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   Hard it is in the world
 
   An orgy of violence
 
   An age of axes, an age of swords
 
   Shields will be smashed
 
   An age of storms, an age of wolves
 
   Before the world sinks.
 
    
 
   Trembles Yggdrasil
 
   World-tree, ash yet standing
 
   Groans that aged tree
 
   And the host of giants is loosed
 
   Loud bays Fenris, King of Wolves
 
   Standing before the prison cave
 
   His bonds he rends asunder
 
   And the wolf runs.
 
    
 
   - from the Norse Voluspa
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Chapter One
 
   Cultural Apoptosis
 
    
 
   My lord has set himself against the world, and has always done so. I have seen him help others, I have seen his smile and heard his laugh, and by those things I could swear that he is kind, and good, and just. But by my oath as an Entertainer I must tell the true story of the pestilence of wolves, when my lord estranged himself from the world of men. To tell the story with any honesty, I know that to swear by his goodness would be a false oath.
 
   - from The Entertainers: Chapter Jarl: 55:1
 
   *              *              *
 
   “I’ve come here to kill you.”
 
   Wodan stood by a window in his apartment in the wasteland city of Pontius. The moon hung overhead. Only a few minutes ago, he had seen three men stalking him; they were, most likely, killers sent by one of the hungry new gangs that had grown up in the wake of destruction caused by Wodan. Worse than that, he was currently being threatened by Matthias, a strange, seemingly inhuman Engel from distant San Ktari.
 
   “Came here to kill me?” said Wodan. He turned his face slightly toward Matthias. “You really think you can?” Wodan smiled slightly, then added, “When my death comes, it won’t be from you, boy.”
 
   Wodan turned back to the window. In the street below, he could see the three hired goons hanging around the entrance to his apartment building. They looked around, then two of them covered their comrade as he knelt and attempted to pick the lock.
 
   “How’s that?” said Matthias.
 
   When Wodan turned toward Matthias, his face was calm and serene but his eyes burned with terrible rage. “Because you’re beneath me,” said Wodan.
 
   Matthias tilted his head back and a sliver of dark hair fell against his face. His features were chiseled and smooth. If he had been standing, he would have towered over Wodan. He carried a handgun larger than any Wodan had ever seen, but his hand did not shake. Wodan noticed that his cat was no longer in Matthias’s lap, but sat on a table nearby. Matthias had moved so quickly that Wodan had never seen or felt the movement.
 
   “Beneath you,” he said flatly.
 
   “What was it you called the master you answer to? Big Dad? How absurd. You have such power, but still answer to someone else. Running around the world, serving the fear of someone else and making their fear your own. Kill me, Matthias? How could you? You’re a child. A robot, a toy!”
 
   “What do you know about-”
 
   “I know your kind,” said Wodan, stepping forward. “Born with every advantage, but completely unable to take any control of your own life. The weight of your own existence is so heavy on your shoulders that you gladly give the burden to another. I’ve seen your ability to shoot, Matthias, and I know that you have an entire empire that worships you. What have you done with that power, Matthias? How many real monsters have you fought? How many people have you inspired to do something great? How many communities have you empowered by kicking out the bullies and bottom-feeders?”
 
   Matthias looked away. Wodan continued. “None, then? You were born with great power, with an entire nation to back you up, and all you did was feel sorry for yourself…? All you did was ask for a master, and then most likely resented him?” Wodan stood over Matthias. “Speak, then. I’m curious.”
 
   “You’re embarrassing yourself with this kind of talk,” said Matthias, finally looking at him with hard gray eyes. “You have no idea what you’re talking about. My hands are so fast that in an eyeblink I could-”
 
   “Could! Could what? Could fill a life with coulds, but never with any dids. The human race is living in the shadow of a monster, and you’re not doing anything to-”
 
   Matthias rose suddenly and Wodan was knocked aside easily, shocked by Matthias’s strength. Matthias walked away, but said, “What makes you think I’m even human?”
 
   “That’s where you need help,” said Wodan. “You haven’t even begun the journey of becoming human. There are farmers digging in the dirt and people working in this shit-heap of a city who have endured more than you, and with far less help. You haven’t even begun yet.” Before Wodan could say more, another coughing fit attacked him. He leaned over and gripped the back of the chair.
 
   Matthias sighed, then said, “You look like shit, man. Is that cancer of yours killing you? You gonna save me the price of a bullet?”
 
   “Not done with you yet!” said Wodan. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and saw a long maroon-colored streak. “Sit down!”
 
   Matthias immediately walked toward the door. “You’re dead, anyway. Your city’s done for, you just don’t know it yet. Die that way, if that’s what you want. Without any dignity whatsoever.” Matthias opened the door and turned down the hall. Wodan heard him say, “He’s in there. Go and kill him, if you want.”
 
   A coughing fit worse than the last hit Wodan. He doubled over the chair, body shaking with rage. He laughed, then spit a wad of blood onto the chair. It was a wonder to him that his small, weak body was now incapable of feeling fear.
 
   “Yes, come on in!” he shouted at the open doorway. He retrieved a small revolver from his jacket. His hand shook and he accidentally fired into the chair, which sent him into another laughing fit.
 
   The departing Engel and the gunshot must have spooked the killers, because no one entered. “Come in, I said!” Wodan shouted. “Come and take a stab at the biggest ghost-maker in Pontius!” Wodan felt blood bubbling up in his throat, drowning him in another coughing fit. He grasped the chair he was leaning on and threw it into the hallway, then stumbled through the door himself.
 
   He immediately heard footsteps pounding down the stairs, then heard someone fall and curse violently.
 
   “What are you?” Wodan shouted, then spat another wad of blood onto the floor. “Men, or cowards?”
 
   With eyes watering uncontrollably, he leaned against the rail and made his way down the stairs. He saw no one. He stumbled out the front door of the building and felt the cool night air and realized that he was drenched in sweat. His skin was baking inside. He did not bother to look and see if his “assassins” were anywhere near. His anger had burned out and he was tired, weary to his bones. With his small gun still in his hand, he sat on the stoop, leaned his head against the rail, and closed his eyes.
 
   *              *              *
 
   Foreign zeppelins hung over Pontius. Floodlights covered them and Lawmen trained their guns overhead. The zeppelins flew the flags of the kingdom of Hargis, yellow sun crossed by arrows on a blue background. DeSark, the aged Director of Precinct Zero, raised a loudspeaker and shouted, “Outlanders, send down a representative! Unarmed, mind you!”
 
   A rope snaked down from one of the airships and a cloaked figure made his way down its length. The figure dropped down the last few feet. A hundred or more guns held by denim-clad Lawmen were trained on his head. The representative was a young man in a desert-brown cloak, with long red hair tied up in the back. DeSark approached him and the young man bowed slightly.
 
   “I’m Director DeSark, a representative of the Law in Pontius. Who are you, and why does Hargis come here in force?”
 
   The youth cleared his throat, then said, “I’m Zachariah Hargis, king of the nation of Hargis, which is no more. We have come here because we have no place left to go. We also come with a warning for Pontius.”
 
   “A warning?” said DeSark.
 
   *              *              *
 
   Far south of Pontius, near the capital of Hargis, a group of soldiers dragged their feet through the sand. They were surrounded by crouching men with horrible, bestial faces. When one of the soldiers realized that most of the crouching savages were not just wild men from the hills, but were dogmen who glared at them with barely restrained hunger, cold sweat broke out on his painted face.
 
   Fires raged in the distance. A great city tossed about in its death-throes. Whenever the dogmen in the camp ceased barking and shouting, they could hear the demons singing in the city. The human soldiers were exhausted, shocked, but their guns were sheathed and cold from disuse. Each had a red circle painted on his chest or forehead; the Mark had saved their lives.
 
   They approached a tent among the mass of crouching dogmen, then their commander bid them to stop. A large dogman, black as coal and without the stoop so common to his people, rose and stood over the commander. He growled and said, “Kneel, leashman.”
 
   The commander of those men, who had spent his life upholding civilization and putting dogmen to the bullet, bowed slightly to the black dogman and knelt in the sand, and his men did the same. The black dogman disappeared into the tent for a long time. The commander did not look at his men, fearing that he would see disappointment, or something equally stupid, written in their faces. As they sat in silence, he came to resent them, thinking that they should be grateful. He had saved their lives by taking them out of the burning capital of Hargis. He had given them the Mark. He had taken them away from the singing, the terrible singing.
 
   The tent flaps parted and a short, muscular figure emerged, a shirtless man with wild brown hair, scruffy facial hair, and a ceremonial dagger that hung from a cord tied to the front of his pants. His face was hard, almost feral, and burned by the sun. Moonlight caught in his eyes; they were disconcertingly clear, both piercing and empty.
 
   “Vito,” said the commander. He started to salute, then caught himself.
 
   “Do not speak,” said the black dogman, “unless spoken to.”
 
   Vito signaled to another dogman, who brought a wooden stool nearby so that he could sit and look over the commander and his men. Another dogman lit a pipe, sucked it afire, then placed it in Vito’s mouth for him.
 
   Vito considered the human commander and his crew for a moment, then said, “I’m sure you’re wondering whether it would have been better to stay in the city. To defend it, and to die with the others. To choose a clean death... over this.” He gestured to the surrounding dogmen, crouching and glaring. The commander glanced about, then pursed his lips. “You may speak,” said Vito.
 
   “Vito, what is all this?”
 
   “The beginning of the end.”
 
   “I... don’t understand.”
 
   Vito leaned forward, then said, “It’s been my experience... that there is no understanding.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “You can cope. You can make-do. You can press ahead and, for a while, you can survive. But there is never any real understanding.” Vito let the words sink in for a while, then said, “What was it like in the city?”
 
   “Terrible, Vito. Flesh demons, thousands of them… just as the warning said. Panic and running, people dying... the monsters, they... they killed and ate... ate humans. But we had the Mark on us. It felt like we were ghosts, looking in from the outside. Like we weren’t there at all. The monsters completely ignored us, Vito! There’s... I think there are others coming, other soldiers that I talked to, who said they would take the Mark. Vito, what is this Mark?”
 
   “It’s the symbol for zero, the nothingness. By wearing it, you make a statement that you do not exist. The demons only came to destroy that which exists.”
 
   “Why did they change, Vito? The demons have left us alone, mostly... as long as we stayed out of their territory.”
 
   “The truth? I have no idea why they’re doing this. I don’t know why they’re coming together. I don’t know why they’ve decided to lay waste to every human city on the face of the world. Probably there is nothing to understand. It just is. And we humans... are no longer.”
 
   “Humans,” said the commander, casting his eyes about.
 
   “If you’re wondering what the difference between man and dogman is, you’ll have to stop wondering. You’ve thrown in your lot with us. We’re the ones that humanity rejected.” Vito leaned back, laid the pipe on his knee, and said, “They always called me Half Breed, you know. Because of my appearance. Because my mother consorted with dogmen, even though it’s a known fact that humans and dogmen can’t have children with one another. Even when I was fighting harder than any human ever fought to beat back the wasteland, when I was “saving” lives and being paid a hero’s tribute... they always called me Half Breed. Let’s just say that I’ve cast in my lot with my better half.”
 
   At that, many of the dogmen barked loudly, then howled and beat fists against their chests.
 
   “Vito!” grated the commander. “How can you... serve... these... these…”
 
   “Serve? These animals that I once fought? You’ve misunderstood the rumors. I’ve brought their tribes together. I’ve stopped their in-fighting. I’ve earned their title of Khan and they have given me a life more honest than any lie offered by the four walls of the cage of civilization. And you, commander, you are now a leashman, a servant, to an army that will do the work of the wasteland until there is nothing left that is dishonest in all the world.”
 
   “To become a dog?” the commander hissed. “My god, man!”
 
   “We’re not dogs,” said Vito, rising, and the great black dogman stood behind him. “Not anymore, we aren’t. We’re wolves.”
 
   


  
 




Chapter Two
 
   The Suicide Contracts
 
    
 
   Wodan woke to the sound of a guitar playing very gently. He blinked sleep from his eyes and saw Zach sitting on the end of the couch, dressed in a brown military uniform with red highlights. He focused on the desert prince’s hooked nose and heavy brow, confused, but also at peace.
 
   Wodan tried to rise, then felt dizzy and laid back against the couch. Zach continued playing, but glanced at Wodan and returned his smile. Zach hummed along with the song. Wodan saw Virgil moving about in the kitchen, wearing an undershirt and a handgun tucked into a holster at his chest. He saw rough brown walls and prints of flowers, and realized that they were in Virgil’s home. He had laid sick for over a week.
 
   Wodan listened to the simple, lonely song with the sound of bacon frying in the background. When the song ended, Zach said, “That’s the first song ever written in the air. I wrote it in a zeppelin on the way here.”
 
   “You came all the way from Hargis?” said Wodan.
 
   “Hargis is no more,” said Zach, strumming the guitar with a jarring note. “It’s been destroyed by demons.”
 
   For some reason, the news did not shock Wodan.
 
   That’s why people have been seeing fewer demons, he thought. They’ve been coming together. This is their first blow against us.
 
   Wodan forced himself into a sitting position, then Zach helped him off the couch. They embraced, greatly glad to see one another again. Virgil entered and set a pan of cooked eggs and bacon before them, and they all sat down to eat.
 
   “I heard that you and the detective here destroyed the two strongest gangs in Pontius,” said Zach.
 
   Virgil’s mustache pushed out to either side as he tried to hide a grin. Wodan nodded, but looked away.
 
   “But I also heard,” said Zach, “a little about… our friends…”
 
   “Killed by gang fighting,” said Wodan. “Which I dragged them into.”
 
   “None of that talk, son,” said Virgil.
 
   Zach sat in silence for a moment, then said, “You never cease to surprise me, Wodan.”
 
   “You’ve lost your home?” said Wodan, desperate to change the subject.
 
   “To an army of flesh demons,” said Zach, speaking around mouthfuls of food. “It’s hard to believe it, but they destroyed everything.”
 
   “Without warning?” said Wodan.
 
   “Not... exactly. There were rumors. No, more than that… it’s hard to describe, but there was a strange feeling in the air. Some people seemed to lose hope. We’ve always had trouble with rebels, but their attacks stopped for no clear reason. Prophets shouting doom and gloom are a common sight in our part of the world, but they’re mostly ignored. Lately, people started taking them seriously. The end of the world became a common theme in stories and conversations.” After a pause, Zach said, “And the insane. The people in the asylums. They knew. Somehow, they knew the demons were coming.
 
   “When they came, our soldiers fought them with damned near everything they had. But it was no use, they just kept coming and coming. Endless waves of monsters. I joined in the fighting, too, sniping alongside my father. We made a stand on top of our castle. Looking down at the streets... it was all smoke, fire, people screaming. The demons clogged up every available space. Eventually we didn’t even have to aim to hit anything.”
 
   “Were there dragons?” said Wodan.
 
   Zach shook his head.
 
   “The demons attacked my homeland, too,” said Wodan, “but mostly they used the Ugly to do their dirty work.”
 
   “I think they’ve been gathering for a while,” said Zach. “It makes sense, all those stories about there being less and less demons out in the wild. It wasn’t because they were waning, though. Not at all.”
 
   “Coagulating,” said Wodan. “Into one solid mass.”
 
   “Or more than one,” said Zach. “Who can say? The only thing we know for sure is that humans have been advancing, little by little, despite the demon’s influence. But now, they mean to end us. One city at a time. And then, civilization as a whole.”
 
   “You think they’ll come here?” Wodan’s heart began racing.
 
   “Not... exactly.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   Virgil brought coffee to them and Zach continued his story. “After it was obvious that we were going to be overrun, that no hope of defense was possible, we ran to the zeppelins.” Wodan glanced at his friend inquisitively, and Zach said, “The man who invented the zeppelin, Edwar Bruner - after his designs were stolen by the Smiths and he escaped from Pontius, he came to Hargis and we accepted him with open arms. He became a rich man under our care. We were going to change the wasteland, Wodan. We had plans to connect every worthwhile city via aerial trade routes. Well, things didn’t work out for us like that, but the zeppelins were still our salvation. That is, for some of us.” Zach darkened, then said, “My father, my family, all of them were killed in the attack. All of them. I’m the last of the line of Hargis. I took to the air with others, mostly soldiers, and Bruner as well. We floated away from the destruction and stayed airborne for several days. We wandered, and watched the smoke rising from the destruction, and then watched the devils march into the east. They’ll most likely hit Greeley next. We floated around aimless for a while, then returned to our land to see what we could rebuild. That was when we met the other army.”
 
   “Another demon army?”
 
   “No. Humans and dogmen. We thought at first that they were refugees and we were going to join up with them, but they shot at us. We raced to the capital and found more of them, finishing the looting. But the looting, Wodan... it was all organized, in its own sort of way. We saw them gathering supplies in trucks and leaving the city, over and over, like ants. They shot at us too, so we fled north. And we saw... Wodan, we saw a great army of humans and dogmen, armed for war, and they were marching north.”
 
   “To Pontius?”
 
   Zach nodded. “Pontius doesn’t have to worry about the flesh demons. Instead, Pontius will have to face the aftereffects of the demons’ rampage.”
 
   Wodan looked to Virgil, who nodded and stuffed his mouth with the last of his breakfast. “If you ever wanted to feel sorry for yourself, son,” said Virgil, “now would be that time.”
 
   Wodan’s heart continued racing. I knew this would happen someday, he thought. I always knew we couldn’t survive by hiding and waiting. If only I’d had more time to… to make Pontius stronger!
 
   “What’s being done?” said Wodan.
 
   “Some people are already running like hell,” said Virgil. “We couldn’t keep the story pinned-down. That was impossible, and maybe not even a good idea. Pontius has to prepare. We do have one crazy idea…”
 
   Virgil glanced at Zach, who said, “The Pontius city officials have agreed to take the Hargis refugees under their wing. In return, I’m going to fly out with some others and try to gather reinforcements.”
 
   “Reinforcements?” said Wodan, brightening. “To fight the oncoming army?”
 
   Zach nodded. “And I’d like you to come with me.”
 
   Instead of agreeing to come along, Wodan said, “I’ll work with some of your navigators and try to show them how to find Haven. If anyone has the firepower and the know-how to fight off an invading force, it would be them.”
 
   “Haven?” said Virgil.
 
   “That’s where I’m from,” said Wodan. “They’re a technologically advanced people. Total isolationists. I lived there my first twenty years, before they exiled me.”
 
   “Always causing trouble,” said Virgil, laughing darkly. “Good thing you found a home in bloody Pontius.”
 
   “Pontius never gave me a warm welcome, but I’ll do what I can to protect it. What else is being done?”
 
   “We’re going to get everyone organized,” said Virgil. “All the Lawmen, the Smiths, the smaller gangs, the civilians, the outlying farmers, everyone, and set up some kind of defense. We’ve already got our walls, of course. But against dogmen... I just don’t know. If the accounts are true, then it seems there are a lot of them, and they’re well-equipped. We’ll do what we can, but we’ll definitely need reinforcements if we want to put up a fight.”
 
   “Scouts,” said Wodan. “We’ll need scouts.”
 
   “Oh!” said Virgil, laughing. “We’re already on that, and I’ll do you one better.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “After it was obvious that the whole city already knew about the invasion before the last of the refugees had even landed, we put out some advertisements. Seems the Businessmen are willing to pay a ridiculous sum of money to anyone who has the balls to ride out into the wasteland and try to slow down the invaders. Or even stop them, if that’s possible.”
 
   “Is that so?” said Wodan. “Has anyone bitten the line?”
 
   “Not really,” said Virgil. “Everyone knows it’s suicide, of course. What can you do to stop an army like that, out there in the middle of nowhere? But... we have gotten a few takers. Just a handful, nothing much really. Crazy kids with nothing to live for except big dreams.”
 
   “Is that so...” said Wodan, sitting back.
 
   “They’ll just be a distraction,” Zach said dismissively. “The important thing is to gather those reinforcements.”
 
   Wodan nodded, but seemed distracted.
 
   Virgil clapped his hands on his knees, then said, “Speaking of which, I’ve got to go. I’m going to be briefing those stupid kids on their suicide mission. And Miss Oliver, the de facto head of the Businessmen, is going to be answering all their questions concerning theoretical pay.”
 
   “Can I go with you?” said Wodan.
 
   “What for?” said Virgil. “Want to see what a dead man looks like while he’s still up and walking around?”
 
   “No. I want to join them.”
 
   *              *              *
 
   Lieutenant Detective Virgil and Miss Oliver entered the briefing room of Precinct Zero. Virgil looked at the seven kids sitting in the schoolroom-style desks and could not shake the impression that he was a teacher about to give a final lesson to a gang of life’s flunkies. He cleared his throat loudly and all eyes turned to him.
 
   “Alright, you boys are here because you are willing to undertake an operation that, if successful, will slow down or at least track the progress of the army marching against us. Any degree of success that you manage to achieve will result in various degrees of payment.” That is, if there’s any Pontius left to pay you, Virgil thought. “Don’t forget that you can turn back at any time, even after you’ve started the operation. There will be no leader among you. You’re all here because you want to be. Even if you get halfway there and turn back, you’ll still be considered heroes for taking this first step. But before I go into the details of the operation, I’d like to go around the room and introduce you all to one another.”
 
   Virgil picked up a pile of papers, squinted at one, then said, “Chris Kenny...”
 
   “Yes, sir,” said the oldest-looking young man, a tall figure with short blond hair and shifting eyes.
 
   “Chris, it says here that you’re twenty-six, by far the oldest of the bunch. You’re studying to be a mortician. Before that, you were a medic.”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   “We’ll be providing you with medical supplies, of course. You can be the team medic, then.”
 
   “Right, sir,” said Chris. “But I can shoot, too.”
 
   “Good, good,” said Virgil, already reading from the next paper. “Cedrik?”
 
   “Yeah,” said another, a muscular looking black-skinned youth with close-cut hair.
 
   “Any last name, Cedrik?”
 
   “Naw.”
 
   “None?”
 
   “Well, for a while, yeah. But now, no.”
 
   “How’s that?”
 
   “It was a real mouthful,” said the youth, leaning back. “And I never learned how to spell it, so I was like, fuck it, then.”
 
   Several of the boys laughed quietly, and Virgil said, “Alright, then. Says here you can track. You’re from the farms?”
 
   Cedrik nodded. “And I can fight, too.” He flexed his biceps and Wodan recoiled, for they were massive. Despite his tough appearance, the young man sounded very tranquil and easygoing.
 
   “That’s good,” said Virgil. “We’ll need trackers out there in the wasteland. In fact, without some idea of navigation, you could all get lost out there. Cedrik, when you’re out there, I’m going to need you to teach some of the others how to navigate. Alright?”
 
   “Yeah, of course,” said Cedrik, nodding slowly.
 
   Virgil flipped to the next paper and said, “Justinas... uh... Joo-stee-nas...”
 
   “Pronounced Yoo-stee-NAS,” said a skinny light-haired boy. He turned around to the others and, smiling goofily, he announced, “Hallo!” His accent was incredibly thick.
 
   “Right, then. Says you come from Greeley, and you’re a Smith.”
 
   “Sir, yes!” said Justinas, nodding quickly and still smiling. “Want to kill dogmen! And cannot wait, sir.”
 
   “Okay... so you can fix the truck and bikes we’ll supply for you? And the guns?”
 
   “O-o-oh goodness, sir, can fix most anything, when made of good metal. And can’t wait to kill dogmen!”
 
   Wodan laughed loudly and Virgil glared at him for a moment. Virgil flipped to the next contract. “Jonathan Best.”
 
   A short, hard-faced youth with handsome features nodded, then said, “Jon.”
 
   “You left nearly every question blank, Jon, except under skills you wrote GUNS in big bold letters.”
 
   “S’right,” he said. His features grew even more stern than before.
 
   “Now, son, we said earlier that if you can’t read or write then we would have a secretary assist you in filling out your contract.”
 
   “I filled it out,” said Jon.
 
   “Well... I mean, you could have told us if you have trouble with your letters...”
 
   “I can read,” said Jon, eyes hard. “Can you?”
 
   Virgil glared back at Jon, and Wodan could tell that Virgil disliked the boy already - most likely because he was seeing a younger version of himself. Hard, combative, and ready to take on the world one person at a time.
 
   “Fine,” said Virgil. “If any of you have any questions about your GUNS, just ask Jon over here.” Jon snorted and shook his head, and Virgil moved on to the next contract. “Sylas Resnick.”
 
   “That’s me,” said a pudgy youth with a fine face and unreadable expression.
 
   “Now, your contract... says you’ve had a lot of jobs... kind of hard to make any sort of pattern out of it... uh, what are your skills, exactly?”
 
   “Oh!” said Sylas, brightening slightly. “Well, I didn’t know we had to have any skills for this expedition!” He looked about in mock confusion and Wodan laughed again. Wodan could see that there was something untouchable about Sylas, a quiet observer always distant from events.
 
   “Says here you trained to be a priest for a while... then you wanted to be an artist but it didn’t work out...”
 
   “Well, the way I see it, sir, is that some people have skills easily documented and categorized, and some others, not so much. But we all get through it pretty much the same way, right?”
 
   “Get through it how?” said Virgil, visibly perplexed.
 
   “If I could answer that, sir, then I’d have a skill easily documented and categorized.”
 
   “Reckon so,” said Virgil, quickly flipping to the next contract. “Jake Herndon.”
 
   A downy-headed youth raised his head sadly. He was slumped in his chair and slowly concealed a grainy picture of a girl in his hands.
 
   “You Jake Herndon?”
 
   The youth nodded slowly, then said, “Yeah...” in a high, soft voice.
 
   “Now under your job experiences you wrote Being a loser, and under skills you wrote Good at being a big fucking loser.” Virgil glared at Jake, said, “This isn’t a joke, son.”
 
   Jake glared back at him.
 
   “If you go out there with that kind of attitude, it’s going to get you killed.”
 
   Jake sighed and looked away. Wodan felt a little sorry for him. He knew that he would have no trouble coming up with a nickname for poor Jake, but he wasn’t sure if that would be enough to help wake him up inside.
 
   Virgil flipped to the next contract, shaking his head, then brightened a little. “And finally, we have Wodan. You...” he studied the contract for a while, then said, “Wodan, your penmanship. It’s remarkable.”
 
   “Thanks,” said Wodan, smiling.
 
   “Now, under skills, you wrote Destroyer of gangs, then you crossed that out and put Diplomat.”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   “Now, you do know that you’re going out there to kill, and not to talk, right?”
 
   “I was thinking,” said Wodan, shifting in his seat as he thought to form the words, “that it might end up being a combination of the two. It’s been my experience that that’s how it works out, a lot of the time. Plus, keep in mind that I can be a diplomat within our own group, too.”
 
   “Very well, then,” said Virgil. He felt a sinking feeling. He chalked it up to the fact that his little get-to-know-you session had been, overall, pretty pathetic. He knew that the only way these seven boys would get to know one another would be through time and shared hardship out in the wasteland. He laid the contracts aside and prepared to talk about the operation - then stopped when he looked at the kids sitting around him. It was difficult to continue on with the technical details of the extended operation because he could not shake the thought, My gods, what a bunch of fuck-ups, and wondered if he shouldn’t scrap the whole operation right then and there and simply force Wodan to fly out with Zach to gather reinforcements.
 
   “Sir, yes!” shouted Justinas the foreigner, smiling stupidly. “May we now hear about money, now, please? I should like to know how lots of it there will be.”
 
   


  
 




Chapter Three
 
   Fragments vs. Union
 
    
 
   Wodan pushed his cart into the square near the southern gate, which was packed with Lawmen and Smiths and a few well-wishers who weren’t quite clear on what was happening. Wodan saw a large diesel truck humming; Justinas kicked its tires while a Smith Zealot pointed out various features, and Justinas smiled and nodded and flashed a thumbs-up over and over. The other boys were gathered around their motorcycles, all dressed in dark desert-brown denims and jackets, outfits rigged from gear used by Hargis soldier-scouts. A terrible grinding shook the square, then a blast of smoke and the stench of burnt rubber, and Wodan saw his teammate Jon Best revving his motorcycle, and with his front tire stationary he grinded the rear tire in a slow circle such that a black mark was left in a circle around him. A Smith ran up to him screaming incoherently, and Jon leaned back against the bike’s seat and ignored him dramatically.
 
   Wodan dropped his cart near the back of the truck and Sylas approached, nodded, and the two piled the boxes inside. They sloshed heavily. A Smith jogged up to them and said, “Truck’s loaded down, you can’t put that stuff in there.”
 
   “Don’t worry,” said Wodan. “This stuff won’t last long anyway.” He slammed a heavy case full of liquid goods down and pushed it toward the front.
 
   “What’s in there?” said the Smith, eyes narrowed with suspicion.
 
   “Something to help out with team solidarity. As the official diplomat of this expedition, consider it part of my necessary gear.” Wodan winked to Sylas, who smiled in return.
 
   While the Smith stalked off to file an official complaint, Wodan surveyed the rest of the gear in the truck. There were crates full of guns, ammunition, food, water, tobacco, tents, tires, extra parts for the truck and bikes, a great amount of diesel fuel sitting right next to an amazing assortment of dynamite, land mines, and various triggers and wires. Wodan sat down on the edge of the truck and smoked a cigarette with Sylas and they both flicked hot embers all around, more curious than afraid of the truck’s incendiary potential.
 
   *              *              *
 
   “We’ll be supplying desert-rigged jackets and boots for you all,” said Zach, as the two sat on the roof of Virgil’s house and watched the stars the night before Wodan planned to head out. “The material is made from animals genetically streamlined for living in the desert. Keeps the dust and grit out of their organs, so it’ll probably do the same for you guys, too.”
 
   “Thanks,” said Wodan. “What’s happening on your end of things?”
 
   “Me, Virgil, Miss Oliver, Edwar, and Judge Rosebudd are going to leave the same time as you guys. In zeppelins, with some Hargis soldiers. We’ll try Sunport and Haven and see if we can get some support from them. If not, we’ll go to Greeley. Even if they can’t supply reinforcements, the least we can do is warn them about the devils at their back door. If none of that works out, we might even try San Ktari, in the far east.”
 
   “You really think they’d help?”
 
   “Not really. But we have to try.”
 
   “Looks like the city isn’t going to send any heavy support to head out with my team,” said Wodan.
 
   “I wouldn’t order any Hargis soldiers to accompany you guys,” said Zach, laughing darkly. “They’ve seen what we’ll be up against. You know this is suicide, right, Wodi?”
 
   Wodan smiled with one corner of his mouth.
 
   “So why you doing it?” said Zach.
 
   Wodan scratched his gut, then said, “I... don’t feel like I have much longer.”
 
   Zach sat in silence for a while, then said, “Got a gift for you.” He produced a metal briefcase and clicked it open. Inside was a broken down rifle, long and sleek and sitting alongside a sniper’s scope.
 
   “It’s beautiful,” said Wodan.
 
   “It used to belong to the greatest soldier in Hargis. Vito the Half Breed, they called him. When he disappeared, he left it behind. Along with his uniform, printed books, photographs, everything. My father had it commissioned especially for him. It’s an improved version of the rifle he used himself, back when he was a young ranger.” Zach handed the case to Wodan and explained its various functions, the nature of its form, and how to keep it clean in the wasteland. Then they watched the stars through the scope.
 
   *              *              *
 
   Wodan straddled his motorcycle and ran his hands along the handlebars. It was a large bike fitted for use in the wasteland, and could supposedly ride through anything short of a sandstorm. The thing felt natural to him. He was reminded of the horse he had stolen from Barkus, long ago.
 
   “Nice, huh?” said Chris Kenny, who knelt over a collection of guns spread out on a blanket.
 
   “Real nice,” said Wodan. “Can you patch me up when I crash into the wall on the way out?”
 
   “Patch you up, bury you, I can do it all,” said Chris, smiling wickedly.
 
   “The Mortician,” said Wodan, nodding to the array of guns. “Looks like death will be your art.”
 
   Chris laughed slightly. “I just hope I don’t make a self-portrait.”
 
   *              *              *
 
   “You’re sure about going through with this?” said Miss Oliver. She sat with Wodan in Virgil’s kitchen, her fine suit out of place in the dingy surroundings.
 
   Wodan nodded. “I know all that money was promised with the understanding that none of the kids would make it back alive.”
 
   “Yes and no,” said Miss Oliver, running a finger along her cheek. “We do mean to pay any of the survivors. But, you’re right. The Businessmen figured that, in a best case scenario, the invaders would be slowed in order to buy a little time for reinforcements. We knew that the scent of the money we promised would draw out desperate types who don’t have much to live for.” Miss Oliver regarded Wodan for a moment, then said, “I never expected someone like you to throw yourself into something like this. You know, we Businessmen also have a plan to pay off the invaders, so that they’ll leave and move on to Sunport. You sure you wouldn’t rather stay and be a diplomat in that operation?”
 
   “No, not really. But I’ll be sure to mention that to the dogmen before they kill us.”
 
   “Yes,” said Miss Oliver. “Please do.”
 
   *              *              *
 
   Wodan leaned back on his bike and pulled out a map of the wasteland. Just then sad-faced Jake Herndon walked by, stopped, and leaned over to see. Wodan moved to give Jake room, then Cedrik’s oversized head moved into view.
 
   “God damn,” said Wodan. “It’s not a picture of a naked girl, you all.”
 
   Cedrik snorted but Jake groaned inwardly.
 
   The map showed the city of Pontius. Below that, the long trek that awaited them: wasteland, dryness, heat, featurelessness for miles and miles. His eyes moved southward, along their route into the south. Hills that extended near the horseshoe ring of mountains around the Black Valley. A lowland marked as Fog, one of the few places free of the law of dryness that cursed the wasteland. Below that, a series of treacherously sharp hills. A little further south lay the ruins of an ancient city, sacked by vultures a thousand times over, worthless and off their course. South of that lay a deep ravine. Legend had it that in that ravine, the echoes from the whispers of insects lasted for years. The ravine was covered by several natural land bridges. Legend also said that the ravine was bottomless, though none could agree on whether it was burning hot or freezing cold the deeper one went. South of the ravine, there were miles and miles of waste all the way to ruined Hargis, the birthplace of their enemy.
 
   Wodan elbowed Jake. “Where you wanna be buried, man? I want that spot right there.”
 
   “Too late, I already claimed that spot,” said Jake, shaking his head, totally deadpan.
 
   “We’ll have to fight to the death and see who gets it, then.” Wodan turned to Cedrik, then said, “Can you use those big-ass arms of yours to bury the winner, Ced?”
 
   Cedrik snorted. “Not gonna bury you all.” He paused, then added, “Ya’ll can bury your own dumb asses.”
 
   *              *              *
 
   Wodan pushed his cart out of a liquor store and stopped before a wide square filled with zeppelins. There he saw Edwar Bruner, the inventor and exile, marching by and directing Smiths in their flight preparations. Edwar stopped suddenly and looked across at him. Edwar was a tall man with straight hair pushed back.
 
   “You’re Wodan,” the inventor called out.
 
   Wodan nodded.
 
   Edwar watched him for a moment, then said, “The Ugly took my invention and turned it into something monstrous. I’d like to thank you for destroying them, but right now I’m very busy.”
 
   Wodan nodded again, saluted, and pushed his cart through the square.
 
   *              *              *
 
   Oxen jerked against ropes and chains and the southern gate grinded open. The diesel truck lurched forward, Wodan tapped the visor of his helm shut, and the riders revved their engines. A crowd had gathered and some carried flowers or colorful hand-made signs, but they stood about as if they were at a funeral. Justinas drove the truck through the gateway, and thick black smoke issued from the opening. When he was through, the riders blasted fuel through their charges and flew ahead. They passed through darkness as they drove through the wide wall - then brightness, harsh and white, settled in their eyes and they saw the wide sweep of the wasteland before them. The burning world was open and endless. Wodan felt the bike writhing underneath him and decided that if he looked back at the city he might crash, so he kicked the engine, hard, and drove on.
 
   *              *              *
 
   Several nights ago, Matthias sat in the dark cockpit of his airship. He glanced at his gun, then nervously played with it in his deft fingers. He grew disgusted and put the thing away.
 
   He reflected on the fact that his entire trip was absurd and embarrassing. Once he and Langley and Justyn had found out that not only was Wodan not a superbeing, but was also dying of cancer, their mission was over. The fact that the Imperial Engineer, Big Dad, had still been disappointed in them – for whatever reason – had affected him far more than it did the others. Matthias was deeply embarrassed by the fact that not only had he taken to the air with the intention of killing Wodan, but then as soon as he was airborne he’d decided that he would piss off Big Dad by befriending Wodan. He hated the people who surrounded him because they took orders without question. He’d spent hour after hour in the airship daydreaming about the fun times he would have with Wodan, including chasing down anyone that Wodan didn’t like and beating the pulp out of them. Of course, as soon as he’d snuck into Wodan’s apartment, he’d immediately gone into hardass mode. He shook his head, wondering if there was any end to his own idiocy.
 
   “So you’re not a superbeing, Wodan,” said Matthias, drumming his fingers angrily. “But you’re certainly not normal.”
 
   Matthias grinded his knuckles into his eyes. Why had he acted like such an asshole? Certainly, he hadn’t expected kind little Wodan to react with such anger. No, not even anger. Hatred. Matthias felt that he could learn to hate himself, even, for bringing that out of Wodan.
 
   Matthias started the plane’s engine and eyed the cloud cover in the east. “Sorry, Wodan,” he said aloud. “Hopefully that shit town of yours will treat you better than I did.”
 
   


  
 




Chapter Four
 
   Horde of Cretins
 
    
 
   Dogmen pups loped through the ranks of half-sleeping forms, barking and crying out, “Challenge! Rite of challenge has been invoked!” and at once many older dogmen were up and barking as well, banging fists on chests, clattering guns against the sides of jeeps and shooting into the air. The humans among them, mostly rebels and ex-soldiers, blinked lazily on their mats. Most of them buried their heads in their arms, weary of being kept up all night by the dogmen’s constant drinking and howling, but a few of the men eventually rose and joined in, for they had grown tired of civilization and were ready to see blood.
 
   One particular dogman stomped about, throwing his hairy hands in the air as he barked in a deep voice. He was very tall, with white skin and dark hair about his chest, shoulders, head and back. He had many scars from many battles. Several dogmen loped about him, clapping him on his back as they called out his name. “Grindwurst! Grindwurst! Challenge invoked by Grindwurst!”
 
   Vito sat on the ground drinking coffee with the large black dogman who was his guard and most trusted man. “Naarwulf,” said Vito, “find out what this is all about. Sun just got up and already some pup wants to cock up my works.”
 
   Naarwulf took a last sip, tossed his bowl to the side so that a servant could clean it, then stood and shook his mane. Just then a skinny, pale dogman called Bloodnose, a sniper and tracker with dead eyes, strolled up and bowed. A few dogmen nearby moved away from Bloodnose, because it was well known that he was cursed. “My Khan,” said Bloodnose.
 
   “What’s up, leashman?” said Vito.
 
   “One called Grindwurst has invoked challenge. He calls your honor and your lineage into question, and would meet you in combat.”
 
   Vito grinded his jaw but made no other sign. “Lanky, is he?”
 
   Bloodnose nodded.
 
   “I know the pup.” Vito had often seen him staring from afar. Most likely the dogman had been talked up by another chieftain, one who praised Vito’s leadership to his face but, behind his back, resented the authority a human had earned among his people. This sort of challenge was common among the dogmen. The very trait that Vito needed among them - their aggression, their willingness to give themselves up in battle without a thought for themselves - was also a trait that tore tribes apart. Their willingness to fight kept their people in a constant state of chaos such that, outside the field of battle, their people had been easily controlled by humans. As Khan, a chieftain of chieftains, Vito had the right to send Naarwulf to battle for him, as a champion. Most chieftains were fat, older dogmen who had enough sense to stay out of battles and manage their people. But as a human, Vito’s strength was constantly in question. Naarwulf could beat the pup easily; none, not even Vito, could match him in battle. But Vito knew that no second-in-command could ever really defend a leader’s honor, but could only delay a crisis. Vito would have to kill the pup himself. He would have to kill a soldier who could have been useful in a real battle.
 
   Vito detested the idea of hand-to-hand combat. He was strong and knew dozens of tricks that could save his life and end another’s, but he was experienced enough to know that luck always played a large part in the outcome. Too large a part. The fact that a dogman would invoke a dozen gods before any battle was proof enough of that; the greatest fighter among them could have an eye knocked out, a wrist broken, a kneecap shattered, internal bleeding, infection, prolonged death after short-term victory... and not only that, but the rite of challenge had the unfortunate side-effect of culling the best fighters among them. How many substandard fighters could survive unnoticed, while the strongest among them were routinely called out and crippled before their time? It was no different from the demonic influence among the villages of the primitives, where devils routinely demanded sacrifice of the most intelligent, the most talented, and the most beautiful. The sacrifice of those most envied by the weak, who gladly took part in the sacrifice, for it filled them with a sort of self-righteous validation of their own mediocre souls. Vito shook his head and sighed.
 
   “My Khan,” said Naarwulf.
 
   “I know,” said Vito. “I know that you would meet him, my friend. But I’ve got to kill him myself and send him on to a better world.”
 
   Naarwulf turned suddenly, howled loudly, then shouted, “THE KHAN WILL MEET THE CHALLENGE!”
 
   Wild barking and howling met them. Hundreds of dogmen loped off to a place that had already been marked as the killing grounds.
 
   *              *              *
 
   One Year Ago
 
   Vito sat in a tent in the desert with Hakkal Tsun, who was most likely leader of the People’s Revolutionary Corps, the largest clan of freedom fighters in the nation of Hargis. As a soldier, Vito had tracked their terrorist cells and ended them one after another, but the leader had always eluded him. Now, having abandoned his post, having taken on the robes of a desert wanderer, having spilled the blood of former allies, Tsun readily revealed his location to him.
 
   Hakkal Tsun took a dish of tea from a servant and, in doing so, twitched his fingers ever so slightly. Candlelight caught on his jeweled rings. Vito detested the movement, then wondered if he had only imagined the vain gesture. Tsun sipped without hurry, then gestured toward the tea servant. Vito shook his head. After a long silence, Tsun said, “You are Vito, the pride of Hargis.”
 
   “I once was.”
 
   “Many of my followers would be most joyful if I killed you now.”
 
   “Then tell your men to rejoice. The man who was Vito is already dead.”
 
   “Oh?” Tsun lifted an eyebrow. “And what was it that killed him?”
 
   “I killed him.”
 
   Tsun gestured for the servant to roll him a cigarette. “You have also killed many others, I hear. Others loyal to Hargis. Better still, you have even destroyed their property.”
 
   “I have.”
 
   “Why do you do these things now, Vito, when Hargis has treated you so well in the past? Fed you, clothed you, given you women...”
 
   “I had heard that you listened to the teachings of Globulus.”
 
   “I... have,” said Tsun, seemingly perplexed.
 
   “Then you will understand what I mean when I say that I could not remain honest, free, or pure within the confines of civilization.”
 
   “The confines of Hargis...” said Tsun, thoughtfully.
 
   “The confines of civilization,” Vito repeated.
 
   Hakkal Tsun puffed on his cigarette thoughtfully, then said, “Vito. It was my understanding that you came to me for a position of leadership. You are… interested in our cause. But one must understand... how do I say this... this is a delicate matter. Among my followers, I expect a certain devotion. Devotion to a certain ideal. A certain selflessness, a certain willingness to follow through, utterly, with the vision supplied them by the holy PRC. I have met Globulus, and he is a very wise man, and it brings me joy to know that his ideals match my own. That is why I say that my counsel now would most likely be his own, to which I hope you will listen.
 
   “Vito, all that I have just said is true, but I feel I must add that among my commanders, I expect a certain degree of... shrewdness. Cunning. An aptitude for self-preservation. If all of my commanders showed the... zeal which you show, which I expect from my foot soldiers, down to every last man, I must add that the commanders should understand that, even as they preach violence and self-sacrifice, they should also remember that the PRC must be able to sustain itself for an extended campaign against the state. I ask you, Vito: If all of my commanders, and myself included, joined in the fighting in the streets and blew themselves up, where would our army be?”
 
   “In a land without states,” said Vito, hard and vehement.
 
   “Vito. Vito. Ve-e-e-e-eto. Now, how did you come to be a powerful and honored soldier with such an attitude?”
 
   “I did not come to be a great soldier with this mindset. I became a great soldier by listening and nodding and learning from others and by copying the rules of the game and by killing whoever the state had no use for. Is that the Vito you would like to speak to now, Tsun? Would you like to pin a medal on me and speak in code? Or would you like to fulfill the vision you yourself preach to those fighting and dying in the streets?”
 
   “Vito,” said Tsun, darkening. “Some amount of tact is called for in all situations.”
 
   “No amount of dishonesty should ever be tolerated, Tsun. Lying to oneself, in any form, is the same as selling your soul to the state. Are you no different from the charlatans of greed in Hargis? Or are you a soul of the wasteland, as you preach to be?”
 
   “I am trying to build a better nation, Vito!”
 
   “You’re lying to yourself. You’re trying to destroy a system that has no place for you in it. Pure... and... simple.”
 
   “How dare you! You come to me and ask for a position of leadership, and then insult me, and imply that I am no different from one of the fat assholes in the city who use and manipulate and-”
 
   “I do not imply, Tsun. And I do not come to you for a position of leadership. I come to you for the position of leadership. This is not my job interview, Tsun. It is yours.”
 
   “Get out of my home!” shrieked Hakkal Tsun.
 
   “You would turn down the opportunity to destroy Hargis in a day? To wipe clean the slate of existence - as you’ve preached, and as Globulus has preached?”
 
   “Get out before I have you killed!”
 
   Vito rose and stood over the terrorist leader, then said, “If I had a nation, I would not allow you to be a part of it, either.” He turned and approached the tent flap.
 
   Before the opening to the tent, Vito stopped. He knew that there were guards just outside who had heard the exchange. Vito pushed the flap open, saw movement, drew back - then dashed outside. Over his left shoulder he saw a guard who had made for the flap the moment he saw it move, then stepped back awkwardly when Vito had paused. Vito saw a gun in his hand. He flew forward and grabbed the guard’s wrist, brought it up, then twisted and came up behind the man and jerked tendons out of place before the man even knew what was happening. As the gun fell Vito grabbed it up, then pointed it toward another guard who awkwardly held his own gun forward.
 
   Vito twisted the first guard’s wrist about as he stared down the second guard, who slowly lowered his gun. “Pathetic,” Vito hissed. “Weak and pathetic.” The second guard looked away. Vito pushed the first man into him, then stalked off.
 
   No one else in the camp challenged him, but only whispered and stared. On the outskirts a jeep rode up behind him, then stopped. Men in dark robes dismounted and one pulled back his hood. He was a large black man with long dreads and a beard broken up by a scar that extended down his mouth and split his lip. “You really say all that shit they said you did?” said the man.
 
   Vito thought for a moment, then said, “Ric Ramos. Ramos the Strangler. I remember you.”
 
   “Yeah, son of a bitch, you arrested me. I went through eight years of Hell ’cause o’ you.”
 
   “You went through eight years of Hell because you were trying to live and profit in a system that has no place in it for people like you.”
 
   “People like me?” said Ramos, striding up to him. He towered over Vito.
 
   “That’s right. A wolf currying the favor of sheep. What was it? Murder? Theft? The selling of drugs? Rape?”
 
   “All of ’em,” said Ric, smiling darkly. “But I never raped no little kids.”
 
   “Well, you’re hanging around a bunch of children now, Ric. They’re no different from the master-sheep that you despise. All the time that we were fighting one another, we were doing it for their benefit. Never for our own.”
 
   Ramos the Strangler nodded slowly, then smiled brightly. “You got somethin’ better in mind?”
 
   “We do what it is we were always meant to do. We slaughter the sheep and end their lies. We make the wasteland pure once again.”
 
   “My man!” Ramos shouted, then drew Vito into a great bear hug. The rebels in the jeep cheered and shot their guns into the air. Vito climbed inside and they drove away from the camp of the freedom fighters.
 
   *              *              *
 
   Khan Vito stood in a circle of men and dogmen and watched the ridiculous antics of the challenger Grindwurst as he danced around in a circle, flapping his arms and barking. The circle of dogs barked and jeered and it was never obvious who they cheered for, or whether they only cheered for blood itself. But Vito knew that once one of them was dead, they would all ally behind the victor, and would claim they had backed him from the start. He had learned through the years that it was not the loyalty of the dogmen that was legendary, so much as their show of loyalty.
 
   Dogs, aptly named, he thought. He stretched his arms out, then his neck, then cracked the bones in his back and bent down to stretch his legs.
 
   Grindwurst stopped suddenly, already slick with sweat. He stared at Vito as he worked his jaw up and down and flexed his muscles. Vito cracked the bones in each finger as he returned the dogman’s stare, and he knew in his heart that the cowards of Hargis would have sold themselves out in any way possible in order to avoid just such a situation as Vito was in now, a direct confrontation with the brutality of the wasteland, the wagering of one’s own life against another’s. As much as he looked down on the dogmen in times like these, they were his people, and were truer than the men of Hargis had ever been.
 
