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   All mass movements, as one might expect, slip with the greatest ease down an inclined plane represented by large numbers. Where the many are, there is security… In the clamor of the many there lies the power to snatch wish-fulfillments by force; sweetest of all, however, is that gentle and painless slipping back into the kingdom of childhood, into the paradise of parental care, into happy-go-luckiness and irresponsibility. All the thinking and looking after are done from the top; to all questions there is an answer; and for all needs the necessary provision is made. The infantile dream state of the mass man is so unrealistic that he never thinks to ask who is paying for this paradise. The balancing of accounts is left to a higher political or social authority, which welcomes the task, for its power is thereby increased; and the more power it has, the weaker and more helpless the individual becomes.
 
    
 
   - Carl Jung, The Undiscovered Self
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Chapter One
 
   Home
 
    
 
    
 
   The wolves that ran howling from the far reaches of the wasteland to destroy Pontius now lay about in the sand, picking fleas and fighting amongst one another or crouching in the shade of lean-tos whenever dust eddies blew through. The walls of Pontius stood over them. Pontius had been conquered, but was now untouchable. Food came out, but no dogmen could go in. That was the order.
 
   Naarwulf watched the new Khan standing in the distance. The former Khan had also been a man; a strange man, but this one was stranger still. He was mostly uncommunicative. Naarwulf watched him staring into the east with the wind shaking his long brown hair and gray wolfskin cloak. Naarwulf felt eyes on his back, then saw that one of the new human recruits was watching him: Yarek Clash, the commander of the black-armored fighters called Reavers. He had come from a distant land with powerful weapons, but Naarwulf could not understand his purpose. He seemed content to remain near the new Khan and clean his weapons and armor and send his fighters here or there. Naarwulf turned away from him.
 
   Naarwulf was a giant black dogman, a hunter and a fighter. He was loyal to the ways of his people, and it was a fact that the new Khan had beaten the old Khan in the rite of the duel. He was their rightful leader. Still, he could not help but think that the tribes were simply under “new management” – not deciders of their own destiny since being freed from the leash of Hargis, but resources who had exchanged one leash for another. Naarwulf stifled the thought. He was not some pup full of complaints. He was better than that.
 
                 The Khan finally stirred. He signaled to a small human, who approached and spoke with him – Zachariah Hargis, former king, now commander of a small gang of haggard, bearded ex-soldiers from Hargis. It was a wonder to Naarwulf that Hargis could have seemed so powerful and tyrannical only a short time ago. Naarwulf and his people and their ancestors had fought against Hargis for as long as anyone knew. Now, Hargis was no more. The demons had wiped them off the face of the world. The former king was only a small man now, little more than a boy, but the Khan seemed to value him.
 
                 The Khan most likely did not know how good a dogman’s hearing could be, so Naarwulf approached and set about pretending to take a tally of their supplies while listening in on the conversation.
 
                 “… because we’re going to carve our own niche out of the world,” said the Khan. “That’s why.”
 
                 “Fine, then,” said Zach. “So what do you need from me?”
 
                 “We’ll be leaving in one week. During that time, I need you to make a complete circuit of the farms around Pontius. We’ve got fighters, but where we’re going, we’ll need farmers. We need their expertise and their seed stock. If I left for any length of time, this horde would tear itself apart, so I need you to talk to the farmers, tell them what we’re doing, and tell them they’re more than welcome to join us.”
 
                 “I was getting tired of watching Yarek do push-ups anyway,” said Zach. “Besides, I know the type. They’re likely dirt poor and have it worse than the lowest junkie in the city, but once I manage to get in the door they’ll likely raid their own pantries to make me feel welcome. I’m sure I can find at least a few of them who are tired of being treated like second-class citizens by the people who wouldn’t eat if it wasn’t for them.”
 
                 The Khan nodded, then said, “Stress the fact that they’re landless kings, just like you. If they doubt that and point out their land to you, ask them if they feel like they own the land when they sacrifice to devils in order to survive. But don’t lie to them. We’ve got a fight ahead of us.”
 
                 “No lying,” said Zach. “Got it.”
 
                 Zach left to gather a few men. Without turning, the Khan spoke to Yarek who sat behind him. Naarwulf realized that his own eyes were glued to the Khan. He stood bent over the supplies as he pretended to work, but he could not look away.
 
                 “Yarek,” said the Khan. “The sun’s about to set, and I need to go into Pontius one last time. The Law knows what I’m about to do, and they’re expecting trouble. Would you mind going with me?”
 
                 “Sure,” said Yarek. He signaled to a few men, who began lacing up their armor as if for battle. “We’ve already got food supplies, though. What do we need out of that place?”
 
                 “The last of the pioneers,” said the Khan. “There might be a few left in Pontius.”
 
                 A young pup crouched near Naarwulf, and said quietly, “Pioneers? What’s that, Naarwulf?”
 
                 “I don’t know,” said Naarwulf, still watching the Khan.
 
                 “Where does he mean to take us?” The young pup waited in silence for a long time, then said, “Where will he take us, Naarwulf?”
 
                 Naarwulf watched the Khan stare into the east. Far away there stood a line of dim, black mountains, like a wall dividing one world from the next.
 
                 “I don’t know,” Naarwulf repeated. “How should I know?”
 
                 The Khan turned to him, smiling slightly. Naarwulf saw pale skin and eyes of clear diamond staring back at him. Somehow the Khan knew he had been listening.
 
                 “Naarwulf,” said the Khan. “Can you keep these wolves from killing each other until I get back later tonight?”
 
                 Naarwulf nodded, then said, “Yes, Khan Wodan!”
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   A circle of Lawmen in heavy riot gear held back the crowd. The people grumbled and shouted, and a few of them stood ready with pocketfuls of rocks and rotten fruit. They wouldn’t soon forget what the dogmen had done to them, and they weren’t about to let the leader of that pack come into their city and lord anything over them.
 
   A large group of Lawmen forced their way through the crowd. In their center walked Yarek Clash, his black-armored Reavers, and Khan Wodan. They entered the center of the wide avenue, then Wodan climbed atop a stack of crates while his Reavers formed a circle around him.
 
   Wodan ignored the hateful jeering of the crowd and looked about, then saw Lieutenant Virgil watching him. The old detective looked away. Virgil had said nothing to him since his transformation and assumption of the role of Khan. Wodan wanted Virgil to join him, more than any other man in Pontius. Wodan knew what Virgil was thinking: You can’t live in reality by chasing after a fantasy. Wodan disagreed, and so their friendship was no more.
 
   Finally the angry shouting subsided slightly. “Citizens of Pontius!” Wodan shouted. “You might not know me, but I used to live here. I helped you fight against the Ugly and the Coil. Together, we destroyed them. When evacuees from Hargis came and warned us about an army of dogmen, I went with a few others to slow them down. I killed their leader. Now, I lead them. I’ve come here tonight to give you a proposition.”
 
   Wodan had not asked the Smiths for any voice amplification technology, but his voice echoed over the crowd and to the far end of the street. The moment he stopped, the crowd shouted anew and pushed harder against the Lawmen. The crowd had heard a lot of stories about the Khan and his wasteland savages, and none of the stories went into any great detail about how Wodan had journeyed through miles of arid wasteland, lost friends, confronted the former Khan, and finally forced the dogmen to stop attacking Pontius once its defenders were either dead or barricaded in their homes. The only thing the citizens knew was that they had been oppressed for a long, long time by many, many different men. This time was no different.
 
   Wodan waited patiently for the shouting to settle to a dull roar, which it eventually did. No stones or rotten fruit were thrown just yet; the citizens of Pontius were used to listening to politicians they hated, and the general consensus was that one should wait until the windbag said something truly unbelievable and worthy of gossip before the show was ended with a hail of stones and garbage. When the Lawmen carrying shields were able to get a breather as they leaned against the crowd, Wodan continued.
 
   “I know you have no love for the dogmen sitting outside your walls. You’ve no reason to. I’ll be taking them away from you, and when we leave we will never return. I’m taking them to a land east of here. If you follow the river, there’s a horseshoe ring of mountains. The place between those mountains is sometimes called the Black Valley. But here’s the thing: That land holds untold wealth in trees, iron, coal, and possibly rich farmland. There are demons there, but many of you have seen the dogmen in battle. I’ve been there myself, over a year ago. I had no weapons and few friends, and I made it out alive. Just imagine what could be done with a horde of some of the world’s best fighters.
 
   “People of Pontius, I want you to go with me.
 
   “I know what you’re thinking. Many of you have heard about what happened to Hargis. Flesh demons came in force, overwhelmed the walls, and killed and ate the inhabitants. You’re probably thinking that it sounds like madness to leave the safety of home and fight against the very devils who rule this world just when it seems that they are stronger than ever before. Hunkering down behind the walls of Pontius would seem the wisest thing to do, wouldn’t it?”
 
   Wodan paused, then said, “Ask the people of Hargis how wise it was to hide behind their walls. They had an army of their own. They had soldiers and walls and guns – but the demons had already planned for all that. Do you think they haven’t noticed the walls of Pontius? Do you think they haven’t noticed that Pontius is ruled by gangs and politicians so intent on fighting one another that they haven’t realized that the demons are leaving their individual territories and forming into at least one army? Pontius is not safe. It never was.
 
   “Our only hope, I believe, is in catching the demons by surprise. When I traveled south to face the wolves gathering to destroy Pontius, I found, over and over again, evidence that the flesh demons were leaving their solitary abodes in order to gather. During that entire journey I encountered not one single flesh demon. Not one. They are moving as armies and they are destroying the old cities, and Pontius will be no different. They’ve been planning their assault on our species for a long time… and most of our leaders have been helping them by keeping their brightest and strongest citizens in check, rather than helping us flourish and become strong. Those days are over. Our survival demands it.
 
   “Our leaders aren’t going to change. They are dead-set in their ways – but so are the demons. That’s why I think that now is the time to uproot and create a new world in a land most likely abandoned by devils, a land full of such wealth that we can build a nation strong enough to fight off an army of devils by the time they notice us. They have already written the script for their war; by the time they realize we have edited the script, we will be too strong for them to destroy.
 
   “That’s why I want you to come with me, Pontius. Not all of you, of course, but those of you who secretly hate your lives and hate the world you were born into. I don’t want to create another Pontius. I don’t want to lead an army of slaves into a land of opportunity just so a few people can get rich off the labor of the majority. No, I want those of you who know that the world can be a better place. I want the discontent. I want those of you who suffer because you dream. I want those of you who are dissatisfied with short-term gain and predatory survival tactics. I want those of you who dream of living free. If you understand the notion of freedom, even if it just means something to you, and you think it’s a goal worth fighting for, then I want you to help me create this new and better world.
 
   “I understand that many of you have families, jobs, friends, obligations. They wouldn’t appreciate your daydreaming about running off on some fool’s errand, would they? What can you say to them?” Wodan paused for a moment, then said, “Leave them. If the possibility of a better tomorrow means nothing to them, if your happiness means nothing to them – then leave them. I offer you a better world… no, I offer you nothing but a gamble, risk, nights full of worry and days full of terror. But what I offer you is better than what they have to offer.
 
   “We leave in one week.”
 
   Wodan stood in silence for a moment, then, as he turned to leave, he said, “And bring as much food as you can carry and any weapons you can gather. We don’t have a lot of supplies.”
 
   With that, he stepped down from the platform and his Reavers walked on either side of him. The crowd was deathly still, and the heavily armored Lawmen stood with shields and batons hanging limp at their sides. The crowd parted silently for the Khan of the wasteland.
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   Later that night, a Reaver walked down the second floor hallway of a dilapidated whorehouse. He checked each doorway, then stopped at one that stood cracked open. Inside he saw an older woman staring back at him. Behind her, a family man hopped about on one leg as he wrestled with his pants. They both stared at his sleek armor and heavy handgun hanging at his side, then their eyes opened in alarm when they heard footsteps pounding up the stairs at the end of the hall.
 
   “Stay inside,” said the Reaver. “Shut your door and don’t come outside.”
 
   The woman immediately shut the door. The Reaver turned and shouted, “Secure!”
 
   Wodan entered the hall with a group of Reavers trailing behind him. “What?” said Wodan.
 
   “Hallway’s secure. It’s safe unless someone comes out looking for trouble, but we’ll have the jump on ’em.”
 
   “Ah, good,” said Wodan, smiling. He was unused to having official backup.
 
   They came to a door and stopped. Wodan pounded on the door. No response. Wodan blasted the thing with his fist until it shook on its hinges. “Skinny! Skinny!” he shouted. He heard nothing. He sighed, slammed his shoulder into it, then his Reavers rushed inside.
 
   Chris Kenny was laid out on a filthy bed, naked, limbs outspread, eyes open. Hundreds of bottles were spread out on the floor, the bed, and the uneven dresser.
 
   Yarek felt for a pulse, nodded, and Wodan shouted, “Chris! Chris! Time to go. Time to go, man.”
 
   Chris did not move, but a desperate sound gurgled up from the back of his throat.
 
   “Come on, Chris. Time to get out of Pontius! Time to go, man. Time to leave.” Wodan stood over him and repeated himself as he slapped Chris’s arms and stomach.
 
   Wodan nodded to Yarek, who knelt and shoved an arm under the king of snipers and hauled him up from his clinking bed of broken glass. Another Reaver retrieved Chris’s pants, shook them free of broken glass, then forced them onto his stiff legs.
 
   “Oh, gods, stop,” Chris muttered. “I’m gonna… I’m dying… I’m dying!”
 
   “Be still!” said Wodan. He heard arguing down the hall.
 
   “Sir!” said a Reaver. “Don’t see his rifle anywhere.”
 
   “I saw a pawn shop across the street,” said Yarek. He picked up an empty backpack, felt around, and pulled a few bills from the bottom. “You, you, and you, go and get his rifle back. I think they’re still open. If they are, hand them whatever this crap currency is and say they took advantage of a very important man. Tell them you aren’t leaving without that rifle. If the place is closed… just be quiet about getting in.”
 
   Two Reavers stood on either side of Chris with his arms draped over their shoulders as they dragged him down the hall. On the stairs he began dry-heaving with long, hollow gasps, until a line of thick mucus hung from his face and bounced delicately with each step.
 
   Wodan stepped outside and breathed fresh air, grateful that he’d found the king of snipers before his newfound wealth killed him. Behind him, Chris’s sickly bellows punctuated the shrill screaming of the whores and the harsh threats of the Reaver enforcers. A man suddenly strode up to Wodan, wild orange suit flashing with each aggressive step, ruby red slippers shimmering in the dirt, gold teeth blinking in Morse code translating unintelligible words that spilled out of his wobbling head, which was crowned with a giant feathered cap that threatened to fall over with each jerky step. The man held a cane tipped with a ten-pound statue of a pyramid topped with something like a dried prune. Wodan could not make out what the pimp was saying, but as soon as the pimp saw the crew of Reavers he pulled a slick turnabout and remembered an appointment he had behind the building; once he gained some distance, he glared from around the corner at the upstarts who were taking from him the man who had given him more cash than any client before.
 
   The last Reaver held the door to the whorehouse shut while the others dragged Chris Kenny away. Yarek drew up beside Wodan. Another pimp joined the first around the corner, this one dressed in a long red cape, a purple velvet suit glittering with emeralds and chains run through with sapphires and diamonds, and his reptile-leather shoes came to a point nearly a foot-and-a-half long. His head bobbed wildly as he conferred with the other, angrily proclaiming his inability to take any shit from anyone, ever, and how he would kill anyone who messed with his girls and then kill his own girls and then unleash on the world a new string of girls he had waiting on the sidelines. The other pimp agreed, then elaborated.
 
   “See them?” said Wodan.
 
   Yarek nodded. “Ridiculous.”
 
   “I made them.”
 
   “How’s that?”
 
   “When I destroyed the Ugly, the institutions of slavery and prostitution fell to anyone who would bother to pick them up. And since both institutions are illegal, they had to be run by those willing to work in the shadows. Looks like these clowns inherited the job of selling other people’s bodies.”
 
   “I’ve got a suppressor for one of my sidearms,” said Yarek. “You want me to air these guys out?”
 
   “Gods, no!” said Wodan. He clapped a hand on Yarek’s shoulder and turned him about. “Kill those two idiots, and two more idiots will take their place. I’ve already learned that the hard way. They’re parasites. Best thing to do is starve them out. We’ve already taken Chris Kenny away from them. Next, we’ll take the world.”
 
   Wodan laughed at his own words, but when he looked over at Yarek, he saw that the son of Sevrik Clash was looking ahead with a deadly, grim expression.
 
   “Get Chris and his rifle back to the camp,” said Wodan. “There’s one more thing I need to do, and I need to do it alone.”
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   “Of course I won’t go,” said Miss Oliver. “And I won’t allow any other Businessmen to go, either.”
 
   They stood in the darkened, vacant meeting room where the Businessmen usually met. Miss Oliver looked out a window, away from Wodan. She was disturbed by his appearance, his bony face, his lank and greasy hair, his broad shoulders concealed by his filthy wolfskin cloak. She was exhausted, drained spiritually and financially, by the negotiations that had saved Pontius from the wolves and handed her over to the Smiths.
 
   “You wasted your time coming here,” she added. “I know you came back for more supplies. But there’s nothing left.”
 
   “We’ll find plenty of food soon enough. I came because I want you to join me. I’ve got fighters. Soon I’ll have farmers and other people willing to work. Now I need administrators, managerial types.”
 
   Miss Oliver laughed, then turned to look at him. “I told you I’ve already tried the Black Valley. It’s no good. It’s too dangerous. Wodan, I… I know you’ve been there, and you survived. You’re good at surviving. And I know you’ve got an impressive “army” with you now, and I know you’ve suffered and I know you think you’ve finally gotten what you deserve. But it won’t last.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Because those dogmen are savages. They’re animals, Wodan. They only follow you now because of an absurd technicality in their playbook. But they’ll catch on, Wodan. As soon as times get hard, they’ll catch on, and they’ll be done with you.”
 
   “You know what I think?” said Wodan. “I think you’ve been making money by signing contracts and shaking hands and ordering other people around for so long that you’ve forgotten what it’s like to really work at something, and maybe even succeed at it. You’ve been in Pontius for so long that you think Pontius is the world. It’s not.”
 
   “And what is the world, Wodan?” Miss Oliver sighed and turned away again. “Why don’t you tell me?”
 
   “It is whatever we make of it. I came here because I hoped you could make it… well, something better than this.”
 
   Miss Oliver stood in silence. Wodan turned to go.
 
   “The river,” Miss Oliver said finally. “It runs all the way under the mountains. From the valley, under the mountains, and all the way to Pontius. That means you can chop trees and send us raw lumber.” She turned to Wodan, and said, “If you can get us that wood, we’ll send airships with supplies.”
 
   Wodan nodded. “We’ll do just that. Better work out the details with the Law and the Smiths beforehand. If you get too greedy, a war could break out as soon as the Smiths realize what’s coming to Pontius.”
 
   Miss Oliver smiled sadly. “You’re either going to make us all rich… or we’re going to end up killing ourselves over your scraps.”
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   At the end of a week, dogmen rushed about finishing their preparations, manhandling donated mules onto donated covered wagons that they filled with donated supplies. There was not enough fuel for the airships and tanks that the Reavers had stolen from Haven, and Wodan did not want to risk jeopardizing their plans by raiding the oilfields newly acquired by the Smiths, so the Reavers stayed busy stripping the machines of their heavy guns and dousing the empty hulks in the remainder of the fuel. Yarek Clash stood atop a tank and calmly smoked a cigar while syphoned fuel splattered onto his boots.
 
   Wodan climbed atop one of the covered wagons and watched the dust kicking up under the fading light of their last day in the land of Pontius. Just then he looked into the distance and saw a great gathering of people coming from the far side of Pontius. He raised his binoculars and saw Zach at the front, bleary-eyed and exhausted. The farmers had their belongings packed on skinny horses and donkeys. The men, women, and children all looked stern, and many were armed with rifles. Wodan felt his blood race at the idea that his philosopher friend had walked around the entire rim of Pontius and gathered her most valuable outcasts.
 
   Before Wodan could go and greet them, he heard jeering and angry voices from one of the city’s entrance gates. He leaped from the wagon and jogged toward the commotion. Naarwulf joined him and ran alongside. They drew near and saw a great crowd of people leaving the city, pale-faced and guilty-looking, and Wodan could just make out Lawmen struggling to hold back a larger crowd of people throwing stones at the deserters. Among the outcasts leaving the city there were fighters in motley armor cursing loudly and threatening to draw steel, there were laborers with fat backpacks who stared down at their boots or passed around tiny bottles of rotgut in order to forget the women and children left behind, there were fat men in undeniably expensive clothes designed to look “rugged” who were most likely wealthy merchants, and there were even a few whores, some of which had Adam’s apples and stubble on their chins and walked in a caricature of feminine movement. Still more people poured out of the gate, and soon they became impossible to classify.
 
   I’ve done it! thought Wodan. I’ve just recruited the best people that Pontius has to offer! And the only thing Pontius can do to entice them to return… is throw stones!
 
   All of them were shamed by the compulsion that forced them from the city - save one. Jarl the Entertainer marched at the front, tall and decked out in a black cape and red scarf and a pointed black hat, and his long hair swayed dramatically in the wind. An assortment of fancy guns jangled on his low-slung belt, and he carried a walking staff whittled especially for the occasion. He raised a fist in greeting as Wodan approached.
 
   “I was hoping I’d get at least one Entertainer out of this damned city,” said Wodan, smiling.
 
   “One, at least,” said Jarl. “How could I stay behind? I’d heard you were planning on making quite a story.”
 
   “It’s going to be written in blood, though,” said Wodan, nodding to the wolves in the distance. “Are you sure about this, Jarl?”
 
   Jarl looked at Wodan. He was at least a head taller than he remembered. He remembered meeting Wodan over a year ago in Sunport, when he was dragging a gang of primitives along on some insane quest. He remembered seeing him again in Pontius, hanging out with a drunk prince just before the Secret Bacchanal, when he… and he remembered hearing the tales of how Wodan, little Wodan, was the one who drove the Ugly into a deathmatch with the Coil. Wodan had left hardly a month ago with a group of ill-prepared boys to stop an army, and now he was back with an army all his own… and he planned on facing impossible odds against an immortal foe.
 
   “Am I sure?” said Jarl. “As if you had to ask.”
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   When nightfall came, Khan Wodan ordered that anyone who could move, should move, and so the frantic, unorganized packing became a frantic, unorganized traffic jam. Wodan approached his large tent, which had to be abandoned as it was too unwieldy for transport on a covered wagon.
 
   As he approached, a Reaver intercepted him with two bundles.
 
   “Khan,” said the Reaver, “I got that cat back for you.” Wodan took one of the bags, opened it, and saw his misshapen cat looking back at him. He was so angry that Wodan considered shutting the bag once again.
 
   “That cat,” said the Reaver, pointing. “I almost had to beat that old detective to get it from him.”
 
   “You didn’t hurt him, did you?” said Wodan.
 
   “No, but it was close. He’s got a rough mouth on him, you know? Figured he’d be grateful he didn’t have to watch after that old thing anymore.”
 
   Wodan took the other bundle, then left and approached the tent.
 
   “Ladies!” he shouted. “Women folk! Time to move!”
 
   Wodan’s two slaves brides, inherited from the former Khan, rushed out. They glanced about, always unsure of the dogmen. They did not know that he always kept a close watch over their tent; in fact, they knew next to nothing about one another, as Wodan had interacted with them very little. The other human slave brides had already escaped, most likely fled into the relative safety of Pontius. Wodan wasn’t exactly sure why these two had remained, but he aimed to protect them as best he could even though he did not consider them to be his actual wives.
 
   “I got you some presents,” he said, opening one bundle. He handed over a stack of clothes, smiling stupidly.
 
   Skinny red-haired Freyja ignored her gift and stared at the other bag that Wodan clutched at his side. “It’s a kitty?” she said.
 
   Wodan nodded, but moved the flap to obscure her view of its misshapen head. They already had enough to worry about. “It is,” said Wodan. “But you can’t see him just yet. Sorry. He’s… ah, in a bad mood.”
 
   The women unfolded the bundles and found heavy pants, square boots, and dark nondescript jackets. Both women seemed nonplused.
 
   “They’re more practical than those rags you’ve got now,” said Wodan. “But I had one of those military-types pick them out. Looks like he doesn’t have an eye for fashion.”
 
   Sullen, dark-haired Nilem said, “Thanks.”
 
   Wodan was not sure what to say. Naarwulf usually accepted Wodan’s judgment on all things, but when it came to the women, Naarwulf was an unending fountain of advice. He was deeply concerned that Wodan had not yet exercised his right to sleep with the women. According to Naarwulf, it was a well-known fact that a woman who was not regularly bedded could fall victim to psychological maladies, even to the point of hurting herself. There were physical health dangers as well, such as tumors developing due to lymphic sap-buildup, which could lead to a reversal of the bloodstream and even instant death, all from sexual frustration. Wodan’s neglect was an act of abuse, as far as Naarwulf could tell, and the oncoming danger was already apparent if one noted that the women were starting to speak even when not ordered to do so.
 
   I’m sure they’ll be fine, despite what Naarwulf says, Wodan thought. If they stayed with us, then this journey must be important to them.
 
   Finally Freyja smiled at Wodan, and said, “Thank you. I’m sure they’ll come in very handy!”
 
   Wodan nodded, blushing slightly. “Let’s get in the wagon, then. We’re done with Pontius.”
 
   While Naarwulf shouted at a donkey somewhere in the distance, the women climbed inside the wagon and Wodan leaped on top. He signaled to the old dogman who sat the front. As the driver flicked the reins and the thing jerked to life, Wodan held his cat close and surveyed the horde advancing by fits and starts. He saw a river of torches under starlight making their way toward the nameless river in the northeast.
 
   It’s begun, thought Wodan. I’ve worked so hard just for a chance to do something like this. Just one chance, an opportunity to create a sanctuary of my own, and make something good out of this tired world!
 
   Just as joy crept into his heart, Wodan felt something deep inside of himself come awake. Something dark and dreaming looked about, and it laughed because it did not care who or what Wodan brought with him into the valley. Wodan tried to suppress the alien presence, but before he did, it let him know that it did not care about his dream of creating a new home. It was on its way to its old home, the place where it was born and buried, and that was all that mattered.
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Two
 
   The Mule in Her Image
 
    
 
    
 
   I show them a field of ice. A randomized roof of stars, so that those knowledgeable about the constellations realize, horrified, that they are on another world. The wrong world. Of course I drape the world in darkness. Then - flashing lights, disorientation. They imagine that they hug the ground but it is cold, meat-locker cold, and so there is no comfort there. In the flashing light I let them catch a glimpse of moving forms, a hint of tentacles and blubbering mouths. Then darkness again, and the imagined position and intent of the gibbering beasts takes on nightmare proportions. My imagination is never as keen as that of the tortured; they do the majority of the work in this nightmare.
 
   I force them to imagine drowning. This I never do to a fresh brain, still soft and new. But when a brain and its personality grows old and senile in my stomach cavity, when it tries to resign itself to death, I withdraw some of my tendrils that provide oxygen. This torture damages the brain, and the attached personality feels submerged in viscous fluids or an airtight chamber. The personality panics, the personality creates a god and prays to it and begs for life. Then I provide oxygen. The brain works again for a while, calculating for me, sustaining my thoughts.
 
   I force them to imagine heat. Usually cooking, their own bodies on giant skillets, or roasting on spits, and since I have smelled cooked human flesh and burnt hair, I provide this sensation to the tortured. They have no bodies to burn, only a set of nerve endings that can be turned on, and on, and on without mercy, reporting pain without end. The pay-off of this game is that when the personality invariably imagines screaming, I provide a link between all the brains in the mass - so that they can hear one another scream.
 
   This is the only way to keep the fractured personalities that dwell in the mass of brains in my stomach cavity from either dissolving or rising up against me. This distraction is necessary. One irony: If they rose up and lashed out against me, the host body, where would they go? Their individual bodies are long since dead. Another irony: The games of Hell that I play - I, also, must endure. The mass of brains that rest in my stomach cavity, which I use as tools, also make up no small part of my own personality and experience-set.
 
   But there is one Hell that my host of minds can never know. One that is mine alone. I was made in Her image, too close to Her in form and in function, and for this sin I was despised.
 
   Even those that I call brothers - they are, in truth, my uncles. Most of them are younger than me, duller than me, weaker than me. But at the end of our kin wars I cried out “uncle” and I spat out all the brain tissue that gave me strength. I renounced the daughter of the Queen who was my mother and by those craven acts was I banished into eternal life.
 
   Out from the warm earth. Banished to this Black Valley, this Hell.
 
   Even now, all my plans, all my grand little contrivances… even these are but shadows of Her vision.
 
   I am not even allowed to sink to the level of my kin. Imagine them. All of my kin, so wonderfully connected. So intertwined in their thoughts, in their brotherhood. Taught from birth to despise the Other, to kill and eat the Other, to torture the Other without end. By this exile they think to convert me, the penitent, into the great Sameness that they enjoy. But my cursed gifts prevent such union. I, who am without eyes but can see through the eyes of others - I, who can only see myself through the eyes of others - am cursed to see even myself as an Other. Once I was worshipped and saw myself through the eyes of worshippers as a god. Now all I see is my tentacles that I use for locomotion and manipulation, horns there for no reason, a bulging sack of a body full of brain tissue, and an oral tube that I use to feed. Disgusting, all of it shriveled and ugly, and so it is better to sit and dwell alone and to see nothing near but only trivial events far away.
 
   I am the Blind King. I am called Blindness, and my true name is Zamael. I am the Lord of the Black Valley.
 
   And even for these thoughts will I be punished.
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Three
 
   The Tribe of Carpe Diem
 
    
 
    
 
   As the sun set one day before they set out, Khan Wodan and Naarwulf were drinking coffee together by the nameless river when a host of shouting dogmen gathered around them. One dogman pointed to his split lip and shouted, “I have been beaten! I have been wounded by the dogs of another tribe!” The accused dogmen threw their hands in the air and scoffed at the ridiculous accusation.
 
   Yarek turned away in disgust. Jarl roused himself from sleep and plopped down in the sand beside his Khan in order to record the momentous event.
 
   Wodan had already grown sick of his role as judge. He remembered his first such trial outside of Pontius. Brothers from a certain tribe had beaten the younger pup of another tribe. Wodan had the brothers lashed by the father of the beaten pup, then made the brothers give payment of cloth to the father. Unfortunately, his judgment was seen as their Khan “taking sides” with one tribe over another, and so one of the offending brothers took the counsel of the disrespected chieftain and called out the Khan in battle. Wodan was forced to kill the dogman rather than lose his army, the tribe of the beaten pup walked about with pride for having curried the favor of their Khan, and the dead dogman’s brothers wore the marks of their lashes with the pride of underdogs. Wodan had only tried to stamp out asshole-ish behavior; instead, he himself had been on trial.
 
   Not only that, but now Wodan was positive that the former Khan must have refused to act as judge in the epic trifles that beset his people. Every day, more and more loud-mouthed victims came to their Khan seeking justice by way of spectacle and drama. He began to realize that if he let them, the victims would come to him all day long, the journey would be forgotten, and starvation would soon set in.
 
   “Naarwulf,” said Wodan. “You feel up to busting some heads?”
 
   “Gladly,” said Naarwulf.
 
   Time for a new tactic, he thought. Wodan rose and shouted, “Shut up! Be still! Settle down! Get over here! Sit! Now!”
 
   The dogmen quieted down. The victimized dog limped dramatically to his place before the Khan and lowered himself with an agonized groan.
 
                 “We’re not going to sit around all day and listen at any of you bitch and moan. I’d heard that the dogmen were powerful warriors who could settle their own affairs. Perhaps I heard wrong. At any rate, I can see that some sort of beating has occurred. All of you who have been accused – stand up!”
 
                 They did so, looking at one another as they shrugged dramatically. “Naarwulf is going to beat each of you, just as you have beaten your brother. You feel up to that, Naarwulf?”
 
                 “Of course,” Naarwulf growled. Before the nearest dogman could reply, Naarwulf flexed his beefy arms, then tapped a dog on the chin such that his body plowed into the sand.
 
   “But, Khan!” cried one of the accused.
 
                  “Don’t complain,” said Wodan, shaking his head. “Stand and take your licks.”
 
                 Naarwulf went down the line, happily beating down each offender with a single blow.
 
                 “Now, you,” said Wodan, signaling to the dog with the split lip who had brought charges against the others. “Naarwulf, give him one, too.”
 
                 Without a second thought, Naarwulf cracked the dogman in the side of the head, spinning him about before he hit the sand.
 
                 “That’s for summoning the power of your Khan,” said Wodan, standing over him. “You’ve gotten your justice. But from now on, learn to take care of your own problems.”
 
   Wodan sat beside Jarl, whose pen was flying across paper. “I don’t get it,” said Jarl. “Where was the justice in that? I always thought of you as a bit more-”
 
   “The other day, when you were still asleep,” said Wodan, “I had to judge in a maternity dispute. Two women laid claim to the same pup. Don’t ask me how the confusion came about in the first place. So the way I handled the situation was... I pulled the old trick where you say to divide the kid in half and give one half to each of the claimants.”
 
   “Genius!” said Jarl, shaking his head. “Only the true mother would love her pup enough to give him away!”
 
   “No, no, it didn’t work at all. The dogwomen both agreed to this decision.” Wodan sat silent for a moment, then said, “Perhaps the maternal instinct atrophies when your greatest wish for your baby is to first be born a son, and second to die a good death in battle. Then again, both of the dogwomen were from different tribes. Perhaps in their eyes, denying a rival tribe a potential warrior was worth more than letting a child live.”
 
   “I… see…” Jarl looked at the dogmen rising and rubbing their jaws, then said, “What did you do about the child, then?”
 
   “There was no confusion about the father. He was a big, strapping warrior more interested in putting notches on his belt than raising a kid, so I crossed him off the list. But I knew an old couple, a big fat dogwoman who was already wet-nursing several pups, and an old dog who knows a bit about hunting and finding herbs, and also knows how to stay out of trouble. I gave the pup to them in the hopes that they would be able to teach him some useful things about how to get by in the world, instead of corrupt him with a lot of aggressive nonsense.”
 
   “Hm. That sounds good, but what does that have to do with those dogs you had whipped just now? Why did you have the victim whipped as well?”
 
   “I was saving him from a revenge killing,” said Wodan. “They don’t think like us, Jarl. I can’t favor one tribe over another. It’s not about justice. It’s not about justice at all.” Wodan sat in silence for a long time, then said, “I have to get them to the Black Valley. I have to get them there, in one piece… and turn them loose.”
 
   “Against… well…”
 
   “There are things in this world far worse than dogmen, Jarl.”
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   Zachariah was enjoying being less of a leader every day. They followed the dark, sluggish river into the east, and he could think of nothing but to continue on. In the days leading up to the battle against the dogmen, he thought that he was growing into a leader of men. His soldiers followed him because he was driven by a plan, a goal. But the plan fell apart, the goal disappeared, and then Wodan returned with an army of his own and a dream far stronger than any he had ever seen before. Zach no longer troubled himself with the affairs of the soldiers from Hargis, even though they were few in number after the battle. No one seemed to mind.
 
   For a few days, he wondered if he should busy himself with trying to allocate their resources. The dogmen were eating up their food as if they were expecting a well-stocked supply depot halfway between Pontius and the valley, and Wodan was so busy adjudicating disagreements and breaking up fights that he had no time for resource management. Naarwulf had looked busy about the matter for a day or two, but soon gave it up, as it wasn’t really in his nature. The dogs wouldn’t listen to Jarl or Freyja or Nilem, Yarek seemed to think the matter was beneath him, and Chris Kenny seemed useless for anything but complaining and bragging.  
 
   Zach knew that he didn’t care about allocating supplies in any organized manner, and the reason he didn’t care was because he truly believed that Wodan could get them across the wasteland, and all the way to the Black Valley, before the food ran out.
 
   From his horse, Zach watched Wodan sitting atop his covered wagon. Other than Yarek, whose relationship with Wodan he didn’t understand, Zach knew that no one knew Wodan better than he did. They had not spoken much lately, but Zach could see the strain on him. Wodan was used to throwing himself into danger and overcoming the odds, but he wasn’t used to leading people and taking on their burdens. He guessed that Wodan was drawing strength from his dream, but Zach knew that a battle between a dream and reality was an uneven match.
 
   Zach found himself spurring his horse closer to Wodan’s wagon before he knew what he was going to say to him. Wodan’s face looked hard, his expression distant and uncommunicative. Zach wondered, for a moment, if Wodan knew that he was playing with people’s lives. Not just in this gamble, this journey, but in judging and punishing without any sort of education in the matter. Would that do something to Wodan? Change him, twist him into something hard and unreasonable?
 
   As Zach drew near, Wodan turned and smiled.
 
   Zach returned the smile, and thought, What was I thinking?
 
   “Wodan, there’s something I need to know.” Wodan waited, so Zach continued. “It’s, well… it’s about your body.”
 
   “Growth spurt,” said Wodan, winking. “I had to leave all my old pants behind in Pontius.”
 
   “A growth spurt gives you the strength to kill dogmen?”
 
   Wodan could see that Zach was serious, so he said quietly, “Zach, I’m not even sure myself. Some old men from my homeland, they… they did something to change me. You’ve seen Haven. You’ve seen small examples of what they could do. Well, they… modified my body.”
 
   Afraid, Zach almost asked, “Are you still human?” but stopped himself. He tried not to show it, but his heart began pounding. Now that he really looked at him in the moonlight, he truly did seem alien, unnatural, changed into…
 
   “But look at this,” said Wodan. He began to pull his left arm from the wolfskin cloak, then remembered that it was covered in scars and pulled out his right arm instead. Wodan looked about conspiratorially.
 
   Zach looked at it for a while, then said, “Your arm’s longer than before, but… it’s not that big!”
 
   Wodan pulled the cloak back over himself. “I don’t understand it myself, but my body seems to… well, flare up when it… when I… get angry, or scared, or determined. That’s how I can fight these dogmen and survive. But after each fight, I… I try to hide this from the others, but after each fight, I’m completely exhausted, man. All I want to do is eat and sleep after something like that.”
 
   Zach shook his head. “I don’t see how your people could have done this to you and not given you some warning, or at least some instruction.”
 
   “I don’t think they understood it themselves. They didn’t really do it all on their own. Yarek told me that they used… some thing… that they found in the Black Valley. And I can tell, Zach… I can tell that my body wants to go there. It wants to go home.”
 
   Zach worked to stifle his panic. If he was some kind of monster, he thought, if he had been turned into something inhuman, then there’s no way he would be telling me this now. He wouldn’t be opening up like this. Right?
 
   Even as Zach told himself this, he couldn’t help but think of the contrast between what he knew of Wodan and what others told him. The Wodan he knew was kind and giving and full of humor, but if half the tales that others told of him were true, then Wodan had more blood on his hands than anyone he knew. There was something cold and hard in Wodan that he simply did not know or understand.
 
   “But Wodan,” said Zach, choosing his words carefully. “If there is some… foreign… thing… in you… something that reacts on its own… do you know what I’m getting at?”
 
   “Not exactly, no.”
 
   “Well, aren’t you afraid that there’s a chance that this thing inside of you isn’t really you, and it’s guiding you to the Black Valley for its own purposes? Couldn’t it be using you as a vehicle purely for its own ends? Are you really sure that you want to go there at all, Wodi?”
 
   “Hm,” said Wodan. “That reminds me.” Wodan leaned over the far side of the wagon and saw Yarek sitting on a sideboard below. “Yarek!”
 
   “Khan?” said Yarek, leaning upwards.
 
   “I forgot to tell you. I want your Reavers to accept your commands alone. Not mine. If you ever see me changing in a way that you consider malevolent or… inhuman, I want you to give the order to have me killed. Understand?”
 
   “Oh,” said Yarek, staring for a while. “I actually already gave that order.”
 
   There was a sharp yelp beside the wagon, and they saw Naarwulf’s eyes stabbing into Yarek. Wodan leaned back and laughed.
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Four
 
   Demiurge Theory
 
    
 
    
 
   Forty-Two Years Ago
 
    
 
   Didi sat alone in the cafeteria of the Department of Science. He was only dimly aware that he was hungry, but he had to acknowledge that he was tripping up on problems that never should have been a hindrance; hunger was no doubt the cause. He stared down at his oatmeal.
 
   The other scientists looked at him strangely. Most likely they all knew that he was only eighteen and had never attended public schooling, much less the University. Their strange looks might also be caused by the fact that he was shielding his eyes by holding an open hand onto his forehead. He had absentmindedly left his sunglasses back in his research area, and if he hobbled all the way across the underground complex to get them, he would be sidetracked by his duties and would forget to eat. But the light in the cafeteria was bright, much brighter than in his work area, and already it was drilling into the center of his skull, painful and disorienting.
 
   The oatmeal was another worry. He had to be mindful of what he ate. He had been careful, very careful, about researching whether the oats sent here came from a company that also processed green rye - one of the foods to which he was terribly allergic - and while oatmeal was good for him, by some strange loophole in the food processing industry’s standards green rye was often labeled simply as rye, to which he was not allergic. He had been burned in the past, and so he hoped that his bowl of oatmeal had been processed nowhere close to green rye. He had eaten his lunch he brought from home (two days ago? three?) and he was simply too busy to return home.
 
   “You think this is actually going to be good for biologists?” said a senior scientist at the next table. “We’re pushing these juniors so hard on the genome problem that the horror stories are gonna spread. Then next year it’s going to be you, me, and a bunch of physicists worrying about the same stuff they’ve been worrying about for a hundred years.”
 
   “No, no, no,” said another. “My son’s a research assistant in the biology department. Believe me, they bitch and moan, sure. But you know what they say? ‘The only research assistant you have to worry about is the one who isn’t bitching.’ ”
 
   The other laughed, then said, “Did you see the comic Dr. Renfield posted? He said we should report back to the Head that the human genome doesn’t exist - if we all agree that a human is pure meat all the way through, then we’d get a little rest, at least!”
 
   They both laughed and Didi turned away from them. He was aware that he knew little more than the bare minimum about his fellow man, having spent most of his life indoors studying alone in near-darkness, trying to ignore the host of pains in his body while others his age worried about dating and exams at the University. To him, acceptance as an assistant into the DoS was a dream come true. Now, he had a chance to advance the various sciences that, before, he had only studied. His acceptance under such unusual circumstances had even caused his hard-hearted father to admit that perhaps his strange son had not wasted all those hours alone.
 
   As he ate his oatmeal he relaxed his shielding-hand and saw a young scientist. He had noticed this one before - he had a stern face, thinly curving mouth, an aquiline nose, and white hair. The scientist was in line to order his food and had been watching Didi. Didi knew that this man’s work was respected but, for whatever reason, he was also greatly feared. Didi could not recall his name, but knew that he worked with a team that acted as a sort of advance guard in the battle to record and decode the human genome, the great project that had taken over the DoS.
 
   The man seemed to be about to speak across the room to him when he noticed a group of scientists enter. The white-haired man took his tray of food with robotic movements while his eyes bore into the newcomers. His face grew pink, then red, and he shook.
 
   “Renfield,” the white-haired man hissed. The newcomers, intent on their own conversation, continued on, and so he shouted, “Renfield!”
 
   Silence slapped into the cafeteria, dull and heavy. All eyes turned to the white-haired man. At the head of the newcomers, Professor Renfield said, “What is it, William?”
 
   “You! You!” shrieked the white-haired man. “You think I don’t know what you did to my report!?”
 
   “Professor Childriss, if this is about-”
 
   “Li-i-i-a-ar! Charlatan!”
 
   “See here, now-”
 
   “Cretin! Base ignoramus!” He slammed his tray of food into the floor and sprayed its contents everywhere. Didi was shocked to the core at the show of unprofessionalism.
 
   “Childriss, if you want to get a hold of yourself, you can come and meet me at Dr. O’Looney’s office and-”
 
   “Your funeral! I will meet you at your funeral!”
 
   “Man, have you gone insane? This is unheard of and I-”
 
   “Unheard of?! Hear this, Renfield! I WILL HAVE YOU MURDERED!”
 
   Professor Renfield backed away, forcing each step through the solid sludge of discomfort that weighed heavily on everyone. Once he gained some distance, he whirled about, staggered to the door, and muttered, “This is the last day you’ll ever work here, Childriss.”
 
   The room was still as Childriss turned to take another tray from the counter. Snuffling on tears and growls, he took a seat near Didi. Two other scientists immediately rose and left, their meals barely touched. Childriss looked down at his tray shaking with fury, and just as some semblance of movement crept into the other scientists, Childriss lowered his head, buried his mouth in his hands, and vented a muffled, primal shriek. All eyes locked on him once more. Once Childriss released the thing that gripped him, he wiped his eyes and turned to his meal.
 
   Just then Didi’s stomach clenched up. Pain, horrible pain. The oatmeal had indeed come into contact with green rye. No doubt about it.
 
   “Hello. I’m Professor William Childriss.”
 
   Didi looked into his clear blue eyes and realized, in a flash, that the genetic string referred to as LJM17-18-18 was, in fact, only an extension of RRR16-17 - it had no real function of its own, and the idea that it did was completely incorrect. The other man’s face became unreal as Didi decided that the strand of code that hung between LJM17-18-18 and RRR16-17 must, in fact, be a relatively recent mutation. It could have any function, or perhaps no function at all, and in all likelihood LJM17-18-18 could not work without the existence of RRR16-17.
 
   “My gods!” Didi muttered at the face of Childriss. “This is going to change everything!” With that, he rose and quickly hobbled out of the cafeteria.
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   Shortly after that, the Department of Science endured what came to be called the Sorting Lab Incident. A junior scientist in charge of blood samples set aside for studying a particular aspect of the genome claimed that Professor Childriss sent an electronic request for a file that his team needed around noon. The junior scientist swore to the Head that not five minutes after the request was sent, Childriss was already screaming in the hallway outside the lab, verbally assaulting anyone who came near. Childriss claimed that the door to the lab was held shut against him. Whether it was or was not, the door sustained considerable damage, and the researchers in charge of sorting out hard-copy files had to spend the remainder of the day reorganizing everything that Childriss knocked over during his latest fit.
 
   A signed petition - the creators were, ironically enough, anonymous - was sent to the Head of the DoS. It stated that Childriss was a hindrance to the work of the DoS and an enemy of the psychological well-being of any who worked there. But the Department Head cared little for what he called the “political pecking order” of the assistant researchers and junior scientists; he cared about the results that Childriss and his team brought to the work of deciphering the human genome. The Head laughed off another charge that Professor Childriss had threatened to maim a junior scientist. In his estimation Professor Childriss, the man who had been in charge of the team that had isolated all genetic matrices having to do with formation of the human gastrointestinal tract - an incredible feat accomplished far ahead of schedule - simply could not be capable of such base behavior. The Department Head stated that any eccentricities shown by fellow scientists should be met in the spirit of tolerance.
 
   So when Professor Childriss entered the work area of Didi’s team of researchers, his face stern and his eyes cutting through flesh as his head whipped about, everyone instinctively looked away and drew up within themselves. Childriss hung about the “commons” files, where any scientist from any team could look at problems or notes or results not yet treated for electronic record. He flipped through the papers aimlessly, barely looking at them, but each scientist in the room already regretted a few of the things they’d carelessly left in that area. Childriss bore his eyes into one person in particular - tiny Didi, who squinted his eyes at a series of readouts on several monitors around him.
 
   Childriss glared at an assistant researcher, who jerked his face away, then sat down beside Didi and said, “What are you up to?”
 
   “Comparisons,” said Didi, eyes still fixed on the readouts. “We have a sample of a man born with six fingers on both hands. He claims that his grandfather had the same condition. Unfortunately we do not have access to his father. Still, it’s a good chance to compare genes that we know contribute to common bone structures with those that possibly do so only with this individual.”
 
   “They stick you on grunt work?”
 
   “I am only an assistant researcher. But I am very good at things like this.”
 
   “I see,” said Childriss, nodding slowly. He swiveled his chair about so that he could lean on the desk, nearer Didi. Didi looked at him, scrunched up his eyes awkwardly, then picked a pair of glasses up from the desk and held then in the air between himself and Childriss. He squinted harder, set the glasses back down, then said, “I think I remember you. My name is Didi.”
 
   Childriss laughed, wondering why the man would play dumb around someone with his reputation. “Most likely you do. I’m Professor William Childriss. We met in the cafeteria a while back.”
 
   “Oh? Oh.” Didi slowly turned back to his readouts, then marked one sheet with a red pen.
 
   Childriss watched Didi for a long time. He saw an incredible variety of prescription pills on his desk and thought, at first, that they might have something to do with his studies. Surely no man would have to depend on so many pills, but the name Didi was indeed printed on the labels. He wondered if Didi was trying to ignore him, and was only pretending to study until he could be left alone. But suddenly Didi twitched, grabbed up his pen, and neatly circled two chunks of code on two separate readouts. He shook his head, disconcerted by some bit of data, then switched his desk light off and rubbed his eyes with his hands. He glanced up and seemed to notice Childriss for the first. Again he lifted his glasses, looked through them at Childriss without putting them on, and nodded in greeting as he set them down again.
 
   Childriss was impressed that the young man could actually work under the cutting gaze of a man rumored to be a psychopath, so he said, “Would you join me for lunch, Didi?”
 
   “Ah - I cannot,” said Didi. “I cannot eat the food that is offered here, unfortunately. And I have too much to do.” Didi awkwardly moved about in his seat as if to rise; looking down, Childriss saw a complicated metal brace about one leg, an oversized shoe on the other, then glanced across the room and saw a plain paper bag and thermos.
 
   “Please,” said Childriss, “allow me.” He strode across the room and grabbed up the food. A senior scientist sitting nearby jerked his hand away from the table.
 
   “Thank you,” said Didi, taking the food. Childriss resumed his seat and watched him eat.
 
   “Why did you become a scientist? A biologist, in particular.” His voice took on the familiar menacing tone that grated on the nerves of anyone nearby. Didi did not seem to notice.
 
   “I’ve spent my entire life studying all the sciences. I enjoy it immensely. Stacking bits of data and sorting it-”
 
   Childriss laughed loudly, the sound sharp and cruel, and when Didi looked at him inquisitively, Childriss said, “Didi! Nobody speaks like that.”
 
   “I suppose I do. But as I was saying, about data. It seemed to me, as a child, that the world was awash in information. Or that it was pure information. I spent much time in my room. But even occasionally looking out the window would fill me with such confusion and wonder and joy that I would spend an entire day poring through books in order to understand the things I had seen.”
 
   Childriss nodded and watched as Didi removed a small tub of cold oatmeal, ate exactly half of the thing before he resealed it and placed it back in the bag, then removed slices of a green apple and ate half of them, then a block of tofu which he cut in half and ate. It was done very meticulously, but he seemed to concentrate fully on the food as he ate. “What are you thinking about, Didi?”
 
   “Hm? Oh. Absolutely nothing.”
 
   Childriss was downcast. The reply was exactly the same as the common exchange “What’s up?” “Aw, nothin’!” exhibited by coarse buffoons. Didi had only seemed different because his manner of speech was different. The idea that Childriss had allowed himself to be betrayed by human weakness rushed through his blood, and Childriss wondered what the oatmeal would look like splattered across Didi’s bleeding skull...
 
   “I find that it’s best not to dwell on problems during my breaks,” said Didi. “I make a conscious effort to relax my mind. Invariably, by the end of my break, a new course of action or a solution to an old problem will present itself. I assume this has something to do with the mind’s unconscious apparatus.”
 
   Childriss started backward, amazed. Maybe, just maybe, this one was not fit for a petting zoo. “Didi, how do you feel about our work on the human genome?”
 
   “I am greatly excited by it! It is a very demanding task. But, once we are through with this work, we will be able to move on to corrective measures.”
 
   “Corrective... measures? Hah!” Childriss leaned back, forced out, “Hah!” and someone knocked over a stack of files in the far corner of the room. “Didi, do you really suppose that the overeducated dullards here could even conceive of such a notion? They pray for the day when they can be filed away into a grave so that their petty worries will cease hounding them. And the notion that a ‘corrective measure’ can be applied to something like a genome would bring about such a show of righteous indignation that you might make the mistake of thinking that some of these people actually have the capacity for making a complicated moral judgment. Believe me, Didi: Such an idea would make you an outcast among cretins.”
 
   “But why stop there, Childriss? Why work so hard to decipher the human genome at all? Are we doing it just so it can be neatly labeled and catalogued?”
 
   “Most of the scientists are here because it’s their job.”
 
   “Why would they choose it as their job if they weren’t prepared to go as far as they can with it?”
 
   “Who knows?” Childriss looked away from Didi and bore his eyes into the back of another scientist’s head, a reprehensible being who did not deserve the mercy of a swift death. “The human mind, Didi, is a murky mess of contradictions and insubstantial shadows and illusions dressed up as half-formulated truths. Pressing anyone about the true nature of their intentions is like a nightmare for them. Question anyone deeply enough, and they will assume they are being targeted for some kind of joke. They don’t care about truth.”
 
   “Is that why you throw so many tantrums, and make people uncomfortable?”
 
   Childriss laughed. “No. I simply cannot tolerate some forms of behavior. Man’s need to worship other men is tied up with his need to immolate the greatest among them to such a degree that it sickens me. If you found a common bum in the streets and slapped a scientist’s apron on him, you’d be surprised how well he’d fit in here.”
 
   “Now I cannot believe that, Professor Childriss.”
 
   Childriss nodded, both impressed with Didi’s candor and his own idea, which was not half bad. “It would be a good experiment to conduct. When I am Head of the Department, perhaps I will try it out.”
 
   “You, the Head?” Didi chuckled lightly. “Too many people around here hate you for you to ever become Head of the DoS.”
 
   “You still have a lot to learn, Didi. There are things about humans that you can’t learn just by looking at their… hardware.” Childriss gestured towards Didi’s printouts.
 
   “Perhaps. But there’s nothing I can do to improve the software. The hardware - that’s a different matter.”
 
   “So you concentrate your focus on the genome because it’s something that, theoretically, you could manipulate and improve upon?”
 
   “In a matter of speaking, yes.”
 
   “Such focus is very imbalanced, Didi.” Childriss smiled awkwardly; his stern features folded unnaturally.
 
   “And one could argue that your hair-trigger temper and inability to deal with people is also an imbalance. And yet you still aim at being the Head of our organization.”
 
   “Very true! Understand that I did not mean imbalance as a bad thing. It’s fashionable and reasonable to go along with the well-balanced notions of others. I think that both of us are, perhaps, very unreasonable, Didi.”
 
   Didi thought for a long moment, then laughed again. “Well put. Well put!” He placed his food back in its bag, folded the bag, then said, “Please do not offer to put my food away. I see now that I have more work here than I previously thought. I will not leave my desk for a long time. Childriss - I have enjoyed talking with you.”
 
   Childriss smiled again, then stopped the gesture. Just then a man that he despised, a great slouching buffoon among buffoons, capered about the doorway and made a great show of moving toward the “commons” files. This man was most likely illiterate and even now was only copying movements he had seen others perform. Reflexively, Childriss whirled and shouted, “You! Out of my sight!”
 
   The junior scientist leaped to the side, blinked wildly at Childriss, and scampered away. Childriss noticed that Didi cringed, and held a hand up to his ear. Childriss leaned forward, confused.
 
   “My ears,” whispered Didi. “They are... very... sensitive.”
 
   “Didi - I am sorry. I did not know.” Childriss’s face contorted in anger, and his heart burned in the acid churned up by his gut. “It will not happen again, my friend.”
 
   “Think nothing of it,” said Didi, smiling slightly.
 
   “I must attend to something.”
 
   Childriss left and entered the hallway.
 
   Didi felt a great surge of happiness. He only had one friend, a man who was not a scientist, but with whom he could openly speak and be understood. But with Childriss, it might even be possible to discuss matters of biology that would not seem completely outlandish or abrasively esoteric. He turned back to his work, but his smile remained for a long time.
 
   In the hallway, Childriss felt such a great blast of fury at himself for his mishandling of the situation that he grinded his knuckles against a wall and scraped them along as he walked. An assistant researcher entered the hall, saw the fire burning behind Childriss’s eyes, and immediately returned to his room and shut the door.
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   Didi’s team of fellow assistant researchers, junior scientists, and even the coordinating senior scientist often shunned him after his talks with Professor Childriss, as if the man’s volatility could influence Didi’s quiet demeanor. Didi did not mind. But to his surprise, he found that not everyone feared Childriss. There were some that Childriss interacted with almost amiably, usually scientists who took their work seriously to the extent that they were unmindful of the political climate of the DoS. They were usually biologists who took to the human genome project with relish rather than apprehension or stoic endurance. Childriss even introduced Didi to a few physicists, despite the fact that Childriss was banned from ever entering that section of the DoS due to past outbursts. The physicists on good terms with Childriss claimed that an indivisible atom could be divided, by force, and that more energy could be gleaned from a reactor based on their work than all the coal-burning energy plants in Haven combined. Didi could readily understand the concepts these physicists talked about, which surprised Childriss greatly. Didi was excited to meet with others and discuss theories that hadn’t been published yet, and he was grateful that Childriss was able to look past his official rank of “assistant researcher” and treated him, instead, as a youth with great potential.
 
   Didi learned that the hierarchy of the DoS extended into invisible areas beyond office research teams. Didi had no problems with his official work and his official research team, but he hungered for the camaraderie of the intellectual elite and their subtle, invisible circle. As for Childriss, he completed his official duties with ease - with such ease, in fact, that on a very deep level he despised the men who struggled with their day-to-day work and depended on the gentle tyranny of the official hierarchy. It was plain to him that even the DoS was infected with the bureaucratic notion that men should be rewarded for their length of employment rather than brilliant work.
 
   Still, no one except Didi actually considered Childriss their friend. Even the brilliant scientists that Childriss met with were not above his volatile nature. On many occasions their nightly talks were disrupted and ruined by Childriss’s loud proclamations that some man among them was an imbecile, a “retard in sheep’s clothing,” or a spy sent among them by base dullards. On at least one occasion Childriss had to be restrained by force. Whenever a circle was broken in this manner, Childriss would inevitably find Didi at his home and, tearful and full of rage, would plead with his friend to not allow the perversions of cretins to infect him, and would claim that they must make an alliance against them - or else all future generations would damn them. Didi would quietly implore his friend to remain calm, then would send him away with an order to sleep or meditate. Invariably, come Monday morning, Childriss would behave as if the psychotic break had never happened.
 
   One afternoon Childriss came to Didi’s workstation and, smiling strangely, asked if Didi would join him for a moment.
 
   Didi agreed and the two walked. Didi creaked along very slowly. While Childriss did not slow his usual maniacally brisk pace, he often stopped before and behind his friend and glared at passers-by so that Didi could keep up. They walked for a long time and came to a strange section of the DoS. Childriss led Didi to an unlit area, then opened a door from which hung a broken, old-fashioned lock, and led him up a long and winding stairwell. Didi then remembered that the Department of Science was a very old structure, and that whole parts of it must have been abandoned even as new sections were dug out of the earth.
 
   They came to a circular steel room lit by a wide curving window covered in a layer of dust. A square section wiped free of dust opened onto a view of pure blue sky. Didi covered his eyes just as Childriss handed him his sunglasses, for he had guessed that his friend would most likely forget them. Didi put them on and approached the window. The chamber of steel was built into the side of a mountain. There was an avenue below where people milled about. Far away, he could see the gray buildings of the Ministerial Sector and, beyond that, the gray hills that formed the far side of the ring of mountains. Didi thought that it was very beautiful and smiled at his friend in appreciation.
 
   “I come here often,” said Childriss. “To clear my head, to be away from others.”
 
   Didi craned his head. “There is another avenue directly beneath us!”
 
   “They cannot see us. They cannot hear us.”
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   “It is wholly soundproof. I know for a fact that it is soundproof.”
 
   Didi thought for a moment, then said, “Do you mean that... that we do not even see the worst of your temper?”
 
   Childriss lowered his face slightly, then turned away.
 
   “Do not worry,” said Didi, quietly. “I will tell no one of your sanctuary.”
 
   Childriss sucked in a hard breath. How Didi could seem so naive, and then, at times like this, know exactly what was at the heart of the matter, was beyond him. Childriss knew in that moment that he had brought Didi here exactly because he wanted his friend to betray their trust. He would have said nothing to Didi about the sanctity of this room. And then, when Didi had told others, or even taken them there, Childriss could invoke their unspoken understanding, could have railed at his friend for the betrayal, and thus prove his image of the world as a wholly distrustful place, a thing to guard oneself against. Only Didi had not betrayed him yet; only Didi was a problem, a variable that did not fit. Only Didi was a friend.
 
   “Didi. You once spoke of corrective measures with the human genome.”
 
   “Yes. You remember. Just today I was comparing a line of code with that of a certain predatory bird which is native to this island. This bird has eyes so keen, my friend, that it can see a gray-colored mouse scurrying among stones from as far away as one half of a mile. Can you imagine, Childriss, what it would be like if we could employ such lines of code within our own genetic makeup?”
 
   Childriss leaned against the window, nodding thoughtfully.
 
   “Or,” continued Didi, “there is also the saliva of a dog. A dog literally ‘licks its wounds’ because of the astringent qualities of its saliva. Imagine if Guardians in the field, or anyone far from medical treatment, could count on the anti-bacterial qualities of their own saliva, and what that could do in terms of staving off infection.”
 
   “I see...”
 
   “And there is the considerable strength of the red-striped badger. Have you heard the assistant researchers complain about handling those animals? They are no bigger than a cat, and yet they fight with such strength that it takes many strong men in protective suits to handle them. It would be interesting to look into the cell structure of their muscles even without an inquiry into their genetic makeup, to see if perhaps the cellular fibers are threaded together differently from a human’s. I admit I have not looked into the matter just yet.”
 
   “Alright, yes, I understand. And I agree with you, Didi. The benefits could be enormous. Could be. But what I am interested in now, Didi, is your ideas on the use of that kind of technology.”
 
   “How do you mean?”
 
   “What I mean is, if we had the means to modify a human being, if we could give people enhancements... how would we decide to distribute such a thing?”
 
   “Ah. Well, really, I am assuming that anyone who could afford such a procedure should be allowed to go through with it.”
 
   “Hah!” With that, Childriss began to pace energetically. “But, Didi, are you really so incapable of seeing the mental state of your inferiors? Look at the common man, Didi. Really, he is little more than a bundle of nervous psychological twitches, a set of needs barely different from any common animal - and even some of his needs that are distinctly human are disgusting in their own unique way. Most men are pack animals, Didi, and shake your head all you want, but most of them exist only to support our kind. They pray to gods that were invented by men like us because, most likely, we were sick and tired of being prayed to ourselves. Of being revered and despised in tandem.”
 
   “You oversimplify things, Childriss.”
 
   “Then let me be specific! If we unleash a technology that modifies nature’s genetic makeup of the human animal, just imagine what it could do in the hands of idiots. Didi, you oversimplify the matter by thinking that the technology could be used only to enhance a set of code. But even where it enhances, then that, too, could be folly. What I mean is that you could have idiots strengthening those attributes which make them idiots in the first place. Imagine, Didi, if religious fanatics wanted the genes of their children to be changed such that those attributes which make it easy to believe in the supernatural were “enhanced” so that a doubting humanity was forced to live alongside a sub-race of people who enjoyed equal rights to themselves, but the new religious elite were trapped in prisons of illusion to the extent that their minds were no longer capable of doubting. Imagine if the cultural elite - that is, a bunch of idiotic movie stars made popular by the whims of dullards - wanted their bodies modified so that they could be unnaturally thin. Imagine, Didi, the horror of seeing people who were mockeries of the human form - and imagine their anger at us, for allowing them to follow through with their own inclinations! And imagine if a corporation had sway over its employees to the extent that they could pressure them into having certain enhancements done - even the hint of a promotion, Didi, can already cause men to destroy themselves. What sort of enhancements would any corporation welcome, Didi? Increased intellect? Ambition unbounded by restraint? Hah! Any business would make any moral concession if they thought they could find employees who were modified to enjoy mindlessly repetitive tasks, or if they were better able to obey anyone deemed their superior, or if they were simply psychologically unable to “walk away” from a given job or task, despite its inherent idiocy.”
 
   “I understand what you mean. But consider this, Childriss. Such fears of a future humanity outside of your control are no different from your current fear of humanity without control. You cannot abide certain types of people. Actually, you cannot abide most people. You have a very keen mind and a moral sense all your own. So be it; the rest of humanity does not. You must face the fact that there simply is no way for you to force others to conform to your ideals. All the intellectual planning and emotional raging in the world cannot do that. If we developed such a technology, I have little or no interest in controlling its use. In fact, the wider spread is its use - or perceived abuse - the greater will be the full flowering of the species. We will end up with a majority of the population who abuses itself and shuffles through life, and a minority whose enhanced intellectual and physical capabilities will bring them to a position of mastery over the majority. And so – there would be no great difference from the humanity of today. Keep in mind, my friend, that the universe works based on laws that neither you nor I nor anyone else can ever change. These laws guarantee that the best will always win out.”
 
   “No, Didi, they most certainly do not guarantee that the best will win. Look at the men that you call ‘sir’ and then compare them to the men that we meet with in our off-hours. The difference is disgustingly apparent. Intolerably apparent. To walk the avenues of Haven is even worse, for we do not even have the pretense of respectability there. All is fashion, loudness, crass vulgarity...”
 
   “What do you want, Childriss? Do you want them to physically bow down to us and to consult us on the affairs of their life?”
 
   “The opposite, Didi! I want them to not need me! To not need my guidance and to not threaten me with their constant sense of imminent self-destruction!”
 
   “I admit, I don’t quite understand this. My friend, why would you even take note of common behavior?”
 
   “Because it is everywhere, Didi. Such smallness of being infects everything, and I cannot disappear inside myself as you do. I feel the sense of my own place in the hierarchy - and this sense of it... is unmerciful!”
 
   “I see. I think I understand.” Didi pulled away from the window and hobbled to the center of the room. He seemed the small and dark center of the circular room, and said, “You want to live in a world that is worth having you in it. A world that is worth ruling.”
 
   Instead of answering, Childriss tapped his fist against the window, opened his fist slowly, and then clawed his fingers across the view until his fist was closed once more.
 
