ouroboros, was more like a living structure than a dragon. Three sets of curving horns pushed chunks of fallen masonry through the street as wide legs strained to support its weight against the crumbling wall. Besides the horns and a few bits of dark scales, Abel could see little of the body of Metatraxes, for the absurdly large dragon was covered in still more demons crawling along its body. Even sizeable demons looked like mere maggots hanging upon his flesh. As the brothers tasked with bringing it food arrived in the shattered thoroughfare, the great god lowered its head with great difficulty and prepared to accept the sacrifice. 
 
    Abel’s heart raced as he watched the myriad forms tearing through the city. Some of them had human fathers, their brain cases enlarged so that they could help process commands or sense data. Many more were fathered by dogmen, their forms blessed so that they were perfect for war - simian brutes with skin like exposed meat and faces beautifully stretched wide with protruding fangs. Thanks to the work of their fallen nephew Zamael, there were even Children who had the power of the Cognati. Instead of dying in senseless agony, they had learned to control their powers, and now many bulbous forms with hanging tentacles hovered serenely over the field, humming as their powers held them aloft. 
 
    Abel considered passing across the awareness of Metatraxes, just to taste a hint of what such a vast mind would encompass, but then a light like a neural sun lit up the network of awareness and his mind was jerked in its direction. Though he was not so physically impressive as the great dragons, the mighty Penemue, descended from a flightless bird and now in command of the army of the East, was incredibly annoyed that the Children were clogging up the city such that Metatraxes would have to either slow down or risk crushing thousands of their kinsmen under his feet. The caloric requirements of Metatraxes were so great that it was important for him to keep his momentum moving forward. Stopping meant spending energy shifting his weight to avoid collapse, and moving from a stop meant once again shifting his incredible weight. It was important that he plow through the city while scooping up food thrown into his mouth. So it was that Penemue squawked and flapped his small, powerful wings against his side as his indomitable mind flared like a rising sun, forcibly pulling the awareness of tens of thousands of Abel’s brothers in the direction they should be moving. 
 
    Abel watched Penemue flapping with great interest, and as the avian commander ran and flapped he was so intent on making his will known that he missed his step among the broken pavement stones and fell onto his side. His long body jerked on the ground but he could not rise on his own. Immediately a group of brothers ran to push the commander back onto his feet, making sure to stay out of the way of his flapping wings. Abel noted with pride that if such a thing had happened among the humans, they would have ridiculed their leader with cruel hiccupping shrieks, perhaps even gathering around and raining blows on him. Not so with Abel’s kind, who lifted up their brother without complaint. Abel’s heart was filled nearly to bursting with a sense of love for the mighty Penemue, who was soon back on his feet, nodding and snapping his beak as he continued directing the army away from Metatraxes. 
 
    Abel was filled with such wonder that he tried to merge with the shining awareness of Penemue, but he was immediately flung outward by the rushing waves of the demon’s neural network. Abel felt a twinge of embarrassment as he settled back into his own body. He knew that such a great and elder demon as Penemue was of course too busy to accommodate him, but still, being denied access to his brother’s light-filled essence was painful. He wondered if that was how it was for humans, going insane from the hurt of being unable to join with one another, and inevitably becoming suicidal as they found themselves to be fathomless wells of inner emptiness. 
 
    Abel immediately felt a wave of brothers wash over him, comforting him. Once strengthened, his body moved across the floor, looking forward to whatever he could catch and eat in the alley behind his hideout. 
 
    *** 
 
    In the days following their takeover, Wodan insisted that the Engels stay in the Omoi Aufsatz, which had not been built to accommodate spies from Mammon. Even though every spy agency technically worked for them now, they were under no illusion about what would happen if they were exposed. 
 
    They crowded into Franklin’s viewing chamber, some even choosing to live there temporarily. Computers and monitors had been brought in and Wodan watched as Josef played a simulation devised by Hait called Few Against Many Training Program, in which the full weight of the Rotnami faced off against the demon horde. Josef had been manipulating the dizzying array of icons for hours, and Wodan was impressed that Josef seemingly required no breaks. 
 
    “Those defensive lines are too wide,” Franklin whispered into his microphone. He sat propped up in bed so he could view the simulation. “The demons will send a large unit to target any clustering.” 
 
    “But if the lines are too thin, they’ll break,” said Josef, never taking his eyes from the monitor. 
 
    “Maybe alternating groups of density along the front lines?” said Zigman, sitting near Josef. Wodan was impressed that the musician understood the complicated simulation, and even gave advice to the Warmaster. 
 
    “You have to keep in mind how stupid these people can be,” said Josef. “I have to keep the orders simple. Still, I can try something like that…” 
 
    A slight smile graced Hait’s marble face. She sat nearby gazing at several monitors of her own, editing the program on the fly and seemingly enjoying Josef’s discomfort at the challenge. 
 
    Wodan felt no need to contribute, equally content and thrilled that events were now moving along his chosen path. He walked around the circular chamber until he came to Elamah and Justyn sitting on the floor. He crouched beside them and watched as Elamah sketched out various designs. 
 
    “The spear is looking good,” said Wodan. 
 
    Elamah sighed in frustration. “I was hoping you wouldn't see it just yet,” she said, rotating the sketch for a better view. “Gungnir is going to be too heavy, and-” 
 
    “No, it needs to be heavy. It needs to be so heavy that I can throw it and not worry about someone picking it up and using it against me.” 
 
    “Hm.” Her mouth twisted as she reconsidered the design. “If you can handle the weight, I’d love to make it collapsible. It would complicate the design…” 
 
    “Do it.” Wodan pointed to another sketch. “But this - this one is too complicated. The armor needs to be lighter. In some parts, at least.” 
 
    “In some parts?” 
 
    “I need my right arm free. In fact, take all that off and add bulk to my left arm. I’ll use it as a shield. If it falls apart, that’s fine. Anything that breaks off, I can throw. Unexpected projectile weapon, just when the enemy thinks they have the advantage.” 
 
    “Oh! I see.” Elamah’s face brightened as she moved Wodan’s hand out of the way. “You don’t care if it’s imbalanced?” 
 
    Wodan laughed. “This is war, not a fashion show.” 
 
    Elamah knitted her brow. “People will still be seeing you. Don’t worry - I’ll make it look good and functional.” 
 
    “Hey, Wodan,” said Justyn, picking up a neat pile of Elamah’s finished work. “Look at her design for my axe, the Vestal.” 
 
    Wodan examined the design, noting the wicked barbed axe head and long, ornate handle. It took a moment for the purpose of the complicated handle to click. 
 
    “Is it a shotgun?” said Wodan, smiling. 
 
    “It is!” said Elamah. “The axe head is designed to get hung up in larger foes, then when you pull the trigger…” 
 
    “Anything close to the business end gets pulverized,” said Justyn, finishing for her. 
 
    “Absolutely beautiful,” said Wodan. “How soon can these weapons be forged?” 
 
    Elamah sat back, placing her arms on her knees. “We-e-ell, I was hoping Hait could get both of them together tonight.” 
 
    Without another word Wodan rose and continued his circuit. He came to Langley and Huni day-drinking in a sofa they had recently moved in. 
 
    “... just wish I could be of more use,” said Huni. “I don’t think I’ve ever been more anxious. Even when we first came to Akkad.” 
 
    “Being useful is overrated,” said Langley. “I’ve seen some awful things. From being useful, I mean. It makes it really hard to sleep at night.” She glanced at Wodan as he approached, then continued. “I don’t just mean, like, blood, and… whatever. But knowing the sort of bad things that are out there. And wondering whether hurting people to stop people from hurting people even makes sense. It can make you go crazy, Huni.” 
 
    Wodan sat on the armrest beside them and looked out the window. He was not sure if he could say anything to ease Langley’s concerns. He had put away such thoughts long ago. 
 
    Ultimately, she knows killing the Omniseers and the White Ouju was necessary, he thought. It’s not like she was the trigger-man. Speaking of which, where is Matthias? 
 
    “Does Matthias feel the same way?” said Wodan. 
 
    Langley sipped her drink. “We’ll never know. He’s always done what was needed, then dealt with it in his own way. It’s just…” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Langley leaned back, her body suddenly going limp as she stared at the ceiling. “Why did they put us in this position, Wodan? The humans… they made us…” 
 
    “Careful. Even though we think they can’t hear us, we have to assume they can, at least to some degree.” 
 
    She turned her gaze to him and Wodan was surprised to see how frustrated she seemed. 
 
    That’s odd. Her captors are dead, or under our control. Her destiny is in her hands now. She should be glad! 
 
    “They should be ashamed,” Langley said suddenly. “The people who put us in this position. And the military. For working with the demons. For killing so many people…” 
 
    “Try not to blame them,” said Wodan. 
 
    Langley gave him an odd look, and Huni froze in position, as if in disbelief. 
 
    “But this is their fault, isn’t it?” said Langley. “Those idiots in the military should be ashamed!” 
 
    “If you fixate on blame, the hate will eat away at you,” said Wodan. “Besides, we can’t shame them. We need them ready to fight. All the killing, all the years of stupid, senseless slaughter - it turned the humans into the very weapon we need.” 
 
    Langley’s eyelids fluttered and Wodan instantly knew that she was both grappling with his seemingly emotionless, pragmatic appraisal as well as the fact that he was, in some sense, right. He turned away, unsure what to say because he did not want to further frustrate her. 
 
    “Wodan,” said Huni, “sometimes a lady just needs to get things off her chest. Maybe you should let me talk to her…” 
 
    Wodan nodded and left. He stood behind Josef at the simulation and tried to understand what he was looking at. 
 
    “Are you running the sim on… farmland?” said Wodan. “Are you fighting outside of-” 
 
    “Utyar,” said Josef, unable to turn to Wodan as he ordered his units on the field. “If we move fast, I think we can catch them before they strike Ionia’s capital.” 
 
    “Are you sure? I mean, that you can move the Rotnami that quickly?” 
 
    “Well, we need to move fast anyway, don’t we? You don’t have but a month or two before some old man pushes your Killswitch. And it’s to our benefit to press the demons against… well, potential allies.” 
 
    Wodan’s heart began racing, and he felt lightheaded. For a moment he saw rows of nuclear weapons stretching before him, then closed his eyes to ward off the sight. 
 
    Zigman turned to look up at him. “You okay, Wodan?” 
 
    Meeting the demons at Utyar, he thought, swallowing the sick sensation. What are the odds? Can this really be just a coincidence? 
 
    “I’m fine,” he said, wiping his brow. Zigman did not seem convinced. 
 
    But I’ll be distracted by the battle. I won’t be able to… to… 
 
    Matthias. I need to speak to Matthias! 
 
    A tone sounded through the communications system and Wodan hid his alarm. 
 
    “We have a guest,” said Valeria, who was on the first floor keeping watch. 
 
    Wodan made his way to the microphone and picked it up before Hait. “Is it Matthias?” said Wodan. 
 
    “No. It’s Victor. He’s already on his way up.” 
 
    “... Good. Thank you, Valeria.” 
 
    Wodan set the microphone down and Hait gave him a quizzical look. “ ‘Good’?” she said. 
 
    Before Wodan could respond, Franklin said, “Wodan is right. Victor won’t start any fights, not this close to me. And we need to get this worked out. He-” 
 
    The door’s locking mechanism turned and they fell silent. Wodan moved to stand in the center of the room, then the heavy steel door swung open. 
 
    Victor entered. 
 
    Wodan had forgotten how large and imposing Victor was, with wide-set shoulders and a shock of red hair. But even though he had not expected Victor to show up in his menacing gladiator uniform, he had thought that Victor would at least wear something that would command respect. Instead, he wore a simple, mismatched sweat suit which may have been doubling as pajamas. His sweater displayed evidence of past meals. He gave Wodan a cursory glance, then turned away. 
 
    “Josef, buddy, you want to quit playing that game for a second so I can tell you something important?” Victor said loudly. 
 
    “I can’t,” said Josef. “I’m doing better than any other test run. I’m listening, though.” 
 
    Seeing that Josef was committed to his task, Hait turned away from Victor and continued monitoring the sim from her monitor. 
 
    “Oh, you’re listening, are you?” said Victor. “Well that’s good, because I have some information about this cocksucker that you all think is so great. Can you please just pause the damn game?” 
 
    “This is not a game, brother, but yes, I am listening! You have to understand, I already know Wodan pretty well by now.” 
 
    “You do, do you?” Victor turned his gaze to Wodan. “You know him pretty well. Huh. Then I guess you already know… that Wodan is screwing your wife behind your back.” 
 
    The uncomfortable silence was broken only by the sound effects of Josef’s simulation. Finally Langley leaned forward. “Victor, you-” 
 
    “This is why you need to stay connected with us,” Josef cut her off. “You’ve been out of the loop, Victor, and now it sounds like you have military spooks and seditious climbers trying to sell you information that we could have given you for nothing.” 
 
    “Victor...” Langley began again. “Everybody already knows.” 
 
    Once again everyone in the room focused on Victor, only instead of fearfully wondering what he would do, they now felt embarrassed on his behalf. 
 
    “Seriously? Langley?” said Victor, his face twisted by betrayal. “This guy just comes out of nowhere, and you don’t have enough sense to feel ashamed about this?” 
 
    Langley took a deep breath. “This has been a long time coming, Victor. Josef is right. You need to stay close to us. If you knew Wodan the way we know him, then this… it would all make sense.” 
 
    “But it already makes sense,” said Victor, crossing his arms and running his gaze over everyone. “He’s a charlatan, some kind of scam artist. He’s got you idiots wrapped around his little finger like you’re in a cult!” 
 
    “Victor,” said Wodan, forcing all of his resolve into his voice so that Victor had no choice but to look at him fully. “Obviously we would not be working together if we weren’t doing something very, very important. If you joined us, it would help out a great deal. In fact, we need your strength to pull this off. I would be grateful if you-” 
 
    “You should be grateful!” Victor shouted, his arms suddenly at his sides, his   hands curled into fists. “You’re going to speak to me after what you did to me? Humiliated me, ruined my career!? Yes, you should be grateful! Grateful I don’t pay you back, right here, in front of everyone!” 
 
    Wodan felt the others grow tense, some freezing, some looking to one another in alarm. But Wodan had been in enough dangerous situations to know that this was not one of them. He felt only a sense of disgust and disappointment, and calculated his next move while pretending to listen to Victor. 
 
    “You humiliated me in front of thousands of people! People who used to think I was something! Did you know… Wodan, did you know that all they talk about now is… is how to get you back in the Arena? Bolverk the Mighty! Bolverk the Evil-Doer, the Warlord from the Wasteland! A king by his own hand! Victor? Who the fuck’s Victor? Oh, he’s that washed-up has-been who got beaten in front of everyone! You know what they call me now, Wodan? The Meager Krieger… the Little Warrior.” 
 
    Huni laughed nervously and Victor jerked his finger at him, shouting, “Shut up, Huni! Nobody asked you!” 
 
    “Come on, Vic,” said Huni, “you can’t expect to win every game, can you? I’m having a little trouble understanding why you can’t get over this.” Wodan was glad to hear Huni stick up for himself, especially against someone like Victor. 
 
    “Just get over it, huh?” said Victor. “The only thing that’s over is my career! No, I wouldn’t expect you to understand, Huni. I don’t sit around all day drinking with losers, I’ve got a name in this world, I’m somebody, or at least I was until I lost my name and everything I built because of this asshole standing here like he owns the place!” 
 
    “Victor,” Wodan said quietly, “you killed some people when you threw your kugel at the announcer’s box. You should be grateful that the people only make harmless jokes rather than demand you be put in prison.” 
 
    “Thanks for the genius take, Wodan, but I’m a god! What kind of prison can hold me?” 
 
    “Then act like one. The world needs more from you than you know, Victor. Something far more than dancing to amuse the crowd. I already taught you how to mend broken bones, but there’s so much more I can teach you. If you can set aside your pride, I can make your immortality more than just a genetic accident.” 
 
    “Showed me how to mend my arm? Wow, who fucking broke my arm in the first place? Do you want me to thank you? I guess now I can go back into the Arena and when the crowd starts laughing, I’ll know, on some deep level, that they’re all laughing with me. Besides, O Wise One, if you know so much about healing, then why do you have all those scars?” 
 
    Again the room was deathly still. “I keep them because I never want to forget,” said Wodan. 
 
    “Maybe there’s things I never want to forget, either,” said Victor. 
 
    Finally Wodan grew frustrated with arguing in circles. “There are things you need to forget, Victor. Forget the Arena. The people who go there are cretins. You’ve seen with your own eyes that they don’t care about you, they only want to be amused by spectacle. Just give it up and come join us. This is your family, and while you may not like it, they’ve accepted me. If that upsets you, then you’re in need of a wake-up call.” 
 
    “You-” 
 
    “You’re thirty years old and grappling with issues you should have dealt with when you were a teenager!” Wodan shouted. “This is absurd! There’s an entire world outside of that foolish Arena! Why aren’t you curious about that, Victor? Surely you’ve heard stories about the demons I’ve encountered, or the things I’ve learned about our history, or even the time I spent with the one who made us all. Do you really think your trophies from the Arena outweigh all that? Don’t you want to know everything I could teach you?” 
 
    Victor glared at Wodan with unconcealed hatred, then he suddenly shrugged and slapped his hands against his sides. “Goddamn, you are really full of shit,” said Victor. “But no, Wodan, I guess I don’t know about any of that stuff. I guess I’m just not like you. I guess if they picked you over me, it must be for good reason, right?” 
 
    Victor’s childlike and affected demeanor was so bizarre and unexpected that Wodan began to wonder if Victor had some plan in mind, and was maneuvering Wodan into underestimating his intelligence. Unwilling to be outmaneuvered, Wodan kept silent. Victor further confused him by suddenly turning and leaving the room, slamming the heavy steel door behind him. Wodan waited until he heard footsteps receding downstairs, then he exhaled. 
 
    “Gods! Damn it!” Josef shouted, then threw his control mechanism against one of the monitors. In the heavy silence that followed, everyone turned to him. “I lost again,” he said quietly. 
 
    “Josef,” said Franklin, the audio system hissing as it amplified his voice. “If we’re going to push for a confrontation in the place we’ve appointed-” 
 
    “But the results thus far are so bad, we might as well meet them on open ground!” 
 
    “No. No, Josef. We must take the hill near the city. You know this.” 
 
    “I do,” said Josef, leaning against his desk. “It’s just… I don’t know if...” 
 
    “The overall strategy is sound,” Franklin continued. “But you can’t make it obvious that the hill is so important. Don’t use all your artillery at once. Push the demons only in areas that you don’t mind losing, because the demons tend to converge where they are taking the most damage. Keep that hill by using the artillery sparingly...” 
 
    Josef nodded as he paced, and Huni suddenly laughed at something Langley whispered to him. 
 
    Victor is already old news to them, Wodan thought. They don’t take him serious anymore. He’s a shadow of their former lives, worrying about the worship of the people beneath them. 
 
    I’ll have to cross Victor off my list. He’s too weak for the battlefield… especially the one we’re planning. His physical strength may be impressive, but he’s had a relatively easy life, competing against normal humans and receiving endless praise from the crowd. It must have warped his mind… kept him in a childish state… 
 
    “You okay, Wodan?” said Justyn, moving to stand beside him. 
 
    “Just thinking about Victor.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t worry too much about him.” Justyn hooked his thumbs in his pockets, and Wodan could clearly see that he was not concerned. 
 
    It’s not exactly Victor I’m worried about, Wodan thought, unsure how to express his concern. Victor clearly meant to devastate my standing with his revelation. But did he really only have one card to play? Out of all the spies in Akkad, did they really only give him one piece of information, then wind him up for this one pathetic maneuver? 
 
    No, thought Wodan, his fingers curling into fists. He must have something else up his sleeve! 
 
    *** 
 
    El Sin sat in his pajamas and stared through a gap in the curtains, wondering when he would see a spy van park on the narrow street below. So far he seemed to be safe, but he was determined not to lower his guard. Something had happened in Mammon, and loyalists like himself were disappearing. 
 
    He had been in hiding since the night of his dishonor. He had not even gone to his scheduled meeting with the Omniseers. He did not need them to tell him that he was relieved of duty from the Keisatzei and would be executed, because he already knew what happened to those who displeased the Emperor. 
 
    Sin heard one of his men yawning in the other room. He realized it was late afternoon - just about the time when they usually woke up. Suddenly he heard the unmistakable sound of someone being slapped, then cursing, then laughter. Though he was grateful that five of his Yasha Struppen ID were loyal enough to share his cramped, unfurnished safehouse with him, he was annoyed with their excessive drinking and lack of concern for their current situation. He knew their loyalty only came from the fact that they were too undisciplined to make it in the Rotnami, and they were sticking by him because they knew their lifestyle could only continue once he was reinstated. 
 
    “A-a-a-ah shit,” Sin heard one of them say from the next room. “Guess what, I feel like fuckin’ shit. I feel like fuckin’ ass.” 
 
    “Fuck off me man.” 
 
    “You tryina sleep or somethin’?” 
 
    “He’s prolly dreamin’ about long, hard cock, right?” 
 
    “Get up! Get up, shitty ass!” 
 
    “Fuck off me!” 
 
    Sin cringed at the sound of feet pounding on the floor, followed by an impromptu wrestling match. 
 
    Sticking a gun in someone’s face and tying them up so you can torture them will be off the menu if they leave me, thought Sin. And it’s not like they’re cut out for any other work. 
 
    But it’s so odd that they never really understood or cared that our work was holding the world together! 
 
    Their hangovers usually gave Sin a few hours of respite, but even though they drank just as heavily as usual last night, it seemed he would get no relief from their antics today. 
 
    “Let’s keep it down, gentlemen,” Sin called out. “There might be…” He rose and went into the narrow hallway, where he saw one of his men on the floor while another sat on his chest. A third was pulling on the first man’s leg. All three were in their underwear. “There might be Keisatzei or even Rotnami out looking for us,” Sin said quietly. 
 
    “You see anyone out there?” said the Yasha Struppen sitting on his comrade’s chest. 
 
    “Well, no, but when we do see them, it will be too late. Best we watch our volume so we don’t attract anyone’s attention.” 
 
    One man raised his brows and another practically rolled his eyes, but Sin stood with his arms crossed and waited in awkward silence while they pulled their comrade from the floor and returned to their room. 
 
    They’ll be grateful, later, thought Sin. More soldiers are coming back every day. Instead of fighting our enemies and keeping us safe, they seem to be hunting down good men! I can only hope my allies are hiding as well... 
 
    Annoyed, Sin realized he did not have any allies. There was a surprising amount of corruption in the Empire, and Sin had not been shy about doing his duty, whether that meant erasing men or even just applying pressure to those who could be manipulated. He jerked the curtain aside as he took his place beside the window once again, then carefully moved the curtain back into place. He almost wondered if he had been killing the Empire’s best talent for years, but his mind quickly hid this thought from him in order to protect his pride. 
 
    I hope they arrested that idiot Abel, too. Abel assured me that he could turn Victor against Wodan! Why did he seem to think it was so important to go there in secret? If I hadn’t wasted so much time with him, I could have devoted more to my case. So why would Abel bother reaching out to that damned kugel-slinging Engel if he didn’t have any kind of solid plan in mind? 
 
    Sin shook his head. 
 
    Idiot! If I’m to be erased, then he should be, too! 
 
    As Sin’s mind wandered, his thoughts turned to the night of his dishonor. Since he knew the news of his downfall would spread quickly, he had left his Yasha Struppen as quickly as possible and went directly to the Circular Chronoclasts, the underground scholars who worked so hard to interpret the day the world would end. He had been in a numb daze and, perhaps since his life was effectively over, he had wanted to know how much longer the world had before it, too, was erased. 
 
    When he arrived, he found several members drinking in the drawing room. They seemed to be in good spirits, smiling and red-faced as they bowed politely. Sin found it odd that they had no idea that the paperwork for his execution was probably already in the works. Sin considered adopting a carefree attitude, then realized he could no longer breathe, and held onto the back of a chair in order to remain on his feet. 
 
    “Colonel Sin!” said an older member. “It’s good to see you, but we didn’t expect a visit at this late hour!” 
 
    “I need to know,” Sin said quietly. “They surely have the date by now, don’t they?” 
 
    The others immediately looked concerned, their festive mood broken by Sin’s odd introduction. They said nothing, but kept their gaze locked on him. He felt a stab of anger at himself. Was he a scared little boy, or a Colonel of the Keisatzei? 
 
    “I’m asking you a question!” Sin shouted. “Have they or have they not calculated the date? The hour?!” 
 
    “Actually, sir,” said a young bureaucrat with his collar hanging open, “we were notified not so long ago that the Calculators were within minutes of giving us a timetable based on their latest findings!” 
 
    “It’s true!” said another. “That’s why we opened up the good stuff, you see…” 
 
    Sin immediately felt cold sweat break out on his forehead. “Now!” he said, gesturing to the hidden crawlspace. “They’re done! The time is now!” 
 
    The Chronoclasts rose from their seats, and Sin pushed past several of them as he made his way to the center of the room. He rolled back the rug, unlocked the bolts, then gestured impatiently as several younger members gathered around and helped him move the heavy steel plate. 
 
    “Come here! Now!” Sin shouted down into the crawl space. When no one appeared in the dark opening, Sin pounded on the grate with his fists. Feeling as if the world was crumbling at that very instant, Sin lost all self-control and shouted, “Tell us when the world will end! Are we or are we not exiting the age of the Dvapara Yuga?!” 
 
    Finally two dirty, bearded men crawled through the narrow space and blinked painfully in the dim light of the meeting room. The Chronoclasts covered their mouths and noses; the Calculators awkwardly craned their necks to look up at them through the grate. 
 
    “We did it,” said the first Calculator. “We finally did it.” 
 
    “Is that the truth?” said one of the Chronoclasts. 
 
    The Calculator nodded. “Once you’ve seen our proofs, you’ll know beyond a shadow of a doubt that we have calculated the exact time of the end of the world.” 
 
    Sin exhaled audibly. “When?” he snapped. “When?” 
 
    “Well…” the Calculator looked at his partner uncomfortably, then exchanged glances with another Calculator who was outside of their field of view. “The thing is, sir, we have the answer, but it… it will take some heavy pondering to understand its meaning…” 
 
    “When, damn you!” 
 
    Several bodies shifted under the crawlspace, then another Calculator pushed his way into view. “Sir, the world will end… or rather, the world did end… one hundred and seventeen years, twenty-six days ago, around four o’clock in the evening.” 
 
    The Chronoclasts sat in stunned silence. 
 
    Finally someone just over Sin’s shoulder cleared his throat. “But… b-but that doesn’t make any sense,” he said. 
 
    The first Calculator shoved his way back into view. “We checked and double-checked,” he said, shaking his head. “According to the Calendar of Metia, that is when the world ended.” 
 
    “That’s why we’ve been discussing our findings, rather than ringing the bell to get your attention,” said another Calculator. Perhaps some event occurred one hundred and seventeen years ago? An event that ushered in a new age that we just don’t know about?” 
 
    Several Chronoclasts nodded thoughtfully, then one said, “That would mean more investigation is in order, if indeed-” 
 
    “No!” said Sin, cutting him off. He turned to them and several men backed away, thinking that he looked like a cornered animal. “No, no, no! Nothing happened! Are you… are you expecting me to believe that… that one hundred years ago, something… oh, damn you! You fools. You fools!” 
 
    Several of the Chronoclasts chimed in at once. “But Colonel Sin, something might have-” 
 
    “Perhaps we’ve entered a new age of-” 
 
    “... check the historical records and-” 
 
    “Shut up!” Sin blasted. 
 
    Perhaps due to drunkenness, one of the Chronoclasts put out his hand as if to comfort Sin. Sin reacted as if under attack, knocking away the man’s hand and drawing his sidearm. He took a step back as he aimed at the man, nearly toppling over a chair in his way. 
 
    “Nothing happened,” said Sin. “Nothing happened. Nothing at all. You’re all fools.” The Chronoclasts froze, their mouths hanging open in shock. An older member seemed as if he was about to speak, but Sin turned the gun on him, and he fell silent. 
 
    “This group is disbanded,” said Sin, breathing in an odd gulping manner, as if swallowing panic. “I’m a Colonel of the Keisatzei. I know all of you, I can erase all of you. You know I have that power. By my authority, I declare this group disbanded. None of you are to return here ever again. Including the member who owns the building. Do you understand me?” 
 
    The Chronoclasts might have thought he was joking if they had not known his reputation. So it was that their group was hastily disbanded just as they had arguably achieved their goal. Sin made them pull the steel plate back over the grate. Only later, while driving himself to the safehouse, did he realize that the Calculators in the crawl space had been screaming to be set free. 
 
    “Colonel? Colonel, sir?” 
 
    Sin was drawn out of his reverie by one of his Yasha Struppen, who knelt beside him in an almost mocking show of subservience. He realized the other goons were watching from the hallway. Sin suppressed the feeling of being cornered. 
 
    “Well?” said Sin. “What is it?” 
 
    “We’ve been talking, and some of the guys - they really want to get some rice cones. Sir.” 
 
    “There’s enough food here to last us for days,” said Sin, annoyed at hearing his own voice crack. “We stocked it so that we wouldn’t have to risk being seen in public.” 
 
    “We did, yes, but, the thing is, being cooped up in here, we might as well be chained up at a black site, you know, getting interrogated by the disloyal fuckers who didn’t have the sense to stick by your side. We were thinking that going out for some sweet rice cones would be a great way to surveil the area. You ever had the kind with honey on them?” The Yasha Struppen glanced back at his comrades, then leaned toward Sin and whispered loud enough for the others to hear, “I think it would be good for unit morale. Sir.” 
 
    “Fine,” Sin hissed. He stood to get his wallet out of his pants. He was alarmed to see how few marks were there. “Just keep in mind that you’re not going out for some kind of party. You’re in hiding. Wear civilian clothes and slouch when you walk. All of the guns stay here, and for the love of your ancestors, leave your boots here, too!” 
 
    Sin knew for a fact that his men had gone to buy alcohol multiple times while wearing their military boots. They seemed immune to his admonitions. 
 
    “Of course, sir!” said the man who took his money. He gave the roll of marks a quick count, then flashed his comrades the hand gesture for “move forward”. Sin was confused why the young man would use such a gesture, then saw one of the other Yasha place his thumb against his mouth and tilt his fist upwards, an obvious sign that meant they planned on buying still more alcohol. 
 
    Sin took his spot beside the window and tried to ignore the young men as they dressed for their outing. He could hear heavy Yasha Struppen-issue boots clomping on the floor as they made their way out. 
 
    *** 
 
    “We come all the way out here for rice cones an’ this jerkoff gets snake-on-a-stick!” 
 
    “They looked good in there! I could smell ’em all the way down the street.” 
 
    “You’re gonna watch me eat this rice cone and all you got is some shitty snake-on-a-stick? You’re gonna regret it.” 
 
    “The fuck do you care what I eat!” 
 
    “We look like dumbasses, four of us eatin’ rice cones an’ one guy with a mouthful o’ snake-on-a-stick!” 
 
    “Hold up, idiots,” said one of the Yasha Struppen. “Look. Everyone’s goin’ in the same direction.” 
 
    Sure enough, soldiers and civilians seemed to be making their way downtown. As the Yasha Struppen followed them, they could soon make out the static buzz of a voice projected through a powerful sound system. The setting sun lingered between blackened silhouettes of buildings as they made their way through the crowd. 
 
    “... the Emperor has known what is in your heart. He has felt your doubt, your misgivings. Do not deny it. I say this not to blame you, but to…” 
 
    They listened as the voice echoed through the streets. They exchanged glances with one another in uncharacteristic silence. 
 
    “This a public execution?” one of them ventured. “They catch the Colonel while we were out?” 
 
    “Sounds like an Engel,” said another. “Let’s take a look, but try to look like we know what’s going on. Don’t stand out.” 
 
    “What if I’m the only guy there eatin’ snake-on-a-stick?” 
 
    “Shut up…” 
 
    A wide intersection in the commercial district south of Mammon Castle was packed with people, the crowd stretching from one street to the next. Civilians stood shoulder to shoulder with military men of all Branches. 
 
    “... the world has been beaten into submission. Though the Red Map is just shy of completion, you have overcome all other nations. Your effort, your sacrifice, even your blood - all of it has been given away for this purpose. But your blood has not been wasted…” 
 
    The Yasha Struppen stopped and craned their heads. Large white sheets suspended from buildings showed a projected live stream of an Engel giving a speech, the incredible technology no doubt produced by the Omoi Aufsatz. One Yasha Struppen directed his comrades’ attention away from the projections and pointed in the distance. Though they could just barely make out the speaker, it was clear that he was standing atop a massive Khuyag tank, one of the formidable Golyat models made to punch through buildings and city walls. A string of smaller Sumaar Zaav tanks stood parked in a semi-circle around him, with flags of deep red hanging from their long guns. 
 
    One of the Yasha Struppen turned to his comrade. “That’s one of the Engels, right? Which one is it?” 
 
    “Yeah… never seen him before. He must be the Thirteenth Engel, Wanderer of the Wastes.” 
 
    Though the Yasha Struppen had little regard for any sort of military pageantry, something about the sight of Wodan’s face projected onto so many buildings as he stood atop a tank while floodlights shone on flags waving in the darkening sky had an effect even on them. Wodan wore a black military uniform with a red cape, making him look like a living manifestation of the flag of San Ktari. 
 
    “But why has our Emperor put us in this position?” said Wodan. “He knows you’ve asked this question in your heart. He knew you would not shirk your duty, and now that the world has been defeated, the Emperor can now reveal to you his ultimate plan: Through your strength and his cunning, he has maneuvered the demons into a trap. He means to turn the combined might of San Ktari against the flesh demons and destroy them once and for all! This has been his plan the entire time!” 
 
    “Fucking kidding me?” said one of the Yasha Struppen, and though his comrade elbowed him in the side, keeping quiet was unnecessary as the people around them also gasped or muttered in surprise. 
 
    “Why else do you think the Emperor turned you into such warriors?” Wodan continued. “Why do you think he gave you such machines, weapons that make all other nations tremble? Why do you think he drew so many of you close to him, gave you his weapons, his training, and his trust? Surely you noticed that even your old rival, the nation of Ionia, is nothing compared to you! Of course you wondered! He knows you wondered! None of your thoughts are beyond his knowing!” 
 
    “He did say we were going to attack the demons, didn’t he?” said one of the Yasha Struppen. “I don’t care if he’s Die Engelen, he must be crazier than a-” 
 
    “Quiet over there!” someone shouted. “We’re trying to listen!” 
 
    The black ops goon considered turning around and making someone regret opening their mouth, then he stopped himself. Even the dreaded Yasha Struppen had enough sense to know that they could not get into a fight in public when they were on the run from their own military. 
 
    “The Emperor has told me himself that he is proud of you!” said Wodan. “Proud, so proud, that you have endured this trial! But now you have submitted long enough. You have swallowed your hatred for long enough. Now, let it out! The demons themselves will know your hatred! You have been turned into a weapon for this very purpose! You have...” 
 
    “Hot damn,” one of the Yasha Struppen said out of the side of his mouth, “maybe we oughta give up on you-know-who an’ work for this guy.” 
 
    “Fu-u-u-uck no, man, are you crazy? You want to get eaten by some creature?” 
 
    “I just wanna fire off a few rounds every now and again, brother. You know nothing can take me down.” 
 
    “Once we crush the demons,” Wodan continued, “once we drive them to extinction, once this final battle has been won, the entire world will submit to our rule. Did you think we would fight and die for every inch of wasteland?! That was never the Emperor’s plan! No, making the demons feel confident, then drawing them into a trap of our design, was always our path to victory!” 
 
    Wodan slowly paced from side to side along the tank, his trailing cape acting as a hypnotic focus for a crowd who began to hope that their private resentment might actually be turned into a glorious weapon capable of destroying all limitations. The people cheered even as the speech continued, their sense of decorum waning as their suppressed rage was finally given purpose. Langley watched from the window of an apartment rented out for surveillance purposes, with a sniper and spotter sitting in the next window, watching the crowd for troublemakers. 
 
    He’s really pulling it off, she thought. I thought the people were exhausted, worn out by endless war. I wanted an end to this sort of thing, but he’s pushing us deeper and deeper into hell. He truly believes the only way out is forward… 
 
    He sounds like a fanatic. It’s so frightening… 
 
    “The world hates you, fears you!” Wodan shouted. “Now it is time to show the world who shall be their saviors! Their rulers!” 
 
    But I still believe in him! she thought. I’ll go with him into hell! 
 
    Even the Yasha Struppen felt the hypnotic pull of their divine god of war, though not in quite the same way as the crowd. The flags shining in the dark and the tanks like armored knights and the clear, insistent voice of the newborn Engel gave them a sense that the violence that lurked inside of them was in some way divine, but since the Yasha Struppen had no empathy, and felt no connection even to their own people, the patriotic elements of the ritual were lost on them. The crowd felt as if the sky was unfurling to reveal a new world, and the anger inside of them had been the key all along, though they needed a holy leader to turn the key; meanwhile Sin’s five brutes had only a vague understanding that something explosive and exciting was about to happen, but since they cared little for anything but their own desire, and could not conceive of fighting demons any more than they could imagine changing the weather, they simply wondered when their Colonel would come back into power and make it possible for them to arrest somebody - anybody, really - and take out their pointless rage on them in an underground black site. 
 
    Wodan cut off his speech before it could be brought to any real conclusion, leaving the people shouting and feeling as if the conclusion was in their hands. He leaped off the tank and made his way through two lines of heavily-armored soldiers holding back a surging crowd. The people pushed back, desperate to come close to this Engel who seemingly embodied the might of their entire nation. At the end of the long walkway Wodan saw Matthias waiting for him beside their armored car. Matthias kept his eyes on the crowd, but Wodan could not help but wonder if Matthias simply wanted to avoid looking at him. 
 
    He wanted me to free him from the military, thought Wodan. Instead, he thinks I’ve thrust him even deeper into the role of a killer. 
 
    Let him think that! Let him think it’s my fault, if it makes him feel better. 
 
    Before he could reach the armored car, a soldier signaled to him as he strode up. Wodan recognized the man; it was Banno Tys, a soldier reinstated to the rank of oberbushi who had proved very helpful during the reorganization. 
 
    “There’s been an incident, sir,” said Tys. “An attempted coup has been uncovered.” 
 
    More like a counter-coup, Wodan thought. He felt a jolt of fear, then suppressed the feeling, reminding himself that he knew this was coming. 
 
    “Is the Emperor unharmed?” said Wodan. 
 
    Wodan asked only to elicit satisfaction from Tys. Wodan knew he was a good soldier, and had been relegated to the role of “hall monitor” only because corrupt climbers feared the moral code that soldiers like Banno Tys were seemingly born with. But just as corrupt men now found themselves in difficult circumstances, good men who had once fallen through the cracks were suddenly of value. 
 
    “He is unharmed, sir,” said Oberbushi Tys. “The conspirators were unable to carry out their plot. Not only did our spies catch on to what was happening, but the conspirators also had a couple of leaks in their group. We have them locked up. The only thing is…” 
 
    They couldn’t even get their plot off the ground, Wodan thought, suppressing the urge to smile. I’m sure it’s hard to recruit good help when nobody wants to go back to a time when Colonel Sin could throw you in a dungeon for no good reason! Ah, but he’s hesitating to speak. That means… 
 
    “The conspirators were in the Party, weren’t they?” said Wodan. “They were high-ranking military.” 
 
    Oberbushi Tys laughed without humor. “You are correct, sir. In fact, the leader of the conspirators was none other than Ojin Adler, High Kommander of the Kazegoma.” Tys shook his head. “To think that the head of the air force could plan sedition against the Emperor. Now you see why I wanted to come directly to you, sir. This is a most sensitive matter.” 
 
    They certainly aren’t stupid, thought Wodan. Though they can’t prove we did anything to the Emperor, they know we did something. Recalling the Rotnami when Ionia was so close to falling was, of course, a dead giveaway to them. 
 
    “Ojin Adler?” said Wodan. “That’s good.” 
 
    Though the people had a strong taboo against looking directly at an Engel, Tys nearly turned to him in shock. He immediately clasped his mouth shut and averted his gaze, as if it was not too late to hide what Wodan saw as a cartoonish display of shock. 
 
    “Good…? Well, sir, it must be as you say. I can deal with them, if you like. As I’m sure you know, I am… not squeamish.” 
 
    “That’s not necessary, oberbushi. Take me to them. This is a good opportunity to speak with Adler. Now that he’s done something foolish and played his hand, I’ll have the advantage in our negotiations.” 
 
    “Ah. Yes, sir. So, you don’t want me to…?” 
 
    “No. There’s no reason to kill him.” Wodan smiled. “That traitor and all his kind will fight shoulder to shoulder with us on the front lines. Why should they be excused from their duty to the Emperor?” 
 
    Soldiers opened up the doors to Wodan’s armored car, and Matthias prepared to hop in beside him. Wodan turned to the crowd, waved his arm once, and felt himself buffeted by screams of adulation as he swung into his seat. 
 
    After I get done with Adler and his cronies, Wodan thought, they’ll be begging to be sent to the front! 
 
    *** 
 
    On the night before they were set to leave Akkad at the head of the combined military might of the Empire, Wodan sat on the edge of his bed in his dark room in Castle Mammon. He was exhausted but unable to sleep, his mind running in circles. 
 
    What if Sin was telling the truth? What if the demons have already destroyed the Black Valley? 
 
    Damn them! We don’t even have enough fuel to check! Every God damned drop is devoted to... 
 
    He saw flames, his friends afraid and in pain. Haginar and Dirby running from… he quickly thrust it out of his mind. 
 
    Of course it’s not true. They lie to get into my head, to make me weak! 
 
    He had chosen to stay in Mammon rather than the Omoi Aufsatz, with the others, out of a concern that he might have to do or say or manipulate or even kill in order to keep the government moving in the right direction. Fortunately since Adler’s fall from grace and subsequent reinstatement, there had been no more trouble. 
 
    Will we really be able to take the largest army in the world with us? he wondered. He shook his head in exasperation. 
 
    If I could go back in time and walk into my dad’s store… and try to explain this situation to my younger self... he would probably think this was exciting. But really, it’s- 
 
    Wodan heard the hum of a Cognati shield, then there was a disturbance at the window. He started to get up to unlock it, but the lock clicked open and the window rose on its own. The curtains parted and in a beam of moonlight Langley swung into the room. He could see her curves through her sheer gown as she sinuously touched down on the ground. He knew that not long ago he would have been surprised to know that a genetically modified superbeing had flown half-naked over the city to be with him, but now he had been through such a strange journey that nothing surprised him any longer. 
 
    The curtains swung back in place and he lost sight of her, then felt her standing before him. He brought her close and buried his head in her warm bosom, and he felt not only her fingers in his hair but the tendrils of her thought caressing his back. He slowly grasped her plump hips, felt the desire tightening in him… then he pushed her away. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” she said. 
 
    Wodan took a deep breath. “I want you to go to Josef tonight,” he said. 
 
    She stood in silence for a long time, both of them considering that this would be their last night together in Akkad. Tomorrow they would be hemmed in on all sides by soldiers, packed together on a march leading far from safety and comfort. 
 
    “But I want to stay with you,” she said. 
 
    Wodan swallowed, then took her hand. He could only dimly make out her eyes in the dark. “That’s what I want, too,” he said quietly. “And that’s why everything in the next few days has to go right. Josef needs to feel needed. To feel loved. He needs to know he’s fighting for a better world, instead of dying for no reason.” 
 
    She said nothing. He felt her eyes move away from him. 
 
    “Go to him,” he said. 
 
    Finally she nodded. She began to turn away, then stopped. 
 
    “Are you afraid because we’ll be leaving the Vest behind, with the Emperor?” she said. 
 
    “What?” said Wodan. “Oh... no, no. I already have a plan for that. You don’t need to worry about it.” 
 
    “Thank you, Wodan.” Her tone grew cold. “You always have a plan, don’t you?” 
 
    Her hand slipped out of his. He did not watch as she swung through the window once more, then closed it behind her. 
 
    A stabbing pain slid into his heart. He pushed the pain into the back of his mind. He swung onto the bed and put his head in his hands, and in the quiet darkness the pain returned. He felt sick and scared and alone. He pushed the pain further down but felt it rush over him in a wave of agonizing frustration. Realizing there was only so much pain that could be ignored before demanding attention, he focused on the face of his hated foe. Of course his foe had millions of writhing faces, so he imagined the first demon he had ever seen, an abomination with a face like a skull and bottomless black eyes. He remembered how the monster had toyed with him and his companions, tormenting them because it did not fear them. Though that particular demon was long since dead, ten million more waited for him to come to them. 
 
    Soon, I won’t have to hold back any more. And then... 
 
    He imagined the demon’s fat head splitting open violently. 
 
    Then I’ll make you feel every hurt you’ve ever given me. 
 
    *** 
 
    “There you are,” said Yarek. “You’re just in time!” 
 
    Wodan looked over the Autumn Wall and saw the trees beyond the open ground shaking fiercely. 
 
    “Looks like they’re about to attack,” said Wodan. “Where’s Zachariah? And Jarl?” 
 
    “They’re coordinating moving non-combatants into the Ecclesia Aspida. As for our forces on the Wall, we’re as ready as we’ll ever be.” Yarek gave Wodan an odd look. “I have to admit, I didn’t think you’d make it back in time.” 
 
    Wodan clapped him on the shoulder. “Believe it. This is what we’ve been preparing for. And there’s no place I’d rather be than the Black Valley!” 
 
    “Same here,” said Yarek. He turned to look at the woods. “You know, Wodan, I bet this is going to be one hell of a-” 
 
    The supply truck plowed over a rock and Wodan woke up. The truck kept its pace, so he assumed they were not under attack. He stretched and heard his armor clinking in the darkness, felt its joints and segments pressing against the mesh fabric between skin and steel. He felt around, found his mask, and buckled it back on once again. 
 
    Wodan kicked open the rear door and swung onto the roof of the truck. He was surrounded on all sides by a fighting force larger than any ever assembled in this age. He stood and immediately felt eyes on him, first dozens, then hundreds, then thousands, the military machine of San Ktari watching him as he made his way to the front of the supply truck, where he stood and let them watch him. He did not feel self-conscious, because he did not believe they were truly looking at him. He knew that the genius of Elamah’s armor design was that it remade him into the image of the people’s dreams of victory in war, like a living embodiment of their own thoughtform. The setting sun gleamed on his armored shoulders, and while his right forearm and elbow were only lightly armored, his left arm was almost fully covered by curving steel segments. His steel mask covered his eyes and nose, giving him a hawk-like aspect. A padded, form fitting suit covered much of his body, with vital points covered by steel plates. 
 
    Wodan did not wear his armor just to inspire his troops, but because he believed the demons could attack at any moment. The Rotnami had already drawn far south of Akkad, and he was under no illusion that they would necessarily find the demons at the place Josef had appointed, despite the fact that their scouts reported the demons were still en route to Utyar, the capital and final holdout of Ionia. 
 
    Still, it’s hard to imagine that any force of demons could hope to stand against an army like this. 
 
    Wodan turned and looked at them. There were nowhere near enough vehicles to carry them all, and so thousands of clouds of dust were kicked up by nearly eight hundred thousand soldiers marching across the wasteland as far as the eye could see. Their number fell shy of the “million guns of San Ktari” advertised in war propaganda despite the fact that Josef had pulled practically every military man into their operation, no matter his Branch or rank. Like the ocean at low tide, the red wave of San Ktari had pulled out of every conquered territory, every labor camp, every fortress, even leaving their own cities undefended so that the entire weight of the Empire could come crashing against the demon army of the East. Though each man carried at least one weapon and, theoretically, enough food to get him to Utyar and enough bullets to get him through a long battle, there were also supply trucks packed with ammunition, artillery, water, and gasoline rolling alongside the men. Many soldiers even rode horses, including large warhorses bred in San Ktari even after the Kouga Kusha revolutionized their war machine, as well as smaller ponies and pack horses taken from conquered lands. Golyat and Sumaar Zaav tanks rode alongside them, though these were covered in men who had been granted a break from the long march. Some of them reclined with towels draped over their eyes, their limbs bouncing with every jolt that ran through the treads. 
 
    I’m sure they’re miserable, Wodan thought. And they’re going toward something even worse than this. 
 
    About half of Die Engelen were with the army, while the other half remained in Akkad. He looked for Justyn in his red leather armor and Matthias in black, but did not see them. Far away he saw Valeria on her white horse, her gaze fixed ahead. Like him, she was also in her full armor, ever wary of demonic attack. She was surrounded by her special forces fanatics who also rode horseback, each man wearing standard Rotnami infantry uniforms that had been modified in some way to show their distinction from the rank and file. 
 
    He tried to hide his curiosity, but was disappointed that he could not find Langley among the horde. She had not spoken with him since the night he turned her away. As if in response to his curiosity he felt eyes on him, then turned and saw Josef sitting atop his large Mobile Command Center, a whitewashed steel dome bouncing awkwardly on its many sets of wheels. Though very far away, Wodan knew he was looking directly at him. His white cape was slung over one shoulder and one hand was pressed to his ear, no doubt listening to various Kommanders and High Kommanders trying to coordinate the seemingly chaotic leap-frog shifts of the various units. Josef raised his hand in salute. Wodan did the same, then Josef turned back to surveying the shifting layer of men and machines that covered the wasteland. Wodan wondered if Josef envied him for riding alone in a supply truck, or resented him for pushing him into this position. 
 
    Then again, he’s been several steps ahead of me before. He probably knows this is not how I imagined this business would go, either. 
 
    Without thinking, Wodan turned and swung back down into the rear of the truck once again. He stripped off his mask and wiped the sweat from his brow. He pushed his way through the narrow lane between bags of rice stores and laid back down on his thin mattress. Various thoughts haunted him as he laid his head down on the thin roll that acted as his pillow. 
 
    There is no longer anything worth thinking about, he thought. I need only wait until the moment when I can run wild. 
 
    He immediately went back to sleep and found himself lying next to the corpse of Chris Kenny. 
 
    “Ye-e-e-eah, when you really think about it, life’s fucked up, I guess,” Chris said knowingly. “I guess none of us really ends up where we thought we were gonna end up. I mean some people end up fighting a war on the other side of the world, and other people, well, they just get killed by their friend because their friend lost sight of what’s important, you know. Instead of being real friends, they start executing people because of politics, which is really pretty fucked up when you think about it ’cause…” 
 
    As if death was not the end of insult being added to injury, Chris faded away and was replaced by the phantom image of an Emperor who never was, a severe Eastern man wearing the Crown of Nimrod and sitting on the short stool that was the Throne of the Mark of Protection. The billowing white robes usually worn by an Emperor was clasped shut by a wide belt, and the sleeves were tied with cords, making him look as if he expected to move rather than sit motionless. 
 
    “You’re Yin Dragel, aren’t you?” said Wodan. 
 
    Dragel looked down at his own royal white robe, then nodded. “It turns out that I’m more closely related to the First Emperor than the pampered cretin who currently sits on the Throne,” he said. “It is just as your plainspoken late friend stated, Wodan. I should have been guiding my people through this conflict… instead, I was cut apart and strangled to death by Colonel Sin and his thugs. I died for nothing. And now, my people are…” He looked Wodan up and down, his disgust evident. “Though this war is just, you’re using my people as a sacrifice.” 
 
    “I…” Wodan began, but Dragel shook his head. He wanted no excuses. 
 
    “I don’t blame you, Wodan. Like any ruler, you are doing what you must. But you don’t love my people, just as I don’t give a damn about yours. But what else were we to do? I’ve done what I could for you, Wodan, but I can do no more. I have to leave. Now rest, while you can, because later…” 
 
    Yin Dragel smiled, and Wodan found the gesture chilling. 
 
    “Well,” said Dragel, “perhaps you’ll soon join me.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Eight 
 
    How Frail and False Was Their World 
 
      
 
    The morning after the soldiers left for Ionia, there was a strange feeling in the city of Akkad. The workers on their commute saw no armed guards standing on the corners, no tanks rolling through intersections and slowing down traffic, no spy vans with drivers giving out dirty looks. Besides the Emperor’s White Ouju, only a skeleton crew of retired veterans - either old or without limbs - were left behind to guard the Castle of Mammon. But the lights worked, the radio stations played their programs, and advertisements still shone on the big screens, so everyone rose and went to work as usual. Even though they could not help but discuss the strange turn of events, there was still work to be done in the offices and factories and so the day progressed as usual. 
 
    A famous Jutsakka radio personality summed up the feelings of the people during his noon broadcast, saying, “It’s not soldiers with guns that enforce the spirit of the nation, but the people themselves. We do it ourselves! We don’t need anyone to make us go to work and act like civil human beings. We’re not animals from Ionia, are we?” 
 
    After some laughter, his co-host chimed in. “Well, it’s in our nature! We want to stand with pride. Nobody wants to put a frown on the Emperor’s face!” He immediately honked his horn and hit the bell to show he was not serious regarding his crack about the Emperor’s emotional state. 
 
    The profound sense that the citizens’ free will had suddenly been unleashed  made every act of obedience seem like a grand gesture. Simply going to work and obeying traffic laws filled the people with pride. Several radio personalities were quick to point out that not only were they citizens of San Ktari, but also Akkad, the capital, and thus the Emperor depended on every single box mover, bureaucrat, and store clerk to remain true to their small yet divine duty so that they could be an example to the people of every other city and village of the Empire. 
 
    The second day began with an odd coincidence in which many people somehow forgot to set their alarm clocks so that they could get to work on time. This strange and unexpected phenomenon was followed by still more people realizing that there were no longer any legal repercussions for taking a little time off work. The feeling that they could assert themselves against their bosses was hard to argue against since many state-run businesses owed their employees quite a bit of back pay. 
 
    The bars and speakeasies were soon crowded. Conversations could be heard regarding how every citizen was still doing his duty, therefore no one could be faulted for putting a little pressure on their bosses, especially considering how much work they had already put in. No one faulted anyone for drinking late into the night, even if it was in the middle of the work week. Everyone agreed that when the military-police returned, they would be proud to see the Empire still functioning at peak capacity even without any supervision. 
 
    One evening radio broadcast told of how other cities in the Empire also remained true to their duty. They told of how a man in Yur had stolen from his employer when he saw there were no guards in sight, but upon remembering the words of the Emperor, he was overcome by remorse and immediately went to an empty Keisatzei station so that he could be imprisoned when the proper authorities returned from the front. 
 
    On the third day several neighborhoods lost electrical power. Before the radio stations went out, the morning news focused on an unfortunate workplace shooting. Without the Keisatzei, it seemed the man would face no punishment, at least not until the military returned. Once again the bars were packed and there were heated discussions on what should be done about the murderer. Some said the killing took place at a Jutsakka portrait mill, but others were sure the murderer was a Norikami recently disbarred from practicing law. Despite conflicting accounts of the murderer’s identity, concerned citizens formed into groups to look into the matter, and perhaps even hand out justice, if necessary. 
 
    Late that night, as the people of Akkad laid in their beds, suffering in the close, hot air, they heard gunshots echoing through the streets. Silence followed. Though the city did not erupt into a sudden orgy of violence, without the radio to tell them what had happened, the rest of the night seemed pregnant with doom. Ogremen and Norikami who lived in upscale neighborhoods, and were accustomed to a certain level of luxury, began to wonder if something dark that had always been beneath the surface was finally waking up. 
 
    *** 
 
    It was on the fourth day when two volunteer patrolmen stood before a gray stone apartment building in an upscale neighborhood, relying on their wide-brimmed hats to protect them from the noonday sun so that, according to the older of the pair, they would not look like layabouts content to hide in the shade. In fact, the older of the pair had broken out his old bureaucrat’s uniform so that he could give off the impression that he understood the importance of keeping things running smoothly. He was glad that his young protégé was diligent as well. Already they had warned people in the neighborhood about various unsavory characters, they had knocked on doors and explained the importance of locking both doors and windows in order to stop would-be thieves, and they had even filled out a handmade report about an argument which woke up several people; they assumed they would be able to turn in the report to the proper authorities once the Keisatzei returned. 
 
    It had been a busy day, but at the moment they were simply enduring the heat. 
 
    “It’s awful hot,” the younger volunteer observed. 
 
    “It may be so, it may be so,” said the elder, shaking his head. “Let’s just try to remember how much worse it must be for our fighting men.” 
 
    “Of course, sir.” 
 
    “Just imagine if we had to deal with dust storms on top of the heat!” 
 
    “Oh, no,” said the younger man. 
 
    The elder shrugged. “You see? Let’s just be grateful that we don’t-” 
 
    “No, I mean - look.” 
 
    The young man pointed and the elder watched a group of men striding up the avenue. Even from a distance he could tell they were trouble just from the way they walked. Before long he could make out weapons - rifles and handguns most likely stolen from the military. They numbered perhaps a dozen. His blood went cold when he realized the men were looking back at them, and several of them were smiling. 
 
    “Oh, shit!” one of them cried out. “Looks like a couple of boys are on patrol!” 
 
    “We better turn ourselves in,” said a man with a scar running down his cheek. 
 
    “No, no, these guys are state-appointed bullet inspectors!” 
 
    “Bullet inspectors! Ha!” 
 
    The elder patrolman grabbed the young man’s arm and pulled him away, and was surprised when the young man resisted. The elder tried to speak, but his mouth had gone dry. Finally the boy gave in and allowed himself to be pulled away from the scene. 
 
    The armed gang stopped and gazed up at the tall apartment building that stood over the neighborhood. 
 
    “Should we go after those two?” said one of the men. 
 
    “Nah, what can they do?” said a shorter man, his eyes flicking from window to window. “Anyway, it’s like I told you guys. There’s a front and back door, but, times being what they are, I don’t think we need to worry about that. There’s only one staircase, so if we have two guys watching the stairs, the rest of us can divide into teams, start at the first floor, hit every apartment, make our way up, and by the time we reach the top floor, we’ll be wealthy men.” 
 
    Several of the younger thugs laughed gleefully. An older con who ran a gambling den shook his head. “Listen, guys - there’s no rush, and we ain’t competing. Don’t start kicking in doors until somebody does something stupid. Start out polite. Knock, wait a minute, tell them to give up everything they got, but be calm. They’ll see your guns, so if they got eyes, they’ll know what’s happening.” 
 
    “Yeah… but what if…” 
 
    “Obviously,” the scarred man interjected, “if somebody plays stupid or tries to get one over on you, blow ‘em away. All he’s saying is, this is going to be an all-day thing, so let’s not wear ourselves out. Alright?” 
 
    The younger thugs nodded, then they made their way up the steps toward the entrance. One of them hung back, his eyes on the street. 
 
    “What is it?” said the scarred man. 
 
    “You guys head on in. I’m going to go have a conversation with those cocksuckers who were out here earlier.” 
 
    “That’s fine.” The scarred man shrugged. “You don’t have to, though. They can’t do anything.” 
 
    The man gave a mock salute as he walked away. “Might save us some trouble later. Don’t worry, I won’t wake the neighbors. I got a knife on me.” 
 
    *** 
 
    The bars and red light district no longer seemed appealing after several bursts of gunfire ruined the illusion that Akkad was operating just shy of peak efficiency. Night fell, and when the entire city was dark, the true gangs of Akkad made their appearance. 
 
    Three Declarations, the oldest gang in San Ktari, put on a sort of parade complete with robes and outfits from “period piece” retail outlets, and carried traditional swords alongside military-grade weapons. People watched from their windows as torch-wielding characters from a bygone era marched through the streets, occasionally firing rounds into the air as they chanted, “One: We don’t like those in power! Two: We want those in power to disappear! Three!” and then they let the silence hang heavily, for in ages past, the founder of their gang had been killed immediately after stating the first two Declarations, and took the secret of the third Declaration with him to the grave. 
 
    Not only was the founder of Three Declarations an extremely eccentric individual, but so was every leader who had come after him. Only the mentally deranged were allowed a position of supreme leadership, the logic being that Keisatzei driven by reason would be unable to understand a gang driven by un-reason. So it was that the people watching the odd parade were not quite sure what Three Declarations was after, though a few of the younger members could be seen selling weapons to civilians brave enough to approach. 
 
    The parade of gangsters stretched out in several lines throughout the city, and eventually one of the lines drew near the territory of Behemut Ascension, a working-class gang that focused on drugs and racketeering, yet also striving for a complete overthrow of the government, at least according to their pamphlets. Young Behemut men in rough outfits stood in a line and waited for the swordsmen to come near. 
 
    “Look at these idiots!” a bearded Behemut shouted. “These dumbasses gonna put on a play or something? Idiots!” 
 
    Though the leader of Three Declarations was a madman, his foot soldiers were led by somewhat reasonable career criminals. Without hesitation the parade of swordsmen turned and made their way down a side street, glaring at the Behemut ruffians but seemingly unwilling to get blood on their swords. 
 
    “One: We don’t like those in power!” 
 
    “That’s what I thought!” shouted a Behemut. “Keep walkin’!” 
 
    “Two: We want those in power to disappear!” 
 
    “The fuck out of here, retards!” 
 
    “Three!” 
 
    Civilians crouched by their windows and peered through the curtains, sure that the streets would erupt in a shower of blood as the two gangs faced off. By some miracle, nothing happened. Even smaller gangs left off from their petty crimes as they watched the members of Three Declarations pass through the streets. 
 
    As if in response to this odd parade, the members of Apoptosis Now also decided to make a showing. In black and white face paint that turned their faces into skulls they marched silently, declaring nothing but handing out pamphlets that stated they were “the newest… and scariest” political gang in Akkad. They carried banners stating “Death to the World” and “Abort the Mind” and showed off the women they had for sale. Normal men - single bureaucrats, laborers, law-abiding Norikami - watched with a mixture of revulsion and fascination, finding it hard to believe that such street trash could flaunt themselves out in the open, but also unable to take their eyes off the beautiful women with white makeup and dead eyes. The prostitutes were indoctrinated into a philosophy of “bodily un-life” that made their lives tolerable even as it turned them into mere vessels. Though law-abiding men would have found such an existence disturbing only a few days before, now they felt as if something black and free was calling out to them through these exotic, vacant creatures so unlike their nagging wives and girlfriends. 
 
    The men of Three Declarations marched by the members of Apoptosis Now, one chanting endlessly with their gaze fixed ahead, the other staring in silence, their heads slowly turning as they tracked the passage of the outsiders. It was a surreal scene as salarymen who had not been to work in days had sex with strange creatures with empty eyes while leaning against brick walls or standing in dark alleys, many of them in absolute terror that their wives or even their bosses would come along and see them, the incredible pleasure only in the background of their awareness as they tried to ignore the chanting swordsmen and the rhythmic pumping of other couples all around them. 
 
    Once again the robed swordsmen made their way past a rival gang without trouble - that is, until the very end. Just as the Apoptosis watchmen turned away, they heard a sharp cry. A young man of Three Declarations stood over a young prostitute, beating her head in with a dull sword, her expression unchanged as she bled out on the street. A man sat on the street trying to pull up his pants without standing, crying out as the young fanatic looked horrified by his own actions. He could feel the entire world watching him. 
 
    Gunfire erupted from both sides simultaneously. Both gangs fled from one another, dropping torches to reveal prone swordsmen and dying men in corpse paint lying among spent shells and dropped banners, each gangster watching the blood oozing from his own body. Nobody came to check on them, and no policemen came to question the witnesses. There was nothing to do, and eventually the neighborhood went to bed. 
 
    Though the battle had been fast and inconclusive, the precedent had been set… 
 
    If there was anyone you hated, now was the time to take his life. 
 
    *** 
 
    El Sin and his men woke to gunfire at noon. Sin checked the radio, but no one was broadcasting on any Keisatzei or Rotnami channels that he knew. Sin’s men did not trust any of the meat they had on hand, and instead ate a breakfast of unappetizing rice, crunching the dry grains as they crowded around the window. Their curiosity was rewarded by gunshots and screams. The gunshots became a regular occurrence, and the men made a game of guessing the weapon caliber. They smelled smoke. 
 
    Eventually the Yasha Struppen grew bored of listening to the end of the world, and three of them went to take a nap. Almost immediately Sin heard a violent struggle further down the street, then a man with a hammer ran past them, limping and gasping with each breath. Not long after, two other men armed with bats ran in the same direction. The Yasha Struppen at the window cried out in excitement and the others raced in from the bedroom, inconsolable that they had missed the drama. Sin found the excitement in the room overwhelming, and hoped that the boys would calm down. Two of the boys decided to go find some alcohol, and the other three crowded around Sin at the window. 
 
    “Well,” said Sin, “it looks as if the human animal has broken free of his cage.” 
 
    “What you think’ll happen next?” said one of his men. “You think we’ll see someone get shot? Those other guys had hammers and shit.” 
 
    Another man shook his head, then said simply, “Yeah, humans are fuckin’ animals, man.” 
 
    Sin was surprised when the two young men came back not with a few bottles of sake, but with several boxes of assorted alcoholic drinks. 
 
    The man nearest Sin rose up in alarm. “How much you pay for all that?” he said. 
 
    His comrade slammed his box on the table, then slapped himself on the forehead. “Wouldn’t you know... I fuggin’ forgot to pay!” 
 
    Upon realizing that not only had his teammates robbed a store, but would also get away with the crime without any consequences, one of the Yasha Struppen was overcome by an intense rush akin to sexual euphoria. He craned his head back in absolute bliss, saying, “Oh shit, oh shi-i-it, oh shi-i-i-i-it!” 
 
    After rummaging through a box, one man said, “You get us anything to eat out there?” 
 
    “If I’d seen any food, don’t you think I would’ve grabbed somethin’? Blessed Engel, man! Sorry, we only brought you about ten thousand marks worth of booze!” 
 
    Sin was seized by a feeling of profound dread. He opened his mouth to say something, but as he heard the containers of alcohol cracking open one after another, he clasped his mouth shut. 
 
    “So, listen at this,” said one of the men. “They say the Arena’s still open. You believe that?” 
 
    “They got electricity? We would’ve seen-” 
 
    “No, no, man. They, uh… well, according to what we heard, they ain’t exactly playin’ kugel ball!” 
 
    In the silence that followed, Sin tried to hide his curiosity, but turned his head slightly as he listened in. 
 
    “They got guys fighting each other. Psycho volunteers, and guys they’re bringing in from prison. The fights have no rules, they just throw weapons and shit out in the sand, the guys grab whatever they can. The winners get girls and a freakin’ cart load o’ marks!” 
 
    “What the hell, man… fuckin’ Ogremen! Leave it to them to come up with all the good ideas!” 
 
    “Is the money any good, though?” said another man. “What good are marks if there aren’t any businesses running?” 
 
    “It must be good for somethin’. And besides, like I said, they get girls, too!” 
 
    “What if the guy who wins is a faggot, though?” 
 
    “Then I guess they give him some guy like you!” 
 
    Sin recoiled at the sudden burst of laughter and the sound of a scuffle in the kitchen. He knew that if he had heard such a tale only a few days ago, he would have been filled with righteous indignation. That was when he was a Colonel of the Keisatzei, when his identity was wrapped up in stopping this from happening to his nation. 
 
    This is what happens when I’m not allowed to do my job, he thought. This is what happens when people think that Sin isn’t necessary in the grand scheme of things. Try and do it without me, and what do you get? Gutters clogged with blood. Gangs running wild and Ogremen taking your money and your life. 
 
    While his men drank, Sin leaned out of the window, watching smoke drift over the gray horizon. He did not mind that the view from his safehouse was limited, for he already knew what was happening. He felt warmth radiating through his chest, a feeling of absolute vindication that legitimized his very existence. He knew that the military would soon return, and there would be too many criminals to process, too many people selling information on too many law breakers, and nobody would be able to sort through it all. Just when the nation was truly on the brink of falling apart, Sin would shave and put on his jacket and adjust his hat and then he would step in. 
 
    “I know what to do,” he would say. “Even though you turned your backs on me and betrayed me, even though you spat on me and let the entire world fall apart, I will forgive you.” 
 
    “Please forgive us,” they would say, the Keisatzei and the Party and even the Omniseers. 
 