   But even these dogs, thought Vito, even these good dogs will have to be wiped out, someday, in order to burn away every trace of weakness and dishonesty from the world.
 
   *              *              *
 
   Several Weeks Ago
 
   Khan Vito walked through the sands of the waste with Naarwulf and Ramos on either side. He saw a fire in the darkness ahead, then a wagon and several figures. “On your toes,” said Vito. “Could be a trick.”
 
   “You know, I wouldn’ta come here in the first place,” said Ramos.
 
   “I know your counsel,” said Vito.
 
   “I just speak my mind, you know.”
 
   “All the time, yes,” said Vito. “But when the wasteland calls, we must listen.”
 
   They drew near the figures. The tallest one among them wore a black robe, and the firelight glinted off the top of his bald head. The long hair around his ears and the back of his head was pulled back in a thick braid. He had a thin goatee that hung down from his cadaver-colored face, and his dark eyes were sunk deep into his head. At the sight of him Vito drew in a sharp breath, then dashed forward.
 
   Vito nearly fell to his knees and said, “Rabbi! Teacher!”
 
   Globulus, the wasteland philosopher, smiled. “Vito, my pupil!”
 
   The two embraced. Globulus pulled back and Vito smiled up at the face of his master. The other robed figures drew near, youths with black robes and green sashes. Vito turned to Naarwulf and Ramos and said, “Kneel, leashmen, to the only man that I would call master.”
 
   They knelt quickly, then Naarwulf caught a strange scent, and peered into the distance. Vito followed his gaze and saw a lone figure sitting near some large animal. Globulus gestured to the fire and they all sat around it.
 
   “Vito, my son,” said Globulus, “I’ve heard many wonderful things about you since my return.”
 
   “Rabbi, where did you go?”
 
   “When the false king of Hargis exiled me, I drifted from village to village for a long time. Then I went deep into the wasteland. Many terrible things happened that I will not trouble you with. By divine chance, I was found by a gang of wandering missionaries from Srila. They took me into their home, and I became a teacher and a student among them.”
 
   “Srila!” said Vito. “So far away!”
 
   “Distance becomes meaningless in the real world,” said Globulus. “All points are one and the same in the wasteland. Vito, please greet my student Jared. He is a Cognati wizard.”
 
   Vito nodded to the dark-haired youth, who hesitated for a long moment, then nodded slightly. Naarwulf growled, deep and low, and made a gesture of protection against spirits.
 
   Globulus regarded the dogman. “You have taken on students of your own, Vito?”
 
   “They are my leashmen,” said Vito, nodding. “This man is Ric Ramos, called Ramos the Strangler by the sheep of Hargis. A hundred times he has laid his life on the line for me, and for our vision. And this one is Naarwulf, a dogman. He was the first dogman to grasp the merits of my vision - which comes from your teachings, Rabbi.”
 
   “Your vision,” said Globulus. His thin lips parted slowly, revealing long teeth that stretched out without gums. “I must admit, when I was exiled I feared that you would be drawn back into the fold of civilization. For that mistake I am sorely ashamed - you were more advanced than even I knew.”
 
   “I would not work alongside those who plotted against you, Rabbi.”
 
   “And now that I have returned, I hear that you have been busy. I hear that you are fighting the kingdom harder than all the other rebel groups combined, and are drawing the strongest, the purest, of them into your own ranks. And greater still, I hear that you have visited the twelve tribes of dogmen, and even the smaller clans, and are spreading the word to them.”
 
   “All of it, inspired by your teaching.”
 
   “Oh, but Vito, you are doing far better in the work than I would have done, had I been allowed to continue on in Hargis. For I’ve heard that when the dogmen are too stupid to make sense of your message - you simply knock sense into their heads!”
 
   Vito bowed, mostly to hide his blush.
 
   “There is nothing more that I can teach you, Vito. You have done my work for me. I will depart again.”
 
   “You will leave again, Rabbi? But... you’ve only just...”
 
   “I’ve only come to deliver a message to the true people of the wasteland.”
 
   “To my people.”
 
   “The very same. It seems that the nature of the world is becoming purer, even on its own. We are only the tools of the gods, remember. We must take no merit for the work itself.”
 
   “The work of purification. Of honesty.”
 
   “Yes. I’ve come to tell you, Vito, that an army of flesh demons is coming to Hargis. They will utterly wipe that decadent whore off the face of the world.”
 
   Vito leaned back, visibly shaken. Globulus turned to Naarwulf and said, “You smell it, dog?”
 
   Naarwulf growled, then gestured to the lone figure and the large animal in the distance. “I smelled the demon here.”
 
   “Worry not,” said Globulus. “They come only to speak the truth to us. People like us have nothing to fear from the truth. Soon, everyone will know that the absolute truth of the wasteland cannot be kept out by the feeble walls of civilization.”
 
   Vito looked into the distance and could only dimly make out the forms. He saw that the lone figure sat in the folded arms of a large beast, which was roughly in the shape of a man, but with a long head and curved horns. The lone figure bent slightly and seemed to be eating something from the hand of the devil.
 
   “Here is the short of it,” said Globulus. “Vito, Khan of the twelve tribes - is Hargis the enemy?”
 
   Vito started to nod, then stopped himself. “No. It is civilization. Our enemy is the lie that protects the sheep from the wasteland.”
 
   “Very good. Hargis will fall to the demons soon. Very soon. Gather your horde from out of all settlements. The wasteland is your home now, movement is your shelter. Find what people are loyal to you within Hargis and tell them to fix upon themselves a red circle, a zero. It is the symbol of nothingness. When the gods see this sign they will pass over it, for they come only to destroy that which exists, that which is false and a part of this evil world. You will gather up the truest people that you can find and march them on a glorious quest. You will help in the work of purification.”
 
   “Hargis... gone,” Vito said quietly. “Just like that.”
 
   “Indeed. The work of men is as dust compared to the work of gods. But you can help, Vito.”
 
   “Help - by moving on to the next civilization...”
 
   “And wipe it out. Smash through it, eat what meat you can pick from its bones, gather up what souls you can, and then move on to the next civilization.”
 
   “Why are the devils changing their ways?” said Vito.
 
   “Feh! You would try to understand the gods? Perhaps you are still a student!” With that, Globulus shrugged and laughed.
 
   Vito laughed with him, then said, “Where should we go?”
 
   “The devils march east. The south belongs to me. There is already nothing in the west. Process of elimination, my son.”
 
   “North, then. We will wipe out Pontius.”
 
   “Then angle ever north, to Sunport, then the coast... there are many, many cities to be ravaged on the coast. So long as you stay away from San Ktari, my son. They have their own place in the divine scheme of things.”
 
   “Yes, Rabbi,” said Vito, full of wonder and light. “We’ll destroy them all.” He looked up to the stars, shining hard and bright in the coldness of the deep. He could never see the stars in Hargis because of the pollution of fires and the blight of tall buildings. Soon, the pure stars would be visible all over the world. What beautiful majesty he would soon reveal.
 
   Khan Vito heard a loud slurping sound, then looked again at the lone figure in the distance. The man continued to eat from the demon’s extended hand. No, that was not it... Vito realized that the man was eating the demon’s own arm. The man chomped and slurped up bits of its very living flesh. The devil looked down on its small human charge. If it felt any pain from the sacrifice, it made no sound to show it.
 
   *              *              *
 
   Vito and Grindwurst charged at one another. The dogman’s arms were long, far longer than Vito’s, and he swung before Vito was within striking distance himself. Vito feigned as if he would tackle, but instead he ducked, hit the ground, then rolled up beside him. The pup swung, backhanded, and Vito dived aside. Vito bounced on the balls of his feet, one arm held high and the other low, reading his opponent. Grindwurst barked and unleashed a flurry of blows. Vito twisted sideways, bouncing in and out of Grindwurst’s range. Grindwurst stopped, huffed loudly, then Vito drew near, threw a quick left which Grindwurst knocked aside even as Vito backed away again.
 
   “He tries to wear you out, Grind!” barked a dogman in the crowd. Vito knew that Naarwulf would note the face of the speaker.
 
   Grindwurst studied Vito as he caught his breath. Vito dashed within the dogman’s reach, twisted from side to side as if unsure of his next move, then moved out of the way of a blow and simultaneously smacked the pup’s shin with the toe of his boot. Grindwurst barked in pain, leaped away, then hopped and landed a lucky blow to the side of Vito’s head. Vito toppled sideways, completely jarred; even the glancing blow of a dogman was enough to knock a normal man unconscious, so many cried out as Vito stumbled and fell to one knee, expecting the fight to near its end. Grindwurst took the bait and, as he dashed forward, Vito jammed an elbow into his gut, then grabbed a fistful of hair and slammed a fist into his face over and over, so fast that few could see his blows, yelling out, “HUP! HUP! HUP!” with each blow.
 
   Bent over, Grindwurst grabbed one of Vito’s ankles and easily flipped him onto his back, but then stumbled away. The dogman’s face was a mess, a raw bundle of screaming nerves. Vito rolled aside, sand caked to his skin and dropping from his wet hair. Grindwurst blinked pain from his eyes as Vito flexed his aching right hand.
 
   “Your reach, pup! Use your reach!” someone cried.
 
   Grindwurst gathered his resolve into a ball of rage and approached, hands touching the sand as he lowered his center of gravity. Vito saw burning black eyes behind a mask of shining blood run through with runes of matted hair. Vito felt something akin to fear, a wild and blazing thing like leaping from a great height. During the fight, he had established himself as an opponent who held back and observed before taking action, so when Grindwurst approached him hunkered over with caution, Vito ran and leaped at him feet-first.
 
   He saw the pup’s eyes widen into little circles as he locked his knees on either side of the pup’s neck. For a handful of seconds the two danced about awkwardly, the dogman jumping back as if hung up in a trap, Vito jerking back and forth as he tried to grab one of his own ankles. Grindwurst slapped two hands like bricks into Vito’s sides, then fell heavily on his ass as he ran out of breath. Vito immediately locked a hand around one of his own ankles, then crushed the air from the dogman’s throat. The two fell on their sides and flopped in the sand like fish.
 
   The roar of the crowd became deafening, overwhelming, maddening, as Vito choked the life from his opponent.
 
   Vito rolled off the dead dogman and raised his fists into the air. His bloodlust was already spent and he could feel salty sweat mixing with his torn and bloody knuckles. He licked a clump of sand from his lips and chewed it thoughtfully. The dogmen howled to wake the damned, full of the victory of their leader, their Khan, to whom they would remain loyal for the rest of their lives or until the end of the day.
 
   “Now, Naarwulf,” said Ramos, “it’s pretty widely known that I like to choke the hell outta somebody.”
 
   “This is true,” said Naarwulf, shouting to be heard over the crowd.
 
   “Well, I never choked anybody like that before.”
 
   


  
 




Chapter Five
 
   Careful Planning vs. Anything, Anytime, Anyone
 
    
 
   The seven boys rode over the flatlands and the further they drew from the city, the greater the blue of the sky became, and Wodan was filled with a great joy. The motorcycle shook powerfully underneath him and sand swept by underfoot. Thin clouds drifted by and Wodan felt like a part of them. Even the stifling heat of the suit and helmet were a joy to him, a sweaty forge he had cast himself into. When the day drew on and the sky dimmed, they followed Jon’s lead and took off their helms and latched them onto the rear of their bikes, and the wind swept through Wodan’s hair like the wind of freedom itself. The sun set on their right-hand side, a great pyre that extended all along the horizon.
 
   Wodan had never felt this way in the wasteland before. His first trek through had been motivated by the whips of the Ugly. Later, with the merchant caravan, his obsession with revenge had whittled his soul into something small and mean. Now, he felt free. Even the idea that he would soon die was no longer an impediment to his goals. Like the wind and the sunset, it simply was.
 
   Pinpricks of light hung in the purple sky. Cedrik flashed his lights, then slowed, drew up alongside the truck, and smacked its side. Wodan drew his bike up in a wide circle and stopped near the others.
 
   “Fuel?” said Wodan.
 
   Cedrik nodded, then said, “We’re gonna have to change our sleep cycle. Ride by night, sleep by day. We’ll make better time, not gettin’ worn out by the sun.”
 
   “Sounds good,” said Wodan. He dismounted to join Chris Kenny, who was already opening up the rear of the truck.
 
   Wodan went through their food stores. Jake ambled up to the rear, then said, “What happens when we run out of fuel?”
 
   “Dunno,” said Wodan.
 
   “We eat up food,” said Justinas, hopping in alongside Wodan. “Make room for bikes. Plus use up explosives, killing dogman. Store bikes in truck, when room to do that, or leave bike behind when you pussies start dying.”
 
   “Shit,” said Jon, and Justinas laughed with sharp, high notes.
 
   “Pull the bikes up here!” screamed Chris. “I’m not hauling this goddamn fuel over there so you guys can sit around!” His face contorted strangely. Until then, he had always worn an expression of cadaverous serenity.
 
   They took turns refueling their bikes and ate near the back of the truck. Jon lit up some strange-smelling weed and passed a pipe around. It stopped at Justinas, who turned pale. “Hit this shit,” said Jon, face hardening up comically.
 
   “I... I... ah...” said Justinas.
 
   “I can’t smoke that stuff either,” said Wodan. “Makes me paranoid. I’ll be seeing demons where there aren’t any.”
 
   Jon shrugged and passed it off. Justinas nodded in thanks to Wodan. Justinas was still young enough to worry about such things, and appreciated Wodan’s ability to skillfully dissipate any potential awkwardness. Wodan winked in return.
 
   They rode through the night, lights dimmed but shining onto the trackless, moonless waste. Looking at the stars in the expanse overhead, it was easy for Wodan to imagine that they were soaring through space, riding endlessly on warm engines. Cedrik took the lead and Wodan wondered how he navigated, how he marked their course by the stars.
 
   The night became very cold, the wind froze in their eyes, and eventually they put their helmets back on and the suits became nearly perfect isolated environments. The truck’s horn bleated impatiently and Wodan felt as if he was waking from sleep. The others came to a stop and gathered.
 
   “What’s up?” said Cedrik, peering into the window of the truck.
 
   “I AM FALL ASLEEP IN HERE!” shrieked Justinas.
 
   “Fallin’ asleep?”
 
   “YES!”
 
   Chris sidled up to them. “Well, we might as well sleep in Pontius if this is as far as we’re gonna make it today.”
 
   “I WILL CRASH AND DIE!” Justinas hung his bleary head out the window, arms stretched wide.
 
   “It’s alright,” said Cedrik. “It’s actually not far from morning. Let’s go ahead and make a fire an’ chill out.”
 
   “Our internal clocks will acclimate as we go along,” Wodan offered. “It’s cool, Justi.”
 
   “I KNOW IT IS “COOL”! TELL IT TO CHRIS KENNY NOW!”
 
   They fueled their bikes again while Cedrik pulled a bag of charcoal and kindling from the back. “We’re going to make a fire?” said Wodan. “Won’t that attract demons?”
 
   “This close to the city,” said Cedrik, “that’d only happen if our luck’s bad. Real bad. Plus we’ll sleep better if we’re warm, get better rested. So we can ride better tomorrow.”
 
   “I bet we’re close enough to Pontius,” said Chris, “that we could make it back there if any demons attack.”
 
   Jon Best stared into the night, gun in hand, jaw clenched as if making preparations for their final stand against any creature that dared show its face.
 
   Cedrik directed Sylas in the making of the fire. “Just how much fire-making gear do we have, Cedrik?” said Wodan.
 
   “Enough to get us to the foothills,” said Cedrik. “After that, we can scrounge up wood. And after that, we won’t be able to make fires. Too dangerous. Demons, invaders, primitives, you know.”
 
   “So these are the easy days,” said Sylas, breath forming into mist around him.
 
   Cedrik nodded.
 
   Wodan wandered to the back of the truck and saw Jake and Chris eating and exchanging stories of sexual maneuvers. It was the most he’d ever heard Jake speak. Wodan hauled some of the illicit liquor from the truck and Chris’s eyes formed into white O’s.
 
   “Dinner’s ready!” Wodan said as he set the stuff near the fire. The boys gathered around, eating and smoking and drinking as they sat around the fire.
 
   Wodan joked and had everyone laughing. Jon rambled on at length about his hero, a man in years past who was ostracized from many groups of friends because he talked incessantly about war tactics, weight-lifting techniques, and hand-to-hand combat. Chris began the tale of the time he accidentally had anal sex with a girl, and how she had threatened to sue him for reparations, which could be done under Pontius Law in those days.
 
   “Thing is,” said Chris, “I didn’t even know that’s what I’d done until the next day when I was playing with myself, and smelled my hand, and sure enough, you guys, it smelled just awful.”
 
   “Yo, man,” said Cedrik, “you ever been with a dude?”
 
   “Of course not!”
 
   “Any o’ you?” said Cedrik, looking about.
 
   Jon snorted derisively.
 
   Cedrik shrugged. “Maybe every man needs to try it, least once.”
 
   “Man,” said Jon, taken aback. “Are you gay?!”
 
   “I been with a lot o’ girls, when I was young,” said Cedrik. “But girls just aren’t really my thing, you know?”
 
   Jon’s face lost all color. He had already written off Jake and Sylas and Justinas for not being real men, and now he had seemingly been betrayed by the one who appeared to be the manliest one among them.
 
   Wodan remembered, once again, that he was no longer a citizen of Haven. In Haven, most people cared little about anyone’s sexual orientation. Seeing Jon stare ahead as if he’d witnessed something beyond his comprehension and Chris shake his head in exasperation, Wodan knew that he was dealing with people from a society that reacted with anger and revulsion toward the unknown. Unfortunately, many facets of the human condition became a great unknown to people who suppressed rather than reflected with unblinking eyes. Wodan knew that such a society could do little to prepare its people for anything but a mediocre existence filled with fear and a reactionary need to control.
 
   Wodan wanted to keep things moving so that he could possibly defuse the situation, so he said, “You must have had a transformative experience, Cedrik. What happened?”
 
   Cedrik nodded calmly. “Yeah. I went into Pontius one night and picked up this chick. We were hangin’ out a while and, you know, it was just something different. Times we had, it was somethin’ out of a story. She kept warnin’ me that I might not like the real her. Then one night, we were about to… you know… and I found out pretty quick that she had the same stuff that a man has. She was a man. I thought about leaving.” Cedrik laughed, then said, “But I was already worked up, you know?”
 
   “Why didn’t you beat his brains in?!” said Chris.
 
   “Told you, I was worked up. But really, I guess I was more curious than anything else.” He looked into the distance, then said, “It was like lookin’ in a mirror. You can learn somethin’ about yourself, man.”
 
   They sat in silence, then Wodan and Jake both laughed at once. Jake was seated on his pack, and fell backwards; Wodan reached for him, then fell and kicked up a shower of burning embers. Everyone laughed, including Jon.
 
   While Wodan brushed embers off his pants, Jake said, “Are you really the guy who took out the Ugly and the Coil?”
 
   “No,” said Wodan. “I just kind of did my part. And everyone’s part, Jake, can end up being pretty unexpected. Just like Cedrik here. He’s done the most so far, leading us through the wasteland. And not a one of us expected to hear what we just heard, now, did we?”
 
   Chris shrugged and, across the fire, Jon stared into Wodan. “You ever get shot?”
 
   “No,” said Wodan. “Been shot at tons of times, but never been shot. There was a close-call thanks to a bulletproof vest, though. You?”
 
   Jon thought for a moment, then shook his head. “But my brother, he’s been shot. An Ugly shot at him with a subbie, hit him in the chest, man... bullets went through his lungs, one tore into his kidney, one went right through his guts. He was laid up for weeks.”
 
   “He survived that?” Wodan shouted.
 
   “I swear he did,” said Jon. “He’s tough, sure, but you never know, you’re right, you never know what to expect from a situation. So you’re fine by me, Ced. Sorry if I flew off. But that’s why you got to be ready for anything at any time from anyone.”
 
   “Is he okay now?”
 
   “Yeah. In fact, he got shot in the head just a few months ago. He wrecked his car into a Smith, and the guy just blasted him... right here, above the eye.” Jon took a deep swig, then added, “And he survived that, too.”
 
   “Is he retarded?” said Chris.
 
   “Naw, man. Anyone can get shot.”
 
   “I mean, did getting shot in the head make him retarded?”
 
   “He’s just as he always was.”
 
   “That’s pretty amazing,” said Wodan. “Hopefully you’ve got some of that in you, too.”
 
   Jon darkened for a while, then said, “Well. It’s not like that for the whole family. I’ve got... I had... another brother.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “He got shot in the arm. Right in the thick muscle, here, on the shoulder.”
 
   “Blew his arm off, did it?” said Chris. “I’ve seen that.”
 
   “No, it was a little bullet from a .22 handgun. It got infected and he died a week later.”
 
   The boys drank in silence for a while, waiting for Jon to say that he was only joking. But he never did.
 
   


  
 




Chapter Six
 
   Watching vs. Being Watched
 
    
 
   For days they rode through the flatlands by the cold of night and slept in tents to hide from the heat of day. They grew pale. At daybreak they ate, and drank a little, and even after the alcohol was gone they enjoyed one another’s presence. Even Chris’s periodic eruptions became a focal point for comedy later, though Wodan considered Jon’s rambling monologues on guns and total warfare even better entertainment. Cedrik showed Wodan how he guided them by the lights of the Southern Cross constellation, and also by Sirius, the dog star, when it was out. Ophiuchus came to the fore for a while but when Wodan asked about it Cedrik shook his head, and said only that it was a dread constellation.
 
   They rose each day at sunset. It was a wonder to Wodan that this awful, harsh land could be so beautiful just as the sun died. He often met Sylas rising at the same time, and they greeted one another silently. One sunset Jake woke bleary-faced and confused. Wodan saw him remove a photograph from his pocket. Jake looked at it, shrieked, and dropped it. Jake looked around wildly, then shouted, “Where am I? Who are you people?! Oh, hell... why did I come here?”
 
   Wodan picked up the photograph and saw a slender female face staring ahead with vacant eyes. Jake stared at him, eyes wild with terror.
 
   “She’s not the same as you remembered?” said Wodan.
 
   “God’s death!” said Jake. “I’m a complete idiot!”
 
   “You don’t think she’s worth dying for anymore?”
 
   “Fuck no!” said Jake. “Are you kidding, man? What have I…”
 
   “Well, you’re in it now. Got to continue on.”
 
   Jake mounted up his bike, hissing fiercely the whole time. Cedrik clapped a hand to his shoulder and said, “Chill, man.”
 
   “She isn’t worth dying over!” Jake snapped at him.
 
   “Happens all the time, man,” said Cedrik, and they rode on.
 
   They rode through a dry storm one night and stopped because Cedrik could not see the stars for the dust. For several nights after that they had hunker down in their tents, for the bikes and even the truck would malfunction, each in turn, and Justinas had to dismantle and clean as best he could. Wodan knelt beside him while Chris and Sylas assisted but, unable to understand the functions of the machines, Wodan drifted away so that he could joke with the others or listen to Jon speak of all things deadly.
 
   The storm passed and Wodan lost track of the nights of their journey. They entered rocky lands, then they came to hills where the truck lumbered upwards very slowly, and they could hear Justinas grinding the gears behind them. They sometimes raced one another downhill. They had already run out of dry tinder, but in the hills they would often divide into teams of two and look for dead wood hiding in the crevices. Cedrik warned them to only cut living trees if it was absolutely necessary, which was usually never the case; he told them that cutting off life today could mean death tomorrow. Chris was able to shoot some wild animals for many of their meals, for it turned out he was a notable marksman.
 
   “When you get to where there’s big animals,” said Cedrik, sitting by the fire at mealtime, “then that means people, primitives, aren’t too far away. But people around - that means demons aren’t too far behind, either.”
 
   “How long can we keep building these fires?” said Wodan.
 
   “I’d like to keep doing it in these hills as long as we can,” Cedrik said. “Probably demons already hear our engines, if they’re around. It’s easy to push our luck this early on. People tend to let the landscape make their decisions for ’em. We’ll just do the same.”
 
   To Wodan, something felt unwise about that line of reasoning. However, after a long night of riding, the chill tended to seep through the clothes and into the bones. Everyone brightened up by the fire, and none of them looked forward to a camp without fire.
 
   The hills on either side were unlike the foothills of the mountains back home. Wodan remembered gray stone veined with purple rising into ice-capped ribs that stretched upward into a roof of clouds. These hills were red, traced with dull brown or sparkling strips of blue and yellow, sliced by ancient waterways long gone. Whenever they topped a hill Wodan often cast his eyes far into the east, where the hills made their way to the Black Valley that had forged him so long ago. He should have looked on the place with dread. Instead, he felt it calling out to him.
 
   They rode deeper into the hills, which became taller and more jagged such that the boys had to stick to the valleys. Cold wind whipped at them and it seemed that walls of red stone stretched on and on, forever and endless. Wodan knew that the world was far more vast than he’d ever suspected. It went on and on and needed no one to tend it, no one at all.
 
   One day, just before daybreak, Wodan and Jake slowly rode into their camp with a squat, dead tree suspended between them. The others were gathered in discussion. Wodan noticed Chris atop a hill, his eye glued to the scope of a long rifle.
 
   “What’s up?” said Wodan, stopping nearby.
 
   “I found a village, I think,” said Jon.
 
   “The only reason I don’t want to go into it now,” said Sylas, “is because we’re tired and it’ll screw up our internal clocks.”
 
   “But they could attack us while we’re asleep!” said Jon.
 
   Quietly, Cedrik said, “If they’re primitives, they won’t attack if they heard our engines. They’ll be too scared.”
 
   From atop the hill, Chris called out, “I see fires, but not shit else.”
 
   Wodan noted that none of them mentioned bypassing the village entirely. They’d been alone for too long, and needed some change. “They pretty far away?” he asked.
 
   “Sure,” said Jon. “I rode far out, but all I saw was their fires, really. Yeah, they’re far.”
 
   “Then let’s check ’em out tomorrow before nightfall, after we’re rested,” said Wodan. “That way if it comes to a fight or a scam, we’ll be ready either way.”
 
   They talked excitedly over their fire, and Jon showed them a technique he’d picked up for how to disarm a man and shatter his windpipe, just in case matters developed that way in the village.
 
   


  
 




Chapter Seven
 
   Loneliness Is Other People
 
    
 
   Near sundown Jon and Sylas ran among the tents, kicked open flaps and tossed in sand. Wodan closed his eyes again just as a great heap slapped him in the face, and he heard Chris beside him sputtering and cursing, as he rose to chase down the offenders. Wodan got up slowly, then saw Cedrik doing pushups while Justinas sat smiling on his back. The sun was low and burning dull like molten metal cooling, with a strip of green sky visible over the darkening hills.
 
   This time Jon took the lead and they crept slowly through pathways in the valleys. Jon stopped them after a while and conferred with Chris, who pointed and nodded. Wodan rolled up beside them and said, “Let’s leave the truck behind.”
 
   “You think?” said Jon.
 
   “Yeah. These people most likely live in the shadow of some demon. I’m sure they’ve got their eyes open for a scam, just looking for weaknesses. If we bring in a truck full of goods...”
 
   “You think they’ll attack?”
 
   “If some dude runs at us with a rusty .38, we’ll just blast him. What I’m afraid of is that these primitives aren’t going to want to visit with us so much as probe us with questions about our gear all night long, and even if we don’t let them into our truck, sooner or later things will turn up missing.”
 
   “S’right,” said Cedrik. “We’ll just lock it up, and Justi can ride in with one of us.”
 
   Chris leaned back and hollered, “Who’s bitch you wanna be, Juicy?!”
 
   “I stay with truck,” said Justinas.
 
   A cry in the negative went through the riders and then, when they finally got Justinas out of the truck and onto Cedrik’s bike, they all laughed and pointed, especially when Justinas had to wrap his arms around Cedrik in order to stay on the bike.
 
   Night settled in and they rode through some ancient riverbed, hard and flat, where they could pick up speed, and then they saw the fires ahead. Wodan sped up, drew alongside Jon, then yelled, “Why’d you come so far out here, man?”
 
   Jon shook his head, then put a hand to his ear.
 
   “I SAY, WHY’D YOU COME SO FAR OUT HERE? WERE YOU TOUCHING YOURSELF?”
 
   Jon yelled something inaudible.
 
   “I SAID, WERE YOU BEING INTIMATE BY YOURSELF!”
 
   Jon seemed to hear, then stared ahead with his jaw clenched. On the other side of Jon, Jake nodded as he moved his fist back and forth.
 
   They rode into a village of mud huts with several fires burning in the center and saw people, painted and and nearly naked, running into the huts. Eyes stared out at them as they cut the engines on their bikes and took off their helms. They looked about for a while, then dismounted.
 
   “HELLO-O-O!” shouted Wodan. “WE COME IN PEACE! HELLO!”
 
   A woman screamed, then the cry was cut off suddenly. The riders looked around, unsure what to do. “They never seen motorcycles, probably,” said Cedrik.
 
   Wodan checked to make sure that the automatic handgun at his side was easily accessible, then strode up to one of the huts. He heard the others following behind. He stuck his head inside and saw eyes staring back at him. As his vision adjusted he saw women and children, their bodies painted with red and yellow designs. Some of the children wore white markings. Wodan stepped inside slowly, his hands upraised. A woman shrieked as she clutched a child close to her breast. Another hissed in some unintelligible language. Wodan lowered himself to the ground, cross-legged, hands still upraised, and the other riders did the same. Wodan looked back and saw Jon leaning against the doorway, hand on the gun at his hip.
 
   They sat in silence for a long time. The fear of the women lessened. Eventually an envoy from another hut crept forward, all women, and they muttered something. “Hello,” said Wodan. “Friends, friends.”
 
   The fear died without warning, and the villagers ran to one of the fires and made some sort of preparations. The women in the hut rose, put their hands on the riders, and led them outside. Wodan was disheartened that this band of primitives did not speak the common tongue of the west. Still, they seemed friendly enough with their gap-toothed grins. He noted that there were no men at all among them.
 
   Some older women with hanging breasts clamored about them, chirping in their strange tongue, while others brought up gourds full of liquid. They pressed in on all sides, fingers probing, tongues clucking, and soon Jon looked about in alarm and Chris, towering over all of them, said, “I’m not afraid to hit a girl! I’m not afraid to hit a girl!” but Wodan laughed, put his hands on an older woman’s shoulders, then hugged her. The villagers laughed wildly. The story spread as others pantomimed Wodan’s act.
 
   Jake spluttered and spat on the ground, cursing. Liquid poured from his face and one of the gourds shook in his hand.
 
   “Shit!” Jon shouted. “What’s wrong? Is it poison?!”
 
   “Yeah!” said Jake, nodding. “It’s booze!”
 
   They laughed and passed the stuff around, but Wodan could not get over the complete absence of men. He and Justinas declined the drink.
 
   Several of the boys danced around the fire with the young girls. Wodan saw the sweat glistening on the bodies of the girls, drops making vivid streaks in their cracked paint. Sylas sat with a group of older women, nodding as they pointed to the sky, to the ground, to their bodies. Sylas pointed to the bikes, to the land, to his own hands. Once he was satisfied that no one was paying him any attention, Wodan picked up a flaming stick that was cool on one end, then made his way to an empty hut.
 
   He found the thing he had expected to find, a small religious shrine on a rickety pedestal. Wodan crouched before it and held the light close. The icon of their god was in the shape of a serpentine creature with segmented armor, many legs all in a row. Shells made of beetle hulls were on its back, with bits of fur and leather on its belly. Perched on top of the demon centipede was a fearsome little head, complete with fangs and glowering red eyes. It was an image of the thing they sacrificed to, and it was doubtful that the monster was herbivorous.
 
   Wodan went outside and approached the elders. He sat beside Sylas, then said, “They sacrifice to a flesh demon in order to survive.”
 
   Sylas nodded. “They’ve been trying to tell me about it. I think that it comes every full moon, and that it’s done so for as long as any of them can remember. Except that it hasn’t come around for several months.”
 
   “So where are their men?” said Wodan, glaring at the wrinkly-faced women.
 
   “Some kind of hunting trip, according to them.”
 
   Wodan hummed a skeptical note. “What’s the name of their monster god?”
 
   Sylas smiled faintly and said, “I keep trying to get that out of them. It, uh, has some kind of phallic connotation, but I can’t understand it.”
 
   Wodan hummed again, then rose and left them. He sat near the dancers and, seeing the joy on their faces, wondered if he was just being paranoid. If the demons were gathering into some kind of army, as Zach said, then it wasn’t entirely unlikely that this village’s demon had been called away for just such a purpose. The young dancing girls seemed happy, entirely unlike an oppressed people.
 
   Wodan watched his new friends. Jon held a girl close as they danced, his whiskered face beaming with light. Even sad, sorry Jake looked reborn as he showed a young girl some sort of ballroom dance. Cedrik held two girls on either knee and they giggled as he talked smoothly to them. Chris unashamedly made out with a girl lying in the sand, groping at her breasts feverishly. Wodan turned away from the dance and walked into the night.
 
   His sense of unease lessened as he entered the valley. He walked for a long time, eyeing the cold pinpricks of light overhead, until he drew near the truck. He saw a form shifting on top of it, unholstered his gun in a flash – then realized that it was Justinas. Wodan waved, then stepped onto the bumper, climbed over the cab, then sat beside the young man.
 
   “You do not go to the party?” said Justinas.
 
   “It’s not my scene,” said Wodan. “Something’s not right here.”
 
   “I do not like the party, either.”
 
   They sat in silence for a long time. Wodan considered that they were both foreigners in Pontius. “Do you miss your home?” said Wodan.
 
   “Yes... no. I thought that I will go with Hargis airships, back to Greeley. But what is in Greeley? My family, we leave it because of religion persecution. They do not want us. Is that a home, then?”
 
   “You’re a Smith, aren’t you? I thought your religion was the Machine.”
 
   Justinas shook his head slowly. “All is pretend, a job. You tell boss what he wants to hear. I like machines, true. Easier to understand than people!”
 
   “What is your religion?”
 
   In his native tongue, full of rolling R’s and harsh guttural consonants, he said, “Forgon Szaturn. We are disliked because we believe in the Redeemer, but also, many Redeemers. Many vegetarian who preach peace want to cook my people and eat them. You see then, how it is?”
 
   “Yeah, I see it. We’ve been fighting and killing each other for so long, and over nothing at all, that it’s given the demons enough time to organize and finally do away with us. It’s a mess.” Wodan thought for a moment, then said, “Maybe we should just settle down here and make a utopian nation where people can believe what they want to believe without getting hurt. What do you say, Justy? We could settle down with these ladies.”
 
   “A-a-a-ah, Wodan, now! These women, they are not for us. Sooner or later the big-man types, like Chris or Jon or even little Jake, they are get jealous looking at each other girlfriend’s mrahachans, and then they are shoot and kill one another. You do not want to settle here, Wodan. You want to move on. Even to plant a seed in a little desert girl is bad idea, worse if you move on, which you must. What if you bring a child into miserable existence, and you do not even know him, to help him? A little Wodan Junior, and he makes sacrifice to devils just to survive, with no father to protect him. Is this what you want?”
 
   “Of course not!”
 
   “See, it is a decent thing, the way you are. You carry yourself with distance. You are very deep inside yourself. Why carry on in a manner like Chris Kenny? Why wear heart on sleeves like Jake Herndon? Wodan will require a very strong woman, one who can bridge the gap between reality and self. A woman who will follow you into death itself. You will be patient!”
 
   A very strong woman…
 
   Wodan’s thoughts drifted into dreams. He saw Dove Langley sitting beside him on the beach, the wind touching her black hair. He saw her spinning on a dune, saw her hands dance as the bodies of succubi exploded around her, shredded by her Cognati power. Nothing was more powerful than her dance, nothing more powerful than her smile.
 
   *              *              *
 
   Wodan woke in complete darkness, the air stifling hot. He groped about and felt metal walls hot to the touch. Trapped in some steel prison! Eventually he felt a stack of boxes, then saw a crack of light and realized that he was in the back of the truck, where he had laid down to sleep the night before. He raised the rear gate and sunlight flooded the chamber and the wind of the desert felt cool by comparison, and he knew it was a wonder that he had not suffocated to death.
 
   “Justi!” he called out. His voice echoed off the walls of stone.
 
   He walked in the glaring light of day for a long time, and would have passed up the village if not for the sudden screaming of the women. He ran, then saw Jon Best, shirtless, glaring defiantly at a group of older women, one of whom shook some dead animal near his face. Justinas crouched in the shade of a mud hut nearby.
 
   “What’s going on?” said Wodan.
 
   “Your guess, just as good as mine,” said Justinas.
 
   Chris stumbled from a hut, one leg in his pants and one hand fumbling with his gun as it dropped into the sand. Wodan approached Jon and the women, his heart beating harder as he approached some crisis long overdue.
 
   Jon turned to him suddenly. “This old bitch says I killed her stupid chicken.”
 
   The old woman whirled on Wodan and waved the body of some gutted bird in his face, shrieking unintelligible outrage. Wodan waved the bird away. The woman stuck it closer and he pushed her wrist away, harder this time.
 
   “Did you kill her chicken?”
 
   “Man, what the hell am I going to do with some fuckin’ old bitch’s fuckin’ chicken? I didn’t even know they had chickens up in this bitch.”
 
   More women gathered about, then began shrieking like the first. Wodan glanced to the side and noted that their bikes were still there.
 
   Wodan turned on the old woman. “He didn’t kill your chicken. Lady, he didn’t kill your chicken, alright?” The women shrieked louder, and Wodan shouted, “We’re not going along with your little scam! If you wanted to trade it for something, we would have.” They were deaf to him. “Trade! You understand, trade? No?” The women forgot Jon and focused on Wodan, their eyes burning into him, their nostrils dilated strangely. The air crackled, sharp and surreal.
 
   “We gotta get out of here,” said Chris. He ran toward the bikes and several of the women broke and ran after him. Wodan looked back and forth, confused and angry. Just then the old woman shoved her chicken right into his face. Wodan cursed and snatched the chicken away from her.
 
   “Wodan, wait!” shouted Sylas, and Wodan slapped the chicken into the ground, unholstered his automatic, raised it, and fired it into the air. The women and boys jumped, then the women shrieked and scattered and filed into the huts.
 
   Wodan saw Cedrik roll out of a hut, shirtless, two pistols held high. “What’s happening!” he shouted.
 
   “We’re out of here!” said Wodan. “It’s a scam. We have to get out of here before they make us kill them.”
 
   They quickly gathered their things. Sylas emerged covered in red and yellow face paint, looking forlorn as they mounted up. The roar of the engines drowned out the cries of the young women who gathered near the huts, beating their breasts and wailing in horrified silence.
 
   And here I thought they were going to sacrifice us to a demon, thought Wodan. All along, they were just setting us up for their big chicken play.
 
   *              *              *
 
   They rode hung over during the middle of the day, mindless from the heat and from sweating inside their suits. After several torturous hours Sylas pointed at something, over and over. They stopped and passed around binoculars and scopes. A long line of men passed over a hill in the distance, each covered in garish black and blue paint. Unable to comment on the sighting, the boys drank water from the truck, a few puked, then they moved on.
 
   Hours later, just when they were about to stop, they drove right upon another village. The riders turned about, squealed tires, and threw dust up all around. People shouted and ran as they tore through the center of the village, then blasted through a series of valleys until they were sure the village was far behind. They stopped to pee and to drink, and Chris said, “What the shit was that about!”
 
   “Did you notice,” said Sylas, laughing, “that the women in that village wore black and blue paint, just like the men we saw earlier today?”
 
   “You’re right,” said Jake. “But the men, they were wearing yellow and red, just like the women in the first village we went to!”
 
   “You know what it is?” said Cedrik. “The men go on hunting trips to pick up some food for the ladies. But the men in both villages, they go huntin’ at the same time...”
 
   “So they can do the ladies-next-door,” said Chris. “And I bet all of ’em think they’re fooling everybody.”
 
   “Sylas,” said Wodan. “You talked to them. Do they venerate marriage?”
 
   Sylas chuckled. “They think a woman should stay a virgin until the very night she’s married. Otherwise, they say a demon will know, and become very angry.”
 
   Wodan shook his head. “They get uncomfortable about their own reproductive cycle, and that’s what makes flesh demons hungry? It’s worse than I ever thought.”
 
   “What do you mean?” said Jake, still laughing.
 
   “Because that’s what we’re really fighting out here,” said Wodan. “Bad ideas grow in the shadow of the demon.”
 
   


  
 




Chapter Eight 
 
   Civilization vs. Barbarism
 
    
 
   Zeppelins with the yellow sun of Hargis, the scorpion of Pontius, and benign white banners drifted by day and flew hard by night when Edwar could guide them by his star charts. Virgil was sick for days, gripping his stomach and rolling around belowdecks, but finally he emerged and was full of wonder despite the grim nature of their mission. He had never been so far from Pontius in all his life. The tales of demonic murder and wasteland sacrifice he’d been raised on seemed like old wives’ tales here among the clouds, the pure air, the clean wind, and the expanse of empty earth so far below.
 
   But not all of the airship’s occupants were filled with bliss. Miss Oliver and Judge Rosebudd sat and stared at one another from across the deck. They had done this for days, ever since their brief, polite greeting ended and they’d put faces to names and realized that one of them worked for the state and the other worked for personal profit. Miss Oliver clicked one steel-lined heel of a traveling boot on the deck, then clicked the toe against her chair in endless repetition. Judge Rosebudd’s beady eyes shone like lasers under his immense forehead, incredibly imposing except for the fact that his thin judge’s tie flapped about in the wind and constantly slapped against his face.
 
   “Admit it,” said Judge Rosebudd, finally breaking his silence. “As soon as we reach Sunport, you’re either planning to leave us and settle down there, or at least stake out property so that you can move there in an efficient and profitable manner.”
 
   “Let’s be honest,” said Miss Oliver. “When that army of dogmen hits Pontius and it becomes obvious that the forces we’ve cobbled together can’t hold them off, neither one of us are going to be manning the walls ourselves. We’ll be one of the first ones on an airship out of there.”
 
   The judge grunted in satisfaction. “Typical response from someone used to making a living wherever she can and however she can, rather than staking her reputation on the strength of her moral backbone.”
 
   “Is that how you see this trip?” Miss Oliver feigned a smile, then gestured to two servants. One extended a long cigarette from a silver case while another hunched over and attempted to light the thing against the fierce wind. Miss Oliver had to lean to the side so that she could be seen. “That’s interesting, because the way I see it, when we negotiate with Sunport, or Haven, or Greeley, or any other city, the first bargaining chip that will come into play will be the resources that are at my disposable. I can’t remember, judge, so please help me; what resources will you bring to the negotiating table? Will you be using your political pull among the Pontius city officials?”
 
   “Our elected officials have given me full authority to negotiate as I see fit when it comes to defending our home from complete destruction!”
 
   “I’m sure they have. It’s always easy to spend other people’s money, isn’t it?”
 
   Judge Rosebudd betrayed no emotion at all, except his face briefly turned beet red before it returned to its usual color. “It always comes down to money with people like you, doesn’t it?”
 
   Miss Oliver placed a hand to her heart in a gesture of shock, then said, “Is it about something other than survival to you?”
 
   “It’s about…” Judge Rosebudd realized that he had begun his reply before it had fully formulated, and his reply was not yet fully formulated because most of his mind was caught up in the fantasy of grasping the insufferable woman by her heels and casting her off the airship while her servants fled in terror. With no small effort he stifled the satisfying mental image, then said, “It’s about doing the right thing, no matter the cost. We must never give in to barbarism. Not now, not ever.”
 
   “Ah. Unbending moral principles, then. Hm, let’s see, is that the common thread of the human experience that you plan on harnessing in order to get the common citizen to defend Pontius, not to mention the citizens of a few other city-states who don’t really care whether we live or die?”
 
   “I –”
 
   “Good luck with that.”
 
   “Alright, you two,” said Virgil. “You’re both being complete and total downers. Can’t you see that-”
 
   Just as Virgil gestured toward the blue sky and a strip of dark mountains in the distance, King Zachariah came up from belowdecks and said, “This isn’t a vacation, detective.”
 
   Virgil started to explain what he’d been attempting to say, then stopped himself when he saw the young king’s expression as he passed by. The young man with a reputation as a hopelessly idealistic and emotionally imbalanced drunk seemed completely changed, hardened and determined. He went and stood at the bow and soldiers on either side of him saluted and stood at attention. The elders knew that the young man wanted revenge for what had been taken from him, but for some reason, his base desire for vengeance seemed nobler than their own intentions.
 
   Zach gestured to one of his soldiers, who stood ready with a powerful Smith radio set. Zach took the mouthpiece, then said, “Commander Sipara.”
 
   A pause, then, “Yessir!”
 
   “There’s a change of plans. I want you to leave us and go to Greeley. There’s no reason for us to stick together as we continue on to Sunport. What ships and resources you take, I’ll leave that to your judgment. I’m going to put Bruner on so you can decide on a good place to regroup.”
 
   “Yes, sir,” said the tinny voice on the radio. “We’ve been talking about that ourselves. There are some decent people in Greeley, their kind have done alright by us. The least we can do is warn them.”
 
   “That’s right, Commander. But the most you can do - remember, we need reinforcements.”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   “I trust you to negotiate a deal.” Just then Edwar Bruner approached and whispered something to Zach. “You’re sure?” said Zach. Edwar nodded. “Commander?”
 
   “Yessir!”
 
   “Edwar Bruner has given his permission to include the design for his zeppelin airship in the negotiation. However, only play that card if you absolutely must.”
 
   Zach handed the radio over to Edwar, then walked to the edge of the deck, leaned over, and watched his men going about their duties on the other airships.
 
   Miss Oliver and Judge Rosebudd looked at him. Horrified, they wondered if the survival of their homes depended not on their schemes, but on the sacrifices made by a younger generation that had not yet developed a deep well of cunning survival strategies, but had only their own blood to give.
 
   “We’ll reach Sunport soon,” said Zach. “I don’t know these lands as well as the rest of you. Tell me, who is the official ruler of that city?”
 
   Zach waited in silence. No one knew the name of Sunport’s ruler. There followed a lengthy argument on how such ignorance could be possible.
 
   *              *              *
 
   The sky was slate gray over Sunport. Hard-edged storm clouds hung over the banners perched on the rooftop where the representatives of Sunport and Pontius sat on stools and faced one another. On one side, King Zachariah sat at the fore, with his counselors from Pontius on either side and a line of Hargis soldiers directly behind. On the other side sat Governor Termidi, white-haired and puffy-eyed, with thick lips that hung low on either side of his weak chin and a fine cape of blue and purple velvet. Four uniformed guards, beefy men with shotguns, stood behind him, but the majority of his guard wore motley armor and carried a wide range of weapons. They acted as escorts for the diverse merchant-lords who sat on either side of the governor, constantly hissing in one another’s ears.
 
   They sat in silence for nearly one quarter of an hour, then Governor Termidi cleared his throat. “I have many questions, but also a grievance. I would like to air the grievance first.”
 
   Zach nodded slightly.
 
   “We have run the Ugly out of our city,” said Termidi, “and I have heard mixed reports of their doings in Pontius. I have heard that they are destroyed, and that they are resurrected. I do not rightly know what to believe, though I suspect many things. What say you, Pontius?”
 
   Zach turned to Judge Rosebudd, who said, “The Law and the Smith and the Coil allied against them, Governor, and they are indeed destroyed. Some surviving elements fought back, which is probably why you heard of a resurrection. But they are gone, and the Coil was also dissolved shortly thereafter.”
 
   “So Pontius has done some house cleaning, I see!” While the governor laughed, many of the merchant-lords conferred among themselves. “But there is the matter of reparations.”
 
   “Reparations?” said Judge Rosebudd.
 
   “The Ugly were a blight on our city, a blight of Pontius’s making. They were not easily gotten rid of.”
 
   “They were a blight for us as well,” said Miss Oliver, “but the dead cannot very well be asked for reparations.”
 
   “Pontius yet lives,” said Termidi. “For now.”
 
   Zach spoke up. “The survival of Pontius is linked with the survival of Sunport, Governor Termidi. Let me be direct: I would like to leave all matters of reparations left to a future date…” At that, one merchant jostled against the governor as he hissed into his ear. “… so that we might make haste in our discussion of a common defense against an invading army.”
 
   “Matters of reparations are often left to tomorrow,” said Termidi, “and are even more often never settled at all.”
 
   “Sir, there will be no tomorrow, for either of us, if we do not settle this matter of defense against an invasion.”
 
   Another merchant bumped into the governor but this time the governor pushed the merchant away forcibly, then furrowed his brow in annoyance. Termidi stared into Zach for a long time, then said, “Invasion,” very slowly, as if half-asleep.
 
   Zach told the story of the demonic invasion, the destruction of Hargis, the end of the royal line, and the sighting of a unified force of dogmen, human rebels, and even former soldiers.
 