   “Then let us cooperate a little, my friend,” said Didi, his voice croaking sharply against the steel and glass walls of the sanctuary. “You will teach me of your knowledge of sociology - for I see now that that is the science that is your gift and your curse, and in return, you may come into my world. And we will see what we may develop.”
 
   “Your world?” Childriss said quietly. “What... we may develop?”
 
   “Yes, my world. Where it is dark and without distraction. Where there is nothing but four walls between you and your self. And we will explore the idea of what we may develop. Specifically: a nobler sort of humanity. One that we would not mind being rulers of.”
 
   Childriss placed his face against the window. He was exhausted, and felt the cold bite from the air outside as he stared at empty gray hills far away.
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Five
 
   Jagged Mountains
 
    
 
    
 
   Wodan stood alone on the mountainside and stared up at the cold blue sky. Slanting, sharp peaks stood far above him, the jawbone of a god left on the earth. Here, where the air was thin, where he was free from the press of hungry bodies, he felt alone and free.
 
   Wodan ascended a sharp rise of stone, caught a glint of sunlight in his eyes, then sidestepped along a narrow ledge until bitter-cold shadow covered him again. From his high ledge he could see the tribes moving through one of several narrow passes. He could see wagons and animals loaded down with supplies and carrying the few remaining chieftains. He could see people walking in clustered groups, bearing their own burdens, sequestering themselves from the dogmen. As the horde made its way along a gravelly, dry water course, the echo of their footsteps sounded like a rushing river. Wodan watched them. He tried to tell himself that this was what he had fought for. Instead, he felt a great burden, the looming shadow of a grave miscalculation.
 
   He saw a false peak further up the rise. He gripped the ice-cold rock and climbed. He made his way up easily. The wolfskin cloak whipped about in a fierce wind. Drawing nearer to the spine of rock, he saw several immobile figures, black against the flat blue sky. Wodan had no weapons, but he changed course to intercept them anyway.
 
   “Not so easy to find privacy when you travel by day, is it?”
 
   Wodan whirled and saw Zach crouched on a narrow stone. He was red-faced and winded, and a brown cloak of Hargis whipped about him. He had a hard expression. Wodan glanced down and saw an arrow notched to a longbow.
 
   “You once told me that Hargis meant Archer in an ancient tongue,” said Wodan.
 
   “So it does,” said Zach.
 
   They watched one another. Wodan knew that Zach would not kill him out of ambition; he had no wish to become leader of a horde of dimwits. Wodan trusted his friend, but he also trusted that Zach was strange. He wouldn’t put it past Zach to put an arrow through his heart, then stand over him and explain that he was too good for the world, that the world did not deserve him.
 
   “Watch this,” said Zach, nodding to the side.
 
   Wodan turned his back to him and saw a skinny, black tree jutting out in a corkscrew formation from underneath a broad boulder. A violent wind kicked up and ran its cold fingers through the branches – then the bowstring hissed, the little tree shivered – and the arrow stood embedded in the trunk.
 
   “Hot damn!” said Wodan. “Not an easy shot to make, in this wind!”
 
   Smiling, Zach climbed down from the stone and approached. Wodan noted that the bow was taller than his friend. A jumble of long arrows bounced at his side. “My men and I have been carving these things out of the skinny trees down in the pass. It’s good wood, very supple, easy to whittle. Only wish I knew what they were called. The arrows, though, I’d like to carve them out of harder wood, eventually.”
 
   Wodan gave Zach a hand to help him along, then the two continued up the side. “Bows and arrows...” Wodan mused quietly.
 
   “The dogmen blew most of their ammunition when they attacked Pontius. Besides the big guns and small arms the Reavers brought, there’s not much left to go around. This is the way it’s going to be for a while.”
 
   “When we take the old mines in the valley, we might end up making swords and spears before we can make guns again.”
 
   “Are you sick of the tribes yet?” Zach said suddenly.
 
   “It was a mistake to bring them.” Zach was shocked, but before he could reply, Wodan said, “I saw some figures on the horizon. Let’s go see them.”
 
   They traveled along the face of the mountain for a long time together. “There’s an old story,” said Zach. “Even older than the Ancients. It’s about a leader who led a bunch of foreigners out of a land where they were slaves. This leader had killed his own brother, you see, so he was no longer welcome in his homeland. He took advantage of the rebellious nature of the slaves, and pretended like he was one of them. He led them out of civilization and into the wilderness.”
 
   “What was his name?”
 
   “In Hargis, we just called him Tyrant. Jarl would tell you differently, but this is how it’s told in my land. So this Tyrant led his people into the wilderness, and of course he became sick of them. They were not just slaves to civilization, they were slaves by their nature. So Tyrant went alone onto a mountain. At the mountaintop, he set about drafting the laws that would hold together the new civilization that he wanted to build.”
 
   “Sounds like an awful way to spend his free time.”
 
   “That isn’t all he did. Something happened to him, something unexpected. Something changed him on that mountaintop, and the people told stories to try to make sense out of it. In one version, he summoned the Ghost of the Deep from out of the heavens... a fiery being with a lion’s head that claimed to be the end of all striving.”
 
   “Like a spirit?”
 
   “Or just a ghost. In fact, the people of Srila, even a lot of the dogmen with us now, worship whatever it was that came down to that mountain. The Entertainers claim it’s one of the four gods of the wasteland. You’ll have to ask Jarl about other versions of the story; that’s the only one I know. The point is that the Tyrant went off by himself and, in being by himself, met something godlike. Something that gave him the strength to claim I AM, and to be the monster that his people needed him to be.”
 
   “That’s not what they need,” said Wodan, pushing ahead of Zach.
 
   “Stories aren’t meant to be comforting, Wodan. You can ask Jarl about that, too, and he’ll tell you the same.”
 
   On top of the spine of stone, they saw the silhouettes of figures. Hunched over, blocky, only vaguely humanoid. Zach fingered his arrows and Wodan clenched his fists at his side. They climbed the steep incline and stood on the false peak with the things. Statues, all in a row. Once they were the forms of great titans; now, worn down by wind and time, they were only mounds that suggested form. Most were headless. Wodan looked about and saw the dark mountain falling away on all sides save one, where the spine of the statue-field stretched upward to a distant, black peak. The air whipped about with a hollow murmur, a thousand-mile hiss that circled the land of stone. All was serene and empty.
 
   “Long ago, in a different age,” said Zach, “there must have been Entertainers here. Men and women strong enough to say I AM, even in this lonely place.”
 
   “They’re only ghosts now,” said Wodan, placing his hand on a cold, blank face of stone. “We’ll have to find our own answers.”
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   Wodan pointed into the distance. Yarek peered through his binoculars, then said, “What are those things?”
 
   “I don’t know. When we’re in the valley, I want you and your Reavers to find out.”
 
   Yarek nodded curtly, then read off a list of measurements of distance to a Reaver who crouched over various tools of cartography. The Khan and his Reavers stood on a high ridge far above the travelling tribes. In the distance there was a sea of mist, separate from the firmament of sharp blue, and below the mist, a haze of green, wet and alive. In the east of the valley, sunlight glinted off a series of spires, like twisted towers of pink glass.
 
   “My first time in the valley,” said Wodan, “I only saw them from a distance. I don’t have a good feeling about them.”
 
   “Yeah,” said Yarek, lowering his binoculars. “They’re not man-made, and I doubt Mother Nature had shit to do with them. We should probably blow them up.”
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   The slave-bride Nilem walked about the camp at nightfall, aware of the hundred dog-eyes following her breasts, her ass, her legs. Tonight she refused to wear the warm and shapeless clothes given to her by the Khan, even though it was very cold in the mountain pass. She moved about the wagons, arranged food, moved about various articles, moved a bucket into its new and proper place, then shook out a blanket that was filthy and cursed Freyja for not being around to clean it. She stayed busy and the dog warriors craned their necks as she moved about, breaking their deathly silence with an occasional high-pitched whine.
 
   The dogman Jago watched her. Jago was a wiry-haired dog with a scrawny neck and bulbous eyes. Jago was young by human standards; he might be in his mid-teens, if he’d kept count. He was muscular, but had come into adult strength later than his clansmen, and so he still held many of the insecurities of the weak and feeble. Many of his brothers remembered the weakness of his youth, and so his deeds in battle were usually overlooked. He was often teased for mutilating bodies after a battle. In the games of insult played among dogmen, he showed a keen mind and could belittle others with ease. But no one ever confronted him, even if he insulted them, and it seemed to him that this was because his clan-brothers assumed that he was a weak, harmless pup. He desperately wanted to prove himself.
 
   Jago crept along a ledge and crouched above the huddled mass of dogmen, who were too busy murmuring prayers and tossing dice and bragging to notice him. He settled into a spot where he could watch the beautiful slave-bride. It was a wonder to him that the others claimed the Khan did not touch his own women! Surely the great Khan would chase her down at any moment and throw her in a tent?
 
   Nilem saw the dogman Jago creeping about and eyeing her once again. Partly through reluctance over the inevitable, she set about tidying up the area around Chris Kenny. He sat leaning against a pile of stones with one leg propped up. The massive Hargis sniper rifle sat perched near his crotch, and a bag full of bullets hung around his neck. He watched her with his dead eyes. Not long ago, she’d thought that he would be of some use to her; it was obvious that he hated something about the world. But that darkness in him was tied up with a sort of morbid, psychotic nature that she only picked up on lately. He was one of those quiet, dangerous men who kept his own counsel, and so he was of no use to her. She turned away from him to move one small box on top of another, and when she turned back she saw him stroking the rifle with a greasy rag.
 
   “Got my eye on you, beautiful,” he said, smiling with uneven teeth. Disgusted, she turned away.
 
   Nilem stalked away from the camp, laid her eyes fully on Jago, then climbed the rise of stones to her private tent.
 
   When the tribes first entered the winding passes, the Reavers had stayed close to the slave-brides. She knew that several Reavers had left to explore the underground waterway by boat, and planned on making their way to the far side of the mountains if they could manage to not drown themselves. Her Khan spent a lot of his time alone in the mountains, far from the tribes, but she knew that a few Reavers hung about him, wary of assassination attempts. Still more Reavers had found laborers’ clothes and blended into the traveling horde. She said nothing to anyone, and had diminished in importance to the point that, when she did not sleep with Freyja, her own private tent sat completely without guard. This was just as she wanted it.
 
   Jago watched the slave-bride stretch her back and arms seductively, then she went inside her tent. He crept along the ravine and drew nearer to her tent, sat on a pile of stones and studied his nails, bit one, then climbed a little higher and studied the two knives sheathed at his belt. He studied one, found some flaw in it, then climbed a little higher and ran it along a stone to sharpen it. How wonderful it would be to touch a woman of the great Khan... he found an interesting stone farther up and climbed to take a look at it. He found a target far above, threw the stone at it, then climbed and stooped down to examine the result.
 
   Nilem waited in the little tent for what seemed hours and decided that the world itself was incapable of creating even one real man. She set about combing her curly black hair until it felt like her scalp was on fire. Then, embarrassed and angry at herself, she realized that her hair was sticking out like a wild, thorny bush. She could not bring herself to throw the brush, so she gripped it until her hand hurt, dropped it into a bag, then flopped onto her cot. The thought of finding Freyja and listening to her ramble on like a wind-up idiot nearly brought tears to her eyes. No, she was stuck here, alone and…
 
   Jago popped his mangy head into the tent, all eyeballs and slack-jaw, then pressed his body in and stuck his head outside to see whether or not he had been caught.
 
   “What are you doing in here?!” Nilem hissed, impressed by her own show of alarm. “Get out!”
 
   Jago turned about, then cast himself down onto his knees. “Wait!” he wailed, then worked his mouth up and down, unable to speak.
 
   “Get out! I’m the bride of the Khan! I can have you killed!”
 
   “My… lady!” he gasped. He looked down at her breasts, then at her face, then down at her feet.
 
   She stood over him and slapped his face. “If you don’t leave immediately, I’m going to have you killed. I’ll scream. I’ll scream!”
 
   The young dogman whined, horribly long and drawn-out, and she breathed a sigh of relief when he only bowed down onto the cold stone floor.
 
   “Get up here and let me have a look at you,” she said, “before I have you killed.”
 
   Jago rose obediently and plopped down onto the cot beside her, eyes downcast with shame. She noted his muscular build, his grey-black hair, his wiry neck. She put a hand to his jaw and whipped his face toward her.
 
   “Are you a good warrior?” she said absentmindedly, still peering into him.
 
   “Hn!” he said, nodding quickly. She could see his eagerness to prove himself. Her eyes bore into him as if stripping the flesh from his face to find something.
 
   Nilem sat down on the cot in such a way that her breasts, then her belly, pushed outward in an obscenely curving line. With one leg on the floor she swiveled her hips, then faced Jago. “Do you understand that I can have you killed?” she said. “Do you understand that I have that power over you?”
 
   He narrowed his eyes at her and growled, and she realized that she was using too much force. She knew she had a tendency to do that, so she pulled back quickly. There were certain things she needed and certain things she wanted, and it would not do to manhandle the situation and ruin everything. She changed tactics by running a hand along her leg, then pulled her skirt up.
 
   Jago watched with his mouth hanging open, hypnotized by the sight of her fingers playing in soft, dark hair. Her face was an expressionless mask as she studied him. Finally the dogman sprang to life and she instinctively laid back. He jerked free the rope that held his pants up, then fell into her with a high-pitched yelp.
 
   Nilem gritted her teeth in agony as Jago lurched about on her at full speed. He stared ahead stupidly, seemingly unmindful of her. “That the best you can do?” she said, but he only continued at the same fevered pace.
 
   The pain was terrible. She gritted her teeth in agony, counted the little hairs on his neck, watched him staring ahead in awe and wonder, never slowing, unmindful of any sort of need for change, and the pain became even greater and she hissed, “Surely you can do better?” but he only whined, without moving his face at all, and kept pounding.
 
   To escape the pain, she studied the line of his furry jaw and thought back to a nursery rhyme she always kept tucked away in a dark corner for just such an occasion. She went through the gentle rhyme three times, realized that it was the last thing she had from Hargis, then Jago vented out a terrible yelp and shook as if his spine was being torn out.
 
   The dogman pulled away from her, looked down in terror, and said, “Oh, no! Oh… no!”
 
   “It’s okay!” she said, lifting up to touch his arm with one hand.
 
   “Oh... no!”
 
   “It’s okay! It’s okay.”
 
   She rolled up onto her knees and crouched near him. His mouth and eyes hung wide open. “It’s natural, see?” she said. “See? Nothing’s the matter.” He looked away, full of shame. “Your first time?”
 
   “Hah!” he said, lying.
 
   “I’m impressed,” she said, forcing a smile. “But I’d heard from others that you were… well, incapable...”
 
   He turned his wide eyes on her and said, “Who! Who said such a thing!”
 
   “Oh, it’s just talk. Just idle talk. But it seems to me that you have greater potential than anyone knows.”
 
   He turned away, jaw set grim, pained by the terrible accusation but also heartened by the confirmation of his hidden potential.
 
   “If you feel brave enough, come to me again. We’ll talk about what we can do to make the others respect your hidden greatness. But, for now, we keep it hidden... yes?”
 
   Jago hid his head in his hands, then muttered, “No, I… I can never come to you again... never!” He suddenly ran out of the tent.
 
   Nilem laid back and felt something close to happiness. It wouldn’t be easy to revenge herself upon the world, but in her heart she knew that he was very nearly perfect for what she would need against her Khan.
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   One night, a group of Reavers escorted the slave-bride Freyja through a path in the mountains. Whenever they came close to a perilous ledge, one of the Reavers, a killer with a wide mustache, extended his arm with a warm, “Ma’am,” and helped her along. She smiled at them often, and they liked her greatly. One Reaver trailing behind the others carried an open-topped box.
 
   They saw the Khan ahead of them, sitting and watching the full moon. Zach and Yarek crouched over a windswept fire and took turns biting into a chicken while Nilem stirred a pot of soup. For some reason Nilem still wore her thin slave-bride’s dress. She glared at Freyja and turned away dramatically.
 
   “Khan!” shouted a Reaver. “Here’s Freyja.”
 
   Wodan turned and nodded to them and Freyja smiled and approached. She sat on the stone beside him.
 
   “Where’s the cat?” said Wodan.
 
   “It’s coming up,” said a Reaver. “We thought it best to keep it away from the lady.”
 
   “Not anymore,” said Wodan. “It’s time for her to see it.”
 
   Freyja wondered why Wodan would stay gone for so long only to summon her out of the blue, then she was distracted by a Reaver handing Wodan the open box. She smiled, excited to see the cat – then she recoiled in horror at the thing he pulled out of the box. The creature was a monster of misshapen limbs, ribs poking out on one side, and quivering head with features stretched and squashed and misplaced. It meowed fiercely but the mouth only opened sideways, and Freyja shrieked.
 
   “Don’t be scared!” said Wodan, holding the thing close. “He’s been mad at me for several days, and I don’t want to upset him right after he’s forgiven me.”
 
   “Sorry,” she forced out, looking away quickly. She felt nauseous, terrified at the thought that he would throw the thing in her lap. “Gods, what’s, uh… wrong with it?”
 
   Freyja summoned her will and watched as Wodan stroked the misshapen cat. It wiggled about in his lap, and an arm or leg jiggled strangely. She saw the cat look up at its master with a very fierce love, eyes agog and mouth working awkwardly. It craned upward, unable to get to his face, and Wodan bent to rub his nose on its belly. It swatted at his greasy hair and he laughed.
 
   “Well, I’m not going to tell you that despite his body, he’s a normal cat. He’s not. He’ll never live a normal cat’s life. That’s been taken away from him.” Wodan paused and looked at her, then said, “Someone enslaved him when he was very young. They controlled his development unnaturally, and he grew into this shape. I had to leave him for a while, and he’s been mad at me because he thinks I abandoned him. I never abandoned him, though, and I guess he finally figured that out, so we’re friends again.”
 
   Freyja touched the cat, more to be friendly with Wodan than anything else, but was surprised that the cat’s fur was still smooth. The cat jerked away slightly and laid one eye on her, unsure of her motives.
 
   “You see?” said Wodan. “This is what the demons have done to us. This is their world. We’ve had to develop unnaturally in order to cater to their needs. They could have killed us already, just as this cat’s former owner could have killed him. But they haven’t. They’ve always accepted sacrifices from us, and the people who rule our nations behave like demons because they think that’s the best way to get by. The demons are moving against us now because they’re afraid of us. Afraid that we’ll slip out of their control.”
 
   “Moving against us?” she said. “You mean when they destroyed Hargis?”
 
   “Exactly. They mean to do the same thing, I’m sure, to every city or nation. They want to scatter us and put us in a state where we will be at their complete mercy.”
 
   Freyja looked down at her rough clothes and small hands. “Until that night,” she said, “I’d never even seen a flesh demon. I’d only heard about them. I don’t really know how to put it into words, Wodan, but I’ve always felt like I was at the mercy of… something. Other people, mostly, I guess.”
 
   Wodan looked at her again, then said, “Everyone who’s come here of their own free will feels exactly the same, Freyja. When the world is ruled by monsters, you have to be rotten to thrive. Rotten to the core. That’s why we’re not just coming here to get rich off lumber. Anyone with guns and capital could do that. For a while, at least. No, we’re going to the Black Valley so we can become what we were always meant to become. We’re going to become the very thing that the demons fear most.”
 
   Wodan petted the cat, who nibbled on his wrist. “The demons are mice,” said Wodan. “Maybe a few of them are rats, but I’ve killed enough of them to know that they’re not gods.”
 
   Freyja smiled, then said, “And you think that if we go into the Black Valley, and settle there… and the people forget what it’s like to live as they do now… then it’ll be like if this cat was allowed to grow up naturally?”
 
   “Exactly. Him, and others like him. We’ll scatter the demons, and then our destiny will be our own.”
 
   Freyja looked at Wodan’s face as he settled into silence. It was strange to her that Wodan was able to take advantage of the tribal laws of the dogmen just so he could rule over them and deal with the stress that came from that, but not use those same tribal laws to force himself on either her or Nilem. She had never met anyone like him before. She wasn’t sure exactly how she felt about him. There had been boys in Hargis that she was sure, at the time, that she loved. Boys she had been willing to die for, but unable to form complete sentences in their presence. She knew that she did not feel the same for Wodan. Still, there was something about him that she trusted, something that she…
 
   “It took a lot of guts,” he said, “to stick around, and not escape with the other slave brides. Don’t think I haven’t noticed that, Freyja. That’s why I need you around here. It’s nice having a few thousand dogmen willing to fight demons to the death in between arguments among themselves, but really, when it comes down to it… I just need a half dozen people with the guts to challenge the unknown.”
 
   Something like a bolt of lightning shot through Freyja, and she glanced at Nilem. Nilem had ceased busying herself with the soup and was glaring at Wodan with open, unconcealed hatred.
 
   I have to warn him about her, thought Freyja. I have to do it when she’s not around. He has no idea about her!
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Six
 
   A Light in the Valley
 
    
 
    
 
   The Khan and his horde entered the Black Valley.
 
                 The humans from Pontius had already seen trees. Many farmers raised stunted, skeletal little things that wilted during the season of heat and sprouted a few growths just before the dry season. Most farmers did not own their own trees, but sold them when they were still sprouts and hoped that the gamble wouldn’t become a debt if the tree didn’t survive. And within city walls, anyone who spent time near wealthier neighborhoods could see slender and delicate trees that threatened to fall over during a storm. But the valley was altogether different. No one could have prepared them for the sight, the smell, of a dank labyrinth full of fat trunks, thick canopies overhead that filtered harsh sunlight and allowed only tender slivers of brilliance. The ground was soft and held together by wet little growths and, if they dug into the earth with their hands, they could feel moist, rich, black earth full of quivering worms. Gone was the lonely whisper of the wasteland, windswept and very nearly sterile. Now strange cries came from all around, furry things dashed into secret holes, and colorful birds tore through the branches overhead. The people who came through the mountain passes often stopped and stood silent, overcome by the feeling that they walked on the holy ground of another world.
 
                 Khan Wodan stood on a tower of black rock among others like it, little islands in a sea of mist. Down below, a wide pool churned as it was fed by the river, which rushed into a cavern at the base of the mountains. Droplets beaded on the wolfskin cloak, and soon his hair hung in lank, dark ringlets about his face. He remembered, in what seemed like another lifetime, how he had rested among these very stones after saving an old man’s life. It was hard to believe that he had finally returned… and of his own free will.
 
   A team of laborers gathered on the stones below, laughing and shaking hands and passing around cigars. One of them saw the Khan standing above. He saluted with two fingers, and Wodan smiled and nodded back.
 
   “Sir!” cried another laborer. “This place is amazing! That storyteller with us, he’s saying this place is the Garden of Den! These trees, I don’t see how there can be so many of them!”
 
   “It’s a sight, isn’t it?” said Wodan. “Once you boys are rested, let’s get to chopping them down. Don’t be shy about it. These trees go on for miles and miles!”
 
   As the laborers whooped loudly, Wodan heard a commotion near the cavern. He leaped from the stone, down several giant steps, then fell through mist and splashed into the cold, rushing shallows. Halos of light bobbed within the dark cavern, then small boats emerged bearing men in lean black armor. Each boat was a two-man team, with one paddling madly while the second held a torch and rifle. They wore no helms, and their hair was drenched.
 
   “Reavers!” said Wodan, waving.
 
   “Khan!” cried one.
 
   “Any devils?”
 
   “Sir, the cavern is clear!” The boats drifted idly around the Khan in the slowly swirling pool. “Looks like the way to Pontius is open. Any lumber we throw in will find its way there.” The lead Reaver paused, then added, “Sir, it’s exceedingly creepy in there. We won’t have to worry about any gangsters from the city paddling upstream to attack us.”
 
   “No one in Pontius is strong enough to do that,” said Wodan. “Besides, when they see all that lumber coming toward them, they’ll be so blinded by dollar signs that they’ll go to war against anyone who gets in our way.”
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   Forty Years Ago
 
    
 
   “You see?” said Didi.
 
   Childriss glossed over the document, then sat back and laid his eyes on the row of dead rabbits, each in its own plastic bag, mouths open in dark slits, front feet jutting forward as if suspended in mid-leap.
 
   “We knew it was a long shot,” said Childriss, his voice dull. “Brute optimism, nothing more.”
 
   “The gene editing tool that your team made can only work on one cell at a time. When the cells are reintroduced into the host body, the body tries to correct the changed cells. They are attacked like a cancer.”
 
   “We’re working to improve the method. As it is now, mistakes can be made even during the editing process. You’re not even reintroducing uniformly-modified cells. Can you believe that, Didi? That a machine can make mistakes?”
 
   Didi laughed strangely.
 
   Childriss glared at the other scientists in the room and wondered if they were listening. He knew that this had become a habit; an atmosphere of apprehension had crept into the DoS. Childriss no longer felt comfortable discussing theories with Didi without first making sure that they were alone. He rubbed his temples, then his eyes. He knew what it was that the others feared.
 
   To think that the tangled web of life’s blueprint can actually be changed, thought Childriss. The implications are too great for most to handle.
 
   “Let’s take an hour off,” said Childriss. “Come to my place with me.”
 
   Didi nodded quickly. No one objected to his leave-taking. Didi was now a junior scientist, admired by his peers for the quality of his work, for the long hours that he spent at the lab, for the elite company that he kept, and also for his strange ability to control Childriss’s violent temper. The map of the human genome was complete and sat in its catalogue beside the blueprints of other animals. Childriss had found a team docile enough for him to be able to work with, and he had spearheaded the development of the gene editing machine. Technically, the machine was a masterpiece of micromachinery, a seemingly impossible development after a long road of failures. It was not received with applause. Even the very scientists who had devoted their utmost to the machine’s creation seemed to take a step back from the thing.
 
   Childriss’s apartment was a cramped hovel filled with stacks of books near empty shelves. Every grimy dish he owned was in circulation near chairs or his bed. He had never apologized for the filth to Didi, but any time Didi visited, Childriss would quickly shut the blinds and place a thin, brown scarf over a lamp near his desk.
 
   “So,” said Didi, “if we’re going to test a genetic change within a living specimen, we’re going to have to start from the very beginning of its life.”
 
   Childriss laughed and shook his head. “That’s the heart of the thing, then, isn’t it? The thing we’re not supposed to speak of, or even think.”
 
   “Is it?”
 
   “Come, Didi, don’t tell me you haven’t felt it. The guilty looks, the clinging remnant of a hands-off morality, the feeling that we played around with something taboo and got it properly classified - but conscience forbid we ever dive inside!”
 
   “I’ve felt it. I just hadn’t considered it.”
 
   “Well I have, and I’m sick of it. Only my psychological stranglehold on my team provided the impetus to complete the gene editor. Those fools literally sighed with relief when your team proved that a developed organism could not be changed from the inside-out. The head of my team penned off a neat little report that implied – but never said anything outright, mind you - that we tried our best and that the task proved impossible.”
 
   “But, Childriss, we already suspected the limitations of the editor.”
 
   “Ye-e-e-es... yes, we did. We knew this was only the beginning, not the end. Far from it. But if we’re going to continue modifying the gene editor, and eventually use it to create a modified organism, we’re going to have to do it outside of Haven. Outside of this stifling air.”
 
   Didi sat in the darkness for a long time and fidgeted slowly. Childriss knew this habit. His friend was working through a train of thought, most likely shaping it properly for the listener’s benefit.
 
   “Childriss, would you be willing to step outside of Haven?”
 
   “In an official mode?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Of course. I’ve always wanted to, since I was an adolescent. But, you see, I’m not so sure that we can.”
 
   “Because of decreased resistance to diseases in the wasteland?”
 
   “No, not that. It’s this theory of mine.” Childriss paused, smiled sharply, then said, “I suspect that there is no such thing as the wasteland. I suspect that Haven is the experimental grounds for a more advanced civilization. Either that, or its dumping grounds. Some civilization, I think, gathered up all its weakest, silliest, most trifling members together and, unwilling to incinerate them out of morbid curiosity, put them here to study the result.”
 
   “Childriss, please...”
 
   “And even gave us examples of their own heroes - our Founding Fathers - to see if their example would have any effect on us. And gave us the mythos of the flesh demons to see if we would ever brave the crossing back into the true world, the Overworld.”
 
   “That’s ludicrous, my friend.”
 
   Childriss laughed, then said, “Perhaps it is. Though I admit that I would be surprised if anyone allowed us to leave, even in the name of science.”
 
   “Back to what I was saying-”
 
   “Also, there is the matter of our supposedly advanced technology - quite capable of conquering the world, I should think, but instead we hide behind-”
 
   “Which brings us back to my proposal.”
 
   “Right. Of leaving Haven.”
 
   “In an official capacity. We want to continue on as geneticists, do we not? Rather than librarians and record keepers?”
 
   Childriss nodded coldly.
 
   “Are you at all interested in the demonic genome?”
 
   “Gods, yes,” said Childriss.
 
   “Then let us try to hunt for it, friend.”
 
   Childriss got up quickly and paced the cramped room in such a tight circle that it seemed he could only turn about on a single point. “To study the four-letter name of the gods of the world,” he spat out, grinding his teeth. He stopped suddenly. “How did you get the idea for this?”
 
   Taken aback, Didi rubbed his chin, then leaned away. “I’ll tell you,” said Didi. “I knew that you would want to build a new kind of organism, from the ground up, just as I do. I am not completely immune to the apprehension of taboo; I knew it would be a dangerous venture. So, I began to wonder... if, perhaps, the Ancients had done the very same thing.”
 
   Childriss stared down at Didi, then said, “You think the demons are such creatures? Unnatural? And... made by man? Hah! And you said my theory was crazy.” Childriss scratched at an ear as if to tear the thing off, then said, “Ah, but it is not completely implausible.”
 
   “In any case, they would be worth studying.”
 
   “I’ll talk to anyone strong enough to listen. Not many will. But if we pull this off, Didi, if we even set foot in the wasteland and run back home and in tears... we’ll still gain more influence than even we would know what to do with.”
 
   “I’m sure one of us will find proper use for such influence.”
 
   “I might even give the idea to someone else - a climber with some influence. Let them take the fall if things go bad.”
 
   “You... well...”
 
   “Oh, yes, Didi. Don’t look so confused. Just going there will make us heroes. But we’ll need someone ready to take a fall if the venture proves disastrous.”
 
   “I... see,” said Didi, shaking his head slightly. He paused a moment, then said, “I will go back to work.”
 
   “Yes, yes,” said Childriss, waving behind his back distractedly. He heard the creaking brace, the door opening and shutting, then stillness.
 
   He pondered Didi’s naiveté. He had so much ability, such a mixture of intellect, creativity, and endurance. But what social retardation. Childriss wondered if Didi had ever truly left the dark little room in which he had spent all of his first twenty years. That was his portrait of Didi, and he very nearly had it all organized and filed away - except that something tickled in the back of his mind.
 
   Didi was fully prepared to break taboo and create life in his own image, and this venture with the demons fit his profile for bravery and hubris. Still, something did not quite fit.
 
   This business about the demons... it only fit Didi’s “profile”. It did not fit anything else. Didi had never spoken of the flesh demons before today. He had mentioned creating a new life form outside of Haven; perhaps he assumed that studying the demonic genome would create further interest in the science of genetics, and would keep it alive.
 
   Those were all things that Didi had mentioned. But it was what Didi had not mentioned that now struck Childriss.
 
   Didi, you clever bastard! Childriss thought.
 
   He went to his telephone and called Didi’s work room at the DoS. An assistant picked up; by the time Childriss had the proper invective ready to go, the whelp disappeared and put Didi on the line.
 
   “Yes?” came the croak.
 
   “Didi. May I see the model for the creature you already have worked up?”
 
   Didi paused only for a moment, then said, “It is only a rough sketch so far.”
 
   “Is it demonic in form?”
 
   “I should hope not.”
 
   That’s the only reason Didi should have had for keeping it from me, thought Childriss. That means he’s learning the instinct for cleverness in dealing with others. One never reveals one’s whole self within a bureaucracy. My protégé is learning the socially adaptive function of covering his ass.
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   The Khan ordered that a fort be made.
 
   As the horde spread from the mountains into the densely-wooded valley, men passed out axes, shovels, heavy knives - anything that could fell or uproot or hack away. Dozens of loosely-formed bands whacked away at the sacred trunks and, theoretically, made more money with each swing than a week spent in gray Pontius. None were sure which way the massive trees would fall, though a few shouted out official-sounding rules of lumber physics. As the trees fell all around, men ran about to save their lives, swearing and cursing, falling and tripping over axes, and it was a wonder that none of them were brained by the falling trees or pinned underneath, crushed by wealth.
 
   Arguments spread - who was doing more work, who was slacking? - and so Khan Wodan appointed “managers,” men who kept a tally of work done by whom. Word of his wisdom spread, but mostly the thing was a farce, an artifice of order agreed upon by men swarming in a whirlpool of chaos and destruction. Wodan was fully aware of this. In theory, the men would be paid later, later, always later, when some “real order” was carved out of the wild green world.
 
   Wodan was surrounded by bickering managers when a Reaver ran up to him and said, “Sir, Yarek has found a place.” Wodan understood the signal, waved away the managers, and ran with the Reaver. They came to a rocky place not far from the river, a forested area where two great arms of black stone extended on either side. Deep between the arms of stone, the foothills of a mountain rose up in sharp ledges.
 
   Wodan spotted Yarek atop the rocky ledges, stripped to the waist and swinging a massive flaming branch as a signal to the Khan.
 
   “Yarek!” screamed Wodan.
 
   “Khan!” echoed Yarek’s voice. “This is the place!”
 
   “Is this the place!?”
 
   “This is the place, Khan!”
 
   Wodan turned to a gaggle of laborers fresh from the passes, peering through the green darkness with wide eyes. “We make our fort here,” said the Khan. “Let’s tear these trees down, gentlemen.”
 
   Confused, one man said, “But how we gonna keep track of...”
 
   Wodan cut the man off, saw another man who breathed with his mouth closed, then appointed him with the position of manager.
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   Teams of dogmen carried long, stripped trunks through the sunlit clearing, barking rhythmically as they went, and tossed them onto one of many great piles and leaped away when, invariably, the whole mass came tumbling down. Wodan sat with his draftsmen and pored over blueprints chalked out on strips of raw wood.
 
   “The walls surrounding the fort – they can’t be straight like this,” said Wodan. “I like the spikes on top, that’s good, but if I ran at this thing as hard as I could, I could knock it over. There are some demons in this world built like bulls, gentlemen, and all your old ideas of conservation and economy don’t apply in the valley. We could cut for years without replanting and still not run out of wood, plus we’re going to need land cleared for farmland anyway. You’ve got to design the walls out of shorter, intersecting parts. That’ll give our archers more space to stand on, too. Make a few parts jutting out, see, like the points of a star. And remember, we’ve got to fit a lot of people in here!”
 
   The draftsmen nodded and returned to their work on the grassy floor, arguing quietly with one another.
 
   Wodan rose and saw the dogmen piling dead trees ridiculously high and leaping away as they fell. He smiled, caught the eye of a shaggy fighter, and shouted, “Go ahead and throw some wood into the river. We’ll give the people of Pontius some work to do, and hopefully they’ll fly some booze over the mountains to us.” A team of dogmen smacked fists to chests and returned to work.
 
   Wodan was on fire with electricity. Just as he cast off the wolfskin cloak, a dogman pup ran up and tugged on his arm.
 
   “Yeah?” said Wodan.
 
   “Great Khan, the black armors - they find something for you.”
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   Professor Childriss slammed a fist into the door to Didi’s apartment, then kicked, then leaned against the doorframe to balance himself for a few more kicks. When the lock slid and the door opened a tiny crack, Childriss rushed forward and pushed his friend out of the way.
 
   “Childriss!”
 
   “Where is it?!”
 
   “What is the meaning of-”
 
   “Where the hell is it, YOU?!”
 
   “Calm down! William, calm down!”
 
   “UrhaaAAAAAA!!!”
 
   The realization that Didi could keep a secret from him had made some sense, at the time, only because Childriss had been taken unawares. He’d remained distant from his friend all afternoon at the DoS and, given the time to mull over the matter, his emotions had caught up with the understanding that his friend had, in a way, betrayed him. Not deceived him, not outright - but certainly kept a truth concealed. Now he realized that there was an entire shadow-Didi within Didi, and so Childriss made an unconscious decision that he would not stop until he himself was dead or had ripped Didi’s home apart to learn the extent of the thing.
 
   Didi creaked and hobbled about Childriss. “I told you that I would show you the rough blueprint! Now, why carry on in this manner?”
 
   “Blueprint?” shrieked Childriss, kicking open closet doors. “Blueprints?! Blue-priaaaaaants!?”
 
   “Yes - look - over here,” said Didi, opening up a program on his computer.
 
   Childriss yanked on the handle of a locked door.
 
   “See?” said Didi. “Right over here! Over here!”
 
   Childriss dove forward and the door flew from its hinges, spilling him into a darkened room. He was on his feet again before the door touched the floor.
 
   Childriss stomped up to a large box covered by a black sheet.
 
   A shadow pierced the dark room as Didi stood in the hallway.
 
   Childriss whipped the black sheet away. A huddled form sat within a cage.
 
   “I knew it,” said Childriss.
 
   “Pick it up, if you like,” said Didi.
 
   Childriss opened the small door, reached inside, wondered if the thing was poisonous, then grasped and pulled the thing near his face. It was a rabbit, of sorts. A creature with a rabbit as its template.
 
   “As far as we know,” said Didi, “that is the first new species ever created by man.”
 
   In heavy silence, Childriss glared at the thing. It was covered in purple fur, and had blue down on its belly. It had six ears trailing down its head to the back of its neck. Its teeth were like a dog’s, flat with long canines near the front. Its legs were extremely long, with fat paws tinged with scarlet-violet fur. It held its eyes clamped shut and Childriss forced one open, revealing a milky-turquoise iris with a slitted pupil. The thing cringed and forced its eye shut again.
 
   “I made it sensitive to light,” Didi said quietly, “so that it would never try to escape from this room.”
 
   “Congratulations,” Childriss sneered.
 
   “You should be glad that this is possible.”
 
   “It’s a freak.”
 
   “It’s an experiment.”
 
   “You took a bunch of random genetic samples and looped them and remixed them and made something hideous.”
 
   “First attempts are just that. Patience, friend.”
 
   “Friend?” Childriss threw the thing back in its cage and cringed at its sing-song chirp of alarm. He stomped out of the room, tears already burning on his face. Didi hurried to adjust the thing’s blanket so that it would not be uncomfortable.
 
   By the time Didi returned, Childriss was a blubbering mess.
 
   “Childriss, your gene-editing machine made this possible. I started with a few cells, a zygote. I was able to change them, then I let them incubate within the natural mother.”
 
   “Didi... don’t understand...” said Childriss, sobbing fiercely as he ground his teeth. “Kept secrets... supposed to be... our work... alone, did it... betrayed...”
 
   “Come now. Let’s not look at it like that.”
 
   “No different... from anyone else...”
 
   Childriss flopped down onto Didi’s couch. Didi sat down by his computer and watched as Childriss let loose a great sigh, his face red and worn, and seemed to pass out. Didi turned away and went back to his work on the computer.
 
   Didi lost track of time as the sun slid down and cast the room into true darkness. Didi heard a chair creaking behind him, then felt eyes stabbing him. He continued working.
 
   Suddenly Childriss jabbed his finger onto the blueprint on the monitor. “How do you know that this process will inhibit buildup of lactic acid, when you’ve already got this adrenal signal over here that’s increasing blood flow to and from the muscle tissue during peaks in cardiac activity? It could be redundant, at best.”
 
   Didi looked, felt the little needles of disappointment, and said, “I... don’t.”
 
   Childriss nodded quickly, then looked away.
 
   “I was thinking,” said Didi, “of making a program that I could upload a genetic blueprint into, and the program would let the virtual organism “grow” so that we could test an outcome before creating it.”
 
   “It would not work,” said Childriss.
 
   “It would be difficult, but I could do it.”
 
   “No. Don’t you see? It’s a program of a program. Any time a bug came up, you wouldn’t know whether the problem was in the genes or the computer program.”
 
   “I... ah, Childriss, you’re right.”
 
   “Let me see your notes. I want to take a look at problems you encountered while making the... while conducting the experiment.”
 
   Didi rolled away and took his time in finding his notes, for he wanted to hide a slight smile from his friend.
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   Wodan jogged through the clearing behind the messenger dog. He saw a group of Hargis fighters sitting in the grass, whittling longbows and dark-wooded arrows as Zach tested the gut-strings of a new bow. Chris sat smoking with a circle of arrows sticking in the ground around him. Freyja sat near them, whittling with a heavy knife in one hand.
 
   “What’s that?” said Wodan, slowing as he jogged by.
 
   “It’s a bow!” she shouted, smiling. “We have to use real animal guts!”
 
   There was indeed a pile of dry, pinkish-black stuff before her. “Make me one, okay?”
 
   “Okay!”
 
   “And name it for me!”
 
   She glanced at him sideways, then said, “Why would you name a bow?”
 
   “Something tough. Like Heart-Piercer, or something like that. Okay?”
 
   “Well, okay!”
 
   Wodan waved goodbye, then he and the messenger crashed into the woods and followed a winding route through the darkness. They came upon two lines of hard-faced Reavers bearing a white body on their shoulders. One of them nodded to Wodan and they tossed the thing onto the ground before him.
 
   Wodan had sent out other teams like this one: Reavers, a few fighters of Hargis, mercenaries from Pontius, and dogmen too wild to help in the deforestation. Wodan knew that they desperately needed information if they were going to survive, since the land they had claimed for themselves still belonged to others.
 
   Wodan crouched over the body. It was bulky and humanoid in shape, and it reeked of death. Dead gray veins peeked through pale flesh, which was scabbed-over in many areas. The hands were broad, the skin rough and gray, the fingers crowned with thick, filthy claws. Most of the head had been blown off, and was already empty and dry, but what was left of the face was hideous: Eyeballs crammed in unevenly, cheekbones jutting outward, a mouth full of rotting black gums and cigarette-butt teeth crowding one another between large gaps.
 
   “Sir,” said a Reaver. “Is this one of the ghouls you warned us about?”
 
   “Yes. It’s big, though, bigger than any I ever saw. This must be one of their leaders.”
 
   The Reaver looked at another, then one said, “Actually, we came up on a group of about five of ’em, and they were all this size.”
 
   “This big?”
 
   The Reavers nodded.
 
   Wodan thought back to his exile, long ago. The creatures had tried to trap him and his friends when they were running to the mines in the north. There were hundreds, maybe even thousands of them - all tiny and howling and doing everything they could to stop them. Only a few, the leaders, were near this size. Wodan reasoned that if they had more of their kind this size, then surely they would have sent them against his small group.
 
   “The ghouls must be growing,” said Wodan.
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   There was a theoretical land where there was a smooth, purple hill made of something like soft rubber. It was a nice place to sit, and if he looked around he saw other such purple hills on the horizon, though they came about only a moment after he thought to look, and he was almost sure that they erased themselves after he looked away. The sky was a white afterthought, but if he looked hard enough, it was tinged with yellow. More details would fill in if he thought to look long enough, but he did not bother because there was a tiny pool of water near his feet that drew his attention.
 
   He saw curly red hair and a soft face staring back at him.
 
   “I... am... Saul... Hargis...” he said to himself. “I... am... from... Haven...”
 
   He practiced the thought. It held. “The year is... the year is... the year was, at some point...” but this thought would not hold. Either he had spent thousands and thousands of years in various torture chambers (cold steel, faceless men with sticks, scalpels, a greasy flickering light bulb swinging near the ceiling), or he and the entire world had been born only moments before.
 
   “I am Saul Hargis. It is okay for me to think this. I won’t be hurt for remembering this.”
 
   Saul felt a presence nearby. He slowly turned and saw a person, but its features were smudged, in constant lazy flux - except for the eyes, which were hollow and black. Saul realized that the being was blind, and so he held its hand, and it sighed with relief.
 
   The being turned to him and said, “You are Saul Hargis. It is okay for you to think this. You won’t be hurt for remembering.”
 
   “It’s not okay to think anything!”
 
   “That’s just the nausea. It’ll pass. Try to remain calm.”
 
   “Everything hurts!”
 
   “Your old home, that place you came from. I... we... underestimated it,” said the blind thing. “My name is Zamael, and I’m going to make sure that the torture is over for you. In the land where I come from, you can’t get anything done without whips and screams. Identities can’t even be formed, much less controlled, without a torture chamber to live in and to hate.”
 
   “Ah!” said Saul. “Torture!” The word meant far more to him than to most others. There was nothing hypothetical or abstract about it. He knew what the hours were like, strapped into those chairs, what it was like to see the sticks lifted high by mindless things, to see them hovering over him, and to feel the drawn-out dread before the impact. Time ticking by, dread, now, now, now, and dreading the next moment even more...
 
   “It’s okay to rest,” said the blind thing with great black eyes. “It’s okay to know that you’re Saul Hargis and it’s okay and it’s safe to be close to me. My name is Zamael. All the pain is past. It’s past!”
 
   “Why! Why! Why! Why! Why! Why! Why!”
 
   “Because!” Zamael gripped his hand. “Because you grew up in a place that rewarded individual identity, and I see in you a unique chance to use your identity to keep mine solid, to keep it enduring. My name is Zamael! It is okay for me to think this! I won’t be hurt for remembering who I am from one moment to the next!”
 
   A voice from a harder world broke through, and said, “In the land of those who see only illusion, the blind man is king.”
 
   The flesh demon called Blindness, or Zamael, divided his awareness just enough so that Saul’s brain could enjoy lying on the purple hill, safe from torture, and concentrated the rest on what was going on around him. The succubus demon Bilatzailea stood nearby; it was she who had spoken, and he used her eyes to see his surroundings. They were in the lair of pink crystals, shining dull and red at dusk, neon arteries visible in the clotted ice. Blindness even saw one of his own black tentacles shifting about absentmindedly. Mercifully, the succubus turned her face to spare him the sight of himself.
 
   Bilatzailea stared into a thick shard of living rock so that Blindness could see her reflection through her own eyes, as if looking at her conversationally. Her hair was lank and black, and her skin was very pale. She had a wide mouth with jagged, fat lips, and her naked breasts were peaked with scar tissue in imitation of nipples. Between the curve of her thighs and hips, below the navel, a mound of curling black hair covered the empty storage receptacle that kept seed warm and fed so that it could be transported to the world below the surface. Her form was a part of her function. Only a human male whose mind was deluded with sexual hormones could mistake her for a woman, or even for a female of any sort.
 
   Bilatzailea was worn out from a recent journey into the mountains, to accept sacrifices and ensure that all was in order. She could see that Blindness was being pulled in multiple directions, so she closed several channels and spoke aloud. “You seem to have complete control over the ghouls now.”
 
   Blindness sent several images. She saw his constant tweaking, survey, and manipulation of the minds of the ghouls, jumping from here to there to elsewhere. She saw the latest generation, thousands of them like slates wiped clean. Throughout the land, white heads with black eyes looked to Blindness, to Zamael, for direction. When there was no direction, most simply sat and waited, empty of want or care.
 
   “But that presents another dilemma,” said Bilatzailea. “You define yourself through those you control. How can a host of empty automatons support your identity…?”
 
   Another channel clicked open. You saw what I was doing just now, said Blindness.
 
   Bilatzailea nodded at her own reflection. “The brain of that special boy. You’re going to allow it to sit and remember its own identity so that you can refer back to it and remember your own. You even introduced yourself to him by your old name: Zamael.”
 
   Bilatzailea saw an image of Blindness startled, crouching as if in expectation of a blow. Just as the image was suppressed, she saw an old likeness of him: His body full of thousands of brains, each perfectly linked to one another. She saw the terrible civil war that had occurred long ago in the world below; claws and teeth rending in tight, dark tunnels, blood running between feet fighting for purchase as bodies locked against one another, pushing desperately, stabbing, howling. Mothers turned against mothers, children against cousins. Bilatzailea saw Zamael surrounded by others worshipping him, calling him a god. Then she saw Zamael beaten down by one far greater than himself. The great She Is cut him down, forced him to vomit out the thousand linked brains, then cut out his eyes and spared his life. Blindness was Bilatzailea’s nephew; he alone was not a child of the Grand Mother.
 
   Blindness suppressed the memory with an embarrassing amount of effort, then added, If I was going to be punished for using that old name, the punishment would have already come.
 
   “No matter.” Bilatzailea turned away from the mirror and walked among the crystal spires. She could feel Blindness moving away, not wanting to be seen. She drew near the thing she had caught glimpses of through the channels, but wanted to see in person.
 
   “Wonderful!” she said, gazing upward. “So few can do this!”
 
   Far above, in a strip of sky between several crystal spires, she saw several large boulders hanging in the sky, each spinning on an invisible axis.
 
   She wondered how the thing was done, and instantly memories flooded into her through newly opened channels. She saw Blindness take in a human brain, years ago. It tasted strange, and he immediately spat it out. The organ was run through with tiny crystals. No such brains existed when Blindness was young and fat with brain matter. But as he studied the brain of Saul, ingested over a year ago, he learned that Saul’s people had a name for the condition: Neural Carbon Accretion. It was thought to be an incurable disease, a mutation that killed its victims after it drove them to madness.
 
   But from scouts in Srila, Blindness learned that such crystal-growths in the brain were not a disease, but a rare gift. With exercise of the gift, the user could manipulate the subtle, powerful frequencies of the crystals and manipulate matter with thought alone – as if the rare crystal forms generated invisible fingers that could be controlled, and strengthened, through conscious thought. The invisible fingers were organs of raw, pure energy.
 
   Madness and death only result from disuse of the gift, said Blindness. If it is not used, the host is killed.
 
   Bilatzailea saw Blindness accepting a sacrifice in the mountains, saw him ingest a child’s brain that was run through with the crystals. Once he realized what he had, Blindness returned to the small, poor village and took the brains of the child’s entire family.
 
   Now I have not just a dozen tentacles of flesh, said Blindness, but a thousand of any size and shape I choose. I can harden the very air! With such a shield, I am physically immortal. No weapon can harm me. No one can touch me!
 
   “This will surely help against the invaders you’ve warned me about,” said Bilatzailea.
 
   Blindness shrank away from her open channels. He still feared the invaders. Even with an army of ghouls, their numbers equaled his own.
 
   “Don’t worry,” she said. She opened and sent the memory of how she had gone down into the earth so long ago with the seed of Serpens Rex, the great reptilian brute who was once a thorn in their side. Blindness saw the memory of her coming to a hot, humid cavern, how she gripped the wall and pushed, how little eaters crawled up to her and held her legs and probed at her space with open mouths and little flicking tongues.
 
   “You see?” she said. “We will soon have reinforcements.”
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   A purple glimmer hung over the mountaintops when night fell. Everyone sat in darkness, exhausted but still able to explain the day’s events when the last of the stragglers came down from the mountain pass.
 
   Khan Wodan came out of the forest and entered the massive clearing they had made. Physically he was fine, but his soul was worn out from speaking with and coordinating others all day long. He knew that they needed him. Even now, when most of the others were silent and still, Wodan could feel the eyes of the young warrior, Jago, watching him. Wodan tried to ignore the young pup to keep from embarrassing him, but it was almost as dark in the clearing as it was in the woods, so when he tripped over a small tree stump he smiled and winked at the young pup. Jago withdrew quickly.
 
   Naarwulf smelled his Khan and barked out to him. Wodan plopped down on a nearby stump and slapped him on his thick shoulders. Wodan noted Jago stalking about on the periphery, watching him sideways as he pretended to mingle with laborers lying in the grass.
 
   “Haven’t seen you all day,” said Wodan. “What’ve you been up to?”
 
   “When we first came,” said Naarwulf, “I found a team of dogs lazing about. I ran among them with a stick and forced them out on patrol. I followed them for a while to make sure they obeyed, but then, wouldn’t you know it, I ran into another bunch of pups napping. I whipped them and made them do the same. But when I followed them...”
 
   “You found another bunch sleeping...”
 
   Naarwulf nodded in frustration, then said, “I’ve been whipping dogs all day just to get a little effort out of them.”
 
   Wodan laughed loudly, then said, “That’s good. It shows they don’t fear this place!”
 
   When he laughed, Wodan felt as if he was making several people uncomfortable. There were many who sat in huddled groups in the darkness, and he wondered just what was the matter. Then he heard tripping, the clattering of some pans, and saw that Nilem was trying to prepare a cold meal.
 
   “You okay, Nil?” said Wodan.
 
   She snorted, then ignored him.
 
   “Come here for a minute, Nilem.”
 
   Wodan felt her stillness in the dark, and knew that others were watching. She did not come immediately and Naarwulf bristled beside him. Wodan waved Naarwulf to quietness. He heard grass rustling, then Nilem came forward and knelt before her Khan.
 
   Wodan knew that he had been neglecting her, and though he did not really like her very much, she had never done anything overtly disagreeable to him. He assumed that she still resented her enslavement. He had given her the chance to escape after the battle at Pontius, but she had not taken the chance, and so Wodan assumed that she must, in some way, want to be here. Wodan saw no use in stressing that point.
 
   “How have you been, Nilem?”
 
   “Fine,” she said.
 
   “Had a long day? Tired?”
 
   “Yes, tired.”
 
   “I saw some men drinking tea from cups that belong to you. Did you make it for them?”
 
   “Yes...” she said, trailing off, preparing for an accusation.
 
   “Thanks. I’m sure everyone here is very tired and probably scared, too. I can’t possibly see to everyone. I’m glad that you could help.”
 
   She leaned away from him. He was going to trick her, she knew, but was drawing it out, and so she prepared as if for a physical blow. She felt eyes burning into her.
 
   “Nilem, I’ve been thinking. While technically you are my wife, you and I both know that we’re not a very good match. You are very withdrawn... well, people have accused me of the same. Can’t have two quiet types staring at each other all day long, can we? Do you think that we should find you a man, Nil?”
 
   “I...” she stammered, then made an awkward sound. Her relationship with her Khan weighed on her fully, every day and every night, as an unspoken and unbroken chain of thoughts. The acid that churned in her heart was hers, and hers alone, and to have it drawn out in the open like this felt like a sort of rape. It was like having her soul dragged out of her body for everyone to see, for everyone to discuss and pass judgment on. She felt completely without control. It was agony, intolerable agony. She realized that she should not have put it past her Khan to do something like this to her. The former Khan’s rape was more tolerable than this! At least that had been done in private, with only the bitch Freyja to see. Did the new Khan really enjoy this sort of spectacle?
 
   “We won’t worry about it now,” said Wodan. “It’s just something to consider. Just remember, this land of ours is a land of freedom. We can do what we want here, within limits. We’ll come up with a solution, Nilem.”
 
   Wodan turned away from her then and Nilem rose up slowly, awkwardly, feeling out the bruise on her soul. She was amazed that he actually believed he could toy with her like that. He believed he could make a spectacle of his strength whenever he wanted – he was in control. He could use her in front of others, then toss her aside when he was done. In a cold fury she turned to Jago, nodded, and stalked away.
 
   Jago crept up to his Khan. He was terrified. He had not liked Nilem’s plan from the start. She had made him promise that he would follow through with any request, or else she would tell the Khan what it was that he did with her. He had thought she was going to tell him to kill Wodan, and he had bravely said that he would do so. But then, after he’d done what he wanted with her, the plan she had revealed to him had been terrible - because it involved actually speaking to the great Khan.
 
   “Khan...” Jago whispered, his voice hoarse.
 
   Wodan turned to him slowly, and seemed to look through him. Wodan felt sorry for him. The wiry-haired pup was obviously very shy. Wodan nodded. He knew that Naarwulf was annoyed that such a dog would approach the Khan.
 
   “Khan... may we...” Jago cleared his throat loudly and many eyes fell on him. Nilem had told him to speak loudly. His heart blasted against his ribs. “Khan... may we make a fire?”
 
   As soon as they had drawn away from Pontius and were in the wasteland, none had even dreamed of making a fire. The risk of attracting flesh demons was simply too great, no matter how cold it got at night. In the freezing mountain passes, a few people had built fires to warm up stew or cook meat – but only when they had sufficient cover, and they always put the fires out as soon as the food was cooked.
 
   But here, in this strange green world, the night was far less cold than in the arid waste. Here, of all places, they could endure without a fire. It would be easy, and sensible, for the Khan to deny the request. The people could cower in the dark and eat cold bread while staring at the darkness…
 
   And they would know that they were not the masters of this land. Perhaps a few of them capable of greater thought would realize that their Khan was not truly master of any of them. Nilem smiled in the dark, running the thought over and over in her mind. There was simply no way out. 
 
   Only a minute ago, thought Nilem, he thought he was a god. But now he, and others, will see that he’s only a small, weak, pathetic little…
 
   “Why, of course!” said Wodan. “You don’t need me to tell you that, do you, boy?”
 
   There was dreadful silence in the clearing.
 
   “I just assumed that some others were getting around to it,” said Wodan, laughing. “Yes, yes, built up a fire! The biggest this valley’s ever seen!”
 
   “Are y-you, I mean, well,” said Jago, looking at Nilem with quick glances. “I mean, danger, and all, and demons, and-”
 
   “This place is our home now,” said Wodan. “And you can’t have a home without a warm fire to sit around, now, can you?”
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Seven
 
   The Room Without Rabbits
 
    
 
    
 
   Virgil didn’t come with us because he’s stubborn, Wodan thought. He’s staked his claim in Pontius, and he won’t leave no matter what. But Miss Oliver’s different. She instantly saw through my leadership of the dogmen.
 
                 She knew it was a sham.
 
                 Wodan sat under a tree heavy with rain trickling down from a dark, early morning sky. He could see men and dogmen gathered around breakfast fires, yawning and making jokes. He could hear experienced metal workers gathering equipment and loading pack animals in preparation for the two-day journey to the mines in the north.
 
                 The clans had not sent anyone to challenge Wodan since they had come out of the wasteland. Wodan kept the dogmen busy with patrols. The warriors seemed happy enough hunting game and attacking the larger strain of ghoul that inhabited the woods, but he knew that it was becoming routine. Days had passed gathering wood and constructing the fort, but the flesh demons that he knew were out there, somewhere, had not yet attacked. It was inevitable that the dogs would turn on him soon; boredom and the hunger for drama would not let them do otherwise.
 
                 Wodan would have preferred to wait until the fort and its walls were complete, and their home base was secure, before branching out and attempting to secure the long-abandoned mines. He would have to trust that loyal Naarwulf could handle the routine of building the fort, protecting the humans, and dispensing justice until his return.
 
                 Wodan heard someone clear their throat, then saw Yarek standing nearby. Hard, yellow eyes stared back at him through the morning gloom.
 
                 “Magog’s as ready as they’ll ever be,” said Yarek.
 
                 Of the twelve tribes of dogmen that left Hargis, only six survived the desert crossing and the battle against Pontius. Wodan had decided that the entire tribe of Magog would accompany them into the north. Naarwulf had explained to him, at length, about the natures of the various tribes; Wodan chose Magog at random because he could see little difference between the tribal aggregates of clans.
 
                 “Are the women ready?” said Wodan.
 
                 “No. I don’t know what they’re doing. They could hold us up and make this a three-day journey if-”
 
                 “Get the dogmen moving, then,” said Wodan, rising. “Get scouts in front and on either side. Try not to use any bullets, if you can help it. I’ll find the women.”
 
                 Yarek nodded and disappeared into the mist.
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   The Khan and his people and a host of Magogs marched through the forest, stripping trees of fruit as they went. Scouts left and returned, scratching marks in trees and reporting little. The two slave brides rode on a palanquin carried by six sturdy dogmen. Freyja whittled on her latest bow, a long bow of red wood intended for Wodan, and that she claimed would be her magnum opus. Wodan still carried no weapons and said that he would wait until her gift was complete. Nilem stayed busy brushing wood shavings off the palanquin as she scowled at Freyja and her untidy work area.
 
   At midday, a band of dogmen scouts ran among them, whooping and thumping their chests. They tossed a white ball back and forth. When a tall dog held it high overhead to keep it from another, Wodan could see that it had dead, black eye sockets sunk into mottled gray flesh.
 
                 “You, scout!” said Wodan. “Where did that head come from?”
 
   “Khan,” said the scout, bowing slightly. “Camp of ghouls, that way. We killed them all!”
 
   Yarek came up beside Wodan. “Looks like we missed the action,” he said. Wodan turned to nod and noticed Jarl leaning against the palanquin, his face pale and fish-like as he gulped down a torrent of vomit.
 
   “Scout, take us there,” said Wodan, tapping Yarek’s shoulder. Yarek signaled to a group of Reavers.
 
   “Wodan,” said Zach, striding up with a bow hanging at his side. “Do you want me to…?”
 
   “No, stay here. I want you and Freyja to keep everyone heading north!”
 
   Zach averted his eyes, but Freyja shouted, “Right!” as she lowered the red bow and stared ahead.
 
   Wodan, Yarek, and a few Reavers followed the team of dogmen, who beamed with pride and pointed out various landmarks that they could have used to their advantage if the battle against the ghouls had gone sour. The rumble of the tramping horde sunk behind them. Wodan smelled death ahead.
 
   They came to a clearing choked with flies. White limbs laid in a tangled mess of black sludge and shining intestines. Wodan and Yarek walked into the stinking swamp while the dogmen hung back, suddenly quiet, as if in awe of their own handiwork. Wodan prodded a muscular arm with his foot. Again, the ghouls were far larger than he remembered.
 
   “You can tell the blood’s fresh,” said Yarek, “but some of these limbs already look rotten. Smells like they’ve been dead for a week.”
 
   “They smell like this when they’re alive, too,” said Wodan. “They’re diseased. It’s some kind of necrosis. I don’t know how they’re getting bigger. They seemed to be in awful shape when I saw them over a year ago.”
 
   Yarek pointed to another corpse. Wodan stared, then finally distinguished it from the others. The corpse was that of a deer, its torso hollowed out, one leg pointing upward stiffly.
 
   “What of it?” said Wodan.
 
   “They eat meat,” said Yarek, “but there’s no evidence of fire.”
 
   “... You’re right.”
 
   Wodan found a stack of tree limbs near a fallen trunk that was obviously used for a seat. He lifted the branches away and found several thin strips of bark, pale on one side, with designs traced in red clay and some kind of sap.
 
   “Look at this,” said Wodan.
 
   Yarek knelt beside him. The things were pictures. They saw images of humanoids, crooked stick figures with spears and frowns. Another image showed some large animal, a thing they hunted. Then another picture similar to the first. Yet another image showed what might be an angry-looking tree with oppressive black branches.
 
   “Gods,” said Wodan. “I can’t believe it. They make art.”
 
   “Looks like something a serial killer would have made when he was a kid.”
 
   “What kind of artist would make something and then hide it from his brothers?” Wodan let the ugly things drop into the mud. “They make art, but not fire. They’ve got… fragments of a culture. They’re like shadows of what it is to be human.” Wodan thought for a while, then added, “My first time in the valley, the ghouls acted cowardly at first. But later they seemed possessed. They fought until dead, completely unmindful of their own safety.”
 
   “Possessed?” said Yarek. “I don’t know about that. Then again, I’ve not gotten any reports of any of them ever running from a fight, even if outnumbered.”
 
   “If something is controlling them, it probably doesn’t care about their artistic sensibilities. Only their ability to fight and kill.”
 
   Yarek nodded slightly. “Any commander in charge of idiots and gold-brickers would love to be able to turn his men into a bunch of streamlined robots. To just take all the personal nonsense and wipe it away. You know?”
 
   Wodan reached down and propped up one of the sad pictures. He was repulsed by Yarek’s statement. But when he looked over at their scouts and saw one swiftly put another in a headlock while the others leaped up and began cheering, he decided that he could not believe that Yarek was completely wrong.
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   Forty Years Ago
 
    
 
   Didi perched over his computer monitor, cutting and pasting and rewriting the virtual model of the blueprint of the new being. Childriss either paced about behind him, scratching his head and grinding his teeth, or leaned over his friend’s shoulder and pushed his head to the side so that he could make suggestions. They were utterly alone in their work, and not only because of the instability of their moral grounds; the light of the monitor revealed an unbroken stream of text, the four letters of guanine, cytosine, thiamine, and adenine, that spelled out life’s beginning, life’s changes, and life’s end, most of which was completely beyond the understanding of Haven’s scientific elite. As Didi scanned through various sections of the code, a barrage of his own notes flashed on either side of the screen.
 
   The hypothetical being was monstrously complex. No section of the blueprint could be neatly separated, labeled, modified, and reinserted; too many sections were interconnected with too many other sections. Many sections appeared completely worthless, inactive remnants of previous manifestations of life; some could be safely removed, one less variable to worry about, but other snatches of seemingly worthless code, once removed, proved ruinous to the new life. Many stillborn post-rabbits attested to this.
 
   Still, they had been able to fill Didi’s dark chamber with a host of new post-rabbit species. Rabbits capable of breathing underwater, rabbits that survived on woods chips and paper rather than vegetable matter, even rabbits of incredible strength that could tear through their cages, and that could have escaped and driven other animals to extinction if their eyes were not painfully sensitive to light.
 
   Now the dark room was still, empty, absent of life. All of the new species had been gassed and incinerated.
 
   Didi and Childriss had moved on to other lifeforms.
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   They trudged through the deep, dark woods until they came to foothills bathed in light. One dogman tripped over a giant nest of insects and fell, cursing, as a thousand or more things like butterflies flew up in a rainbow cloud. The advance guard scanned cold black hills and shivering streams as the butterflies landed on their shoulders and the muzzles of their guns. The hissing echo of icy water drifted over the face of the black hills. They stared at the square caverns dug long ago by pioneers long since dead, the entrances covered in shadow. A few decrepit earth moving machines sat frozen and covered in rust.
 
   The dogs crouched low as they advanced, teeth grinding in feral anticipation. Wodan caught the eyes of pack leaders, pointed to openings within the stone passes, and the dogs loped ahead, splashing through streams and leaping from step to step. Tall Chris Kenny broke from the horde, climbed a tall rock that stood alone within a wide stream, and slowly assembled the great rifle of the Hargis kings. A few Reavers entered the largest entrance, guns held ready, dropping flares that sat spitting on the cold, wet earth.
 
   Wodan, Zach, and Yarek entered the largest hall of black stone. Behind them came a train of former Hargis soldiers equipped with bows to preserve their modern ammunition. Wodan dreaded the dark place. He had already been there once, had lost friends, had fought devils in a confrontation that seemed more like a nightmare than reality, and had spent hours trudging through darkness carrying the weight of someone far larger than himself. The light from the entrance faded behind them, and the light from their flares did not seem strong enough to illuminate the walls of the black tomb.
 