    “I have already forgiven you,” Sin would insist. “Now let us begin the work of putting the world back in order. First, I would like to…” 
 
    His thoughts were interrupted by the sound of breaking glass. He reached for his sidearm. 
 
    “You had to drop it in the middle of the kitchen!” 
 
    “Like it’s my fault when this idiot is running into me!” 
 
    “So now I gotta walk around with my boots on because you can’t hold a goddamn bottle of shit!” 
 
    Sin resisted the urge to cover his ears, just in case one of the brutes happened to look over at him. The sky was darkening, and he could see a reddish-orange haze in the distance. He knew that there must be fires, but he did not really care. He listened to a familiar pop-pop-pop somewhere in the city. Again he let his thoughts drift. 
 
    It’s foolish to daydream, he thought. Even when they come back, they’ll never reinstate me. I’ll never have my old job ever again. Just because I was a little overzealous, they… 
 
    A wave of sadness washed over him. He swallowed the lump in his throat. 
 
    They should have honored me for doing my job so well. Instead, they hated me for my talent. They hated how dutifully I uprooted corruption. I even scoured the Party of impure members, and so they… they… 
 
    Bastards! Those bastards! 
 
    Maybe there really is only power. In this world where no one respects the law, it’s up to those in power to make a stand against villains who imagine themselves untouchable! 
 
    Something clicked in Sin and he left off from his thoughts. Glancing over his shoulder, he saw several of the Yasha Struppen standing over a pile of broken glass. One of them had punched a hole in the box in which the alcohol had been stored, and had forced his legs through the box so that it covered his midsection. He bumped into one of his teammates over and over, and made mechanical noises as he pretended to shift gears. 
 
    “Stop it, man!” 
 
    Again he bumped into his teammate. 
 
    “If you don’t stop it right now, you’re gonna be eating that glass!” 
 
    Another Yasha Struppen in his boxer shorts stood with his sidearm in hand, and watched the pair. His eyes were devoid of emotion, and looked as if he was only mildly curious about what might happen. 
 
    A sudden instinct for survival kicked in, and Sin realized what a tenuous hold he had on the brutes. He knew that in a few moments a fight - a real fight, one that resulted in injury - would break out. Even if it did not, the boys would probably arm up and go on a shooting spree, most likely within the hour. Sin knew when to push someone and when to back away, and at this moment he knew he had to step in or he would lose what little power he still had. 
 
    Sin rose and clapped his hands together. 
 
    “Alright, gentlemen!” he shouted. “Let us don our armor and ready our weapons. It’s time we made our move.” 
 
    The men in the kitchen stopped and stared at him. 
 
    “Sir?” said one of them. 
 
    “Sir?” Sin repeated. “Sir?! It’s SIR YES SIR when you speak to me, you little shit!” 
 
    “Sir yes sir!” they immediately shouted, their training suddenly unaffected by their drunkenness. 
 
    “Then armor up! Move, now now now!” 
 
    The men fell over one another in a mad dash to the bedroom. Sin calmly walked to the restroom and took a look at himself in the mirror. Unfortunately he had no time to shave. A bit of pomade in his hair would have to do. Once his hair was slicked down, he knew he would be able to command a little more respect from his men. He pulled his uniform and black trench coat down from the towel rack, made sure he had a round chambered in his sidearm, then made his way into the tiny living room and put on his boots. 
 
    He did not have to wait long before five elite operatives from the Yasha Struppen Interior Division lined up before him in gleaming black armor. Gone were the drunks who had been arguing over broken glass only a few minutes before, their faces now hidden behind dark masks built into their black helmets. Each one had a massive automatic rifle slung over his shoulder, and one even carried a rocket-propelled grenade launcher on his back. They stood straight and waited for direction. 
 
    No longer weak men, thought Sin. Now they are powerful tools, designed to be used. 
 
    “The Emperor needs us,” said Sin. “Follow me!” 
 
    *** 
 
    For hours Zigman sat slouched before the wide windows around Franklin’s viewing chamber, watching the city come apart at the seams. They had electrical power thanks to backup generators, but he sat in near darkness, unwilling to draw anyone’s attention. At first he had been alarmed that someone would try to break into the Omoi Aufsatz, but the looters seemed more interested in breaking into businesses and fine homes, and so far no one had paid them any attention. As night fell, the flickering orange light of distant fires was strangely comforting, and he allowed his thoughts to drift. 
 
    Zigman considered that when he was younger, the sight of Akkad in flames would have brought up in him a maelstrom of emotion. He would have been horrified at the inhuman tragedy, the stupid waste, the revelation of the truth behind the civil mask of the everyday. Now, since he knew that Elamah and Huni were safe underground, and Hait was watching over Big Dad, Zigman felt only concern for Franklin, a nagging worry that someone might break in and hurt him. As long as Franklin and the rest of the family was not in any real danger, Zigman was content to let the humans do whatever they wanted. 
 
    And this is what they want, he thought. This is their work of art. The best they can do, really. I will leave them to it... 
 
    In a liminal state close to sleep, Zigman remembered his youthful vow to discover a new kind of music. He had wanted to draw forth a sound out of the heavens unheard in all of creation. Such a notion now seemed hopelessly pretentious, but at the time it had carried the weight of unbelievable importance. It was a wonder to Zigman that his teachers had never accepted his sense of self-importance with patience, or even amusement, but instead they had been uniformly disturbed by his potential. 
 
    They couldn’t help it, Zigman chided himself. To them, all the laws of music had been defined long ago, through the spiral of chromaural scales established hundreds of years ago. They believed there was literally no point in creating new music, as you would only end up producing something that had already been written, albeit in a degenerated form. Studying the masters of the past was all that was left to them... 
 
    Zigman remembered being shaken awake years ago, and waking up to see one of his teachers, an older man, crouching over him in the dark. Zigman was only twelve or thirteen years old, and was still living out in the Odland, so he had thought at first that some desert savage had gotten into his tent. His teacher’s wild look was frightening. 
 
    “Please,” said his teacher, “please don’t force me to take my own life.” 
 
    Once Zigman realized who was leaning over his bed, he felt disappointment, as if watching a trained animal refusing to perform. 
 
    “Why would you do that?” said Zigman. 
 
    “Because you could be… you could be…” The teacher squeezed his eyes shut, as if fending off a nightmare. “Because you could be the greatest among us… you could play from memory the music of all the masters of the past...” 
 
    Zigman smirked, trusting that the darkness hid his disdain. “Would you stab yourself in the heart?” he asked. 
 
    “I would.” 
 
    “To silence your heart?” 
 
    “To spare myself the feeling of perfection lost.” 
 
    Zigman sighed. “One day, teacher, I will find a sound that will make your heart long for life. On that day, death will lose its appeal to you.” 
 
    The old man immediately turned and set about trying to hang himself in the tall tent. Zigman watched with disinterest until several guards came in and took the man away. Zigman never saw him again and never inquired about him. He had once respected the man, but after that night, he decided that the old man had died long ago. 
 
    Perhaps that’s why they do what they do. They hate themselves and they want to die. It’s beyond all understanding. 
 
    Thank the gods I’m not down there with the rest of those poor, dumb cretins! 
 
    “What are you thinking about?” said Franklin, his whisper projected through the overhead speakers. 
 
    “Oh!” Startled, Zigman turned and looked at the fuzzy outline of Franklin in his bed. Embarrassed at his own train of thought, Zigman said, “It was nothing. I was asleep.” 
 
    “No. You were not.” 
 
    Zigman knew it was no use. “I was thinking about a man who killed himself. An old teacher. He was an artist… well, I suppose he had been an artist, when he was younger. I don’t know what you would call the thing he became.” 
 
    Franklin sat in silence for a moment, then said, “You pity him because he died?” 
 
    “No. He was just a foolish old man trying to protect his ideas about how the world worked, I suppose, and so he ended up looking foolish. At least in my eyes, he did.” 
 
    Zigman heard something like a dry chuckle over the speakers. “You’re watching humans burning Akkad to the ground,” said Franklin, “and it got you thinking about artists?” 
 
    “It’s not that strange, is it?” said Zigman, unexpectedly annoyed. “I’m just grappling with what’s going on. I suppose I consider myself a musician, or an artist, just as you once considered yourself to be… but I think art is just an emotional stand-in for an encounter with real life. And life is, well…” 
 
    “It’s painful, isn’t it?” 
 
    Zigman said nothing, but covered his discomfort with a humorless laugh. He did not like talking about his own pain as long as his best friend, who could once seemingly master any task with ease, now had the entirety of his potential focused on facing his own decay every minute of every day. 
 
    “Fine, then,” Franklin said. “You’ve convinced me.” 
 
    Before Zigman could ask what he meant, Franklin let out a gasp of pain and pushed himself to the edge of the bed. He sat up with great difficulty, then stopped and rested at the edge of the bed, his long, spidery arms hanging down at his side. 
 
    “There’s no need to get up, Frank,” said Zigman, trying to hide his alarm. “Let’s just rest, okay? It’s been a stressful day.” 
 
    “All living things need stress,” said Franklin. 
 
    “You know what I mean, Frank. Come now, lie down, and-” 
 
    “No. Listen, Zelmar. I know you feel disgust when you look out the window. It fascinates you, the comparison between this lofty perch you occupy, and the violent stupidity of the creatures who made you. But, listen to me. They feel like rats in a cage. You’ve been their prisoner for thirty years, and they have worshipped you, given you adoration. But they have been prisoners for untold thousands of years, and no one cares for them. No one gives a damn about them. Except, well…” 
 
    “I’m not doing that, Frank. I promise. I apologize if I sounded morbid, alright? I’m just worried that someone might try to get in here. So let’s lie-” 
 
    “There are good people out there, too,” Franklin continued, ignoring his friend. “You look and see savages killing one another out of brutish stupidity, but there are good men, too, who have been forced to kill in order to protect their families. They have sacrificed their own humanity on an altar covered in blood so that their loved ones do not have to. They…” Franklin was overcome by a sudden coughing fit. Zigman watched his blurred outline double over, but stifled his concern and sat in silence until Franklin could continue. “Anyway, don’t worry about the Aufsatz. Nobody knows about this place. But there is something to worry about…” 
 
    Zigman rose and walked over to the glass separating him from his friend. “Are you hurting, Frank? I can get Hait, if you want.” 
 
    “Did you think Wodan’s plan was flawed, Zelmar?” 
 
    Confused by the non sequitur, Zigman shrugged. “I suppose there was no perfect way to follow through with his plan.” 
 
    Franklin placed a hand on the back of his neck and slowly rotated his head. For over ten years Zigman forced himself to never look away when Franklin tried to move, though he knew it made the rest of their family intensely uncomfortable. Franklin had once been able to wrestle with Victor and play catch with Matthias. Now he was stiff and in worse shape than even a very old human. 
 
    “Wodan left one Vest with Emperor Sarru-ken,” said Franklin. “Thus he made it look as if we were under their control the entire time. We got away with so much because they had a gun to our heads the entire time.” 
 
    “Clever, I suppose,” said Zigman. 
 
    “Yes, but also monstrously stupid,” said Franklin. “I hear it in your voice, brother. You think so, too. And Wodan knew it as well, which is why he and I had a very long talk late one night.” 
 
    “Wodan came here? Alone?” 
 
    “Oh, yes. Don’t feel left out, Zelmar. He needed to discuss something, and he knew that I was the only one who would understand.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    Franklin looked down at his hand, then flexed it slowly. “I was the one who could do everything,” Franklin said quietly. “Remember?” 
 
    Zigman would have found the statement pathetic from anyone else, but from Franklin, it sounded like a mere statement of fact. 
 
    “So?” said Zigman. “Just lie down already.” 
 
    With a long groan Franklin forced himself onto his feet. He took several slow steps toward his bathroom, then pushed off from the wall and made his way to a closet behind the bed, which Zigman could not see. He watched for a long time, then realized that Franklin was putting on some kind of dark coveralls. 
 
    “The hell are you doing in there, Frank? Just lie down and go to sleep. You’re making me angry!” 
 
    “Do you know the reason Wodan uses others?” said Franklin. “It’s his flaw, really.” 
 
    “If you’re going to keep ignoring me, then I won’t bother answering!” 
 
    “It’s his kindness, Zelmar. He tries to spare one pathetic wretch a lot of misery, but in the end, someone else has to endure pain on account of his stupidity. But, I don’t blame him. I hold no ill will toward him.” 
 
    “Alright Frank, I’m past angry, and now I’m scared. I’m going to get Hait if you don’t lie down, and she’s going to suit up and go in there and give you a sedative if you don’t-” 
 
    “Shut up for a moment, Zelmar. Please? I sat and watched you thinking for a long time, and then I allowed you to insult me by hiding your thoughts from me. You lied to me and then you acted condescending toward me. The least you could do is listen to me for a moment.” 
 
    Though he could not quite make him out behind the closet door, Zigman saw that Franklin was wearing something dark as he straightened up to adjust and zip something like a jacket. “I’m sorry, Frank. I didn’t realize that was your-” 
 
    “It’s no big deal, Zelmar. We hurt one another continually. It’s a part of life. But I was talking about Wodan. About his stupid kindness. He may even be dead by now. But, as stupid as he was, he knew there was something that I needed to do. I believe he saw this moment, Zelmar. I believe he saw us standing, just like this…” 
 
    Zigman was alarmed, for he realized that even though he could not see Franklin’s eyes, he realized that Franklin was staring back at him from the dark corner at the rear of his living quarters. He held something dark and round in his hands. 
 
    “I believe that when Wodan looked at me,” Franklin continued, “he did not see something weak and frail. He did not pity me. He knew that I was made to be the leader. He knew that was my purpose.” 
 
    “Frank, whatever you’re planning, I want it to stop right now. I want you to lie down, and be quiet, and give us both some rest.” 
 
    “Rest?” Franklin laughed quietly, and to Zigman it sounded cruel. “Once, all the world waited to see what I was capable of. Now the world will see. I can’t believe that on this night, Zigman, on this night of all nights, you want to rest.” Again Franklin laughed, and Zigman could dimly make out that he was shaking his head. He raised the object he was holding over his head, and Zigman realized it was a helmet. 
 
    “All things die,” Franklin whispered. “All things achieve their...” Franklin lowered the black helmet over his head, which sealed tightly to the suit with a robotic hiss, then his voice came through with mechanical amplification, saying, “... THEIR ULTIMATE FORM.” 
 
    Before Zigman could make any sense out of what was happening, Franklin threw a switch within the closet, then disappeared into a rear foyer. Zigman knew where the foyer led, so he ran from the viewing chamber into the steel decontamination foyer, then raced to meet him. 
 
    As he turned the corner leading to the rear exit, a sword flashed in the light and stuck just under his chin. Franklin strode through jets of disinfecting mist, his entire form covered in some kind of black environmental containment suit. Tubes led to an oxygen tank feeding into his helmet, and belts constrained the bulky suit to his form. It was like something one of the Ancient void-explorers would have worn. Franklin carried the sword that Childriss had taken to defend himself long ago, when he first came to San Ktari. He flicked it away from Zigman’s chin and stepped back, causing the suit’s leather outer layer to hiss with the strain of movement. Even without the sword stopping him, Zigman remained frozen in place. He suddenly felt embarrassed for his emotionally distant musings on the strange and violent fate of the human race, for he no longer felt like a superbeing judging a lower being. He was amazed that Franklin was able to stand without aid, seemingly through will alone. He felt like a child standing in the presence of something beyond his understanding. He felt hot, then realized it was not just from discomfort. 
 
    “Frank, what the hell did you do?” 
 
    “MY ROOM - IT IS IN THE PROCESS OF INCINERATION. EVERYTHING UNCLEAN IS NOW IN HERE, WITH ME.” 
 
    “What… what do you mean to do, Frank?” Zigman was overcome by a terrible image of Franklin wandering into a large group of people and opening up his suit, perhaps in hopes of revenging himself on the people responsible for his disease-ridden, agonizing existence. 
 
    “DO YOU TRUST ME, ZELMAR?” 
 
    “How can you ask me that?” 
 
    “BECAUSE I NEED HELP. PROMISE YOU WILL DO WHAT I TELL YOU, MY FRIEND. SWEAR IT.” 
 
    “I… but, Frank, I don’t-” 
 
    “SWEAR IT!” 
 
    Zigman loved Franklin enough to refuse his request, but as he stared into the black faceplate of the suit, he felt such will radiating from it that it crushed his resistance. He found it difficult to concentrate. He took a deep breath, then forced himself to speak. “Do you even know how to use that sword?” 
 
    “BETTER THAN ANY MAN WHO EVER LIVED.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Chief Minister Yagi drifted through the turn, tires shrieking as his rear window shattered. As soon as the street thugs disappeared behind the corner the gunfire stopped. He kept his foot on the gas pedal and shot around another turn. 
 
    If they’re only interested in looting, they won’t give chase, he thought. But they may be more than just looters! 
 
    Yagi grabbed his radio. “Togusai!” he shouted. “Get out of there! Three shooters just came after me!” 
 
    “Damn it, Chief, we-” Togusai was immediately cut off by static. 
 
    “Togusai! Togusai!” 
 
    Yagi looked over his shoulder, but so no one behind him. He considered going back for the others, but by a different route. When the order had gone out that every armed soldier of the Rotnami, and even the Keisatzei, should report for deployment to the Ionian front, Yagi and his team ignored the order and went underground. None of them considered this insubordination, as it was obvious to them that something had gone haywire in the chain of command between the Emperor and the people. 
 
    Coded chatter on various channels proved that Yagi’s team from Branch 6 were not the only ones to stay behind. Yagi had no doubt there were plenty of Party men hidden away in various safehouses, biding their time as the city fell into chaos. Yagi and his team were not interested in hiding or looting for short-term gain, but wanted to find out who was behind this plot. They had decrypted some chatter about a suspicious foreigner skulking around a neighborhood, and Yagi knew that it was most likely an agent of a foreign government keeping an eye on the chaos they had somehow unleashed upon San Ktari. Yagi was desperate to get some information out of him, but their stakeout of the neighborhood had been interrupted. 
 
    “Chief, you there?” said Togusai, his voice suddenly coming through. 
 
    “Yes, I’m here!” Yagi shouted. “Report!” 
 
    “We got out of there, sir, but we’re in… in bad shape.” 
 
    Yagi could hear the stress in Togusai’s voice. “What happened?!” 
 
    “A crowd rolled up on us. I tried to drive off before they saw us, but Buma got it in his head that he should fire a warning shot. He opened the back door and fell right out of the van! Then Tabo hopped out to help him, and he’s… he’s hurt, Chief!” 
 
    “Did the crowd have shooters? Was he hit?” 
 
    “Well, not exactly, I guess he went for his gun as he was jumping, ‘cause he somehow shot himself in the leg! That really got the crowd’s attention! They started shooting and throwing rocks at us, so we got the hell out of there.” Togusai paused, then said, “Tabo even left his goddamn gun back there!” 
 
    “I didn’t leave my gun back there!” Yagi heard Tabo scream in the background. 
 
    “Then where is it?” said Togusai. 
 
    “I just… don’t have it on me at the moment!” 
 
    “Damn it, Togusai,” said Yagi, “we can’t just drop surveillance of that area. Our target could slip out in all the chaos! Where’s Koosi?” 
 
    “Koosi went off on his own. Branch 11 is fucked, sir.” 
 
    “Say again?” 
 
    “I said it’s over! Don’t you get it? Koosi said he was leaving to tail a lead, but there is no lead! There’s nothing! We can’t run surveillance when gangs are fighting in the streets, and civilians are looting, and… and there’s not even anyone to report to!” 
 
    “Damn it, Togusai, you can’t give up just like that!” 
 
    “I didn’t give up! I’ve got two guys back here that need a hospital. I have to get them to a… to a…” 
 
    “There’s nowhere to take them, Togusai, so just pull over and do what you can. But I need you to go back and keep an eye out for-” 
 
    “I didn’t give up,” Togusai interjected. “I never gave up. This city gave up. I didn’t. I’m going radio silent, Chief. We don’t know who might be listening in.” 
 
    “Togusai! Togusai!” Yagi shouted. He knew their radio must be off, because the connection had gone dead. Still he shouted, “Togusai! Togusai!” 
 
    Yagi threw the radio down and allowed his car to coast. He was in an upscale neighborhood. In the failing light he saw several men pushing a couch out of the window of a large, upper-class house. Others stood on the street below, gesturing for the men above to hurry up. A man with a sledgehammer watched Yagi as he made his way past them. 
 
    Can things really fall apart so easily? Yagi wondered. Is this really happening? Am I in denial about the state we’re in? 
 
    Yagi realized he knew the neighborhood he now found himself in. He had an idea and instinctively reached for the radio unit. Upon remembering that Togusai had gone silent, he dropped the radio and continued in silence. He slowly rolled through the dark, watching the orange glow of the city in flames reflecting in the clouds overhead. He turned and saw a man lying on the ground, waving for help. Other bodies lay around him. When Yagi realized the man was wearing a bloody Three Declarations robe, he pressed on the gas pedal and left him in the darkness. 
 
    Am I wasting my time? Is it really over? 
 
    Yagi turned off his headlights before turning onto the street where Abel once lived. Ash collected on his windshield. He let his car roll to a stop. Turning his lights back on, he immediately saw Abel crossing the street to his old apartment building. He carried a limp form over his shoulders, but seemed unaffected by the weight, and kept at a brisk pace. Abel ignored Yagi, and entered the building. 
 
    I was right, Yagi thought, his heart racing. I was right to come back here. 
 
    The “suspicious foreigner”... it was Abel! It has to be him! 
 
    Yagi sat in his car and waited, letting the strange feeling of floating free in a world beyond understanding wash over him. He had lost everything. Not only Branch 11, but his city, his nation, even his own people were now nothing more than stupid, senseless brutes from his perspective. He was no longer a Bureau Chief and there was no longer any reason to run surveillance or protect anyone. Like animals, without the protection of the Emperor the people had reverted to violence and short-term gain. Yagi’s services were no longer needed. 
 
    “No,” Yagi said aloud. “It’s not over yet.” 
 
    He checked to make sure that his sidearm was loaded, then stepped out of the car and approached the darkened building. 
 
    *** 
 
    Sin led his Yasha Struppen into the dark streets and almost immediately they came upon a group of Behemut Ascension goons overseeing a team of looters emptying the contents of a grocery store into a covered truck. The armed men fixed their gaze on Sin as he approached, then one of them stepped forward. 
 
    “Just who are you boys?” he said. “D’you work with-” 
 
    “Disperse!” Sin shouted, striding up to the armed men. “Disperse immediately!” 
 
    “You hear this guy?” The man jerked the bolt on his rifle. “He really thinks he-” 
 
    At once the Yasha Struppen Interior Division opened up on the men, drilling them with their automatic rifles. Sin did not even bother taking cover, for he knew his men were insanely competent marksmen who never flinched from violence. 
 
    They certainly have their uses! he thought, smiling as he watched the thugs fall one after the other, dying as if overcome by his force of will. Sin watched the laborers scatter or run back inside the store, tripping and sliding behind cover in a blind panic. The Behemut Ascension were soon dead, most of them unable to fire even a single shot before riddled by high-powered rounds. In the ear-ringing silence that followed, Sin could just barely hear his men reloading directly behind him. 
 
    An older laborer peeked around the corner of a shelf. “Thank you!” he said, putting his hands together. “Thank you for saving us from those-” 
 
    The Yasha Struppen swiveled their rifles toward the man, then his head jerked backward as a rifle round slammed into his forehead.  As he hit the ground Sin could make out shadowy forms of children scurrying away. The Yasha Struppen turned and looked at their comrade who had gotten the kill. 
 
    “Knew I had one more round in there!” the man said as he dropped the empty magazine. “Shit, how the hell did I know that?! Damn I’m good!” 
 
    “Big fucking deal, homo!” a teammate said as he lifted his rocket launcher. “Just watch and see how a real man-” 
 
    The man’s statement was unintelligible as he fired an explosive round from his shoulder-mounted launcher into the store. Sin raised an arm to cover his face just as a roaring wave of force pushed them back. Glass fell in a tinkling shower and when Sin opened his eyes the store’s interior was only a black, sagging chamber of swirling smoke. 
 
    “What was all that shit, a bunch of food?” said one. 
 
    “We coulda used that stuff, you know!” 
 
    “Well, there’s a fucking truck full of shit right there, how hungry are you?” 
 
    One of the Yasha Struppen looked the truck over, then lifted his rifle. “Yeah,” he said, “I guess we could use this food.” He fired a round into the truck’s rear tire, causing the truck to sag heavily. 
 
    “What the fuck!” his teammate shouted. “We going to carry all that food ourselves? Idiot!” 
 
    The rifleman shrugged. “We just got out here and you wanna worry about getting this shit back home already? Fuck, man, there’s a whole wide world of shit out here!” 
 
    “But I’m not busting my ass because you-” 
 
    “Gentlemen, please!” said Sin. “Let’s not worry ourselves over such trifles. Come with me, please. I have a plan.” 
 
    “Oh, shit! See, man! The Colonel knows what’s up!” 
 
    In truth, Sin had only a vague idea of what needed to be done, but he knew that he had to look certain of himself in order to make the younger men follow him. He knew that if they took food supplies and holed up in their apartment, eventually they would grow bored and turn on him. He had seen enough of their behavior in the interrogation sessions to know that becoming their plaything was the last thing he wanted to happen. He turned and began walking, and they followed. 
 
    “Of course the Colonel knows what he’s doing,” said the Yasha Struppen reloading his rocket launcher. “He’s not a retard like some people on this team!” 
 
    The man immediately fired his launcher directly into the back of the truck, blowing out its sides and tossing flaming remnants of rice and corn in a volatile shower. Sin was flung forward and nearly slammed into the concrete. He turned, terrified that the men had seen him in such a compromising position, and prepared to defend himself with an accusation that the man had endangered them all. He felt relief when he saw that the other four Yasha Struppen were either yelling at their comrade or pulling themselves off the ground. Sin could hear nothing but an insistent whine, and jerked a finger around in his ear. 
 
    I’ve got to keep them moving, he thought. One misstep and these savages will kill each other… or kill me! 
 
    Unsure how to reel them in, he turned and started walking. He soon saw the shadows of his men racing to catch up with him, then settle into his rhythm as they followed. He was glad that an argument which could have lasted all night was cut short without effort on his part. 
 
    Of course, the leash doesn’t always have to be jerked forcibly, he reminded himself. 
 
    They soon came to an upper-class neighborhood with tall apartment buildings standing over a line of thin trees. The smoke was thick overhead and in the light of a distant fire they saw the silhouette of a couch walking on thin legs. As they drew nearer they saw children and young men carrying furniture out of a fine shop. The storefront was already a mess of broken glass and boards torn away from the entrance. Sin thought at first that the young people were looting the store and taking the inventory to another part of town, then he realized that most of the furniture was being taken directly across the street to an apartment building. As his hearing returned, Sin could make out the high-pitched, bird-like squawking of mothers lined up outside of the shop, shouting orders to their children as they supervised the looting. 
 
    Robbing their own neighborhood store, Sin thought, shaking his head. They probably even know the owner, and had polite conversations with one another. 
 
    But that was back before the Emperor withdrew his grace and his blessing from us! 
 
    Sin stopped and drew in a breath to shout at the women, but his Yasha Struppen moved ahead of him without hesitation and began firing from the hip. The women turned and shrieked in alarm as the bullets ripped through them. Sin did not mind the sight of agony written on their faces as they hit the ground, but when one of his men turned and raised his rocket launcher in the direction of the store, he winced. Fortunately another Yasha Struppen bumped into his comrade and pushed the launcher aside. 
 
    “Fucking ease up on that thing, will you? Emperor’s ancestors, man, you’re really bringin’ my mood down!” 
 
    “I already got one loaded!” 
 
    “Okay, idiot, just-” 
 
    Their argument was drowned out as two others stepped forward, firing rounds into the store in short bursts. In between shots, Sin could hear them counting. Sin caught motion and saw yet another Yasha Struppen jerking a young woman around by her hair. She stumbled and fell to her knees, then he flung her down with enough force that her head smacked into the pavement with a nauseating crack. Still she flailed around. He tore off her robe with practiced ease. 
 
    “No, no,” said Sin, stepping forward. “There’s no time for that. Come, come along, everyone! We must keep moving!” 
 
    “But, I… Colonel, it’s just… I haven’t seen a piece of ass in-” 
 
    “Come on, big guy!” said another Yasha Struppen. “Colonel says he’s got bigger plans. I’ll show you how to keep this little lady occupied!” The man immediately stepped on the woman’s throat. Ignoring her hands clawing at his leg, he aimed down at her head and fired. Sin ignored the sight, his attention fixed on the would-be rapist. 
 
    “Alright, then, fine!” said the man. “I guess the rest of you queers don’t really understand what a guy like me goes through. Let’s get on with it, then, if there really is somethin’ that important.” 
 
    “There is!” said Sin, trying to hide his relief that his tenuous control had not fallen apart. “Now be quiet, and follow me!” 
 
    They passed through the neighborhood and Sin listened as his men joked with one another. He usually found it annoying, but now he was glad that they were in good spirits and warming up to their task. They passed through a line of trees and came to a district of square gray buildings where the Norikami worked. Sin considered turning and giving his men a little talk to boost their spirits still further - then the wind was pulled from his lungs as he found a scene of absolute horror. 
 
    In the distance he saw that the House of the Books of the Law, Library Eleven-Eleven, was enveloped in flames. Sin’s legs turned into jelly, and he was overcome with such shock that he never felt his knees crash into the ground. In fact, he felt as if he was falling, falling, falling forever, falling into a black abyss of eternal nothingness. His heart knew the terrible truth even before his mind could put it together. 
 
    The featureless gray building blazed so brightly, every window radiant with golden light, because the building was filled with the laws of the Empire. With the paper records destroyed, the Norikami lawyers would have no way to reference the laws. All structure and order was now gone, turned to ash. If any man committed murder, there was no way to prove that he had done anything wrong. There was nothing for the men of the law to reference. All it had taken was one madman, one fool with a torch, and their entire civilization was destroyed. Sin knew that it would take years to reconstruct even a fraction of the laws that held their world together. By the time any of the laws could be rewritten, the last men on earth could have already murdered one another and the last one standing could put a gun to his head and pull the trigger. Now there was no longer any way to keep the human spirit from blowing its own brains out. Sin heard someone screaming in terror, then he choked and realized the screaming was his own. Sin felt strong arms pressing against him. 
 
    “Sir! Sir!” said one of his men. “It’s too late! You can’t go in there!” 
 
    “Let me go!” Sin cried. “Oh, gods, l-l-let me... go-o-o...” 
 
    Two of his men held him up as he went limp. He did not try to control himself, and let the gut-wrenching sobs rack his body. He thought of how the other cities in the Empire depended on Akkad, and how even as they had dropped out of communication, they most likely believed that order would one day be imposed by Akkad once again. 
 
    But now… it can never happen! he thought. The entire nation… has been… destroyed! 
 
    To his knowledge, nothing more terrible had ever been done by the human species. There was no more reason to live. He allowed his men to lower him to the ground, and he lay prone. He felt his heart slowing down; if there was any mercy in the universe, then his heart would soon stop. His men knelt around him, flipping up their faceplates to show their concern. 
 
    “This is bad!” 
 
    “Damn, is he fucked up? He’s really fucked up, isn’t he?” 
 
    “Oh, man, I know what happened.” 
 
    “What? What happened?” 
 
    One of the men looked back at the burning building, then shook his head. “Colonel must have known about a big wad of cash stowed away in that building. Hell, he’s probably been thinkin’ about that money for years…” 
 
    “Shit!” One soldier examined Sin’s face, as if trying to read the truth of the matter. “How much money you think was in there?” 
 
    “Hell, he probably knew about that money since before you were even born!” 
 
    “And now it’s… it’s… fuck, man, now it’s all gone…” 
 
    The world around him grew silent and Sin felt his mind floating free in a warm, dark current. Now that he had seen the destruction of everything he once held dear, he could imagine things that once seemed beyond reason. Perhaps the end of the world was not actually the end of the world? It seemed odd to him, floating in a space without limit, how the destruction of all things could present new opportunities to him. His mind suddenly leaped from idea to idea, until finally he knew exactly what he had to do. Now he understood the true nature of power, and there was no going back to innocence. In his mind’s eye he saw how the web of power could be used to hold the world together, no matter the price. 
 
    I must become that which holds the world together. 
 
    Sin came back to his senses, and saw his men still crouching around him. 
 
    “Sir? You alive, sir? Look, Colonel, I think we can recover from this. I mean, really, when you think about it, it’s like, well, uh, as long as we’ve got our guns, and ammunition, we’ll be alright, we’ll do okay, don’t you think, sir?” 
 
    “Fuck, let me handle this, dumbass! Colonel, sir, we’ve got the firepower to knock over just about anyone we want. And, like he said, we have plenty of ammo, too…” 
 
    “Actually, I’m almost out of ammunition,” said another. “Oh, wait, I forgot about my backpack... uh, I have a ton of ammunition. Actually, goddamn, I brought way too much. This shit is killin’ my back!” 
 
    “Be still, all of you,” Sin said quietly. He knew his men did not yet understand the full import of what had been lost. It was only a matter of time before they realized they no longer needed him, and could execute him for their amusement or, worse, force him to act as their baggage handler. Still, he forced himself to speak slowly so that he would appear to be in control. “Listen to me. I will now tell you my plan. However, I must ask that you brace yourselves. No one would think less of you for recoiling at what will be required of you.” 
 
    The Yasha Struppen looked at one another. “We’re listening, sir,” said one. 
 
    Sin nodded slowly, then sat up. “We are going to launch an attack on the Castle of Mammon. We will kill the Omniseers and the White Ouju… and you will replace them. We will do no harm to the Emperor, but we will effectively be in control. No one will know it, but we shall rule the Empire, and put all things back in their proper place.” 
 
    It seems so obvious now, thought Sin. And yet no one has ever dreamed of doing something like this! 
 
    The men looked at one another, then one of them nodded. Another laughed, then shrugged. 
 
    “Hell, why not?” said another. “I’m sure the Emperor needs someone to look after all them ladies he’s got on hand, right?” 
 
    “Oh, listen at this guy!” said another. “Weren’t you in tears ‘cause you had to leave that one pretty lady behind? You best go back to her, man! You can’t handle them courtly bitches!” 
 
    “Fuck you! Fucking idiot, man!” 
 
    Sin was astonished to hear his men bantering with one another, laughing as if they did not understand the gravity of their mission. Sin reasoned that perhaps he was the only one among them who knew that they tread within an unexplored realm both sacred and deeply sacrilegious. 
 
    Bless them, thought Sin, for they truly are little more than instruments! 
 
    *** 
 
    Zigman followed Franklin as he lumbered through the streets in his black environmental protection suit. Zigman hesitated, watching Franklin make his way through a blasted doorway in the inner wall surrounding the Castle of Mammon, then rushed to catch up with him. He was surprised to see that Mammon was not in flames. 
 
    Then again, they did leave a few guards behind. I guess those old men are taking their job seriously. But then, that means… 
 
    “Frank! We’re liable to get shot walking around out here! Frank! Damn it.” 
 
    Zigman followed the sound of Franklin’s breathing apparatus, then his eyes adjusted to the darkened inner bailey and he saw bodies lying in huddled groups. He had never seen the effects of such violence, and stood immobile, shocked by the sight of twisted limbs and men lying in pools of black blood with their eyes open. It smelled like an open sewer. Despite suddenly feeling cold, his clothing was somehow drenched in sweat. He turned and prepared to leave, then remembered he was not alone. Turning around again, he saw Franklin stalking ahead, unmindful of the carnage. Zigman steadied his resolve and followed him. 
 
    Though he tried to keep his eyes on Franklin, he was continually drawn to the sight of the corpses. He saw rough-looking men who were no doubt members of Behemut Ascension lying next to robed Three Declarations gunmen. Still others looked like normal civilians, perhaps looters who had been caught in the middle of a crossfire. He saw a Rotnami soldier lying propped up on another corpse, looking almost as if he was relaxing at the end of a hard day. Even with his face covered in blood, Zigman could clearly see that the soldier was an old man. 
 
    All the soldiers who were allowed to remain in Akkad are older, or invalids, Zigman thought. They were totally unprepared for something like this! 
 
    Fearing that the same fate would find his friend, Zigman ran past the dead and saw Franklin enter through the main doorway. Zigman had no idea where Franklin’s determination came from, for he did not hesitate, but only stalked ahead silently with his sword raised before him. Zigman entered the dark castle and saw Franklin standing in a dimly lit intersection. As Zigman approached, he fixed his gaze on Franklin’s suit. He had never seen Franklin carry such weight, and he could not help but appreciate the irony that Franklin wore a padded suit of “armor” to protect the world from himself rather than the other way around. 
 
    “You doing okay, Frank?” Zigman said quietly. “We can stop a minute if you-” 
 
    “What is that!” 
 
    Zigman jumped with alarm at the sudden outcry, then realized that other men stood in the intersection with Franklin. Alarmed by the sound of Zigman’s voice, three men now stood transfixed by the sight of Franklin standing behind them, watching them like some giant, living shadow. They wore an assortment of Rotnami armor and street clothes, and when Zigman saw that two were armed with rifles, his blood turned to ice. 
 
    The men moved all at once, and in a blur Franklin’s sword flicked upward and one man’s arm bounced off a wall, then hit the floor with a loud smack. His rifle clattered beside the arm and the wounded man fell atop it, fumbling to pull it free from his own severed hand before he noticed the fountain of blood gushing from his shoulder. The second man never had the chance to raise his rifle before Zigman followed through with his first slice in a downward arc that passed through the man’s face. He tilted his head back as if surprised by some novel idea. The third man, armed only with a metal pipe, dropped his weapon and lunged for the rifle still held by his companion. Franklin stepped forward, lightly pressed the tip of his blade into the man’s heart, then drew the blade out with a twist. They stood frozen for a moment, then the second man’s face split open in a red torrent and the third man clutched at something like a water hose spraying in his shirt. Zigman tried to approach but his legs gave out and he could only advance in a sort of crouching waddle, then the two dead men hit the ground with an alarming crash. 
 
    Zigman realized the first man was still alive, but the fight had gone out of him. He sat staring at Zigman as he clutched his bleeding stub. Zigman was so shocked by what had happened that he simply knelt and returned the man’s gaze. Franklin lowered his sword, then leaned heavily against the wall. 
 
    “Good gods, Frank, are you okay?” said Zigman. 
 
    “YOU REMEMBER HOW TO USE A GUN?” 
 
    As shaken as he was, Zigman realized he would be of no help crawling along behind his friend, so he forced himself up and pulled the rifle out from under the armless man. He found a bag with several heavy magazines spilling out, and gathered them up as well. The man gasped, but did not protest. 
 
    “I remember, from the Odland,” said Zigman. “I suppose you mean to continue this madness?” 
 
    Franklin did not answer, but pushed off from the wall and continued down the darkened hallway. Zigman followed, surprised that Franklin seemed to know where he was going. He settled into the fact that he was now only a passenger within someone else’s waking dream. He could hear Franklin’s labored breathing as they felt their way up pitch-black stairwells and winding halls echoing with the sound of distant conflict. 
 
    In the upper levels of the Castle, they came to a row of open windows carrying the scent of burning paper on a cool breeze. Zigman’s thoughts drifted, and he wondered if perhaps the worst was over, and they would reach to the Emperor’s quarters and perhaps just sit and watch over it, or whatever it was that Franklin wanted to do. 
 
    He can’t have much more in him, thought Zigman. I’ll have to watch over him the rest of the night, and… 
 
    As if sensing his thoughts, Franklin turned and glared at him through the dark visor. 
 
    “You forget I was back here?” said Zigman. 
 
    “WE ARE CLOSE.” 
 
    Without elaboration Franklin continued on, and at first Zigman resented his brusque demeanor. He suddenly caught a glimpse of the scarred face of the moon peering down at them through a wide, open window. Somehow the pure light reflected from a timeless celestial body pulled him up from the smallness of his own thoughts. His complaints suddenly seemed beneath him. He was at once painfully aware that he was no longer sitting at the window of the Omoi Aufsatz looking down on the bloody tragedy of the lives of others. He was now in the depths himself, connecting with the truth of life - which was violence, and hardship, and an uncomfortable divorce from routine. From that viewpoint, he understood Franklin’s direct manner and even his inhuman determination. Zigman knew that Franklin was leaning into the experience rather than shying away from it, hoping that it would go away. 
 
    They heard cursing in a branch ahead, then the march of heavy boots. Instead of ducking into a side room, Franklin moved to the end of the hallway and leaned against the corner. He glanced back at Zigman. Zigman nodded and tucked the rifle against his shoulder. 
 
    The sound of footsteps drew nearer, and nearer, and when they were directly upon them, Franklin lunged into the adjoining hallway. Just as Zigman followed suit, a severed arm smacked against the wall, and he felt something wet touch his face. The hallway shook with cursing and Zigman was alarmed to see that there were far more men than he expected - perhaps a dozen armed thugs, some wearing pieces of red armor that shone in the moonlight. Franklin’s sword danced as he waded into them, his cuts so perfect that the blade slid through limbs and necks and cast sparks as it sheared through metal. Zigman had never taken a life but now it only seemed natural to aim down the barrel of the rifle and fire at the men further down the hall. He saw them only as moving shapes, or as items on a list to be crossed off. He did not bother to take cover but fired again and again. In flashes of light he saw Franklin’s sword rise and fall, saw the enemy raising their rifles and handguns. The discharge of the rifle jerking against his shoulder was so loud and violent that he never heard the other men fire, only felt the buzzing hornets of rounds passing near his cheek. 
 
    The metronome of the rifle stopped as it clicked empty. Zigman floundered, suddenly unsure of himself as he scrambled to grab another magazine. His eyes fixed on the final gunman walking backwards, slowly reloading his handgun, the light of the moon shining on his enormous forehead before he disappeared among the shadows. Franklin stepped over a mass of twisted limbs, seemingly in no hurry as he walked to his doom. As Zigman fumbled jamming a magazine into his rifle he tried to shout a warning to Franklin, even as he saw the absurdity of it, for there was nowhere for Franklin to go short of throwing himself out of a window. 
 
    The magazine fit, Zigman went to pull the bolt back - then the magazine fell out. As if trapped in a nightmare Zigman realized he had failed to get a secure fit. The gunman fired his sidearm, Franklin’s sword flashed in a shower of sparks, and then in the sudden stillness Zigman saw the gunman lean back against an open window with Franklin’s sword lodged in his head. Franklin wrenched the blade free and the man hit the ground. Zigman was overcome with awe. Then Franklin’s legs buckled and he fell against the wall and slid to the ground. 
 
    “Frank! Frank!” Zigman cried out, tripping over heads and limbs as he ran to his friend. He grabbed Franklin’s shoulders and pulled him into his arms. “Frank! Are you hurt?” 
 
    The black helmet jerked left and right. “NO,” said Franklin. 
 
    Zigman ran a hand over the environmental suit. “How did you not get shot?” 
 
    “GUESS I’VE ALWAYS BEEN LUCKY.” 
 
    Zigman laughed, overcome with euphoria after the horrible encounter. Unable to pull the sword from Franklin’s grasp, he lifted Franklin’s arm and examined the sword in the moonlight. It was broken in half. 
 
    “Did you actually deflect his bullets, Frank?” 
 
    “HNN.” Franklin drew in a deep breath. “I’M SURE IT BROKE ON… HIS OVERSIZED CRANIUM.” 
 
    Zigman laughed once again. “Frank, man, this is just... I don’t know what… I mean, I never thought we would be… be in this kind of…” 
 
    “BE STILL. WE HAVE TO CONTINUE. HELP ME UP.” 
 
    Zigman wiped cold sweat from his brow and felt his hand shaking beyond his control. “Gods, Frank…” Unable to speak, Zigman sucked air through clenched teeth and shook his head. “If you had told me about this… if you had let me know you had this… this crazy, idiotic idea…” 
 
    “THEN YOU WOULD NOT. HAVE COME.” Franklin’s breathing apparatus strained to compensate for his deep breaths. “ZELMAR. WE HAVE TO KEEP MOVING. THIS IS NOT A DEBATE. HOW CAN I LET WODAN FIGHT. AND DIE FOR US. WHILE I REST? I WAS MADE TO BE THE LEADER. I AM THE LEADER. THAT MEANS I DO NOT GET TO REST. I DO NOT GET TO WAIT. I HAVE TO KEEP GOING. WE ARE SO CLOSE. CLOSE TO. THE CROWN. IT IS NEAR. SO. HELP ME UP.” 
 
    Zigman shook his head, and was about to protest, when two figures ran past the intersection up ahead. In a wash of hand-held flashlights Zigman saw white robes bisected with black sashes. Suddenly Zigman understood where they were going. Without a word he helped Franklin to his feet, then wrapped Franklin’s arm around his neck and helped him walk. 
 
    *** 
 
    Two Yasha Struppen crouched on either side of the doorway. They nodded to one another, then held out their rifles and blind-fired into the next room. Before they could empty their magazines, return fire chipped at the doorway and drilled the far wall. 
 
    “Damn!” said one, jerking his rifle back. “This is a good way to get an arm blown right the fuck off!” 
 
    “Get the launcher over here!” said his teammate. 
 
    “No!” Sin shouted. “We don’t know for certain whether or not the Emperor is in there!” 
 
    El Sin was not sure what to do. He had brought them all the way through Mammon Castle only to meet up with a blockade in the throne room. Sin had looked within, and was surprised to see heavy tables and metal filing cabinets forming an uneven, waist-high wall blocking them off from the Emperor’s quarters. He was surprised to see that not only was the wall manned by several White Ouju, but even Omniseers and a few women armed with rifles stood at the ready! He had originally assumed that the White Ouju must have been desperate if they were recruiting old men and even Sarru-ken’s sexual playthings to assist in his defense, but so far the defenders were proving exceedingly tenacious, and the Yasha Struppen had been unable to storm the room. 
 
    They put out their lights, so they shouldn’t be able to see us that well, thought Sin. How is it that they can spot us so easily? My electric flashlight is dimmed. Surely it’s not bright enough to give away our every move! 
 
    “Alright brother, here’s the plan,” said one of the Yasha Struppen. “We get on either side of this door, but when we attack, one of stands, and the other one crouches-” 
 
    “Are you fucking kidding me?” said another. “We already tried that, there’s only so many ways we can come at them from the same doorway!” 
 
    One of the men pulled off his mask and spat, then wiped sweat on his sleeve. “We need to pull back and get some kind of shield,” he said. 
 
    “Shit! A shield! Who’s going in first then? You?” 
 
    Sin considered the fact that his men had not seen the front line in quite some time, and had gotten used to rushing into homes and grabbing unarmed opponents in pajamas. Though they had done well on their way to Mammon, they were quickly losing their resolve. 
 
    “Steady yourselves, gentlemen,” said Sin. “There’s no rush to this. Let’s wait and see if they-” 
 
    Sin was interrupted by laughter from within the throne room. “What will you do?” one of the Omniseers shouted. “You going to starve us out? You think we stored all our food on the other side of the Castle?” 
 
    “This asshole’s laughing at us!” said a Yasha Struppen. 
 
    “Make a move, tough guy!” the Omniseer shouted. “Whip it out an’ let’s see what you got!” 
 
    He sounds so coarse and vulgar, thought Sin, recoiling at the sound of the man’s laughter. I can’t believe they thought they were worthy of standing near the Emperor’s divine person! 
 
    “Where is the Emperor?” Sin shouted. 
 
    “Who wants to know?” the Omniseer replied. “You have an appointment or something?” 
 
    “I have a proposition for you. Give us the Emperor, as well as the crown and the Vest of the Gotterdammerung, and we will allow you to leave unharmed!” 
 
    “The girls don’t get to leave,” one of the Yasha Struppen blurted out. Sin shot him a look, but instead of turning away, the soldier returned his gaze. 
 
    “I have a proposition for you, too,” said the Omniseer. After a long pause, he said, “Go fuck yourself!” 
 
    A chorus of laughter broke out from the darkened throne room. Immediately the Yasha Struppen with the rocket launcher said, “To hell with this!” and leaned into the open doorway. Before Sin could stop him, the room lit up with automatic fire as dozens of rifle rounds ate at the doorway and tore into the man’s forearm. A wad of blood smacked into one man’s face and he leaned away to wipe his visor just as the Yasha Struppen with the launcher fell back, his arm hanging awkwardly with blood pouring freely. Sin opened his mouth to scream at the man - then the rocket fired into the ground. Sin heard and saw nothing, but was flung backwards in a wave of dust and debris. 
 
    Sin woke, groggy and unable to breath, as one of his men knelt over him shaking him. He knew he could not have been out for long, for the air was still full of white dust. He coughed and knocked the man’s hand away. When he was finally able to draw in air he froze, overwhelmed by sharp pain in his side. He laid back, and noticed that another Yasha Struppen stood beside him as well. At least two of them lived, but Sin was not sure how he would retain their loyalty while broken ribs prevented him from standing. 
 
    The nearest soldier suddenly jerked his head to look further down the hall, and Sin followed his gaze. He saw two more of his men struggling to stand. Sin was about to call out to them when he saw a large, dark figure parting the dust cloud. A giant in strange black armor stood over the Yasha Struppen with the golden, gleaming Blade of Iyamoto held before him. Sin’s mouth fell open, both in an attempt to call out to his men, but also in shock that the sacred weapon had been plundered. One Yasha Struppen saw the threat and raised his rifle, but in an act of unbelievable blasphemy the black giant whipped the sword in an upward curving arc that passed through the man’s rifle, forearm, shoulder, and helmet. Sections of the man’s arm hit the floor as his helmet slid away in a cascade of blood. The other Yasha Struppen turned to run but the ancient blade slammed into his helmet, collapsing his skull as it came to a stop somewhere in his sinus cavity. 
 
    The giant’s black helmet turned toward Sin and his last two men immediately jerked him to his feet, then ran away from the monster. Sin could not breathe, and was in such pain that he wondered if pieces of his ribs were tearing through his insides. 
 
    We’ll circle around, he thought, swinging around like a rag doll. We’ll circle around… and attack… from another angle... 
 
    *** 
 
    As soon as the attackers fled, Franklin crashed into the ground with such force that Zigman was sure all of his bones had shattered. Zigman dropped his gun and ran to Franklin, stifling the desire to shout at him. He lifted Franklin’s limp body and turned him over in his arms. At once Franklin gripped Zigman’s arm. He let the feeling of relief wash over him, but still he said nothing. 
 
    Franklin’s arm slowly turned, then he pointed at the blasted doorway. They both knew someone waited on the other side. Zigman nodded to his friend; even though Franklin obviously wanted to find the Emperor, they both knew that the special forces octogenarians that Wodan had replaced the Omniseers with could pop out and blast them, if they were not careful. Then again, so could anyone. Zigman reasoned that the time for sneaking was over. 
 
    “Hello!” Zigman called out. “The men you were fighting are gone. Who are you?” 
 
    Zigman waited for a moment, then someone called out, “Well, who are you?” 
 
    Zigman could tell the speaker was an older man. Then again, he knew that most of the soldiers left behind to guard Mammon were also elderly. 
 
    “We’re friends of the new Omniseers,” Zigman said carefully. “Do you know of the bar on the edge of town that caters to the current Omniseers?” 
 
    Zigman winced at how cryptic the statement was, but it must have had an effect, because he could hear several people whispering in the next room. They seemed to be arguing. 
 
    Finally someone cleared their throat. “Just tell us why you’re here,” a younger man called out. 
 
    Zigman was not sure how to respond. 
 
    “IS THE EMPEROR SAFE?” said Franklin. 
 
    “Why do you want to know?” said the older man. 
 
    They waited in silence, then Franklin said, “HE IS. I CAN TELL. HE IS.” 
 
    “So, what of it?” 
 
    “ALLOW US TO ENTER. I WOULD SPEAK WITH YOU.” 
 
    “Alright, fine,” said the older man. “If you are who I think you are, then you can come in. Sorry, but you’ll have to walk right into our kill zone.” 
 
    “I TRUST YOU.” Franklin leaned over awkwardly, and when Zigman realized that he was trying to stand, he helped him to his feet. “NOW, WE MUST TRUST ONE ANOTHER.” 
 
    “We’ll see!” the old man said with sudden force. “Just leave your weapons outside, walk slow - then we’ll see about trust!” 
 
    Zigman helped Franklin shuffle up to the doorway. It was now a semi-circle of jagged stone and wood chewed to pieces. The floor looked as if a giant had punched through it. Beyond the doorway, Zigman saw only darkness. He dragged Franklin forward, reasoning that only an hour before he would have refused to enter such a place. 
 
    But that was so long ago, in another lifetime. 
 
    *** 
 
    Sin and his two Yasha Struppen raced through the halls, and eventually Sin gave up on telling himself that they were circling around their enemies. In reality, they were only running, desperate to be away, but they were lost in the labyrinth of Mammon. Sin had tried to point out the route he believed would safely get them out, but when the Yasha Struppen who had taken the lead was spooked by what he believed were other people, he turned and raced down a side hall. Sin no longer had any idea where they were, and his side hurt so much that he hoped his subordinate would set him down. 
 
    But I can’t lose them, Sin thought. They’re all I have left! 
 
    They came to a long gray room filled with columns and windows along one side. The windows flickered with the orange glow of distant flames, casting a row of filing cabinets in stark detail. The Yasha Struppen hauling Sin staggered with exhaustion. The other soon outpaced them, and showed no signs of stopping to wait. 
 
    “Hold up, man,” said the man dragging Sin. He stopped beside a column and released Sin, letting him lean against the cool stone. The Yasha Struppen tore off his helmet and threw it on the ground. Sin watched as the man stared at his comrade, his annoyance growing and growing. “Hold up, I said!” he shouted. 
 
    “No,” said the other, still running. There was a sharp crack, then he fell. 
 
    “Conta-a-a-act!” the Yasha screamed with such force that Sin nearly leaped. As the soldier raised his rifle, Sin was horrified to see black forms curling around the columns - masked men with heavy handguns or submachine guns trained on them. They focused on Sin’s final comrade, each one firing again and again. The Yasha Struppen lifted up onto his toes awkwardly, then he crashed into the column right next to Sin, his mouth and nose spewing blood onto gray stone. 
 
    Unwilling to pull his own gun and become a hostile target, Sin tucked his head down and scurried around the pillar. He was immediately met by a short, black-clad assailant who jammed his palm underneath Sin’s armpit. The man was unbelievably strong and flung Sin against the pillar with ease. 
 
    “Got you,” he said. Time slowed to a crawl as the deafening roar of an oversized handgun went off against Sin’s belly. His insides seemed to leap up into his chest, more disorienting than painful, then he fell limp on the ground. Still he felt no pain, only a sort of dull shock that this was actually happening. 
 
    The room grew silent. 
 
    “Target down!” someone cried from afar. 
 
    “Target down,” said another nearby. 
 
    “You get him, Dai-to?” 
 
    “I got him, Susuke,” said the man standing over Sin. “I put a round from Big Boy right in his gutworks.” 
 
    “It’s him, then?” 
 
    Sin felt the weight of several men staring down at him. He suddenly was able to draw in breath, then felt a wave of intense nausea wash over him. He forced his eyes open and looked back at the men. They wore dark clothing and motley armor covered by short capes, with rough-looking boots that looked as if they had seen hard times in the Odland. He could not see their faces behind black face paint. Though he could not make out any signs of rank in the dim light, he knew that these men surely wore bat insignias, for they were undoubtedly special forces Kumori Recon. 
 
    “That’s him, alright,” said Susuke, their leader, a young man with a sparse beard. “That’s Colonel Sin.” 
 
    “Hard to believe it,” said Dai-to, the short man who had shot him. He bent over to get a good look at Sin’s face. “We finally got the bastard.” 
 
    The Kumori seemed content to stand and stare at him. It took Sin a while to realize that the men hated him, and were relishing the feeling of what they had done to him. Sin gave some thought to speaking to them, and wondered if he could leverage influence and force them to help him. Unfortunately he was in quite a bit of pain, and it took all of his effort to draw in air. 
 
    Eventually some of the younger men broke away and went to study one of the dead Yasha Struppen. 
 
    “Prison tattoo on the neck,” said one. “Pull out the list, will you?” 
 
    “Right. And I know the other one by his face. We can mark them both off the list.” 
 
    “List?” Sin forced out the word, then winced at the stabbing pain. 
 
    “That’s right,” said Susuke. He gestured, then took the list from his comrade. He bent down so that Sin could look at it. “You came in here with five other members of the Yasha Struppen. We know the two in here. Who were the other three, and where are they?” 
 
    Sin studied the small piece of paper. It was a list of the name of every man in his Yasha Struppen Interior Division. He was surprised to see that many of the names were crossed out. 
 
    “Well?” said Susuke. “Where are they?” 
 
    “They’re dead,” said Sin. “They were killed... not long ago.” 
 
    “We’ll have to confirm if he’s telling the truth or not,” said Dai-to. “This son of a bitch is made of lies.” 
 
    “No…” Susuke studied Sin’s face. “The Colonel and his bitch-boys were running in terror. Somebody got the others. They’re dead, alright. I can tell. Now, Sin - who were they?” 
 
    Sin swallowed, but his mouth was completely dry. 
 
    “I’ll take his fingers off,” said Dai-to, crouching beside Sin as he unsheathed a knife. “That’ll get his tongue moving.” 
 
    “Wait!” said Sin. “Wait, don’t.” He gave them his fallen comrades’ names. The leader handed off the list, and one of the Kumori dutifully crossed off their names. 
 
    Susuke smiled at Dai-to. “I have to admit,” he said, “I thought it was a really bad idea to wait here, when we could’ve been tracking down the others in all this chaos.” 
 
    Dai-to shrugged, then said, “I’m full of good ideas, boss!” 
 
    “No, you’re not. It was that dream you had.” 
 
    Dai-to shrugged again, but said nothing. 
 
    The leader stood and nodded as if agreement with his own thoughts. “Maybe Kommander Yin really is watching us from up there.” 
 
    Sin drew in a deep breath, then gasped as another wave of nausea swept over him. “Kommander Yin Dragel?” he said. “Is that who you’re talking about? What’s this about? Were you really… after me?” 
 
    “First off, don’t say his name,” Susuke said firmly. “Second, of course we were after you. And we’re wiping out every scumbag who ever worked for you. Whether the Empire falls, or persists until the end of time, who can say; the only thing for sure is that you and all your kind will be in agony all the way down to hell.” 
 
    “Listen to me,” said Sin. He gritted his teeth, then forced his head and shoulders up against the column. He desperately wanted to be able to stand over the men, but propping himself up a little was the best he could hope for in his present condition. “Now you gentlemen listen to me. I know you think everything is falling apart, so it may seem like a good idea to go wild, and steal everything you can, and kill anyone who gets in your way. But it’s not. Order will be reestablished, and then…” Sin shook his head and forced out a chuckle, as if there was no need to state the obvious. 
 
    Susuke turned to Dai-to. “You should have shot him in the mouth!” he bellowed. He turned back to Sin, unable to hide a look of revulsion. “What are you talking about, ‘order’? It’s people like you who did this to us. People like you walked over everyone on your way to the top. This has been going on for so long that most people don’t even remember what justice looks like. That’s why everyone is running around like crazy, taking what they can, because they no longer believe in justice. And why should they? All they know is men like you. They think people like you run things.” Susuke shook his head, looking as if he was about to spit, then thought better of it and turned to Dai-to. “Give him some dressing. I don’t want him bleeding out too fast.” 
 
    “Bleeding out, huh?” said Dai-to. “Best way to stop bleeding is to apply pressure!” 
 
    The Kumori suddenly stepped on Sin’s throat, cutting off air and forcing him back down. The pressure built in Sin’s head, and he could do no more than grip Dai-to’s ankle. Finally Susuke and another soldier pulled Dai-to away. Sin tried to shout at him, but could only gag as he drew in one painful breath after another. 
 
    “No torture!” said Susuke, his face nearly pressing against his subordinate’s. “No torture! Remember what the Kommander said! It changes us.” 
 
    Once Sin was able to breathe, he turned to Dai-to and prepared to shout a volley of curses. Sin reasoned that he would not mind if the little brute attacked him again; he only wanted to hurt him, to remind him who killed Yin Dragel. But as soon as Sin locked eyes with Dai-to, he stopped. Pure, black hatred seemed to radiate from the short soldier, an emotional state that Sin did not actually understand. Sin looked away, and let Dai-to’s gaze drill into the side of his head. 
 
    “It’s alright,” Dai-to finally said. The others released him and he approached. Intense panic gripped Sin and he tried to crawl away, but he could barely move his limbs. Dai-to reached down, grabbed his collar and jerked on his jacket until he pulled it from his arms. He bundled Sin’s fine jacket against him, pressing it painfully into his wound. Sin felt unutterable sorrow knowing that his jacket, which was only issued to those of very high rank, was reduced to such an ignoble state. Dai-to laughed unexpectedly. 
 
    “Looks like his guts really got shredded! If he gets up, he’s liable to spill a bucketful. There’s nobody could patch this mess back together. This should slow down the bleeding, at least.” 
 
    “I’m sure the esteemed Colonel is grateful,” said Susuke. “Let’s get out of here.” 
 
    The men turned to leave. Sin growled in annoyance as the remains of a lit cigarette bounced off his leg. He was seized by a sudden burst of anger that made him forget his fatigue. 
 
    “Don’t leave!” Sin shouted. “Don’t leave, damn you! I want to know the true story! Who put you up to this?!” 
 
    The men stopped. Dai-to gave a curt laugh, then Susuke approached. 
 
    “Didn’t we already go over this?” He reached into his pocket and retrieved a small photograph. He bent and held it before Sin. Sin blinked, and with some difficulty he recognized Yin Dragel staring back at him. He felt revulsion looking at the arrogant Kommander’s fine features and calm, haughty gaze. The white scarf worn with his uniform made it look as if he was trying to be some kind of hot shot from a bygone era. Sin came close to rolling his eyes. 
 
    “Spare me,” said Sin. “You expect me to believe you shot me over that? I had to arrest Yin, it was my job! You idiots! Who put you up to this?” 
 
    Susuke waved the photograph. “He did.” 
 
    “Are you telling me you did this for revenge?!” 
 
    “I guess you could call it that. But it’s justice, you know? Justice demanded your blood, you could say.” 
 
    “No. No.” Sin shook his head, suddenly unmindful of any pain at all. Despite the fact that he was lying on the floor, he felt only an intense desire to win this argument. “No, no, no! You didn’t kill me and my men for no reason! Not unless you got something out of it! So tell me: Who paid you to do this?” 
 
    Susuke said nothing, but slowly put the photograph away. “Dai-to,” he said over his shoulder, “how did it feel when you put your foot on this man’s neck?” 
 
    “I hate to break it to you boss, but it felt pretty good!” 
 
    Susuke exhaled loudly, then hung his head. “‘Cause I’m having a pretty tough time right now.” 
 
    Dai-to approached and crouched next to his superior. “Hey, it’s okay,” he said. “We killed him, alright? This worm is going to die knowing that he killed the best man in all of San Ktari. He did about the dumbest thing a citizen of this land could possibly do. But we killed him for it. Right? We did it. We finally did it, boss.” 
 
    “You’re right.” Susuke nodded, though he did not seem entirely convinced. “You’re right. Thank you.” 
 
    The men of Kumori Recon suddenly seemed to forget that Sin even existed, and left without another word. Overcome with rage, Sin wanted to shout at them, and he nearly screamed that he had killed Yin Dragel not for any crime, but only because he was a potential threat. He stopped himself, then shouted, instead, “Revenge! How idiotic! How plebian of you! How utterly uncivilized! You’re no better than the savages we force into submission!” 
 
    The men did not return, and as Sin laid in the dark, clutching his innards so that they would not spill out on the cold stone floor, he felt satisfied that he had finally gotten them. Now his killers would surely know that he was right, that they had murdered the man who had kept civilization together, while they were only mere brutes who would have to crawl back to their masters and report that they had finished the job of destroying what was left of the Empire. 
 
    *** 
 
    For over an hour Zigman sat in a ring of lamplight while Franklin spoke to an odd assembly. There old men dressed in Omniseer robes mixed with military fatigues - they were in fact Captain Jyk and his Mooken special forces which Wodan had replaced the Omniseers with - as well as a handful of Valeria’s elite troops dressed in pieces of White Ouju armor with night vision goggles pushed up on their foreheads, and several of the Emperor’s concubines who had pitched in to help defend their wing, some older servants who had not abandoned their posts, and even half a dozen Fakes - young men who looked like the Emperor, and were doing their part in keeping a lookout. 
 
    Zigman would never forget the looks on their faces when they first laid eyes on Franklin, an Engel permanently sealed off from their world. Everyone kept their gaze averted at first, but Zigman noted that they seemed more apt to look at him once they understood that Franklin wanted to reason with them rather than make demands. As they sat and listened to Franklin, Zigman winced several times, thinking that his friend would be accused of treason or blasphemy. The odd collection of people defending the Emperor were surprisingly open to listening to what Franklin had to say, even going so far as nodding in agreement when Franklin proposed a theory that had obviously been dreamed up by Michael. They did not raise any objections when Franklin pointed out the resemblance between the stablehands and the Fakes who were sitting among them. 
 
    Finally Franklin fell silent. Everyone sat alone with their thoughts for a time, then Zigman noticed everyone turning to Captain Jyk. Though Zigman thought he looked a little ridiculous in his unbelted Omniseer’s robe and oversized vest packed to the brim with rifle magazines, it was clear that the others considered him their leader. Even the younger White Ouju waited for him to respond. 
 
    “There’s something you gotta understand,” Captain Jyk said, settling his gaze on the lower half of Franklin’s helmet. “All of us here are loyal to the Emperor. There’s not a one of us here who wouldn’t do anything to hold this nation together. And, you know, we’ve done about everything in our power to protect, well, the Emperor, but, ah…” Captain Jyk scratched his head with an exaggerated gesture. Finally he sighed and shook his head. “I mean, the kid’s got somethin’ wrong with him! He’s retarded or somethin’! He really ain’t worth a damn.” 
 
    Zigman noticed more than a few people lowering their gaze, as if embarrassed to acknowledge that they, too, had entertained the same thought. One of the Mooken who sat next to Captain Jyk said, “It’s like the Engel was saying. The kid with the crown just doesn’t look anything like the paintings of the former Emperors.” 
 
    “Ye-e-a-ah,” said Captain Jyk, scratching his head once again. “That’s about the thing of the matter, as far as I can tell. Whatever was in the First Emperor, Mace-Moosh Iyamoto - this kid ain’t got it.” 
 
    One of Valeria’s men cleared his throat politely and Captain Jyk turned to him. Bits of white paint still clung to his sweat-streaked face. “Now I’m embarrassed that we ever hesitated when it came to killing the Omniseers. These men killed off the Emperor’s line by allowing his bloodline to become diluted. We trusted them to protect the line of our nation’s founder, but they failed utterly. Who knows how long ago it happened? In the end, they were just a bunch of old men hiding behind children and eating on our tab. We should have killed them long ago. My great great grandfather should have impaled them or sent them to die from hard labor. They didn’t, and now we’ve had to… well, I was going to say, we had to save the Empire ourselves. But there is no Empire. It was erased long ago.” 
 
    “It’s as you say, young man,” said Captain Jyk. 
 
    Franklin cleared his throat, an oddly synthetic clicking sound amplified through his mask. “WHAT WILL YOU DO?” he said. 
 
    Captain Jyk nodded. “Stayin’ here don’t make a lot of sense. We’re fighting for nothing and sooner or later, we’ll get worn down. Now, a few of us have already been talkin’...” Captain Jyk looked around, then squared his shoulders as if overcoming a sense of guilt. “Way I see it, I highly doubt this kind of crap is happening in the villages. This stupid fighting is a city problem, pure and simple. The kind of idiots we got living in Akkad, and the other cities, they spend their whole life mad as hell. They can’t unwind, ‘cause if they ever let off a little steam, everybody thinks they’re nuts. So they put it in a box, all that anger. In a city, everybody’s surrounded by people, but nobody knows anybody. In the villages, everybody knows everybody, and you got plenty space if you need it. Nobody wants to kill anybody ‘cause everybody’s family. If they cut loose an’ let off some steam occasionally, nobody holds it against anybody.” 
 