   The merchant-lords were silent after the tale. Termidi spoke up finally. “And how do you know... that they are traveling to Pontius?”
 
   “We saw them traveling north,” said Zach. “They are not a band of refugees, as we thought at first. They are armed for war.”
 
   “But it is a long way to Pontius from Hargis. The wasteland will most likely destroy them, don’t you think?”
 
   “The demon is the wasteland,” Zach said forcefully, “and the demon spared them when they could have easily destroyed them along with the rest of Hargis. I know that the demons spared them for a reason. That reason can only be for the destruction of human settlements. A force like that will roll right over Pontius - and the city closest to Pontius, Governor Termidi, is Sunport.”
 
   The governor cast his eyes about, then said, “What do you propose?”
 
   “That we stop them at Pontius. We come for reinforcements. If you help us fend off the horde, if you help us break them and scatter them back into the wasteland, then your city will be spared the destruction that Hargis was not.”
 
   “This!” cried a high-pitched voice full of arrogance. All those gathered turned to a small merchant dressed in ornate purple robes lined with jewels, with a face like a dried prune and with gold spirals cast into the scabby wrinkles on top of his head. The dwarf had been invisible only moments before, but now his voice demanded complete attention. “This!” he cried out again, “is a problem of Pontius. So let us wish Pontius good luck in its endeavors!”
 
   “Good merchant-”
 
   “The! Filius! Bilch!” screamed the merchant.
 
   “Mister... Bilch. You must see that such an army, made up almost entirely of beasts with no concept of long-term self-sustainment, will not stop after pillaging Pontius.”
 
   “You must forgive me,” said Filius, with mock apprehension, “for I am but a simpleton. I came to be the most powerful merchant on the entire coast quite by accident, rather than by great force of intellect and wisdom. Perhaps you will be so kind as to explain exactly why this imagined “horde” will not stop at Pontius? Do speak slowly, good sir; I’m quite dim-witted.”
 
   Zach was taken aback, and the outland entourage glanced at one another uneasily. Zach leaned forward slightly, then said, “The humans among the horde have anti-establishment sentiments, and the dogmen have never been a friend to mankind. Some force has unified them... and it must be for the only purpose that their kind understand.”
 
   “A bunch of idealists and brutes, then?” said Bilch. “Most likely they will wear themselves out fighting their own mirror image in Pontius. Yes? No? Ah - most likely, then, they will not even survive their trek through the wasteland.”
 
   “All the better,” said Zach, staring into the dwarf. “We can still make an alliance, in either case. Then, if we find out that the invaders have worn themselves out and are no problem at all, we can set up trade routes, pacts of mutual protection and such, between our cities - with the strength and speed of the airship to back the alliance. We know, now, that the flesh demons are-”
 
   “Pfffft!” said Bilch. “Proud Pontius, exporters of drugs and human trash. How I wish that our current trade routes could be widened, so that more garbage could be funneled into our streets.”
 
   “The gangs of Pontius are either dead or are being conscripted into a fighting force that can stand against invasion. With the power of the airship, all cities could be united by a binding force safe from the wasteland and safe from the demon. Mister Bilch, have you not lost a great many convoys in the land between Pontius and other cities?”
 
   The dwarf looked about, then said, “A great many convoys lost between here and Pontius? Somebody, please fetch my accountant. Oh, wait! Don’t bother. Yes, I remember now! I clearly recall the half dozen pathetic convoys that crawl between Sunport and Pontius every year, half of which are lost to demon raids, and half of which are run by pathetic salesmen desperate to pay their bills because they can’t afford one of the many, many ships which come in and out of our port all day long and turn a great profit in trade along the relatively safe coastal waters, which the demons have never shown any interest in, and which is populated by a great number of incredibly wealthy coastal cities.”
 
   Miss Oliver, who had been about to speak, immediately clamped her mouth shut. Desperate, Judge Rosebudd said, “Perhaps, sir, you could help defend the wealth of the coastal cities by, ah, manning Pontius as a sort of fort, a first-line of defense against, well, inland invasion…?”
 
   Filius Bilch sat in silence for a long time, then said, “By the gods, I’ve suddenly been stricken deaf! I have lost the ability to hear the utterances of buffoons and beggars! How will I continue on in this state?”
 
   Zach burned with anger, and he said, “Sir, surely you must see-”
 
   “Yes, I do indeed see the irony of Pontius requiring representation by a landless king who lives so far from the city in question that he’s never had to smell the stench of the river of piss that churns between her gaping legs.”
 
   “You speak to a king of Hargis!” shouted a soldier. Zach raised his hand as he saw the guards behind the merchant-lords stiffen suddenly.
 
   “So you own the coast,” said Zach, quietly, “and you have all that you need. What say you, other merchants of Sunport? Perhaps you would be interested in the money we have to offer, or the design of the airship we have to offer, in exchange for help against mutual destruction?”
 
   Zach looked at the merchant-lords, each in turn, and saw that they were downcast and sullen. A few glanced at the dwarf, but never for more than a moment. Even the governor only stared down at his feet.
 
   “They want for nothing,” said Bilch.
 
   “I see,” said Zach. “I congratulate you, dwarf. Your stranglehold on these people is complete. And their castration will be complete, too, once the horde has devoured us and comes calling on you for desert.”
 
   Zach rose, gave a signal, and rope ladders dropped down from the zeppelins overhead.
 
   “Surely you mustn’t leave so soon!” said the dwarf, waving. “Goodbye, then! Happy trails! Fuck ya later!”
 
   *              *              *
 
   They flew over the sea and the night sky was cold and clear. Bruner sat on the deck and watched the stars while Virgil and Zach leaned against the prow, huddled in blankets.
 
   “I don’t mean to be rude,” said Virgil. “I’d heard a few rumors about you, but I… well, you surprised me back there. You kept your cool, which is more than I could have done at your age.”
 
   “Thanks,” said Zach. “But you know as well as I do that “almost” doesn’t count in this kind of work.”
 
   “I guess not. But I was impressed, all the same. I mean, I’d met Wodan’s other friends. They were shiftless, depressed… a lot of them were half crazy. I guess I thought you might be the same. Why didn’t you stay any longer in Pontius with Wodan?”
 
   Zach laughed suddenly, then said, “I was kicked out of Pontius for being a drunk and causing a lot of property damage.”
 
   Virgil looked away, swallowed a lump, then laughed as well.
 
   They heard the clink of boots and saw the lights of cigarettes as cloaked soldiers came up from belowdecks to relieve the current watchmen.
 
   “Do you know what I’ve been thinking?” said Zach. “I’ve been thinking that this is the same sea that Wodan crossed to come to us.”
 
   Virgil thought for a moment. “I’m interested to see what kind of land produced him. Just imagine, if they...”
 
   “And the land that kicked him out,” said Zach. “Don’t forget.”
 
   “Oh, I won’t. But that will of his, that determination. It had to come from somewhere.”
 
   “And also, that isolation. That untouchable distance. That... that willingness to die.”
 
   “You think they won’t help us, either?”
 
   “What are we to them?” said Zach. “They can cite the Ugly as a grievance, just as Sunport did. And we certainly can’t promise them much of an alliance. Dogmen are pigheaded enough to make a trek across the wasteland, but there’s no way they could ever cross the sea. They’re too violent and too shortsighted. I don’t think we have anything to offer the people of Haven.”
 
   “Tell them,” said Edwar, loudly, “that the boy Wodan has already rid the world of the Ugly, and that we thank Haven most kindly for his services. We’ll ask them if we can have another just like him, and praise them for raising him as they did, and be done with it. Now stop feeling sorry for yourselves, gentlemen. It’s distracting.”
 
   “I’m not feeling sorry for myself,” said Virgil.
 
   “You’ve been kicking yourself for not going out there with Wodan,” said Edwar, not bothering to look at Virgil hiding his face as he passed by. “But you didn’t, so let the matter go and focus on what you can do here and now. Wodan has his own mission. His own personal destiny. You said it yourself, Zach, that he is quite untouchable. Your worrying helps him even less than you imagine.”
 
   Virgil watched in silence while Edwar flipped through his star charts. Just then a woman came up from below, huddled in a long fur jacket. She sat in a chair near Edwar, who put an arm around her as he kept his eyes on the stars.
 
   Virgil leaned in close to Zach, then said, “Edwar Bruner, his airship, his ambition… you know, he kind of reminds me of Wodan, except he never laughs. The thing is, both of them are exiles from their homeland. It’s kind of strange, when you-”
 
   “God’s death, you’re right,” said Zach, frowning. “Maybe civilization isn’t worth saving.”
 
   Zach turned to Virgil. Instead of a cynical smile in appreciation of the irony, Virgil’s face bore only a look of sadness and horror.
 
   *              *              *
 
   In the sharp, cold daylight, everyone hung over the sides of the zeppelins and stared in numb, slack-jawed amazement at the steel airships with their spinning wings of blades. A soldier of Hargis shrieked at the radio: “Luh-lord! Uh! R-r-radio!”
 
   Zach nodded dumbly as he stumbled up to the radio set. It chirped loudly, then a voice said, “You are in Haven airspace! Identify yourselves immediately!”
 
   Zach swallowed in a dry throat. One ship circled so near that he could see massive guns protruding from its sides. “People of Haven,” said Zach, delaying in order to collect his thoughts. “People of Haven, I am King Zachariah Hargis of the ruined land of Hargis, representative of the city of Pontius, and... and friend of Wodan, a former citizen of your land! We come in peace! Repeat, we come in pea-”
 
   “DO NOT SAY THAT NAME,” the voice on the radio replied. There was a long pause and Zach exchanged a look with Miss Oliver. “We will escort you to a landing. Follow us.” Several of the airships flew ahead, impossibly fast, and Zach lowered the radio set.
 
   They flew on in silence, then Virgil said, “Maybe Wodan was some kind of serial killer. You know? I mean… he is kind of weird, and… and they don’t seem too fond of him…”
 
   “Gods,” said Zach shaking his head. “Gods.”
 
   They flew past a range of snow-capped mountains, then over a wide turf of swaying green. When the soldiers realized that they were looking at trees, wild and as far as the eye could see, they shrieked aloud. “Gods above!” said Miss Oliver. “It’s just like the Black Valley. Wealth... incalculable wealth!”
 
   They touched down on an airstrip. They were surrounded by jeeps and men in gleaming white and blue-tinged armor, armed with massive rifles and heavy sidearms. Zach descended, arms upraised, and spoke to a Guardian with authority. He heard the faint trace of an accent, nearly the same as Wodan’s.
 
   After some confused dialogue, the crowd of Guardians parted suddenly. Zach looked and saw a tall, broad-shouldered man with long, dreaded red hair and a dark face. He wore a simple black cloak and a black uniform decorated only with a single red patch. The man’s gaze was unbearably hard, like a stab into the soul, and Zach nodded to him but could say nothing.
 
   The man stopped before Zach, towering over him. “I am Yarek Dragon-Slayer, Commander of the Reavers,” he said. “In the name of the Great Exile, welcome to Haven.”
 
   


  
 




Chapter Nine
 
   The Half Breed
 
    
 
   “Vito,” said Globulus. “There is a God.”
 
   Khan Vito woke from the dream. As soon as he stirred, he felt Naarwulf rise as well. Loyal Naarwulf, who woke when his master woke. Light filtered in through the large tent and Vito rose into a sitting position, rubbing sleep from his eyes. Naarwulf snapped his fingers and one of the women moved quickly to prepare a meal. Another woman sleeping nearby remained unresponsive; Naarwulf slapped her in the gut, and she coughed and rose, still half-asleep but moving about their meal. Vito rose and one of the women bent over, then raised his pants up to him, then slid his boots nearer his feet. Vito looked into a small mirror. His face was haggard and bestial. Every day it seemed he was becoming more and more a dogman. He and his leashman dressed, then left the tent.
 
   The sun was near to setting and the heat was still close and unbearable. Dogmen and men moved about, dreary and sluggish. Vito knew that the cold would soon wake them. They were now fully acclimated to nighttime travel.
 
   They sat in the sand and Vito said, “I had another dream.” Naarwulf craned his head and Vito said, “Globulus spoke of God.”
 
   “A holy dream,” said Naarwulf.
 
   “I had the distinct impression that God lived on a mountain in Srila. In a holy place. And to look upon the Face of God meant certain death.”
 
   “That is true,” said Naarwulf, nodding.
 
   “Is that the god you pray to?”
 
   Naarwulf nodded.
 
   “Why do no dogmen pray to the lion of the south?”
 
   “That god is not a benevolent god. He does not care for his people. He has no people. Our god is a god of peace. Men... most men, do not understand.” Naarwulf thought for a moment, then said, “In our stories, the wise men say that the lion and our people were born in the same place. We were meant to be friends and comrades and to stand against the evil queen. But the lion was cruel to his friends. He was arrogant, and tore free from the garden, alone. Our people loved one another, we were a community. When the garden fell to rot, we left together.”
 
   “I see.” Vito thought of the mythology of the dogmen. The simple story was, perhaps, an explanation for their inborn sense of community, their distrust of individuality, of the lone troublemaker. It made sense that they put the lion-god, one of the four gods of the wasteland, in their story as a kindred spirit. The lion-god was a hunter, a warrior, a killer, and dogmen favored that sort of thing. But they distrusted the fact that the lion-god needed no one, for a dogman needs a great amount of support from his community in order to survive - both physically and psychologically. The god they prayed to, perhaps the same one that Globulus often spoke of, enjoyed sacrifice, rewarded selflessness and the giving of gifts, and rewarded whole communities for good behavior and punished whole communities for the sins of single members.
 
   Even Vito made a show of praying to the god of the dogmen, but he could never believe in it. He had the taint of the city, he figured, that mixture of cynicism and inquisitiveness that plagued the minds of men. Unlike the dogmen, he could not say, “God willed it thus.”
 
   “What is troubling you?” said Naarwulf. One of the women knelt beside the opening to the tent and passed several bowls of dried meat and coffee to Naarwulf.
 
   “I am afraid,” said Vito, “that Globulus is the only honest man in the world.”
 
   “You are an honest man.”
 
   “Hm.”
 
   “I can smell lies,” said Naarwulf. “And you smell clean.”
 
   “Only honest enough to admit that I know nothing. Globulus, though. In secret, he told me many, many things. He... he made statements.”
 
   “What kind of statements?”
 
   “But I... I state nothing.”
 
   *              *              *
 
   The horde moved. From atop one of their trucks, Vito could see the tops of their heads, bobbing and lurching on all sides and stretching into forever. Thousands of torches hovered over the legions, more numerous than the stars above. When he closed his eyes, the hum of the trucks and the pounding of feet was like the dull roar of an ocean. He knew that if they all roared at once, the entire world would explode.
 
   He lowered himself from the truck so that he could walk among them. He slapped a dogman on his strong back; the leashman, far taller than his Khan, barked and dipped his head low. Vito walked among the throng, saw their furred faces, saw them hiding weariness from his glance. He walked near a tanker heavy with fuel. There were others like it. He estimated that they had just enough to get to Pontius. Just enough for all the trucks full of gear and weapons and food gutted from Hargis. Enough fuel for Pontius, and not a drop more. Like the economy of nature: just enough for the next kill, and not an ounce more.
 
   He moved on and saw a dogman leading a horse by its reins, then saw a long line of the beasts. Already they had started eating the animals. Early on, the fighting over the animals had been terrible, because there were nowhere near enough mounts for all of them. Better they eat the animals than ride them, their Khan had declared, and better they eat the horses than one another. No dogman or human rode a horse in the Khan’s legion.
 
   He walked among the livestock, fat bleating animals that stank no worse than the dogmen. Just the other day Vito had had a dogman executed for having sexual congress with one of them. The pup had been brought to him with a terrible commotion and cries for blood; only blood could cleanse his sexual license. The dogman seemed a strapping warrior, large and with great teeth. Really, their Khan had cared little that the pup had had sex with an animal, and he would have preferred to let the matter drop. But he had to perform his part in order for the whole to be maintained, and so with grand flourish he had ordered the dogman to be tied at the limbs to four different horses. Those who saw the spectacle of the beating of the horses, how they ran and pulled the pup apart, how the intestines spilled out in a great pool, how the sinner cried out – those witnesses had run to every corner of the horde and told of how their mighty Khan cleansed the sins among them, and was surely in communion with God Himself. Vito felt nothing during the event. Even when the blood was pouring, he had only experienced a sense of mild distaste.
 
   *              *              *
 
   Another sunset in the flatlands and Vito sat with Naarwulf and Ric Ramos and some other trusted guards. While Ramos cooked a giant pig on a spit, he told them of the time he lived in Hargis, before he joined the PRC, when he had sworn off his life of crime. No more selling of drugs, no more frequenting prostitutes, no more bloodshed. But the vow had made him greatly hungered, and so he made the mistake of going into a neighborhood store, and there he saw a little girl who was disrespected by the shop owner by way of an accusation of theft. In a blind rage, Ramos slapped the shit out of the shop owner, who drew a firearm against him. Ramos took the firearm away and blasted the man in the chest. Kneeling over the dying man, he remembered his own reputation, and so strangled the rest of the life from him. The dogmen barked out great laughter.
 
   I’ll go to the sea, thought Vito. I’ll destroy Pontius, then move as best I can to Sunport and put it to the torch. I’ll give the horde leave to rape the coast as they see fit. Then I’ll walk into the sea by myself. I’ll go under the water and be no more.
 
   A dogman pup crawled near the roasting pig. Ramos watched him as he licked the thing’s ear, then pushed him away roughly.
 
   “Shit,” said Ramos. “We can eat like this every day. I can cook up a whole hog every day. ’Cause I don’t give a fu-u-u-uck!”
 
   No one has ever mentioned our inability to sustain ourselves, thought Vito. No one… no, not one, has mentioned sustainability.
 
   They are perfect for this work. They are perfect.
 
   Bloodnose, with pink skin under ratty white hair, with visible ribs and dead gray eyes, crept silently to the group and sat. Conversation dimmed and several edged away. Vito turned on one dogman, barked loudly, eyes fierce, and the reluctant leashman sat still. Bloodnose’s gray brother Frigidskin crept up, silent like his brother, and sat nearby as well. They were excellent trackers and snipers, pariahs who had no capacity for showmanship like the rest of their kin. Vito liked them, and it annoyed him that the others did not trust them. But still, he did not look at them. If they were pariahs then they were pariahs.
 
   Ganson regarded his Khan with open curiosity. Ganson was a young dogman who had only just reached maturity, and so his body was an awkward combination of bony and muscular. He was covered in thin tufts of yellow-and-brown hair. His fangs were very long, and while it was said that he was a berserker in battle, mindless of his own safety, Vito had seen nothing of him save a sort of shrewd wisdom, a keen knack for knowing when to speak and who to speak to. He was the son of a chieftain. Because his people had been enslaved by the men of Hargis, Ganson and many of his kin had human names. They had had the sense to join the Khan without a fight.
 
   When we reach the coast, I’ll give what’s left of the horde over to Naarwulf and Ganson. Ganson will be full-grown by then. He’ll be less loyal to me, and ready to lead. The dogmen will grow to hate one another again. They will grow weary of the wasteland. They will be ready to divide up and in stolen ships they will rape the coast until their ships fall to rot and sink. And I will be dead, long dead, by then.
 
   *              *              *
 
   All women belonged to the Khan. He loaned them out to the chieftains, but he had to make sure that they remembered they were only on loan. By way of punishment, he or Naarwulf sometimes had to fuck a chieftain’s raggedy, scared harem while the chief and his guards watched. Victor’s rights after a duel. And the fucking looked no different from the fighting, for bruised property was reminder to a dogman long after a word had been forgotten.
 
   Khan Vito approached his tent near daybreak as the horde settled, and he turned to Naarwulf. “Make some rounds somewhere.”
 
   Naarwulf stopped instantly, barked in the affirmative, and Vito entered his tent alone.
 
   Two girls were huddled near one another in the tent. One had long red hair, straight and lank with grease. She was very small and had thin lips. The other was rounder, more full, with curly black hair bunched up with filth. Vito stood over them and said, “Take off my pants.”
 
   The dark-haired girl crawled before him and unzipped his pants while the other unlaced his boots. He felt his pants pulled down, then his stinking cock hung before the dark-haired girl’s face. She moved to touch it but he slapped her hand away. He moved to their mats of straw and piled them up, then sat down on his coarse throne. He gestured to the black-haired girl and she crawled to him, pulled off her single loose garment, and sat beneath him. He glared at the small red-headed girl and she dropped her thin, filthy dress. She stood awkward and skinny, but did not move to cover her small breasts as she once did.
 
   Vito felt hot breath, then the dark-haired girl put his limp cock in her mouth. She closed her eyes and swirled her tongue around the thing. He leaned over slightly and she arched her back so that he could look at her full ass. He filled out quickly in her mouth and she moved her head back and forth, warm and soft.
 
   He gestured to the red-head and she settled near him and licked his belly, his chest, as she had been taught to do. This was how he liked her best; her body off to the side, all gangly and bothersome but out of sight, and with her soft red hair near him. He liked her profile, liked the feel of her tongue. But that was all that he liked about her.
 
   “You suck a dick like a retard eats jelly,” said Vito. “It’s all one big sloppy mess that someone else has to clean up.” The dark-haired girl put her hand to the shaft as she moved her head, eager only to avoid punishment. “Proud cunts of Hargis,” he mused. “Noble sluts getting fucked by the ugly, hairy Half Breed.”
 
   The dark-haired girl worked her mouth faster, wincing a little as he hardened more gripped a hand at the base of her neck and squeezed her fat breasts with the other. Then he pushed the red-haired girl away, she squealed and hit the sand, and he exploded into the other girl’s mouth. He held her head down, then pushed her away as well.
 
   He leaned forward, hissing fiercely. “Cunts of Hargis,” he sighed. “Do anything to keep out of the wasteland, won’t you.”
 
   While the girls cleaned him up and dressed him, he admitted to himself that he did not feel at home.
 
   *              *              *
 
   Khan Vito stood over a dead dogman challenger in a ring of fire and was pummeled by waves of sound, the howling of thousands of barbarians, and he was howling as well. He unsheathed his ceremonial blade with his left hand, for his right was nearly shattered, and forced the blade between the taut fibers of the rival’s neck and drove it through sinew and cords that oozed gallons and then grinded it through the bone and with a terrible jerking motion he yanked the rest of the head clear from the body.
 
   “Pontius!” he bellowed, his muscles engorged with death as he swung the head over the crowd. “Pon-ti-u-u-us!”
 
   This is a Truth! he felt his blood cry out before the endless legion. This is a Truth! This is a God and this is a Statement!
 
   


  
 




Chapter Ten
 
   The Other
 
    
 
   Wodan stood on a field of snow under a black sky. A creature sat hunched over before him. Its features were black, so black that he could only see its outline as the snow fell around it. The creature advanced with short hops, pulling itself forward with long, thin arms that dug into the snow. The closer it drew, the sicker Wodan felt.
 
   “Stop!” he commanded. The word echoed in his skull.
 
   “More,” said the creature.
 
   Wodan slashed a hand through the air, and said, “This far, and no further!”
 
   The creature tilted its head, and a horrid, deep growl shook along its dark body. It lifted an arm and pointed a clawed finger at Wodan’s gut. Suddenly a terrible pain wracked and twisted about in his belly and he doubled over and fell into the snow. The pain inside his body stretched out its tendrils, reaching into his chest, choking his heart. The pain receded slowly and Wodan stared at the black creature.
 
   The creature motioned and Wodan looked behind himself. He saw Jon and Justinas and the others standing frozen.
 
   “More.”
 
   “No! Their blood doesn’t belong to you!”
 
   The creature advanced again and Wodan forced himself to stand. He wondered if any compromise could be had against hunger itself. Slowly Wodan raked a hand across his throat, then nodded down to his own body. “This far,” he said, “and no further.”
 
   Wodan woke in some cramped space that vibrated around him. He was in a dark and square room with his motorcycle propped up beside him. There was an opening nearby. He looked outside and saw fog swirling beneath him, saw tall spires of stone falling away, and heard puddles of thick sludge splashing below. There was a rope tied loosely about his waist and he realized that he was in the back of their truck and that they rode through the lowlands marked as Fog on their map.
 
   He felt terrible. His eyes and the back of his head ached, his lungs hurt when he breathed, and his nausea was only compounded by the bouncing of the truck. Their food supplies had been shuffled about, and were stacked dangerously high, so that room could be made for him and his bike. He rubbed his face, felt some instinct warning him - he looked at his hand and was terrified at the sight of it - it was someone else’s hand, wide and bony, with curved fingers like meathooks - then realized that it was only his own hand, soft, delicate, and pale. He laid back and closed his eyes so that he could rest from the sickness.
 
   He tried to remember what had happened, and had the feeling that he’d woken and remembered and forgotten a dozen times before. They had left the hill country, and had ridden through downward sloping plains. He was filled with a sort of mania as they made camp early one morning. His jokes had Jon and Jake doubled over, he had thrown up their tents faster than Chris could take them out of the truck. Then - troubled sleep, nightmares, images of war and death, both a warning and a temptation. He had been tired the next day and rode far behind the others. A lapse in memory. He remembered the others standing over him and his bike idling in the sand nearby. They picked him up and gave him water that he immediately threw up. They had conferred with one another, then put him into the back of the truck and dragged him along with the rest of their equipment. He knew that in any other circumstance he would have felt ashamed for not bearing his own weight, but his sickness cast him into another world, a place of pain where nothing mattered. If they had left him in the dust and the sun, he would not have cared.
 
   He turned and looked idly at the swirling fog, suddenly cast into red by the truck’s brake lights. Then darkness once again. His eyes adjusted and he saw spires of rock receding into the distance, boulders drenched in the cool sweat of the earth, the dark side of the world. Mist, formlessness. A birthing place. The hum of a small engine, a flash of light; it dimmed and through slitted eyes he saw a biker riding behind him. Chris? Cedrik? Did it matter who checked up on him? The rider swerved, picked up speed, and left him to his purgatory.
 
   He woke again and was drenched in wet. He wondered if it had rained, or if a water barrel had burst near him. He felt the stuff. It was thick in his hands, some sort of goo, the discharge of a dying animal. He had sweated the stuff and his throat ached with thirst and he felt about and knocked over a canteen nestled between his arm and torso. He drained the thing until it was empty, licked at the rim, then felt stabbing in his gut, something worse than nausea, and curled into a fetal ball, shaking and sweating. Cold, but with something hot inside of him. Growing, eating him, killing him.
 
   *              *              *
 
   The truck was still and the fog hung heavy outside the open door. Wodan rolled out from the opening and planted his feet on moss and slick stone. The night air was cool, and smelled of dank, creeping things. Wodan leaned against the truck, then followed the sound of voices. He saw the pinprick lights of cigarettes.
 
   “Because I was high, man!” came Jon’s voice, and the others laughed. “Me an’ my buddies, we ate up a bunch of crystal butane. Plus, I’d already run up to one car, and gotten by okay, mind you... we were just crazy, running in traffic, and the first car I ran into, he knew better, he stopped and just let me scream and carry on for a while. But the other car I ran into head-on, this guy, he was a real asshole, I knew his punk ass. He thought it was all a joke and while I give him credit for slowing down, he still hit me. I was hangin’ on to the front, just screaming like crazy, I saw him laughing, too... then he braked hard and I just flew like fifty feet and slammed into the concrete. Fuckin’ asshole, man! Broke my arm, I got a concussion, all that shit.”
 
   “Did you cry?” said Jake.
 
   “Naw, man.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Because I’m a man.”
 
   Wodan wandered into them and they stood suddenly, eyes wide and faces pale as if they’d seen a ghost. Wodan smiled, then nodded.
 
   “Damn... nation!” hissed Cedrik.
 
   Chris stepped forward. “I thought we was gonna have to bury you, man.”
 
   Wodan cleared his throat, sat before them unsteadily, and said, “The services of the Mortician will not be needed just yet.”
 
   “How’s it going?” said Sylas.
 
   “Better,” said Wodan. “I’m really hungry.”
 
   Justinas and Cedrik gathered up some of the bread and cold beans they had been eating and passed it over, and Wodan took it gratefully.
 
   “You ready to ride with us again?” said Chris.
 
   Wodan nodded, then said, “How long I been out?”
 
   They looked to one another, and Cedrik said, “Hard to say, man. I don’t think any of us knows how long we been in this shit. Hard as hell to navigate in this shit, you know? I’ve just been kind of pointing us south-like, we’ll have to get back on course once we’re out. It’s this fog, man. There’s natural hot springs all over... plus it’s lowland, real low. Creepy as shit, too.”
 
   “Creepy,” said Wodan, nodding slowly. “There’s... living things here. What about flesh demons?”
 
   “S’kinda weird, man. First day we come in here, I got scared. Scared, ’cause I saw some kind of tracks, and not from any animal I know. I thought about just going around... we talked a long while, eventually decided it would take too long to go around. I figured we could always run or hide if we met some demon, what with our bikes, an’ all. But, man... the whole time we been ridin’ through here, I’ve seen tons of tracks. Traces of lairs, even. But no demons.”
 
   “No demons?” said Wodan.
 
   “And the majority of the tracks, they all head southeast like.”
 
   Wodan nodded, then said, “They must be joining up with the demon army. The one that destroyed Hargis.”
 
   “That’s what we figured,” said Chris. “And a lot of other things make sense now. Stories I’ve heard about the demons being a lot more common in the past. A lot of times, I thought the old-timers were just goin’ on. Saying that the demon was everywhere, you know, to explain why they were scared of life in general. Instead, it looks like the demons have just been… comin’ together.”
 
   “To destroy human civilization,” said Wodan. “I think humans have been making small advances over the years. Since the fall of the Ancients, I mean. Even if the demons aren’t out to destroy every one of us, I think they definitely want to destroy our cities and set us back. I wonder, though... why they didn’t do it sooner than now.”
 
   “The end of the world,” said Sylas, shaking his head. “And now they’ve set loose the wolves in Hargis.”
 
   “Good thing Pontius has some wolves of its own,” said Wodan, laughing as he slapped Jake on the back.
 
   *              *              *
 
   The very next night they rode up from the foglands and climbed up dry stone and they whooped loudly and Justinas leaned on his horn. They had to slow down to a crawl as they made their way through twisting, climbing paths, and around narrow valleys that suddenly crept up on them. They slid into one another and Jon nearly drove off some concealed precipice.
 
   They had already stopped making fires ever since they first entered the fogland, but the rocky passes were cold, and torn by a constant, shuddering, biting wind, and on their first night Cedrik had to argue loudly with Chris, who wanted a fire. After a long time, Cedrik only shook his head, adamant but tired, and then Chris berated them all for cowardice for nearly half an hour until Cedrik threw up his hands and told him to roast himself in a giant bonfire, if that’s what he wanted. When Chris rode back dramatically with a bundle of dry bushes, he could not start a fire for the fierceness of the wind and eventually settled near the others, shivering and cursing and even later rolling about in the tent such that Jake had to leave him and sleep in another tent.
 
   At sunset, Wodan rose with Cedrik and Sylas and they clung to a sheer drop of red stone and looked at the wide valleys all around, and picked out a winding path that the truck might be able to handle. Their food supplies were holding up very well, and they’d been able to fill their large containers of water in the fogland. They measured their supply of fuel, and Sylas conferred with Justinas for a long time, made calculations, and decided that they would have enough to reach the great gorge south of the range of mountains and back again. “But not enough to get lost,” said Justinas. “So, no getting lost on purpose, my friends.” Tucked away behind the rest of their supplies was the great mound of explosives, seeds of death waiting, biding their time.
 
   “These valleys here,” said Chris, walking about with Wodan one night. “They’re perfect for placing mines.”
 
   “We don’t really know which passes an advancing army will take, is the thing,” said Wodan.
 
   “But if we divide up and mine this bitch like crazy, we’re bound to do some damage.”
 
   “The fear, at least, would slow them down,” said Wodan, nodding.
 
   Justinas wandered up to them, and said, “Well then, we may mine this bitch up with mines and go home, yes?”
 
   “But if we hurry,” said Wodan, “then we can make that gorge in the south before the invaders, and blow up several of those natural land bridges.”
 
   “We will lose much fuel in the finding of the bridges. But... we can put bikes in truck after, and haul ass to home. And yes, I very much would like to blow hell out of land bridges made by nature over thousands of years!”
 
   “Justy!” said Chris. “My man!”
 
   *              *              *
 
   They broke camp shortly after sunset and the spires of the sharp cliffs were already black on either side of them. Wodan ate cold beans and bread between Jon and Jake on a narrow ledge. Sharp cries rang out below them, scurrying, a struggle. Wodan raced to the edge, then saw Cedrik and Chris wrestling in the wide valley below. Clouds of dust kicked off around their feet, and their smiles glinted in the moonlight. Chris’s reach was long, longer than any of them, and he seemed an expert at feinting and tripping up Cedrik’s bull-charges. But Cedrik’s strength was great, and when he finally caught an arm around Chris’s waist, he jerked and threw him aside and to the ground, hopped on top of him, and they rolled about exchanging headlocks.
 
   “LOOK AT THIS SHIT MY FRIENDS,” cried Justinas, voice ringing against the pass. Jake ignored him and stuck his face deeper into his bowl. Wodan rose painfully and joined Jon, and together they climbed a steep rise. On a high precipice they saw Sylas staring through a set of binoculars with Justinas nearby. Sylas handed the binoculars to Wodan, pointed, and after a search he saw an irregular tower of stone, white and sparkling like salt. His heart pounded. The thing seemed so out of place on the dark field that he thought it was the unapproachable tower of legend, one of the four so-called gods of the wasteland. He soon realized they were not far south enough to encounter that thing; it was only a strange formation made by or taken over by nature, long ago.
 
   Wodan handed the binoculars to Jon. “We were looking for the ancient city,” said Sylas. “And we found that thing.”
 
   “You think we’re close enough to see the dead city?” said Wodan.
 
   “No,” said Sylas, “but I still wanted to look for it.”
 
   “I hear you.” Wodan thought of the dead city, empty for hundreds of years, perhaps over a thousand years. A ravaged, fossilized leftover of the Ancients.
 
   “The fuck is this thing?” said Jon.
 
   “Is a natural salt or maybe limestone formation,” said Justinas. “And amazing, because I should think that wind would have knocked it over, or dust storm, but instead, my friend, nature has over time whittled it into shape of-”
 
   “Alright,” said Jon, handing over the binoculars. “It’s cool, I guess.”
 
   They descended once again, and Cedrik and Chris joined them, panting. “You little boys done wrestling?” said Jon.
 
   “Anytime you want some of this,” said Chris, holding his shirt to his nose. “Anytime, boy, just bring it.”
 
   “I’d bring it if I thought you could handle it.”
 
   “Shit.”
 
   “What’s all that wrestling for, anyway? Shooting is what wins fights.”
 
   “Well,” said Chris, “let’s blast somethin’ then, see who’s got the biggest pecker between us.”
 
   “You’re on,” said Jon, reaching down to uncover his rifle.
 
   “Naw, naw, naw,” said Cedrik. “If you guys are gonna go shootin’ this far south, man, we might as well be lighting fires every night.”
 
   “Well we’re not really concealin’ the sound of our engines, are we?” said Jon. “I’m gonna whip Skinny and be done with it. Won’t take five minutes.”
 
   “Why don’t you guys just wait and shoot at dogmen? Let them be the judge who’s better.”
 
   Jon and Chris glared at one another. Jake ambled up and, voice full of cynicism, said, “Hey Jon, can you shoot a flea off a dog at five-hundred yards?”
 
   Immediately Jon said, “I can blow a dog’s head off at point-blank. Wanna see?”
 
   Jake had Jon all set up for the perfect comeback, but the words were drowned in the roar of Wodan’s engine. Jake waved angrily at Wodan to stop; Wodan roared the engine ever louder, then hopped the bike up and down. The others suited up, mounted, and rode out. Wodan rode ahead for a while because he had the distinct urge to eat Jake’s face off of his skull. He tried to ignore the urge for that sort of behavior.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Eleven
 
   Fantasy vs. Terror
 
    
 
   Tanks and lines of Guardians held the crowd back from Debate Focus, the rounded open-air depression where public discussions were held long ago but, in its latter days, where Wodan was doomed to die first by Guardian execution and second by Didi’s pronouncement that he had cancer. Unwilling to allow anyone from the wasteland near the location of their usual senatorial gatherings, the Prime Minister decided to meet the wastelanders in the middle of Debate Focus.
 
   King Zach stood before his entourage, with Judge Rosebudd and Miss Oliver on either side of him. Edwar Bruner stood off to the side with his woman, Fortunata. Virgil stood with the soldiers of Hargis, who shifted uneasily.
 
   Prime Minister Tomasino faced the outlanders. His blond hair was trimmed neatly and his fitted suit was finer than any the outlanders had ever seen. But his youthful face, which had been a great asset during his election, had aged prematurely. Sevrik Clash stood next to the Minister, and wore a fine white suit with medals stretching down his breast. A line of armored Guardians with massive rifles stood behind them, as still as statues and with faces unreadable behind black visors.
 
   There was a disturbance far outside the Focus, then Yarek strode through the crowd and descended the steps toward the meeting. Prime Minister Tomasino flinched, then whispered in Sevrik’s ear. Zach heard him say, “I cannot allow him… this meeting… can’t even think with him around…” Sevrik only smiled and leaned away from the Minister, and when the massive Reaver took up position near the Head of Guard, Zach wondered who truly ran Haven. Tomasino stared at the ground, then resumed glaring at the outlanders.
 
   “So,” said Tomasino, “the people of Haven greet you. Now, why have you come here?”
 
   “If I may officially introduce myself: I am Zachariah Hargis, king of a land that has been destroyed by flesh demons. The soldiers with me now are loyal soldiers of Hargis. I’ve come with an envoy from Pontius to request help in our time of need. I have heard that your land is an exceptional place, and I see now that, in all likelihood, we have nothing to offer you. I know that you have long secluded yourselves in order to escape the devils of the wasteland; as long veterans of dealing with their kind, perhaps my men or I could give some advice on how they think and move. I admit that this advice would be worth little, seeing as how we only barely survived now that the demons have changed their stance toward humanity. The truth is, we come as beggars. You see, Hargis has always had troubles against rebels and dogmen. When Hargis fell, these rebels and dogmen came together into one great army. That army is now marching against the city of Pontius, and I have made it my task to gather what reinforcements I can in order to face them at Pontius. The rebels were spared the fate of most of the people of Hargis, I think, because they are doing the devils’ work… that is, the work of destroying human civilization and driving our species into extinction.”
 
   Virgil stared at the young man in wonder. His ability to express himself was increasing exponentially. He did not even need a nation to grant him a sense of nobility; he may have been a drunk in the past, but he was truly noble now. Virgil wondered why the rulers of Pontius were so unlike him. Had seeing the flesh demons in full force woken something up inside of him?
 
   “I... see,” said Tomasino. “But if memory serves me, that name Pontius... is it not the home of the barbarians who attacked us a little over a year ago?”
 
   “It is,” said Zach.
 
   Tomasino cocked his head, then gave a slight laugh.
 
   “The group who invaded you were a clan of savages called the Ugly,” said Zach. He did not mention the Smiths who accompanied them, for there were several Smiths on the zeppelins in the airfield. “They have since been destroyed. In fact, one of your own people, a young man named Wodan, had no small part in their destruction.”
 
   “Do not say that name,” Tomasino spat through clenched teeth, dropping all pretext of civility. “He sold us out to savages! He gave our location away to flesh demons! He put us in the terrible position we’re in now, fending off attack after attack-”
 
   Just then Yarek laughed loudly, white teeth flashing like fangs, and Tomasino flinched again. Sevrik smiled, his face strangely radiant.
 
   “Please, excuse me,” said Zach. “I did not mean to offend. However, in the land of Pontius, he is known as a hero.”
 
   “Young lord,” Sevrik said loudly. “Tell me - he’s alive? And well?”
 
   “Yes! Wod – er, he... is a close friend of mine. He came to Pontius to destroy the Ugly and he did just that. Even now, he’s gone out with a small team of scouts to slow down the invading army.”
 
   “Amazing!” said Sevrik, shouldering past Tomasino. “Tell me, young lord - what does he look like?”
 
   “What does he... look like?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Understanding dawned on Zach; the man must be testing him to see if he really knew Wodan. “He’s about this tall, slight features, green eyes, wavy brown hair... rather slight build...” Sevrik nodded, but he seemed disappointed, though Zach did not know why he should be. “Sir, did I hear the Prime Minister correctly, in that you’ve been attacked by demons?”
 
   “Yes,” said Tomasino. “You heard right. Not just those terrible dragons that attacked us with the barbarians. Others. From all sides, without mercy, day and night...”
 
   “With all due respect,” said Yarek, “the Prime Minister exaggerates. The demons have sent scouts. They attack us in small groups to test our response. Land-based attacks; nothing aerial since the first invasion. It’s nothing that the Guardians and the Reavers cannot handle.”
 
   “I am sorry,” said Zach. “I liked the idea of a land free from devils.”
 
   “It was a dream, a fantasy world,” said Yarek. “Nothing more.”
 
   “Reality has a way of creeping into everything,” said Zach. The two Clashes smiled in appreciation, but Tomasino glared at him with unconcealed rage.
 
   There was a long pause while they regarded one another. The hum of the crowd was a dull roar, far away. Zach cleared his throat, then said, “If I may ask... sirs, I do not quite understand the attitude this land has toward... toward Wodan.”
 
   “He is cursed by God,” said Tomasino. “But he was a tool of God as well, and as such, has no place among mankind any longer.”
 
   “How is that?”
 
   “The former corrupt regime who ruled Haven used him in their conspiracies. Against his will, most will say. But evil has a tendency to destroy evil; that is a law of God. So the old regime was destroyed, but their corruption and the sin of their tool was such that now God has sent his devils against us. As such, we are still dealing with... his... curse.”
 
   Zach thought for a long time, but could make little sense out of the comment.
 
   “It’s like this,” said Yarek. “People want an easy explanation for their problems. Call it God’s will, the devil, a curse - whatever, so long as you have a ready scapegoat. And Wodan is our sacrificial goat.” Yarek said the name with relish. “But there are others among us who take hope from Wodan’s example. He faced the wasteland that we have feared all our lives. Haven has feared the wasteland for as long as Haven has existed. But Wodan faced our worst fear, and he came back alive. Then he faced our corrupt leaders when none of us had the balls to look at their evil and know it for what it was. He was sentenced to death, but he came out the other side of that alive, too. To some of us, that little man is a hero because he is what we are afraid to be. Most of us would sell our souls a little bit every day, rather than risk our comfort and our fantasy in a gamble against the devil, as he did. And, apparently, as he still does.”
 
   “Yes,” said Zach. “That he does.”
 
   “This meeting has gotten off track,” said Tomasino, drawing himself up. “You say that you need Haven’s forces for your own defense?”
 
   Zach nodded.
 
   “Then Haven must refuse. She has problems of her own.”
 
   Darkness washed over Zach and the strength drained out of him. Virgil saw his shoulders drop and felt greater sorrow for the boy king than for all of doomed Pontius.
 
   “I... understand,” said Zach, summoning up his will. “If you believe that the problems of the wasteland are not the problems of Haven, then your decision would seem wise.”
 
   “It is wise. This gathering is at an end.”
 
   As Tomasino turned to go, Zach said, “Sir! If I may make one last request.”
 
   Tomasino jerked his head about.
 
   “I have a man with me. Edwar Bruner, inventor of the zeppelin airship. I myself am a philosopher. My friend Wodan has told me of the University system of his homeland. Sir, I... I most humbly request that you allow Bruner and me to visit your University and to hear of the things that are taught there.”
 
   “Absolutely not,” said Tomasino.
 
   “Of course, son,” Sevrik said warmly, ignoring the Prime Minister. “Of course you may.” He attached no honorific or title to the statement, but Zach felt great respect from the old man.
 
   Tomasino turned to Sevrik. “The inventor of the zeppelin? Clash, that man gave those barbarians the means to attack us!”
 
   “The zeppelin was meant to establish efficient trade routes between cities,” said Zach. “It was stolen by the Ugly.”
 
   Sevrik nodded. “Prime Minister, we will show them our University system. For the first time today, they will see the small, rare, and dying thing that separates Haven from the wasteland.”
 
   “By the end of the day,” said Tomasino, stalking off, “I want them gone.”
 
   *              *              *
 
   That night they floated over the sea, back toward the wasteland. Zach leaned over the edge with Virgil and stared down into the emptiness.
 
   Virgil turned to Zach, and said quietly, “How was it? The place you went to.”
 
   “It was a wonder,” said Zach, nodding. 
 
   “Did you want to stay?”
 
   Zach thought of their schools, the students happily going about their lives. They had no idea that only the most wealthy noblemen in Hargis could afford tutors. He thought of their buildings, the grand architecture. The soldiers who seemed largely unphased by the idea that the most malicious force in existence was slowly turning its attention to them. He thought of the homes of the people, cut out of stone but brightly decorated behind windows.
 
   “No,” said Zach. “They have everything that any human could ever want… but they’re too soft to use their power to make the world a better place.”
 
   Virgil nodded slowly. “We’re not doing so well. You know, Wodan might end up being our best hope yet.”
 
   “No,” Edwar’s voice cut them off. “He’s not our best hope.” The two turned and saw him staring at them through the darkness. “Please meet with me and Fortunata. We have something we need to discuss.” He left them, and the two exchanged a look.
 
   Many men formed a loose circle on the deck and Fortunata, the former Ugly prostitute who escaped Pontius with Edwar, sat before them. Her face was very hard and regal, full of experience and a sort of worn beauty. Edwar sat near her side. When all were still, she spoke.
 
   “Gentlemen, we have had no luck in gathering reinforcements. Soon, we will meet up with envoys sent to Greeley. Knowing that they have the devil at their door, they will have no one available to help us. Without reinforcements, Pontius will fall. I have seen the invading horde, just as most of you have, and I say again that without reinforcements, Pontius will fall. You all know it as well as I.
 
   “I left Pontius once before. I did it to save my soul. Now, I propose that we leave it again, so that we can save our very lives.”
 
   There was great commotion among the soldiers and Virgil shouted something lost in the din, but Fortunata raised her hand and eventually they grew calm once again.
 
   “The invaders intent on the destruction of Pontius are not even the worst of our troubles. Demons are forming into armies, and against them no human nation can stand. Pontius is only the first; civilization itself will fall. I propose that all of us start our own colony, hidden somewhere, far from the eyes of demons and men. We will not survive past our generation. But we, at least, will survive. I will be mother and lover to all of you. We will warm one another as the rest of the world grows cold and silent.
 
   “We will hide somewhere, safe for a while. Eventually, the demons will find us. I will have a child by one of you, and in order to survive we may have to sacrifice it to a demon so that we may live another day. I have had to abandon children before, long before they were ever born, in order to continue my work for the devils in Pontius. I was strong enough to survive that, each and every time… just as I hope that you will have the strength to abandon the child Pontius that the wasteland is set to abort.
 
   “You fight to save Pontius now, but it has never wanted us, not any of us. Judge Rosebudd, Detective Virgil, you have fought to maintain the Law, but you have never been able to keep Pontius from gorging itself on murder. Miss Oliver, you have spent your whole life in business, upholding Pontius – but you have had to do so in secret, by whispers in dark rooms and away from petty thugs who resent your vitality and intellect. My man Edwar had his creation stolen and nearly lost his life to that city. King Zach, and all you men of Hargis, you have had your own nation rejected, chewed up, and spat out by the world. All of us are unwanted by the very thing we fight to protect. So, I propose a new life. Life for one more day, at least, but life all the same.”
 
   There was deep silence. No one shouted as they considered the strange offer.
 
   “Woman,” said Zach, “that’s just the sort of nonsensical fantasizing that we saw from Haven’s Prime Minister. In wishing his problems away, he wished us away, too, and may have sentenced us to death. He was a despicable man. If we copy that trait from him - life for one more day, but in exchange for our souls - then we reject the few good people in Pontius. We reject their work and their effort, just as that villain rejected us! No, more than that, we reject the goodness in ourselves. We reject our nobility, reject our will, even reject the very thing that makes us human! The thing that makes us better than the demons, and better than the invaders!
 
   “As long as I live, then I am king of Hargis. And Hargis is no nation of cowards. If our nobility casts us into oblivion, then so be it. But we will not cling to life without considering the cost.”
 
   “The airship belongs to me,” said Edwar. “Without it, will Hargis be of any use?”
 
   “Hargis gave you sanctuary,” Zach shouted, “when the rest of the world rejected you, and even wanted you dead! Would you pay our goodness back with craven cowardice?”
 
   Edwar cast his eyes down.
 
   “You would be a mother to us?” said Zach, staring into Fortunata. “Hargis needs no mother. Hargis needs no safety. Hargis needs to fight, and maybe die, by taking a stand against the very monsters that demand we be cowards in the first place. I am not a child. I need no mother. I will not betray the trust that others have placed in me, in my office. And I will not betray my friend Wodan. Ingrates! Do you think that Wodan is looking for a safe place to hide right now? No! He’s giving his life to save yours! Would you reject him in exchange for the promise of warmth from a mother who’s willing to sacrifice her children to monsters?”
 