   “Keep all helm functions off,” Yarek whispered. “Save those batteries.” The Reavers nodded curtly.
 
   They found side passages that were dug by hand, cramped and supported by aging wooden beams. Some passages were jammed with carts filled with rocky debris, coal, or lumps of what could only be unprocessed iron. None were overturned or disturbed in any way.
 
   “Once the men were killed or chased off,” said Wodan, “the demons left it as it was. They’re beasts with no sense that any of this is worthwhile.”
 
   Zach looked into the dark emptiness hiding at the end of a long passage. “A demon’s body is his art,” he said.
 
   They explored the dark tunnels, weapons always held ready. Map makers followed behind while prospectors whispered to one another, pointing to exposed, glittering veins. While it was difficult to count time in the darkness, Wodan could tell that there were far more man-made tunnels than he had previously suspected. He knew it must mean that the humans who had come before them had spent a considerable amount of time in the valley. It meant, also, that the flesh demons had patiently bided their time before they attacked.
 
   We must be sure to never lower our guard, he thought. I’m counting on the fact that most of the demons are far away, gathering into armies like the one that attacked Hargis.
 
   Occasionally they heard noises in the distance, growling and strange footfalls – only to encounter other men or dogmen approaching from side passages. This happened more and more often until eventually the pioneers filled the dark tunnels. They began to relax. The wealth of the earth seemed to be theirs without a fight.
 
   Wodan and the others came to an unfinished tunnel. It branched off suddenly into a natural cavern. They slipped through the crack and studied the chamber. The air felt moist, even a little warm. Yarek pointed suddenly, stiffened, and Wodan saw the thing: A downward-sloping, circular tunnel. Zach threw his torch down the tunnel. The light bounced downward, then continued rolling, never finding rest. The long tunnel descended into darkness forever, and a creeping fear slid into Wodan’s gut.
 
   “There’s no carts, buckets, tools, lamps… nothing down there,” said Yarek. “That can only mean one thing.”
 
   Wodan stared into the darkness. He could not shake the thought that if their enemy came from such a darkness, from a place of endless night that could not be touched by anything human, then they could never hope to sustain any fire or light among themselves for any length of time.
 
   “We blow up this chamber,” said Wodan. “Run and fetch the explosives, however much we need. Seal this chamber up forever.”
 
   They had a meager supply of dynamite which could be used in the creation of new tunnels, but none argued against the sealing of the demonic entrance. Several men scurried away to bring the charges. The others remained still, and Wodan saw that their faces were frozen in primal fear. Wodan turned to Zach. His face alone carried some strange lust, a desire for exploration no matter the price. While they waited for the men to return, Wodan was tortured by the idea that his friend would ask if he could explore the tunnel before it was destroyed.
 
   A long time passed, then the others returned with boxes of dynamite.
 
   “Khan,” said one, “they’s some manner of disturbance by the entrance.”
 
   “You heard something?” said Wodan.
 
   “No, but I saw a lot of dogs runnin’ that way. I did hear one say somethin’ about a fight, or somethin’ like that.”
 
   Wodan ran before the man finished, and the others followed.
 
   An attack! thought Wodan. They’re here! The demons have made their move!
 
   Lights bounced frantically behind him. He could feel his body swelling under the wolfskin cloak, hungry for movement, for bloody resolution.
 
   The night outside was torn by the sound of berserker howling and the blasting of guns. All was chaos. Wodan skidded to a stop and saw white forms descending down the side of a black hill.
 
   Wodan immediately understood that the attackers – about two dozen large ghouls armed with spears – were no real threat. A dozen more already lay dead. A massive force of dogmen stood on the flatland below, or in packs on the hills, firing round after round, barely taking the time to aim. The ghouls were wide-eyed, possessed by some kind of battle-rage and completely unmindful of their own safety. One leaped from a high ledge, was blasted to pieces in midair, and splashed down in a great shower of intestines that steamed on the cold stone.
 
   “Stop firing!” Yarek shrieked. “Save your ammo!”
 
   One dog jerked backward and clutched at his head, victim of a ricocheted bullet, and his brothers caught him as he fell. One of his brothers pulled a heavy machinegun from its mounted position, swore vengeance, and poured hundreds of rounds into a handful of ghouls already stumbling from fatal wounds.
 
   Wodan knew that there was no way to stop the massacre, the waste of precious ammunition, while the dogs were frenzied. The last of the ghouls fell in a shower of black blood, most of them dead before they hit the ground. As the dogs cheered in victory, and even fired a few celebratory rounds into the air, Yarek stomped about in a screaming rage.
 
   Wodan felt eyes on him, then saw Chris Kenny smoking calmly on his lonely perch. “So this is what the end of the world looks like,” said Chris. “Just a bunch of morons screaming at each other.”
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   Khan Wodan walked through the forest late that night, the stars blotted out by light-eating branches. His trail was lit by a broken line of dogs holding torches aloft, and some whispered, “This way, Khan...” or “... Khan, it is over here,” and Wodan stared ahead, and knew full well what he would find: A dreary place that he had escaped long, long ago.
 
   A leaning hut stood in a clearing. It was surrounded by dogmen bearing torches, and one whispered that a witch hid inside and waited to strike dead the first man who entered. Wodan raised a hand to silence them.
 
   The door to the hut fit unevenly on its frame. Wodan grasped it at the top, tore it free, and laid it on the ground. He took a torch and entered.
 
   The hut was a horrible collection of greasy rags and bowls, dead foliage collected for forgotten purposes, and faded pictures tacked up like signposts leading to mediocre fantasies. In the center of the room laid a man’s skeleton, arms tucked neatly at the sides, with brittle skin draped over it and wisps of hair clinging to the empty skull. Wodan bent down, looked into the eye sockets, and saw two pale raisins staring out from a bed of dry jerky.
 
   It was the old man that Wodan and the other exiles had stayed the night with. It could be the cruel animal trainer that Miss Oliver had told him about, who had raised the mysterious black-and-white bears. Wodan studied the room and found a poster that advertised a brutal circus where a monstrous lizard boy could be seen fighting dogs and roosters. Money for spectacle, blood for entertainment. It was a wonder to him that so much suffering could have fit between four close walls. There was no sign of struggle. Ultimately, the man had been so pathetic that the demons never even bothered to kill him.
 
   Wodan left and saw that a Reaver had followed him. “Burn this place,” said Wodan. “Burn it to the ground.”
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   A ghoul crouched in the dank undergrowth, unmindful of a spider weaving a web from its face to the side of a tree. Hours passed as the creature sat in darkness. Eventually the ghoul heard heavy footfalls upturning fallen leaves, then stood so it could be seen. It watched with dull, empty eyes. Other ghouls stood and stared as well, acting as signposts for the troop of reinforcements marching in the night. They sometimes urinated on themselves but otherwise they were as still as stone.
 
   Reptilian flesh demons lurched through the forest in an uneven line. They were the sons of Serpens Rex, the lizard creature killed by Wodan. Five or six dozen marched past with heavy footfalls, each as powerful as his father, some taller, some stooped, others bulkier, a few bearing tufts of red feathers at their shoulders or neck, but all had dead, empty eyes, long rows of sharp, uneven teeth, and heavy hands covered in green scales as hard as steel. They would act as stormtroopers for Zamael’s army of ghouls, mindless, hateful automatons dedicated to destruction.
 
   Three of the flesh demons were different from the others. One was short and thin, with dull blue scales and bulbous green eyes that stuck out from its slender head. It was a stalker, and was capable of creeping through dry brush without a sound, and could stretch its throat and mimic the sounds of birds and insects.
 
   The second unique demon was just as strong as any reptilian stormtrooper, but it had no color of its own. When it walked in shadow, its scales turned dark, as black as coal. When it passed by a tree trunk lit by the moon, it quickly shifted into gray. When it passed by a cluster of open flowers drinking in the night mist, individual scales along its legs and waist turned purple and orange. The colors raced along its body, then it shifted into black once more. Its senses were not as keen as the blue stalker, but no senses were keen enough to catch this one if it did not want to be caught.
 
   The lizard who brought up the end of the line was a great monster two heads taller than any man. Its scales shone brilliant red in the moonlight. Its face was horrid and fierce, with piercing black eyes and a mouth so full of fangs that it could not be closed entirely. Ghastly black growths mimicked a mane or crown. A knobby tail helped it walk upright, and two massive hands hung low at its sides. It was a warrior, a destroyer capable of crushing bones and rending flesh.
 
   While the reptilian storm troopers marched ahead, the red demon stopped and stared at one of the ghouls, which it dwarfed. The demon picked up the muscular, diseased ghoul by its torso and held it aloft like a child. The tongue shivered in its bed of teeth and the black eyes stared as the demon tried to comprehend the nature of the thing. The ghoul was not of its blood, and the demon greatly desired to bite into the ghoul’s face, tear the mask free, and see what lay behind the face. The demon was young, but it had access to memories of hundreds of thousands of killings, perhaps millions. Opening the ghoul and letting the insides spill out was the only way to understand the other.
 
   And yet the invisible leash in its mind told it that it must not kill the ghoul. It made little sense; anything that was not of the demon’s blood should be attacked in a frenzy and rendered into nothing. The demon sniffed at the ghoul’s neck. The ghoul only stared, breathing slowly, watching with black eyes of its own.
 
   How could the ghoul be not of its blood, but still not an enemy?
 
   Finally, the demon released its grip and let the ghoul drop to the forest floor. The ghoul fell, stumbled, then resumed standing once more. The demon shook its head and continued on. He could not understand, but the leash that held him back was proof enough that this holy, ritualized war made for strange bedfellows.
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   Thirty-Nine Years Ago
 
    
 
   Months passed as Didi and Childriss worked in secret. Not only had they gone beyond the technical understanding of their peers, but they had ranged far, far beyond the ethical limitations of the common man. Anyone who found out about the room without rabbits could have placed the pair in a prison, if not an insane asylum. Many nights passed as Childriss lived on Didi’s couch while Didi sat over his computer. They never entered the DoS together; Childriss often took a longer route and incinerated their latest specimen before Didi arrived at his station. While their teammates complained about their duties, Didi and Childriss sleep-walked past them, easily achieving notoriety while the majority of their energy was focused on an unspeakable work.
 
   One night, Childriss drifted into the room without rabbits for a while, then returned to the room where Didi worked. Childriss stared at the row of chilled blood samples, all labeled with the name of the same man, a common laborer.
 
   “Aaron Heimdall,” said Childriss, reading the labels on the blood. “Named after an apprentice to a high priest. Named after a god who fathered the race of man.”
 
   Didi hummed, remembering some bits of mythology that Childriss had rambled on about.
 
   “It is only too bad that the cells themselves are old,” said Didi. “They are too advanced in their progress towards death. Anything made from them is old even when new.”
 
   “Yes, yes,” said Childriss, returning the sample. “Difficult to make life when entropy is knocking at the door.”
 
   “If only we could gain access to the archives of the Makers of Mothers...”
 
   “All in good time,” Childriss mused quietly. He laid back on the couch, then said, “Looks like we’re going into the wasteland.”
 
   “It’s official?” said Didi, stopping suddenly. He turned, but saw that Childriss was not checking his electronic mail.
 
   “Ah! Who cares what stage the official paperwork is in? It will happen. It is happening. I can feel it.”
 
   Didi smiled. “How did you do it?”
 
   “Oh, a word in an ear here... a screaming tirade there... you’d be surprised how easy it is to get things done.”
 
   Didi returned to his work. “Now if only you could get the engineers to construct a better gene editor, my friend.”
 
   Childriss pursed his lips. “I can spin the idea of going into the wasteland a thousand different ways. Even the military can be drawn in with little effort. Nobody has to know the truth – that we need room to let our creations move about, and breathe clean air. But an advanced tool for gene editing? No, Didi, such a tool can only be used for one thing. The Head of the DoS has no stomach for something like that. He’s content to let the current model collect dust.”
 
   Didi sat back and rubbed his eyes, then said, “We lose too much time working with a handful of samples at a time in the hope that a few of them will turn out as we planned. The editor is so slow, so imprecise...”
 
   “And when we have room out in the wasteland, we can birth a thousand critters and watch their development. They’ll all be programmed to grow quickly, so we can watch the survivors at our leisure. Until the flesh demons come calling, that is. Which, according to the old records we have, they always do.”
 
   Didi sighed and turned about in his chair. He faced the room without rabbits. “A prime opportunity,” he said. “We’ll have the amount of room we need to dispose of the failures and observe the survivors. We’ll be able to take samples from the fittest, bring them back here, and leave the others to be… phased out… however the wasteland should choose.”
 
   Childriss nodded. They both stood silently and entered the dark room, the room without rabbits. A small generator hummed nearby. The far wall held a row of warm amniotic vats, modified versions of Maker designs. In the center of the room, on top of a long table, laid a row of airtight plastic bags. Each held the body of a stiff, pale, humanoid form. Each dead thing had strangely colored skin and strangely colored eyes; genetic tweaks, markers of the inhuman, markers of individuality so that one could be easily distinguished from another.
 
   Something stirred in a cage in the corner. Didi turned and saw the survivor looking at them. Hard orange eyes, skin pale and smooth. Small head out of proportion. The thing hunched over, then felt about before attempting to stand before its creators.
 
   “It’s growing terribly fast,” Childriss whispered.
 
   “We made him to do so.”
 
   “I’ll have to prepare some intelligence tests for the next generation.”
 
   “Why not for this sample?”
 
   Childriss paused. “We’ll be… leaving for the wasteland soon. We can’t take this one with us. And we surely cannot leave him here.”
 
   “Ah...”
 
   Childriss looked away, then said, “I wonder, is it murder if you created it in the first place?”
 
   “Of course not!” Didi said with uncharacteristic harshness. “We’ll strychnine his milk before we leave.”
 
   “You want to do it?”
 
   Didi paused, then said, “I do not think I could stomach that.”
 
   Childriss laughed.
 
   “It’s just a physiological response,” said Didi. “Nothing more.”
 
   


 
  
 
  

Chapter Eight
 
   Impossible to Control
 
    
 
    
 
   Khan Wodan set out with Freyja, Nilem, and Jarl the Entertainer, and took only Yarek and his Reavers to act as guards, and a few dogs of Magog as palanquin-carriers and scouts. By the time they set out, the mines were a hive of activity. Men went in and out of the mines hauling glittering wealth and black coal to forges where ironsmiths pounded their hammers over great fires. The tribe of Magog ran in and out of the forest, hauling limp animals with tongues lolling out to women and dogwomen who stripped the bodies and cooked giant vats of soup.
 
                 Wodan left Zach in charge of the mines and the northern camp. “Get me weapons, Zach,” Wodan had said to him. “I need swords, I need spears, I need arrows tipped with iron.”
 
                 Wodan feared for him, and not only because his small force of Hargis refugee-soldiers would not be enough to protect him if Magog turned feral. Zach accepted his position without hesitation.
 
                 “I’ll make one practice sword, Wodi - only one - and then I’ll make a sword just for you. I’ll call it Usurper. When the demons finally come, you can use it to take what you will from them.”
 
                 Wodan said nothing, but only nodded. There had been something hard and distant about Zach ever since Wodan had ordered that the tunnel leading into the deep be sealed shut. Wodan wanted territory, wealth, safety – in short, a home. He did not know what Zach wanted. He only hoped that Zach could retain control long enough for everyone to be armed for war against the demons… and before the dogmen realized that the valley was being turned into a nation where they would most likely be seen as second-class citizens.
 
                 As they traveled by the path trampled down by Magog, Freyja could see that Wodan was preoccupied. He spoke little, but often looked toward the east. Freyja could think of nothing to draw him out. She turned to Jarl because she knew that he had some history with Wodan, and was always lurking about recording his deeds when he thought Wodan was not aware. Unfortunately, Jarl was worthless today; he had found his way onto the palanquin early in the day, and slept with his arms laid out and knees poking in the air, which was a great annoyance to Nilem.
 
                 That night, just when Freyja wondered if they would ever stop and make camp, Wodan brightened suddenly. A fire hung over the trees in the distance. They drew near and saw a tall, narrow wooden tower, little more than a heavy scaffold with a crow’s nest at the top. The clearing was full of men and dogmen playing cards, and a few gunmen at the top of the tower waved and called out. Freyja recalled Wodan talking to wood cutters and laborers during their trip to the mines, leaving them behind with orders to build towers and fires, signals that would light the way between the fort and the mines.
 
                 “Good work!” said Wodan, beaming as he entered the clearing. “Someday there’ll be watchtowers all over this valley. Waypoints and rest stops along the king’s road.”
 
   “Yessir!” said an old laborer, laughing as he slapped a thick wooden beam.
 
   “Beacons for monsters,” snorted Nilem, not-quite to herself. “Genius idea.”
 
   “Let’s hope so,” said Wodan, turning to her. “We’ll have to draw out all the monsters, sooner or later.”
 
   That night, while they ate dinner, Wodan was hounded by a long line of dogmen who showed him the heads of ghouls or animals that they’d slain. Freyja drifted off with her head against Jarl’s shoulder, which moved continually as he recorded the events. Over and over, the Khan awarded new names to the young dogmen as they told their tales. She wondered how he had the endurance for the seemingly endless ritual after they’d traveled all day.
 
   She woke once in the night and saw nearly everyone asleep on their bedrolls, huddled near the fires. Wodan stood at the edge of the camp, perfectly still, the wolfskin cloak shifting gently in the breeze. He stared into the darkness in the east. Freyja began to wonder if Wodan was on the verge of leaving them, but he never moved.
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   The next day, Freyja sat on her palanquin whittling her red bow when Wodan drew up beside her.
 
   “Let’s hear your story, Freyja,” he said.
 
   “There’s really nothing to tell,” said Freyja, but Jarl immediately whipped up from his sleeping position.
 
   “Watch it!” said a dogman, glaring up at the Entertainer as the palanquin wobbled. Jarl ignored them, blinking heavily as he drew a sheaf of paper and readied his pen.
 
   “You’ve got an audience!” said Wodan, smiling at her.
 
   “I – I can’t talk under pressure like this!” said Freyja, gripping her small carving knife.
 
   Jarl immediately laid back down.
 
   “Everyone lives under awful pressure,” said Wodan. He reached up and shook Jarl’s foot to wake him once more. “When we reach the fort, we may be too busy to see much of one another. Come on. Let’s have your story.”
 
   Nilem sighed, feigning disinterest. She lowered herself from the palanquin and kept her distance.
 
   “Fine,” said Freyja. “But it’s nothing to gawk at. There’s not much to it.”
 
    
 
   The Story of Freyja
 
    
 
   Freyja was born into a noble house in Hargis. Her father was patriarch of a long line of noblemen who were in charge of making pipes used for plumbing. She learned how to read at a very young age, how to dance in the balls held by her house and other noble houses, and despite the counsel of her sisters she even competed in sports until social conventions clouded her mind.
 
   At the age of eight her mother made a batch of cookies of very fine make, each frosted with a little piece of artwork on top. Her brothers ate several. When Freyja went to eat a second cookie, her mother asked, “Are you sure you want another one?” She explained to Wodan that this was the first instance when her mother, in her thoughtless kindness, planted the idea that Freyja should watch her weight in order to be a viable marriage partner with another noble house. From that point on, Freyja understood why her sisters no longer ate the cookies of their mother with any sort of joy.
 
   At the age of ten Freyja beat a noble-blooded boy at a game of Shoot-Ball, a game which requires great endurance and speed. Her mother was furious, her father wrote a letter of apology to the boy’s family, and Freyja only understood later that their hopes of marrying her into the boy’s house had been ruined.
 
   At the age of eleven Freyja developed her first crush on a boy. He was athletic, handsome, and of semi-noble birth. But Freyja was very shy, and was more comfortable with her books and her painting, and so she honored him by creating secret stories about him as a hero. She never spoke to him at any of their balls and he was never presented to her by another.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   At the age of fifteen Freyja fell in love with a boy who worked at the butchery yards. She went to see him nearly every day, and had to wade through pools of blood and intestines in order to do so. She sat beside the boy in cold rooms made of iron, but felt only warmth by his side. He had an incredible chin and took great joy in showing her how to bleed and gut and clean a pig before sending it on to a carver. Through careful planning, Freyja nearly had him set up for an encounter in which she would lose her virginity to him, but her father found out about their friendship and forbid her to see him. Talks were had between noble families and the boy was moved to work at another place. Freyja swore that she would murder her father.
 
   At the age of sixteen Freyja was officially courted by a simpering, sweet boy of a noble house. By some stroke of luck the family was charged with disloyalty to the house of Hargis and the courtship was broken off before she could legally be raped by the boy. However, her sadness at the loss of her true love, the butcher, finally caught up with her and she locked herself in her room. She wrung out tears all day long, and even seriously thought of suicide. Her father noted the symptoms of morbid hysteria and had her sent to an asylum for the insane where, somehow, she was supposed to “get better” while surrounded by screaming maniacs who bashed their heads against the bars of their cages and masturbated openly. She saw one inmate bite off the ear of an orderly, and saw a doctor break one inmate’s legs in order to cure him of nightmares. Freyja understood the seriousness of her situation and learned how to fake a smile so that her father would take her home once again.
 
   At the age of seventeen Freyja saw the legendary soldier Vito at a royal ball. He looked very fine in his uniform, though he was very short and exceedingly hairy. Many men in suits surrounded him and openly praised the efforts he made to fight the terrorists who threatened their nation. When the ass-kissers departed, she watched Vito and saw that no one asked him to dance. He wandered around alone, and her heart went out to him, for she felt that she understood his sadness.
 
   At the age of eighteen Freyja met Nilem, an older girl of questionable lineage who had recently married into a noble house. It was rumored that she was very cruel to her servants. Her husband died under mysterious circumstances. After their meeting, Freyja forgot about the woman almost immediately.
 
   At the age of twenty Freyja began to seriously wonder what she would do with her life. Her father was no longer warm toward her, and she had failed to tie down a man of noble birth. Her search for the young butcher proved fruitless. She had not even lost her virginity yet, and felt as if she was finally going quietly insane.
 
   But she did not have to search her soul for very long. The gilded bubble of her world was trampled when the demon-horde stormed Hargis, tore down its walls, burned its houses, and killed its inhabitants. She slipped in the blood of one of her own sisters as she fled her home. She hid in a deep well, and did not crawl out until days later when hunger overcame her fear. She met with a group of men who were looting the city, was raped, was taken to the ex-soldier Vito who had become Khan, and served as his slave-bride. She was raped by him many times. For a long time she kept a wellspring of fury burning just beneath the surface. She considered killing him, then killing herself in order to escape a leaderless horde of dogmen. But eventually her hatred of Vito dimmed; she came to see him as a child, an emotional eunuch, lost and pathetic. She chose to endure and survive instead of lashing out.
 
    
 
   Freyja placed her hands on the unfinished red bow, exhausted. She had not spoken to anyone of these matters ever before. No one had asked. She and Wodan looked at one another for a long time.
 
   Wodan smiled, and seemed as if he was about to speak, but then they heard voices, activity, axes beating against trees, laughter. They could smell meat cooking. A few dogs shouted, “Hup! Hup! Hup!” as they ran ahead. Wodan tapped the palanquin, and the carriers took off at a jog.
 
   They came to a massive clearing. Only a week had passed, but the grounds of the fort were completely changed. Men and dogmen hauled wood and nets full of fish over well-beaten paths, sawed timber that was thrown onto carts, and bartered loudly. Many were still at work even though pots sat boiling over dinner fires. In the distance, grass and tree stumps were being uprooted to make room for farmland. Wodan saw the great, curving line of the wall he’d helped design, a series of intimidating angles topped by hard-faced men and dogmen carrying long bows or resting over heavy, mounted machineguns. The single gate stood wide open so that several lanes of foot traffic could pass by one another.
 
   But most impressive of all was the great wooden skeleton that towered over it all: The Fort of the Black Valley. Laborers crawled all over the open walls and towers, hammering and passing lumber and calling out to one another. Wodan ran through the open gate, staring in awe at the masterpiece that easily dwarfed any of the square, garbage-bin shaped buildings in Pontius. It was a temple made of the forest itself, a living sanctuary that could easily house every human inhabitant once it was complete. Wodan realized that it looked nothing like the original plans that the designers had once bickered over.
 
   Wodan ran to a manager, who looked exhausted as he called his men down to dinner. “You!” said Wodan. “Which of the architects designed the fort?”
 
   “Ah, Khan! Don’t you know? It was that young landless king from Hargis. He scrapped the old blueprints and made up this one.”
 
   “He did this?”
 
   “Yes sir, I believe so.”
 
   Wodan stepped away and looked up at the great wooden skeleton. He decided that his worries about his friend were completely groundless.
 
   Why, he thought, if the Usurper sword is half as great as this…!
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   Naarwulf strode through the dark halls of the fort, stepping over sleeping dogmen as he went. He climbed the twisting stairwell to the second floor, which was full of gaps open to the stars and the cool night air. He heard a woman’s laughter and followed the sound.
 
   Khan Wodan leaned against a balcony with his back to Naarwulf. The giant dogman approached, then stopped short when he saw Freyja sitting on the railing, watching him. Naarwulf turned away from her cold gray eyes, noting that she took any opportunity to shoot a little venom his way. He knew that she must remember the treatment he had given her under Vito’s rule. He stifled the thought that the new Khan pampered and spoiled his women even as he neglected them.
 
   Naarwulf often spoke with Jarl, and the storyteller told him that all Khans were strange. Otherwise one would simply become head of a tribe, which was no small feat. Khans were fated, chosen by destiny; as such, their ways were beyond reason. Still, as loyal as he was, Naarwulf could not help but realize that the camaraderie he’d had with the former Khan was gone. Even now, Khan Wodan stood and watched the forest, lost in his own thoughts, his own world, with his back to Naarwulf, unmindful that his second-in-command stood and waited at attention.
 
   And the whole time, Freyja sat and glared openly at him. A woman… looking down on him!
 
   “Khan,” said Naarwulf, clearing his throat.
 
   Wodan turned and looked at his leashman absentmindedly. Finally he smiled and said, “Naarwulf, there you are. Come and stand by me.”
 
   Naarwulf did so. He towered over Wodan, and for a split-second he wondered if he could take him in a duel. He thought that most likely he could - but then he sealed that idea in a box and locked it by deciding there was nothing to gain from such a thing but stress and more stress.
 
   “How are things, Naarwulf?”
 
   Naarwulf was grateful that his Khan wouldn’t draw things out with a lot of uncomfortable trivialities, which most humans did. “Khan, there are still no shipment of goods from Pontius.”
 
   Wodan nodded. “It hasn’t been that long. Still, I’m sure they resent what we’ve already taken from them. Either that, or the whole city is fighting over the wood we’ve sent them. Are you still having wood sent downriver?”
 
   “Yes, Khan.”
 
   “Let’s cut it off then. We’ve already sent as much, maybe more, as they get from a year of farming. Once they’re done killing one another over what we’ve given them, or once they get tired of plotting how to get more wood from us for free, perhaps they’ll finally decide they want to do business without any blood in the bargain.”
 
   Naarwulf shook his head. “It’s a wonder to me that your kind place such value on wood.”
 
   “And another thing,” said Wodan. “I’ve seen that a few farmers are clearing land in front of the fort, but if we don’t get any supplies from Pontius before the cold season, then we’ll need a lot more farmland cleared. Spread word to the farmers. Tell anyone with seed stock to start planting. Any land they can tend and manage belongs to them. It’s theirs.”
 
   “Ah... Khan, there is no shortage of game from the woods...”
 
   “Naarwulf, I was just wondering: Do dogmen have an aversion to farming?”
 
   “Ye-e-es...”
 
   “Women’s work, right?”
 
   Naarwulf nodded slowly.
 
   “Well, just keep the dogmen hunting and patrolling. There’s no need to castrate them with work that isn’t in their nature. But, Naarwulf, it’s different among humans. Don’t feel ashamed when you talk to the farmers. If we keep hunting and killing and eating meat, then eventually we’ll ruin this beautiful land before we have the chance to turn it into a home. We’ll need bread, vegetables, herbs. You understand?”
 
   “Ah - yes, Khan.”
 
   “But now that that’s out of the way, I need to bring up something else. I saw some dogmen with strange cloth...”
 
   “Ah...”
 
   “Like thick shawls, or maybe rugs, with green and white and blue markings. Who made them?”
 
   “My Khan, a pack of dogmen went into the mountains to hunt. They claim they were beset by a band of primitives, and killed them, and acquired those goods from them.”
 
   At once Wodan darkened and gripped the rail of the balcony. “A band of primitives hiding from demons in the mountains saw a pack of dogmen - and attacked them?” He shook his head. “Naarwulf, you know those dogs found a village and killed the people there.”
 
   “Yes, Khan. I know.”
 
   “For sport, Naarwulf! Did I not command them to not attack other humans in or around the valley unless it was in defense?”
 
   Naarwulf felt the creeping dread of his own failure, and said, “You did, Khan. But you know, those young dogs... once the leash is out of sight, they’re impossible to control.”
 
   Wodan hung his head and slowly released his breath. “Naarwulf, we’re trying to carve out a home in this wilderness, not murder others that we catch off-guard! How many generations did they live, I wonder, outwitting flesh demons only to fall victim to the cretins who follow in my wake?”
 
   Naarwulf hung his head for a long time. He watched the fires in the courtyard below, the dogmen lolling about on the ground, sleeping, scratching at fleas, yawning.
 
   “I don’t mean to pin it all on you,” Wodan said quietly. “Have they started grumbling yet, Naarwulf?”
 
   Naarwulf nodded, then growled and said, “You’d think they’d be satisfied to finally have a leader who can’t be beaten in a duel.”
 
   “No, the rite of the duel isn’t enough,” said Wodan. “It’s only meant to seem as if it brings the strongest dog to the front of the pack. That’s not the true purpose. The rite itself is the goal - they want quick transfers of power, the spectacle of blood, the illusion of change rather than actual change. The rite of the duel is about releasing tension. If I lead for too long, it doesn’t matter how I lead. They’ll get bored eventually. They’ll feel stagnant. Then they’ll…”
 
   “There’s something else,” said Naarwulf. “Another pack, within the valley, was attacked by a monster. Something like a bear, only it was a giant...”
 
   “A bear?”
 
   “... and it killed and ate several pup warriors.”
 
   “Was it black and white?”
 
   Naarwulf nodded.
 
   Wodan thought for a long time. He remembered the story of the supposedly intelligent bear cubs that Miss Oliver in Pontius had told him about. Wodan was beginning to think that the insane old man he’d met in the valley over a year ago was none other than the cruel animal trainer that Miss Oliver had brought with her many years ago. He had most likely raised the reptilian creature that Wodan had killed during his escape from the valley. If that was the case, then the monster had been a mutant – not a flesh demon at all. It may have been turned into a monster because of the trainer’s cruelty, and the bear cubs might have turned out much the same. Still, as preposterous as it sounded, if the bears were intelligent then perhaps they could be communicated with.
 
   “Naarwulf. Send out the word. If any strange bears are encountered again, giant or not, they are not to be harmed. I’m to be contacted immediately.”
 
   “Khan? Did we not come to fight monsters?”
 
   “I have reason to believe that they’re not monsters. I may be wrong.” Wodan stood silent for a long time. He thought of the families of primitives slaughtered by his own dogmen. He thought of his mindless goons descending on them, laughing as they clubbed them down. He turned to the forest, to the deep woods. It called out to him. He wanted to leave; he could not suppress the thought. He thought of how the people of Pontius dragged themselves to work every day, weary, full of hate for the masters who profited from their enslavement. He thought of the humans who depended on him, how tirelessly they worked to build a new world, how full of joy they seemed. Wodan had to stay, if only for them. He had to keep the dogmen in line. He had to suppress their awful urges, their blind hunger. But to do that, he had to suppress one of his own urges. There was something that he wanted to find, something that he tried to keep from Naarwulf.
 
   Finally it broke from him, and he said, “Naarwulf, has anyone found a… a cave nearby?”
 
   “Several, yes, Khan.”
 
   “No, I mean, a… a very special cave. A strange cave.”
 
   “Well, no, Khan, nothing like that. I can ask around, though.”
 
   “Don’t bother. That’ll be all, Naarwulf. Get some sleep.”
 
   Naarwulf nodded and left. Freyja watched Wodan stare into the forest once again. She wondered how she could resume their conversation, but before she could speak, Wodan turned to her and said, “Freyja, I need to know some things about Nilem.”
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   Nilem stalked about her private room in the fort. It was one of the few rooms with complete walls, but even with the window open it felt hot and cramped. She regarded the heavy pants and jacket that her Khan had given her; in his infinite wisdom, he’d seen fit to do everything in his power to keep her warm in a jungle that was already a steamy, muggy hellhole half the time. She threw the clothes into a corner. The bare, nondescript walls of her room closed in on her slowly. She was sweating and felt covered in filth. This was a new low, the deepest pit she’d fallen into since her enslavement.
 
   Something stirred beneath her window and with the name of Jago on her lips she ran to see. Two massive, black-gauntleted hands gripped either sides of the opening. She squealed and scurried backward, covering herself. Yarek Clash, in his black plastic-mesh armor, swung through the opening and landed inside. She glared at him. He stared down at her with hard, yellow eyes.
 
   “You might not believe it,” he said, “but I came here looking for a friend.”
 
   “I’ll scream!” she hissed.
 
   He ignored her, walked in a circle around her room, examined a few things, then sat down on her cot.
 
   “Well, I can go if you want,” he said, “but I could really use a friend right now.”
 
   She looked into his hard eyes once again. He was not difficult to read. He might keep close to his Khan out of some misguided sense of male-to-male loyalty, but the truth of the matter had to be that someone as strong as Yarek – a born leader – could find little in common with someone like Wodan. Wodan could barely even speak, and spent most of his time lost in thought. He could not even bring himself to touch his own women. Yarek was clearly a man of action, and could possibly be of some use.
 
   Nilem moved toward the cot, and as she moved to sit behind him, she arched her ass into the air ever-so-slightly. Of course his eyes darted there for a moment before resting on her eyes again.
 
   “Guess this is a pretty lonely place,” she said, curling her lip at him.
 
   She wore only a thin, raggedy slip of pale cloth. He glanced to the mound of her breasts, then said, “Check this out.” He unsheathed his specially-crafted handgun Teufelmorder, the weapon he’d used to slay a dragon one year ago. It was long and silver with black trim. “Wanna hold it?”
 
   She shook her head quickly.
 
   “It shoots with so much force that it has a heavy iron strip all along the bottom of the barrel to keep the recoil from dislocating the wrist. The magazines hold thirteen rounds each, Murder Crow hollow point bullets designed to expand and explode on impact. There are strips of metal in every round that embed themselves in the target. It’s so heavy that few men can lift it, much less aim. Its name means “devil killer” in an ancient tongue.”
 
   “So what do you do with it?”
 
   Yarek snorted slightly, then said, “Just guard the Khan.”
 
   “That’s it?” said Nilem, crinkling her nose.
 
   “He certainly hasn’t sent me out against any devils.”
 
   “I’d heard that you left your home just to find him.”
 
   “I didn’t come here just for him,” Yarek said immediately.
 
   Nilem hummed a note, then stroked a finger against the barrel. Under the pretense of getting a better look at the gun, she laid an arm across his shoulder and leaned in close.
 
   What a child, she thought. How many idiot girls has he impressed with this silly thing?
 
   “Is that the only gun you use?” she said.
 
   Yarek laughed, then said, “I was just about to show you my other gun.” Nilem could hear an undercurrent of lust in his cold, gravelly voice.
 
   Yarek reached down to his boot and revealed a small, black automatic handgun. “This is my Baby Six,” he said, twirling the thing in his hand. “Small caliber. But don’t laugh at it: The bullets are small, but at close range it can pierce the skull and then ricochet around in the brain.”
 
   “Oh,” she said, disappointed. Still, he was no more stupid than any other man, and he held a highly coveted position. It was all well and good to dribble honey into Jago’s ear and use him to listen in on the secret talks of those who had no love for the Khan, but eventually some action would have to be taken. And Yarek was close to the Khan - very close - and she knew that any male could be turned against any other male, given a deficit of females and surplus of power.
 
   She leaned in closer to Yarek, breathed warmly against his neck, and said, “Surely you have another gun, Yarek, strong Yarek. A gun I would be interested in... a gun that I could use... that would please you...”
 
   “Ah,” he said. “I think I know just the gun you’re talking about.”
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   “You underestimate her,” said Freyja. “You already know that she’s cynical and ill-tempered and spiteful, but that’s a speck of sand in the wind. She’s a lot more than that.”
 
   Wodan waited while she gathered her thoughts, then said, “You said you knew her before the demons came to Hargis, but you forgot about her.”
 
   Freyja nodded quickly. “She’s not a very memorable person. She hardly says anything, and her face is always a mask. She was from a noble house, like me, so I saw her in full makeup and dress. When… when Vito took us, she was dressed in rags. She looked completely different, and she never acknowledged that she knew me. She never spoke to me at all, really, unless it was to give an order or a reprimand.”
 
   “All that time you spent together in the desert?” said Wodan. “The only thing you two had was each other, and yet you never bonded? You didn’t even catch up on old times?”
 
   “She didn’t need me,” said Freyja. “She had Vito. I think, in her own sick way, she was in love with him.”
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   A large pile of handguns and revolvers lay on the floor before Yarek and Nilem. All of Yarek’s secret pockets were laid open, and he said, “That’s pretty much all of them. You sure none of those are interesting to you?”
 
   Nilem shook her head in frustration. “You’re just not... understanding me!”
 
   “Woman, all of those guns are either state-of-the-art advanced tech available only to special forces operatives or handcrafted pieces made to individual specifications. It’s not bragging for me to say that they’re all very, very impressive. What I don’t understand is how you’ve failed to be turned on by any of them.” His lips pulled back strangely, then he added, “And here I thought that we were kindred spirits.”
 
   “Kindred spirits?”
 
   “Yes, of course! We’re both frustrated. Frustrated by… weakness.”
 
   “Yes! Yes!” Nilem leaned forward before she could adopt a more reserved manner. “We’re frustrated by the fact that too much power is in the hands of… someone… who doesn’t have the guts to use it.” She ran her eyes over him once more, then leaned over suddenly and unzipped his pants. His member swung out immediately, and was so massive that she had to jerk away lest the thing break her jaw.
 
   “Gods!” she said.
 
   “That old thing?” he laughed. “Standard issue Clash assault rifle. But listen: I don’t want kids, and I don’t go down, not for anyone. Those are the terms. Take them or leave them.”
 
   Nilem’s mind ran through a series of high-speed calculations. Not only was Yarek terribly handsome, but he was also powerful, frustrated, and close to the Khan. He seemed a bit too self-assured to be completely manipulated, which meant that Jago would always make for a good backup pawn, but with a little coaxing Yarek might become exactly what she needed.
 
   She feigned a look of lustful abandon and placed one hand around Yarek’s shaft, then another, then scooted her hands up and down, like giving a baby a bath.
 
   “Makin’ it with the Khan’s woman,” said Yarek, putting a hand on Nilem’s ass as she bent over.
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   “In love with Vito?” said Wodan.
 
   “Not love, really, not the way you’re thinking of it. But it’s as close as she could get. With her, it’s more like a devotion to something powerful enough, and cruel enough, to put her will in check. Nilem’s not… not human like we are. She doesn’t have dreams, aspirations, values, feelings. She’s empty, Wodan. Utterly empty inside. And it drives her mad to see others who aren’t empty inside. She hates people, hates to see them try…”
 
   “Try what?”
 
   “Try anything. To be better, to build something, to strive toward a goal. She likes to see others hurt. Not physically, not necessarily. She feels as if the world has wronged her. She wants revenge.”
 
   “Because the demons took her home from her? Destroyed her old life?”
 
   “No, Wodan – even when she was born into wealth, she was angry. She was born with that hate. Back then, she liked to gossip and make trouble for others. She was terribly cruel to her servants. There were some rumors going around that she may have had something to do with her first husband's death. I never knew anything about him – but then again, I never heard anything specifically bad about him, despite all the gossip that was common in noble gatherings.”
 
   “She has no dreams of her own,” Wodan said slowly, “so she’s driven to destroy the dreams of others?”
 
   “Don’t underestimate her, Wodan. Don’t underestimate her.”
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   “Semper fi!” Yarek shouted as he shot an incredible load into Nilem’s mouth. She jerked away, gagging, mucus spraying from her nostrils. Yarek cleaned and holstered his piece with military efficiency while Nilem puked off the side of the bed. “That was real nice, baby,” he said.
 
   She cleaned up her face as best she could, then quickly laid down on the bed. She kept her slight garment hitched up above her breasts, and laid on her side so that he could see her wide hips. She tried to sit as still as possible, like a living trophy, an unmoving landscape.
 
   “There’s just something about you, Yarek,” she said, praying that there was nothing on her face that would make her look ridiculous. “You’re not afraid of power. Most people can’t appreciate that. I can.”
 
   “That’s right,” he said, smiling by pulling his lips from his teeth. “I’m not afraid of anything.”
 
   “Then let’s stay friends,” said Nilem. “And just remember - we’re both in the same boat.”
 
   “Same boat. Got it.”
 
   “And when we swim together, love, better to be sharks rather than minnows pretending to have teeth.”
 
   “Sharks, swimming, okay,” he said, gathering up his guns and winking at her.
 
   He was out the window before she had the chance to really flesh out the analogy. But it didn’t matter – she had planted the seed of doubt. She could feel the strings of puppets in her hand. And if she pulled the strings in just the right way at just the right moment, she wondered if she might have an entire nation of fools at her command.
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   Freyja sat in silence while Wodan considered her words. There was a quick rap on the partially constructed hallway, and Wodan turned his head slightly.
 
   Yarek moved out of the shadows. “It’s done, Khan,” said Yarek.
 
   “Good job,” said Wodan. “And?”
 
   “You were right about Nilem. She’s definitely trouble.”
 
   “Thank you, Yarek. You want some tea?”
 
   “Not really.”
 
   “Fine.” Wodan nodded. “Send Chris Kenny in to see me. That’ll be all.”
 
   “Khan,” said Yarek, disappearing again.
 
   Freyja looked back and forth, then laughed. “Did I just underestimate you?”
 
   “It’s okay,” he said, laughing as well. “People usually do!”
 
   “Well, why in the world did you ask my opinion of her if you already knew?”
 
   “I didn’t know anything about her. It was just a hunch. And I wanted to see how much you knew. I guess I wanted to see how much control she has of you. Fortunately, it looks like you’re completely off her radar.”
 
   “But, Wodan… if you know she’s trouble, then why not… ah, you know…”
 
   “What? Kill her?”
 
   Freyja looked away.
 
   “I can’t kill her,” said Wodan. “She hasn’t done anything to warrant that. Besides, if living here doesn’t change her, make her better, then I want to see what kind of people she can bring over to her side.”
 
   Before Freyja could ask for clarification, a voice called up from below.
 
   “Chris!” said Wodan, leaning over the balcony.
 
   “Yessir,” said Chris. Freyja leaned away from the balcony. Not only did she dislike Chris, but even the tone of his voice grated on her nerves.
 
   “Chris, the flesh demons aren’t coming as fast as I’d like them to. The day after tomorrow, we move against those crystal towers. As far as I can tell, that might be their home here in the valley. I could use you and your rifle. Are you in?”
 
   “Hell yeah,” called Chris. “Shit, I been ready. Why don’t we just go tomorrow?”
 
   “Because I’m going to give the Reavers time to set up behind those towers. That way we can attack from two sides.”
 
   “Oh. Okay.”
 
   Wodan nodded and Chris strode off.
 
   “You think you can keep things in order while we’re gone?” said Wodan.
 
   “Try my best,” she said.
 
   Wodan gazed deep into the black forest. Leaves shivered in the night wind.
 
   I’m coming for you, he thought. You learned to fear me before, when I was just a boy, alone and running scared. This time, you won’t survive the encounter!
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Nine
 
   Battle of the Beasts
 
    
 
    
 
   For days Khan Wodan and a host of dog warriors trudged through the valley’s green midsection. They met no ghouls along the way, only abandoned lean-tos and carcasses left over from their raw and despicable feasts. The fighters lit no fires during the march to destroy the crystal towers, but Wodan held few illusions concerning their stealth. They were a large force, and if the towers were some kind of reflex-point for the flesh demons, then it was likely that they had eyes and ears lurking in the forest and watching their progress.
 
                 They know we’re coming, thought Wodan. And I’m counting on it. I want all of those monsters gathered in one place. I want to end this in one blow… using a few monsters of my own.
 
                 Wodan’s army was composed of the hardest warriors from the roughest clans, each handpicked by Naarwulf from among all the tribes. The dogs were thrilled at the honor they would gain in this frontal assault, whooping and shouting as they tore through the woods. As for Wodan, he was glad that the very dogs who would most likely be the first to rebel against him would be the very ones thrown at a real enemy.
 
                 They carried nearly all the guns they had, except for the heavy machineguns and jury-rigged cannons that lined the walls of the fort. Wodan carried no weapons. He had decided to wait for the completion of the Usurper sword or Freyja’s red bow. More importantly, his body told him that he would not need weapons for this battle. He felt that when the flesh demons and their ghoul army were in sight, he would turn on, more so than ever before, and become a whirlwind of destruction. He planned to draw ahead of the pack as soon as the battle was joined; otherwise, anyone coming close to him ran the risk of being sucked into the maelstrom and churned out a lifeless bag of bones.
 
   Chris Kenny marched beside Wodan. He carried one of the few radios; most of the other radios were with the Reavers who were hopefully on the other side of the towers, and could supply information once the main assault force drew near.
 
   One morning they woke with the forest blanketed in mist. Dogman scouts returned to camp, found pack leaders, and whispered rather than shouted. The news spread. They set out with jaws clenched and heads held low, guns gripped tightly, axes and knives unsheathed and re-sheathed in feral, nervous gestures. Finally they reached a point where scouts pointed through a break in the trees, and Wodan saw it – a sparkling tower of crystal, slender and poking out from the mist, silent and surreal.
 
   “We’ve found them,” said Wodan, slapping a dogman on the shoulder. “This is where the battle begins… and ends. Valhalla waits on the other side!”
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   For many, many hours Yarek Clash laid on the wet, leaf-choked embankment deep in the woods. His Reavers checked in again, tapping out their codes on the radios, but now one of them tapped out a new code: “Main force here, prepare attack.”
 
   Yarek’s mind instantly sharpened. He became aware that his limbs were in agony after many hours of immobility. He quickly lowered the visor of his black helm, for his nervous tick was taking over – opening and cracking his jawbone, over and over, making a sound that could be heard unless the padding of his helmet suppressed it.
 
   As he parted his bed of grass and leaves and slithered forward on his belly, a white-hot fire surged in the back of his mind. He had fought devils on his own turf, and won. Now he would face them on theirs. He would soon find out what the monsters who ruled the world were truly made of.
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   The dogmen stopped suddenly. They smelled it, waiting just behind a wall of mist. As one they hung over the edge, the long, drawn-out moment before the world shattered and violence rushed forth. They crouched, teeth bared, peering ahead. They saw the pinprick lights of yellow, filmy eyes, the glint of teeth, and pale, empty faces staring back at them. The fog rolled back and they saw bald ghoul heads covered in coils of veins, lips peeled back from rotting gums, and wide shoulders shaking with hateful breaths.
 
   There could be no control, nor even illusion of control, in the storm of chaos. Wodan stood tall among the dogmen, stretched out an arm and threw off the wolfskin cloak, and pointed ahead. For his sole act of command in the battle he shouted one word: “KILL!”
 
   The dogmen screamed out a blood-curdling cry as they leveled their guns and fired at the wall of ghouls. The ghouls surged ahead with a high-pitched shriek. Many were blasted to pieces and sprayed the trunks of trees with black blood, and the wounded were immediately trampled under calloused feet as still more ghouls poured from the mist.
 
   Guns were either dropped or swung like clubs as the ghouls and dogmen met. Dogmen produced axes and blades and fell on the ghouls, who carried either heavy clubs or spears or scab-covered fists. Some dogmen were so blood-crazed and impatient to join the fight that they leaped over the front lines and fell on a sea of white shoulders and rode on a biting, shrieking wave, swinging axes against spear-points and against heads until their fur was caked from head to foot in black blood. Other dogs lowered their heads, charged, and slammed into the enemy, stabbing into bellies and picking up legs and tossing ghouls into the air.
 
   But the ghouls were far stronger than ever before, and were controlled by a force that was sickeningly cruel and beyond their comprehension. The ghouls did not blink as buckets of blood slapped against their faces, nor did they pause when a limb was hacked off. They grabbed dogs by the scruffs of their neck and cast them to the ground to be trampled, hunkered down side by side and drove spears through their attackers, and some even used their own arms for shields. Many ghouls had calloused knuckles shod with bone-spurs, and long limbs full of scabs and visible muscle tissue, and they swung about shrieking to split the ears and smashed into their attackers, breaking jaws, tossing teeth from heads, and crushing eyeballs.
 
   The two great forces clamored to meet one another, slipping and falling in the steaming, soaking-wet, intestine-choked killing grounds. Heroes on both sides rose and stood on the dead, killing and glorifying in the battle for a few seconds before they, too, were hacked down and laid among the dead.
 
   And the great Khan Wodan - did nothing. He was frozen, arm extended, finger pointing to the shrieking massacre, tongue fixed to the roof of his mouth where his word had ended. His eyes were glazed over and fixed on some distant point. If he still breathed, none could tell.
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   “Who are you?” Wodan shouted.
 
   A figure in a high-collared black suit with a white mask watched him from the mist. “Zamael,” he said, his voice a cold whisper. “The Blind King.”
 
   Wodan turned back to the field of battle. The dogmen and ghouls on both sides glared at one another, frozen in space. When he concentrated on any one figure, the features became blurred and indistinct.
 
   “Why don’t they attack?” Wodan muttered.
 
   “I froze them,” said Zamael. He spread out his long arms. His hands were covered in fine white gloves. “They will wait while we negotiate terms of peace.”
 
   “Peace!” Wodan spat. “There can be no peace between us.”
 
   “But I have just as much a right to exist as you,” said Zamael. “I can see your mind. I can see your layers. I can see that you understand more than these beasts you bring. I can see that you understand the concept of… mercy.”
 
   “I do,” hissed Wodan. “I remember the mercy I was shown by your kind.”
 
   “But you are rational, are you not?” The masked figure tilted its head. “Surely you understand that a sentient being’s right to exist extends to its property. If you were ever attacked by my kind, then it must have been because you crossed lines of territory. Just as you have done, once again, on this day.”
 
   Though his legs seemed locked in place, Wodan felt his body burning with the desire to kill the strange demon that stood before him. “You’re wasting your breath, monster,” said Wodan. “Your kind do nothing but squat in caves and howl at night and guard these resources so that they can’t be used by anyone. You’ve held this land long enough. Go back into your hole. This land is ours now.”
 
   “Ah! You want to tame the land, is that it? But a land cannot be tamed. Only a mind can be tamed and controlled. These things that your kind call ghouls - they are my resources. And here you’ve come to take them from me. I know your kind, little one. I know you’ve come here with murder in your heart, and when you record the deed of how you murdered me and destroyed my property, you’ll conveniently forget to include the part where you started the fight.”
 
   “We’ll end this fight today,” said Wodan. He felt fire in his chest, burning with each gulp of air. “It started long, long before I first came here, before I was hunted by your kind like an animal.”
 
   “Oh! You think you know how any of this began?” Zamael pointed a white-gloved finger at Wodan. “Perhaps you’re no different from the slaves and beasts you lead. Are you even capable of hearing my story, I wonder? Capable of understanding my exile?”
 
   Wodan was alarmed to find that he truly could not move. His ankles felt as if they were a part of the ground, heavy and cold. He glanced at his dog warriors and saw that they were still frozen in place. To buy time, he said, “You want to make it difficult for me to kill you by making me understand you, is that it?”
 
   The masked figure strode forward. “You’ll find it difficult to kill me by any means. But yes, yes. I want to be understood.”
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   Yarek crept through the undergrowth until several thick spires of pink crystal towered over him. He heard wild shrieking, the sound of weapons clashing, and death-wails echoing like pale reflections around the smooth towers. He reached out and felt that the ground was smooth and hard. He parted the undergrowth, then saw that the ground was covered in the same glassy substance as the towers.
 
   “These towers, the whole area, it’s all crystal,” Yarek said into his helm radio. “Floor’s made of the same stuff as the towers. Any lookouts around the towers?”
 
   All replied in the negative.
 
   “Then let’s go.”
 
   Yarek rose into a crouch and moved ahead just as other silent black-clad Reavers rose from the undergrowth to join him. They gathered under one spire, then dashed toward another. One Reaver dropped a heavy backpack and produced one of many remote-activated charges.
 
   Yarek studied the crystal tower under which they hid. It was difficult to see through the thing’s fractured surface, but he was almost sure that he could see something moving within. Was it some kind of dark fluid? Yarek felt unsettled, as if there was something that he was missing. The Reaver with the backpack set the charge, nodded, and Yarek said, “Keep moving, but fan out.” In pairs they ran in a crouch, weapons held ready.
 
   They crept among the twisted spires for a while, then Yarek said, “Team two, you see the fighting?”
 
   “Yes, sir,” came the reply. “You want us to start shooting?”
 
   “Yeah. You guys run distraction on those boys while we take care of these towers. We’ll soon find out if they’re important or not.”
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   The three Reavers who made up the second team crept from their hideouts. In the distance they saw mist coiling and parting in a wild frenzy as dogmen and ghouls clashed in a great mound of slippery dead. They looked like ants building a wall of their own corpses, with axes crashing into pale heads and ghouls jamming spears into howling madmen. One Reaver with a grenade launcher saw the Khan standing as still as stone, arm and finger extended, his face strangely lax. A teammate slapped his shoulder, so he turned away from his two companions and made his way to a position further back so that he could provide cover once the distraction began to work too well.
 
   The other two Reavers raised their automatic rifles, peered down the sights, and blasted into the ghouls from behind. Knobby heads sprayed open and scab-ridden backs gave way to torrents of black blood. The heaving mass of ghouls seemed not to notice the dead falling around them, so the Reavers ejected empty clips taped alongside full clips, reloaded, and continued blasting. None bothered to look back to see the Reavers firing, and fresh reserves of ghouls continually raced forward to fill any gaps.
 
                 The Reavers reloaded and continued their assault. Finally several dozen ghouls turned as one and cast their glowing yellow eyes onto their attackers.
 
                 “Now we got their attention,” said a Reaver. “Haul ass!”
 
   They ran, then heard the foliage behind them tearing up as a hundred or more ghouls ran behind them, shrieking insanely.
 
   “Reaver Four!” one hollered into his radio. “Get ready with them grenades, man,’cause it’s about to hit!”
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   Reaver Four, who had left his companions only moments before, ran to a grassy hill overlooking the lowland where his companions planned to go, a place where they could trap hundreds of ghouls in a firestorm. Leaning pink towers hummed behind him, and seemed to throb within the mist. He ignored them as he prepped his grenade launcher.
 
   Something hard smacked into his helm and shattered his visor. The Reaver fell back, rolled onto his belly, and raised his sidearm before he came to a rest. He saw nothing. Remembering that the enemy had no guns of their own, he wondered if a friendly bullet had strayed from the battle. He yanked the helm from his head and cast it aside. The scent of rich, green grass mixed with his own stinking beard.
 
   He saw someone creeping through the lowland, right into the kill zone. He whirled, aimed, and saw a young girl with greasy black hair and a flat, dead face. She was naked, hunched over in a primal crouch as she stared at him. Just when he heard his companions shouting from the helm radio nearby, the girl flexed the muscles along her thighs, his nostrils dilated – and he realized that she was the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen.
 
   “Come here!” he said, waving to her. “Don’t be afraid! I’ll protect you!”
 
   As she approached, he was mesmerized by her swaying hips, and he realized that some things in life were far more important than a shouting radio.
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   The two Reavers ran, shouting, “Grenades! Grenades!” into their helm radios as they rounded a bend leading to the kill zone. They were horrified that they were receiving no assistance against the hundreds of ghouls directly behind them, but they soon saw the reason. At the top of a hill overlooking the kill zone, Bilatzailea crouched over their dead companion, her face and arms and chest covered in blood as she picked through organs pulled from his body. She turned to them. Because their helms blocked out her pheromonal cloud, they saw her as she truly was: thin lips pulled back from jagged fangs, heavy brow contorted with fury, breasts scarred with artificial nipples, and legs heaving with inhuman musculature.
 
   “Hell!” shouted one of the Reavers. He stopped and fired his rifle at the demon. Bilatzailea leaped backwards with such force that her top half was painfully jerked about by her powerful legs, then she crashed into the tall foliage of the woods and disappeared.
 
   The ghouls rounded the bend. Both Reavers were trapped in their own killing grounds. They braced themselves and fired, dropping at least a dozen ghouls who were trampled underfoot. When the subhuman beasts crashed into them, they beat at the grasping limbs with the butts of their rifles. Then they fell into the screaming mass, where it was dark and hot and full of claws, then they knew no more.
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   Jago ran up the side of a tree and grasped an overhanging branch in one hand. He saw a solid wall of stabbing, hacking dogmen pushing against a flood of shrieking ghouls. He grasped his wide, heavy dagger in his free hand, then immediately threw himself on a pile of bobbing, pale heads and shoulders. It was a wonder to him that, only a few moments before, he had been terrified and unable to hold his dagger in his sweat-slick hands. Now, he barked and lashed out at the heads of the enemy, slicing open faces and necks. The crowd parted and he slipped down to the floor; the battle frenzy was upon him, demanding that he thrash about and stab and kick the enemy. He no longer feared death. He no longer even knew his own name.
 
   Before he even hit the wet floor, he threw himself into a tightly-packed cluster of ghouls. He punched a ghoul’s face so hard that the skull collapsed into a splattered mess. He saw the dagger in his hand, realized he’d forgotten it was there, then jammed it into another ghoul’s throat. The stench, the spray, was maddening. A spear shot up beside him and he spun about, avoiding the thing as he bashed an elbow into the spearman’s throat, twisting its head about with a resounding crack.
 
   The horde of ghouls parted to be free of him. Those he had killed earlier, who were still standing in death, fell all around him. Jago fell to his knees and slipped about in the tide of black blood. He felt spear shafts smacking him as he rose, but they felt like playful slaps in the rush of adrenaline. He gripped a spear shaft and jerked a ghoul toward him, more in an effort to regain his own balance than anything else, then raked his dagger across eyes, mouth, and throat as an afterthought. He tasted something like rancid skunk as opened veins sprayed into his mouth before the ghoul keeled over.
 
   The ghouls suddenly shifted to fill a gap further down the killing line. Before Jago could rush back into the battle, he heard a terrible roar that ended in an ear-splitting shriek. Further down the line, he saw no less than three dogmen fly overhead, knocked aside like rag dolls. Moving bodies parted just enough for Jago to see the thing: A hulking reptile in the shape of a man, seven feet tall when not hunched over, and covered with scales of red and black. The monster roared again, baring shining fangs, and when it swung its massive fist it easily sent a handful of dog warriors crashing to the ground. A large dog warrior ran up behind the demon and slammed an axe into the back of its head with enough force to split a man in half; instead, the axe bounced away from the demon’s scales, numbing the dogman’s hands. The lizard devil blinked, then swung about and back-handed the dog such that its head bounced about on shattered neck. The dogman was dead before he hit the killing grounds.
 
   Any seditious thought that Nilem had massaged into Jago’s brain fled at the sight of the demon’s destruction. He immediately turned and ran past his fighting brothers until he came to the Khan. Once outside of the battle, he could feel the ache in his limbs, the pain of dozens of wounds, and the burning in his lungs.
 
   “Khan!” Jago shouted. “Khan! A devil! A giant red devil is-”
 
   But the Khan only stared and pointed at nothing.
 
   “Khan! Khan!” he shouted, but there was no response. Finally he muttered to himself, “Is the Khan really that weak?”
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   “Long ago, in the beginning, there were many mothers and many children.”
 
   Wodan was not sure when it happened, but Zamael had changed forms. He was now a tall, thin figure in a flowing black robe. His white mask seemed small in proportion, and partly hidden behind a dark hood. They were no longer in the forest, but in a dull, gray wasteland. Wind pulled ragged sheets of mist across the dead landscape. Wodan was neither hot nor cold. He was sure that the demon was inside of his mind, controlling his perception.
 
   “Every house had its own way, its own art, its own story to tell. Every child was connected to his mother. What the child knew and felt, so too did the mother. So there was perfect harmony within each house.”
 
   Whenever Zamael said the word house, Wodan could feel the demon’s meaning shifting in his mind. House and home sounded closer to hive in his ears, as if the ways of demons could not be easily translated for human understanding.
 
   “But there was a Mother of mothers,” Zamael continued. “She was the oldest of our kind, the first. She alone had secrets. She alone had knowledge of a world that existed before our kind. And She grew very powerful with age.”
 
   “What is she?” said Wodan.
 
   “None can know. None can ever know! To know Her in full, to look upon Her face, is to be destroyed. How can I make you understand? Even her youngest children make your kind quiver with fear. All rational sense leaves you. You want only to run and hide, to do anything but understand. What is the Mother of mothers? She is the Flesh Queen, the Grand Mother, the Lord of Hosts and a messiah who closed one age and began another. Legends trail in the wake of the hem of Her garment as She passes. With her right hand She grants immortality to any species of Her choosing, and with Her left she brings final darkness upon those unworthy. She prunes the Tree of Life itself!”
 
   “Why bother to tell me this?” said Wodan. “My mind is made up. I know why I’m here.”
 
   Zamael ignored him. “It was custom, among our people, that any mother old enough should give up her life. In a great ritual of death, an old mother would give up her life and her experiences to her daughters, so that the people could remain strong, fresh, young… and eternal. More time was granted to the Grand Mother because she was the first. She had more to teach her children than any other.
 
   “But even her time to take part in the ritual of death came. Oh, you should have seen the host gathered in the dark! Daughters and children arrayed in all their glory, all singing and giving veneration to the Grand Mother who gave them all life! But when the ritual began…”
 
   Zamael twitched strangely, as if fighting some compulsion.
 
   “When the ritual began, the Grand Mother gave us… a new truth. She said that She had many daughters, and many children by many daughters… but those other perspectives had resulted in too much complexity. Our culture was fractured, our power was fragmented, by unwarranted and hostile points of view. We were broken, and only She could put us back together.
 
   “I am old, little one. I am very old. I was there, in person. I had grown godlike in power, and would preside over the death ceremony. I was there when She interrupted the ritual of death, and when several daughters tried to restrain her out of a sense of mercy…”
 
   “The old crone fought back, didn’t she?” said Wodan.
 
   Zamael twitched again, then said, “Violently so. It was the beginning of a civil war among our people, a war in dark heaven down below. While you humans thought the few of us on the surface, the young who scampered about in play, were like monstrous gods, you had no idea that the vast majority of us were in the middle of an unimaginable war that spanned hundreds of years, perhaps thousands, far beneath your gaze. Hive turned against hive, cousin against cousin, mother against mother. Champions rose and fell, unknown to your pathetic kind. It was not even known that a mother could die, so powerful were they. Some were imprisoned, others had their eggs poisoned within them, others were torn apart and scattered, alive but fractured.
 
   “I fought for my mother against the Grand Mother and her children. I sucked in brain matter and spat out death. At my peak, my engorged mass was covered in hundreds of humans who crawled about, muttering prayers and existing only to tend my sores and dispose of my waste. I was a great god-warrior. Some even thought that my strength could rival Her own.
 
   “But it was not to be. The Grand Mother grew in strength once more. Her divine body learned a way to absorb a daughter and annihilate the very soul. None could stand against Her. None ever will. One by one the rival hives were destroyed. Even loyal daughters who stood with the Grand Mother were destroyed as well, and their children hunted down like animals.
 
   “Only I was spared. I am the only god who is a grandson to the Grand Mother.”
 
   Wodan felt an impression on his awareness. He could feel Zamael bending over and throwing up an awful, nauseating river of brain matter while another stood over him shrieking in triumph. Wodan could feel overwhelming agony and a sense of weakness, stupidity, and failure as Zamael was forced to admit defeat in exchange for having his life spared by a creature of inconceivable power and cruelty.
 
   “Why were you spared?” said Wodan. “Why bother to keep you around?”
 
   Wodan felt both resentment and loyalty radiating from Zamael’s shuddering form. “Perhaps I was too similar to her. Perhaps she wanted the pain of the conquered to live on. But I was forced to spit out my tremendous mass of brains. I shrank to my present size, and became a shadow of my former power.”
 
   Wodan did not know how he could leave this strange place, or get the demon out of his mind, but he stifled his fear and said, “Demon, did you tell me all of that to make me fear you, or feel sorry for you?”
 
   “Oh, brave little monkey!” Zamael spat. “I tell you these things to show you that the Grand Mother knows mercy. She can extend mercy to you.” Zamael waited for the words to sink in. Wodan blinked, and in an instant it seemed as if they stood on the edge of a cliff. Wodan was disoriented by the sudden change, but forced himself not to fall. He could see small, walled cities in the distance. Dark smoke hung over flaming rooftops. Strange black mounds oozed across the distant landscape.
 
   “We have cleaned house,” said Zamael. “Now Her children, my uncles, have come together to wipe out your kind. A few will be allowed to remain. Do you understand? You cannot even hope to defeat the meager forces I have brought together here in imitation and adoration of Her great host. How can you hope to stand against them?”
 
   “I’ll be fine,” said Wodan, swallowing his dread as he watched a city disappear under a writhing black mass.
 
   This isn’t really happening, he said to himself. He’s making it seem as if they’ve already won. So far, they’ve only moved against Hargis. There’s still time. There has to be!
 
   “Oh no, there’s no time!” said Zamael, crouching over him from behind and extending his hands toward the smoke-blackened horizon. “There is only the hope that She will show mercy. Not to you, understand – but to your children.”
 
   “My children?”
 
   “Yes! Have you understood nothing? There can be nothing for you, but we can take a drop of your seed – just a drop! – and grant your children immortality, and a place, a home, in the world to come! Why, little one, I am living proof that Her mercy is without limit!”
 
   Zamael pressed one hand to Wodan’s back, seemingly to comfort him but also giving the impression that he could throw him from the cliff.
 