    Captain Jyk’s right-hand man chimed in again. “There was good eatin’ here, but to be honest, I wasn’t lookin’ forward to bein’ stuck here forever.” 
 
    “We did our duty,” said Captain Jyk. “But… I think we got a new duty now.” He turned away from Franklin and looked back at everyone assembled in the room. “There’s no reason to stay in Akkad. We’re leaving. I want all of you to go and get the other girls, the boys, the guys posted at the windows lookin’ out for us, and tell ‘em we’re going to a village I know. We’re going to wait for this storm to blow over before we get buried under it.” 
 
    Franklin said no more. Zigman watched the others gather their weapons and personal belongings. He could hear women crying further down the hall. He wanted to help, but was not sure if he would be welcomed. He thought about going to Franklin and asking about his plan, but Franklin sat slumped in his chair, so he left him alone. 
 
    Within the hour, Captain Jyk went to Zigman. He was out of his Omniseer’s robe, and wore a heavy-laden backpack. 
 
    “Well, we’re out of here,” he announced loudly. “We’re gonna make for the underground garage and see if we can find some wheels. The kid with the crown is down the hall, last door on the right. He’s all yours.” 
 
    Zigman was about to see if Franklin was asleep, but he was already on his feet. “YOU PLACED THE EMPEROR IN THE BROADCASTING CHAMBER?” 
 
    Captain Jyk scrunched up his brow. “Boy, you really know your way around the Castle, don’t you? Yeah, we stuck him in the radio room. We thought we might try to get him to make an announcement to stop the fighting, but he’s been difficult, and besides, I don’t think anyone cares.” 
 
    “DIFFICULT?” Franklin’s dark helmet turned slightly. Zigman found the subtle gesture unnerving. “HE WILL COOPERATE WITH US.” 
 
    *** 
 
    He saw it clearly. The White Ouju forced Wodan onto his knees, then one grabbed him by the hair and forced his face down onto the floor. From his vantage point atop the Throne of the Mark of Protection, Emperor Sin looked down upon him with regal poise. The Omniseers clucked and shook their heads. 
 
    “Sir!” said one of the White Ouju. “The foreigner has apologized! He deeply regrets troubling your divine personage! What shall we do with him?” 
 
    Emperor Sin placed a finger against his chin and pretended to consider the matter, but his decision had already been made. He slashed his finger across his throat, and then- 
 
    Sin snapped awake in total darkness, more cold than he had ever been. He wondered if someone had placed him in a refrigerated truck, but when he moved, the sudden, blinding pain in his stomach reminded him where he was and what had been done to him. Clipped, tinny voices in conversation only added to his confusion. He realized that one of his men must have brought a handheld radio with him. He was seized by an incredible desire to live. 
 
    He crawled through the cold, sticky sludge of his own blood until he came to a leg. He felt around, then found the radio attached to the dead man’s belt. It had gone silent, and in the dark there was no way to determine what channel he was using, so he cast around randomly, dialing and signaling, over and over. He felt sleepy, but forced himself to continue. 
 
    “Who is this?” someone responded, their tone clipped and impatient. 
 
    Sin paused. It was difficult to concentrate. “This is Sin, from the Keisatzei,” he finally said. “Who is this?” 
 
    “Sin? Bel Shin? This is Captain Hadoi, serving under Kommander Otulp. Are you loyal to the New Grain Association... or are you against us?” 
 
    “What? I don’t know what you mean. But, listen-” 
 
    “No, you listen. We’ve taken the National Grain Reserves, and we’re not giving them up to anybody. You hear me? Sin, is it? Well, the Interior Division has no claim to these reserves. You can work for us, if you want, but don’t think you can take the grain for yourself. The reserves are the future. We serve the future!” 
 
    Sin could tell that the man was deeply enmeshed within his own version of reality. Sin strained to think, then remembered that Kommander Otulp was not just anybody - he was a retired man of the Party. He was a decent man that Sin had even dined with a few times. Hope stirred in him. 
 
    Suddenly the radio went silent, then someone else came on the line. “This is Kommander Otulp. Am I speaking to El Sin? Former Colonel of the Keisatzei, Interior Division?” 
 
    “Yes! Yes!” said Sin, overcome with relief. “I’ve been hurt, and I am in need of medical assistance. I’m in Mammon Castle. Can you send help?” 
 
    “How bad?” said Otulp. 
 
    “I’ll die without immediate medical assistance,” said Sin. He waited for a long time. “Well?” he said. 
 
    The Kommander sounded distracted when he returned. “Oh, uh, we’re calling in some help for you... right now...” 
 
    “You are?” 
 
    “Yes, we are definitely doing that.” The Kommander sounded eerily chipper as he added, “We are putting together a rescue operation.” Sin wondered if the signal was breaking up, for it almost sounded like he could hear snickering in the background. 
 
    “So, where are you?” said Sin. 
 
    “We’re in the room with you, right now. We’re giving you medical assistance...” Outright laughter from several people burst through the radio. 
 
    In a fit of rage and unexpected embarrassment, Sin threw the radio and flung an arm over his eyes, as if he could no longer stand the sight of the pitch black room. He rested his head on his subordinate’s leg. In brief pauses between one angry thought and the next, he realized that he was cold, unbearably cold, but he was too tired to find his jacket. 
 
    The radio chirped quietly. 
 
    “Hello, San Ktari? Hello? This is… ah, this is your Emperor. This is Sarru-ken, the, um, Emperor of San Ktari…” 
 
    It took Sin a moment to realize what he was hearing. Normally he would have doubted that the Emperor could sound like a shy young man rather than the dignified and perfect embodiment of the will of heaven, but he was so desperate that he had to believe that he was listening to the voice of the True Emperor. As he faded into darkness, his attention focused on the quiet voice. The cold no longer bothered him, and he felt as if he was floating with the voice, entering into that unknowable space normally hidden behind the veil. The voice of the Emperor held the entirety of his awareness. 
 
    When the voice announced something that was simply beyond comprehension, Sin realized that he was not floating free from his body, but that the earth was disappearing. It was being unmade. He was the only man left alive; he alone was made to hear the unthinkable, and the last thing left in the entire universe was his revulsion at having been a part of such a distasteful world. 
 
    *** 
 
    Yagi knew he need not bother with checking Abel’s apartment when he saw the basement door standing open. The harsh glare of his car’s headlights revealed that the foyer’s black and white checkerboard floor was covered in ash, and footprints led straight to the basement stairway. Yagi stood at the top of the stairwell and, shielding his eyes against the headlights, he saw what looked like the glow of a natural fire somewhere down below. A bend in the stairway prevented a full view, but he could hear the clang of metal against metal. Someone was down there. 
 
    Yagi’s heart was pounding and he wanted to leave. The last thing he wanted to do was set foot on that dark stairway and go to that strange orange glow. He covered his fear with an intense anger at whoever had tricked their army and law enforcement into leaving. 
 
    It should be a four or five-man team going down there, Yagi thought. I don’t have any backup. I haven’t even fired my sidearm in years! I shouldn’t even be here! I should be planning my retirement! This is not… 
 
    Yagi remembered that Abel’s apartment had already been stormed once, when Akkad was full of law enforcement officers. But the foreigner had slipped away despite the combined focus of the entire Empire. 
 
    There’s no one else. I’m the only one here, the only one who can do this. And this is his fault. Abel has something to do with this mess. 
 
    This is his fault! 
 
    Before giving it another thought, he found himself setting one foot in front of the other. Just before he reached the turn in the stairwell, a terrible shriek flew up from the depths. He fell back, his entire body buzzing with alarm. He laid on the stairs and listened to the sound of banging metal. Whatever was going on sounded inhuman, and once again he was frozen solid, like a statue lying propped up on the stairs. He finally gained enough self-control to aim his gun down the stairwell, and waited, but no one came for him. 
 
    It was his exhaustion that got him moving again. He had spent decades living behind the curtain, spying on powerful men and seeing what tawdry desires lay behind their public mask. Even now the sense that a curtain had parted and revealed the true horror of reality filled him with a disgust that was years in the making. He was sick of it. Feeling the weight of his gun in his hand, he got up with ease. 
 
    If I had half a dozen young Keisatzei backing me up, whatever was going on down here would be drowned in red tape and political maneuvering. 
 
    I’m ending this now, on my own! 
 
    The sound of a chirping radio was drowned out by moaning. Yagi quickened his pace and turned onto another short flight of stairs. With gun extended, he entered a basement lit by a large, open furnace stuffed full of furniture roaring in flames. Near the furnace, a naked man with a bloated purple face sat within a large metal sink set against the wall. His hands were tied before him. Something beyond comprehension seemed to be looking at Yagi, and Yagi stood looking back at it for a long time before realizing that it was not looking at him, but was staring into space. 
 
    By the divine Emperor, thought Yagi. Is that thing… is that Abel? 
 
    Abel was not a man. He was naked, his pale skin covered in some kind of glistening mucus. Without his usual hood for concealment, it was obvious that his facial features were crowded together on his face, and his hairless head was too large and came to a point off to one side. His ribs extended all the way down his torso and belly, and expanded to perverse proportions with every shaking breath that he sucked in through his gaping mouth. He did not seem to have collarbones or even proper shoulders, only a widening neck that connected directly to his arms through unnatural musculature arrangement. His legs were slender, almost featureless tubes. He had no genitals, only a bare patch of skin. 
 
    Abel stood listening to a voice on the radio that Yagi could not hear. He suddenly shouted, “They can’t do this! They can’t do this!” and then pounded a wrench against the steel sink. His poor prisoner cringed in fear. 
 
    Immediately Yagi raised his gun, aimed for Abel’s head, realized he had no permit to be on the premises, then fired. Abel’s head jerked and he stumbled back against the sink. A round hole between his eyes spurted a line of blood down his face. 
 
    Abel blinked, then noticed Yagi standing in the doorway. “Yagi! Old Goat!” Abel shouted, pushing away from the sink to stand upright. “You’ve just killed yourself!” 
 
    Abel rushed toward Yagi with surprising speed. Yagi fired again and again, his bullets smacking into Abel’s torso. Abel raised his wrench. Finally Yagi hit something vital and Abel crashed into a heap. Yagi inhaled, a strange tunnel-vision clouding his eyes. With awkward, shaking movements he ejected the magazine and reloaded, ignoring the fact that his mind was dancing on the brink of sanity as he stared at the unnatural creature lying at his feet. 
 
    Yagi retained consciousness with great effort. Stepping around Abel, he approached the man in the sink. The man stared at him fearfully. 
 
    “Are you okay?” said Yagi. 
 
    “No, man!” 
 
    “Did he hurt you?” 
 
    “Well, no, but he roughed me up… please, man, just untie me!” 
 
    Yagi looked for something sharp to cut the man’s bonds. He did not have to look very far, as a large collection of knives and other macabre implements were spread out beside the sink. Unlike their dusty surroundings, the blades were perfectly clean. Yagi grabbed a knife and cut through the man’s bonds, then gave him a sort of awkward and accidental hug as he helped him from the sink. The man immediately went to a pile of clothes lying nearby. 
 
    “Are you…?” Yagi said, then stopped himself. He was about to ask if he was a man of the Party, perhaps a Kommander or court functionary who had gotten caught up in Abel’s political intrigues. The man’s clothing confounded that theory, as he stepped into a pair of patched-up pants, a cheap shirt emblazoned with a logo for Royal Decree Soda, and a thick pair of workman’s boots. 
 
    He’s no one, Abel thought to himself. Abel isn’t tying up loose ends. He was just a sick degenerate taking out his insane urges on some poor soul! 
 
    “What is that thing, brother?” the man said, gesturing to Abel’s corpse. “Damn! Is that a Zerstorer Kukan?” 
 
    “Yes, it’s a demon,” said Yagi. “I think… I think we’re at war with them. We’ve always been at war with them. We just didn’t know it.” 
 
    The man suddenly turned to Yagi fearfully, his eyes flicking to his gun. “Look, sir, I don’t have nothing to do with this, okay? I don’t know about anything like this. I got nothing against you. If you just let me go… I mean, I only came out ‘cause my kids, they… they need… we didn’t have a lot of food on hand, and then this happened, so...” 
 
    Yagi holstered his sidearm. He almost told the man that he was Bureau Chief Minister of Branch 11, but he knew that would mean nothing to this simple laborer, and besides, it might not even be true anymore. 
 
    “I’m here to help you,” said Yagi. 
 
    As if that was enough, the man smiled and stooped to fasten his boots. “I thank you, brother! I thought I was done for sure! You wouldn’t happen to have any food on you, would you? I have some things at home to trade, if you like…” 
 
    Yagi let the man ramble on, but his attention was drawn to the radio. A young man was speaking, and sounded as if he was delivering a message on someone else’s behalf. 
 
    “I am now abdicating my power, as if my... as is my right and further... further, duty... and furthermore, my duty.” 
 
    Is this a public channel? Yagi wondered. Who is feeding him lines? 
 
    The young man continued. 
 
    “And so death is, death is... what?... all weaker forms die, like waking... like waking from a nightmare... so now, you... do you hear me, people of San Ktari... the sleep is over. The sleep is ended. It is time that we wake up from... from the nightmare. And so now, I now... what I do now… um, that is, I say again, that I, Sarru-ken the Great, your Emperor, now abdicate my power to... abdicate my power to the one who is called…” 
 
    *** 
 
    Zigman turned the radio set off. 
 
    He retrieved the handset from Sarru-ken, who refused to look at him. Sarru-ken sat on his mat on the ground, looking glum, the Crown of Nimrod sliding down on his brow. 
 
    “What do you want me to do now?” Sarru-ken asked, pushing the crown back. 
 
    “YOU HAVE SERVED YOUR PEOPLE TODAY,” said Franklin. He sat stooped over in a chair. “FORGIVE US FOR THIS INTRUSION, BUT IT WAS NECESSARY.” 
 
    “If you say so,” Sarru-ken said, his lips pursing with disdain. “Now you must bring me my Omniseers. Not those weird old men who have kept me hostage, but my real Omniseers.” 
 
    Zigman was not sure how the young man did not know the former Omniseers were dead, but he said nothing. Franklin strained to rise, then held up a hand when Zigman moved to help him. Zigman knew that by now, Franklin must be far beyond exhausted. 
 
    “Let’s get you back to your room, Frank,” said Zigman. “Your body is really going to punish you for this night.” 
 
    Franklin’s heavy black helmet nodded slowly. He turned back to Sarru-ken. 
 
    “IT’S NOT FAIR, WHAT THEY DID TO YOU. THE OMNISEERS. THEY HELD YOUR FAMILY LINE HOSTAGE, BRED YOU LIKE CATTLE, AND TURNED YOU INTO THIS. THERE IS NO EASY WAY TO CORRECT WHAT HAS BEEN DONE. YOUR GENETIC LINE WAS TAKEN… TOO FAR OFF COURSE, YOU SEE. PERHAPS WE ARE SIMILAR.” 
 
    “If you say so,” Sarru-ken repeated. 
 
    Franklin laughed once, then tried to rise from his seat again. “ON SECOND THOUGHT, ZELMAR. I NEED A HAND.” 
 
    Zigman rose and gripped Franklin under his arm. Franklin caught him completely off guard, turning and placing a hand against Zigman’s chest and pushing with unexpected force. Zigman felt his legs fly out from under him and he smacked into the ground, sliding all the way to the doorway and winding around the door jamb. 
 
    Before Zigman could rise, Franklin jerked Sarru-ken onto his feet and pulled his robe open. He wore one of the two Vests of the Gotterdammerung, with twelve red buttons gleaming behind glass covers. Zigman watched in horror as Franklin drew the little man close to him with one arm, and with his free hand he stabbed a finger through the glass and into one of the buttons - the one labeled God of Mystery. 
 
    Zigman heard himself scream as Franklin’s faceplate lit up with brilliant white light. Zigman rose just as Franklin’s oxygen tank exploded, sending him reeling once again. When Zigman opened his eyes, he saw only a black burning mound amidst falling clouds of ash. Franklin and the former Emperor were gone. 
 
    Zigman felt lost and alone, pulled along on a strange journey that ended with his best friend erasing himself from the world. A small part of his mind suggested that Franklin had reasons beyond his understanding, but in his heart he knew there could be no grand meaning behind this. There was no meaning, none at all. Cast adrift in a meaningless place, Zigman laid down on the ground. He hid his face in the crook of his arm, willing that the sun might freeze over so that everyone who mattered less than his friend would be put out of their misery. 
 
    *** 
 
    Huni held open the door to the Omoi Aufsatz. Straining his ears, he heard nothing in the darkened corridors. He waved at his car. The engine shut off, then Elamah stepped out. She jogged toward him, her shoulders hunched, and with an exaggerated look of fear that broke his heart. He was terrified as well, but was trying to be brave for Elamah’s benefit. He held aloft a long piece of metal, and hoped that he looked intimidating. 
 
    “Are you sure it’s safe?” said Elamah. 
 
    Not at all! he thought. 
 
    “I don’t think anyone’s down here,” he said, “but, um… the door was unlocked.” 
 
    Elamah said nothing, but turned to him and froze. 
 
    “We’ll just… try to be… careful?” he offered. 
 
    “If only we could turn on the lights!” Elamah peered down the darkened corridor beyond the stairs. “Do you really think it was a good idea to leave the apartment, Huni?” 
 
    Honestly, we probably should have stayed, he thought. 
 
    “We had to leave,” he said. “There were a lot of disreputable characters running around over there. We probably should have come here sooner, really!” 
 
    Seeing Elamah accept his reasoning, he almost believed it himself. He took the lead as they went up the stairwell, feeling a little foolish holding up the metal stick from one landing to the next. 
 
    I doubt any looters would come up this far, Huni thought. Maybe we’re safe here. 
 
    “Here’s Franklin’s floor,” said Elamah. “I’m sure Zelmar will be with him.” 
 
    “Hopefully Hait and Big Dad are here, too.” 
 
    As soon as Huni opened the door to Franklin’s viewing chamber and felt unnatural warmth touch his face, he knew something was wrong. They entered and found the room dark, lit only by the distant flames flickering throughout the city. 
 
    “Huni?” Elamah said quietly. “The glass of Franklin’s chamber is charred black.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Huni and Elamah continued their ascent with renewed determination. Though neither of them had acknowledged it, Huni knew that he and Elamah were thinking the same thing: Franklin’s unexpected death did not only mean they had lost him, but in some sense they had lost their entire family. Franklin held them together. Without him, there was little practical reason for all of them to come together. Imagining that whoever was responsible for his death was still in the building, their sadness turned to anger, making each step up the winding stairwell that much easier. 
 
    They stopped when they reached the entrance to Big Dad’s quarters, for the door hung open and bright light spilled into the dark hallway. They smelled something foul. 
 
    “You ready?” said Huni. 
 
    Unable to speak, Elamah swallowed, then nodded. 
 
    Huni prodded open the door, then entered with his weapon held high. Michael lay face down in the living room on a rug soaked through like a black sponge. A pile of his intestines lay beside him. 
 
    “Don’t look!” said Huni, but it was too late. Elamah stood staring at her dead cousin, fixated in that odd way of hers. 
 
    Huni felt someone watching him, then realized that Hait was looking back at him, huddled in a corner of the kitchen. She was hugging her knees, her hands covered in blood. Huni dropped his weapon and ran to her. 
 
    “Jane!” He knelt and gripped her arm, but she looked away and would not respond. Frustrated, he turned and saw Elamah was still staring in sick fascination at Michael’s corpse. “She’s catatonic! Can I get some help over here, Elamah?!” 
 
    “Oh, of course!” said Elamah. “Forgive me! Jane? Did Michael attack you?” 
 
    Still Hait did not respond, but Huni grimaced as understanding dawned on him. “Oh, Michael! Yes, he attacked her! This is what he wanted. He always wanted the world to be like this! Crazy, stupid, violent! Damn it, Michael!” 
 
    Huni went to stand over Michael. He ignored his sense of shame when he realized he was glad that Michael was dead. 
 
    “You wanted the Killswitch. Didn’t you, Michael? You finally got to see the world fall apart. That’s all you ever wanted. But, no, even that wasn’t enough. You wanted to get the Killswitch, and… and kill us one by one, and then probably kill yourself. You-” 
 
    “Huni!” Elamah called to him from the side hallway. “The door to father’s work room is open!” 
 
    They had never been in their father’s private work room, but now they did not hesitate. Inside, William Childriss lay dead, pressed against the wall and stripped to the waist with his torn robe lying next to him. 
 
    “Father!” Elamah cried. “Father, father!” 
 
    She ran to him. Empty inside, Huni sat at a drafting table. He could hear Elamah crying as if she was far away, at the other end of the building. His attention drifted. Examining the table, which was empty save for three chewed pencils sitting in a cup, Huni realized that he always assumed Big Dad’s private work room would be filled with lots of strange and fantastic devices. It was clean, almost like a room in an unoccupied house. This illusion was broken when he looked across the room and saw that it was crammed full with a wealth of curled papers stacked on top of one another, without organization or even any indication that they should not be sold for pulp. Huni wondered if there was any… 
 
    “Huni. You okay, Huni?” 
 
    Hait stood in the doorway drying her hands on a towel. 
 
    “What happened?” Huni whispered. “Why did Michael do this?” 
 
    “Not Michael. Victor. Victor is what happened.” 
 
    Elamah sat with her hand resting on Childriss’s forehead. As soon as Huni noticed that his father’s mouth was hanging open, he quickly turned away. 
 
    “Victor did this?” said Elamah. 
 
    “I’ve been staying with Dad since the others left. Victor came over without contacting us. He was acting strange, and we weren’t sure what to make of it. Michael came in soon after and they immediately started arguing.” Hait glanced at Elamah, then averted her gaze. “Believe it or not, I think Michael started hanging around the Omoi Aufsatz so he could watch over us. None of us liked Michael… even Michael hated Michael. But I think he knew what Victor was going to do. He knew this was no innocent visit. He saw through him.” 
 
    Hait sat on a stack of papers and held the towel before her mouth, as if she did not want to speak. She continued. “Victor demanded that Dad hand over the Vest of the Gotterdammerung. Dad refused, of course. Victor went for him, and when Michael tried to stop him, Victor just… he punched through Michael. I tried to help, but…” Hait looked down at her hands, which were now clean. “He bled out in seconds. Then Victor pushed Big Dad. I don’t… I don’t think he meant to kill him, but Victor is just too strong. I saw Victor walk out with the Vest. I did nothing to stop him.” 
 
    “Victor has the Vest?” Huni cried out. “What is he planning?” 
 
    Hait’s jaw clenched. “Whatever he’s planning… it doesn’t matter.” She reached into the pocket of her jacket and revealed a small circuit board with loose wires hanging from it. “This is what Big Dad and I were working on.” 
 
    “What is it?” said Elamah. 
 
    “It’s the Vest circuit board. Without it, the Vest can still send a signal, but it won’t initiate anything.” She suddenly grasped the circuit board in her hand and crushed it. 
 
    “So he can’t kill us?” said Huni. “As easy as that? Why didn’t you two just do this years ago?!” 
 
    Hait glared at Huni. “We didn’t know how to do it without triggering an alarm, or being caught while trying to figure it out. In the end, we never figured out how the alarm works - but we went ahead and did it anyway.” 
 
    “Nobody found out?” said Elamah. 
 
    “Well, we definitely triggered the alarm over here. I found it ringing on one of the lower levels and turned it off. Nobody was here to respond to it. I guess nobody was listening in Mammon, either.” 
 
    “You should have told us before trying something like that!” Huni snapped. “That was careless!” 
 
    Hait gave Huni a cruel smirk. “I shouldn’t have even told you just now. You needn’t have worried. What would have been the point? Normal humans live every day never knowing when a heart attack or burst blood vessel or tumor is going to kill them.” 
 
    “He wanted us to be free,” Elamah said quietly. “Huni, don’t you know how much he hated the position he put us in?” 
 
    Huni forced himself to look at Childriss. He nodded. “I’m sorry, Jane. I shouldn’t have said that. You would know… you would know better than me about stuff like that.” 
 
    They fell silent. Elamah bent her face close to Childriss’s, and sobbed quietly. Huni could not help but think that even in death, their father looked shocked that anyone would shed tears for him. 
 
    “Let’s not cry,” said Hait. “Big Dad was uncomfortable every moment he was alive, even more so than Franklin. He would be glad to know that it was one of us who ended his suffering.” 
 
    “That’s perverse!” said Elamah, staring daggers at her. “And Victor isn’t one of us. He’s a traitor!” 
 
    Hait turned away. “If you think Big Dad isn’t happy to be free of this life, then you never knew him.” 
 
    She’s so combative, thought Huni. Did she get that from father? 
 
    Realizing that he would have to tell Hait about Franklin, and that Zigman was missing, his stomach dropped. He placed his hands over his eyes, and muttered, “When will this nightmare end?” 
 
    “Things can always get worse,” said Hait. 
 
    Huni did not want to argue, but he was annoyed by the pithy saying. “Worse than this?” he said, holding his arms wide. 
 
    “Have you forgotten the ones who left? Compared to them, we have it easy.” 
 
    *** 
 
    In the city of Utyar, capital and last remaining holdout of Ionia, the soldiers atop the high sandstone wall watched the innumerable horde gathering upon the Fields of Faalaskott. Since his father the king was too old to man the wall, the soldiers looked to Prince Hendrik for guidance. He had filled out since Abel had seen him a decade before, and was now a tall, bearded, fair-haired warrior capable of leading, riding, and wielding a chainsaw lance or a saw sword from a mount. But he was doing none of those things now, because his father had ordered that everyone stay behind the high wall. 
 
    I don’t blame him, thought Hendrik, taking a spyglass from one of his men. Though it seems shameful, I don’t think we would last long in a fight on open ground. 
 
    Despite King Vegenar’s insistence that they not engage the enemy, Prince Hendrik could hear the endless, growling echo of saw swords running in the streets down below. He wondered if the weapons were being tested in anticipation of a last stand, or if perhaps the weapons were just being run to burn through fuel to spite the gods. The comforting smell of gasoline fumes reminded Hendrik that the engine of their civilization had not yet ground to a halt. 
 
    Hendrik raised his spyglass. The fields around the city were farmland, or they once were. The unripe wheat had been devoured by the flesh demons, the soil trampled and irrigation ditches fouled and dammed. His eyes settled on the black horde. The unnatural forms never ceased to amaze him, ever-writhing abominations shrieking or barking without reason. He could see winged forms further back, perhaps a dozen dragons who were either leaders or attack dogs - it was impossible to know with their kind. The wingless dragon, Metatraxes, could be seen standing over the horde, every inch of his flesh covered in foul creatures. Hendrik was amazed that such a colossal beast could even get around. 
 
    The land was rocky further out, with the hill Skollurdeg - the Hill of the Bones of the Earth - standing in the southeast. It was often used as an informal lookout post by their rangers, but now he could make out still more demons moving about on that distant hill. Hendrik stood atop a stool but could not make out the dreaded valley in the east, which was not often called by name, but when it was, it was called the Valley of the Corpse of God. The bards had it that at the end of the world, monsters would rise from the smoking abyss at the bottom of that valley. There would be one final battle during which their people would fall to the monsters, only to be reborn among the stars in a new world. 
 
    “Do you see something, Prince?” said one of his men, a tall rider with a mouth full of animal teeth for dentures. 
 
    “No,” said Hendrik. “The early morning sky is clear and bright. Not what one would expect on the day of the final battle, is it?” 
 
    “Are the bards wrong, then?” said the man. 
 
    “No! No. It only proves that this is not the final battle.” Prince Hendrik snapped the spyglass shut and gave the man a knowing grin. “It is simply a day like any other.” 
 
    The man nodded and returned Hendrik’s smile, even if he did not quite believe it. When he left, Hendrik opened the spyglass once again and, climbing atop a parapet and sitting casually, he examined the west. Though he hated the flesh demons, the scum who had recently shown up filled him with far greater disgust. 
 
    Soldiers of San Ktari had been filling up the Fields of Faalaskott northwest of the city for the entire night, and still they came. He saw dozens of tanks and hundreds of armored vehicles of all types surrounded by countless hordes of red-armored soldiers. He could not imagine the cost of fueling so many vehicles - absolute overkill when it would not take more than a few artillery shells to open a hole in the wall for the demons to enter. The number of soldiers was staggering, as if the Empire planned on looting every ounce of treasure from the ruins of Utyar, not leaving a single grain of salt behind. He saw several long lines of men working under canopies, but he could not make out what they were doing. 
 
    Though they were already beyond numbering, still more were arriving even now. He could not see the end of them as far as the Fields of Faalaskott stretched. 
 
    “Why do they bring so many?” Hendrik whispered. “Do they want their entire nation to see the demise of our race?” 
 
    He wondered if the demons only waited because they expected the men of San Ktari to make the first move. His thoughts were interrupted as an open jeep tore past the front lines. It bounced over uneven terrain but a large man stood up in the rear as if it was a chariot, somehow untroubled as they bounced violently over waves of earth. The man held aloft a banner whipping in the wind, obscuring the image of a black sun and insane gibberish scrawled along crimson cloth. 
 
    As they drew near, Hendrik saw that the man was armored, with dark steel covering his left arm, chest, legs, and with a vicious-looking avian mask covering his features. The man was a giant, with brown hair streaming in the wind. 
 
    That must be one of their “angels”, thought Hendrik. Some kind of unnatural creature they’ve enlisted into their ranks. 
 
    Hendrik knew nothing of Wodan, but he was impressed. The jeep skidded to a suicidal halt without flipping over, then Wodan leaped from the back and jammed the banner into the ground. Annoyed, Hendrik sucked air through his teeth. Wodan stood still and regarded the demons across the field. As Hendrik watched him, he felt some force drawing him in, as if Wodan’s aura was a whirlpool. Hendrik heard his own heartbeat, and realized that the men along the wall had also grown quiet. Finally Wodan turned and looked in his direction. Hendrik pulled his eye from the spyglass and clasped it shut. He turned away, but listened as the jeep finally turned and made its way back to the Rotnami front line. 
 
    “Damn those creatures,” someone said, breaking the silence. “Just what are they?” 
 
    Hendrik checked in on the Rotnami as he made his rounds along the wall. Every time he pulled out his spyglass and watched the horde of Ktari growing, he saw Wodan riding along the front lines in his makeshift chariot, speaking to the men, shouting encouragement hour after hour. Hendrik well understood the importance of keeping up morale before a battle, but he had never heard of anyone working up soldiers for what amounted to organized looting. 
 
    But… is it possible? Hendrik wondered. Might they turn on their demonic masters? 
 
    Hendrik swallowed the feeling of hope. He knew how dangerous hope was to the spirit, how it could steal your strength when it inevitably betrayed you. 
 
    Hendrik lowered the spyglass and noticed a geometrarch, a man in charge of artillery calculations, looking at him. 
 
    “What do you make of him, sir?” he asked. “Can you imagine speaking to that kind of rabble all afternoon?” 
 
    “Whatever he is,” said Hendrik, speaking loudly enough for others to overhear, “you leave him to me. His life will be in my hands!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Nine 
 
    The Demon War 
 
      
 
    The large eighteen-wheel Mobile Command Center was filled with the chatter of Joukai Jutsu secretaries working from their comm-stations. Warmaster Josef sat in the middle of them on his high throne, his fingers tracing along the buttons on his console as he studied the map before him. It was dominated by black flags marking enemy units, like a giant cancerous tumor that had erupted and spilled out onto the surface of the world. Two Joukai moved red flags on the map while listening to a stream of radio chatter, their hands never resting, almost looking as if they were merely tapping the flags, their entire being focused on giving the Warmaster a realistic representation of the battlefield. At once the two men shifted their movements toward the mass of black flags, slowly but surely bringing it toward the front line. 
 
    “Give up on the trenches!” Josef shouted, his eyes racing over the line of units he had strung out between Utyar and Skollurdeg. “No more digging along the front. Gunners and Khuyag support teams should be firing. I want them all firing, all along the front! No man should have a shovel in hand along the front, only further back!” 
 
    Josef reasoned that such a command should be assumed, but he had learned that it was never safe to assume such a thing. 
 
    “Where are my bombers?” 
 
    “En route and on schedule, sir!” a Joukai responded. 
 
    The Kazegoma Air Force had taken off from their bases, over a hundred bombers fitted with machine guns for dealing with dragons. Josef had planned on using them to stop demons from bunching up around the front line and either pouring over them like a wave or forming an insurmountable wall of dead. He had given some thought to holding them back for as long as possible, but seeing the advance of the black flags made him wonder if he had not held the Kazegoma back for too long already. As devastating as he hoped they would be, their entire Air Force was essentially a gun loaded with one single bullet. They could be used only once, and after their payloads were dropped, the pilots had orders to crash into the enemy and take as many of them into hell as possible. 
 
    “My hill team,” said Josef. “Report!” 
 
    “En route, but running late,” said a Joukai with an oversized headset. 
 
    Josef glanced at the map, with its small cluster of black flags on Skollurdeg. The two Joukai standing over the map began shifting an arm of the black mass toward the hill. 
 
    “So the enemy will try to hold the hill,” he mused aloud, shaking his head. Any hope for a sure victory disappeared in an instant. 
 
    No demon has ever run from a fight, he thought. And they’re going to make us fight for every inch of ground! 
 
    “And the front?” he said. 
 
    He was immediately drowned out as dozens of Kazegoma bombers streaked by overhead. He watched his Joukai Jutsu press their headsets against their ears as they continued conferring with the Kommanders on the field. He was suddenly struck by an unexpected sense of pride. 
 
    This is no bureaucratic task to be slogged through, and graded afterward, he thought. This is what we’ve been training for. In this engagement, the only condition and reward for victory… is survival! 
 
    Josef straightened up in his seat as the shockwaves from the first bombs dropped shook the Mobile Command Center. 
 
    “Report!” he shouted. 
 
    *** 
 
    Langley watched as Matthias checked over his guns with mechanical speed and precision. She knew the sight was both inspiring and intimidating to the soldiers setting up their machine guns, but she had worked with Matthias long enough to know that he was trying to master his fear. 
 
    I don’t blame him, she thought. There’s plenty to fear! 
 
    As if sensing her thoughts, he stopped and looked up at her, then hefted his heavy backpack onto his shoulders and stood awkwardly. 
 
    I understand why Josef didn’t want him on the front. He would just be one more rifleman, one among many. But why isn’t he on the team sent to take the hill? 
 
    “I have to go,” she said, turning off her earpiece momentarily. “I’ve got to help on the front line.” 
 
    He nodded, clenching his jaw as he hefted a long rifle designed just for him. “Good,” he said. “They need to see you pushing those monsters around.” 
 
    “Where will you go?” 
 
    “I’ll find a place to set up, then start running through this ammunition.” 
 
    “We should be working together, like old times.” 
 
    He stopped and raised an eyebrow at her. “This is a little different from our usual work.” 
 
    He’s being evasive. What is he holding back from me? 
 
    “You sure you don’t want the Omoi Schildern with you?” she asked. 
 
    “No, no. Keep them on the front with you. Those poor bastards on the front need to see some magic.” 
 
    “Alright, then. Good luck, Matthias!” 
 
    “Right!” 
 
    Before he could finish, she took off, lifting herself into the air with such force that he was pushed back. The men preparing their machine guns stopped to watch. Then artillery far behind them belched, throom-throom-throom, and the ground shook. 
 
    *** 
 
    Wodan and Justyn raced ahead of their Tengu sniper teams, the heavy Yasha Struppen, and the Raku Klanger artillerymen, leaping over the broken wall of stones that lined the path leading up the side of Skollurdeg. They had already heard reports that a black tide of demons were going to beat them to the hill, so they decided to leave their humans behind and surprise the monsters. Side by side they raced up the treacherous crags, the roar of explosives and stampeding footfalls echoing along the face of stone. 
 
    “If we reach the top before them,” said Justyn, “then we can have quite a time rolling them back down the hill!” 
 
    Wodan laughed. 
 
    They came to a reddish-brown stone overhang, a false peak, and saw the front line far below. A single dancing line of light spitting sparks revealed the Rotnami firing machine guns and chewing up a black wave rushing toward them, threatening to drown them in flesh. Far away, the white walls of Utyar stood serene while demons raced past unchallenged. Wodan and Justyn leaped further up the hill and lost sight of the fields. 
 
    In a dry creek bed shadowed by high stone walls, they stumbled upon a horde of simian devil-hounds and tentacle-swinging monstrosities running to meet them. Wodan saw a crowd of misshapen heads swivel and fix their gaze upon him, each surprised to see the other so suddenly. The sight of so many dead eyes and hideous limbs so near at hand woke up Wodan’s hatred, and this time he did not push the rage down where it could not be seen by others. 
 
    In a flash he unslung his spear Gungnir and pressed the trigger so that it expanded out on either end. With a satisfying clack-chack! the heavy spear was brought to bear. Justyn reached behind his back and pulled the axe Vestal free of its sheath, swinging it once so that it flashed in the sun. They said nothing, but exchanged a look before they advanced. 
 
    Wodan charged into the cleft. The demons pouring in from the far side seemed to slow down as his mind sped up. A bulky, naked freak with a face like a baboon bared a mouth filled with rows of fangs and shrieked at him as it charged. Wodan lifted the heavy spear and slammed it through the demon’s mouth, deforming its head and sending fangs clattering along the stone as he twisted and jerked the spear free. Wodan crouched and continued his advance, thrusting the spear into heads and throats and jerking it free as bodies fell to be trampled. Just as he was forced to backpedal from the onrushing demons, he saw Justyn crash down on the far side of the cleft, his axe tearing through an oversized reptilian head as he used another demon to cushion his fall. Despite having leaped straight into the middle of them, Justyn was unperturbed as he spun in a circle, swinging his axe up and down, down and up, sending demons flying overhead and crashing in a heap. 
 
    Even as Justyn killed the demons running in through the opening on the far side of the streambed, still more poured in, clambering along the sides of the rocky walls on claws and hooks and sticky limbs. Wodan was soon surrounded by demons shrieking and barking at him, raking their claws at him as they clambered over the bodies of their kin spewing blood at their feet. It was not so long ago that the sight of so many gibbering, freakish heads snapping at him would have driven him mad with fear, but now his hatred had grown so strong that he drove his spear into them again and again, sidestepping as if dancing, lancing so many throats that soon the air was thick with fountains of blood arcing skyward and the dry streambed began to run once again. A large, crawling creature with a head like a white melon burst through a pile of bodies with its jaws snapping. Without thought Wodan spun and stepped on top of its head, never pausing as Gungnir sang in his hands. 
 
    Gore rained down and the melon-headed demon could not sustain the weight of an armored superbeing. It slipped in a torrent of blood and crashed against a pile of boulders. Unwilling to step from his perch, Wodan merely flicked the blade of Gungnir downward, laying open the monster’s throat and putting it out of its misery. 
 
    “Pathetic!” Wodan spat. “You’re all so weak! I can’t believe you-” 
 
    Just when Wodan thought the demons relented, two hairless, bear-like monstrosities bounded over the mound of twitching dead. With frightening speed they rushed at him, smacking at the point of his spear with outstretched claws. 
 
    Don’t get cocky! Wodan thought. The weaker demons must have been in the front! 
 
    One of the demons rushed toward him, then stopped short as Wodan backpedaled. In a flash he knew that he was being set up for a trap. He dropped to one knee and skidded to a stop as blood poured over his legs, then swung his spear behind his head in a wide arc, feeling the satisfying resistance of the blade passing through the flesh of some unseen monster. He was alarmed to see several human arms fall into the stream of blood, then turned and saw a giant centipede horror, its body as big around as a horse, dragging itself around on rows of human arms. Its face was an eyeless tube lined with black teeth clicking against one another as it sought Wodan out. Wodan nearly gagged at the sight of the monster’s small human hands feeling around on the stones, with several stubs that he had cut off spewing blood onto the stones. 
 
    Wodan was distracted and leaped away as a bear swiped at him. Perhaps assuming he was off-balance, the other bear charged just outside Wodan’s peripheral vision. But Wodan had seen so many demonic horrors that he was not distracted for long, and jammed Gungnir into the second bear’s side. It roared in agony - then it grasped onto the spear with both of its large, strong paws. As the first bear maneuvered around, Wodan stepped aside. It was obvious that the three monsters were trying to hem him in. He stepped lightly onto a fallen boulder, considering his options. 
 
    From his vantage point, beyond the pile of bodies he could see Justyn bent over yet another bear-creature, his axe embedded in its jaw. As the beast shook its head and Justyn fought to keep his hold, he kept glancing over his shoulder, where a second giant centipede was crawling toward him, hundreds of long claws clacking against the rocks. Still more smaller demons were piling into the opening of the stream bed; Justyn would soon be overwhelmed. 
 
    Wodan was nearly pulled off his feet as the creature stuck to his spear jerked him closer. He looked into the demon’s dead black eyes and knew that it was willing to impale itself just to get to him. As he sensed movement nearby, Wodan turned the spear so that barbs along the blade twisted the demon’s flesh, preventing further impalement. He jammed the shaft of the spear into his armpit, then lifted his left arm just as the other demon’s paw slammed into his armored forearm. It bore down on him, nauseating him with its hot, fetid breath, crushing him under its weight. With the other demon howling on the end of his spear, Wodan was unable to move. The shadow of the giant centipede loomed over him. 
 
    Gripping the spear in his armpit, Wodan released it, leaned to the side, and hit the second trigger. A jet of noxious chemicals sprayed from Gungnir and the bear pushing on Wodan jerked away, blinded and howling in pain. Wodan spun the weapon to release the other demon’s flesh, tore the spearhead free, and swung as he sidestepped away. The spear passed through the centipede’s midsection. As a geyser of gray meat and black syrup poured forth, Wodan continued his turn, building momentum so that the spearhead smashed the formerly-impaled demon’s skull open, spilling him on the ground. Wodan hefted the spear in his hands, ran up onto the mound of dead bodies, and flung the spear across the field. 
 
    Before the other centipede could throw its weight on Justyn, Gungnir slammed into the demon’s head, tearing open its maw and passing through its brainpan as it careened through the demon’s skull and flew from the hilltop. Justyn suddenly twisted his axe around inside the mouth of the demon he was grappling with, pulled the trigger, and blasted off the side of its head with a shotgun blast. As the next wave of demons prepared to overwhelm him, Justyn kicked the corpse into their path, then unloaded the axe’s magazine of shotgun shells at them, sending the front ranks flying into their comrades. 
 
    Just as he ran out of ammunition, a hail of gunfire tore into the oncoming demons. Their human comrades had arrived, masked Tengu sniper teams firing massive rifles and black-armored Yasha Struppen infantry. They were all hardened veterans, and did not blink at the sight of the cleft full of red soup spilling from a mound of limbs and shredded intestines. Justyn stepped back so that the soldiers could clear out the smaller demons making their way up the hill, and Wodan knelt down atop the pile of bodies so they could confer with one another. 
 
    “These freaks are starting to piss me off,” said Justyn. “I was hoping to save that shotgun trick for the end of the battle!” 
 
    Wodan glanced at the demon he had blinded, and saw it thrashing around in a stream of blood with much of its face melting off. 
 
    “Hait and Elamah will be glad to know their weapons came to good use,” said Wodan. He was suddenly disturbed and made his way further up the hill, skirting around the shooter teams. He came to a precipice that gave him a view of the far side of Skollurdeg. In addition to a winding line of still more demons making their way up the hill, he saw half a dozen or more large dragons flying along the face of the hill, from north to south. In a flash Wodan understood that they meant to swing all the way around Skollurdeg and hit the front lines from the side, tearing into them while their guns were pointed in the other direction. 
 
    Wodan had only seconds to do anything. 
 
    “Justyn!” he shouted. “Hold the hill! Hold the hill!” 
 
    “Of course!” said Justyn. “But what are you going to-” 
 
    Wodan took off across the edge of the precipice. First one dragon passed by far below, then another. The ground flew by in a blur and all fear disappeared as he focused his will on calculating - then he leaped from the precipice. With arms held wide he fell through raging wind. His stomach lurched, seemingly left behind on the precipice as he fell toward merciless stone. 
 
    A black dragon passed beneath him, then he slammed into the side of a green-scaled monster. As he scrambled for a handhold the dragon seemed to give up on flying, unable to draw in air after the unexpected blow. Its long arms and legs hung limp and Wodan wondered if he had killed the great beast. He had had some idea that he would force the dragon to fly into the others, thus ruining their plan of attack, but that plan was thrown out as he fought to grab onto something along the dragon’s smooth flank behind its wing. 
 
    Just as he grabbed onto a dorsal spike and wrapped his legs around its abdomen, he felt the dragon draw in air. It threw its head to either side, eager to see what had so foolishly leaped onto its back. Wodan hauled himself onto a series of ridges along its spine, his eyes slitted against the wind. Glancing back, he saw several black dragons staring at him. As if sensing his plan, the dragon held its wings outstretched and rolled onto its side, veering away from its comrades. Wodan held onto dorsal spikes and pinched the demon with his legs, sick with fear as he felt the earth itself trying to pull him off the monster and fling him to his death. 
 
    The dragon turned back the way it had come, flying toward the battlefield and the demon horde. Wodan felt for his earpiece and mic to warn Josef of the draconic assault, but his comm-unit was long gone. When the dragon finally righted itself, Wodan did not hesitate, but ignored his fear and dragged himself along the dragon’s spine. The dragon veered and Skollurdeg drew near once again, and Wodan knew the beast would try to scrape him off, even at great risk to itself. Wodan pulled himself onto the base of its neck, like sitting atop a maddened bull. Still he dragged himself forward. 
 
    The dragon thought better of scraping against the jagged stones and suddenly turned aside, shaking its head in irritation. Wodan held on with his thighs as all sense of balance was destroyed. There was only nausea and the feeling of plummeting in every direction at once. He gritted his teeth as his own saliva went into his eyes. 
 
    As soon as the dragon relented, Wodan sat back, balled up his fist, sucked in air, then slammed his fist into the back of the dragon’s head. His knuckles gave way to hardened bone, every finger turning to raw nerves. The dragon even tried to turn its head and look back at him, as if confused by the foolish gesture. But Wodan summoned up the force of his will, sent energy coursing to his hand as he repaired it, then blasted the dragon in its head over and over again, his entire being forced into rapid-fire sledgehammer blows. 
 
    All at once the dragon’s body went limp, its wings going stiff and flopping overhead. Wodan curled his ruined fist in his armpit; he knew the dragon’s brains must have been reduced to soup within its hardened skull. Even as he relished his victory over the dragon, he was sickened by the view of the far side of Skollurdeg rising up to meet him, and braced himself for a collision. 
 
    *** 
 
    Langley stood atop a massive Golyat tank at the very front of the battle, straining with effort while thousands of screaming demons battered their heads against her invisible shield. On either side of her, machineguns chattered and flamethrowers hissed while tanks hammered away at the demonic waves coming toward them. She had only meant to provide support to a small stretch of the front line that was inadequately prepared, but now she was trapped, unable to lower her shield even for a moment as the demons kept pushing against her. Sweat poured into her eyes and she tried to think only moment to moment, ignoring the demoralizing sight of monsters snapping and shrieking at her only a few feet away. 
 
    “Where’s our artillery support?!” someone shouted. 
 
    “You don’t need artillery,” said another, “you need to stow that ammo, we’re pulling back!” 
 
    Langley glanced into the distance. She could see the black specks of Kazegoma bombers circling over the demonic hordes, their payloads dropping silently. She saw flashes of light and then strange bodies were thrown up into the air. But it mattered little to her in the here and now, with so many freakish biting heads piling on top of one another, pushing against her shield with unbelievably relentless determination. 
 
    “Ma’am, we’re pulling back!” a Khuyag operator shouted from the open hatch of the tank. “Warmaster says drop your shield, we’re backing up!” 
 
    “I can’t,” she said, surprised at how strained her voice sounded. “They’ll get through.” 
 
    “Ma’am we’ve got a straight shot behind us and we’re loaded and ready for trouble. You can rest a moment!” 
 
    “You’re ready?” she said. 
 
    The man hesitated as he signaled someone down below, then shouted, “We’re ready!” 
 
    Against her better judgment, Langley lowered her shield. The throbbing, humming sound disappeared and cool wind touched her face. She fell to her knees atop the tank, which saved her, for the large Golyat roared and kicked up sand and jerked backwards with surprising speed. She held on so that she would not be thrown off. The demons tumbled over one another and suddenly surged forward, then the Golyat’s double-cannons fired. Langley was deafened as columns of demons seemed to be punched by invisible fists; the heavy rounds tore through them and exploded further back, casting up earth and chunks of flesh. She could see other sections of the front line pulling back, with men and tanks and jeeps firing to cover their comrades. 
 
    She was surprised at how organized the backwards retreat seemed, considering she was on the verge of being overwhelmed only moments before. 
 
    Thank you, Josef, she thought, brushing soaking wet hair from her eyes. 
 
    Even over the ear-splitting gunfire she heard screaming just as a dark shadow passed over her. Dragons swooped past in a violent gust of wind. Still more were coming, their flapping black wings looking surreal to her, like something out of a nightmare. One drew back its lips from long, jagged teeth, then spit, and all at once several soldiers dropped their guns and grabbed their faces. Their clothes were smoking beneath their armor, then when they peeled their hands from their faces they revealed skulls smeared with meat and eyes like egg yolks running down their cheeks. 
 
    Another dragon crashed into a Sumaar Zaav “arrow” tank, looking almost like it had fallen on accident, but proving its violent purpose by whipping its tail and crushing several heavy infantry before straining and throwing the tank over on its back. Men with heavy rifles stood and watched in horror, unable to respond before the dragon took off and continued down the front line. Still another dragon spat a line of burning liquid onto a row of machine gunners, forcing their ammo to cook off and rip through them. The dragon shook its head as the thick, burning mucus ran from the corners of its mouth, then continued unopposed. 
 
    By instinct Langley raised a shield overhead just as a dragon spat toward her and ripped past in a violent wash. Holding the hissing acid aloft, she turned and saw the reptilian horror staring back at her as it swooped past. 
 
    It was targeting me! she thought. That was no coincidence! 
 
    The dragons rained fire and acid along the front line, turning an orderly repositioning into a hasty retreat. The sight of men staring down at smoking remains of arms and legs or falling over covered in flames filled her with rage. She flung the acid aside and watched as the monsters turned around in the distance. Reasoning that they meant to make another attack run, all fear disappeared in a wave of anger bubbling up inside of her. Her powers hummed to life and she launched herself into the air. 
 
    Sure enough the dragons formed into a loose line and aimed for the retreating front line. Langley propelled herself at full speed, her hair and white cloak streaming behind her, then formed a shield before her like a wedge. She glared at the dragons opening their mouths, baring their smoking gums and fangs as they prepared to launch another volley, and held her hands before her to steady her shield. 
 
    Just as one dragon’s eyes flicked over toward her, she slammed into it. The wedge buckled but still threw the dragon off its mark. Still she continued, crashing into another dragon, then another. Her painful exertion was outstripped only by her exultation at seeing the great beasts thrown off course, flapping and spiraling as if they were no greater threat than chickens thrown around. 
 
    The dragons wheeled around, shrieking in rage, and she knew the soldiers below were watching, depending on her to give them time to retreat behind the second battle line. She turned around with her hands gripped into fists, ready to beat the dragons out of the sky. 
 
    I can’t lose! 
 
    She heard the low resonance hum before she saw the black things flying toward her. Octopoid creatures, like featureless flying slugs clumped together in the air, flew past her. She lurched as her shield buckled. Fear gripped her as she realized that these creatures had powers like her own, and could cancel her shield with theirs. Just as she decided to land and regroup, one of the creatures smacked into her shoulder with a wet sound and wrapped thin tentacles around her neck and arm. Dull, inhuman gray eyes turned to her. She fell weightless, screaming involuntarily and pulling at the creature. It made no move to fight back, but only stared back at her, seemingly not caring whether it lived or died. 
 
    The demon’s flesh came apart in her hands and she managed to throw the monstrosity away from her. Before she could connect her shield with the ground and slow her descent, several more of the Cognati-demons flew near, then came to a stop just overhead. Once again her shield was nullified and she fell, with the limbs of the hideous creatures hanging limp as they fell alongside her. 
 
    Turning over, she saw the earth rising to meet her. She strained and reached out, but her mental powers only made popping and hissing sounds as they were nullified by the demons. In an unexpected stream of thought she saw glimpses of her childhood, sitting on Big Dad’s knee as he bounced her, adult caretakers comforting her when she tripped on her dress and fell. Behind the disjointed narrative lay the realization that she would soon die on impact. 
 
    *** 
 
    Matthias was out of breath when he came to a stout gray boulder jutting out of the field of flattened wheat. He unslung his heavy backpack and tossed it on top of the rock, then climbed up and sat beside it. As he unslung his rifle and opened his pack, he took a look at the battle. He was now far from the front line, and watched in sick fascination as the demons ran at the soldiers, looking like a single dark thing crawling over the Fields of Faalaskott. Planes buzzed in a circle, and while it may have only been because of the distance, to Matthias it seemed as if the demons did not mind having bombs dropped on them. 
 
    He looked across the field at the tall white wall surrounding Utyar. It stretched up and up into the sky, reaching even further than the top of Mammon Castle. He sighed in resignation. 
 
    Does Wodan really think I can make it all the way up there? he wondered. 
 
    He considered the demons, their odd squawking and barking sounding thin and distorted from this distance. Then he looked down at his guns and backpack full of ammunition. 
 
    Firing from the top of the wall would be ideal, but there’s no way I could get all of this gear up there. Firing from this position without support is a bad idea. They would see me and be on top of me in no time. And if that happens, I’d get killed, and Wodan would be heartbroken because I wouldn’t be able to follow through with his precious plan. 
 
    I’ll have to stow the gear here, do what he wants, then come back and… 
 
    Movement seized his attention, then his breath caught in his throat when he saw the dragons attacking the front line. From this distance they looked like graceful birds diving and puking, like a strange dream with no meaning. He could not imagine how many men were being slain, and worse, how many more would die as morale fell apart and discipline broke. He picked up his rifle, then stopped himself. 
 
    Don’t do it! We knew this would happen eventually! I have to follow through with Wodan’s plan! 
 
    As the dragons turned around and prepared to make another pass, he saw something like a small white bird knocking them aside. His mouth dropped when he realized that Langley was fighting the dragons, tossing them off course with frightening ease. He squatted and shouldered the rifle so he could get a better look through his scope, and as he did so he saw her flounder, then fall. 
 
    Without thought he chambered a round, pressed his eye to the scope, saw the freakish clumps of flesh falling alongside her, and fired. He did not understand what they were doing to her, but he did not need to understand in order to know that Dove needed help. As his mind sped up, the multi-limbed wads of flesh seemed to slow in their descent. He fired again and again, but had no idea if he killed them all before Langley disappeared behind the crowded mass of men and machines. 
 
    “Damn it!” he hissed. 
 
    He glanced to the side, then realized the demons were no longer quite so distant. They had seen him, and already a large group of them had peeled away from those storming the front lines and were coming after him. He saw something like a bull with a head full of horns and something else with knees that made no sense, then he pulled his eyes from the revolting sight and pulled equipment out of his backpack. With practiced ease he extended and loaded his shoulder-mounted rocket launcher, then set it aside. He hesitated, suddenly unable to concentrate as he fixated on an odd yip! yip! yip! sound. 
 
    “Focus,” he hissed. “Focus!” 
 
    With deft movements he reloaded the rifle and threw the strap over his neck. Just as he reached into the bag for more magazines, a demon leaped onto the boulder and swiped at him. Intense fear jolted him to action and from a crouch he launched himself backwards. The demon’s heavy paw smacked his leg and sent him spinning. He landed on the far side of a ditch on his ass with his legs in the air, grasping at tufts of hard, dry weeds so he would not tumble down into the bottom. Finally orienting himself along the slope, he saw something like a giant cat with a second head awkwardly merged into its own chest spitting at him. 
 
    Still sitting down, he chambered a round and fired, but the demon retreated from view as he blasted the rock. His intense frustration fled as monsters ran from either side of the boulder, and in a white-hot rush of fear he fired on both sides until the magazine ran empty. Strange bodies tumbled down into the ditch but still more misshapen, long-legged freaks ran to join them. Matthias dropped his rifle and unholstered his two heavy handguns and shot one head after another. Soon the ditch was filled with jerking bodies. A gang of simian monsters with wet bags for heads easily loped over the piling bodies and Matthias pushed himself back with his feet as he holstered one empty handgun and strained to load the other. 
 
    Just as he jerked a mag from his vest pouch, the large cat reappeared and grabbed his ankle, pulling him down the side of the ditch. 
 
    “Son of a bitch!” Matthias shouted, seeing the magazine fly from his hand in crystal-clear detail. It spun end over end, his attention strangely fixed on it as a hard, dry tentacle wrapped around his throat. A simian horror leaped onto his midsection, driving the air from him, and lifted a rock overhead. Matthias lifted an arm to cover himself, but the tentacle prevented any real defense. 
 
    The cacophony of shrieking demons suddenly grew dim, then Matthias heard a familiar low hum just as he was jerked into the air. A strange hairy creature on the other end of the tentacle glared at him, then lost its grip and fell to the earth. Matthias saw Langley hovering over him, her white attire brilliant in the sun’s glare. 
 
    “My bag!” he said in lieu of thanks. “I left it on the-” 
 
    “I got it,” she said, and his heavy backpack bumped into his arm. 
 
    He caught his breath as she drew him away from the raging monsters. He was about to comment on her sense of timing, then stopped short as she pulled him near. He had expected to see a cocksure grin, but her face was drawn and expressionless. Wet hair clung to her face and her clothes were soaked. 
 
    “You’re exhausted,” he said. “You need to take a breather!” 
 
    “I need your help,” she said. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Boy! Here, boy!” Prince Hendrik waved impatiently, and a boy in the short black apron of a Smith acolyte ran to him, ducking beneath the parapet as if he was under fire. The boy bowed but Hendrik grabbed his shoulder and knelt on one knee, staring at him eye-to-eye to help him understand the importance of his order. 
 
    “A message to my father,” said Hendrik. “Prepare your device. Quick about it!” 
 
    The young Smith boy nodded and retrieved the microphone from the tape deck hanging at his hip, wrapping the cord around his elbow and hand with practiced ease as he pressed the buttons that would record Hendrik’s voice for his father. He nodded for Hendrik to speak into the device. 
 
    “Father, this is Hendrik, swan-orphan-neptune, this is Hendrik, swan-orphan-neptune. Father, I don’t know if you’ve heard already, but the men of Ktari are not joining with the devils - they are fighting them! We must attack the demons now, while they are occupied!” Realizing that he sounded overly emotional, Hendrik gritted his teeth and tried to slow his speech. “Or, if you would not have us open the gate, then I believe that we should at least fire our artillery from behind the walls. End of message, code swan-orphan-neptune. Did you get that, boy?” 
 
    The boy pressed one button and the tapes ceased turning on the tape deck, then said, “I did, sir. I will check it as I go!” 
 
    “Good lad! Go now!” 
 
    The boy ran to the stairs and Hendrik returned to the parapet. Even without his telescope he could see the demonic black wave crashing against the red shore. Though he could not see exactly how the battle fared, the flash of gunfire looked like lightning dancing in the storm clouds. He doubted the men of Ktari would fare so well, even considering their numbers and incredible firepower, but he envied them. His heart burned to think that they stood against devils while he and his men held back, oiling their saw swords and keeping their pipes lit. 
 
    Looking further afield, the great dragon Metatraxes stood doing nothing. It almost looked like a statue crawling with black maggots. 
 
    I suppose if we move, it moves, thought Hendrik. Repulsive creature... 
 
    How I would love to see your skull break against our wall! 
 
    In addition to that monstrosity, two other dragons stood not so far from the main gate. Rather than helping their comrades dive-bomb the soldiers of San Ktari, or harassing the Kazegoma bombers, they only stood flapping their wings and hissing and snarling within sight of the walls of Utyar. 
 
    They think themselves so untouchable, so impressive, that they can unman us by their mere presence! 
 
    His hand gripped the hilt of the heavy saw sword at his side. 
 
    By the gods, I would like to turn their pride into their ruin! 
 
    Another Smith boy ran to Hendrik’s side and offered him a set of headphones. Hendrik knelt and took them, then nodded to the boy. With the press of a button, the wheels of the tape deck turned and Hendrik heard the voice of his father. 
 
    “King Vegenar, code nary-alpha-ready, nary-alpha-ready. My son, do not fall for the ploys of these men of Akkad. Though they stand at the brink of triumph, they are surely running low on supplies. By now, the only thing the worms of San Ktari have in abundance is men, and they are using that resource in a ploy to fool us into opening our gate. You have not seen their tricks as I have, my son. They do not value human life as we do, so to them, this feigned turn of heart seems, to them, the most rational way to use your conscience against you. Do not… the gate, leave it shut. Leave it…” 
 
    Hendrik strained to listen, for it seemed his father was losing focus. After a long intake of breath, King Vegenar suddenly declared, “All the minions of hell have come to guide us to the lands of death! Stand fast, Hendrik! Our death will only see us in new bodies, reborn in the new world among the stars!” 
 
    King Vegenar sighed after the outburst, then said, “That’s enough, turn the machine off.” 
 
    The recording went silent and Hendrik handed the headphones back to the boy. His heart was heavy and without thinking he turned back to the parapet. He watched the bombers floating like small birds in a dull blue sky, no longer dropping bombs but firing large machine guns from their bellies. It was a wonder to watch the demons chewed up by such machinations. Occasional explosions threw up earth and bodies and he could see puffs of smoke coming from Skollurdeg, which he knew must be from artillery. But the men on the front line he envied most of all. The black wave of demons was pushing them back, and he could only imagine the slaughter. He could almost imagine what it would be like to be one of those doomed infantrymen, every sense fully tuned, their souls on fire as they strained with every fiber of their being, to fight if only to live for one more second. 
 
    They don’t feel shame, or anxiety, or anything small or unworthy down there, he thought as one banner fell, then another. Truly, every living god in the entire universe watches them with great interest! 
 
    “Prince Hendrik,” said one of his men. “We’ve men prepared to open the gate. What would you have us do?” 
 
    “Leave it shut,” he said immediately, not bothering to look at the man. “My father has ordered us to stand and wait. And if…” Hendrik grinded his teeth, focusing on his duty with all of his force of will. “There is a chain of command, and if we do not follow it, then we will be the ones to destroy our nation. So stand fast, and hold the gate shut!” 
 
    *** 
 
    The Joukai Jutsu charged with moving map pieces were removing red markers from the front line so quickly that Warmaster Josef did not need to hear from his Kommanders that the front line had broken down into a free-for-all. He knew that the entire Rotnami would be nothing more than the world’s largest stampede if order was not reestablished. 
 
    “Alert all Kommanders stationed in battle lines three and four from sectors… seven through fourteen, prepare to open fire. Order every Kommander to treat all friendlies within their line of fear as hostiles. Repeat, all friendlies within first and second battle line who have not yet withdrawn should be shot as if they were demons.” 
 
    He could hear his Joukai at their stations repeating his orders, like a ghostly echo. 
 
    “... should be considered hostile…” 
 
    “... open fire on all friendlies who have not…” 
 
    “... within the line of fire should be considered hostile…” 
 
    Josef heard himself reeling off orders, his voice fine-tuning the reestablishment of the front line even as his mind was already focusing on potential upcoming developments. He suddenly leaned toward the nearest Joukai. 
 
    “Where is Wodan?” 
 
    “Missing, sir - he leaped from the side of Skollurdeg and-” 
 
    “He’s dead,” said Josef. “Get me Valeria.” 
 
    “She’s on the channel, sir,” said another. 
 
    Josef cupped his microphone to his mouth. “Valeria,” he said. “Valeria. Valeria!” 
 
    On the ruined front line, Valeria brought her sword down on a bipedal creature’s chest, tore into its belly, and wrenched the demon off-balance with her blade, throwing it into the path of another demon. She side-stepped away from the spray of blood despite already being covered in gore. Her elite fanatics, soldiers in hand-painted maroon armor, moved to cover her, firing into the crowd of demons and forcing them to divert on either side. Pressing her com-link to her ear, she screamed, “What is it?!” 
 
    “Valeria, Josef here. Stop whatever you’re doing and head to Skollurdeg’s eastern side. I’m sending an armored group to-” 
 
    She looked around. Demons were running full-force into soldiers scrambling to reload or gather their gear. A canine monster leaped atop a man who was already holding in his torn belly, then the monster leaped off of him and onto another man, tearing into his throat. She could not believe she was having this conversation. 
 
    “Josef, I’m busy here. You have no idea how bad it is on the front. If we’re going to hold this together, then let me work!” 
 
    Josef fell silent, and Valeria assumed he had relented. Just as she raised her sword and prepared to throw herself back into the onrushing demons, Josef’s voice returned on the line. 
 
    “Listen to me, you dumb bitch. If you stay on the front line, you’re going to be shot. I’ve already written it off. Stop wasting time with corpses, get around that hill, meet up with the armored group I’m sending, and contribute.” 
 
    “Contribute?!” Cold fury gripped her. In a flash of unbelievable anger, she vowed to survive the battle if only to humble Josef. 
 
    “Thank you, Valeria,” he said suddenly, throwing her off-balance. The comm-link fell silent. She sheathed her sword at her waist, annoyed to put it away while it was still covered in filth. 
 
    “We’re moving!” Valeria shouted to her men, and they immediately turned away from the front. Valeria spied a wide-eyed, panic-stricken horse with a headless Kommander bouncing in the saddle, one arm awkwardly extended as if directing his men. As the horse leaped and turned senselessly, Valeria ran, grabbed the horse’s reins, flung the beast to the ground, threw the corpse aside, then straddled the horse as she jerked it back to its feet. As she forced the poor animal under her control, she caught sight of her fanatics. One stood blocking an open-topped jeep from escaping, his rifle aimed at the driver’s head. 
 
    “We have to get out of here!” the driver shouted. 
 
    “Get out of the way, man!” cried a soldier sitting in the back, tears streaming down his face. “We’re fucked if we don’t move!” 
 
    At once her men fell on the jeep. The man in the passenger’s seat was simply jerked out and thrown on the ground, while two others were driven out of the back with cruel kicks from her second-in-command. The driver sat with his mouth gaping open until another fanatic grabbed the top of his helmet and threw him out as well. 
 
    The jeep was soon filled with her maroon-armored fanatics, and when there was no more room inside, the rest of them hung onto the sides, their guns held high. 
 
    Valeria kicked her horse and took off through the war zone. 
 
    *** 
 
    The slain dragon slammed into the sloping face of Skollurdeg with enough force to shatter limbs and pulverize its ribs. Wodan hugged the ruined corpse as it scraped along the stone, sparks showering from punished scales. He felt lifeless limbs flailing and slapping against his back, then its wings seemed to catch air once again as it tumbled from a jutting ridge. 
 
    Even as he fought to draw breath during the terrifying descent, a part of Wodan could not help but appreciate how he might have looked hanging on for dear life as he rode a misshapen corpse with the sunlight catching on a rainfall of loose scales. Slowly the dragon turned in a corkscrew motion. Soon gravity pulled on Wodan, trying to prise his arms and legs from his mount. Lifting his head, he saw the fields covered in monsters, misshapen heads slowly turning to look up at him. Wodan grasped the intense fear welling up in him and gritted his teeth as he forced it deep down. He knew that the fate of the entire world depended on his ability to control his own mind. 
 
    Remember! This is their nightmare! 
 
    It’s a joy for me! 
 
    Deep within enemy territory, the dragon’s corpse crashed into the field, plowing through demons and tossing them skyward as it flipped end over end. They ran shrieking, desperate to be away from the scene of destruction. But the dozens of demons crushed under its bulk were the lucky ones; Wodan leaped away from the dragon and crashed feet-first into a fat, fur-covered monstrosity, the demon’s innards compacted and then forced out of its gaping mouth like a meat faucet as it provided Wodan a safe landing. As the demon fell over, Wodan flipped in midair, not bothering to prepare for his next landing as he concentrated on mending his battered body. He felt his limbs harden, blood pumping into muscles as he breathed deeply. 
 