   Zach stalked back and forth and his soldiers snapped to attention. “We fly to San Ktari. Our chances of finding help there are even worse than elsewhere, I know full well. But we have to try! Anyone who calls himself a man must always try, even if the odds are against him!
 
   “And a mother,” said Zach, turning to Fortunata, “should not be so quick to reject her children.”
 
   Zach left and withdrew to his quarters belowdecks. The soldiers of Hargis stood at attention for a long time. Fortunata felt Miss Oliver watching her, but when she turned to look, Miss Oliver looked away.
 
   


  
 




Chapter Twelve
 
   Bridge over the Abyss
 
    
 
   The seven boys stood at the edge of the gorge and looked down. The moon was nearly full, and while it was strong enough to reach across space and light their way, it could not reach the bottom of the ravine. Days ago, Wodan wondered if their long journey could possibly end with them all accidentally driving into the thing. Now he knew that there was no chance of that happening; they could see the gorge long before they reached it, a black strip of nothingness that grew and grew, and when they finally reached it, the far side seemed like a dim afterthought in the creation of the world. The gorge, the great line, truly was the edge of the world, a great divide leading down into darkness and emptiness.
 
   “This thing freaking it is big,” said Justinas.
 
   “Wonder what’s at the bottom,” said Wodan.
 
   Chris prodded him in the back, said, “Find out, man!”
 
   “Someone actually believes,” said Jake, “that they can get an army over this?”
 
   “Without the land bridges, they probably couldn’t,” said Wodan. “Cedrik, any idea where those bridges are?”
 
   Cedrik raised his brow, then shook his head.
 
   “You don’t know?” said Chris.
 
   “Naw, man. I never been more than a few miles outta Pontius.”
 
   “Shit!”
 
   “I just know enough to point us south, keep us from gettin’ off course. I don’t know about this shit, man.”
 
   “We’ll just have to ride until we find them,” said Wodan. “Remember, this is the most important part of our journey. If we can take out at least some of those bridges, it’ll buy Pontius a lot of time.”
 
   “It’s a few hours to dawn, yet,” said Cedrik. “You all wanna keep on?”
 
   Chris plopped back onto his bike, and said, “If taking out those bridges means we can go home, I’m not afraid to lose some sleep. Let’s knock ’em out before we have to deal with some dogmen bitin’ our asses.”
 
   “It was a mistake to not use zeppelins for this,” said Wodan, staring into the gorge.
 
   “What do you mean?” said Jon. “Can’t use zeppelins for stealth shit. If they get caught, they can get blown outta the sky, easy.”
 
   “I’m starting to think it was… tactically unsound for the city officials to think we could do anything more than blow up these bridges. Zeppelins could have made the trip a lot faster.” Wodan shook his head, then went back to his bike and mounted up. “Let’s just find those bridges before the invaders do.”
 
   Sylas laughed, then he and Wodan exchanged a look. They both knew that the zeppelins were out doing the important work - gathering reinforcements that were actually capable of stopping an invading army. They both knew that this group of kids, the Suicide Contracts, were only a joker in the deck, a desperate plan most likely only thrown together by the Businessmen in order to keep up the appearance of “doing something” about a problem.
 
   They rode along the gorge angling northeast and the sky shifted blue, then pink bled into it, and when the sun tore through the folds of sand on the horizon none of them signaled to stop. In the light of day the far side of the gorge shone meat-red with veins of blue and gray, impossibly far away, as if the axe of some god had dragged across the world. Wodan slowed, let the others trail ahead, then stopped near the edge. Far below, he saw was only mist, milky and thick and unmoving and unimaginably far below. He blasted his engine and caught up with the others.
 
   Long before midday the sweat was boiling them stupid in their suits and they were never sure whether to keep their helmets on until the sweat rolled down like flies eating their eyes, or take off their helmets and feel the cool wind as well as an endless assault of stinging sand. The wasteland could have tortured them all day long, but each of the boys would have been ashamed to call it quits in front of the others.
 
   They came to one of the bridges, a long and slender thing in the distance, and Wodan’s heart fell because he knew that finding the thing after only a few hours of searching along the thousand mile-long gorge must mean that many similar bridges were spread out all across the great ravine. If they could be easily found by them, then they could be easily found by the invaders.
 
   They stopped and stared at the thing. No way is it natural, Wodan thought. No way.
 
   The bridge was slender and curved upward and was smooth at its top. If the gorge had been born by cataclysm then such a bridge was an impossibility. But there it was all the same, and it was not in the nature of the wasteland to offer any explanation. The wind whipped hard at them and Wodan wondered if anything could make it across the thing without being tossed into the abyss to die of fear long before the bottom wrote the last sentence of the victim’s eulogy. They stared in wonder for a long time, wondering at the beautiful, slender mystery before them.
 
   “Let’s blow this damn thing up,” said Jon.
 
   Wodan smiled, thinking that the bridge’s origin might be a mystery – but its fate was written in stone.
 
   They climbed into the truck, giddy and exhausted and excited about the prospect of seeing an explosion. Justinas looked over their gear and passed out boxes of dynamite and fuses.
 
   “Justy,” said Jake. “How do you know how much to use?”
 
   Justinas shrugged.
 
   Jake blinked. “Uh... don’t the Smiths have some kind of system for something like this? An equation, or like, a ratio between explosives and the weight of the target?”
 
   “Maybe, my friend!” said Justinas, smiling. “Perhaps we should have brought along a Smith wiser than this one, yes?”
 
   They gathered the gear into a large pile and Justinas shifted through the equipment, then said, “Strong Cedrik, Jon, carry many things and I will lead. Good Wodan, you will accompany and keep friend Justinas from falling to death.”
 
   They scampered onto the land bridge. Just then a gust of wind hit them. Wodan stumbled to the side and saw milky emptiness stretching out on all sides. Wodan laughed even as he grabbed onto Justinas for support.
 
   “I thank for support,” said Justinas. “But do not grab so rough!”
 
   Wodan looked back and the others were smoking and shaking with quiet laughter. He saw Chris saying something to the others, but the words were lost in the winds that raged over the abyss.
 
   They stopped somewhere near the middle and the vertigo kicking in Wodan’s gut was mind-numbing. He and Cedrik crouched and looked at one another; Cedrik’s eyes were wide and white and his mouth hung open stupidly and they both laughed at one another, shaking their heads. Jon covered his fear of the nothingness below with a hardened mask. Justinas directed them in the various complicated arrangements and Wodan could only do as he was told, his mind mostly empty of everything but fear and a sense of hysteria. He zoned out and when he came to they were already walking back to the others, hunched against the wind.
 
   “How was it?” said Chris, smiling.
 
   “Easy!” Jon snapped, his hands clenched into fists.
 
   Justinas sat over a radio set. “Hey Justy,” said Chris. “Ain’t you gotta light a wick or something? Where is it?”
 
   “Who will hold wick steady over bridge?” said Justinas. “Who will check on wick if it goes out? One stick of dynamite, that will have a wick and that will blow a dogman’s hand off if he is kind enough to hold it for you. No, I make a giant bomb, Chris, for I must blow up giant thing, and I set giant bomb to specific radio frequency, as Smiths teach to do. And now - I am ready.”
 
   Justinas gestured to the bridge and everyone regarded it. “Now,” said Justinas, “let us have the moment of a silence for beautiful land bridge make by nature thousand of years ago.”
 
   They all sighed, relaxed, and looked at the bridge in order personalize and commit to memory this moment that was, in a sense, the end of their journey - but half a second after Justinas spoke, the world erupted with a sharp blast, dust leaped off the bridge in a cloud of violence, and everyone jumped and hollered and covered their ears as a sharp crack reported off the sides of the gorge. The dust was torn away by the raging winds and as the howl died down they could hear Justinas laughing. While they had been too busy with fear to see anything fall, there was indeed a gap between two long, arching segments of stone that hung out over the abyss.
 
   *              *              *
 
   They resumed riding by night as they made their way across the length of the gorge. They rode longer hours than before, not stopping until the sun was up and beginning well before sundown. They found more of the strange land bridges, and as they blew them up one by one, Justinas’s skill grew with each detonation and he was able to use less materials for more bang. They angled east and north, reasoning that if the invaders were intent on reaching Pontius then they would have to go deep into the southwest in order to find more bridges, or possibly skirt around the entire gorge in the northeast. Either way, the boys hoped that the army would wear itself out and consume all of its supplies long before reaching Pontius.
 
   Many times, before setting out or going to sleep, Wodan stood at the edge of the abyss. Despite the mist that hung below and moved only sluggishly, wind blasted up from the deep and blew his greasy hair away from his face. He had not bathed in weeks, and he knew that he stank horribly. His sickness was growing worse. It was not as debilitating as it was in the foglands, and he no longer suffered from coughing fits, but his head hurt continually and he felt nausea and an unreasonable thirst. He only hid it from the others with great difficulty. He often turned to the others and watched them joking as they set up or broke down camp. He watched Jon and Chris argue, saw Sylas being quiet, helpful, unapproachable. He could hear endless misunderstandings between Cedrik and Justinas, the Pontius farmer’s dialect and Greeley accent seemingly completely incompatible and resulting only in laughter from the onlookers. He could dimly make out Jake’s high-pitched nasal tone setting off Jon’s temper and Chris’s laughter. Wodan wondered how much longer he would live. He wondered if these boys fumbling with manhood would have to bring back his body to present to a city that had only grudgingly accepted his presence in the first place.
 
   He felt awful, and craved sleep, and in a haze of discomfort it was a wonder to him that he somehow felt physically stronger than ever before. He knew that the people in his family were typically “late bloomers”, but he pushed aside the idea that he was only just now on the verge of manhood. Such thoughts were an idle waste of time when it was a fact that his life was slowly ending, so he let himself be absorbed in the journey itself, in the riding of his motorcycle, in the enduring of the sun and the cold, and in the joy of an explosion after a long hunt.
 
   One bright moonlit night when the sand shone rich and blue, they stopped to drink some water from the truck and Cedrik and Sylas spoke quietly, then announced that they were surely near the end of the gorge. Not even an hour later, the boys came to a remarkable sight: No less than three bridges spanned the gorge within sight of one another. Two wear nearby, while the third hung in the distance. Justinas decided that they would blow up all three simultaneously in celebration of their journey’s success.
 
   The first land bridge connected to a slender wall of stone that stood perched over the ground. Wodan monkeyed up the wall of stone easily, then Chris rose to join him. Cedrik pushed Justinas up, then tossed the explosives up to Chris piece by piece, then climbed up himself and the four laced up the bridge. They returned and, after helping Justinas down, Chris said, “We’re gonna chill up here while you all get the other two bridges. Then we’ll reconnoiter for an extended chill session.”
 
   “I second such motions,” said Justinas. “But, my friends, let us not jerk one another off until after we are a successful of the plan, I think.”
 
   Wodan rolled up cigarettes for Chris and Cedrik and then they smoked and talked with newfound relief.
 
   “It’s gonna be a lot easier goin’ home than comin’ from,” said Chris. “Once we head back to the hills and toss all the mines outta the truck, the only thing we’ll have to worry about is what we’re gonna do with all that money.” Cedrik smiled and tapped his fist against Chris’s, then Chris added, “Ced, with all that money, you can be bangin’ a different freak every day o’ the week.”
 
   “I pretty much already do that, man.”
 
   “I’m talkin’ hot guys, young guys, guys with wigs...”
 
   “You can’t get all that on a farm,” said Wodan.
 
   “Goats, pigs, but ol’ chickens with their wings a-flappin’...”
 
   Cedrik laughed, then rolled onto his stomach and placed his elbow on the ground; Chris did the same and they arm-wrestled silently. Cedrik put Chris down many times while Wodan leaned back and finished his smoke.
 
   “Damn, I just thought of somethin’,” said Chris. “We’ll have to beat the shit out of each other and dump all our ammunition, to prove that we fought with some dogmen.”
 
   Cedrik shook his head. “Naw man, we’d have to knife Jake up and kill him to prove somethin’ like that. Dogmen are tough, crazy tough. Nobody’d believe it without a dead Jake in the truck.”
 
   “True,” said Chris, “but I kinda like ol’ Snake. Ol’ Wiggly Snake Herndon.”
 
   Wodan remembered fighting a dogman pup long ago in the Black Valley. It was the first real fight he’d ever been in, and it had nearly been the end of him. He wondered how young the pup had been, and how big they grew up to be. He thought of mentioning it to the others and showing them the slender scar between his neck and shoulder, where the pup’s short, heavy sword had hit him. He decided that they would never believe him.
 
   Just then Cedrik perked up. He sat still for a long time.
 
   Wodan heard movement below, looked, and saw Sylas wandering up to them.
 
   “What’s up?” said Wodan.
 
   Sylas looked up at him for a while, then said, “We got the second bridge wired up. I let the others move on to the third.”
 
   Wodan turned away and saw that Cedrik had been motioning to him, silently, but he did not know for how long. Wodan leaned forward and Cedrik unlooped the binoculars from around Wodan’s neck.
 
   “What?” said Wodan.
 
   A long silence, then Cedrik said, “Aw, hell.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Awwww - HELL.”
 
   “What is it!”
 
   “Dag wammit hail, man, there’s a jeep on the other side!”
 
   Chris quickly brought up his scoped rifle and leaned over to peer through the thing while Wodan took the binoculars from Cedrik. He saw only blurs, readjusted - then a sharp report rang out on the stone beneath them. Everyone jerked, then fell flat on the cold ground, hearts blasting wild.
 
   “What did you see!” hissed Wodan.
 
   “Jeep! It came to a stop!” said Cedrik. “People inside! Dogmen maybe! Hell! I dunno!”
 
   Wodan’s mind raced with terrible realization. They had grown so lax during the past few weeks of inaction that none of them bothered to carry their hand-held radios, most of which were tucked away in the supply truck far from their position. Wodan’s own sniper rifle was “conveniently” packed away on his bike.
 
   We’re idiots! he thought. Like children on a vacation! How could we be so stupid?!
 
   “What do you see, Chris?” said Wodan.
 
   Chris leaned hesitantly against his scope. “I saw some people get out of a jeep, somewhere near the second bridge, but they ran every which way... fuck, it’s hard to see out here!” He pulled away from the scope and went back to it again and again.
 
   “Scouts!” said Wodan. “Goddamn scouts!”
 
   Wodan knew that he, and most likely the others as well, had imagined that they would be facing a large army, a slow and ponderous thing that could be spotted from miles away and easily avoided. He realized, in horror, that a large army would, of course, employ scouts – hardened fighters who ranged out from the herd, and were better suited for independent thought than regimentation. Wodan knew that decently armed scouts could tear through them like pulling cooked meat from the bone, all because they were unprepared.
 
   Wodan leaned over the edge and saw Sylas lying flat in the sand. They felt an impact against the stone beneath them, then heard the shot ring out in the distance. They knew that they were dealing with a sniper. Wodan leaned out again, more carefully than before, and said, “Sylas!”
 
   “Yeah!” Sylas replied, his voice muffled.
 
   “You gotta get to the truck! I don’t think they can see you down there, or they would have shot you already. You have to get to the big radio set in the truck, and blow the bombs!”
 
   “What about Justinas and the others? They’re probably still on the last bridge!”
 
   Wodan thought for a moment, then said, “Give them a little time to get clear, but man, we have to blow these bridges. If these scouts make it across, they’ll tear right through us. We can’t let them have access to these bridges! You understand that, don’t you?”
 
   “Yeah, yeah, I do,” said Sylas, turning about in the sand. Wodan hated it, but he hoped that Sylas would have the heartlessness to blow up the bridges without any assurance that Justinas, Jon, and Jake were at a safe distance from the bombs. Sylas crawled away and Wodan was relieved, at least, that the contour of the land prevented the sniper from targeting him.
 
   Wodan saw that Cedrik and Chris were scanning this bridge and the next with scope and binoculars. “I’m going to try to get to my rifle,” said Wodan. “If I can make it to my bike, I’ll keep watch on the second bridge. Chris, why don’t you concentrate on this bridge that we’re on? It’s a straight shot from your position.”
 
   Chris nodded slightly. Wodan prepared himself to jump from their perch. He hesitated, then said, “Chris! Give me some cover!”
 
   At once Chris blasted several times in a row. Wodan rose into a crouch, then swung out from the stone perch and dropped to the ground. The bikes seemed impossibly far away as he pulled himself along on his elbows and pushed up with his knees occasionally, fearful that his ass would get blown off at any moment.
 
   “I dunno if any of ’em got to our bridge,” said Chris. “It rises up in the middle, so I can’t see the other goddamn side! I’m gonna try to find that sniper bitch. Ced, make sure nobody creeps up on this bridge here.”
 
   “Damn, man,” Cedrik muttered, switching back and forth from binoculars on the second bridge to normal vision on the first. “Wodan! You better fish that rifle out quick, man, ’cause I see some assholes on the second bridge.”
 
   Gunfire erupted in the distance. The third bridge! Wodan thought. If only we’d carried our goddamn radios!
 
   Wodan reached the bikes, rose to a crouch, found the case with the Hargis rifle, and pieced it together quickly. He crawled back in the direction of the gorge, and could hear distant gunfire on either side. Just as he reached a rise in the sand where he could set up, he heard running, then saw Cedrik hauling ass to the bikes.
 
   “Cedrik!” he shouted. “The hell are you doin’?”
 
   “I’m not gonna sit around with a pair o’ noclars glued to my head!” he shouted, then hopped on a bike and started it loudly. Wodan cursed and turned away from him, then stared down the sights of his rifle. He got the second bridge in view, then turned back when he heard Cedrik’s engine tearing through the night as he raced toward the third bridge. Just then a shot rang out, then the bike flipped over sideways and churned up sand in a great cloud.
 
   His heart was torn in half by the need to help, but then he felt something sharp click into place inside of him. He turned back to the rifle and scanned the second bridge. Though the scope was not properly adjusted, he immediately saw shadowy forms running in a crouch across the bridge. Without really aiming, Wodan fired and felt the long rifle kick against his shoulder. He looked through the sight again, adjusted it, but saw no one.
 
   He laid at an angle to the bridge and took a long time in scanning the length of it. Eventually he could see movement, but the men crossing the bridge were hunkered down and difficult to target; he realized that if he’d kept his cool with his first shot, he could have made a kill and given the others pause for thought. He fired again and sent a round over the forms. They hunkered down, and he was glad that he’d at least slowed their progress.
 
   Wodan trained the scope near the front of the bridge and, just as he heard an exchange of gunfire between Chris and the sniper, he saw a dark and primal form lurching surprisingly close to their side of the gorge. The thing must have crawled with inhuman speed – it was surely a dogman, and Wodan ignored his fear and his frustration that he’d only tried sniping at immobile targets during their long journey. He could not follow the movement of the other, so he trained the rifle ahead of the dogman, waited, saw empty blue sky, slowed his breathing down until it was like a long thin wire pulled from his throat–
 
   As soon as he saw a blur enter the field of his scope, he fired. Felt the kick and the terrible thunder; he pulled his eye from the scope and saw, far away, a lifeless form tumble down into the mist below.
 
   I hit him, he thought. I actually hit him.
 
   He glued his eye to the scope and angled about again. He saw the tops of crouching forms edging nearer. He fired over them once, twice, then fired another shot without aiming. Again the forms sat still, waiting for an opportunity. Blood pounded in his ears. Just when the stillness began to exhaust him, he heard Chris shout, “OH LORD! OH HELL, GODS BELOW, OH-” as he fired over and over again, then explosions blasted all around and echoed within the gorge as if the earth was tearing itself apart.
 
   Wodan lifted his head and saw dust streaming off the limbs of the shattered bridges. All three of the bridges had been blasted. Wodan knew that he might be the only one left alive… as well as the sniper on the far side.
 
   “Chris!” Wodan cried out, barely able to hear himself.
 
   He saw tall Chris running toward the bikes. Wodan rose and ran as well, hunched over, feet pounding quick and light like a rabbit with a wolf not far behind. As they joined up, Chris mumbled, “Man oh man they sent a fuckin’ crew at me man, I blasted ’em like you wouldn’t believe, oh man, how they fit all them sumbitches in one jeep that ain’t no joke man!” They mounted up in a frenzy, fired up the engines, and Wodan blasted into motion with the rifle laid across his lap.
 
   They rode nearer the fallen motorcycle and Wodan shouted, “Keep riding!” but the words proved unnecessary as Chris flew ahead of him. Wodan grinded his bike to a stop, then leaned over and dropped into the sand. He threw his head about, saw a still form on the ground, then ran to it in a crouch. Cedrik lay still, eyes staring into the night.
 
   “Cedrik!” Wodan shouted.
 
   A pause, then, “Yeah.”
 
   “You okay, man?!”
 
   “Uh.” Cedrik lifted up awkwardly. “Shit, man,” he offered.
 
   “You look okay. Your bike must have been hit!”
 
   “Must have been?! You better believe it got hit!”
 
   Wodan laughed with relief while Cedrik held the side of his head and gritted his teeth. Cedrik stumbled onto Wodan’s bike, then mounted up behind him and they rode on.
 
   They saw the others clustered around the truck, and as soon as Wodan cut his engine he heard Chris and Jon arguing loudly, both of them pale and wide-eyed.
 
   “Mine counts for more!” Jon shouted. “That sumbitch was up close an’ personal. It was him or me!”
 
   “One dogman?!” Chris yelled, forcing out a laugh. “I just killed like twenty!”
 
   “You said there was one jeep! How’d they fit that many in one jeep, asshole?!”
 
   “Well, it wasn’t twenty, but I swear by everything that’s holy that at least five hairy bastards woulda had my scalp if I hadn’t laid ’em out cold!”
 
   “You’re all alive!” said Wodan, laughing.
 
   “Wodan my friend,” said Justinas, laughing and shaking, “I tell you truly I have never hauled ass from a more situation of great danger. A dogman shot many bullets at us and I thought all of them, my names were on them. But Jon Best, never was a truer son of bitches to be found. Snake the Jake, he did not help out so much, but I know that he at least could have distracted my killer while I got away, so I will not fault him.” Justinas clapped Jake on the back, who stood in numb silence with his rifle hanging slack in his hands.
 
   They piled into the truck and Wodan rode beside them while they joined up with the other bikes. They mounted up quickly. Justinas leaned out the window, shouted, “Where is other bike? A dogman has stolen it!”
 
   “Naw, man,” said Cedrik, leaning against the truck, head in hand. “It got shot.”
 
   “Shot? Repairs, maybe, can be done.”
 
   “No!” said Chris. “That sniper might still be out there. We got to jet now.”
 
   “Fine,” said Justinas. “Then my friend Cedrik, you will ride with me from now. You can tell me all about the “black” experience for we do not have folk of color in my land. And I for my part, my friend I will tell you of many things that I think about - thoughts which often go unheard, for I ride a lonely in my truck. Until now!”
 
   “Bet you wish they’d gotten you instead of the bike, huh?” said Sylas, laughing while Cedrik shook his head.
 
   


  
 




Chapter Thirteen
 
   Carnival vs. Emptiness
 
    
 
   By the light of the waning moon, Khan Vito stood at the edge of the abyss with his leashman Naarwulf, the human Ric Ramos, pale Bloodnose and Frigidskin, and noble-blooded Ganson. They stared at the ruins of one of the thin bridges and Vito felt something like dread mixed with excitement.
 
   “Them bridges,” said Ramos, “from what you can see of ’em, doesn’t look like they would’ve amounted to shit anyway. How long you think it would take to get an army over ’em? And how many pups you think woulda fell over the side, just from bein’ idiots?”
 
   Vito nodded slowly. “True. But the bridges were a symbol. Instead of waiting for days or weeks on this side while a few of us could trickle over to the other side, now it’s going to take practically the same amount of time to walk around the gorge. Dogmen are going to start complaining. The shamans are going to say that the land itself is against us.”
 
   “It’s not the land,” said Naarwulf. “Humans did this.”
 
   “That’s true. But you never would have made a great leader of dogmen, Naarwulf. You’re altogether too practical. Ganson!”
 
   The blond dogman barked, a high-pitched note.
 
   “We’re going to have to stop for the night, so start making the rounds. I’ll leave it up to you, you’ve a nose for it.” Vito turned to Naarwulf. “Go to some of the others and say we will make camp early, on the pretext that we’re debating our next move. There will be no change of plan, of course, but I don’t want to deal with fights breaking out, panic spreading, and so on. Talk to the chiefs, Naarwulf, but send the shamans directly to me, one at a time. Move fast; I don’t want them conferring with one another until after I’m through with them.”
 
   Naarwulf and Ganson bowed and left. Vito glanced at the “blood brothers” Bloodnose and Frigidskin for a moment, then turned back to the impassable gorge.
 
   “Vito,” said Ramos. “What do you want from me?”
 
   “From you? I need you to be Ramos.”
 
   “That’s all I ever am.”
 
   “I want you standing nearby when I speak to the shamans. I want you looking imposing. Feel free to drink while you do it.”
 
   Ramos smiled wickedly and slapped Frigidskin on the back of the neck, knocking the pup near the abyss.
 
   *              *              *
 
   They began skirting around the gorge, and it happened much as Vito thought. The dogs were no longer heading in a straight line toward a weak enemy and inevitable plunder; now that they were frustrated, thirst, heat, and the cold, biting wind cut straight into their resolve. Vito knew that in the heat of battle a dogman was a terrifying sight to behold, but during the long trek around the gorge he saw them as completely pathetic. With every breath they took, a complaint was given voice. Every step taken brought them closer to something bothersome that had to be discussed long after it was passed. Vito only fought one challenger while skirting the gorge, but the rival seemed like an afterthought thrown at him by a group of worn out dogmen who were unexcited by the fight and unmindful of the outcome. After Vito stomped open the back of the dogman’s head, no more rivals were sent while they skirted the gorge.
 
   But it was not a single rival that Vito feared; he feared the horde turning against him altogether. The chieftains who allied with Vito were useful for managing the tribes and the smaller clans, in that Vito did not have to worry about settling bitter disputes over lost boots or the constant accusations of homosexuality against one another that could quickly escalate into violence. The chieftains were necessary, but they were mostly untrustworthy. They kept in touch with one another, they argued and agreed with one another, and if one should be in a bad mood and hint at sedition toward their strange human Khan, then Vito feared they could all turn against him in a day, or even in an hour. The whole must be maintained. To do that, Vito knew that troublesome individuals within the pack would have to be convinced - one way or another.
 
   *              *              *
 
   Outside of the camp, pale Bloodnose and gray Frigidskin hugged the face of a dune with rifles in hand. They watched the warrior Blooddrinker and his boy-love Dormin walking away with some others. The blood brothers kept an eye on the two not because of their illicit sunrise rendezvous, but because they were troublesome rabble-rousers. The fact that other warriors walked with them now could only mean one thing.
 
   Bloodnose tapped his younger brother’s shoulder, then growled. Frigidskin laid against the great .50 cal sniper rifle that he’d gotten from the fall of Hargis. The dog calmed himself and breathed slowly. Bloodnose peered through his binoculars, watching – then there was a deafening crack, and Blooddrinker jerked and fell in a heap. Little Dormin wailed loudly and the other warriors wheeled about, crouching, guns in hand. The wails of the pup went on and on; another sharp crack rang out from Frigidskin’s rifle, then little Dormin fell as well.
 
   Bloodnose raised a loudspeaker and shouted, “Loyal dogs! Those two were sinners. They were homosexuals. You are loyal dogmen.”
 
   The distant warriors hesitated, and one shouted, “Why do you fire at us? We are loyal dogmen!”
 
   “You are loyal dogmen,” shouted Bloodnose. “Return to your pack. Those two were homosexuals!”
 
   “How do you know this?” came the challenge.
 
   “I can take them all,” Frigidskin growled to his brother quietly.
 
   “Khan would be angry,” whispered Bloodnose. “Most likely, they are embarrassed to be caught in the middle of such mischief.” He thought for a moment, raised the loudspeaker, and said, “Loyal dogmen, check the penile member of the sinner Blooddrinker.”
 
   Immediately a warrior turned to the fallen dogman, yanked his pants down, and examined the thing. It looked no different from any other, but, seeing an easy way out of the situation, he shouted, “By the gods, his member is covered in some awful disease! We have been deceived!” The other dogmen threw sand over their left shoulder and made the sign of the circle on their chest and made a great show of praying.
 
   “The deceivers are dead,” said Bloodnose. “So, return to the pack. We will say nothing of this!”
 
   Fearful that the blood brothers would change their minds and shoot, the warriors sang a celebratory song as they made their way back toward the camp.
 
   Bloodnose scratched his brother’s head, and said, “Use this thing first,” then tapped the rifle lightly and said, “Use this thing when you need it.”
 
   *              *              *
 
   Khan Vito took to riding atop one of the tanker trucks full of diesel just to see if anyone would have the balls to pass a stick of dynamite into the exhaust and blow it up while he sat on his rocking chair throne. Even as the dogs grumbled about their diaspora and the seemingly insurmountable distance to the promised land, he knew that they acknowledged him as the Khan, a legendary figure reborn time and again whenever the tribes needed to come together in order to survive. They knew that he would not be Khan if he saw the broken land bridges and immediately gave up, as the rest of them wanted to.
 
   He wondered if they could see how bored he was, gently rocking on his throne. For years he had spoken to the dogmen, trying to convince them that they could not fight against the leash of Hargis one day, then beg from it the next. The tribes could not fight against one another for Hargis money, or lay down their weapons for cushy jobs as Hargis servants, or turn against a tribe that fought against Hargis just for a boost in reputation. In the past, the tribes and clans had come together under a Khan, a visionary warrior capable of seeing beyond the leash of family ties, even beyond the leash of fear, and that was why Vito had courted the title for himself. He knew the danger. There were many, many stories about various Khans bringing the tribes together only to be betrayed by rivals or former friends at the moment of victory. Khan Vito knew that the shamans supported his vision of a world free of the cage of civilization, a timeless world ruled by warrior-dogs, but he knew that the possibility of living in a violent paradise weighed little against the rush of overcoming and sacrificing a leader whose reputation was greater than one’s own.
 
   They’re hypocrites, he thought. Thick-headed idiots. I’m the greatest thing that’s ever happened to them. They know it, in their guts. But the mind of a dogman… outside of battle, they are the most worthless people in the world. 
 
   The sense of their own racial inferiority was a thick, palpable presence. They thought and spoke of it constantly. He heard a cluster of young dogmen whispering below the tanker. Would they send a challenger to him later? Would they dynamite the truck and send him on to Valhalla in a blaze of glory, and tell the tale of how their mighty Khan successfully brought them out of their homeland and into the land of the gorge in the middle of nowhere?
 
   If I can just get them to Pontius, he thought, shaking his head. They are terrifying in combat, but such victims in all other matters. If I can just get them there and turn them loose…
 
   He heard pounding on the side of the truck, then, “Hey boss!”
 
   Vito leaned over in his seat and saw Ramos staring up at him. “What’s up?”
 
   “You know that human? That ex-soldier? One I was talking about?”
 
   Vito was bored already. He nodded slowly.
 
   “Well I choked that motherfucker!”
 
   “Yeah?” said Vito. The man had been a rabble rouser, a troublemaker.
 
   Vito unconsciously looked away from Ramos; for him, the ex-soldier, the entire situation, simply no longer existed. “Boss!”
 
   “Yeah!” said Vito, leaning over and glaring.
 
   “Well I wanted to tell you this funny shit. After I choked him out, this other dude, he came runnin’ up to me... he was a dogman, just a pup, but he slapped the shit outta me.” Ramos waited for dramatic effect, then said, “But you know I keep my knife close, so as I fell back, I kinda got it in my hand, like so... when I come up again, I whipped my trusty right across his belly! An’ he was like, “Yi yi yi!” an’ went runnin’ off… holdin’ his guts in!”
 
   Vito smiled genuinely. “You say he was holding his guts in?”
 
   “Yeah! Just like... yi yi yi!”
 
   The two laughed loudly. “Ramos! It really is the little things in life, isn’t it?”
 
   *              *              *
 
   Vito sat on a stool alone in his tent and picked a flea from his chest hair. He watched the little black thing wiggle between his fingernails. He knew that only a few years ago, the idea that he would have to deal with such vermin would have been inconceivable. Now, after learning the truth about the world from Globulus, the idea of wearing a leash behind city walls just to avoid things like fleas – a mere inconvenience – seemed inconceivable.
 
   He heard a cry in the distance, shrill and high, and crushed the flea between his fingers as he rose to investigate. Most of the camp had only just settled down, but the rising sun was already hot and close. Several guards followed him silently as he walked through the pack. He saw dogmen laughing and carrying on the distance, passing something between them.
 
   He came to a group crouching in a circle. They smiled and bowed their heads to him. A dogwoman laid on the ground, propped up beside her man. She held a soaking wet, crying newborn child bundled in filthy rags.
 
   Vito knelt beside the dogwoman. Her hairline came down nearly to her eyebrows, and she had a large chin and even had a few patches of thin, fine facial hair. Vito laid his hard, coarse hand on the child’s head, and almost immediately the little pup ceased crying. He could hear the dogs behind him gasp, as if the event was a sign of incredible portent. The child quivered with naked potential, its little jaw strangely popping open and shut, the wrinkled eyelids clasped tightly.
 
   “It is a boy,” said the father, face beaming.
 
   Vito looked at the mother, and said, “What will you name him?”
 
   “Vito,” she said. She smiled slightly, suddenly unsure of herself.
 
   “I’ll have to make sure the name is worthy of him, then,” said Vito. The father hid his face, suddenly overcome with emotion.
 
   Vito patted the child once more, then thought, Can they really not see it? Don’t they know what the delay at the gorge will do to us? When our supplies run out, what do they think we will eat?
 
   “I can see that he will make a great warrior,” said Vito, rising to leave. He saw the mother swell with pride before he turned away.
 
   The child will be eaten, Vito thought. We will all, eventually, be aborted.
 
   *              *              *
 
   “Why do you complain so?” said Ganson, the young noble-born dogman. “The Khan has brought us around the gorge. He will never stop in this quest!”
 
   “Many say,” said a dogman, “that the Khan, he is a man, he is crazy. Because he is a man, he is crazy. They say that this moving is bad, it takes us away from home.”
 
   “Home?” said Ganson, turning so that the crowd could hear him. “Where is home? In Hargis, in a cage? Hargis was bad. The Khan, he talked to the wise man Globulus, he talked to the chiefs, he killed many bad men and now Hargis is no more. Hargis was not good.”
 
   “I do not say that Hargis was good. It was bad. But our Khan... he is not a dogman!”
 
   “No, he is not. He is a wolf, my friend. Does he speak as a man speaks?”
 
   “Well...”
 
   “And through our Khan, we are made wolves, too. A dog is a little thing. It sits by its leash and complains if its master does not tie it up tight enough.” At this, many dogmen laughed. “But a wolf, he travels far, when it snows he does not feel cold, when the sun... when it is hot, he does not stop to rest. The wolf does not stop until it catches the prey. This is the new way that our Khan, who was once a man but is now a wolf, teaches us. And that way is good!”
 
   “It is good!” someone in the crowd shouted.
 
   “Anyone who is a wolf can say, without question, that it is not a bad thing,” Ganson concluded.
 
   The other dogman could see that he had been singled out, and that his friends who had complained with him only minutes before had been completely been won over by Ganson’s way with words. He finally relented. “Very well, Ganson. I was only speaking what I thought was good. I see now that our Khan is good. I will remain loyal to him until I die. I will die for our Khan!” The dogman raised his fist high, and Ganson took his wrist and shook it vigorously as the crowd cheered. In the distance, Ganson could see that the great Khan was watching him from atop one of the fuel tankers. Ganson pretended that he did not notice the Khan watching him, but in his heart he wondered if the Khan was proud of him for doing his part to hold them all together. He wondered if the Khan was considering making him a leader of one of the clans, or perhaps even an entire tribe…?
 
   What a bunch of fucking children, Khan Vito thought to himself.
 
   *              *              *
 
   Naarwulf stooped to enter the tent he shared with the Khan. Vito stood before him, short and powerful, regal and feral, the most powerful man in the world because he found it easier to destroy the world than serve it. Naarwulf strode up to him and, with a great bark, slapped him in the side of the head with such force that the Khan wheeled about, kicked his feet up, then slid against the side of the tent and flopped into the ground.
 
   Naarwulf shouted, “You will never make me kill another chieftain again! Never!”
 
   Vito staggered onto his side, then fell. His eyes darted back and forth, and Naarwulf wondered if the blow had blinded him. “Naarwulf,” he muttered, “when I say ‘jump’... then you… you say… how… high...”
 
   Naarwulf shoved his Khan onto his back and crouched over him. “I will go to Hell today because of you! Because of your vision! I killed a chieftain! Outside of a duel, that is - unthinkable!”
 
   “Nothing is unthinkable!” Vito hissed. Naarwulf placed two massive hands on either side of the Khan’s throat to silence his blasphemy. He thought of the terrible thing, earlier, when they made camp. They had rounded the gorge, sure enough, and were nearly back on course. Still, a troublesome chief would not silence his dreadful condemnations against their Khan. He had caused division among his warriors. And so, by the Khan’s order, and like a good leashman, Naarwulf had strode up to the chieftain and his great bodyguard, without weapons, and announced that for his selfish pride Naarwulf was going to kill him. The bodyguard had moved to unsheathe an axe - Naarwulf bashed the dog in the throat, took the axe himself, and swung the thing overhead such that it grinded through the fat chieftain’s head and lodged into his ribs and spine. When the other warriors reacted, Naarwulf was taken over by the bloodlust; he flung dogmen around, disarming and stabbing and tearing throats and punching out eyeballs until the other warriors loyal to the dead chief had laid down their arms and pledged sole allegiance to Khan Vito, the great and immortal leader who had led them around the gorge.
 
   Naarwulf pulled his hands away from the Khan’s neck in terror. He whined, long and loud, because now that he’d killed the Khan, it was his duty to become… no, impossible! Not Naarwulf! Never!
 
   “Naarwulf,” Khan Vito whispered, his throat raw. “Don’t you realize those fat chieftains made up the whole rite of the duel so they could throw dogs like you against one another and keep their own hides out of danger?”
 
   Naarwulf howled in even greater terror when he heard the voice of his lord, his immortal Khan. He scrambled into a corner, hands over his head.
 
   Vito tried to rise, felt the veins in his head swell as if they would burst, then laid down again. He breathed carefully and let the pain wash over him. After a long time, he turned and saw his loyal leashman, the fiercest dogman he’d ever known, whimpering in the corner.
 
   “Naarwulf, listen. Those spineless dogs made up the concept of Hell to keep wolves like you in line. And you are a wolf. Today, you’ve hunted and killed a god. You’re afraid now because the last bit of dog that’s still in you, the dog that they trained you to be, is going through its death pains.
 
   “All your life they’ve told you that civilization is evil, but at the same time, they told you that loyalty to the tribe is all-important. They told you they could get you to paradise, or Valhalla, or Heaven, or whatever you want to call it. It’s all a lie, Naarwulf. The tribes are no different from Hargis, no different from Pontius. There is no such thing as a good or bad civilization, pup. They’re all the same. All of them are sanctuaries for the weak. Why do you follow me, Naarwulf?”
 
   Naarwulf moaned loudly.
 
   “You follow me because I’m strong,” said Vito. “You’re strong, too. You could take me in a duel, Naarwulf. Easily. But you know that only I have the power to destroy civilization, don’t you? They stuck you so deep in their cage that you need a thick-headed little human like me to get you out of it.
 
   “We were both outsiders, Naarwulf. You were a wolf raised by dogs. I was a warrior raised by weaklings. But we’ll get through this. You might have to beat my ass every now and again. I don’t mind. We’ll get through this.”
 
   Vito finally rose, then coughed and spat. Naarwulf peeked around his arms and saw Vito tidying himself up. The women were nowhere to be found, so the Khan readied some tea himself. After a while he said, “Naarwulf. Have some tea with me.”
 
   “Nuh...” Naarwulf moaned, digging his face into his arms.
 
   Vito poured two cups, rose, and kicked Naarwulf in the ribs. His foot bounced back and he winced as if he’d kicked solid stone. “Are you disobeying a direct order?”
 
   Naarwulf sighed and rose and the hair on his face was matted with tears. He stood awkwardly and took the small cup of tea from Vito. The two went outside to watch the sunrise.
 
   After a while, Vito said, “Thanks.”
 
   Naarwulf lowered his head as he recalled killing a chieftain.
 
   “I’m not thanking you for that. I don’t have to thank you for following orders, leashman.” Vito stared at the side of Naarwulf’s head until the dogman looked up and faced his Khan with bleary eyes. Already a massive bruise was welling up on the side of the Khan’s head. “I’m thanking you,” Vito said, “for making today interesting.”
 
   *              *              *
 
   The crisis of skirting of the gorge was overcome, and the tribes remained unified under the Khan. In the following weeks, the horde tramped through the wasteland, gorging themselves on their dwindling livestock and water supplies. As they drew near the sheer cliffs north of the gorge, no duels were called for. They uprooted any trees they could find for campfires and sang songs of their great Khan, Vito the Wolf, Vito the Destroyer. Ganson danced with the young pups and Ramos suddenly recalled that he’d actually known Vito far longer than he’d let on in his previous stories, and he told of how he and Vito had fought back-to-back, in their childhood, against hundreds of Hargis soldiers.
 
   The great horde came to the cliffs and filled up every available valley and bled through, slow and unstoppable, their footsteps and droning engines echoing like a pestilence of locusts. Their scouts ran overhead, from the face of one cliff to another, and when they stopped to watch the torches and headlights down below, it looked like a river of light, a hundred channels of white magma burying the world.
 
   Then the mines started going off.
 
   One day a pack of dogs ran back through the throng, calling out to their Khan. Vito leaped from the top of the diesel truck and stood before them.
 
   “Great Khan!” said one, bowing low. “There are mines in the passes! I saw one go off with my own eyes, killing warriors without any warning!”
 
   “The mine you saw - how many were killed?” said Vito.
 
   “Dozens!” screamed the dogman. “No, hundr-”
 
   Vito leaped forward and socked the dogman in his jaw. The dogman stumbled back and shook his head.
 
   “How many?” hissed Vito.
 
   “Ah... one was killed, for sure,” said the dogman. “B-but two more were dreadfully wounded!”
 
   “Khan,” said another dogman, “a jeep has been ruined by a mine hidden in another pass!”
 
   “Gods below,” said Vito. He climbed back on top of the diesel truck. “You do realize that Pontius is going to put up some kind of defense, don’t you? Is this really so terrifying to you?”
 
   The dogmen glanced at one another.
 
   “Carry on,” said Vito. “Carry on.”
 
   The reports continued to come in, several per day. Mines felling warriors, mines destroying jeeps, mines found and carefully disarmed by scouts. Vito guessed that the zeppelins of Hargis must have gone to Pontius and warned them. He knew that he could not trust his own scouts, who blew everything out of proportion. Based on tire tracks and signs of camps, they were dealing with anywhere from ten to one hundred saboteurs. It was no matter to Vito. If he had his way, he would make it so that his legion would simply plow over the mines, silent and unmindful if a few of them should die. They were an ocean; it was inevitable that a few drops would be skimmed off the top.
 
   Then came reports that a few armed rangers had been spotted, men on motorcycles or in trucks. There were reports of skirmishes. Sometimes Vito could hear gunfire in the night, but he could never be sure if his scouts were fighting someone, or if some pup had taken a wild fit and had to fire off a few rounds before he could calm down.
 
   One day, near dawn, Vito sat with Naarwulf outside their tent. Ganson strolled up with the blood brothers Frigidskin and Bloodnose on either side of him. “Great Khan,” said Ganson, “I have reports that the attackers have been spotted at-”
 
   “Stop right there!” Vito snapped. He threw his head at the tent and they all entered. While Ganson and the blood brothers knelt low, Vito said, “Ganson, I think I remember saying before that when you run up to me with these “official” reports, it throws everything into chaos for hours. I want those dogs out there asleep and rested for tomorrow, not up all night howling vengeance about some shit that doesn’t matter in the long run.”
 
   In the silence that followed, Vito considered their situation. They were nearly out of water, but no one ever spoke of the matter. If they did not remain on their course toward the foglands, or if they slowed down even a little, they would all die of thirst between the unforgiving cliffs. All of them, no exceptions. They did not have the time to run around all day long looking for some idiots from Pontius. The water situation would be resolved by reaching the lowlands, but Vito had few ideas about what they would do for food, and none of them were good. Soon, some hard decisions would have to be made.
 
   “Great Khan,” said Ganson, “I am very sorry. Sometimes I become incredibly excited, and I say what seems to be wisdom, but perhaps is not. But on this matter, I would not come to you only with a rumor that came out of a mouth I did not know. Good scouts have sighted and met with the enemy, and have even exchanged fire with them. These scouts, I trust.”
 
   “You trust them?” said Vito.
 
   “Khan,” said Ganson, nodding.
 
   Words, thought Vito, only words. A dogman could talk about trust and loyalty all day long and you could still end up with a knife in your back. Then again, Ganson was, all things considered, a good leashman with a decent head on his shoulders. Not much for conversation, but he was no idiot. Vito considered that Ganson might be, in fact, too good for a dogman; too smart, intuition too keen. Vito did not fear his strength in a duel, for the pup was too young to be any real challenge. Still, someone like him, especially with noble blood clogging up his veins, could pose a problem later on. Perhaps something should be done about him before it became fashionable to grumble over dwindling food and water…
 
   “Okay,” said Vito. “Ganson, I want you and the blood brothers to take some others and range out. You pick up the trail of these attackers, find them, and...”
 
   “Khan?”
 
   Vito thought for a while. “I’m going to need you to use that big head of yours, Ganson. The important thing is information. We don’t know what we’re up against. Mines today, maybe zeppelins full of bombs tomorrow. We need to know more, so you’re going to range out and kill some of these guys, but mostly I want you to bring back their leader. We need the most important-looking person you can find, understand? Take a dozen dogmen, some jeeps, and enough humans to keep the jeeps running. Follow these idiots as long as you have to and as far as you have to. But bring me back some meat. You hear?”
 
   Ganson bowed and left with the two pariah blood brothers. Vito knew that the most likely scenario was that they would get hungry, begin fighting among themselves, then come back wounded and talking about how they fought a thousand warriors of Pontius. Then again, Bloodnose and Frigidskin were excellent trackers; there was a chance that they might come back with someone that the dogs in the camp could pass some time by torturing to death.
 
   


  
 




Chapter Fourteen
 
   The Baptism
 
    
 
   Wodan stood naked in the near-freezing pool at the bottom of the valley. He lowered himself in, rubbed his limbs for warmth, then opened his eyes and saw dirt and clouds of filth streaming off his body. He pushed his fingers through his hair, then rose. Freezing water streamed from his long hair and his breath rolled out in a torrent of mist. He looked to the stars above and felt them speaking into his blood. He did not fully understand what was happening to him, but the part of him that felt lost and confused was dying more and more every day.
 
   He regarded his reflection staring back at him in the rippling mirror. He was deathly pale from riding in his suit and helmet every day, but that was only a small change. His pants were tailored for a shorter person, and his shirt no longer fit. Stranger still, something stared back at him from behind his own eyes. He coughed, then spat into the water, dissolving the mirror.
 
   “You think you’ve beaten me already?” he said aloud.
 
   The ripples subsided and the other glared back at him.
 
   “This far, and no further,” he said, massaging his neck. “Remember the deal.”
 
   But even his face seemed different, the features more pronounced. Perhaps the thing inside of him did not make compromises.
 
   


  
 




Chapter Fifteen
 
   The Indifference of Angels
 
    
 
   For many days, perhaps even weeks, the envoys from Pontius had been locked up in a San Ktari dungeon. They were divided into groups in several large rooms, given plenty of soft mats to lie on, served dishes of rice and fish with great politeness, and were told that they only waited for the word of the Emperor, or one of his ministers, for an audience. They were not told that they were captives, but they knew that their cushy chambers were in the same building as the dungeon because they could often hear the cries of prisoners rising up to them from the torture chambers. Fortunata had plenty of time to develop her “I told you so” look for King Zachariah.
 
   Fortunata was locked up with Zach, several soldiers of Hargis, the luckless envoys who had returned from Greeley without any reinforcements, and a single Smith who never left his mat. They were not allowed to communicate with Miss Oliver or Virgil or any of the others. The only person they ever saw was a tiny serving girl who raised a latch near the foot of the door, passed them their noon or nightly meal, and giggled uncomfortably whenever Zach tried to press her for information.
 
   Zach paced back and forth as he recalled their arrival at the great nation of San Ktari. He could immediately tell that flesh demons and dogmen must not have been a problem in the east, because even the city-states that surrounded San Ktari were unified into small nations. They had seen several villages without walls; Zach suggested that this did not necessarily mean that demons were unknown to them, but that perhaps demonic rites of sacrifice were acceptable and commonplace. Instead of stopping by one of the smaller nations, they had continued on.
 