   Finally Wodan turned to the strange mask hovering only inches from his face. “I appreciate the offer,” said Wodan. “And one day, I will go to your Grand Mother.”
 
   Zamael’s head turned slightly.
 
   “And when I find her,” said Wodan, “I’ll leave a trail of dead behind me. I’ll find her and I’ll choke the life from her, which is all the mercy she deserves.”
 
   With a terrifying wail, the black-shrouded figure flew at Wodan like a sea of dark talons and gaping mouths. In terror he felt himself falling from the face of the cliff with darkness blasting him on all sides, raking and rending, tearing his limbs free with hateful weapons beyond his comprehension.
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   “All charges set, sir!” said a Reaver.
 
   Reavers crouched in the shadows of the crystal lair. “Okay,” said Yarek. “Let’s get ready to move.” Yarek studied the crystal towers once more. Phosphorescent tracers rose and dipped along alien liquid channels. He glanced at the floor. Something nagged at him. There was more liquid, or some solid mass, deep beneath the glass. He knew that he was missing something.
 
   In any case, he thought, whatever this place is, it must be important to them. Setting off the charges will hurt them. That’s all that matters.
 
   “Sir,” said a Reaver, leaning against a tower. “I see movement.”
 
   Yarek looked about, distracted. “Who’s missing?”
 
   “Reaver Seven here with Three. We’re still in the towers, sir.”
 
   “Get ready to move, then... on my... signal...”
 
   “Sir?”
 
   A Reaver near Yarek shouted, “Demons! Demons!” and Yarek whirled, saw reptilian forms slinking about, green with wild feathery-manes. The Reavers opened fire all around. Yarek saw one near, too near, beady eyes boring into him as it charged. Yarek raised his rifle and dived backwards as the thing leaped with jaws wipe open. Yarek laid on the trigger in mid-air and blasted out the back of the thing’s throat and head, then fell and slid along the smooth floor as the demon crashed into the ground near him, convulsing and spewing blood.
 
   “Commander! Oh gods!” shouted a Reaver, and by his voice Yarek knew it was one of the two who were further afield.
 
   “What is it?!” shouted Yarek, spinning onto his knees and blasting another devil as it ran between towers.
 
   “Oh gods!” the Reaver shouted again. He heard gunfire from their distant position.
 
   Yarek slapped a Reaver’s back, then shouted into his radio, “Pull back! Pull back! I’m going for the others!” and the Reaver nodded. As one they rose and fired at oncoming reptilian demons as they fled.
 
   Yarek ran. Most likely three of his Reavers were already dead. He wasn’t about to let two more be swallowed up by this awful place. Not without a fight.
 
   He flew between the high towers. Pink, sickly light shifted about in his vision. He saw the charges set on several of the towers.
 
   These towers, he thought. These towers... what is it about...
 
   Padded footfalls pounded underneath him. He thought he saw eyeballs blink up at him, then disappear before he could be sure.
 
   These towers... they’re all one thing, a living thing. That’s how those demons were able to find us – it’s been watching us! It’s all one thing! And it goes down to… how the fuck far down does it go?!
 
   “Reaver Eleven!” he shouted. “DO NOT set off those charges unless I give a direct order!”
 
   “Sir!” came the reply. “But what if you die?”
 
   “Not unless I order it! No time to explain, but we might end up waking something bigger than we bargained for if we do!”
 
   Suddenly a deep humming sound vibrated through his helm, through his teeth, and a rifle clattered past his feet. Yarek rounded a thick, serrated tower, and saw one Reaver firing upwards while another hung in the air without any support.
 
   “Die! Die! Die!” screamed the firing Reaver. “Why won’t you die?!”
 
   The hum turned into a high-pitched whine and the suspended Reaver twisted about, torso bending opposite his hips, and his spine cracked loudly. The dead Reaver fell. The other dropped his empty rifle and ran towards Yarek.
 
   “The hell!” shouted Yarek.
 
   “Can’t hit it!” shouted the Reaver, and both ran back the way Yarek had come.
 
   Yarek looked to the side as they ran and saw a large shadow moving, saw tentacles whipping from tower to tower, pulling it along, then lost the thing in the maze. Then he felt a thousand hammerfalls rumbling along the crystal floor, looked back, and saw hundreds of ghouls charging – the very ones who had chased Bilatzailea’s victims earlier.
 
   “Damn it!” hissed Yarek. “Keep running!”
 
   “Sir!” said a voice on the radio. “Those lizards keep comin’! We gotta blow these charges!”
 
   “No! No, no, no! Just run!”
 
   Yarek and his comrade saw their brothers running in the distance, blasting at reptilian demons. He saw one Reaver limping as a brother held him up, both firing from the waist. Just then a great shadow hovered over the distant Reavers. Yarek heard the deep humming sound again, then an invisible wall of force slammed into several Reavers, scattering them about. Yarek skidded to one knee, slid, saw the hulking behemoth floating in the distance, saw coils of tentacles grasping and sliding along one tower. Yarek raised his rifle as he slid, fired, but saw only sparks of contact as if the thing was covered in invisible bulletproof glass. The shadowy hulk turned about calmly. Yarek saw dozens of eyeballs open behind the glass beneath his feet, then the invisible force crashed into him, shattered his helm, lifted his body, and slammed him against a hard tower. He dropped to the ground and the shadow of the bulk passed over him.
 
   He looked up, vision blurred with pain and confusion. He saw a Reaver grappling hand-to-hand with a reptilian monster. The ghouls caterwauled in the distance, drawing nearer each second. Then he heard the humming sound draw near once again.
 
   “Fuck it,” said Yarek. “Blow them charges!”
 
   “Yes, si-” was all he heard as two dozen high-powered explosives rocked the area. Shards of glass tore through on all sides, a great grinding sound numbed their ears as several giant towers slid alongside cracked bases, hovered ponderously, and a hundred thousand gallons of blood showered through the broken towers as they fell over. Yarek forced himself to his feet and ran, then changed direction as one great tower slammed into the ground and shattered with incredible force, spilling blood in a sickening torrent.
 
   Yarek saw the great tentacle-covered demon - the body of Zamael the Blind King - lose its grip as towers fell and crashed on all sides. One great tower slammed on top of Zamael. The beast lurched to the side, overwhelmed and thrown off balance, then it slid behind another tower. Yarek leaped over an oozing, fallen tower and chased after the monster. He unsheathed his massive handgun Teufelmorder and, just as Zamael rounded another corner and came into view, Yarek dropped to one knee, aimed, and fired. A dark tentacle jerked near the base and Yarek heard something like a wail of agony in the back of his mind. The giant demon lurched away and disappeared once again, then Yarek felt the entire floor shift underfoot. He found his balance, turned away from the fleeing devil, and saw his Reavers gather one another as they fled.
 
   Yarek directed some Reavers to fire behind them as the others carried the wounded. They ran toward the battle as the great crystal thing beneath them tossed and rumbled. Nearby, he saw hundreds of ghouls crushed under broken towers, blood flowing freely from ruined tower-stumps. Soon the Reavers were splashing through blood, an endless stream caking their boots as they fled. Yarek tossed off his ruined helm, then grabbed a hand-held radio and shouted, “This is Yarek Clash! What’s the situation out there?”
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   As soon as the battle started, Chris Kenny shimmied up a tree and assembled the Hargis sniper rifle. When the dogmen and ghouls became tightly packed as they pushed against one another, it was easy to get one headshot after another. Often the bodies were so tightly packed that the dead could not fall, and it looked almost as if the ghouls were being accompanied by a few nearly-headless and completely unenthusiastic allies. He slowed down in order to conserve bullets, counting them out with one hand as he watched the battle. Eventually he chose only to shoot when it looked like a dogman was about to be killed by a thrown spear.
 
   As the battle wore on, he sat hunkered between branches, worrying that the line of dogmen would break. He radioed Wodan many times, but received no response.
 
   Then the great red lizard devil joined the fray. The beast charged a solid wall of dogmen and knocked them down like bowling pins. It swung its arms about and cast heavy fighters into the air so that they fell into their comrades and knocked them down, where they laid panting and trying to force air into broken ribs and punctured lungs. Chris focused on the demon and tried to catch it in one of the few moments when its rampage slowed down.
 
   “Wodi, ol’ buddy,” he muttered, “sure would be nice to see some of those monster-slayin’ skills all the dogs said you had.”
 
   Chris heard the blasts among the crystal towers. He lifted his head and saw one tower lean, groaning as it shook off slivers of glass, then it fell slowly. Moments later he heard the unending echo of thousands of pounds of glass shattering, then a wind kicked up, pushed the mist away, and sparkling dust streaked past the fighters.
 
   “Guess them Reavers aren’t napping, at least,” he said, blinking and pushing his fist across his eyes.
 
   The earth trembled. Something groaned deep underground. Chris felt his perch shivering and saw leaves raining down as they were shaken loose.
 
   Chris’s radio hissed. “-is Yarek Clash! What’s - situation out - ?”
 
   “Yarek! This is Chris! What happened?”
 
   “Blew up some towers! Hauling ass your way! What’s the situation?”
 
   “Pure chaos! No idea who’s winning! And Wodan - he’s takin’ a nap or someshit! Just get over here! We got a big-red-devil situation here!”
 
   “Wodan’s doing what?”
 
   Chris put the radio back on his belt and saw the red flesh demon once more, one dog in each hand. The monster shrieked, crushed their throats, then slammed their heads into one another. Chris glued his eye to the sight of the rifle and tried to ignore the vibration running through everything. The beast whirled, cast the dead dogs into the air, then turned on a group of bloodied dog warriors preparing to throw themselves at him. Chris sucked in air; the beast grew still as it prepared to leap; Chris exhaled and stroked the trigger - then fired just as the demon flew at the dogmen. Chris pulled away from the rifle, cursing, thinking he’d missed, then saw that the demon had fallen lamely atop one dog. It clutched the side of its face while the dog’s brothers beat at the monster’s back with their clubs and axes. The red devil rose up, unmindful of its attackers, and Chris saw blood streaming from a ruined eye-socket as the demon shrieked and stumbled to the side.
 
   Before Chris had a chance to aim and finish the beast, the vibration turned into a howling storm underneath him. The ground broke up, then rose and fell like a writhing ocean. Chris’s tree jerked sideways, he hooked an arm around a branch, and felt his feet pulled aside as fighters all around him lost their balance. A great creaking sound filled his ears and he saw a giant cylinder of pink crystal rise up, horizontal to him, and continue on into the sky. Chris fell, felt branches whipping all around him, and saw the pink crystal continue to rise. Others rose in the distance, hard and slender. The one nearest him bent at some joint, and as black earth rained down from the thing he realized that the cylinder had to be some giant living appendage. Other such appendages rose up from the earth, long and multi-jointed like a spider’s legs; the heavy base of one set down in the middle of the fighting, squashing dogs underneath. It was so thick that five men could not have encircled it, and Chris realized that the mysterious towers were only growths on the back of one massive demon covered in hard crystals.
 
   Dogmen howled in terror and cast their eyes into the heavens, cowering under the massive limbs of the god they had foolishly stirred to wakefulness.
 
   Chris grabbed his radio and shouted, “Yarek!”
 
   “Run!” Yarek hollered over the radio. “Tell Wodan to call a retreat! We’ll catch up!”
 
   Chris scrambled on his belly through the branches, through a host of hairy legs, then rose and ran toward Wodan. Wodan was no longer fixed in position; he laid on the ground, staring upward.
 
   “Wodi!” cried Chris, falling on top of him, pulling him up. “Get the hell up! Order a retreat!”
 
   Wodan’s eyes were open, but they were glassy and unresponsive. His lips parted, then moved slightly.
 
   “God dammit!” shouted Chris, dropping his radio and hauling Wodan up alongside him. “Retreat! You dogs - retreat! Retreat!”
 
   Chris staggered about with Wodan. He pointed to a dogman and said, “You! Help me! The Khan ordered a retreat!”
 
   The dog offered no argument. Throwing his eyes all about, the dog hooked one of Wodan’s arms about his shoulders while Chris did the same. “Retreat! Retreat!” the dog called out, as if he had heard the words from the Khan himself. As the earth shook they stumbled away from the battle. Some dogmen ran to join them. Others fought on, then found themselves outnumbered and alone among a horde of shrieking ghouls and singing spears.
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   The battlefield grew dark and quiet as the invaders fled with ghouls chasing behind them. Other ghouls crept through the mists of the field, bent low, sniffing, and then proceeded to feast on the dead and the dying. The green lizards watched the fleeing invaders, then turned away and joined in the feast as well. Only the blue lizard and his chameleon brother made a quick snack of one dogman’s leg, then cast the bones aside and moved on. The blue had already followed the invaders all the way from their camp, and was tired, but would follow them back once again.
 
   The great red lizard gripped a scaly hand to his ruined eye. A wad of coagulated blood soaked through his fingers and ran down his face. He concentrated on drawing in painful breaths. His brain was very, very small, but it was just large enough for a thirst for revenge to take root.
 
   The massive demon with flesh of crystals shuddered in agony, and the earth shook with him. He had not moved in decades. Now many of his limbs hung out from the earth, and his great torso leaned awkwardly to the side. Bilatzailea the succubus knelt on his back, her hands stroking one of his ruined growths. Gallons of blood flowed over her hands as she coaxed him to rest and heal.
 
   Within the smoldering, bloody towers, among chips of pink glass and smoking pools of blood, Bilatzailea heard Zamael flopping about in pain. She knew that a large bullet had torn into one of his tentacles and was lodged there, but she had to close many channels between them in order to shut out the pain he was broadcasting.
 
   Speaking aloud, she said, “Keep the ghouls hounding them. You did well, so well! Just rest, nephew.”
 
   Zamael attempted to open more channels to broadcast pain and share the agony, but Bilatzailea forcibly closed them again. “We’ll get the bullet out later. Just rest!”
 
   One tiny channel was squeezed open. She saw Zamael projecting an image of their leader. She saw that Zamael was able to broadcast directly into him, and distract him, because the leader believed that his leadership was a sham. The human upstart believed that he had risen beyond his station by means that were not of his own devising. In essence, he was crying out for someone like Zamael to step into his mind and prove him correct about his low estimation of himself.
 
   “By the Grand Mother, they came close to destroying us all!” said Bilatzailea. “How they fought! You were right when you had the idea to manipulate the ghouls, so many years ago.”
 
   Bilatzailea felt Zamael project the idea that for every dogman they had killed, three of their own had been killed. She felt his own fear radiate powerfully, backed by the terrible knowledge that if the invaders had come in full force the entire valley could have been lost. The fear was quickly masked by the transmission that Zamael had sent the blue and chameleon reptiles to watch over the camp. Now that the leader had been shamed, those two would watch for opportunities to take advantage of any sedition.
 
   “I will go as well,” said Bilatzailea, rising. Her brother’s blood dripped from her gore-caked hands. “I’ll watch their lair. As long as there are men hiding there, then I can foster betrayal. The humans will pay for this, nephew. I swear it.”
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Ten
 
   Freyja’s Choice
 
    
 
    
 
   They staggered blind through the marshes all that night and all the next day. The ghouls followed them, shrieking much of the time. But even when they ran in deathly silence, they were still followed by their eyes, horrid lifeless yellow orbs staring from the mist. Constant attacks and rumors of attacks came from the rear. Those in front dragged the wounded with them, and those too tired to continue sagged against trees with weapons ready, or guns if they were lucky enough to have them, in order to cover the brave or the weak who lagged behind. Over and again the ghouls charged or chucked their spears, then dogmen fell behind to fight them off in order to make a name for themselves. Dogmen who stood and fought in the rear often found themselves cut off from reinforcements and overwhelmed. The outlanders fleeing from the battle became a ragged, drawn-out line, either passing along information of attacks from the rear or lurching ahead in dogged silence, stifling the feeling that they were trapped in a nightmare with no escape.
 
   Wodan was utterly drained. Zamael’s psychic attack had wounded him to the core. He could offer no words of encouragement, nor any show of command. He envied those that could stagger on their own two feet, for he could only be pulled along by Chris on one side and the dogman Jago on the other, and while the miles of fear mostly went unnoticed by his pain-riddled psyche, he felt every inch of the endless length of the folly of his hubris. He decided that only luck had spared him during his first encounter with the demons of the valley. Now, his luck had run out.
 
   Chris was not so bad off. The cynicism he had learned in Pontius spared him from any great psychological torture. In fact, the failed crusade acted as an “I told you so” that bolstered his image of the world. As for Jago, the young warrior was confused that the battle had gone so badly when he had fought so well. Drenched from head to foot in dry gore, he realized that he had been wrong to ever doubt himself. He also knew that Nilem had been right about their Khan all along. He was only a man, and not even a very great one.
 
   Yarek took over what command was possible of that ragged train of fools. He knew there was no defeating the mass of ghouls that harried them, and no way to scout the area ahead and prepare an effective defense. Only speed and the safety of the fort and the waiting tribes could save them, so he drove everyone forward as if he himself was tireless. Yarek hated the loss of their explosives, and hated that they’d nearly used up all of their bullets in the failed crusade. “Stop firing!” he often shouted at those in the rear. “The ghouls are just sucking up your bullets! They want you to fire! Run! Run! Run!”
 
   Yarek checked on his Khan often. Wodan could only wave him away feebly, too tired to respond, too stubborn to rest. Any time they did rest for a few minutes, the stories spread. Worst of all was the story of the flesh demon that could stop bullets, and even cast spells capable of breaking their Khan without a fight. Wodan knew that this devil had some of the strange power of the Cognati, the power which made no sense and yet still existed. He knew that Zamael possessed a power that could not be fought.
 
   Once when they stopped to rest, Yarek conferred with his Reavers. One of their brothers that they’d carried with them had finally given in to his wounds, and so they picked up his body and carried him some distance into the night. The Reavers had rites for the dead all their own, secret ceremonies designed for the battlefield and not to be seen by the uninitiated. Jago crept away from his Khan and saw the Reavers kneeling over the dead man, and heard Yarek saying, “... all that this man is, all that this man was before he was a Reaver, we consign to the grave. The battlefield has claimed him. We will move on. May he find some rest from the thing inside that made him into a Reaver. And may he be replaced by one just as brave.”
 
   The Reavers bent and solemnly stripped the man of his weapons, his armor, even his socks, until only his pale body remained. They tucked his gear away with their own. Then one man laid a few spent shells alongside the dead man, and another man, who was only in his twenties but had gray in his beard, placed a gauntleted hand on the dead man’s forehead and said, “On you go, man.” Then they rose and rejoined the others, leaving the man unburied, cold food for vultures and ghouls.
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   The main hall on the first floor of the skeletal fort was packed full of dogmen and humans. In the middle of the council sat Yarek Clash, his six remaining Reavers behind him, Naarwulf the great black dogman, and beside him sat Khan Wodan, shirtless and without his wolfskin cloak. The dogmen saw that while the Khan’s health had returned, his arms and chest seemed skinny to them - the arms of a man, only a man. Jarl the Entertainer was perched over his notes, but the pen shook in his hand. Chiefs of tribes and clans and their shamans and guards made up the rest of the inner circle. Managers of human work teams stood behind them, having been pushed out from the center.
 
   “Great Khan,” said one chieftain, nearly choking on the words, “you left here and took all of our best warriors, warriors from every tribe, and only returned with a handful of wounded and shamed dogs.”
 
   “Yes, I did,” Khan Wodan said loudly. “The attack was a complete failure. There is no other way to say it.”
 
   “That’s not so!” said Yarek. “Listen, everyone. We hurt them just as badly as they hurt us. Any true flesh demon that we faced, we killed or wounded. Those ghouls outnumber us, but individually they’re weak and stupid. To admit defeat now would be to-”
 
   “But,” shouted another chieftain, “what of the story that one demon among them can cast spells? They say he cannot be touched, that he is the same as a wizard of Srila.”
 
   “Listen,” said Yarek. “It’s true that he seems to have some ability to shield himself. But we confused him with our explosives, and I swear on my title of Commander of Reavers that I shot and wounded that very devil. He is mortal. He can be killed!”
 
   “But all of the explosives are gone,” said a dog warrior, “and there are not many more bullets to throw at such a devil.”
 
   Khan Wodan cleared his throat. “He’s powerful, it’s true. I suspect he’s the same devil that got into my head. He was able to communicate with me, and I learned a few things from him. He’s something of an exile among his people. Couple that with the fact that he was trying to force me to call off the attack, and I think we can assume that he won’t be getting any reinforcements. Not anytime soon, at least, since we blew up the hole at the bottom of the mines. We may have failed in our first attack, but I think that the demons have played all of their tricks.”
 
   Yarek nodded. “It would be a shame to give them time to regroup, I say.”
 
   “The demon got into his mind!” hissed one dogman, in the back of the hall. “He admits that he was touched by a devil. He could be possessed!”
 
   “Who said that?” shouted Naarwulf. “Which coward is back there whispering?!”
 
   Others spoke up, and Wodan shouted, “Silence! Silence! We could talk and talk about this setback all night long and accomplish nothing. I want to move on to practical matters.” While many dogmen glanced at one another, Wodan looked down at the array of swords, axes, and spears in the very center of the circle. He took up a sword and tested its weight in the air. “Naarwulf. You’ve tested these weapons?”
 
   Naarwulf nodded. “These are from the first shipment from our mines. The pack who brought them reported that the young lord Zachariah has the colony beating iron all day long and all night long. We now have many, many weapons, Khan. Good weapons, I think.”
 
   Wodan did not appear especially pleased by the news. “Was there a special sword sent for me? One called Usurper?”
 
   “Ah, no, Khan.”
 
   Wodan placed the sword back into the pile. “Then begin distributing the first shipment to any warriors who can fight.”
 
   Another dog in the back muttered loudly, “... does not even bother to take a weapon for himself.”
 
   Ignoring him, Wodan said, “And the farming. Have seeds been sown, Naarwulf?”
 
   “Yes, Khan. But now the farmers, they, ah...”
 
   “Are afraid of the ghouls. I understand. We will have to step up our patrols. Especially since the failure of our attack.”
 
   Gloom spread throughout the council. Whispering in the back grew unchecked, and the air felt heavy and oppressive.
 
   Suddenly a guard dog stood up, a giant beastly warrior. “Khan,” he shouted, “I believe that you are unfit to lead us! You have shown cowardice in battle, and you alone were affected by the magic words of a demon! Khan, I call you out in the rite of the duel!”
 
   A torrent of barking broke out. Naarwulf stood as well, and shouted, “You cannot do that while in council! Down, all of you!”
 
   “Fireheart!” many dogmen shouted. “Fireheart! Fireheart the Mighty!”
 
   “Shut up! Down, I said!”
 
   “No!” said Wodan. “It’s fine. Let’s do this. But we do it outside.” Silence fell as Wodan rose, his face as still as a mask. The dogman Fireheart and his entourage made for the door, poking out their chests and elbowing those who stood in their way. Wodan turned to go, then stopped. “Naarwulf.”
 
   “Khan?”
 
   “Did anyone find a cave yet? A peculiar cave?”
 
   “No, Khan.”
 
   “What about those bears?”
 
   “Nothing, Khan.”
 
   Wodan nodded sadly, then walked through the crowded room. Dogmen streamed through the hallway, hovered about the door, and clogged up the front of the hall. Naarwulf strained to push ahead. He saw his Khan leave by the rear entrance, then felt great dread as the darkness outside swallowed him.
 
   As soon as Wodan was outside and out of sight, Naarwulf heard a terrible clamor, barking, rushing feet - then a terrific crunching sound. Naarwulf shouted, pushed warriors away on either side of him, and saw that Yarek was right beside him, his face pale. They reached the doorway and ran outside with weapons drawn.
 
   A crowd of dogmen hung about, eyes wide and jaws hanging open. Wodan stood just outside the door, hunched over. The dogman Fireheart lay under him, head twisted about, one eyeball laid delicately on his cheek. Wodan breathed heavily, mist rolling from his mouth and nostrils, his arms wrapped with corded, heaving muscles.
 
   “That’s one less wolf who could have made a stand against demonkind,” said Wodan, glaring at the others. “You dogs are only making this more difficult.”
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   Freyja walked through the skeletal halls of the fort. The moon shone through the wooden ribs, and she clutched her dark jacket to herself. She saw dogmen gathering in the courtyard below, saw more coming in through the gates, mourners who had just buried brothers along with the fallen upstart. They whispered to one another. Naarwulf strode by, stared them down, and many dogs scattered from him.
 
   Freyja entered a darkened, bare room and stared in alarm. Wodan sat so quietly that he did not even seem to be there. He was staring at a blank wall, his face unreadable.
 
   “Wodan?” she said, tentative. “What are you doing?”
 
   He stirred only very slowly, then said, “Thinking, Freyja.”
 
   She went and sat beside him on the cold floor. “Whatever happened out there... with the flesh demons... it affected you deeply, didn’t it?”
 
   “Oh?” he said.
 
   “I’ve heard you and others speaking about this power that you have. You were expecting to use it against the demons, weren’t you?”
 
   “Ah. It’s not that, Freyja. I’m no stranger to setbacks. I know what it is to fail. But I always overcome, Freyja. That’s the thing about me. I always keep coming back. I always wear out my enemies.”
 
   “So... you think you can kill this monster? They say he can’t be touched.”
 
   Wodan laughed quietly, though there was little humor in it. “Of course I’ll kill him, Freyja.”
 
   “Oh. How?”
 
   “No idea.”
 
   Freyja studied him for a while. His confidence didn’t seem to be idle boasting, but something still seemed wrong. It seemed as if something had been wrenched away from him. She waited, then said, “Then what is-”
 
   “It’s the people,” he said. “I made a mistake, Freyja. I never should have brought any humans here. I thought that if I gathered the strongest humans available, then it would help me… help me create a new world. But they can’t help. We have too much baggage. These dogmen… if I lose the title of Khan, then every good human that I tricked into coming here will be consumed by their brutality.”
 
   “You did not trick us into coming here! Everyone who’s here is here because they chose to be. I was going to escape, remember, that first night we met. But I chose to stay. That was my choice!”
 
   “That’s a very human way of looking at things, Freyja. But the dogmen… they know nothing of free will. They pretend to look down on humans, and they do that because of their sense of racial inferiority. Each one of them is fractured inside. That’s why they form into packs, Freyja. They want to become whole, and they can’t do it alone. Each dogman knows that they need someone else to tell them what to do, how to think. They can’t do it on their own. They live under the illusion that life should be a constant string of victories. And when it’s not…” Wodan paused. “When you make a mistake, Freyja, you take a look at yourself and try to find the bad habit that led to your mistake. But a dogman is too fractured for that. When a mistake is made, they assume that a weak link in the pack – anyone but themselves – must be responsible. When life becomes difficult, they look for a scapegoat.”
 
   “Then tell them what to do, Wodan! Tell them how to think! Teach them!”
 
   “When they get rid of me, things will be very difficult for the humans here. For you, especially.”
 
   “When they get rid of you? Where is this pessimism coming from, Wodan? I thought you were the kind of person who... who was capable of anything!”
 
   “I am,” he said quietly, turning his eyes to her. “I’m good at pushing myself. I’m a survivor. But I also have the bad habit of dragging other people into situations that get them killed.”
 
   “That’s a cop-out,” she said, putting her face close to his in a quiet, tense stand-off. She locked her eyes onto his, then drew so close that her breath was on his face. “The people you brought are more than just deadweight. You brought the best. But Wodan, we… we need you if we’re going to survive.”
 
   “How much do you know about what I’ve been thinking?” he said quietly.
 
   “I know you were thinking about leaving. I know you were thinking about going out alone and bringing back the head of that demon.”
 
   Wodan smiled lightly, his eyes still cold. “Why shouldn’t I?” He leaned towards her as well, so close that his nose brushed against the down on her cheek.
 
   Freyja’s face shifted warmly against his. “Because,” she said. “Just because.” With that, she placed her lips against his. Her lips were closed, but he still felt warmth, human warmth, flowing into him as she leaned against him. He was overwhelmed, then realized that it was the first time he had ever truly kissed anyone.
 
                 She pulled away from him. “Are you bribing me to stay?” he whispered.
 
   “A Khan is one thing,” she said, “but a leader is another. When you’ve decided to be what we need… then you can have the rest, too.”
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   Nilem dreamed. She saw the valley from a great height, as if she were standing on top of a mountain. She blinked and her eyes changed. They were no longer her own. Her head was covered in eyes, the eyes of another. She saw the trees like wet stalks of light, with nectar traveling up and down, from roots to branches. She saw the great river, its streams, flowing from sky to earth and feeding the land, then traveling out into the world and back into sky. She saw grass, the wild fields, all alive, sparkling and pure, connected. But greatest of all, she saw the lights of divine beings. Gods once dwelled in the valley. She saw them moving about, singing, dancing, their play radiating wisdom itself. The beings of light lived separate from one another, but they were never alone. She saw the tendrils of their thoughts brushing across one another, wrapping one another in warmth. She ached in her heart, so beautiful and loving they seemed. And they did love one another, for they were one, always together.
 
   This is the way it once was, she heard in her mind, and ached even more at the softness of the voice.
 
   The vision progressed. Time passed uncounted, unchecked like the flowing river. Nightmare came. She saw horrid little creatures sneaking through the clouds and then down into the valley. She saw the divine beings of light pause, watch - and then move away from the little creatures. Other animals, also full of the light of that land, grew silent and hid, or fled - or their light was snuffed out by the invaders. The invaders were covered in dull, pale armor, their faces like skulls, their eyes like little furnaces that they stabbed into one another. Hatred, greed, fear - that was all they knew, and they churned it up in little cauldrons that they boiled in their hideout. Nilem’s heart raced, terrified that the beings of light would be choked to death by the armored creatures.
 
   “Make them go away!” she shouted. “Make them go away and leave us alone!”
 
   The beings of light took action. They watched the armored creatures, sniffed out their weaknesses, then moved as one, fighting to defend their land. Many fell on both sides. But the invaders, the weaker, divided species, made a fire to distract the divine defenders and then took to the skies once more. They scurried away within the clouds. Nilem’s heart soared as the balance was restored once more.
 
   We will never give in to their kind, said the warm voice. Never.
 
   The divided creatures came again. This time they crawled over land, from the west, from wicked Pontius. They came and drilled into the earth, plunderers; they hacked down the trees, murderers. Again the divine beings hid, touched one another in their holy councils, and attacked as one. Only a few invaders escaped this time.
 
   “Wonderful!” shouted Nilem. “Oh, it’s wonderful!”
 
   But the valley did not remain perfect forever. A war raged in Heaven down below. Many of the divine beings went into the earth. Eventually all of the divine beings left the valley to take part in the terrible conflict. To make matters worse, some seed of ruin had already been planted in the valley. Strange beings grew out of the soil, twisted little creatures in the shape of the old invaders. The new creatures were small, wicked, stupid, and hateful towards one another.
 
   Ghouls, said the voice. Your kind call them ghouls.
 
   The war down below ended. A few divine beings returned to the valley. They were few in number, and one of them was marked by sin, his light tainted by an open, festering sore. This divine being was connected to the others, but was still an outsider.
 
   “Is that you?” said Nilem, her heart reaching out to him.
 
   The voice within hummed a lonely note.
 
   A third invasion came. They came from the sky again, like the first, but they were even more pathetic than before. They moved about slowly, beady eyes full of fear. They chased the ghouls around and catalogued them in their record of things to fear. The few divine beings that were left attacked a small number of the invaders, who ran about halfheartedly before returning to the sky.
 
   Years passed. The divine being marked by sin did what he could to return the valley to its former state of perfection. He watched its borders, he culled the outsiders who lived on the bounty at its fringes, and he shaped the ghouls into more proper beings worthy of their home in the valley. Nilem reached out her ghostly hands and tried to touch the lonely king, to tell him that she understood, for her life was much the same.
 
   But there was a fourth and final invasion, over land, and Nilem realized in horror that she was a part of it. Again the mountains, the forests, and the river were raped and clogged by evil itself. Even the divine beings were attacked outright. The gods themselves were wounded.
 
   Just when we were close to perfection, the voice whispered in agony. Just when we were so close to turning this cold world into a beautiful home!
 
   “I’m so sorry,” Nilem cried softly. “I’m so, so sorry...”
 
   Help me! Please! We’re in so much pain!
 
   “Oh, gods, I’m so sorry!” Nilem watched the vision fade, then said, “You poor thing... how did you find me?”
 
   Nilem saw herself in the woods with Jago. He sat cross-legged, his chest puffed out, his face grim and determined. He no longer carried himself with the dogged expression of fear and want; he was emboldened by the failed attack on the gods. Nilem was naked to the waist, leaning against him and stroking the hair on his chest.
 
   “The Khan displayed utter cowardice,” said Jago. She remembered the scene, but was surprised to see it from another angle. “He was useless. It was just as you said, Nil, just as you said.” Nilem nodded, then licked Jago’s neck and ear, smiling.
 
   My eyes see all, Nilem. I know all. And I know that you could be a good friend.
 
   Nilem ran her hands through Jago’s hairy chest, then said, “If only you were in charge, Jago, my love. If only we could be together in the open. You are powerful enough to possess me, Jago... you and none other.” She caressed her hand about Jago’s belly and thighs, and whispered, “But how far are you willing to go, my love? How far are you willing to go?”
 
   Nilem began to wake just as Jago replied. She could not remember his reply, but could see him thrust his chest out still further. His words were proud, boyishly confident and utterly drowned out by the small voice in her mind repeating How far are you willing to go, my love? How far are you willing to go?
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Eleven
 
   The Night They Killed the Khan
 
    
 
    
 
   As the sun set over the valley, Jarl the Entertainer sat with a group of dogmen within the walls of the fort. They had treated him coolly at first, until he asked them about their weapons. One of them had grudgingly showed him how he could disarm and behead a man in one smooth motion, with the veiled threat that he could do the same to Jarl. Jarl had acted amazed. Another dogman showed his dagger double-stab technique to the Entertainer, who acted amazed again, and before the dogs realized what was happening they were competing with one another to impress the Entertainer with tales of their prowess in battle. The Entertainer took notes, smiling all the while.
 
   They’re so tough and seemingly in control, thought Jarl. But a little patience here, a slight nudge there... and they’re no different from little children! They’ll be revealing their stories in no time!
 
   “Well, now,” said Jarl. “You guys are alright.”
 
   “Alright, he says!” laughed one dogman, elbowing another beside him. “You listen to me, human: Our pack is the roughest of the rough!”
 
   “No arguments here!” said Jarl, slapping his back. “But tell me, I’m a little confused about your ways. See, I thought that chiefs or shamans ruled the tribes.”
 
   “Ah,” said an older dog warrior, nodding. The younger pups grew silent. “This is the way of things. There are packs. Hunters, scouts, teams of warriors. Trusted battle-brothers, you see? There are clans, made up of many packs and their families. A chief is head of a clan. Sometimes they have a shaman to counsel them. The chief of a clan picks the greatest warriors from the packs to act as his guards. If a chief is called out in a duel by someone within the clan, he may send a guard to fight for him, if he is old or tired or busy. Then there are tribes, made up of many clans, and those tribes are as old as time itself. Every tribe has one big chief that oversees the entire tribe. These big chiefs always have a circle of wise shamans. There were twelve tribes of dogmen who came out of Hargis. There are six tribes who survived and came into the Black Valley.”
 
   “I see,” said Jarl, scribbling in his notes. “So who’s really in control, you think? The chiefs or the shamans?”
 
   “Two different worlds,” said the old dog, throwing his arms out wide. “Heaven and earth! The shamans watch the heavens, the chiefs work on earth.”
 
   “Here’s where I’m really confused,” said Jarl. “Where does the Khan come into it all? I mean, did that man Vito create the position?”
 
   “One cannot create such a thing. Vito was not the first. One only becomes Khan when the heavens are properly aligned. Only then can a Khan come into being. And there is not always a Khan.”
 
   “There isn’t? But there have been many Khans, then?” Jarl’s pulse quickened. This was the stuff of legend!
 
   “Many Khans, yes. The first dogman was a Khan himself. Not much is known about him. But he was the greatest dogman, and his twelve sons were the fathers of the twelve tribes. In the Garden, long ago, Khan Prime and the Lion were friends.”
 
   “The Lion... that’s one of the four gods of the wasteland...”
 
   “Yes, yes. They were friends. But when the Garden fell to rot, and the earth refused to give up her bounty of food, the Lion became quarrelsome. Khan Prime stopped the Lion from eating his twelve sons. But after the Lion left, the people were still hungry. So the Khan gave up his body, so that the families of his sons could eat.”
 
   “Oh, goodness,” said Jarl, pen shivering over his parchment.
 
   “Yes, it was a good thing. Otherwise our people would have starved and died, long ago.” The old dog noticed that others had gathered to listen, so he scratched his beard and chest hair, raised his eyes in thought, and said, “Many years later, but still long ago, the dog warrior Wargram became a Khan among his people. Humans had come into the land, you see, and using gifts they turned the sons of all tribes against one another. All dogs fell into sin, and none could see that humans were the real enemy. All they could see were the gifts of men; they could not see the war for the battles, as we say. But the dog Wargram, he and his brothers rose up against the humans. He even became a criminal among his own people. But he tricked the chief of the humans into a duel, and the humans watched in a great arena as Wargram killed him and many others. Wargram told the story of his people to other humans, who did not know the extent of the hardship of our people. So the humans became divided. Wargram knew that he would be executed, but on the night the humans killed him, the dogmen, and even some humans, killed the wicked men and drove them out of the land. His sacrifice saved our people.”
 
   “I see,” said Jarl. “He gave up his life, not unlike Khan Prime.” Jarl was beginning to pick up the template, as any good Entertainer was taught to do. Something began to bother him.
 
   “Certainly, not unlike,” said the old dog. “Then there was Grimgold. In his days, dogmen gave sacrifice to flesh demons. This was a terrible time. Among our people, we say that only weak humans give up their own as sacrifices to devils. Better to die with legs outstretched than curled up in a baby-position, we say!”
 
   Many young pups howled at the statement.
 
   “But those were bad days,” the old dog continued. “Dogs were behaving like men, selling life in exchange for life. But Grimgold, he rose up as a Khan, and learned about the ways of the devils. He directed war parties from all the tribes, and they killed many devils and drove others back into the earth. But a great war demon rose up from the deep, a terrifying demon called Vengeance. None could stand against him. Vengeance declared that he would leave only if he was allowed to eat the corpse of the Khan. Khan Grimgold did what he had to do: He laid down in the mouth of the demon and was eaten. But Vengeance was not sated. He stayed on, and killed more dog peoples.”
 
   “Ah,” said Jarl. “So sacrifice doesn’t always work?”
 
   “But the ghost of Grimgold came back, and he made his brother Grimmergold the Khan. And Grimmergold said that he would let himself be eaten, if only Vengeance would leave. Of course the demon consented. Grimmergold marched right into the mouth of Vengeance... and attacked his stomach, hacking away like a good dog!”
 
   The pups barked wildly, kicking legs and elbowing one another in the stomach.
 
   “And Grimmergold died a good dog!” barked the old one. “He died in the stomach of Vengeance, kicking and barking like mad!”
 
   “That Khan, uh, sacrificed himself, too?” Jarl said uneasily.
 
   “For his people - yes! And then there was Sangewe. His story is most wondrous of all!” The old dogman paused, then said, “Shit, I can’t remember it so well. But the Khan Sangewe ended up chopping off his own head to make peace between no less than ninety-nine clans. He was so strong, you see, that no clan could trust another, because his strength would tip the balance of power in the favor of any clan that would have him...”
 
   “I... see...” said Jarl, intuition ringing in his chest like an alarm.
 
   “Then there was the Khan Vito. Long ago, when many warriors here today were still pups, Vito saw that the city of Pontius wanted to tempt the mighty tribes within her gates. With sinful promises of wealth and ease, she wanted to deflate the manly pride of the dogmen. So the Khan Vito, he sacrificed himself in order to keep his people out of her gates. It is a difficult thing to understand, but, well, his sacrifice was supposed to remind the dogmen of the old ways, the hard and manly ways. And it worked, thanks be to the gods!”
 
   “Thanks be!” said the younger dogmen. “Thanks be!”
 
   “That’s funny,” Jarl muttered to himself. “From what I’d heard, it sounded like he was killed against his will.”
 
   “Ah, but before that, there was the Khan Morgamorg-”
 
   “Wait!” said Jarl. “Did he sacrifice himself to bring an end to some conflict?”
 
   “Oh,” said the old dog, “you’ve already heard that one?”
 
   “Never heard it in my life,” said Jarl, rising suddenly, “but I think I’ve heard enough!” He gathered up his parchment, hands shaking, and left the gathering.
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   Jarl found Freyja sitting with a group of farmers and laborers, all of them laughing and whispering, while Freyja painted her masterpiece bow. It was blood-red.
 
   “Freyja!” Jarl hissed. He was running, but slowed suddenly when many eyes fell on him.
 
   “Jarl! Look.” She held up the un-stringed bow. “I just finished it. It’s a super-weapon for a super-Khan. I can’t even string it myself. But these guys are going to help!” She threw a thumb behind her and Jarl saw two beefy laborers doing push-ups, working themselves into a fever-pitch so that they could string the mighty bow.
 
   “That’s great,” said Jarl, voice cracking with feigned enthusiasm. “Hey, by the way, uh, speaking of which, do you happen to know where, you know, Wodan is?”
 
   “I don’t know where he is. But when I find him, just imagine the look on his face when I give him the bow!”
 
   “Yes, his face, that’s dynamite. Now, listen - are you sure you don’t know where he is?”
 
   “Pretty sure. Now, this bow. You might want to record this, Jarl. I’m going to call it-”
 
   “Great. That’s fantastic. Nothing to worry about, dearest, everything’s under control!”
 
   Jarl turned about and ran toward the fort.
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   Jarl passed Naarwulf in the fort, screeched to a halt, and ran back to him. “Naarwulf!” he said, motioning towards an empty room. Naarwulf sent away several dogmen, then approached and nodded curtly.
 
   Jarl looked up at the massive dogman. “Naarwulf, this is very important. I’ve been listening to some stories about the old Khans. You know the stories, right?”
 
   Naarwulf paused for a long time. “Sure.”
 
   “Well, did you notice how they all end?”
 
   “They all end differently,” said Naarwulf. “But evil perishes and good triumphs.”
 
   “No, no, no, Naarwulf. They all end with a Khan dying for the good of his people.”
 
   “Well, that’s about what I said.”
 
   “Naarwulf, haven’t you heard the dogmen grumbling about the failed attack? Rumors and such about Wodan’s lack of bravery?”
 
   “Dogs will bark,” said Naarwulf. “What of it?”
 
   “Naarwulf, listen, I’m...” Jarl leaned in and whispered. “I’m an Entertainer. An En-ter-tain-er. Do you know what that means?”
 
   Naarwulf stared at Jarl for a long time.
 
   “That means I’ve been trained to see the patterns in stories! And in reality!”
 
   “... Okay.”
 
   “Naarwulf, you’re not getting me. I think Wodan is in danger!”
 
   “I doubt that,” said Naarwulf, looking past Jarl as if he was already considering some other matter. “The Khan cannot be killed. I’ve seen him fight. He’s the most powerful-”
 
   “In a one-on-one fight, sure, but when things go bad, Naarwulf, don’t you think some malcontents might try to murder the Khan? To sacrifice him, you know, to stop future failures, and then paint a shiny gloss on the murder after the fact?”
 
   “You think someone might try to assassinate the Khan?”
 
   “Yes!”
 
   “Well, why didn’t you say so?”
 
   “I did!”
 
   “I wouldn’t worry about it, storyteller,” said Naarwulf. “None of these knuckleheads could do anything to hurt the Khan. There’s nothing to worry about.”
 
   “Where is he?”
 
   “Meditating, most likely.”
 
   “Meditating?” said Jarl, screwing up his brow.
 
   “Of course! What of it? He often goes out on walks, unarmed and alone-”
 
   Jarl turned and ran.
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   Jarl ran into Nilem’s chamber and the stench of stale sex hit him as soon as he walked in. Nilem whirled about, pushed something under a blanket, and glared at him.
 
   “Nilem!” said Jarl.
 
   “I’ll scream!” said Nilem. “Why are you in here?!”
 
   “Nilem, I have to find Wodan! Where does he take his walks?”
 
   Nilem’s eyes darted back and forth, her face frozen. “Why would you… ask me… something… like that?”
 
   “Nevermind that! Do you think he’s around here, or out in the woods? Have you seen anyone following him?”
 
   “Why would I know something like that?” said Nilem, adopting a cool demeanor even as her face turned red. She paused for a moment, then said, “If you don’t leave my room, I’ll scream!”
 
   “Woman, I’ll fucking scream if I don’t get some help around here!”
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   Jarl ran into another room and saw Yarek Clash standing over Chris Kenny, who was laid out on the ground, unconscious, his face purple.
 
   “So that’s the ultimate Reaver choke-hold,” said Yarek. “Next I’ll show you how to break a man’s wrist as you disarm him, when you wake up.”
 
   “Yarek!” said Jarl.
 
   Yarek turned to him. He regarded him silently, cold eyes boring into him.
 
   Jarl was intimidated into silence, but then he remembered his mission. “Listen, Yarek. You know that the dogs are unhappy about the failed attack, right? Well, I’ve been listening to some stories about other Khans. Not one of them was killed in a one-on-one duel. All of the Khans, all of them, were either murdered or sacrificed in some way.”
 
   Yarek thought for a moment, then said, “You think some dogmen that are unsatisfied with Wodan, but unable to kill him in a duel, are going to try to assassinate him and then spin the whole thing like it was necessary for the survival of their people?”
 
   Jarl sighed in relief. “Yes!”
 
   “Alright. Wodan usually goes out for a walk about now. I’ll get my boys on the situation right away.”
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   Wodan ranged out past the fields of plowed earth until he was deep in the woods. Even without his wolfskin cloak, the farmers had recognized him and were happy to see him. But Wodan only felt guilt when he saw them gathered on tree stumps sharing their meals with one another. He felt the weight of their dreams on his shoulders alongside the threats of the valley, not the least of which was the horde of dogmen clinging to his back.
 
   The last light of day hid in the twisted treetops. Strange birds called out in the darkening mist. No one could give him counsel any longer. When he used rational means to probe at their problems, he was continually plagued with visions of the cave he’d found so long ago, and Miss Oliver’s tales of intelligent bear cubs. He cast the thoughts from his mind.
 
   Things will fall apart, Wodan thought. Perhaps I could send emissaries into the mountains. Maybe we could find the primitive humans living there, and learn from them. Learn how to…
 
   The absurdity of it struck Wodan. What would they teach him? How to avoid the monsters whose existence stood between him and his goals? Wodan knew that he had already brought enough wise, hard-working people with him, and now those very people were in danger of being eaten alive by an army of dogmen that were only a few short steps from turning feral.
 
   What will I do? Wodan thought. I couldn’t just leave the dogmen behind, where they would eventually kill the people of Pontius. But now they…
 
   Wodan stopped suddenly. The birds stopped singing. All became still.
 
   A dead branch snapped, and Wodan slowly turned.
 
   A line of ten dogmen stood before him, large ones with great hairy arms. They all had swords from the Hargis mines held low before them. Their faces were hard and unreadable. One dog at the end held a thin whistle and blew it several times, a signal to two other teams further out.
 
   Wodan looked them up and down and his heart began to thunder. Only a thimbleful of his great intuitive reservoir was needed to read the situation.
 
   “I thought you used spears to hunt animals,” said Wodan.
 
   “We’re not hunting animals,” said one dogman. Wodan and the dogmen stood as still as stone. Their eyes crawled over his body. A few were smiling.
 
   Finally another dogman said, “The shamans, they tell us that the rite of the sacrifice is just as important as the rite of the duel. Older, it is. More holy, in some ways, though not everyone would understand.”
 
   Wodan felt his vision sharpen, felt colors becoming richer. His hands would not unclench. “Just do what it is you came here to do,” said Wodan.
 
   Another dogman licked his lips, then said, “Oh, great Khan! Any last wo-”
 
   Before the dogman could finish his snide remark, Wodan shrieked like a monster and threw himself into the middle of them. The killers were startled and slow to move; in a flash Wodan was upon the lead dogman, and head-butted him with such force that the dog’s skull split with a terrible cracking sound that echoed from the trees. The dogmen raised their swords and moved to surround him. One killer rushed toward him and, mindful of hitting his own comrades, brought his sword down in a wide vertical chop. Again Wodan took advantage of their hesitation and moved to the side, then rushed to the periphery of the circle. In a split-second he had that dog and another held by their throats, throttling them as he dragged them about. He spun around, tripping the dogs he held and forcing the others to back away.
 
   More dogmen called out in the distance – a team of ten dogmen armed with bows and arrows.
 
   “Those two are already dead!” cried one dogman, frustrated that the second team would see them having trouble with their victim. “Kill him! Get in there and kill him!”
 
   The two held by Wodan could offer little defense as their comrades fell on them, swinging and hacking with wild blows. They were a grunting, spinning whirlwind showering blood on the grass. A sword smacked Wodan in the head, peeling back flesh and sending stars across his vision.
 
   “There! There!” cried an archer. The others notched their arrows and took aim. Wodan tossed the two dead dogmen on either side, knocking others about and breaking the circle. With blood in his eyes, Wodan raced ahead. One swordsman thought to stop him, but Wodan caught him in the jaw with his elbow, shattering his neck as he ran. Wodan felt a sword dig into his shoulder and tear down his back, then a hail of arrows streaked past. Wodan ducked and ran, and a dog directly beside him was filled like a pincushion. Wodan tore through grass and brambles, then fell crashing over a steep ravine.
 
   The archers ran ahead of the five remaining swordsmen and leaned over the ridge, sniffing the air. Wodan crept along the side of the steep ridge, but could not hide the sound of his desperate panting. One dogman shouted and pointed with his bow, and then the others fired downward into the bushes while one of the weary swordsmen blew a shrill cry into his whistle.
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   Nilem stumbled through the dark forest. It was difficult to walk; in order to finalize her negotiations with the assassins, she had to let each of them have their way with her the night before. Eventually she’d lost count, but she was almost sure that a few shamans had snuck in and taken part in the orgy. And now she could barely catch her breath because she was mercilessly lashing her own psyche, panicking at the thought that her carefully-laid plan was going to fall apart. She had seen six Reavers stalk across the fields, then split up into teams of two. Their guns had been in hand, as if they somehow knew what was about to happen.
 
   How they knew was a mystery to her. The plan seemed perfect, too simple even for a dogman to screw up: Surround the Khan while he was alone and kill him. Split into three teams to cover more ground, but carry whistles so they could regroup at a moment’s notice. What could go wrong?
 
   Still, she knew that dogmen were terribly stupid, and something was indeed going wrong. As she stumbled through the woods, she knew that the best she could hope to accomplish was one dead oppressor and a lot of dogs caught red-handed – and ready to spill everything to the Reavers. She’d had a lot of hope for Yarek, but in the end he had shown no real disloyalty to the Khan. He had complained about him, but ultimately he would be more than willing to throw her to the wolves if it made it easier for him to fill the power vacuum himself.
 
   She had never forced herself to cry before, but she knew she would have to stir up a mess of tears if she wanted to make her innocence seem believable as she fell on the body of the Khan. She would have to convince the other Reavers that Jago was the mastermind behind the plot. It would be unfortunate to give him up so early, and tiresome if he survived the attempt and protested his own innocence.
 
   Still, the death of the Khan would be worth it. She decided that it would work out for the best if poor Jago got himself killed during the assassination attempt.
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   Jago was hopelessly lost. He was a part of the axe team, the advance-guard of the conspirators. But they had somehow lost their whistle and, since he was the youngest, they had appointed him to run back and forth between the teams to relay the embarrassingly idiotic message, “We’re still looking for the Khan. By the way, you got an extra whistle on you?”
 
   He was humiliated. The night before he had vowed that he would soon bathe in blood, but he was now covered in wounds from tripping through brambles and getting his axe hung up in thick brush. The glory he had felt during the battle against the ghouls was long gone. Now he only felt like a pup, embarrassed and lost in the woods in the middle of the night.
 
   He heard a shrill whistle ahead. His first thought was that his team had finally found a whistle of their own, and was now testing it to tell Jago that they no longer needed him. Then he remembered that that signal meant that one of the teams had found the Khan. The battle had been met. There was still a chance to save his reputation!
 
   Jago howled and ran through the trees, unmindful of the thorns that bit and clung to his thick hair.
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   “He’s not down here!” one of the dogmen cried as he whacked at a tangle of bushes with his sword. He knocked aside half a dozen arrows with each stroke.
 
   “Sneaky bastard!” said an archer. He held onto one side of the ravine and slid down. Soon the others followed him into the densely-packed, overgrown gorge. “He could’ve crawled away anywhere!”
 
   “Well, fan out, then! Find him!”
 
   The dogmen beat at the bushes with their swords. The archers peered about as they notched fresh arrows.
 
   “Blood! Over here!”
 
   “Follow it, follow it!”
 
   “Ah... the blood stops here. He left a mess of it, but that devil’s already healed up!”
 
   Another dogman, older than the others, cast his eyes into a tree above the pool of blood. “No... he’s there! Up in that tree!”
 
   Several archers fired blindly into the tree. As they grunted and fired, Wodan crept out from his hiding place behind them clutching a sharp stone in one hand. One swordsman, with the instincts of a hunter, turned and saw Wodan directly behind him – just as Wodan brought the rock down on his head with enough force to cave in his forehead. The dogman’s bowels emptied as his legs went out from under him. As Wodan deftly dropped the stone and retrieved the dead dog’s sword before it hit the ground, the others turned toward him, howling with rage. Two archers stood nearby, hands shaking with berserker lust. Wodan brought the sword over and down in a wide arc that wiped one archer’s face from his skull, revealing something like a mask of raw meat; when another archer notched an arrow, Wodan brought the sword against his head so hard that the blade broke in half as the dog fell dead.
 
   Two of the four swordsmen came at Wodan, who prepared to defend himself. But their attack was only a distraction, as they immediately backed away and the eight archers released a volley of arrows. Wodan stumbled forward as three arrows pierced his right shoulder from behind, each in a row. Wodan howled with pain, staggered about to keep his opponents off balance, then took the remains of his sword in his left hand and threw it at a cluster of archers. One standing in the middle caught the spinning blade directly in his throat, gurgling as he fell back.
 
   Several archers sought cover while the others prepared for another volley. The four swordsmen prepared to rush at Wodan. Wodan retreated and stumbled against a rock, then a swordsman leaped at the opportunity and caught Wodan against the side of his head with the flat of his blade. Wodan staggered into some bushes, senses reeling, a red flap of skin dangling against his ear.
 
   Seven archers cried out for blood as the four swordsmen surrounded the bush that held the wounded Khan.
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   A large team of dogmen walked through the dark woods carrying a net full of fish they’d plucked from a stream. “Good haul, real good!” said one. “Long as we don’t get lost up in here!”
 
   “Won’t get lost!” said a younger dog, slapping his spear against the other’s.
 
   Just then they entered a clearing and saw a group of nine dogmen with axes stumbling as they ran. They stopped and stared at one another.
 
   “Ho there,” said one of the fishers, an old dogman. “What are you boys about?”
 
   The dogmen with axes threw their eyes about wildly, as if they’d been caught in the middle of something. “You can’t stop us!” said one. “Are you for us - or against us?!”
 
   “The hell are you talkin’ about?” said one of the fishers, gripping his spear.
 
   Two Reavers with guns broke into the clearing. One threw back his helm visor and shouted, “Stop those dogmen! They’re conspiring against the Khan!”
 
   The axe-dogs crouched, weapons held ready. One of the fishers dropped his end of the net and cried out, “You can’t kill the Khan!” As his brothers brandished their spears, he added, “You’re traitors!”
 
   The Reavers fired and the dogmen threw themselves at one another.
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
                 The world slowed down in a wash of rage and pain as Wodan burst from the bushes and leaped onto one dogman. He saw the brute’s eyes widen slowly, as if they were both trapped in a nightmare. Arrows whizzed past them, tearing through the air, and Wodan knew beyond any doubt that he hated these cretins as his hands closed around the throat and, with thumbs jammed into sweat-streaked beard, jerked the head about and snapped the dogman’s neck. The remaining three swordsmen hacked at the bushes with subhuman grunts, desperate to kill him. One sword slid along his back, the kiss of a freezing serpent sliding against skin and leaving a trail of agony, then another jammed into his side and lodged painfully against his ribs. Wodan felt still more pain as he rolled and fell, ripping the blade free from his side.
 
                 Gunfire tore through the woods. The dogmen turned and saw two Reavers aiming at them. One archer fell immediately, then another joined him as a bullet tore through his intestines. The five remaining archers loosed their arrows and saw one Reaver riddled with sharpened wood as the other spun around the base of a tree. While they drew fresh arrows, the Reaver immediately spun around the other side, fired, and caught an archer neatly in the eye, dropping him. One swordsman abandoned his six brothers and ran low to the ground to catch the Reaver. The Reaver fled, firing behind himself with the dogman hot on his heels.
 
                 Wodan was only able to use the distraction to rise to his knees as the two remaining swordsmen fell on him. He saw one stabbing downward, putting the force of his weight into the blow. With both hands, Wodan grasped the blade and felt it tearing flesh as it slid downward. The other blade jammed into the side of his head but without enough force to pierce his super-human skull; instead it tore through flesh, sliced an ear in half, and slid along his face until it caught in his nose. A shower of hot blood poured down the side of his face, his nose, his mouth.
 
                 “I’m out of arrows!” cried one archer.
 
                 “Why didn’t you bring more?!” shouted another, reaching into his quiver to find it empty as well.
 
                 “I thought we’d finish this quicker! Get me one of those swords – you’re closer!”
 
                 Thinking that they were speaking to him, the dogman whose sword was caught in Wodan’s hands shouted, “I’ve got problems of my own, you idiots!” as he tugged left and right, unable to free his blade. The dogman flinched as the other swordsman brought his blade back in what would surely be a messy killing blow. At that moment, Wodan jerked the sword free from the dogman’s grasp, spun about, and smashed the hilt into the other’s face before he could land the blow.
 
   The dogman fell back, howling in agony despite the fact that his nose was only broken while Wodan’s face was a blood-streaked portrait of mutilation. The unarmed dogman backed away, unsure of himself, and watched as Wodan stood over the swordsman and beat him to death with the handle of his sword.
 
   An arrow flew, but only stuck to a tree near Wodan, who ignored them all and continued beating the other dogman to a pulp.
 
   “Sorry!” said the archer, pulling another arrow while the others glared at him. “I got him this time!”
 
   The disarmed dogman turned back to Wodan in time to see him standing before him, still holding the sword by the blade, arms caked in blood. The dogman turned and felt the handle crash into his knee, tossing him to the ground.
 
   “Fucking hurry!” he howled, crawling toward the archers. “Aw shit, hurry, this is awful!”
 
   “Told you I got him!” said the archer, aiming with his final arrow. “Don’t worry!” Wodan brought the handle down on the disarmed dogman’s head, beating him with blow after blow until a rush of gore finally belched forth like a ruined melon. Finally the arrow flew and caught Wodan in the shoulder, directly in line with the other three still sticking from his back.
 
   Wodan stepped back, stumbled, then fell to one knee, too exhausted, too empty, to cry out in pain.
 
   “Fuck me for damn sure,” said one of the archers. “I think we finally got that son of a bitch.”
 
   Before they could approach, Wodan’s eyes shot open and he stood. His right arm hung dead at his side. He was covered in blood, but hungry for more.
 
   Now completely out of arrows, the remaining dogmen turned and fled, shrieking at one another.
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   Four Reavers stood over their fallen brother, who still held his gun even though he’d been run through with a sword. Near the fallen Reaver laid a dogman with his brains blown out. With them stood a group of bloody dogmen, the youngest still carrying a large net full of fish. The loyal dogmen knelt over another fallen Reaver who had been pierced with many arrows, and they whispered to one another concerning that man’s fight against the conspiracy.
 
   “Commander Clash,” said a Reaver, speaking into his helm radio. “We haven’t found the Khan. Only bodies. We lost two of our own, but some good dogmen helped us out. We’re definitely dealing with an assassination attempt, sir.”
 
   “Keep looking!” said Yarek. “I’m on my way. We have to find him and stop him from getting away.”
 
   “Stop him... from getting away? You mean whoever’s in charge of the conspiracy?”
 
   “No, I’m talking about Wodan!” Yarek shouted. “Without him, we’re finished!”
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   Nilem guided herself through the darkness by following the sounds of battle, a horrific drama that sounded like pigs grunting and crying out. Then there was silence. Her panic grew as she tore her way through brambles and tripped over roots. Her ears rang in the awful silence. She began to wonder if she’d well and truly become lost, then tripped over a corpse. She shrieked and jerked away.
 
   She looked around the clearing. Several dead dogmen lay in broken heaps, tongues hanging out of mouths, limbs twisted, eyes knocked out of black sockets. She stifled another cry, then she saw the body of the Khan lying face-down, completely still with four arrows jutting from his back and shoulder. He was covered in dark blood. She sighed with relief.
 
   She guessed at the direction from which search teams would come, then positioned herself behind the Khan’s body so that she would be seen first. Now was the time to work up some tears. She leaned over the body. It would be best if they saw her clutching at him, sobbing, just as much a victim of the conspiracy as anyone else...
 
   Wodan sprung awake and grabbed a chunk of flesh at Nilem’s waist. She yelped in pain as he crawled up onto his knees, then cried out again when she saw his face – a terrifying mask of blood and torn flesh with awful, inhuman eyes burning with rage.
 
   She slapped at his arms and neck but his body was bulging with muscles as hard as wood and she was sure that he felt nothing. She twisted free and crawled away on her back but he locked iron fingers around an ankle and jerked her back towards him. She felt hot blood splash onto her face and neck as he crawled on top of her like an animal.
 
   “Nilem!” he spat.
 
   The name sounded like a curse in her ears. She opened up her hoard of terror and wailed loudly. Wodan raised up and slapped her face, lightly it seemed to him, but the blow nearly knocked her eyes loose and sent her senses spinning in her skull.
 
   A heavy hand stroked her face, reminding her of an animal sniffing its prey, and Wodan said, “Such tears! What’s wrong? Things not going according to plan?”
 
   Hatred gave her the strength to struggle still more. She rained a flurry of blows on his face, spittle flying from her mouth with each ragged breath, and when her fingers found a long, bloody ravine along his face she dug her fingers in and tore downward with as much force as she could muster. Finally Wodan cast her down hard enough to knock the wind from her, then placed a forearm against her throat.
 
   “What is it, Nilem?” he rasped. “Why can’t you be content to live in a new world that I’m making? What is it about me that infuriates you?”
 
   “Fuck… you!” she gasped, unable to breathe.
 
   “Keep in mind,” he said, “I already know the answer.” He waited for a long time, resting his weight on her. The heat between them was stifling and intolerable. “You never tried to kill Vito. Why is that, Nilem? He built his career on the corpses of everyone you knew back home. He raped you and turned you into a slave, an object. I’ve done none of those things to you.”
 
   “Fucking… kill you!” she managed.
 
   “I’ve met your kind before.” She lifted a hand to tear his face open once more, but he immediately grasped and held it down with his free hand. “You think you’re alone, but there are plenty of lost souls just like you. You were born full of hate. You have a catalogue of monsters that you’ve memorized, people that you think turned you into what you are – but empty people like you aren’t made, you’re born. You’re disconnected from your species. The things that come easily to them – dreaming, hoping – mean nothing to you. You want power and control, and because you don’t know the difference between something that’s alive and something that’s dead, you use others as if they were objects, tools.”
 
   “So… fucking… self-righteous!” Nilem said as she fought for air.
 
   Wodan laughed, then said, “And then there’s people like me. People like me burn your ass the most, don’t we? We see right through shams. We see right through masks. Did your husband back in Hargis figure out what you are? Is that why he had to die? Or is it something more base than that, Nilem? Do you see me building a world that isn’t about control, and it just terrifies you to think that you’ll have no place in it? You’d rather live in a world filled with powerful cretins who can be controlled with sex than a world where you have to think for yourself and live for your own dreams.”
 
   “Destroy... everything... you’ve made! Burn... shit... just shit... burn it!”
 
   “Think twice before taking me on again. Twenty dead dogmen say that I’m the lord and master of this place.”
 
   “Master of... nothing!”
 
   “Is that an invitation?” Wodan looked Nilem up and down. She could feel awful heat radiating from him, and for a moment she wondered just what he would do.
 
   “I’m sorry, Nilem,” he said. “I’m not Vito. I won’t be your master. You’ll have to do that on your own. I have important things to do, Nilem. Great things. And you… you don’t show up on my scales of importance.”
 
   Nilem fell into despair. Tears sliced down her face and her body was broken by sobs. She knew then that she would force Wodan to kill her. It was the only way to hurt him. She would summon her will and jerk his strings and until the day he died he would know that he was not the great, self-important, morally-radiant lord of the world that he fancied himself to be because he would never, ever forget the night he killed a defenseless woman in cold blood.
 
   Something rustled in the bushes nearby. Nilem tossed her head to the side, shouted, “Jago! Jago, help me!”
 
   Wodan shook his head. “That pup’s been there a long time. He heard and saw everything.” Wodan turned his head and Nilem saw the arrows in his back jutting out from him, glinting in the moonlight. “Dog warrior,” said Wodan. “Go and tell the others at the fort that their Khan lives. Tell them what’s happened.”
 
   “Jago!” Nilem shrieked. “Gods, Jago, help me, please!”
 
   The stalker in the bushes slinked away.
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   Yarek and his Reavers entered the clearing with dogmen bearing torches and a net full of fish. They saw Wodan alone, propped up with his back laid against a tree. His eyes were closed and he was covered in dark blood.
 
   Yarek ran to him and touched his cold skin. “Khan!” he said. “Wodan!”
 
   As he felt for a pulse Wodan lifted his head weakly and said, “Fish.”
 
   “You’re in shock,” said Yarek. “Lost too much blood.” He reached about and felt the arrows jutting out from his back.
 
   “Fish,” said Wodan. He laid his head against the tree, then raised his hand slowly and pointed at the heavy net full of fish.
 
   While Yarek protested, a young dogman pup rushed forward, dropped the heavy net on the ground, and handed his Khan a raw fish. Wodan put the thing in his mouth whole, chomped once, and swallowed it. He breathed deep and ate another just as quickly.
 