    Finally he crashed into the earth, an elbow and the side of his leg tearing through hardened stalks of dry grain. He saw dozens of heads turning toward him, the demons seemingly unable to believe what had dropped out of the sky on top of them. It was the last thing many of them saw. Wodan immediately got up and ran into them, his fists smashing into faces, breaking jaws and forcing eyeballs out of blasted skulls, his knees crashing into torsos and shattering ribs. A squat monster covered in a crimson shell ran toward him on spidery limbs, two large pincers snapping in expectation of tearing him apart. Wodan caught a glimpse of the thing’s abominable mouth, an impossibly complicated set of mandibles jerking spasmodically, then he grabbed hold of one pincer and fed the demon his foot with enough force that its face exploded through the back of its shell. Still Wodan pressed his foot into the tormented corpse and pulled the large pincer free. As a shaggy, long-limbed horror tried to grab him from behind, Wodan pushed off from the corpse and slammed the pincer into his new assailant’s face, appreciating how the jagged pincer tore right through the skull. 
 
    Wodan tore the pincer free and as demons on all sides rushed to close him in, they met only whirling destruction, a giant pincer tearing through flesh or crashing down on heads and limbs. Wodan refused to stay in one spot but pushed his way through the crowd. He soon lost all sense of direction, whirling and hacking his way through a waterfall of gore. Blinded by blood, a reptilian monster managed to grab him from behind, slipping in blood as it strove to pin his arms. Something like a bipedal pig prepared to jam oversized claws into his throat. He dropped his pincer as he thrashed to pull free of them, then the pig slipped and the blow went wide. Wodan smashed his head into the creature’s forehead, causing his metal mask to ring, then he threw his head back and smashed it into the reptilian’s head as well, collapsing the monster’s eye sockets even as his own mask fell apart. As Wodan fought his way free much of his armor began to break off, the metal rivets coming loose from the incredible abuse they were taking. 
 
    The delay was enough to give his attackers an advantage. As they finally raced to surround him and drown him in flesh, Wodan leaped and kicked off one demon’s chest, then ended up on top of another. They fell in a heap and Wodan lashed out with his legs, kicking over demons who might have survived if still others did not rush in and trample them, hooves and claws tearing into bodies lying prone. Wodan forced himself up and swung his elbows, throwing still more bodies on the ground. Wodan dragged himself onto the growing pile of corpses, crouching and swinging his fists. 
 
    Now the demons were forced to climb to get at him, giving him a chance to breathe. His earlier manipulation of his own mental state was still giving him power; dancing in blood and gore was like throwing fuel on the feeling that he could crush all of demonkind, that he was born and shaped for this ritual of uncreation. When something like a giant frog leaped at him, Wodan smacked the thing to stun it, then grabbed its muscular arm and jerked it toward him. He bit down into its fleshy, slick throat. Its high-pitched cry vibrated through his jaw as he tore through an artery and sucked blood pouring into his mouth. The demon’s eyes rolled back as its torso deflated. Weak legs kicked at his chest, and when he had his fill he stood and spat the beast onto its brethren, sending them tumbling down the pile of corpses. 
 
    Blood ran freely down his face and for a moment it seemed that even the demons hesitated when they saw blazing green eyes peering through a shining crimson mask. His stomach hurt from the vile infusion of demon-blood, but he knew that his burning hatred needed fuel. As if they believed there was surely a limit to his hatred, still more demons clambered up the bleeding hill of twitching limbs. 
 
    Before Wodan could welcome the demons with a flurry of blows, something vibrated at his hip. He nearly slapped it away thinking that it was some kind of creature, then realized that one of his small backup radios had somehow survived in his pocket. He suddenly remembered that he was not alone in this battle. 
 
    It’s Josef! he thought. He needs help! 
 
    *** 
 
    Victor Kurgenos sat in his car in the middle of an arid wilderness. He was parked near a tall boulder standing slantwise out of the baked earth. When he had first arrived, he sat on top of the boulder in an attempt to experience a dramatic moment, but it was still hot despite the late hour, so he ended up sitting in his car with the door hanging open instead. He had a large portable radio unit in his lap. He stared at the end of the long antenna as he pretended to play with the frequency dial. He had no need to play with the dial because he had already figured out what frequencies Wodan and the others would be using just by looking at some of Josef’s notes. And he kept his eyes on the bouncing antenna because he did not necessarily want to look at what was happening around him. 
 
    I need to quit fucking around, he thought. Time to make a move. 
 
    He opened the channel and held his headset to one ear. 
 
    “Wodan,” he said. “Come in, Wodan.” 
 
    “This isn’t Wodan’s line! Who is this?” 
 
    Victor frowned and quickly changed the frequency. 
 
    I think that was Justyn, he thought. I had it narrowed down to a few. It must be this other one... 
 
    “Wodan, Wodan, you there?” 
 
    He waited. The antenna shook as he bounced the set on his knee. 
 
    It would be like him to make me wait! 
 
    “Wodan, Wodan, come in Wodan. You there?” He waited, then added, “Anyone?” 
 
    “Yes! Yes, I’m here!” A strange voice cut through the static with surprising manic intensity. “Josef, is that-” 
 
    The voice was muffled by a high-pitched shriek. Victor was already annoyed by the contrast in their energy levels, but it also seemed that Wodan was putting him on the backburner. 
 
    “This is Victor. Is that you, Wodan?” 
 
    “Yes, yes, it’s Wodan!” As his voice came through, it almost sounded as if he was running. He might have even been laughing, though it was hard to tell. The only thing Victor could tell for sure was that Wodan’s attention was not fully focused on him. Victor grinded his teeth and kept his eyes locked on the antenna overhead. 
 
    “Well, Wodan, what are you up to? We haven’t had much time to chat lately.” 
 
    “... not coming through very clear, Victor. Glad you could-” There was a bleat of static, then Wodan said, “I was hoping you would show up!” 
 
    “You’re glad?” Victor screwed up his face. “I’m nowhere near you!” 
 
    “... need you out here, as soon as you can!” 
 
    “Oh, you need me?” said Victor, his face frozen in a practiced expression of surprise. 
 
    “Of course we need you, Victor!” Wodan grunted as if he was wrestling with someone. 
 
    Victor thought for a moment, then decided it was time to lay it all out. “Look, Wodan, I want you to apologize. And I want you to do it with the others listening.” 
 
    He thought at first that Wodan had not heard him, then his voice returned with surprising clarity. 
 
    “Victor, you get your ass to Utyar, now. This is not a request.” 
 
    Victor was surprised at the intensity of the pain as the barb traveled across so many miles only to end up in his heart. “You aren’t going to speak to me that way, Wodan!” he said through gritted teeth. 
 
    “I don’t have time for this.” 
 
    The channel suddenly closed, and Victor sat holding the headset to his ear, waiting for the silent void to provide him with an honest appraisal of his worth. He waited. The universe gave no sign that his value would be appreciated in any way. 
 
    All I want is a simple acknowledgment that I have been humiliated, that my life has been destroyed, that everything I worked for years to build was turned into a laughingstock by one narcissistic, manipulative loser, he thought, shaking his head. Is that really so much to ask? 
 
    Victor dropped the headset, then let the entire radio fall from his lap. It hit the baked earth with a dull thud and fell over on its side. He lay back in his seat and stared out the windshield, then glanced at the Vest of the Gotterdammerung lying beside him. 
 
    He touched the Vest, then groaned and pushed it away. Even though he wanted the others to regret siding with an outsider over him, he knew that he would never be able to use the Vest against them. There was only so far that he could go. 
 
    The fucked up thing is that Wodan would have no trouble doing it, he thought, closing his eyes. He would kill or maim or use any of them if it would benefit him. I just can’t do it, no matter how much I want- 
 
    His thoughts were interrupted as something touched the back of his neck. Realizing it was the thing in the backseat, he turned and shouted, “Don’t do that!” 
 
    *** 
 
    Wodan crouched atop a pile of dead demons. Even though lifeless limbs still shook and touched his legs, he was far more disgusted by his conversation with Victor. He tried to put the handheld radio back in his pocket. Encountering unexpected difficulty, he finally realized that his pants had been pushed around his waist awkwardly. He fumbled around with his waistband and the radio, distracted, then realized he had not been attacked for some time. Alarmed, he turned and saw a giant earth-colored dragon looking up at him from beneath the mountain of dead. Enormous horns curved around a head covered in heavy armor. Its wings were atrophied but its thickly-armored limbs were deformed by absurdly overgrown musculature. It was the beast they called the Bull of Heaven. Wodan froze under the dragon’s gaze, its pupils dilating like a cat fascinated by its prey. There was a flash of movement, then Wodan and the entire mound of bodies went flying as the dragon leaped and crashed into him. 
 
    With the air driven out of him, Wodan flew weightless. A tall goblinoid with the top of its head caved in flew overhead, its bulbous, empty eyes seemingly looking down on him from a bright blue sky. Wodan vaguely remembered grabbing the demon’s ear and jerking its head down into the path of his knee only a little while ago. He felt strangely at peace as other demonic corpses spiraled overhead. He finally drew in a deep breath and, when he saw corpses smacking into the hard earth, he extended his hands and caught himself so that he would not crash head-first into the flattened field. Right when his feet touched the ground, the armored dragon slammed into him with unbelievable force. 
 
    Breathless and numb, Wodan’s feet left the ground but he managed to grasp two handholds on the dragon’s freakishly armored head. The dragon kept running, eager to trample him, but when Wodan’s feet returned to the earth he pushed back against the dragon. Wodan’s boots smoked as the dragon pushed him back, tearing through earth and hardened stalks of wheat, then his boots fell apart entirely and whipped around his ankles as the dragon pushed him along. It felt like molten metal was poured along the length of his legs but still Wodan kept his body fixed against the dragon. Nauseatingly hot breath assaulted him as the dragon exhaled. As Wodan leaned against the monster’s head, the dragon’s hate-filled eyes bore into him. 
 
    The dragon slowed as a mound of dirt collected behind Wodan’s feet. It stopped, and Wodan suppressed the urge to cry out, for fear that his legs had been worn down to smoking nubs of bone. The dragon grasped a heap of earth in its forelimb and pushed, and Wodan placed a shredded foot against the heap of earth and pushed as well. The dragon growled with the exertion and Wodan pushed his forehead against the dragon’s forehead, each willing the other to break. The dragon’s mighty tail whipped back and forth, blasting momentum through the dragon’s body and shaking Wodan’s teeth in his jaws. 
 
    Wodan forced the demon back, first one inch, then another. Wodan pushed off from the mound, then dug a foot in before him and pushed the dragon back one step. The dragon grabbed up another mound of earth to push off from, but at the moment it repositioned its foot, Wodan forced it another step back, then another. The dragon growled and forced its hind legs into the earth, arching its back to maintain its position. Wodan tapped his head against the monster, crying out as he kept pushing. 
 
    The dragon tensed its muscles, and Wodan knew that it would try to shake him loose. The dragon sighed, and knowing that it was growing tired made him forget his own exhaustion. The dragon tried to shift its weight and Wodan immediately threw himself against it and forced it back so much that it lost its footing. As soon as it turned its hindquarters to stop the backward scramble, Wodan placed a hand beneath one of the dragon’s horns, then jerked the monster’s head sideways with enough force to snap the monster’s neck with a resounding thunderclap. 
 
    Immediately the Bull of Heaven went limp and crashed into the earth. Wodan fell on top of the monster’s head, every muscle raw, every breath ragged. He was not given a moment to rest; a slimy humanoid ran up to him with frantic movements and Wodan immediately grabbed the thing by the neck and held it down on the dead dragon’s nose. Other monsters raced up to him. Wodan threw the humanoid into their path, then crawled backwards up the dragon’s face. He tried to stand but pain lashed his leg as soon as he moved. His feet were black and red. He looked around, hoping to find something hard that he could break off the dragon’s head and use as a weapon, then saw still more demons rushing along the dragon’s body. He would soon be surrounded. 
 
    Several demons smacked into something at full speed and fell back, their faces broken, then a hail of gunfire tore through still more demons. 
 
    Langley? Wodan thought, wondering why he could not hear her powers at work. 
 
    A dozen soldiers came into view, firing from the hip as they cut a path through the demons. Half a dozen in black and green uniforms held their hands before them, concentrating as they summoned what little Cognati power they had to form a wall around Wodan. Wodan could almost hear the familiar resonant hum as several shaggy monsters snapped their jaws and barked just a few feet away from him, confused and enraged by the wall of force between them and their prey. 
 
    “There he is!” shouted Banno Tys, rifle held aloft as he directed the fire team. “Form a perimeter around Wo Dinn! Hold them off!” 
 
    Wodan was overjoyed to see the oberbushi who had helped so much during the government reorganization. 
 
    “Thank you,” said Wodan, gesturing to the man’s canteen. 
 
    Tys handed it over, then held a radio out for him. Wodan forced himself to not drink all of the cool, clear water, then handed it back. Tys shook his head and gestured for Wodan to continue. 
 
    Wodan drained the canteen, spilling enough water down his chin to feel the mask of blood turn sticky once again. “How did you find me?” he said. 
 
    Tys laughed without humor. “It was not hard to figure out, sir! You… make an impression on the battlefield.” 
 
    Wodan took the radio. 
 
    “The wizards and I have orders to pull you out of this area,” said Tys. “The Warmaster must speak with you. It’s important.” 
 
    *** 
 
    The Mobile Command Center reeked of the bitter tang of sweat, the air somehow hot and close despite the air conditioning system. Occasionally Josef’s awareness drew away from battlefield abstractions and noticed that his Joukai Jutsu were covered in fearful sweat, their eyes darting away from their comm stations so they could glance at one another. As far as Josef understood, hundreds of soldiers were dying every few seconds. His Joukai at the map strained to put together a coherent picture of what was happening at the front, but it was impossible. Order had broken down where the fighting was heaviest, with soldiers charging whenever their Kommanders could compel them, and running in terror when the demons inevitably forced them back. 
 
    Josef struggled to form new firing lines on either side of the front, even risking men by placing their exposed flank next to Utyar. The lines were forming with nightmarish slowness, but without them, he would never be able to use the Rotnami’s full potential for fighting at a distance. Without order, the mightiest army in the world was nothing more than panicked livestock. 
 
    Josef opened the channel to Justyn, then said, “Warmaster here. Report!” 
 
    He immediately heard gunfire and the shrieking of strange beasts. “Justyn here,” he said, sounding winded, as if he was running. “We’re using artillery sparingly, but… still coming at us. Not only clogging up the pass, but they’re coming at us from other sides. We’re losing people and I don’t know if we can-” 
 
    “That’s fine,” Josef cut him off. Skollurdeg would have been the perfect place to slowly chip away at the demons, but the damnable creatures seemed intent on keeping the hill. That alone meant that even his best effort would only achieve outcomes from the least desirable simulations he had practiced with Franklin. “Just unload that artillery, Justyn. Use everything. When the shells are spent, set traps and abandon the hill. Quickly, now!” 
 
    “Right,” said Justyn, disappointed. “Will do.” 
 
    With his eyes on the map, Josef responded to reports from his Joukai. He blinked slowly and let everyone recede into the background, his own responses seeming as if they were coming from someone else. He let his awareness slip into the fragile state where he could see the big picture despite every detail pushing him toward distraction. Finally, he saw it. 
 
    “We’re going to lose,” he said under his breath. 
 
    “Sir!” said one of his Joukai. “Banno Tys has found Wo Dinn!” 
 
    “Put him on,” said Josef, gesturing impatiently. “We need the impossible right now.” 
 
    *** 
 
    “Baby Bird, any bombs left?” said Goose Down, the pilot of Wing Fifty-Four. 
 
    “No, none,” said Baby Bird, pilot of Wing Seven. “We even found one in the shitter we forgot about, but we tossed it a minute ago.” 
 
    Goose Down raised his eyebrows, then gestured for one of the crewmen crouching in the back to check their shitter as well. It was not so long ago that their ship had been packed with bombs, not only along the wings and in the cargo hold but even crammed in alongside the gunners and crewmen. Goose Down was surprised they had lived long enough to drop them all. 
 
    “This is Baby Bird!” his voice came through again, sounding excited. “One of those dragons is coming around for another attack. Heading almost directly north to south!” 
 
    “Rooster here,” said the pilot of Wing Twenty-one. He was an older pilot, and sounded almost bored. “I see him. He’s coming straight for us. We’re already dead.” 
 
    Goose Down strained at his seat, but could not see Rooster’s ship. He turned and saw his gunner and a crewman at the open doorway, their eyes no doubt fixed on the sight. Goose Down cursed under his breath, but he knew he did not need to see Rooster’s death, for he had already seen many such deaths. Only two dragons had taken to the skies to face the Kazegoma, and despite being outnumbered by over a hundred bombers, they had laid waste to almost all of them. The dragons were masters of the skies, wheeling and maneuvering as if the fat bombers were sitting still. Goose Down had seen the dragons streak past ships, lashing out with their tails or extending their claws, delivering glancing blows that were nevertheless fatal to the large, delicate vehicles. 
 
    “Rooster!” said Goose Down, gripping the radio handset as he and his copilot shared a look. “Rooster, are you there?” 
 
    “He’s down,” Baby Bird cut in. “I saw him get waxed. Somebody got some shots in, though!” 
 
    “That was my gunner,” said Windy, the gravel-voiced pilot of Wing Four. “He’s sure he hit that monster.” 
 
    “But still, it didn’t fall?” said Goose Down. “What a monster. We can shoot at it all day, and still - nothing!” 
 
    “Don’t get discouraged. You didn’t come here for a promotion, did you?” 
 
    “No!” Goose Down said firmly. And it was the truth; the pilots and crewmen for this operation had been chosen for fanaticism rather than skill. Goose Down did not bother elaborating, for they all knew they had volunteered only for the opportunity to serve the Emperor’s glorious new vision. 
 
    “Baby Bird here. I’ve got the Warmaster’s Joukai Jutsu on the line, and I don’t know what to tell them. Goose Down, are you the ranking officer now?” 
 
    “Am I?” Goose Down glanced at his copilot, who could only shrug. 
 
    “Windy here. Just get on and let them know we aren’t long for this world.” 
 
    Of course, thought Goose Down. The old man always cuts right to the chase! 
 
    Goose Down turned to the Joukai channel and a young man immediately answered. “Kazegoma, report please,” he said. 
 
    Goose Down banked, then fixed his gaze on the devastation below. “Kazegoma here. I believe there are only a dozen of us left. Perhaps less. Two dragons have really done a number on us. All payloads have been dropped. Uh, the big dragon, and two others, looks like they’re still hanging around the walls of the city. But we managed to…” 
 
    Goose Down was suddenly fascinated by the sight of flames dancing in the Fields of Faalaskott, where twisted, dark forms and torn limbs lay in a long, curving line. Many bodies lay in heaps, and he suddenly realized that even though the demons seemed to stretch on forever, he and his comrades had wrought incredible devastation upon them. 
 
    “We killed a lot of them!” he said, feeling jubilant. “I can’t… I can’t give an estimate. Please forgive me. Tell the Warmaster that we did a damn good-” 
 
    “I see a dragon in the middle of us - he looks tired!” Baby Bird suddenly broke through the communication. Goose Down leveled out and immediately saw the dark silhouette of a dragon slowly descending through the ring of ships. Radio communication became impossible as his own gunner unloaded on the target. Goose Down saw white tracer rounds tearing through the sky, surrounding the dragon on all sides like fireflies dancing in the night. His jaw fell open as the dragon went limp and fell through the sky ass-first, wings hanging overhead as the beast lost consciousness. 
 
    “Is it dead?!” someone shouted. 
 
    “Dead as can be!” shouted Baby Bird. “I saw its neck pop open! Saw it with my own eyes!” 
 
    “Kill shot confirmed,” said Windy, never raising his voice, but obviously smiling. 
 
    Goose Down looked over his shoulder and saw his crewmen laughing and cheering. He turned to his copilot and was surprised to see a grave expression on the man’s bloodless face. The man looked at him, and without a word, Goose Down understood. They had killed a dragon and tens of thousands or perhaps hundreds of thousands of demons - who could say? But now their payloads were empty, and there was nothing else they could do. Goose Down gathered his resolve and took the radio handset. 
 
    “Goose Down here. I reckon we’ve done all we could. As our Warmaster and High Kommander have ordered, it’s now time for everyone to pick their number. Supposing there are about a dozen of us, I’ve chosen a number between one and twelve.” 
 
    “Three!” said Baby Bird. 
 
    “Five,” said Windy. 
 
    “Three… no, eleven!” said another pilot. 
 
    “That’s it,” said Goose Down. “The number’s eleven. You know what to do. Fly to safety, and preserve your ship. It is now your duty to remember what happened here today!” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” said the pilot. “I will… remember you always, my brothers.” 
 
    “Baby Bird, you want to give him some cover? Come back and see us when the survivor gets behind friendly lines.” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” 
 
    Never thought I would be the one giving the final order! he thought, shaking his head. 
 
    “Alright, everyone,” said Goose Down. “Find a bunch of demons clustered together, or find one with a big fat head… and land right on top of them!” 
 
    The comm system was crowded with enthusiastic responses, and Goose Down felt overwhelmed, his heart pained by the fact that his comrades so willingly faced death without thought of reward. He saw Baby Bird and the survivor flying side by side - then the dragon who had been bothering them for so long streaked past and collided with Baby Bird’s left wing. The ship tumbled end over end. 
 
    “Baby Bird! Baby Bird!” Goose Down shouted into the radio. 
 
    “Negative,” said Windy. “That bastard got him. It didn’t even wait until they were flying over our own forces.” 
 
    “They’re animals! Worse than animals!” said Goose Down, venting his rage. “They don’t even care about their own!” 
 
    Goose Down heard his copilot laugh. He gestured, and just when Goose Down looked, he saw two ships slam into the earth. Hundreds of demons were thrown skyward in an incredible blast, riding on waves of shattered steel and tortured earth. 
 
    “Hey, Goose Down,” said Windy. “Let’s hit that big asshole yonder.” 
 
    “Which one?” said Goose Down. 
 
    “You kidding?” 
 
    Listening in, his copilot leaned back and gestured through a window at his right shoulder, and Goose Down saw the great dragon Metatraxes. Without another thought Goose Down banked hard, his eyes glued on the towering monstrosity. It did not look real, more like an odd building painted black. 
 
    “You see me?” said Windy. 
 
    “I’m right behind you, brother! I reckon they’ll see this from the walls of Utyar.” 
 
    “We’ll show their pansy asses how to-” 
 
    “Dragon!” Goose Down shouted, but it was too late. The monster that had been harassing them flew in from the side and slammed its tail into Windy’s bomber, intercepting him long before reaching Metatraxes. Instead of ripping through the fore section and continuing on, the dragon’s tail lodged in place. The bomber slowly spun, and the dragon flapped its wings, fighting as it spun with it. Pieces of metal rained down, shining in the light of the dying sun. 
 
    “Hold on to him, Windy,” Goose Down said. He adjusted his course, aiming for the monster’s head. “We’ll give that demon something to consider!” 
 
    *** 
 
    From the walls of Utyar, Prince Hendrik watched in awe as a dragon destroyed a bomber, only to become hung up moments before another bomber slammed into its face, exploding in a terrific shower of metal and brains. He heard his men roaring along the wall as the dragon fell, slain by the artifice of San Ktari. Still more bombers rained down, crashing into demons like swords driven into the earth. As if he had any doubt that this was surely the battle that would end the world, Skollurdeg shook, dust rose from its craggy face, then a high-pitched whistling shredded the air and an incredible blast of artillery tore through the demonic ranks. Such fire rained down and devastated the fields that he could feel the stone shaking beneath his feet, and he began to wonder if the spirit of the demons would not soon break. Still the limitless horde pushed onward, forcing the Rotnami back and back. Another dark wave broke from the horde and pushed toward Skollurdeg, then a long, pale dragon swooped through the air and raced toward the hill as well. Still the guns on the hill pounded, and Hendrik was amazed that the men did not give up their position and run from what was coming their way. 
 
    “With that kind of firepower,” Hendrik said aloud, “San Ktari could have put a hole in our wall large enough for those demons to come through. But they didn’t. They didn’t!” 
 
    Before anyone could respond, Hendrik tore away from the parapet and ran for the stairway. As he raced through the streets of the city, everyone was frozen, soldiers and civilians staring with their mouths open as the throom-throom-throom and whistle of distant artillery heralded what could only be the world’s final chapter. Their eyes tracked him as he went, and while he knew that the sight of the crown prince running at full speed was not exactly a comforting sight, it could not be helped. 
 
    When he stormed into the throne room he saw his father the king surrounded by his aged advisors. The robed men fixed their eyes on him with unconcealed distrust. Unexpected anger thrashed in his chest. He was struck by a distant memory of standing in a tall hayloft as a child, with his friends daring him to jump onto a hay bale far below. They laughed at him because they did not expect him to jump, and in truth he did not want to do such a foolish thing, but even as a child he had somehow known that if he did not jump then that cowardly - yet reasonable - decision would hold him back for the rest of his life. He had the sudden sense that his father’s advisors were the type of men who had not jumped from any metaphorical hayloft when they were children. They had taken the sensible route each and every time, and now their lives were the end result of an unbroken string of taking the safe option every time. 
 
    They would keep the gate shut even though our deaths are guaranteed, he thought, drawing in air as he prepared to shout at his father. They would keep the gate shut and die in misery rather than face these demons head-on! 
 
    “Father! Father!” 
 
    All eyes were on Hendrik, and as a trusted guard approached with his hand extended, Hendrik brushed the man aside. Hendrik approached the throne, thinking that the counselors would back away, but they stood their ground. 
 
    “Father, this is no trick,” Hendrik continued. “They have slain no less than four dragons. Four, father! Even as the devils push at them, still they fight! The rumbling you hear now is all of their artillery aimed at the demons - not at us! They-” 
 
    “Son… son,” said King Vegenar, his tone quiet and even. He patted the air with his hand, and Hendrik remembered his father using a similar gesture, calming him when he was a child. 
 
    “But-” 
 
    “My son, you will calm yourself.” 
 
    “I cannot!” 
 
    “You will!” 
 
    Hendrik pulled the heavy gauntlet from his hand and slapped it against his palm, feeling foolish under the gaze of so many who seemed to have no idea what was happening outside of the walls. “Father, while we sit by, our hated foes are stealing this opportunity to prove themselves heroes against-” 
 
    “No, Hendrik - no!” King Vegenar moved to sit on the edge of his throne, holding his son in his gaze in a contest of wills. “You do not have to explain every move and countermove to me. I already see the entire game board! I know you want to fight. I know you do. You think I don’t remember what it is to be young and heated for battle? But youth clouds your wits, son. Think! We know well that the men of San Ktari are indebted to the devil for all their warmongering. All manner of unnatural contrivance comes from them, as they have clearly left behind the wisdom of their Dwarf-Craft,” he said, using an Ionian term for Smiths. “And now that payment on their debt to the demons draws near, they are afraid. What you see on the Fields of Faalaskott that looks like heroism, is merely the fearful play of a gang of bureaucrats trying to weasel their way out of a debt. 
 
    “I have heard many reports on the battle, my son, and yet I have not put on my armor. Do you think I don’t understand the situation? I know quite a bit more than you believe. In fact, I know there is one dragon on the field who is large enough to batter down our walls. Odd, then, that the men of San Ktari have not targeted it just yet. They may hate the demons, but that does not mean they love us. 
 
    “What do you truly think will happen if we open the gate, Hendrik? You think little bug-men who have hated us for countless generations will suddenly accept us? Do you imagine the demons will suddenly cower in fear before our combined might? The men of San Ktari far outnumber us, my boy, and our presence would only remind both sides who is their true enemy. The resentment they hold for us is too old and too great. So you will stand down, son. You will stand down. And when one or both of those armies turn toward us, we will meet them, with steel in our hands and in our bellies. I will not have hysteria in my court. My son is a man. Is this not so?” 
 
    The distant rumbling had grown quiet, and now the entire throne room was deathly silent. All eyes were on Hendrik. Though a part of him still cried out, deep down, he tried to master that part of himself. 
 
    He swallowed, though his mouth had run dry. Though he wanted to storm out, he forced himself to stand tall before his father the king. 
 
    “Yes, father,” he said. “Of course, you are right.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Valeria let her horse come to a rest at the foot of Skollurdeg, where it huffed loudly and skittered as if still surrounded by monsters. The artillery had fallen silent, but she could see no one coming down the eastern path in retreat. The radio clipped to her shoulder strap beeped. 
 
    “Ma’am?” 
 
    “You set up?” she said. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” said one of her special forces fanatics. “We’ve got a good line of sight. If anything makes their way up here, we’ll have the drop on them.” 
 
    “Why is no one coming down yet?” 
 
    He paused. “I think they’re opting for coming down the way they went up. They won’t come this way unless-” 
 
    “Then we’re wasting our time here,” she said. “In fact…” She turned toward the demonic mass in the distance. It was hard to tell, but she could almost imagine they were making their way toward her position. It was only logical to think that they would send more demons toward Skollurdeg; they certainly had enough demons to clog up every footpath. If her men were not covering for anyone, then she would prefer moving to another position. 
 
    “Where exactly are you?” she said, turning to gaze up at them. 
 
    “We can see you,” he said. “We’ll give a mirror signal.” 
 
    Even before the signal was given, she saw her men gathered along a jutting stone ridge. Several laid on their bellies behind scoped rifles while others peered at the distant horde through binoculars. Just as she felt a twinge of alarm, several heads turned to the left. Following their gaze, she saw the large white blur of a pale dragon swooping along the face of the hill. She stared at the beast’s incredible wingspan, in awe that something so large could move so quietly. It was Nidhogg, the one called the Corpse Gnawer. 
 
    The dragon spat on her men as it flew past, then swooped down the side of the hill and flew past her, its wings held stiff as it coasted along. Screams echoed along the face of Skollurdeg, then the radio erupted into unintelligible cries. She looked up at the ridge and saw one of her men soaking wet, frantically stripping off his armor, then one of his arms fell off and he set to unbuckling his breastplate with one hand. Another man was on his knees, sitting completely still as smoke poured out from the cracks in his helmet and shoulder armor, his skin dissolving in the dragon’s acid. 
 
    “The hell was that?! What the hell is that thing?!” somebody shouted on the radio. 
 
    “It’s dead!” Valeria replied, kicking her horse in the sides and sending it running. 
 
    She tore across the field, her eyes fixed on the low-flying dragon as her horse leaped over jagged stones. Nidhogg flapped its wings only occasionally, giving the bare minimum effort required to not fall to the earth. 
 
    Lazy, sneaky bastard! she thought. Worthless, vile creature! 
 
    Again she kicked at her horse, forcing more effort out of the poor beast. It had no hope of catching up to the dragon, but as the dragon leaned into a wide turning arc - no doubt to make another assault on Skollurdeg - her furious anger was tinged with hope. She urged the horse on, turning so she could meet the dragon as it drew near. 
 
    The sky turned pink in the failing light, giving the dragon’s pale scales a bloody aspect. Its eyes were clouded over and its face was an unmoving mask, making it look as if it were already dead. As the horse leaped over a ditch, she could see that the demon horde was drawing nearer than she thought. Thousands of hideous black forms had broken off from the main force to assault Skollurdeg, no doubt depending on the pale dragon to soften up any resistance. Eager to disappoint them, Valeria unsheathed her blade and gripped it at her side, willing her anger to give her strength. 
 
    The dragon’s lazy flight was still too fast for her to reach it head-on, and as she felt the horse trying to turn away from the dragon, she leaned to one side and smacked its rear with the flat of her blade, bullying it into riding alongside the dragon’s path. Stinking, hot air struck her face as she rode beneath the dragon, now so close that she could see many of its scales were missing, its belly the unhealthy color of fish flesh. 
 
    Come closer! she thought, trying to steady herself as she stood in the saddle. She placed one foot on the saddle, coming perilously close to falling. Come toward me, damn you! 
 
    At the last moment, the dragon paused and suddenly looked back at her. Its mouth parted slightly, surprised to see someone standing under its shoulder. It paused to consider its options, dropping just a little closer to the ground - then Valeria leaped. Her horse was flung to the ground, flipping end over end but finally free of her dominance. Valeria smacked into the dragon’s neck, gripping with all her might as the dragon jerked aside, flailing its wings in annoyance. Ignoring dizziness and the sight of earth and sky tumbling in her vision, she hooked a leg over its neck, then drew her sword back and smacked Nidhogg on top of its bony head. The blade bounced off of hard plate, so she set to bashing it with the hilt. Just as she began to wonder if she was having any effect, the dragon crashed into the earth, taking her down with it. 
 
    Her head smacked against hard stone with enough force that further impact against her knees, elbows, and thighs were only vague suggestions of pain. She came to a stop on a stony rise at the base of Skollurdeg and immediately pushed herself back on her feet, sword somehow still in hand. Through addled vision she saw the dragon rising in a wave of sand, shaking its head painfully. 
 
    I have to kill it quick! she thought. Kill it before more demons show up! 
 
    She started forward but stumbled, smacking her armored knee on the ground. She took a deep breath and pushed herself back up. Nidhogg laid his hateful eyes on her, fangs grinding in bestial rage, then spat at her. Valeria stumbled to the side and the dragon shook its head once more, willing its head to clear. Though both were shaken, Valeria gathered her resolve and raced across the sloping stone just as the dragon rose up from the sand to meet her. 
 
    She shrieked a battle cry and the pale dragon suddenly jerked its head away from her. It spat a steaming gob at her, but she ducked, rolled, and came to her feet skidding along the stone before the acid hit the ground. Unlike the other dragons, Nidhogg’s arms were a part of its wings, and it lifted these awkward bat-like appendages to ward her away. Still Valeria pushed forward, chipping away at the monster’s clawed wings. She could see it working its tongue in its mouth, its throat muscles convulsing as it produced more acid. 
 
    “Damn you!” she shrieked. 
 
    Just then the monster turned around, swinging its tail with frightening speed. But Valeria was unfazed, and leaped and rolled, allowing the top of the tail to smack her armored back so that the momentum could throw her back on her feet. The dragon finished its turn and was surprised to see her still running toward him. She noticed that one of its wings was crooked, as it must have been damaged in the fall, but still the monster had no problem maneuvering around her and staying out of range. 
 
    This is taking too long! she thought. This monster is too fast! 
 
    Thinking to steal a glance at the oncoming demons, she saw three of her men setting up nearby. A giant stood with them, pointing at the demons as they conversed. The giant unsheathed an axe, then slid down the face of stone, the blade spitting sparks as it scraped along the rock, slowing the giant’s descent. 
 
    “Justyn!” Valeria shouted. “What are you doing?!” 
 
    Justyn gave her a look, little more than a glance, then turned and ran toward the oncoming demons. Her men began firing from their high position - but they, too, were aiming for the demons rather than the dragon. 
 
    They know I can kill this beast, she thought, her spirit rising, giving her strength. They have faith in me. They know I just need time! 
 
    At once she took off running toward the dragon’s left foot. It took a quick step backward. As its tail slapped against a pile of broken boulders, it looked back to see where it was being driven. She changed course, running straight for its belly. The dragon must have known it was being maneuvered, but as it saw her drawing near, it had no choice but to push away from her, tripping over stones and pushing against the line of boulders to keep from falling. With her sword she smacked a wing out of the way, then lowered her shoulder and charged into the dragon’s head with all her might. 
 
    She crashed into its hard head and slammed it against harder stone. There was a sound like hollow wood being beaten, and the dragon’s eyes lost focus. Thrown off balance herself, Valeria managed to bring her sword up and smacked it against the dragon’s lower jaw. Unfortunately the blow only seemed to wake the dragon, who scrambled up the pile of boulders in panicked confusion. Valeria tried to grab its wing, but grasped it only in her fingertips, throwing her further off-balance. The dragon spat and Valeria only had time to fall to her left before the acid smacked into her. It felt no different from warm water. 
 
    She struck the hard ground and rolled away, blind and afraid the dragon would suddenly bite down on her. She smelled her skin dissolving before she felt it, then came the pain, the sensation of sandpaper scraping her right arm and half of her face. She wiped moisture from her left eye and forced it open, and tried to calm herself, telling herself to believe it was only sweat she wiped away. She felt as if she could not open her right eye, and when she tried to pull it open with her fingers, she felt the runny yolk of her eye running down her face. 
 
    Her sword smoked and she threw it away, and as she did so the skin along her arm cracked open, revealing eye slits of exposed meat staring back at her. Horrified at her body’s sudden deformation, she swayed on her feet as if the ground was moving beneath her. Then hundreds of pounds of armored skull slammed into her, driving the air from her. Her ribs buckled as the dragon crushed her against a stone wall. As in a dream her awareness fixed on the sensation of the dragon scrambling for purchase so that it could squeeze and squeeze until she would finally pop open, spilling her organs everywhere. 
 
    She felt the strange sensation of popping in and out of her body, the peaceful calm of sleep interrupted by pain washing over her in waves. Still unable to breathe, her gaze was drawn away. She saw Justyn swinging and dancing, his axe like a reaper’s scythe clearing the field. He was so red that she saw only his white eyes. She could make out nothing of his opponents; they were a writhing mass of limbs, a bog through which he waded. Her men fired round after round, the muzzle flash of their rifles oddly silent. 
 
    I won’t give up, she thought, forcing her red, skinless hand into a fist, then grasping the shrunken fist in her other hand. 
 
    I won’t let them see my corpse! 
 
    Just when Nidhogg paused to gather his strength, she drew in air, then brought both hands crashing down on the dragon’s head. The dragon’s knees buckled, then it redoubled its efforts and pushed her back against the wall. The pain renewed, her organs threatening to burst, but again she brought her fist down on the dragon’s skull, then again, then again, its skull ringing like a struck melon. 
 
    Nidhogg finally stumbled away and Valeria fell, unable to press the advantage as she gasped for air. The dragon’s head swayed and she knew it must be seeing her in double or triple, the situation almost comical if she did not fear for her life. She forced herself to her feet and the dragon lunged, its jaws snapping, but she could only stagger away awkwardly. As she lifted her left arm to steady herself, the dragon’s teeth closed around her elbow, flesh pulverized as bone ground against bone. She gasped in shock as the dragon jerked her toward it, opened its mouth, and clamped down again, forcing its teeth around her left shoulder. 
 
    “Damn you,” Valeria hissed. “This isn’t over!” 
 
    With her right arm and foot she forced the dragon’s jaws apart, its hot breath hitting her like an oven door suddenly opening, then she lashed out with a left punch that did not connect. She stumbled away as the dragon’s mouth clamped shut, and was surprised that it was not willing to press the advantage. Wondering why her left punch had been so ineffectual, she looked at her arm. It was gone. She grabbed the stump at her shoulder and hot blood jetted through her fingers. Hissing with pain she glared at the dragon; it coughed, gagged, then spat up her left arm, shaking its head. 
 
    Seeing her arm lying on the ground, smoking in a pool of acrid, bitter saliva, new fury woke in her. Weaponless, literally disarmed, she charged at the dragon. She thought for a moment that she saw fear written in its hideous face. It turned, as if about to flee, then its tail smacked into her, folding her in half and sending her flying. 
 
    Jarred senseless, she rebounded off hard stone and found herself rolling uphill across gravel. She came to a stop and with her bleeding, skinless arm she propped herself up against a pile of loose stones. She saw the dragon looking up at her, and she closed her eye against the sudden surge of intense vertigo. When she opened her eye the dragon was still staring at her, shocked at the amount of punishment she could take. She knew the dragon wanted to run, but it must have sensed her exhaustion, for it suddenly tore across the sloping stone path, intent on finally killing her. 
 
    Valeria felt behind her, hoping to find a sharp stone. Her fingers clasped hot metal. She tried to pull it free, but it would not budge, so she used it to pull herself onto her knees. Nidhogg scrambled up the rise, seeming to grow frantic as she pulled herself upright. She turned and saw that she was holding onto the spear Gungnir, cast from the peak of Skollurdeg and now impaled in stone. 
 
    Ignoring the monster’s thundering footfalls she pushed the spear upward so that it slid free from its stone sheathe, then she let it slide down through her bloody hand and grasped it in her armpit. Sound grew distant as the dragon’s shadow loomed over her, and she turned, and while the dragon moved its head away from the spear point, it could not stop sliding along the loose gravel - and so the point of Gungnir was driven into its throat, completely disappearing in a fold of gray flesh. 
 
    The dragon screamed and twisted its head, throwing Valeria skyward and showering her in blood. Nidhogg rolled and Valeria - still gripping the spear - would have been dashed upon the ground but instead she was thrown against a stone cleft. She placed her feet on either side and pushed against the stone wall with her strong thighs, holding the dragon in place. Even as it died, it turned hateful eyes onto her, then opened its maw to vomit a wad of acid onto her. Valeria released the spear, fell, and planted a boot on the dragon’s snout, forcing its mouth shut. It heaved and a pressurized jet of acid spewed out of either side of its mouth. The dragon gave a long, exhausted groan, as if complaining about its agonizing final moments, then it fell limp. 
 
    Valeria sat on the dragon’s shoulder, drained, emptied of emotion. She looked at her single hand, small and covered only in strips of charred white flesh. Feeling eyes on her, she saw an open-topped jeep at the base of the hill. Her men sat in the back, along with reinforcements. Justyn sat on the hood. His flesh was parted in jagged lacerations, and while he had rubbed demon blood away from his eyes, the rest of him was covered in black filth. He cradled her white arm at his breast like a child. They looked at one another for a long time. 
 
    “You okay?” he finally said. 
 
    “You needn’t worry about me,” she said. 
 
    “But I do.” 
 
    “You need not!” 
 
    He shook his head, then laughed without humor. “Let’s hope your face grows back soon,” he said. “You’re not very charming otherwise.” 
 
    She laughed, then grabbed the corpse of Nidhogg by the ear and dragged its head around. She placed a boot on its muzzle and gestured for them to come pick her up. 
 
    *** 
 
    A furious, demonic dragon sprang out of black mist, jaws held wide, and Langley lifted her hand and brought her shield around like an invisible fist into the side of the dragon’s head. It squirmed as she wrapped the shield around its throat, then pinned its head to the ground. She strained as the dragon thumped its tail on the earth, raging and groaning, jarring her as she fought to hold the dragon down. 
 
    “Here she is! Over here!” 
 
    She risked a glance over her shoulder and saw infantrymen running over mounds of corpses, cloth wrapped around their faces to protect them from the noxious, demon-spawned mist. She was covered in the stuff, her sweat stained black, her white cloak and uniform now gray. 
 
    “Shoot it!” she said through gritted teeth. “Kill it! Now!” 
 
    The dragon shrieked as the men opened fire, round after round knocking off thick scales and finally tearing through eyeballs, chipping teeth, puncturing tongue and snout, then reloading before finally drilling through the dragon’s skull. 
 
    Langley knelt to rest while the soldiers examined the carcass. What was once the front line was now a free-for-all covered in a black cloud, the terrain buried in twisted limbs and the flaming wreckage of Klangers and Khuyag tanks. 
 
    “It’s dead, ma’am!” said one soldier. 
 
    Langley nodded. “Thank you,” she said, trying not to sound out of breath. She would have preferred to send the men to the new front line further back, but she needed their help. Though her powers were considerable, her shields could not quite rend flesh. They worked better for repulsion than piercing. 
 
    There are still people stuck out here, she thought. I have to... 
 
    One of the soldiers lit a flare and held it aloft. 
 
    “What’s that for?” she asked. “You trying to draw those monsters to us?” 
 
    “We found a tank not long ago, ma’am,” said the soldier. “One of the smaller Sumaar Zaav types. A dragon knocked it over, but we got it running again.”
“I see,” she said. “Still, I don’t know if it’s a good idea to…” 
 
    The men’s gaze turned upward at the same time. Langley spun and saw a giant black face staring at her from the mist. The dragon’s cruel green eyes bore into her, then the face twisted with effort and a great wave of black mist shot from the dragon’s flesh, pouring over them like an ocean of ink. Langley stood and immediately covered herself in a bubble, then a giant orange tail crashed into her. Her legs buckled as the blow to her shield sent her skidding backwards. The orange dragon charged through the mist, its eyes glued to her, then it raked claws against her shield with an ear-splitting shriek. She heard movement behind her, then a green reptilian monstrosity peered at her, its dead black eyes appraising her with quiet disdain. 
 
    She knew the dragons could not touch her, yet still they glared at her, as if they believed they could crush her will with their own. 
 
    “What do they mean to do?” she whispered under her breath. 
 
    Immediately she heard the disorienting hum of rival shields, then a revolting sack of flesh with hanging tentacles flew toward her. It smacked into the ground with a sickening splat as both their shields were nullified. Langley screamed in alarm and ran as the dragons moved in to attack. Just as she was able to raise a shield behind her, she heard another sack of flesh fly past, then another, the black magi cooperating to keep her vulnerable. Just as she leaped over a fallen artillery piece, huge claws crashed down, tearing through steel. She screamed again, and was immediately rewarded with a disgusting pile of flesh slapping onto her back. Tentacles wrapped around her waist, the embrace weak but oddly determined. She heard the soldiers fighting in the distance, but they were too far away to help her. 
 
    “Matthias! Matthias, help me!” she screamed, pulling at the stretchy strip of flesh. She nearly ran into a giant column of scaly green flesh, then turned and nearly lost her footing in a pile of entrails. Even as she tore the wrinkled magi from her back and threw it aside, she could hear the others all around her, leaping and flying in the mist, following her and marking her for the hunters. 
 
    “Matthias! Where-” 
 
    She crashed into orange scales and was sent spinning. A great mass of flesh turned, revealing hateful eyes lined with veins, then the dragon’s face filled her vision. She lifted her arm, reflexively straining to use powers that had abandoned her. At that moment Matthias ran past her, then he fell and slid on his knees as he turned to look at her. She lost sight of him. 
 
    “Matthias!” she screamed. “I need-” 
 
    “I’m here!” he said, then his voice was drowned out in a hail of gunfire. She heard a black magi squeal in pain just over her shoulder, then she felt a sudden jolt of power. As the orange dragon reared back, she pushed at the air, then the full force of her shield crashed into the monster, sending it flying. She blinked from a sudden wave of pain crashing inside her skull. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” said Matthias, approaching through the mist. He had a large handgun gripped in both hands. Before she could respond, he turned and fired again, then again. Though she was well acquainted with the sound and violence of gunfire, her head was throbbing, each shot hammering at her senses. She covered her ears. “You okay?” he asked. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” she said. 
 
    “Just hang on, I hear voices. I think friendlies are nearby!” 
 
    The green dragon crashed down on top of them in an incredible flurry of blows, but an instinctive raising of her shield turned the monster’s assault into a frustrated tantrum. Langley lifted one arm, wrapped her shield around the monster’s chest, and brought it crashing to the ground. Its wings flapped against the earth and the behemoth cried out, seemingly in agony. The sound was like a dagger sliding into her brain. She closed her eyes, suddenly overwhelmed by what little light pierced the black mist. 
 
    Matthias had never seen her like this. He opened his mouth, but was interrupted by the sudden arrival of a small tank. A shutter at its side slid open and a man peered at them through the narrow window. 
 
    “Listen, brother,” said the soldier, “I’m all kinds of turned around, but I’m supposed to get this thing over to-” 
 
    “You’re at the right spot,” Matthias said quickly, his eyes gauging the direction of the cannon as it lined up with the dragon. “Just go ahead and fire, will you?” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” said the soldier. “This isn’t regularly what we do - we’re infantry - but we were told to bring this thing over and-” 
 
    “Right, I get it, just fire.” 
 
    “Go ahead and fire,” the soldier said as he turned away from Matthias. After a moment he turned back to the narrow window. “How many shots?” 
 
    “What?” Matthias snapped. 
 
    “How many shots should we fire?” 
 
    Matthias clapped his hands against his thighs. “Three. Can you do that?” 
 
    “Three shots,” the man said as he turned away. “Can we do that?” 
 
    The cannon suddenly roared with unbelievable violence, throwing Matthias onto his back. The green dragon’s throat erupted in a shower of gore. Another deafening shot tore into the demon’s throat with such force that tubes of blood sprayed everywhere as its head was nearly severed. The third shot went wild as the small tank rocked back and forth with the recoil. 
 
    Matthias felt as if the rounds had struck him, the sharp smell of burned powder clogging his lungs. He turned and saw Langley curled into a ball, her head pressed against the earth. 
 
    “Langley! Langley!” he shouted, unable to hear his own voice. Just then the black dragon peered through the mist, and Matthias froze. Unearthly green eyes moved from him to Langley, then a long black tongue slithered through rows of white blades. 
 
    Matthias cleared his throat, then whispered, “Langley…” 
 
    At once she shot toward the dragon, striking the demon with such force that Matthias felt the hum of her powers resonating in his chest. He crawled away, then the black mist swirled so wildly that he lost all sense of direction. He crouched like prey, overwhelmed by shrieking and something like a drum slowly beating in the mist. 
 
    Light broke through the darkness and he saw the black dragon turning and turning, its long body twisting like a corkscrew. Langley stood dwarfed before the monster, flexing her arm as she twisted the dragon and sent its head crashing into a ruined jeep. She breathed deeply, then turned the monster again, smashing its head into the earth, then she twisted it again, smashing its skull into a pile of corpses. Matthias opened his mouth to call out to her, to tell her to stop before she hurt herself, but he could hear nothing over the humming, and was unable to speak. Finally she twisted the dragon and sent its head colliding with a tank lying on its side. The monster’s head cracked open with a sickening crunch, its brain wobbling behind layers of white fat and jagged bone. Its eyes rolled freely and its tongue lolled out of its jaw. Langley lowered her arm and Matthias felt as if he could breathe once again. As the mist cleared, the coils of the dragon’s body somehow remained upright, creating a tunnel of glistening black glass. 
 
    “Langley,” said Matthias. “You okay? I think… I think you need to rest!” 
 
    Langley did not turn to him, but looked around as if unsure where his voice was coming from. With the black dragon dead, the fog grew thin as it drifted over the battlefield. The orange dragon was soon revealed, but instead of looking powerful and menacing, its posture was no different from a cat caught misbehaving. As it prepared to take flight, Langley reached out, and the dragon faltered and fell with its tail caught in the net of her will. Langley pulled the dragon along the ground, and it clawed at the dirt as it tried to scamper away, shrieking in frustration. 
 
    “You’re not going anywhere!” Langley shouted. 
 
    *** 
 
    Wodan rode beside Banno Tys in a jeep that bounced over the field, his ear pressed to a radio headset. Tys and his men had successfully pulled Wodan out of the press of demons and were taking him nearer the city. It was difficult to see the battlefield with the world bouncing and threatening to toss him out of his seat, but it almost looked as if both armies were spreading out. 
 
    Makes sense, he thought. Josef will want to spread the Rotnami out and maximize our ranged combat advantage, and the demons want to surround us since they have strength of numbers. 
 
    The radio squawked to life. 
 
    “Still alive?” said Josef. He continued without waiting for a response. “We’re doing good, but good isn't good enough. The front’s collapsed, but I’m getting everyone spread out in crescent formation. I need to get you close to Utyar. There’s no one else who can do this.” 
 
    Wodan could feel the manic energy in Josef’s tone, and he knew that Josef would not elaborate on his last statement if he was not pressed to do so. “No one else?” said Wodan. “Are the others okay?” 
 
    “The others are out of the fight.” 
 
    “What about Matthias?” 
 
    “What about him?” said Josef, pausing. Wodan waited until he the constraints of their timetable forced Josef to continue. “He’s fine, Wodan, but he wants to keep watch over the others. Justyn and Valeria are casualties. Langley collapsed. She killed four dragons, if you can believe it, but she’s out.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with her?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Wodan, and I’m short on time. Listen, there are only three dragons left. They haven’t made a move, but things are already stacked so heavily against us that I need them off the board.” 
 
    “I understand,” said Wodan, peering into the distance. From this distance, Metatraxes looked like a black structure jutting out of a black sea. He knew the other two dragons must be nearby. 
 
    “No, Wodan, I don’t know that you do. We’re barely holding this operation together, but if those dragons make a move, our chances go down to zero. I need them gone.” 
 
    Wodan finally saw the other two dragons standing and staring at the walls of Utyar, their wings slowly waving. 
 
    “They’re too far away,” said Wodan. He was not complaining, but he knew that he would have to wade through too many demons before even reaching the dragons - a tactical impossibility. He would not be able to move fast enough, and the demons would bury him under weight of numbers. 
 
    “I know, I’m sending backup. They’ll get you close. Getting you back out again - I don’t know. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “It’s fine. Thanks for everything.” 
 
    The radio fell silent as Josef moved on to another task. As Wodan turned to look for their backup, Tys gestured toward the back seat. 
 
    “I don’t know if you even need weapons, sir… well, like we do. But we brought some things for you, just in case.” 
 
    Another soldier pulled open a large case, revealing a heavy rifle and a grenade launcher. 
 
    “Looks good!” said Wodan. 
 
    Tys braked hard as they drew near six armored vehicles parked in a semi-circle. Each one had a heavy machine gun mounted on top. 
 
    “These men will get you where you need to go,” said Tys. “It’s been an honor!” 
 
    “Likewise,” said Wodan, stuffing his pockets with extra magazines. He gave Tys a smile as he hopped out, brandishing both of his new weapons. Tys knitted his brow. 
 
    He thinks I’m putting on a brave face as I march toward death, Wodan thought. I’m not dying just yet! 
 
    Wodan marched toward the armored vehicles. Eyes peered at him through narrow slits, then a door popped open and a soldier gestured toward him. “You can ride with us, sir,” he said. The soldier clenched his jaw. Wodan could tell that the man was desperately trying to master his fear. 
 
    “Strap on your seat belt and hit the gas,” said Wodan, well aware of how absurd he must have looked carrying a large rifle and a grenade launcher in either hand. He spoke loud enough for everyone to hear him. “I’m riding on top. Keep close enough that I can jump from vehicle to vehicle!” 
 
    “Ah… well, yes, sir!” The man started to shut the door, then stopped. “But if the demons see you, won’t they-” 
 
    “Yeah, they’re going to come right for us. Run those fuckers over! And if you live long enough to reach those dragons, I want you to fuck them up, too! You understand?” 
 
    Wodan emphasized the final word in such a way that the man’s attention was pulled taut. He stared at Wodan as his narrative for the situation was forcibly changed from “we will bravely face death in the line of duty” to “this is an adventure”. Wodan hopped from bumper to hood to roof, then stood with one foot on top of the mounted machine gun. The gunner sitting inside the vehicle would not be able to see him, but Wodan knew the others parked nearby could clearly see him. 
 
    “Let’s go-o-o!” Wodan shouted. “Hit the gas and send these fuckers back to hell!” 
 
    *** 
 
    The armored vehicles took their time building up momentum, but with a little coaxing from Wodan, they were eventually flying over the field and crashing through ruts at terrific speed. Demons ran at them with suicidal abandon and it was all Wodan could do to keep his balance as gore flew at him like rain as they plowed into them. Hot shells flew up from the machine gun, constantly smacking his head and shoulders like hot bugs. He did not mind it so much. A giant, hairy demon with a long nose ran in from their flank, aiming to knock over one of the armored vehicles, but Wodan emptied an entire magazine into the monster’s eyes and it ended up with a mouthful of dirt as it fell in a heap. 
 
    From his vantage point, Wodan could see thousands of demons rushing toward them, a dark wave rolling through a sea of hate. No planes filled the sky and no artillery fell, and it was easy for Wodan to believe that they were alone. He glanced up at the high wall of white stone drawing near, and his imagination presented the possibility that no one was there, no one at all. Perhaps they were the very last humans in all of existence, crashing through ruined fields and being splashed with gore. 
 
    One of the armored vehicles suddenly flipped and Wodan saw a flash of claws and tail as a dragon fell on it. Wodan immediately ran and leaped, saw the field of flattened wheat fly beneath his feet, then he landed atop another vehicle as the one he was on was knocked aside by a second dragon. There was a resounding whine of metal ripping free from metal as the vehicle flew apart, and Wodan caught a glimpse of the dragon shaking its forelimb as if it had hurt itself in the assault. Wodan crouched and banged on one of the window slits. 
 
    “Circle that one!” he yelled. “That one, right there!” 
 
    Wodan leaned into the turn as the driver complied, suddenly afraid he would do little more than roll off the roof and provide amusement for demons. The vehicle slowed only enough to keep it from flipping over, and Wodan waved to signal the others to follow. He awkwardly placed the grenade launcher atop his left shoulder, used his right forearm to steady it, then aimed while bracing himself against the endless jarring. The maroon dragon shrieked at the armored vehicles drawing near, then snapped its mouth shut and flinched at the machine gun fire chipping away at its scales. The dragon’s wings spread wide and it leaped skyward, looking like a god summoned by devotees circling far below. Wodan fired and the grenade hit the muscle connecting wing with shoulder muscle. The dragon arched its back and screamed, its fury carrying over the battlefield. At just that moment a squat demon flipped over the vehicle’s hood and ended up in Wodan’s lap, hissing and lashing out. Wodan stood and kicked the thing back onto the field, then watched as the dragon slowly fell back to the earth. 
 
    The illusion of grace was ruined as the monster twisted its limbs and back, trying to upend itself while lying painfully on its own tail. Wodan dropped the grenade launcher and fired his rifle at the monster’s belly. Before the dragon could right itself, heavy machine gun fire from the vehicles tore through it. It was soon covered in blood. 
 
    “Keep at it!” Wodan shouted, reloading his rifle. 
 
    The dragon rolled over onto its feet, shrieking at the vehicles circling it. Despite its wounds it charged toward the foremost vehicle, but suddenly recoiled as several bullets tore through its eyes and snout. The dragon faltered, shaking its head to clear away the pain. Wodan felt his soul blaze with joy as one of the vehicles pulled away from the circle and raced toward the dragon, then slammed into its head at full-speed. The vehicle’s roof collapsed as the dragon fell on top of it, but amazingly enough, the men survived; the driver hit the gas and forced the vehicle out from under the dragon’s lolling head. The dragon fell onto its side. At first Wodan assumed it had only passed out from the abuse, but as he circled around the beast, he could see its one good eye hanging open and its tongue lolling out from its shattered jaw. 
 
    “Ye-e-es!” Wodan shouted. “One down! One down!” He could hear the cheers reverberating from the soldiers beneath his feet. 
 
    Wodan turned to look for the other dragon, and then he saw something strange. His eyes fixed on someone looking at him, a tall demon with an avian face. The world seemed to slow down as two black, hate-filled eyes glared at him, the orbs sitting on either side of a humongous curved beak. Squat penguin-wings flapped as if keeping time. Wodan remembered another demon, years ago, with a psychic presence just as intense as this one. But the demon did not want a confrontation, and became lost in the crowd almost as soon as Wodan saw it. Shaken, Wodan paused. 
 
    He saw the second dragon flying straight towards him only a moment before it caught him in its mouth. 
 
    *** 
 
    “It got him!” a gunner shouted. “That other dragon got Wo Dinn!” 
 
    “I saw it,” said his driver. “Damn, it ate him right up!” 
 
    “What do we do?” another driver called over the radio. 
 
    The first driver was about to respond, then he saw the airborne dragon who had eaten Wodan. It shook its head as if in pain, then its mouth opened up ridiculously wide. As the dragon flew in a wide curve, he saw Wodan standing inside the dragon’s mouth, upside down, feet planted on the dragon’s upper jaw and hands braced against the monster’s lower set of fangs. The driver’s own mouth fell open, not believing what he was seeing. Bucketfuls of blood suddenly poured out of the dragon’s mouth as its face deformed under the superhuman assault. The monster went limp and fell to the earth, plowing into a host of demons. 
 
    “Can we get to him?” someone shouted. 
 
    “No,” said the first driver. “It’s getting too thick out here as it is!” 
 
    “We have to try,” said the gunner behind him. 
 
    The driver laughed. “You think he even needs our help?” 
 
    *** 
 
    Justyn’s plan to get Valeria to the Mobile Command Center fell through when the black demon wave crushed the Rotnami resistance at the front. Justyn ordered the driver to stop the jeep, then he went and stood atop a boulder at the foot of Skollurdeg and watched the sea of dark forms pour in the breach. Red banners either fled or fell. Valeria approached and sat at his feet. She said nothing, content to watch the devastation hunched over in her cloak. Justyn looked back at the men in the jeep, annoyed that they had not kept her in her seat. 
 
    “Why don’t you rest?” he said. 
 
    “There’s Matthias,” she said. 
 
    Confused, he followed her gaze, then realized that Matthias had indeed found them. He carried Langley in his arms. Justyn could not look away, as it looked like she was rubbing dust out of her eyes, but then she kept rubbing, and kept rubbing, her hands and fingers constantly straining as if trying to rub something from her face. He found the gesture disturbing. He felt Valeria stir beside him, then watched as she moved her hair to cover her face. 
 
    “What’s wrong with her?” Justyn said when they drew near. 
 
    “I have no idea,” said Matthias. Langley ignored them as she rubbed at her head. 
 
    “Something to do with her powers?” said Justyn. 
 
    In lieu of a response, Matthias sighed loudly. Spying their jeep, he stalked over to it and laid Langley in the back. 
 
    “I’m… fine…” she muttered. 
 
    “Just lie down,” he said. “Before you break your brain.” 
 
    Matthias turned and stared at Justyn. 
 
    “Well?” said Justyn. “What is it?” 
 
    “I need you to watch Langley while I do something.” 
 
    “We’re not out of this,” said Justyn. He was still covered in black wounds, though they had closed over with thick scabs and purple bruises. Matthias looked him up and down and gave him an incredulous look. 
 
    “So what am I supposed to do with her?” said Matthias. “Something’s wrong with her, and I’ve got business that needs doing.” 
 
    “What ‘business’? We don’t know where Wodan is, so the only thing worth doing is reinforcing the Command Center before the demons find it. The army’s split in half, with those demons pushing through. It’s only a matter of time before they break. They need-” 
 
    “I’ve got something else to do.” 
 
    “Something more important than protecting Josef?” 
 
    “We can watch over her,” one of Valeria’s men interjected. 
 
    “No,” Justyn said quickly. “We’re family. We’ll watch our own.” 
 
    Matthias turned back to the jeep. Justyn watched as Matthias pushed aside several guns to get at a canteen. Instead of drinking from it, he pushed it into his satchel. Without another word, he turned and walked back the way he had come. 
 
    “You’re going back in, but you’re not arming up?” said Justyn. “Just where the hell are you going, Matthias?” 
 
    Justyn’s anger grew as it seemed he would be ignored. Matthias suddenly stopped and turned to him. 
 
    “It’s for Wodan, okay?” said Matthias. “It’s something he wants done.” 
 
    They stood in silence for a moment, and Matthias waited while Justyn finally came to understand. When Justyn nodded, Matthias turned and left. 
 
    “Justyn?” Valeria said quietly. “What did he mean?” 
 
    Justyn sat beside her and adjusted her cloak. “It means there’s more to this war than just the battlefield,” he said. “It means Wodan already prepared for the eventuality that Josef might not get us through this.” 
 
    “Why keep it a secret?” 
 
    Justyn sighed. “It must be something he thought the rest of us couldn’t handle.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Josef lurched in his seat as something big charged into the Mobile Command Center. He heard only scattered gunfire outside despite all the guards he had set in place. Just when he began to think the guards had driven off the monsters, the Command Center shook as still more blows rained down. Tires exploded loudly, then another heavy blow near the entrance pushed the entire vehicle several feet sideways. Josef glanced at the Joukai in charge of keeping in contact with the men outside the Command Center, but the aide only gave him a nervous look in response. 
 
    That’s it, then, he thought. We’re surrounded by demons in here. 
 
    The collapse had happened quickly. First, Kommanders stopped reporting in, then they received panicked reports from subordinates, then nothing. They still had a considerable amount of forces split up on either side of the demonic assault, but it was difficult to maintain control when every Kommander was angling for their unit to be fourth or fifth in a battle line rather than first. 
 
    Josef glanced at the map out of habit, but the Joukai in charge of it were using the table as something to hold onto rather than a logistical aid. “Forget the map,” Josef said quietly. “Prepare my arms.” 
 
    The men immediately complied, leaving markers spilling onto the floor. That obvious, is it? he thought. 
 
    Josef took a moment to consider their situation. Despite having killed every dragon save one, the demons will still coming on just as strong as ever. By Josef’s conservative estimates, they had managed to kill about a third of the demonic horde. 
 
    An incredible feat, really, he thought, wiping sweat from his brow. He wanted to open the door, if only to get a breath of fresh air. 
 
    We did better than in most of my simulations with Frank. Any other enemy would have broken by now, or at least pulled back and allowed for negotiation. But… despite everything we’ve done, it’s just not good enough! 
 
    Josef knew that pushing the enemy was no longer really an option. It was not so long ago that his forces had numbered nearly one million men; now, he estimated there were less than one hundred thousand. He had won battles with ten thousand men before, but this was altogether another kind of war. 
 
    Without any air support, artillery, or even any vehicles to speak of, even a hundred thousand men can do very little, he thought, shaking his head. 
 
    Josef heard feet scampering up the side of the Command Center, then one section of wall was beaten inward with absurd ferocity. Several Joukai stopped communicating at their consoles and stared in open-mouthed horror. 
 
    “Gentlemen,” said Josef, standing from his high seat. “Arm yourselves. You - open all channels for me.” At once, every young face turned to him, their expressions replicating the same look of confusion. 
 
    “I said arm yourselves!” Josef shouted. “We’re leaving our stations. You-” 
 
    Just as Josef gestured to him, the young Joukai nodded and tapped his earpiece. Josef took up the handset. 
 
    “Soldiers of San Ktari, this is your Warmaster,” said Josef. “I am speaking to all units. If you are still alive, then make your way to the walls of Utyar. We will meet before the main gate. I am leaving the command vehicle, as it is under heavy assault. I will no longer be able to command you directly. I am taking the field with you. I will fight with you, and I will die with you. Though you may no longer hear my voice, you are not relieved of duty. Fight on! Press through these monsters, and come together. We will show those cowards of Ionia how real men fight! Warmaster out!” 
 
    Josef threw the communicator aside and two of his aides helped him into his armored vest, then strapped his long greatsword to his back. The sound of hammering against the walls sounded oddly like rainfall, and it was relatively quiet as everyone checked their handguns and ammunition. Finally Josef watched his two aides strain to carry his heavy machinegun to him. 
 
    “I’ll take that,” said Josef. “Be careful, it’s a real hamburger factory.” 
 
    Again something large ran into the vehicle, pushing it and throwing markers from the map. Josef hefted his absurdly large machinegun as his aides strapped his backpack of ammunition to his shoulders. 
 
    “Get ready to open that door!” Josef shouted. A young man with a face drained of blood stood by the iron door, then put his hand on the handle. Josef checked to make sure that the belt of ammo was secure, then aimed at the door. “Get ready to jump back as soon as it’s open, you understand? As for the rest of you, when this first belt runs dry, you charge through the opening! Set up a perimeter, then I’ll lead the way to Utyar!” 
 
    As everyone gathered with their sidearms held ready, Josef braced his feet and prepared for the terrific blast of violence soon to come. He nodded to the man at the door. 
 
    “Open it!” 
 
    *** 
 
    Wodan pulled a long, broken tooth from his forearm, then held the wound shut. He lay in the back of the dragon’s mouth. Its head was upended so he could see a strip of darkening sky overhead. Though uncomfortably humid in the dead dragon’s mouth, he was quite comfortable sitting against a large tongue, part of it gathering at the back of the monster’s throat so that he could use it as a footrest. 
 
    Wodan wanted to rest. He relaxed his thoughts so that his body could mend, but he wanted to sleep. He could feel his mind trying to shut down, a primitive survival instinct he seemed to be watching as if standing outside himself looking in. His recent close-call, along with every other trauma, was starting to catch up with him. 
 
    He heard movement overhead, and his awareness immediately snapped back into focus. A creature looked down at him, something about the size and shape of a man, but with an unnaturally pointed head. He could not make out any features as it peered in at him. 
 
    “Come on, then,” Wodan said. 
 