   The cities of San Ktari had amazed them. Not only were the buildings taller than in the west, but some of them appeared to be new. Several cities even had smokestacks jutting out from fat gray factories where hard-faced men moved about like ants. The presence of the military was overwhelming; even small villages had troops of men with red armor, black rifles, and red headbands marching about. Each soldier seemed similar to the other, each human an interchangeable part in one great, living thing that turned like clockwork. One of the larger cities was patrolled by a swarm of airships, which was a complete surprise to the westerners. The envoys had been forced onto the ground by the small, fast, roughshod crafts of steel and hastily escorted to another city, perhaps the capital, on several large flatbed diesel-burning trucks.
 
   At their destination, they saw militant propaganda everywhere. Many buildings were covered in posters that depicted warriors armed with weapons from many eras, their exploits highlighted by alien script written in splashes of red and black. Sometimes the propaganda-art depicted godlike human beings with large eyes that were undeniably of a different race from the people of San Ktari. Zach wondered why such staunch nationalists did not glorify their own racial features, but his captors never gave him anything more than a polite smile or head nod. When he asked how they dealt with flesh demons in the expansion of their empire, he received similar polite dismissals. It was a complete mystery.
 
   They were never questioned. Their polite captors showed absolutely no curiosity about them or their homeland or their business. After many days of eating and sleeping, Zach took to staring at Fortunata, but none could say whether it was because of lust, or anger, or resentment at his failed plan. A few soldiers of Hargis removed their badges of rank and sat around her, but she paid them no mind. The other soldiers of Hargis sat near their king and glared at Fortunata’s new circle.
 
   One day, Zach spoke. He spoke quietly, but his voice seemed jarring and violent after so many days of stillness. “I wonder if they’re going to feed us to demons to protect one of their villages, or if they just want to see how long it takes us to break and attack one another.”
 
   “They won’t have to wait much longer,” said one old soldier, his eyes on a disheveled comrade across the room.
 
   Almost immediately, the door to their chamber opened with a high-pitched shriek. The men whirled about, crouching and staring. A short warrior in a red uniform eyed them fearfully, glanced behind himself, then walked away. They heard another heavy lock thrown open farther down the hall.
 
   Zach ran into the hall and nearly charged into a tall, strange looking man in a dark brown uniform. He had black hair similar to the other people of Ktari, but his eyes were freezing gray. Fortunata entered the hall, then stepped back, for the man was incredibly handsome.
 
   “You the king from the outer rim?” said Matthias the Engel.
 
   “Zachariah, King of Hargis, if that’s what you mean.”
 
   “Outer rim?” grumbled a Hargis soldier.
 
   “Is it time to see your Emperor?” said Zach.
 
   “Of course not,” said Matthias. “It’s time to get out of here before the Emperor ever hears about you. If you value your lives, that is.”
 
   Further down the hall, the other soldiers of Hargis staggered from open cells. Judge Rosebudd walked uneasily, his old legs no longer used to movement. Edwar and Fortunata ran to one another and embraced. Virgil smacked his hand on Edwar’s back, then strode up to Zach, smiling awkwardly.
 
   Matthias gestured and they followed. They saw other guards, many of them armored, on their knees with hands held before them, their faces nearly touching the ground. Matthias did not acknowledge them as he strode past. They came to a gray courtyard surrounded by barbed wire and concrete walls. Near the gate they saw many heavy trucks bearing the deflated zeppelins.
 
   Matthias turned and regarded Zach, then said, “I’ve ordered them to take you far from here. I’ve left a map with one of the drivers. It will show you where to fly to avoid any interruption during your return to the outer rim.”
 
   “I see...” said Zach, unsure of himself.
 
   “Is Wodan still alive?”
 
   “You know Wodan? As far as I know, he might still be alive, but-”
 
   “He probably is, then,” said Matthias, smiling. “Listen. I’m doing this because I know you’re associated with that town of Wodan’s. When you see him, tell him that Matthias... well, just tell him that sometimes even gods can get their hands dirty.”
 
   Zach realized that the strange character must be bucking authority by setting them free. “I understand, and I thank you. But, listen. If you know Wodan, then... won’t you help him? Pontius faces destruction, and Wodan’s doing everything he can to save it. If you could just give us-”
 
   “I don’t care about any of that stuff,” said Matthias, turning to leave. “Just give Wodan that message, will you?”
 
   *              *              *
 
   The sun set in a burst of radiant yellow by the time the zeppelins were airborne. Their supplies were gone, save for a pittance of water given with a smile by one of the Ktari soldier escorts. The soldiers were manic with the joy of freedom, but within an hour of being airborne most of them passed out wherever they could while Edwar and Fortunata carried on like animals belowdecks.
 
   Miss Oliver stood with Zach on the prow of their flagship, and said, “Where to now, king of the ‘outer rim’?”
 
   “Pontius,” said Zach.
 
   “Without reinforcements?”
 
   “It’s too late,” said Zach, smiling strangely.
 
   “That sounds good to me,” said Virgil, approaching suddenly. “I’m ready to go home. I used to think that Pontius was a complete mess that needed to be changed from top to bottom. After seeing the rest of the world, Pontius is looking a whole lot better.”
 
   “That’s something, at least,” said Zach. “Pontius’s greatest citizens have spent their time on vacation rather than planning for the city’s defense, the city’s had no airpower for the past few weeks, many of us don’t like or even trust one another any longer… but at least we’ve convinced one man to fight for the survival of his homeland.”
 
   “You do us little justice, king,” said Miss Oliver. “Pontius has been in the business of killing for a long, long time. I’m sure we’ll be able to think of something.”
 
   Zach laughed harshly. “Let’s just hope that Wodan did his job.”
 
   


  
 




Chapter Sixteen
 
   Population Zero
 
    
 
   The thing that terrified the boys most of all was that even as they entered the foglands, they saw the lights of scouts who had drawn ahead of them. After shooting and being shot at by distant fighters in the hills with nothing to show for it but exhaustion and lost ammunition, and with the terrible realization that the route to Pontius was no longer safe, they cut east and headed toward the dead city of the Ancients. They had used up most of their explosives while blowing up the bridges and mining the passes, so they were able to pack several bikes into the truck in order to conserve fuel, and they drove without sleep for days and nights through a wind-tortured, lifeless red land until they reached the massive necropolis, where they planned to lay low until the invaders were no longer on top of them.
 
   The edge of the city came upon them suddenly. There were no structures at all, but they knew they had arrived because sand and grit suddenly gave way to ground that was smooth and slick, like an aged mirror that reflected sunlight in a bright haze for miles around.
 
   Finally they came to an island of towers that reached impossibly high, far higher than any of the buildings Wodan had ever seen. It was the ruins of a commercial district built in an era before the fall, when mankind dreamed of wealth and progress. The great, towering hulls seemed to be of the same brown and red stone as the land itself, and Wodan wondered if perhaps they were fossilized remnants that withstood the leveling of the rest of the city only because the wasteland wanted to recast these great blasphemies into its own stark image. The boys gaped in awe as they rode through the avenues, and the echo of their engines called out, hollow and foreboding. Only Sylas seemed to enjoy the sight of that cursed, dead place, while Cedrik shivered despite the heat of the truck’s cab.
 
   “Many long time ago,” Justinas said quietly, “the men who were Smiths before there were Smiths, they took from this place many things. Now it is empty, only ghosts remain.”
 
   They stopped in a flat valley between lonely towers. Looking about, Wodan said, “Dogmen are superstitious creatures. Maybe they’ll leave us alone here, then we can come up behind them and…”
 
   “What, attack from behind?” said Chris, laughing. “Our job’s done, man.”
 
   Wodan was frustrated, for he knew that Chris was right. They had done what they could, and still the invaders advanced.
 
   While they were tired and wanted only to sleep, their fear drove them on and they examined the buildings while the last of the day’s light was still available. Strangely enough, many of the buildings were very literally empty save for long crossed beams made almost entirely of rust; floorless, the behemoths stretched upwards without end. They saw some kind of winged vermin fluttering about in the shafts of light from hundreds of open windows. Wodan howled in one such building and Jake cursed, startled. The reverberations from Wodan’s cry and the undertone of Jake’s curse echoed for a long time, a summons to mass in some cathedral of the damned.
 
   In other buildings, they found floors of stone similar to the outer walls, complete with stairs of rusted steel. All of the boys carried hand-held radios and remained in constant communication. Chris and Sylas, on a dare, investigated the lower depths of one ruin and found a complex network of waterways and square streams, and the boys set to boiling bucketfuls of the grimy water to replace their own. They decided to station themselves in two great buildings across from one another. One of the ruined buildings had a ramp leading down to a basement, and there they stowed the truck and bikes.
 
   “Now let’s mine this bitch up,” said Chris, “and not come out for about a week.”
 
   Justinas hauled out the remainder of their mines; not a lot, but enough to mine up the lower floors of their hideouts. “We’ll have to be sure to stay together while we place them,” said Wodan. “I don’t want to end up as another notch on Jon’s kill-count.”
 
   “That wouldn’t count as a kill,” Chris said quickly. “I’m not giving Jon any easy points from an accident.”
 
   “Woah!” Jon shouted, staring into the back of the truck. “The fuck is that thing?”
 
   “A machinegun!” said Justinas, smiling maniacally. “Good for killing dogm-”
 
   “I know what it’s good for!” hollered Jon. “Whyn’t you tell me ’bout this earlier?”
 
   “Now I know I have spoken of fine points of machinegun,” said Justinas.
 
   “No! No, you didn’t.”
 
   “Well perhaps I did not, my friend. But we have not had real chance to use it, earlier. And hope you will, I’m sure, that we may not need use it.”
 
   Jon hauled the heavy machinegun from the truck, then swiveled away when Chris moved to take it. “Forget that sniper bullshit,” said Jon. “That shit’s for psycho freaks with God complexes. This here’s a real man’s weapon, Chris, so hands off. But... hell, why didn’t they give us any more of these?”
 
   “Most likely,” said Wodan, “the Smiths were expecting all of this equipment to eventually fall into the hands of the invaders. They wanted to look like they were helping us, but…”
 
   Jake scowled at him, but Sylas said, “You know, you’re probably right. I bet they even made us some kind of tax write-off!”
 
   “Well, whatever,” said Jon. “I’ll be glad give this bad boy to any dog who wants it. One bullet at a time, baby.”
 
   They took a long time hiding the mines around their two hideouts and, straining through the fog of exhaustion, each of them carefully memorized the deadly locations.
 
   When night fell, manic exhaustion chose where they would stay: Wodan became delirious with laugher and Jake soon caught it as well. Sylas, withdrawn and unwilling to deal with a lot of giggling, drifted through the killzone of mines in order to sleep in the second building. Justinas began to laugh, though he understood little of what Wodan said about anything. Cedrik shook his head at them and, as he left to join Sylas, Chris rose and said, “I’m gonna keep an eye on Cedrik and make sure Sylas’s maidenhead remains intact,” and slapped Cedrik’s ass as he ran to the second building.
 
   The laughter died slowly, and Jake said, “Did any of you ever wonder what the dogmen are?”
 
   “They are part man and part dog,” said Justinas. “In my country, there is story about their first ancestor - he make love to a dog, and a hairy girl, she is born-”
 
   “Come on, man,” said Wodan. “Things never happen like that. That’s just something some guy made up and everyone thought it was funny.”
 
   “Yes, that may be my friend, but it is not common for man to make love to dog. Perhaps any time such love is made, a child is born.”
 
   “If that’s the case then humans and dogmen could interbreed. They can’t.”
 
   “Plus,” said Jake, “they don’t even really look like dogs, do they?”
 
   “Their teeth kind of do, and they’re hairy,” said Wodan, “but you’re right, they don’t really look like dogs. From what I’ve heard, they’re most likely a genetic offshoot of humans like us. They were isolated over time, and developed in some situation where strength and speed and hairiness were more important than intelligence and individuality.”
 
   Jon cleared his throat, then said, “That’s right, about the individuality thing. My dad, he’s actually fought with dogmen before. He said when one of ’em starts barkin’ about some shit, they all tend to join in.”
 
   “Your dad fought dogmen?” said Wodan.
 
   “Yeah... well, kind of. My dad, he was tough as nails, a farmer. But this was back when he was a kid, see. He said mostly he would just shoot an’ run. That was the only way to deal with them. ’Cause man, believe me, you don’t ever wanna get caught by those sons of bitches.”
 
   “They torture people?”
 
   “Worse, man. If you get caught by a dogman, you better believe you’re gonna get raped.”
 
   “They rape men?”
 
   “Rape men, women, kids, animals - anything alive enough to kick. They’re animals themselves.”
 
   “Don’t they have some kind of spiritual belief that forbids that sort of thing?” said Jake.
 
   “They execute their own, all the time, for being homos,” said Jon. “But when it comes down to it, any of ’em will do it to anything. Anything.”
 
   Wodan thought about the matter, then said, “Just another gang of bullies who like to say one thing, but do another.”
 
   “You said it, man. They’re even worse than all the creeps back in Pontius, the way my dad told it. That’s why he got off the farms when he did.”
 
   While there had been some talk about setting up a watch that night, they all passed out at about the same time and trusted that the mines would act as an alarm clock.
 
   Late the next day, Wodan woke and saw Jon and Justinas sitting in the shade with the machinegun. As Justinas spoke of it and pointed out several features, Jon nodded curtly, mouth clasped shut in quiet reverence. Wodan shared a can of beans with Jake, then a cigarette, then gathered his things and went off on his own.
 
   Wodan stepped lightly through their dusty minefield, then found one of the holes that marked the entrance to the underground waterway. Rust from the rickety ladder grinded into his palms and, down in the quiet darkness, where the heat could not penetrate, his mind cleared. He drifted through the dark passages, dipped his hands into the cool waters, and washed his face. Now that he was alone, he felt more at home.
 
   Wodan placed his back against a wall, slid down to his knees, then laid his head back. He relaxed and concentrated on his breathing. Within a few seconds, the insistent pains and nausea of his sickness made themselves known with shocking vehemence. The stress of keeping a lid on the pain around the others was relentless. To distract himself, he thought of his old heroes Korliss and Didi, who had also lived with hidden pain from hidden lives. He was afraid to dwell on the memory of his parents, so he imagined the dining table near his kitchen, with its old, cheap, familiar placemats. But as Wodan thought of home, his thoughts were soon pulled to a dreamlike, grainy image of a horned bovine skull wreathed in flowers. He saw the lights along the walls of the cave in the Black Valley. His guts kicked in remembrance. How could that place be home? It was a place of monsters.
 
   After a long time he seemed to wake in the darkness, his eyes fully adjusted, and realized that he had been taking apart the Hargis sniper rifle and putting it back together over and over again. The process felt natural and comforting. He put the thing back in its case, set it aside, then removed the Coil Magnum that had served him so well in the past. He twirled the massive thing in his hand, then replaced it in the holster at his side. Then he tossed the Blade of the Engels into the air, caught it, and swung it about his body in convoluted circles of death. Even though he could see its comic coloration flashing in the darkness, smeared in long trails behind the blade, the thing itself moving faster than the eye could follow. He no longer felt pain as his body meditated, playing with the weapons as a child plays with toys.
 
   For several hours Wodan crept through the dark tunnels and, whenever he saw a sunlit opening, he would investigate. He found openings near both of their hideouts and in the surrounding avenues. It was difficult to visualize the layout of the winding tunnels. However, when he stopped trying, when he only moved and felt out the place with his body, he could always end up where he wanted.
 
   *              *              *
 
   There came a red dawn over the city of the dead, and Ganson rolled in with five jeeps crammed full of dogmen eager to end their hunt. They had followed the trail of the scouts of Pontius out of the southern reaches of the fogland quite easily, but the trail was soon swallowed by the wasteland. But the scouts had gone in very nearly a straight line, so Ganson was betting that the human scouts would lay low at this cursed place of legend. The dogmen growled and whined in the shadows of the empty towers; only Bloodnose and Frigidskin, the pariahs, seemed unmindful of the ghosts that clung to this place. Even the three humans, dim-witted mechanics and murderers, seemed on edge.
 
   The roar of their engines echoed throughout the cold valleys. All at once Bloodnose stiffened, lifted his nose to the air, and then his brother took up the scent. Bloodnose nudged one of the men who held a radio.
 
   “What?” said Ganson, holding his radio awkwardly in large hands.
 
   “Boss,” said one of the humans, “the brothers - they smell cigarette smoke.”
 
   At once the dogmen in the jeeps barked, produced weapons, loaded ammunition, bared fangs and kicked at dashboards.
 
   *              *              *
 
   “Yep, they know we’re here,” said Jon, ducking beneath the window.
 
   “What did you see?” said Wodan, kneeling in the center of the room.
 
   “Buncha jeeps, buncha dogs,” said Jon. “Lookin’ right at us, man.” They heard engines revving below, hollow echoes, then the sound shrank as the jeeps drove past.
 
   A radio chirped, then Sylas said, “Guys, I think they saw me. Sorry, I think I gave our position away.”
 
   Jon grabbed his radio, then said, “No big deal, Sylas my man, they already knew.” He set the radio down and laughed strangely.
 
   Jon lay still for a moment, then scurried toward the heavy machinegun. He motioned toward Justinas, who had already begun carrying boxes full of belted ammunition toward him. “Justy!” said Jon. “Throw that ammo out and stack it away from the windows, then stack them boxes up under a window, and when we hear ’em comin’ back, I’m gonna set this gun on top, real quick, an’ blast ’em.”
 
   The radio squawked again. They heard heavy panting, then Chris said, “I’m haulin’ ass up to the roof. Jon, you set up that machinegun at-”
 
   “I already am!” Jon hollered into the radio.
 
   Wodan rose quietly, and said, “I’m going out.”
 
   “Goddammit, man!” said Jon, but Wodan was already gone.
 
   *              *              *
 
   The jeeps wheeled around some distance from the two buildings and a crew of dogmen leaped out even before the jeeps stopped. Ganson stood in his seat, tossed two radios into the crowd, and said, “The two places we saw, they will try to cover one another. Split up. One group, run distraction for the other. Remember: Capture a leader. If you can’t find one, capture anyone. If you can’t do that, kill them all.”
 
   He snapped his finger to a human at the wheel of a jeep and said, “Drive around, see if you can find other hideouts.”
 
   “Well how the hell I’m s’posed to do that?” said the driver. “These buildings, they all look the same, don’t they?”
 
   “If someone shoots at you from a building, then you know it is a hideout.”
 
   “Shit!” said the driver, looking away.
 
   Ganson signaled to another dogman, and said, “You stay with me!”
 
   The dogman growled, then nodded curtly.
 
   Ganson watched as two dogmen wrapped belts full of grenades around their torsos. The grenadiers joined the others, who ran in a crouch down the avenue. In total, they numbered eleven.
 
   “Remember!” said Ganson. “They have mines.”
 
   He turned to give orders to the two blood brothers, but they were already gone.
 
   *              *              *
 
   Five dogmen ran in a crouch near the walls of empty towers, kneeling at each corner to peer around, then signaled to the six who ran parallel to them across the street. They knew that the human nests lay just ahead, across the avenue. One of the five signaled to those across the street to stay and cover them - then the five streaked across the avenue.
 
   One of the dogmen saw movement, then Jon slammed the machinegun into place and laid on the trigger, waving the thing back and forth as it shook wildly, screaming and spitting out shells. Justinas fed the belt into the monstrous weapon while Jake peeked over a windowsill, rifle in hand, and shot without aiming. Two of the dogmen were blasted by the machinegun, their torsos shredded wide open, while a third dogman’s leg was drilled through with heavy metal that ripped open veins and destroyed bone. As he spilled into the ground, two of his brothers streaked ahead. One rolled and slammed against the side of a wall and the other dived in through an open window - and fell right on top of a cluster of landmines. The crouching dogman felt a massive shock, then saw dust and chunks of hair blast through the open windows on either side of him.
 
   The team across the street raised their weapons to fire even as they saw Jon set up the machinegun, but Chris, atop the second building, had kept his eye trained on them for a long time. As soon as he saw the chaos erupt, he fired, once, and a dog’s head was run through with a bullet that passed neatly from the crown and out through the base of the skull. The other dogmen scattered and leaped into the opening of a nearby building. Chris crouched against the stone rim that ran along the top of his building, the thrill of pure fear racing in his blood.
 
   The cries of the horribly wounded dogman tore through the avenue as he rolled around, blood pouring freely from his ruined leg. The surviving dogman from that strike team, who had just seen his buddy evaporated by landmines, pulled two grenades from his belt, freed the pins with his fangs, then rose from his cover and tossed them into the window up above, where he’d seen the machinegun sitting. He ducked just before the blast shook the walls of stone. He glared across the avenue at the five dogmen on the other team, barked, and pointed at the other human hideout across the avenue.
 
   The others leaped from their cover and ran toward the building. Gunfire spat from a second story window as Sylas and Cedrik shot down at the runners. A dogman in the rear fell and rolled, then brought his submachine gun up into his armpit and fired at the windows. The two boys leaped back for cover, and the other dogmen reached the cover of the stone wall. Growling and glaring through the windows, they slowly made their way inside, mindful of the terrible mines.
 
   *              *              *
 
   Chris peeked over the side of the rooftop as he heard an engine roaring far below. He saw a jeep wheeling about so wildly that he wondered if it would crash on its own. He brought his rifle up, tracked the jeep, then focused the scope as best he could. “The hell you think you’re doing?” he whispered. The shot seemed impossible, but the other dogmen down below had either scattered or taken cover inside, well out of range. He felt his eye connect with the driver’s shoulder and neck, and he knew that if he could make this shot, then he would surely become legend.
 
   He tightened the rifle against his shoulder and waited until the jeep turned a corner, then drove in a straight line nearly vertical to his position. He focused, relaxed, moved along with the jeep, then led it ever so slightly... he fired, then fired again without pause. He heard wheels squeal and lowered the rifle, then watched, amazed, as the jeep careened out of control, flipped, and slammed into a distant structure. He watched in shock as a single tire slowly rolled away from the smoking wreckage, the lone witness to his incredible feat of death-dealing.
 
   High on adrenaline, he ran about the lip of stone that covered his rooftop and looked for another victim. He saw a single dogman crouching near the other hideout. He raised his rifle, fixed his sights, then...
 
   Bloodnose knelt beside his younger brother on a rooftop across the street, and whispered, “Take the shot.”
 
   A sharp crack tore through the air and Chris was flung backward as if thrown. The pieces of his shattered rifle clattered about him; without thinking, he rolled and hugged the lip of stone. He could hardly breathe through the terrible shock but, feeling himself, he realized that he was whole.
 
   *              *              *
 
   The five dogmen crawled through the dust and darkness of the minefield, hissing and spitting and ignoring a thousand instincts that cried out for speed and for blood. They came to a dark stairwell, rose into crouches, and clambered up the steel platforms. Gunfire shrieked from above, biting against steel and stone as Cedrik and Sylas fired down at them. The dogmen leaned against walls and fired upward. The boys scattered and fled and the dogmen immediately raced up the stairs, barking like mad as their fury was unleashed. The dogman in the rear stopped as he caught a glimmer of movement down on the first floor. He peered into the darkness, saw nothing, then the side of his head blasted open as Wodan’s Magnum Coil hurled lightning.
 
   The other dogmen ran back to their dead companion and saw, as if in a dream, the ghostlike apparition of Wodan standing before them. By the time they leveled their guns and fired, he was already gone down the hole to the underground waterway.
 
   The lead dogman growled in frustration, then the other three followed him higher into the stairwell.
 
   *              *              *
 
   Justinas woke with Jon’s foot kicking the air back into his lungs. He saw that Jon’s face was covered in dust and blood running from both nostrils, and he remembered the grenades coming in through the window and he knew it was a miracle that either of them was alive. Jon shouted at him but he heard only a high-pitched whistling. While he felt about to see if any of his limbs were missing, he saw Jake stagger about, tripping over his rifle with Jon shouting at him the entire time.
 
   Justinas pulled himself onto his knees. He saw Jon haul the heavy machinegun away from the ruined window, and he wondered how the thing could still be in one piece.
 
   “Jon,” he mumbled. “Jon, my friend. The machinegun, it must be damaged.”
 
   “The hell it is!” screamed Jon. “I picked it up before I moved.”
 
   “But... my friend, how could you have time to cover me and gun at same time?”
 
   “You survived because you got your own ass out of the way. As for me, I was just worried about the gun.”
 
   “My friend!” cried Justinas, deeply hurt.
 
   “No time for that shit!” said Jon. “We gotta get to a new position, higher up, now! And grab that box of ammo, will you?”
 
   Jon tossed the gun onto one shoulder, then grabbed Jake by the arm and pulled him toward the stairwell.
 
   *              *              *
 
   From the darkness of the tunnels, Wodan could feel the engines of several jeeps humming overhead. He crept around a corner and saw a shaft of sunlight piercing through an opening overhead. He knelt and quickly assembled the Hargis rifle, then tucked it under one arm and climbed the ladder.
 
   He poked his head out quickly and felt a rush as he saw a cluster of jeeps idling, each driver staring away from him and toward the battle. Without conscious thought, he raised the rifle and focused on the back of a furry head. Pulled the trigger, felt the shock and heard a deafening blast, then saw pink mist drifting away from a limp figure slumped beneath a filthy red spider-webbed windshield.
 
   The others panicked and wheeled about and Wodan blasted shots into one jeep; it jerked as a tire blew out, then Wodan raised the rifle and released his grip and fell back into darkness before anyone could set their sights on him.
 
   Without pause he moved on. Through the entire encounter he felt little more than a light singing in his blood, the rush of taking back something that was lost, of discovering something both new and long forgotten.
 
   *              *              *
 
   Cedrik and Sylas tore across the third story, desperate to get away from the stairwell, panting and near mad with fear. They knew another stairwell was nearby and they hoped that surely, surely they could pick the attackers off as they climbed higher.
 
   Just as they reached the far stairwell entrance, a pair of giant dogmen flew at them as silent as the grave.
 
   In terror, Cedrik realized they must have maneuvered there while their two brothers had distracted them; one dogman slammed into him and Cedrik dropped his rifle. He grappled with him and was amazed at the raw power, the hairy limbs seemingly everywhere at once. They spun around the room, and Cedrik felt fangs bite into his shoulder just as he wrapped his arms around the beast just to gain some leverage. Cedrik saw the burning red sky for one moment before they both slammed into the stone windowsill with such force that they immediately tipped over the side, hovered in the air for one sickening moment, then fell over the side.
 
   Wind whipped past Cedrik and the dogman as they fell, embracing one another like long lost relations, then the wind stopped and Cedrik felt pins and knives all along his body as they smacked into the hard avenue. His body grew numb and he passed in and out of agony and oblivion.
 
   Through a thick gauze of pain he heard barking and gunfire far above. He smelled a foul stench, then remembered his foe and saw him lying on the shining glass pavement nearby. Cedrik forced himself to crawl away, his limbs slow and unresponsive and peeling as if the skin had melted and stuck to the superheated pavement. He dug a small revolver out from its holster and the dogman suddenly sniffed, then its head whipped about. Beady eyes rested on Cedrik, a thick brow furrowed with hatred, but the dogman did not bother to rise. The body must have been shattered, but the dogman’s rage still lived.
 
   Cedrik leveled the revolver and watched it wave back and forth. He fired once and an ear whipped free from the beast, along with a long patch of skin. Thick mucus ran from the dogman’s mouth and sizzled on the hot pavement. Cedrik forced his weak finger back into the trigger guard, then fired again and dropped the gun. Blood spurted softly from a neat little hole in the middle of the dog’s head. It laid its head on the ground gently, as if going to sleep, and the growl petered out into a sort of snore. Cedrik laid back and rested.
 
   *              *              *
 
   Three dogmen dragged Sylas from the hideout with cruel kicks and punches. He held his hands in the air, but even this seemed a gross gesture to them and they knocked his arms down to his sides with blows as hard as hammers. Their barking in his ears was deep and primal and unmerciful. Across the street, the grenadier dog who had planted himself beneath Jon’s window for the entire battle saw that his comrades were not being shot at, so he moved to join them. He stopped when he heard a wounded comrade crying in the street, clutching at his ruined leg where Jon had laid him out earlier.
 
   “You’re not dead?” said the grenadier.
 
   The wounded dog lifted his face from the great pool of blood all around him, then tapped the axe at his side. “Don’t let them... I’m… not a trophy... send to Valhalla... tell family, tell brothers, that I... that I fought...”
 
   The grenadier nodded, laid a palm on his comrade’s brow, then took up the axe from his side. He lifted the thing in the air and brought it down on his comrades neck, then brought it down again to sever the spine. He took up the head and the bloody axe and joined his comrades across the street.
 
   Jon peered out the window on the higher floor that they’d run to, then slammed the machinegun into place atop the boxes Justinas stacked nearby. Jon glanced back, saw Jake shaking and holding his rifle awkwardly. “Get on that damn window!” Jon shouted. Jake swung his wide eyes toward him, then scurried to obey. Jon swiveled the gun around to the dogs while Justinas ran the belt clip into it. He aimed, then his heart dropped. “Aw, gods... they got Sylas... aw, hell!”
 
   High atop their lonely rooftop perch, Frigidskin pointed and Bloodnose swiveled his rifle around and placed the cross hairs on Jon’s face. “Sad little warrior,” Bloodnose murmured. “Sad little hairless pup. You die quick now, but when you come to the warrior’s paradise, my people will already be there, ready to run a train on you.”
 
   Bloodnose glided his finger along the trigger, delicately, then heard a grunt behind him.
 
   “What?” he said.
 
   His brother did not respond. Bloodnose turned back and saw, beyond all belief, Wodan kneeling over the body of Frigidskin. Wodan jerked his blade from the dogman’s back, and Bloodnose had time to think No one can sneak up on me! just as Wodan sprang forward impossibly fast. Bloodnose had only enough time to roll onto his back and bring his arms up, catching Wodan just before the blood-splattered blade could find his throat. Wodan’s fierce green eyes bore into him as he thrust downward; the dog held him at bay with both arms.
 
   The knife quivered before his face. For one long, drawn out moment, Bloodnose felt fear – then he buried the fear, because he knew that he was only facing a human, a weak little human. He lashed out with his knee and slammed it into Wodan’s side, tossing him away and sending the knife clattering along the ground. Bloodnose rolled and grabbed his rifle, but as he rose onto one knee and aimed, Wodan was already on him again. The two collided, smacked into the edge of the roof, and the heavy rifle fell over the side.
 
   The two rolled away from one another, glaring and catching their breath. Animal instinct kicked in and Bloodnose dove toward Wodan, snarling with arms spread wide, and his belief that Wodan was only a weak human was confirmed when Wodan leaped to the side, unwilling to fight so near the edge of the roof. Bloodnose tackled Wodan, furious that this weakling had killed his brother, and drove his weight into him as he slammed him into the ground.
 
   Wodan looked dazed as his head smacked against stone. He leaned to the side, enraging the dogman with his unwillingness to grapple. Bloodnose grabbed a handful of hair in his fist, lifted his head as he prepared to slam his forehead into the side of Wodan’s head – then found that he was bringing his own head down onto the point of the knife that Wodan had been reaching for the entire time.
 
   As the Blade of the Engels pierced the bottom of his chin and tore through the roof of his mouth, impaling his tongue and silencing him, Bloodnose thought, But how did he know I would toss him down there?
 
   “You followed my momentum,” Wodan hissed, driving the blade up into the dogman’s brain. “Your kind always follows the path of least resistance.”
 
   Wodan kicked the flailing body away from him. His mind was awash with the realization that he had just killed a dogman in hand-to-hand combat, a nearly impossible feat for a human. Had he been lucky? He felt exhaustion wash over him as he thought about the matter, so he drove all thought from his mind.
 
   *              *              *
 
   Sylas and his captors gathered in the streets and they barked into a radio until Ganson rode up in a jeep followed by two other jeeps driven by humans. They squealed to a halt, wary of the sniper who had caused them to drive around in panic. Ganson glanced at Sylas, reckoned that the mission was as close to completion as it was going to get, then barked at one of the humans and pointed to the jeep with the flat tire. The human cursed, lowered himself near the ground, and set to changing the jeep’s tire. A nearly-headless dogman laid over the steering wheel.
 
   Ganson hopped out of his jeep and the dogs pushed Sylas to the ground. Blood streamed down his nose and one of his eyes was already sealed shut. Ganson towered over him, and shouted, “Are you a leader?!”
 
   Sylas raised his face, blinked, then shrunk into himself.
 
   “Damn it,” said Ganson. He checked Sylas, found no radio, and so he cupped his hands around his mouth and shouted, “We want a leader! Human fighters of Pontius, send us a leader, and we will let this one live.”
 
   There was a long pause and Ganson realized that that approach would never work. The humans had fought well enough, but he knew that most likely they were pissing their pants and calling for backup; that was the way of war when it came to humans.
 
   Ganson thought for a moment, then shouted, “We are leaving, humans, but we are taking this prisoner with us. We know that you are fighting to save Pontius. Send us a leader in order to discuss terms of surrender. In exchange, we will give back your soldier. I know that humans do not believe in a paradise for warriors, so his life must be important. You know that dogmen warriors stay true to their word. We’ll hold true to this bond. A leader in exchange for this soldier. We promise, neither will be harmed.” Ganson conferred with a human driver, then shouted out a radio frequency by which they could be contacted. “I trust you humans have long-range radio capabilities.” He lowered his hands, then muttered, “You humans always do.”
 
   Ganson brought his radio up. “Blood brothers! Come on!” He was annoyed, because the two pariahs usually knew where to be without being commanded.
 
   There was silence, then a human voice came over the radio. “Those two are dead.”
 
   “Who is this?”
 
   “A human.” After a pause, he added, “We will pass along your deal to our leader.”
 
   “Fine,” said Ganson. Having affected some repairs to the blood-soaked jeep, the dogmen mounted up and rolled out.
 
   From the rooftop, Wodan watched them leave. After a long time he heard Jake’s high-pitched voice on the radio. “I can’t believe we survived that! Th-that was insane!”
 
   “They took Sylas!” shouted Chris, his voice wild with mania. “Sylas, man, Sylas is dead!”
 
   “Th-they captured him,” said Jake. “He might be able to-”
 
   “Sylas is fuckin’ dead, Jake!”
 
   


  
 




Chapter Seventeen
 
   Diplomacy vs. Interrogation
 
    
 
   “Khan,” said Naarwulf, turning away the messenger dogs. “One of the fighters has turned himself in.”
 
   “Huh,” said Vito, snorting. “Feel sorry for him.”
 
   “Khan, it seems he’s some sort of leader among the humans.”
 
   Vito screwed up his brow, then said slowly, “You mean... do you mean to tell me that that dumb shit Ganson pulled actually worked?”
 
   “Eh-h-h,” said Naarwulf, shaking his head. “Looks like it.”
 
   Nothing in either of their experience could explain the situation, and so they both looked at one another for a long time. Vito hopped up suddenly. “That prisoner Ganson brought in - is he still alive?”
 
   “No clue,” said Naarwulf, snapping his fingers at a radioman.
 
   “What about the other - was he checked for bombs? Weapons? Anything?”
 
   “Unarmed and clean,” said Naarwulf, who turned to speak to the radio operator.
 
   The matter of Ganson’s prisoner was more than a little annoying. Ganson was fairly useful, as far as leashmen went, but Vito knew that things would have gone more smoothly in the long run if Ganson had gotten himself killed. Instead, he now spent all of his time sitting beside his human prisoner, loudly proclaiming that he was in contact with the rulers of Pontius who were feverishly negotiating in order to get their prisoner back. Vito had given Ganson a snide remark about losing only a dozen warriors in exchange for one pudgy human, but the meaning had gone over Ganson’s head, and Vito did not want to openly berate the dog in front of anyone because, technically, he had followed at least part of his orders to the letter.
 
   Vito had little faith in Ganson’s plan to exchange the prisoner for an enemy officer, but Vito let the prisoner live because he could play a part in something Vito had planned. The horde was drawing near the foglands; some of the scouts were already camping there. Water would be plentiful, but he had a pessimistic view as to how much food they could gather there. Vito hoped that Ganson would soon grow tired of his pet, because Vito knew that they would have to start cannibalizing the weak – and he wanted to start with that very prisoner. He had already asked subtle questions to the shamans about whether such a thing had been done in the past, in lean times, and whether there was some spiritual or mythological basis that would make the act culturally possible and psychologically plausible. While the shamans had stated flatly that no dog would ever eat the flesh of men or dogmen under any sort of condition, period, end of story, the shamans had also slyly hinted at a dogman’s capacity to cleanse its pack of sin, and of the worthiness of culling the pack in general. To Vito, the message was clear: The shamans would not back him until after he’d made the first move and proven the new source of food to be spiritually safe and healthy. Meanwhile the livestock grew thinner and thinner, and Pontius was not coming any closer on its own.
 
   Vito made his way through the camp as night drew near and they prepared to move. He came to a small truck and woke the driver. The human growled at him sleepily, then started awake when he saw his Khan. Naarwulf came near with a large radio set, and Vito took it and said, “Who’s this?”
 
   “Great Khan! This is Head Beheader, your good leashman. We’re are coming to you with the fighter who has turned himself in.”
 
   “Where are you now?” Vito tried to calm himself while he listened to the details of the route the dogs took through the valleys. “We’ll meet you halfway, then. And Head... uh...”
 
   “Head Beheader, Khan.”
 
   “Right. Now listen, I want this new prisoner unhurt, you understand?”
 
   “Uh. Yes, Khan.”
 
   Vito shook his head in frustration, for he was sure that the new prisoner was, most likely, barely clinging to life. He could turn Ganson’s silly plan into an opportunity for valuable data, if he was quick about it. But if he didn’t move fast, he would end up interrogating pieces of a dead man, and of course no one would know where the bottom half had ended up.
 
   “Do you have any humans in your pack?” said Vito.
 
   “Yes, Khan,” said the voice on the radio.
 
   “Listen carefully. I want the humans to keep watch on the prisoner. Understand? You dogmen - uh, you must remain on the lookout for… assassins, and things of that nature.”
 
   “Uh...”
 
   “I mean that!” shouted the Khan. “No rape - do you understand me?”
 
   “But, Khan!” cried the dogman. “The prisoner is a man! We would never-”
 
   Vito handed the radio away in disgust, then climbed in beside the driver. He heard Naarwulf climb into the back. Ramos ran up to them, laughing with excitement at the idea of an interrogation, and hauled himself into the back with Naarwulf.
 
   “You better drive like a motherfucker,” said Vito. The driver gulped and squealed tires, throwing up sand all around.
 
   *              *              *
 
   Wodan knelt in the sand stripped to the waist with his hands tied behind his back, every muscle aching, every breath pushing against fractured ribs that bit into his lungs. His nose was surely broken, a mass of swollen, screaming nerves, and so he breathed through his mouth, spitting blood occasionally. Both arms were numb, the circulation cut off long ago by knotted rope bonds. His head ached so badly from so many blows that he could barely hold it up. He could still see, at least; his captors had enough decency to not punch him in the eyes.
 
   He looked about himself. A tarp had been thrown over stakes in the ground, and a human guard sat in each corner. They were bearded, savage men too simple to carry on conversation with one another, and too bored to bother with looking imposing. Still, they were armed with guns; there was no getting out of the situation now.
 
   Not that that mattered. Wodan was exactly where he wanted to be.
 
   He cast his thoughts back to when he gave his farewell to the others. “You can have this sniper rifle, Chris,” he had said. “It was used by kings from Hargis. It’s a good rifle, so it should belong to a good sniper.”
 
   He gave the Coil Magnum to Jon. “When you get tired of that machinegun, try this thing out. I used it to put a bullet in the Head of the Ugly, and he never complained about it. I don’t think you will, either.”
 
   To Cedrik, he said, “This crazy looking knife is for you. It was made by someone worshipped by the warmongers of San Ktari. He shaped it out of cans of a type of beer that’s popular among those people. It’s never failed me. When you get rested and feel like wrestling with another dog, try sticking him with this.”
 
   “Don’t worry,” he said, mounting up on his bike. “I know it sounds crazy, but I’ve got a plan. If there’s a chance to save Sylas, or at least get close to the leader of those dogmen, I’ve got to try it, at least. Listen to that radio channel that the dogmen gave us. We’ll see if we can’t get our friend back yet!”
 
   They had put up some resistance, but Wodan could see in their eyes that they thought he was paying penance for what could only be cowardice during their battle. He had not bothered to show them any of the bodies of his kills because he did not want to try explaining something to them that he himself did not understand. For all they knew, he had run and hid for the entire battle. But he had journeyed with them long enough that they would not begrudge him a bike and a little gas if he wanted to run and hide in the nearest primitive village while Pontius was destroyed.
 
   It doesn’t matter, thought Wodan. It doesn’t matter what they think of me. All that matters is for me to be able to turn on when I get close enough to-
 
   A slit in the tarp opened up and a huge, black-furred and dark-skinned dogman entered. He was by far the largest dogman that Wodan had seen in the entire camp. His arms were as thick around as Wodan’s waist and his hands were like knotted wood. His face was fierce and bestial, but with a hint of intelligence - no doubt, he led this horde. Then another entered, a heavyset black man with long dreads and motley armor. He had a grim expression that seemed practiced and unnatural. The two stood on either side of the entrance and Wodan wondered why the great dogman seemed to stand at attention. Could there be an even greater dogman in charge of this horde?
 
   The third who entered was short, but thick and powerfully built. He was very hairy, and Wodan thought at first that he was a dogman, but his piercing, intelligent eyes were undoubtedly human. His hair was long and brown, and his hands looked like they were made of worn concrete. Resentment and anger were ground into the lines of his face. Wodan could see that this short brawler was the leader of the horde because there was something noble about him; his nobility did not come from inheritance or carefully cultivated demeanor, but from long years of experience and suffering and a willingness to shatter boundaries that others feared.
 
   As the man looked at him, fear flooded Wodan’s system. He remembered his interrogation at the hands of Barkus, and later his brother Boris. The same sense of powerlessness gripped him. He could not breathe.
 
   I’m not the same as I was then, he told himself. Back then, I wanted to survive. I was terrified that I would die, or be hurt, and that everything I had worked for would be destroyed. This time, I know I don’t have long. I know I’m going to die. As for pain, I’ve already suffered plenty of that. What more can this man show me?
 
   Wodan slowly gained control of his fear. He thought of saying something defiant, then stopped short. Even before the man spoke, Wodan could see that he was different from Barkus and Boris. Both of those brothers had had something intensely childish and sadistic in them. Even as they pushed and hurt and threatened Wodan with death, they had also called out for validation from him. They needed him to acknowledge their power. Wodan could tell that Vito wanted something from him, but it was most likely something practical. Vito would have to be savage if he was the leader of an army of dogmen, but he was a man, not a whimpering child.
 
   Wodan glanced at the other dogmen filing into the tent, and wondered if he’d taken up more than he could handle. It was true that his body was going through some kind of change, and that he’d kill a dogman up-close, but that fight hadn’t been easy.
 
   I’ll have to watch and wait until he comes close, or provides an opening, Wodan thought. If I want to preserve what I’ve already done for Pontius, then I’ll have to be ready for the moment when I… when my body takes over.
 
   Wodan saw the man staring at his chest and arms, and just then Wodan remembered that he was covered in scars. They probably stood out dark against his pale skin, which hadn’t seen the sun in weeks. Before Wodan could decide if he was disgusted or simply confused, the man spoke.
 
   “This is Naarwulf,” he said, nodding toward the great black dogman. “He’s my right hand man. This human,” he said, nodding toward the black man, “is called Ramos the Strangler. He’s my official executioner. Depending on how this goes, he might be the last man you talk to tonight. My name is Khan Vito. I’m the chief of chiefs here. Now, just who are you?”
 
   “Vito?” said Wodan, taken aback. “Vito of Hargis?”
 
   “You know the name?”
 
   Wodan nodded slowly. “You were a soldier. That is, if you’re the same Vito that Zachariah told me about.”
 
   Vito smiled genuinely. “You knew Zachariah? He’s alive, then?”
 
   Wodan nodded quickly. “We’re very close, yes. Red hair, hook nose, big lips. Always talking in detail about something or other.”
 
   Vito laughed. “That he does! I’ve known Zach since he was a child. He probably never thought much of me, but of all the royal family, I think I liked him the most.”
 
   “He did respect you,” said Wodan. “He would be ashamed to see what you’ve become.”
 
   Without hesitation, Vito gestured toward a dogman near Wodan. In a blur the beast moved and Wodan slapped into the ground, dazed, long before he realized that the dogman had punched him in the face. The pain shook his head as if the floor was wobbling up and down. He tasted blood. He wanted to lie down for hours until the pain disappeared, but he slowly remembered who he was and what he was doing. Dizzy and sick to his stomach, he slowly dragged himself back into a kneeling position.
 
   “That’s just a reminder,” said Vito. “Don’t forget your place. Okay?”
 
   Wodan nodded, the forced his eyes back onto the Khan.
 
   Vito paced back and forth. “Who are you?” he said, his voice flat.
 
   “Wodan.”
 
   “Wodan what?”
 
   “Just Wodan. An exile, stripped of family name.”
 
   “And who do you work for?”
 
   “For Pontius.”
 
   “Bullshit,” said Vito, stopping in his tracks. “I’ve already guessed that the leftovers from Hargis saw us in their ships and went to Pontius. But Pontius is a cesspool without leadership. There is no “Pontius” - there are only groups vying for power. Now, who do you work for?”
 
   “I work for the Blood King,” said Wodan, trying to color the truth until it was something slippery and malleable.
 
   “The Blood King? Is he the leader of these guerilla units?”
 
   Wodan nodded. “He tells people like me what to do. The others pick up their directions from people like me.”
 
   “Is that so.” Vito thought for a moment, then said, “And how many of you are there?”
 
   “People like us... we aren’t given a lot of details about the big picture. As for our forces, it’s mostly just boys, kids who follow orders. Kids sick of Pontius, anxious to get out, and who had no direction or reason to live before this battle.”
 
   “Makes sense. You’re a weird one, huh? All the same, I don’t like your tone.” He nodded to another dogman behind Wodan. Wodan felt a terrible kick in his side, agonizing because it smacked against ribs that may have already been broken. Wodan cried out and slapped into the sand, mouth grinding against sand as he tried to pull in air for nearly a minute.
 
   Again Wodan fought down his rising panic, focusing on the fact that he was already dying long before any dogmen took hold of him. The savage beast-men waited with a surprising show of patience while Wodan slowly hauled himself back onto his knees.
 
   Vito shook his head. “We got a tough guy here, I see.”
 
   “Just waiting for orders,” Wodan wheezed. His voice sounded weak and thin in his own ears. “Just like everyone else here.”
 
   “What an honest little slave. You’re a good product of civilization, you know that? It doesn’t sound like you really give a damn about Pontius, but you’re willing to fight and die for it all the same. I guess you think that’s normal because that’s how everyone lives.” Vito paused for a long time, then said, “But I think you’ll find the Khan of the wasteland does not take orders - he gives them.”
 
   He nodded to another dogman, and just as Wodan said, “That’s not what Globulus told me,” something slammed into the back of his head and he crashed into the sand. Vito’s eyes went wide and he waved away the dogman, then grabbed up a chunk of Wodan’s hair and pulled his head up.
 
   “What do you know of Globulus?” Vito barked.
 
   Wodan heard it as if spoken from a great distance through a thick, dark cloud. He could swear that someone was whistling directly into one of his ears. Vito’s eyes bore into his own, as if he was desperate to understand the off-hand remark. Wodan wondered if he’d been wrong about the man. He did not know what he stood to gain, but he felt as if he could push Vito easily. He wondered if his body would be filled with strength if he could only push Vito a little further…
 
   He forced himself to smile; he knew that his face was a mask of blood. “Our friend Zach,” said Wodan, fighting for breath. “He told me... the philosopher Globulus... that he tainted you. Led you astray from your station.”
 
   Vito growled and dropped Wodan’s head. “Don’t ever think you know anything about Globulus and his teachings, pup,” said Vito. “If Zach had ever had the chance to learn anything from Globulus, then he would be here right now.”
 
   “You’ll see him again, if you make it to Pontius,” said Wodan, rising to his knees once more. “You’ll find he’s learned a thing or two on his own that no pencil-necked philosopher could ever teach him.”
 
   Vito shook his head, as if dazed. “I don’t need to ask you how you got all those scars,” he said. “You’re really some kind of asshole. You know that?”
 
   Before Wodan could respond, Vito darted forward and, faster than the eye could follow, he smashed his knee into Wodan’s mouth. Wodan heard something crack, then felt hard sand smack into his head. Finally the dogmen in the tent gave vent to horrid, guttural laughter. Wodan felt something in his mouth, hard chunks against his tongue, so he turned his head and spit out a great wad of blood mixed with teeth. He ran his painfully swollen tongue along his gums and felt gaping holes where many of his front teeth and some along the side had been. It took a long time before his eyes could adjust to the sight of the little fragments of his old self lying in the sand; his head was horribly jarred, and he could not seem to focus his vision.
 