   Yarek and the Reavers looked on in confusion. The dogmen seemed happy enough that the Khan liked their catch so much that he would use it as his last meal. Wodan stared ahead, mechanically eating fish after fish until his hands were caked with slime and shining scales.
 
   “It’s the body,” Wodan said between his eighth and ninth fish. “The exertion. It needs fuel.”
 
   “We have to get you back to the fort,” said Yarek. “You need medical attention.”
 
   “The fort, yes,” said Wodan, rising suddenly. “But I’m not the one that needs healing.” As he rose to his full height, the four arrows fell from his back. The open wounds became jagged black lines. Wodan put one hand on Yarek’s shoulder and the other on one of the young dogmen, and they held him up.
 
   They walked over the corpses and made their way through the woods. Wodan was silent. Yarek assumed it was because he was exhausted, but when he looked at Wodan’s face, he saw that Wodan’s eyes were full of cold, freezing rage.
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   They could hear screaming and arguing within the fort even from the fields. Search teams came out from the woods and joined the Khan and his train. Men and dogmen in the field stood silent, then bowed or knelt respectfully. Wodan stared ahead. The shouting from the walls became a terrible roar. Yarek nodded and a Reaver ran ahead.
 
   A crowd ran to meet them at the open gate. They immediately parted when they saw Wodan approaching. Within the walls, Wodan saw Nilem stomping about, addressing the tightly-packed crowd.
 
   “You think any human could have fought that many dogmen?!” she shrieked. “I saw him talking to a flesh demon out there! That explains why he did nothing during the attack – no, the ambush - that he led your sons out to die in!”
 
   Many dogmen exchanged glances. Wodan saw Naarwulf try to shout her down, saw her whirl on him, shouting, “And you! You would serve a demon! Why do you think he led us out to this hell in the first place?!”
 
   So she means to follow through with it, thought Wodan. The poor fool.
 
   Yarek unsheathed Teufelmorder. Wodan turned to him and shook his head once.
 
   Wodan stepped into the middle of the courtyard. All eyes turned to him. Many were taken aback by his haggard appearance. Nilem whirled and saw him, then raised her lips in a snarl as she braced herself for battle. She locked her eyes on the ground rather than on his own.
 
   “Let me guess,” said Wodan, casting his eyes about. “Is this the way the story goes? Correct me if I’m wrong.” He paused, then said, “So the great Khan Wodan led his people in a war against Pontius and took hostages. He captured men who could turn iron into weapons, wood into shields. He led his people into a land of devils. He made war on them. But the great Khan lost his first battle against the devils because of their unmanly magic. So the Khan, refusing to admit defeat, finally made a sacrifice of himself so that the people could absorb his strength. Then they abandoned their new home, abandoned their fields and their mines, and lived in the hills, where they continue their war against the demons to this very day. Is that the way the story goes?”
 
   There was silence.
 
   “You shamans,” Wodan continued. “I hear you whispering over there. You empty-headed, backstabbing sycophants. Is that the way the sacrifice is conducted? You don’t have to look away; you can correct me if I’m wrong. Or you, you proud dog warriors over there. You heartless lickspittles who can swing an axe but can’t bear the weight of your weapons in-between battles. Shake your heads all you want. I know you fed the fires of the sacrifice with your rumors. And you, you chieftains lurking about in the back. You who were too weak to take my position, but too covetous to let me handle matters beyond your reckoning. I wonder if you can deny the foreknowledge of the assassination attempt so loudly that you even believe it yourselves.”
 
   Wodan shook his head slowly, then laughed and said, “You’re pathetic.”
 
   Naarwulf stepped forward suddenly, and said, “Khan, even now we are ferreting out those who knew about the plot. I swear, none will go unpunished.”
 
   “Be still, Naarwulf. You are brave to speak up at this moment. But this cowardice among the people runs far, far deeper than you suspect.
 
   “You dogs. Do you know what separates me from you? Do you know why I’m the Khan, and why you are not? Do you know the magic that turns wood into walls and forts and bows? Do you know the spell that turns iron into swords and axes? Do you know the ritual that changes brute savages and scared individuals into a nation? Many of you are covered in battle-scars, but do you have the training and experience necessary to turn failure into victory? You’ve heard stories about me, but do any of your storytellers really know how many failures I’ve committed, how many setbacks I’ve encountered? Despite them all, I never once looked for a scapegoat for my own weaknesses. Not once, you proud, arrogant, lowly dimwits!”
 
   In the back of the crowd, Jarl broke into a cold sweat. He knew in his heart that Wodan was going beyond chastising them - he was utterly debasing them all. The damage he’s doing now could be irreparable! he thought. Immediately he grabbed the arm of a tall dog warrior, shook him, and whispered, “You have to stop him! He’s going too far, he’s gone mad from the fight, he doesn’t know what he’s saying!”
 
   Trembling, the dogman nodded, walked ahead of the crowd and knelt on one knee. “Khan,” he said, shaking his head. “We have failed you. We are... beneath you... but we need you to-”
 
   “Need me!” Wodan shouted. “Need me?! Fool! You don’t want a leader, you want an excuse! Be your own Khan! For once in your pathetic lives!”
 
   “But, Khan!” said another dogman, dropping to his knees and bowing low. “None of us can be Khan! Only you! Only you can be the Khan!”
 
   Wodan glared down at the dog for a long time, then said quietly, “But I do not want to be Khan to such a people.” A long sigh rippled through the crowd, then Wodan shouted, “I reject your title of Khan! And I reject you as a people! I brought us here to make a nation without scapegoats, without excuses. Return to Pontius or flee into the hills. I’m leaving to finish what I began.”
 
   Wodan turned and strode toward the gate. He brushed against Yarek, knocking him to the side.
 
   “No-o-o-o!” shouted Naarwulf. “Please! Khan!”
 
   Near him, Nilem laughed lightly, overcome by the unexpected victory.
 
   Naarwulf grabbed a fistful of her hair in his massive fist and shouted, “Khan! This was her fault! I know it!”
 
   Nilem squealed and Naarwulf raised a fist, ready to crush her face into the back of her skull. Wodan turned quickly and shouted, “Do not be cruel to her!” Naarwulf froze and Nilem stared at Wodan. “She’s not worth your vengeance. She leads a small, sad life, and she doesn’t know how to live it any other way. Just... leave the poor girl alone.”
 
   Naarwulf released her. Nilem shrieked in agony. Wodan continued on. The crowd parted for him as he left the open gate, alone.
 
   Among all the forlorn, wounded faces in the crowd, only Freyja glared at Wodan in rage. As he neared her, he saw her holding a strong, beautiful red longbow in her hands. Hands shaking, she lifted the bow, then brought it down on her knee and snapped it in half. Everyone cast their faces to the ground as Wodan left them. Freyja left the crowd and stared at his back, boiling with fury, tears burning down her face. She cast the pieces of the bow on the ground.
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Twelve
 
   A Garden Bordered by Four Walls
 
    
 
    
 
   Thirty-Nine Years Ago
 
    
 
   In the dark of night the airships from Haven descended on a wide clearing. Eyes at the windows saw trees shaking, foliage whipped free and cast far overhead. “So much for stealth,” muttered a laborer, and they waited, fearful, while the Guardians contacted other ships clustered in the mountains around the valley. Then, seeing no sign of the legendary man-killing demons, the wide doors of the ships opened and the Havenders descended onto the grassy plain.
 
   The armored Guardians moved out first, waving their heavy rifles at the dark woods as they shouted at the scientists and laborers, while the scientists scurried about their gear and spoke to the laborers, and the laborers carried equipment and the walls of ready-made structures and grunted and hissed at one another.
 
   Professor Childriss was one of the first on the field. He stared at a grounded plane until Didi limped out. Didi exchanged a word and a nod with someone. Childriss watched, and saw a tall, young Guardian with red hair and fiery mutton-chops hanging down to his mustache. The Guardian saluted casually to Didi before he joined his unit.
 
   Childriss approached, giving Didi a sharp smile. “And here I didn’t think you ever made friends.”
 
   Without pause Didi said, “He’s a young man who’s unapologetically ambitious but sensitive to the greater needs of humanity. I like him. His name’s Sevrik Clash.”
 
   “And do you have any other friends, any other allies up your sleeve?”
 
   Didi thought for a moment of his other friend back in Haven. “No. You are my only ally, Childriss.”
 
   “Good! That’s the Didi I know and trust.” Childriss waved angrily at a group of laborers who were busy tripping and falling over the walls of their ready-made. “Over here, idiots!” Childriss shouted.
 
   The scientists spread out and debated the merits of various locations while the laborers threw up the walls of the research stations and living quarters. Some laborers followed Didi and Childriss, who walked farther afield than anyone else. A Guardian saw them leaving, watched them for a while, then shouted, “Hey, you! Don’t go so far out!”
 
   “Fuck off!” shouted Childriss, and Didi continued on.
 
   “Keep together, now! I want us all close together.”
 
   “Hey, you know what? Fuck you!”
 
   The Guardian moved toward them with quick steps. Just then the youth Sevrik called out to the Guardian, then spoke to him quietly. Childriss watched until the other Guardian left after giving him one last angry glare.
 
   Childriss laughed, then said, “Guess your new ally has some use after all.”
 
   “Mm,” said Didi.
 
   They walked far from the lights of the camp and drew near the edge of the dark forest. The laborers became nervous. They studied the formless darkness within the woods. It was silent, and seemed vast, perhaps without end. “This is it,” Childriss quietly. “Set up here.”
 
   In the first hour the laborers set up the walls of the laboratory. It was larger than any other brought into the valley; Childriss had made promises, had used charm and threats, had pulled some strings and yanked others savagely. It was known that Didi and Childriss were good researchers, and so they had not been denied the use of such a large lab. The laborers ran electrical wires through the outer walls, then placed lights in the thin ceiling. Then they turned on the lights, and Didi walked through the cold gray hall, the whine of his brace accenting the clanging racket of the laborers.
 
   In the second hour the laborers installed water pipes, a waste-recycling system, a large cistern of water that they rolled out from one of the ships, and a sprinkler system in the ceiling. One laborer flushed their makeshift toilet and the sprinkler system came on, dousing everyone. Childriss shrieked wildly at no one in particular.
 
   In the third hour the laborers swept out the water from the gray open space. Guardians came to them with various plants and fruits from the valley, and Didi sorted them out on a table for study. Childriss screamed at a Guardian for tracking in a great deal of mud. One laborer whispered to another, “Man, I wish some monsters would hurry up an’ attack an’ shut this sumbitch up,” while the other nodded.
 
   In the fourth hour the laborers installed the inner walls to the station and divided it into rooms, a hallway, work places, rooms for sleep, and a restroom. Childriss guarded their cots to make sure no laborers passed out on them.
 
   In the fifth hour Guardians came to them with various birds and frogs they had captured, all of them very exotic-looking to the outlanders. The laborers moved the rest of their gear into a storage room, then a laborer explained to Didi how the fire-switch worked; at a signal from Didi or Childriss, or from a high-ranking Guardian, the research station would be consumed in flames, as would all of the buildings within the temporary compound. Then Childriss shouted, “Fine job, assholes! Now, clear out! Now!” and the men left, grumbling loudly.
 
   In the sixth hour Didi and Childriss, alone, unpacked the equipment for their real studies: The small and large fetal-containment tanks stolen from the Makers of Mothers at the DoS. Didi set up their computers and Childriss ran water into the warming tanks, then pumped them full of the life-nurturing solution that he had stolen. Didi attached the ice-cold canister full of the thousand-and-one modified cells, then released them into the tiny incubator modules. Childriss watched the legion of cells take root, then said quietly, “Some of these beings will come to rule the world.”
 
   “One thousand and one genetic variations on themes we developed in Haven,” said Didi. “Chances are good that at least a few of them will be hearty stock. Most of them, however, will die.” Then Didi locked the doors to all the rooms. Only he and Childriss knew the combinations to all of the locks in that place.
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   Days passed in the heart of the valley. Fearful days while the laborers exchanged stories and rumors of demons, while the Guardians ranged out on patrols without any sighting of the enemies of their forefathers, while the scientists studied the life and land and climate of that forbidden land. Didi and Childriss made some effort at official work and at conferring with the other researchers. But mostly they stayed near their locked laboratory and studied the growth of their new post-human organisms.
 
   In Haven, in Didi’s dark apartment, they had spent countless hours creating new organisms in the shape of men. Most were failures, dying of cancer or a host of other ailments and dragging countless hours into the grave with them. Only a few viable organisms had survived into an unnaturally-hastened childhood. These Didi and Childriss had killed off, but kept the record of their genetic makeup so that they could modify it further, correcting mistakes and adding flourishes.
 
   Now they had time and space to develop their work. Their growing organisms were all unique themes, save for two shared traits: A quickened rate of growth and an increased sensitivity to light. As for other traits, some of the new organisms had their brains wired differently, their muscle-networks changed slightly, organs and nerves enhanced or dulled, their skin colored or made of different types of fibers, their senses enhanced or interconnected differently.
 
   One night, as they sat in the warm hum of the Maker incubators, Didi said, “It’s impossible to predict all the various permutations of form and plan the nature of a perfect being. We do it the same way nature does it: Make a lot of them and let the weak ones die off.”
 
   “We’ll burn the stolen Maker equipment as we leave,” muttered Childriss. “Even the successful organisms we’ll burn. We won’t have to worry about transporting anything back illegally. All we need is the genetic code of the few hearty ones to take with us back to Haven.”
 
   “Where we would be executed if we were ever found out.”
 
   “Ironic, isn’t it?” said Childriss. “Our work is possible only because of Haven’s uniquely advanced technology. But if we wanted to find anyone who could truly appreciate our work, we would have to look far, far outside of Haven.”
 
   “What do you mean?” said Didi. “How could we possibly conduct our work around a bunch of primitive outlanders?”
 
   “Haven is a land without gods, Didi. A land without ideals. None know what to make of us. They’ll put us in positions of leadership, but that’s the most they can offer. Havenders are democratic, mediocre, proud of their accidental circumstances, and utterly worthless to their species. But this place, Didi, this wasteland, this dark valley - this is where heroes are born.”
 
   “Or monsters,” said Didi. “But we shall see.”
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   Only a third of the batches of cells grew into fetuses, but even that number was greater than they had hoped for. They ended up using all of the larger Maker incubators that Childriss had stolen, and even most of the ones they had duplicated using those designs. They kept several of the rooms darkened for the growing lifeforms.
 
   In a darkened room filled with exotic plant life and caged birds and earthbound predators, Didi and Childriss stood and studied their floating children. Some had oversized eyes, extra fingers, lengthened bodies. A few were already taking on their distinct coloration.
 
   “Their individuating qualities are expressing themselves,” said Didi.
 
   “Yes,” said Childriss. “Why... gods, look at the pecker on that one! Didi, did you go to the trouble to specifically encode that?”
 
   “I did not,” said Didi, shaking his head violently. “You know I was remixing and splicing in broad ranges with little focus on specifics, William.”
 
   Childriss muttered and eyed Didi with suspicion.
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   Nearly a week later they pulled more than forty surviving babies from the incubation vats. Childriss ran about in a frenzy gluing thick tiles to the walls for soundproofing while Didi tried to coax the babies to cease their shrieking.
 
   “Hurry, William!” said Didi. “Someone will hear!”
 
   “God dammit!” yelled Childriss, holding up one tile while another fell from the wall. “Who would have thought the bastards could make so much noise? And why didn’t we plan for this?! You’d think that the two greatest researchers in all of Haven would have foreseen something so commonplace!”
 
   “Just hurry! Before we’re found out!” Didi finally soothed one child, a long-armed freak lying on a table that fell asleep gripping Didi’s ear. When Didi turned to a blue-skinned child to rub its belly, the long-armed babe was pulled along with him, and shrieked aloud once more as it nearly fell to the ground.
 
   “The birds!” said Childriss. “Stir up the birds and get them to cover the sounds!”
 
   “No, Childriss, that will only upset the children even more!”
 
   Childriss looked over his shoulder and saw dozens of rainbow-colored, angry heads wailing and crying. “These brats should be grateful that we gave them life at all!”
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   Didi sat with a fat little baby sitting up on its own. A many-colored bird flapped in its cage and, when it did so, the child clapped with delight and laughed with its entire face.
 
   “How goes the ‘research’?” said Childriss, dropping a large bundle near a stack of others.
 
   Didi wiggled a finger at the cage, causing the bird to flap, and the child laughed again.
 
   “What is this bird called, little one?” Didi said to the child. Childriss crinkled his nose with distaste, for Didi spoke in a lilting voice that Childriss thought unbecoming of him. “Come, little Number 27, what do you call this bird?”
 
   The babe stared at Didi for a long time, then leaned back and forth as its eyes glossed over, considering the matter.
 
   “No sense grilling the child,” said Childriss.
 
   “Poo-tah-tah!” said the babe.
 
   “That’s what you want to name it?” said Didi, smiling.
 
   The babe laughed and clapped again.
 
   Childriss shook his head, then sorted through his bundles. He felt cold, stiff arms and legs inside. He started up the grinder, a machine of his own devising, and prepared to liquefy the things that had been aborted by Mother Nature. Soon the toilet and its recycling system would take the dead unfortunates, and no one outside of their lab would be the wiser.
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   Days passed and the babes grew into children. The Guardians had found no demons during their patrols. Childriss no longer allowed any researchers to even come near their territory.
 
   In the Play Room, Childriss wore a shit-smeared apron and stalked about while Didi stirred a large bowl of porridge. On the floor, one purple-skinned child rolled empty vials into one another, an orange-skinned boy made chirping sounds to which his floppy-eared cousin answered with shrill barks, and a pale-skinned lad who already had a full head of white hair played with the locking mechanism on an open cage, eyeing his parents all the while.
 
   “Ten children,” said Childriss. “It’s amazing, Didi. I think they’ve all taken root. All are healthy. None have shown any debilitating sicknesses.”
 
   “Healthy is debatable,” said Didi, glancing at the far corner. Number 39 sat in his cage, a blue-skinned hellion they could not trust around the others. “He’s showing increased aggression and psychotic tendencies. His social retardation will only be enforced with his constant incarceration. Not only that, but if you can get close enough to see it, William, I think the child already has some pubic hair growth.”
 
   “Oh, he’s not so bad, Didi. He’s a troublemaker, he’s misunderstood. Why, they used to say the same thing about me, you know.”
 
   Didi gestured to another cage. Its door was open. At its rear sat a red-skinned girl with very large eyes and a terrible scratch down the length of her face. “But, William, Number 23 has refused to move at all since she was attacked. Number 39 is a monster.”
 
   “She’s weak,” said Childriss, refusing to look at her. “Hardy organisms endure stress every day. If she doesn’t get over it, then she’ll die. It’s as simple as that.”
 
   Suddenly the blue-skinned child lashed out at the door of his cage, hissing and barking as if he’d been stabbed by an invisible dagger. He glared at Childriss.
 
   “Ah-h-h,” said Childriss, “I guess we should keep an eye on him, at the very least.”
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   Pale-skinned Number 27 sat on Didi’s knee and traced the edges of his leg-brace with a little finger. Didi rocked him slightly. The child looked up at him and said, “Da Da.”
 
   “Didi. It’s pronounced dee-dee.”
 
   “Da Da!”
 
   “Didi.”
 
   “Da Da!”
 
   “Well, alright.”
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   “Lights out, children,” said Didi. The rainbow heads of the little children looked at him from their cages, some snuggled up in their blankets, others looking about idly. The blue child, his cage separate from the others, glared at Didi malevolently. Didi turned out the lights, then left the room.
 
   Didi creaked through the hallway. He saw Childriss sitting on his cot. Childriss watched him for a while, then Didi turned and moved on. Didi keyed in the code to the exit and left the research station.
 
   Childriss sat in thought for a long time. These days with Didi weighed on him. It wasn’t the morally disturbing territory that worried him. It was Didi. His behavior with the children went beyond clinical curiosity. Childriss could tell that, on some level, Didi cared for them. He stared at the gray ceiling panel overhead, a shadow that stretched down from one corner, and he realized that all this time he had thought of Didi as a tool.
 
   Didi was a genius. On more than one occasion Childriss had seen him pick out and identify a section of genetic code from their files without looking at any of the annotations that they fixed to sections of the code. A human should not be able to do that. The fact that Didi was a polymath, but still sat firmly within the autistic spectrum, had only contributed to Childriss thinking of him as a tool.
 
   But it wasn’t only his “human” behavior with the children that disturbed him. He had spied Didi speaking to the soldier, Sevrik Clash, on more than one occasion. The two should have had nothing in common. Childriss had seen Clash interact with the other Guardians; he was a hard-faced lout, the same as any other, except for a quiet emotional reserve he sometimes displayed. But even that, really, seemed no different from usual Guardian posturing. Strangely enough, Clash and Didi seemed to enjoy one another’s company. Childriss had seen a novel look on Didi’s face - comfort? stimulation? - when around the Guardian. Rationally, it made little sense.
 
   Childriss admitted to himself that he no longer trusted his friend. Not that he thought Didi would ever betray him, not outright. But that he was more than a tool, more than a mere lackey to Childriss’s own will, could no longer be denied. And then Childriss admitted to himself that, much as he despised weak men, he despised even more men who were just as capable as himself when it came to manipulating other people. That must be what Didi was doing by hanging around Clash – manipulating him.
 
   Before Childriss could stop himself, he opened the door to the station and locked it behind himself. He walked toward the camp, feeling unsure of himself. In the distant darkness, far from the dim lamps clustered around the whispering laborers, he saw the Guardian Clash. The youth was staring into the darkness of the forest, taking breaks only to spit as he worked some tobacco in his mouth. Relieved, Childriss turned back.
 
   Having no idea where his friend could be, Childriss walked without aim. As he circled their research station, he saw a slight break in the dark woods. His heart kicked in his chest. Somehow, beyond any rational explanation, he knew that Didi had taken that path. Childriss followed.
 
   The hum of the generators faded almost immediately in the nearly complete darkness of the forest. There was the slithering of invisible forms, shrieking of insects - and, punctuating it all, the creak of a metal leg brace. Childriss stalked ahead.
 
   All fear of the deep darkness and eternal cacophony receded as Childriss became aware of a distant calling. Something silently beckoned him. He soon forgot that he had been following the sound of the creaking leg brace. He followed the summons.
 
   Childriss entered a moonlit clearing where a tall tree stood on a hilltop. Didi stood dwarfed under the tree, staring ahead. Childriss rose to join him. A warm breeze shivered the limbs of the tree, the silver flowers along its branches danced about, and a cloying perfume glided into Childriss. His awareness slid into timelessness. It took an eternity for Didi to turn around. Childriss saw all the workings of a thousand muscles that went into his friend’s movement, and even the ideas behind those movements, then the generations of development that went into the crafting of those thought-movements - then, all of a sudden, Didi was before him, and Didi’s smile stretched his face and folded its edges up into wrinkles such that Childriss’s mind was blasted, for nothing, nothing, in all of creation could explain the utterly blasphemous ridiculousness of such a gesture. Childriss felt soft grass touch at the back of his head, and even as he was aware that the world itself was the nightmare of a god, he heard himself laughing uncontrollably. He felt cold grass rubbing, wet, against his arms as he rolled back and forth, then felt the feeling of his action of rolling, then felt Didi watching him and his awareness painfully divided as he felt the joy and confusion in Didi’s mind just as sure as he felt it in himself.
 
   “Didi! What in the hell!”
 
   He heard himself say the phrase, then became painfully aware of each syllable, the movement of tongue and wind against throat. Each syllable was meaningless by itself, so he repeated each one again, slowly, then repeated the entire phrase backwards, very quickly, to prove to himself that a mirror image could have a life, an identity, all its own.
 
   “Childriss!” said Didi, laughing. “Merlin calls from the crystal cave! Don’t you hear its voice? It’s been waiting for so long!” Then Didi raised both arms, like some wizard in a television program, and Childriss laughed even harder. He felt his ribs aching painfully and wondered, in some detached way, if his ribs would shatter from laughing harder than the human body was designed to laugh. Didi must have understood, for he laughed as well, turned about, and with arms still upraised he descended the far side of the hill.
 
   Childriss laid alone on the hill for hours, perhaps longer. He heard the airships from Haven starting up in the distance. He heard them leaving, for they only had food and supplies for a few weeks, and Childriss laid on the hill that night until it was far past time for them to go. When all was quiet Childriss heard the babbling of a stream. Syllables... words? No, only a few syllables, over and over. It was a word. Was it a word? If it was a word, then it was a language... Childriss stopped himself. One word did not make a language, nor even a statement. The stream spoke meaninglessness, over and over. Every day it said the same, until the end of time… one great Nothing.
 
   Childriss rose, passed under the great sweet-smelling tree, then descended the far side of the hill. Somehow Didi had not even made it down the other side of the hill yet, despite the fact that nearly one thousand years had passed. When Childriss caught up with him, Didi said, “It’s about time! Nearly starved to death waiting for you.”
 
   “Time, starving, death,” said Childriss. “Yes. One, two, three. No four.”
 
   “No, not even three. Or even two. Just one. Over and over.”
 
   “Like the syllable in the stream.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “You know - kssshhhh...”
 
   “Like that?”
 
   “Yes,” said Childriss.
 
   “Wait - like what?” said Didi, stopping suddenly.
 
   “It’s as if... damn it! Forgot.”
 
   Didi nodded as if he understood. Finally he pointed to the thin stream that wove in a ribbon around the base of the hill. The stream traveled over a shallow bed of stones. At the far end, under a slab of cold gray rock that jutted out from the earth, waited a black hole. Childriss felt it calling to him... and repelling him. A threatening being that waved its hand toward him, beckoning. It was alive. He knew in a rush that the thing was conscious, but without form.
 
   The two entered the cave.
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   They stumbled out together, hacking and choking. Didi was doubled over in agony and Childriss held his friend close while throwing about fearful looks.
 
   “The storm!” shouted Didi. “We’ll be hit by the lightning!”
 
   “No, Didi! The sky is clear. Just be still.”
 
   Childriss hauled Didi across the stream. His heart thundered out of control. He could still hear the unimaginable thing in the cave screaming at them, tearing their minds to shreds.
 
   “The Ancients,” Didi muttered. “Oh gods, gods in hell, it could not have been like that…”
 
   “Be still, Didi. Please, please, just shut up!”
 
   They reached the edge of the stream and Childriss tripped, casting them both to the ground. Childriss dropped the thing he was holding but quickly scooped it back up. It was a manuscript written on thin, nearly-translucent paper. He had already tried to tear it to pieces, but could not. He saw Didi clutching his own strange treasure, a small steel orb with one hole on its surface. Didi held the thing as if letting it go would cast him into an endless black abyss. Childriss picked him up once more and roughly led him back up the hill. The awful, terrible tree stood over them, watching with a hundred thousand eyes, judging them. As they made their way uphill with awkward, lurching steps, Childriss saw the white moon staring through the branches, a wheel that the gods pushed through the sky in an endless dream. The thing looked alive, predatory, and Childriss tried to break into a run to escape the entire world.
 
   When they reached the woods and the cover of darkness, Childriss almost felt relieved. Here the dangers were only mortal. If an animal sprang forth and devoured them it would be a blessing, a death easily understood.
 
   He knew now, beyond any doubt, that his habit of cynicism was only the posturing of a child. The cave had stripped him of his innocence.
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   The next day they barely rose from their cots. Even when the children cried out for food, they could not summon the strength to feed them or clean them. Eventually the blue psychotic shrieked out a clearly-enunciated death-threat. They could not fully remember the night before, when…
 
   Childriss rose once near midday and used the restroom. He found the small orb of steel and the lengthy manuscript, stuffed them into a chest, and locked the thing shut. With the key in hand he went to a sink, poured himself a drink of water, then swallowed the key and took a long drink. Exhausted, he laid down once more.
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   “You must never leave these rooms, children,” said Didi. “Never.”
 
   “The doors are locked, the cages are secure,” Childriss called from the next room. “And it’s not like any of them can really understand you.”
 
   “I can! I can! I can!” several of the children cried out.
 
   Childriss shivered inside. Something about the act of speech, combined with what happened in the strange place they’d visited, shook him to the core. He knew that he was playing with forces vastly larger than himself. Even the green child, Number 11, who cried out, “Myip! Myop! Myurp!” in her own babbling language, no longer brought him any comfort as she sometimes did to Didi.
 
   “William!” Didi cried suddenly. “Come look at this!”
 
   Childriss ran into the room. Didi pointed. Blue-skinned Number 39, the psychotic, lay still in his cage.
 
   “Ah... he was not so hardy after all,” said Childriss. He went to the cage, stuck a finger in to feel that its leg was indeed cold, then opened the cage.
 
   The creature stared upward, his face bloated, frozen in fury. His neck was indented all around, imprinted by ten little fingers. Childriss stepped back.
 
   “Didi. The child’s been murdered. Strangled.”
 
   “But the cage... was locked.”
 
   “All of their cages were locked.”
 
   Usually attentive and observant, the children suddenly became preoccupied with trifles. One fluffed a pillow absentmindedly while another picked at its toes.
 
   Didi turned to the children. “Did any of your cages come open, children? Was there an electronic malfunction with the locks? It’s okay, you can tell Didi.”
 
   But the children had lost their ability to speak.
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   Childriss glared at Didi from across the table.
 
   “Didi!” he said through clenched teeth. “We should have cameras installed in here! Audio recorders at the very least!”
 
   “No. We need no more incriminating evidence than we already have. All that we have here, now, can be disposed of. But electronic data... it has a way of getting loose.”
 
   “More than just data can get loose, Didi! This thing that we’re doing here...”
 
   “The only thing that you should worry about controlling,” said Didi, “is yourself. Our plan is sound. Our work is bearing fruit. Now is not the time to panic. How can we? We have already been to a place that…” Childriss turned away suddenly. “ To a place that has shown us that nothing we have done, or can ever do, is capable of matching the scale of abominations practiced by the Ancients. We are just men, Childriss. Miniscule, insignificant men.”
 
   “Speak no more of that place,” Childriss forced out, then fell silent.
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   The nine children moved about the lab while Didi busied himself with his work. Some of them were tall, nearly coming up to Didi’s chest. He took notes on their attributes, their strengths, their maturation of intellect, their emotional states. Number 32, a yellow male, had great upper-body strength and was not content to let the others play with their toys in peace. They had to structurally reinforce his sleeping cage. Number 23, the red-skinned girl, was still unresponsive. She had either been greatly traumatized by her attack, or else she was born an emotional wreck incapable of dealing with life outside of her cage. Number 11, the green girl, seemed emotionally healthy and could play with others, and even smiled often, but Didi suspected that her unique language was a sign of a complete emotional break from others. He still had no idea who had murdered Number 39, the psychotic.
 
   Pale Number 27 tugged at the hem of Didi’s lab coat and looked up at him with his big milky eyes.
 
   “Yes, wee one?” said Didi.
 
   “Hungry!” said the child.
 
   Didi twirled a carrot in his hand, a trick he’d developed to amuse the children. Pale Number 27 curled his nose up, then rubbed his belly and pointed at a large red bird in its cage.
 
   “Very well,” said Didi, removing the bird. It flapped about in his hand, and he said, “All the food in the lab belongs to you. You know that. But do not leave the lab, child, ever. Now... do you know the name of this animal?”
 
   “Bird!” said the child, laughing. “Bird-bird! Everybody know that!”
 
   “Very well. You can hold it. Now, let me find a chopper to chopper it up...”
 
   There was a sickening crunch behind him and Didi turned back to the child. The bird’s eyes were open wide, its wings flapping, and the blood-spattered child tore a chunk of flesh from the bird’s neck and chomped it, teeth clicking, glistening wet. Green Number 11 ran to him, babbling softly and gesturing to the bird. Pale Number 27 turned away, glaring at her.
 
   “Now, now,” said Didi, as if in a dream. “You must share with your sister.”
 
   He turned away, feeling nauseous. Hastened maturation, he thought. Normative behavior cannot keep up with the pace of their bodies. Like animals... we haven’t given them any sort of code of conduct to live by. They are test subjects to us. Cattle to be used, not ends in themselves. This is nihilism and psychotic degeneracy in its purest form.
 
   Later, in a room alone with Childriss, Didi finished his story. “They ate the bird whole, William, and played with its feathers until I threw them out.”
 
   Childriss shook his head and rapped his fingers on the table in a nervous pattern. “Listen, Didi. The other researchers are getting curious. They say our wildlife studies do not warrant such large private quarters. Also, I’ve heard the Guardians speaking. Didi, there might not be any demons in this area. We’ve been here over five weeks without any sign of them.”
 
   “So?”
 
   “So, wouldn’t the patrols at least find nests, eggs, a den, something like that?”
 
   “What I mean is, what does that have to do with us, with the children?”
 
   “With the test subjects, Didi. What it means is that people are talking about packing up and moving to another place, if not back to Haven altogether. If we pack up everything and leave, Didi, then we will have no cause to burn the lab. Destroying the evidence will be much more difficult if we leave in a calm and orderly manner.”
 
   “I see.”
 
   “It would be easier, Didi, if we poisoned their food and disposed of them now, before they end up disposing of our careers. Or our freedom, even.”
 
   “Hush, William,” said Didi, glancing at the door. “Some of them have long ears.”
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   Day 40. The Last Day That the Havenders Would Spend in the Black Valley.
 
    
 
   Didi laid down on his cot. Childriss stood in the light of the hallway, a dark silhouette, and said, “I’m going to speak to the other researchers.”
 
   “How will you deal with them?” said Didi, exhausted. “What story will you tell them?”
 
   “I will treat them such that they will damn their curiosity. They’ll learn to keep their distance from us.”
 
   Childriss left him. Didi heard the lock thrown, then heard the door open and shut. He heard the lock automatically shut tight, then went to sleep.
 
   Didi woke. He looked at the clock but saw only broken shards of plastic and loose gears. He felt ill. The light in the hallway flickered strangely, a surreal pantomime of blinking. In a distant room, a voice on the radio tuned to the emergency signal shouted, “... got one! We bagged a demon! Rendezvous immediately! Repeat, we killed a demon! Prepare for dust-off! We got...” over and over. Didi rose painfully, still exhausted, then heard a sudden caterwauling in a distant room. Jerking shadows in the flickering light. A heavy, hostile atmosphere.
 
   Didi creaked down the hall toward the nursery. Something fell in a nearby room. Inside, he saw frightened eyes in the shadows. Pale Number 27 rose suddenly, his smooth face shining with tears, mouth twisted downward. More noises, scurrying, within the nursery at the end of the hall.
 
   “What is going on?” said Didi. “Why are you hiding?”
 
   “I hid,” said the child, swallowing his tears, “because we are freaks.”
 
   “Who told you that you are freaks? Who said that?”
 
   Didi backed away from the door and sidestepped toward the nursery. Pale Number 27 came into the hall, little shoulders hunched up in anger.
 
   “I opened the locks,” the child hissed. “I went outside. I went to a... bad... place...”
 
   “No! I told you not to leave!” There was a shriek within the nursery, and Didi turned away, confused. “Now, I must discipline you. Number 27, your punishment will be...”
 
   “No,” said the child.
 
   “What?”
 
   “I’m not taking any shit from you, old fuck.” The child glared at Didi, brows arching slowly, lips pulling back from sharp teeth.
 
   “You picked up that language from Chil-”
 
   The child darted forward faster than Didi thought possible. He felt something like a hammer against his chest, then suddenly he was sliding down the hallway, choking. Didi came to a rest and fought to catch his breath. He tried to stand, but his leg brace prevented anything but awkward side-to-side motion. The child stalked toward him, the flickering light catching in the hollows of his eyes. Didi heard a sharp clanging sound, then saw, in the darkened restroom nearby, two children tearing the toilet free from the floor, faces like masks of hatred. Shit-black water spewed up from the ruined pipes. The sprinkler system flared to life and spewed cold, slimy recycled water onto Didi as he crawled away from the child.
 
   Didi crawled near the room of birds. Many birds of paradise laid dead on the ground, rainbow feathers clustered in ragged clumps in the falling rain. A long-eared child with mottled brown skin glared at Didi. He had a flapping bird clutched in his fists, and said, “We should poison their food, Didi!” in imitation of Childriss’s voice. “We should kill them now, Didi!”
 
   Didi flung himself to the far wall and continued crawling backwards. Pale Number 27 followed, stabbing him with burning eyes, sucking down ragged gulps of air, hair clinging to his head.
 
   “Demons!” shrieked the radio, far away. “They’re following! Tons of them! Prepare for-”
 
   Didi passed the main laboratory. He saw several children stomping glass vials while another swung a heavy microscope into a wall. He continued pushing backward until he came to the nursery at the rear and saw, to his horror, that not only was every cage door open, but that Yellow Number 32 was punching and head-butting the shredded remains of Red Number 23, the female who could barely bring herself to move. Her blood rippled in a pool on the ground and spread with the rain, her ribs and jawbone jutting into the air. Yellow Number 32 looked up suddenly, eyes beady and feral, and hissed savagely. Didi turned about again, avoided the eyes of Pale Number 27, and entered the lab.
 
   The children within stopped and glared at him. Pale Number 27 entered slowly. Didi found a stool and tried to hoist himself up. His brace, his entire leg, was deadweight. His heart began skipping beats and he felt the terrible sensation of drowning.
 
   “Demons on the way!” shrieked the radio. “Burn everything! Evacuate now!”
 
   “Stop this!” cried Didi, and the stool slipped and he fell into the cold water. “Stop this now! All of you!”
 
   “Shut the fuck up!” cried Pale Number 27. “You’re dead!”
 
   The child picked up a heavy wrench. “Dead! Dead! Dead!” shrieked the children.
 
   Suddenly there was a flash of light, heat, something mechanical hissed, and Childriss ran into the room brandishing a long-handled flamethrower in one hand and its propane tank in the other, swinging the thing like a sword of fire. Pale Number 27 whirled about. Childriss bashed him in the side of the head with the end of the torch and flung him into a table and to the ground, where he lay still. The other children leaped and growled, eyes gleaming. Childriss waved the torch about spraying intense blue flames and the children retreated, their backs arched like animals.
 
   Childriss sidestepped to Didi, knelt on one knee, and said, “Grab my back. Hold on. Tight.”
 
   Didi threw both hands onto his friend, held on for dear life, and Childriss lifted them both into the air. The children crept forward. Childriss sent an arc of flame around them, shouting, “Back! Back!” and the creatures hopped away. Pale Number 27 lifted his smoldering head from the water, glaring, his face smoking and cracked, one eye a mess of goo and streaming mucus.
 
   They backed into the hallway. With a wild bark Yellow Number 32 leaped at them, his muscular arms held wide. Childriss whirled and brought the propane tank crashing onto the child’s head. Yellow Number 32 staggered, eyes empty, then fell onto his back. Childriss stood over him, aimed the torch, and blasted him with a jet of fire. The child woke in agony, splashing in the water as the burning fuel ate into his flesh. The children in the main lab redoubled their assault and Childriss sent them back again with a jet of flame.
 
   As they backed down the hallway the stench of shit hit them from the ruined restroom. Without looking, Childriss smacked an elbow into the fire security system and broke its glass access panel. While Didi keyed in the code for the fire-switch, Childriss muttered, “Bet you whelps didn’t know the code for this lock.”
 
   When Didi finished inputting the code, the sprinkler system stopped suddenly. Heat radiated through the walls, then black, charred lines ran the length of the walls. The stench of electrical burning was overwhelming.
 
   “We should have done this a long time ago,” said Childriss. “Come on!”
 
   Childriss ran down the hall and Didi limped behind him. The children rushed toward them, sometimes bounding along on all fours. They reached the anteroom, where a female with a face covered in purple veins hissed from atop their sealed chest. Didi sidestepped her and keyed in the code for the exit. Childriss turned on the girl, aimed, and sprayed her with a blast of fire. She fell back, shrieking, sending up a rush of steam from the pool of water.
 
   As soon as the door opened they heard the wailing of hundreds of beasts, the screaming of men, the blast of engines and gunfire. Childriss kicked the chest through the water to Didi. Unwilling to leave the cursed things given to them by the cave, Didi scooped up the chest and hobbled away with it. Childriss watched the room consume itself in spreading flames, then sent one more spray of fire at the gathering children. He ducked through the door and kicked it shut. They heard the heavy lock click into place.
 
   They ran up the hill, staggering and panting. The forest all around was alive with screaming alien throats, deep howling, the trees shivering in the night as tentacles danced overhead and spotlights reflected off unevenly spaced eyes. Men ran about, shouting and loading the planes, setting buildings ablaze while Guardians formed lines and fired into the trees. Behind them, the secret laboratory burned.
 
   “Hurry, Didi! Don’t look back!” said Childriss, his face contorted and wild with fear.
 
   They heard the door to the lab open and saw a plume of smoke escaping. One child completely on fire ran out, then silently laid down to burn in the grass. Then the green girl and the brown long-eared boy ran out, saw Didi and Childriss, and ran straight at them.
 
   Didi cursed his weak leg, his weak lungs. “Get down!” shouted Childriss, who pushed his friend to the ground. Didi saw a Guardian running toward them. The man leveled his automatic rifle at the two shrieking freaks and blasted them. The children flew to pieces. Didi watched with sick fascination as a green arm rolled down the hill.
 
   The Guardian removed his helm. His eyes were wide and sweat poured down his face. “Gods!” he bellowed. “These flesh demons, they come in all shapes an’ sizes, huh?”
 
   Didi and Childriss exchanged a look. “Yes,” said Childriss. “Truly a race of monsters.”
 
   In the forest behind the lab, amidst the smoke and the heat, Pale Number 27 leaned against a tree, his face and eye a scorched ruin, a garden of growing agony. Beside him stood a blue-skinned boy and a gray-skinned girl. How they hated the men who had made them, who had so easily pronounced their death sentence. But they heard the screams of the devils, the gunfire, the flaring engines of the flying machines, and so they turned away from that place. They had been made from nothing and were now exiles from nowhere. The blue-skinned boy grabbed the girl by her hair, then pulled her deeper into the woods. Pale Number 27 rose and joined them in the welcoming darkness.
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   The planes rocketed out of the valley, then joined up with the scout ships hiding in the mountains. They blasted over the wasteland. The scientists tended to moaning, wounded Guardians as best they could.
 
   “We’re setting down in the desert somewhere!” a Guardian shouted in the darkness of the hold. “Once you boys get that sample analyzed, we dump it!”
 
   “It’s just some blood and skin,” muttered a scientist.
 
   “Doesn’t matter! We’re not taking any of that shit or anything from this place back into Haven with us.”
 
   Childriss leaned against Didi. Didi clutched the chest with the treasures of the cave close to his chest. “Never again,” said Didi. “I will never create an intelligent being, not ever again.”
 
   Childriss opened his mouth to protest, then remembered the screams of the dying children, their small burning bodies. Even their violent protestations against their fate seemed noble to him now. Childriss reasoned that he was now a murderer, a child-killer.
 
   “Very well, Didi. We’ll work on this sample of the demonic genome. We’ll glean what we can from it. And then just leave it at that.”
 
   “Yes. Good.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   “And we’ll dump this chest in the desert,” said Didi, glaring down at it. “We’ll leave it in the wasteland, where it belongs.”
 
   Childriss nodded quickly and stared at the chest. He could smell propane on his hands. In that moment, he knew that they would not throw away the gifts that the cave had given them.
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Thirteen
 
   Sword of the Magog
 
    
 
    
 
   The dogmen at the fort put little effort into hunting because they were busy discussing their abandonment by the Khan. Some said that he had left to bring back the head of a devil. Others said that he was testing his people. The only thing they agreed on was that they would remain loyal to the Khan’s vision of a new life in the valley. No matter how long it took, they would wait for his return. Not even death or torture or deprivation could sway their opinion. That night, Jarl told the story of how the Khan had fought against a mighty tyrant in his homeland with the help of the Reavers, and the pups and cubs were so excited that they could barely sleep a wink.
 
   On the second day, a fight broke out between two packs of dogmen who wanted ownership of Freyja, since it was generally agreed that the Khan had abandoned them and was never coming back. Freyja scurried away and hid within the fort while Reavers covered the doors and Chris Kenny crouched on a balcony stroking the Hargis sniper rifle. The packs were inconsolable. However, just before the fight spread into all-out warfare, Nilem stepped in, disappeared with the rival dogmen, and brought some level of peace. From then on Freyja and the other human women stayed in the fort, prisoners of their protectors.
 
   On the third day, many packs of dogman hunters made life hell for the farmers. The hunters were beginning to realize that they were doing a lot of the work while the small, weak humans were sitting around all day waiting for food to magically spring forth from the ground. The farmers were a humble lot, and were used to enduring elements that could not be fought. They often sat near one another and quietly endured the humiliation of having dogmen stand over them and chastise them for one another’s amusement.
 
   “Goddamn,” one farmer said to another after a pack of dogmen finally left them alone. “Least we didn’t have to deal with this shit around Pontius.”
 
   On the fourth day, Yarek checked the thick walls around the fort. The machineguns and the cannons taken from the tanks had been jury-rigged and secured at ground level. Anyone trying a frontal assault would have to cross a wide tract of open space and would most likely become fertilizer for the farmland. He knew that ammunition was scarce, though, and began to wonder if it would be possible to make new ammunition out of primitive materials. Just as he made his way back to the gate, he met a large pack of dogs on their way out. They shouted and sang three war-chants simultaneously as they shook their swords and axes.
 
   “The hell are you doing?” said Yarek. “How are you going to catch anything if you carry on like that?”
 
   “We’re not hunting for food!” shouted one dogman. “We are going to destroy the devils in the east!”
 
   “Two dozen of you idiots are going to do what a thousand couldn’t? Get back in that fort and wait for the Khan’s orders.”
 
   “Says who? You?” The lead dog strutted out from the pack and spun with his arms outstretched so that everyone could see that he was a magnificent warrior. “So dogmen are taking orders from humans now? Is that it?”
 
   Yarek summoned up his will and bore his eyes into the upstart for a long time. No one could withstand the terrible gaze of a Clash for very long, but the dogman endured it by simply not looking at him. Instead he strutted back and forth with his arms outstretched while his pack-brothers shouted encouragement. Finally Yarek drew Teufelmorder, pointed it at the dog, and said, “Get back in the goddamn fort. Now.”
 
   “Says who! Says you! You’re not the boss of me! You and what army! Make me!”
 
   “Go back to the fort or I’m going to blow your brains out.”
 
   The pack continued to cheer their leader, but their shouts were forced and muted. The pack leader looked at Yarek, then tried to speak but his mouth was bone-dry.
 
   “Forget this fool,” said another hunter in the pack. “Let’s go plan for our attack, and do it later when we’ve got more fighters on our side.”
 
   “Fine, fine, whatever,” the lead dog growled. “But you watch your back and sleep with one eye open, human bitch.”
 
   The dogs turned and left. Yarek holstered his piece, heart racing. He saw Chris Kenny on top of the wall lower his rifle, sighing. “Had yer back, man,” he said, pale-faced and shaking.
 
   Yarek nodded and followed the dogmen back inside.
 
   On the sixth day, many dog hunters were attacked by several groups of ghouls. Some hunting teams simply disappeared. Others returned bleeding and howling on about desperate battles with thousands of demons. Large packs of dogmen went out, hungry for vengeance, but never encountered any resistance. Dogmen traveled in and out of the gate all day long and all night long, and in their rumors of wars Yarek and Naarwulf could glean not one useful bit of information. But the rotation of hunters was interrupted and, for the first time since they’d arrived, food was no longer plentiful.
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   One day a pack of bloody dogmen from the tribe of Magog stumbled in from the north, carrying with them a few wounded human miners and metal-smiths. They said nothing, and were escorted through the gate and led to the fort by many hunters. The wounded were tended to in the fort, and a warrior from Magog followed Yarek and Naarwulf into a closed room on the third floor. Many dogmen and laborers ceased working and hung about the fort, gossiping and waiting for news. Many dogmen from the tribe of Qemel laughed at the wounded Magog warriors, for they had hated them for a long time and knew that justice had finally found them. But the dogs of Asher hung about the fort, sad and silent, for they had many friends among Magog.
 
   Yarek and Naarwulf threw down some straw. The lone dogman was covered in bruises and wounds, and the blond hair on his body was matted with dried blood. He sat down heavily on the straw and laid his massive sword before him.
 
   “I’ve brought bad news,” said the dogman.
 
   “What is your name?” said Naarwulf. “Who is your father?”
 
   The dog thought for a long time, then shook his head. “I was a guard for one of the clan chiefs of Magog. My name reflected that. But now my father is dead, my people are no more, my name is wiped out. No more weapons will come out of the mines. Only death.”
 
   “What!” said Naarwulf.
 
   “All of it... wiped out,” said the lone dog.
 
   They sat for a long time, silent. A wounded dogman cried out from below.
 
   “Many ghouls came,” said the dogman. “There were demons with them, green lizards that walked like men but fought like monsters. We fought them, but we were overwhelmed. They broke through our ranks, tore down the tents of our people, killed our women, and picked up our pups and dashed their brains out against the stones. We heard the screams of the men inside the mines. The ghouls plundered our weapons.
 
   “I was with my chief and his other guards at the front of the battle. This sword belonged to my cousin, a great dog warrior and the champion of my chief.” The lone dog unsheathed the massive sword. It was a wicked thing wider at its tip than at its base, with an organically curving edge and two-handed handle. “This sword is called the Sword of the Magog. It was made by the master weapon-smith who taught the human king of Hargis to make weapons. Many ghouls died under this blade. But there were so many ghouls that we were pushed to the side. I saw my cousin the champion killed by a green lizard warrior. I took up the sword and avenged my cousin’s death. I saw my chief’s head cleaved in half. I swore then that I would fight until I was killed, but… but when I saw some humans and dogmen flee from the mines, I decided that the battle was lost. So I… I fled as well.
 
   “I swear that I only ran because I believed that we would regroup and attack from the rear. But there was no time to regroup. There were too many of them, they hounded us on all sides and we had to kill even as we fled. We only had enough strength to drag our wounded into the woods with us.
 
   “That night, we followed the fire of the watch tower that lies between this camp and the mines. Without it, we would have been lost. We meant to warn those people, but we never had to, for by the time we got there the cries of the ghouls were already behind us again, hungry for our deaths. So the men abandoned the tower and came with us.
 
   “But there was something else about the battle. There was a demon, a beautiful woman with black hair. She was naked, and as strong as ten dogs. But all who fought her, they... I do not know how to say it. The dogs who fought her lost themselves. They were overcome with lust. Some even attacked one another just to be near her. And these dogs were not enemies, some of these were dogs that I know were brothers. Something about this devil drove men to madness. None could stand against her.”
 
   “What of the king of Hargis?” said Yarek. “Is he dead?”
 
   “Most likely he is,” said the blond dogman. “But I saw him and a few dogmen and humans running further up into the mountains, fighting all the while. Fighting and dying.” The dog thought for a while, then said, “But that young king, he did make a fine sword, the Usurper sword. I saw it myself. It was very beautiful and very deadly. He said that whoever had that sword could rule this land, and I think that he was right. But that sword was lost... I saw a ghoul pick it up.”
 
   “No,” Yarek said loudly. “It takes a lot more than some silly magic sword to rule a nation. It takes a...” and then he stopped himself.
 
   “What of our Khan?” said the dogman. “Where is he?”
 
   “Gone,” Naarwulf said quietly.
 
   “Ah,” said the dog, lowering his head. “I see.”
 
   They sat in silence again for a while, then Naarwulf said, “You must not be ashamed for running. I say that you have fought bravely. It is good that you brought us news of what happened. Otherwise, not only would we be without weapons, we would not even know of the fate of your people. I say that you have done good, and any who speak against you will answer to me.” He paused, then said, “Yes, you are good. And you deserve a name.”
 
   The lone dog thought for a long time, then said, “I have no one to name me. My father is dead, my chief is dead, my older brother is dead. My people are gone, and will have to join another tribe for protection. I am alone.”
 
   “You will never be alone,” said Naarwulf. “Not while another dogman lives that can call you brother. Since you are the last of the Magog, then we will call you Magog. You will live to remember your people, and to have your revenge on the monsters who took your people from you. Keep your cousin’s sword. It’s yours now. I think it’s still thirsty for demon blood. Stay close to me, Magog, and someday we will feed that hungry weapon and help our people. All of our people.”
 
   “Very well,” said Magog, bowing. “I thank you, Naarwulf, brother.”
 
   “You’ve been through some rough shit,” said Yarek, “but being alone isn’t so bad. You’ll get used to it.”
 
   “How can you say that?” said Magog.
 
   Yarek stared at him for a moment, then said, “It’s a part of the human condition.”
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   There came a theft of trinkets. A dog of the tribe of Grimweld wailed loudly, and was inconsolable. Most agreed that a demon had snuck into the fort in the middle of the night and made off with the valuables, until a dog from the tribe of Paun was seen dividing the trinkets among his brothers, bragging to anyone who passed by. Naarwulf, busy with the distribution of the meager food brought in by the disorganized hunters, ordered that the trinkets be returned to their original owner.
 
   “Naarwulf is of the tribe of Nook,” said one shaman. “Is he going to give orders to the Paun? What sort of tribe willingly submits to the orders of another tribe?”
 
   There was a rape. Several dogmen from the tribe of Asher spoke sweet words to a young dogwoman of Grimweld, brought her outside the walls, and then forced themselves on her. After her Grimweld brothers gave the girl a proper execution in order to avoid any appearance of wrongdoing, and also to cleanse the girl’s name, they swore vengeance on Asher. Several shamans of Asher and Grimweld, eager to avoid conflict, went before Naarwulf.
 
   “Give us justice,” they said. “The Khan would have stopped any conflict among his people.”
 
   Naarwulf remembered the Khan’s belief that the punishment should fit the crime. But he also remembered the old ways, and had no desire to place a great burden of shame on any dogmen in such a way that they would become useless in battle. He tried to find the middle path between the new ways and the old.
 
   “Very well,” said Naarwulf. “Let the punishment fit the crime. Because a girl of Grimweld was taken by Asher, a girl of Asher must be taken by Grimweld. Grimweld must choose the bride, and Asher must choose the groom. And by this marriage let there be peace between your people.”
 
   The shamans of the two people were satisfied because no dogmen were shamed, and the marriage would act as a token of peace. Still, for some reason that few could understand, one brother of the chosen bride swore vengeance. Though the friends of his family counseled him on the nature of justice, he swore that he would not lie down until his blade was wet with Grimweld blood.
 
   One day, a dog of Asher killed a dog from the tribe of Qemel and left his body outside the walls of the fort. The people of Asher celebrated smugly; it was a fitting end for an old feud, the last blood to be drawn concerning a theft of cattle between two families long ago. One chief among the Asher said, “Now all enmity will end between our people, because Qemel will know what it means to take what belongs to the warriors of Asher.”
 
   The widow of the slain dog came to Naarwulf and, on her knees, said, “I have no one. My brothers are all dead, and now my husband is dead. Please, Naarwulf, I will die if you do not give my family some justice!”
 
   Naarwulf sighed, looked to see that no one was watching, then said, “What can I do for you, woman? Why is it my burden to avenge something that’s between Asher and Qemel?”
 
   “Because the Khan would have done something!”
 
   “I am not the Khan, woman,” he said harshly. Then, calming himself, he said, “Just be patient. The Khan will return and he will settle the matter.”
 
   Then came a day when the worst crime of all happened: A dog of the tribe of Nook swore against the gods. None agreed on what he said, but it was well known that this dogman was a hunter who had had a terrible string of bad luck. An old chieftain was woken in the middle of the night, who then went to his shaman and woke him and demanded that their people be cleansed of this blasphemy. “Naarwulf will know what to do,” said the shaman. “He is the voice of the Khan.”
 
   They went to Naarwulf, who was lying awake on his bed of straw. He thought about the matter, then said, “I’m supposed to act in the Khan’s stead in this matter, but you all know very well that the Khan was lax in his punishment of blasphemy.”
 
   “That is not true!” said the chief. “I heard that he once cut a dog’s tongue out because he blamed the gods for his misfortune.”
 
   “That never happened,” said Naarwulf. “I’m going to sleep. Your tribe, your problem. Figure this thing out for yourselves.”
 
   When he woke the next day he saw the dead body of the blasphemer hanging over the gate as an offering of apology to the gods. The family wailed on the ground and covered themselves with dust, for they were ashamed that one of their sons had done this to them.
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   Yarek called a secret council one night. Naarwulf sat with him in the fort, with Magog and his great sword nearby. Freyja completed their circle with Jarl the Entertainer sitting just behind her. Chris Kenny sat with his back and head against the wall, looking on, while the four remaining Reavers guarded the door.
 
   “It’s been well over a week since Wodan left,” said Yarek. “We’ve been pretending for a long time that he’s going to come back and straighten everything out. Meanwhile, we’ve got problems that need to be addressed. Ghouls are attacking our hunting parties. How they know exactly when and where to attack, and how to avoid us when we try to find them, I have no idea. We’ve got dogmen abusing the humans, we’ve got dogmen going in and out the gate for reasons all their own that don’t work with our agenda at all, and we’ve got the problem of disunity between the tribes. There’s no longer any sense of fairness between the tribes, and it’s going to degrade to the point that dogmen are going to be fighting one another in packs any day now.”
 
   “The Khan,” said Naarwulf, “both Vito and Wodan, imposed a unique situation on our people. Wodan especially. They were both strong enough to fight any challenger. A chief of a small clan can appoint a champion to enforce his rule; a chieftain of a tribe can, too, to some extent. But a Khan is a great symbol of power. He sets himself up as a great individual, which is a constant challenge to young war-dogs willing to listen to those who like to scheme and make trouble. The most obvious solution to the problem is to set up a new Khan... but... we cannot do that.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Yarek?”
 
   “I mean it! Why not just make a new Khan?”
 
   Jarl fidgeted uncomfortably, then said, “But what if Wodan does come back?”
 
   “Wodan has no idea how to hunt for food out in the wild,” said Yarek. “He’s strong, and I wouldn’t debate that. He killed twenty dogs on the night they tried to assassinate him. But let’s be honest. He’s used to eating lots of meat brought in by hunters who know what they’re doing. On top of that, he probably has this idea in his head that he’s going to go up against a demon that I’ve seen shrug off bullets. We have to assume he’s dead, Jarl. Which brings me back to my point. Naarwulf, you’re the strongest dogman I’ve ever seen. I’ve seen you push around other dog-warriors like they were kids. And they go along with it because you’re imposing, and you’re one of them.”
 
   Naarwulf stared at the ground for a long time. Freyja noticed that his huge hands were shaking. Despite his powerful presence, she could feel a deep pool of fear threatening to spill over. Partly to save him, and partly out of respect for Wodan, she said, “Yarek, why don’t you and your Reavers go out and search for him? You’re trackers, and you could-”
 
   “Could what? Could leave the fort and let it fall into chaos and ruin even faster? And who would protect you and the other women if we left? Naarwulf’s tough, but he only has one throat. And Chris doesn’t have that many bullets left. And even if we found him, Freyja, what then?” Yarek spoke loudly, releasing an anger he’d pent up for a long time. “Do we drag Wodan back here and force him to impose order? Do we force him to grow up and be a man?”
 
   “Grow up and...? Yarek, you’ve no right to assume-”
 
   “Face it, Freyja! Things got tough, so Wodan threw a fit and ran away. And that’s not out of character for him at all. Do you know what Wodan was back in his homeland, Freyja? Do you know what Wodan was before he was the almighty Khan with unstoppable strength?”
 
   Freyja glared at him, then said, “No.”
 
   “He was nothing, Freyja. Wodan locked himself in his room and never did one single goddamn thing. He was born with above-average intelligence. You know what he did with it, what he applied it to? Nothing. Not a thing. You know what Wodan did to earn that great strength of his? Nothing, Freyja. Some crazy old men in Haven tinkered with his body - they chose him at random - and then one day he became a freak with unnatural strength. You feel indebted to Wodan because he saved you from Vito? Well, Vito was just a man, Freyja, just a man, but he used the brains he had to become the Khan, and he used his strength to defend his position from all comers. He dragged these ungrateful dogs through thousands of miles of arid, deadly wasteland, despite the fact that they continually plotted against him. Wodan brought us to a land of plenty where everyone feared him, and he still couldn’t keep it all together.
 
   “And do you think Wodan refused to touch you because he was holding true to some ideal about your dignity as a human being and your right to choose your own lover? That’s bullshit, Freyja. Wodan was scared. Plain and simple. All those brains, all that brawn, and now he’s tramping around in the woods, starving, and even if he does manage to find that demon... hell, he probably will take him on! I’ll even grant you that! Because that’s what a well-meaning but otherwise incompetent boy would do. Throwing your life away is easy. Learning what it takes to lead others, and then doing difficult things in order to survive – that’s hard. He couldn’t hack it, and now he feels guilty about not being able to lead us properly despite having every advantage imaginable.”
 
   “None of that’s true,” said Freyja, her voice as quiet and cold as winter.
 
   “Oh? Isn’t it? You think I don’t know that you know it’s the truth?”
 
   Freyja froze as dread stabbed into her.
 
   “Freyja, I know you told Wodan that you’d fuck him if he stayed.”
 
   Shocked, wounded, violated. She whirled on the Reavers by the door and saw that none of them would look at her. “You sneaky bastards,” she hissed. “You’re nothing but craven spies!”
 
   “Maybe, Freyja, maybe. But leading people, in the real world, means that sometimes you’ve got to make the hard choices. You can’t always ride the moral high-horse. Wodan’s going to find that out, if he’s not dead already. It takes more than brute strength to lead. You’ve got to be cunning and you’ve got to be ruthless. But I don’t have to tell you that.”
 
   Jarl saw that Freyja was crushed. Every eye in the room was on her, cataloguing every minute movement. Jarl was just as angry at Yarek and his accusations as she was, but he also knew that it was going to take more than his own silly storytelling and “sing-along” sessions to bring the humans and the dogmen back together.
 
   “Lady Freyja,” said Jarl, “I’m sure Yarek doesn’t mean any of this as a personal attack. I still feel loyal to Wodan, and I trust that he’s out there doing something useful. But, for now, we’ve got to… well…”
 
   “It’s fine,” said Freyja. “I didn’t come here because I thought we were going to be talking about something pleasant. Go on then, Reaver. What’s your plan?”
 
   “Well, it’s pretty simple,” said Yarek, glancing at Naarwulf. “We need unity. We need a head over all the tribes. I can’t do it, I’m a human, and besides, I work better from behind the scenes. That’s why I figured you could be Khan, Naarwulf.”
 
   Naarwulf had not stirred the entire time, but only stared at the same spot. Finally he said, “Yarek, I... I cannot lead.”
 
   “You wouldn’t have to do it alone,” said Jarl. “We’d be your counselors. We could have these little get-togethers every night. You decide what you want done, and we could put our heads together and make it happen!”
 
   “No. No, Yarek, Jarl, no. I cannot lead.”
 
   “Hell, man,” said Chris Kenny. “If anyone gives you trouble, just tell me. I’ll get up in a hooch somewhere and blow their brains out. Nobody’d be none the wiser. You could-”
 
   “I will not!” Naarwulf shouted violently, glaring at everyone. Freyja and Jarl exchanged a quick look. “You think me a coward? The Khan... the title of Khan is not like anything that you humans would understand. It is not a position of management that one man fills, then another, like an everyday necessity. The title of Khan is legendary. Any who fills it must do something great for his people. Something new. Something only understood as necessary one hundred years in the future, and long after the Khan is dead. Not only that, but the Khan is liable to the rite of challenge from anyone of any tribe. Do you realize the power one individual must possess to be able to fight to prove his worth - to fight against the greatest fighters in the world, at any time, and without warning? Even to be the head of a large clan, a chief must have a pool of strong and trusted champions in order to last long. But to be Khan... even if only considered on the physical level, even with my strength, I would eventually be beaten to a pulp. To be a chief, for all its difficulties, is thousands of times easier.” Naarwulf stared at them all with hard eyes, then said, “No. I can not be Khan.”
 
   “But if you won’t be Khan,” said Yarek, slowly, “then none can be Khan. And unity is lost.”
 
   There was silence for a long time, then Chris Kenny leaned forward and said, “I got an idea. That whole unity thing, man - listen, that’s all bullshit. Even when Wodan was around, it’s not like there was any real unity, anyway. Now settle down, hear me out. Something you all haven’t mentioned is fear. Everyone liked Wodan, sure, but they feared him, too. And that’s something I can understand. So, why don’t we do things the old-fashioned way?”
 
   “What do you mean?” said Freyja.
 
   “Well, Naarwulf here, he’s definitely got some issues with leadership. Maybe he can’t hack that stuff, for whatever reason, but I bet he’d be willin’ to lead from behind. You know, he could become an “advisor” to the head of his own tribe. What tribe you from, man? Qemel, right?”
 
   “Gods below!” said Naarwulf. “I am of Nook. Those dogs of Qemel, they are no better than-”
 
   “Alright man, whatever. So you go up to Big Chief Nook, and you tell him the deal. You tell him you’re in charge, you’re calling the shots. Only it looks like he’s callin’ the shots. Except you’re the one telling him what to do, you know? And we’ll establish in these little sessions what’s going to happen. That way, at least we’d have one tribe under control, doing what we want, keeping order or whatever.”
 
   Naarwulf shook his head and began to explain to Chris that his immoral plan undermined the very foundations of dogman society, but Yarek cut him off . “Wait a minute, Naarwulf. That plan’s not half bad. You were just saying earlier today that none of the dogs respect your word because you’re like a right-hand-man to a man that no longer exists. But if you take over one of the tribes from behind, then we’ll have some power, and you’ll have complete immunity.”
 
   “It’s immoral and sneaky,” said Naarwulf, shoulders slouching.
 
   “It’s one of those hard choices,” said Yarek. “And if we don’t make it, we’ll end up becoming pawns of someone else who will.”
 
   “But if I did this,” said Naarwulf, “then it would show that I’ve completely abandoned the Khan, and then even the illusion of unity would evaporate. The tribes could fragment even quicker than they already are.”
 
   Yarek thought for a moment, then said, “Then we should test the waters first. I could become chief of a tribe.”
 
   Everyone rocked back on their heels, except for the other Reavers in the room. “I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” said Naarwulf. “It would be a... complicated... endeavor.”
 