    The demon did not move to attack, but waited for help to arrive. Wodan prepared to throw the broken tooth at the demon, but then it turned in alarm and scampered away. Wodan heard something like hydraulics and the clatter of gears turning and locking. He grabbed a row of teeth and hauled himself up. 
 
    The massive wooden gate of Utyar was slowly opening. Dust poured from the high white wall. Wodan was fascinated by the sight of thousands of misshapen heads turned in the direction of the city, the monsters otherwise unmoving, and since nothing moved atop the wall it almost looked as if much of the world was frozen in place. The heavy wooden door ground to a stop, then a man’s voice called out. Wodan heard a sound like low thunder before he saw the riders of Ionia pour forth. 
 
    They rode on large warhorses that put the ponies of the Rotnami to shame, each one clad in a caparison and ornate steel barding, their braided manes tossing as they ran. The warriors were armored almost like knights of old, with shining helms and painted shields and surcoats emblazoned with colors and coats of arms of noble houses. Prince Hendrik rode at the front in a surcoat of royal purple for the House of Io. Wodan watched in awe as the prince jerked the cord that brought his wicked chainsaw lance to life, then hundreds of other warriors followed suit. Wodan did not even care so much that the gate of Utyar was hastily closed behind them, for the high-pitched whine of the chainsaw lances seemed more monstrous than anything else Utyar had to offer. 
 
    They came of their own free will, Wodan thought. Even though the rest of their people will not help them, they came! 
 
    *** 
 
    The demons nearest the gate were not bunched together, so Hendrik held his lance vertically and the others followed suit. They plowed into the demons at full speed, knocking them over and trampling them under blasting hooves. Thousands of demons immediately rushed toward them, and Hendrik knew they meant to form a living wall. Preparing himself for the ultimate violence, Hendrik lowered his lance, and the others did the same as they spread out in a wedge formation. In unbelievable clarity Hendrik saw the abominable faces, empty black eyes glaring with undiluted hatred, strange mouths hanging open in stupid, endless hunger. He felt sick watching their unreasonably diverse forms bunch together. His stallion, a rough animal trained to be fearless of the shrieking steel lance, lifted his head in expectation. 
 
    The riders of Ionia crashed into the wall of demons, horses kicking as chainsaw lances tore through flesh. The sound of razor-sharp chains mutilating screaming monsters could be heard across the battlefield. Hendrik and his men fought to hold the lances as they jerked in their hands, with tentacles and horned heads flying free in showers of blood. Some smaller demons became hung up in the chains and were jerked off their feet and thrown under the horses, who seemed to relish the opportunity to stomp and kick the writhing devils. 
 
    So many demons were felled in a shower of gore, but for every one that was ripped apart, ten more ran to take its place. 
 
    “Keep pushing!” Hendrik shouted. “Keep these bastards fa-” 
 
    He stopped suddenly as a gob of blood splashed into his mouth and eyes. He spat but could do no more than blink as he held his shield high. Still, his men seemed to understand well enough; even without gunfire support from the wall, the riders were unafraid of the demons pressing against them. 
 
    The lance of the man beside him suddenly shrieked and fell silent as it became hung up in a monster’s thick skull. A reptilian horror leaped over the dead demon, eager to kill a faltering opponent. Without pause Hendrik extricated his lance from the hairy mess it was entangled in, bringing it up and then down on the reptilian demon’s head, which threw it under trampling hooves. 
 
    “My thanks, sir!” the man said as he jerked his lance free. Just then a great ogre of a demon brought its massive fist down on a horse’s head, knocking it senseless. As the rider fell his lance went wide, and he failed to kill the engine before it sliced through another rider’s neck and shoulder. 
 
    “Kill that one!” Hendrik shouted, then several strong demons charged into his horse, pushing him back. Now the field was so soaked in blood that it became a bog of gore and entrails, and Hendrik’s spirited stallion stumbled as he fought to regain a foothold. But being pushed free of the press gave Hendrik unexpected room to maneuver, and he quickly brought his lance down on a demon until its spinal column was severed and it fell like a stuffed sack. His horse managed to regain footing and used a crouching horror as a footrest. Hendrik was almost sure his horse had a sense of humor, as the animal took the time to smash each hoof into the demon; Hendrik saw a face not unlike a possum’s looking up at him in mute horror as its organs were violently rearranged, and he almost felt sorry for it. 
 
    “Yah!” said Hendrik, tapping his stallion’s sides. “Go on, go on!” 
 
    Just when Hendrik pushed his way through the crimson mud, a great section of the living wall fell back, crushing demons climbing on top of other demons and opening a way for the riders. The horses responded immediately, each pushing to be the first to run wild and be free of the press of bodies. Hendrik pushed his way to the front once more as the riders poured through, pausing only to rake his lance across the face of a pig-like demon struggling to get up. 
 
    With his men caterwauling they took off at a frantic pace, their lances held out to the side. Hendrik’s arm shook as the spinning blades tore through oncoming demons, throwing their corpses back against their kin. 
 
    “Where are we going!?” one rider shouted. 
 
    “Doesn’t matter!” said Hendrik. “But don’t stop for anything!” 
 
    His heart raced, and he wondered what the men along the wall must have thought of the sight of Prince Hendrik the traitor running wild through a red river of demon blood. 
 
    Father will hear, and father will break, he thought. Father will change his mind once he knows what his son has done. He’ll open the gate rather than look like a coward. 
 
    He has to! 
 
    Hendrik was startled by sudden movement, then he realized they were not so far from the great dragon Metatraxes. The black beast towered so high that it was oddly easy to ignore, more like a piece of landscape than a living being. Hendrik watched in fascination as its long, bowed-out legs slowly and awkwardly repositioned, its odd musculature shifting to compensate for its incredible bulk. Its head, covered in so many horns that it nearly concealed its face, began to toss as if the beast was suddenly upset. 
 
    “Ye gods!” one of his men shouted. “That thing could really put a dent in our wall!” 
 
    “Think we can cut it down?” Hendrik said over his shoulder. While he did not really need his comrade’s appraisal of the situation, he wanted to know if the others would follow him into the shadow of such a monster. 
 
    “Not really! Then again…” the rider was interrupted as his lance became hung up in a demon, and he ended up dragging the thing while trying to pull his weapon free. Hendrik was not so concerned, as the ranks of the horde had thinned out considerably, and he trusted the man to handle himself. 
 
    “We’re with you, sir!” someone else shouted, an older man that the younger riders trusted. 
 
    That’s it, then, thought Hendrik. If I go, they’ll follow. Now, we... 
 
    “Look!” someone shouted, and just then Hendrik’s gaze fixed on Metatraxes as it lifted one of its legs. Even from this distance he could hear the groan and sigh of sinew and muscle and bone as the dragon lifted its unwieldy limb. Slowly, slowly the leg came crashing down, and the earth itself seemed to cry out under the abuse. Hendrik had seen the ocean years ago, and he was reminded of the waves coming in as the flattened field buckled and tossed, even throwing smaller demons into the air. Metatraxes opened his misshapen maw, a giant, dark hole filled with teeth like long white hairs, then it howled. Hendrik felt nauseous, either from the dull roar shaking his insides or the sudden distress beneath his feet. Again the beast brought up a long limb and let it crash, then again, and it set to turning itself. Demons all around them knelt as if worshipping the monster, then Hendrik understood that they were merely preparing for what was to come. 
 
    The monster’s long tail whipped around, gathering momentum as Metatraxes turned. Dust flew from its back and before Hendrik could warn the others, a wall of dust flew at them, battering shields and blinding them all. Darkness swept over the tortured earth and Hendrik felt his horse go out from under him. He felt something like shovels of dirt being thrown onto him and he cried out, suddenly fearing that he was being buried alive, somehow tossed into a nightmare from which he must awaken or else he never would. He threw an arm over his face and lay still, hoping that the horror would pass over him. 
 
    He had marveled at Metatraxes before, thinking it was more like a structure than a living thing, but now he understood the awful truth: The ancient beast was a force of nature. 
 
    For a long time Hendrik laid still as wind swept over the field. When the creak and groan of the earth fell silent, Hendrik opened his eyes. The air was full of dust, and the flattened stalks of wheat were covered in chalky powder. A dead man lay near him, face-down in the dust with his saw pointing in the air, still running, whining stubbornly. He saw demons lying dead, too, and he began to wonder if perhaps they were all dead. His hope was dashed when he saw several demons shaking their heads as they rose from the dust. He heard several of his men coughing, so he knew not all of them were dead. He wanted to turn to them, but he could not look away from Metatraxes. The monster was a dim outline against the dust-choked sky, standing still, mouth hanging open as if desperate to draw in air. 
 
    “Damn that monster,” he hissed. “Damn him!” 
 
    He was not sure where his lance had fallen, but his saw sword still hung from his side. He unclasped it from his belt and prepared to fire it up, then he realized someone was standing over him. 
 
    “You speak Western?” said Wodan. 
 
    Hendrik did not answer, but only stared at the bizarre superbeing standing before him. Hendrik was a large man, but Wodan was a head taller than him. He was covered head to toe in a layer of cracked, dried blood, and several dark black wounds were traced over him, somehow sealed shut despite obviously being fresh. The whites of his eyes stood out in sharp contrast to his blackened face. Though Hendrik said nothing, Wodan nodded as if Hendrik had responded. 
 
    “Thank you for coming to fight,” said Wodan. “You’re an honorable man. You all are.” He gestured toward Metatraxes. “Let me handle that one. I think you should fight your way back to the walls of your city. If your people see you fighting, it will shame them, and they’ll want to fight alongside you.” 
 
    Wodan suddenly knelt and retrieved a saw sword from the dust. He shook it off and examined it. As he tested its weight, Hendrik noticed how small it looked in his hand. Wodan suddenly jerked the starter cord and it immediately came to life. He smiled. 
 
    “You mind if I borrow this?” said Wodan. 
 
    Again Hendrik could not answer. The situation and the creature before him were too strange, too far outside of his understanding. Wodan examined his face, and Hendrik felt intense pressure as Wodan seemed to observe him in such minute detail that nothing could be hidden from him. Hendrik soon stopped thinking he should even try to speak, but clasped his mouth shut and sat in silence. When Wodan was satisfied, he turned away and started forward. He knelt in the dust beside the dead rider whose chainsaw lance was still spinning, and he retrieved it. Two men came and helped Hendrik onto his feet, and he noticed others were already preparing themselves for a fight. 
 
    “What the hell is he?” one man said quietly. 
 
    Wodan stood with a chainsaw lance and a saw sword held on either side, then he took off running towards Metatraxes. 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Hendrik. 
 
    *** 
 
    Six enormous, bowed legs held up Metatraxes, and from a distance it must have looked as if one leg had sprung a leak, for Wodan raced up the side carving up creatures that flung themselves in his way. Wodan was filled with insane exultation, as if the black arch was facilitating his ascent into the heavens. Small, winged monstrosities circled around him, crying in ceaseless torment, and he was glad to end their pitiful state with the jagged kiss of the chainsaw lance. A throng of smaller demons raced down the leg to intercept him, most of which he simply leaped over or crushed underfoot. Only a few scrambling horrors warranted having their heads violently deformed by the saw sword in his left hand. It was a wonder to him that he had been exhausted only a few moments before, but now laughed and relished the sight of loose feathers and limbs and innards falling behind him, showering the earth in gore. 
 
    Wodan rounded the crest of a great knobby knee. The air was so full of dust blowing off the dragon’s back that it looked as if he was standing on an island among filthy clouds, with a long black bridge connecting this aerie to distant mountaintops. Expecting the demon to suddenly move, Wodan crouched and braced himself. At once dozens, then hundreds of eyes turned on him. Creeping grotesqueries that were little more than eyeballs on the ends of slithering ropes of flesh or mounds of gelatinous goop stared at him in silence. The entire bulbous knee was covered in them, blinking but otherwise unconcerned. 
 
    The dragon knows I’m here, but he hasn’t done anything to shake me off, Wodan thought. He must be tired! 
 
    Wodan immediately bolted across the smooth, black bridge of the dragon’s thigh, and as soon as he drew away from the eyes, flapping wings circled him once more. His footsteps resounded off the dragon’s thick hide as if the leg was nearly hollow. As he leaped over a thick ridge of dark flesh where the leg joined the dragon’s trunk, a small flying demon brushed past his face with a shrill cry. Knowing that the little demon was willing to risk its life just to annoy him only annoyed him that much more. 
 
    The back of Metatraxes was a curving horizon marred by black barnacle mounds. The ground seemed to be moving, then his stomach lurched when he realized the ground was covered in crawling mutations, sickening chimeras somewhere between spiders and jellyfish and maggots that made no sense. Wodan was distracted by their nauseating movements and nearly missed several black-scaled reptilian humanoids creeping out from behind the mounds. Their bright yellow eyes peered at him through the dust cloud as they crept up on him. They were hunched over and muscular, some no taller than his waist, some taller than him by several heads. Wodan was struck by the unexpected memory of climbing atop a large crystal beast and confronting reptilian horrors there as well, back when he had fought for rulership of the Black Valley. The repetition struck him as banal, as if these creatures could come up with no better defense than before. 
 
    “Both ugly and stupid,” Wodan said aloud. “You-” 
 
    Wodan’s insults were cut off as a small flying creature grasped the side of his face and flapped frantically, nearly blinding him just before he caught a glimpse of dozens more of the black reptilians creeping out from behind cover. Rather than back away near the edge and deal with the flapping creature tearing into his face, Wodan ran toward the reptilians. As a smaller one lunged toward him, Wodan sidestepped and caught it with his lance, using the momentum of the chains to toss the thing behind him. He caught movement in his peripheral vision, and just before the tallest reptilian could lash out with a kick that would have sent him over the ledge, Wodan brought the saw sword down and grinded it into its jaw and chest. The saw shrieked and sparks flew from the monster’s ruined teeth as Wodan forced it back, the monster’s thickly muscled arms reduced to ineffectually slapping the saw and feeding the weapon its fingers. The demon would have been a nightmare only a few years ago, but now Wodan was a nightmare himself to demonkind, and he pushed it back step by step, even with a bird flapping in his eyes and screaming in his ear. As other reptilians came at Wodan from both sides he waved the chainsaw lance up and over, forcing them back as he kept driving the saw sword into the brute before him. 
 
    They crashed into a squat mound and as the brute tripped, Wodan pressed the saw sword down, his arm shaking as he grinded through ribcage. He felt his waving lance smacking against scales as the monsters probed for weaknesses in his defense. Just when his annoyance at having a wing beating at his eyes reached its peak, the demon-bird’s claws caught the soft flesh just beneath his eye. Wodan put his head down toward the blade and the bird cried out as the chain caught it and jerked it away. Wodan lifted his head with enough force to crack the skull of a demon intent on pushing his head into the whipping chains. Even though Wodan’s skull rang with the impact, he was rewarded with the sight of the bird thrown into the face of the tormented brute just as the reptilian’s belly ruptured and shining intestines were flung skyward. Wodan jerked his saw sword free. 
 
    Now Wodan unleashed his fury, running along the dragon’s back and slicing any demon who was too slow to scamper away. The cloud of birds followed, crying out but unable to keep up with him, and soon even the black reptilians could hardly keep up with him, hopping from mound to mound like toads. Just when Wodan began to wonder if he had gotten turned around, he felt the enormous psychic weight of many, many eyes glaring at him. Turning, he was shocked to see an enormous head coming through the dust cloud. He realized the great dragon must have an extendable neck, for Metatraxes was somehow looking down at him. Hundreds of misshapen horns of all sizes covered the dragon’s head, and thousands of misplaced eyes were arranged haphazardly on its face, blinking and staring at what must have looked like a gnat crawling on its back. The demon’s undiluted malevolence was like a physical force pouring over him, clawing at his mind. 
 
    Stranger still was the monster’s mouth. Wodan was not sure at first what he was looking at, then he realized that the dragon’s misshapen mouth was hanging open and a flood of small creatures was crawling into him. Metatraxes did not have teeth, but long, white, feathery filaments that it used like filters. The horde of small demons crawling into the dragon’s mouth brushed past the filaments, seemingly content to give their lives to their monstrous god, the weak living only to feed the strong. 
 
    Pulling himself away from the dragon’s psychic pull, Wodan turned and hacked down a reptilian sneaking up on him, then warded away several others with the spinning lance. While holding them at bay, Wodan spotted the base of the dragon’s neck stretching away from its back, and he ran toward it. The eyes bore into him all the while, willing him to give up. As Wodan reached the neck, he was profoundly disappointed - the neck was simply too thick. 
 
    I could cut on it all day, and never get through, he thought. The chains on these weapons would break down first! 
 
    Or is this monster somehow affecting my thoughts? 
 
    The lance sputtered once, and seemed to slow down. 
 
    No, I’m right - that neck is too thick! 
 
    Wodan hurriedly looked around, trying to form a new plan as the black reptilians gathered before him, eager for an opening. Suddenly realizing he was standing directly above what could only be the dragon’s spine, Wodan jammed the saw sword into the thick black hide beneath his feet. Sensing his intent, the black reptilians raced toward him. Expecting them to prance away from him if endangered, Wodan only lightly swung the lance in their direction, and was rewarded with a frenzied demon racing past the saw and clamping its teeth into the flesh between his neck and shoulder. 
 
    “Son of a bitch!” Wodan shouted, bringing the heavy handle of the lance down on the demon’s head. Teeth remained jammed in his skin as the demon crumpled at his feet, but he was relieved to feel no blood shooting from his jugular. His anger only grew and grew as he ran at the foul creatures, slicing into them and beating them with the lance with enough force to break the chain and send it spinning away. A smaller reptilian attempting to jerk the saw sword out of the dragon’s flesh fell under Wodan’s foot, its neck stomped with enough force to cause yellow eyeballs to pop out as if in comical surprise. 
 
    Wodan dropped the broken lance and concentrated on cutting into the dragon’s back with the saw sword. He was now so angry, his hatred somehow folding over and crashing like a wave inside his chest, that as he glared at the circling reptilians he wanted to spit in their direction. But he was already thirsty, so he contented himself with cutting, restraining himself so the chain would not break on this weapon as well. 
 
    When he had made a good bit of progress, he turned toward the dragon’s head, and forced himself to smile. 
 
    “You afraid?” he asked. “You should be.” 
 
    Metatraxes suddenly adjusted its mouth - then screamed. The sound was maddening, an unnatural wail pitched across so many frequencies, both sickeningly low and high enough to rupture eardrums, that Wodan recoiled like a frightened child, covering his ears but still feeling as if his chest would burst. The reptilians instantly fell over, the demon-birds went limp and hit the ground like dead weight, and thousands of small demons fell from the dragon’s face, dead from the effects of the dragon’s cry. Wodan tucked into a ball, his senses so battered that he was sure he had somehow rolled off of the dragon’s back and was falling through the sky, plunging forever, the earth gone, all reason gone. He fell onto his side and realized he was still in the same spot, but his chest ached and he almost believed demons were standing over him and kicking him. 
 
    The dragon’s cry ended and Wodan only rolled onto his back, exhausted. He could not tell if Metatraxes was taking violent panic-breaths or if the wobbling sensation was only in his mind. Wodan lifted his head, fell back in a wave of nausea, then rolled onto his side and held his head in place. He was so ill that even the sight of the reptilian demons lying on their backs did not amuse him. One of them drew in a breath, then dry heaved, and another laid an arm over his eyes but otherwise did not stir, looking almost like a monster enjoying the weather in hell. 
 
    Wodan breathed deep, and felt himself sliding into the bliss of unconsciousness. After so much pain and so much sickness, the warm darkness of sleep was so, so welcoming… 
 
    No! 
 
    Wodan forced his eyes open. 
 
    Keep going! 
 
    That monster might scream again! 
 
    Wodan pushed up on his elbows. He instantly threw up, but he was already in such discomfort that the sensation barely registered. He spat and grasped the end of the saw sword jutting up from the ground. Again he felt the gaze of Metatraxes boring into him, but he refused to look. He prepared to begin sawing again, then he realized that he had already sliced nearly three-quarters of a circle within the dragon’s hard hide. The realization that he could peel back the plate and get at the monster’s soft insides gave him the strength to move. 
 
    With all his strength, Wodan forced his fingers down into the groove he had cut. He sucked in air and prepared to heave - then the hide crumbled in his fingers. In horror he realized that he would not be able to pull away a large chunk of the dragon’s flesh, but would have to dig and dig and dig with his bare fingers. 
 
    Then Metatraxes screamed again. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Wodan’s up there!” Justyn shouted. “Wodan’s fighting that thing, I know it!” 
 
    The Rotnami’s right flank was currently pushing its way through the demon horde in an effort to rejoin the left flank, which was gathering beneath the walls of Utyar. Most were traveling on foot, but Justyn sat on the hood of a jeep driven by one of Valeria’s men. As they crept along, Justyn watched Metatraxes screaming and carrying on in the distance. 
 
    “You think Wodan’s still alive?” said Valeria. 
 
    Justyn turned to her. She sat in the passenger seat, hunched over with the hood of her cloak drawn. Justyn could tell that she was holding her severed arm to her shoulder, hoping that it would reconnect. He caught sight of Langley thrashing in the back seat, and turned away. 
 
    “Of course he is,” said Justyn. “I doubt that monster’s upset over nothing.” 
 
    “We tried contacting him.” 
 
    Unwilling to argue, Justyn hopped down from the jeep. He looked around, desperate for anything that could be used as a weapon. The marching soldiers avoided his gaze, afraid that he would send them to the periphery where the demons were hounding them. He saw several Klangers lying in a row on a flatbed truck slowly making its way through the crowd, and made his way up to it. The artillerymen sitting among the pieces looked up at him all at once. 
 
    “Alright,” Justyn said loudly. “Who’s got a shell? We left Skollurdeg in a hurry, I know somebody’s got an artillery shell on them!” 
 
    Some of the men glanced at one another while others studied their feet. 
 
    “Well?” said Justyn. “Who’s the ranking officer? Who’s going to help me shoot that monster and win some glory?” 
 
    “I’m in charge, sir,” said one of the men. “Thing is, we don’t have any shells. The Warmaster ordered us not to leave the hill without using up all of our ammo, so-” 
 
    “I get that, I do,” said Justyn, cutting him off. “But we left that hill running. Since you guys are still alive, I know you’re not the type to stick around and fire off ammo when demons are breathing down your neck. That tells me at least one of you stowed away a shell ‘just in case’. Well, this is that case - hand it over!” 
 
    Justyn was infuriated when the artillerymen only bowed, mumbling apologies under their breath. He prepared to hop up on the truck and go through their belongings. 
 
    “Justyn!” 
 
    He turned and saw Josef. His long white cloak was soaked in dark blood. The Warmaster’s uniform had seen better days, but he seemed unhurt. He noticed the greatsword at his back, and was impressed that Josef must have been fighting demons with the men at the front. Josef nodded his head in the direction of Metatraxes. 
 
    “You thinking about using artillery on that thing?” 
 
    “We’re close enough!” said Justyn. “I think it’s obvious that Wodan’s done something to hurt it, but he might need our help!” 
 
    Josef drew close and spoke quietly. “I would have to agree. But I was also thinking… you know this is our chance to be rid of Wodan, don’t you?” 
 
    Justyn felt a hot weight in his chest, and his eyes burned into Josef. Josef met his gaze, then shook his head and looked away. He produced a long, heavy artillery shell from his cloak. 
 
    “See, this is why I never tell you guys any of my backup plans,” said Josef. “You want to be the good guys, so you freak out, and then I end up looking unhinged by defending something I never considered plan A in the first place.” 
 
    “Just give me that!” said Justyn, jerking the shell out of Josef’s grip. He looked at one of the artillery pieces lying in the truck, then thrust the shell back into Josef’s hands. “Hold on to that for a minute!” 
 
    Justyn grabbed one of the Klangers in both hands and began pulling it toward him. 
 
    “W-w-wait!” said one of the artillerymen, running up and placing a hand on the Klanger as if he could stop Justyn. “We don’t even have the wheels attached to this piece! If you want to fire it, it’ll take time for us to set it up, and then more time to triangulate-” 
 
    “Listen, son.” Justyn pulled the massive artillery piece from the truck and hoisted it in the air. “I know you take pride in your work, but just because I prefer an axe doesn’t mean I don’t understand-” 
 
    “But that monster is practically straight ahead, this gun isn’t designed for that kind of-” 
 
    “Designed for?!” said Justyn, dropping the artillery piece onto his shoulder and staggering under the weight. “I get it, you guys are trained to fire up in the air and figure out where the bullet’s gonna drop, but the truth is... a gun is a gun. This thing is really just an oversized rifle. Watch and learn!” 
 
    The artillery officer’s mouth fell open as he realized the extent of Justyn’s madness. “Everybody get back!” he screamed. “Back, get back! Cover your ears!” 
 
    Justyn leveled the artillery piece in the direction of the head of Metatraxes. “Josef, you want to slap that shell in there?” 
 
    Josef braced himself against Justyn’s back, then tossed the shell in the gun and held his breath. The Klanger fired with unbelievable force, smoke rushing from the barrel as the metal tube shot back through the metal jacket balanced on Justyn’s shoulder. It deafened the two superbeings and drove them back against the truck with enough force to shatter windows and send the cab rocking back and forth. Justyn held the artillery piece upright, then dropped it and stumbled away. While Josef pressed his hands against his ringing ears, Justyn fell to his knees and held his arm against his side, his eyes glued on Metatraxes. 
 
    Josef crouched beside Justyn, his mouth moving silently. 
 
    “What?” said Justyn. 
 
    “You missed,” said Josef. 
 
    *** 
 
    Wodan never heard the artillery shell fly past, for he could hear nothing with his eardrums blown out, not even the screaming of Metatraxes. On his knees he glared at the screaming dragon, focusing all of his hatred into a hardened diamond of will keeping him alive. Though he could no longer hear the dragon’s roar, he could feel his body buckling under the pressure, muscles spasming, every breath a struggle against ribs constricting around his lungs. The dragon’s hideous face shook with the effort, with several of its eyes even bursting and splattering from the sickening force. 
 
    “Keep on, damn you!” Wodan cried. “Scream, scream, until your heart explodes!” 
 
    As the waves of sound poured over him, Wodan felt as if an invisible hand was grasping his head, then something in his nose popped and blood poured freely into his mouth and down his chin. 
 
    “Is that all you’ve got?!” Wodan shouted, unable to hear his own words. “Is that all you can do?!” 
 
    Wodan’s hatred was like an invisible shield, keeping him alive and upright when any sane individual would have thrown themselves off Metatraxes for the bliss of oblivion. As the demon screamed Wodan’s hatred doubled and redoubled, and he no longer cared if his guts burst open and spilled everywhere. He only wanted Metatraxes to give up, to collapse and gasp in pain. 
 
    Wodan saw black spots and felt such intense pressure building in his eyes that he knew his eyes would explode. He clapped his hands over his eyes, but remained upright. Reasoning that even the dragon would no longer be able to hear his insults, Wodan forced himself up on one foot, then pushed himself onto his feet. The world swayed under him as waves of nausea crashed in his guts. He hid his sickness by spitting a wad of blood, then smiled through clasped teeth. 
 
    “Break, damn you!” Wodan muttered. “Break, you fucker!” 
 
    When the second artillery shell - which Justyn finally coaxed out of the Klanger personnel - tore through the dragon’s back, Wodan never heard it, but he felt the explosion. The dragon’s sonic assault immediately relented. Metatraxes threw its head back and let out a pitiful cry of pain. Wodan turned and fell to one knee, his gaze fixed on the sight of black rubble falling, the result of an impact. Wodan tried to rise but fell over, mistakenly believing his nausea was getting worse when in reality Metatraxes was stumbling to one side. He dry-heaved, spit up still more blood, then he noticed the crater blown into the dragon’s back. Wodan forced himself to run toward it. 
 
    The artillery shell had hit at an angle, so the crater was wide rather than deep. Wodan leaped, and his awareness sped up as he flew through the air, giving him ample time to see that the crater was deep enough to reveal ribs and spine hiding beneath channels of bright red blood pouring freely from layers of torn meat and blasted tubing. Metatraxes regained its footing and turned in time to see Wodan disappear into the hole. 
 
    Hold nothing back! Wodan screamed in his mind. Hold nothing back! 
 
    Wodan landed directly on the spine and brought his fist down in a blow that broke his fist, wrist, and forearm in several places. Even his superhuman body was not powerful enough for the strength of will it carried - yet the blow was strong enough to shatter the spinal disc and tear through nerves in a concussive wave. This time the dragon did not cry out, but simply laid its head back as its knees buckled. Its body fell, the immense weight snapping legs and knees with enough force for it to be heard across the battlefield. Then the dragon fell atop the ruined columns of its legs, tearing through muscle and sinew as it went into freefall. 
 
    Metatraxes fell in a shower of earth and dust, a dark cloud concealing the otherwise satisfying sight of its misshapen head slamming into the ground. Wodan fell into the shallow pool of blood and torn meat, holding his arm against his body. When he came to a rest, he laid on his side curled into a ball, massaging his broken arm, his mind empty of all thought. His nose was too clogged with blood to smell anything, so with his eyes closed, he was surprisingly comfortable in the warm crater. 
 
    Wodan’s mind drifted in darkness, almost as if partly asleep while his body mended. At the edge of sleep he pulled himself back and opened his eyes. The sky overhead was darkening. Soon it would be night. 
 
    Propping himself up against the wall of the soft crater, his body was racked with pain. He moved his right arm. The bones had mended, but the flesh was still badly damaged, and his hand was an immobile lump of pain. It was hard to breath, and he began to wonder if the sonic weapon had damaged his ribs or even his organs, too. 
 
    This will have to be good enough, he thought, letting his head flop back onto a pillow of meat. I can hardly move, much less mend every ache and pain. 
 
    He closed his eyes once more, then a sudden realization struck him. 
 
    Now that their largest dragon is dead, what if the demons are broken? What if the fight has gone out of them? 
 
    Hope gave him strength, and he climbed out of the crater. He could still hear nothing more than a dull whine, so he had to make his way to the edge of the dragon’s back before he could make out what was happening on the Fields of Faalaskott. 
 
    Rotnami soldiers pushed through the demon horde as they made their way toward the walls of Utyar. The main gate was still closed, but he was surprised to see even more Rotnami soldiers hunkered down all around the wall. Their red banners were practically leaning up against the walls of their ancient foe. The situation did not look like any of Josef’s projections that Wodan knew about. Even though he had not seen all of Josef and Franklin’s stratagems, he doubted that gathering their forces directly beneath the firing zone of those who hated them was among their master plans. Wodan was surprised to see how few Rotnami soldiers remained. Fortunately all of the dragons were slain, but still… 
 
    Still... the demons are attacking. 
 
    Wodan sat and gathered his thoughts. 
 
    The demons either think I’m dead, or too worn out to fight. Either way, even without the dragons, they’ll keep pushing. They aren’t going to give up. 
 
    Wodan placed his head in his hands. He had no idea if his friends were still alive, but even if they were, he doubted they had much fight left in them. And even though the Ionian prince had come to fight with them, it was obvious that the rest of their people were not in any hurry to open their gate, or even fire from the wall. They were out of options. 
 
    No, we’re not out of options, Wodan thought. 
 
    I still have one weapon left. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty 
 
    The Valley of the Corpse of God 
 
      
 
    Hanging from the high wall around Utyar, Matthias wondered if Wodan had fooled him into this situation as revenge for threatening him a decade ago in Pontius. His fingers sought cracks in the ancient stone, occasionally probing with one of several long knives hanging at his side. He had already unlaced his boots and let them fall back to the earth so his toes could support his weight, lodged between the hewn stones that made up the wall. 
 
    Matthias glanced upward. Fortunately no Ionians had bothered to squeeze their head through the stone parapet to see him hanging on for dear life. As far as Matthias could tell, the Ionians were not even manning this side of the defensive wall. Imagining someone looking down at him made him so nervous that he had to pull the fingers of his right hand out of the cleft of chipped stone he had been holding on to, touch the gun at his right hip, then force his fingers back in the cleft, remove his left hand from a narrow ledge and touch the gun at his left hip, then repeat the process with his right hand just in case he had been wrong about his gun on the right-hand side being there the first time. He was able to continue once the ritualized nervous tic was completed. 
 
    Hopefully they’re all watching the battle, on the other side of the city, Matthias thought as he wedged his knife in overhead and gently leveraged himself up. It would only take one person to see me and ruin everything, and then I would probably end up... 
 
    He made the mistake of glancing downward and the hard earth so far below seemed to waver in his vision, a wave of nausea promising unbelievable horror if he lost his grip. He pressed his face to the wall and exhaled slowly. 
 
    This isn’t a big deal, he told himself. Wodan thinks our bones can heal in a matter of minutes, if we let them. Why, if I fall off this wall and shatter every bone in my body, I can just roll into those weeds and enjoy a nice, relaxing sunset. So it’s really… no… big… deal... 
 
    Matthias gingerly probed ahead with his fingers, and his hand unexpectedly hit a sturdy wooden slat projecting out from the wall. It was a perfect handhold. Looking upward, he was surprised to see more slats placed regularly. Practically invisible from the ground, he reasoned that the handholds were probably used for repair work. His thoughts raced as he quickly hauled himself up the rest of the way. 
 
    As much as I want to throw Wodan off this wall for making me do this, it’s probably necessary. We can’t beat those demons, not without some kind of help. Wodan said the weapon we need is right here in Utyar. He’s never even been near Ionia, yet he seemed to know what he was talking about. There’s no telling what he learned when he was in that strange Tower. 
 
    But what weapon could turn the tide at this point? 
 
    Matthias hauled himself over the parapet, his eyes scanning for guards. 
 
    He saw no one. 
 
    The wall extended in either direction, leading to two tall towers. Down below, narrow buildings of gray stone and black-tiled rooftops were hemmed in by wooden structures, like a city placed in a bowl. From Matthias’s perspective, the entire city was empty. 
 
    *** 
 
    Matthias knocked on the door three times, waited, then knocked once more. A small window opened and an older man peered up at him. 
 
    “We weren’t expecting any visitors!” he said, his voice brittle. 
 
    Matthias suppressed a long, frustrated sigh. Once he had descended into the city, he found he was wrong about Utyar being empty. He could hear crying behind shuttered doors, and guards in gray or blue cloaks patrolled the city, no doubt wary of violent unrest. Matthias was covered in a long gray cloak he had taken from a guard tower, but he was not looking forward to any guards stopping and asking for identification documents. 
 
    “And yet, a visitor comes,” said Matthias. He glanced over his shoulder, then leaned toward the little window. “I am... on the grid.” 
 
    The old man looked his face over, as if he could tell a fellow Smith just by looking. “Is that the truth?” he said. 
 
    Though Matthias felt foolish, Wodan had told him that if he had found the right place, and if everything was operating as it should, then the Smith guarding the door would indeed ask him about “truth”. 
 
    Here goes nothing, Matthias thought. 
 
    “True, true, with no room for doubt,” Matthias said the phrase slowly and carefully. “Indeed worthy of all trust.” 
 
    Without pause, the old Smith responded, “The highest comes from the lowest, and the lowest from the highest. Indeed, a marvelous work of the Way.” 
 
    I can’t believe this is working, Matthias thought. 
 
    “Behold,” Matthias responded, “all things originate from the Way by a single process.” 
 
    The old Smith nodded and shut the small window, then the heavy door opened without a sound. Matthias entered and found himself in a wide stone chamber with a black and white tiled floor. The walls were covered in aged paintings of Smiths from bygone eras, travelling from city to city, sometimes facing martyrdom at the hands of demons or mobs of savages. He would have liked to stop and look at the artwork, but three muscular Smith Magi in ritualistic aprons and hats held shotguns and heavy revolvers in his direction. The old man who let him in closed the door behind him, then scurried away. Several young Smiths carrying papers in a wheelbarrow stopped to watch, their mouths hanging open. Matthias was not nervous about having guns pointed in his direction until he saw one of the Magi swallow, and another blinked as sweat ran into his eyes, and then he knew that these men meant to kill him. 
 
    They stood in silence for a long time. 
 
    What if they’re no longer loyal to this Smith religious crap? Matthias wondered. For all I know, they might be robbing the place before they flee the city! 
 
    No… if they were trying to escape, then someone would be giving somebody orders! 
 
    “The father of our Great Work is the sun,” said Matthias, once again feeling extremely foolish. “Its mother, the moon.” 
 
    The old Smith exhaled audibly, then responded, “The dome of the sky bore the Thought in its belly, and the earth nourished it.” 
 
    Matthias turned his eyes on the old man and looked at him as if he wanted him to understand the import of the words. “This Thought is the father of the wondrous Work, perfect in its powers… the animator of lights.” 
 
    The old man gestured at the Magi. “Lower your guns, he’s fine, he’s fine!” He came up to Matthias and took his hand, shaking it vigorously. “Indeed, young man, you are on the grid. I did not expect to see someone of your rank come to us at this hour. Where do you hail from?” 
 
    “From Pontius,” said Matthias. Wodan had told him that Smiths aimed for ritual orthodoxy in all their chapters throughout the world, but since Wodan had gained most of his knowledge of Smith rituals from Pontius, he felt it best if Matthias claimed to come from Pontius rather than a chapter with which the Smiths of Ionia might be more familiar. 
 
    “It still stands, then?” said the old man, looking up at him hopefully. 
 
    “Does anything stand these days?” said Matthias, avoiding specifics. “If you don’t mind, our time is short.” 
 
    “Of course, of course,” said the old Smith, gesturing for him to follow. “You’ll have to forgive our rudeness, our venerable Foreman is currently committing suicide. We’re setting everything up so it can be burned.” 
 
    They passed through a room where young Smiths were gathering papers into large piles on the floor, their faces flushed as they brought up armloads of documents from lower levels. 
 
    “Why?” said Matthias. 
 
    “Well, there is still order in the city, though I cannot imagine why. If we start burning our blueprints now, the guards will see the smoke and come barging in. We’re getting everything in order so it can be burned at a moment’s notice… you know, once the demons have forced their way in, and the end is nigh.” 
 
    “But why bother burning anything at all?” 
 
    “Well, we don’t want those demons taking our blueprints, now, do we?” 
 
    “I suppose not.” 
 
    Matthias glanced down at the man and caught a satisfied expression on his face. Wodan had told Matthias that he would be using key phrases indicating that he was of exceedingly high rank; seeing the old man looking so self-satisfied, Matthias reasoned that the old man probably thought Matthias was testing him. 
 
    “Where are you taking me?” said Matthias. 
 
    “Ah, well… that is, I assume you will require some rest before you attend to your-” 
 
    “No, there is no time,” Matthias cut him off. “I need to see the Little Man in the Vault.” 
 
    The old man stopped as if he had hit an invisible wall. “The… the Little… Man?” 
 
    “That’s the one,” said Matthias. 
 
    The Smith’s Adam’s apple bobbed twice, then he worked his mouth, but could not speak. 
 
    *** 
 
    The old Smith and a Magi enforcer took Matthias through the underground labyrinth of the Smith enclave. Eventually the rough brick hallways gave way to wide halls of gray concrete, perfectly shaped despite obvious signs of repair. The hallways were so perfectly regular that Matthias had the distinct impression that the Smith headquarters - if not the entire city of Utyar - had been built on top of a massive underground complex built by the Ancients. Even the electric lights of the facility had been kept in working order, though most of the side passages were dark. As they went deeper and deeper beneath the city, Matthias was troubled by a sense of unease. He almost wished he was hanging on the wall again, if only to be back out in the sunlight. 
 
    Finally the older Smith stopped and pushed open a seemingly random metal doorway. 
 
    “Well, this is the room where you can dance,” he said. “It’s been kept in working order, as you’ll see.” 
 
    As Matthias moved to enter, the old man grabbed his arm. Matthias stopped and the old Smith leaned toward him. 
 
    “So this isn’t a drill, then? This is… for real?” 
 
    He looked the old man up and down. Though Matthias did not understand the nature of the weapon that Wodan sought, the old man’s desperation was apparent. Matthias did not want to say anything that would break his resolve, or cause him to abandon the facility. He needed the lights and all other electronic devices to remain functional. 
 
    “This is a necessary part of my duties,” said Matthias. “I have mine, as you have yours.” 
 
    The old man clenched his jaw, then nodded. He released Matthias’s arm. 
 
    The door closed and Matthias was left in the room by himself. The gray concrete room was small, but he was surprised to see an entire wall filled with video monitors. The casing around the glass monitors were all different shades of gray, making it look as if they had been repaired over time. They looked similar to the ones used in the Omoi Aufsatz. 
 
    Could all of this really be from the time of the Ancients? he wondered. 
 
    Upon closer examination, he found almost no dust on the monitors. Matthias found it hard to believe; even as the world was ending, the Smiths of Ionia were attending to their duties. San Ktari did not have Smiths who kept technology to themselves, but they shared the same basic taboo. 
 
    People truly believe that the demons exist to punish us, he thought. Probably those same people would point out that just when the previous Emperor relaxed his taboo against technological development, we ended up in our current predicament. That would be proof enough for them... 
 
    Matthias found a numeric keypad beneath what could only be a camera and a microphone. Just as he placed his fingers on the keypad, his radio chimed. 
 
    “You there, Matthias?” 
 
    “Matthias here,” he said. “Is this Wodan?” 
 
    “It is.” Wodan waited for a moment, then added, “Are you alone?” 
 
    “I am, but I wouldn’t assume we aren’t being observed. There’s some… Wodan, there’s some surprisingly advanced stuff in here. I’m really deep underground right now, but somehow our radios are working…?” 
 
    “The whole place might be one giant antenna, for all we know,” said Wodan. “By the way, how was the climb?” 
 
    “Quite enjoyable,” Matthias immediately responded. He could tell that Wodan was amused, which annoyed him. “Perhaps you’d like to join me?” 
 
    “No, no. I’m afraid this is the best I can do, and I can only barely hear out of one ear, so I can hardly even do this. I’m relaxing inside a dead dragon right now. Have you found the key code panel? Does it work?” 
 
    “I was just about to test it out.” 
 
    “Did they expect you to dance?” said Wodan, sounding amused once again. 
 
    “They did mention something about a dance.” 
 
    Matthias thought back to his conversation with Wodan, when he put him up to this. Wodan had told him about a ritual the Smiths called the Rite of Permission for the Fool, a dance to be done before the throne or grave site of Epimetheus. Smiths of sufficient rank knew that this dance was in fact a mnemonic device for memorizing a numeric code that would grant one access to an Ancient vault - in fact, the Ancient vault, the one that needed to remain in Smith hands more than all others. 
 
    It was common knowledge among high-ranking Smiths that believing the ritual was literally a dance was a perfect way to keep lower-ranking Smiths from accessing the vault while still allowing them to learn and protect the information for admittance. Matthias had been nervous that the Smiths who escorted him would expect him to actually do the dance before allowing him to input the code. 
 
    Matthias shook his head as he input the numeric code. I would like to believe that I would’ve refused to do it, he thought. 
 
    As soon as he pushed the button finalizing the code, he heard machines quietly humming to life, then he felt static electricity from the video monitors. In a few moments, several of the videos came to life, revealing blurry, colorless images of gray concrete walls and strange objects. A thin man with pale eyes and stubble around his mustache looked back at him. 
 
    “This fire will be poured upon the earth,” said the man. 
 
    Matthias thought at first that he was simply watching a recorded image, then he realized the man must be looking at him through the camera next to the microphone. Matthias leaned toward the microphone and camera, then responded, “So separate the earth from the fire, the subtle from the gross, using skillful means.” 
 
    The man responded without hesitation. “It ascends from the earth to the heavens and sets the light overhead, then descends again to the earth...” 
 
    “And in it is the power of the highest and the lowest,” said Matthias. 
 
    Something must have gone wrong, for the man’s mouth fell open, and he stared at Matthias through the monitor. 
 
    Did I say something wrong? Matthias wondered, his mind racing. No, that’s exactly what Wodan said I should say! What should I- 
 
    “Thus when you have the light of lights,” the man said quietly, “darkness will flee away from you.” 
 
    He looked as if he had received grave news, but Matthias was glad that the pass phrases were working. “With this power of powers,” said Matthias, “you shall gain the mastery of every subtle thing.” 
 
    “And eradicate... everything that is formed,” said the man, turning away as if he could no longer look at Matthias. 
 
    Matthias sighed as he delivered the final line. “Yet in this way was the world itself formed.” 
 
    “So this isn’t a test?” said the man. “This is for real?” 
 
    “That’s the second time I’ve been asked that today,” said Matthias. “Does your chapter not take the forms as serious as mine?” 
 
    “Of course we do!” the man spat. His wounded expression made Matthias regret his taunt. “In fact, I’ve undergone all necessary psychological testing in order to ensure that I am perfect for the position of Little Man in the Vault. I will do my duty, sir. Do not doubt that!” 
 
    The man turned away slightly and concentrated on some task, his mouth set into a frown. 
 
    “Forgive me,” said Matthias. “May I ask about-” 
 
    “One moment,” said the man. “I’m inputting the detonation sequence.” 
 
    So is the weapon we’re getting a bomb? Matthias wondered. Or maybe he’s blowing up some kind of seal that will give us access. 
 
    But how will I get the weapon? Will he bring it to me, or do I need to go to another location in this maze? 
 
    “Where are you?” said Matthias. 
 
    A look of annoyance crossed the man’s face, then he finished his task. “I’m in the Vault, under the valley,” he said, turning back to the camera to face Matthias. 
 
    “So do I come to you?” 
 
    The man laughed unexpectedly. “No, no. There’s no way to access the Vault from your location. I’ve been stuck down here since the demons came. Which is fine, I’m not complaining - like I said, I passed all the psych tests. I like being alone here, you know, with the missiles. All things considered, this really isn’t a bad way to end my… my “shift”, I guess you could say.” 
 
    So it’s some kind of projectile, then, thought Matthias, his gaze wandering over the other monitors. Though the blurry images were difficult to make out, he saw a row of white missiles standing on end, perhaps half a dozen. Another monitor showed more missiles from another angle. Still another image showed more of the projectiles, some with their insides lying on carts. Seeing the carts gave him some scale, and he realized the missiles were much larger than he had assumed. 
 
    Gods, are we going to fire those things at the demons? Ionia should have had enough sense to fire off two or three of those from the get-go! It would have saved us a lot of trouble! 
 
    “Can you see the weapons?” said Wodan, interrupting his thoughts. 
 
    “Yeah, I can. In fact, I can see…” Matthias’s gaze fixed on one monitor that showed the Vault from a bird’s-eye view, revealing what could only be hundreds more missiles lined up in rows. “There are hundreds of these things, Wodan… no, thousands! What the hell is Utyar doing sitting on all this stuff?!” 
 
    “The Vault is a nuclear weapon containment facility,” said Wodan. “A long time ago, the leaders of every nation agreed to put their most destructive weapons in there. The Ancients had weapons we can’t even imagine, but even they feared nuclear weapons.” 
 
    “Wodan… what… what are we…” 
 
    “Have you ever wondered why the people of Ionia are fair-haired, and look more like Westerners than Easterners?” Wodan continued. “I think the Ionians are the descendants of the people entrusted to watch over the Vault. If you think about it, whoever owned the Vault had the power to destroy any other nation. So even though it was built on Eastern soil, I believe it was staffed by Westerners. That way, they could keep an eye on one another. But when the demons came, most people forgot about the Vault. Only a few remembered, and kept it running, waiting for the day when… well, waiting for today.” 
 
    Extremely put-off by Wodan’s tone, Matthias looked from one monitor to the next, confused as to why he didn’t see any missiles being handled, or put into some kind of launching tube. The “Little Man” seemed content sitting and listening to their conversation. 
 
    “Wodan, I’m a little confused,” said Matthias. “Are we going to launch one of these things at the demons? What the hell are we-” 
 
    “No, they can’t be launched from here,” said the man in the Vault. “This place wasn’t made for war, but for peace.” 
 
    “So…” Matthias felt a sense of alarm rising in his gut, a sort of twisting anxiety that would not go away. “We’re just going to sit here and look at them? Or what? What exactly is going on here?” 
 
    “Well,” said the man, “you gave me the passphrase to detonate the missiles. Right? A long, long time ago, all the nations decided to put an end to war by essentially holding a gun to each other’s head. Metaphorically speaking, this Vault is that gun.” 
 
    “I’m trying to understand this,” said Matthias. “All of these missiles… they’re, um… they’re going to go off?” 
 
    “Correct,” said the man. “And these aren’t just low-tier boom-booms, mind you. They’re all nuclear weapons. Each one is powerful enough to level a city. And we have here… well, we have all of them. This right here is probably what kept the Ancients alive. At least, until the flesh demons got them.” 
 
    “And we’re going to…” Matthias suddenly felt very ill. “We’re going to blow them up?” 
 
    The man shrugged as if explaining something to a child. “Well, no one would go to war if everybody had the power to blow up the world, would they? We have to credit the Ancients for discovering that the only way to make peace viable was by making worldwide destruction the inevitable result of making war.” 
 
    “So we’re… we’re blowing up… the world?” 
 
    “Wasn’t that obvious?” said the man. 
 
    “No! No! No, it was not obvious!” Matthias shouted. “You have to stop the detonation!” 
 
    “Okay,” said the man, nodding earnestly. 
 
    “You will?” 
 
    “Sure! Just give me the shutdown code, and I’ll turn the detonation sequence off.” 
 
    Matthias instantly knew where this was going, and grinded his teeth involuntarily. “Wodan, give this man the shutdown code.” 
 
    “I wish I could, Matthias,” said Wodan. The hint of sadness in his voice infuriated Matthias still further. 
 
    “Wodan.” Matthias fought to control his rage. “Wodan, listen - listen to me. Wodan, this is crazy.” 
 
    “I know it is. That’s why I gave this job to you. No one else could handle it. They would break under the pressure.” 
 
    Matthias laughed without humor. “You think I’m okay with this? Are you completely fucking psychotic?!” 
 
    “You think I don’t feel the same way?” Wodan snapped. “Don’t convince yourself that you’re the only one who wishes that it never came to this. Because it did, Matthias! It’s either this, or we surrender the entire world to the demons!” 
 
    “Think this through, Wodan.” Matthias began pacing the room, and felt as if the walls were getting closer. “Wodan, if we… I mean, we still have a lot of soldiers. If we give Josef time, he can come up with a way to at least get the dragons, and if we do that, maybe-” 
 
    “The dragons are already dead, Matthias. We killed the last one, and it’s done nothing to slow the demons down. Right now the last of our men are gathering around the walls of the city. They’ve barely any ammo. Even if Utyar found their balls and started fighting, what would it amount to? The greatest army in the world has already done its best, and its best wasn’t enough. So who else can stand up to these demons? A demon told at least one person that my kingdom has been destroyed. And even if the demon was lying, my people don’t have anywhere near San Ktari’s firepower. Haven isn’t in any shape to fight, either. Who does that leave?” 
 
    Matthias stopped pacing and put a hand over his eyes. He said nothing. 
 
    “Who does that leave?” Wodan repeated. “That means it’s up to us. You can hate me, Matthias, but you know I’m right.” 
 
    Matthias ignored the radio and turned back to the Little Man in the Vault. “How much time do we have?” 
 
    “Maybe an hour?” said the man. “Maybe less?” 
 
    “Then you’re going to listen to me for the rest of that hour,” said Matthias, staring into the camera. 
 
    “Talk all you want, brother.” 
 
    I can break him, Matthias thought, turning his anger into the will to survive. 
 
    “If you have all this advanced tech down here,” said Matthias, “then why didn’t you give more to your people? Why didn’t you help them put up more of a fight?” 
 
    “We gave them more than we should have already! The saw weapons, audio recording technology, heaters for cold weather - believe me, we’ve treated King Vegenar very, very well!” 
 
    “You can’t tell me you don’t have some kind of real weapons down here. Something that would make these demons reconsider fighting us!” 
 
    The man looked aghast. “You expect us to hand out technology like giving candy to children?” He shook his head. “Maybe you’re not as highly ranked as I thought. Either that, or you’re testing me. If we handed over everything, without any guarantees of protection, then some stupid idiot would just end up destroying the world!” 
 
    “That’s exactly what’s happening right now!” Matthias shrieked. 
 
    “No-o-o, the man you’re working for seems to know his business. I’m guessing he’s a high-level Zealot, maybe even a Foreman, though it’s not my place to guess. He gave you the pass phrases you needed in order to fulfill your duty. That’s how our organization survives: By everyone knowing their place and doing their job. In fact, that’s how all organizations survive, when you think about...” 
 
    As the man rambled on, Matthias closed his eyes and rubbed his forehead. An unbelievably intense headache was building behind his eyes. He began to believe that he was speaking with someone monstrously stupid, and if that was the case, then no amount of argumentation would convince him to go against his indoctrination. 
 
    “... and I’m sorry you didn’t know exactly what your superior was putting you up to, but doggone it, we all have a job to do in this life. You think I woke up today thinking I was going to put in those codes, even though I’ve practiced it about a thousand…” 
 
    I don’t want to die listening to this idiot! 
 
    Desperate to find a way out of this situation, Matthias studied the images of the missiles. 
 
    “Why do some of them have their innards hanging out?” said Matthias, interrupting the man’s lecture. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “The missiles. Some of them are together, and some of them are open.” 
 
    “Well, we have to do regular repairs and maintenance on them. Just as we’ve done on everything the Ancients left behind.” 
 
    “Could you build a nuclear missile from scratch?” 
 
    The man laughed quietly. “No, sir. No, we couldn’t. We don’t have the means for that.” 
 
    “Then how can you assume the missiles will work now? If you can’t build one, how can you really be sure you’ve maintained these properly?” 
 
    Matthias could tell the man was getting uncomfortable. “We’ve done our best. Believe me, we have! I mean, the lights in your section are working, aren’t they? It’s not like you’re rubbing sticks together for a campfire or-” 
 
    “Now that you mention it,” said Matthias, “about a third of the monitors in this room  are out. They’re either dead, or they just show static.” 
 
    The man opened his mouth, but did not have a chance to respond before the radio chimed. “I see what you’re driving at,” said Wodan. “What condition are the missiles in?” 
 
    “We’ve done our best in maintaining them!” said the man. “Considering our equipment, we’ve gone above and beyond the call of-” 
 
    Matthias ignored the man and peered at the grainy images. “From what I can see, some of them look fine, but others look like they’ve been taken apart, or they’re in the middle of repair, maybe.” 
 
    “Just because some of them look in bad shape doesn’t mean they are,” the man interjected. “You have to understand, the men who built these weapons were able to miniaturize components in ways that we can’t necessarily copy, not with the tools we have.” 
 
    Matthias felt a surge of hope, but Wodan sighed audibly. “So some of the missiles might not even work,” said Wodan. 
 
    “Oh, they’re deadly, alright!” the Little Man blurted. “Believe me, the honored brothers who have the privilege of maintaining them - let’s just say they don’t live long, and they don’t die fast, if you catch my meaning!” 
 
    “I don’t,” said Matthias. 
 
    “Their bodies rot from the inside out,” said the man, smiling cynically. “The skin burns, the bones rot, the lungs decay. Sometimes even the mind falls apart. Anyone who maintains the missiles inevitably turns into a shell of themselves, rotting but lingering on. You have to understand, these are not just big bombs. They’re made of something that absolutely despises living things. Even if a fraction of these things blow up and the world somehow isn’t destroyed, the demons won’t exactly be winning a nice prize when they take over.” 
 
    Matthias rubbed his face, desperate to stop his throbbing temples. “Wodan, please,” he said, unable to hide his exhaustion. “You have to stop this shit. I don’t know what else to tell you, but this… this is...” 
 
    “The missiles,” said Wodan, his voice suddenly full of strength. “Where are they?” 
 
    “They’re close to me,” said the Little Man. “Under the valley. Most people don’t want to say the name, on account of blasphemy, but it’s…” 
 
    “The Valley of the Corpse of God,” said Wodan. Matthias could tell that Wodan was moving. 
 
    “Yes, that’s it,” said the Little Man. “People avoid the place. They think it’s possessed by evil spirits. And, you know, I don’t believe in stuff like that… but I guess, in a way, they’re right.” 
 
    “What are you planning, Wodan?” said Matthias. “I can tell you’re moving.” 
 
    “I have to do something,” said Wodan. “I’m going to sign off now.” 
 
    “Do something?” said Matthias. “You mean… put a stop to this?” 
 
    “No, Matthias!” Wodan shot back. “I won’t live in a world possessed by demons! And by God, neither will you!” 
 
    “Wodan!” Matthias shouted, but the radio was silent. “Damn it!” 
 
    Matthias restrained the impulse to throw his radio, then put it away and unslung his handguns, spinning them and checking the ammunition without thinking. He became self-conscious when he realized the Little Man was watching him. 
 
    “You said we have less than an hour,” said Matthias. “Are you sure you can’t give a better estimate?” 
 
    The man shrugged. “Believe it or not, this is the first time I’ve done this.” 
 
    *** 
 
    With sword in hand Josef kept his eyes fixed on the demon horde. Overhead, along the wall of Utyar, large floodlights shone on the demons, revealing hideous heads shaking in the gathering darkness. He was grateful for the illumination, though he would have preferred artillery support. 
 
    “Why won’t these monsters attack?” said Prince Hendrik. 
 
    Josef looked the prince up and down. He was annoyed at being approached by someone outside the chain of command in the middle of an operation. And he knew that if he was annoyed, that meant there were others who felt even more strongly about having foreign personnel mixing with them. It was plain to him that the big Ionian men with their oversized handguns and macabre, gore-covered blades were making his Joukai Jutsu nervous, but Josef wanted to keep the Ionians close to himself and away from any hot-headed patriots itching for payback. 
 
    The last thing we need is for a fight to break out in our own ranks, he thought. 
 
    He wondered how best to answer the prince. Josef was doing his best to get the remainder of his forces against the high walls of Utyar, but it was no easy task considering his Joukai Jutsu no longer had any clear idea regarding which Kommanders were still alive. 
 
    Then again, anyone who hasn’t made it to the wall by now is most likely dead. These demons have us almost completely hemmed in. 
 
    “I believe they’re preparing to strike,” said Josef. “The loss of their dragons has hurt them, but it’s obvious that they still want us dead. If you could try again with your father, it would-” 
 
    “No,” said Hendrik. He shook his head once. “I have radioed him. His will is set.” 
 
    Though his reluctance to try again was vexing, Josef understood how pride could come even between family. 
 
    This is who I’m going to die with, he thought. A stranger I just met, abandoned by his people. Perhaps I should tell him that I understand his family squabble, seeing as I may have murdered my own blood relatives? 
 
    Josef laughed without humor, and the big Ionian held his gaze, which was unnerving. Josef was not used to such behavior from mere humans. Just as Josef pushed aside his discomfort, he heard a disturbance among his men. 
 
    “Are we under attack?” he asked, then he realized that people were shouting, “Wo Dinn! Wo Dinn!” as they gathered against the wall. Josef pushed away from his Joukai Jutsu and made his way through the crowd. 
 
    Immediately his guards rushed ahead of him with batons drawn. “Step aside!” they shouted. “Make way for the Warmaster! Make way!” 
 
    In a semi-circle of open space guarded by the last of Valeria’s special forces fanatics, Josef found Wodan crouching beside Langley, who was lying on a thin blanket on the ground. Valeria’s men had put up a makeshift tent to cover her, but Josef knew that many had already seen her raving. Josef stopped short, unable to look away as she tossed and turned, her hands constantly brushing something away from her face. 
 
    “Wodan… is that… I can’t see, it’s, it’s like - my head Wodan, it hurts so… so…” 
 
    Josef crouched down beside them, and was about to tell Wodan to leave her be, but when he saw Wodan’s face, his mouth clamped shut. Wodan was covered in black grime, his eyes dark red from burst blood vessels. Josef could not help but think that he looked old, with lines under his eyes and in the corners of his mouth. It was plain to Josef that he was exhausted and in dire need of rest. 
 
    “You pushed yourself,” Wodan said quietly. “You can rest now, Dove.” 
 
    Though he kept his right hand curled up in his lap, with his left he took both of her hands from her face and held her down. 
 
    “N-n-no, Wodan,” she suddenly stirred, kicking at the blanket as if trying to crawl away. “Wodan, I have to - I have to keep it off - my face, it’s… it’s burning, I think, and I… I have to… to-” 
 
    “There’s nothing wrong with your face, Dove, it’s your powers,” he said, his voice level and calm. “You pushed it and hurt yourself. I know it’s hard to concentrate, but think of your training.” 
 
    “T-training,” she muttered. 
 
    “You meditated on a cube, didn’t you? Isn’t that what you used to do?” 
 
    “Y-y-yes,” she said, shaking her head as if disagreeing. “Turned it, pic… pictured it, made it… made it turn…” 
 
    Josef was deeply unsettled to see her like this, and turned to make sure no one was watching. He was glad to see two of Valeria’s men holding a sheet extended between them, somewhat blocking them from view. 
 
    “Dove,” said Wodan. “There is a cube floating in a bright blue sky. Can you see it? Can you turn it three times?” 
 
    Josef shook his head, then was surprised to see Langley growing still, seemingly looking overhead though her eyes were closed. Josef watched her, lost in her own world, mumbling occasionally but otherwise calm. They waited. Whatever she was going through, she seemed free of torment. Josef signaled to Wodan, and they rose and left the makeshift tent. 
 
    “Has Matthias contacted you?” Wodan said quietly. 
 
    “No, and I can’t get hold of him. You know where he is?” 
 
    Wodan nodded, but said nothing. Josef sighed. 
 
    “It matters little,” said Josef. “Here’s the thing. It looks as if the demons are preparing to attack again. We don’t have the numbers or the ammunition to survive another onslaught. Not out here, at least. With the dragons dead, we could make a stand, but only if we were behind those walls.” Josef lowered his voice, then added, “We have King Vegenar’s son out here with us.” 
 
    “He’s still alive?” said Wodan. “He’s a good man.” 
 
    “That may be, but he’s also a valuable man. I’m giving some thought to breaking through the gate and forcing our way in. To avoid a bloodbath, we could use Prince Hendrik as leverage. Or as a hostage, if it comes to that. That is, unless…” 
 
    “Unless?” 
 
    “Unless you have some other plan.” 
 
    Wodan opened his mouth to speak, then a loud voice cried out, “Wodan! Wodan, show yourself!” 
 
    They turned to look across the field. The earth was heaped up in an incline around the wall, so they could see far over the heads of their men, all the way to the demons writhing in the floodlights. A humanoid creature stood at the front of the demon army. It wore a long, open robe, but they could make out short, stubby legs and long arms of pale white covered in black spots. Two tiny black eyes sat almost in the middle of its wide, round head, and it had a short, upturned nose and a mouth that hung open, breathing like a fish gasping for air on the shore. 
 
    Wodan looked around until he saw a black sun banner, then took it and waved it high overhead. 
 
    “I am here!” he shouted. “Wodan is here! Do you see me, demon?” 
 
    The demon turned its odd head until its black eyes fell on Wodan. The floodlights reflected off the black eyes, turning them into shining green orbs. The demon breathed deeply and its throat expanded, then it cried out, “And the one they call the Warmaster, where is he?” 
 
    “Here I am!” Josef shouted. “State your name, demon!” 
 
    The demon stood in silence for a long time, then it said, “I am Abel, if you need a name. Abel One-of-Many. I’ve come to negotiate.” 
 
    “You have little with which to negotiate,” said Josef. “Your dragons are dead. We don’t fear the rest of you!” 
 
    Josef tried to project an image of confidence, not only for the demons, but for his men as well. He reasoned that if he had been in the same conversation against a human opponent, his opponent might have laughed and boasted as well. Instead the demon only looked at him, content to sit in silence. Josef was not sure if the creature was making a calculated gesture and allowing the boast to fall flat, or if it was thinking, or if it was somehow receiving orders remotely. 
 
    Finally the demon’s neck inflated once again, and it cried out, “Give us Wodan, and we will withdraw. Hand over Wodan to us, and we will let the rest of you live.” 
 
    Josef forced out laughter, then shouted, “Why would I hand over our champion? Surely you know that he cannot be beaten! Why do you think words will suffice when force proved insufficient?” 
 
    “Words will suffice,” said Abel, “because you want to live.” 
 
    Josef stared down the demon. Again he wanted to project an image of strength and confidence, but in reality, his belly was in a knot. He wanted to confer with Wodan, but he did not want to seem as if he was in a bind. Instead, he simply stared into the demon’s flat, green-lit eyes, wrestling with the feeling that the monster could stare back at him for the rest of the night, forever unimpressed. 
 
    We just don’t have the manpower or the equipment to beat them, he thought. Damn them, they just don’t give up! 
 
    Josef heard Wodan speaking quietly. He turned and saw him whispering to one of Valeria’s fanatics. The man nodded, then pushed his way through the crowd. Before Josef could ask Wodan what he was doing, his personal radio made a tone. 
 
    “Josef! Josef!” said Matthias. 
 
    Josef took the radio and said quietly, “This is really bad timing, Matthias. Where are you?” 
 
    “I’m about to be taken by Ionian soldiers,” he said. “I’m inside Utyar. I’ve got a hostage, so they haven’t taken any shots at me, but I can’t get out of here without killing someone.” 
 
    “How the…?!” Josef looked around, embarrassed, and cupped his hand over the radio. “How in the hell did you get in such a fix? Were you trying to open the gate or something?” 
 
    “No, ah, well, it’s a little more complicated than that.” 
 
    “Whatever you’re doing, Matthias, don’t kill anyone! Let them arrest you, if necessary.” 
 
    “Okay, fine, but listen, Josef - where is Wodan? What is he doing?” 
 
    Josef hesitated. “He’s…” 
 
    “This is important, Josef!” 
 
    Just then, the fanatic returned carrying a heavy machine gun with a long belt of ammunition thrown over his shoulder. 
 
    “That’s just what I need,” said Wodan. “Thank you.” 
 
    Matthias repeated Josef’s name, distracting him. “Josef, I know what he’s going to do. Wodan is going to trick you into forcing the demons into the valley. He has a trap set in the valley east of the city. He’s going to get you to fight and push the demons into the valley, and he’s going to make good his escape!” 
 
    “What do you mean, Matthias?” 
 
    “I don’t have time to explain, Josef!” said Matthias. “You need to understand that Wodan only cares about killing demons! He doesn’t care about you, or me, or anyone else, for that matter! I can’t explain, but he’s a thousand times more fucked in the head than we thought!” 
 
    “Wodan?” said a still, small voice. 
 
    Josef turned to the cloth barrier held in place by Valeria’s fanatics. Sitting on the ground, Langley held part of the barrier aside, and seemed to be peering out at them, though her eyes were still clasped shut. 
 
    “Wodan?” she said quietly. “Where are you going, Wodan?” 
 
    Wodan looked at her, but immediately turned away. He took the heavy machine gun, tucked it into his armpit, crouched and loaded the belt of ammunition with his left hand, then smacked the cover shut and held the grip awkwardly in his left hand. 
 
    “Some water, please,” he said. 
 
    “Wodan?” said Langley. “What are you doing? Are you leaving? Are you leaving me?” 
 
    The man who had given him a machine gun produced a canteen, and Wodan knelt and let the man empty it into his mouth. “Thank you,” he said. 
 
    “Wodan!” Langley shouted. “Answer me!” 
 
    “Josef!” said Matthias. “Wodan is going to-” 
 
    “Be still, Matthias,” said Josef. “We don’t know who might be listening.” 
 
    “Wodan!” Langley shouted. “You’re leaving! You lied to me! You said we would be together! You lied to all of us!” 
 
    Wodan stopped. Though his back was turned to Josef, Josef could still see something like a weight settle onto his shoulders. He seemed to be frozen in time, as if suddenly turned into a lifeless statue. 
 
    “You’re holding that oddly,” said the special forces fanatic. “You sure you know how to use it?” 
 
    Wodan stirred to life. He turned and looked at Josef. Josef felt the weight of Wodan’s gaze, as if ten thousand words were needed to explain what he was going to do, but none could be said. Josef knew that Wodan wanted him to understand something, but he could not speak freely. Finally Wodan hefted the machine gun in his grasp, then nodded to the fanatic. 
 
    “I do,” he said. 
 