   “Believe me, Vito,” said Wodan, forcing to control his voice as he laid in the sand. “I’m exactly where I want to be.”
 
   He tried to lift himself up using his hands tied behind his back, but felt horrible pain in his ribs, so he laid back down. He rolled onto his stomach, then dragged his head along the sand until he was able to lift himself up with a minimum amount of agony. The tent grew deathly quiet as Wodan forced himself back into his kneeling position. He glanced down, saw that the sand was caked with blood all around him, then closed his eyes as he fought a wave of nausea.
 
   “Wodan,” Vito said quietly. “Why in the world are you doing this… for Pontius?”
 
   “It’s not to save Pontius,” said Wodan, hearing the truth in his own words for the first time. “I just wanted to meet the man who unified all these dogs to destroy Pontius.”
 
   “Well that’s the thing, isn’t it.” Vito crouched down in front of Wodan, then took a seat in the sand. “I’m not doing this just to destroy Pontius. Same way as you’re not fighting to save it. I’m doing this, Wodan, because it’s time that the mistake of civilization was erased.”
 
   “Erased?” said Wodan. “But what about all the people who depend on it?”
 
   “Those who are strong enough... will be freed. Those who are weak, those who depend on artifice in order to survive, will finally have to deal with reality itself. We must all face pure, untainted reality. Not all of us will survive.”
 
   “Reality?” said Wodan. He shook his head slowly, then said, “Reality as dictated by the flesh demons.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “The demons control this world. We live in their shadow. For all your great deeds, you wouldn’t have this army now if the demons hadn’t let you have it, would you? We’ve both been scarred by our homeland, perhaps by civilization itself, but civilization is the only shield we have against the demons. What you’re talking about is going to set people back into a state of war with nature itself. How could any inventor or mathematician or artist have any hope of fighting against some brute monster? That’s not honest living, Vito – that’s suicide. It’s… it’s an urge toward…”
 
   When Wodan faltered, Vito cut in. “You say that civilization is a haven for thinkers, for people too weak to live in nature. Sounds nice, but the reality is far from it.” Vito’s eyes bore into Wodan’s battered skull, and his mouth contorted venomously, and he said, “Long ago, Wodan, very long ago, the life principle created men and women and gave them minds greater than all the other animals. Men fought against beasts, and killed them and ate them. It was a very intimate process; men were very close to the blood of their kills. The greatest warriors were honored. They were given the tribute they were due.
 
   “But not everyone had the strength to be a hero. By the work of warriors, the lives of the weak were made easier. The weak multiplied. They grew envious of the strong. The weak and the clever found a way to scam the earth; they perverted the life principle by planting seed and raising crops, by streamlining nature’s species. How can a strong man live on bread, Wodan? A warrior needs meat, needs blood! What sort of life is worth living, if all it’s about is being bent over in some baking field worrying that the rain won’t come? Life is about battle! About facing down other beasts of war - and killing and eating the flesh of the conquered! You think some faggot from the city is going to understand that? You think he’s going to be grateful to you for defending his ass from someone like me?
 
   “No. Not at all, Wodan. The weak stay busy. At the end of every age, their house of cards is smashed. At the beginning of every new age, they build it up again. They live beyond their natural lifespan, then they fill their extra time with games. The games become more and more intricate, the scams more and more grandiose, until finally you have religions and political dogmas. They scam the warriors into thinking that something is wrong with them, then they put leashes on them, then they set the warriors against one another in the scam of organized warfare. The strong end up killing the strong, while the weak sit back and count their imagined gains and losses. It’s all an illusion, but the game becomes so vast that nobody can see outside of it. Not even those in power! Can you believe that, Wodan? Even the very people who should be in on the joke begin to think that the game itself is reality! Look at it: It’s a world without masters, but only leashes, and every man has his hand on someone else’s leash.
 
   “Only Globulus could see this for what it was. Only Globulus’s mind was vast enough, and his heart honest enough, to see the entire cage. Life is transitory, Wodan. A frail and beautiful thing that is only incredible because it is fleeting. Do you really think it’s possible to manage and order your environment in a clever enough way that you can extend life’s beauty forever? That’s a perversion, Wodan. To hope for survival beyond your day of death is to become a zombie, not fully alive, never really dead.
 
   “The truth is, I’m the greatest thing to ever happen to Pontius. When my horde and I batter down their walls and empty out their markets and lay waste to their lies, when the people feel their hearts quicken and smell the smoke and the blood and when their ears are filled with the screams, the endless screams of truth, then in their last moments they will, for the first time, fully be alive. They’ll be as alive as life is meant to be - short, and packed to the brim with greatness and wonder. They’ll find out who their true friends and family are when they see and hear and feel them panic before they are ripped apart.
 
   “For my horde, it will be the same. Many of them will die in battle - but they will live before they earn their rest. I may die, too, and I am not afraid. I lived in fear in my youth, Wodan, in constant fear of the whims of my superiors, the craven plotting of my inferiors, the smiling backstabbing of my peers and so-called friends. I thought that I was powerful… and that was the worst of it. I bought into the scam of civilization to the point that I scammed myself every time I looked in the mirror.
 
   “I know the medicine seems like poison. I know that when you’re crouching behind city walls, it seems just to call those eternal beasts of the wasteland “demons”. I know it seems to make sense to slave away your whole life and to feed your blood into a system that promises protection and the extension of life at the cost of your freedom. But something in you knows that is all a lie, Wodan, or else you wouldn’t have ranged outside of the city walls to throw yourself at another beast like yourself.
 
   “I can tell you want to fight for what’s right, and live the sort of life that you can be proud of. I only wish you could see how deep the scam of civilization goes, Wodan. How did it go when Pontius ordered you to sacrifice your life for another? Did the Blood King demand it, or did you propose it yourself? Did your “friends” try to stop you? And your friend, our prisoner, whose life you try to buy with your own - would he have done the same for you?
 
   “There are many layers of reality, as told in Globulus’s Layerism. The heart of it all, the great and horrible truth - is that, when everything is analyzed long enough, and when all the blind spots of the mind are filled up honestly, you’ll see that it’s all one big fucking scam. Whether it’s some diseased bum asking you for spare change, or a politician taking your money or even your life for his battles, or the church infecting your mind with some belief that makes you despise yourself, or a woman who loves your strength but will debase herself in any way in order to make you weak and malleable, or a parent who forces you down the same path he took that he knows is wrong but is desperate to legitimize his own wasted life, or an artist who tells some sad and pathetic story so that your tears will wash his filth-ridden soul - all of it, Wodan, is one great big interconnected scam.
 
   “You bought into it, and for that, I am sorry. I think that, under different circumstances, we would have liked one another. But I have earned the title of Khan and I mean to wipe out Pontius, and then Sunport, and then all the cities along the coast. And no one, not even I, can stop me in that good and honest work. But because you have bought into that scam, you have set into motion a series of events that will, soon enough, lead to your own death.”
 
   Vito fell silent. Wodan had not moved, but only sat and listened and absorbed. He thought for a long time and Vito waited patiently. Finally Wodan said, “You have admirable strength and honesty, Vito, but I’ll always remember you as a fool for not taking this army of yours and turning against the flesh demons. You’re smart, but not smart enough to clearly see that they’re the ones who hold the leash of our species. You’re so close to freedom, but you follow an awful, hateful thing that I can’t-”
 
   In a sudden burst of rage, Vito shot forward and slammed his fist into Wodan’s face. Wodan fell back, but this time he rested. Vito recoiled, then held his fist in his other hand. The two looked at one another. Wodan was in terrible pain, and decided to be honest enough with Vito to lie in the sand and relax, rather than fight the pain; Vito openly massaged his fist, and was not afraid to show Wodan that he’d hurt one of his knuckles.
 
   Vito tore his eyes away, then rose to leave. He suddenly noticed that one of his dogmen was leering at the boy with his tongue hanging out. Another dogman was visibly erect, and his eyes trailed up and down Wodan’s body. Vito shook his head, then said, “Every dogman - out. Out, out, out!” The beasts left, whining and glaring down at the boy.
 
   Vito looked down at Wodan, then said, “I realize now what kind of person you are. Among our people, every man and every dogman has the right to call out any chief or any Khan in the rite of the duel. I wish... that you had known that. Then... in your last moments, you could have truly lived as a man.”
 
   “Great Khan!” someone cried outside.
 
   “Enter!”
 
   A human approached and said, “Got somethin’ on the radio, Khan. Seems some of those fighters from Pontius, they agreed to pick up the prisoner. You know, for the exchange. Ganson, uh, he said he’d meet them by that big salt pillar on the plains east of here.”
 
   “Ganson said that?”
 
   “He... yeah, he did.”
 
   The pup is too presumptuous, thought Vito. Running too many deals on the side. I don’t like it.
 
   Vito thought for a moment, glanced at Wodan, then said, “The fighters were good on their word. We’ll be good on ours. Tell Ganson to take thirty dogs and take the prisoner to the place of exchange. Treat the prisoner with respect and leave him there in peace. But tell Ganson... to attack and kill the others.”
 
   “Khan?”
 
   “Do it!”
 
   The human bowed and left the tent.
 
   Vito looked at Wodan again, and saw that he was still on the ground, staring up at him.
 
   “So,” said Wodan, “scams are a part of civilization, are they?”
 
   The accusation stabbed into Vito. He began to formulate an argument, a statement of some sort, then he grew weary of the argument and decided that it did not really matter. He left the tent with Naarwulf and Ramos on either side of him.
 
   Vito stood at the edge of the sandy cliff and looked down at the train of warriors and vehicles in the valley below. “Naarwulf,” he said quietly, “keep those human guards in there, and post a few other human guards around the perimeter. We’ll let him rest a day, then see if he’s fit to move.”
 
   “Khan...” said Naarwulf, then drifted off.
 
   “Yeah? What?” Vito looked at Naarwulf, then at Ramos. Ramos had a crazy grin slapped on his face as he looked back and forth between the two.
 
   “I like him,” Ramos said suddenly. “Yeah, I’ll admit it. I like him! He’s a tough li’l shit, you know?”
 
   Vito shook his head, then laughed. “I do, too,” he said. “I don’t want to kill him. Not yet, I don’t. He’s... he’s honest, he’s strong. He’s a good guy.”
 
   “You wanna make him one of us?” said Ramos.
 
   Vito nodded.
 
   Naarwulf blurted out, “Are you trying to get Ganson killed?”
 
   Vito regarded him, then said, “In a way, yes. But, the way I see it, I gave him enough dogs to stay alive, if he’s smart and he really wants to stay alive. But, yes, Naarwulf, I think he’s clever in a sneaky kind of way and frankly I’m tired of him. I’ll use him while I can, though. And he has a lot of friends, so I don’t want either of you two taking any initiative about murdering him.”
 
   Both nodded.
 
   Vito turned away and looked down onto endless lines of marching beasts, their eyes shining in the torchlight.
 
   I’ll make you understand, Wodan, he thought. I’ll make you understand why the world must be destroyed.
 
   *              *              *
 
   Wodan stared at the ceiling of the tent. He slid his tongue between the gaps in his teeth and tried to lay as still as possible, for he hurt worse than he’d ever hurt before.
 
   He felt ridiculous, as if he’d gone insane but was suddenly cured. Why did he ever think that he would be capable of breaking the bonds that held his wrists? Perhaps fighting the dogmen earlier had been a stroke of luck; perhaps the one he’d beaten hand-to-hand was a runt, a weakling. He closed his eyes. His confidence had been superhuman, at least, but his body was only tired and sick and wracked with pain. He felt as if he’d thrown himself into the deepest pit in the world, a place so far from home that he may as well no longer exist.
 
   Despite his agony and his frustration, he doggedly clung to the idea that there was something growing inside of him. Perhaps that force was powerful, even unstoppable… but perhaps it had ideals of its own. If that was true, then he had no doubt that it would have given him the strength he needed to kill someone like Barkus or Boris or Aegis Vachs, the former Prime Minister of Haven. But why had it abandoned him now?
 
   Barkus had preached slavery, but Vito spoke of freedom. Was it possible that the nameless force actually admired Vito? Vito was a tyrant, but he was also a strong man. Did the “Blood King”, as Wodan had called it, think that Vito was the sort of man their species needed?
 
   Even as Wodan chastised himself, and hated the fact that he did not understand what was happening to himself, and wished that he could have burned up the last spark of his life to kill Vito and cause this army of brutes to turn on itself… he admitted to himself that, on some level, he did not believe that Vito was an evil man.
 
   


  
 




Chapter Eighteen
 
   Pillar of Salt
 
    
 
   “Khan!” shouted a dogman, running in such a panic that he stumbled and fell to his knees. “Great Khan, the prisoner! He is gone!”
 
   “Redeemer on a cross!” Vito hollered, jumping up immediately. “I just about knew some dumb shit like this would happen!”
 
   Vito ran with a crew of dogmen around the long, narrow precipice that separated his quarters from Wodan’s. He’d left four human guards in the tent, and a gang of humans were strung out all along the hill, all armed, all fully-awake and at attention. Had they given Wodan to a group of sex-starved dogmen in exchange for goods or favors? As Vito tore across the precipice, kicking up sand before him, he saw the horde marching in the valley below; growling in the darkness, a force the likes of which the world had never seen, perfectly ready to knock over an entire city - but quite useless, it seemed, when it came to stopping a man nearly beaten to death from getting away from them.
 
   Vito skidded to a stop at the site where Wodan had been held. He saw men wandering about in confusion, wide-eyed and yelling to one another. He saw the wide tarp under which he’d kept the prisoner, now fallen over on the ground in a folded mass.
 
   “The hell happened!” screamed Vito.
 
   A barrel-chested guard stood over the fallen tarp. “Uh, Khan! We was outside the tent, just keeping watch, but all of a sudden we, uh, heard a gun go off and the tarp just fell down! We ran fas’ as we could, then we... we saw this!”
 
   The guard lifted up a section of the tarp. The bodies of Wodan’s four human guards were strewn about, drenched in blood, bodies contorted unnaturally, heads twisted on broken necks, noses mashed up into purple faces.
 
   “Ye gods,” hissed Vito, bending over the scene. Naarwulf ran up beside him, sniffing the air. Vito found Wodan’s binding rope among the bodies. “He must’ve had a knife on him. And none of you idiots found it!” He looked at the rope more closely and saw that the rope had not been cut at all. It was frayed at the ends, as if it had burst apart. He dropped the thing as if he’d been burned by it.
 
   Vito rose to his feet and scanned the area. He saw hills on either side, shadows, darkness made for creeping.
 
   “Spread out!” he shouted to his men. “He... he couldn’t have gotten far, he was injured! Find him! Find him and...”
 
   Vito wanted to recruit him, but he knew that Wodan was dangerous. Perhaps too dangerous, too far gone to be saved.
 
   “Dead or alive, I don’t care,” said Vito. “But find him!”
 
   The men scurried away, shouting into radios. Vito turned away, confused and angry. He heard Naarwulf mutter, “Couldn’t have gotten far…” and he stopped in his tracks.
 
   “Wait! He’s here!” Vito shouted, running back to the site. “He’s still in the tent! He’s-”
 
   Vito, Naarwulf, and a dozen others ran back to the fallen tent. Vito picked up one end of the heavy tarp, flung it into the air and cast it aside. He scanned the bodies - one of them was on its belly, face concealed.
 
   “Got you!” said Vito, lifting the body up by its jacket. The face - was only some dead hick, a nameless goon. Vito dropped him to the ground slowly.
 
   “Alright,” said Vito, sighing heavily. “He’s in the hills somewhere. How, I don’t know. Just spread out and find him!”
 
   The men nodded and spread out to find the ghost.
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   Wodan waited until the voices shrank into the distance. He pushed the dead body away from his face, saw that no one had remained in the area, then flung the dead body away and crawled out of the sand.
 
   Now Wodan knew for certain that something was happening to him. As soon as Vito had left him and Wodan was done with feeling sorry for himself, he’d closed his eyes and gone into a sleeplike meditative state. He was convinced that he could feel his ribs and muscles mending. He could feel himself burning through energy reserves, sweating as the pain grew and grew while flesh rearranged and knit itself together. Eventually he’d felt fingers probing his pockets, then his shoelaces; he opened his eyes and saw one of the four guards grinning, his features loutish and only vaguely human. With an incredible surge of strength Wodan kicked the man and flung him across the tent with such force that the man crashed into another guard, then both of them toppled into a support beam. While the tent fell with unnatural slowness, Wodan pulled his rope bindings apart with little effort, then darted toward another guard with superhuman speed. Before the man could react, Wodan was behind him with an arm around his neck and had his gun unholstered while another guard was still fumbling with his own, eyes wide with disbelief. In a fraction of a second Wodan shot and killed three of the guards, then jerked and snapped the last guard’s neck. As the tent fell and he could hear other guards shouting outside, Wodan dug into the sand so fast that he could feel flesh tearing from his palms, then threw part of his body into the shallow grave and pulled a dead guard to cover his face, arm, and part of his torso.
 
   His mind was still spinning like mad as the goons lifted up the tent and discussed the matter, their words slow and fearful and angry and dull. Only Vito had come close to finding him; if he’d picked up the right guard’s body, he would have seen Wodan sticking out of the sand.
 
   The whole thing seemed like a dream, but Wodan could see that he was now alone on the sandy face of the cliff. He could hear an army marching in the valley down below and men shouting in the surrounding hills. He was tired, so exhausted that he wanted only to sleep – no doubt, it was the price he’d paid for his unnatural strength and speed. Finding and killing Vito was no longer an option.
 
   He crouched and glided into the dark hills, clambering over stone and flitting between groups of men who stomped about and squinted at shadows in vain. Despite his exhaustion, he knew that his friends would be killed during the exchange for Sylas if he did not make it there in time. He knew that he would have to be a ghost if he wanted to survive and save the others.
 
   *              *              *
 
   “Hurry it up!” shouted the leader of the riders. Three other goons revved the engines to their motorcycles, strapped on painted helmets, and checked the ammunition in their weapons while a fifth man hurried around a bend in the pass holding his crotch, desperately needing to take a piss.
 
   “All these idiots and dogs runnin’ around, they won’t find jack,” shouted the leader. “We’re gonna head to the exchange and catch up with the escaped prisoner there - that’s where he’s headed!”
 
   “But ain’t he on foot?” said one of the riders. “How’re we gonna find him that far away, when we’re ridin’ and he’s walkin’?”
 
   “Idiot!” shouted the leader. “That’s why I do the thinkin’ around here. Don’t you think he’s going to try to steal a ride so he can meet up with his friends?”
 
   After a few minutes, the rider returned around the corner. His helmet was on and he walked with a lighter step than before.
 
   “You get your twat all emptied out?” the leader bellowed. “Fresh tampon feel all snug an’ clean?”
 
   The rider raised a thumb into the air, then mounted up with the others.
 
   “We’ll find that bastard,” said the leader, revving his engine, “if it’s the last thing we do!”
 
   *              *              *
 
   They rode hard and fast through the twisting lanes between the cliffs for an hour or more until they came to sand that stretched out in squat, sloping dunes. They followed the leader’s direction as they raced with one another, jumping dunes wildly. Eventually they saw the pale tower of salt in the distance, shining in the moonlight. There were flashes of light all around it, and they knew that Ganson and his dogs were fighting the outnumbered humans of Pontius.
 
   The leader glanced back and signaled to his men to prepare themselves. Something did not seem right, so he stared at his men riding behind him. There were only three, not four. Just when he realized this, he saw one of his riders pull up behind another and shoot him from behind, causing the bike to flip over the top of a dune and crash into the sandy trough below.
 
   The leader shrieked and drew his rifle from its sheathe; he sharply turned about, sending up a cascade of sand, and watched in horror as the betrayer calmly pulled alongside the last rider and fired a single bullet into his helmet. The betrayer cast his empty handgun to the side.
 
   The leader grinded to a stop and lifted his rifle. The betrayer gunned his engine and flew at him with suicidal abandon.
 
   He’d found the escaped prisoner, alright.
 
   *              *              *
 
   The land around the great pillar of natural stone was strewn with boulders and stones worn smooth by a thousand years of dust storms. When Ganson arrived with his dogs and Sylas, he’d found that the five boys were in the middle of setting up a fortified position atop a cluster of boulders perched against the stone pillar. When the boys refused to come down, the negotiations quickly turned violent.
 
   Ganson and his crew of dogmen crouched in the boulder-strewn land beneath the pillar, lighting up the night with gunfire. A pile of dead dogs caked with blood and filled with bullets lay at the bottom, victims of an unsuccessful storming. Jon fired round after round from the machinegun; perched above him, Chris fired with his Hargis sniper rifle. In the distance, Sylas lay on the ground unconscious with a single watchdog standing over him. Ganson considered calling up the dogman and holding the boy hostage once more to break the others out of their siege.
 
   “You! You! You! You!” barked Ganson, pointing to several dogmen. “You’re going to make another charge at them! You dogs over there - get ready to provide cover!”
 
   “Ganson!” shouted another dogman, sidling up beside him. “I found a truck tucked away behind some boulders, not far from here! I think I saw someone inside!”
 
   “Fine!” barked Ganson. He tossed a belt of grenades at the dogman, then said, “Go take care of it!”
 
   The dogman grabbed up the grenades and ran in a crouch. Expecting Jon’s machinegun to target the runner, one dogman lifted his head and was immediately shot by Chris’s sniper rifle. Ganson watched the dog lying on the ground, dead eyes staring back at him and blood pouring from his mouth in accusation.
 
   Ganson roared in frustration, then said, “Charge!” and several dogmen leaped over their cover while others leaned out and fired up at the boys.
 
   “Ammo!” Jon screamed, crouching low. “Ammo, goddammit!”
 
   Jake fumbled with the belt, loaded the machinegun, then ducked down again as bullets smacked near their cover. “This is the last of the heavy ammo!” Jake cried. “That’s all of it, man!”
 
   “Then get out your damned rifle an’ kill somebody!” Jon shouted, his face lighting up as he fired the heavy machinegun.
 
   Cedrik held a handful of sticks of dynamite over their fire, eyes wide with terror as the wicks flared up, then tossed them over the precipice one after the other without aiming. Blast after blast shook their fort of stone. Jon leaned over the side, saw several dogs rising among pieces of their devastated comrades, then fired down at them and cursed the rate at which their ammo was disappearing.
 
   Ganson could see that the boys would soon break. He knew that when it happened, it would happen suddenly and without warning. Unfortunately, he had already lost two-thirds of his team. He couldn’t give up; he had to return to the Khan victorious. Finally he lifted his radio and said, “You with the prisoner! Lead him out! Get him over here!” No reply came. Ganson crawled on his belly toward the other side of the large boulder that provided cover and peeked around the side. Someone rode toward them on a motorcycle with a rifle perched on the handlebars. Even though it hurt his pride, he would gladly accept backup. Still, why was only one rider sent?
 
   Wodan rode straight toward the dogs crouched behind the boulder. Seeing that he was dressed in the same black leather and denim as many riders were, they hesitated – then he fired round after round into them. Startled, the pack scattered and fired in all directions. Wodan leaped the crest of a dune, revved his engine in midair, fell straight onto a dog, and grinded a tire into his face such that the skin whipped free from the skull. The bike slammed into the ground and Wodan turned in a great sweep. Ganson and his dogs crouched and fired as Wodan jumped the bike onto a stony rise and rode hard and fast along the ledge. Bullets tore through the bike and Wodan pushed off and leaped into the air as the bike crashed and caught fire. Wodan fell atop Ganson, hit the ground rolling hard, and ended up on top of the dogman. The others hesitated, fearing to hit their leader, then Chris’s sniper rifle felled one after another.
 
   Ganson fought desperately against Wodan, who clung to him stubbornly. In the distance, the boys’ supply truck exploded with incredible force; in a wash of brilliant white light, Ganson elbowed Wodan so hard that his helmet shattered around his head. Wodan looked down into the eyes of the dog and fixed him with his terrible gaze. Ganson was transfixed by the gaunt, shining face, the grim-set mouth a checkerboard of missing teeth. Wodan lifted his open palm and brought it down like the tail of a scorpion. Ganson grabbed the wrist in both hands but the arm slipped through like an oiled snake and fingers hard as steel twisted into Ganson’s eye sockets. Two fingers in each eye drilled through egg yolks and the noble-blooded dog howled with fangs spread impossibly wide. As soon as Wodan felt bones shatter under his fingers, he jerked his hand free and let the victim fall to the ground, flopping and splattering the sand with red.
 
   Wodan looked about and saw a few dogmen fleeing in panic. Crack rang the blow from Chris’s rifle, and one by one death found them all. He looked up at the stony rise, saw Jake with his rifle shaking in his hands as if the weapon was trying to fly away, then saw Jon standing on the ledge with the Coil Magnum smoking in his hands. Cedrik rose from his position and stared down at Wodan, his mouth gaping in shock.
 
   Chris called down from far above. “What the hell was that explosion?”
 
   “It was the truck, I think!” Wodan shouted. “Where’s Justinas?”
 
   “With the truck!” said Jon, scrambling down.
 
   “Sylas is close by,” said Wodan. “I don’t know if he’s still alive.”
 
   “I’ll get him,” said Cedrik. He lifted a heavy motorcycle from their holdout and carried it down the rock ledges.
 
   Jon ran ahead of them. Chris glanced at Wodan quickly, then turned away and muttered, “Can’t believe you’re still alive, man.”
 
   As they ran, they saw black smoke hanging in the air directly behind a stack of boulders. The stench of gunpowder, burning diesel, and seared metal was overpowering. They ran past the lower half of a dogman resting in the sand, the remains of one who’d stood too close to the Pandora’s Box he had carelessly opened.
 
   They came to the wasted remains of their truck, tires melted, sides bulging outwards, the cab blackened and twisted. Jon ran to the cab, dove inside - then cursed and backed away slowly. Without turning Jon raised his arms slowly. The others stopped.
 
   “Justinas?” said Jake.
 
   Jon shook his head slowly, then clasped his mouth shut and closed his eyes.
 
   A bike rolled toward them slowly. Sylas was draped over Cedrik’s back. “Sylas is alive,” said Cedrik. “Barely.”
 
   “They’ll be sending more here any minute!” Chris shouted. Jon glared at him, and Chris added, “Come on - we still have the fuel and water we took with us onto the pillar.”
 
   “Chris...” said Jon.
 
   “No time! You better move, if you don’t want to end up like Justinas!”
 
   Wodan followed Chris back up to their holdout position. “There’s more bikes just a ways from here,” said Wodan. “We can syphon fuel from them.”
 
   “Fine, fine, whatever,” said Chris, his face still burning red.
 
   While Wodan and Chris hauled the other bikes from the stacked boulders along the pillar, Jake looked up at them and said, “Guys, we’re not going to have near enough of anything to make it back home. We barely have any food at all, and our fuel and water are hardly enough to-”
 
   “We’ll die if we stay here!” said Chris, his voice pitched high. “We got a better chance in the wasteland than we do against more of those dogs. Just move your ass, Jake!”
 
   Jake’s right, thought Wodan. We don’t have enough to make it.
 
   But we have to keep moving.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Nineteen
 
   The Ultimate Weapon of Haven
 
    
 
   There came a knock at the door at the appointed time, and so Didi rose from his chair with great effort and hobbled over to answer. He was shocked when he opened the door, for he expected to see his old friend Sevrik Clash. It had been a long time since they’d seen one another, for both had grown cool toward one another in the past year. Didi’s trial had broken their bond. Instead of Sevrik’s warm smile, Didi saw a tall man like a twisted version of Sevrik. He was a dark-skinned man with a black aura and a cold, yellow-eyed gaze.
 
   “Sir,” said Yarek Clash, nodding slightly.
 
   “Yarek,” Didi croaked, clearing his throat loudly. “I sent for... for your father. Where is your father?” For some irrational reason, Didi had the distinct feeling that this man was his executioner.
 
   “The Head of Guard requested that I tell you he will be running late. He will arrive shortly, sir.”
 
   They stared at one another for a long time.
 
   “Well,” said Yarek. “May I come in?”
 
   Didi stared at him longer still, then, against his better judgment, he moved aside. Yarek strode in with his black cloak trailing behind. He was nearly three heads taller than the aged and stooping Head of the Departments of Science and Research.
 
   Didi limped toward his seat. Yarek drew beside him, and said coldly, “May I help, sir?”
 
   Didi did not respond, but Yarek put a strong hand underneath Didi’s armpit. He walked slowly beside the man, then helped lower him into a chair. Yarek swiftly turned another chair about, then sat down before him. The room was very dark, lit only by the lights of various computer monitors, but Didi still squinted his eyes and furrowed his brow as if the light caused him great discomfort.
 
   Both sat and stared at one another in the darkness. Neither had ever been accused of warmth or skill in conversation. They seemed content to sit like this for ten long minutes.
 
   Finally they heard a single sharp rap against the door, and it opened suddenly. Sevrik Clash, in full white uniform but with his jacket unbuttoned, entered with a childish, awkward smile. He had put on weight since Didi had seen him; his face seemed older, and sagging, but the quick eyes were still the same from his youth. “Didi!” he bellowed.
 
   “Why did you send your son here?” said Didi. Yarek did not seem to mind the statement.
 
   “I hope he didn’t make you uncomfortable, old friend. Yarek has a way of making people squirm, but I’ve been meaning to acquaint you two for a long time now. I hope you didn’t just sit and stare at one another the whole time!”
 
   Didi and Yarek glanced at one another, then Didi said, “I’d hoped to discuss confidential matters with you.”
 
   “You usually do, Didi. Don’t worry. Yarek already knows everything.”
 
   “What do you mean… everything?”
 
   Sevrik sat down between the two, then said, “I told Yarek about the alliance between you, me, and Korliss, and that all our talk of creating a superman was more than just talk, as you stated during your trial, and somehow proved, which is still beyond my understanding. I told him that you created a ready-made batch of enhanced human genes, slipped them into an unknown child through the Makers of Mothers, and that Korliss and I planned to teach our ideals to that child’s entire generation. I told him that I’d come to believe that Wodan was that special child that we changed... and that I was shocked when you proved, in your trial, that he was not only normal, but would soon die of cancer. I told Yarek all of that; that is what I meant by everything. Don’t worry, old friend. Yarek is more than just my son. I trust him more than any other man I’ve ever known. That’s something I could not have said until after your trial, when you... when you...”
 
   “When I did what I had to do?”
 
   “Didi, you denied the greatness of our work in that trial when you could have popularized it. You blamed everything on some man named Childriss, who I’d never even heard of. Didi, just who was this man Childriss?”
 
   Didi thought for a moment, then said, “Childriss was a fellow scientist. We were friends, of sorts, but mostly rivals. His research was... while it was not brilliant, it was good enough to garner the attention of our superiors. He was a firebrand, very charismatic, but he was also a very disagreeable person. Quarrelsome. It seemed that he was destined to become Head of the DoS. He had qualities that I thought would be dangerous to me, to us, if he were to become my superior. I did not tell you this at the time because I did not think that you needed to know - but I told him about our work, excluding yours and Korliss’s roles, of course, and we worked together. I tricked him into slipping the enhanced genes into an unborn child with the Makers. I kept a record of his deed, then I blackmailed him and told him that if he did not leave Haven, I would turn him in. He left. Do not worry about him; he has most likely been eaten by the wasteland. But I kept the records, just in case we were ever found out. Which we were.”
 
   “I see... so he was your sacrificial lamb.”
 
   “Just as Wodan,” said Yarek, “is the sacrificial lamb for all of Haven’s anger and spite.”
 
   Didi regarded Yarek coldly, then said, “Which brings us to the matter of this meeting I have called.”
 
   Sevrik seemed unsympathetic toward Didi and his explanation, but buried his resentment and skepticism because he could not easily forget their old friendship. Didi looked at Yarek for a long time, then said, “Do you know what the Neuron Sensor Array is?”
 
   “The NeuSen Array is a device that you made to-”
 
   “Stop right there; I must dispel that myth. When I showed it to Korliss, I made careful note to not tell him I’d invented the thing. I did not want to lie to him, but I also did not want to tell the truth. The NeuSen Array is a device that can be keyed into an animal’s brain activity and give a readout that can be studied. The Array does more, I suspect, though really I cannot say for sure. You see, I did not invent it - I only found it.”
 
   “Where?”
 
   “In the wasteland, in the same valley where Wodan and the others were exiled over a year ago. But there’s more. The Array is not the only thing that I found there.”
 
   “It isn’t?” said Sevrik, too loudly.
 
   “No. When you and I went, so many years ago, Professor Childriss was there as well. And during our explorations, we… how can I say this... you see, it is very difficult to study any sort of genome and really grasp, in totality, what the full pattern is about. It’s... very difficult, you must understand.”
 
   “What are you trying to say, Didi?”
 
   Didi breathed deeply. “The enhanced genome which Childriss put into the unknown child… I did not make it. Childriss and I... we found it, in that valley in the wasteland.”
 
   “Didi!” Sevrik shouted. “How could you? How in the world could you trust something you found in the outside world, and… and put it into a child’s body?”
 
   “Be still!” said Didi, lifting his small hand. “You were not there with us in that place, so you will never understand our resolve. I will not go into further detail on the matter. Something happened to us in that place, Sevrik, and I knew that that blueprint was exactly what we needed. Do not chide me for unscientific reasoning, either. I studied the pattern. From what I knew of genetics, which is no small matter, I could see that the find was good. It was complicated, to be sure. It worked on many different levels. But from what I could study of it, I knew that it would result in the creation of a superbeing. That much, I assure you, I knew.”
 
   Sevrik shook his head wildly. “But why didn’t you just throw it into some petri dish and-”
 
   “Because the pattern was not complete. It needed a human, my friend. It needed a human host to bond with.”
 
   “A host,” said Sevrik. “So you were dealing with some kind of parasite.”
 
   “As distasteful as it seems, the thing had to be used. In my studies, I found that... that I was not capable of creating a superbeing. I simply could not do it. But the find - the treasure that we were given - was too great to leave unused. Condemn my actions if you must, Sevrik. There is more that I have to say.
 
   “Now, when Wodan came to me and I ran a series of tests on him, I truly hoped that he would be our Project, our superbeing. His tenacity, his intellect, his ability to survive coupled with... with that sense of goodness in his character... all those together, if mixed with superhuman strength, would have been most fortuitous for our dying species.”
 
   “Then... Didi, at the trial, did you-”
 
   “I told the truth,” said Didi. “I did not find the enhanced genetic pattern within him.”
 
   “Oh,” said Sevrik, lowering his head. “I see.”
 
   “However, I did find other things which were most curious. Sevrik, do you remember that we had planned to introduce a series of microscopic machines, or nanobots, into Project’s body, so that if our superbeing ever got out of hand, we could send a signal to the nanobots and destroy the Project immediately?”
 
   “The Killswitch, of course.”
 
   “When I gave Childriss the package that included the enhanced genes alongside the Killswitch nanobots, he must have at least put the self-replicating robots into one child… because Wodan’s bloodstream was full of them.”
 
   “You mean... Wodan is connected to our Killswitch?”
 
   “That he is,” said Didi, turning to a computer console. “That he very well is.”
 
   Yarek interrupted. “But why would Childriss introduce the nanobots and not the superhuman genes?”
 
   Without answering, Didi opened a program. A hologram projected over a tabletop monitor, then coalesced into the image of a human brain. “When our Project disappeared, the NeuSen lost his pattern, which was most unfortunate. When Wodan came to me, along with the tests I ran on him I also captured his neuron activity pattern within another NeuSen matrix, an upgraded version capable of extended long-distance readings. The mind you are looking at now is Wodan’s own.”
 
   Neurons raced about the image, blossoming here, fading there. The Clashes watched the thing. The image distorted with static, then moved at an accelerated rate; Sevrik looked and saw that Didi was manipulating the program so that it showed patterns that had developed in the past.
 
   “Watch this part here,” said Didi.
 
   The pattern of flowing neurons appeared erratic, unintelligible to an outside viewer. Then, the lights of the mind seemed to erupt. They saw something like fireworks, a thick network of a disturbed hornets’ nest of light. The lights even changed colors, wild and vibrant.
 
   “Bifrost,” Yarek muttered.
 
   “What?” said Didi.
 
   “Bifrost. The rainbow bridge to Valhalla. They say the flaming bridge leads to a paradise for heroes.”
 
   Didi gave him a quick glance, unsure of the quiet outburst. “What this is,” said Didi, “is something that happened to Wodan several months ago. It was some sort of... awakening. Sevrik, you sent me a message stating that the envoys from the wasteland claimed that Wodan himself destroyed two of the gangs of Pontius. If it’s true, then such an act would require a great amount of thought, energy, and violence. I believe that this readout must be from the peak event of just such an occurrence.”
 
   “Gods above!” said Sevrik. “It keeps growing! It looks like his mind is going to explode!”
 
   “But then - watch this.” The activity slowed, then very nearly stopped. The colors faded. The remaining neural trails fell into sluggishness. “Something happened,” said Didi. “Something brought him back... back to our world.”
 
   “Didi!” Sevrik was aghast, his eyes flying back and forth. “But – but - do you think - do you think that-”
 
   “There’s more.” Didi forwarded the readout and showed them other such occurrences, less violent than the first, but still spectacular in intensity. “These events have occurred over the past several days. And with each occurrence, we see still more activity. I’ve scanned my own mind into a NeuSen matrix and I tell you, truly, that even in my most active periods of thought, even my mind has never approached such strange heights. Never. That means that something is truly changing in our Wodan... and it’s coming to a climax within him.”
 
   Sevrik grinded his jaw as he fought to control his thrashing emotions. “Then why... why did your tests on Wodan not show the presence of the enhanced genes?”
 
   “You would have to ask their maker the answer to that question.”
 
   “What does it all mean, then?”
 
   “There are no easy answers, my old friend. The only thing that seems clear to me, Sevrik, is that you have a choice to make. Haven needs you now. We’re beset by demons as never before. You can either stay here and defend Haven in her time of need, or you can go and seek out the potential fruit of our secret work. You can follow through with the crime of our youth... or play the good little soldier for a decadent people.”
 
   “You think I should go into the wasteland and find Wodan? And help him?”
 
   “Obviously, I cannot.”
 
   “But Didi, you’re still not even sure what this thing is that’s happening to Wodan. Did you ever stop to think that maybe he’s just dying of his cancer? That would certainly explain why you never found a similar pattern in your own brain pattern readout!”
 
   “Someone must help him,” said Didi, fixing his eyes on him. “Perhaps Korliss can go and help? Ah, but he is cold and d-”
 
   “Stop it, Didi!” Sevrik rose so quickly that his chair was knocked aside. “The fact of the matter is that even if Wodan has been changed, you have no real idea what this thing is that you put in him. You’ve abused some artifact out of a dead age, and now you’re curious about what you’ve done… and damn you, Didi, I’m too old to fuck around with this business any longer.”
 
   Sevrik left them. Yarek screwed up his yellow eyes at Didi for a while, then rose and followed his father.
 
   


  
 




Chapter Twenty
 
   Pontius at the Edge of a Blade
 
    
 
   In the Temple of the Vault, headquarters of the Smiths of Pontius, the high priest Foreman Arcturus heard a terrible disturbance just outside his office. He sat bolt upright at his desk and, with shaking hands, pulled a long silver revolver from a drawer and loaded it. The door burst open and King Zachariah strode toward him with a train of wild-looking Hargis soldiers.
 
   “Foreman Arcturus!” Zach shouted. “What the hell has been going on in this city during my absence?”
 
   Arcturus leaned over and looked into the anteroom that separated his office from the rest of the Temple. He saw his secretary held in a fierce headlock by a Hargis soldier; the two hopped about in an awkward battle. Other Hargis soldiers stood with guns drawn, surrounded by red-faced Smith Magi who held them at gunpoint. “Lay down your arms!” shouted the Hargis soldiers, while the Magi called out, “You lay down your arms!”
 
   “Well now,” said Arcturus, his mind spinning in an attempt to contain the situation. “There are certain channels, young lord, certain modes of conduct... that, ah…”
 
   “Bullshit!” cried Zach. “I came back to this city expecting to see preparations to repel an imminent invasion. Instead, I see disorganization. I see a few good men of the Law trying to mobilize using what they have but without what they need. I hear that the Smiths, instead of equipping as many as they can, are spreading fear among the populace and are price-gouging their equipment to the wealthy few who can afford it, so they can barricade themselves in their homes instead of defending their city!”
 
   “See here, young lord, the City Under Siege Sale is quite within the bounds of our right to-”
 
   “Foreman, your rights are going to be destroyed along with your lives and Pontius itself when the invaders sweep through here! Do you have any idea how great their numbers are? I know that Pontius has little experience with dogmen, or even with warfare in general. Hargis has fought against dogmen for hundreds of years, Foreman, and I can tell you that as things stand, Pontius could not fend off an attack one-tenth the size of the force that is on its way here!”
 
   The aged Foreman felt beads of sweat break out along his forehead. His mouth went dry, and while he had difficulty formulating a response against the charges, he knew that he had to keep his opponent off-balance. He reminded himself that he had not become the leader of their venerable order by allowing himself to be pushed around by young boys, so he adopted an air of composure and said, “Young lord, what it comes down to is this: What proof do we really have that there will be an attack?”
 
   “What... proof?” Zach leaned back, stunned. “Foreman, do you think this is a trick of Hargis? Do you think that Hargis still stands, and that we’ve made up the entire story of our destruction, and spun a web of lies about a horde of dogmen and rebels that rose up in the wake of the demons’ wrath? Do you think I have a secret plan to arm and prepare Pontius for war... for what reason? Do you suspect a secret invasion is being prepared by Hargis, and that it will somehow take advantage of Pontius’s newfound cohesion and strength and readiness for war? You… you old fool!”
 
   “I suggest you watch your tone!”
 
   A loud thud resounded from the anteroom. Zach and Arcturus turned and saw that the Foreman’s secretary had finally been laid out on the floor, blue-faced and unconscious. A soldier of Hargis stood panting and leaning against a wall, then saluted Zach. Foreman Arcturus was outraged, but he noticed that his Magi were standing on the far side of the Hargis soldiers; if his men fired, he risked being hit. He angrily signaled for his men to stand down.
 
   “Foreman, listen,” said Zach. “I do not mean to insult your office. However, this city needs to take many, many steps if it wants to survive. We need every able-bodied human being with a gun in his hands, we need artillery pieces lining up behind the city walls, enough radios to keep our fighting forces in close communication, and zeppelins full of bombs to cover the skies. I need digging machines to lay multiple lines of trenches at least along the southern front, and not only that, but a tunnel system that leads under the city walls so that the trench-men, fully equipped with machineguns, mind you, can retreat back into the city once the trenches are overrun. I need more towers built near the walls for our sniper units. I need mines lacing the open area outside the city, and the technical know-how to find them all again if we do happen to survive this invasion. Furthermore, I need you to open up your secret vaults, and I need every bit of so-called forbidden technology unleashed.”
 
   “I see. Well.”
 
   Zach, leaned over the Foreman’s desk. “These dogmen are coming, and their little brains are completely incapable of understanding concepts like fear or peace or negotiation. All they know is that it feels good to tear out the throats of men like us or, if they can’t do that, to at least die trying. Have you heard any stories that detail the sexual proclivities of your average dogman? To a dogman, making love and committing rape are practically one and the same, and they will do either one to anything that moves. Anything, sir. Once they have crushed the defenders of Pontius, they will roam this city and turn it into a cross between a slaughterhouse and a brothel. The amount of human suffering they are capable of creating would shock you, sir, and believe me when I tell you that brute force is the only language they are capable of understanding.”
 
   The Foreman twitched slightly, then gritted his teeth and said, “Perhaps we could lower our prices a tad, for certain respected customers, in light of the current situation.”
 
   Zach stared at the old man for a long time, burying his rage and his pride. “Very well,” he said finally. “I did not want to do this. But… if Pontius writes you a blank check in exchange for your complete cooperation, will you release all of your technology and work with the citizens in its use?”
 
   Foreman Arcturus’s shrunken black heart quickened, and it was the closest thing to joy he had felt since childhood. He knew that if Pontius gave the Smiths such a blank check, it would result in the Smiths becoming the most powerful gang in Pontius. The Law, the city officials, the wealthy – all of them, all of them, would be indebted to the Smiths. He could see the golden gear of the Smiths flying over the city… his city. Arcturus would go down as the greatest Cog in Smith history. Perhaps every generation of Smiths who had toiled in secrecy had looked forward to a day in the future when he, Arcturus the Magnificent, would bring them into a promised land of unlimited power and license…
 
   Arcturus shook himself from the dream, then said, “Director DeSark of the Law would never go along with such an arrangement.”
 
   Zach turned away. “Actually, he probably will. DeSark’s a sensible man. That puts him at quite a disadvantage in dealing with the monsters of this world.”
 
   *              *              *
 
   An old Lawman and a young Lawman stood at one of the many stations where people lined up with tablets that proved their bill of health, and handed out guns from the massive stockpile overseen by a crew of Smiths. A strong, slack-jawed hick presented his tablet upside-down and gingerly picked up a rifle while the older Lawman glared at him and held onto the rifle for a moment longer than necessary. The hick bowed his head and scurried off with the thing.
 
   “You know,” said the young Lawman, “in Hargis, they had a ton of dudes on the state payroll who would run around with guns and just look for trouble.”
 
   “Yeah, well, every nation has a police force,” said the old Lawman.
 
   “Naw, man, they had a police force in the city. But these armed guys that I’m talkin’ about, they camped outside the city. An’ they didn’t have a whole lotta paperwork to deal with - if they saw dogmen, they would just chase ’em around an’ kill ’em!”
 
   “It’s an army,” said the elder. “They call it an army. The Ugly did the same thing when they went on their crusade, in a way.”
 
   “And their laws against gun ownership,” said the youth, rambling, “they was a lot more relaxed than here.”
 
   “And look where it got them!” said the older Lawman. “There ain’t even a Hargis anymore. All gone, like it wasn’t never there, because people didn’t give a shit for Law an’ order. Now, what I’m worried about, is how are we gonna get all these guns back once we chase off these outlanders? You think it’s gonna be fun an’ games when we’re doing the paperwork on every gun tucked into every hut out in the farms, or stuck in some wasted druggies’ shorts? You wanna know the truth? I hope some dogman runs up and blows my brains out. I’m not kidding. Then you’ll get stuck doin’ the paperwork, not me.”
 
   “And also,” said the young Lawman, “the people in Hargis, they had walls and they had demons, just like us, but these dogmen, we never had to deal with them. I heard they put them Hargis boys all over our ranks, just to show us how to deal with them dogs when they come here. Everything, man, everything’s changin’!”
 
   “You think they’re getting paid more than us? Hell, what am I saying. They wouldn’t be in Pontius if they weren’t.”
 
   A young farmer and an old farmer walked away from the lines, rifles and ammunition in hand. The youth looked around to make sure that no Lawmen were watching, then he blasted an imaginary flying dogman out of the air. The older farmer let his rifle hang limp at his side, angry at his clean bill of health and resentful of his brother who’d just recently fallen into a well and skewered his prostate on a sharp stone, thus excusing him from the battle.
 
   “Shee-yit!” said the young farmer. “I’m sure glad I didn’t get stuck on trench-diggin’ detail!”
 
   “Don’t count yourself lucky,” said the elder farmer. “I heard that the city, they was payin’ plenty for that work. Ol’ Ruther Tucker, he’s makin’ him a li’l money doin’ that, him an’ others, too. They git to dig the graves - and we git to lay down in ’em!”
 
   


  
 




Chapter Twenty-One
 
   Rainbow Bridge vs. Sickness unto Death
 
    
 
   The boys rode hard all through that first night, often looking back to make sure that dozens of jeeps full of hundreds of dogs weren’t behind them. They did not stop the next day but continued on under the burning sun, taking breaks only so that Cedrik and Wodan could exchange Sylas between them. During one such exchange, Chris asked Cedrik where they were going.
 
   “Away, man, away,” said Cedrik, shaking his head as he lashed Sylas’s beaten body to Wodan’s back.
 
   Chris protested vehemently but offered no better course, and so they continued through the wasteland. They were exhausted and hungry and their water was running low, but they had to avoid the lowlands to the west; the plentiful water of that area now belonged to a legion of dogmen. The boys were going nowhere except away.
 
   The next night they were sick from lack of sleep, and Wodan could only hold himself up by propping an elbow across the handlebars. Once when Wodan shook his head from drowsiness, he was sure that he had fallen asleep while riding because he saw that Jon bore the burden of Sylas but he did not remember making any exchange. Weariness bore into them unmercifully, for they no longer had any goal to reach; there was only riding, endless heat, and dwindling resources.
 