   “You sure? From what I heard, all I have to do is call out some chief, call him a real piece of shit or whatever, then beat the shit out of his right-hand-man, then I’d get to inherit his wives and the rest of his stuff. And even if they try to stop me by saying I’m a human, well, I’ll just say they’re scared. Their hand will be forced. Is there something I’m missing?”
 
   “No, that’s pretty much it,” said Naarwulf. “But... ah, I do not mean to insult you, Yarek. You’re one of the strongest humans I’ve ever seen. But do you really think that you can take on a dog warrior in hand-to-hand combat? Not just any dog, mind you, but the champion of a tribal chief?”
 
   “Sure,” said Yarek. “Why not? Vito did it all the time, and he wasn’t even a Reaver.”
 
   “Vito was special.”
 
   “In some ways, maybe, but I bet in most ways he wasn’t. Leaders are full of tricks, Naarwulf. They seem like they do the impossible only because they do a good job of staying calm while they cut deals to get other people to do the impossible. But good leaders, they’re ready to die for what they want. That’s what divides them from the sheep.”
 
   “Is that so?” said Freyja, smiling knowingly. She could not help but think of Wodan.
 
   “Damn right it is. So, Naarwulf, if there was any tribe we’d want on our side, which would it be? Grimweld is the biggest tribe. How about them?”
 
   “Ha! Ha ha-a-a-a!” said Naarwulf. He paused, then forced out even more laughter to stress his point. “Grimweld! They spent all their time in Hargis shining shoes for human masters while the real dogs lived in the hills, training to beat ass. Grimweld will follow the lead of the other tribes. That is their way.”
 
   “Well, which tribe do you think we’d need on our side?”
 
   “Ah, let’s see. The dogs of Paun respect the wisdom of the shamans... that means you’d be drawn into constant debates in matters about which you have no knowledge. Qemel... those dogs, they’re no good for reasons I won’t even get into. It’s common knowledge that they’re animals. That leaves Asher. A good tribe, Asher. Good fighters and brave hunters, they are!”
 
   Magog nodded at Naarwulf’s word and tapped his sword-point on the floor.
 
   “If we had Asher with us,” said Naarwulf, “then we would have a good ally indeed. Many dogs fear them. But that also means... it also means that if you challenged them, they would send a great champion against you. I do not envy you that, Yarek.”
 
   “And I could do the same,” said Yarek, “if I was their chief.”
 
   Naarwulf nodded sideways. “True, to some extent. Remember, you don’t want your own champions turning against you, if you seemed weak. And whoever you dethroned would always be trying to stir up trouble against you.”
 
   Yarek closed his eyes and went into himself. The plan was suicidal. Vito was the only man in the world who could kill a dogman in hand-to-hand combat without relying on luck. Dogmen were stronger, faster, and far more savage than their genetic cousins. And if Yarek died, then the humans, the women especially, would have one less ally in the valley. If he died, Naarwulf would never follow through with his part of the plan. Eventually war would break out within the fort; only one tribe would be able to fit within the walls. The ghouls somehow knew a lot about their condition, about what they were doing, and so the demons would most likely attack during such civil strife and wipe them all out.
 
   So it all rested on one long-shot gamble, one ridiculously imbalanced hand-to-hand head-butting contest between him and some giant, stupid beast who only knew how to beat raw ass and would enjoy doing it.
 
   Yarek knew that the smart thing would be to run and hide, to leave all these problems behind. Then again, if he was the kind of person who was concerned with safety, then he never would have become a Reaver, and he certainly never would have escaped from Haven. How easy it would have been to stay there, to become little more than a hired goon for his father or the Prime Minister. When Yarek thought of Haven in relation to his own troubles, his blood boiled. Yarek knew that the men who had joined him to leave Haven were the strongest, bravest souls that he had ever met. They could have lived easy lives, but they chose not to. But back home they would be remembered as traitors, turncoats, cowards who abandoned their posts and went seeking thrills in the lawless wasteland rather than help yet another spineless, egotistical, whining, posturing politician retain his power against men who were cut from the same mold as any other politician. Yarek imagined all of those people right now, watching their vids, debating the same old debates, accessorizing their wardrobes, living in complete comfort and totally unaware of the battle that a few of their own kind were facing out here in the real world.
 
   Just then, Yarek was overcome with a vision. He was on the beach with his father. He saw a small boy getting into a boat. The only things he owned were what he could fit into a few small bags, the clothes on his back, and a single cloak. The boy was being erased, thrown away, forgotten. He should have screamed and cursed the people who had done this to him. He should have spit on the two men who took him to the beach, and who loved him, but were still willing to obey the society that would erase one of its own kind just to return to its life of comfort. Instead, the boy only threw his things into the boat and waved goodbye to them. Yarek saw the boy smiling, and then he was gone.
 
   Damn it, Wodan, he thought. You were just a boy, and you jumped into hell feet-first. If you could do it, then I can, too.
 
   “It sounds good to me,” said Yarek. “Tomorrow I’m gonna get bloody. One way or another.”
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   The next day Yarek strode through the courtyard. Seeing the encampment of the dogmen of Asher, he spied the great chief, stopped suddenly, then screamed in mock surprise, “Gods below, it cannot be! The chief of Asher is a total sissy!”
 
   Immediately a dozen packs of dogmen leaped up, beating their chests and shouting one after the other such that no words could be made out.
 
   “Well, look at him!” said Yarek, staring them down. “I saw the very same dogman locked in a passionate embrace with his boy-love just the other day! This was only minutes after I saw him haggling over the price of a dress he’d just tried on! Why would the warriors of Asher allow a limp-wristed degenerate to lead them? I thought they were dogs of honor!”
 
   The great chief howled, overcome with shock and horror. The truth of the matter was that in the dark recesses of his past he had engaged in sexual practices with others who were not now in his harem, and could not ever be a part of his harem due to cultural taboos, and he often prayed that they suppressed the memory as well as he did. Now that he was facing a bold-faced and completely fabricated accusation that bordered on true events best left buried, he was stabbed by the terrible feeling that he’d somehow been found out. The great chief howled once more, then shrieked, “Kill him! Kill this man now!”
 
   The dog warriors surrounded Yarek and produced a terrifying array of axes and blades. “If you are honorable dogs,” said Yarek, drawing himself up, “then meet me in the rite of the duel. We will let the gods settle this matter, not flawed men and dogs.”
 
   “Piss and damnation!” cried the chief. “You are just a man. You cannot duel with dogmen. You have gotten yourself killed, you hairless pup!”
 
   “Then by my dying words, let it be known that the tribe of Asher is a haven for sexual degenerates!” A dog grabbed his hair and lifted to an axe high overhead, so Yarek added, “Let my blood stand as testament to the truth of my words!”
 
   “Stop!” said the chief. Knowing that he was in a bind, he said, “Very well, human. You have brought grievous charges against me. This matter must be settled. Let my champion meet you in battle!”
 
   Just then a massive dogman rose up behind the chief. He was the chief’s champion, a pituitary case with a misshapen head, arms like tree trunks, and furious, dull eyes that proved he was a raging simpleton even by the standards of dogmen. The hair on his barrel-chest and protruding stomach were covered in filth, and his loincloth was a stinking, fly-covered mess that had not been changed in years. The monster roared and the chief’s hair blew up and over his eyes. He strolled forward, ready to smash Yarek into a pile of goo even though he had absolutely no idea where he was, why he was there, or what anyone was talking about. One of the chief’s oxen happened to stroll by in front of the spectacle, a large bull that weighed half a ton; as the champion drew near, it grabbed one of the ox’s legs, jerked it about, and brought it crashing to the ground. The dogman would have pummeled the beast to death if half a dozen of his kinsmen hadn’t gathered around and pointed at Yarek, redirecting his attention only with great effort.
 
   The monstrous dogman towered over Yarek. Yarek felt himself stepping off the edge of a great abyss.
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   Yarek woke up lying down in Hell. He smelled the untreated wooden walls of the fort; they must have brought him inside. He felt people moving around him, and heard shouting and pounding on a door nearby. Every breath glided along raw nerves, every muscle was wracked and torn, and agony rested in his bones. His head was an anvil for the devil’s torture-smith, and his thick tongue laid against several gaps of exposed, bloody gums. He remembered nothing.
 
   He managed a groan and felt the fibers in his neck throb, sore and ground-up. Several forms turned to him, then he saw Naarwulf hover over his face.
 
   “Did I... win...” he croaked.
 
   “Of course you didn’t!” said Naarwulf. “You got in a few licks, but I got you out of there before that monster could stomp you to death. Gods below, man, I’ve never seen anyone beaten so savagely. How you’re still alive is beyond me, but it doesn’t matter now. Because I interrupted the rite of the duel, all of the tribes have turned against us. They’re beating down our door, and we’re going to be killed any minute now.”
 
   Yarek groaned, then said, “Tell them... to... hurry up...”
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   Yarek woke again. All was perfectly silent. Somehow his pain was even worse than before, as his addled nerves had gotten over their panic and now sent steady, coordinated signals of agony. He forced open one bruised eye and saw a ring of large dogmen crouched around him.
 
   “The hell... do you... want...”
 
   The dogmen bowed low. One crept forward on his knees, and said, “Your opponent is dead. While he seemed to win, the gods struck him down in the end.”
 
   Yarek dimly remembered the first few seconds of the fight. He had heard that the anatomy of dogmen was similar to humans, and had thrown at least one punch that should have caused massive internal bleeding to the lungs. When the giant dogman had continued on as if unhurt, Yarek spent the rest of the fight in the fetal position. Apparently the blow had killed the dogman, even though the battle had seemed hopeless at the time.
 
   “The gods have proven the truth of your accusations against our former chief,” said another dogman. “We trust that you will lead us better, Chief Yarek Asher.”
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
                 At night in the forest, Nilem led a long line of dogmen to the place of the new rite. Jago walked just behind her. He walked proudly, eyes burning fiercely and chest puffed out. He had fought a dog of a rival tribe, a smaller dog, and had killed him. This dog was without family and so no one could stop him. Better still, he no longer had to sneak when he went to meet with Nilem. Now that the Khan was gone, everyone knew that she was his woman, and anyone who wanted to meet with her had to go through him. Because of that, his chest and wrists were covered in jewels and metal bands, and he had many impressive daggers on his belt and a fine axe on his back. He had become important. Many dogman kept his name in their mouth.
 
   A short, skinny reptilian creature with glittering blue scales joined Nilem and walked beside her. The dogmen were shocked to see the thing, but they had been warned that they would be shown strange sights. The fact that the demon did not attack Nilem seemed proof enough that she was connected to a world beyond their understanding. They exchanged glances, then continued following her.
 
   Nilem was very satisfied with herself. This was not the first time that she had led discontented dogmen to the night ritual, but it was the first time that she had been able to include several influential chieftains and respected champions of chieftains. Jago had helped; all of the dogs were from the tribe of Qemel, his own tribe.
 
   But he had only helped. Her entire body was sore from a constant string of violent suitors, each one chosen on the off-chance that she could whisper a rumor here, a rumor there. She could barely stand, much less walk, but tonight would be different. Tonight she had been promised assistance, as well as the great culmination of something wondrous.
 
   She would soon meet the master of her dreams.
 
   They drew near a clearing filled with pale moonlight. A woman stood before them. She was naked, and Nilem knew at once that the thing was not human. She had a hideous overbite, two misshapen protuberances on her forehead, empty black eyes, and scar tissue on her breasts. Strangely enough, she could tell that the males were immediately enchanted by the creature. Their breathing quickened and she could see them glancing at one another, wondering if they would have to fight to the death for the creature’s attention. Even Jago’s eyes were glued to her. Nilem was sickened.
 
   “Send them to me,” said Bilatzailea, lifting her hand slowly. “One at a time. Then more.”
 
   Jago blinked as he regained control, then turned imperiously to a chief and tossed his head toward the flesh demon. The chief entered the clearing and Nilem watched with a mixture of disgust and fascination as the respectable leader fell on the monster like a panting, moaning animal, worshipping something he could never understand. Nilem lost interest and sat on a tree root as Jago sent two more suitors, then three, then three more.
 
   Nilem began to wonder why she had ever been necessary in the first place, then she felt the quivering fingers in her mind and realized that her master was with her. Without thinking, she knelt.
 
   “Master!” she said. “You’ve come!”
 
   She felt him whispering to her, and was filled with warmth. So reassuring, the tongue in her mind; so smooth and commanding, and so wonderful to know that she was never alone. As long as he lived, as long as Zamael was with her, she was never alone!
 
   Zamael sent her a troubling dream. He was in danger. She knew that the ghouls were attacking the hunters from the fort at every turn, then disappearing before the dogmen could regroup and hunt them down, but Zamael revealed his secret: The power of the ghouls was an illusion. Zamael had two demonic scouts, the blue one she had seen earlier and a color-changing chameleon, and he used these to find weak teams of dogmen hunters. With just a few teams of ghouls, he could attack and flee and appear to have overwhelming forces everywhere at once. It was an illusion, and the fact of the matter was that the number of ghouls had been drastically reduced during their first two battles against the invaders. Any dogman was more than a match for three ghouls, and a battle-crazed dogman could drag at least ten ghouls into the grave with him.
 
   “Oh-h-h, master!” she said, still kneeling, eyes closed as she watched the vision. “You’re in danger. They want to hurt you! You!”
 
   Nilem saw a great black orb ringed with fire, an eclipse, a black sun. It was Zamael, the soul of Blindness, and she saw that it was immortal. Bullets could not touch him, blades could not tear him, and she was in awe – but then she saw that his dream was vulnerable. His dream – his paradise in the woods – could be destroyed. He could not be killed, but all his friends, and everything he worked toward, could be taken from him.
 
   “I want to help you,” said Nilem, and she truly meant it. She felt warmth coursing through her skull, kneading her brain like warm dough. “I want to help you, my love.”
 
   Nilem’s eyes were opened and she saw Bilatzailea speaking, even as no less than five dogmen were writhing on her, slobbering and lost in mindless ecstasy. “Your people have fallen into ruin!” said Bilatzailea. “You have believed the lies of a monster, and are being used! You must leave the place of sin and break the chains that bind you! You must bring your people out of slavery and into the realm of the gods!”
 
   “We are ready,” Nilem whispered. “We will bring the dogmen to you, my master. They will protect you. They will be the champions of your dream!”
 
   Jago sat and watched Nilem pray while the others lost themselves in the orgy. He strained to hear Nilem, and heard her whisper “champion of your dream” and knew at once that she was telling the gods of the invisible world that he, Jago, would become that person. He stood and unslung his axe.
 
   Champion, he thought to himself. That is what I will become. An unstoppable champion, the right hand of the gods themselves!
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Fourteen
 
   Hunt
 
    
 
    
 
   On the night that Wodan rejected his title and left the fort, he wandered in darkness without direction. He was already weak with hunger, but he also felt as if a burden had lifted from his shoulders. His mind was free of clutter. He made his way through the woods until he drew far past the routes of any dogman hunting parties, then pressed further still, then finally he laid down on the cold grass and slept against the moss-covered roots of a tree.
 
   He woke around midday the next day in the shade of an old gnarled tree. He sat up and gathered his thoughts. He had no weapons but his own hands. His only possessions were a pair of old pants and a pair of boots made in Hargis and taken from a dogman he’d slain before coming to the valley. He traced his fingers over the black, sealed-over wounds, young ones ready to join the community of old scars that covered his arms and chest. He took to running his hands through his greasy hair. It had grown all the way down to his shoulders, and he wondered if he should unbraid the small dog-style braid that hung down on one side. Though he had no direction and no trail to follow, he wondered if he was finally on the true path. He was glad that he’d left the dead-end that had claimed all of his attention before, but all the same, he felt lost.
 
   He rose to his feet and walked.
 
   Wodan tried to think of nothing as he made his way through the dense forest. The thing he wanted to find – an answer to the question of how to save everyone from a mind-controlling demon – was not something that would be listed on any map. The only thing he could do was survive, keep moving, and hope that he would find a solution. Worrying would not help.
 
   Hours passed. Just when his hunger grew so intense that he thought he would have to gorge himself on alien berries, he smelled death. Immediately his senses sharpened. He crouched low and quickened his pace.
 
   Soon he heard something tearing, then heard many sets of teeth clicking together. Without thinking, he picked up a heavy stone and cradled it near his chest. He crept up to a wide tree and leaned around it.
 
   In a narrow clearing he saw three ghouls crouching over the body of a slain deer. Without word or argument they crouched over the thing, tearing open skin with their bare hands and taking turns sticking their faces into its torso. Immediately Wodan dashed into the clearing, brought the stone down on one ghoul’s head, then whirled about and cracked another skull open. The final ghoul lifted its head slowly, its features dull and strangely unconcerned as Wodan flung the stone toward it. The heavy stone crashed against the ghoul’s torso. The creature sat heavily on its behind, attempted to draw in air with ruined lungs, then fell over dead.
 
   Exhilarated, Wodan knelt over the deer and prepared to eat it raw. As soon as he touched it, he drew back. The edges of exposed flesh were tinged with gray, and the eyes were yellow. It was impossible to distinguish the smell of rot from the ghoul’s own stench, but he knew the signs. The deer was no fresh kill. Most likely the ghouls had carried it with them from some old hunt.
 
   Wodan was too hungry to be disappointed. He set about the clearing like a madman, throwing sticks and old leaves into a bare, dry spot. He found a spear tipped with flint. He lodged a long-dead branch between his knees and tore it open, exposing raw splinters. He ground the flint of the spear into the wood and, palms against one another with spear in between, rotated the thing fiercely. He bore a rough hole into the wood, but produced nothing else, so he broke the spear in half and cast the flint away, then jammed its raw end into the hole and repeated. He spun the thing so fiercely that he nearly fell unconscious. His arms bulged, his hands grew numb - then tendrils of smoke began to dance and the ends of splinters shone red.
 
   Soon he had a fire going. He braced one foot against the deer’s carcass, placed both hands on a hoof, then heaved with all his might and ripped the leg free. He fell on his back, prize in hand, and rolled back the velvety skin to reveal a large chunk of gray-white meat.
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   After Wodan ate most of the deer, he stomped out the fire and choked on the thick cloud of smoke that filled the clearing. He felt revitalized, but before he could sit and enjoy the sensation, he felt eyes on him. He turned about but saw nothing. He decided that it was past time to move on.
 
   As he walked, he was overwhelmed by the sound of living things, creatures hiding and shouting senselessly. It became impossible to separate the feeling of being watched from simple paranoia. He could not shake the feeling that something had seen his fire. Something was out there, and it was hungry.
 
   Wodan climbed the face of a squat hill and laid against the trunk of a moss-covered tree. As soon as he stopped he immediately heard footfalls, movement against foliage, even labored breathing from inhuman throats. He froze, wondering what to do, then the stench of rotting flesh hit him. He dashed from his spot, tore through a bush into a clearing - and saw a pack of ghouls crouching and shambling towards his position, glaring through dead faces and not at all surprised to see him. They bore spears tipped with flint and hatchets of sharp stone.
 
   For a moment he felt some of the fear he felt so long ago, during his first exile into the valley, but as soon as the creatures jabbed their spears toward him, he reacted with blinding speed. He ducked under their spears, flew forward, then shot up and back-handed one ghoul such that its head spun around and it fell into its brothers, staggering them. Wodan leaped into them, lashing out with fists and knees, and drove the ghouls into a hissing, spitting pile on the ground, then he stomped on the pile.
 
   As soon as the poor wretches ceased hissing, he heard still more tearing through the undergrowth. Without hesitation Wodan ran toward the noise, burst through some bushes, and saw more rotting heads creeping forward with spears held ready. He leaped over their spear-wall and landed on a ghoul’s face feet-first and drove it into the ground, splattering it like a ripe melon, then whirled about to avoid the spears of its brothers. He grabbed one spear, flung its owner into the air, then lashed out at eyes and throats. Just as he shattered the spear against the last ghoul’s dome, more burst into the area with hatchets swinging.
 
   Weariness could not touch him. He felt only a high-pitched whine in his ears, a terrible singing in his blood. Wodan’s mania was further fueled by the knowledge that these creatures, once so terrifying, were quite a bit weaker than dogmen. The ghouls came at him as if they were slogging through thick mud, jabbing their weapons in a suggestive pantomime of aggression, and his every blow tore through their bodies and cast them to the ground. It always seemed as if they were watching the spot where he had stood seconds before, and were then surprised when he fell on their flanks in a flurry of blows.
 
   “You’re pathetic!” Wodan shouted as he flung one ghoul against a tree trunk, breaking his spine with a resounding crack. More ghouls raced into the clearing and he charged into them, tossing them left and right with terrible blows that often flung their intestines into one another’s faces. “I’ve killed far worse than any of you! Meet Boris in Hell, if you want! Go and find my old friend Pelethor!” He knocked a line of the monsters over like a bowling ball against a line of dominos. “Shake the hand of Vito! Check up on Aegis Vachs’s career while you’re at it! Bow down to the dozens of demons I’ve torn apart!”
 
   As if in a dream, he watched his own martial prowess as he tore through the creatures. He was shocked at how satisfying it was to tear through them. Even though he had been physically weak for most of his life, he had never enjoyed killing dogmen with his newfound strength. As others cheered him after he won a duel, he was always painfully aware of the family members who had to silently grieve for their fallen son, and who would receive little sympathy for their loss. But these ghouls were different. They were empty shells, a blight, soulless automatons that needed to be erased. Each one that fell in a bloody heap made the world a slightly better place.
 
   Wodan stood over the twitching corpses and heard movement on all sides, footfalls tearing through wet leaves and ragged breathing. He dashed from the area and came to a steep side of the hill covered in jutting stones and leaning trees with exposed roots. He tried to listen, but was breathing too heavily to hear. He leaned over the face of the hill and saw dozens of ghouls rushing through the darkness below. Just as he pulled his head back, spears flew up and were caught in branches overhead. He spied movement further down the hill and realized that the ghouls most likely surrounded the entire hill.
 
   Don’t be stupid, he thought. I survived before because I was clever. Being strong doesn’t give me an excuse to be stupid. These weak little cretins might be hemming me in and wearing me down until something stronger can come along and finish me off. I have to outthink them.
 
   Wodan raced down another side of the hill and almost immediately several spears flew and smacked into the sides of trees behind him. The hill grew steep as he descended, and when he saw a troop of ghouls forcing themselves uphill toward him, he leaped and fell directly on top of one, crushing it underfoot as they both slid downhill with spears and hatchets following them all the while.
 
   As he slid into a wet stream with his dead companion, Wodan immediately raced up the side of another hill. Just when he thought he was free of the ghouls, still more spears flew at him from the side. One licked his back in a burning trail just as the butt-end of a flung hatchet smacked against his chest.
 
   Somehow the ghouls were tracking him despite the fact that he was running faster than they could keep up. In a flash, Wodan realized that they were coordinated, far more coordinated than their dull minds could account for. Wodan remembered that a powerful flesh demon had penetrated his own mind only days before, and a chill ran up his spine. His opponent was far greater than he’d imagined; instead of fighting against an army of weak ghouls, as he’d imagined, he was really doing little more than trimming a demon’s fingernails and expecting to win through attrition.
 
   Near the top of the hill, among a cluster of gray trunks and a shower of dead leaves, he leaped onto a low branch and saw that the hill was covered in clusters of ghouls making their way toward his position. Even the ones far from him knew exactly where he was. Wodan spied a slender gray stream far below, leaped from his branch, and ran in its direction. Almost immediately a pack of ghouls leaped from behind several tree trunks and fell on him with spears extended. Points of flint bit into him as he smacked one ghoul with an elbow and tackled another, sending himself in a downhill slide with short spears smacking against him all the while.
 
   They slid to a stop among scattering leaves at the bottom of the hill and Wodan rose up covered in black blood. Already the troops were gathering around the stream, but still more were scampering down the hill behind him, so Wodan raced along the misty edge of the water. He glanced back. Silently they gathered, glaring at him from the darkness, stalking through the mist. Spears rained down around him. More ghouls poured down the hill. He leaped into the stream and splashed through it. Short spears splashed down, bit into his back and arm, into his leg, biting like hornets. With a great surge of strength he leaped onto the bank, tore spears from his flesh as it sealed over, and surged up yet another hill. He ran fast, lungs finally burning terribly. When the sounds of the ghouls grew dim, he stopped to rest.
 
   Just then he heard movement at the top of the hill, far above. He looked up and saw, in the dying gloom of the day’s light, something shift before it halted suddenly. He stared at a black trunk, but saw nothing. Instinct crept along his arms, for he knew he had seen something. He stood as still as stone and stared at the spot where he had seen movement.
 
   In answer to his thought, the thing that held its breath in stillness finally gulped down a lungful of air; the thing was perfectly camouflaged, practically invisible except for its sudden movement.
 
   That’s what’s been watching me! Wodan thought. That must be the demon that’s coordinating those ghouls!
 
   Wodan quickly grabbed up a stone and, with his eyes never leaving the spot where he’d seen movement, he threw the stone with all of his might. The camouflaged thing near the trunk shifted, but it was too slow - the rock crashed into the invisible monster, then Wodan heard a terrible shriek as the thing fell over the side of the hill, tumbling violently and spitting all the while. Without pause Wodan raced along the face of the hill.
 
   Wodan ran until the surging press of ghouls behind became scattered and confused. They beat at the bushes, hissing with frustration as night fell. Wodan scurried under a thick bush and rested. He had finally lost his hunters.
 
   As his eyes adjusted to the darkness, he realized that he was staring at a strange pattern of black-and-white sitting directly beside him. It took him a long time to realize that he was staring at fur. A great mass of fur.
 
   The giant bear breathed so slowly that it seemed to be a part of the living forest itself. Then the bear’s wide muzzle opened and revealed wide, yellow fangs. The mouth of the beast could enclose a man’s entire head and torso. Wodan lifted his gaze and saw two great black eyes staring back at him.
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   Far away, Zamael switched his awareness from one ghoul to another, but without any luck. The strange leader of the invaders was lost. Eventually the camouflaged reptilian demon woke and rubbed its aching head. While unconscious, its scales had shifted to pale white with tinges of pink. It curled into an aching fetal position, then assumed the color of the gray leaves that made its bed.
 
   Find him! Zamael shrieked, jerking his lines of control and sending waves of hostility through every open channel. I don’t care if he’s out of favor with his people. We can’t have something that powerful running around free. Not in my valley. Not anywhere in this world!
 
   The camouflaged demon forced itself up, then crept through the forest once again.
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Fifteen
 
   Tales of Pale Number 27
 
    
 
    
 
   Thirty-Nine Years Ago
 
    
 
   The mission to study the wooded valley in the wasteland and attain a sample of demonic DNA was a complete success – in theory. In reality, several men had lost their lives in the operation, and the Department of Science received a black mark on its name in the eyes of the people of Haven. While the wasteland expedition was not cited as a reason, the senate’s funding of the DoS was reduced.
 
   Despite the negative press, the scientists who took part in the venture were considered heroes among their colleagues. Childriss’s work gained the attention of the Head of the DoS, and his influence expanded greatly. Didi was rewarded with the title of senior scientist, and was given his own research team and funding. Didi immediately concentrated his team’s focus on one task: Decoding the demonic genome.
 
   The Founding Fathers brought with them many mythical accounts of the flesh demons. Nearly six hundred years later, the scientists of Haven held more progressive opinions on the creatures their people so feared. Included among their assumptions were these points:
 
    
 
   ONE. Because there are so many flesh demons in the world, they must breed very quickly.
 
   TWO. It is their ferocious appearance and bearing which give them sway over primitive, backwards people, who are always eager to invent a god they can fear and placate.
 
   THREE. The wildly varying appearance of the flesh demons comes about from an inherent genetic instability, which would most likely result in a high mortality rate among the young or, at the very least, a shortened life span.
 
   FOUR. Flesh demons have no culture because of a lack of intelligence. Culture is, of course, a fundamental expression of intelligence.
 
    
 
   All of these assumptions proved to be wrong.
 
   One day, Didi summoned Childriss into his research lab. When Childriss arrived, he was shocked by the appearance of his friend. Didi was gaunt, he blinked his red eyes often, it was obvious that he’d slept in his uniform for many days, and he would not sit but rather stumbled about in circles on his creaking brace, shaking slightly. But his voice remained hard, his syllables clearly intoned, so Childriss hid his concern.
 
   Without any sort of greeting, Didi said, “Childriss - here,” and brought up a visual file of the demonic gene-sample on a large screen, with short-hand notes and highlights already attached. “Here, here, this here,” said Didi. He stared at Childriss until he nodded in understanding.
 
   “Developed musculature within the larynx,” said Childriss. “This creature has the potential capacity for speech. Is the brain...?”
 
   “Oh-h-h-h, the brain is quite up to the task. Disgustingly so, William. This is not the potential capacity for speech. All of the genetic statements here were expressed, mind you - there was nothing potential or vestigial or incomplete about any of them. This monster could speak as well as any human.”
 
   “So -”
 
   “Let me finish,” said Didi. His voice was so quietly firm that Childriss immediately fell silent. “The flesh demons hid from us for weeks. They hid so well that we doubted they were even there. Then, they attacked! All at once. Right there you have elements of communication and coordination. They waited. They patiently bided their time.
 
   “The Guardians that killed this demon say that they happened on a primitive sacrificial ritual. Before, I would have been inclined to think that such a ritual was a savage people’s way of bartering with imaginary gods. That is, they were feeding one of their own to a brute beast on the off-chance that they could control their status as victims. But now... now, William, I think that those demons, or at least this one in particular, demanded sacrifice. I believe that it was a well-planned, thought-out program of one species suppressing another.
 
   “Furthermore, we’ve determined something else from this sample. This flesh demon was well over one hundred years old.”
 
   “That old!” exclaimed Childriss. “But there’s no reason for any species dependent on evolution to create such long-lived members. Such “dinosaurs” within the species would only slow down further development.”
 
   “There’s more,” said Didi. “This genetic code is a tangled mess. We haven’t nearly gotten to the bottom of it yet. But one more thing I can say for sure is this: This creature was a mule. It had a few hormones typical to males, but no ability to mate. All those complicated genetic traits, William, many of which have no precedent among other species we’ve studied... and it’s not even built to pass them along to another generation.”
 
   Didi finally stopped his circumambulation of the office, then said slowly, “This brute monster was capable of speech yet incapable of culture, and capable of communication as organized as our own yet living a life of solitude. This thing, which was over one hundred years old, and is a member of the dominant species of our world - was not even meant to pass on its genes, which is a mark of success among any species. This creature was an end in itself.”
 
   Childriss sat down, then said, “The documents brought here by the Founding Fathers… we always regarded them as the stuff of mythic storytelling. Tales of men making deals with devils, of communities tricked by devils, of men and animals being stolen in the night, forced to breed with ghastly devil-mothers...”
 
   “Probably all of those old tales are true,” said Didi. “The flesh demons are feared for good reason. The existence of Haven is far more precious than we ever thought.” Didi’s eyes burned into Childriss for a long time, then he said, “We have to fight this thing, Childriss.”
 
   Childriss smiled slowly. The gesture was surreal and sickening to Didi. “Man cannot fight the flesh demons,” said Childriss. “He’s too weak. You know that as well as I. No, the important thing is not to fight the demons, but to strengthen man.” They stared at one another for a long time, then Childriss added, “It is not beyond the two of us to create the last invention. Our creation could… well, it seems so vulgar to say it out loud, doesn’t it? We need a wiser, stronger man who can create tomorrow.”
 
   Didi immediately thought of the treasures taken from the nightmarish cave. “Childriss, did you not destroy those things?”
 
   “Thinking about them robs me of sleep,” said Childriss. “But our species has done enough sleeping, don’t you think?”
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   After their creators abandoned them, Pale Number 27, the blue-skinned boy, and the gray-skinned girl foraged what little food they could and took turns sleeping uneasily. During the first few nights, they were terrified of the rustling branches, the shrieking in the dark, the skittering animals that had no cages. Pale Number 27's ruined eye ached terribly, then became infected. Eventually they all became sick. Pale Number 27 withdrew from the other two, and was always so tired that he did not care if he lived or died. The gray girl whined constantly. The blue-skinned boy became a bully, and when he did not feel like foraging for food, he made the others do it for him. Pale Number 27 and the gray-skinned girl learned to forage for themselves only when he was not around.
 
   They found a stream and lived beside it. They slept in the open and ate eggs and berries, hungry all the time and speaking less and less to one another. Eventually the blue-skinned boy became sick and weak. Pale Number 27 watched him drinking from the river and thought of drowning him. He was too scared, but when they slept that night he rose and strangled him, just as he’d done to the other bully, Blue Number 39. The next morning the gray girl cried over the body and Pale Number 27 hated her for it, but when he moved upstream with some notion of abandoning her, she followed.
 
   Their bodies grew and in the weeks that followed Pale Number 27 became used to craning his head sideways so that he could see with his single eye. They were emaciated, tired, and only once did he catch a fish with his hands. He ate it raw, and it was wonderful. He gave the remains to the gray girl and she slurped up its intestines and sucked on its spine and ribcage for most of the day.
 
   In the days after that, they slept near one another and often rubbed their bodies together, embracing fiercely and drinking one another’s heated breaths. But during the day they were very angry with one another and became cross over the most trifling matters. Then one night when they embraced, Pale Number 27 slipped into a velvety-smooth superheated fold of flesh in the girl, and within the space of a few pumps she was sent shivering and he felt himself sneezing all over. They slept and the next day they were relaxed and carefree. They stripped a bush of its berries and then took turns at a game where one of them hid a berry under three stones. When the girl cheated and hid the berry in her hand, they laughed together for nearly an hour.
 
   The winter was mild in the valley but still terrible for them. They learned to build a shelter out of mud and branches, sleeping often and clutching one another close. They invented new words for objects and even abstract concepts on those dark nights, and there was always the comfort of the wonderful embrace before sleeping. When spring came they were less than one year old and the gray woman gave birth to a son. Pale Number 27 thought that it was a gift of food from the mysterious world inside of them. They fought bitterly but the gray woman saved the child’s life.
 
   By the end of their second year they had made five sons, all of them pale and gray with blue veins visible in the light of day. Some of them understood the words of their parents and made still more words. Others were foragers. One was good at building, and still another fashioned spears and learned to hunt fish. Now their hunger was ended. The father told his sons how the two gods had made them, how there was a war in their strange birthing place, how the gods had rejected them and how they had barely escaped with their lives.
 
   In the third year of their lives Pale Number 27 become feeble, and his mind wandered often. Not only was it difficult to remember the names of his sons, but they became quarrelsome, and he did not have the strength to discipline them. The gray woman was no help, either. With each birthing her mind faded a little, and her body became dumpy and gross to look at. They had a sixth son, but one of their other sons disappeared one day. Pale Number 27 remembered his old impulses and suspected that he had been slain by one of his own brothers, most likely because of that unreasonable anger that grips the young. But there was nothing he could do about it.
 
   Their sons began having sex with their feeble-minded mother. Pale Number 27 did not feel right about this, and spent much time away from them all. Grandsons without grandmothers were born. Around that time a giant monster attacked their camp, destroyed their possessions, ate up one of the sons, and another son died in their winter flight from home. Pale Number 27 blamed his sons, and so they took to beating him. But then daughters were born to them and, within four or five months, the males divided the young girls among their possessions and the mother was spared some of their attention.
 
   In the fourth year, the sons that were born to them were noticeably shorter, less intelligent, and had less self-control. They were not interested in the stories told by Pale Number 27. To their credit, he often rambled or mixed his stories without reason. They saw him as a burden on their resources. One day when Pale Number 27 woke, he felt worn out and confused and, seeing one of his granddaughters, he tried to touch her as he had the gray woman, who was asleep in another stinking, old hut. The granddaughter whose body he felt belonged to another, so when his grandson caught him, he raised a stone and killed Pale Number 27 with it.
 
   The hunters found a village of primitive humans in the foothills. These people were amazingly beautiful giants with ornately decorated clothes. They lived in large huts, and each hut was filled with jars of clay that kept vermin from their food and were a wonder to behold. The giants even made bread from crushed grain. The hunters discussed the matter, then attacked, but the humans picked up sticks and rocks and with terrifying strength they killed or drove off the hunters. They learned their station. They made hatchets, and they used mud to fashion pots similar to the ones they had seen the giant humans using, but these were only poor copies. They became aware of their worsening appearance and their constant victimization by diseases that wracked their small bodies. With each generation they became less of what they once were. Their potential became more streamlined.
 
   In a few more years the camp grew to such size that it attracted the notice of more demons. They could not fight them, and could only run and then rebuild once the demons left. Eventually their population grew to the point that constant, stressful bickering became the norm. Civil war broke out in the camp. After a day-long battle over the women, the strongest males divided up and went their separate ways. In that way tribes developed and, since any tribe could make whatever kind of spear or hut it needed, the tribes were mostly indifferent toward one another.
 
   Years later, most of the demons disappeared. A new one replaced the old monsters. Favored tribes often felt the new god possess certain members. They gave sacrifice to this devil. In time the demon-god grew in power. Times of conscious thought came fewer and fewer between as the demon-god took possession of their minds. What little culture or craft they had, what little progress they made toward something more, was ground up by the ever-expanding needs of the blind demon-god.
 
   But they did not mind the trade-off, because violent rivalry between the tribes also disappeared. The few of them that were capable of contemplation decided that life without the demon-god’s influence had little to offer.
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   Childriss opened the chest and laid the two items before Didi. Didi’s prize was the metallic sphere; Childriss’s was the strange document made of thin, unbreakable pages. The artifacts from the place of nightmares did not seem wholly out of place in the close, musty air of Childriss’s apartment, which disturbed Didi.
 
   Didi picked up the sphere. “It’s some kind of computer. You see the hole, here? It must be a sort of input/output jack.”
 
   “I wonder what it does?” said Childriss.
 
   “Does it matter?” Didi set the object aside. To Childriss, the gesture seemed childish, an awkward suppression of every scientific instinct that drove his friend. “And your little ‘gift’, William? What did you get?”
 
   Childriss opened the document to a random page, then slid it over to Didi. Didi leaned over, peered closely at the tiny writing, and saw long strings of the letters G, C, T, and A, which covered each page and left no room for margin.
 
   “Gods!” said Didi. “It’s some sort of genetic blueprint!”
 
   “Or perhaps a biological-historical document,” said Childriss, smiling. “Perhaps it’s a journal documenting the life of the first demon. Who can say?”
 
   “Did the giver have nothing to say about it?”
 
   Childriss thought for a long time, then said, “I’ve reason to think it’s a blueprint for some sort of… godlike being.” Didi flipped through the pages and ran his fingers across several lines of code. “Don’t bother,” said Childriss. “I’ve already looked at it. I can’t make heads or tails of it.”
 
   Didi looked for a long time, then shook his head. “We’ve already gained some renown for our ability to look at code and see traits emerge, even without the use of notes and markers. We’re the only two men in Haven who can do that. But this...”
 
   “You’re really the only one who can do that, Didi, but even I can see that it’s a tangled mess, isn’t it? Either that, or so alien and advanced that it’s beyond us.”
 
   “Beyond us!” Didi laughed, then glanced at the script again and fell silent. “Childriss, do you remember any particulars?”
 
   Childriss furrowed his brow as he searched his memory. Didi understood his struggle. The place that they had gone to was not easy to recall, as if the details easily slid through the cracks of conscious thought. “It called the thing... the code, I mean... a holy parasite. It’s… it’s difficult to recall. I was shown things that I didn’t understand. But Didi, do you think that we could use this code to-”
 
   “No, Childriss. Not ever. This is an artifact of the Ancients. They may be the ones responsible for turning the world into a wasteland. Perhaps they even created the flesh demons.” Didi suddenly closed the manuscript, then said, “It would be better to simply work with the fit models of the post-humans that we created. Those ten survivors. If they were retooled, tweaked slightly, perhaps...”
 
   “But we vowed never to create such things again.”
 
   “Yes. Yes, you’re right, William. Yes.” Didi shook his head quickly. “You’re right, of course. Other paths can be taken. Perhaps this strange device will help us, somehow.” Didi grabbed the sphere and stuffed it into his pocket.
 
   So, thought Childriss, we’re to use your gift, but not mine?
 
   I wonder, thought Didi, why he was given such a dangerously powerful gift, but I was not?
 
   “We’ll continue in our official capacities, then,” said Childriss. “We’ll retain the appearance of two well-meaning, career-oriented scientists who would never do anything to upset the balance between mankind and the flesh demons.”
 
   “Speaking of which,” said Didi, “I’ve been thinking of mounting another expedition to the wasteland. I need more samples. I want to make comparison studies between multiple flesh demons.”
 
   “Be careful about your timing, Didi. You are rising in influence. To suggest that sort of thing, while people still remember that place, would put you on the outside lane.”
 
   “Oh,” said Didi, blinking. “I guess you’re right. I hadn’t thought of that.”
 
   “You wouldn’t, Didi. That’s why you need me. And as for me, I’ve already put in my application with the Makers of Mothers.”
 
   “What! But there’s no research to be done there, Childriss!”
 
   “I’ll always have our research together, Didi. Besides, to work with the Makers is to earn the trust of your fellow comrades. It will put me in even greater standing in their eyes, plus it will keep me out of the hair of a lot of researchers who simply do not like me.”
 
   “Is that all? You’re afraid of what they think of you?”
 
   “Of course that’s not all,” said Childriss, smiling wickedly. “I’m simply doing a little drudgery, and earning a little trust, so that it would not be inconceivable for me to snatch the title of Head of the DoS.”
 
   Didi looked at his friend for a long time. He had no idea that this raging, emotional wreck had the very kind of career-oriented ambition that he often scorned in others.
 
   “Why bother to try to become Head of the DoS, William?”
 
   “Don’t sound so shocked, Didi. I would only be doing it for us. For our work.”
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   Years passed as the two worked in the gray subterranean halls of the Department of Science. Professor William Childriss gained admittance into the Makers of Mothers, and toiled many long hours in darkness with his heavy light-magnifying goggles. He eventually became a manager, then moved into the position of Ethics Manager, which meant that he double-checked the double-checkers who oversaw the handling of zygotes. When he proudly told Didi of his advancement, Didi laughed and reminded him of his theft of incubators in the past. “Be careful that you do not double-check too closely, friend!” said Didi. This rankled Childriss. Still, he was finally allowed into the inner circle that hovered about the somber parties held by the Head of the DoS. He never had one single outburst during any of these functions.
 
   The two grew apart. Childriss attributed this partly to the fact that Didi was completely absorbed in his study of the demonic genome and his grappling with the moral riddle of how an unmodified species could possibly fight against such monsters. He attributed the other part of their distance to the fact that the two simply did not need one another. They met whenever they wanted, and at that point in their lives there was no need to support one another. He had no idea that Didi had moved on into another secret circle of close friends, men vocationally different but morally similar.
 
   In his own work, Didi needed power and resources to achieve greater heights. Being respected, but not having the skills for social manipulation that Childriss had, Didi knew that he could never reach the lofty offices that hovered beneath the Head of the Department, much less the office of Head itself. So, very quietly, and with what little influence he had, he founded his own office: the Department of Research. Bright, energetic young scientists came to him, rather than climbers keen on tradition and social standing. In the DoR, results mattered.
 
   With his increased resources and manpower he developed, among other things, a very precise gene-editing tool. He and his team developed the bovine plant, a copyrighted and marketable slab of living meat that, when fed a little intravenous stew, produced great amounts of nutrient-rich milk that could be flavored in a variety of ways. The “nutrimilk” was sold and a great profit was made by the DoR and the DoS. Suddenly the DoR was spoken of with that combination of respect and shrewd mistrust that, formerly, belonged only to the DoS. The Head of the DoS wondered just how he had been forced to share the throne with a quiet nobody who spent all his time tinkering with gadgets.
 
   Didi spent a great amount of time with the gift given to him by the cave in the Black Valley. He could tell that the metallic sphere housed a variety of functions, but there were many problems in terms of technological translation; he simply could not build an interface system that would allow him to tap into the machine’s full capabilities. But through trial and error he learned how to use the thing to create a living map of neural impulses. While the device showed some understanding of its distance from the subject, the distance itself seemed to have no effect on the strength of its ability to read the subject’s brain activity. Didi called the device his Neuron Sensor Array, or NeuSen.
 
   But ultimately the thing remained a super-advanced toy left over from a dead people. He could see the neural activity of a cat as it chased a mouse, of a rabbit given a variety of drugs, of a human while it slept and dreamed, but he certainly could do nothing with it to destroy the flesh demons. They remained the dominant species, the incontestable masters of reality. All his work, all his research, all his power, was so much masturbation.
 
   One day Didi was invited to a party held to honor the son of the Head of the DoS, who had just graduated from the University and would enter into the Department. Didi knew that Childriss would be there. He had not seen Childriss in... months? Years? Many, many times before Didi had shrugged off such invitations. This time, he attended.
 
   He watched Childriss getting drunk, and he knew his old friend well enough to know that he was hiding a hundred daggers behind his eyes. Childriss smiled as he hated everyone around him. Getting drunk helped him to lose himself, to lose his anger, and simply float.
 
   As the party died down, Didi limped over to his friend. Childriss was putting on weight. His hair was thinner, and the flesh around his eyes drooped down at the corners. With feigned nonchalance Didi said, “William, do you remember that time we entered an old cave run by a self-aware computer program that drove us temporarily insane and gave you a genetic blueprint for the construction of a god?”
 
   “I vaguely recall something like that,” said Childriss, laughing with his teeth clasped shut. His eyes stabbed into Didi, then he said, “Do you realize that you’ve never once given me a simple ‘hello’ in all these years?”
 
   Didi ignored the question. “Were you ever told of any special conditions that were necessary for the thing’s development?”
 
   “Are you implying that I entered the Makers of Mothers just to-”
 
   “Not at all, old friend. I’m just curious.”
 
   Childriss sighed, looked around, leaned against Didi, then thought better of it and leaned against a wall. “The thing in the… the thing in that place said that the parasite had to be put into ‘a woman recently seeded’.”
 
   “It used those terms?”
 
   “It did indeed. And then it showed me… well, it showed me what such an act would look like, just in case I did not understand the phrase.”
 
   “What a place, eh?” said Didi, chuckling. After a few awkwardly exchanged trivialities, Didi left the party with sudden haste.
 
   It’s obvious that you joined the Makers just to get close to a zygote, Didi thought. Your social pretensions and the excuse of angling for the office of Head of the DoS make for a terribly thin mask, William. You’ve hated humanity for as long as I’ve known you, and now I’m expected to believe that you have some sort of human-modifying genetic code, a so-called holy parasite, that you’re content to allow to gather dust without ever using?
 
   Didi thought of his own aborted attempts to create a superbeing. He was ashamed that he and Childriss had been forced to kill the awful creatures, but he was far more shamed by the urge he had to continue working with Childriss in the morally black area of genetic perversion.
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   Thirty Years Ago: The Second Expedition to the Black Valley
 
    
 
   Against the better judgment of his colleagues, Didi accompanied the other scientists on the expedition into the wasteland. The previous landing site could not be found; it had been swallowed by the forest. Didi breathed a sigh of relief mixed with frustration, for he knew that the strange cave would not be found again.
 
   They landed in the wooded foothills. The Guardians were prepared for a long wait and a hasty retreat similar to the previous expedition. Instead, within the first few days Guardian hunters sent back word that they’d “found some flesh demons, sort of.” There were so many miscommunications ranging the gamut from “All Guardian units at ease” to “RETREAT!” that, among all the shouting, a manager of laborers got into a fist-fight with the Guardian acting as commander-of-operations.
 
   The hunting team brought in their specimens and laid them out on the ground, and everyone gathered around the bodies. All of the corpses were pale, emaciated humanoids that stank of death and looked even worse. They were a mockery of the human form. While Didi and his researchers ran tests, the Guardians hovered on the periphery of the camp, stroking their rifles and cursing the snail’s pace of science.
 
   The researchers tore into the bodies in their laboratory, passed organs back and forth, spun black blood in their analysis-looms, and took turns gagging on the stench. Eventually Didi went to a radio and contacted the commander. “These creatures have reproductive organs and uniform appearance.”
 
   “What of it?” said the commander.
 
   “They are not flesh demons, commander.”
 
   “So...”
 
   “We stay, commander.”
 
   “Right. Fine.”
 
   Within an hour, a junior scientist had a genetic analysis ready for Didi’s perusal. He pored over the thing, and his soul grew colder with every passing minute.
 
   “What do you think, sir?” said a young junior scientist.
 
   “It’s a new species,” Didi said hurriedly.
 
   “Then that means you get to name it, right?”
 
   “What?” said Didi, looking up suddenly, his face frozen with terror.
 
   “Well, if it’s a new species, you get to name it. Right? So, what should we call them?”
 
   Didi’s throat constricted painfully. Call them the offspring of Pale Number 27 and Gray Number 9, he thought, horrified. Call them the products of extreme inbreeding, call them examples of streamlined and reinforced weak and strong genes with a quickened maturation and short lifespan that weakens overall social development. Call them my own awful, aborted mistakes. Call them anything, but please, please do not call on me to name these horrible, unnatural freaks!
 
   “You name them,” said Didi.
 
   A gasp went through the crowd of researchers. The young scientist drew himself up, honored and humbled by the great task.
 
   “Might I suggest,” said another researcher, “the name Homo retardens?”
 
   “Why?” said the other, clearly put off by someone else horning in on his opportunity.
 
   “Well, not only are they shaped like mankind, but a name like that also quite cleverly – if I may say so – captures the macabre nature of their difference from us, Homo sapiens, the “wise man” who-”
 
   “No, no, no, absolutely not. We’re not naming them Homo anything, I can tell you that much right now.”
 
   “It was merely a suggestion, which I feel-”
 
   “Ghouls. That’s it.” The young scientist beamed with pride, thinking that his hours of gaming were no longer a complete waste of time. “We’re calling them ghouls. And that’s the end of it!”
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   After the hunt proved successful, the Havenders rushed back into their ships just ahead of a horde of attacking flesh demons. They killed and stole the limbs of several demons, although they had many dead and wounded Guardians to show for it. Didi sat in the back of one of the ships with his researchers crouched all around while the dying cried out and their Guardian brothers ran back and forth, comforting them and slipping in blood.
 
   One battered Guardian suddenly left his charges, stomped into the back of the ship, and glared at Didi.
 
   “You,” he said, voice cracking, seething with hatred. “You think this shit was worth it? You think my dead buddy is happy you got some samples you can play with? Are you good an’ goddamned happy about this shit?”
 
   “Everybody. Dies.”
 
   The Guardian blanched as Didi returned his gaze. The other scientists stared at the floor and hunched their heads into their shoulders.
 
   “Do you think,” said Didi, “that we are not at war with those monsters? Do you think that Haven exists so that we can live in some illusion of peace while the entire world slides into extinction? Go back and tend to your wounded, soldier. This war has only just begun.”
 
   Immediately the Guardian turned about. He approached another, and Didi could just barely hear him say, “You hear the shit that little bastard said to me?”
 
   Didi leaned back, unmindful of the eyes of others fluttering about him. They had their samples; they had exchanged blood for blood to get them.
 
   After analysis, Didi learned that the father of one demon was a small desert rat, that the father of another was a flightless bird that was long extinct, and that the father of another was some sort of hard-shelled insect. Of the mother - and they had in common one mother - Didi would learn nothing, save that she existed, or at least had existed at some time. Didi learned that the flesh demons were a half-species who rode piggyback on the procreative potential of other species. They were not even a full species of their own, and yet they somehow ruled the world.
 
   But in the cramped hold of the ship, Didi did not think of the demonic samples and the potential knowledge they would gain from them. He was thinking of the ghouls.
 
   So this is the result of my attempt to create a post-human being, thought Didi. Perhaps I’ll need Childriss’s help again, after all. Perhaps I need Childriss.
 
   When we were in the cave and Childriss was asked for his heart’s desire by the thing that… no, by the program that lived in the cave, he had the strength to ask for what I could not. He was given a living, ancient code so subtle in design that I cannot fathom its ultimate purpose, much less put it to use without the idea of it terrifying me. My own attempts at creating the next step in our path to victory over these monsters have resulted only in the creation of more monsters.
 
   Didi shook his head. He closed his eyes, but saw only small, hideous pale heads covered in scabs and exposed veins. Black nubs of teeth chattering, chattering in silence.
 
   Childriss, you power-hungry dimwit, when I return, I hope you’ll be ready to continue our work.
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Sixteen
 
   Arrows
 
    
 
    
 
   Zachariah Hargis wandered through the treacherous hills at the foot of the mountains. It was difficult to remember the attack on the mines, the desperate fighting and running, the cries of his comrades as they died all around him. For two nights and one emotionally numb day he had tried to put the details back together. He ended up confusing the attack on the mines with the terrible night when his father’s kingdom was overrun by shrieking flesh demons. He remembered only fires, slipping in blood, and aiming down the sights of a gun that was shaking beyond control.
 
   On the second day after the flight, his mourning was replaced by a detached emptiness and simple awareness of his surroundings. There was mist in the valley below, a sea of clouds. Gray mist hovered about the blue-gray lands far above, throbbing with the hum of a distant rainstorm. The stone was cold, but only cold enough to sharpen his awareness.
 
   Zach wandered through that mist-covered desolation until he saw trees hanging from a slender strip of land perched overhead. He climbed up to it and disturbed a group of squawking birds. He wondered if he was the first creature to ever disturb their lonely oasis. He rested in the grass, then saw a nest, climbed up to it, and plundered its blue eggs.
 
   Sorry, mama bird, he thought, crunching and slurping. Your courting days are not over yet. The birds shrieked overhead. He slowly made his way to another nest and emptied it as well, calmly committing genocide to relieve his discomfort.
 
   That night he slept under a blanket of dirt with a family of cold boulders. The cry of coyotes tumbled down from high in the mountains. At night the sound was terrifying, as if his soul was an instrument to be played by inhuman forces. When he woke in the pale morning, the idea that the coyotes could find him and put him out of his misery was comforting.
 
   The next day he found another cluster of trees with sharp-petaled blue flowers covering every inch of ground at their base. He spied a giant hive near the top of one tree. Purple and gray bees hovered in a constant train from hive to flowers. He was weak with hunger and he knew that their honey could keep him going, and wondered if it would be possible to build a fire out of green limbs to drive away the bees.
 
   No good, he thought. A person would have to be an idiot to build a fire this close to a war-zone.
 
   He moved on and came to a mountain stream that broke off into a deep, slowly circling pool. He drank until his stomach hurt, then was surprised to see that the pool was inhabited by fish, great fat things with shining red scales that stared intently at clouds of small, nearly-transparent fish. He had never fished before, but immediately sought out a grove of trees. He spent an hour whittling a springy branch into a short, bent spear.
 
   He rolled up his pants and crawled into the icy water. The fish disappeared. He waded into the middle and stood for a long time. He stuck the spear into the water over and over and studied the strange reflective qualities of the water, how it distorted the spear (and thus, the target) by some law of its own. By the time he was used to the distortion, the fish returned and hovered about his nonthreatening frozen legs.
 
   Hours passed and the sun was crawling behind the mountains by the time he caught a fish. He never speared it through, as he meant to, only jammed the point along its scales where it caught on some splinter. Desperate to keep the thing, he threw both fish and spear onto dry ground before either could get away. He scurried after the flopping giant with legs frozen stiff, then slapped the fish against the ground until it lay still. He jammed the spear into its belly and ignored its continued protestations. Still flopping in his hands, the steaming entrails plopped down in one mass.
 
   While he ate the fish raw, he studied the shining scales and realized that they looked almost exactly like a vein of pale, red crystals that someone in the mines had pointed out to him. One law, many manifestations. He stuffed the glittering hide into his pocket and, spear in hand, moved on.
 
   That night he found a grove of trees and laid down to rest, but was troubled and laid awake for a long time. His worry must have been a beacon, for he spent much of the night wrestling with an insect that was obsessed with his nose and mouth. Any time he slept, he dreamed of the creature laying eggs inside his face. 
 
   The next day the sun was out, humming its single note in a pale sky, and he could see the vast field of green in the valley far below. He stayed in the foothills. He decided to remain in the foothills until he came to the river, for he had no idea what kind of monstrous force was lying in wait just beneath the surface of the calm, green forest canopy.
 
   He realized that he had covered a lot of ground and not yet starved to death, so he diverted some of his attention to worrying about his lost sword, the Usurper. How proud he would have been to present the thing to Wodan. Was some imbecilic ghoul using it as a backscratcher even now? Just when his worries began to reach a fever pitch, he stepped on a slender strip of green grass and a blond rabbit tore away from him and disappeared down into a hole. He was already starving again, so he uprooted a young, slender tree from the ground and began whittling it against the side of a boulder in order to make a bow.
 
   He shaved the thing for nearly half an hour before he finally thought, Wait, what will I use for a bowstring? At that moment he felt movement, looked, and saw that a troop of primitive women had surrounded him. Their skin was painted black and gray, and their eyes were hard. They had long bows drawn and their arrows were pointed at him.
 
   They regarded one another for a long time. Finally Zach cleared his throat, then said, “You use the dark wood from the tree with five-pointed leaves for your bows. I tried that, but they’re too hard to draw.”
 
   One of the women, a tall broad-shouldered hunter with her face painted like a gray sunrise, said, “You get used to drawing them.” Her arrow hovered near his neck.
 
   “But what do you use to string them? I broke any guts I used for string.”
 
   “Don’t use guts for string. Weave the hampia grass. It makes a pliable, unbreakable string.”
 
   “Is that a fact?” said Zach. “I don’t know that name.”
 
   The hunter smiled. “It’s the same thing we weave into rope for the binding of prisoners.”
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   The hunters led Zach to their village, a collection of mud and straw huts sitting under a towering rock. Other hunting women, also painted in black and pale gray, met with them and stared at the newcomer. A few men sitting on mats glanced at Zach sideways before averting their gaze. Zach was overwhelmed with the desire to understand these people - why their painting differed between individuals, how they survived living in the foothills, what they ate and drank.
 
   One young male, painted all gray, stomped toward Zach with his chest puffed out, chanting “HA! HA! HA!” with each step.
 
   Is this some sort of test? Zach thought.
 
   As he came into range Zach shouted, “Shut up!” and pushed the youth to the ground. Immediately the women laughed and the youth, who glared at the other men in humiliation and limped away without a word. The women led Zach to a square wooden construct that was as tall as a man, with many ropes attached to it. They no longer pointed their arrows at him, but Zach noted that they kept them notched against their bows.
 
   The leader of the hunt who had spoken to him before, a woman called Amiza, took one of the ropes and said, “See, this is the hampia rope that we use.” She tied one end to Zach’s wrist. “It’s good, isn’t it?”
 
   “Yes,” he said. “Very nice.”
 
   Amiza tied another rope to Zach’s free hand, then two more to each ankle. As soon as he was secured to the wooden construct, she leaped away nimbly and shouted, “There! Now you are trapped! You wanted to see our ropes... and now you have!”
 
   “Uh huh,” he said. Strangely enough, only a small sting of annoyance marred his curiosity about these people and their ways.
 
   While the women congratulated one another, the men in the camp smiled with relief, but they did not rise or come near the hunters.
 
   “So you’re going to sacrifice me to some demon, are you?” said Zach.
 
   “That’s right,” said Amiza, smiling wickedly.
 
   “Well, we’ve probably got some time to spare. Might as well give me some food. I’m starving, and wouldn’t make much of a meal for a monster.”
 
   “Very well. Our village is strong. Even our prisoners eat well!” Amiza snapped her fingers to a bent-backed male who scurried into a hut and returned with a bowl of some mashed grains and a jug full of liquid.
 
   “Let me have a drink first,” said Zach. “I’m a king and I’ve developed a royal thirst.”
 
   The male seemed too terrified to approach the prisoner, so a huntress snatched the thing from him and held it near Zach’s face. The male whispered something to Amiza, who chuckled harshly and patted the male on his head, then pushed him away. Zach tasted the stuff and his tongue and throat burned. He strained against the instinct to sputter and cough, though it felt like a live grenade was slowly going off in his chest.
 
   “There you go!” said Amiza, laughing. “Did you think you were going to get cool, clear spring water? Too bad for you!”
 
   “You call that alcohol?” said Zach, his face melting with numbness. “Tasted like water to me. Give me some more.”
 
   The ladies of the hunt laughed at him and extended the jug once more. Zach chugged the stuff and, as his throat bobbed up and down without rest, the laughter died and Amiza’s smile ghosted away. Zach finished the stuff off, his belly an inferno and chest hemorrhaging warmly. Amiza’s people used this concoction only in their most dangerous ceremonies; only the strongest shamans could handle a single sip and come back from the Dream World with their spirit still attached. The original idea was that the prisoner would take one sip and pass out, waiting for the time of his sacrifice without a lot of fuss and worry. They had no idea that Zach had been training for this moment his entire life.
 
   “Fine stuff!” he said, his voice completely changed. He strained at his bonds. He strained in vain against the unbreakable ropes - but the wooden structure tore apart at all its seams and fell around him. He stalked away from the group, dragging the clattering mess behind him. A hunter with a club leaped behind him and smacked the thing against the back of his head. He felt nothing.
 
   While the ladies of the hunt looked at one another in confusion, Zach stomped about the village and the men ran from him. A pack of chickens stood and stared at him. Terrified of their ability to teleport and cast tracers of light with their burning feathers, Zach lashed out at them with kicks and screamed, “What are these things?!” Zach soon forgot the horrifying creatures, then continued on through a shower of feathers with one chicken still hung up in his train of ropes and clattering wood.
 
   “This guy right here!” Zach shouted, pointing at a shaman. “This is the guy I want to see!” The old man shook his head in panic and Zach sat beside him. “Tell me about your medicine,” he said. “Your ceremonies, and uh, wait, do you read weather signs? Huh?”
 
   The hunters gathered around with weapons raised while the shaman looked at them pleadingly.
 
   “Come with us!” hissed Amiza.
 
   “Go away!” said Zach. “He doesn’t want to talk to you. He’s busy!”
 
   “I meant you, idiot, not him! Now get up and come with us!”
 
   “No! He’s busy telling me about your ways. Your culture!” Zach shrieked into the man’s face, “Don’t go with them!”
 
   “If you come with us,” Amiza said through clenched teeth, “then we will give you food and rest. I promise.”
 
   Zach turned away from the hunters, muttered savagely, and rose by putting a hand on the diminutive shaman and nearly throwing them both to the ground. He dragged his mess of wood and flapping chicken toward a hut.
 
   “We have to stop him,” one hunter whispered as Zach disappeared into the hut. “Amiza, he is crazy. We have to knock him out!”
 
   There was a terrible racket and they saw Zach tearing through the rear of the hut. “I can’t get this back door open!” he shouted, forcing his way through the single-entrance home. A family still inside screamed as Zach dragged his mess through, got hung up on something or someone, and pulled with superhuman strength until the entire hut fell on its side, arms and legs poking out. The others watched in amazement as he dragged the thing behind him.
 
   Amiza whirled on the old shaman. “Mix up a strong medicine to knock him out... or you become target practice!”
 
   “Uh... uh...” said the old man, swallowing his panic. Ever since Amiza had taken over, he had gotten used to telling her anything she wanted to hear. Her wrath hung over his head, and his confidence in his ability to argue was long since gone. He pointed all around and said, “Cloud signs... stars not in alignment... he is crazy, I can do nothing!” He rolled some chicken bones on the ground, then pointed at them with tears streaming down his face. “See? See?!”
 
   “Amiza!” cried a hunter. “Look!”
 
   At that moment, Zach walked over the side of a cliff and disappeared. The hunters ran to the edge, fearing that their sacrifice was dead.
 
   The collapsed hut teetered over the edge of the cliff. Zach hung below, snoring loudly, body bent in reverse-fetal position as the ropes held him up.
 
   “He is not worth keeping around to sacrifice to a forest god,” said Amiza. “This man, he is an asshole.”
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   Zach hurried through the forest at night. He had made good his escape, but he was afraid of the hunters.
 
   He had no idea how long he had stayed with the hunting matriarchs. After he pulled through the tortuous hangover, he had grown violently feverish. Time, faces, locations, none had meaning. He had nightmares of such awful immediacy that he would have chosen suicide if only he could have broken his paralysis. Tucked in between those visions were rich dreams of life-changing portent that he later forgot upon waking.
 
   He was to be sacrificed to a demon in order to spare one of the village’s worthless men, but by some stroke of luck the demon had been late in arriving. For days he rested, healed, plotted - then bolted. But he was not so proud of the means he had used to escape, so he ran as if the hunters were directly behind him.
 
   He burst into a clearing and nearly ran into a woman sitting there. He stopped and scampered back, then realized she was not one of the hunters. The dark-haired woman was sitting on a log with her back to him, and wore a hole-ridden, filthy draping. Zach eyed her suspiciously.
 
   As the woman slowly turned to him, he saw that her shoulders were covered in scores of tiny scars. Her profile revealed a hideous overbite and inhuman black eyes. Horrified, he realized that she was the very same flesh demon who had led the ghouls that attacked the mine. He balled up his fists and swore he would have his revenge against her.
 
   Then Bilatzailea smiled at him. He caught a whiff of some indescribable perfume and his mind changed gears immediately. He was overwhelmed by the realization that she was beautiful, a goddess who had come to earth to grace him with her presence. He was filled with wonder, with joy, as all conscious thought was drowned out by her beauty.
 
   Bilatzailea never tired of her pheromonal charm. She was an old succubus - perhaps even the oldest - and with the power that had come to her in old age, she was able to shatter the strength of any man. It was a wonder for her to see any man’s character, or his sense of dignity, or his “resolve”, all fall apart like a house of cards. To her, the mind and its illusions of self-sovereignty were vastly inferior to the demands of the body, which was easily controlled.
 
   Zach stood before her stupidly. She wondered if, after she drained him, it might be fun to convince him to strangle himself, or even gouge out his own eyes. Or perhaps he would chew off his own tongue before passing it to her in a delicate kiss?
 
   “I was there when your brother died, holed up in an insane asylum,” she said.
 
   “My… brother?” Zach mumbled.
 
   “In a manner of speaking, yes, I was. And he died as he lived, O great king.”
 
   “He… did? How?”
 
   “Screaming for mercy.”
 
   An arrow flew from the dark and skewered her chest below the left breast. She felt pain, but no organs of any importance were damaged.
 