    “Josef?” said Matthias. “What is Wodan doing now?” 
 
    “He’s going to meet with the demons,” said Josef. 
 
    *** 
 
    The soldiers parted for Wodan as he made his way to the front. He was too exhausted to be afraid, and felt only a hyperreal sense of being alive. He looked over the men as he walked, noticing their red-stained bandages, their haunted expressions, the sad look of animals concealing their pain. He did not know most of these men, and even though he had spent a great deal of time resenting their existence, now they all seemed precious to him. Though tired, he made sure to stand up straight as he walked, because he wanted them to see him standing tall. A small part of himself realized that if enough of the bombs worked and this truly was their last moment before the world was erased, then none of this really mattered. He could stop and lie down, if he wanted, and simply rest. 
 
    No, he thought, disgusted by the thought. Even if we are all erased, it still matters that we hurt the demons. 
 
    Hurting them is all that matters! 
 
    Wodan drew clear of the soldiers and found himself on open ground. The demons writhed in the gloom, a sick menagerie of tails and crooked legs and heads vomited up from perverse design. Shadows blurred where one was distinct from another and Wodan felt as if he was approaching a single being, a throbbing pustule that had burst and spilled out onto the dying earth. So many eyes were on him, and though he was so tired that he would have preferred letting his face hang slack, he made an effort to smile. He could not hide the fact that his right arm was broken in several places, but still he wanted to look as if he did not mind taking a casual stroll on this fine evening. 
 
    Sure enough, he could feel their hatred, a heavy, insistent force that pressed against him. The absurd intensity of their hatred seemed so unreasonable to him that he could not help but find it somehow amusing. His forced smile became genuine, a hanged man’s appreciation of his own ridiculous situation in a ridiculous world. He saw movement, then realized the demon named Abel had been walking toward him, then stopped in midstep. Abel’s mouth hung open in horror, and Wodan knew that in its eyes, he was the one who seemed demonic. 
 
    I hope these demons are ready for a little fun and games, Wodan thought, unable to suppress his sudden laughter. 
 
    “You may drop that weapon!” said Abel. 
 
    Because I’m going to enjoy this! 
 
    “Which weapon?” said Wodan. 
 
    Abel narrowed its eyes, the raw dough flesh on its protruding forehead creasing with effort. 
 
    “Ah, you must mean this one!” said Wodan. He immediately hefted the machine gun in his left hand and shot off several rounds. Abel’s right thigh and knee exploded in a wet spray and while the ambassador’s cries could not be heard over the echo of the rounds, its body hit the ground with such force that Wodan almost felt the heavy slap of flesh under his feet. 
 
    The demons immediately reacted, each of them crying out in violent rage. The soldiers jerked in alarm and Wodan took off running to his left. His exhaustion was suddenly washed away in a tumult of exultation, which was only empowered by knowing that Abel was not dead, but would be cursed to lie in agony waiting to slowly bleed out. Wodan’s determination to hurt demonkind gave speed to his steps, making it look and feel as if he was flying across the field. The demons surged toward him, the ground shaking with the violence of hundreds of thousands or even millions of monsters all streaming in his direction. 
 
    When the fastest demons drew ahead of him Wodan simply leaped overhead, his feet barely touching the ground when he came down. The wind lashed at his face, only filling him with more joy. For a long time he had looked with dread upon the moment when he would lash out at the entire world in order to destroy demonkind, but now he was shocked to find that he felt only a sort of mad joy. Still more demons drew ahead of him, vile four-legged creatures with knees pointing in all directions. Wodan fired as he ran, tearing open one monster’s jaw before slamming into another demon’s head with his shoulder, impacting with enough force that he was not sure which demon was hurt more. 
 
    The demons were unable to cut him off before he drew past the walls of Utyar. He let out a wild whooping cry. He stumbled on a ditch he did not see in the dark, but quickly caught his footing. As he awkwardly tried to right himself, he turned and, laughing, fired several rounds at the demons running to catch up with him. Then he kept running. 
 
    *** 
 
    It was dark when Wodan reached the valley. The flattened wheat gave way first to parched grass, then hard stone, as if the entire valley was little more than a ditch filled in with gravel. Wodan was cold despite running, his burst of manic energy now long since gone. Occasionally he wondered if the demons would give up pursuit, and he would stop, alarmed by the sound of his own breathing - and then, sure enough, the howls of the demons would come echoing along the stone walls on either side. 
 
    The light of the waning moon was just bright enough to reveal thousands of lurching forms filling the valley. Wodan stumbled and found his footing. Unwilling to crouch for fear he would not be able to rise, he simply bent over at the waist and rested his weight on the stock of the machine gun, cringing inwardly at the barrel resting in the dirt. He spat as he fought for air. 
 
    “Come on!” he shouted, hoping his voice would carry over theirs. He pulled himself upright, stumbled back a few paces, and fired several rounds at them. “What is the fucking holdup?!” he shouted, his voice cracking on the last word. He turned and ran deeper into the valley. Suddenly embarrassed by his own awkward gait, he laughed involuntarily. He would have liked to laugh so loud that it would echo throughout the entire valley, but he no longer had such an effort in him. 
 
    “Set… sass… anar!” he muttered. “Master, if you… can... see me!” He caught movement and realized dozens of demons had already covered the ground to his right, no doubt hoping to encircle him. “Watch me! Watch me!” he rasped, then fired as he ran. He saw dark forms crash into one another and tumble into the sharp gravel, then he turned as he ran and fired still more rounds behind him. 
 
    By now his ears were so numb that he could no longer hear the demons, but felt their voices and their footsteps as heavy waves pressing into him. For a moment he fully understood that he was running in a dark wilderness far from home, far from anyone he knew, with evil creatures hounding him, and the sudden jolt of fear threatened to warp his mind. He ignored the thrashing in his chest and turned once again, firing still more rounds behind him. 
 
    “Hell with you!” he shouted, unable to articulate in any greater detail. “Damn… you!” 
 
    The demons were now so close that he could see them in the moonlight. Several hideous freaks stumbled and fell under his machine gun fire. He turned away to gain distance, but his run was now reduced to a stiff-legged walk. Somehow many, many demons had drawn ahead of him in the dark, and were joining to close him in. He fired in their direction, unsure whether or not he hit anything, then turned and fired behind him once more. The gun somehow seemed to grow heavier even as the rounds depleted, and as the belt ran dry he only fired into the ground, unable to hold the gun aloft any longer. 
 
    “Let’s see it!” he shouted. “Let’s see what you got!” 
 
    Despite his bold words, he stumbled forward and only remained upright by using the machine gun as a large walking stick. The demons closed in around him, tentacles whipping in the moonlight, odd heads flailing. 
 
    “You still… you still can’t…” he said, then turned and spat, unable to continue. 
 
    The demons parted, and a tall monstrosity ran into view. Wodan was shocked to see something like a giant penguin, a creature he had heard about while browsing the ancient records in the Tower. Penemue glared at Wodan with all of his force of will, his stubby arms flapping at his side, his heavy footfalls rocking his body from side to side. Wodan glanced to the side, wondering if he could break through the crowd in order to drive the demons deeper into the valley, then he realized he no longer had any idea which way he was facing. 
 
    Penemue squawked in rage, arresting Wodan’s attention. The ten foot tall monster towered over him, and even though the fear racing through Wodan was beyond anything he had known since leaving home, the unreal sense that he was trapped in a nightmare was clouded by his desire to somehow beat this monster down and knock its brains out in front of all the other demons. 
 
    If I can knock it over… if I can knock it over, I can… 
 
    Penemue hobbled closer. Wodan lifted the empty machinegun to hit him, but Penemue swung one of his stubby flippers with blinding speed, crashing into Wodan’s face with unbelievable force, shattering his jaw and blasting his nose in half. Wodan found himself rolling end over end. In a wild daze he tried to push himself up with his left arm, ignoring the sight of blood and teeth pouring onto the earth. Just as he rose onto one knee, Penemue was on top of him. The demon’s hot, wet mouth closed around his head and shoulders. Wodan strained against the beak but his arms were forced to his sides. He screamed involuntarily but felt something like a smooth wall pressing against the side of his face, cutting off his voice. Penemue sucked hard and Wodan’s right shoulder was pulled out of socket and his collarbone broke with a nauseating snap, then he simply fell upward through a writhing tube. 
 
    Wodan’s awareness jolted back and forth from the terror of being unable to breath to the burning pain in his shoulder, then the unfair, bizarre situation overcame all thought. A part of him understood that he was only having a nightmare which would soon end; the pain suddenly ended, and he felt himself floating free. 
 
    Then the ground lurched. Though thrown back into the painful awareness of his tortured body, the sensation of floating remained. He had the distinct sense that the world was coming apart at the seams. 
 
    *** 
 
    Josef and Hendrik and many others saw the earth leap in the distance, as if the fist of the world’s creator had plunged into the demon-choked valley in a fit of divine rage. They had no time to sit and wonder at the sight of myriad stones and flying dirt somehow arranged in an expanding dome gleaming in the moonlight, as they were soon thrown back by an incredible wave. The land tossed and rolled, the hard earth somehow turning into a raging ocean for one unbelievable moment. 
 
    Josef woke and found himself lying on his back on the cold earth, his senses overwhelmed by an odd grinding, moaning sound, as if the world was crying out in anguish. Over his left shoulder he saw stones falling from the wall of Utyar, a slow rain that he strained to comprehend. Wind raced across the field, and while he could see that others were alive beside himself, no one stood, but only covered their faces against the dust raking its innumerable claws over the world. Only Josef rose to his knees and watched the sky turn an odd, sickly green. He could not make out the source of illumination, and his imagination ran wild with thoughts of the sky torn open with beings beyond comprehension pouring out. Lightning suddenly arced upward from the ruined valley, a static discharge leaping into the black heavens. 
 
    Why is the earth moving? he wondered. What has Wodan done? 
 
    Josef put a hand against his heart and sat motionless. Time lost any hold on him as he sat in wonder, his gaze fixed on lightning curling up a plume of dust rising from the ruined valley. Then the horrible grinding sound grew quiet. Despite the wind still pulling at his cloak, he began to hope that the earth was somehow settling down. 
 
    Then something truly unexpected caught his attention. 
 
    “Look! Look!” he shouted. “Get up, all of you! Look, look that way!” 
 
    Some brave souls peered into the east, where Josef pointed. Some demons could still be seen through the dust storm, but they were no longer racing into the east. They were turning in all directions, confused and unsure of themselves. Josef saw something like a large, hairless wolf turn and bite some slouching goblin, then they pushed away from one another, hissing and spitting. He had never seen or heard of demons fighting amongst one another. He watched in fascination as one group turned and fled, then another group fled in the opposite direction. Soon they were all fleeing, seemingly without goal. 
 
    The wind died down and dust fell upon the field. When the air cleared, Josef slowly rose to his feet. He gripped his hands together to keep them from shaking. He could not trust his own legs, nor the earth under his feet. Still, despite his misgivings, he could see no demon army. They were gone. 
 
    “He did it,” he said quietly. “Wodan broke those monsters.” Then Josef raised his voice, shouting, “Do you hear me, everyone? Wodan broke the demons!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty-One 
 
    Pieces of the World 
 
      
 
    Twisted, demonic corpses cooked under the sun, some half-buried under pulverized earth and gravel. Anyone who chanced upon their remains would find them unclassifiable, a strange mix of beasts from many lands and eras, given unnatural size and unnatural shape. Though once menacing, now vultures and other carrion feeders picked over them without fear. They had done so for several days. 
 
    One particularly large demon with its eyes pecked out currently laid partly tucked in a gray dune. It had once had wings, but now a part of its belly moved almost like a wing, rising and falling slowly. A closer inspection would reveal that this dead demon’s entire belly had ruptured, from the bottom of its rib cage down to its groin. Lying on its right side, the left half of its belly waved like a fan, then it settled for a moment. 
 
    Finally the demon’s belly shook, and a man slid out onto the gray sand as if newly born. He was covered in filth, his mouth and cheeks red with old blood, his long hair matted to the side of his head. He squatted and surveyed the shattered valley. Taking in the blue sky, the land, dead monsters as far as he could see, even the vultures and their drama, he was filled with an almost painful sense of gratitude. 
 
    The world was whole, and he was glad to be in it. 
 
    *** 
 
    Josef woke to the sound of shouting. Fearing that the Ionians were attacking, or that the demons had returned, he fumbled around, found his sidearm, and made his way to the tent flap. He was annoyed that none of his Jutsu had woken him at the first sign of threat. He pushed through the flap and shielded his eyes against the glare of the late afternoon sun. In the distance he saw Rotnami rushing toward something. Throughout the rest of the camp, soldiers were turning toward the east, as if standing at attention. 
 
    Then he saw a tall man with brown hair. Soldiers were escorting him toward Josef’s tent, but they were having a difficult time pushing through the gathering crowd. He soon realized that the men were not shouting in alarm, but in celebration. 
 
    “Josef? What’s going on?” 
 
    He heard Langley’s voice from within the tent. She sounded tired, and he did not want to bother her, but he reckoned that this was worth her effort. 
 
    “You might want to come out and have a look,” he said, smiling. “It’s Wodan. He’s alive.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Wodan rested his weight on a stout young soldier while another pulled him by the arm. He was struck by the sense of familiarity shown to him, the way the soldiers openly looked at him, smiling and waving. They were all partly bearded and filthy and he could see by their tents and makeshift lean-tos spread around Utyar that their conditions were far from ideal, yet they welcomed him with unconcealed joy, reminding him of arriving late to a wild party. 
 
    Seeing that he was having trouble, a long stick once bearing a banner was passed to him through the crowd. He took it and leaned his weight on it, not knowing who to thank. Though his wounds had healed over the past few days, he would have liked to rest, but his desire to find out whether anyone else was still alive drove him to leave his refuge. He had not expected to meet such a crowd of madmen gathered beneath the perilously leaning walls of Utyar. 
 
    It was not only Utyar that had changed, but the entire field looked different. Flat fields of wheat had been replaced with squat, dust-covered hills. Smoky fires marked places where men were cutting up demonic bodies, and it looked as if work crews were cutting into and even climbing inside the corpse of Metatraxes, which was partly buried in a mound of earth. He could see black sun banners waving around the great hill of Skollurdeg. 
 
    “Wodan!” Josef cried out. “Is that you?” 
 
    “It is! It is!” said Wodan, waving over the crowd. 
 
    Wodan was about to say more, but Josef produced a loudspeaker, and began shouting in Eastern, “Wo Dinn has returned! Behold, the demon-slayer has come back to us! Bring food, bring water!” 
 
    Demon-slayer, Wodan thought. Relief washed over him. 
 
    That means there were enough functional warheads to kill the demons, or kill enough of them to take the fight out of them. 
 
    And yet, the world is still here. Even Utyar still exists. 
 
    The sensation of so much stress pouring out of him was overwhelming, and he covered his eyes. He pretended to brush dust from his face, then laughed at himself. He was not alone; he saw other men openly weeping. 
 
    The demons have been beaten, he thought, considering the unthinkable idea. 
 
    Can it really be true? 
 
    Wodan was suddenly embraced by Josef, and they fell upon one another laughing. 
 
    “Leave it to you to survive!” said Josef. “Only you could live through something like that!” 
 
    “You’ll have to tell me about it! I didn’t even see it myself!” said Wodan. Josef gave him a look, but Wodan cut off any questions. “Is Langley-” 
 
    “She’s alive,” said Josef. “Everyone’s alive, brother. Justyn and Valeria are on Skollurdeg, supervising the digging of wells.” Josef gestured, and a soldier presented Wodan with a helmet full of water. Wodan turned the thing up and the men found this terribly amusing, laughing uncontrollably as he drained the thing. The water tasted so cool and clear that he did not care about the possibility of radiation, nor even the tang of sweat, but only delighted in the feeling of washing dried, rancid demon blood out of his mouth. 
 
    Wodan emptied the helmet, then leaned toward Josef. 
 
    “Josef,” he said quietly, “did Matthias tell you about the weapon?” 
 
    “He hasn’t had much chance. He’s under arrest, and they don’t give him much time to speak with us. Why?” 
 
    “This water - it might not be good. The weapon I used may have contaminated any underground springs or wells in the area. I’m sure it’s fine for us to drink... for a while... but it may hurt the humans.” 
 
    Josef pulled away, holding Wodan’s gaze as he considered the strange statement. He said nothing, and Wodan knew that his mind was working. Finally Josef nodded, but said nothing more. 
 
    “Wodan?” 
 
    Wodan heard her despite the rambunctious crowd. He went to the darkened entrance of the tent and nearly bumped into Langley as she came to him. They both stopped, unexpectedly shy of one another. Her hair was drawn up in a bun, her eyes crossed with red veins and lined with dark flesh. He could see that she was still in pain, but she smiled to conceal this from him. 
 
    I should have come back sooner, he thought, unsure of what to say. 
 
    But I thought I had killed her! 
 
    “I knew you were alive,” she said, as if in response to his thoughts. “I could feel you. Out there, somewhere.” 
 
    Despite her warmth, he could sense that she was worn ragged, that he had pushed her too far in dragging her into this battle. Guilt held him back, and anything he might say seemed trite. 
 
    “Dove, I’m-” 
 
    “Why do you smell so bad?” she blurted out. 
 
    He laughed. 
 
    “I’ve been sleeping in a demon’s stomach and breathing through its asshole,” he said. 
 
    “I don’t believe you.” 
 
    He shrugged. “It was surprisingly comfortable.” 
 
    “Well,” said Josef, “the smell corroborates your story, at least. And you must have had something to shield you from… whatever it was you used against the demons. Speaking of demons, are you hungry? We have grilled demon, pan-fried demon, demon soup, demon-” 
 
    “No, no,” said Wodan, scowling. “I’ve eaten enough demon the past few days to last a lifetime.” 
 
    “We saw no signs of any fires,” said Josef. “I had scouts on the lookout, but I didn’t want to come within range of that weapon.” 
 
    “I ate it raw. And it’s good you stayed away. That weapon was a one-shot deal, but it contaminates anything it touches. We shouldn’t stay here for long. Actually, do we have a way out of here?” 
 
    Josef looked around, then spoke quietly. “We have a plane. But there’s only enough fuel to make it to Akkad. It’s a one-way ticket.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you use it already?” 
 
    “I already told you,” said Langley. “I knew you would come back to us.” 
 
    Langley had expected some response from Wodan, but instead his gaze grew distant. He seemed to be looking over the heads of the soldiers, lost in thought. 
 
    I was wrong, Wodan thought. 
 
    I always hated others having power over me. Whether I was in Haven, or the wasteland, I wanted to be free! And when I became strong enough to be free, I wanted to give that gift to others, too. I wanted to set humanity free, and see what their creative spirit could accomplish. 
 
    He looked at the strange, dark forms heaped onto bonfires, the makeshift stone ovens filled with the sweet scent of burning flesh, the men tossing bodies into graves or cooperating to improve their dwellings or simply standing in groups and surveying their handiwork. He could not help but notice that no one stood alone. 
 
    It’s not just a matter of numbers, he thought. My people could not have done this! I love them, I love the things they do… but this is a hard world, and winning a battle like this is beyond them. And now the demons may be broken, but what if something worse comes for us? I don’t even know if my Valliers are still alive. I always imagined that the demons would break against mankind freed from laws and restraint… but it takes laws and strict order to shape humanity, to turn him into something that can fight demons, or fight anything that opposes him. 
 
    Setsassanar would have thought the same. He didn’t just give me the tools to become what I am. No, he pushed me, goaded me, infuriated me, made me uncomfortable at every turn. His cruelty pushed me past what I thought were my limits and turned me into the weapon that made this possible. Freedom had nothing to do with it. We were not equals. There was a hierarchy. 
 
    Even looking at the results of his victory over demonkind, Wodan felt the sense of sweet deflation that comes with accepting difficult truth. 
 
    “It takes order,” he said quietly. “Not freedom.” 
 
    “What’s that?” said Josef. 
 
    Brought back from his thoughts, Wodan looked around. “Where is…” he said, then he saw Prince Hendrik standing nearby with some of his men. Wodan could tell that the man was watching him but trying to seem as if he was not. Wodan suddenly pushed his way toward him. Hendrik’s eyes went wide. 
 
    “Prince Hendrik!” said Wodan. “I need you to come with me. We’ve work to do!” 
 
    *** 
 
    As the sun set, Wodan and Hendrik made their way around the western edge of the wall. They both wore hooded gray cloaks donated by Hendrik’s saw lancers. Hendrik watched the strange man leading him over fallen stones, and he could not help but think that with his hood drawn and his weight borne upon a long staff, he looked almost like an old wizard from one of the tales Hendrik remembered from his childhood. 
 
    “Wodan,” Hendrik said quietly. “Wodan, sir, what do you mean to do?” 
 
    “Here’s a good spot,” said Wodan, crouching and pointing at a long section of wall that had tumbled down. Hendrik’s heart broke to see the devastation wrought upon his home, for the high wall was now nothing but a hill of jagged stones. 
 
    “By the gods!” said Hendrik. “They say our chainsaw lances are terrible, but I can’t imagine any weapon capable of this! And if the walls are in this shape, then what of the city itself?” 
 
    “Utyar needs you,” said Wodan, nodding and gesturing strangely. “Ionia needs you now, Hendrik.” 
 
    Hendrik shook his head. “It will take so much to put our realm back together…” 
 
    Wodan looked at him. “The entire world must be put back together. This is only the first step. Come on!” 
 
    Hendrik looked at him crouching on the ground, then he said, “I don’t rightly follow what you want.” 
 
    Wodan gestured toward his back. “Hop on. We’re going in.” 
 
    “You want me to climb on your back?” Hendrik forced out laughter. “It would not be right.” 
 
    “No one will see us.” 
 
    Again Hendrik forced out laughter, unsure how to argue against such an odd demand. “I am much heavier than I look,” said Hendrik, hoping that a practical approach would suffice. “And besides, my saw sword is heavy as well.” 
 
    Hendrik was surprised when Wodan gave him a look, as if Hendrik was the one being difficult. “I’ve carried heavier,” he said. “Come on, then. We’ve not much time.” 
 
    Wodan turned away and scanned the broken wall as if the matter was already settled. Hendrik tried to force out still more laughter, but his mouth was dry. He looked around, cursed silently, then shook his head and awkwardly climbed onto Wodan’s back. 
 
    “There we go,” said Wodan. “Now, keep your head down!” 
 
    Wodan flung them upward and Hendrik nearly cried out in surprise. With his staff in one hand, Wodan leaped over stones and guided himself with his free hand. From Wodan’s perspective, he was still very tired, and leaping up the broken pieces of wall was slow going; but from Hendrik’s perspective, it seemed as if they were flying, each leap surely bringing them close to death. He considered himself a brave man, and tried to keep his alarm to himself, but eventually he was forced to speak. 
 
    “Wodan! There are guards over there, on the rubble!” 
 
    “I see them,” said Wodan, just as he swung behind a large chunk of rubble overhanging a steep incline. 
 
    “Sir,” Hendrik spoke firmly. “Do you really mean to go into Utyar by these means?” 
 
    “I do. We will.” 
 
    “I appreciate this, Wodan, but I can’t just sneak in and sit by my father at the dinner table and hope everyone will think that I never left. I disobeyed a direct order from my father, the king, and I… I aided the enemy. The punishment is death. Or exile, if my father is lenient, and the other noble families don’t force his hand.” 
 
    Wodan turned his head and gave Hendrik another odd look. 
 
    “Prince Hendrik, how did your family come into power? Did they obey the rules until somebody handed them the crown?” 
 
    “Well… no. Actually, they killed-” 
 
    “That’s right. They killed a rival and took power. I’m not suggesting we do the same, but I will say that you can’t sit outside the gates forever. Even if your father opened the gate and took you back in, no one would respect you. At best, they would pity you for waiting so patiently. No, the thing about getting what you want, is that you have to go after it. Most people will naturally get out of the way.” 
 
    “I’m more concerned with the ones who don’t get out of the way.” 
 
    Wodan turned around again, and this time Hendrik was surprised to see an expression of good humor. 
 
    “Well,” said Wodan, “even if you’re killed in the attempt, at least you can enjoy your final moments.” 
 
    Hendrik laughed quietly. “This is enjoyable to you?” 
 
    “Better than sitting around, isn’t it?” 
 
    Before Hendrik could respond, Wodan glanced around their cover, then flung them both around and upward. As Hendrik held on for dear life, he decided that Wodan had a point. 
 
    I suppose my father is stubborn enough to keep me outside the city until it falls into utter ruin, he thought. Let us see if he is stubborn enough to call for my execution when he finds me standing before him! 
 
    *** 
 
    Hendrik found Utyar much changed, with some buildings collapsed while others seemed inexplicably untouched. The cobbled streets were cracked and uneven, or sometimes disappeared into sinkholes. A few remaining gaslights illuminated the avenue leading up to the castle, which Hendrik was glad to see still standing. The avenue had been converted to a marketplace, with people still exchanging goods even at this late hour. Unrecognizable with his hood drawn, he was able to escort Wodan without trouble. 
 
    Hendrik stopped at the end of the marketplace, where the path led up to the castle’s front gate. Several guards stood before the open gate, some at attention, others in idle conversation. 
 
    “Well, sir,” said Hendrik, “there is the castle. As you can see, the entrance is guarded. I’m sure none of those men would shy away from bonus pay at catching a lawbreaker. Do you have a plan?” 
 
    “I do,” said Wodan. “Follow me, and be brave!” 
 
    Hendrik’s jaw fell when Wodan made straight for the front gate, leaning on his staff and hobbling like an old man. Confusion and anger grappled for his attention. This strange man had already dragged him into a city where he was no longer welcome, and while he luckily avoided detection so far, he now seemed intent on running toward the nearest soldier. Grinding his teeth, Hendrik doubled his pace to catch up with Wodan so he would at least not look like a fool with his mouth hanging open. 
 
    “Hold on, there!” said one of the guards. Hendrik felt his face grow hot as they all suddenly turned to look in his direction. “Put your hoods down, gentlemen. Hoods down in the king’s hall!” 
 
    “Forgive me!” said Wodan. “I am a stranger in your land. But it seems I’ve found the right place, as I need to speak with your king.” 
 
    The men were not amused at Wodan’s jovial tone, and drew up in a circle around them as they approached. Several rested their hands on the guns hanging at their hips. 
 
    “King Vegenar will decide if you need to speak with him,” said the guard. “Just who are you, to come here so late in the day?” 
 
    Wodan tapped his staff lightly on the ground. “Surely the king would be glad to see his son?” he said, then he dropped his hood and pulled down Hendrik’s as well. Though Hendrik still felt as if he was riding a mount completely out of his control, he made an effort to stand tall and give the guards a stern look. 
 
    “Gods below,” said the guard. “That’s him, alright! Let’s take him and-” 
 
    “Not so fast,” said Wodan. “As I’ve said, I’m an outsider requesting an audience with the king. By Ionian law, I must be presented to him, correct?” 
 
    “Yes, but-” 
 
    “And do I not have the right to appoint an Ionian who will represent me and help translate on my behalf?” 
 
    The guards, who were exceedingly alarmed at this point, suddenly directed their attention at their superior. He narrowed his eyes at Wodan. “You seem to have little need of a translator, sir,” said the guard. “In fact, you know our laws well enough, I’d say! Do you know that this man you accompany is a lawbreaker and enemy of the king?” 
 
    Wodan nodded sideways, then braced himself on his staff. “He may have broken your laws, but nevertheless, they are your laws, and we must obey them. I am an outsider in need of a translator, and here he is. If an outsider like me can respect your laws, surely a true Ionian such as yourself must also respect them?” 
 
    The guard clenched his jaw and looked Wodan up and down. Wodan took one hand off his staff and examined a fingernail as he brushed some dirt from it. 
 
    “Very well,” said the guard. “Come along, and we’ll see what the king decides should be done with you.” 
 
    Another guard laughed quietly. “Will it be hanging, or a firing squad?” he said to one of his companions. 
 
    Hendrik could not help but notice that it was not so long ago when he would not have allowed a glorified doorman to make such a jest on his behalf. But his mouth was dry, and he was hemmed in, and his only companion was an inscrutable creature beyond his understanding. He sighed inwardly. 
 
    The sun is down, he thought to himself. Father will probably choose hanging so as not to cause a public disturbance. 
 
    *** 
 
    As soon as they entered the main hall, where people dined on long tables and benches while King Vegenar sat on his throne, Wodan’s demeanor suddenly changed. 
 
    “What is this, King Vegenar?” he shouted. “What rude behavior is this? Why have you closed your door to me, a friendly diplomat who brings to you the hero of the Battle of Utyar? Demonkind has been vanquished. We should be greeted with serving wenches and bath maidens, not these coarse louts!” 
 
    The strings of a bard’s kantelar twanged off-key and the entire room fell deathly silent. Everyone turned to stare, food held before their mouths as if they were frozen in space. Again Hendrik tried his best to play the part of a stern man unafraid of judgment. He marched beside Wodan as if he believed his companion was a wise adjudicator rather than a madman. The guards escorting them made as if to seize them, but Wodan brushed two of them aside as if they were children. One man grabbed Hendrik’s arm, but Hendrik placed his palm in the center of the man’s chest and heaved him aside. As the man crashed into the floor, Hendrik did his best to appear nonchalant. Another guard rose from a table and made for Wodan, but Wodan unfurled his cloak and tossed it at the man. 
 
    “Take my cloak, please,” he said, and Hendrik was surprised to see the man fall against the table and trip backwards over the bench. Still another guard stepped into their path and prepared to draw his gun. 
 
    “You may take my staff, thank you,” said Wodan, prodding the man in his belly. The man simply fell over as if all the air had been driven from him. “On second thought, I will keep it,” said Wodan, tapping his staff on the ground as they continued onward. 
 
    “Let them come!” said King Vegenar, peering around the counselors and guards gathered around him. They parted, and the old man leaned forward on his throne. Though his face hung like an aged mask, his single eye burned fiercely. “You speak of rudeness, sir, and yet you barge in here without an appointment and, as far as I know, without name!” 
 
    Wodan and Hendrik stopped before the king. Wodan nodded his head. “Forgive me, sir. I am King Wodan of the Black Valley, a nation far to the west. I come representing San Ktari, bringing you terms of peace and brotherhood, as well as my deepest gratitude.” 
 
    Though Hendrik kept his eyes on his father, he could see everyone exchanging glances. Vegenar looked at Wodan for a long time, then he finally smiled sideways in mocking amusement. “Wodan, is it?” said Vegenar. “You speak of San Ktari and peace in the same breath - that is a wonder to me. And you speak of gratitude. Gratitude for what, young lord?” 
 
    Wodan gestured to Hendrik. “For your son, Prince Hendrik. Not only did he face down the greatest army ever created by demonkind, he also braved your anger by breaking your law. He sacrificed himself so that Ionia might survive. I fought by his side against the demons, and through his example, I stand in awe of your people.” 
 
    Though Wodan did not bow when he first approached, he did so now. Hendrik had already been through a flurry of emotions during their approach, but Wodan’s words struck a chord in him, and now he felt so raw that even if his father spoke to him, he doubted he would be able to respond. 
 
    I was only trying to do what is right, he thought. I never expected praise or reward. 
 
    Much less from an outlander! 
 
    “Such kind words!” Vegenar said with a scowl. “What fine praise you give us!” Vegenar turned aside a moment, looking as if he wanted to spit. “Be still, outlander. I have heard quite enough. Not only has my son split asunder any bond between us, but worse, we have survived the very battle that should have ended us. Now we sit in ruin, wondering how to survive, what to do, where to go, how to live. Long ago the gods promised us that our story would end in a glorious battle. But where are we? Where are we, sir? Lost in a ruined world! Every bond broken! The world has died but we somehow linger on! Ghosts, blind and stupid! We were meant to be heroes! Now what are we to become?” Vegenar looked Wodan up and down. “Will we become slaves to a… a race of freaks? Will we be jesters who prance for your amusement, telling tales of what aid we gave to you in your time of need?” 
 
    Wodan’s first thought was that if Vegenar had wanted to die a hero, then he should have joined his son in battle rather than sit and wait to see what his fate would be. But Wodan held his tongue, and when he hesitated, Vegenar turned to Hendrik. 
 
    “Well, sir? What is your counsel on this matter?” 
 
    Hendrik stood silent, fighting to control his emotions. Vegenar’s counselors slowly moved to stand behind him, looking at Hendrik as if they were his judges and this was his trial. 
 
    “I do not know my own son,” said Vegenar, leaning back on his throne, exhausted by his own anger. His eye moved to Wodan. “And you speak of peace?” 
 
    “I do,” said Wodan. “It’s already been bought with blood. You need only take it.” 
 
    “This would not be the first time that San Ktari has tried to trick us.” 
 
    “San Ktari is under new management. The old ways are done. We’ve broken the strength of the demons, but what if they come back? The time has come for us to work together.” 
 
    “You believe your own words?” said Vegenar. 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “Then prove it!” 
 
    Wodan held his arms wide. “Your son and I have already given you a new world. Together, we can make anything we want. Is that not enough?” 
 
    “Words!” Vegenar shouted. “Again you try to manipulate with sweet words!” Finally Vegenar leaned over the side of his throne and spat on the ground. “No, O great King Wodan. I would have proof. I would have blood, offered here, as evidence of your claims of peace.” 
 
    “Blood?” 
 
    “Blood!” 
 
    Hendrik glanced at Wodan, and he felt a chill run through him. Wodan’s look of disgust was subtle, but it radiated from the depths of his being. Hendrik had the sense that Wodan had dealt with such smallness of character many, many times before, in many different lands, and yet it was always the same. In that moment Hendrik no longer feared his father, but felt ashamed on his behalf. 
 
    “How much of my blood would you have?” said Wodan. 
 
    “All of it!” said Vegenar, leaning forward on his throne. “If your words are true, if you believe there can be peace between Ionia and San Ktari, then give your life as a pledge of this peace!” 
 
    “But I have already done that.” 
 
    “Fah!” Vegenar waved dismissively, then turned to his son. “Hendrik. Son. My son. We have this freak surrounded. Show your love for me, and strike him down. Without their so-called gods, these men of Ktari are nothing. And now that you have come back, now that you are no longer their hostage, we can rain artillery upon them. We can beat them, son. We can win! My son…” 
 
    Vegenar’s voice grew distant in Hendrik’s ears, and he realized that the vow he had made only a few days ago - that Wodan’s life would be in his hands - had come true. 
 
    Several armored brutes moved to stand beside the throne. Their eyes were glued to Wodan, and their hands rested on saw swords hanging from their belts. Wodan began to wonder if he had grossly miscalculated, and would be forced to beat a lot of people into submission before slinking away. He glanced at Hendrik, wondering what the young man must be going through. At that moment, he saw Hendrik give a subtle nod to a lean man with a heavy handgun standing at the rear of the room. Hendrik glanced to the other side as well, and Wodan knew he was looking at yet another comrade. Neither the king nor his goons gave any indication that they had seen the movement; while it must have been too subtle for them to notice, to Wodan, Hendrik may as well have been waving his arms. 
 
    So he does have allies, Wodan thought. That’s good. He’ll need them. 
 
    “Father, you shame me in front of my ally and friend,” said Hendrik, unable to keep the exasperation from his voice. “I know you fight for our people, but so do I. I’ve fought beside Wodan, and I know him to be a just man. If I sacrificed his life, the gods above would abandon us.” 
 
    “You believe justice is on your side, then?” said Vegenar. 
 
    Wodan felt the tension in the air, and knew that the old man was preparing to give a signal. 
 
    Hendrik laughed. “Justice? Father, do you take me for a child? I only walked in here because I was confident I could walk out again. I have friends, just as you have friends. If you give a sign to yours, mine will move as well.” 
 
    Hendrik’s unexpected cunning stabbed into the old man. Vegenar’s mouth fell open, and he gasped for air. 
 
    “Do you… do you think...” Vegenar said, stammering. “Do you really think... that I would have my men... turn on my own son?” 
 
    Hendrik stared at him. 
 
    Vegenar slowly reached into his robe and pulled out a silver flask. He opened it, poured out its contents on the ground, shook it until the last drops came out, then he let it fall clattering on the stone tiles. Wodan heard commotion, people gasping, a dropped fork ringing against a plate. He thought at first that the liquid must be alcohol of some kind, then an earthy, sweet scent hit his nostrils, and he realized that it was gasoline. Wodan had learned many things about many nations from his old Master, and while he had not learned about this particular ritual, its meaning was not hard for him to guess. 
 
    Vegenar removed his crown and looked at it. He tested its weight in his hands, no doubt thinking back on bearing its weight over the years. Finally he stood and approached Hendrik. 
 
    “You were wrong about one thing,” he said quietly. He pushed the crown into Hendrik’s chest, and Hendrik involuntarily wrapped his fingers around it. 
 
    “Father?” he said. 
 
    Vegenar smiled. “You will never walk out of here ever again. Oh, they might let you out to sleep occasionally, or look out over the walls, but that…” He pointed at the throne. “You’ll be chained to that for the remainder of your days.” 
 
    Vegenar slowly made his way out of the great hall. None moved to stop or help him, but only stood fixed in place. Wodan turned to Hendrik. Whether or not his father’s words had any profound effect on him was impossible to tell, for Hendrik simply approached the throne and sat as if he was at a dinner table. He placed the crown on his own head, then leaned to one side as if considering the first order of business. 
 
    “Hail, King Hendrik!” a friend of Hendrik called out. “Bards, play for joy! Everyone, feast, feast!” 
 
    Though the counselors and many guards remained dumbstruck, Wodan was surprised to see that everyone else seemed to move on with their lives, eating and speaking as if all matters had been settled. 
 
    “Well, my friend,” said Hendrik, “I suppose your soldiers will need help getting home? To be honest, I’d rather they not stay overlong.” 
 
    “We would be grateful for any assistance, King Hendrik,” said Wodan. “Thank you.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Days Ago 
 
    After Victor spoke with Wodan on the radio, he reclined his seat and stared at the ceiling of his automobile. He tried to sleep, but only listened to thoughts tumbling in his head. As soon as the sun set, he thrust his hand outward and the roof went flying back. Even with a view of deep blue sky ringed in orange, he felt hemmed in, trapped by his own skin. He thought about taking off the small, ill-fitting Vest of the Gotterdammerung, but decided against it. He fell asleep. 
 
    He woke in the middle of the night convinced he had been unable to sleep. He immediately got up, picked up the heavy radio unit, carried it across the sandy field, and threw it into a deep ravine. He was satisfied to hear it bouncing and breaking as it careened end over end. He felt as if a weight was lifted from his shoulders, or like a cord had been cut and he could now sink down into deep, warm water, free of limitations. 
 
    He turned to go back to the automobile and saw a large group of demons gathered around the boulder he had climbed on earlier. The night was dark but he was almost sure that there were more of them than before. He could just make out their silhouettes curled up into balls, or licking themselves, or going through nervous tics he did not understand. He was not afraid to walk past them as he made his way back; he knew he could pick up any demon and throw it down hard enough to make them all wince. 
 
    A succubus sat in the passenger’s seat. He fell into the driver’s seat with enough force to set the vehicle rocking, then tilted the seat up and leaned his head back. 
 
    “Victor, have you-” 
 
    “The fuck’s going on with your friends over there?” he said. “They’re twitching.” 
 
    “This is a difficult time for us.” 
 
    Victor did not really care about her response, but only wanted to hear her voice. He had caught sight of this strange creature earlier, but he did not want to seem interested. Her voice was off somehow, not particularly feminine or masculine. He thought of someone trying to mimic a woman’s voice through mechanical artifice, but lacking the necessary means. Finally he turned and looked at her. She was a naked female with oddly smooth breasts, free of nipples, with long black hair that failed to conceal a hideous face. Her mouth was cartoonishly wide, with small, beady eyes set nearly in the center of her face. Deciding that he was the one with the upper hand, and thus could get away with showing some interest, he glanced down at her thighs. Her hips were wide, the pale flesh almost shining in the night. She leaned toward him. 
 
    “Victor, do you want me to-” 
 
    “No,” he said, acting out of instinct. “No, I don’t.” 
 
    The succubus immediately pulled away. Victor did not know it, but the air was filled with her pheromones. She was trying her best to cloud his mind, to make him see her as a beautiful woman, but he was too different from a normal man to fall under her influence. She sat with her gaze lowered. He sighed and put his hands behind his head. 
 
    “A-a-a-anyway,” he said, “they’d have to stitch your little pee-pee back together after I got done with you.” 
 
    “You’d be surprised what I can handle.” 
 
    He scoffed, then sat in silence. Stars pierced the black night, reminding him of when he was young, living in the Odland with the others. He realized he had not seen the stars since then. He remembered he used to be scared of the great open sky, lying on his back with Franklin and Zigman, wanting to tell them that he felt as if he would suddenly fall and find himself spinning through endless darkness. Unable to breathe but somehow lingering on for eternity, alone, discarded. Oddly enough, he felt no such fear now. If anything, the immensity of the sky only reminded him of his rage, the deeply painful sense of betrayal that could not be contained. He knew that even if his anger could run free throughout the vast cosmos, it would strain against the edge of the universe, shrieking with fury until the foundation of everything came tumbling down. 
 
    “Victor, do you remember what Abel told you?” said the succubus. 
 
    “Of course I remember the deal. I’m not an idiot.” 
 
    “Then you know that we would-” 
 
    Victor leaped at the sound of a deep boom, then the earth shook. 
 
    “The hell was-” he shouted, then bit his tongue on accident. “Damn it,” he muttered, gripping his mouth. 
 
    In need of something stable, he gripped the steering wheel. The earthquake passed quickly, but the night seemed deathly quiet afterward. Victor broke out into a cold sweat. He had no idea that Wodan had just set off the nuclear arsenal of the Ancients to end a conflict far beyond his understanding. 
 
    “What in the hell was that?” said Victor. When the succubus did not answer, he turned to her. “Well?” 
 
    She laid across the door as if struck dead. Her mouth hung open, and her eyes were slitted. He watched her until he was sure that her chest was rising and falling. She was breathing. Peering outside, he could see that the other demons had fallen still as well. He wiped the sweat from his brow and was surprised to feel his hand shaking. 
 
    Victor sat in the dark for a long time, wondering why he felt so traumatized. He felt as if the whole earth was afraid, that beings just outside of his peripheral vision were scrambling to understand some terrible misfortune. He considered lying back down, but instead kept his hands on the steering wheel, as if he could drive somewhere - anywhere - that would feel safe. 
 
    Finally the succubus stirred to life with a rasping intake of breath. He recoiled from her. 
 
    “Victor! Victor!” she said, her voice further distorted by trauma. “Something terrible has happened to us. We have been murdered. So many of us, murdered…” 
 
    “Murdered? What do you mean?” 
 
    The creature ran her fingers over the dashboard as if blind, desperately trying to figure out where she was. 
 
    “Victor, your people are going to kill all of us. They’ll hunt us down. We know they will! Soon there will be more of your kind, more like Wodan, and then-” 
 
    “Wodan?” 
 
    The demon’s eyes suddenly fixed on him. Her jaw moved up and down and she peered over his shoulder. He wondered if she was somehow communicating with someone else. Finally she leaned toward him, and this time he did not pull away. 
 
    “Victor, I beg of you - come with us. Come down with us. We won’t betray you like the others. We will worship you, Victor. We will serve your every desire, even licking your toes, if that’s what you want. Even if this one does not appeal to you, there is one far greater. Grand Mother will give you everything. An entire world exists down below, and it’s all for you. Only come to us. Protect us. Love us. Give us… your seed… and your children will number like the stars in the sky. The love that you share with us will save the world, Victor. It will…” 
 
    “You don’t have to say anything more,” said Victor. He stepped out of the automobile and looked down at her. “I already made my decision a long time ago. Back when I first talked to Abel. I was just saying goodbye to the world, I guess.” 
 
    The creatures by the boulder stirred like children waking up from a nap. The succubus climbed across the seats and stood before him awkwardly, looking up at his face. 
 
    “You aren’t saying goodbye to anything,” she said, her tiny eyes searching out every detail of his lips, his cheek, his eyes. “We have an entire realm set aside just for you, my love. We will care for you. Come. Please, come!” 
 
    Victor meant to wait and see the sunrise, but he found himself being led to the edge of the ravine. The small demons scampered around his feet, and while they were difficult to make out in the dark, they almost seemed like small dogs, bumping into his legs if only to be close to him. The succubus took his hand and led him to a dark hole in the earth. He had to lower his head to avoid a stony lip. He was alarmed at the impenetrable darkness of the cavern, then he saw glowing lights in the distance. They were moving, shining blue orbs and tubes with pulsing red in the center. They almost looked as if they were alive. 
 
    “Are those things alive?” he whispered. 
 
    “Everything is alive,” said someone. 
 
    He became so curious about the strange bioluminescence that he forgot to take one last look at the surface of the world. In the end, it did not really matter to him. It was no great loss. As he entered another world, he had to admit that he felt as if someone cared for him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Two 
 
    The Appliance in the Kitchen 
 
      
 
    The airship touched down on the Akkad airfield but no one came to check on the plane or its passengers. Matthias opened the door and leaped down, his gaze fixed on a row of what looked like Execution Crosses near the fuel pumps. 
 
    “Is it safe?” Josef called down from the doorway. 
 
    “Maybe,” said Matthias. “Come on.” 
 
    Wodan, Langley, and Josef stepped onto the airstrip, then the plane powered down and Justyn followed them. 
 
    “Is that what I think it is?” said Justyn. 
 
    They looked at dead men nailed to Execution Crosses with signs hanging from their necks. One sign read simply: 
 
    THIEF 
 
    Another read: 
 
    LOOTER 
 
    MURDERER 
 
    “This is awful,” Langley said quietly. “What a thing to come back to!” 
 
    “What’s worse,” said Josef, “is that no one’s come to greet us.” 
 
    “This may not be as bad as it looks,” said Wodan. “Let’s go into the city.” 
 
    *** 
 
    They found no automobiles at the airstrip, so they walked into Akkad. There were many burned-out buildings, the avenues filled with broken glass and signs of struggle. While no one accosted them, they could feel eyes watching them from shuttered windows. They must have been an odd sight; Wodan wore the black cloak of Ionian nobility and leaned on a black staff, Langley held onto Josef’s arm like a sick child, Josef looked as if his white uniform had been dipped in a pool of demonic viscera, Justyn’s face was covered in dark scar tissue, and Matthias glared as if angry that he still lived. 
 
    They came upon a scene of slaughter, dead men lying in the street, and though Langley feared the worst, Matthias and Wodan investigated and found a group of citizens gathering the bodies and throwing them into the back of a truck. Though the citizens were intimidated, they seemed proud to work for something called the National Grain Reserves, which was busy eliminating looters and gangsters at the behest of the Interim Director. They offered to give the Engels a ride in their truck, but considering its cargo, they elected to walk the rest of the way. 
 
    Josef knew the way and led them to the National Grain Reserves, a plain-looking block of connected buildings used for storing surplus crops and seed stock from the villages. Riflemen in motley Rotnami armor stood on the rooftops, and thousands of men, women, and children sat on blankets and mats in the street. While plotting their route through the crowd, a group of youths in ill-fitting Rotnami uniforms came to greet them. 
 
    “Please come with us,” said one. “The Interim Director would like to see you.” 
 
    “Of course!” said Josef, projecting his voice and adopting a commanding presence. “I would very much like to meet this so-called Interim Director!” 
 
    The crowd watched them as they made their way through, then the young militiamen took them into a building and through winding hallways where they saw older men in dark rooms counting bags and boxes and quietly arguing over their stores. They were led onto the rooftop, where they could see gray stone buildings clustered among blackened shells as the sun set behind dark clouds. The young men left. Guards along the rooftop pretended not to watch them. Finally Zelmar Zigman came through the doorway behind them. 
 
    “I’m glad you’re here,” said Zigman, “though you may regret coming back once you’ve heard what we’ve been through.” 
 
    Before he could continue, Justyn took the wide sleeve of Zigman’s robe in his fingers and examined it. He scoffed loudly. Deflated, Zigman gently extricated his sleeve. He was dressed in the long black robe of a senior Norikami adjudicator, the severity of the robe accented by the colorful scarf of a Jutsakka entertainer. 
 
    “I don’t know if you’ve noticed, Justyn,” said Zigman, “but things are not as they once were in Akkad. Putting on a silly robe to keep people working together is the least I’ve had to do.” 
 
    “So you’re the Interim Director?” said Justyn. “Are you looking for an Interim Axeman, or do you already have a Permanent one on hand?” 
 
    “This is not a laughing matter, Justyn! I’m glad that you survived your battle, but we’ve had a battle of our own.” He glanced at the others, then said, “Where is Valeria?” 
 
    “She’s fine,” said Josef. “She remained behind in Utyar. We only had one airship, and we needed someone to stay so that it wouldn’t seem we were abandoning our soldiers.” 
 
    “The Rotnami will eventually come back, then?” Zigman looked unexpectedly relieved. 
 
    Josef shrugged. “Only if you have a fleet of vehicles and a store of fuel that I never knew about. As it is, they’ll have to depend on Ionia to feed them, then they’ll trickle back here, or to the villages, however they can. Valeria will do what she can for them, but really, what could anyone do? The Ionians may abandon Utyar completely… it’s a long story.” 
 
    “So it’s just us, then,” Zigman said quietly. He glanced at the guards along the roof. Wodan guessed that Zigman had been telling these men that they would not have to stand guard indefinitely, that someone would come along to relieve them. 
 
    That’s the thing about hoping for reinforcements, thought Wodan. They don’t always… 
 
    His thoughts were interrupted. An older man with a fringe of gray hair stood among a cluster of guards. While the guards spoke among themselves, the older man stared back at Wodan. His hand touched something in his jacket pocket, and he looked at Wodan like a predator stalking prey. The old man removed his hand from his pocket and looked away, but it was obvious to Wodan that he had been touching a handgun. 
 
    He’s thinking about killing one of us, Wodan thought. It’s obvious. 
 
    Unwilling to let the man know that he was on to him, Wodan turned to Zigman and said, “How are the others?” 
 
    Zigman sighed forcefully. “Franklin is dead by his own hand,” he said, his eyes turned away from them. “Victor murdered Michael and father, then he stole the Vest of the Gotterdammerung and left. I have no idea where he is.” 
 
    “The Vest?” said Josef. 
 
    Zigman shook his head. “Father disconnected it. It can’t harm us.” 
 
    “Disgraceful,” said Josef. “He’s made his intentions clear enough!” 
 
    Wodan glanced in the direction of the old man, and caught him watching him once again. 
 
    “Frank is dead?” said Matthias. “How can you be sure that he-” 
 
    “He didn’t do it from despair,” Zigman cut him off. “He had a plan. He didn’t tell me his plan, but after what we’ve been through, I understand why. I would have told him this was too difficult. I know it’s hard to believe, but order completely broke down here, and Frank forced the Emperor to abdicate his throne. He… well, he put me in charge temporarily, then he killed the Emperor and himself. He destroyed the Emperor’s Vest in the process. He…” 
 
    Zigman continued, and while the others hung on his every word, Wodan felt as if he already understood what had happened, and so he turned his attention to the old man. Yet again the old man was staring at him. Wodan knew that the old man was used to concealing his true intentions, and most likely believed that he was observing Wodan and the others in a very sly manner. To Wodan, the man’s body language was screaming his intentions. He had the concentrated gaze of an animal, but instead of the clenched jaw of outright anger, his lips were pursed oddly - a sure sign of deeply held resentment. Since he was bothering to conceal his gun when there was no real need to do so, Wodan assumed that he was pretending to be a non-threatening bureaucrat. His slight frame told Wodan that he was not a soldier; that is, he did not come from infantry and had not been a front line Kommander. He may have worked in intelligence or espionage before the government fell apart. 
 
    He’s telling himself to kill me, even if it costs him his own life. 
 
    The guards aren’t alarmed at his presence. He’s been working here, doing what he can to hold the Empire together. He probably lived in Akkad his entire life, and knows nothing of demons. I’m sure he thinks we’re at fault for everything that’s happened. He’s not exactly wrong, either, but he doesn’t have the full picture. 
 
    The man looked away, then spoke to one of the guards amiably. 
 
    He’s probably a good man. He can’t help but notice that everything fell apart not long after I arrived here. 
 
    “... but that brings me to the strange part, what Frank told the Emperor to say in his broadcast,” said Zigman, feeling around in a satchel inside his robe. “He put me in charge temporarily, but Wodan… he put you in charge permanently.” 
 
    Zigman retrieved a loop of metal partly misshapen through exposure to heat. He held it before Wodan. 
 
    “It’s the Crown of Nimrod,” said Zigman. “What’s left of it, at least. My apologies for the lack of gravitas, but as you can see, this place is a bit of a dump. The crown is more for show. Don’t let it go to your head.” 
 
    Wodan stared at the ring of metal. While he could appreciate Zigman’s ability to see through pretension, Wodan saw deeper still. Unlike Die Engelen, he had grown up without power, and yet he fully understood the weight of responsibility. He knew that power did not grant a license to do whatever one wanted, but instead charged one with the duty to get results for everyone who trusted those with power. 
 
    “You’re wrong,” said Wodan. “I’ll show you. Come to the edge of the roof with me.” 
 
    Zigman stared at him, unsure of his intent. Wodan turned and went to the group of guards standing near the edge. They suddenly stood rigid, and the old man’s eyes went wide. 
 
    “I need your help,” said Wodan. “What’s your name?” 
 
    The old man looked as if he was trying to swallow when his mouth had suddenly gone dry. “Yagi,” he said. “Daizaburo Yagi.” 
 
    He bowed, then watched as Wodan got down on one knee, bringing them nearly eye-to-eye. Yagi’s face was now held under rigid control. 
 
    “What did you do before?” said Wodan. 
 
    Yagi considered the question for a moment. “I was the Bureau Chief Minister of Branch 11. That’s, ah-” 
 
    “A Branch of the Norikami in charge of gathering intelligence leading to arrest and seizure of contraband,” Wodan interrupted. “I’ve tried my best to learn everything I can about this nation.” 
 
    Yagi nodded awkwardly, averting his gaze. Wodan looked over the side of the building and saw that the crowd below was watching them intently. 
 
    “Let me be straight with you,” Wodan continued. “I went with the Rotnami to end the demonic menace. This chaos, this destruction, much of it is my fault. I needed the power of your military to defeat the demons. But this collapse is not fully my fault, and it’s not something that I wanted to happen. I’m sorry, but this nation was weak. Its foundation was corrupt. Now, you probably already know this, but the Interim Director is about to give me the Crown of Nimrod. Both of us understand that the crown is only symbolic. What’s important is that we do everything we can to help these people.” 
 
    “Why… why are you telling me…” 
 
    “I can tell a lot about people, Yagi. Just by looking at someone, their mannerisms, their tics, I can tell what they’re made of. I think maybe you can read people, too. That, plus your experience with the former government, means I need your cooperation.” 
 
    Zigman approached and stood beside them, then the others did as well. Yagi glanced at the Engels, then swallowed again. “You want... my cooperation?” 
 
    Wodan nodded. “I want you to put the Crown of Nimrod on me. I want your blessing.” 
 
    Yagi forced out laughter under his breath, revealing the intense frustration he was trying to conceal. Wodan inhaled deeply, allowing himself to feel the discomfort of knowing that Yagi’s hand was in his jacket pocket, resting on his gun. 
 
    “Why bother?” said Yagi. “You’re a powerful… being. You can do whatever you want. You can throw me off this building and no one could do anything about it. Whatever you want, I will be forced to go along. Forgive me for being blunt, but I am only a man. I have no choice in this matter. The world bends to your will, not mine.” 
 
    Wodan considered his words, then nodded slowly. “You’re right. To some extent. But I don’t leave ruin in my wake, Yagi. I never wanted to destroy the world. I want to fix it. But I can’t do that without your help. Please, Yagi. I need your help, everyone’s help, or this nation is doomed.” 
 
    Wodan lowered his gaze to Yagi’s chin, allowing him some breathing room. The moment stretched on as Yagi thought the matter over in silence. Wodan could see Yagi’s forearm shift almost imperceptibly, perhaps unconsciously stroking the gun in his pocket. 
 
    Zigman could not see Yagi trying to conceal a handgun, and was only straining to understand why Wodan was forcing an aged bureaucrat to take part in an unexpected coronation far above his pay grade. But he was not as shocked by the strange scene as he might have been only a few days before, when Franklin was still alive and the world seemed to work according to a schedule and the appearance of order. As Zigman watched Wodan and Yagi regarding one another, and saw that both of them were grappling with something, he felt humbled. His sense of self-importance that came from making music had been replaced with the realization that he was only a small man caught up in storms unleashed by insane giants - namely, Franklin and Wodan. Both were willing to throw their lives into the storm, and even face death, in order to arrange symbols and concepts in ways that he could only dimly understand. It was a type of art. Just as he could manipulate sound, but could only vaguely explain the process to someone else, so too did Franklin and Wodan have their art, which they could not explain, but could only drag others along with them until they finally achieved an end result that everyone could easily understand. 
 
    He was filled with a sense of awe, even as he understood that he wanted to push Wodan off the edge of the building. He knew that Wodan and Franklin had had some kind of discussion, and the fact that they both might have secretly discussed what Franklin should do, made Zigman feel ill. 
 
    As for Yagi, he had always been aware that he was nothing more than a small man stuck in the gears of a very large machine. Still, a lifetime of understanding that did little to help him deal with the new realization that he was even smaller than he had ever known. Even men who had once ranked impossibly high over him were nothing more than insignificant pawns in a struggle between inhuman forces. Whether those forces were deformed and unspeakably vile like Abel, or indescribably beautiful and terrible like Wodan and his kind, did it really make a difference? 
 
    Who am I to take part in this? Yagi wondered, his thumb rubbing the smooth wooden handle of his gun. Who am I to stop or help what is happening here? 
 
    “I understand what you’re doing,” Yagi said, suddenly removing his hands from his pockets. He nodded to Zigman. “Let us commence.” 
 
    Zigman lifted the crown. “Anyone have a problem with this?” 
 
    Though his statement was not directed at anyone in particular, everyone turned to Josef. 
 
    “It’s fine,” said Josef. “He made peace between Ionia and San Ktari. He used the ancient weapon and was eaten alive. I was not.” 
 
    Zigman gave him a quizzical look. “Remind me to ask about that later. Well, then…” 
 
    Zigman handed the crown to Yagi. Yagi took it without hesitation, which surprised Wodan. He held it overhead, and Wodan heard something like the sighing of a wave as a collective gasp rose from the crowd below. 
 
    “Please,” said Yagi, “repay our effort with your effort.” 
 
    “I will,” said Wodan. 
 
    Bureau Chief Minister Yagi placed the crown on Wodan’s head, thus making him the Emperor of San Ktari. 
 
    Almost immediately, Zigman’s radio squawked, ruining the moment. 
 
    “Zigman! Zigman, pick up! This is Hait.” 
 
    Zigman fumbled with his robes with an apologetic grin until he retrieved his hand-held radio. 
 
    “Yes, Hait!” he said. “I’m here.” 
 
    “Did you find the others?” 
 
    “Yes, I did. Rather, they found me. They’re all here.” 
 
    “Is Justyn alive?” 
 
    Zigman turned to Justyn. Justyn shrugged. 
 
    “I believe so,” said Zigman. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Get everyone here right away,” said Hait. 
 
    *** 
 
    They crossed the open forecourt before the Omoi Aufsatz flanked by civilian guards. Josef could not help but stare and shake his head at their careless formation and general lack of awareness of their surroundings, but he held his peace and listened as Zigman spoke so quietly that the humans could not eavesdrop. 
 
    “I know this is a lot to take in,” said Zigman. “Especially Frank. Why he did what he did…” 
 
    “I know why he did it,” Josef interjected. 
 
    “Why he killed himself?” said Matthias, unable to keep the sharp edge from his voice. “How could you possibly understand something so fucked?” 
 
    Josef said nothing, but kept his gaze on the tower. 
 
    “To be honest,” said Zigman, “I think Josef probably does understand. It took me a long time, but I think he did it… for us.” 
 
    “How so?” said Justyn. 
 
    “He was saving us from temptation. You remember Big Dad’s theory? He thought that Frank was cultivating illnesses, making them stronger, and if they ever got out of his room… the human species would be finished.” 
 
    “You think he cared about people that much?” said Matthias. 
 
    “Of course he did,” said Zigman. “But he cared about us even more.” 
 
    Josef turned to Matthias. “Now that we’re free and can do anything we want, it means we’ll be actively competing against the human species. We could have used Frank like a trump card any time we wanted to wipe them out. But whoever did that would be scarred for life. Can you imagine wiping out a species and then going back to a normal life?” 
 
    Matthias glanced at Wodan, but said nothing. 
 
    When they reached the tower they left their human guards behind. They found Hait on the top floor, standing in the doorway of Childriss’s apartment with her red jacket buttoned up to her throat. Her eyes were wide with concern. 
 
    “Are you going somewhere?” said Langley. 
 
    “No. I’m anxious,” she said, shaking her head. “I know I shouldn’t be, but something is happening. Justyn, are you sure you feel fine?” 
 
    “Fine enough,” he said. “Why the concern?” 
 
    “Come and see.” 
 
    Hait led them through the dimly-lit apartment, where they met Elamah and Huni sitting in the living room. Hait gestured to a computer sitting within an alcove in the wall. The monitor showed a list of all their names glowing in bright white letters, but Justyn and Franklin’s name were in red. 
 
    “Gods,” said Langley, distracted. “Is that Michael’s blood on the floor?” 
 
    “It is,” said Hait. “Sorry, it was difficult getting it out. But that’s not why I wanted you here. Look at this. It shows when our Killswitches have been tripped. Justyn’s Killswitch has been thrown. It was done from the Vest that Victor took.” 
 
    “I knew he wanted me dead,” said Justyn. “Looks like he finally got me.” 
 
    “This isn’t a joke!” said Huni. “Victor - or whoever has the Vest - just threw Frank’s Killswitch, too. Someone is trying to kill us. It’s… this is…” 
 
    “If the Killswitches are deactivated,” said Josef, “then they’re wasting their time.” 
 
    “It’s still creepy,” said Elamah. 
 
    “Yes!” said Huni. “Thank you! It’s creepy.” 
 
    Matthias started to speak, but was interrupted as the computer beeped an angry tone. He fell silent and watched as Valeria’s name turned red, then his own name followed suit. Matthias put a hand to his chest. 
 
    “You’re right,” he said quietly. “This is creepy.” 
 
    “I’d like to think that someone took the Vest from him,” said Justyn. “But he never cared much for me. And I could imagine him killing Frank just to… well, to end his suffering. But I wonder why he would-” 
 
    “He’s joined them,” said Wodan. “He’s joined the demons.” 
 
    “I refuse to believe that,” said Elamah. “Wodan, you’ve only seen Victor at his worst. He wouldn’t-” 
 
    Elamah was interrupted by a series of frantic beeps. All names except Victor’s turned red. They watched the screen for a moment, then Victor’s name also turned red. 
 
    “See?” said Elamah. “Even if he did meet with demons, as you say, they must have fought in the end. Victor certainly wouldn’t kill himself.” 
 
    Wodan shook his head, then said, “Victor gave up.” 
 
    “How can you say such a thing?” 
 
    Josef sighed in frustration. “I wish you were right, Elamah, but Victor is worth more to the demons alive than dead.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    Josef turned to Wodan, then said, “You’re the expert on demonology.” 
 
    “Now that we’ve beaten the demons,” said Wodan, “Victor is their last chance for genetic relevance. Their whore of a mother wants to breed with him. He’s her only chance for revenge. And the demons are his only chance at revenge, as well.” 
 
    Huni sat down heavily. “But he… he tried to kill himself, in the end? By throwing his own Killswitch?” 
 
    “Don’t feel sorry for him,” said Josef, his voice too loud for the small living room. “He tried to kill us all, with the push of a button! And for what? Because Wodan beat him at his own game? He should have been on the battlefield with us, not feeling sorry for himself. What a loser! A complete fucking loser!” Langley reached out but Josef jerked his arm away. 
 
    Zigman took his robe off and sat in silence. 
 
    “Are you okay, Zelmar?” said Elamah. 
 
    “Not really,” said Zigman. “But it’s all relative, these days. I think I was Victor’s only friend. The thing that shocks me the most is that he didn’t come to me with any of this. Maybe we never were friends.” 
 
    “Of course you weren’t,” said Josef. “He tried to kill you, too. In his mind, you were just another person who failed to worship him.” 
 
    “Or maybe he wanted to burn me so I wouldn’t have to live without the rest of you.” 
 
    Josef laughed without humor. “You pay him too much credit.” 
 
    Zigman shrugged. “I can’t help but imagine the despair he must feel. You know, living among those creatures. Those freaks.” 
 
    “It’s not worth thinking about,” said Justyn, making his way toward the kitchen. “He ran from the real fight and walked straight into hell.” 
 
    Without thinking, Wodan followed Justyn into the kitchen. He was still tired, and wanted to lie down, but over the past few days it seemed he could never eat enough. He sat on a stool while Justyn pulled a hefty block of cheese from the fridge. Wodan let his gaze roam over the various appliances. 
 
    “Fuck Victor,” Justyn said under his breath. 
 
    Wodan could not help but notice the similarity between Childriss’s kitchen and a kitchen from Haven, the way the sink was a part of the counter rather than set apart, or how there were cabinets overhead rather than racks. 
 
    I have to be back in Haven in only eight days, Wodan thought. Their Killswitches may have been deactivated, but mine has not. 
 
    Just then, he saw a strange device sitting on the counter which had no analog in Haven. It almost looked like a medical device, complete with tubes, a long, thick needle, and some kind of digital display. 
 
    Wodan pushed himself up from the stool and returned to the living room. He was surprised to see Elamah and Huni distributing sleeping mats, as if preparing for a sleepover. 
 
    “Hait,” said Wodan. 
 
    She powered down the computer and turned to him. “Yes, Wodan?” 
 
    “What is the strange machine in the kitchen?” 
 
    Hait opened her mouth, then clamped it shut. 
 
    I know exactly what it is, Wodan thought, his heart suddenly racing. 
 
    Zigman cleared his throat. Wodan saw him standing in the hallway, watching him. 
 
    “It’s what Big Dad used to make us,” he said. “He once explained it to me, saying it was an instrument. If played correctly, it could turn a chaotic human life into a… a symphony. A superbeing.” Zigman laughed self-consciously. “Father was arrogant.” 
 
    “There’s more to it than that,” said Hait. “After father died, I looked through his things. I found a new code. A…” 
 
    “A genetic code,” said Wodan. 
 
    “Yes. Exactly. I guess he remixed your genetic code into twelve variations, to make us, and after observing the results, he made a thirteenth variety. It’s more accommodating to the host’s template.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “It means instead of trying to force a new destiny on someone - like make an artist out of one person, a warrior out of another - it only enhances what the original human already has. That means we could use it on any human fetus, without limit.” 
 
    Wodan turned to Elamah and she immediately turned away. “We’ve been trying to decide what to do with it,” she said. “I’ve been trying to convince the others to get rid of it.” 
 
    Zigman made a noncommittal sound. “I’m surprised Big Dad didn’t explain it to you in terms of an artist’s toolkit, to make it more appealing.” 
 
    Elamah sat down heavily with a pile of sleeping mats in her lap. “He did, actually, but I found the idea repulsive. People aren’t really art, Zelmar, they’re just people. You can’t make them into something they aren’t.” 
 
    “People aren’t art? I suppose it depends on your perspective.” 
 
    “Does it?” 
 
    Wodan could tell that this argument had been going on for days, in fits and bursts, and he was too tired to weigh in. Just as he prepared to return to the kitchen, Josef cleared his throat loudly. 
 
    “It might have been a matter of perspective in peacetime,” he said. “Unfortunately Victor has robbed us of peace. We don’t have a choice.” 
 
    “Oh?” said Elamah. 
 
    “ ‘Oh?’ What do you mean, ‘oh?’? Victor’s got a monster for a girlfriend, and I doubt she practices any kind of birth control. We’ve gotten ourselves in a good situation, but if we want to stay on top, we’ve got to have allies. We need more people who can function at our level. And I don’t mean well-meaning idiots doing their best - I mean superbeings.” 
 