   The heat of the next day was toxic and hateful beyond belief. They rode across a hard land cracked up in hellish geometrical forms. Their tires burned so hot that they shone smooth. One of the boys stopped and immediately the others followed suit. Jake and Chris helped Sylas to the ground, then gave him a little water, then placed his jacket over his face as one would do for the dead. They gathered up what little food they had and ate, and Wodan realized that in only a few minutes they ran through half their supply. They held their canteens gingerly, and Cedrik said, “Try to save it, try to save it,” and they took little sips and glared at one another, waiting for someone to break.
 
   They no longer had any tents, so they took off their jackets and laid them atop their heads and huddled in a mass around Sylas. They slept like sausages on the skillet until sundown, but when they mounted up again Chris’s bike would not start. They stared at it and none had any idea what to do. Silently Cedrik rose, took the rim off their funnel, and sucked out the fuel and let it pour into his own bike. Chris stood over him, watched him in silence, and when Cedrik was done Chris kicked his bike over with a subdued grunt and stalked over to Jake. “Move over,” said Chris. “I’m driving.”
 
   “It’s my bike,” said Jake, moving to the rear.
 
   They resumed driving at night and slept during the day under their jackets. They ate only tiny morsels. Wodan asked Cedrik if there was any chance of them finding some game to hunt for food. Cedrik shook his head, then said, “No animal’s dumb enough to come this far out.”
 
   Several days into their hellish ride, Wodan glanced at Chris and Jake riding together with their helm visors lifted. Jake’s arms were wrapped around Chris, and both of them were sullen and angry to be near one another; when Wodan thought of them as an unhappy couple, a laughing fit took him. He leaned over, straining to breathe as he swerved about. He could not suppress the idea of telling the others, so rode hard and drew ahead of them, waving an arm wildly and nearly losing control of his bike. The others stopped and Jon shouted in alarm, “What’s wrong?!”
 
   “Chris... Jake... unhappy... couple...” said Wodan, pointing, laughing, and crying.
 
   Cedrik looked about, concerned and confused. Jon looked at Chris, then started laughing as well, his chapped lips cracking apart into strips of white and red. The laughing fit spread. Finally Sylas awoke from his stupor and began laughing as well.
 
   “Sylas!” said Jon, face drenched in tears. “You’re alive! Look at... Chris... an’ Jake!”
 
   “Couple!” laughed Sylas, his face still purple and swollen. “Unhappy... couple!”
 
   “Fucking... idiots!” said Chris, laughing and shaking his head.
 
   Later that night Wodan’s own bike kicked and hopped and its ghost fled with a drawn-out wheeze. The others pulled up around him and Wodan got on behind Cedrik’s bike but within half an hour that bike ran out of fuel, then Chris and Jake’s bike drank its last, and Jon and Sylas followed beside the walkers for a time, slow and ominous, the last horseman of their own personal apocalypse, until it too died and they helped Sylas down so that he could lean against them and walk among the doomed. Within an hour they stopped, ate the last of their food, and laid down to sleep.
 
   They slept as if comatose, and did not rise until the sun was well and truly gone. Wordlessly they huddled in a circle, shook their canteens, poured a little here and a little there so that all would be even, then looked at one another and decided that a man’s water was a man’s water and that no fighting should arise to dispute this fact, ever. “Justinas would have wanted it this way,” said Sylas. They nodded, then rose painfully to walk until the end of the night.
 
   Now they were closer to the wasteland than ever before. No more roar of engines, no more helmet-enforced isolation. The oppressive silence of the land hung over them. There was a small slip of moon and a cold horizon that did not change. The flat, hard earth bit their feet until their legs were numb. One time they saw, or thought they saw, a long-tailed mouse race across the path before them. They stopped and stared in alarm, but the thing disappeared before they could move. They tried to remain attentive after that, but they saw nothing and soon decided that the story of the wasteland was written only in zeroes.
 
   They sat down just before dawn. Jake took a sip from his canteen, then swirled the thing and felt that there was only a tiny bit left. He groaned, then tipped the thing back and chugged the last of it.
 
   Chris looked at him and sighed. “You’re right. Fuck it,” he said, then tipped up his own canteen as well.
 
   “Man!” said Cedrik, even as he opened his own canteen. “The hell are you all doing?”
 
   Wodan drained off his water as well. The coolness slid along his tongue, a welcome and short-lived relief, then a little grit followed the final droplets. They laid down to sleep, and they knew what the next day would bring.
 
   While they slept, they sweated more moisture than they’d taken in. When they rose the next night, Wodan pissed into his own canteen, saw the others looking at him, then winked and raised the thing and drank it off. It tasted like warm water with a slight aftertaste, and so he smiled and gave his friends a thumbs-up and they followed suit.
 
   That night as they walked and meditated on the great zero of the land that stretched on without end, Wodan glanced at Cedrik and saw that he was looking down at his feet. Wodan was startled, then remembered that Cedrik had not been leading them anywhere since their escape. Now they were too far out even to give themselves up to the invaders. Hungry and exhausted, Wodan felt of his own arms, wondering at the strange strength he’d been given; he was shocked to find that his arms felt like long, thin sticks. His body was eating itself. As they laid down to sleep, Wodan said, “We need some kind of a miracle.”
 
   While they slept that day, their miracle came. Clouds kicked up in the sky and a great wind blew dust onto them. Cedrik raised up lamely, strung nonsense syllable together, and then rain patted them lightly and the others jumped up. With feverish quickness they uncapped canteens, held them up to the tiny, near-invisible droplets, then Jake got the idea to lay his jacket out in a bowl-shape and the others followed suit. The rain was over in minutes and in a gray and cool world they sucked the canteens dry, moaning at the few droplets they had, then knelt down in the greasy earth and licked the moisture off the jackets and gathered up the bundles in such a way that they could force the droplets onto their quivering tongues. In a flash the sun roared and scattered the clouds. Furious white light poured over them, for a few seconds they could see the mist burning off of the earth, and then perfect dryness returned. They sat in wonder at the strange dream they had seen, then they hung their heads because they knew that no miracle could save them.
 
   They nearly made it through another freezing night, then Sylas collapsed. They stood over him and, before they could stop themselves, sat beside him. No one had the strength to rise, much less carry him. They stared at Sylas with dull eyes.
 
   We’re going to kill him and eat him, Wodan thought. Slowly, a sense of horror built in his chest. We’re going to kill him. And for what? To continue on in this nothingness?
 
   Wodan unholstered a handgun that he’d taken off the body of a dogman. With newfound strength, he lifted it and fired it into the air. No one stirred at the great sound, the most violent thing they had heard in many days. The gun clicked empty. Wodan dragged himself to his knees, then took the sniper rifle from Chris and fired it into the air, over and over. Chris did not protest. Jon understood what was happening, so he unholstered his Coil Magnum, fired it into the air six times, reloaded it slowly, fired six times, reloaded and repeated, and was finally empty. Wodan took all their guns and fired all of their bullets and when he took Cedrik’s gun, Cedrik fell back, unsheathed the Blade of the Engels, and threw the thing far over his head and into the endless, dusty wastes. Wodan leaned over and then fell onto his side, arms shaking, and knew that if they were going to kill and eat anyone then it would require more strength than any of them had.
 
   They laid around for the rest of the night, then they saw a strip of pink on the horizon as dawn’s rosy fingers crept up to strangle them. Wodan moaned lamely, for he knew that this day would bake them all. Not fully understanding what he was doing, he took off his own jacket, cast it to the ground, then took the jackets from all of them and again no one protested. He laid them in a pile, then took their flints and struck them against one another. The flame took to the jackets and the old crusted-in grease sizzled and popped, an offering to the great Nothing. Wodan crawled away from the lurching black smoke and laid near the others, without any cover, ready to sleep for the last time.
 
   The executioner sun parted the horizon. They knew that there was no miracle left for them, not in all the storehouse of creation, for the world itself was weary and ready for an end of things.
 
   


  
 




Chapter Twenty-Two
 
   A New Path
 
    
 
   Wodan was a giant and he stood over a plain covered in snow. One foot was encased in ice and the other foot was on a frozen bank. Flakes of ice fell from the darkness above. He looked at his body and saw that it was completely black, a living featureless shadow. He did not feel welcome in the world, as if he was a criminal that had been hidden away for over a thousand years. He knew that none of that mattered; if the world wept, that was the world’s business.
 
   A little creature sat hunched over in the snow beneath him. At first he thought it was a ghoul, like many others he had seen in the valley of his exile. Its skin was pale and lined with veins, and its face was contorted like a constant complaint. He looked closer and saw that the creature had brown hair and Wodan realized, disappointed, that that thing was Wodan.
 
   The giant and the little creature must have been connected by some invisible umbilical cord, because Wodan felt his perspective shifting from the larger to the smaller. The giant shadow threw its arms up and toppled over. It hit the ground silently and sent up a great plume of snow. Wodan crawled over to the giant. He felt his legs bending along soggy knees at an awkward angle, so he pulled himself along with his arms. He crawled along the length of the unmoving giant. The face was indistinct and difficult to see; Wodan bent over and smelled the head, and so he was able to “see” that the giant had only a curving smoothness that warped its head. It had no mask, nor any face at all.
 
   That would not do, so Wodan squeezed his own face until an eyeball popped out. His vision shifted wildly and he had to choke back a wave of nausea. Wodan felt about the giant’s head, found a nice spot, then pushed the eyeball inside. He repeated the process until he could see his own face, white and chipped and lined and sagging with worry.
 
   Both the giant and the little creature were hungry. The world was empty; they were the only inhabitants. The giant opened his mouth and the little creature stood poised over the black throat. They stopped and waited, unsure but also convinced that a great trick had been played on them. Surely the ground beneath their feet covered an endless pool of rich, warm blood?
 
   Wodan blinked and woke in a cool, dim stone chamber. A rotund primitive sat staring at him. The primitive was covered in brown and red paint and white scales. Strangely enough, he wore brown denim pants that Wodan had seen before.
 
   “Sylas?” said Wodan. “What are you doin’ in that crazy getup?”
 
   “YEEEAAAH!” Sylas screamed. He threw his head toward a small opening overhead and screamed once more. Almost immediately Jon and Cedrik and all the others piled inside, smiling goofily, then other primitives climbed down among them until the little room was completely packed.
 
   Wodan rubbed his aching head and tried to sit up. A hand moved near with a bowl of water and Wodan drained the thing quickly.
 
   “You were out for a week,” said Sylas. “You had a fever, a really bad one, and we were sure you weren’t gonna make it. But you did! You’re alive, man!”
 
   Wodan still clung to part of the dream, not only trying to remember it but also feeling as if he was somehow still in it and still needed to do something. Finally he realized that he was glad to see his comrades, and sat back against the cool stone wall. “Where are we?” he said. He looked at the pale-skinned, wild-looking primitives, and smiled with relief. “Some kind of traveling circus pick us up?”
 
   Chris snorted and Jon said, “That fire you lit, man… these people saw the smoke an’ picked us up.”
 
   “I lit a fire?” said Wodan. “Ah, that’s right. But I was just trying to get rid of our jackets so we’d bake a little quicker!”
 
   The boys laughed and one of the primitives shook his head. Wodan turned to him and said, “Thanks. We owe you our lives.”
 
   “Not really,” said the primitive. “It’s easy to save a life. Keeping someone from throwing their life away, though… that’s the hard part!”
 
   *              *              *
 
   The people showed Wodan their village and he probed them with questions. They lived mostly underground; no vegetation at all survived on the hard-baked surface. A few huts were dug into the ground with only their roofs visible from the surface, but most of the people lived and worked in a labyrinth of underground tunnels. When Wodan asked about their food source, they took him to a series of subterranean streams and lakes. He saw young men plucking eyeless, white fish from the water, saw women carving them up, and saw artisans using the skins and bones and scales in their work. A crowd of tiny, pale boys and girls followed the crew wherever they went, and Sylas seemed to be on friendly terms with many of the primitives, calling each of them by name. Wodan met a spirit man who was known to take on the spirit of the Ice Bird; Wodan watched the man croak and flap his arms for a while, then asked him point blank if his people sacrificed to devils. Sylas held his breath in embarrassment, but the spirit man stopped his gesticulations and politely explained that they did indeed sacrifice to a flesh demon that they called the Deep Monster, but which the eldest among them called Lankrist. The spirit man showed them a number of totems made in the image of the beast; the thing was covered in shimmering rainbow-hued scales, white hair, and had many legs and could roll up into a ball, and when it did that no man’s spear could penetrate it. The thing swam but breathed air.
 
   The spirit man winked conspiratorially, then took Wodan to a narrow chamber concealed in shadow. A great lump of dried flesh sat on the floor, six or seven feet long, and a series of long hooks extended from one end.
 
   “The leg!” whispered the shaman. “The leg!”
 
   “You guys took the demon’s leg?” said Wodan.
 
   “Years ago, when I was just a child, the warriors, they fought the Deep Monster. They took one of its legs, but many died. It did not go well for our people... I remember going hungry for a long time, as we were mostly unwelcome down here, after that. But sometimes... you know, every once in a while, we will drink, and someone will tell the story of the taking of the leg. And that feels very good!”
 
   “So, you have to sacrifice to this-”
 
   The spirit man shushed him violently, glanced at the leg as if it would come to life, and rushed Wodan out of the little chamber of secrets.
 
   That night the six boys gathered around a fire with some fishers from the village and ate and talked. After they laughed over the story of the Monkey Queen and the Slippery Fish, things grew quiet, and Chris said, “Guess we should be moving on soon.”
 
   There was long silence, then Cedrik said, “How?”
 
   Awful dread crept into Wodan’s gut. He knew that they were far from Pontius and in the middle of nowhere. It seemed foolish to rush out into a world that had only recently tried to suck them dry. They had no resources to do so even if they wanted to.
 
   “I’ve seen pack animals,” said Wodan. “We could… maybe we could trade for them.”
 
   “Well...” said Jake.
 
   “What?” said Chris. “We did enough to earn a pretty big chunk o’ change from our contracts. Didn’t we? We didn’t stop the invaders, sure, but we did plenty. I’m not about to cash in my chips and spend the rest of my life down in some hole. No offense, friends.”
 
   “Ma-a-an,” said Jake, stretching out on the floor of the cavern, “why are we doing any of this, anyway?”
 
   “For that cash, man.”
 
   “Is that it, though?”
 
   Chris thought for a long time, then said, “Well, I signed up because… I was also interested in... I guess, you know, a side of life that Pontius doesn’t have. Or isn’t supposed to.”
 
   “Pontius has it all, though,” said Cedrik.
 
   Chris did not answer, but Wodan said, “As a mortician, you’ve seen a lot of bodies, right? You probably got curious about where they come from, didn’t you?”
 
   Chris grinned sheepishly, but said nothing.
 
   “That’s... that’s evil,” said Jake.
 
   “Hell!” said Chris. “It’s better than trying to get killed over some girl, Jake! Shee-yit, man. Actin’ like that - the way I see it, that’s evil.”
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   “It’s what got you into this shit, isn’t it, man?” said Chris, glaring at Jake.
 
   “I guess. Maybe so. I definitely regret it.”
 
   “Regret it?” said Wodan. “Regret all the good times we’ve had?”
 
   “Ahhh... sometimes, sometimes,” said Jake, “I wish I could just be a fisherman. Just worry about fish all day, and nothing else.”
 
   “Fish are worrisome!” cried a primitive. “Gods! I have problems like you wouldn’t believe.”
 
   Wodan laughed, then said, “Alright, then. What about you, Jon? Why’d you sign up for this expedition?”
 
   Without pause, Jon said, “I wanted to prove myself to the world.”
 
   “But you could have done that in Pontius, you know. Did you figure the money would put you ahead of the game?”
 
   “Sort of...”
 
   “What if there’s no Pontius to return to, though?”
 
   “Well, that’s it,” said Jon. “I didn’t just want to do something big in Pontius. I said I wanted to prove myself to the world, and I meant it! I knew that if I survived something like this, it would change something in me. Make me into something so that, no matter where I ended up - and believe me, I don’t want to end up in Pontius forever - then I would carry that thing with me, forever. It would be beyond a doubt. That’s what a man is, I think. Someone who carries his validation with him, and not just in the eyes and opinions of others.”
 
   Wodan looked at Jon for a long time. His young face had grown scruffy and cadaverously thin, with hollows in the cheeks that shone dark in the firelight. Only his eyes still seemed young, untouched by the thousand miles of the wasteland.
 
   Chris kicked a foot out and hit Cedrik’s leg. “Guess I did it for my family,” said Cedrik, his voice soft and easy. “I did it ’cause... wait, wait. Am I the only guy here who even likes Pontius?”
 
   “Probably,” said Jake. “That’s because you live on a farm.”
 
   Cedrik closed his eyes and laughed without sound. “Maybe you’re right. Pontius is where I go to party. You know? It’s where the freaks are.”
 
   “They don’t have any hot dudes livin’ on the farms?” said Chris, laughing. “Guys like you don’t jerk each other off out there, man?”
 
   “They got all that,” said Cedrik, his voice serious. “But they also got dads with shotguns ready to take your life. Man, I got people mad at me all over the farms. My family, they complain all the time ’cause everyone’s mad at me, an’ mad at them for keepin’ me. Guess I figured if I had the kind of money they promised us, I could smooth things over a little. Maybe even start my own brothel or somethin’. Money can make people do crazy things, you know?”
 
   “That’s the truth,” said Chris.
 
   They laughed, and the primitives looked at one another in shock, then chuckling guiltily. When they quieted down, Sylas said, “As for me, I wanted to see the world!”
 
   “Sylas, you dumbass!” said Chris, slapping his forehead. “You’ve got to be shitting me, man.”
 
   “Not at all, Chris, not one bit! Shake your head all you want, but as bad as we’ve had it sometimes... I’ve never felt more alive!”
 
   “Even after them dogmen beat the shit out of you?” said Jon. “Come on, man.”
 
   “Sure, they almost killed me. I still see their faces in my dreams, I’ll admit it. Mouths full of twisted teeth, fangs… they’re more animal than man, which isn’t something I would have said about them without firsthand knowledge.” Sylas thought for a moment, then said, “But this place, I’m… there’s just something about it. Don’t you agree? I’m going to miss it. I can’t put my finger on it, but being here makes everything we went through worth it.”
 
   “You’re not making sense,” Jon said flatly.
 
   “Pontius is a gray world, Jon. It’s a hub of constant activity and worry where nothing really happens. The biggest thing that ever happened, as far as I can remember, is when Wodan arrived and did something that anyone in their right mind would have told him was impossible. Then again, as tiresome as the whole thing seems, I’m curious to see how it all turns out. Wodan and I saw the invading army closer than any of the rest of you. Pontius isn’t long for this world. Perhaps we should hurry back, if only to see how it happens.”
 
   “You don’t think Pontius is gonna make it?” said Jon.
 
   “Of course not.”
 
   “Then how can you go on?”
 
   “I don’t think it’s gonna last either, truth told,” said Chris.
 
   “Yeah,” said Cedrik. “Me either, man.”
 
   “What?” cried Jon. “Come on, you all. Come on! Wodan - you saw the invaders. What do you think?”
 
   Wodan fell into himself for a long time. He thought of the gangs, their constant squabbling, how they recruited people who were desperate to make a name for themselves, then ground up their recruits’ individuality until they were only nameless cogs in a self-serving meta-organism. He thought of the Businessmen, and how they had thrown money at a few desperate kids who were willing to throw their lives away so that less courageous individuals might live just a little longer. Then his thoughts wandered toward Haven. He remembered holding it up as an example to others so that they would be willing to fight to survive, to fight with everything they had, to do more than they’d ever thought possible. He remembered how the people of Haven had been so willing to exile him, to push him into oblivion because he was an embarrassing reminder that their founding fathers were once savages from the wasteland who were unwilling to compromise.
 
   Wodan saw the face of Vito staring back at him, accusing him. Was civilization nothing more than an old man hiding behind a desk, crying and screaming in terror at the dark shapes beyond the window and ordering young people who didn’t know any better to risk their lives to protect him? Was Vito’s way the ultimate truth? Was the only honest response to an absurd network of relationships, like Pontius or Haven, to burn it all down and walk away into the night?
 
   “I may have signed up for the wrong reasons,” said Wodan. “But Pontius is where the fight is. That’s where we resolve this mess, and I mean to figure out a way to get us back.”
 
   “Tough guy!” said Chris, getting up to take a piss. “You’re a real tough guy, Wodan!”
 
   *              *              *
 
   The next day the six young men sat before the village chief and his spirit man. The two elders often eyed one another conspiratorially, as if terrified they were on the verge of being caught at something. This did not surprise Wodan; he had spoken to many of the villagers, and he’d put enough of a narrative together to decide that the chief had come into power mostly because he was born with a crooked leg, which excused him from work and gave him enough free time to listen to rumors and thus take advantage of any possible rivals. The people were easy to govern, as they mostly concerned themselves with fishing and storytelling, so the chief had an easy time. As for the spirit man, he had grown up pestering the former shaman; when the shaman died prematurely, he had been able to scrape together enough of the old man’s lessons and rituals and herbal remedies – not to mention the strange behavior expected from a shaman – and pass himself off as a decent spiritual counselor. Many of the villagers could intuit that something was not quite right with the current spirit man, but they did not feel confident in their ability to find a better one, so they let him get by without working and mostly ignored his medical advice.
 
   As their official diplomat, Wodan sat before the other boys and faced the chief. They sat in silence while the chief’s spirit man sprinkled magic dust onto them, shrieked directly into Wodan’s face, performed a short dance in each corner of the room, then calmly sat beside the chief.
 
   “Sir,” said Wodan. “You know that we are travelers from a distant land. We have ridden very far in order to oppose a great force of men and dogmen who are moving toward our city. Now, it is imperative that we go back, so that we can report what we have seen and help in the defense of our land.”
 
   “This is terrible,” said the chief. “The dogman, he will take your cattle, he will take your women. May the gods protect your ill-starred land!”
 
   “Help from the gods would nice, but if we could make it back and help them, that’d be better. I would like to propose a trade agreement. Some of our guns, perhaps, for six pack animals and enough food and water to get us back home.”
 
   “Ai!” said the chief. He unfurled a large bundle and revealed their dusty guns, bereft of ammunition. “The artisans are already looking forward to tinkering with these fine and noble knick-knacks. But, my boy, I had thought that perhaps these guns would be a gift from you to the men who saved your lives...”
 
   “This one isn’t!” said Chris. He leaned over and snatched up the pieces of the dismantled Hargis sniper rifle. “This is mine. It’s a dog-killer, not ornamentation for some crazy looking statue.”
 
   “Ai!” said the chief.
 
   Wodan glanced at Chris, then said to the chief, “I wouldn’t be opposed to that. You gave us shelter, and you’ve kept us fed. If you happen to meet any travelers, you could trade these guns with them. Frankly, they aren’t worth a lot to us now that we’ve run through all our ammunition. We do have more than this to trade, but it’ll require a little trust on your part. I am the official diplomat for our crew; I have at my disposal clearance to barter goods from our land, which can be brought here if we are given enough supplies to return to our land.”
 
   “Ai-yai! But your cattle and all your women - they have already been claimed by the dogmen.”
 
   “We do not recognize their claim. Moreover, we have in our land the means to destroy them. We have more guns like these. We have enough of them to protect all our cattle and even our women, too. We can draw up a contract right here, and I will sign it in blood if necessary.”
 
   “So you say... so you say. If your land is weak, then the dogmen will take what they want and leave nothing behind. But if your land is strong, what need have you to honor a contract with us? They will not respect or remember us. They have guns like these; contracts are not necessary to such a people.”
 
   Wodan wanted to agree with the chief. He couldn’t imagine any of the Businessmen or the Law or the city officials caring enough about a small tribe out in the middle of nowhere to honor an agreement drawn up by someone whose life they had most likely already written off. However, Wodan was desperate to return, so he forged ahead. “They will honor the contract because they have done so in the past. Guns such as these cannot be made by people who do not honor contracts. The miner of iron would not trust the metalsmith, who would not trust the gunpowder maker, who would not trust the arms dealer, who would not trust the gunfighter, without the binding of contracts, you see.”
 
   “So you say... so you say...”
 
   They went on like this for a long time and Wodan realized they had reached an impasse the very moment they had set foot in the hut. Six pack animals, in a land of subterranean fishermen, were a fortune compared to the abstract promise Wodan had to offer. After perhaps an hour the spirit man sensed a terrible ghost among them and chased it back and forth with a stick of incense, and in the midst of his caterwauling Wodan could barely think, much less keep his frustration from degenerating into outright despair.
 
   Wodan knew that their time was short, and that the invaders drew nearer each day. “What if... what if we worked here for a while? If we fished for you just long enough to earn six pack animals?”
 
   The chief considered this for a while. “If a man works for six passings of the moon, and is thrifty in his ways, he can earn one and one-half donkeys. He may keep one for himself, he may shake hands with his brother and breed their donkeys together, to make more. He may then take the half-donkey and trade it to another man in exchange for a wide-hipped woman, and use her to make more workers. But this thing takes at least six passings of the moon!”
 
   Immediately the spirit man stopped his raving and said, “Such... is... the... law...” in a beautiful singsong voice.
 
   “But we don’t have that long!” said Wodan, grinding a palm along his forehead.
 
   “My boy, all time is in the world. There is no need to rush about. The fish is always there, the moon is always there even when it appears to be dark, these invaders that you speak of - they too are always there. If you wait, there will be other invaders to fight. I assure you of this.”
 
   “What if you took on an indentured servant?” said Sylas. Everyone turned to face him. “What if one of us agreed to stay on for a year or so?”
 
   “Sylas!” said Jon.
 
   “What? I... I like it here! I wanted to be an artist when I was young. Let’s face it, Pontius doesn’t have any sort of culture. These people might look strange, but they have real meaning in their lives. Real stories!”
 
   Jon gestured to the spirit man. “You wanna dance around like this clown?”
 
   “Yes, I do,” said Sylas, laughing. “It’s not that strange, is it?”
 
   “And we would like for you to dance with us as well, young man,” said the chief. “To fish with us for a year, this would get you... let me see...” The spirit man whispered to the chief. “The spirits, they say this will get you two fine animals and also several fat bushels of fish.”
 
   “That’s something, at least,” said Wodan. “But Sylas, are you really sure about this?”
 
   “Go ahead and throw two more donkeys in the mix,” said Jake, “because I’m not in any real hurry to see Pontius get ransacked, if you wanna know the truth.”
 
   They all stared at Jake in wonder - except for Cedrik, who leaned in close and said, “It’s that girl with the dark hair an’ the crazy ta-tas, innit?”
 
   Jake smiled, then blushed and looked away.
 
   “Now it is settled!” shrieked the chief. “We will give four fine animals to the four warriors who will return just in time to see their homeland destroyed by the dogmen!”
 
   *              *              *
 
   At nightfall the villagers gathered on the surface and sang a farewell song. Sylas, now covered in fresh paint, hugged each of his friends and wished them luck. He hugged Wodan last, and an understanding look was shared between them; Sylas knew that Wodan had gone the distance for him, and now Sylas chose to remain, in part, so that Wodan could return to his own world. Chris slapped Jake on the back while Cedrik stood over him and, with an expression of utmost seriousness, explained with poking fingers and other gestures all the various maneuvers he should try on the dark-haired girl if given half a chance.
 
   Four animals were led out, and gifts as well. The boys were given wide conical hats to protect them from sun and wind. They were also given special garments to wear, wide square cloths with a hole cut out for the head; these garments were made of a beautiful, shimmering material woven from the gunk produced by a species of subterranean worm. Jon’s garment was deep red with highlights of purple that shone when the light struck from a certain angle. He mounted up on a pony, a wild little beast that snorted and kicked and was inconsolable about something or other. Chris’s garment was black with slender streaks of silver. He rode a sickly looking horse with knobby knees and protruding ribs, but the beast did not seem to mind its burden. Cedrik’s garment was sky blue run through with strips of midnight, and he rode a rigid donkey with eyes that swiveled to and fro and never settled on any one thing. Wodan’s garment was an intensely vibrant green, a reminder of spring in a world that had not seen one for over a thousand years, and the giant goat he rode was grim-faced and wore a double crown of spirals about its head.
 
   They were given coarse material and sticks for the making of tents, many skins full of water, and leather pouches packed to the brim with fish from the deep. Besides the Hargis sniper rifle, which Chris kept close even though it was without ammunition, the boys had no weapons. Wodan heard a guide speaking to Cedrik, who said things like, “... then you will come to a little hill... then you will come to a bent tree...” while Cedrik nodded. The boys shouted their goodbyes as they rode out, the villagers cried and sang and waved, Sylas pumped a fist into the air and Jake hollered a shrill cry. Wodan tipped his wide-brimmed hat one last time to them all before they left that peaceful refuge and returned to the night and the wasteland and the journey once again.
 
   *              *              *
 
   For many nights they rode northwest. Now they had a goal, a direction written out on a map of stars that Cedrik pointed out to them. They spoke often, no longer disconnected from one another by the roar of engines or the endless hum of nothingness when doom was their companion. They ate their fish raw; there was no need for fire, for they were tired enough by dawn to collapse and rose from their tents only when the sun was hidden once again. They slowly rode through a land that was pale and pink and very nearly flat. Cedrik reckoned that they were far past the low-lying foglands to the west and a little south, but they saw no sign of the hills on their left-hand side save a few islands of rock that slanted upwards, echoes of mountains from ages past.
 
   Wodan often rose before the others and cast his eyes into the northeast. He could see nothing but flat earth, but he could feel the Black Valley calling out to him. The call made little sense, but the place that he had been exiled to over a year before, a strange and hateful land of nightmares, now pulled on his heart like homesickness. Only when the other boys woke could Wodan shake the thing calling out to him.
 
   As they drew closer to Pontius, more troubling dreams came to Wodan. He could hear arguing, like a family quarrelling while standing over his casket, their voices muffled by the closed lid. In another, he could feel chains about his hands and feet, strange celestial beings leading him to an underground dungeon; his crime was an act of blasphemy, and the price was a thousand years in darkness and solitude. In another, he could hear a voice of water and a voice of thunder shouting at one another inside of him, giving two contradictory siren calls - to survive, to let go of life; to be born, and to die. There was no clear-cut answer available to him. The argument occurred in the language of guts and blood, and so the only solution was to play it through until one voice triumphed and another was beaten into silence.
 
   One night, the four rode beside one another and Wodan felt a terrible pain wash through his stomach. He leaned over, pretending to rest as he suppressed the urge to cry out. Just then, Jon’s pony glared at Wodan, then whinnied and kicked about long enough for Jon to run through a string of curses but not long enough to take any action. The pony threw Jon from his back, then ran ahead, unmindful of the weight of fish and water sloshing on its back, then suddenly disappeared from view. There was a soggy crashing sound and the boys dismounted and ran.
 
   They came to a narrow ravine cut out of the earth. Down below, the pony laid twisted and dead atop a mound of fish.
 
   “I’ll be damned,” said Jon, “if that stupid thing didn’t pick about the right time to bolt.”
 
   They wondered if they themselves could have walked right into the narrow crack in the earth, then shrugged the question off and tethered their mounts as best they could and crawled down into the hole. They gathered up the fish and made a fire and Cedrik showed them how to cut the pony apart with a sharp stone in order to eat the best parts of it. If anyone had looked down on the feast, they would have been terrified of the four young men in their strange, shining cloaks gathered about a fire with its smoke seemingly coming up from the depths. The cooked meat lifted their spirits greatly, and the severed head from the pony looked on, eyes wide with eternal shock. They rested in the earth throughout the heat of day, then rose up again that night and redistributed their burdens. Jon climbed up onto the donkey behind Cedrik and they rode on.
 
   Many more nights passed as they traded Jon between them. The fish and water became less of a burden and more of a worry. One night Wodan’s goat bucked suddenly, then bleated and cantered about with one foot held high. A scorpion was tossed clear and disappeared. Cedrik threw his eyes about for the thing so that they could rid the world of it, but saw no sign of it. Wodan stayed atop the goat and finally calmed it with gentle words. The boys shrugged and continued on.
 
   At the start of the next night, they uncovered the beasts from their hiding place and saw that the goat’s right foreleg was horribly swollen to such an extent that they could find no joints along the smooth limb. The goat hopped up, eager to prove that it should not suffer the same fate as the pony, but when Wodan tried to mount it the goat swung its horns about, cried a single shrill note, and sidestepped away. The wasteland had laid claim to him.
 
   The four boys gathered for a council.
 
   “If we redistribute everything again,” said Chris, “it’s just going to slow us down even more. It’s going to be the same as when we were on the bikes without Justinas. Everything’s going to keep breaking down, we won’t have anyone who can fix anything, we’ll keep going slower and slower, and finally we’ll just run out of supplies. I don’t know about you all, but I’m not about to trust in another random bunch of primitives to save us.”
 
   “We’re not that far from Pontius,” said Cedrik. “We can push on, even as we are...”
 
   “But since we’re close to Pontius, two of us could ride on ahead. We could carry less food and water, and move a little faster, and that way we could nearly guarantee that at least two of us would make it.”
 
   Cedrik shook his head. “I don’t wanna ride ahead jus’ ’cause I was lucky enough to have a donkey not bit by a scorpion or fallen in a holler. How can we split up now, man, when we’re this close?”
 
   “An’ how can we lag behind when we’re this close?”
 
   “Alright,” said Wodan, “I agree with Chris - but I don’t want us to fight or argue when we’re this close to our goal. So how about this. We draw straws to see which two of us take the horse and the donkey and ride ahead, and which two of us walk the rest of the way with the majority of the supplies and the lame goat.”
 
   “Thing is,” said Jon, “whichever group has Cedrik in it is gonna have a major advantage.”
 
   “Not really,” said Cedrik. “I’ve done shown you guys how to move around. Plus, the good thing about Pontius is that it’s got a river runnin’ right through it, east to west. Even if you’re off by a little, you won’t miss Pontius by that much. You can recalculate and follow the river, if you have to.”
 
   “Jon? Chris? What do you think?” said Wodan.
 
   “I’m down,” said Chris, and Jon shrugged in half-agreement. “Long straw means you ride, short straw means you walk.”
 
   Wodan removed his hat and unwound four straws from it, two long and two short. He handed them off to Cedrik, who studied them, then placed them in his fist such that four even lengths jutted forth. Everyone knelt around him as he extended a fist that held the fate of them all.
 
   Wodan leaned forward, then Chris pushed ahead of him, removed a long straw, then rose quickly and set to unburdening his horse. Wodan reached forward, pulled out a short straw, and sat back. Jon pulled, then sat down again; he and Wodan held their short straws and looked at one another, smiling despite their fate. Cedrik opened his palm and sighed, glaring at his long straw, full of guilt.
 
   “It’s you and me, Jon,” said Wodan. “We were already chosen by the wasteland, anyway, seein’ as it was our mounts that were taken down. The ritual of the straws only confirms it.”
 
   “Guess so,” said Jon. “The world really is one mean old bitch.”
 
   “I feel terrible, man,” said Cedrik, rising slowly.
 
   “Don’t be,” said Wodan. “We’ll be coming along right behind you. Go to Pontius. Tell them what we did, and how much they owe us.”
 
   “Alright, man.”
 
   Cedrik unburdened his donkey, then embraced the two walkers for a moment. Chris mounted up but would not look at them, only pursed his lips strangely and waved a curt goodbye. The riders rode away, faster than before, their blue and black garments trailing behind in a shimmering glare.
 
   Wodan and Jon gathered up the fish and water, slung some onto the goat’s back, then hauled the rest onto their own shoulders. Wodan tugged on the goat’s tether and they followed the trail of dust ahead of them.
 
   *              *              *
 
   The green walker and the red walker pulled the lame goat behind them under a path of stars. To pass the time they exchanged stories and, while they felt as if they had been dealt a difficult hand, they never complained. They joked and laughed often; their voices and the grunt of their goat were the only sounds for miles around in that empty land. They often took to speaking in Justinas’s ridiculous accent in order to honor their dead friend and to fight against a sense of resignation that could easily creep in whenever they considered that they were in a lonely world far away from anyone who cared about them.
 
   Jon often cast sidelong glances at Wodan. He was ill at ease because his memory was playing tricks on him. When their crew had first come together, he must have confused Wodan for Jake, because he thought that Wodan was only as tall as himself. That was the trouble with meeting so many people at once, because Wodan was clearly a head taller than Jon. He decided that he might not have noticed it before because Chris was the tallest among them, plus he always brought a lot of attention to himself anyway. Still, Jon was filled with the sneaking suspicion that Wodan had hit some kind of insane growth spurt in the past few weeks. Unfortunately, Wodan now wore pants that he’d stolen from the camp of the dogmen, so he couldn’t find out for sure if he’d outgrown his old clothes. Jon tried to shake off his unease, but then he remembered that earlier in their trip, he mostly did not believe that someone like Wodan could possibly take down the Ugly and the Coil. He’d seemed too soft, and altogether too nice. Now when he looked at Wodan, he could believe the stories; the angles on his pale face were sharp and hard, and his eyes shone like clear diamonds. Wodan still seemed too kindly to fight over supplies, but if they did run out of food, Jon did not look forward to finding out how far his friend would go to survive.
 
   They came to a land torn through by red spires. Their raw fish had run out the night before, and they were already weak and hungry again. They made the painful decision that a heavy meal must accompany the dawn. Wodan and Jon gathered on either side of the goat and scratched its ears and whiskers.
 
   “I saw some scrub brush,” said Jon. “We’ll make a fire.”
 
   Wodan nodded, then said, “I’ll give this guy his rest.”
 
   Jon left, and it was the first time Wodan had been left alone for weeks, perhaps months. The thing inside gripped him with renewed vigor, and he had to stoop for a moment because his legs grew weak. Eventually he led the goat to a hidden place among the stones, and even if the animal knew what was to happen it made no sign of protest. Wodan led the goat to a place with a shallow indentation of stone, a basin where rain gathered on rare occasions. Wodan felt a horrible weight of guilt even as he felt something inhuman driving him on. He found a heavy red stone and picked it up.
 
   The goat stood deathly still. With great effort Wodan lifted the stone into the air, then brought it crashing down onto the goat’s head. The beast stumbled, its legs shook and its poisoned leg slid out from under it, but it neither died nor ran. Wodan raised the rock again and heaved it down onto the base of the goat’s skull. It flopped onto the ground and laid completely still, but Wodan heaved the stone once more and brought it crashing onto the beast’s head once more. A great cracking sound echoed on the circle of stones and the beast’s mouth hung open at an unnatural angle.
 
   As if in a dream, Wodan jammed a small, sharp-edged stone into the goat’s tough neck and immediately gallons of blood poured out against his knees. Before he knew what was happening, he realized that his mouth was against the warm slit and hot, salty blood was gushing into his mouth. Wodan watched himself, recoiling in horror as he worked his jaw to chew at the throat, but also curious about the fact that his body had needed red blood and red meat for a long, long time, and curious about what his body would do with the dead flesh, the raw material. He felt strength coursing into him, and he could hear something like singing in his ears.
 
   While Wodan ate the blood and flesh of the goat’s neck, Jon stood just behind a boulder and watched. He was deeply uncomfortable, and wondered if he’d ever really known Wodan at all.
 
   


  
 




Chapter Twenty-Three
 
   Kill Them and Eat Them
 
    
 
   The horde that was legion came up from the fog-choked lowlands. They stripped the place clean of every living thing they could find as they churned up the earth in their death march, and while they now had water in plenty, they had consumed all of their livestock and every bit of food. They grew famished as they entered the hills south of Pontius, and all the clans grumbled about the Khan who could not feed his people.
 
   One night, a terrible accusation was given voice: Before all the livestock was eaten, two dogmen apparently had sexual relations with one of the beasts. Everyone who heard the rumor agreed that the tribes were surely defiled after eating the unclean animal. First a few witnesses came forth, then dozens, then hundreds claimed to have seen the act. The two accused dogmen were beaten and led about as an example to others, and after they were stoned to death Khan Vito went up to the bodies with his leashman Ramos and they set about cutting up the bodies and cooking them. Many dogmen cried out in protest; some, scared away by the dog Naarwulf, skulked about and whispered harshly about the blasphemous Khan. A few dogmen joined in the terrible feast. The Khan was not disturbed by the chaos, but only ate his fill and went to sleep.
 
   At the start of the next night, a champion rose up among the horde, a dogman whose righteous indignation was fed by the talk of several shamans and chieftains, and a barking crowd gathered around the challenger and ran to the tent of the Khan. Vito beat the dog to death before the crowd, who cheered in confusion when their champion was proven to be false, and then Ramos and several cooks gathered and tore the meat from the bones. Ramos even employed herbs that he’d gathered from the fogland, and more dogmen joined in the feast than before. Word spread through the camp that the Khan had been correct and blameless, as proven by the outcome of the rite of the duel, and that this must be another facet of the new way that the Khan showed them. While it seemed strange, it must be no sin after all.
 
   As they continued through the age-worn hills, other accusations were heard. Many male dogmen were caught in love’s embrace with one another. An unmarried dogman was caught sleeping with his cousin’s wife’s sister’s aunt, who was married to a respected warrior. A married couple were caught relating with one another in a position that was forbidden by tribal law. It seemed that the laws of their forefathers were being broken on every side, so the hungry horde fell on them without mercy, eating them and consuming their sin and cleansing the world of it. As they drew nearer to Pontius, the dog warriors who had no wives or access to a chief’s harem either became like shrieking madmen full of pent-up sexual frustration, or they took to fighting bitterly with one another; old rivalries resulted in clubs bashing in heads or fangs tearing into throats.
 
   They turned on the weak. Humans that were kept on as mechanics, men who kept their heads down and prevented the trucks from breaking down, the artillery pieces and machineguns from filling up with sand and grime - one by one they were struck down, rendered into flesh and guts and bone, and eaten by the beasts of war. The slightest infraction against the laws, those who stole from one another, those who cursed or misused the name of a god, those who displeased a chieftain or shaman - all were punished by consumption. When the Khan turned to the shamans for counsel, they no longer grumbled or complained. They all backed him and said that he was sent by the gods themselves, for they could plainly see that hunger, a force that could not be negotiated with, was now working for the Khan.
 
   The sexual frenzy of the warriors grew every day. Brothers who could once be trusted with a special touch of relief in the night became hungry spies and potential traitors. They lived only in a world of blind frustration. Many dogs turned on the chieftains - the keepers of the women – with a fury never known to their people. Dogwomen could no longer trust their husbands or keepers, and the human sex slaves were often targeted and raped so badly that they had to be killed and eaten so that their sadness could not infect the noble dog warriors. Vito’s two women, the skinny redhead and the dark-haired leash-girl, lived in constant terror and could no longer offer any sort of resistance or even complaint. Vito could smell the terror on them; they knew that a sign from him was all that separated them from a few minutes of mind-numbing horror, then death followed by cannibalization.
 
   Only Naarwulf, or so it seemed to him, did not partake of the new feast. He had to spend more time away from his Khan as he ranged farther and farther out to hunt any sort of game. But he hated himself for this disloyalty, and for the weakness of his body, and eventually he gave up the hunt and stayed by his Khan’s side. If serving him loyally meant death by starvation, then so be it. No matter how great the urge, he refused to eat strange flesh. He did not want to become the kind of monster that the wicked men of Hargis claimed he already was.
 
   But Naarwulf was not alone. The Khan had already proven himself to be without peer in combat, so the tribes finally relented in challenging him. However, one night an entire tribe slipped away into the hills and disappeared. The clans of that tribe had already eaten the flesh of others, but they listened to the quiet counsel of their chieftain, a young dog who was the son of a chieftain who’d been murdered and eaten, and once they had gotten away from the horde they were never found by any scouts ever again. Khan Vito told himself that the deserters would starve in the wasteland, so far from home, even as they most likely told one another stories about how they were the chosen people who had been righteous enough to rebel against the false Khan. Their stories did not matter to Vito; the only thing that mattered was that Pontius was reached, ravaged, and made into a desolate place where suffering and weakness could no longer exist.
 
   Their machines began to break down. Many of their trucks and their large artillery pieces were simply abandoned in the hills. “I wonder,” said Ramos, “if these are gonna be found by people in the future, and if they’ll wonder what kind of people left them here.”
 
   Vito laughed, and said, “No, Ric. There won’t be any people in the future.”
 
   The pestilence of wolves rolled over many villages in the hills in a frenzy of howling rape followed by cannibalization. Once, Vito ran to the smell of smoke and found Ramos turning a human boy on a spit while singing to himself, “People an’ hogs, hogs an’ people, dinner is served, time to eat!” For a moment Vito wondered if the boys shouldn’t have been given weapons and made to join their ranks. But it did not matter; no matter how many of themselves they ate, or how many abandoned them altogether, they were still legion, a horde that could not be numbered. If they had not been delayed by the shattered bridges over the gorge, perhaps things would have been different. But in the end, it did not matter. Perhaps nothing mattered.
 
   So Vito sat down to eat with Ramos and his wolves. It was a wonder to him that these cooked villagers, for all their variety of body painting, for all the variety of totems that they made, for all the stories they told one another - in the end, they all tasted the same.
 
   *              *              *
 
   Zach hurried about Pontius with a unit of his soldiers in preparation for war. Only three lines of trenches had been dug along the southern front with connecting tunnels that led back into the city; if the invaders tried anything but a full-on frontal assault, they would find only a few trenches with wide gaps that left plenty of room to maneuver. He was pleased that Director DeSark, Lieutenant Virgil, and a few others had been able to create and train a sizeable fighting force out of Lawmen, Hargis soldiers, and even civilians - farmers, merchants, regular citizens, and even a few junkies and unstable psychotics who were ready to fight to defend their city.
 
   The Smiths had complied and armed the ranks of the new army, and even filled it with their own Magi who were battle-hardened from their street wars. But Zach was disheartened by the secret of the Smith vaults: There was no forbidden technology of unspeakable power that they could use against the invaders. They found only a great storehouse of blueprints for devices that the Smiths were incapable of building, many of which had functions completely beyond understanding. If the Ancients had controlled the world in an iron grip and then destroyed themselves with their own technology, there was no risk of that happening to Pontius anytime soon.
 
   Zach stood under a tall wooden tower placed some distance from the thick wall around the city. He knew that he and some of his men, armed with sniper rifles, would take up position atop one such tower. Zach would use a radio to try to coordinate the defense of the city. He had never done anything like that before, but he knew from various accounts that the amount of data, not to speak of enemies themselves, would be overwhelming and more than any man could really understand and account for. He worried that his best might not be good enough. As he surveyed the line of towers, he turned his thoughts back to the one soldier that he knew was capable of coordinating soldiers amidst chaos, a warrior from his homeland, and he thought, It sure would be nice if Vito was here now.
 
   At that moment, one of his men conferred with someone on a radio, then said, “My lord, it seems the scouts have returned!”
 
   “The... the scouts?”
 
   “The young men who were sent out to slow down the invaders, my lord! They’re at Precinct Zero!”
 
   Zach turned about and hauled ass with a train of bewildered soldiers running behind him.
 
   *              *              *
 
   “... and I reckon that about sums her up,” said Chris, taking a deep breath.
 
   Virgil and a handful of Businessmen sat back and exchanged glances. The story they’d just heard seemed fantastic, but the fact that only two young men had returned, and looked disheveled and weary and openly admitted that they’d done little to stop the oncoming horde, inclined them to believe the tale. Virgil thought of Wodan abandoned in the wasteland, and he thought of Jon whom he’d disliked from the start, but who ultimately turned out to be a decent boy, and the frustration was more than he could handle. He wanted to commandeer a zeppelin and do everything in his power to find the two boys, but the Smiths were currently filling them with bombs and devising a way to outfit them with light armor plating without throwing them out of balance; even if he could somehow convince them to dedicate an airship to finding the two young men, he doubted there was any way he could spot them since they were, according to Chris, travelling on foot and no longer burning fires.
 
   The only way he could suppress the idea that he was abandoning Wodan, or had already abandoned him long ago, was to return to his duties and prepare Pontius for invasion. He rose and left suddenly.
 
   Cedrik glanced about uneasily, and Chris said, “So… I guess all that leaves is the matter of payment, sirs.”
 
   Several of the Businessmen glanced at the lockbox. One of the men who’d kept a tally of the tale of their deeds read off, in a slurred mumble, the final amount they’d earned.
 
   “Sounds fine, that sounds fine,” said Chris, trying to stifle the urge to scream with joy. He glanced at Cedrik, who had suddenly developed a full-body twitch. The total amount was a small fortune, more than any of them had ever even dreamed of getting. “Reckon we’ll take it all in one lump sum here an’ now, if that’s fine by you.”
 
   A Businessman opened the lockbox, reached in slowly, then said, “Of course, of course. Oh, and by the way... just out of curiosity... I was wondering… what are you boys going to do now?”
 
   “Well,” said Chris, “we might’ve slowed down the dogs, but we stopped just shy of killing them all.” He laughed nervously. “So, I reckon I’ll get on the front lines and fight.”
 
   They nodded, then turned to Cedrik, who hesitated for a long time, then said quietly, “Me? Uh... well, I figure I’m gonna go find my family, stick by them. You know, kind of watch out for them, make sure they’re safe durin’ all this...”
 