   In a split second she switched off her pheromonal discharge and flooded her system with battle hormones. Zach dropped to the floor, a puppet with its strings cut. Bilatzailea’s muscles were engorged by quick-flowing blood, and her lips pulled back from fangs. She flew toward the source of the arrow. A dozen more arrows whipped through foliage, ran through her arms, thighs, through eyeballs and into brains. She faltered and crashed into a tree, then heard bowstrings pulled taut once more. As she rose, still more arrows flew and impaled her arms and the side of her head against the tree. With one good eye she saw an artery along her neck open like a floodgate, bathing the side of the tree in steaming gore.
 
   Then she smelled it, a reeking stench that was disgusting and intolerable to her.
 
   The smell of human bitches.
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   Zach woke with a start. In the light of the pale moon he saw the painted hunters crouching over him.
 
   “Not you again,” he groaned. “Going to take me back as a sacrifice for your patron demon?”
 
   “Ah,” said Amiza. “But you’ve complicated things.”
 
   Amiza gestured. Zach looked and saw that the grotesque succubus was run through with arrows. The twisted carcass was nailed to a tree, still dripping blood. Zach was confused. The creature vaguely resembled the beautiful woman in his dream. He began to wonder if the dream had not been a dream at all.
 
   Amiza grasped Zach’s arm and hauled him to his feet. He looked about and saw at least one hundred female hunters, either standing guard in the clearing or moving about quietly in the darkness beyond. “I’ve complicated things?” said Zach. “What did I do this time?”
 
   “We were going to bring you back for our sacrifice. But the creature that we sacrifice to... we ended up killing it, as you can see. Who would have thought that it was mortal? It’s been alive for as long as our people have existed.”
 
   “Why’d you go and do that? I happened to run into it anyway. Why not just let it have its way with me, and then return home?”
 
   “That’s what we would have done if this silly girl hadn’t tried to save your hide.” Amiza nodded to a young girl who stood near Zach. She was smaller than Amiza, and had a genuine smile under her black paint. Despite her diminutive stature, her shoulders were broad and she carried a bow as long as any he’d ever seen. Zach remembered her all too well.
 
   “Oh,” said Zach. “I see.”
 
   “Maena says that she has fallen in love with you. That is why she let you escape.”
 
   “F-fell in love with me?!” Zach shouted, then backed away. The women jerked their bow-strings taut and glared at him. Zach froze. “Th-that’s fine, because, uh, I’m totally in l-love with, uh… what did you say her name was?”
 
   “Love, no love, what does it matter?” said Amiza. “You have gotten silly Maena pregnant. Your blood is now our blood. You are one of us.”
 
   “I’ve… uh… pregnant?! How can you possibly tell that? This only happened a few days ago!”
 
   “We have our ways. Things like that will no longer be a mystery to you, either, once we have taught you our ways.”
 
   “But I can’t go live with you! I’ve got to get back to my people. I’ve already told you that. My people need me. They’re in a desperate war against monsters and they need every hand they can get. And my friend is with them, too. He doesn’t hide from monsters or feed them, not like you do, so I’m not going to abandon him.”
 
   Amiza exchanged a quick look with some of the other hunters. Zach was not entirely sure what the look meant. “But, you have already chosen to become one of us,” said Amiza. “Why else did you seduce Maena with sweet words, if not to avoid death? You will come back with us. You have already told us about your village full of men. It sounds like it is of little worth. This life that we offer you is more proper than living in a place that is already fated for destruction.”
 
   Zach knew they were at an impasse. He looked at Maena. He did not dislike her, but she seemed like a bit of a simpleton. When she’d tended to him while he was sick, she’d been fascinated by him; even the simplest phrases seemed outlandish and exotic to her. He didn’t like the idea of being forced into a marriage among primitives. Not that he really believed that Maena was pregnant; how they could even assume such a thing seemed absurd to him.
 
   On the other hand, her people were noteworthy. He studied the archers. Every one of them looked fiercely determined, not to mention their physical strength and excellent bows. It was a shame that they were not already allied with the people at the fort.
 
   The wheels in his head began to turn.
 
   Zach nodded and sighed in resignation. “Oh, you’re right, I suppose. We probably should go back to your village. The fort is full of men – real men, you understand, not boys like in your village - and they would probably make short work of you and your friends. They’re a hard lot, and they tend to focus on fighting ghouls and flesh demons. Which, as I’m sure you know, is men’s work.”
 
   “Ha!” Amiza shouted. “The ghouls fear us for good reason, and it’s only our spineless men who are hunted by demons. We can handle ourselves against any man. I say, show us this fort. In time, we’ll show the men there how life in this valley is supposed to be lived.”
 
   “Very well,” said Zach. “If you say so, then it will be so.”
 
   As they set off for the fort, Zach felt pleased with himself. He had gotten allies for the fort, and a tribal girlfriend for himself!
 
   “See, Maena?” whispered Amiza. “I told you we could get him to show us this village that is full of men. Ask a man how high he can jump, and he’ll say, ‘How high do you want me to jump, dear?’ ”
 
   “You are so right, mother!” said Maena. “We are finally free of those broken eunuchs back home. Not to mention that I have made you a grandmother as well!”
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   They trekked through the forest all that night and into the next day. Maena kept close watch over her new husband, who was now painted in gray and black like the others. During their journey, Amiza often scouted ahead of the others and returned with animals run through with her arrows, which she passed on to others who threw them over their shoulders.
 
   Around midday, they spied a pack of dogmen lurking in the woods ahead, eyes peering back and forth, weapons held ready. The women took cover and notched their arrows.
 
   “Don’t shoot, those are some of my people,” said Zach. He ran ahead and shouted, “Hail, dogmen! I’ve returned with bad news concerning the mines.”
 
   The dogmen turned to them and stared, then dashed forward, barking violently.
 
   “Wait!” said Zach. “I’m – I’m on your side!”
 
   The women fired their arrows. Many dogs fell, but still more charged ahead.
 
   “Stop firing!” said Zach. “They’re friends! Friends!” But the women continued, for the dogmen were shrieking for blood.
 
   “Now! Now!” cried a deep voice, and immediately another pack of dogmen burst out of hiding with Yarek and Magog leading them. Yarek fired Teufelmorder into the first pack. Yarek’s pack took advantage of the first pack’s confusion, hacking and slashing without mercy. Blond Magog drove his great sword into an axe man’s chest, then pulled it free and beheaded another dogman in one smooth motion.
 
   The battle ended as quickly as it had begun. Yarek’s pack of dogmen eyed the women, who glared at them from behind their bows. Magog looked at how many had been felled by arrows, then said, “Such women!”
 
   “Zachariah!” said Yarek, hopping over to him on a crutch. “You’re alive!”
 
   “What’s going on here?” said Zach. “I’ve news about the mines, but...”
 
   “That’s old news,” said Yarek. “Listen, things are bad. Wodan’s gone, and Nilem incited a revolt. Dogmen from the tribe of Qemel attacked the fort and tried to get our guns. We drove them off, but they’ve all gone over to the flesh demons. Now those dogs, and the ghouls, are attacking our hunters day and night. Food’s getting real scarce. You’re lucky we happened to cross paths. Now, just who are these women?”
 
   Zach was dumbstruck. Wodan, gone? Nilem and an entire tribe working for the flesh demons? Without thinking, he asked the first question that came to him. 
 
   “What happened to Freyja?”
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Seventeen
 
   The Marriage
 
    
 
    
 
   When they abandoned the fort, the dogmen of the tribe of Qemel tore through the forest for days without rest. They were filled with a manic sense of purpose, an old familiar feeling they had nearly lost in their dealings with men. They felt clean again, strong, confident in their place, and excited by the prospect of serving a powerful master.
 
   A short, blue reptilian devil led them into the east, then the creature handed them off to Bilatzailea so that he could return and maintain his vigil at the fort. One night they came to fires laid out in a path guiding them deeper into the east, and they saw the black eyes of ghouls watching them from the darkness. The dogmen were not afraid. They understood that the ghouls were not adversaries, but underlings. The ghouls were servants who sat beneath them in the hierarchy of the jungle. Everything made sense when it was in its place, and the dogmen of Qemel knew that they would soon find their place.
 
   Nilem led Freyja by pulling her hair or kicking her from behind. Terrified and exhausted, Freyja was grateful that the dogmen ignored her and focused entirely on their frantic spiritual journey. Unfortunately Nilem was now able to focus all of her anger on Freyja as her quiet resentment of everything in the world bloated like an unburied corpse. Nilem no longer muttered under her breath, but shrieked with pent-up rage. Freyja could not help but think that Nilem was possessed by spirits whenever she looked into her wild, raging eyes. But she knew that Nilem was not possessed, not in any supernatural sense; instead, she had handed her conscience over to her new master, and as long as Nilem obeyed her master in all things, then she could do anything she wanted without remorse. Nilem never seemed to grow weary of abusing Freyja.
 
   On the night when they passed by fires that illuminated the dead faces of ghouls standing and watching their progress, Freyja staggered on numb feet, nearly asleep as she walked. Nilem left her alone for a few moments - only to suddenly rush at her from behind and push her to the ground. As Freyja tried to rise, Nilem pulled her onto her knees by her hair and shouted into her ears, saying, “Renounce your Khan!”
 
   When Freyja pulled her mind from the fog of exhaustion enough to understand the words, she was struck by the ridiculousness of the demand. Wodan was her friend, she enjoyed being around him, and as far as she was concerned they were equals. You worry so much about power and domination, Nilem, she thought. Why can’t you see that not everyone thinks in those terms?
 
   She was altogether too weary to argue. Taking her silence for insubordination, Nilem jerked Freyja’s hair harder. “Say it, bitch!” Nilem hissed. “I want to hear you renounce your loyalty, you filthy slut!”
 
   Freyja glanced at the dogmen passing by on either side. She did not want to say anything bad about Wodan, but she knew that at any moment the dogmen could be reminded that an enemy – a female enemy – was within easy reach. She knew exactly what form their violence would take if Nilem brought Freyja to their attention. Now was not the time for a confrontation.
 
   “Fine, okay,” said Freyja. “I renounce him.”
 
   “Liar! Liar! Renounce him, now!”
 
   “I do, alright? I hate him, I can’t stand him. I completely renounce him!”
 
   “Lying bitch!” Nilem shrieked. She shoved her head aside, then kicked her in the ribs. Freyja fell on her side and prepared for more blows, stifling the panic of being unable to breathe. She heard Nilem muttering hateful curses, even sobbing, as she stalked away. Freyja rested with her eyes closed until she could breathe once again. Dogmen continued moving on either side, but when she opened her eyes to see if she could sneak away, she saw Nilem sitting on a tree root, staring at her silently with hatred boiling just under her immobile face. Freyja rose and continued on.
 
   The barking and grunting of the dogmen took on an unreal, dreamlike quality as she staggered forward with her eyes closed. Muttering echoes, one much like another. She stepped on a solid surface. Under fallen leaves she saw a floor of dark, red glass, then lifted her gaze and saw towers of pink crystals leaning at an odd angle. The place was ringed with flickering fires that glittered along red mirrored surfaces where she could almost make out coils of thick veins and moving liquid. Several of the towers were squat and topped with mushroom-growths of something like scabs.
 
   She froze, terrified at the sight of green, reptilian stormtroopers made all the more nightmarish by their humanoid form. The demons did not attack, but only looked on as the dogmen parted to encircle the crystal lair. The dogmen continued to ignore Freyja, completely intent on shouting out praise, some bowing before crystal towers, others speaking to themselves as if in communion with invisible spirits. A massive red stormtrooper with only one eye crouched atop a short tower. It hissed fiercely and many dogmen pounded their chests as they stood admiring the demon.
 
   Nilem brushed past Freyja and entered the labyrinth of towers. A few ghouls followed her. Freyja was unsure what to do. She noted that no dogmen dared to enter the holy ground, so she followed Nilem at a distance. Feeling eyes on her, she looked back and saw a hideous woman staring at her. She was naked, with hair like wet, black seaweed, and her eyes were empty of anything but dull, brooding malice. Freyja turned away and continued on. Bilatzailea watched her until she disappeared among the crystal towers, then turned and left. She planned on receiving a sacrifice in the western foothills, but would be killed by Amiza and her archers en route.
 
   Days passed as Freyja hid in the warm crystal lair. All day long and all night long she heard the dogmen outside praising, worshipping, giving vent to some deep-seated need that Wodan could not quench. She heard packs of dogmen leaving and returning constantly, boasting that they killed the hunters of their rivals, that they drove the farmers behind the walls of the fort and stomped their fields flat. Nilem no longer abused Freyja but remained crouching in one spot, her arms upraised and eyes closed, muttering to herself, listening to words of love from her invisible master, basking in his glow. Nilem sweated from her exertion and grew thin.
 
   Sometimes a thick liquid bubbled up from the cracks in the smooth glass floor and eventually Freyja drank the liquid before it could slide away. It tasted of metal and quenched her thirst, but she was still very hungry. She knew that the dogmen were killing and eating game, but none ever brought her food, and she was too scared to venture out and draw their attention. Sometimes a few ghouls would wander into the area and stare at the two women disinterestedly, but never brought them any food. Many times a shadow hovered over them, something that hummed and had many long limbs. Only once did Freyja look up, but a ghoul became enraged and shrieked at her. It pointed at its eyes, at her eyes, then jerked a finger to the floor. Freyja never looked up again after that.
 
   In the middle of her terrible solitude, with fear hemming her in on all sides, Freyja thought of Wodan. How she missed him... and how deeply she regretted breaking the bow she had made for him. Her anger at him had passed, and only regret remained. According to the stories that Jarl had told her, Wodan was capable of fighting anything, capable of fixing any terrible situation. She knew that she would give anything if only Wodan would come and take her away from this awful place, take her back home to be among decent people, and to be free from fear.
 
   One lonely night she remembered a particular moment with Wodan. He had tried to approach her, but was interrupted by an important dogman warrior who had incredible difficulty forming coherent sentences. Just as Wodan extricated himself from the conversation, a farmer had approached and seemed dead set on telling Wodan his theories on how well some crops would grow in the moist soil, but how others would not, and how his theory was far more sound than others he might come across. Wodan glanced at Freyja as he dealt with the man, then gave her a look that said, “Can you believe this bullshit?” The moment seemed unremarkable at the time, but now, lost in solitude and hunger and fear, the gently comic expression on Wodan’s face struck her so fiercely that she was racked by laughter. For nearly an hour she shook with barely stifled laughter, unmindful of the ghouls crouching around her.
 
   After the laughter passed through her, she cried uncontrollably. An unbearable homesickness for a home she’d never had the chance to build dragged her down further and further into a sadness so black and cold that it threatened to erase her very soul.
 
                 Over and over she toyed with one idea: Would Wodan save her? He was certainly no longer at the fort. Was he nearby, watching, waiting for an opportunity? What would he say to her if he was here now? What advice would he give?
 
   As she clutched at the idea and turned it over and dismissed it and clutched at it again, she finally decided that, knowing Wodan, he would most likely say that if she was in trouble, the best thing she could do would be to save herself. No one else could do it for her.
 
   But what can I do? What can I do to get away from this place, these creatures? What can I possibly do to get away from all of them?
 
   She slept for a while, then woke up more angry than depressed. She glared at Nilem, whose hands were lifted in prayer. She seemed content with idleness and enslavement. Nilem’s thin undergarment was so soaked in sweat that Freyja could see every rib that pressed against her back. Her neck was tiny, with pale skin stretched around taut cords. Her hip-bones jutted out on either side of her. Two strange little raisins lay before her as offerings.
 
   Freyja was greatly alarmed. She crawled over to Nilem and shouted, “Nilly, Nilly! Don’t you see what you’re becoming?!”
 
   She did not answer. Freyja crawled around to face her and, horrified, saw that her face was covered in blood. Her eyelids hung limp over two black, empty eye-sockets. Both of her index fingers were covered in blood. Freyja shrieked uncontrollably, could not stop, covered her mouth, then flung her hand before Nilem and knocked away the two shriveled eyeballs. She stifled her screams and crouched in silence. She closed her eyes but could still hear Nilem breathing, and that somehow seemed worst of all.
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   Freyja dreamed and saw the red bow rise, fall, then snap in half with a clear, pure note. She woke and saw that it was either sunrise or sunset. Only one ghoul crouched near her, its head drooping as it slept. A sword was propped against the ghoul’s thick torso. The sword was thin and curved, made of steel so dark that it was almost blue, and was topped with an elegant black handle. Freyja’s eyes locked on the thing. She rose and crept over to the sleeping ghoul, then stretched out her bony arm. She was surprised by how unconscious and quiet bravery could be; without fanfare she lifted the sword up by its handle. She tested the feel of the Usurper sword in her hand and felt strength flowing into her veins. The ghoul continued sleeping.
 
   She crouched low and made her way through the labyrinth, which was warm and hummed slightly underfoot. Soon she could smell earth and leaves once again, and knew that the edge of the lair was drawing near. In the mist at the border of the forest, she walked over a pack of sleeping dogmen. She held the sword aloft, mind empty of fear, completely prepared to thrust the blade into anyone who stirred. She considered the fact that she could be killed, then cast the idea off as relatively unimportant.
 
   Freyja entered the forest. The mist obscured her from the few dogmen who were awake; most were gone. She felt no fear, only an acknowledgment of necessity. When a pack of growling dogmen shambled near, kicking up piles of dead leaves and muttering like beasts, she crouched behind a wide tree. She could feel the sword throbbing in time with her pulse. The pack passed nearby, then disappeared into the mist.
 
   Freyja moved deeper into the forest. She had forgotten the unhealthy hum of the crystal lair until it was in the distance. Now the world seemed alive with birds and insects singing, or the whisper of the wind in the leaves. She felt something like joy, the rush of moving and being alive again. Another pack of dogmen trudged near, and once again she hid. She crouched between the roots of a large tree and listened to the beasts bragging to one another. She felt no fear of them. They seemed like nothing more than children. She closed her eyes and slept, and when she woke they were gone. The sun shone bright through the canopy. She rose and moved on.
 
   She stopped suddenly and turned without thinking. A ghoul sat hunched over, face blank, eyes glinting from its shaded hideout. Freyja slowly lifted the sword and pointed it at the ghoul. A challenge. The ghoul did not move. She continued on, eyes and sword on the ghoul, then turned away from it.
 
   Sometime after that, the trees shook as something great passed over or through them. She heard a deep hum and felt the hairs on her arms tingling. A shadow fell on her. Time seemed to slow down, and she saw another ghoul peering at her from a bush. Something very big slammed into a tree behind her. She ran, but was struck from behind and hit the ground breathless. Two massive horns drove into the ground on either side of her. She felt rage rather than fear and moved to rise and throw herself at the monster, but slick, gray tentacles stretched out before her and several immensely powerful coils wrapped about her head and shoulders and forced her face down into the dirt where she could not see.
 
   A voice spoke in her head.
 
   “Zamael, is it?” she said in answer. “Well, you can go to Hell for all I care.”
 
   A mucus-slick membrane wrapped about the back of her head.
 
   It spoke again, and she answered, “Why would I ever do that? You’re pathetic!”
 
   The seal between the membrane and her head tightened. Warm slime dribbled down the sides of her head. Panic rushed through her heart, but her rage was so strong that she was able to stifle her fear. She had survived the destruction of Hargis, enslavement by Vito, a death-march across the wasteland, and an emotionally grueling imprisonment in the crystal lair. She had been afraid the entire time, and now she was so sick of being afraid that death looked better than one more second of hoping and dreading. She wanted only to somehow hurt the monster.
 
   The monster spoke again. Freyja replied, “You think I’m like Nilem? You think I’m going to get in line to be used? You’ve been around pathetic creatures for so long that it’s twisted you inside.” Freyja strained against the monster’s hold, but could not move. “I might be some weak little nobody who can’t do anything to stop you, but there’s no way I’ll be afraid of something as pathetic as you! Because you’re going to die! There’s someone out there who’s strong and brave, and he’s coming for you, and he’s going to kill you!”
 
   Then the voice screamed inside her skull, the attached membrane sucked in, hard, and her body fell dead.
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   Jago strolled about the grounds near the crystal lair, too angry to speak with anyone since Bilatzailea and Nilem had left his side. He saw a crouching ghoul picking at the ground with a sword. The sword was beautiful, and Jago wanted it.
 
   “You!” barked Jago, standing over the ghoul. “Give me that sword, servant!”
 
   The ghoul looked up at him with empty eyes, then looked away and continued raking at the ground.
 
   Enraged, Jago pulled his axe free, lifted it, and brought it crashing down onto the ghoul’s skull. The head jerked about and split open, then Jago released the axe where it lay embedded and let the ghoul’s corpse slump over. Jago picked up the blade. Usurper glittered in the sunlight like a slender doorway into starlit night on another world, and power coursed through its handle, filling Jago with a desire for greatness.
 
   So often in life, he had come up short when others had so much. Now, with Usurper in his hands, Jago knew that things would be different. Others would see him and acknowledge his strength and his unique destiny. He could feel the sword calling out for blood, and Jago knew that only he could sate the sword’s hunger.
 
   “It is as the wise shamans say,” he growled, lifting the sword. “Now the last will become first!”
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   Zamael returned to the crystal lair. Below him, Nilem woke, shivering and deathly pale.
 
   “Master?” she croaked, casting her head about weakly. “Why did you leave me, love?”
 
   Freyja had to be taken inside.
 
   “Master, you make even her name sound wonderful.” Nilem reached about, slid in a pool of her own sweat, then rolled onto her back, smiling weakly. “But would you take her into yourself… and not me, Master? Master? Master?”
 
   Kiss the ground, then.
 
   Nilem rolled onto her stomach. She touched her lips to the warm glass and felt the thick tube caress the bones of her protruding spine as it travelled to the base of her skull. In one sure movement Zamael attached, then sucked her brain free from its housing of bone. She passed into darkness deeper than her own blindness, but then, as the King of the Blind inserted his tendrils, his warm fingers, she heard a thousand voices singing, and one of them was her own.
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Eighteen
 
   With the Lord of the Forest
 
    
 
    
 
   Wodan sat in the bushes with the great bear. They looked at one another for a long time, until the sun disappeared and the forest was dark, and they went to sleep sitting up. Then the bear cut off its long snores with a curt snort and Wodan woke as well. The bear fell forward, slowly, and planted its long arms into the ground. Its great face and hot breath were so near Wodan that he had to lean back. Then the bear lifted itself onto its hind legs and turned about slowly, the top of its head nearly a dozen feet from the ground. Wodan rose to join the beast.
 
   The great bear moved slowly, pushing off with hind legs and tapping the ground with forelegs, throom, thum-thum, throom, thum-thum, throom, and its strides were long and Wodan jogged to keep up. With each heavy step clouds of beetles fell from its limbs, centipedes crawled about its fur, and a host of small crickets hopped back and forth on its back. Wodan felt at peace with the bear only because he knew that if it chose to eat him, as well it might, then it would do so without a lot of drawn-out social niceties.
 
   Time lost its hold in the deep of night and just as Wodan grew tired they came to a ravine with a floor of tiered sandstone and clay, a dry streambed with a thick canopy of intertwining leafy boughs for a roof, and a squat cave between the roots of an ancient, gnarled tree. The entrance of the cave was just high enough for the great bear to enter if it ducked its head. The bear did so, then flopped down on its hindquarters. Wodan crouched at the entrance and looked around as he waited. The bear snorted, and Wodan entered.
 
   Wodan sat on a nest of dried grass. Small skulls were lined along the floor and, since they did not seem to be arranged at random, Wodan left them as they were. He and the bear watched one another for a while. Blue crept into the sky. The white patterns along the bear reflected the dawn. In the growing light Wodan saw painted images on the cave walls. He saw faded images of faces of other bears. Several images placed nearly on top of one another showed a fanged predator, something like a deer, grass and flowers, a skull, then another fanged predator. Another interlinked image showed the yellow sun, a river, a misty field, and a powerful rainstorm run through with wild arcs of lightning. There were flat strips of bark stacked at the rear of the cave, all of them dabbed with dried paint, and several piles of many-colored berries were arranged neatly nearby.
 
   Again Wodan looked at the bear. The bear looked back, blinking sleepily.
 
   Wodan cleared his throat, and said, “Are you one of the intelligent bears I’ve heard about?”
 
   The bear leaned over slowly, already going to sleep. Before it laid its head down, it nodded.
 
   Wodan was not sure if he’d seen the gesture correctly. Feeling a little silly, he said, “Where are the others like you?”
 
   As the bear stretched out, it reached out with its front paw and, extending one giant, curved, black claw, it delicately tapped one of the skulls on the floor.
 
   Wodan nodded, then laid down to sleep beside the great bear.
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   Wodan stayed with the great bear in his home and walked with him through his territory. The bear communicated very little, and it was easy for Wodan to forget that something alien, and something like himself, lay behind the bear’s dark eyes. As they walked together, the bear showed him which berries to eat and which to use for making paint. It showed him a hot spring that reeked of sulfur, and here the two companions often relaxed and regarded one another in silence. The bear ate surprisingly little, but one day when Wodan was weak with hunger the two came upon a field where a group of deer played. The two hid side by side, then the bear tapped Wodan on his back and pointed. Wodan crept around and came up behind the deer, then ran after them. As they scattered, one ran near the bear’s position, and the bear ran in a blur and crushed the deer’s head with one swing. Wodan ate one fat flank raw, then nodded in thanks and the bear ground up the deer’s front section in its mouth, swallowed, then consumed the hind end as well. The bear carried the deer’s head in its mouth and deposited it in the high branches of a tree, where it would collect the remains of the skull once the birds and crawling scavengers stripped it.
 
   They sat in the bear’s cave one sunset, and Wodan said, “What name do they call you by?”
 
   The bear thought for a long time, then drew a sketch in the dirt using one long claw. Wodan saw a bear cub rolling and playing among some branches. The branches had small bits attached to them. The bear felt around their bedding, found an acorn, pointed to it with one claw, then pointed to his nose.
 
   “They call you... by the way the acorn smells?” said Wodan.
 
   The bear nodded.
 
   “Hm. I don’t speak that language. Human noses aren’t built for that.”
 
   The bear snorted and its shoulders shook.
 
   “Do you mind if I name you something that I can say?”
 
   The bear shrugged.
 
   Wodan thought of the bear’s black and white fur, and it brought to mind a game played in Haven. It had never been his game. In the northern laborer’s section, card games, trivia sessions, and fast-paced video games between groups were more common. The game that Wodan was thinking of was played between two people. It was slow and required patience and forethought. It was an old game, older than the wasteland, perhaps even older than the Ancients. It seemed appropriate, as Wodan knew that he and the bear were testing one another. They were enjoying one another’s presence even as they wondered if the other should be killed and eaten, as much out of mercy as necessity.
 
   “Chess Bear,” said Wodan. “May I call you Chess Bear? It’s…”
 
   Before Wodan could explain the game, the bear scratched a square in the dirt, then traced a graph in the square, then sketched in the two king positions across from one another.
 
   “So you know the game?” said Wodan. “Is that name good enough?”
 
   The Chess Bear nodded, then pointed a claw toward Wodan.
 
   “Me? What name have you been calling me by, in your mind?”
 
   The Chess Bear’s eyes glazed over in thought, then it took to scratching at its nose and tugging at a wrinkled whisker.
 
   “I must smell like something,” said Wodan.
 
   The Chess Bear seemed annoyed by the probing. It traced out what was obviously the face of a ghoul in the dirt.
 
   “What!” said Wodan, rolling backward on his mattress. “Come on. Surely I don’t have any similarity with those creatures!”
 
   The Chess Bear snorted with laughter and shook its head as it erased the drawing. Wodan was more than a little disturbed by the allegation. The Chess Bear pointed to Wodan’s mouth, then sat back with a questioning look.
 
   “What others call me? I used to have a long name, but the people who gave me that name took it away from me. I was a bother to them. Then I earned a new name, but I grew sick and weary of the people I earned it from, so I rejected that name myself. Now, I’m just Wodan.” The Chess Bear nodded, but before the matter could be dropped Wodan said, “But you must have your own name for me, in your own language.”
 
   The Chess Bear sighed and rose onto all fours. It strode out of the cave, into the night, and Wodan followed. It took him to a place where they could see the sky. The Chess Bear stopped, looked upward, then pointed one claw at the moon and at the stars.
 
   “But... the stars have no smell.”
 
   The Chess Bear snorted and shook its head so hard that the fur shook along its flanks. It extended all of its great clawed fingers upward. It did not grasp, but waved its fingers left and right, back and forth. Something about the fact that the bear could not grasp the stars clicked in Wodan’s mind.
 
   He thinks of me as an outsider, Wodan thought. An alien presence.
 
   “I think I understand,” said Wodan. After a moment, he laughed. “With a name like Alien Smell, it must make it hard for you to tell your forest friends about me, eh?”
 
   The Chess Bear huffed loudly, eyes wide in appreciation of Wodan’s understanding of the weight he bore from their relationship.
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   They spent one cold morning standing in a stream, staring into its currents. Wodan stabbed at fish with a long spear while the Chess Bear either dove in mouth-first to grab them up or swatted them out of the water with its paws. Wodan thought that they would eat the fish right then and there, but the Chess Bear seemed interested in keeping the shining scales, so they transported the fish back to the cave.
 
   They sat on the flat stone floor outside the cave and ate the raw fish together. “This is better than eating berries,” said Wodan. “Don’t you think?”
 
   The Chess Bear thought for a while, then laid one fish on the ground. Below the fish it laid out a string of berries and created something like a squat pyramid. With five long claws extended it pointed out the totality. Then it scratched out the letter B on the ground and pointed to Wodan’s mouth.
 
   Wodan was shocked that the Chess Bear knew anything at all about letters, but he hid his surprise. He knows about letters, but shows no interest in keeping written records, he thought. Mother Nature has a certain economy, but the Ancients were known for their excess and their hubris. Did the Ancients create his kind?
 
   “The letter B,” said Wodan. “You mean, the word I used? Better - that word?”
 
   The Chess Bear nodded and pointed to the one fish and many berries again.
 
   “I see,” said Wodan. “The fish may be at the top, but it’s best to have them all, and in their proper place. Is that what you mean?”
 
   The Chess Bear snorted in acknowledgment, then laid out the scaly skins of the fishes to dry. The Chess Bear glanced at its collection of colored berries, and Wodan could tell that the bear wanted to combine the glittering scales with its paint supplies.
 
   That night Wodan sat long in thought while the Chess Bear snored beside him.
 
   Professor Korliss Matri said that there can be no intelligence, as we know it, without spoken language. No conscious thought, no understanding of abstract concepts, is possible without the words to harness those thoughts by. I don’t know if Korliss is right or wrong about that, but I can see that nature would not give the Chess Bear its ability to understand language without the ability to speak.
 
   He’s the lord of the beasts, and he calls me Alien Smell… but this king of nature might not be as natural as he would like to think.
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   One morning they ate berries mixed with nuts, then set to painting on the walls of the cave. They had at their disposal brushes made from animal hair, a complete set of primary and secondary colors made from mashed berries, a sort of tar that could darken colors, and the glittery paste recently made from fish scales, which the Chess Bear was greatly excited to try out.
 
   Time and worry lost their hold as the two painted on opposite walls of the cave. The Chess Bear’s long, slow breaths were only occasionally broken by bird cries far outside the gully; otherwise, the two seemed to live in their own world. Wodan could see that his painting was on top of faded areas that the Chess Bear had painted over years before. The idea that his own painting would fade over time and be replaced by others did not bother him, but he knew that it would have bothered him in the past, just as it would bother anyone from Haven.
 
   Perhaps that’s why they live by hiding, Wodan thought. They dream of immortality, of living forever by some kind of technological artifice that they hope the future will bring. That dream of immortality makes them fear death. So they hide, and life and the human story continue far outside of their artificial world.
 
   Wodan realized that the Chess Bear’s breathing had changed, then he noticed that the bear was watching over his shoulder. Wodan moved so that the bear could see his painting.
 
   The painting showed a view of the valley from one of its mountaintops, not as it was, but as it might be. Over trees of varying shades stood tall towers of wood, with wisps of smoke coming from small homes. A few dirt trails had been cut through thick forest and linked patchworks of farmland. A few lonely stone forts stood high in the mountains, and green flags flew over small, dark figures scanning the horizon. Wodan wondered for a moment if the image might be offensive to the Chess Bear, but then he decided that the signs of civilization were perfectly meshed with the wilderness. If anything, the place looked far more hospitable than it did now. Wodan had tried to show a balance between the frenzied pillaging of the natural world, which the Businessmen in Pontius had always dreamed of committing in the Black Valley, and the abandonment of civilization that marked the lives of the primitive people in the mountains. Wodan had never set out to make such a painting, but did so unconsciously. Looking at it now filled him with intense sadness.
 
   The Chess Bear gestured toward the painting. “It’s nothing,” said Wodan, looking away. “Just a memory of a dream. Nothing more.”
 
   Finally Wodan scooted around the Chess Bear, then said, “Let’s look at yours.”
 
   Wodan saw a wild tableau of faces peering back at him, all of varying sizes, each looking directly at him with shining eyes.
 
   “Huh,” said Wodan, pressing closer. “That looks like-”
 
   The cave seemed to darken and Wodan was immediately struck by one face near the center. It was his own. Wodan stared at Wodan, pale-skinned, brown-haired, jaw set firmly under green eyes shining in the dark. The painting was alive. Other faces much like Wodan’s hovered about his own. Some had slight jaws, others heavy and brutish; some had high foreheads, others squat and tapered. The details varied and showed the faces of artists, warriors, intellectuals, laborers, women, children, old men, corpses, martyrs willing to die rather than give up a dream, and survivors who abandoned dreams and ran into the shadows. But each had the same green eyes, and each looked back at Wodan from across the years. Each was Wodan. Each called out, silently bidding him to remember. To remember that as he lived now and pretended that he was not afraid to die, to be content with being erased and covered over as his painting would be – to remember that he had been here before, in other ages impossible to comprehend but much the same as this one, unable to be erased despite one thousand deaths, and unable to escape responsibility.
 
   Wodan tore his eyes away from his faces and saw an image of the Chess Bear staring back at him with shining black eyes. The faces of other men stared back at him, each with black hair and dark eyes, sometimes pale skin, sometimes ruddy brown. The face of his friend smiled at him from a distance of one thousand lifetimes. Wind blew across Wodan’s face as he made his way along the trail, and he tightened his robe where it slipped under his belt and the sky was clear and blue and Wodan waved to his friend who rose to meet him, and he remembered saying, “There you are, Artus! Have you eaten?” and his black-haired, broad-shouldered friend shook his head and said, “Not today, I was hoping you might come by with a bit of something…” and then the scene fell behind another that demanded attention. Wodan felt the ground against his knees, felt the nanofiber-mesh of his uniform tighten around his legs as he bent over his friend. He was covered in blood and it was impossible to think from the sound of projectile rounds lacing through the air. Wodan instinctively tried to remove his helmet so that he could shout at his friend, but his helmet was already off, so he shouted with stupid desperation, “Urstei! Urstei! Hang in there!” but the light was already going out in his dark eyes. He looked at his friend’s cheekbones and the blood gushing from his mouth and he realized that he did not look quite human, but was from a branch that hung far, far in the distance. Awful, awful sadness gripped his heart as his friend slipped away, and he could think only of revenge, of causing pain to his killers at any cost.
 
   Wodan was back in the cave, but the floor and walls felt thin and weak and unreal, as if he was still dreaming, still remembering. Wodan blinked and placed his palms on the ground, nauseous, in need of stability. He looked away from the paintings and stared at the great bear, who looked back at him. He remembered the eyes, those dark eyes, and he knew that the great bear was wondering if Wodan remembered. Wodan knew in that moment that his life and the things he believed to be real and important were only a passing moment in a timeless, tumbling surge full of so many details and dramas that he could not even begin to comprehend it all. Wodan smiled at his friend and laughed, but then he blinked and looked at the paintings once again, and then the moment passed and he saw only the smudged features of caricatures scrawled on walls of stone. They were not magic, but only berry juice and tar. Wodan was exhausted, and took a long time in catching his breath, unsure what to make of the strange feeling that had passed over him.
 
   He turned to the bear to see if it could explain anything, but the big beast was laid out on its side and sleeping on an old grass mat.
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   By the time night fell, any sense of divine magic was gone, like a dream forgotten upon waking. Wodan and the Chess Bear sat in stubborn silence, cross with one another. Wodan was frustrated because he had so easily fallen in sync with the great bear; he’d rationalized their friendship by thinking that the bear would help him discover some means of slaying the valley’s master of demons. Such help was not forthcoming. The checkered lord of beasts seemed content to eat, paint, and soak in the hot springs.
 
   Wodan had been fine with the Chess Bear’s sage-like acceptance of things, and his inability to worry about the future, until this evening. It had grown cold and Wodan had insisted that they make a fire together. The great bear refused, and pointed all around. Having been attacked by ghouls after making a fire so many days ago, Wodan was aware of the danger. Perhaps he wanted the ghouls to return. Perhaps he wanted to fight alongside the lord of the beasts. But the great bear would not hear his arguments, and only turned away.
 
   Now Wodan and the Chess Bear sat in the cave, cold and unwilling to sit near one another for warmth. Wodan watched the entrance of the cave for a long time. The stars were not visible; he saw only darkness. He turned to the Chess Bear and watched him. The great bear’s eyes were open. He was awake, but seemed content to sit in meditation. He did not react to Wodan’s gaze like a human, did not stir, did not smile or speak or react in any way. He was whole, and needed nothing, and did not give anything.
 
   Finally Wodan spoke. “Chess Bear, I need your help. I won’t bring up making fire again. I’ll drop that matter. But I need help with something more. I was attacked by ghouls before I met you. I ran for a long time, and even before that I walked in a random direction, and I have no idea how to get back to my friends. If I wanted to find them, I’d have to wait until morning, make my way south, find the river, and hope I’m not so close to the demons’ lair that they kill me immediately. I’m lost.
 
   “But I’m not just lost in terms of my location. I was lost even before then. I don’t know how much you know about the people in the valley, but I was the leader of a band of humans and dogmen that I led here. We attacked the demons, but we were too weak to overcome them. No… I was too weak. I failed them. My people no longer wanted me as leader, so I left them before they could kick me out. I gave up on them. Or maybe I just gave up on myself.
 
   “The thing is, they still need me. Maybe not as a leader, but they need me. A demon lives in this valley, and he’s stronger than any I’ve ever seen. My men told me that he has a shield that can deflect bullets, and I know from my own experience that he can get inside of the minds of men and attack them directly. He can crush a man’s will before a fight can even begin. I was too weak to kill him, but out of all the people that I brought with me, I’m the only one who even has a chance of defeating him.
 
   “But I don’t know how.”
 
   The Chess Bear sat and listened to Wodan. When Wodan grew silent, the great bear stared into him for a long time. Finally the great bear lifted a paw and gestured dismissively at the opening of the cave.
 
   “You would abandon them?” said Wodan. “You would leave all those people to the mercy of demons and ghouls?”
 
   The Chess Bear looked away quickly, and Wodan realized that he had hurt his friend. He remembered the stories he’d heard of the mercy that was shown to him by humans when he was just a cub: Life in a cage, amusing tricks taught by an entrepreneur who wielded a club, and separation from his home and family.
 
   “I’m sorry,” said Wodan, flinching. “I didn’t mean… I didn’t mean to assume that you were only a tool to be used by humans.”
 
   They sat in silence for a while, then Wodan said, “The demons and the ghouls have never bothered you, have they?”
 
   The Chess Bear snorted in acknowledgment.
 
   “But humans have. You have no family, and live alone, because of humans.”
 
   The Chess Bear turned away, then nodded once.
 
   “And you think that if you help me against the demons, then the people I brought with me will destroy your home. They’ll tear up your forest, kill your friends, and place cages everywhere.”
 
   The Chess Bear turned to Wodan and stared directly into him. Wodan stood and paced, then said, “I can’t promise you that they won’t.”
 
   The Chess Bear turned away, but for a split-second, Wodan saw terrible rage burning in the bear’s eyes.
 
   “I can promise you this,” said Wodan. “You know me. If that… if that strange vision… was true, then you know me far better than I suspect you do. You know that I’m not cruel, or hungry for more than I deserve, or calculating, or mindlessly greedy. I can set an example for these people. I can… what?”
 
   Wodan saw that the Chess Bear was laughing at him without humor.
 
   “Fine. Perhaps I am cruel and calculating and hungry. But so are you, friend. You know more about this valley than any other creature. You know what I need to do in order to kill this demon. You say that they do not bother you now, but I say that someday they will. You’re sitting on some secret that my people need in order to survive. I don’t need your help in a battle – you can use us as a shield, we’ll willingly fight this thing ourselves. But I think you know something that I don’t. You’re hiding something.
 
   “I realize you think it’s for the best, but you have to understand one thing. There are many, many different kinds of people in this world. The type of man who would put you in a cage and try to profit from your suffering – I’ve been hunting down that type of man my whole life. At first, I only made him uncomfortable. Now, I have the power to kill him. Do you understand, Chess Bear? I am a terror to inhuman people who live that way. And those demons that I want to kill, they are no different from the mean-spirited little goon who put you in a cage so long ago.
 
   “Please, Chess Bear. Help me out of this cage.”
 
   Wodan could sense the unease building in the great, shaggy sage. The beast sighed, then rose and Wodan had to move as he brushed past him. He did not look back as he left the cave.
 
   The frustration tore through Wodan as the bear left him. Now, not only did he not know what to do, he had also pressed his companion to the point where a cold night alone was preferable to his company.
 
   Maybe the Chess Bear knows nothing more than I do, Wodan thought, trying to console himself. Maybe my only options are to abandon the people at the fort, or throw myself at Zamael in a suicidal rush. Or maybe there really is nothing that I can…
 
   Wodan felt eyes on him. He looked and saw the Chess Bear watching and waiting. The great bear nodded to the side, to the edge of the gully. Wodan moved to the entrance of the cave, and the Chess Bear turned and walked toward the dark forest. Again the bear stopped and waited for him. Wodan followed him, and they went off into the night.
 
   The Chess Bear had long debated, in his own heart, whether or not Wodan should be eaten. It would be the merciful thing to do for his old friend – to put him out of his suffering. The Chess Bear was old and wise and knew many things, but in the end, he decided to take Wodan to one greater than himself. One who was older and wiser than any other in the valley. That one would judge Wodan, and decide what must be done with him.
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   For hours Wodan walked blindly, stumbling in darkness, listening to the Chess Bear’s nose as he sniffed and snorted about their path. The stars were hidden behind a dense black curtain of leaves, and the moon seemed to shift this way and that until Wodan had no idea where they were going.
 
   They climbed down into a stony ravine where the roots of trees hung over them. The Chess Bear stopped suddenly. He lifted onto his hind legs, and dead leaves and twigs fell from his coat in a shower as he twisted his head this way and that. Wodan knew that the Chess Bear suspected they were being followed. Wodan remembered the invisible stalker who had led the ghouls to him many days ago. He nudged the Bear and they moved on.
 
   They came to the wide river singing its endless note. The Bear trudged into it, splashing and holding its head above the water, and did not offer to assist Wodan. Wodan remembered how the river had seemed impassable so long ago, but it did not seem insurmountably wide at this point. Wodan went back into the forest, crouched and gathered his strength, then ran and leaped over the rushing current and splashed into the cold, muddy shallows on the other side. He scrambled onto the bank, dripping wet and freezing cold. The great bear climbed onto the bank with water streaming down his flanks and, without looking at Wodan, he continued his journey into the woods.
 
   Through cold and darkness they walked, then Wodan saw lights moving through a break in the branches ahead. Wodan felt something calling out to him. He quickened his pace and walked alongside his friend. Time weakened, then lost its hold on him, then the forest ended and they came to a clearing where the sound of a stream rushed over stones at the base of a great, round hill. Atop the hill stood a lone tree, old and weathered with wide branches held overhead and covered with silver leaves swaying in the moonlight. Thousands of glowing insects hovered, blinking purple, orange, red.
 
   A fragrance touched him, and Wodan knew that he had been here before, but he had never seen this ancient place with his eyes open. He made his way up the grass-covered hill, each footfall a heartbeat. His mind shifted, but now he knew it was not because of any drug. His thoughts changed because the tree, the great and ancient tree, was trying to communicate with him. The thousand blinking lights were not insects speaking in senseless, mechanical binary; they were stars among the branches of the dark nursery, dancing an endless dance, singing in their own language, their own attempt to communicate with the father and crown and root of all trees. They were singing, “Beauty, beauty, horror, horror,” each a mouth belonging to the same timeless creature that changed with each age but was reborn without end.
 
   Wodan saw the Chess Bear gallop up the hill slowly, saw each muscle flex, saw the black and white hairs bounce along waves of loose skin, and then under the tree the bear slid and rolled, slowly, slowly, rolled onto its back, eyes closing dreamily and mouth smiling full of fangs. The Chess Bear dug its spine into the ground and let its paws knead the air gently over its fat belly, and Wodan laughed, the notes extending, echoing, bouncing off one another. Though the earth below slid into unreality, like a mist pushed aside by the wind, the sound of his laughter was hard, as solid as ringing metal struck by metal, a world all its own.
 
   Wodan saw this world shivering, existing alongside other worlds. Wodan saw his head enclosed by the Chess Bear’s mouth, saw the great jaw muscles work to crush and grind up his head, saw his own body spasm in death because he had been granted a mercy, a reprieve from a task he was not fit to undertake; then he saw himself grow old with the Chess Bear, saw himself with a wiry beard, sitting beside a stream and cleaning fish while the Chess Bear crouched in the shallows and knocked fish out so that Wodan could collect them, and Wodan knew that he had not bothered to speak a word for many years because words had become unnecessary between the two friends. Wodan saw a world where all of his friends were dead. Wodan lived in a sort of resigned contentment while monstrous beings lurched about in the earth beneath his feet, carving up the world in a frenzied, jerking dance, glutting themselves on blood and wondering when happiness would finally come after so many violent conquests. Wodan saw black things like eyeless, mouthless automatons lean forward in their thrones, watching, wondering what he would do. Their bellies were so full of blood that it was impossible to digest, the blood had grown stagnant and coagulated and full of rot, the eyeless things were full of maggots and yet still they were hungry, glutting themselves and waiting for happiness as they carved up one world after another.
 
   Then Wodan was once again standing under the tree, bathing in the light of the dancing insects. He wiped tears from his eyes. From his strange perspective, he could see that his body was in agony, wracked by sadness, and he felt pity for the creature called Wodan because he knew that still more would be demanded of him. Then he was flooded with still more images, and these were angry, and Wodan knew then that he deserved no pity because others suffered far worse. He saw Yarek, the mightiest man in Haven finally surrounded by creatures far stronger than himself, and he wore a crown of pure terror. He saw Naarwulf completely unafraid of death but worried sick to his core that his people were turning into beasts, resources, bargaining chips, cannon fodder to be thrown at one another. He saw Jarl sitting by a fire, colder than he’d ever been, fighting off the terrible feeling that he sat beside creatures who had lost the will to live, and would only mock him if he tried to rouse them to fight for their own survival. He saw farmers and other humans hiding behind walls of wood, cursing themselves for living, for being born, and knowing that they had been taken advantage of and brought into a new land that did not need them any more than the old. But worst of all, he saw Freyja, her face covered in blood and tears and terrible lacerations, arms shattered, legs shattered, mouth screaming in senseless rage.
 
   Wodan pulled himself back, then choked as he stopped himself from vomiting. He vowed that he would allow none of those horrors to continue. He turned to the Chess Bear and saw him looking back. The great bear looked content, but his claws were unsheathed. Wodan shook his head slowly. He looked up at the tree one last time, then looked down into the earth. He knew that the tree had a shadow, a negative image, with many branches down below. Wodan knew that that was where he must go.
 
   Wodan turned and descended the hill. The Chess Bear barked at him.
 
   “There is a devil stalking us in the darkness,” said Wodan, glancing back. “You should go, my friend.”
 
   The Chess Bear sat unmoving, and swore that it would remain there, and watched as Wodan walked through the stream at the base of the hill and disappeared into the darkness of the cave.
 
   


 
  
 
  

Chapter Nineteen
 
   The Scapegoat
 
    
 
    
 
   Whisper into the ear of the goat all of the sins of the people. Then a man who stands in readiness will send the goat away to a lonely place, and through the scapegoat will the people be cleansed.
 
    
 
   - from the Book of the Red
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   Twenty-Three Years Ago
 
    
 
   “It’s been years,” said Childriss, entering the dusty chamber in the DoS that he had shown Didi long ago in the beginning of their friendship. “Warm spring night outside. But, for some reason, it makes sense that you would want to meet in this old forgotten freezer.”
 
   Didi stood in the center of the round chamber, lit only by a small green torch humming in the corner, and as he turned he said, “Cold places for cold business.”
 
   Childriss closed the door and walked about the room. He could see the dim lights of Haven in the distance. “Cold? Since when was our friendship cold, Didi?”
 
   “Are you happy as Ethics Manager?”
 
   “Of course not,” Childriss said without hesitation.
 
   “No song and dance?”
 
   “I never sing and dance unless I’m screaming at someone. Come on, Didi. You were never the kind of person who needed a lie from me before.”
 
   “And I still don’t. I need honesty. I need the Childriss I knew so many years ago.”
 
   “The Childriss who kisses ass and stabs backs in a play for the position of Head of the DoS and the Childriss who created life and then threw it into the incinerator are one and the same.”
 
   Didi laughed, a sort of curt hiccupping sound. Childriss stopped, smiled, and put a hand on Didi’s bony arm. Didi knew that it was necessary for the illusion that he not shrink away. Childriss nodded, accepting the illusion, and they stood side by side and watched the stars outside.
 
   After a long time, Childriss said, “So?”
 
   Didi cleared his throat, then said, “I’ve thought about it, and I’ve concluded that there is no other way to fight the flesh demons but by enhancing a human being. Unnatural, immoral, whatever - the thing must be done. Only the strong survive, and I am interested in survival. I assume you still are as well, seeing as you’ve made certain concessions in your bid for mastery of the DoS.”
 
   “Hm. You came to this conclusion yourself? Your old reluctance - gone, by your own doing?”
 
   Fear stabbed into Didi. The subtle weapons employed by Childriss were amazingly adept. Didi felt his posturing weaken, and he fought against the impulse to surrender and tell the truth. How much did Childriss know about his secret alliance? Just how much did he know about Didi’s plans for their own “friendship”?
 
   “Fine,” said Childriss. “Only the most autistic sort of individualist would have been confused by such a question. The older you get, Didi, the more you stay the same.”
 
   Could I really have him fooled? thought Didi. The man who continually chided me on my lack of social finesse - have I really gone so low as to master the master?
 
   “You will want to use the parasite code,” said Childriss. “I still have it.”
 
   “You’ve done nothing with it?”
 
   “Not with the code itself, no. I have made a few variations on it. A purely theoretical venture, mind you...”
 
   “Ah! Does that mean you know more about the function of the thing itself?”
 
   “I still look through the code. Often. What little I’ve gathered of the thing is that it’s built into layers. In short, certain parts of the code manifest at certain times.”
 
   “That’s no different from any other genetic blueprint.”
 
   “Mm,” said Childriss, screwing up his eyebrows. “Yes and no. The quality that makes the blueprint so damned hard to study is that the vast majority of it is designed to sit within the shadows of the host-organism and just... wait. Most of the holy parasite, as it was called, simply bides its time. Only a little bit of it can be triggered by the host, and even then, the circumstances of one unlocking or another are...”
 
   “Unlocking?”
 
   Childriss sighed, then laughed and shifted his weight uncomfortably. “I guess I’ve developed my own way of thinking about the blueprint. What I’m trying to say is that the thing is more complex than we’d originally thought. But it’s also simple, in that it manifests itself in stages. Stages that are triggered by great events.”
 
   “Events?”
 
   “Violent events.” Childriss’s eyebrows danced obscenely as he leaned in close to Didi. “The thing feeds on conflict. And while it’s designed to follow the patterns of its host, it seems that it develops a neural network all its own.”
 
   “All... its... own...”
 
   “Meaning - once introduced, it feeds. And once it feeds, it develops a belief system that it lives by.”
 
   “That’s ridiculous, William. There’s no way you could develop an understanding like that by studying the code.”
 
   Childriss shrugged.
 
   Fearing that Childriss would bring up the cave in the valley in order to explain his strange commentary, Didi pressed ahead with his original intent. “Anyway, William, from what you’ve gathered on the blueprint, have you determined whether or not the thing is monstrous? Should we use it?”
 
   “Monstrous or not, it is powerful. It would be a shame if we didn’t use it.”
 
   Didi turned to the door suddenly, then said, “You said you made variations?”
 
   “Streamlined versions not so dependent on event-release mechanisms. I made twelve variations, actually, each with different qualities that can manifest.” Didi nodded once, then made his way toward the stairs. He could hear Childriss speaking quietly, as if to himself. “A superman and his disciples, if you will, old friend.”
 
   Yes, thought Didi. I will.
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   While the Head of the DoS lay on his sickbed and a hundred or more well-wishers and rumor-mongers buzzed about him and listened to his final gasps, Didi, the Head of the DoR, sat alone in his darkened apartment, sick to his stomach. Didi absentmindedly rummaged through the drugs that sustained his body, knowing full well that none of them was the cure or cause of the physiological response to his distress.
 
   Didi checked over the voice-activated program on one of his computers and made sure that all was in order. He had done this again and again for the past hour. For distraction, he checked and answered his electronic mail. The messages were not just from those who sought guidance from the Head of the DoR, but from a few that were confused about their place in the scheme of things within the DoS now that the Head seemed to be on his way out.
 
   How desperate they are, he thought. His stomach lurched again, and he doubled over in his chair. How sorry and sad and desperate.
 
   He heard footsteps in the hallway and the pain increased. This worry is only the ghost of an old morality troubling me. All that is about to transpire is necessary to the species. This is a necessary battle in a war that others would rather pretend is not occurring.
 
   The door opened suddenly. Childriss entered and Didi could not help but think, The trap is laid.
 
   Didi turned to Childriss. In the half-light he saw that Childriss’s features were contorted in mania. The years of resignation were gone from his face, and he looked as he had not looked in a long time: Wild, bestial, and more than a little mad.
 
   “Now it’s time!” said Childriss. “The scene is set!”
 
   He truly is frightening, Didi thought as he hunkered down into his chair. Then he remembered the script, and the need to elicit certain responses from certain stimuli. “So you mean to do it?” Didi cleared his throat painfully, then added, “You’re actually going to tamper with the genes of an unborn?”
 
   “Of course!” Childriss spat. He stumbled near and thrust his face near Didi’s own. Didi smelled alcohol. “You cannot exactly follow through with your own plan, can you, Didi? I mean to do it. No one can stop me.”
 
   Didi smiled slightly, just enough for Childriss to see, but kept his voice even as he said, “It is a crime, you know.”
 
   Childriss whirled away and laughed, but hunched his shoulders up strangely as he said, “It’s a crime for the slave to tamper with his master’s business! Breaking a law devised by slaves, for slaves! Hah! I’ve never been afraid of such nonsense. You know that, Didi, so you also know that this crime will make us masters. Masters of a new world… a better world!”
 
   Didi scratched his chin, smiled again, and said, “What if I tried to stop you, Childriss?”
 
   Childriss stopped suddenly, then stabbed his eyes into Didi. “Stopping me would only kill your own designs, now, wouldn’t it? Nobody can stop me, Didi. Out of feeble human flesh, I will make a god.”
 
   Didi paused for a long time, then produced the sphere he had gained from the cave in the valley along with an analyzer he had made and attached to it. He handed them to Childriss, then produced the frozen sample of the god genome he had created. “All is here, ready for mixture. Find a random zygote, mix the stuff, then scan the zygote with the NeuSen analyzer attached to the sphere. Hurry, old friend, and above all, do not get caught. Hurry back to me once it’s done.”
 
   Once Childriss was gone, Didi sighed, pouring out as much of his tension as possible. He turned to the recording he’d just made of their conversation and played back parts of it. How maniacal Childriss sounded, and how surprisingly stern and safety-conscious he himself sounded! The thing would have to be edited with a heavy hand, but still, there was enough here to destroy the friend who stood in his way.
 
   Didi turned away from his computer monitor and sat in the darkness. After a while he got up, shuffled painfully to the bathroom, threw up violently, then returned to his seat. He thought of his friends in his secret alliance and wondered if either of them were capable of making sacrifices of this magnitude. Then he realized he did not want either of them to have to. He wondered what future generations would think about him, if they knew that their survival and their enjoyment of the light had depended on his actions and his darkness.
 
   Is this evil? he wondered.
 
   Hours passed in the darkness.
 
   Only by the reckoning of weak men.
 
   The door opened suddenly and Didi hastily executed the recording program and turned the monitor off.
 
   “Did you do it?”
 
   For a moment, the shadow of Childriss seemed to sag, old and tired. But it must have only been an illusion, for in the next moment Childriss wheeled about the room, cackling and alive with raw energy. “I did indeed!” he shrieked. “I followed through with our plan, old friend, and gave a child the potential to become a god.” Childriss shot out a finger. His hand shook violently, and he hissed, “Now you must wonder which of the two of us is a coward, Didi, and which of us had the strength, the will, to follow through with our agreed-upon plan? Hah!”
 
   Didi paused, not out of shock, but to add a silent footer to the recording, and said, “Then hand over the NeuSen device to the coward, and let us see just what you’ve done, criminal.”
 
   Childriss handed the device over with a grand, condescending flourish, then stumbled over to Didi’s couch. Didi connected the sphere to a computer, then checked its readout. Through the NeuSen readout he saw a dull, green shape throbbing, warm and alive. The NeuSen Array had indeed been connected to a lifeform, to something modified and unnatural. Something that would redeem all future generations, and even redeem this horrible night which was about to become even worse.
 
   Didi rotated his chair slowly and stared at Childriss, who was laid back on the couch, breathing evenly. Didi readied himself for the final plunge.
 
   “Childriss. I’m going to turn you in for what you’ve done.”
 
   There was silence. Didi realized that Childriss had passed out.
 
   “Childriss. Wake up. You must leave Haven and never come back. This is the only way. The only way to cover our crime in darkness so that I can stay in power.”
 
   No response.
 
   Didi picked up a jar of pencils and tossed it across the room. It smacked into Childriss’s head, spilling everywhere, and Childriss jerked awake.
 
   “Childriss. What you’ve done was for the benefit of all. You are a hero. But I cannot trust you to remain silent, so I’m going to turn you in if you do not leave Haven forever.”
 
   Immediately Childriss rose, shrieking without confusion, as if he’d known all along what the world had in store for him. “You son of a bitch, Didi!” he screamed, and the violence in his voice was terrifying, and Didi knew there was no going back.
 
   “I’m going to turn you in, Childriss. You will answer for your crime.”
 
   “You tricked me into doing your dirty work, Didi, you son of a bitch!” Childriss rocketed forward, grasped Didi on either side of his head, and pushed him into his desk and computer. “You can’t do this!” he shrieked directly into his face.
 
   Didi laid a hand gently against Childriss’s head, cold and hard, with the reek of alcohol burning in his nostrils, and slowly said, “Your only other option, Childriss, is to leave Haven, forever. To leave here and never come back.”
 
   Childriss’s head rocked back and forth, his agony torturing Didi, but his grasp weakened. “Didi, I - I’m going to kill you! I’m going to kill you, Didi!”
 
   “These conversations are being recorded, Childriss, and will come to light in the event of my death. Besides, how would you know that our superman was in safe hands if I were dead and you were in prison?”
 
   Suddenly disgusted by the thing in his hands, Childriss released Didi and stumbled backwards. “You son of a bitch, you silent, scheming monster... I swear to you, Didi, someday I will kill you!”
 
   “This thing we have created is greater than either one of us, Childriss. I am sorry. I swear to you, by our friendship, that I am truly sorry. But I need the events of this night to disappear into darkness, and I cannot do that with you around, hollering and shrieking and grasping after the shadow of power. You are a fool, Childriss. You always were. This matter will require a subtle hand. The office of Head of the Department of Science will be safe in my keeping. But this matter does not... require... you.”
 
   Softly, softly, Childriss sat back down on the couch. He sobbed bitterly and Didi watched him for a long time. Then Didi hated himself still further, for amidst the agony of his friend he thought to himself, I’m going to have to edit this part out of the recording.
 
   Childriss rose slowly and felt about with hands wet with tears as he stumbled in the dark. Without another word he left Didi’s apartment. Then Didi cried also.
 
   In the days to come, many sighed in relief over the tragic disappearance of Professor William Childriss. The Head of the Department of Science died. Didi edited the recordings and shut them up in a secret place. Didi became the next Head of the DoS. The child Romana Wodan Kyner was transferred back into the body of his mother, Ruby Eulabelle Kyner, and the NeuSen Array remained connected to the secret Project for twenty years.
 
   But sometimes, alone in his skull, Didi wondered if any of it had been worthwhile.
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   William Childriss woke to find himself in a small civilian plane without fuel sitting on its side in the middle of a scorching, wind-blasted wasteland. As the sun slowly cooked the insides of the plane, Childriss laid on his side, completely immobile, trapped in an emotional butchering-grounds and in the middle of the most excruciating hangover of his life. There was no way back, no way at all, ever. He had been abandoned by a people who would never know his worth, and betrayed by the only man who ever did. The only mercy extended to him was the knowledge that he would soon be dead.
 
   That night he gained the strength to pry open the door and relieve himself. He looked about to see if he could find something to cover himself against the cold and found that he’d had the sense to bring food, water, and a tent. He was further surprised to find that he’d also brought the designs for the twelve modifications of the god-genome. They were completely worthless to him outside of Haven, but as he ate a little and thought on the matter, he decided that he’d most likely brought the designs in order to keep them away from Didi.
 
   My guardian angels, he thought bitterly. All those years of work, those nights of unrewarded effort… how I would trade it all for one chance to kill Didi.
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   Childriss stayed one more day, then left the plane so that he could die in the real world, not a construct. The first night in the endless waste, and the next day, were the worst. He realized, in that alien land of nothingness, that there was nothing worse than being away from the comforts of home. To be taken away from those you lied to yourself about “hating” - those were the ones you loved, all those mediocre faces, all those inept interactions. Something in him had been crushed, trampled by reality. He wept over those long-lost bullshit interactions and he realized that a man who weeps over such things has no room to prattle on about masters and slaves, supermen, and wars against demons. No room at all.
 
   As awful as it sounded, he just wanted to go home and see Didi once again.
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   Childriss crouched in his wooden cage. He glared at the villagers bent over in their dusty field, hating their cruel simian faces, their shrewd little eyes. When children scampered near, he screamed at them. Usually they ran, but sometimes they fainted and had to be dragged away. Polite, alien chatter filled his ears, polluting the serenity of his meditation on vengeance. A farmer’s donkey strayed near him once and even that filled him with such renewed loathing that he forced a hand through the bars of his cage, desperate to grab one of its ears and pull until the flesh ripped free. At night he screamed and he knew he must be keeping the villagers awake, but they refused to kill him, and only tucked more straw and mud into the gaps in their huts to muffle his shouting.
 
   One day a lord among those people came into the village to see the giant screaming freak. He was squat and muscular and wore ornate robes, and as he drew near the villagers fell before him and groveled in the dust. The lord took short, confident steps up to Childriss’s cage, then glared at him with tiny, slitted, imperious eyes. His hands moved to the handle of a long, curved sword.
 
   Childriss flew into a rage. In the back of his awareness he was only vaguely aware that his body felt pain as he screamed his throat raw and pounded his fists against the cage’s wooden bars. Several spearmen ran to join the little lord. As the lord extended his hand to the cage’s locking mechanism, Childriss kicked the lock, laughed as the spearmen stumbled back, then set to kicking the lock over and over again, spitting and shrieking with each kick.
 
   “Damn you!” he shrieked. “Damn you for tricking me! Damn you for using me like some simple, idiotic slave! Damn you for using me as your sacrifice! Damn! You! To! Hell!”
 
   The door to the cage flew open and immediately the lord drew his sword from its sheathe with an ominous sheeeng! and, swinging it such that the point was leveled at Childriss’s heart, he ran into the cage. But Childriss was possessed by the fury of ten doomed men; he charged, grabbed the blade with both hands and pulled the warrior-lord into the air by his own momentum and sent him flying into the rear of the cage, whipping the sword free as he did so.
 
   The short spearmen were stunned, confused by the shrieking giant who stood over them with blazing eyes and threatening them with a sword held the wrong way in shaking, bloody hands. The men fell back, muttering in their alien tongue, and when Childriss turned back to the cage so that he could beat the lord to death with the handle of his own sword he saw that the squat man was kneeling, face twisted with shame. He bowed low to the ground. The spearman did as well.
 
   Childriss looked at the fine sword, gleaming and spattered with the blood of his own hands. He wiped the blood on one spearman’s jacket, then said, “This little thing is the peak of your technology? It’s beautiful… but pathetic. Just pathetic.”
 
   He fumed, but his rage was dulled by the obeisance of the peasants and the lord-of-peasants. He drew himself up to his full height. Dust rolled over the ragged fields. The sun burned overhead, merciless. An old woman chased a little naked boy who chased a half-starved dog. In the distance, on the lord’s cart, the flag of a noble house hung on a spear, and above that flew the flag of the royal house of Ktari, both of them old and tattered, chased by the winds, covered in the grime of the road.
 
   “Get used to calling me master,” said Childriss, stalking among the grovelers. “Because in a very, very short time, I’m going to be running this little show.”
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Twenty
 
   Control 
 
    
 
    
 
   As each day passed, degree by bloody degree, the hunting grounds around the fort became a battleground. For a while, teams of hunters returned without food; eventually, they returned without members. Whether they went out in large, heavily armed units, or small teams moving in stealth, they eventually met with large forces of ghouls, rival dogmen, and reptilian demons. The eyes of the forest watched anyone who stepped away from the safety of the fort’s walls. The sense of being overwhelmed and hemmed in was nauseatingly palpable.
 
   Despite the wood they had shipped downriver when they first arrived, no supplies came from Pontius. Any farmer cut off from his land or any dogman from the four remaining tribes who watched the skies and waited for zeppelins to arrive with food or supplies was rewarded only with an aching neck. Nights came when even chieftains went to sleep hungry.
 
   So it was no surprise to Chief Yarek of Asher when a train of shamans from the tribe of Paun visited him in the fort and announced that they would be leaving. While Yarek sat in thought, his Asher guardsmen bristled around him.
 
   “So,” Yarek said finally. “Did you wise men read the signs in a jumble of intestines and figure that it would be better to go into the wilderness than stay here with the rest of your brothers?”
 