    Elamah suddenly laid back in her chair, as if deflated. “I suppose you have it all figured out, don’t you?” 
 
    “That’s what I’m here for,” said Josef, winking at Wodan. Wodan smiled involuntarily, grateful that Josef was on the same page. 
 
    “But you’re not entirely correct,” said Hait. “We can get something from unmodified humans.” 
 
    Josef seemed about to leave the living room, then froze in mid-step. “Ah, you’re right,” he said. “We can trade for this.” 
 
    Hait nodded once. “Money, land, influence - we can get anything from anyone, as long as they want to upgrade their unborn child.” 
 
    Matthias sighed loudly. “I wish I had already gone to sleep. I thought the fighting was over. Are we really going to become this conniving?” 
 
    “Conniving?” said Josef. “Let’s drop the idealism, Matthias. We’re going to be smart. It’s the only way to keep another batch of humans from fitting us with new Killswitches, or something worse.” 
 
    Matthias rubbed his eyes. “You’re talking about designer babies. It’s a fairly obvious slippery slope toward something horrible.” 
 
    Josef shrugged. “Yeah, well, we’ve been given the means to do it, but we haven’t been given the luxury of debating whether or not we should. Our hands are forced in this matter. Wodan knows what I mean. You would think that detonating an ancient weapon capable of destroying the world would be worth debating... but doing uncomfortable things isn’t usually the strong suit of mobs of voters. Wodan did it on his own and now we call him Emperor. It may not seem fair, but that’s how life works.” 
 
    Elamah blinked. “Excuse me?” she said. “Wodan did… what?” 
 
    Josef suddenly clapped his hands together, as if satisfied with his work. “Well, now that that’s settled, I’m off to bed! Goodnight, everyone!” 
 
    *** 
 
    Wodan woke to the sound of someone rummaging through the kitchen. Pale blue light peeked through the shutters of William Childriss’s bedroom, glinting dully off the Crown of Nimrod sitting on the bedside table. Wodan only wanted more rest but grim necessity forced him awake. He sat up for a moment, wondering why Justyn was sleeping on the floor next to him. He turned and saw Josef lying flat on the other side of the bed, his feet resting on a chair at the foot of the bed. He vaguely remembered everyone staying up late talking and reminiscing, but their conversation had seemed dreamlike and nonsensical to him. Unable to follow, he had been the first to fall asleep. He rose and ignored Matthias’s gaze following him from his sleeping bag near the doorway. 
 
    After everything we’ve been through, how can I tell them that I have to leave immediately, before my Killswitch is used? 
 
    Will they think that I’m running away, that I no longer need them? 
 
    From the hallway, he could hear Elamah and Huni whispering in the kitchen. 
 
    “Do you think this will be enough?” said Huni. 
 
    “Oh, that looks delightful!” 
 
    “Well, yes, but-” 
 
    “I suppose it would be enough for you or me,” said Elamah. “But for him?” 
 
    “Now that you mention it, she’s a big eater, too, on account of her powers.” 
 
    Wodan realized that someone was in the bathroom, and he stopped. He stood there awkwardly, unsure what to do with himself. The door suddenly opened. He made his way to it, then saw Langley standing at the sink, putting makeup into a traveling bag. He was struck by the sight of her in the mirror, her face radiant, dark hair shining. He had not seen her so full of life in a long time, and was dumbfounded. 
 
    She turned to him and smiled. “Huni and Elamah are preparing some food for our trip,” she said. “I feel much better today, by the way!” 
 
    “Our trip?” 
 
    Langley put her hands on her hips. “Well, you have some unfinished business, don’t you? We had better get moving!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Three 
 
    The Fall of Pontius 
 
      
 
    “The demons are sure to attack tonight,” said General Yarek. “Tell everyone to get ready and stay ready. And send a boy to let the civilians know. That’s all.” 
 
    Without dragging out the meeting any further, the Rangers stood and left the meeting room within the Autumn Wall. Yarek opened the window shutter, checked the area for demonic spies, then leaned on the sill. He watched the woods across the clearing, where dark forms were gathered. Still the demons were silent, which made him uneasy. The night before, they started crying out, an insane blast of shrieking and caterwauling such as none of the Rangers had ever heard before. Yarek knew the demons were trying to wear them down, perhaps hoping they would turn on one another. 
 
    Then at daybreak, they had unexpectedly fallen silent. Yarek had everyone prepare for an assault, but instead the demons had sat in the woods and the hours dragged on. 
 
    It’s been a long day, thought Yarek. A long day of nothing! 
 
    He thought about pulling out his binoculars, then thought better of it. He had already spent hours looking through the thing, and had nothing to show for it but a headache. From what he could see, it looked as if the demons were frozen, unmoving, not even stirring occasionally as if asleep. 
 
    Are they waiting for something? Concentrating for some reason? 
 
    Or has something got them distracted? 
 
    *** 
 
    “This is absolute horseshit,” said Yarek. “This could go on forever. We’re commencing ‘Blue Boy’ as of this minute. Understood?” 
 
    Yarek and several of his most trusted Rangers stood around the long-range radio set in the meeting room. The pale sun was rising over the mountains but still the demons had made no move. Yarek knew everyone was exhausted from sitting and staring and expecting the worst for hours on end. Though he was confident in the Valliers and believed in the strength of the Wall, he hated that the idea that the demons might be calling up some kind of hideous reinforcements, or perhaps planning with traitors in one of the towns. 
 
    We’re not giving them the initiative, he thought. Not anymore! 
 
    He currently had an airman on the line. While Yarek had planned on saving the bomber zeppelins for flanking and thinning out any attackers, Operation Blue Boy was a daring plan to provoke the demons into attacking. 
 
    The airman sighed, then said, “Are you sure, sir? What if we launch, then the demons hit us from the passes?” 
 
    Yarek said nothing. He went to the window and threw the shutter open, then gripped the sill. Seeing that Yarek was done talking, one of his Rangers, a stern young dogman with one eye larger than the other, leaned over the radio set. 
 
    “Is this line screwed up? Can you not hear the General?” said the dogman. “Boy, you get those birds in the air before I come over there and make a mess o’ your day.” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” said the airman. 
 
    “Huh. He perked up!” said the dogman. 
 
    The Rangers gathered at the windows. Within the hour, they watched a mix of light blue and dark blue zeppelins flying in triangular formations, their fans audible even from a distance. They spread over the woods, the radio chatter oddly quiet as the airmen went about their coordinated maneuvers, looking almost like pieces of the sky reorienting themselves to form a new dawn. Finally Yarek saw wooden barrels drop from the sky. 
 
    “Let’s look at this,” he said under his breath. 
 
    The woods across the clearing erupted into flames, branches waving as if submerged in a crimson sea. Still more bombs fell. In a moment the Rangers heard the shrill cry of demons dancing in hell. 
 
    Yarek went to the radio set and listened to chatter on the Wall. No one could see anything. He contacted an airman. 
 
    “What are they doing?” he asked. “We can’t see shit over here.” 
 
    “Sir, they seem to be running!” 
 
    Yarek nodded. “They’re probably regrouping beyond the trees. Keep an eye on them.” 
 
    “Well, sir, we’ve already got scouts tailing them, and they don’t seem to be grouping at all.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean they’re running, sir - they’re fleeing in all directions!” 
 
    Before Yarek could respond, he heard cheering overhead. The room shook with the reverberations of men stomping and beating their rifle butts on the Wall. Yarek went to the window and took a pair of binoculars from someone. He immediately saw something like a large, hairless wolf with a mouth bisected in the middle, tripping over brambles as it scrambled out of the burning woods. A group of squat, avian monstrosities with black pig-like heads lurched away in the opposite direction, following the line of trees but remaining clear of the Wall. They seemed to have no interest in fighting. 
 
    “General Clash!” someone said over the radio. “Scouts say the demons are running full-tilt every which way. Should we fire, or let them go?” 
 
    Yarek saw one of his men standing over the radio. Yarek nodded, then turned back to the window. 
 
    “Fire away!” said the man. “Bag some big ones for us!” 
 
    This doesn’t make any sense, he thought. Am I dreaming? 
 
    “Who would’ve thought?” said another Ranger. “All this time we’ve been scared of these critters - hundreds of years, thousands of years, who knows how long - and in all that time, didn’t nobody try rolling a couple dozen barrels of boom-boom on top of ‘em?” 
 
    “That’s all it took!” someone said, laughing hysterically. “That’s all it took to smash those fuckers!” 
 
    “That was too easy,” said Yarek, shaking his head. “Call me crazy, but I’m starting to think something happened to them.” 
 
    *** 
 
    He was back in Pontius, over a decade ago, watching Wodan speaking with the Entertainers at their secret bacchanal. Wodan’s clothes were rough commoner’s garb, totally at odds with the full Clown Regalia worn by many of the other attendees. But Zachariah was struck by the image of Wodan sitting with a drink in one hand as he waved to emphasize a point. Zachariah thought he would have to shepherd Wodan and introduce him. Most would have been intimidated, or at least put-off, dealing with people who gathered in a basement wearing tacky costumes and face paint, but Wodan seemed completely in his element. 
 
    Wasn’t he broken up about a girl just a few minutes ago? Zachariah wondered. A lady from San Ktari, wasn’t it? And now look at him. He just needed a problem to solve... 
 
    Curious about their conversation, Zachariah approached and stood behind a seat. 
 
    “... absolutely cannot, under any circumstances, take your own life,” Wodan said. “It is necessary to stay in this. Absolutely necessary.” 
 
    “But conditions are degenerating,” said an older Entertainer frowning despite makeup in the shape of a smile. “Nobody else knows it, but we can track it because of our records. Nobody else keeps records about-” 
 
    “And that’s your role,” said Wodan. “You have to keep a record of things. All the stories, everything - you have to keep it until things change, so we can spread what we’ve made to every corner of the world.” 
 
    The clown looked around, as if afraid to speak. “The thing is,” he said quietly, “we have a new theory. The idea is that if we leave… if everyone who knows the story of what’s happened so far just checks out, then the foundation of the world will crumble. There’ll be a complete fade to black.” 
 
    “How so?” said Wodan. 
 
    “Because God will lose interest in what’s happening. With the narrative lost, He’ll scrap this reality. He’ll be forced to make a new one, a better one, and then… well…” 
 
    Wodan leaned forward. Zachariah stared at him in fascination, the look of utter seriousness written on his face. Anyone else who heard such an absurd theory would have laughed, either from good humor or discomfort. Wodan considered the matter as if the fate of the world depended on his response. 
 
    “You cannot follow through with this,” said Wodan. “I need all of you to stay alive. Just give me ten years. Alright? You’ve made it this far. Your group has existed for thousands of years, surely you can survive for one more decade.” 
 
    “What will you do?” said the clown. 
 
    “I’ve wasted an entire year,” said Wodan. “But I swear to you, I will change things. I will. I won’t waste any more time. I won’t waste even a single minute.” 
 
    Zachariah opened his eyes, coming out of his partial sleep. The gentle rocking of the boat was soothing, but he had rested long enough. He adjusted his head on the backpack and watched the reeds along the bank passing by as the boat drifted downriver. 
 
    Wodan was right about changing things, he thought. He might have even changed the entire world, if so much wasn’t stacked against him. 
 
    A shadow passed over him, then a tall sandstone wall dominated his vision. He jerked upright, surprised to see that he had already drawn up to the ancient walls of Pontius. The boat suddenly banged into the iron grate that blocked the port from the wasteland. Fortunately the river was so sluggish that Zachariah could sit in safety, but he was anxious. He looked overhead, but could not see over the parapet. 
 
    Is there no one on the wall? he wondered. Surely someone would have called out if they had seen me. 
 
    He waited for perhaps half an hour. No one came to assist him. Finally he took a look at the bars and realized that he could fit through fairly easily. He would have to swim up to the dock if he wanted to get into Pontius. 
 
    I think I can manage it. I won’t be able to get most of my things through the grate, though. I’ll have to leave almost everything behind. 
 
    This is getting to be a habit, he thought, smiling without humor. 
 
    *** 
 
    Pontius seemed to be dead. Weathered buildings stood like bleached skeletons propped up, the silence broken by an occasional pop pop pop in the distance. He remembered Pontius having quite a few automobiles, but he heard no engines. Ignoring a fetid odor, he sat on the cobblestones of the cramped, lifeless harbor and went through his backpack. He was soaking wet, but the sun was beating down with such force that he was grateful for the swim. 
 
    I’d forgotten how awful it feels outside the Valley, he thought. 
 
    He found his large revolver wrapped in several shirts. It seemed reasonably dry. Five shots remained in its six-round cylinder. He holstered it and secured it to his belt, then went into the city. 
 
    Zachariah entered a wide avenue and carrion birds blasted skyward. He covered his face against the stench, as several blackened bodies laid on stoops or sat propped against boarded-up apartment buildings. 
 
    Did the demons already destroy this place? he wondered. 
 
    It did not seem to be so, as the bodies were in one piece. He knew what demons ate, and he doubted they would ignore something like this. 
 
    “Hey, buddy! I need to ask you something!” 
 
    Zachariah jumped at the unexpected voice, then saw a man jogging up to him. He held a handgun raised at eye level, pointed at Zachariah, and the leering grin on his face made it even more obvious that his request was not friendly. Zachariah’s heart began hammering when he saw two more rough-looking men, both with rifles, covering him from a darkened doorway. 
 
    “Can I have your shi-i-i-it?” said the man. 
 
    Before Zachariah could think of anything, several shots fired from the other direction. Just as quickly as he had shown up, the man turned and jogged back in the other direction. He ran into the darkened doorway and the two gunmen covering him lifted a hand-made barricade and propped it in place, securing their hideout. 
 
    Unwilling to run, Zachariah laid a hand on his revolver and waited, focusing on his breathing. Finally two men in brightly-colored suits and white porcelain masks stepped out from behind a concrete stoop. Compared to the drab peasant garb common in Pontius, their suits of baby blue and teal stood out to an absurd degree. Both were armed with submachine guns, but neither were aimed at him. One of the strange men stared at Zachariah while the other examined his own gun. 
 
    “Your clothes are too fine for Pontius,” said one man, his voice muffled behind the mask. “Are you from the Black Valley? Has help arrived?” 
 
    “No help has arrived, sorry,” said Zachariah. 
 
    The man examining his gun suddenly ejected the magazine, and it clattered loudly on the street. He picked it up and took time counting the remaining ammunition, then slapped it back in the gun. 
 
    “Do I need to cock it again?” he asked his companion. 
 
    “No, no, there’s still a round in the chamber, I think. In fact, keep it pointed the other way, will you?” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    Zachariah smiled. He noticed that their masks were decorated with gold paint, and he immediately knew who they were. 
 
    “You’re Entertainers, aren’t you?” 
 
    One of them nodded, then said, “We wanted to stay behind in Pontius to document what would happen. Otherwise we would have left long ago. How goes it in the Valley?” 
 
    “Shouldn’t we get out of here?” Zachariah gestured to the little wooden barricade propped up by the thugs. 
 
    “Those guys are just scavengers. They’re cowards, they won’t do anything. But what of the Black Valley?” 
 
    Zachariah sighed. “The demons haven’t attacked, but there’s too many of them. The Valley will fall. It’s inevitable. But what’s happened here? It looks like everything has shut down. I can’t tell if the demons have been here or not.” 
 
    “They’re here, alright,” said an Entertainer. “Come and see.” 
 
    *** 
 
    They passed through a commercial center where the streets were filled with broken glass and gutted businesses. From boarded-up buildings Zachariah felt eyes following him. Again Zachariah felt sick from the stench of the dead lying in the street, but the Entertainers somehow ignored the grisly sight. Passing over a bridge they drew near the southern wall. Zachariah assumed that it was also empty, but they were suddenly surrounded by rough-looking men with guns. Though their weapons were lowered, Zachariah’s heart still took off at a run. 
 
    “Who is it?” someone yelled down from a rooftop. 
 
    A bearded man who wore the denim of a Lawman shouted, “It’s just those boys with the masks. Looks like they brought a Vallier with them!” 
 
    Zachariah was annoyed that everyone seemed to know he was from the Valley. He felt painfully self-conscious as everyone openly stared at his fine jacket and his boots. He stared back at them. 
 
    They look like a rough lot, he thought. I assumed it was because Pontius has fallen into disarray, but perhaps they’ve always been like this. 
 
    Even a Vallier street sweeper looks more respectable than these people! 
 
    “Here they are,” said one of the Entertainers. “Behold the last gang of Pontius.” 
 
    “We’re not a gang!” said the man in denim. “We just keep an eye on the wall.” 
 
    “That’s why they’re called the Eyes on the Wall,” the other Entertainer said knowingly. “Or just the Eyes, for short.” 
 
    The man in denim snorted. “All you boys do is make jokes. You bring anything we can use?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Alright, then. What about you? You want to see the demons, don’t you?” 
 
    Zachariah nodded, and the man led them up a flight of stone stairs that brought them to the top of the wall. As he passed by the Eyes, Zachariah saw that some of them did not even have guns, but carried hammers or cleavers or whatever they could find. He saw a few older men in the denim of Lawmen, but they were bearded, lacking the well-kept mustaches of actual Lawmen. 
 
    Still more Eyes stood along the parapets at the top of the wall, glancing at Zachariah before turning back to watch the wasteland. Peering over the wall, Zachariah saw the demons who held Pontius under siege. 
 
    Though Zachariah had never gotten a good look at the demons who threatened the Black Valley, he had seen an army of them when they attacked Hargis so many years ago. This group of demons was nothing compared to that. He saw only a few thousand sitting on the dry earth, mostly inactive, though one that looked like a giant toad was awkwardly trying to hop out of an old trench left over from when the dogmen invaded after the flight from Hargis. He saw one that looked like a bloated, shaved monkey taking a nap, its head continually bobbing and interrupting its rest. Zachariah leaned over the parapet to see where the rest of the demon army was, but he could see nothing. He glanced at a young man who was also staring at the demons, and was surprised to see the young man swallow hard, grappling with his fear. 
 
    “As you can see,” said one of the Entertainers, “they’re quite a sight. Once these monsters showed up, the entire city went insane. People tried to flee the city, but the Lawmen stopped them. It was a massacre. A rumor that the monsters were already in the city started going around, so people turned on each other. With the world ending, there was no longer any reason to respect authority or cooperate in any way.” 
 
    The other Entertainer nodded, then added, “The demons never attacked. They just set up out there, waiting for a signal, I suppose. But Pontius has been at war with itself ever since.” 
 
    By the gods, Zachariah thought. The very thing that brought the Valliers together has torn these people apart! 
 
    “But we stay ready,” said an older woman sitting beneath the parapet, looking away from the demons as she went over a list. “We’re the last sane people in Pontius. We won’t let those demons get in here without a fight!” 
 
    Several Eyes chimed in their agreement. Though they sounded forceful and confident, Zachariah had trouble taking them seriously. He knew that a dozen Vallier Rangers could chase off these creatures with little trouble. 
 
    Zachariah passed the day and then the night with the Eyes, eating soup boiled in a giant steel tub. The people gathered around fires made of doors and old furniture, drinking and discussing how they would handle the demonic menace when the attack finally came. Throughout the night visitors came bringing information, or donated goods, or warned them about armed looters seen in the area. Despite drinking, Zachariah did not feel like speaking with anyone, or being a part of their world at all. Their rambling conversations turned to a sort of senseless banter as he dozed by the fire. He was surprised to see Haginar hanging out with them, but when Zachariah tried to go to him, he woke and realized that he was among strangers. 
 
    *** 
 
    “There aren’t enough demons here to destroy Pontius,” said Zachariah. “Come, I’ll show you how to handle this threat.” 
 
    The dawn sky was only pale blue in the east but the Eyes were already lined up along the wall, sharing a breakfast of hard bread dipped in water. 
 
    “What do you mean to do?” said a young man, his face suddenly drained of blood. 
 
    “Fetch some rope,” said Zachariah. He stood and stretched his legs, once again feeling as if he was a prince of Hargis. 
 
    “But,” said an older man, “but, you can’t just… I mean…” 
 
    “I don’t know how long you people mean to sit here and keep the wall warm with your backsides, but I’m going to stir up these demons. Let’s get them worked up and see if we can’t make something of this day!” 
 
    Whether the Eyes were truly ready for action or only still drunk from the night before, they found a rope and tied a loop at the end. Zachariah climbed on top of the parapets, hooked his foot in the loop, then some young men worked together to lower him down the far side of the wall. Zachariah kept his eyes on the sunrise in the east, concentrating all of his awareness so that he could imprint the brilliant spectacle onto his soul for eternity. 
 
    When he reached the ground, he heard something like a series of hiccups. Zachariah jerked his foot out of the loop and turned to the wasteland. He could see the dim outline of monsters squatting in the field, and he steeled himself to stand firm. 
 
    Now, he thought, let’s see if it’s true, what they say… will I be able to see Haginar, and Maena as well? Or will it only be like going to sleep, and never waking? 
 
    He set one foot in front of the other, marching toward the demons who stood shivering in the cold morning light. He saw some kind of goblin with a hairy, round head covered in dew. It shook its head, then ignored him as it concentrated on something only it could see. Zachariah rode on waves of fear, his heart at once exultant and terrified. 
 
    Will everything I have done, everything I have seen, leave an imprint upon the face of eternity? Or am I nothing more than a bundle of phenomena, a momentary bubble of awareness that will pop, and cease to be, as the water goes down the drain? 
 
    “By the gods!” someone cried out from the wall. “He’s doing it! He’s really going out there! Go and get the others! Oh, by the gods!” 
 
    “Run, Vallier! Come back! Hurry!” 
 
    Zachariah’s pulse was pounding so loudly that he could not hear what was being said on the wall. He only knew that people were shouting and that demons were turning in his direction. He felt the weight of their attention pressing on his chest. He drew his revolver. He wondered if he should say something, if the demons should be told of his intentions, if they should know that he was going to use them for his own purpose. But the piercing pain of knowing that he would soon experience his Final Thought was so intense that he knew words would not suffice, so he remained silent. 
 
    He lifted his gun and fired. 
 
    He never saw if he even hit anything, for the demons immediately stood and scattered. He leaped in alarm at the sound of something like a pig writhing in torment as the demons raced across the field. He stood in shock, unable to move. He did not know that the mighty demon army of the East had been destroyed. He did not know that Victor was being shown his new home deep within the earth, and that the demons in the Black Valley were also in flight, running home to provide protection for their Mother in case their enemy pressed the advantage. 
 
    Zachariah stood unmoving for a long time. He heard something like a wave crashing endlessly, a dull rumble as the gears that moved the universe turned anew. Finally he realized that people were cheering all along the wall. 
 
    *** 
 
    Once Zachariah was pulled back up the wall, his feet never touched the ground as the people of Pontius carried him atop their shoulders, shouting and firing their guns in the air. The news of the demon army’s flight spread through every street they passed, and more and more people rushed from their barricaded homes and joined the procession. Pontius was alight with joy. 
 
    Zachariah stared ahead, utterly empty. Someone had taken his gun, and occasionally he saw it passed from one person to another, smiling faces examining the weapon used by their savior. The crowd made their way to Cathedralia, where the city Officials had once ruled before the government broke down. The people pushed open the heavy doors and a group of vagrants sleeping in the foyer woke in terror before eventually joining the crowd. Voices shouting in exultation echoed off the grand marble columns. They brought him to the large, domed pit where the Officials had once debated and voted, taking him past rows of seats and down to the desk of the Chief Official in the very center of the room. Zachariah was incredibly uncomfortable by this point, so when they lowered him into the chair behind the desk, he did not protest. 
 
    I have shattered the very foundation of reality, he thought. That’s why nothing makes sense any longer. That’s why this is happening. 
 
    Or maybe I died out there on the field, and now my brain is constructing some kind of last-ditch power fantasy to keep me occupied while my blood pours into the earth. 
 
    The seats were soon filled with smiling faces, but as still more people pushed into the vast chamber, people ended up standing shoulder to shoulder or balancing atop tables and handrails. Zachariah wondered if a crack had broken in the firmament of the universe and they had all spilled out into unreality. Near the back of the chamber, Zachariah saw the two masked Entertainers watching him. 
 
    “The new Chief Official! The new Chief Official!” someone chanted, then others took up the chant. 
 
    I’ll give them something to document, he thought, looking through the desk. Finding it empty, he gestured to someone. 
 
    “I need a piece of paper and a pencil,” he said. Though he spoke to only one man, so many people were pressed in against his desk that he was heard by many, and the request was shouted far and wide. He did not have long to wait before a strip of rough pulp paper and a piece of charcoal was placed before him reverentially. 
 
    Zachariah picked up the piece of charcoal, then changed his mind. He climbed on top of the desk and watched the heads craning to follow him. 
 
    “He’s going to speak!” someone shouted. “He’s going to speak!” 
 
    “I am now your Chief Official, your only Official,” said Zachariah. “Because I am also a Vallier, this land is now a territory of the Black Valley. Is that under-” 
 
    Before he could finish, the chamber erupted into applause. Zachariah imagined that by now the Valley was probably in flames, the Autumn Wall lying flat as demons raced through the streets of every town, hunting people down. He imagined the terror of those too naive to understand what they were facing. He felt a sudden wave of relief knowing that his family would not have to endure such unbelievable horror. Eventually the applause died down. 
 
    “This marks a new era for the people of Pontius,” he continued. “There will be no more elections, no more mob democracy. Is that understood? I’m sure you all know the laws in the Black Valley, which you will now enforce by-” 
 
    Again he was interrupted by thunderous applause. He stood and waited. His legs ached, and he wondered if this was not some strange dream woven by a dying mind. He began to think that it might be real. 
 
    “Please listen!” someone cried. “Please listen, I have news!” 
 
    As the applause died down, attention turned to a man standing at the entrance. Zachariah recognized a Smith’s apron around his waist. 
 
    “Let him speak,” said Zachariah. “Let him speak!” 
 
    The man took in a deep breath as he gathered his resolve. “I’ve been told that the Valliers have sent up a green smoke signal,” he said. “That means they’ve beaten the demons who had them under siege! They’ve beaten the demons who-” 
 
    As the room broke into shouting and cheering, Zachariah felt himself falling into a dark abyss. He seemed to float free from his body for a moment, then found himself lurching unsteadily. Hands reached out to grab him and helped him down. 
 
    Wodan has done it, he thought. Somehow he did it. 
 
    In his mind’s eye he saw Wodan’s sword flick downward, then Chris Kenny’s head fell onto the grass. 
 
    I won’t let you kill me, Wodan. 
 
    I can’t do that to you! 
 
    “Take me to the roof,” he said. “I want to see the rooftop.” 
 
    *** 
 
    The sun’s radiant light poured over the skyline as the people watched their ruler make his way across the rooftop. The light shone on his reddish brown hair, casting him in a halo. He seemed to them to be a hero from a story. What he had done, none of them could understand. What he thought, the things that passed through his mind, were beyond them. They wondered if he was planning on how to guide their fate, dreaming up plans for ways to bring them fully into the new world. They did not know that he was thinking about his family, and his friend Jarl. It was impossible for the crowd to know that, and so they watched and wondered. Just what is he? What will he do next? The feeling of wonder was indescribable, intoxicating. 
 
    The people watched as their ruler stepped onto the edge of the roof, his body dark against the sun, eclipsing it for one moment before he cast himself off from the rooftop. 
 
    And so it was that the city-state of Pontius and its surrounding territories came into the domain of Emperor Wodan, King of the Black Valley and sovereign ruler of San Ktari. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Four 
 
    The Fall of Sunport 
 
      
 
    Wodan had not said a word after handing the radio handset back to her, and Langley was worried about him. She thought about glancing back at him, but instead kept her eyes on the horizon. She hoped that the fuel would hold out until they reached Pontius. 
 
    He probably doesn’t know how to feel, either, she thought. He was so happy to hear Yarek over the radio. But he can’t exactly celebrate the survival of the Valley when he’s just found out that his best friend has murdered another friend… and his own family, too! 
 
    She shuddered. Before realizing what she was doing, she involuntarily turned back to look at him. He sat in the wide rear seat, where he had spent most of the flight sleeping. He was looking out the window, but his face looked like a mask, a carving of what people might imagine Wodan looked like. He did not return her glance, but only sat as one who was dead. 
 
    The radio chimed. 
 
    “Hello? Hello? This is Pontius. Repeat, Pontius calling. Are you from the Valley? Please identify.” 
 
    Langley grasped the handset, thought for a moment, then responded. “Hello, Pontius,” she said. “I’m a representative of the Black Valley. We heard that you successfully fended off an army of demons. Over.” 
 
    “That we did!” said the man on the line. “Good to hear from you. We thought you might send someone upriver! You know we don’t have any fancy airstrips, right? Over.” 
 
    “I was hoping you might let us land at your oil fields...?” she said, putting on the charm. “We sure could use some fuel. Over!” 
 
    “Of course! Of course!” the man responded. “Our fields are government-owned, so everything we have belongs to the King and his representatives! As long as you fill out the proper reimbursement forms, you can take as much as you need.” 
 
    Langley was taken aback, and wondered if she was out of touch with the Western political situation. She turned back and saw that Wodan was paying attention, and had a puzzled expression that mirrored her own. 
 
    Before Langley could think of a response, the man on the radio chimed in again. “We’ve been trying to get a message to the Valley,” he said, “but we’re having a little trouble getting back on our feet. We were saved from the demons by the Vallier you sent to us, Chief Official Hargis. That is, Zachariah Hargis, as you would know him. He gave his life so that we could live. We will never, ever forget his sacrifice. But… well, things have been pretty bad around here, so we’re really looking forward to a new life under King Wodan!” The man laughed amiably, then said with utmost seriousness, “Have you met the King yourself, ma’am?” 
 
    Langley sat in silence, and Wodan said nothing. The situation was so odd that she simply turned the radio off. Eventually she saw a set of oil derricks near a long yellow line that must have been the wall of Pontius. She felt pressure on her headrest, then Wodan leaned forward to watch as they approached the oilfield. 
 
    “When I met him a decade or so ago, I never would have guessed that he would give me the entire city,” said Wodan. His jaw suddenly tensed. “But now he’s gone. Just like that. None of this would have happened if I had stayed at home.” 
 
    Langley felt a stab of remorse, as if his coming to San Ktari was somehow her fault. It was painfully obvious to her that even receiving a city, and all of its fortunes, could do nothing to compensate for the loss of his friends. 
 
    “I’m sorry, babe,” she said quietly. 
 
    “It’s fine,” he immediately responded, then flopped back in his seat. He sighed as he laid back. He sounded oddly casual as he added, “Soon, I’ll get to see the man responsible for sending me to San Ktari.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Filius Bilch lay dying. He was in his fifties, but looked several decades older. In addition to being a dwarf, he had inherited a host of illnesses, including bloodlung and an untreatable case of no-more-toes. He lay propped up on pastel silk pillows in a bed large enough to fit most of his serving girls, which he knew from experience. 
 
    Though Filius was known throughout Sunport for being an exceptionally disagreeable person, notoriously difficult to please, he actually did not mind that he was dying. He was surprised that dying felt only like wanting to go to sleep, and since he was having trouble breathing and could not hold down any food, he was beginning to think that it might be nice to go to sleep and be free of discomfort. Unfortunately he was having a miserable time, because his large bedroom was currently packed with people who wanted his money, and they gave him no rest. 
 
    When word spread around Sunport that Filius Bilch was not long for this world, and when it also got around that he had written out no will, people looked into his finances, his real estate, his companies, even the politicians who lived out of his pocket, and they were shocked to find that he was far wealthier than anyone had suspected. Counting the puppets he worked through, it could reasonably be stated that he owned much of Sunport. 
 
    That was why his bedroom was packed with lawyers whispering with clients, businessmen attempting to look concerned, politicians staring daggers at one another, gold-digging noblewomen trying to strike a balance between crying quietly and crying to be seen, as well as religious leaders licking their lips and checking his pulse every few minutes. 
 
    “Leave me alone!” Filius shouted. “Leave me al-” he was interrupted by a hacking cough, though it would not have mattered anyway. This was not the first time he had shouted at them, and they no longer seemed to notice. He rolled over onto his side as a servant brought him a golden spittoon. He spat a gob of pink mucus into it, then fell back on his pillows. 
 
    “I’ll get these people out of here, sir,” said a young lawyer. “Only, well, there are a few matters that must be discussed…” 
 
    “You leave him alone, you blood-drinker!” said an aged noblewoman pulling her young daughter behind her. “Filius, you poor thing - you know, my lawyer was trained in the healing arts. Perhaps he could-” 
 
    “You keep that girl away from Mister Bilch,” said a fishing supplies manufacturer. He stood in front of the bed as if protecting Filius from an attack. “I’ve been doing business with this great man for decades, and I’ll be damned if I let you throw that young whore into his bed just so you can squeeze some money out of him! Why, after everything I’ve done for him over the years, what my family and I have-” 
 
    “Can’t I just die in peace?” Filius moaned. “Oh… how I despise you all.” 
 
    As the people continued bickering and Filius’s guards sat playing cards, looking forward to being employed by his competitors, Filius turned the situation over in his mind once again. He did not want the government to get his wealth when he died, but the idea of willing it to any of his competitors was detestable as well. He had already ordered all of his wealth and everything he owned to be burned upon his death, but the request was flatly denied, as it would jeopardize the entire town. He had many sons, but all of them were developmentally retarded due to his own machinations; fearing competition, he had drugged their mothers, his serving girls. As far as he knew, none of his sons even understood that their father was leaving this world. They spent their time yelling at one another in the kitchen and bothering the staff. 
 
    I’ve fought so hard... for my entire life! he thought. It can’t be like this. These fools can’t just take what I’ve worked so hard to take from them! 
 
    “Vultures!” he snapped. 
 
    A shipping mogul named Voltars perked up. “Yuh-yuh-yes, Mister Bilch?” he said, blinking with excitement. “I-i-is there something I can-” 
 
    “Not you! Idiot!” Filius shouted, then bent over to spit into his golden spittoon. When he saw that a rival businessman had somehow gotten the spittoon away from his servant, and extended it to him with a wink, Filius spat a wad of mucus onto the man’s sleeve, then rolled back onto his pillows. 
 
    Filius felt a wave of exhaustion roll over him. He exhaled, thinking that the end was nigh. When he saw still more people come in from the hallway, he tensed up in anger. Sensing an opportunity, a gray-haired politician shot up from his seat and pointed at the newcomers. 
 
    “Look at these leeches, coming to bother Mister Bilch!” he shouted. “Can’t you vampires let this poor man rest in peace?” He stooped and took Filius’s hand in his own, and Filius cringed with revulsion. It was not even a year ago that this same politician had threatened to tie up one of Filius’s bank accounts in red tape, using the law as a way to shake him down. 
 
    “Kill this man,” Filius hissed. “Anyone who… cuts off his head… and throws it in my chamber pot… will receive… will receive…” 
 
    Filius’s guards suddenly shouted, but only because one of them threw a winning hand on the table. They were in a world of their own, waiting for Filius to die so they could go work for whoever paid them off. 
 
    No one has ever felt such despair, Filius thought. 
 
    Thinking to use the last of his strength to yell at one of the vultures, Filius glared at the crowd. He noticed two strange men walk in: Diplomats from San Ktari, with pomaded hair, red uniforms, and dusty brown capes. They lowered their eyes when Filius met their gaze. 
 
    “And who is this?” said Filius. “Has the circus… has the circus…” He bent over with a hacking cough, unable to finish his scathing remark. 
 
    Seeing it as an opening, one of the diplomats bowed, then the other followed suit. “Please excuse our speech, sir,” he said, his accent so thick that Filius strained to understand. “We come in all respect from San Ktari, Empire, on business.” He gave his name, as well as the name of his companion, but the names were utterly incomprehensible to Filius. 
 
    “And let me guess,” said Filius. “You want to waste my final moments on earth with your…” he coughed violently, then wheezed, “You want money.” 
 
    The diplomat glanced at his companion before continuing. “Sir, mission has change. This is awkward moment for us. We come to give demand to your noble court, that is, that they must join Empire, or else, we destroy. But we have recent learn that Emperor has appoint a god in his place, and all demon have been… ah, that is, kill with divine light? Is this how you say it?” 
 
    Filius shrugged. 
 
    The diplomat continued. “We now have give new mission, from Kommanders in port Xi Pang. They say, great Warmaster has make known, we must negotiate for claim to holdings of wealthy man of Sunport. He say, the august personage of Filiksa Berchu.” 
 
    Filius pulled his lips back in a sneer. He felt as if he could spew venom directly onto the men. Through gritted teeth he said, “You foreign dogs actually expect me to believe that…” 
 
    As he spoke, Filius noted the shared look of absolute hatred twisting the faces of everyone in his room. It brought an unexpected smile to Filius’s face. 
 
    “Tell me, most noble diplomats of the Emperor,” said Filius. “What currency do you use in your land? I forget.” 
 
    “Sir, the mark,” said the second diplomat. 
 
    “And what is the mark based on?” 
 
    “Ah... great Emperor sets it value. It is, sir, what he says it is.” 
 
    “A valueless currency.” Filius smiled as he eased back into his pillows. “Do you have any on you now?” 
 
    “Sir?” said the first diplomat. 
 
    “Do you carry any marks on you.” 
 
    The first diplomat was taken aback, for he did not actually carry any money on him. The younger diplomat suddenly jammed a hand into his pocket and fished out two crumpled, blue marks. He straightened them out and held them out for Filius to see. 
 
    “Place them in my hand,” said Filius. 
 
    The younger diplomat did so. Filius’s tiny fingers slowly closed around them. He leaned away from the diplomats. 
 
    “Write up a contract,” he said quietly. “Anyone here who is a lawyer, write up a contract. I hereby give one golden drachma of gold to any and all in this room capable of drawing up such a document…” As men rushed to gather paper and writing utensils, Filius continued. “A monthly salary of one drachma of gold to each of my serving girls. A monthly salary of one drachma of gold to the servants who keep my sons. The rest… the rest…” 
 
    Filius focused his eyes on a dealer of dried fish products. He looked no different from an insane monster, his face blood red as he stared at Filius with eyes blinded by hatred. Filius tried to laugh, but had not the strength for it, so he simply smiled. 
 
    “The rest of everything I own,” he said quietly, “shall go to this Emperor of San Ktari. Now he can… now he can… deal with… you little… you little turds…” 
 
    “You little what?” said a politician bending over him. “What did he say? He said, h-he said, you little something…? D-did he say to give a little something to m-me, maybe…?” 
 
    “No, he didn’t!” a rival shouted, leaning over Filius so he could push the man back a pace. 
 
    As Filius faded into darkness, he was overjoyed by the sight of people bickering - the people who hated him and whom he hated in turn. He knew that in some sense they were with him in darkness, their lives reduced to dust just as his life, too, was over. So it was that much of the economic and political power of the city-state of Sunport and its surrounding territories came into the holdings of Emperor Wodan, ruler of San Ktari and much of the surface of the world. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Of course you’re free to fly over Sunport airspace! We here at the radio tower are always happy to see a representative of our sponsor, the Emperor of San Ktari! Have a great day!” 
 
    “Thank you,” Langley said as she hung the handset back into place. She turned around and saw Wodan still lying prone in the backseat. “Well, my love, looks like you just so happen to own Sunport, too. What in the world is going on?” 
 
    She laughed, but Wodan did not join in her good humor. He lay staring at the roof, his thoughts seemingly elsewhere. Thinking that perhaps he had not heard her, she started to turn away. 
 
    “It’s because we’ve removed all impediments, except for one,” he said suddenly. “Now the entire world is open to us. It’s ours to shape, as we will. But I’ll tell you, Langley…” 
 
    He finally turned to her, his eyes gleaming in the moonlight. 
 
    “I would not want to be that final impediment when we reach Haven.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Five 
 
    Wodan’s Mother 
 
      
 
    Vallier airships hung over the dark mountains of Haven. Wodan maneuvered his way into the cockpit and sat beside Langley. She looked at him wrapped in his gray cloak, and could not help but think that he looked sick. She was about to ask if he was well, but the radio chimed to life. 
 
    “This is General Yarek Clash. King Wodan, is that you?” 
 
    Wodan took the handset. “It’s me, alright. Good to hear from you again, Yarek. Did the Havenders give you any trouble?” 
 
    “No, they haven’t. We don’t see anyone. We brought one of the expats with us, one of the Reavers who delivered Didi’s message. He said not to expect anyone to come to us. We’ll have to go to them. Looks like the old airstrip is still intact, if you want to touch down there.” 
 
    “Can we make it a little further?” said Wodan, turning to Langley. 
 
    “We may,” said Langley, trying to sound optimistic. 
 
    The forbidding crags rose to meet them. Wodan remembered another time when he approached Haven, when death was following right behind him. 
 
    “Meet us there, Yarek,” said Wodan, signing off. 
 
    *** 
 
    Wodan was glad to see Yarek and several dozen Valliers hanging out on the cracked pavement of one of Haven’s abandoned airstrips, on the eastern edge of the city. 
 
    “We had trouble flying over Sunport,” Yarek said as soon as Wodan opened the door of the aircraft. “The entire city was trying to kiss our asses, giving us the royal treatment! You have anything to do with that?” 
 
    Yarek extended his hand, but Wodan hopped down on his own, then embraced him. “It’s a long story!” said Wodan, patting him on the back. 
 
    Wodan pulled away and they looked at one another. Yarek’s beard was run through with white, and his eyes were lined with wrinkles. His skin seemed dry and brittle. Wodan realized that he must have gotten used to being with his kinsmen in the East, the superbeings shaped by his own genetic matrix, because now mighty Yarek seemed small, even elderly by comparison. Wodan was struck by the feeling that Yarek needed to be protected from the harsh world. As if sensing his thoughts, Yarek slapped his shoulder and smiled disarmingly. 
 
    “It’s good to see you again, my King,” said Yarek. “I’d give you a kiss, but I don’t have a ladder handy! I forgot you were such a… ah!” 
 
    A shock went through the gang of Valliers as Langley appeared at the doorway of the aircraft. Over her imperial officer’s white uniform she wore a shining pink and violet cloak designed by Elamah Borgin. Her unbraided hair caught in a gust of her powers as she lifted herself and stepped down onto the concrete. Her face was radiant, and Wodan could clearly see the effect of her unnatural beauty on the men. They stared, frozen immobile, many with their jaws hanging slack. Wodan had grown used to the men of Ktari averting their gaze, but the Valliers did not know such etiquette. 
 
    “Yarek, everyone, please meet my wife, Dove Langley,” said Wodan, feeling as if he was speaking with someone who was asleep. “She is Empress of San Ktari.” 
 
    Men took off their hats and nodded, murmuring in greeting. 
 
    “Ye-e-es,” said Yarek, nodding. “It’s good to… meet you, ma’am.” 
 
    Unused to shaking hands, and thus not realizing that Yarek was revealing his surprise by not extending his hand, Langley simply nodded and smiled. “I am glad to meet you too, sir. I’ve heard many good things about General Yarek Clash. So, this is your homeland, too?” 
 
    Yarek blinked as if waking up from his trance. “Yes, ma’am, it is. It is. It’s changed quite a bit since my time, though. They wouldn’t let people hang around on the airstrip chatting about this and that when I was here. I brought a man who can show us the way…” 
 
    As Yarek gestured, a man in black Reaver armor stepped forward and saluted. Without his helmet, Wodan recognized him as one of the men who had brought him Didi’s message. He wore a green V-and-circle armband to distinguish himself as a Vallier. 
 
    “Greetings, my King, my Lady,” said the Reaver. “I can get us to the Department of Science. I know the paths and places that weren’t frequented by demons, as of six months or so ago. Of course, things may have changed, so we’ll have to keep our trigger-fingers ready, sir.” 
 
    “Lead the way,” said Wodan. 
 
    *** 
 
    While most of the Valliers stayed to set up a defensive line around the airstrip, Wodan, Langley, and Yarek took a dozen Rangers through the center of Haven. They made their way through desolate avenues lined with broken glass and shells of granite buildings. Broken, headless statues laid on the ground. 
 
    Yarek muttered under his breath. Wodan watched as he glanced into the entrance of a structure darkened by fire. He shook his head. 
 
    “Something wrong?” said Wodan. 
 
    “Something wrong?” Yarek repeated. “That was Ginelli’s! You ever go there?” 
 
    “No. I didn’t go downtown too often. I guess I was more of a northern sector kid.” 
 
    Yarek sighed. “Maybe it’s better you never saw it as it was. Gods, this is…” 
 
    His voice trailed off. Wodan could tell that the sight of Haven in ruins was having a profound effect on him. Wodan wondered why he felt such distance. A decade ago, leaving Haven was the most painful thing he had ever done. Lost and alone, he would have done anything to return. But a lot of time had passed. He was no longer a small boy trying to be brave in the face of fear. Now the entire world was being remade because of his efforts, and since the recent battle, he felt as if he was lying within a deep cocoon, protected from most of the emotional turmoil experienced by others. He realized that he was thinking of Haven only as a place that did not yet realize it would soon be remade, just like everything else that would be remade. 
 
    “Here we are,” said the Reaver, pointing to a wide set of steps leading down within a squat, concrete structure. “This will get us directly into the Department of Science. The people should be down below, unless they had to abandon this entrance to the demons. If so, we’ll have to find another-” 
 
    “Woah,” said Yarek. “Speak of the devil!” 
 
    Just then, a creature like a large, hairless cat appeared at the end of the avenue. Its face was long and covered in thick mucus, and an oddly-shaped tongue hung out of its mouth. Two similar creatures joined it, their eyes glued on the Valliers. As soon as they appeared, the Valliers opened fire. Two of the demons fell over dead. When the smoke cleared, a third monster was lying in the street, writhing in a growing pool of blood. 
 
    “Think I can put one in its head from back here?” said a young Vallier. 
 
    “One silver cent says you can’t!” said another. 
 
    An older Vallier fired his rifle and the demon went limp. The young Vallier turned to him. 
 
    “The hell, man, we had a bet going!” 
 
    The older Vallier waved dismissively. “Demons ain’t worth the effort, son. They’re like roaches, you stomp ‘em and move on.” 
 
    “Goddamn, you’re a buzz-kill!” 
 
    The Valliers laughed, and Wodan smiled. 
 
    We used to live in fear of these creatures! he thought. Langley caught his gaze, and smiled back at him. 
 
    While several Valliers agreed to remain on guard at the top of the staircase, the others descended. In a darkened hallway, they came to a heavy, round steel door set in a concrete wall. 
 
    “Damn,” said the Reaver. 
 
    “What is it?” said Yarek. 
 
    “Well, sir, I brought along some explosives, but they switched out the old door. They must have installed this big monster after we left.” 
 
    “Gods below,” Yarek muttered. 
 
    Wodan found a panel with a speaker set beside the door. He pushed the single button on the panel and heard the hissing of an open channel. 
 
    “Hello,” said Wodan. “Anyone there?” 
 
    “Who is this?” someone immediately responded. His sharp tone darkened Wodan’s mood. 
 
    “I have an appointment with Didi. Open up, please.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    The speaker went silent. 
 
    “Maybe they think we’re demons?” said one of the Valliers. 
 
    “No,” said Yarek, “they’ll have a camera on us. Ah, there it is. In that corner.” 
 
    “A what?” said another Vallier. 
 
    Wodan pressed the button again, then said, “Open up this door before I open it for you.” 
 
    “You aren’t authorized!” the speaker retorted. “We will not open for you.” 
 
    “The hell you won’t!” Wodan shouted. He hammered the door with the bottom of his fist, unmindful of the others stepping back in alarm. 
 
    The hissing of the speaker rose audibly as the volume increased, then the speaker’s voice blasted, “Leave immediately… or you’ll regret it!” 
 
    Wodan was surprised at the force of anger rising up in him, seizing his mind. He flung off his gray Ionian cape, revealing his white imperial officer’s uniform. 
 
    “I’ll teach you regret,” Wodan hissed, then he leaped and slammed his shoulder against the edge of the door, where it met the wall. Only Langley stood firm as the Valliers fell back and gathered near the foot of the stairs, fearful of being caught in the unexpected storm. Wodan stepped back, then rushed at the door again, leaping and smacking his shoulder into it. Langley winced at the sound of flesh striking steel. When Wodan ran into the door again, she put a hand on her heart, pained because she knew that he would break himself long before the door gave way. 
 
    He’s been through too much, she thought, turning away as his shoulder crashed against steel once again. Again he’s been rejected by... 
 
    Cracks deformed the concrete and dust fell from the ceiling. Wodan staggered backward, his hair wet with sweat, then rocketed forward once again. This time cracks blasted along the concrete wall in a wave of destruction, and the massive door fell back. Tons of steel crashed into the floor, casting up a cloud of blinding dust. Shouts of alarm echoed through the tunnel. Wodan staggered onto the door, then stood atop it, waiting for the dust to clear. He took in deep breaths, unmindful of the dust, his white jacket hanging open with every button torn free. 
 
    “Get the Head of Guard! Run, get out of here!” 
 
    Langley was confused, for it almost sounded as if a child was speaking. She raised a shield before Wodan, for he was unmindful of any danger. The dust revealed her shield as particles gathered along its vibrating surface. 
 
    The dust cleared, revealing a long hallway lit only by a few flickering bulbs. They saw the backs of several men running away just as they disappeared around an adjoining hallway. Only two children stood to bar Wodan’s way - a small yellow-eyed boy aiming a pistol in both hands, and an older girl with bright blue eyes kneeling beside him. She had a hand on his shoulder, and looked as if she was steeling the boy’s resolve. Both had pale skin and wide noses. 
 
    As they glared at Wodan in defiance, he studied their faces. He could see their features twist and turn, subtly changing, appearing at once familiar and unfamiliar. He saw them not as individuals, but as representatives of a long line of people. He remembered the same thing happening when he was in the land of Srila, over a year ago. 
 
    “Yarek,” he said. “Look at these children.” 
 
    Yarek took a few tentative steps. “Easy with that gun there, big man,” he said. “We’re just coming in for a little chat. I apologize about the door.” 
 
    He stepped onto the steel door, and the boy swiveled the gun in his direction. Yarek raised his hands slightly. 
 
    “Do you see them?” said Wodan. 
 
    “My eyes aren’t that bad,” said Yarek. “Yeah, I see them.” 
 
    “No, I mean - do you see who they are?” 
 
    Yarek sighed. “Friends of yours?” 
 
    “They’re your sister’s,” said Wodan. “They’re your niece and nephew.” 
 
    Yarek scoffed. He prepared to say something, then his mouth fell open. “They look just like mom and dad,” he said quietly.  
 
    “Who are you people?” said the girl. “You can turn around and leave the way you came, if you don’t want any trouble!” 
 
    Yarek swallowed. “Is your mother’s name Mevrik? Mevrik Clash?” 
 
    Now the young girl fell silent. The boy cast his gaze from Yarek to Wodan, unsure what to do. They stood in silence for a long time. Finally they heard feet pounding down the corridor, then they saw shadows bouncing at the turn. 
 
    “This way, Guard-Head!” someone shouted. 
 
    Yarek watched, fully expecting to see his father Sevrik Clash, Head of Guard of Haven, escorted by Guardians or perhaps even Reavers. He was disappointed. When the men rounded the bend, they saw what looked to be armed civilians in laborers’ coveralls led by a single Guardian in white armor with highlights of blue and yellow. The Guardian was a short, powerfully-built man with wild black hair. Yarek did not know the man, but he wore the badge of Head of Guard of Haven. 
 
    “Laivek! Torvek!” the Guardian shouted. “Get away from them!” 
 
    The children stepped back and to the side, but the boy Torvek did not lower his gun. The Guardian looked down at the heavy steel door lying flat on the ground, then glared at Wodan and Yarek. 
 
    “Identify yourselves!” he shouted. 
 
    Wodan nodded to him. “I’m Wodan, lord of the lands outside of Haven. This is Yarek Clash, General of the Black Valley. We’re former citizens of Haven. Where is Sevrik Clash? Is he not Head of Guard?” 
 
    The Guardian blinked. “Sevrik Clash?” he said. “You know something of Haven, then, if you know that name.” 
 
    He hesitated. Wodan could plainly see the exhaustion written on the man’s face, like one who had died and been resurrected many times over. The men with him were bearded and rough-looking, their clothes covered in grime. Wodan was surprised to think that his Valliers looked like noblemen compared to these Havenders in their fallen state. 
 
    “Will you tell us, then?” said Yarek. “Sevrik is my father.” 
 
    The Guardian sighed. “I’m sorry to say, but Sevrik Clash was killed some time ago.” 
 
    Yarek nodded slowly as he accepted the news. “Was he killed by demons?” he asked. 
 
    “No,” said the Guardian. “There was a power struggle. Right after the Reavers left, nobody was sure how to keep it all together. Some of the Guardians fought among themselves. Sevrik was shot in his office.” 
 
    “You wear his badge, I see,” said Yarek. “Was it you?” 
 
    “No! Gods, no, son. I’d give anything to have that soldier back. I took over after Asa... he was the Guard-Head after Abijam, who died in the cave-in during the fighting in Tunnel Fifteen-Eight. Abijam was the successor to Rehoboam... um, he gave up the Guard-Head from the fatigue of it, you know. It was his men that killed your father. Shot him at his desk, they did.” 
 
    The man looked at them for a long time, until finally Sevrik shook his head and looked as if he was about to spit. “So those men killed my father,” said Sevrik, “and then none of them could even handle the job.” 
 
    “It is not an easy job,” said the Guardian. 
 
    Yarek held his gaze, but said nothing. 
 
    “I’m Jehoshaphat,” the Guardian finally said. “I’m Guard-Head of the Tunnels of Haven. You may have once known Haven, but you’ll find things have changed. Do you come here to revenge yourself?” 
 
    “No,” said Yarek. “We’ve come to see Didi. Take us to him.” 
 
    “He’s on the War Council. He’s a very busy man. But… I suppose I can arrange that. But those armed men with you - they can’t come.” 
 
    “That’s fine,” said Yarek. He signaled the Valliers, and they spread out around the entrance. 
 
    “Alright, then,” said Jehoshaphat, suddenly seeming awkward. “The thing is, Didi didn’t say anything about... I mean, about any appointment...” 
 
    “I wouldn’t worry about that,” said Wodan. “He’ll be glad to see me.” 
 
    Finally Jehoshaphat turned and his men formed a line on either side of Wodan, Langley, and Yarek. As they made their way deeper into the tunnel, the two Clash children, Laivek and Torvek, fell in beside Yarek. 
 
    *** 
 
    They made their way through tunnels large enough for vehicles to fit through, as well as winding corridors passing through dark chambers. Earth-moving machines sat silent and people rested on either side of every hallway, watching Wodan in silence. They saw other Guardians, but only Jehoshaphat had a complete suit of armor. 
 
    “How long have you been underground?” said Yarek. 
 
    “Well, we can’t live on the surface anymore,” said Jehoshaphat, ignoring the question. A man beside him nodded at the simple truth of the statement. “And the demons... they dig up from the earth...” 
 
    “Why live underground if the monsters come up from below?” 
 
    “Oh... we thought it was bad when they were on the surface. We had to come here, the surface is indefensible. But when they come up from the earth... they have diggers, you know. Big, slow monsters. We hear them coming, so we have time to set up, to be ready for them. They have to come a few at a time, so we can put up a fight. But they keep coming. We’ve had to blow up tunnels with people still inside. But if we can drive them back, then we, you know - we fill up the hole.” 
 
    “Have to fill up the hole,” said another man. “You can’t sit around and catch your breath.” 
 
    “Right,” said Jehoshaphat. “We fill up the hole, then get the wounded out later.” 
 
    Wodan and Yarek exchanged a look, wondering if the Havenders sounded like simpletons because of the trauma of living in the shadow of demons, or if they had lost so many that this was the only type of person they had left. 
 
    They all look like they’re sleepwalking, thought Wodan. They’re walking with the same robotic gait. 
 
    They came to a natural stone cavern converted into a sort of public square. Seeing so many dreary faces lit by dim bulbs, Wodan was reminded of the refugees sitting huddled around the San Ktari grain reserves, their private lives ended as disaster brought them together. A group of women busied themselves around several boiling cauldrons while an older man tended to shoes lined up in rows all around him, but most only slept or sat lost in thought. Their guides stopped, and seemed to be waiting for something. 
 
    “What’s the holdup?” said Wodan. 
 
    “We have to wait for Councilman Didi to respond,” said Jehoshaphat. He slowly turned to another man. “Oh, that’s right - um, call up Didi, tell him he has guests.” 
 
    Langley raised her hood as people began noticing them. Yarek shook his head and turned to her. 
 
    “God damn, this is really somethin’,” he said quietly. “It wasn’t always like this.” 
 
    Profoundly uncomfortable, Langley felt unexpected appreciation for his simple statement. “My land has fallen on hard times, too,” she said. She was concerned for Wodan, and started to say something, but he cut her off. 
 
    “I want to know about my family,” Wodan said to Jehoshaphat. He spoke loudly, and many people turned to look at him. 
 
    “Your family?” said Jehoshaphat. 
 
    “Yes, of course.” Unable to keep the tension from his voice, he added, “I told you, I’m from Haven. I need records regarding my family. Last name, Kyner.” 
 
    “Records…” Jehoshaphat sighed and shrugged, as if unused to such a request. “I suppose we might still have some of the old paper records. What Tunnel are they from?” 
 
    “They weren’t called Tunnels back then. They lived in the mountains, in the northern section. They were laborers, from the labor class.” 
 
    Concerned about his sharp tone, Langley leaned forward to study Wodan’s face. She caught only a momentary expression of pained anticipation before his face became a mask. She could see that he was letting something out that he had not allowed himself to dwell upon for years. 
 
    “Kyner?” said someone. “Like, Walter Kyner?” 
 
    They turned and saw a man sitting propped up on a pile of laundry bags. He may have been old, but it was hard to tell through the grime and scruffy beard. He had dark circles around his eyes, and looked much like the other poor dregs of Haven. Wodan approached and helped the man onto his feet. 
 
    “Yes!” said Wodan. “Do you know him?” 
 
    “I knew him,” said the man, staring through Wodan’s chest. “I worked for him for several years. He was… he was a hard man.” 
 
    “He wasn’t so bad,” said Wodan. “I’m his son. So he’s… he passed away?” 
 
    The man scoffed. “ ‘Passed away’ would be putting it lightly.” The man glanced at Wodan’s neck, seemingly unwilling to look into his eyes. “He also had two daughters, but they both died when Tunnel… I don’t remember which one, but there was a collapse, during one of the attacks. They were buried under the rubble. Them, and… well, the younger daughter, I think she had a son and a daughter. All of them buried under that rubble, along with so many others.” 
 
    Wodan felt a strange sense of unreality, as if he was a ghost viewing his own dead body. 
 
    I had a niece and a nephew, he thought, and I never even got to meet them. 
 
    “And... my mother?” Wodan said quietly. 
 
    “As for Walter,” said the man, looking around as if talking to several others, “he was never the same after his boy was exiled. His son was involved in some bad stuff…” 
 
    But I’m right here, thought Wodan, frustrated. I just told him I’m Walter’s son! 
 
    “... and I guess it broke somethin’ in Walter. He got mean, didn’t trust anyone. He got so he couldn’t take care of himself, and some say his mind went, too. Couldn’t anyone get close to him, except his wife. She cared for that man. But all he cared about was his son who died. The way he used to carry on, though…” 
 
    “Well?” said Wodan. “What happened to him?” 
 
    The man shrugged. “One day he was in Li’l Budget Dry Goods, back when Li’l Budget was around, and he got into a shouting match with a manager over how they were pricing flax seed. Walter said they were trying to run people out of business. Well he got to carrying on so much that a crowd showed up, but before reason could prevail, Walter fell up against a display of jerky, stiff as a board. They say he went white as a sheet, here one minute and gone the next.” 
 
    Wodan nodded. “So this was before the demons attacked Haven?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    With that, the man turned to go, but Wodan grabbed his arm. 
 
    “And my mother?” 
 
    “Son, I would rather spare you that tragedy.” 
 
    “I would rather not be spared.” 
 
    “Wodan,” said Langley, “I know this is difficult, but maybe… it’s best not to know?” 
 
    “I will know,” Wodan responded. 
 
    Wodan slowly turned the man until they were facing, like an adult handling an uncooperative child. Oddly enough, the man did not protest this treatment. 
 
    “Fine, then,” said the man. He took a deep breath, then continued. “Your mother…” 
 
    “Ruby,” said Wodan. “Her name was Ruby.” 
 
    “So it was. Well, she lived on until after the demons came. But after the Tunnel collapsed, and with her family gone, what did she have left? She went insane.” 
 
    Finally the man looked Wodan in the eyes. Wodan did not respond, but waited. The man settled his gaze on Wodan’s chin, then continued. 
 
    “Forgive me if I went into too much detail concerning your father, and maybe embellished a bit, but that was only because I wanted you to be satisfied with knowing that your mother was gone, and leave it at that. I thought it best for you to remember her as she was, not as she became. But, the truth is, she shut down. She ceased to be a human being. Back in those days, we were all scared. What with demons running through the streets, attacking people, even digging up from hell itself, all we had was each other. People off on their own couldn’t survive. And your mother… well, she went about her life as if nothing had changed.” 
 
    “Is that insane?” said Wodan. “What did you expect her to do?” 
 
    “To cry, scream, talk to someone about her troubles. Or even to talk to anybody at all. Not her! With her family dead and gone, she walked around with this weird little smile, and her eyes… just empty. She prepared food, took care of herself, and all that, but it was no different from a computer doing what you tell it to do. And if we tried to talk to her, she would look right through you! 
 
    “Back then we still had some private rooms. Not like now. Anyway, a good lady who knew Ruby had us break the lock on her door so she could go in and clean up after her, but she claimed that when she went in, she found the apartment was already clean. And there was Ruby, just reading her books and drinking her tea. Can you imagine! Drinking tea while these monsters are here! Well, as this good woman was taking a look around… you know, maybe snooping a little bit… Ruby ignored her, like she didn’t even exist! It was too late for Ruby, we couldn’t bring her back. She just went about in her own world, trapped in some kind of quiet nightmare…” 
 
    The man went on in still more detail, but Wodan’s attention was fixed on his face. Despite his reluctance to tell the tale of Wodan’s mother, the man revealed no emotion. Looking around, Wodan realized that nobody in the cavern was displaying any kind of emotion. He claimed that Wodan’s mother became some kind of robot cut off from real life, but Wodan could plainly see that this man was surrounded by people who looked like automatons, either drearily following through with some simple task, or sitting and waiting for something to happen. His claim that Wodan’s mother was found reading and drinking tea made her seem like an outlandish celebrity by comparison. 
 
    They’re drugged, Wodan thought, glancing at the cauldrons of soup bubbling nearby. Either the food or the water are being tampered with so that these people don’t break. 
 
    “That’s enough,” Wodan said, placing a hand on the man’s shoulder. “I appreciate you telling me. My mother is…” 
 
    Wodan watched as the man studied his face. 
 
    What is he looking for? Wodan wondered. 
 
    If he expected Wodan to throw his head back and bellow in torment, he would be disappointed. Hearing that his mother had retreated into a world of her own, Wodan did not feel horror, but an intense connection with her. He remembered when he had been Khan of the dogmen, and how badly he wanted to leave them and never see any of them ever again. He remembered being tempted to leave his people and his close friends in the Valley and just stay with Setsassanar. He remembered feeling responsible for the deaths of his friends in Pontius, and how it made him feel like isolating himself from others. He remembered that none of those times were marked by loneliness, but rather, a claustrophobic sense of being hemmed in. He suddenly imagined his mother flying over the world, free of obligations, filled with light as she floated through a peaceful dream. 
 
    “My mother is in a better place,” Wodan said, smiling, because he had almost said My mother is free you. 
 
    “Why do you smile?” said the man. 
 
    “Because my mother became a saint,” Wodan responded, surprising himself. “Haven’t you read the Holy Series? She already had one foot in the next world.” The man shook his head in disgust, but Wodan continued, saying, “There are countless records of this type of thing, but you expect life to be a stale, dreary slog, one day the same as the next. But the world is strange and complicated, and becoming a saint and seeing things beyond reason is not unreasonable at all. Why, even Ruby’s own son was translated into the heavens, and saw things that-” 
 
    The man turned and walked away so suddenly that he tripped over a stack of pans, sending them clattering and spinning. Without pausing, he continued on his way until he disappeared around a corner. Wodan laughed, feeling an unexpected rush of excitement mixed with relief. 
 
    Mother, he thought, I’m so glad that you- 
 
    “Wodan, are you okay?” 
 
    Startled, Wodan turned and saw Langley looking up at him, her eyes filled with concern. 
 
    “Of course,” he said, nodding. She did not look as if she believed him. He grappled with the words, wondering how he could explain the way he felt, but was interrupted by the arrival of several Guardians in partial armor. 
 
    “You’re Wodan?” said one of them. “Didi will see you.” 
 
    “Good,” said Wodan. “I’m ready now.” 
 
    *** 
 
    The Guardians escorted him deeper into the earth, then they allowed him the honor of going the rest of the way on his own. Wodan made his way down a darkened corridor dug from black rock. Despite the hum of a generator, the lights grew more and more dim. Finally he came to a voice-encoded sliding door securely locked. Without waiting, he dug his fingers in between the door and the wall and forced it open, sparks spitting as the door grinded against its metal track. 
 
    The room beyond was a dark, recessed pit lit only by flashing monitors and the lights from various consoles and digital readouts, purples and harsh reds and dull greens blinking and shifting like bioluminescent automatons moving within strict parameters. Wodan entered and took the stairs down into the pit, blinking against the lights that blinded rather than illuminated. 
 
    As his eyes adjusted and he saw that he was approaching a desk set in the center of the pit, something moved - a figure turned toward him. Static hummed on speakers set on either end of the chamber, then a robotic voice spoke. 
 
    “There was a logic puzzle controlling the lock,” said the voice. “If you had solved it, the door would have opened.” 
 
    “I can find my way through a door well enough,” said Wodan. He tried to keep his tone level, even somewhat amiable. He did not want Didi to know that this was not a friendly meeting, but a confrontation. 
 
    The figure behind the desk was Didi, but he was much changed since Wodan had seen him last. As Didi moved to adjust his posture, he disturbed bundles of wires connecting him to machines; Wodan made out a heart monitor and some kind of neural brainwave readout, but the others were a mystery. Didi’s night vision goggles whirred softly as they focused on Wodan, trying to find a balance between helping Didi see and protecting him from the pain of photosensitivity. Didi’s coal-black skin had turned ashy gray, and he sat leaning to one side, his head almost resting on his shoulder. His neck was bloated and covered in some kind of strange, malignant growth, a cauliflower lesion growing beyond control, and a thick cord was inserted in the front of his throat. As Didi breathed, the sound registered in the device and produced static through the speakers. 
 
    “I no longer recognize you,” said the robotic voice on the speaker system. It took Wodan a moment to realize that Didi was somehow speaking without moving his mouth, the sound coming through the machine as he worked his tongue behind dead lips. Wodan was reminded of a small reptile working its mouth. “Is that really you, Wodan? Is this the unnatural freak you have become?” 
 
    The hypocrisy of the statement was not so much insulting as it was alarming. Wodan wondered if Didi’s mind had become as twisted and unhealthy as his body. He hid his alarm, carefully moving a chair so he could sit before Didi. Sitting near him, he could see that Didi’s left hand was resting on a large red button set into a console. 
 
    That must be my Killswitch, thought Wodan. 
 
    “Looks as if we’ve both become what was necessary,” said Wodan. “Though we might look strange, you know as well as I do that leadership makes incredible demands on us.” 
 
    “You’re being diplomatic,” said Didi, his mouth only parting as the device on his throat rendered his words. “You think I’m a pathetic creature. And as for you. Wodan.” Didi licked the roof of his mouth and inhaled deeply. “Wodan. I regret what I’ve done to you.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t worry so much about it, Didi.” 
 
    “It’s not just your size. It’s your manner and bearing. It’s your eyes. I can see you dissecting me with your eyes. It’s revolting, Wodan. I know you’re taking apart my words and tone to dissect me further, scanning for weaknesses. You’ve become a robot, Wodan. A slave. To the monster I put inside of you.” 
 