   “Ah ha!” said a Businessman. “But there is the clause in your contract that states that if you return before the invaders, then you are, in fact, to report for duty to the new War Council of the city of Pontius!”
 
   Cedrik snorted, then said, “Man, I don’t give a fuck about that.”
 
   “You do and you will!” said another Businessman. “That is, if you want your money.”
 
   Chris strode up to the Businessman, who was nearly two heads shorter than he, and gripped the man’s jacket. “You son of a bitch,” Chris hissed directly in the little man’s face. “We nearly died out in that bitch so you assholes could sit on your money. Now you’re gonna pay my man, or I’m gonna become your own personal mortician, you dick-eating toad.”
 
   “Well now...” said the Businessman, looking about for friends who now stepped away gingerly. “I suppose a clause or two could be suspended, in light of recent developments...”
 
   “Damn straight they can!” said Chris. Cedrik scratched his nose to hide a smile.
 
   The Businessmen handed them two large backpacks full of glittering retirement, then scurried away. Chris and Cedrik left Precinct Zero, blinked in the sunlight, then turned to one another.
 
   “Man, Chris,” said Cedrik, “I still can’t believe we made it through that shit.”
 
   “Yeah. Just crazy. Too bad you aren’t gonna be there when the dogs hit, man...”
 
   “Well...”
 
   “But I understand. No big deal.”
 
   The two looked at one another for a moment, turned away, shifted about awkwardly, then embraced quickly, pounding one another’s back.
 
   “I’ll see you sometime,” said Chris, averting his gaze again.
 
   “Yeah, sometime,” said Cedrik, then he turned and left. He glanced back, raised a fist, then continued on. Chris had the distinct feeling that they would never see one another again.
 
   Chris walked in the opposite direction for a while. He felt tired and strangely empty after all of his experiences. He wondered if he should get something to eat, and out of habit he felt about in his pockets - then he remembered the giant bag of money and felt a sudden jolt of excruciatingly sharp happiness. Something to eat? Hell, he could have everything to eat, whenever he wanted and however much he wanted. He could even find a brothel and have something better than food for desert!
 
   As he bounced down the street, he saw a freak in some kind of military uniform tear around the corner and streak past him. A circus entourage of foreigners followed close behind. Chris realized that it could only be the king of Hargis, who had warned them about the dogmen in the first place, then remembered that Wodan had said they were friends.
 
   “Uh, your majesty!” Chris shouted. The outlanders continued on, so he shouted, “Hey, you! Wodan’s friend!”
 
   Immediately the landless king whirled about, bumped into his entire train of bandanna-wearing goons, and ran toward Chris, unmindful of any sort of dignity or regal bearing.
 
   “You!” said Zach. “Did you - did you go out there with Wodan?”
 
   “Yeah, sure did. Except...”
 
   “Where is he?”
 
   “It’s a long story, man. Uh, sir. See, what it was, was it came down to four of us, and like two horses, and you know in a situation like that... uh, you gotta make choices and they can be hard, but you still have to-”
 
   “Is he here or isn’t he?” shouted Zach. “Is he dead or alive?”
 
   “Alright,” said Chris. “He’s still out there. I don’t know if he’s dead or not. Him and another guy, they’re walkin’ back this way. Uh, I mean, they’ll probably be back before you know it.”
 
   “God’s death,” said Zach, backing away. He stood lost in thought as he wrestled with his disappointment. He noticed a familiar case at Chris’s side. “Is that my sniper rifle?”
 
   “Oh… shit. Yeah, uh, Wodan gave it to me. See, for a while there, he, uh, he turned himself in to the invaders... like I said, it’s a long story. He gave it to me… ’cause, you know, I’m pretty good at sniping. That was kind of my job.”
 
   In a flash, Zach understood that things had gone bad, and this young man had murdered his friend and left his body in the wasteland. Knowing this, he could even see signs of sociopathy in the young man’s face and mannerisms.
 
   “Listen,” said Zach, hiding his rage beneath a cool demeanor. “Are the invaders still on their way?”
 
   “Oh. Hell yeah. Uh, strong as ever. Sorry about that, by the way. I mean, we slowed ’em down, but-”
 
   “When they get here, you wanna work with me? Me and my troops, we’re going to be sniping from those towers you might’ve seen on your way in. What do you say?”
 
   “Oh, yeah, count me in.”
 
   “Great,” said Zach, smiling strangely. “Should be fun.”
 
   *              *              *
 
   There came a day swept by dust-choked wind when the sun hung just over the horizon, glaring over jagged purple hills, and the men on the walls looked beyond the trenches, beyond the thin fields, beyond the solitary high stones on the red sand – and saw a great and looming darkness covering the earth. Its awful voice was carried by the harsh wind, a senseless grinding hum that stretched on and on. They could see a few vehicles riding ahead of the mass, oddly silent as the engines were drowned out by the raging sea that covered the horizon. The men of Pontius gripped their guns in white knuckles and stuttered over radios and generals assembled on the towers with their carefully assembled maps hanging limp in their hands as they stared ahead. The pestilence of wolves had come.
 
   Several jeeps and motley jury-rigged vehicles drew near, and they could see riders hanging from the sides and back, their figures dark and indistinct. Men with binoculars could see that they were dogmen, men with awful, savage faces, half naked or covered in ragged clothes, their hairy flesh painted up with blood and black-dried gore. Their eyes were wild and feral; most of them simply stared ahead, their faces somehow both hateful and empty.
 
   One jeep stopped near the wall, and a dogman with a mouth full of fangs leaned on the cross-beam and shrieked into a loudspeaker, “Men of Pontius! The great Khan of the wasteland comes to you with an invitation to a feast! Lay down your arms! Open your gates! And come greet your friends, the people of the south!”
 
   A lone voice from the wall cried out, shrill and nearly indistinct, “Hold your fire!” just as a farmer shot a bullet that whizzed over the ears of the wolf.
 
   “So be it,” said the wolf, lowering the loudspeaker. He threw the thing into the sand and the jeep turned about and made its way back to the horde, eager to give the good news that came from the negotiations.
 
   


  
 




Chapter Twenty-Four
 
   V E R S U S  N O T H I N G
 
    
 
    
 
   Wodan and Jon started out well before sunset because a great drum beat through the earth, the heavy and indistinct sound of tens of thousands of feet churning up the sand, a terrifying howl like an endless storm. In silence they broke down their tent, then set out at a jog, then dropped their equipment and ran because they could see a dark, writhing sea of wolves descending on a dark point in the distance - Pontius. When they’d made camp, they had no idea how close they’d been, but now there was no hope they would ever reach sanctuary behind the city walls because on their left-hand side they could see engines of war, wolves charging ahead impossibly fast, and behind them there were even more wolves, black and indistinct. The two ran as fast as they could but it became obvious that they had no hope of reaching the city; even breaking off and trying to reach the eastern wall was no longer an option, for the wolves had eaten the horizon at their backs and would soon consume them as well. They were cut off and without weapons. Several great mounds of red stone jutted up from the sand, and without a word they agreed that the only thing they could do was hide in the rocks and wait for nightfall.
 
   Wodan and Jon leaped atop piles of stone and climbed over several sharp boulders. Wodan saw that the apex of the rocky spire was bisected down the middle from base to zenith. Between the two halves lay complete darkness, and so the two crawled within and nestled deep in shadow.
 
   The horrid wailing of the invaders swept throughout the crevice, echoing without end, and the two covered their ears against it. A troop of wolves rushed by the opening, then another, then a great mass filed past, hissing and bumping into one another. The two hunkered further down, completely run through with fear. Jon glanced at the end of the crevice by which they’d entered and saw still more wolves passing by on that side as well, and he knew that they were trapped. Wodan looked above and saw that the narrow crack of sky was dusty and sickly green, and he realized that the sun would not set for many long minutes but that every second held the possibility that they could be discovered. He wondered if they should do something, find a gun somehow, make a run for the river or-
 
   Just then a giant dogman whirled around the corner right next to them. His body was a black silhouette but they could see feral eyes piercing into them. He held a rifle and Jon immediately darted up, grabbed the muzzle of the rifle, and pointed it upward, his arm shaking against the strength of the dogman. Just as Wodan rose to kill the monster before it could cry out, another dogman joined the first, barking savagely as he aimed an automatic rifle. The world slowed down as Wodan’s mind crystallized with terrifying realization, in sharp detail he smelled sweat and rancid breath – then both of the dogs fired on them at once. Wodan felt something shatter against his ribs and superheated laceration passed through his guts. He could clearly see rocks whirling about him, but the sounds of the guns seemed distant and hazy as he laid down gently on the cool stone. Warm blood covered him like a blanket, and he closed his eyes to sleep.
 
   *              *              *
 
   From atop a wooden tower, Zach watched through the scope of a rifle that once belonged to a deserter and saw the horde charging, saw the mines go off under their feet and send ripples through the tide, saw artillery shells dropping and scattering them by the dozens, then saw the gaps filled in by wolves without number. Zach handed the rifle back to Chris so that he and the other Hargis snipers could scan the area. They had their orders: Look for targets of importance, leaders, drivers of vehicles, carriers of artillery pieces, even flag bearers if they could find any.
 
   “Lord,” said a sniper, “there’s hardly any equipment among them. It’s just one big mass of dogmen!”
 
   “It’s possible they lost their heavy weapons in the crossing,” said Zach. “But we know they had it at some point. Fire into the mass occasionally, but keep looking. Other than that, make sure none of them ever gets over the wall.”
 
   “There’s a truck,” Chris muttered quietly. Zach watched him aim, breathe, become as still as a corpse, then fire. He cocked the weapon again and repeated the process. “Got him,” he said, laughing slightly.
 
   Zach could see that he did seem to have some experience with the rifle. If Wodan really had given it to him, then Zach had no need to kill him, as he’d planned. Still, the man would likely never admit to killing Wodan if that is indeed what he’d done, plus he had the reek of death about him, something untrustworthy. Despite his awkward mannerisms, he had a gruff sort of poise, a coolness and lack of fear that did not seem human. Zach did not like him.
 
   Zach turned back to his own scope. The dogmen charged and fired as they ran, and he could see the machineguns in the trenches opening up. Dog after dog fell and clustered into shaggy mounds of fur matted with blood, then others ran and leaped over the dead and were blasted as well. The invaders seemed intent on a head-on frontal assault, without any heavy backup or tactical maneuvering. The suicidal dead stacked high into mountains of death and still the dogs charged, quickly gaining ground. What sort of leader do they have, anyway? Zach wondered. Someone had done the impossible and unified tribes of savages that hated one another, but then threw tactical finesse to the side. Their leader had faith in weight of numbers coupled with inhuman speed and savagery.
 
   The guns along the first trench faltered as they reloaded in staggered intervals. The dogs raced forward, firing, dying, and gaining ground.
 
   “Virgil!” Zach shouted into his radio. “That first line of trenches - it’s gonna get overwhelmed any second now!”
 
   *              *              *
 
   “Get your men further back!” Virgil shouted into his radio. He stood along the stone wall, covering one ear against the racket of the machineguns blasting nearby. “Pull back to the second or third trench!”
 
   “Already am!” shouted a commander. “Lords, aw gods, man, they jus’ keep comin’!”
 
   “Virgil,” another voice broke in. “Artillery here - I’ve got radios down, I’m not gettin’ shit for intel on where to fire!”
 
   Virgil looked over the wall and saw nothing but howling death, and shouted to the Smith on the radio, “Man, just fire anywhere! They’re everywhere!”
 
   Virgil looked over the wall again and saw the dogs piling into the first line of trenches, filling them to the brim with swinging fur and gunfire. Men who moved like slugs compared to the dogs were cut down or flung to the side. Other dogs leaped over the trench farther than any man could jump, then ran and shot and were cut to flailing ribbons by machineguns from the second trench. Finally another lethal string of artillery landed in the mass, but still they came, howling without end.
 
   *              *              *
 
   Wodan opened his eyes and saw a strip of sky between black stone overhead, purple run through with pale green, clouds burning orange. He felt the deep bass of constant explosions quivering through the stone at his back. He pulled a hand free from a thick layer of cold, hard blood. He rose up and felt sharp stabbing, grinding nausea, and dizziness. He dropped to his side, pulling in each breath with difficulty, and saw that his green garment was drenched with black blood. He shifted his position and tried to ignore the stabbing pain from his ribs, then he saw Jon’s face lying next to his own. His friend stared back at him with dead eyes, face pale and gray lips parted slightly.
 
   Anger shot through him and gave him strength. He did not want to spend his time lying in a cold pool of his own blood, so he gritted his teeth, rolled onto a large stone, forced his legs beneath him, and pushed himself up until he could sit on the rock. He closed his eyes and felt about his chest and belly, then pulled his hand away quickly when he found several small holes that burned like fire at the touch.
 
   Wodan forced himself to stand. His feet touched hard, cold, wet stone, and he realized that he no longer had any boots. Jon’s blue feet were bare as well, his skinny legs poking out from pants drenched in black. Wodan turned ahead and took one step, then a wave of intense nausea rolled through his ruined guts, the earth rose up, and he smacked face-first against the hard earth and heard his nose break. He was drowning in a whirlpool of agony.
 
   He rose again. He knew that his own gasping breaths must sound like sobbing, but he heard only echoes rolling through the crack in the high stone walls. He took one step, then another, with one hand laid against the wall and another against his stomach. He pushed ahead, dragging his feet across dagger-sharp stones. He could feel blood pouring down his leg as he pushed a hand into his side. A gust of warm wind brushed against his face; in the stink of so much blood, he felt as if he was slogging through a dank, fetid swamp.
 
   Wodan was not sure if he believed in destiny, but as he pushed himself on and the sky visible through the crack in the rock widened, the echoing cry of the endless horde sounded almost like a coliseum cheering him on, raving at the sight of his blood and his will to push himself further. Wodan felt as if he was promised an encounter with something meaningful if only he would push ahead, enduring one breath at a time, suffering one footstep at a time. He could not give up.
 
   He came through the crack and stood in the open sky above a plain swarming with dogmen. He saw zeppelins high in the air, saw bombs dropping, saw the great orange and white blossoms flash within the dark horde. The wolves were firing an endless spray of bullets, and then a zeppelin flared and spiraled downward in a winking inferno and fell among the horde. He moved his head slowly, painfully, then saw fighting all along the stone wall surrounding the city. Men fired down on wolves that were climbing up the sides without the help of ropes or ladders, or even leaped off the piles of their own shaggy dead. They were an endless swarm. A wolf ran right by him and Wodan fell back against the wall, completely ignored, like one already dead.
 
   Wodan pushed off the wall again and the garment swung about him, heavy and limp with blood, and the blood spattered along the ground as he staggered into the light. He rounded a bend slowly and saw the tiers of the rock towering high above him. Thousands of wolves crowded and pushed below, and he also saw several wolves perched on the stones above, staring ahead with uncharacteristic solemnity. Three figures stood near the ledge ahead of him, watching the city: Ric Ramos, tall Naarwulf, and Khan Vito dressed in a heavy cloak of gray wolf’s fur.
 
   “Vito...” said Wodan. No one reacted as he stumbled nearer. Wodan drew his will into his chest, then he shouted, “Vito!” with such force that it echoed along the stones.
 
   The eyes of dozens of wolves turned to him.
 
   “Gods below!” barked Vito. “Wodan! Where the hell did you come from?!”
 
   Naarwulf sniffed in confusion, then said, “I never smelled him! Khan - I only smell death! He… he smells like he’s dead!”
 
   “Well, if he’s already dead,” said Ramos, cocking his submachine gun, “one more clip won’t hurt.”
 
   Wodan stumbled forward, his face a contorted mask, his shaking legs unable to keep up with the raging and unbreakable will in his heart. His foot caught on stone and he nearly tumbled over, gripping the wall with one hand as he suppressed a cry of anguish at the sudden movement.
 
   “Vito!” hissed Wodan. “You said... that a wolf... could call out another wolf... in the rite of the duel...”
 
   “You’re not a wolf,” said Vito. “You’re dead. Just lie down and rest, Wodan!” He took a step forward, seemingly concerned, but nodded to Ramos subtly.
 
   “Not… dead,” said Wodan, barely able to draw in the air to speak. “I… won’t…” Before he could continue, he stumbled once again and crashed down onto one knee. Ramos shook his head in pity, then raised his gun.
 
   As Wodan fought to stand once again, Naarwulf stepped forward and pushed Ramos’s gun aside. “Khan,” he growled quietly. “The rite of the duel has been invoked.”
 
   “You’re kidding me,” said Vito. “Look at this poor guy! Devil’s balls, let’s just put him out of his misery.”
 
   “No!” Naarwulf shouted. Wodan looked about and saw dozens of wolves all along the rocks with their guns trained on him. “Khan, the rite has been invoked. Far too many of our ways have been forgotten and trampled upon. But… no wolf should die like this! This form, this rite, is the most important of them all. If it alone is honored, then all other infractions can be forgiven.”
 
   “Fine, then,” said Vito. He let his wolf’s fur cloak drop to the floor. He knew that he was strong enough to crush a man’s rib cage with a single punch, and perhaps even stop a heart from beating. He wanted to put the poor, tiresome boy out of his misery as quickly as possible. “I’ll respect the wishes of the dead.”
 
   He strode up to Wodan. He was surprised at how tall the boy was. He remembered that he’d only seen him kneeling before, but he hadn’t expected him to be quite so much taller than he. Vito shook his arms out and felt strength rippling through his muscular frame.
 
   Wodan glared at the great Khan as he pushed himself away from the wall and tried to stand on his own two feet. He could feel something trying to take hold of him, a certain coldness, a numbing massage. It was not like the quickening he’d felt before; it was, perhaps, death itself. He saw Vito coiling up within himself, saw his eyes widen for a moment, hard and blue, and he realized that the man was switching modes. This was no longer Vito the speaker, or even Vito the leader. This was Vito the fighter - the wolf, unleashed.
 
   Just as Wodan pulled his hand free from the coagulating gunk at his side in order to hold his fists before him, Vito tore through the air impossibly fast and his arms disappeared in a blur. A fist smashed into the center of Wodan’s chest and he heard several ribs cracking all along his sides even before he felt the wind gush from his pierced lungs. The sky blurred around him and he smashed into the ground and slid backwards along a trail of his own blood. The pain came over him in waves and when he finally drew in breath a hot geyser of blood welled up in his throat and poured over his face. He drew in one long breath that was only hot blood, then he felt nothing, as if a hand had passed over a switchboard and turned off his nervous system.
 
   Wodan laid still.
 
   “You satisfied?” Vito shouted, turning on Naarwulf. “Don’t forget which one of us is the Khan here, you pup!”
 
   The roar of alien engines hummed far overhead. In the dying light Wodan saw three fat transport planes overhead. He recognized them as Guardian ships from Haven. Some kind of grim payload dropped from their sides.
 
   *              *              *
 
   Zach and Chris and the other snipers fired round after round, tossing wolves from the walls as men fired into them, retreated, and were torn apart or flung over the sides. “The hell are those things?!” Zach screamed as the strange newcomers blasted the wolves from far above.
 
   Chris ignored him, his face streaming with sweat, and continued firing.
 
   A great fire burst out along the wing of one transport, then sparks fell in a shower from one of the engines. In between taking shots at the wolves climbing the wall, Zach peered at the thing and saw it circle, lower and lower, until it finally careened into the wolves further afield, scattering them. He saw wolves retreating from the downed aircraft and noted that this seemed to be the first thing that brought any sort of reaction from the invaders besides dogged persistence; as the other two transports circled over the fallen ship, the wolves scattered and trampled one another in the violent wake of retreat.
 
   *              *              *
 
   The wide doors of the grounded, smoking transport flew open. A line of black-clad Reavers regarded the fleeing dogmen. “Lucky shot,” said Yarek the Deserter. “Let’s see what else these subhuman freaks have in them.” The Reavers jumped down into the swirling dust. A heavy engine roared to life, the plane wobbled back and forth, then a massive tank grinded through the narrow opening. A single massive cannon was perched on its head and a dozen heavy machineguns lined its armored sides. “Cover us!” Yarek said to the circling planes, then to his comrades he said, “Let’s keep behind the tank and head for that rock over there. We’ll cut this army in half so the beasts in front won’t have as much backup to depend on.”
 
   Even through his sealed helmet, Yarek could somehow smell the stench of animal musk and adrenaline-fueled rage and blood and the bitter aftertaste of gunpowder. “This is the real world!” he shouted. “This is what we came for!”
 
   “In the name of the Exile!” cried several of the Reavers. They fell in step behind Yarek and the heavy tank and leveled their guns at the wasteland savages.
 
   *              *              *
 
   In the skies far above, Edwar looked down from his zeppelin and realized at once that Haven had come, but had come with little. The weapons of the fighters were amazing; gunfire poured from the tank on all sides, chewing up enemies even as they fled, and the great cannon at the front carved out a swathe of open ground by flinging dogman corpses high into the air. The black-clad soldiers behind the tank fired round after round that seemed to cut through multiple targets. The planes had no armaments of their own, but from the openings in their sides men crouched at machineguns and fired all around, or rolled out massive bombs by hand and dropped them onto the wolves below.
 
   He watched the tank and the fighters, and soon he understood that they were cutting right through the horde in such a way that those attacking the city would, for a while, be without a constant stream of reinforcements. He shouted to a Smith, “Get some ships on either side of that crew down there! Give them some cover! The dogs won’t fear them forever, and those Havenders will need to get behind city walls soon enough!”
 
   *              *              *
 
   “Now, what in the hell?” said Vito. “Get on that radio, Ramos! Tell someone to charge that thing. Bring that heavy vehicle down!” Ramos scurried for a radio, then wondered who exactly he was supposed to call. As far as he could tell, all of their commanders were so taken up with bloodlust that they no longer remembered they were carrying radios. Before he could say this to Vito, he saw all of the wolves turn and look behind them.
 
   Wodan stood once more.
 
   “I shattered your ribs!” said Vito. “You… you were choking on blood! Why aren’t you dead?”
 
   “Shattered? What shattered you, Vito?” Wodan’s voice rang clear across the ledge of stone as he stared into Vito. “What caused the world’s strongest man to crush anyone who opposed him, just so he could meekly bow to the will of demonkind?”
 
   Vito’s face hardened into a mask.
 
   “It’s not too late to join me,” said Wodan. “If you’re the type to fear what he doesn’t understand, then, well…”
 
   Wodan spread his arms slowly. A light gust of wind blew at the hem of his heavy, blood-soaked garment.
 
   Wodan did not question the miracle. As he’d lain choking on his own blood, he could feel his body knitting bones and flesh. Waves of heat had coursed through him, replacing dead tissue with something else. The process wore him out; he was exhausted, but his nausea and dizziness were gone and replaced with clarity. Strangely enough, even as he felt strength coursing through him, he could tell that the raging thing inside was, for whatever reason, holding back.
 
   You have to turn on, Wodan thought, hoping that his bluff could earn Vito’s obedience. I know you want to fight demons. I can feel it! But don’t you know that a devil can come in the shape of a man, too?
 
   Vito charged forward and whipped his body about in another bone-shattering punch. Wodan’s body flinched to the side in a fraction of a second, then he brought his elbow up as Vito flew by him and smacked it into the side of Vito’s head. Vito staggered, caught a handful of Wodan’s blood-soaked garment, and tore it from him as he fell. He whipped the thing to the side, turned, and saw that Wodan’s chest and arms were covered in muscles that simply were not there before. He was covered in blood, but the gunshot wounds at his side had sealed over with some kind of scabby growth. The muscles all along his body twitched and rippled, like maggots shivering on a corpse. Wodan pulled his lips back in a snarl and revealed the stubs of new teeth replacing the ones that had been knocked out weeks ago.
 
   “What are you?!” Vito shouted.
 
   Wodan’s mind was charged, and his thoughts connected in new ways. He felt depths of being that he never knew existed before. Vito may have moved mountains to become the Khan, but to Wodan, the great man’s question sounded absurd, the grunt of an animal encountering something that could not be easily bullied or beaten into submission. “What are any of us, Vito?” Wodan could see the pores along Vito’s worry-stricken face, the flesh shining with sweat. Behind the man he could see that the sky was dazzling rich purple, flashing here and there with explosions, living blossoms of light. He could pick out tones from the cries below, agony mixed with lust, all of it torn through with desire, a sort of craving stupidity. The stench was indescribably foul and complex and insistent. “What are we, Vito, but dancing lights on a stage we can’t begin to comprehend? This… this thing you’ve made… you’re not its master, you only ride on top of it. Let’s end this foolishness and figure out how we can-”
 
   “Bull... shit!” cried Vito. He darted forward again and released a flurry of blows that cut through the air. Wodan dodged to one side, then slipped past Vito and dodged the other way. Wodan coiled his body up and punched, fast, but Vito slid past the arm and cracked his fist against Wodan’s chin, knocking him sideways, then rolled low to the ground and kicked his knee upwards into Wodan’s gut such that he fell back and slapped into the hard stone floor.
 
   He’s more than I thought he was, thought Vito, but he’s too slow. He’s holding back too much to ever win. But even as he leaped into the air to grapple the boy into submission, Wodan had already rolled along the ground, spun, and rose to his feet. Vito feinted as if he was about to throw another punch; Wodan moved with incredible speed to block the blow that never came, and did not see Vito’s knee before it slammed into his gut and sent him crashing into a wall of stone.
 
   Wodan’s head smacked into the wall. He was dazed, and saw lights flashing and heard tinkling in his ears. Just as he tried to overcome the pain and gather what little energy he had left, he saw Vito hovering before him for one moment - then a fist slammed into his face, rocked his brain in its casing, shattered bone along the side of his skull, and his tongue was sliced up on a bed of jarring teeth. Vito’s fists flew again and again, smashing his head to the left and the right, staggering him senseless, then Vito leaped and, touching the wall behind Wodan with his fingertips, he grinded his powerful knee up into Wodan’s guts and ribs, smashing organs against one another. Wodan felt nothing as he slammed into the ground at Vito’s feet.
 
   Wodan was on the verge of blacking out, then he felt fingers wrapping around his throat. The will to survive thrashed about in him. He gave in to his body and reacted without thinking; he twisted and grabbed Vito’s wrist with one hand and tore it free, rolled over so that Vito was jerked off balance, then he gripped the fingers with both hands and squeezed until he felt bones crushing in his grasp and heard Vito wailing in his ears. Vito tore free, staggered away, and Wodan rose once more. He felt his body shifting about in his chest, drawing away still more of his energy as demolished organs gave out and new ones broke free from some kind of bond, working alongside the old and taking over abandoned functions. The cancer was blossoming even as the host died. New muscles rippled along his body and steamed poured from him as the reaction churned violently.
 
   “Give up, Vito,” said Wodan. “Even if you won this fight, your broken fingers would only make you a target for your next opponent. In more ways than one, you’re already dead if you continue on like this.”
 
   “You... pup,” hissed Vito, rising and tucking his ruined hand at his side. “You still don’t understand what it is to be a wolf.”
 
   The wolves along the tiers chanted, growled, and beat the butts of their rifles along the stone. Wodan and Vito drew near one another again. As they circled, Wodan felt his strength surging and ebbing, unsure of how to continue, as if caught in the paradox of trying to kill someone it did not want to kill, and trying to force into submission something that did not understand submission. His awareness raced mercilessly and in razor-sharp clarity he could see the sinews and bruised flesh heaving as Vito bounced on the balls of his feet, and could see the white points of light from his teeth flashing as he drew in great lungfuls of air.
 
   The two flew at one another, and Wodan’s mind sped up such that the whirl of Vito’s limbs seemed to tear slowly through hardened air. Wodan forced his exhausted body to keep pace with the whirlpool of violence; as Vito’s elbow arced upward, he connected with his own to protect his head and felt the impact along the length of his arm. Vito’s punches grinded one after another and Wodan blocked them all, but was pushed back. Agony shrieked in his forearms and his body worked to mend battered muscle, drawing more and more energy away from his will. Suddenly a knee bashed into Wodan’s stomach; as he flexed to form a shield, he knew that Vito’s own body must be stressed further than it had ever been, but the fighter seemed completely willing to throw himself at Wodan even if it meant he would die of a heart attack – or perhaps he sensed that Wodan was slowly being drained, and would soon give out himself. Just as Wodan pushed himself and landed a blow against Vito’s face, Vito did exactly the same to Wodan. Both staggered clockwise around one another, gulping in superheated air as they blinked and glared inches away from one another.
 
   “This is stupid,” growled Ramos, pacing back and forth as he watched the two fighters, fingering his submachine gun.
 
   “Down!” barked Naarwulf.
 
   “I’m not your leashman, dog!” Ramos shouted. He noted that even as Naarwulf protested, he made no move to stop him – he was all giant and no action. Ramos watched the pair and saw Vito stagger away slowly, hair drenched in sweat. Wodan moved to take advantage, he also moved slowly, and Vito cried out and pushed him away, knocking him against the stone wall. Ramos aimed at the boy who’d turned into a demon, and-
 
   A shot rang out and Ramos jerked, turned, and saw his own brains and a gallon of blood splash onto the far wall. He reached up delicately, felt something like a bowl of soup atop his skull, then fell over dead. The wolves on the ledge cried in shock, then saw a black-clad rifleman perched atop an advancing tank with a line of Reavers moving in a crouch alongside it. Naarwulf and the other wolves howled and fired at the oncoming attackers.
 
   We were too intent on the duel! thought Naarwulf. His mind raced to figure out a way to stop the outlanders just as a wolf beside him grabbed his own neck with blood spurting out between his fingers.
 
   As bullets blasted the stone arena and sparks showered down all around them, Vito and Wodan staggered near one another again. Wodan threw a punch that shattered Vito’s nose in a shower of blood, but when Wodan tried to follow through with a second clumsy blow, Vito caught his arm, twisted and backed up awkwardly, then flipped Wodan over his shoulder and brought him crashing to the ground. Vito stomped his foot down into Wodan’s torso, but Wodan caught it, twisted, and threw the man away from him. Vito hobbled about, shaking his foot to ease the pain, and Wodan lifted himself from the ground, staggered, fell on his ass, then dragged himself to his feet once again.
 
   Unmindful of the storm of bullets crashing all around them, the two glared into one another.
 
   “Vito! Give up this madness! We can still salvage the situation!”
 
   “We... salvage... nothing!” hissed Vito, blood draining down from his purple face.
 
   “Vito, with this horde, we could take on the demons themselves! We could smash them and set this world to right! Put everything in its place! Vito, if you’re a man, give up these childish things! Give up your anger and your resentment of the treatment you endured! Be a man and let go of your hatred of the past!”
 
   Vito drew himself up and looked down at Wodan as he touched the ground to keep from falling over. His eyes burned and he said, “Wodan, don’t you understand anything? I’m not just trying to destroy civilization. The cities of man - they’re only symptoms of the disease!”
 
   “What are you talking about?” said Wodan, crouching to catch his breath.
 
   “I want complete purity, Wodan! I want to end the lie, to end the capacity for lies! Wodan, life... life is the greatest lie ever told in all existence!”
 
   Shocked to speechlessness, Wodan stopped and stood completely still.
 
   “Yes! Wodan! Did you think I wanted something else? I want the complete destruction of everything! I... want... pure... nothingness!”
 
   Wodan stood tall and raised his open palm. His hands were large, the fingers long, the knuckles thick, torn open, and spattered with blood. He saw a brilliant, dazzling halo of light dancing in his vision. A puzzle of a million pieces clicked into place within him, and he said, “Then you go this far - and no further.”
 
   *              *              *
 
   Didi cowered before the thousand shifting colors that raced about the NeuSen readout. The image of the mind flashed, shook, opened up into geometrical patterns of frenzied complexity, incapable of being properly display in the monitor - then the thing flared up into pure white, an explosion, a hive of lights bursting forth that signaled the birth of a new god.
 
   “My God!” shrieked Didi. “Wodan! It is you! You are the superbeing!”
 
   *              *              *
 
   Vito staggered forward, lips pulled back from fangs, and Wodan shouted, “STOP!” in a voice that blasted into all the nerves in Vito’s body. Vito hesitated and lost momentum - then Wodan dashed forward, muscles coiling like mad all along his body, eyes clear and sharp, and he exhaled once, violently, as his left fist flew out in a curving line and slammed into Vito’s body, shattering ribs all along his torso. Vito’s eyes opened wide with shock. He instinctively raised a hand to stop the next blow, and Wodan’s right fist slammed into his wrist, shattered the bones into powder, then continued on and blasted into Vito’s breast. The impact rippled through his torso in a shockwave that blasted ribs and tore his lungs to shreds. Vito felt his feet lifted from the ground as the shockwave passed through him, tearing his heart out of place so that blood pumped freely into his ruined chest cavity.
 
   Vito twisted through air. He saw stars twinkling in the deep red and purple sea far above, and since he could no longer breathe he rested, for once, truly rested, and he thought, Finally. He was filled with the great relief that he’d sought for so long. Finally... I’m free of the leash of the world.
 
   Wodan saw the body of the dead Khan crash into the earth. His exhaustion was replaced by white hot clarity as he strode between the groups of wolves and Reavers firing on one another. He turned to the wolves and bore his eyes into them; they glanced at their fallen Khan and lowered their guns when they saw his twisted, purple body and lifeless eyes. Wodan turned to the Reavers and held up his palm, and they lowered their weapons. Yarek took off his helmet, shook his hair from his face, and said, “So they were right. Wodan, is it still you?”
 
   In all the patterns of all the connections in his mind the question did not seem to apply to anything, and so Wodan turned away and strode to the edge of the hill. Confused, the dogmen slowly scampered down from their dugouts. Naarwulf approached Wodan and placed the heavy gray wolfskin cloak about his shoulders.
 
   Wodan looked at the city. Dogs poured over the walls. A tall tower of wood groaned and fell over. The invaders had already filled the gap cut through them by the tank. Artillery still rained on them, but the few defenders left along the wall were being slaughtered, their bodies thrown over the side to feed the mountain of dead piled up below. Wodan wondered if even the most powerful word in the world could stop this thing. Pontius was fallen. The wolf at the end of the world was victorious.
 
   The Reavers climbed up the hill and Yarek took his place by Wodan’s side.
 
   “Bring me a radio,” said Wodan.
 
   “Yes, Khan,” said Naarwulf.
 
   *              *              *
 
   Zach and Chris raced through the streets while the ravaging dogmen howled in the eternal night behind them. “Precinct Zero... is ahead,” gasped Zach. “We’ll have to make some kind of stand there.” The radios carried by his soldiers screamed in chaos, the news of defeat everywhere, of retreat, of stations abandoned to beasts.
 
   Zach and the others staggered into the great hall where dozens of generals of the Law shouted into radios and mopped their brows. Zach raced upstairs to the top floor, then brushed past Lawmen who crowded around the Director’s office.
 
   DeSark glanced at Zach, then said, “I know, I know. But we tried.”
 
   “We have to make the roof,” said Zach, then his heart fell, for he remembered the fall of his own land, where he’d fired from the rooftop at the endless devils.
 
   “Sir!” cried a Lawman. “On the radio!”
 
   A tinny voice cut through while they hushed one another loudly. The radio man at the large unit adjusted dials, and they heard, “... destroying your city. Pontius, you are at an end. The wolves are victorious. Admit defeat and we will withdraw. Repeat. Admit defeat and I will call off my wolves.” There was a long pause, then, “I repeat. This is Khan Wodan. My wolves are destroying your city. Pontius, you are at an end...”
 
   “All the gods of hell!” shouted Zach. “It’s Wodan!”
 
   “Some kind of trick?” said DeSark.
 
   “I don’t know, but we don’t have a lot of options. Let’s play along. DeSark - do it. Contact him and admit defeat. If we can even stall them, we might be able to set up again and… and fight them off later, or something.”
 
   DeSark shook his head, sighed, and waited.
 
   A woman’s voice broke through another channel on the large radio. “Director! Oliver here. Are you hearing this?”
 
   “Yes, Miss Oliver, I am.”
 
   “Well?”
 
   DeSark gestured to the radio man, took up the mouthpiece, then said, “Khan... Wodan. This is Director DeSark of the Law of Pontius. Do you read me?”
 
   “Yes, Director, I can hear you.”
 
   “Wodan... is that really you?”
 
   A long pause, then, “Give me the news of your defeat, sir, so that I may call off my wolves.”
 
   “Wodan, I can’t quite understand what’s happening...”
 
   “What’s happening is that Pontius is burning. The wolves are inside the gates, and they certainly aren’t going to withdraw from a weakened foe unless they see signs of complete submission.”
 
   “If we submit, will you withdraw the dogmen?”
 
   “The shepherd of wolves will do his best, Director.”
 
   DeSark looked about at his men, who sweated and swallowed the bitter pill of pride lodged in their dry throats. “Very well. We submit. Pontius admits defeat.”
 
   “Very good,” said Khan Wodan. “I will speak to my wolves, but this will not be easy. I can keep more from coming in, but the ones who are already inside your city will either have to be killed, or you can simply wait until they wear themselves out. Hopefully we will soon be able to gather in order to negotiate the terms of the surrender of Pontius. Over.”
 
   There was silence for a long time. “Terms of surrender...” said DeSark. “Is that... really... our Wodan?”
 
   “Wish I knew,” said Zach. He stared at Chris who stood beside him. Zach was grateful that he’d never had the chance to kill him over a misunderstanding, but he was still resentful of his presence all the same.
 
   “Well,” said Chris, drawing himself up knowingly, “this shit beats the hell outta me, but it sounds to me like he isn’t your Wodan anymore.”
 
   


  
 




Chapter Twenty-Five
 
   Pontius vs. Wodan
 
    
 
   Khan Wodan and Chris stood over a grave they had dug for Jon Best on the battle plain. Beside it, they place a marker for Justinas as well. Chris occasionally glanced at Wodan, extremely uncomfortable because he now stood nearly as tall as himself. His shoulders were wide under the wolf cloak.
 
   Chris looked across the plain at the furry-headed savages crouching, swatting at flies, and growling at one another. “What do you mean to do with this gaggle?” said Chris.
 
   “I’ll be coming for you soon,” said Wodan, his eyes resting on the graves. “We have some work ahead of us.”
 
   “Not me. I got an appointment with about a hundred whores. I might even get a house of my own, maybe.”
 
   “You would not have left the walls of the city if that’s what you wanted. In a week, the despair will be more than you can handle. Don’t worry. I’ll come for you when you’re ready.”
 
   They heard a burst of gunfire in the distance, then screams. Some dogs had not yet accepted the new leash. Chris clapped a hand to Wodan’s shoulder, flinched at the strength he felt there, and returned to the gate.
 
   *              *              *
 
   Khan Wodan stood with Naarwulf and Yarek on either side of him before the funeral pyre while wolves all around chanted a death dirge. Vito laid atop the hill, burning, riding the black smoke to Valhalla with six dog warriors who laid around him. Wodan had been forced to beat one of those dogs to death every day for the past six days, for they still believed in the way of Vito and refused to end their fighting. Even after eating and resting, the first dog had still proved to be a powerful foe. The second died with surprising quickness. The third dog had tried to put up a strong guard and wear Wodan out, which only worked until Wodan shattered his arms and then sent his head careening into the ground. The other dogs blurred together in his memory, dull and stupid and dependent on intimidation and brute force. Wodan wondered if their lives had been more memorable than their short, senseless, violent deaths.
 
   Wodan picked up the rhythm of the chant and hummed it deep in his chest. He mourned the man who could have been a great leader to mankind, but had been betrayed by mankind, and then repaid betrayal in kind.
 
   *              *              *
 
   The negotiations of the surrender began. Foreman Arcturus stood on the plains with a gang of heavily armed Smith Magi behind him. Khan Wodan stood with a troop of his wolves behind him.
 
   “Withdraw,” snarled Arcturus. “The city officials have admitted defeat, but some of your dogs still sneak over our walls to cause trouble.”
 
   Wodan conferred with a few wolves, absentmindedly nodding to the Foreman. Finally turning to him, he said, “Wait... who are you, exactly?”
 
   “I’m Foreman Arcturus, leader of the Most Holy Order of the Smiths!”
 
   “But I have requested to speak to the rulers of Pontius.”
 
   “All of Pontius is indebted to me! As of now... I run Pontius! All negotiations will happen through me!”
 
   “Aren’t you afraid that you could be killed, now that you’ve come outside the protection of your walls?”
 
   “Ha! I believe in the Machine Eternal! I am but a Cog in its grand workings. If I am killed, another will replace me. Even if you killed everyone in Pontius, you could never break through our inner sanctum. The Smiths reign supreme. They always have… and they always will.”
 
   “How can you negotiate for the protection of your city when you care only about the Smiths hiding in their sanctuary?”
 
   “Because the Smiths are Pontius. The people who live in Pontius do so only at our discretion. They are cannon fodder, willfully blind and hateful towards the path of truth that only we can walk.”
 
   “Is that so,” whispered Wodan.
 
   Within moments, the Magi were unarmed and fleeing with tears racing down their faces. Arcturus ran across the dusty plain a little behind his men, with his robe stretched up over his head such that he could not see. Two wolves loped behind him, laughing and whipping his bare bottom with belts. Arcturus stumbled to and fro, praying that he would soon reach the main gate, and praying even more desperately that, somehow, no guards would be posted to see him.
 
   *              *              *
 
   They gathered in the soft light of sunrise after a night of violence. Representatives of the Law knelt in the sand: Director DeSark, Judge Rosebudd, and Lieutenant Virgil, who sat sullen and confused with bandages over his head and hands. To their left sat the landless king of Hargis and his wiry, gaunt soldiers. To the right sat Miss Oliver and a crew of Businessmen. Before them sat the Khan and his somber wolves, who were already growing fat from the ravaged fields and the plundered city.
 
   Wodan seemed unrecognizable to them. His shoulders were wide, he had the strong hands of his father, and his face was cut out of smooth planes. His brown hair was lank and smooth with dark grease, with small braids on one side tied up with bits of leather, as was custom among those beasts. If he was indeed as strong as the wolves claimed, then he kept it hidden beneath the wolf cloak, the mantle of the Khan.
 
   “The former Khan,” said Wodan, “began a great and terrible work. He fought for the destruction of civilization itself. I hope that we can end this work today.” He paused for long time, then said, “My wolves and I will remove ourselves from your land and from all the lands of men. We will carve out a land of our own. We will create a nation for outsiders, and a home for pioneers.”
 
   “Wodan!” Virgil said suddenly. “Is that really you? Is it still you?”
 
   “We will need supplies for our journey,” said Wodan, ignoring his old friend. “Pontius can either consider these supplies to be concessions to a conquering army, or an investment in a new corporation.”
 
   “Corporation?” said Miss Oliver. “To do what, exactly? And where?”
 
   “We will go to the Black Valley. We will finish the investment that you began, Businessman.”
 
   They sat in silence and Wodan stared ahead. He did not smile, and this convinced Virgil that the Wodan he had once known was dead. He had surely been possessed by some kind of flesh demon.
 
   “But, Wo - er, Khan,” said DeSark. “Pontius is... it’s already been through so much...”
 
   “Give what you can,” said Wodan. “Consider it my payment for relieving you of two of your gangs, for slowing down the invaders, and for taking my wolves out from your land and into another.”
 
   Judge Rosebudd cleared his throat loudly, then said, “I can see that you believe you’ve become a man now, Wodan. This isn’t the first time I’ve heard of one of your foolish plans. This thing you set out on now… it’s a child’s dream, a dangerous game.”
 
   “Judge of Pontius. Is it easier to accept the idea that we live in a world where nations can be destroyed, but can never be created? Humanity cannot hide behind its walls forever. The dominant species has been complacent in its godhood for far too long. They could have driven us to extinction hundreds of years ago, but they didn’t. Now that they’ve organized and drawn together, I think it’s time that we showed them that we have a few surprises of our own. Why not counter their destructive impulses with an act of creation that will shock the entire world?”
 
   “Very well,” said DeSark, shaking off his weariness and glaring at Wodan. “We will give what we can. Only so long as you leave, Wodan - and never come back.”
 
   “I never mean to.” Wodan waited, then said, “King of Hargis... will you come with me?”
 
   “Of course,” said Zach, smiling at his old friend, whose eyes he recognized.
 
   *              *              *
 
   Khan Wodan sat with his guards Yarek Clash and Naarwulf in the failing light, watching the stars rising over the plains of dust. Wolves loped about, preparing for the strange new conquest, the creation of Valhalla-on-Earth that the new Khan prophesied. Wodan regarded Yarek, who looked so like his former tutor, yet different, a cold and silent servant whose strength Wodan only now began to understand. Yarek had not seen a soft bed in well over a week, but he did not seem to mind.
 
   Did Didi fill him with stories of a superbeing? Wodan thought. Did he tell him that there was a creature in the wasteland who deserved worship and devotion, but should also be watched for signs of malicious intent – and then killed straightaway?
 
   Yarek felt his gaze and turned to him. He blinked his yellow eyes once, then turned away again. Wodan did not know that Yarek was haunted by the memory of a small boy carried away on a little boat, a boy who should have screamed and hated the world but, instead, only waved goodbye.
 
   Wodan regarded Naarwulf. The giant black wolf looked back at him, nodded slightly, then turned back to the stars.
 
   Such simple devotion, thought Wodan. He relishes his complete and total loyalty. In the end, he secretly rebelled against his former Khan’s suicidal dream of worldwide destruction. Does he have any idea of the extent of my plans? Can he possibly imagine that my dream will challenge the very core of his beliefs and possibly shatter his identity?
 
   “Leave me alone for a while,” said Wodan, rising. The two grunted in acknowledgment as Wodan walked away.
 
   Wodan strode toward the fringes of the camp. Wolves nodded and growled to him as he passed. He left the camp, then came upon the dark spire of stone where he’d killed Vito. There he saw a circle of ragged women in quiet counsel. Finally they heard him and turned in alarm. Wodan recognized two of them, a slight redheaded girl and a dark-haired woman – the untouched brides who belonged to the Khan. They glanced at one another, then the two quickly approached and knelt. Wodan could feel resentment and hatred seething from the dark-haired woman, and he did not blame her.
 
   “What’s your name?” said Wodan.
 
   The two looked at one another, waiting for some kind of trick. The slight redheaded girl lifted her eyes and said, “Freyja.” The other sat silent, enduring her humiliation with practiced ease.
 
   “Freyja. I’m going to make a new country. A new world. Would you like to come along?”
 
   “Do we have a choice?” the dark-haired woman said quietly.
 
   “I can’t make it easy for you.” Wodan glanced at the other women, who waited to see what would happen. “I can tell that you’re trying to escape your captors. I’m sure it took a lot of planning, and a lot of effort, and a lot of guts. I’ll leave you in a minute, and you can do as you wish. The city of Pontius is safer than travelling with dogmen… but maybe not by much. You have a choice. If you come with me, I can’t offer you safety, but I can offer a new life. We’re going to go to an oasis. Flesh demons live there, but I honestly believe that their reputation stands on the foundation of our fears. We can smash them… we can drive them off and create a sanctuary where humans can live free. It won’t be easy. But wouldn’t that be something, just to try?”
 
   Wodan stopped. Freyja seemed ready to speak, but he raised a hand and said, “Don’t choose just yet. I’m going to move on. Follow if you like.”
 
   Wodan left the women and continued on while they debated their escape. The bitter wind scattered black dust around him and he nestled deep within the wolf skin cloak.
 
   Suddenly he felt something like a knife in his heart at the memory of the people he’d known looking at him like an outsider, a monster. He felt of his arms and they were foreign even to him. Virgil and DeSark and the others saw him as something foreign and strange and hateful towards their world. But hadn’t he always been foreign and strange and hateful toward their world? If they only suspected, before, that he wanted to change their world, perhaps they feared him now because they knew he could actually do it.
 
   He thought of home and felt a pang of remorse. Not only had he lost his home and the love of his parents, he’d also lost the illusion that his homeland had ever been home. He knew, now, that the only home he had was the one he made for himself.
 
   He stopped and looked up at the night sky. He hugged himself against the cold and considered the idea that perhaps his existence was some kind of unnatural genetic blasphemy. The path that led to the creation of a new land screamed a silent warning and read off an endless list of possible dangers. The cold night wind was like the hiss from the throat of a god that needed no living things to creep across the earth in its dark presence. He felt utterly alone.
 
   But the stars, the roof of stars high above, called out to his new eyes with a beautiful siren song. They were warm against the vacuum. He knew that a thousand other dreamers had looked at them, and wondered, and suffered, and finally he smiled.
 
   He smiled because he had no time for idle worrying. The world was an old corpse somehow kept alive by the memories of others, and was locked in an endless nightmare of worries. For good or ill, he would finally begin the great work of creating a new world. He would become a star that other dreamers could look upon. He would guide their path as others had guided him…
 
   And if they were strong enough, they would come to a land as radiant and beautiful and merciless as the rising sun.
 
    
 
    
 
   To be continued in
 
   Demonworld Book Five:
 
   Lords of the Black Valley
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