    Wodan leaned back, and they sat in silence for a moment. “You may be overstating your part in my development,” said Wodan. 
 
    “You would not exist without me.” 
 
    “You were given my genetic upgrade. It was handed to you, and you passed it on. I know where it came from.” 
 
    “The. Cave?” 
 
    Wodan shook his head. “I met someone involved in my genetic makeup’s original development. He was a superbeing, like me. He knew the man responsible for our unnatural development. Can you guess where that man believed the idea for my genetic makeup came from?” 
 
    Didi cocked his head, then seemed to push against the back of his chair. Wodan could not tell if he was thinking, or was just uncomfortable, so he continued. 
 
    “I’m not trying to be coy, Didi. It’s happened many times throughout history, though we don’t often talk about it.” 
 
    “Tell me,” said Didi. 
 
    “He got the idea from a dream,” said Wodan. “He believed that God told him how to make me.” 
 
    Didi bore his gaze into Wodan, his night vision goggles adjusting audibly in the quiet hum of the still chamber. Finally he sighed and the speakers whined. 
 
    “All that potential,” said Didi. “And the result. Nothing more than a dogman guided by superstition.” 
 
    “You would be surprised what you might find beyond these dark walls, Didi.” 
 
    The speakers chirped as Didi’s device attempted to translate his discomfort. “Let us get to it, Wodan. I charged you with a mission. The human species needed your service. Did you go into the East?” 
 
    “I did. I rule there now.” 
 
    “Did you find William Childriss? Did you kill him?” 
 
    “He is dead.” 
 
    Wodan noted that no emotion crossed Didi’s face.  
 
    “Did you destroy San Ktari’s capability for creating new superbeings?” 
 
    “No. I have plans for it, Didi.” 
 
    Again there was no emotion. “Did you kill the male Engels?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Did you kill Warmaster Josef?” 
 
    “No, Didi. We worked together, and we broke the demon army rampaging in the East.” 
 
    “This is disappointing,” said Didi. “This is incredibly disappointing. Wodan, do you understand what will happen if a single one of those male Engels couples with the demons?” 
 
    “I believe it’s already happened. One of them has gone into the underworld. We have to assume he is mating with the Mother of those monsters.” 
 
    Didi sucked in a long breath, then leaned forward awkwardly. His gaze drifted across the room, but Wodan kept his attention fixed on the dark, wrinkled hand lying atop the red button. 
 
    “What have you done?” said Didi. “But surely you know what this means. This is the end, Wodan. This is the worst possible outcome. Of all our struggles. This is the genetic apocalypse. That I alone have been entrusted. The duty. Of preventing. It is done, Wodan. This is. The end.” 
 
    “It’s a genetic arms race, Didi, but we hold the advantage, not them. With all the remaining demons too weak to present a challenge, we’ll have years to prepare for the next stage.” 
 
    “The next stage?” 
 
    “Of the Demon War.” 
 
    Didi’s gaze finally settled on Wodan’s chest, so Wodan continued. “I know you imagine you’re the only one fighting this war, Didi, but you’re not alone. You’re not even the best at it. You need warriors at your side, not drugged-up civilians waiting to die.” 
 
    Didi’s shoulders hunched up in discomfort. “The military. Was falling apart. The people turning. On one another. I had to pacify them, Wodan.” 
 
    “You should not be in charge, Didi. You should be in a hospital. You need treatment.” 
 
    “I cannot. There is. No time for-” 
 
    “The world is changing, Didi, and you’ve played your part. Now, please - step down. Others will take it from here.” 
 
    Didi’s gaze snapped up to Wodan’s eyes. The goggle lenses turned to focus and Didi’s jaw clenched. Something seemed to wake inside of him. 
 
    “It’s your turn?” he said. “It’s your turn, is that it, Wodan? You will go on to rule a demon-infested ruin while I retire in infamy. The man who destroyed the world. Is that what I will be, Wodan? Is that my legacy? No. You will not rule the world. Wodan. Or if you would. You will fight to own it. For that is how the strong live. Is it not, Wodan? The weak submit and follow. The strong. The strong risk death, and die. Or kill. And become sovereign.” 
 
    As Didi spoke, he produced a chess board and set it between them. With his right hand, he slowly, carefully, filled it with pieces. 
 
    “This is absurd,” said Wodan. “I don’t play such games.” 
 
    “Oh? The one who would rule the world. Can only do so. Under certain conditions? And what if conditions are not optimal, young man? What if the world does not. Does not. Bend to your every whim. What if...” 
 
    Didi trailed off as he opened pill bottles in his right hand. With his left never straying from the Killswitch, Wodan watched as he swallowed three bright green pills, then washed them down with a small sip of water. He gasped as if drowning, then he took two white pills, then one blue and white capsule, then one dull green pill, then several more white pills unnecessarily broken into halves. By the time he finished swallowing water to wash them down, he sounded as if he was being tortured. 
 
    Drugs for focusing his concentration, Wodan thought. Uppers, synapse enhancements. Probably something for his heart, too. Something else to counteract downers he took earlier. 
 
    Wodan found the sight profoundly disturbing. He hoped that Didi would simply pass out so Wodan could pick him up and take him somewhere - anywhere - outside of this dreadful place. 
 
    Just when Wodan thought he had finished, Didi reached over and pressed a button on a plain-looking device next to him. Several of the cords connected to Didi jerked as liquid poured through them, then Didi grasped his arm as the strange substances entered directly into his veins. Didi leaned over, his mouth hanging open as he fought for air. 
 
    “That’s enough, Didi!” said Wodan, rising from his seat. “It’s not worth it for some game that-” 
 
    “Sit down!” Didi hissed through the static of the speakers. “Don’t come any nearer. Or I push the button. And you die!” 
 
    They glared at one another, then Wodan took his seat. 
 
    “This is not. Just a game.” Didi sucked in air, then leaned back. A spider web of veins throbbed across his head as the drugs took hold. Wodan did not bother to hide a look of disgust as Didi collected himself. “I have to. Be willing. To go far beyond human limitations. If I want to keep up with you.” 
 
    “You’ve gone far enough.” 
 
    “No,” said Didi, rubbing his face oddly, then scratching his neck. “You say that you are sovereign, that you rule the world. Now we will test that. We will see just who will bear the burden. Of fighting this Demon War. This game is real, Wodan. If you lose. You die.” 
 
    Wodan felt a cold chill pass through him as the dark little man adjusted himself in his chair. “And if you lose?” 
 
    “Then you will fight this war alone.” 
 
    Wodan could not look away from the throbbing mass of veins in Didi’s forehead. He remembered playing chess with Setsassanar, and how frustrating and difficult he found the task. They had played many times, but Wodan could not remember winning even once. Didi licked his mouth oddly, then tried to scratch his right wrist with his right hand. 
 
    There’s no way to guess the full effect of the drugs he’s taken, he thought. Didi was already a brilliant inventor. Underestimating him could be a fatal mistake. 
 
    Wodan swallowed, and hoped that Didi could not see his discomfort. 
 
    But I don’t really know what I’m doing! 
 
    And so they played in the darkness. Didi never hesitated before making a move, filling Wodan with dread as every move he made only seemed like the next inevitable step in Didi’s master plan. Wodan remembered Setsassanar chiding him on not thinking ahead, but his lessons were difficult to remember in the middle of the battle. Wodan suppressed his fear and tried to lure Didi in with the appearance of vulnerability, his anxiety only growing as Didi readily knocked over sacrificial pawns. Wodan eliminated a pope, tried to take Didi’s queen, then changed plans entirely and eliminated a fort, but even as he did so Didi showed no emotion. 
 
    Is he setting me up for a fall? Wodan wondered. He moves so confidently. But if he has a trap, why is it so long in the making? Perhaps if I… 
 
    “I’m not going to win,” Didi said suddenly. 
 
    Wodan looked at him, but said nothing. 
 
    “I’m not going to win,” Didi repeated. He rested his right hand in his lap. “It is obvious. You are going to win.” 
 
    Wodan’s surprise was eclipsed by understanding. Just as fighting against steel demons controlled by advanced AI had turned him into a force the demons could not contend with, dealing with Setsassanar’s ability to plan so many moves ahead now made Didi’s best-laid plans seem like a child guessing at how the rules of the game worked. Overcome by the sense that his childhood hero was nothing more than a beaten, crippled old man, Wodan looked away. 
 
    They sat in silence, then Wodan brushed his hand over the board, lightly knocking the pieces over. “It doesn’t matter, Didi,” he said. “What do you want to do?” 
 
    Didi shook his head. He looked numb and distant. 
 
    “Come back with me, then,” said Wodan. “I can take care of you, make you comfortable. You can-” 
 
    “No. This is my home. This was my life.” 
 
    “Haven is done, Didi. I broke the demons, but they’re stubborn about this place. They hate it. I don’t think they’ll leave here. But I’ll evacuate as many as I can. I want you to come with me.” 
 
    “No. I will not leave. When Haven dies. I will die. I. Will. Remain.” 
 
    Wodan sat in silence for a while, then said, “I can’t let you do that, Didi.” 
 
    Didi lifted his eyes and focused on Wodan. 
 
    “If the demons break through Haven’s shoddy defenses, they’ll come looking for you. They’ll take you, Didi, and then I’ll be fighting demons with some of your intelligence.” Wodan slowly shook his head. “I can’t have that, Didi.” 
 
    Didi’s strength unexpectedly returned; he clenched his jaw and a mechanical diaphragm strained to keep up as he inhaled. “You. You.” Didi shook his head. “Wodan. You!” 
 
    Wodan raised his hands, then said, “Didi, I want you to calm down, think this through, and-” 
 
    Straining against the anger coursing through his tiny body, Didi pushed up in his chair with his right hand, then took his left hand from the Killswitch to point at Wodan. Before he could say a single word, Wodan reacted like a springing serpent, his hand shooting toward Didi’s throat. 
 
    Extended fingers passed through diseased flesh like a cleansing blade. 
 
    *** 
 
    Jehoshaphat and the two Guardians accompanying him fell silent as a large silhouette slowly emerged from the dark hallway. They were already nervous at receiving no word from Didi, and the approaching shadow was like a spirit rising up from the demons’ realm. As the light behind them gradually revealed Wodan bearing a small, wrapped bundle in his arms, Jehoshaphat felt an icicle running up his spine. Slowly Wodan approached, his gaze burning through them. Jehoshaphat felt as if his jaw was glued shut. 
 
    “Guard-Head,” one of the men stammered, “what do we do?” 
 
    “S-stop right there!” Jehoshaphat shouted. “Stop! Right where you are!” 
 
    Wodan stopped, and the two Guardians raised their rifles. Jehoshaphat tried to wrap his mind around the idea that the limp bundle in the giant’s arms was none other than their leader, Didi. 
 
    “What have you done to him?” said Jehoshaphat. His eyes moved to the blood shining atop the bundle, where Didi’s face and neck would be, and he could not look away. “Is he hurt? Did you…” 
 
    “He’s dead, Guard-Head,” said Wodan. “I’m in charge here now.” 
 
    Jehoshaphat’s mouth fell open, unable to believe what he was hearing. Staring at the white mask of the creature looking down at him, Jehoshaphat felt the air being pulled from his lungs. He could not concentrate. He realized one of his men was prompting him, asking him what they should do, but Jehoshaphat could only stare into brilliant green eyes dominating his vision. 
 
    “Let’s put those guns down, boys,” someone said behind them. Jehoshaphat snapped awake. He turned and saw Yarek Clash crouching at a bend in the corridor. He held a Guardian-issue rifle leveled in their direction. 
 
    “How did you get here?” said Jehoshaphat. “How did you…” 
 
    Yarek laughed without humor. “Security is pretty lax around here, Head of Guard. Wish I could say I knocked someone out and stole their keys and rifle, but most of the soldiers around here are zonked out. I don’t think they care that they’ve got outsiders on their island.” 
 
    “It’s because they’re drugged,” said Wodan. “Didi wanted to keep the people in line, so he drugged them somehow. You know anything about that, Jehoshaphat?” 
 
    Jehoshaphat clamped his mouth shut. 
 
    Yarek lowered his rifle as he stood up. “How you guys expected to fight flesh demons with a bunch of pilled-out retards instead of soldiers is beyond me.” 
 
    “Well,” said Wodan, “we’ll be putting a stop to that. Immediately.” 
 
    Yarek stretched his back as if no longer used to crouching, and Wodan was surprised to see that his relaxed demeanor had an immediate effect on the Guardian riflemen; one lowered his rifle, and the other aimed away from Wodan, as if pre-empting the order to stand down. 
 
    They’re extremely suggestible, he thought. To think that Didi was ashamed of his part in my development. Was turning people into robots a better idea, then? 
 
    “Damn you, Didi,” he said under his breath. 
 
    *** 
 
    Yarek considered overseeing the transfer, but seeing that the younger Rangers seemed to know what they were doing, he simply stood on deck and watched. Several hundred Havenders packed into the Vallier zeppelins, and in exchange, weapons and equipment were offloaded, as well as several dozen dependable Rangers. The Reaver who had come with the Valliers would stay and lead the Havenders, and together they would turn the tables on the demons. 
 
    “General! We’re keeping the plane, right?” one of the young Rangers called up to him. 
 
    “King Wodan said it’s yours!” said Yarek. “Get some fuel in it and use it for recon!” 
 
    The young Ranger saluted, turned to one of his comrades, and did an odd hopping dance. Yarek laughed. 
 
    The days of lying around in a cave and waiting for demons to spring a trap is over, Yarek thought. A lot of my boys were itching for a real fight, and they never got it in the Valley. 
 
    He saw a group of young Rangers holler as they tested the suspension on a Guardian jeep, laughing as they jumped and made it sway from side to side. Yarek smiled. 
 
    By God, they’ll get to bag some demons now! 
 
    Yarek was proud to step back and give his boys the chance to flex some muscle and help some people out. And the unexpected news that Wodan had somehow gained control of much of the known world added to the sense that his fight was over. He wanted to give Laivek and little Torvek a proper introduction to the King, but they were making themselves scarce with a story about stomachaches. 
 
    It’s just psychosomatic, but that’s understandable, he thought. Zachariah used to say the same thing about Haginar! 
 
    The sky was still bright and blue as the zeppelins slowly took to the air, weighed down with feeble Havenders. Yarek was surprised that so many of them had opted to hang around on the deck wrapped in blankets against the cold air. He soon realized it was because Wodan and Langley were also on deck. 
 
    Yarek could not fault them for wanting to be so close to the pair. Wodan sat on the railing at the foredeck, speaking with Langley while she leaned into him with one white hand resting on his leg. A burst of cold wind caught his open military jacket. Wodan did not seem to notice, for he had eyes only for the beautiful Empress at his side. 
 
    Without thinking, Yarek made his way in their direction. He did not want to interrupt, but like everyone else, he wanted to be near them. Yarek leaned against the railing. 
 
    “Hundreds of years will pass…” Wodan said quietly, but Yarek could not hear the rest, for the wind was picking up. Yarek could feel the quiet intensity of his gaze even though Wodan was not looking at him. 
 
    Hundreds of years, Yarek thought, his eyes turning to the jagged gray mountains. He lowered his gaze and saw bright waves of green, the endless treetops of the land that was once his home. 
 
    They’re going to live for hundreds of years, he thought, thinking of other times that Wodan had mentioned such a thing. To Yarek, it had never seemed real, like mentioning that one day the sun might burn out, or that people might develop into something else in some inconceivable era. It had always seemed too impractical to consider. 
 
    But it’s not impractical for them… 
 
    The realization hit Yarek with an unexpected bolt of pain. He turned and looked at Wodan, and did not bother to hide that he was staring at him. Still Wodan only looked into Langley’s eyes. They laughed quietly at some private joke, a moment shared only between the two of them. Yarek knew that the world now belonged to them. They would live and live and endure in immortality. But as for Yarek, he had missed his war, missed his chance to die and be immortal. He felt intense pain in the corners of his eyes, because he now considered that he was obsolete. He was a weapon for a dark age that had ended. Yarek’s father, and Didi, and Chris Kenny, and Zachariah and Jarl, they were all gone, but Yarek felt as if he stood among them, a ghost looking at Wodan’s world through a distorted window. 
 
    He remembered so many years ago when Wodan was exiled from Haven, and Yarek had watched him from the shore, powerless to stop him. He watched Wodan take Langley’s hand, and they turned their gaze to the horizon beyond the mountains, where the sea raged against the earth. 
 
    Yarek knew that Wodan was leaving him behind on the shore once again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Six 
 
    Umbrellas 
 
      
 
    Forty Years Later 
 
      
 
    The men from the village on the coast took turns wading into the ocean, some casting nets and some going out deeper to dive for oysters. They had rowboats, but today the catch was plentiful near the shore, so they left the boats propped up on sticks. Some rested in the shade cast by the upended boats. They kept their umbrellas close at hand. The sun was a destroyer, and the trek back to the village was practically impossible without shade, especially in this season. 
 
    There was a tower far out to sea, just a black speck at this distance. One could row right up to it, and some men had done so years ago, but there was nothing to see there. It was only a pile of stones laid one on top of another. Sometimes the old shaman told the story of how the thing was built. Years ago, he said, strange people had come and made a big show with their wondrous machines. They could move earth and heavy stones with ease. They had built the tower in the ocean but in the end something went wrong. The shaman said the strange people had forgotten their common language, and argued, and eventually they wandered away from the tower. The shaman said there was upheaval in the West, and that was the end of that. 
 
    “It just goes to show you,” the shaman would always say. “Nothing is worth doing.” 
 
    *** 
 
    They saw a strange man rowing out to sea. Ixongil, an older man and informal leader of the fishing team, waved until the younger fishermen in the water noticed him. Zapui and the others made their way back to shore, then together they watched the strange boatman making his way to the tower. 
 
    “What is he doing?” said Zapui. 
 
    Ixongil shook his head. “He thinks there’s some treasure out there,” he said. “Damn fool is going to end up flipping his boat and drowning out there!” 
 
    There was not much they could do other than watch and scratch their heads, so eventually the younger men went back out in the water with their nets and poles. Ixongil kept his eyes on the boatman. 
 
    When the sun set, Ixongil’s feeling that something was amiss was proven right, for they saw a light in the tower. The young men in the water noticed it, too, and made their way back early. 
 
    “He’s a witch,” said Ixongil. “It’s safe to say he’s doing some evil magic.” 
 
    Zapui shook his head in consternation. “You might be right,” he said. “I think we should head back home.” 
 
    “Agreed. We need to talk to the shaman. Let’s pack up and make some tracks before some foul thing comes after us.” He gestured to Ttato, a young boy too small to go out to sea with the others. “Ttato, carry as much of the gear as you can, alright? I want the older boys ready to fight if need be.” 
 
    Zapui fixed the old man with his gaze. “You think the Screaming Monster will show up?” he said. 
 
    “Anything is possible,” said Ixongil. “Come on, then, let’s be quick about it!” 
 
    They were not attacked by any monsters, but few slept soundly that night. For a week the pale light shone in the tower, filling the village with dread. The shaman told tales of the old days, tales of monsters. Only Ixongil and the shaman were old enough to remember when monsters roamed the earth, so Ixongil was able to vouch for the shaman’s words concerning the Screaming Monster, a large beast with three arms on one side who lurched out from his cave to demand sacrifice. Ixongil was glad to see the children take the story to heart; he remembered being afraid back then, praying that he would not be chosen when children were given to the monster. 
 
    I hope these children never go through that, he thought. 
 
    One morning when the sun burned especially fierce, the fishermen picked up their umbrellas and trudged across the baking field of rocks on their way to the sea. The young men fell to bickering. Finally little Ttato screamed as if in pain. 
 
    “Will you boys put a lid on it?” said Ixongil. 
 
    He turned and saw Ttato pointing in the distance. He looked north along the shore, and was startled to see gods walking upon the earth. 
 
    That was the only way he could think of them. They were tall, and even from a distance he could see that they were beautiful. He estimated there to be about forty of them, standing with their eyes turned to the sea. Looking at these beings who seemed to come from another world, Ixongil was suddenly self-conscious of his loin cloth and his corn husk shoes. He sensed movement behind him, then realized that everyone was ducking behind a pile of stones so that the gods would not see them. 
 
    “Keep your umbrella down, Zapui!” Ixongil said as he got down into a crouch. 
 
    “Wh-what are those things?” said Zapui. 
 
    “Best we not find out!” 
 
    “Quiet, you two!” said someone else. Zapui glared at the man, then fell silent. 
 
    For over an hour they watched the strange beings standing under the merciless sun, their eyes on the tower in the sea. If they wanted to get back to the village, they would have to leave their cover, and they certainly could not get any work done, so they sat in uncomfortable silence. Eventually Zapui and some of the other young men propped their umbrellas up and tried to get comfortable, but then a low rumble interrupted any plans for rest. 
 
    “You hear that?” said Zapui. 
 
    Ixongil nodded. “It sounds like a monster is coming up from the sea.” 
 
    “Hey,” Ttato whispered. “One of them is pointing to the tower.” 
 
    Everyone popped their heads up over their cover and watched as smoke poured forth from the tower. 
 
    “Look,” said Zapui. “It’s white. The smoke is white.” 
 
    “I see it, sure enough,” said Ixongil. “It’s unnatural. Something is being conjured.” 
 
    “Being what?” 
 
    “It means…” 
 
    Ixongil fell silent. He could not breathe. As the tower belched up white smoke, the wind picked it up and carried it over the beach. Soon the sun was nearly swallowed up and they were covered in unnatural darkness. One of the young men began to cry, and Zapui put a hand over his mouth. The sense of dread was palpable as the gods raised their hands and cried out, even singing in some strange tongue as they worshipped the darkness. 
 
    This is it, Ixongil thought as he sat behind their cover of stones. I can’t believe that I lived to see it all end like this. 
 
    The air felt cool and moist. Under different circumstances he might have enjoyed the weather. There was a sudden disturbance on the other end of their hideout and he sat up in alarm. 
 
    “What is it?” he said. “Keep it down!” 
 
    “I’m sorry, sir!” said one of the younger fishermen. “I th-think… I think they saw me!” 
 
    “What!” Ixongil voice cracked as he nearly shouted. “Idiot! How could-” 
 
    “Don’t be too hard on him,” said another man, looking sheepish. “They saw me, too.” 
 
    “They were gesturing to us!” said the first man. 
 
    “G-gesturing?” said Ixongil. 
 
    “Yeah! Like, waving for us to come over.” 
 
    Despite the cool breeze, Ixongil broke out into a sweat. Since he was the oldest, and the shaman was nowhere near, that meant the burden of choice fell on him. The worst part was that he knew exactly what had to be done. 
 
    “Ttato,” he said, turning to the youngest. “Go up to them. They... they only want to talk. That’s all.” He glanced at Zapui, who slowly nodded. He, too, understood what was necessary. 
 
    If one of us must be a sacrifice, Ixongil thought, then it's best that it be the youngest. He has less to regret from dying young. 
 
    “Go to them?” said Ttato. 
 
    “Sure,” said Zapui, putting a hand on his shoulder. “You’ll be fine. Go on.” 
 
    Zapui looked at Ixongil with unconcealed hatred. Ixongil turned away. 
 
    The others soon caught on, and after some convincing the boy got up and went, his little hands curled into fists. As they sat and waited behind their cover, the darkness and the cold only increased. 
 
    “Maybe we should sneak away now,” Zapui finally said. “I’m sure they’ve accepted-” 
 
    He leaped in alarm as Ttato came bounding back up to them. 
 
    “Wh-what are you doing?!” said Ixongil. “Go back to them! D-don’t let them see you come over here!” 
 
    “They say there is salt!” Ttato shouted, laughing. 
 
    Ixongil swallowed, almost unable to speak. “What do you mean?” he said. 
 
    “They say there is salt in the tower. They say if we want any, we can row out there and get some. They say... go once a month or so, and there’ll be a bunch of salt. They say we can have it!” 
 
    “You’re telling a story,” said Ixongil, shaking his head. “You never went up to them. Gods come for sacrifice, boy. They don’t come to give gifts!” 
 
    “And they… and they said...” the boy stammered as he strained to remember. “They said they will build more towers, and… more cloud machines… um, they said, the towers will separate the water and the salt, and make clouds, and…” 
 
    “You’re not making any sense!” said Zapui, unable to contain himself. “Oh, by the gods, they sucked his brains out!” 
 
    “They did not!” said Ttato. “They said they have a great kingdom now! They said-” 
 
    “We’ll make a stand,” said Zapui, standing up from cover. “If we all rush them, all of us, at the same time, then…” 
 
    Zapui was interrupted when Ixongil grabbed his shoulder and pointed. They all peeked over their cover and watched as a god with brilliant white hair rowed a boat toward the shore. His laughter sent a chill through all of them. When the other gods saw him they clapped and matched his laughter with wild whooping and blood-curdling cries, at which point the fishermen lost their resolve and fled. Many even forgot their umbrellas, though it did not seem to matter for darkness had already devoured the sun. When one of the older fishermen tripped and fell and cried out for help, the others ignored him, for they knew that he was already as good as dead. 
 
    When they reached the village, they were exhausted and unable to speak, but even if they could have spoken of what they had seen, it would not have mattered because the women and the children were insane with terror, for darkness was consuming the world. 
 
    Then came the rain. 
 
    Their huts were arranged in a semi-circle around the temple cave, so they sat at their windows watching one another’s reaction as droplets of water pelted their fire pit. The shaman, dressed in the unwieldy red costume that designated him as being in communion with Great Crab Spirit, stood at the entrance to the cave and stroked his beard until it became a sopping mess. 
 
    “This is unseasonal!” he cried out. “Everything will drown!” 
 
    “What did he say?” said Ttato, unable to hear over the rain pelting the roof of the hut. 
 
    “He said it’s unseasonal,” said Ixongil. Across the village square, he could see Zapui sitting at his open window, his face red with rage and fear. 
 
    They sat at their windows for a long time, but after a while they found it difficult to keep up the emotional high of terror, especially when the afternoon felt so nice and cool. Ixongil and some of the older men decided to lie down for a nap, though a few stayed at their windows and listened to the shaman crying out, trying in vain to quench the sorrow of the heavens. 
 
    When Ixongil woke, he pulled himself away from his wife, his brother, and his brother’s wife, and went to the window. It was still raining, and the sun shone only dimly. Ttato and several of the other children were running and splashing in the puddles. They were so covered in mud that they looked like goblins. They ignored the shaman, who was really on a roll. 
 
    “For ten thousand generations the weather has gone unchanged!” he shouted. “Perfect in its regularity! Unchanged, unceasing, the hateful sun and merciful moon guiding us from one day to the next! This unwarranted weather change marks the final end of all endings, the doom we have brought upon ourselves! When the weather changes, we must cast ourselves into the fire, and pray that the gods take us up into the heavens, where we…” 
 
    Ttato suddenly slipped and rolled through a patch of wet mud, shrieking with delight. 
 
    “That boy is going to break his leg!” the shaman shouted. 
 
    The reed door banged open and shut and Zapui entered the hut, nodding at Ixongil as he brushed water out of his hair. 
 
    “Feels pretty nice out there,” he said. “This is usually the worst part of the day, isn’t it?” 
 
    Ixongil glanced sideways at the shaman, then nodded to Zapui. The air was cool and sweet. He had to admit, he was filled with the unexpected sense that it was good to be alive. He wondered if tomorrow would go back to normal, if life would return to a dull slog from one torment to the next. 
 
    “I did something stupid,” said Zapui. 
 
    “What’s that?” said Ixongil. 
 
    Zapui gave him a sheepish look. “When we ran, I left my umbrella on the beach. But I don’t know if it’s safe to go back and get it.” 
 
    Ixongil leaned out of the window. Thick clouds of mist drifted past, and with the sun shining through them, they almost looked like great immense castles, the dwelling places of the gods from ages past. Ixongil wondered about the gods who had brought the rain. What were they like? What strange world did they come from, and who was it that gave them the power to shape the land like this? It was beyond his reckoning. He lowered his gaze and watched as Ttato and some of the other children gathered in a circle to inspect something on the ground. Their clothes were gone, and they were dressed only in mud. Ixongil laughed. 
 
    “What?” said Zapui. 
 
    Ixongil shrugged. “I was just thinking,” he said. “If it keeps raining like this, we’ll never need umbrellas again!” 
 
      
 
    To be continued in 
 
    Demonworld Book Eight 
 
    The Hunt for Maggot-Face 
 
    
  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Appendix 1 
 
    Information Gleaned from Smith Archives Regarding Ancient Vaults 
 
      
 
    At the end of the Smith War, their vast archives of written material, once kept hidden at any cost, were mostly sold for pulp to help pay off their incredible debt. The following is a fragment of a longer piece concerning the Ancients, written long ago by an unknown Smith. It made its way through several hands before finally settling in an Entertainer library in the Black Valley town of Plumwater. 
 
    The Ancients in their day produced all manner of machines, including clockwork automatons compelled to do the bidding of their creators. They served their masters in war and manufacturing and even as sexual playthings. 
 
    The greatest devising of the Ancients was the sun-bomb, a weapon so powerful that it went up like a star and turned into a sun. One of these bombs could decimate a battlefield and turn a city into a graveyard. The force of the bomb was like a thousand storms, the sight of it blinding, the sound enough to topple buildings. Worse still was the ghost of the bomb, which lingered long after the blast, poisoning water and devouring flesh, as insatiable as death itself. However, some reports acknowledge that this effect has been greatly exaggerated. 
 
    Whatever the case, it is known that the sun-bombs were so powerful that the Ancients gathered them and hid them in one place. Even kings who prayed for one another's death shook hands and agreed to hide the sun-bombs. They were buried in a concrete tomb. One of our branches knows this location, but they have sworn to keep it secret even from other sects of Smiths. It is generally held by our order that this is a wise practice, as the buried sun-bombs contain enough power to destroy the world many times over. 
 
    But the Ancients buried other wonders. They created machines that could think on their own, and speak, and ask questions. The Ancients never gave them mobility, and a few sources say the thinking machines never asked for it, most likely because they had the ability to walk in imaginary places of their own devising. But just before the end of their days the Ancients buried a great many of these machines, perhaps hoping that someday others like them would find these machines and wonder at their creators. Anyone not wearing an apron or sash and who is not "on the grid" must be slain on sight after speaking with such a machine. 
 
    But most wondrous of all is the treasure of treasures, the Orb of Control. Many Ancients did not know of it, or did not believe in it, but a few did. Those that believed in the Orb said that a people who flew beyond the world grappled with God, and the fight was terrible, and God fled and left behind the Orb of Control. Using it gives one control of all living things. It is powerful beyond reckoning and any who touch it are filled with the knowledge of an ache that has always been with them. 
 
    Any Smith who finds such a device must give it to their immediate supervisor without delay. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Appendix 2 
 
    Superbeings 
 
      
 
    Wodan and the Engels are remarkable beings. Their beauty and strength is readily apparent, but they have other qualities that are also worth noting. 
 
    Immortality - A superbeing is not subject to decay over time because their genes (and telomeres) are repaired with remarkable efficiency. As such, natural death is unnatural to their kind. 
 
    Healing and regeneration - A superbeing’s wounds heal very quickly. Wodan has proven that even bones can mend with remarkable speed as long as one does not interrupt the process with a lot of emotional-cognitive chatter (that is, allowing fear to run out of control so that it derails the healing process). These incredible feats of regeneration burn a lot of calories, which is why much of Wodan’s training focused on teaching his body to use its store of energy more efficiently. 
 
    Brain Death - As with normal humans, death for the superbeing is commonly defined as “brain death”, that is, when the brain is starved of oxygen. Therefore a bullet to the head, or any serious blow that damages the brain itself, will kill a superbeing. Because brain death is still death to a superbeing, any severe blood loss that limits oxygen flow to the brain can prove fatal. 
 
    Enhanced Intelligence - A superbeing’s brain is larger and far more complicated than a human brain. Synapses fire more quickly across a more wide-ranging network of neurons, allowing for greater and more complex cognitive functioning. Does this make a superbeing more intelligent than a human being? The short answer is yes. However, the way a brain is wired, and all the unique forms that intelligence, talent, creativity, and force of will can manifest themselves, provide some room for debate on this matter. Zachariah Hargis, an unmodified human being, is a far greater intellectual than Elamah Borgin, an artist and a superbeing; Yarek Clash, an unmodified human being, knows much more about hand-to-hand combat and large-scale warfare than Victor Kurgenos, a professional athlete and a superbeing. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Appendix 3 
 
    Cast of Characters 
 
    Cast of Characters 
 
    (All characters in order by name most commonly used. For example, Yarek Clash is listed under Yarek, El Sin is listed under Sin, etc. 
 
      
 
    Abel - A strange looking diplomat with odd mannerisms. Currently lives in Akkad, the capital of San Ktari. 
 
    Alphadedicus Iyamoto - Brother of the First Emperor of San Ktari, Mace-Moosh Iyamoto. Ancient records state that he was a “companion without peer.” During the revolution that ended with the founding of what would become San Ktari, he carried a massive backpack full of ammunition so that Mace-Moosh would never be without a ready weapon. Once the revolution ended and the horror of the war destroyed any hope of future happiness for him, he left San Ktari and went on to found the land of Srila, where he became the First High Priest of the Temple. He devoted himself to the contemplation of forms that are beyond the touch of degenerative forces. 
 
    Alsandria - Vallier and daughter of a wealthy farmer. She married Jack, a former slave once owned by her father. She is terrified that her new home will be destroyed by demonkind. 
 
    Bakka - One of the four legendary companions who founded San Ktari. In all the recorded stories, Bakka is a comic drunk and misanthrope who mocks the ideals of both sides during the revolution. In fact, the stories are not even clear regarding why he is hanging around fierce Mace-Moosh Iyamoto, idealistic Alphadedicus Iyamoto, and clear-headed Kon Fyutzu. The people of Srila’s Deep Valley take his role in history quite seriously, and hold as sacred many of his recipes for hallucinogens. 
 
    Chris Kenny - A former professional ghoul hunter who helped found the Black Valley. He met Wodan before his superhuman potential expressed itself, during their crusade to stop Khan Vito’s dogmen from destroying Pontius. 
 
    Dai-to - A member of Kumori Recon, a special forces unit under the leadership of Kommander Yin Dragel. He may seem like a hot-head, but Dai-to is surprisingly cool under pressure.  
 
    Didi - An aged, reclusive scientist of Haven. Years ago he and his ally William Childriss went into the Black Valley and discovered a genetic blueprint written by Cecil and the superbeing Setsa Sanyar (later Setsassanar). Didi tricked Childriss into inserting the parasitic matrix into the unborn Romana “Wodi” Kyner (turning him into the superbeing Wodan), then forced Childriss into exile so that he could take control of Haven’s Department of Science. Didi had a Killswitch (small self-repairing machines capable of incinerating their host with the push of a button) placed into the body of his “ultimate weapon” so that it would never be free of his control. 
 
    Dirby - Wodan’s young assistant. She helps keep him on schedule so that he can take a more proactive approach to governing the Black Valley, as opposed to his former hands-off approach. 
 
    Elamah Borgin - A subtly subversive visual artist. Goes by the Eastern name The Brush of Heaven. Born under the sign of the Twin Moons. 
 
    Filius Bilch - A powerful merchant who wields inordinate influence over the economy of Sunport. Has an attitude that far exceeds the size of his small frame. Thirteen years ago, Wodan stole a rickety ship called Hero of Old from him. Though he is generally disliked, it is a fact that he drove the Ugly out of Sunport. 
 
    Franklin Kurtzleben - The living apocalypse. Goes by the Eastern name The God of Mystery. Born under the sign of the Burning Scorpion. 
 
    William Childriss - Former citizen of Haven. Years ago, Childriss and his friend Didi found the Cave of the Ancients in the Black Valley, where he was given the genetic blueprint that Didi tricked him into placing in the unborn Romana Wodan Kyner. Didi forced Childriss into exile. 
 
    Haginar Hargis - Young son of Zachariah Hargis and Maena the primitive, and first natural citizen of the Black Valley Nation. 
 
    Jane Hait - Created from a noble family of Kurgheim, along with her cousin Victor Kurgenos. She is a very hard worker, but spends more time making games than developing weapons. Hait is sometimes called the Red Lady because of her peculiar manner of dress, but her official Eastern name is The Light of the World Beyond. She lives in the Omoi Aufsatz with the Kouga Kusha and her cousin Franklin. Born under the sign of the Horned Chimera. 
 
    Hendrik Io - Prince of Ionia and son of King Vegenar. He is an expert at dueling with a saw sword and can ride and wield a chainsaw lance. 
 
    Ho Han - An Ogreman, or money-handling servant, of the Ungeheuer Tsuchi. Ho Han, like all San Ktari businessmen, is in the employ of the state, but his particular vocation is with the Kugel Fu Pu Excitement Run-Rocket Arena Corporation, a gladiatorial arena in Akkad. 
 
    Hotepsekhemwy Khufuhuni Kaaper (or Huni) - An Engel who tends not to stand out among his cousins, he is at least of stable temperament and amiable personality. Born under the sign of the Scales. Goes by the Eastern name The Face of Serenity. 
 
    Jack - Vallier and former slave, Jack is now married and helping manage a large farm. Unfortunately news of imminent demonic invasion has made him wonder if it is time to move on. He immigrated to the Black Valley just before King Wodan’s journey to Srila. 
 
    Jarl - Entertainer, historian of the Black Valley, and official biographer of his lord and king. 
 
    Richardus Josef Witsun - Warmaster of San Ktari. The Lord of a Thousand Bullets directs the armies of the Emperor in an effort to end conflict and streamline human culture. Created from a noble family of Belarius, as was his wife Dove Langley. Born under the sign of the Oceanic. 
 
    Justyn Daaz - Created from a noble family of Ang, a nation where city dwellers and the surrounding primitives were very close in their dealings. When San Ktari came armed for war, the people of Ang gave in to their demands, and so they survived as slaves. Citizens of San Ktari who favor Justyn often clash with the fans of Victor Kurgenos over just who is the strongest Engel. Justyn is known by the Eastern name Axe of the Dawn. Born under the sign of the Tortured Virgin. 
 
    Captain Jyk - Leader of the Mooken Elite, a Rotnami unit trained to fight flesh demons. This unit was disbanded years ago, its members forced into early retirement. The Mooken, which can also be translated as “mosquitoes”, were renowned for their undisciplined behavior. 
 
    Kon Fyutzu - One of the four legendary companions who fought to establish San Ktari. It is his philosophy, as recorded in the White Parchment, that guides the people. In his youth he despised the decadence and laziness that was characteristic of his people’s upper and middle classes; it was his philosophy of sacrifice and endurance that brought his people through revolution and into Empire. In the dramatizations of the revolution, his conversations with Bakka, his drunken comrade, are both humorous and enlightening. 
 
    Kouga Kusha - The Imperial Engineer. All of the greatest technological advances of the Empire flow through him: The airship, the improved machinegun, even the gods of flesh called Die Engelen. However, rumor has it that he is impossible to deal with, for he seems to lack any sense of social decorum. 
 
    Dove Langley - By a twist of fate, she was born with the same abilities as a Cognati. Goes by the Eastern name Lady of the Divine Thought. Born under the sign of the Deep Dweller. 
 
    Mace-Moosh Iyamoto - In the time of the Ancients, he was leader of the bloody revolution that led to the founding of San Ktari. He was its First Emperor. A man without peer, records state that he had perfect photographic memory and could recite from any book he had ever read, that his body was as hard as stone and all his muscles were constantly flexed, that he slept only three-and-a-half minutes every night, that he could heal broken guns by laying his hands on them, and that he never bought anything in his entire life for fear of supporting the capitalist tyrants who corrupted the nation which he fought against and overthrew. His blood flows through every Emperor of San Ktari. 
 
    Maena - Mother of Haginar and wife of Zachariah Hargis. She has devoted herself to Ursanism, which is the primal worship of the heroic bear that once lived in the Valley. 
 
    Matthias Fairson - This enigmatic man may be aggressive, but he does not relish his role as a soldier. Goes by the Eastern name Winds of Death. Born under the sign of the Ram. 
 
    Metatraxes - A flesh demon, the largest of all the dragons. 
 
    Michael Kling-Klard - Goes by the Eastern name One Who Is Like God. Born under the sign of the Fishes. 
 
    Nil Pen - San Ktari Kommander in charge of Camp Krahen. 
 
    Ojin Adler - High Kommander of the Kazegoma (the San Ktari Air Force), an honored member of the Party, and a member of The Submission, an ancient secret society. When he was a Kommander of the Rotnami, he was one of the first to realize just how much the foreigner later known as the Kouga Kusha could help the Empire. Adler trained the first pilots of the first airships. 
 
    Penemue - A great and ancient demon in charge of the eastern demonic army. 
 
    Primrat - Coordinates sales between large farms and local communities for the North-of-the-River Farming Commission in the Black Valley. 
 
    Sal Segner - An immigrant from Pontius and former Smith. He brought his entire family with him to the Black Valley. 
 
    Sarru-ken XXII (Sarru-ken the Twenty-Second) - The former Emperor of San Ktari who reigned before his son, Sarru-ken XXIII. When his son was officially named Sarru-ken and appointed successor to the Throne, the old Sarru-ken retired from his duties and was allowed to commit ritual suicide. 
 
    Sarru-ken XXIII (Sarru-ken the Twenty-Third) - Emperor of San Ktari and all its territories and owner of everything within its borders. Sarru-ken the Great wears the Crown of Nimrod and the Vest of the Gotterdammerung, and sits upon the Throne of the Mark of Protection within the vast labyrinth of Castle Mammon in the city of Akkad at the heart of the Empire. In the philosophy devised by Kon Fyutzu, the philosophy that divides Heaven and Earth, the Emperor alone is the sole embodiment of perfection on Earth. 
 
    Sevrik Clash - Father of Yarek and Mevrik Clash and Head of Guard of Haven. Created the Resurrected Order of the Reavers, an elite special forces unit whose name is based on a legendary military unit that once defended the world against a dire threat, though the truth of the matter is so bound up in myth that the historical facts may never be known. Sevrik fought the Ugly and their demonic allies during the Battle of the Black Snow. 
 
    El Sin - A Colonel of the Keisatzei, which is one of the police/detective/military agencies of San Ktari. Leader of the newly-formed Yasha Struppen Interior Division, a unit that polices the police and employs several members of the old Yasha Struppen, a unit of elite commandos. As a member of the secretive Order of the Black Star, Colonel Sin believes that the land of Srila is a focal point of otherworldly power, and as such its conquest is important to the Empire. 
 
    Susuke - Took control of Kumori Recon after the disappearance of their leader, Kommander Yin Dragel. 
 
    Banno Tys - A Rotnami veteran in his early thirties. Despite acclaim achieved on the battlefield, Tys brought a Kommander’s competence into question and ended up on guard detail in the bowels of Mammon. He was demoted from oberbushi to yarimann, a point of great shame. 
 
    Valeria Dahmersdottir - Goes by the Eastern name Harvester of the Killing Fields, this fierce superbeing is a Kommander of the Rotnami with a cult of special forces fanatics who follow her into battle. Born under the sign of the Lion. 
 
    Vegenar Io - Aged king of Ionia and head of the House of Io, the royal family that has ruled Ionia for several generations. Vegenar has many sons and daughters by many different women, but Prince Hendrik is his oldest son by his wife, the queen, and so is next in line to rule. Long ago, Io wrested power from the House of Hewing during the Feast of Seven Acts. (The Feast of Seven Acts is an annual celebration held in remembrance of an ancient border squabble with San Ktari.) As the story has it, the king became drunk, and brought up a fuel-debt owed by the House of Io, saying that the men of Io were quick to bring up their deeds in battle but became uncharacteristically quiet when the conversation turned to finances. An Io nobleman named Sigurd proclaimed that a king should not belittle his noblemen in front of their inferiors, and besides that, Io had a great gift to offer the kingdom, a gift that would help in times of war. The king was taken by a laughing fit, and asked if the gift would be given in exchange for yet another loan of fuel. “Keep your fuel,” said Sigurd Io. “All we want is your blood!” With that, the fighters of the House of Io revealed their new invention, the dreadful saw swords, and set about slaughtering the men of the House of Hewing, and killed many other noblemen as well. It is said that the men and women of Io sat back down to the feast afterward, unmindful of the blood of the slain that was splattered everywhere. To this day the people of Ionia speculate on whether Sigurd and his kinsmen planned to kill the Hewings from the start, or were simply driven insane with rage by the king’s inappropriate humor. 
 
    Victor Kurgenos - A gladiator who loves entertaining the crowd. Goes by the Eastern name Son of Endless Battle. Born under the sign of the Bull. 
 
    Wodan - King of the Black Valley. 
 
    Daizaburo Yagi - Bureau Chief Minister of Norikami’s Branch 11. His official job tracking down gun and drug traffickers, gathering evidence against them, then coordinating arrest and seizure operations. He loves his job, and has no family. Behind his back, people sometimes call him Old Goat because of his stubborn determination and humorless demeanor. 
 
    Yarek Clash - General of the Black Valley Rangers. During the Smith War he formed the Special Forces Slayers. He was chief of the dogman tribe of Asher for a short time, but once the Black Valley became a unified nation, the idea of separate tribes became meaningless. 
 
    Yin Dragel - An intelligent, soft-spoken man with a deep reservoir of fierce determination, he began his military career in the Keisatzei, where he led a team in the war against drugs and gun traffickers. Though his team was not officially an “elite” unit, they became something like that under his guidance. His patriotism spurred him to enlist in the Rotnami, where he quickly rose in the ranks and became a Kommander. He was given the Golden Metal of Valorous Forward Movement during the campaign against the people of Kurgheim, when he led his men from one victory to the next without necessary supplies. Men of the Party still tell the tale of how he was lost in the fog of war for months and was assumed to be dead, but when reinforcements finally arrived in the war-torn lands, they found Kommander Dragel and his men deep in enemy territory, their armor jury-rigged, their stolen barbarian weapons kept in good condition, and all of them still observing afternoon tea despite the constant rain of artillery. After the Kurgheim campaign, Kommander Dragel transferred into the Kumori Elite, a special ops unit trained for offensive intelligence gathering. This unit, famous for their belligerent attitude toward unit leaders who transfer from the outside rather than leaders promoted from within, became fiercely devoted to Dragel and even gave him the nickname Mother. Dragel became friends with the Kouga Kusha, the Imperial Engineer, and they spent many nights deep in conversation with one another. While there is no official story on the end of Yin Dragel, his file has, in fact, disappeared. It seems he was erased. 
 
    Zachariah Hargis - A professor in the University System of the Black Valley and father of Haginar Hargis. He is interested in nonlinear physics, chaos and fractal mathematics, psychological well-being, indigenous complexity, and he is also a respected public debater in the field of non contractual political thought. His famous essay “Alcohol as a Tool and a Weapon” detailed his special theory which helped win the battle that established human dominance in the Black Valley. 
 
      
 
    Zelmar Zigman - A controversial musician. Goes by the Eastern name Single Law of Harmony or, more recently, Single Note of Harmony. Born under the sign of the Archer. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Appendix 4 
 
    Nations and City-States of the Wasteland 
 
      
 
    Black Valley - Youngest nation in the world and home of King Wodan. All political power is concentrated in the hands of the king, a situation whose alluring siren song is so tempting that any politician in Pontius or Haven would literally kill to have it. The Valliers are allowed to do much as they please, but lawbreakers have their freedoms limited. Extreme lawbreakers can even be enslaved or executed. The Black Valley flag, of either green or black, is fixed with the symbol of a circle with a V set on top of it. King Wodan has begun construction of the Ecclesia Aspida (or “the faithful assembly behind the shield”), which acts as his throne room, a national assembly, and even a bunker and holdout position to be used in times of war. 
 
    Haven - Legendary city-state founded some six hundred years ago by the discontents of other city-states, called the Founding Fathers or sometimes even Foreskin Fathers. About ten years ago, executive and legislative power passed to right-wing politicians, and the flesh demons finally turned their attention to these isolated people. 
 
    Ionia - A strong nation that has long been opposed to San Ktari. The relationship of their rivalry is the stuff of legend. Currently ruled by King Vegenar of the Royal House of Io; next in line is his son, the warrior Prince Hendrik. On the battlefield their warriors use the dreaded chainsaw lances and saw swords, the most brutal close-combat weapons ever devised in all the wasteland. Their version of the Smiths are sometimes called Dwarves or Gold-Spinners. 
 
    The Ionians live east of San Ktari, but speak the same language as the men of the West. The capital city of Utyar lies on the Fields of Faalaskott, near Skollurdeg and the Valley of the Corpse of God. Besides Utyar, Ionia still has its cities of Jalatia, Rordask, and Magyar. In recent years the Ionians have suffered many terrible defeats at the hands of the Empire. 
 
    Note that besides the nations of Ionia, Leonia, and Norelum, there are less than half a half-dozen other city-states within the reach of San Ktari that have avoided conquest or destruction. 
 
    Norelum - Small nation northwest of San Ktari. They were once allies of the Empire, but their King insulted the Emperor by calling into question his decision to destroy several nations and city-states, rather than simply force them to submit and pay tribute. Though the King of Norelum never considered himself a heroic figure, his insult set in motion a chain of events that placed him in the position of fighting off an imperial invasion led by the Engel Valeria. 
 
    Pontius - City-state run by the city Officials, a democratically elected body who spend all day long and all night long drafting and editing laws in order to combat lawlessness. The many factions of Officials, their alliances and rivalries, and their task of making and editing the Law, is vastly confusing. Any Official who spends more than a day away from Cathedralia may find himself ousted or his faction completely unrecognizable upon his return. Younger Officials work in shifts and sleep in bunks in or near the debate room, while older Officials have teams of secretaries who fill in while their sponsoring Official is out. 
 
    A little over a decade ago, Pontius was held in the grip of several large gangs. Now that most of those gangs have been destroyed, many smaller gangs vie for power in the streets. Pontius also has several oil fields, fountains of wealth that are very rare in the wasteland. 
 
    San Ktari - An ancient empire that has been at war with its neighbors for as long as anyone can remember. Until recently, San Ktari’s aggressive foreign policy was little more than a large-scale protection racket, with nations unable to pay tribute facing military retribution. Only San Ktari’s recent technological advances and alliance with the divine beings known as Die Engelen has made the outright destruction of the enemies of the Emperor an actual possibility. 
 
    Despite being a symbol of order, San Ktari was born of revolution in the ashes of another ancient empire. The leader of the people’s revolution, Mace-Moosh Iyamoto, became the First Emperor of Ktari. It is believed that Iyamoto was a powerful man who perfectly embodied the will of Heaven within his being, and could even kill or bring the dead back to life through will alone. Kon Fyutzu, his comrade in battle, founded the philosophy of duty to the collective which is recorded in the White Parchment. According to legend, the other two companions in the revolutionary quartet - Alphadedicus Iyamoto, brother of the First Emperor, and Bakka, a wild man whose drunkenness and crazed antics set him apart as a comical figure - left Ktari in its first days after the revolution and went on to found the land of Srila, which is now a territory of San Ktari. Due to the horrors he witnessed during the revolution, Alphadedicus devoted himself to a spiritual life and became the First High Priest. Bakka joined the people of the Deep Valley and was lost to history. 
 
    Sunport - A coastal city-state in the north. Run by a mishmash of noble families, elected officials, and wealthy merchants, all of whom are connected to one puppet master, the old, powerful merchant dwarf Filius Bilch. 
 
    Tulla - A sprawling village by the sea, far west of Sunport. They do some business with the sailors of Sunport, but mostly keep to themselves. They are ruled by the grandfathers and grandmothers of a few families, and worship a pantheon of gods. Despite their seemingly idyllic life by the sea, several families of ill repute conduct rituals of human sacrifice for the benefit of demons. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Appendix 5 
 
    San Ktari Terms for Political Groups, Military Units and Ranks, and Gangs 
 
      
 
    The main pillars of San Ktari society are the Rotnami, the Kazegoma, the Keisatzei, the Norikami or Ministry of Just Forms, and the Ungeheuer Tsuchi, but each of these groups is composed of innumerable Branches - in fact, many more than are listed in our story. 
 
    Concerning the gangs of San Ktari, a scholar whose name has been erased once wrote, “Though justly proud of our social institutions, let us not forget that the Empire has always been rife with corruption and violent gangs preying on those without power. This corrupt legacy goes all the way back to the four legendary companions who created our Empire... ever since Bakka stole from his friend Mace-Moosh Iyamoto’s war fund and gave the money to another man so that he could have sexual relations with his wife, there has been a black spot in the sun that nourishes us all. Perhaps humanity is unfit to inhabit his own glorious Empire.” 
 
    Apoptosis Now - One of the younger gangs in San Ktari and, according to one of their own illegal pamphlets, “the scariest.” Their motto is “Death to the World.” Most of their income is derived from prostitution, which is driven by a strange ideology of “bodily un-life” that most outsiders find disturbing but which seems to help the reluctant sex trade workers deal with their lot. They wear face paint and frightening masks when fighting the police or other gangs. The pass phrase for entering one of their illicit brothels is a widely known secret; when the doorman asks, “Are you dead yet?” the guest must answer, “I’m certainly not alive.” 
 
    Behemut Ascension - A working-class gang that tends to recruit young men and women from broken homes. Most of their income is derived from the sale of illegal drugs, especially energy tonics sold to bureaucrats who need a little “bump” to get through their shift. While driven by their resentment for the powers who rule over them, the Behemut Ascension lacks the ideological “strangeness” of the other two gangs of Akkad, and thus most of their members are more interested in making money first and challenging authority second. They believe that someday the people will rise up as one and crush the elite minority who make their lives intolerable. Though most likely formed over the past few hundred years, their pamphlets state that they were founded by the First Emperor’s cousin, Sel Iyamoto, who they believe was a handsome and politically influential gangster who died from food poisoning. 
 
    Emperor - The hereditary ruler of San Ktari. His will, once filtered by the Omniseers, is so absolute that it is the duty of every citizen of the Empire to make it reality. 
 
    Engel - A superbeing of San Ktari. Plural form is Die Engelen, but is sometimes westernized as Engels. Literally translates to angel. 
 
    Fakes - Men who play the part of the True Emperor. 
 
    Hitsuji-do - Literally “the way of the tax collectors”, this is the massive organization that keeps track of the finances of every citizen of the Empire so that they can be taxed by the complicated Equations of Fairness. The Hitsuji-do give a Truename Number to every citizen who is born, and work with the Norikami and Keisatzei in tracking down Truename theft offenders. There are two Branches of the Hitsuji-do that are worth some note. The Willkommen Kommittee finds available numbers to be used as Truename Numbers of newborn citizens. If there are no available numbers, as has happened in the past, then a sub-Branch of the Willkommen Kommittee must be formed in order to create new numbers. The Farewellenschiff go to work when a citizen dies and his or her file must be respectfully placed in the “out box”. The deceased’s Truename number is allowed six months in “limbo”, which is a filing room where numbers are allowed to rest and are not touched out of respect for the dead. The Farewellenschiff shuffle these files about in a respectful manner, then hand them off to the Willkommen Kommittee when a number is ready to be given to a newborn citizen. 
 
    Iwaku Branch - Branch of the Jutsakka in charge of creating the official histories of Die Engelen for consumption by the masses. Literally, “Story Branch”. 
 
    Joukai Jutsu - Literally “Heaven Art”, these are the proficient communicators and councilors who surround Warmaster Josef and act as his Intel Nerve. They undergo years of education. They wear gray uniforms. 
 
    Jutsakka - Ministry of Culture. They are in charge of censoring art and handing out Imperial funds to artists who produce state-approved propaganda. In San Ktari it is widely believed that if citizens are not forced to create art then people will live no differently from animals, unmindful of culture and wallowing in the muck of their own tortured minds. 
 
    Kabehrmacht Theatre - Branch of the Jutsakka in charge of preserving San Ktari’s traditional plays and noh dance productions. 
 
    Kazegoma - The Air Force, a new Branch that has its own High Kommander. They command a wide variety of scout ships, troop transports, and heavy bombers. They do not have “fighter” type planes because San Ktari tends to have aerial supremacy in any engagement. Despite being a very young organization, the Kazegoma has already grown to such proportions that it has its own Branch of spies, internal security forces, political pull, and bureaucratic specialists who work within Castle Mammon but have never touched a flying ship. High Kommander Ojin Adler is the head of the Kazegoma. Whether he is of higher rank or importance than a High Kommander of the Rotnami is a question more easily posed than answered. 
 
    Keisatzei - A nightmarishly complicated bureaucratic military-police that apprehends lawbreakers and is seemingly at war with the Empire’s own citizens. They range from spies to propagandists to thugs who kick in doors. 
 
    Khuyag Society - This Branch of the Rotnami is a collective of engineers and pilots in charge of both making and using heavy tanks or “Khuyag”. These monsters of steel include everything from high-speed and maneuverable Sumaar Zaav or “arrow” tanks to the massive Golyat tanks designed to tear through city walls and buildings. 
 
    Kumori Recon - An elite stealth unit used for both Odland (wasteland) and urban reconnaissance operations. They generally employ heavy arms but light armor. The bat is their symbol. They hearken back to an era when black-clad assassins were employed by daimyos against one another during peacetime. The Kumori Recon were led by the controversial Kommander Yin Dragel, who was recently “erased” (his file moved out of existence). The Kumori were effectively exiled by being stationed at a distant outpost far from Akkad. 
 
    Mooken Elite - Decommissioned special forces tasked with fighting flesh demons who make trouble for villagers. They were typically staffed with soldiers with a strong drive but little respect for authority and routine. 
 
    Norikami - To a Westerner, understanding the Norikami is no small feat. They are a mix of lawyers, judges, crime-fighting units, spies, lawmakers, and unelected officials. They are one of the oldest foundations of San Ktari, and after adding Branches for thousands of years, the Norikami is now a vast bureaucracy seemingly beyond the comprehension of most foreigners. Once a lawbreaker is brought in, a member of the Norikami is ordered to prosecute or defend the lawbreaker. Because of the complexity of San Ktari law, the Norikami undergo years of intense education. They are expected to study the ever-changing laws until their retirement. No single Norikami can grasp the whole of the law, but the best of them are capable of reading the laws (even this is difficult), finding loopholes, stopping up loopholes via other laws, and arguing their case effectively. Norikami translates to either “Divine Law” or “Diviners of the Law” and can apply to a single lawyer or to the whole of them. Unfortunately there are so many lawbreakers within the Empire that some are never processed, and some are arrested and yet spend their entire lifetime in a dungeon before ever going to trial. The men who hold civilization together by imprisoning lawbreakers have as their symbol a beautifully delicate wasteland flower called a morningrose, because man is the full flower of life, civilization is the full flower of man’s existence, and the law is the full flower of civilization. 
 
    Oberbushi - A rank in the San Ktari military somewhat equivalent to a sergeant. 
 
    Odland - San Ktari term for Wasteland. Includes any area that is not civilized and is not an oasis. 
 
    Omniseers - Those who communicate “truth” to the Emperor. These counselors stay in touch with the world so that the Emperor does not have to risk being corrupted by the world. The world corrupts; to view objective reality is to go blind or lose one’s soul, and the Emperor must remain pure. The inner circle of the Party choose who will accept the terrible burden of being an Omniseer. 
 
    Omoi Aufsatz - The newly developed Ministry of the Mind. Headed by the Kouga Kusha, which means Imperial Engineer in Western, this organization is responsible for the creation of the amazing Kazegoma airships, as well as artillery, advanced machine guns, the use of plastics in creating sturdier and lighter armor, smaller radio units, mass-produced vehicles for civilians, and even computers for select Rotnami or Branch personnel. 
 
    Omoi Schildern - After the discovery of Langley’s strange power and subsequent research in the land of Srila, the Rotnami’s newest Branch was formed and manned entirely by those with telekinetic powers. There are only around a dozen soldiers. Unfortunately the Omoi Schildern is considered a disappointment, as all of the telekinetics gathered across the Empire have only a fraction of the power exhibited by the Cognati of Srila, and are not combat-ready. The Party have decided that the green robes of Srila must soon be forced into the Omoi Schildern. 
 
    Party - A collection of the most powerful men of the Rotnami, Kazegoma, Keisatzei, and Norikami. They are not an official body, but are nearly as old as the Empire itself, and help ensure that its progress is smooth and that its traditions continue unabated. Though they would never directly disobey the Emperor, they act as insurance against Emperors who fall short of being perfect embodiments of the will of Heaven. Their name comes from the time of the Ancients, before the foundation of San Ktari, when the land was ruled by various political “parties”. Now there is only one Party, and it is difficult to gain entrance. 
 
    Raku Klanger - Rotnami units in charge of Klangers, or artillery pieces. Literally “Lightning Sword”. 
 
    Rotnami - The military of San Ktari, which includes the infantry, various special forces, mobile armor and artillery crews. Their name, which in Western means Red Wave, comes from the red color of their armor and their most effective battle tactic: Rushing the enemy in overwhelming waves. In theory, the Warmaster directs the fighters on the field while the Party directs them off the field. The men of the Rotnami are organized by rank, and their ranks are so ridiculously complicated that when two different units meet it takes a long time to figure out who outranks who. Often a tea ceremony is conducted between unit leaders in order to determine dominance, in which officers employ tact, subtle concealment of true intentions, and polite jabs until one man becomes “shaken” and a clear victor emerges. 
 
    Shuji - A soldier in the Rotnami. Archaic term for soldier or spearman that has now come to be written with the characters for rifle and bushi. Sometimes shujistruppen is used for plural. 
 
    Tengu - Snipers and trackers that always work in teams of two. Tengu are almost always recruited from the Rotnami ground forces; usually two shuji who have already formed a synergetic bond and have shown that they work well together are chosen and, as one, they enter the Tengu training program. Yet each shuji of the two-man team receives slightly different training; one is taught to embody the philosophy of Heaven, while the other has drilled into him the concept of Earth. The frightening, demonic masks of the Tengu are based on masks worn by Kabehrmacht actors. Traditionally, one wears a black mask with purple highlights (Earth), while the other wears a white mask with red highlights (Heaven). Both Tengu wear form-fitting black and red armor. Kommander Gem Inai coordinates Tengu training and placement among larger units. 
 
    Tentsujin - The new and politically correct term for flesh demons. This term translates to “godlike” and is indicative of a more progressive era of cooperation between the demons and the Rotnami. 
 
    Three Declarations - While the lieutenants and street soldiers of this gang make money by dealing in black markets, Three Declarations has a tradition of always being led by someone with a mental disorder. Though this tradition is seemingly nonsensical, the logic is that if the gang simply sells guns and drugs and engages in racketeering, they could eventually be shut down by logical Keisatzei. However, if they take their direction from someone free of rational thought, their “big picture” movements will always have some level of unpredictability. The name “Three Declarations” comes from their founder, who prepared three declarations that would guide their gang for all time. The first declaration was, “We don’t like those in power.” The second declaration was, “We want those in power to disappear.” Unfortunately the third declaration was lost when the founder was killed by a rival, and left no written records regarding the actual third declaration. This frustrating and enigmatic situation has since been capitalized by every inscrutable Three Declarations leader since. 
 
    Ungeheuer Tsuchi - Literally “Ogres of the Earth”, an association of businesses operating by edict of the Emperor. Ogremen are the businessmen who accept the inglorious duty of moving labor and resources throughout the Empire. 
 
    Vest of the Gotterdammerung - Also called the Twelve Gods Killer, this is a series of twelve Killswitches set into a vest, and can be used to end the lives of any Engel. 
 
    Warmaster - The Engel Josef is the Omni Kommandant of the Rotnami and Kazegoma. However, it is important to note that the Party oversees all of his commands. 
 
    White Ouju - The Emperor’s elite guards. They have the right to execute anyone who comes near the Emperor, for any reason whatsoever. However, they may also have to commit ritual suicide for doing so. 
 
    Yarimann - A rank in the San Ktari military somewhat equivalent to a corporal. Literally translates to “spearman”. 
 
    Yasha Struppen - Elite commandos. They are chosen from among the most fervent and patriotic shuji. The Yasha Struppen wear bulky black armor, and their name literally means Devil Soldiers. The faithful dog is their symbol. Not to be confused with the Yasha Struppen Interior Division, a unit that works under Colonel El Sin within the Keisatzei. Several members of the Yasha Struppen ID have been suspected of taking part in black operations, including assassination, abduction, and even torture of San Ktari citizens. 
 
    Zerstorer Kukan - Outdated term for flesh demons. In Western, it means something like “destroyer”. Flesh demons are now referred to as Tentsujin, or “godlike”, in order to reflect a more progressive era of cooperation between the Rotnami and the remarkable peoples of the underworld. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Appendix 6 
 
    Excerpt from an Entertainer's Report on the Most Holy Order of the Smiths 
 
      
 
    A known devil is better than an unknown. 
 
    - quote attributed to Samples Bluepaper, a Manager of the Wrights of Hargis 
 
      
 
    Exercising Technological Restraint 
 
    The wasteland’s primitive inhabitants who live outside of cities regularly sacrifice their kindred to the flesh demons in order to avoid demonic assault. The sacrifice is conducted as a religious ritual with forms passed down through tradition. This horrific practice is usually fueled by resentment. While large urban centers might stake criminals outside of city walls, primitives often target people of rare intelligence, or beauty, or physical strength, or those of noble character. When questioned about this bizarre practice, primitives usually reframe positive traits in a negative light. For instance, beauty is called vanity, strength is equated with being a bully, noble character becomes arrogance, and intelligence is a morbid focus on impractical pursuits. Morality plays enshrining these ideas are often cited. 
 
    This behavior does not end where city walls begin. Tales of wasteland horrors, as well as the very real threat of demonic attack on farms and merchant caravans, reinforce the idea of keeping one’s head down. There are also no end of stories regarding the wars of the Ancients, great battles fought with unimaginable machines and fantastical weapons. While some believe the demons have always existed, still others believe the demons are the end result of the Ancients meddling with forces beyond their understanding. Keeping all this in mind, it’s no wonder that people fear the unrestricted use of technology. 
 
    But since no one really wants to give up on advanced technology and join the primitives in their mud huts, we must create machines in a careful, sidestepping manner. Thus Smith and Smith-like organizations exist in nearly every human city, and it is their duty to hide the scientific process behind a cloak of secrecy and ritual. If understood purely in the terms of business (and these organizations always run on some sort of profit), then one must understand that Smith and Smith-likes hold a monopoly on the creation of all technologies. They protect those monopolies with force whitewashed in moral rhetoric. 
 
    Note that Smiths do not live in a state of automated bliss, keeping the toys of the Ancients for themselves while excluding the rest of the world. They hold their own members under strict control. Any ranking Smith is honor-bound to kill any lower-ranking brother who breaks an oath of secrecy. Our details are sketchy but we have numerous reports that the initiation ritual used for the Smiths of Pontius, in which members are fitted with a tie around their neck, mirrors the preferred method of execution for traitors - that is, strangulation. Thus the entrance and the exit are the same. 
 
    When we have tried to theorize on these rituals with the few Smiths who have given us information, they were always reluctant to speculate on the themes behind the rituals. While theorizing is the lifeblood of the Entertainers, Smiths believe that every new idea runs the risk of leading to a new machine, and every machine takes humanity further down the path to the Final Machine... and without the protection of the Smiths humanity would, out of curiosity, push the button which ends all things. 
 
      
 
    Smith Religious Mythology and Hierarchy of Deities 
 
    Smiths worship the god Epimetheus who stole ice from the old gods and brought the knowledge of how to produce it to the wasteland. The designs for refrigeration and cooling machines have been copied ever since, for the preservation of food and life against the elements. This technology is the first technology; guns are the second technology in order of importance, for they were made to protect the first technology. 
 
    Epimetheus is the greatest, but Smiths also pray to his Gears, which are like angels or powers, each with their own dominion and quality. For example, one 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 Smith histories. 
 
    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 brain 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 texts 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. Other texts say that his gourd of ash converted machine into flesh and flesh into machine, and was 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 until the end of days, when he will discover the Final Machine and activate it, thus destroying the world. 
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