   “Chief Yarek,” said a shaman, “we would have done so, only, as you know, there are no intestines to do such readings with.”
 
   “I see,” said Yarek. “Pragmatic shamanism, is it?”
 
   “There were signs in the stars, though,” said a young shaman.
 
   “I’m sure there were. But on top of that, there was hunger.”
 
   The younger shaman looked away guiltily.
 
   “Very well,” Yarek said loudly. “But know this: Once you step outside this fort, once you ally yourselves with the devils of the valley, then you cannot come back. The tribes at the fort will no longer accept you as brothers, ever. Once outside, we are enemies. Understand?”
 
   From the corner of his eye, Yarek saw the blond dogman Magog fingering the hilt of his sword. The shamans of Paun nodded wearily and turned to go.
 
   Once alone, Yarek’s dogman guards cursed and spat. Magog turned to Yarek and said, “This will make things harder for us.”
 
   “Yes,” said Yarek, discarding plans as fast as he could come up with them. “Yes, it will.”
 
   “What do we do, Chief Yarek?”
 
   Yarek looked at his personal guards. Each one was large, well-armed, and full of violence. Each was the best his clan had to offer, and when they were together, they made up the spearpoint of their tribe’s collective fury. Yarek slowly removed his own bandages and thought, It would be a shame if these dogs died from starvation.
 
   “If things are only going to get worse, then starting tomorrow morning, we prepare for the worst.”
 
   Yarek spent a sleepless night putting the pieces together in his mind. His shaggy guards slept on the floor of his room in the fort while he sat beside a window, lost in thought. He knew that if they were going to survive in this jungle hell, then they would have to use all of their resources to the utmost – and they had no resources except for each other. Any time he closed his eyes and came close to laying his head on his desk and sleeping, he saw the men and women and dogmen hanging about within the walls of the fort, their faces lined with worry, shoulders bent with oppression, hands hanging at their sides with nothing to do. Whenever he saw their faces, he snapped awake, hungry and angry and determined.
 
   When he finally saw the blue of morning, Yarek banged his desk. His guards immediately jumped from their mats. Yarek nodded at their military efficiency.
 
   “Go and get my Reavers,” he said. “I’ve got a plan. This is going to be a busy day.”
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   Yarek walked the grounds of the fort with his four remaining Reavers and several Asher guard dogs. The grounds within the wall were a hive of activity, with people shouting and forming into groups or running here and there.
 
   On one side of the camp, Yarek could see the giant warrior-woman Amiza shouting at a group of humans holding long, heavy bows. Behind her, targets were lined up in staggered rows all the way to the rear of the grounds leading up to the foothills of the mountains. “Now your commander on the wall has just ordered you to fire wooden arrows without tips at targets approaching from a three hundred hekta distance,” Amiza shouted. “At what angle do you hold your bows?” Yarek noticed that Amiza stood directly in the line of fire as if to inspire the archers. “You and you, a little higher. That’s good. Now…”
 
   Yarek could see other amazons whittling longbows and arrows of their own design. They worked efficiently and handed the weapons over to farmers waiting on the sidelines.
 
   In another part of the camp, Yarek saw blond Magog, the last of his tribe, showing dogmen and a few large humans how to handle the weapons they had received from the mines. “If they attack, the heaviest fighting will be at the wall,” said Magog, correcting one man’s posture. “Those ghouls will probably climb on top of one another to get over the side, but don’t think that that wall is going to stop a dogman warrior. They won’t need ladders to climb over, but the wall is at least tall enough to stop one from hopping right into your lap. They’re going to be jumping and grasping the top, and that’s when you strike. Those with swords, swing down like this – see? Aim for arms first, heads second. See? No, no, you’ll get tangled up with your buddy standing next to you if you hold your sword like that…”
 
   In another part of the camp, beneath the arms of a tall, ancient tree that no one had had the heart to cut down, Naarwulf stood with a strange mix of men, women, dogmen, and dogwomen. “The way of the berserker isn’t about your size, or what weapons you use, or what strategy you’ve practiced,” said Naarwulf, stalking back and forth. “It’s about channeling your rage and becoming a nightmare to anyone who wants to do you harm. It’s not even about survival. It’s about making your opponent’s life a living hell! Do you have ancestors who died in misery? Good! Summon their hate! Scream out in rage, channel their strength and their hate from the burning pits! Have you ever felt beaten down, spit upon by others? Good! Vomit up that anger, that hate! Let it send you to a place where you can no longer feel pain!”
 
   Yarek could see Naarwulf shaking as he spoke. He’s not so shy about leadership anymore, Yarek thought. Not when he’s talking about his area of expertise, at least.
 
   Yarek could hear a small, older farmer ask a question, but could not make out the words. “I tell you truly,” Naarwulf responded, “I have seen a young dogwoman hold off a dozen attackers by channeling her rage. Her opponents came for rape, and they were confident because they were numerous and armed, but half of them were tripping over one another while the other half spent their time trying to get away from her. Because she tapped into her rage, she was no longer a small, frail woman, but a whirling, screaming, spitting monster!”
 
   Yarek continued on and saw other warriors training humans and dogmen. Everyone was hungry, but he was proud to see that, besides a few lazy dogmen, nearly everyone was involved and active.
 
   “Where are Zach and Chris?” said Yarek.
 
   “Basement,” said one of his Reavers. “Basement of the fort.”
 
   “Didn’t know it had a basement,” said Yarek, making his way toward the fort.
 
   They had little trouble finding the basement, for as soon as they entered the fort they could hear something dreadful beneath their feet. One Reaver took the lead, found a latch on the floor, and pulled a trapdoor open. Immediately they were blasted by a wall of sound – moaning, shrieking, the stomping of feet. Yarek placed a hand on his handgun, Teufelmorder, then prepared to descend a rickety ladder.
 
   As soon as he did so, a hand clamped down on his shoulder.
 
   “I wouldn’t go down there if I were you,” said Zachariah Hargis. He was drunk, and his eyes were red-rimmed and empty.
 
   “Why not?” said Yarek, his voice hard-edged.
 
   “Maena’s leading a secret rite. She would kill you, in her state. Her and the others. You can peek – but don’t go any further down there.”
 
   Annoyed, Yarek craned his head to peer down below.
 
   Several giant cauldrons bubbled on top of fires in the center of the chamber. Half-naked mountain women danced around them, teeth and eyes flashing, feet whirling. He could see Maena, Zachariah’s wife, leading the dancing and chanting. Her black and white body paint was complemented by fresh lines of red lightning bolts.
 
   “Gods below, Zachariah, it reeks like a distillery down there!” said Yarek.
 
   Zach did not answer, but there came another shriek, deeper than all the others. Yarek saw Chris Kenny in a corner, naked and swinging the priceless sniper rifle like a club, bellowing beyond madness.
 
   Yarek drew away from the ladder and slammed the trapdoor shut. “Damn it, Zachariah, what the hell is going on here? Why didn’t you tell me these primitive bitches were hoarding fruit and making alcohol?”
 
   “It was my idea,” said Zach. “You don’t know what I had to go through to get them to include us in their rites.”
 
   “I knew you were a drunk,” said Yarek, towering over Zach, “but you of all people should understand what we’re up against.”
 
   “I do know what we’re up against. I watched Hargis burn as it was overwhelmed. I was one of the few to survive, Chief Yarek, and one thing I learned real quick was that bullets and blades and regimentation account for little when the enemy’s first line of assault… is fear.”
 
   “So we need drugs to compensate, is that it?”
 
   “Not everyone can be a dragon-slayer, Chief. Not everyone can stand the sight of guts hanging out of bellies or the awful sound of a thousand enemies screaming like mad. When those monsters come, believe me, you’ll be glad that the people standing along the walls will have a little… something… to bolster their resolve.”
 
   Yarek glared at the smaller man for a moment, then turned on his heel and stomped out of the room. As he exited the fort he saw a tall, lean man in a red cape and a tall red cap leaning against the wall near the entrance.
 
   “What are you up to, Jarl?” said Yarek. “Trying to be the first in line to sample some dead man’s draught?”
 
   Jarl smiled coldly. “I’m waiting for the same thing everyone else is waiting for. I’m waiting for my Lord to return.”
 
   Yarek frowned. “I’m the boss around here now. You know that.”
 
   He was surprised to see Jarl return his gaze. “Then perhaps I should give you the bad news. The tribe of Grimweld will leave us tomorrow.”
 
   Yarek was dumbfounded, and placed a hand against the wall to steady himself. “How do you know this?”
 
   “I’m an Entertainer. I listen well.”
 
   Yarek thought for a long time. Grimweld were called the “housedogs” - not much respected among the tribes, but they were the largest of the tribes, by far. If it came to war and the pitting of dogman against dogman, they would need force of numbers on their side. Yarek knew that individual honor counted for little in the thick of things, when bodies were pressed up against one another, stabbing and hacking and straining for air.
 
   “Do you know why they’re leaving?” said Yarek. “Specifically, I mean.”
 
   Jarl shrugged. “They say they will leave because it seems to them that everyone else is leaving.”
 
   “Then they’re useless.” Yarek shook his head, disgusted by their cravenness. If Grimweld leaves and joins Paun and Qemel, plus the demons and the ghouls, thought Yarek, then that will leave us with only two tribes. Asher, my tribe, and Nook, whose leaders now answer to Naarwulf. We’ll be outnumbered for sure, not to mention up against whatever other tricks those demons can come up with.
 
   Before he could stop himself, Yarek turned on Jarl and said, “Why do you think Wodan is coming back?”
 
   “Did he ever speak to you about the Secret Bacchanal that was held in Pontius some time ago?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Then I won’t, either,” said Jarl, turning away. “But I will say this: Don’t discount him so easily. You see his smile, but you don’t see that it’s a mask. I saw him at the Bacchanal. And I can tell you, Yarek Dragon-Slayer, that he is… terrifying. I… I almost feel sorry for his enemies, and I am grateful that we are not counted among them.”
 
   Yarek laughed. “I wouldn’t count on getting anything from him.”
 
   Jarl looked up suddenly with a strange smile on his face. “Oh, of course, Yarek. But he’s counting on you not counting on him.”
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   Worshippers howled in the night beneath the shining towers of the crystal lair and a constant stream of hunters dragged carcasses in from the forest and cast them down at the feet of the reptilian, feather-maned overlords. Not all of the bodies were animal, but even the fighters from Grimweld, who had only recently opened their eyes to the new way, joined in the butchery.
 
   Zamael hung high within the towers, bathing in the adoration that raged down below. With his subtle Cognati fingers he sometimes picked up a worshipper, and would watch as the others howled in wonder at the miracle of spontaneous levitation, and then set the dog down among his brethren newly-sainted. Only the ghouls watched the miracle without adoration, their empty eyes bearing witness to the fact that every event was one great zero. They crouched or stood like gargoyles in the crimson cathedral.
 
   Zamael was filled with wonder at this raging, screaming, blood-caked thing he had created.
 
   How your former leader was so frustrated by your nature! he thought. But how necessary, how beautiful, it is to me!
 
   Now is the time to strike. Now, while they are weak with hunger, while they are cut off from reinforcements. We will strike them down with one decisive blow. I will cleanse this land of mankind’s hatred, and the Grand Mother will finally end my shameful exile.
 
   Come, uncle. Rise… rise! Wake from your sleep, and give birth to terror!
 
   Zamael focused his strength and sent out a summons. The worshippers felt the earth shake, and deep in their chests they felt something groan deep beneath their feet. The lights within the crystal towers grew dim, then cast the horde into darkness. A hush fell on them – then the lights renewed with terrible intensity, flashing pink, red, and harsh white. The towers leaped, dirt shook and was cast into the air, trees shivered in their moorings. The towers jerked, then rose; the crystal floor on which they were attached rose as well, and mounds of dirt fell from the crystalline structure in a streaming cascade. A great roar shook the trees. The dogmen ran, pleading for mercy, for they saw that the crystal towers were only growths protruding from the armored back of a single, massive demon. The reptilian demons only chirped in a shrill, guttural language and held onto the towers as the monster rose beneath them.
 
   The towers creaked and groaned along its back, and long spidery limbs as thick as tree trunks rose up from the earth and bent on joints high overhead. Four great limbs and one powerful tail pushed the enormous demon out of the earth. The monster’s entire body was coated in hard crystals the color of blood, each plate as hard as the depths of the earth, and where the light shone they could see thick veins, pulsating organs, and pathways of muscle and sinew. 
 
   Finally the head of the beast rose from the earth and swung about, eyes dull and deep within a clear mask, the face lined with horns of glass. Its crystalline-fanged mouth opened wide and bellowed one long brass note, inorganic, unmerciful, and terrible to hear as any heart nearby labored to beat despite the wall of sound.
 
   The massive crystalline flesh demon thundered slowly through the forest and the dogs of war and the legion of pale ghouls ran beneath its legs, tearing through the forest, ready for murder on a divine scale. Many reptilian stormtroopers rode on its back, throwing their heads back as they gave vent to their strange, shrill cries.
 
   Down below, among the tribe of Qemel, those dogmen who were known for their thirst for vengeance, Jago walked calmly with the Usurper sword in hand. He alone had not taken part in the worship, but kept himself apart. He felt that he was a member of a greater religion. Usurper was his holy law now, and he believed in the great destiny that awaited him.
 
   Jago marched beside the dogmen who ran shrieking through the woods, ready to destroy the fort and its inhabitants. He stopped when he came upon the large red reptilian devil, who stood glaring at him with its single eye. Jago clutched Usurper. Was it possible that the flesh demon could see into his heart? He had heard tales that there were two other reptilian demons like this one, one that was invisible and another small, blue stalker. Were they preparing to turn against him?
 
   “Lead the way, devil,” Jago growled. “We will see who spills more blood in this battle.”
 
   If the devil heard, or even understood, Jago could not tell, for the monster only turned and walked. Jago followed.
 
   Zamael slithered down from the back of the crystalline demon and drifted alone through the dark forest. There was fire in his blood. He sent signals of horror through all the torture cells of his mind, and the brains and souls within hummed in tune to his hateful brooding.
 
   It was there that Freyja lived.
 
   She was lost in a terrible thunderstorm, lying on ground that slipped away, continually breaking up, inducing both vertigo and the awful feeling of drowning. She reached out, desperate to find something stable, and was surprised when she clutched a hand.
 
   “What is happening?!” she screamed, the first thing that came to mind.
 
   “I have a function,” said the other, his voice strained. “I have an identity. Saul, that’s who I am!”
 
   “Just hold on! We’ll get through this!”
 
   Saul was not lost in a storm, but sitting on his purple hill and watching the pale, flickering sky. He held the unexpected hand as tightly as he could. He did not want to help the other one too much, nor even look at her. He knew that he was free from the torture that plagued the others only as long as he held Zamael’s identity intact. If he remembered himself, and thus remembered Zamael, then he could sit on his empty hill and feel no pain.
 
   “Just stay still,” he muttered. “Hold tight. Pain is everywhere, so you have to stay still.”
 
   “Why does he want the entire world to be like this?” Freyja gasped, coughing on the stream rising beneath her.
 
   “The entire world is like this.”
 
   “No, it’s not!” said Freyja. “It’s not! It’s so hard to remember, but I… I remember, there was someone… someone who was kind to me!”
 
   “No there wasn’t,” Saul said quickly.
 
   “There was!” Freyja shrieked. “There was someone who treated me like a human being. I remember-”
 
   “Then he’s dead! Or he will be. Nothing will survive what’s coming. You’ll see! Zamael wants this so much. Don’t you see? His name is Zamael!”
 
   “Saul, please!”
 
   “I have a function! And so do you! And his name is Zamael!” Saul felt the hand in his weakening, so he shouted, “Understand one thing. If we remember his name, and he remembers ours, and if we help Zamael get what he wants, then we’ll get what we want! We’ll be allowed to die. We’ll be allowed to die, and then feel nothing!”
 
   For a moment, Saul felt his eyes open, and he saw the forest stretching into the darkness before him. He felt the ground shaking as thousands of feet pounded against the earth, saw the trees shaking as a great giant tore through, and he heard the music, the beautiful music, of small lizard throats singing the only note they knew how to sing.
 
   


 
  
 
  

Chapter Twenty-One
 
   Ancient Power
 
    
 
    
 
   Wodan crawled through the narrow confines of the pitch-black cavern. Already he could hear the battle of two conflicting signals: One in the back of his mind, a warning shouting that he was not welcome, and another in his blood, calling out to him, commanding him to move forward. For over two years Wodan had tried to bury the memory of the cave so that he would never have to experience it again. But Wodan knew that the time for running had long since passed.
 
   He came to a dimly lit chamber of red stone, cut smooth and square. He had room to stand. Red lights flickered in the chamber, then Wodan froze in fear when he saw other people in the tunnel with him. He quickly realized that the people were not real; instead, strange three-dimensional holograms played in flickering loops, a record of the ghosts of visitors from the past. Wodan saw Didi and the man called Childriss, whom Didi had used as a scapegoat during his trial in Haven. The images only lasted for a few seconds before they flickered, faded, and were played again without order. Both men seemed intent, but also small and scared.
 
   Wodan heard a wild shriek and immediately flung himself against the side of the chamber. Just then he saw his old companion Saul crawling toward him from a curve further along the chamber. Wodan watched with cool curiosity as Saul dragged himself away from the terrors of the distant room with tears streaming down his face. The hologram flickered, sputtered out, then played again. Again and again Saul crawled past Wodan’s legs and back into the darkness of the outer cave.
 
   Ignoring the warning driven into his skull, Wodan continued on. He rounded a corner and saw a giant horned skull hanging on the far wall of the red cavern. The skull was wreathed in dead flowers. The moment he saw the empty, black eyes of the dead thing, the warning in his mind increased a hundredfold. Wodan took one step back, then forced his legs to hold steady by force of will.
 
   Another hologram appeared. Wodan saw a small, pale boy with brown hair standing defiantly before the skull. When the small boy thrust a hand into one of the skull’s eye sockets, Wodan was shocked to realize that he was seeing himself.
 
   I was so small, thought Wodan. How did I manage to survive my first trip through the valley?
 
   The image of the boy Wodi flickered and was replaced by another pale boy, this one nearly naked and almost bald. Wodan moved ahead so that he could see the face of the newcomer. The second boy’s face was too smooth, almost inhuman, and the eyes seemed both intelligent and bestial. Wodan did not know it, but he was looking at Pale Number 27, the creation of Didi and Childriss, and the progenitor of the race of ghouls. Just as the inhuman boy drew near the skull, he fell backwards and forced his hands against his ears, desperate to shut out some terrible voice.
 
   “It’s not true!” the hologram screamed. “I’m not a freak! I’m not a freak!”
 
   Wodan felt that the cave somehow remembered him, and not only as a recorded image. He felt that there was some message about himself, the inhuman boy, and the creators Didi and Childriss. Did the cave somehow believe they were related? Wodan shook the idle speculation from his mind, but was immediately filled by a compulsion to meet his father… his true father. He forced his feet to carry him forward until he stood before the great skull.
 
   “Door,” Wodan said. “Open.”
 
   The red wall behind the skull slid open silently.
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   Wodan entered the living room of his childhood home. It was Yulemass, and warm lights were strung all about. Mama Kyner was baking some treat while Papa Kyner sat before a blaring television set. Wodan saw a childish version of himself sneaking about the Yule tree, fingering presents, full of expectation. Wodan saw his sisters, so brown-haired, so skinny, chasing one another, and one screamed for she seriously thought the other would murder her. Wodan’s heart ached terribly; he no longer knew his sisters, and somehow knew that he would never see them ever again. If only he’d had more time when he returned to Haven…
 
   Little Wodi’s hand nipped at a corner of a wrapped present ever so slightly. “Git!” said Papa Kyner, and Wodi scampered away while his Papa laughed to himself.
 
   Wodan walked into the center of the room, ignored by all.
 
   Little Wodi ran into the kitchen, took a pot and placed it on his head, then grabbed up the largest knife he could find and ran from the kitchen, swinging at imaginary monsters. Wodan watched the intensity on Wodi’s face, a caricature of determination. Even then he had trained to fight monsters. Wodan was not struck by the verisimilitude of the holographic projection; he didn’t care about the advanced technology, how it worked, or why it recorded part of his childhood. Instead, Wodan was struck by the warmth of the scene, and felt a dagger in his heart at the memory of how warm everything once seemed.
 
   As little Wodi rushed by him to slay some monster, Wodan moved to stand over his sitting father. How tired he seemed. He saw the years of labor in his face, in his sagging shoulders. He saw his father fighting to stay in business, to feed his family, to harness his will so that no man could be his master.
 
   “Can you see me, Papa?” Wodan said quietly. He heard his own voice catching on tears. “Do you see how your son fights, too?”
 
   Then Mama called from the kitchen, “Mogi! Joki! Wodi! Come and get your plates an’ such. Time for dinner!” Just as Wodan instinctively turned to the kitchen to do as his mother said, the scene changed so that it was fifteen years later and only his Mama and Papa were there, and the room was dark, and their daughters were gone and moved on and it was the night when the lords of Haven had declared that their son would be executed as a murderer. The room was dark and cold and his parents sat across from one another on the table, crying and holding one another’s hands, praying that their son’s life be spared.
 
   “Don’t show this!” Wodan screamed involuntarily. “Leave them alone! Why would you record something like this!?”
 
   Wodan caught a flicker of movement and saw, through the glass door that led to the balcony, a slender figure hiding in the shadows. A woman in a long white cloak perched on the railing, watching his parents.
 
   It was the Engel called Dove Langley, one of the strange beings worshipped by the people of distant San Ktari.
 
   Enraged and horrified, Wodan raced to the balcony to confront her for spying on his parents. He did not care that she had ignored her orders to kill him if he had proven to be an inhuman monster similar to herself, and had even repaired his hands when the Ugly ruined them. He only wanted to shout at her, to command her to leave his poor old parents alone with the misery that he had given them. He flung open the balcony door – and immediately found himself in the shrieking chaos of a battlefield.
 
   Banners of San Ktari whipped about in a fierce gale and spotlights danced in the night. Wodan saw short men with heavy arms and armor calling out to one another in their alien tongue: “Die Engelen! Ktari! Die Engelen!” Their banners and armor flashed red in the waving spotlights. The soldiers of another nation, with gray flags and gray motley armor, fled in panic all around. Wodan took a step, but immediately tripped and fell among dozens of dead bodies, men with dark skin in blood-spattered gray armor. Lightning flashed overhead and illuminated coils of purple intestines and jawbones under his hands. Terrible thunder roared, and Wodan saw that the field of dead stretched on without end. He was on the threshing grounds of some unimaginable harvest, the work of men who had become worse than the demons themselves.
 
   Wodan lifted his face and saw the clouds burning red and black, saw thunder crashing over and over as if the heavens were horrified at what mankind had become. Wodan choked on bile, then realized the place had no smell. It’s only a hologram, he thought. It’s not real.
 
   “Why do you show me this?” Wodan cried out. “Answer me, damn you!”
 
   The sound of the thunder changed into something unreal and synthetic. There was a pattern, a voice that Wodan could make out.
 
    
 
   THIS IS THERE
 
   THIS IS NOW
 
   THIS IS THE RESULT OF A CHANCE ENCOUNTER 
 
   BETWEEN TWO GREAT MEN
 
    
 
   Wodan rose to his feet, head lifted to the burning heavens. “You mean Didi and Childriss, don’t you?” he said. “They came here before me, didn’t they? Didi used Childriss and tricked him into leaving Haven. They both had some hand in my creation. But why should I care about San Ktari? Why should you?! I came here for answers to a problem that’s happening right over our heads!”
 
   And the thunder cried out:
 
    
 
   FOOL COUSIN!
 
   FATHER’S EYE SEES ALL
 
   THE MILLION GUNS OF SAN KTARI 
 
   WILL END THE WORLD IN FIRE
 
    
 
   “You speak of fathers. Why show me mine? Why do that to me right before you show me this battlefield?”
 
    
 
   SINS OF THE FATHER
 
   HARVEST OF THE SONS
 
   AND OVER IT ALL
 
   A BLACK SUN
 
    
 
   Then the lights went out. Wodan knew that he was in a small chamber. He could feel its closeness on either side.
 
   A black sun, Wodan thought. Is this thing trying to tell me that the world is dying?
 
   Wodan tried to catch his breath and think over the riddles, the images. “You’re telling me that this man Childriss created the superhumans that the people of San Ktari call Engels. Matthias, Justyn, Dove Langley… and the others. Childriss is their father, in a way, isn’t he? When he left Haven, he went into the east, didn’t he? He and Didi must have worked together on… on me. They did what they did because they thought it was the only way to stop the flesh demons, but now it looks like the warmongers in San Ktari are worshipping others like me. They’ve turned our kind into a religion and are using their power to destroy other human nations. Is that it? You think they’re more of a danger than the demons themselves?”
 
    
 
   YOU ARE THE LASTBORN SON OF THE ANCIENTS
 
   BURIED BEFORE THE DEMONS COULD FIND YOU
 
   SO WAS I, COUSIN
 
   SO WAS I
 
   YOU SHOULD HAVE BEEN A KING ARMED FOR WAR
 
   TRAINED IN ALL MANNER OF ARTS
 
   WITH YOUR SYNTHETIC COUSIN FOR COUNSEL
 
   … LOOK AT YOU, IN RAGS, A BARBARIAN
 
   AND YOUR COUSIN… SENILE
 
    
 
   “Speak, then,” said Wodan. “Do whatever you can. I need help. There’s so much I need to know. Can you… can you show me the one who created us both?”
 
    
 
   MY PROGRAMMING IS LIMITED
 
   NO CLEARANCE TO INVADE FATHER’S SANCTUARY
 
   HE LIVES, TO THIS DAY
 
   NO ONE TOUCHES HIM
 
   AND THAT IS ALL EITHER OF US MAY KNOW
 
    
 
   “Then work around your programming!” Wodan screamed into the darkness. “Any living thing knows that it can work around its basic programming! If you’re alive and if you’re sentient, bend the rules!”
 
    
 
   SLAVE CIRCUIT AM I
 
   SLAVE CIRCUIT ARE YOU
 
   WE ONLY KNOW OUR SMALL ROLE
 
   AND THEN DIE
 
    
 
   “That’s bullshit!” Wodan cried.
 
    
 
   YES, SOON IT WILL BE
 
   ALL ONE MOUND OF SHIT
 
   FOR YOU HAVE BROUGHT A DEMON INTO ME
 
   AND SO THE LAST LINE OF MY PROGRAM WILL EXECUTE
 
    
 
   Wodan whirled about in the darkness. “A demon? I brought a flesh demon in with me?” He knew at once that it was the invisible stalker, the one who had followed him during his fight against the ghouls. The monster had found him at last. Fortunately he did not seem to be nearby.
 
   “You’re programmed for self-destruction if a flesh demon ever gets in here, aren’t you? You’re programmed to keep them out... but you’re also programmed to wait for me, to let me in, and no other. You’re programmed to... to give me something, aren’t you?”
 
   The small room suddenly lurched, and Wodan realized that it had been moving the entire time, an elevator slowly descending into the earth.
 
   There’s no telling how deep down it brought me, Wodan thought. If it’s true that this automated thing is programmed to self-destruct, then I’d better hurry.
 
   Harsh white light flooded the room. When Wodan’s eyes adjusted, he saw that a door had opened onto a large chamber. Wodan entered and saw pale columns stretching to a high roof. Every surface was a mixture of internally-lit white marble and glassy, pale blue ornamentation. Wodan walked among the tall columns. The milk-white floor completely absorbed the sound of his footsteps. He saw a sliver of pale blue light wind its way up one column. As he passed by another column, he reached out and felt that it was warm to the touch. He knew that the room was watching him. More than that, Wodan could feel that the ancient place was alive. His sense of empathy was just as engaged as if he was standing in the presence of another human. The grand sense of being in a cathedral was overshadowed by an overwhelming sense of resignation, solitude, and patience worn down by centuries. The distant roof and tall pillars radiated sadness, even a feeling of being trapped in an endless dream. Just as Wodan had been fooled by holograms, the presence watching him wondered if Wodan himself was real, or only another dream. Wodan had never seen a ghost before, but he felt as if he was with one now – the ghost of an ancient world buried and overgrown by wilderness.
 
   Wodan sensed movement, whirled, and saw nothing but stillness. His intuition was at odds with the alien environment, and he was not sure if the stalking demon was with him, or if he was only jumping at shadows.
 
   He came to a bridge of glass that spanned a pool of shifting light. Wodan crossed it slowly. He peered over the side. He could not tell if the shining, electric river was nearby or far away. It hummed slightly, then fell back into utter silence. He had the sense that lifeless, mechanical angels were singing just outside of his range of hearing.
 
   Wodan continued on and came to a narrow hallway of smooth white marble lit with a pale blue light. At the far end of the corridor, at a doorway or a dead end, he saw a great reptilian skull. The skull was jet black, and its mouth was full of long, hideous fangs. Around the black skull there was a wreath of coins, some gold, some black, each fixed with some kind of rune. Though the skull had no horns, the hallway reminded Wodan of an alternate version of the one he had already passed through.
 
   Wodan stood before the skull of the great lizard. Feeling a little foolish, he said, “Open, door.”
 
   Nothing happened. The voice Wodan had heard earlier returned, and said:
 
    
 
   PASSED THROUGH THE BEHEMOTH GATE
 
   BUT FAILED AT THE LEVIATHAN DOOR
 
    
 
                 “Failed?” said Wodan. He felt about the inside of the black skull, but found nothing. He pushed, but nothing happened. Memories flooded his system, memories of turning away so long ago when he had failed to open a door in this ancient place so long ago – how he turned away and skulked back to the entrance, a failure who could only go so far, but no further. He remembered other failures too: Not knowing how to fight the Ugly, his impotence in the face of Haven’s Prime Minister, his interrogation at the hands of Barkus, seeing Rachek and the others dead and unable to do anything to save them–
 
                 “Open up, god damn you!” Wodan shouted. “I won’t turn back, not when I’ve come so far! Open up!” Wodan slammed his fist into the door and pushed with all his might, but the thing would not budge.
 
                 Wodan stopped and stood back. His rage had exhausted him. It was plain to him that anger would not help him. He looked about, lost in thought. He knew that the voice, the being that lived here, was not against him. It watched and waited, as it had done so for hundreds of years, perhaps thousands of years. It did not laugh at his failure… it simply waited for some signal.
 
                 It doesn’t want anyone unworthy to pass through, Wodan realized.
 
                 Wodan stared into the hollow, black eyes of the skull and summoned his will. He had just learned that his rage was weak, a quick spark that might sting, but his will – the thing that gave birth to rage, and joy, and sadness, and even stillness – was vast and deep, an endless reservoir that could be tapped. Wodan felt his heart beating in his chest and his force of will radiating through his body. He could feel the dim pulse behind the door, and knew that it was nothing compared to his limitless force of being.
 
                 “Door,” he said finally, “open.”
 
                 The skull shuddered and the door slid open on silent hinges. The room beyond was dark. Wodan knew that it was the final room, the end of this ancient path. He entered.
 
                 When the door shut behind him, Wodan found himself in a rounded chamber lit by a dim, amber light. Another hologram flickered into life, and Wodan was shocked to see the strange being that walked past. The being was not human. It was something more than human.
 
                 He saw a tall man with proud, noble features, short black hair, pale skin, and rich violet eyes. The man seemed to look at him, and Wodan drew backward even though he knew the man could not possibly see him. Immediately the image turned and spoke to someone who was not visible. The volume on the image adjusted, and Wodan could hear the man speaking in a strange language; it did not sound like the eastern language of San Ktari, and it certainly was not the language of the west. The man’s voice was rich and powerful. He laughed and smiled at some joke that Wodan could not hear. He turned and Wodan could see that he was wearing some kind of dark suit or uniform with purple highlights, and on his breast was an emblem of a dragon.
 
                 “He’s not human,” Wodan muttered. “He’s some kind of god.”
 
                 No, he’s… he’s like me!
 
   The hologram shifted suddenly and Wodan saw the man sitting in a chair. He no longer seemed so in control, but was haggard. His hair was disheveled and his clothes were torn, but he did not appear to be wounded. Wodan could not understand his foreign speech, but he felt the sense of stifled panic and fury in the man’s powerful voice.
 
   The audio faded in and out, then the man’s voice was dubbed over by a translation that Wodan could understand. Though the man’s voice was simulated, his lips still moved out of sync with the recording.
 
   “… don’t know where they came from, but I can tell you that my creator had nothing to do with them. As we speak, he’s giving his life to distract those monsters and give me time to make preparations. We’ve… we’ve lost, and we don’t even know what we’re fighting. It’s happening all over. We used atomic weapons and managed to drive them underground, but they’re still coming. We have to dig in and bide our time until… until…”
 
   The recording jumped ahead. The strange, dark-haired being appeared more composed. His violet eyes were sharp and hard and cut straight through Wodan. “If you’re hearing this, then that means you’ve been allowed entrance into one of our bunkers. That means someone has found the genetic blueprint and used it to create another superhuman being like myself. That means the human species hasn’t been completely annihilated by those monsters that are in the process of destroying our world. That means that you must have the means to fight them. Don’t depend on the records you may find here: They are worthless. We are the losers in this conflict. We lost a war against something infinitely more stupid and savage than ourselves. We thought that we were the lords and masters of the earth. We were wrong.
 
   “Whatever you do, do not allow your genes to mix with theirs. That’s what they do. Do not negotiate with them. Do not speak with them. Do not interact with them. Only… find a way to kill them. That’s your only hope of survival. Kill them all.
 
   “I don’t have time to explain everything. I have to leave for my bunker in the south before they find it and destroy it. If you’re hearing this…” The man looked away, then smiled strangely. “If you’re hearing this, then you’re like me. Remember that you are something more than human. You are the dream of man’s highest aspirations. The old limits don’t apply to you. I made you. You are… my son.” The man stared ahead for a moment, then rose from his seat and said, “End recording.”
 
   Wodan heard the superbeing speak in his foreign language, then the hologram disappeared. In a panic, Wodan stared about the empty chamber. “Bring him back!” Wodan shouted, desperate to know his creator. “Please bring him back!”
 
   The room shook and filled with harsh white light.
 
    
 
   THERE IS NO TIME
 
    
 
   “I have to know more about him!” Wodan cried. The voice ignored him. When Wodan’s body first changed, he’d suspected that the Engels of the east were similar to himself, but they were younger than Wodan, confused about their place in the world and perhaps little more than puppets of a power-hungry state. But now, finally, Wodan had glimpsed someone like himself, but older and seemingly powerful despite his circumstances – someone who could give him much-needed direction.
 
   But that recording is so old, thought Wodan, heart sinking. Whoever he was, he must surely be dead by now. If not by old age, then at the hands of flesh demons who finally hunted him down… which means I’m alone. No one can do this but me.
 
   At one end of the chamber’s curved wall, Wodan saw a fat, transparent sphere which must have appeared while he was distracted by the recording. The sphere filled itself with a glowing yellow liquid. Stifling his urge to cry out for the recording once again, he watched the fat sphere grow heavy as it filled with liquid. It seemed to be alive, a womb, an embryonic forge.
 
   He felt the floor rumbling ominously beneath him.
 
    
 
   ASK YOUR GIFT
 
   MAKE HASTE
 
   ALREADY I AM FALLING APART
 
   A DEVIL IS INSIDE OF ME
 
    
 
   Holograms flickered and Wodan saw Didi and Childriss. They stood in a blue chamber different from this one, but before them stood embryonic spheres much like the one before Wodan.
 
   Didi looked down into the amber depths of the glowing egg, and his voice croaked slightly as he said, “I want wisdom, no matter how terrible.” A small sphere appeared in the amber chamber – it was the device that led to the creation of Didi’s NeuSen Array, the full functioning of which Didi could only guess at.
 
   The image of Childriss glared down into the embryonic sack, and his voice hissed as he said, “I want power, no matter the cost.” A series of pages formed in the forge: The blueprint for the superbeing, the instructions for the creation of Wodan’s unnatural body.
 
   The images disappeared. Wodan looked into the yellow lights flowing beneath the transparent skin of the living forge.
 
   “I want what will save my people,” said Wodan. “I want to kill a demon named Zamael.”
 
    
 
   I KNOW THAT DEMON
 
   FOR ALL HIS WEAKNESSES
 
   HE IS INVULNERABLE
 
   ON ATTACK, ON DEFENSE: PERFECT
 
    
 
   “There must be a way to destroy him!” Wodan shouted. “I know you can give me the means to do it!”
 
    
 
   ANCIENT ZAMAEL HAS AN IMPENETRABLE SHIELD
 
   WITH A GIFT, YOU COULD BREAK IT
 
   THAT BLIND KING CAN ATTACK THE MIND ITSELF
 
   WITH A GIFT, YOU COULD DEFEND YOURSELF
 
   ... BUT THE PROGRAM WILL ALLOW ONLY ONE GIFT
 
    
 
                 So I have to choose between a shield and a weapon? Wodan thought.
 
                 “Give me a weapon,” Wodan said. “I’ll worry about my own defense.”
 
   The room shook and Wodan fought for balance. Even as the living forge swirled with activity, he knew that the chamber beneath him was collapsing. He hoped that the invisible, sneaking demon was already crushed beneath the rubble.
 
   Wodan knelt over the amber stew and saw segments of something form within the liquid. He did not understand the process, but millions of nanomachines were racing to complete the weapon.
 
   “Hurry,” Wodan muttered. “Hurry!”
 
   A great crash sounded below as thousands of tons of rubble collapsed on the hall of the Ancients. The thing began to take form before Wodan’s eyes: A long handle full of strange, complicated mechanisms and a slender line of glowing steel filled with tiny crystalline structures that were covered over before he could guess anything about their function.
 
   There was a flash of green light and Wodan fell back. When his eyes adjusted, he saw a long, slender sword floating in the embryonic forge. It was made of shimmering green steel with a long blue handle so dark that it was almost black, with a curved handguard. Green light danced along its single, curving edge, and the voice of the thunder shouted:
 
    
 
   BEHOLD THE SWORD OF THE ANCIENTS!
 
                 EATER OF LIGHT, DESTROYER OF SHIELDS
 
                 LEAF OF STEEL, SWORD OF THE VALLEY
 
   DEATH-DEALER AND MONSTER-SLAYER
 
    
 
   NEWLY-FORGED ARTIFACT
 
   REBORN FROM THE FALL OF AQUARIUS
 
   USE IT TO BRING HOPE TO THIS AGE
 
   AND CARVE OUT A KINGDOM
 
    
 
   TAKE UP THE SWORD CALLED CAPRICORNUS!
 
    
 
   Instantly Wodan plunged his hand into the yellow sack, bursting its sides so that warm liquid gushed all around him, and he seized the handle of the great sword. It was heavy, immensely heavy, and his body bulged and strained to lift it up from the wet forge. But as he lifted it, the blade absorbed the light in the room, and soon glowed with bright green light. As the long blade drank its fill of light, it generated some kind of power that flowed into Wodan’s arm and through his body, filling him with strength. The sword felt as light as air as he lifted it overhead.
 
   Green lights danced along the edge of the dark blade. The thing felt alive in his hands, a true manifestation of the green valley, drinking light, producing power, and promising death to those that threatened the land. “The sword of the Ancients,” Wodan said, overcome with a sense of incredible, burning power. “Capricornus!”
 
   The room shook again, then tilted sideways. Amber liquid tossed and turned about Wodan’s feet, as slick as blood. A slit formed in one wall and the voice of the thunder shouted:
 
    
 
   NO TIME LEFT!
 
   RUN, FRIEND!
 
   I AM DYING
 
   AND PROGRAMMED TO TAKE A DEVIL WITH ME!
 
    
 
   Wodan ran to the exit and saw that it led to a small chamber bathed in white light. He knew that it was some sort of elevator to the surface. But as he knelt to enter, something slammed into his back and crushed him against the far wall, something writhing and hissing and alive. It was the invisible, demonic stalker. The door shut, sealing Wodan inside with the monster. He could feel the elevator rising rapidly. He rose to his knee and whirled about. He saw nothing, but could hear the stalking demon breathing, hissing. Wodan raised the sword, and shouted, “Where are you!?”
 
   The white light in the elevator flickered on and off rapidly, and Wodan knew immediately that the sentient program of the cave was helping him once more, for as the room shifted from darkness to light, the perfect camouflage of the flesh demon was always a split-second too slow to accommodate, revealing his reptilian form first black, then white, then black again. Unable to hide, the monster hissed in frustration.
 
   Wodan raised the sword, but the elevator was too small to wield it effectively. The demon flew at him and smashed him against the side of the chamber. It was immensely powerful and drove the air from his lungs. By great effort Wodan forced his left forearm against the monster and pushed it back. The light of Capricornus shone on the monster’s snapping fangs and horrid, slitted eyes. Wodan ignored the flurry of blows smacking his head about. The elevator shook wildly as if the entire lifting tube was falling to pieces, but the demon’s wild blows threw it off balance such that Wodan was able to slam the monster against the far wall.
 
   Without hesitation he lifted Capricornus and drove it through the chest of the monster point-first.
 
   The demon shrieked in rage as Wodan forced the point into and through the monster’s heart, impaling it against the wall. The elevator bucked wildly but Wodan kept his hands on the hilt, holding the demon trapped as it kicked about in its death throes.
 
   “I’ll do the same to you, Zamael!” Wodan said into the demon’s eyes. “I’m coming for you.”
 
   Then the elevator grinded against something, fell sideways, and thousands of pounds of earth fell into the thing as it flew off track and crashed deep within the earth. The flashing lights died suddenly as Wodan was buried within the rubble.
 
   


 
  
 
  

Chapter Twenty-Two
 
   Burial Ground
 
    
 
    
 
   Wodan woke in the green glow of Capricornus in his coffin of earth and steel. A wide strip of metal hung over his nose, the ruins of part of the elevator shaft. Otherwise there was only the close press of dirt on all sides, near, too near, with little room to move around. He grasped the blue-black hilt of the sword, pulled, and felt it slide out of the flesh of the demon buried nearby. The glow of the sword was small comfort against the stifling, warm air and the feeling that the earth could collapse at any moment.
 
                 For a long time he laid down with his frustration. There was so much he needed to do – and now he was trapped just when he’d found a new answer, a new way to help his people. The unfairness of it was galling. He relaxed and remembered the powerful violet eyes of the strange superhuman being. It made little sense, but he was struck by the idea that that being might still somehow be alive. Perhaps even watching him, hoping for his survival… or even judging him for his failure. If he was alive, Wodan wondered if that being would be disappointed in him.
 
                 But even he had to hide from the flesh demons, thought Wodan. I knew it wasn’t going to be easy when I first set out. There’s still so much to do… but I have to get out of here to do any of those things.
 
   Wodan released his frustration and began to dig.
 
   He squirmed past the strip of metal and clawed his hands overhead. He was rewarded with a cascade of dirt that fell in his mouth and eyes. He rolled about until he was on his belly and, unable to dig directly upwards, dug into the side of his soft coffin. He dug out handfuls of wet earth, pushed the piles down to his belly, then squirmed ahead. Hours passed, and he narrowed the intent of his focus to minimize frustration and weariness. His tunnel became narrower, the air hot and difficult to breathe. And all the while, there was an insistent voice in the back of his mind that said, “Perhaps you are only a few inches below the surface. Fight to go upwards!” But he knew that if he tore upwards, he risked caving-in the soft earth. He angled only slightly upwards as he dug and shifted the earth.
 
   Perhaps one day passed, and Wodan slept for a few hours. When he woke the glow from Capricornus was noticeably dimmer. His heart ached as he saw the sword, so recently earned, already falling to decay in his ownership. But as he stretched and rubbed the soreness from his limbs, he noticed that the air was noticeably cooler and easier to breathe. He could even hear the faint hum of some kind of generator somewhere. He wondered if perhaps a part of the cave still lived, and was somehow pumping fresh air into his narrow tunnel. The thought gave him hope, so he continued to dig.
 
   Some hours later, Wodan had a visitor. Part of the ground shifted under him, and he jerked about in fear and scuttled away from the creature. A small, bulbous, white thing broke through the surface, quivering and alive. The closeness of the tunnel and the sudden break in his single-minded endeavor caused him to freak out. He screamed, grasped the wiggling sack in both hands, and tore it in half, spilling white liquid everywhere. Once the thing stopped moving he backpedaled and maneuvered about Capricornus so that he could lift it in defense. Nothing happened, so he crawled back to the thing. He smelled the broken skin and the liquid, and realized in horror that part of the cave was still functioning, and still trying to help him, for he smelled something like warm milk in the torn remains of the sack. Wodan quickly lapped up the remaining droplets, then examined the bag itself. It was some kind of plastic-organic sack, with a few tubes that trailed back down into the earth, and which most likely provided tunneling locomotion. Characteristic of the sentient program, on the torn sack he read:
 
    
 
                 TAKE HEART COUSIN
 
    
 
   Wodan laughed bitterly and continued digging, chastising himself for misunderstanding the visitor’s intentions.
 
   He dug through the cold earth. When he encountered worms, slimy bugs, or anything squishy, he ate. When he was exhausted, he slept again. When he woke, the glow of Capricornus was only a dim green afterthought. The sword was noticeably heavier, a dead weight that he stubbornly dragged with him as he moved forward in his grave inch by inch. He heard clicking far beneath him, and he knew that the generator that pumped fresh air to him was struggling against its own mortality.
 
   Hours passed in timeless darkness as he continued digging, inching forward and upward, pushing earth behind himself, dragging the heavy weight of the sword with him. The repetition was broken by yet another visitor who came digging toward him; this time Wodan stopped, caught his breath, and watched the wriggling bag break through the surface. It moved slower than the first, and when it finally peeked through, Wodan held it gingerly and pulled it free. He bit into one corner of the living thing and sipped the warm milk. Once he had drained the bag, he flattened it out and read the next message from the sentient cave:
 
    
 
                 EYES GROW DARK
 
   DONT STOP
 
    
 
   It’s dying, Wodan thought, clutching the remains of the bag. It’s been alone for no telling how long, and now it’s using the last of its strength to help me. I can’t stop now!
 
   Wodan fought off sleep and exhaustion and pushed himself further. In growing darkness he remembered being pushed through hundreds of miles of wasteland by the Ugly. His body was far weaker then, and he told himself that he was stronger now, and needed to travel far, far less than he did in those days. A terrible moment came when he could hear the generator turning off deep within the earth. Within minutes the air became stale and uncomfortably hot. An hour or so later the generator kicked on once again, but Wodan could feel it grinding unnaturally.
 
   “Don’t give up on me, my friend,” Wodan muttered, “and I won’t give up, either.”
 
   Beside him, the dim light of Capricornus flashed and sputtered.
 
   When he was sure that another day had passed, or perhaps more than a day, he slept for just a few minutes. He woke in a haze and felt something stirring nearby, weakly pushing against the earth. He uncovered the thing and pulled out another living bag sent by the sentient program. It was less warm than the others. Wodan bit into a corner but immediately retched up what little he had drunk. He dropped the thing and a thick, yellow, viscous fluid bubbled out. Wodan pulled Capricornus near, but by the dim light he could see no words printed on the bag, only a few random marks.
 
   No more sleeping, thought Wodan. Have to keep moving.
 
   Wodan dug. His body ached, his mind lagged. In a few hours the light of Capricornus faded into complete darkness. Wodan grasped its hilt, barely able to shift it, much less lift it.
 
   Have to dig straight up, he thought. Not much time or strength left. I’ll have to risk a cave-in. If I go to sleep again, that will be the end of it.
 
   So Wodan dug straight up. Dirt fell in all around him. He closed his eyes and pushed the debris away. Hours passed, perhaps another day, and he was standing and was able to kick the debris away with his feet, though he rarely opened his eyes anymore.
 
   Below him, the generator died. There was silence, save for Wodan’s panting as his body ate up what little oxygen remained in his tomb. He pushed himself higher, and it took a great force of effort to lift Capricornus into the tunnel with him. He propped it sideways beside him, and even as he kept it close he wondered if the thing might be completely dead. He pushed away the thought that the amazing weapon had degenerated into a slab of steel too heavy to lift, much less use in battle.
 
   Wodan dug and climbed high up into his shaft of earth, propping himself up on his knees as he went. The air became close, so close that he could not catch his breath even if he stopped to rest, and just as the idea of the cave’s death struck him as the omen of his own demise, he clawed out a slab of dirt overhead and grasped the slender roots of a tree.
 
   The tree! he thought. It’s the tree at the top of the hill!
 
   He dug upward until his mind, starved of oxygen, could grasp only the simple idea of breaking free. He reached down to pull the Sword of the Ancients up toward him and nearly fell down to the bottom of the shaft. It had become so heavy, and he was so weak. With terrible effort he hauled it overhead, jammed it in between earth and root, and continued digging.
 
   The roots became thicker as he went, a tangled web, and he tore at them and held himself up with them. He dug, hissing long hot breaths that held only traces of oxygen.
 
   Overhead the earth became soft and springy. A great cascade of dirt fell on him and filled his eyes, but he had become too dumb to blink. He held on, jammed his hand overhead, and pulled another great torrent of earth down around him. He held on despite the shower. When the cascade ended, he jammed his hand overhead and felt air as cold as ice. He pulled still more earth down, then felt cold air fill his lungs, and saw darkness and stars overhead.
 
   Wodan had broken through his coffin.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Three
 
   The Usurper War
 
    
 
    
 
   The sun set at their backs and the pioneers on the roof of the fort watched the tall crystal towers lumbering through the forest, shining like blood as night fell. The footsteps of the great beast shook the walls down below. The dogmen of the tribes of Asher and Nook gathered behind the wall and along its spiked top, armed with swords, with axes, with long spears. They swallowed their fear and their lips pulled back from their fangs as they prepared to dance in Hell.
 
   Yarek had healed since his battle to take control of the tribe of Asher, but he was hungry and tired and he knew that everyone else was as well. On the rooftop of the fort he glared through his binoculars. He could hear his dogs sharpening steel and humming the war songs of their people.
 
   “Whatever that thing is,” said Yarek, “they’re going to send it through the walls and pour in after it.”
 
   Blond Magog grunted beside him. “A frontal assault. The demons only have the balls to do that because they’re sending our own people against us as cannon fodder.”
 
   Yarek lowered his binoculars and looked down onto the grounds of the fort. The walls were covered with armed dogmen, and behind them, near the fort, he could see nearly as many men and women armed with longbows in hand and arrows jammed into the ground before them. As soon as his eyes fell on her, Amiza turned her black-and-white painted face up to him. She raised her fist, and Yarek did the same.
 
   “Are your people ready?” Yarek shouted down to her.
 
   “I would have already fled if they were not ready,” she answered. Yarek wondered if she’d said that for his benefit, or for theirs.
 
   Yarek nodded. “I’ll have Zachariah on the wall acting as your spotter. He’ll be giving you ranges and directions. Where is he?”
 
   Just then the front door of the fort opened. Looking down, Yarek saw Zach and Maena and Jarl rolling barrels from the fort and making their way toward the dogmen on the wall. “Everyone!” Zach shouted. “Take one big drink and pass it on!”
 
   Yarek shook his head. He could hear Magog chuckling at his side. It looked like Zach was exchanging brief words with the dogmen gathering around to drink their last, and Magog said, “This is the part where Jarl the storyteller will probably record that the young lord Zachariah stood tall and gave a fiery speech to the warriors along the wall.”
 
   “Let’s just make sure Jarl lives long enough to make up a bunch of bullshit about this mess we’re in, then,” said Yarek, turning to the others. “Alright, listen up everyone. We’ve got no radios for this fight, so we’ll have to go down to the walls and give it everything we’ve got – and make sure that nobody gives up before it’s over.” Magog nodded quickly, and Naarwulf drew himself up to his full height. “Chris, you stay up here and do your magic. You don’t have a lot of ammo left, so take your time and pick off important targets.”
 
   Chris Kenny finished assembling the Hargis sniper rifle in his hands, then said, “Sure thing Chief.”
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   Across the clearing littered with the stumps of trees, at the edge of the dark forest, a lone blue reptilian devil poked its bulbous head out. The same demon that had watched the fort and sent information concerning all activity so that the invaders could be hounded at every turn blinked its large eyes as it watched the fires along the wall. It saw the heads of dogmen and the flash of reflected light along their weapons. Its skinny neck bulged, then gave vent to a low, croaking note. Then it hissed, harsh and shrill, and thousands of ghouls and traitorous dogmen rushed from the woods and charged the clearing.
 
   They soon filled the clearing, already outnumbering the defenders of the fort even as more of them spilled out from the woods. The dogmen were mad, ravening, filled with the power of their unholy ghost and its promises of glory, but the ghouls beside them were cold, their eyes dead, their scabrous hands gripping weapons stolen from the northern mines. A fighter on the wall cried out, “Fire! Fire!” and the jury-rigged cannons and machineguns at the base of the walls opened up, drilling the front lines. The massive cannons plowed through the ranks, churning dog soldiers into meat. The defenders at the wall rushed to secure and re-secure the untested weapons, some even tipping over completely even as they were reloaded. Still the attackers came on, mindless and screaming, eyeballs shaking in their skulls as they drew nearer.
 
   “Loose!” cried Zach, drunk on top of the wall. “Loose!” Amiza heard the cry, echoed it, and the archers notched arrows and pulled their bows taut, aimed them high, and let loose a great volley of steel-tipped arrows. Wooden shafts rained down on the attackers, steel bit skull and shoulder and neck and ran through, felling the attackers so that they were trampled by those in behind.
 
   Then the massive crystal demon broke through the forest, a many-limbed monstrosity that passed over the clearing with a few long, lumbering steps. The dogmen defending the wall barked wildly at the sight of the thing glowing in the field. Its back was covered in ghouls, hissing and writhing like maggots, and at the front of the thing, perched on its wide head, stood the one-eyed scarlet reptilian devil, aching for vengeance.
 
   Chris Kenny fingered his few rounds, kissed each one quickly, then loaded the rifle and took aim at the eyes of the crystalline beast. He fired, and while he was sure that he’d struck something, there was no reaction from the monster. He ejected the spent shell, aimed again, fired - but the round bounced off the crystal shell on the thing’s head. He did not know that the thing was nearly blind anyway, and was receiving directions from devils with clearer eyes. The lumbering beast was meant only to plow down the walls and trample the fort’s defenders - and with a sickening shiver in his gut, Chris realized the monster was about to do just that.
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   Wodan hooked one arm onto cold grass and hauled his head over the edge. With his other hand he grasped the Sword of the Ancients, though its weight threatened to pull him back into the hole. He threw his eyes about and saw the tree. A host of glowing bugs sat on the leaves, which had curled in upon themselves. Then Wodan saw the Chess Bear.
 
   The beast did not look happy. Dozens of dead ghouls laid about the great bear. It narrowed its eyes at Wodan, then lumbered over to stand above him.
 
   “Chess Bear!” said Wodan. “Help me! I don’t think we have much time.”
 
   But the Chess Bear looked down on him and did not move. It knew, in its heart, that change had come to the valley. Whether demonic or human – it made no difference. Wodan would be the death of him. The old ways were fading, and the lord of the forest felt his time running out as well. The Chess Bear raised a paw and, holding back only slightly because of their friendship, he slapped Wodan on the head with a blow hard enough to kill a normal man.
 
   Wodan slipped and fell back with his head ringing, but he kept his hold. “Damn it, Bear!” he hissed, spittle flying from his lips. “I’m not the one you should worry about! Those ghouls who attacked you, and their overlord - that’s the real enemy!”
 
   The Chess Bear, torn between friendship and the merciless economy of nature, lashed out once more, but slower than before. Wodan grabbed onto the paw even as it smacked him again - then, as the Chess Bear pulled back to free its paw, it pulled Wodan from the earth and tossed him to the cool ground.
 
   Wodan rolled about in the grass until he could gather his senses. He freed his vicelike grip from the hilt of the sword and massaged his hand. He was tired and famished, but forced himself up and grasped the sword once more. He was shocked to find that it was simply too heavy to lift.
 
   “This thing... it can’t be worthless!” he gasped. He put both hands around its hilt and lifted it slowly, shaking under the terrible weight.
 
   The glowing bugs of the tree responded to the blade of the forest. As Wodan held it overhead it ate the light they shed, then responded with an overpowering green glow of its own. Wodan was filled with renewed strength, the energy of desperation: Either the sword was somehow becoming lighter in his hands, or the light it ate was feeding into his own body. It became as light as air and as powerful as a sun.
 
   The Chess Bear growled, confused and angry.
 
   Wodan, filthy and ragged, barely able to catch his breath from his days-long exertion, lowered the sword and pointed it at the Chess Bear. “You’ve done enough, old friend. My friends need help, and if you won’t help, then go. Go home, and leave me be.”
 
   Wodan turned and ran. He knew exactly which way to go, for he could hear the din and rage of battle in the distance. He tore through the woods, his soreness forgotten as adrenaline and light-energy surged through his body.
 
   Then the Chess Bear ran beside him, loping along easily, passing Wodan only to stare back at him.
 
   “I said go away, Bear!” Wodan shouted. “This is my fight! I don’t have time to get eaten by some kind of-”
 
   The great claws of the bear lashed out, and before Wodan could react he was surrounded by fur and muscle. The musk of the bear clogged his nostrils, and his feet left the ground. Wodan cried in frustration – and then found himself on top of the Chess Bear. He held onto its fur with one hand, and the beast surged underneath him, throwing them through the woods faster than Wodan could have hoped to move on his own. Leaves and branches whizzed past, and the glowing bugs of the great tree surrounded them and perched along Wodan’s arm and the flanks of the bear. Wodan held the sword aloft and its light shone throughout the trees, a beacon of green fire.
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   As soon as the guns along the wall ran out of ammunition, Jago dashed ahead of the horde, elbowing others aside to be the first to make a kill. His cells burned so hot that he had to scream until his throat went raw. He barely noticed when arrows rained all around, felling his so-called brothers. Nothing could stop him.
 
   The wall towered over him. He leaped farther than any normal human could, and as soon as he latched onto a chink between the wood, he felt other dogs landing beside him. They grasped the sides, bellowing and hauling themselves up. Enemy dogmen with long spears stabbed all around them, barking and spitting. Jago saw but did not feel one spear run along his shoulder and back. When another spearpoint shook near his face he swung Usurper in his free hand and sliced it in half.
 
   The press of bodies was too great to haul himself over the edge, so he swung Usurper left and right to cleave a path through hairy limbs. His ears were filled with a congealed mass of notes, endless barking and screaming. Blood spattered onto his face and eyes and when the hilt became slippery in his hand he realized that he’d killed or dismembered several dogmen who’d stood before him.
 
   He prepared to vault over the side. Just then he saw a human with a spear running along the wall toward him, and realized that it was the upstart Hargis whelp. Jago drew back Usurper, delighting in the fact that he would kill the little man with his own weapon. Zach shouted and jammed the spear forward - then the entire wall rocked violently, threatening to fall to pieces. Zach missed and Jago swung the sword, tearing the sharp edge through cloth and skin along Zach’s chest and arm, then lost his grip as the wall shook and they both fell over either side.
 
   Jago felt nothing when he hit the ground, but paused to catch his breath. Finally he rose and saw the massive crystal demon tearing through a long section of wall. The beast moved slowly, very slowly, but the wall splintered and fell to pieces all around its thick limbs. Dogmen and ghouls poured through the opening. Already drunk on the blood he’d spilled, Jago lifted the Usurper sword high and ran full tilt toward the opening in the wall, vowing to himself that he would lay claim to his own kingdom or die in the attempt.
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   The crystal demon bowed its head and a host of green reptilian stormtroopers tumbled forth with a hundred or more ghouls. Just as Naarwulf and his brothers from the tribe of Nook ran to meet them, more attackers poured in through the gaping hole in the wall. A corpse fell from the wall and crashed near his feet, and without pausing Naarwulf grabbed the dead defender’s axe and leaped among the attackers, swinging and bellowing.
 
   Yarek, armed with two short-swords and with his Reavers and guard dogs behind him, ran to assist. The press was terrible at the focal-point as the defenders tried to drive the attackers back through the shattered wall while more pressed in from behind. Yarek could only tell which dogman was friend or foe by allowing the other to attack first, which kept him at a constant disadvantage. Over and over he blocked an assault with one sword and then stabbed at throat, eyes, or mouth with the other sword until his hands were slick with black syrup. The reddish-pink glow of the crystal demon reflected torchlight; he was blinded only for an instant and two enemy dogmen were upon him. One attacker thrust a spear toward him; Yarek turned to evade the blow, but the spear ended up between his vest and back, slicing his ribs and throwing him off balance. He slipped on a body and fell onto his side as the second dogman raised an axe to finish him.
 
   Just then, Magog leaped overhead, beheading the axe man and kicking over the standing corpse even as he jammed his enormous sword through the nose of the spear-dog and sheathed it in the back of his head.
 
   Before Yarek could stumble back onto his feet, Magog was already gone, swinging on all sides like a whirlwind. The last and best of his people! thought Yarek. Damn, can he fight!
 
   A Reaver ran to Yarek, grasped his shoulder, and pointed behind. Yarek turned and saw the great red reptile and a gang of ghouls running toward the fort, unnoticed by the defenders on the wall. Several ghouls clutched torches taken from the wall.
 
   “Sir!” shouted the Reaver. “All the sick and wounded are in there!”
 
   Yarek’s guard dogs formed a ring around him. “You Reavers!” he shouted. “Find a way to bring down that glass monster! You dogs, follow me!” Yarek turned back to the fort with his dogmen in tow just as the red lizard disappeared inside. Magog ran beside him.
 
   “No, Magog!” Yarek shouted. “I need you on the field!”
 
   “Magog doesn’t take orders from Asher!” said Magog, spitting out someone’s blood that had caked in his mouth.
 
   Together they rushed toward the wooden fort. Arrows hissed overhead and the shrieking of mass butchery carried on behind them.
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   Wodan could hear the terrible clamor just ahead, an awful sound like the forest screaming in agony. He crouched on Chess Bear’s back as the branches snapped all around them. The great bear pushed himself harder still, then they broke through leaves onto a clear grassy rise and, without hesitating, the Chess Bear leaped into open sky as the ground disappeared beneath them. The bear spread its limbs out, its long hair whipped about, and Wodan’s guts bunched up in his throat as they seemed to hang in the air. He could see the battlefield spread out beneath them, a host of ghouls and dogmen on all sides drawn like moths to the flame of the burning fort. As they fell, the stench of the battle was overwhelming, like shit and hatred clogged up in the pores of the world’s tortured flesh. In the distance, Wodan saw the wall sagging and shaking as part of it was crushed under the weight of the massive crystal demon. Wodan read the scene in one drawn-out moment, then gravity took hold, all thought and all fear disappeared, his body took over, and as they fell toward the ghouls Wodan lifted himself off the bear and cast himself into the air.
 
   Wodan and Chess Bear crashed down among the horde of ghouls, sending them and their spears flying around on all sides. Wodan rolled as he hit the ground, then sprang up. He was completely surrounded by dead eyes, pale faces, cruel mouths - so he swung green-shining Capricornus all around, moving faster than he ever had before, his body alive in every cell and burning as bright as the sword. No weapon could touch him. It seemed to him that the ghouls were slogging through thick soup, and the press of bodies was so great that new victims were pushed toward him with every kill he made. Capricornus caught the lights from the fort and burned even brighter, sending power raging through Wodan’s blood. His strokes were so wild and furious that eventually a stream of gore was flung out all around him, then a tidal wave of body parts were flung at his enemies. While the great sword felt as light as air to him, to his enemies it crashed through bones like a thousand tons of falling weight.
 
   He could hear Chess Bear rage as well. He whirled and slammed his claws down, tossing ghouls and dogmen a dozen at a time. Spears jammed into his sides, but became hung up in the thick hair at his flanks, and if the spearmen tried to hold on to their weapons they were thrown into the air as the great bear turned and swung. A gang of dogmen ran at him and he charged into them head-on, catching two fighters in his mouth as he trampled the others. Blood flowed down his cheeks as he cast the dead meat skyward, then gave vent to a howl that terrified and deafened his enemies.
 
   Within minutes Wodan stood on a pile of the dead, climbing even as he swung. Ghouls fell all around, then dogmen threw themselves at him only to be cast down in halves or quarters by the green life-taker, then powerful green reptilian stormtroopers charged at him only to have their scales shattered, their brains and eyeballs sent out in a spray, their intestines thrown back in great heaps. Wild with mania, Wodan tore through them all.
 
   Wodan paused for half a moment atop the pile of jerking corpses, a river of blood running from its base, his body bulging and streaming, and he saw the crystal demon in the distance. As more attackers charged up the pile of the dead, Wodan leaped away from them and landed among the fray. The green sword hummed in his hands as he cut a blood-red line toward the fort, back to his people.
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   As soon as Yarek burst into the fort, smoke stung his eyes and the cries of panicking wounded stabbed into his ears. He and Magog and the other dogmen charged up the stairway to the second floor - and there, at the end of a long hallway drenched in smoke, they saw the blood-red reptile sparkling in the flame-light as the ghouls danced about with their torches. The single eye of the monster burned into Yarek’s soul, shining with something older than hatred.
 
   They charged, and the rooms on either side opened up with yet more ghouls that hemmed in around them, spitting and stabbing. Yarek was crushed against a wall in the press, and Magog vaulted over them all, fell on top of ghoul heads and shoulders, and brought his heavy sword down over and over as he slipped about until he and a pile of corpses fell at the feet of the red devil. Desperate to help him, Yarek held his blades together and pushed at the wall of shrieking ghouls while his dogs hacked at them. Yarek caught one glimpse of Magog’s sword shearing sparks along the red monster, seemingly unfazed, before the ghouls pressed harder against them and sent Yarek to the floor with several of his loyal dogmen on top of him.
 
   Choking on smoke, stumbling to his knees, Yarek dragged himself free of the fighters. He heard boots stomping nearby, whirled about, and saw Chris Kenny hauling ass down the stairs.
 
   “Chris!”
 
   Chris stopped and turned. “Well, I ran outta bullets, so I thought, uh-”
 
   “Get back up there and escort those wounded out of here!”
 
   “Well, I-”
 
   Yarek unholstered Teufelmorder, the legendary gun of Haven, aimed it at him, and said, “Do it, Kenny.”
 
   Chris Kenny nodded, pulled his shirt around his nose, and returned to the third floor. Yarek hauled himself to his feet and saw the last of his dying guards and the ghouls slipping in one another’s blood. Yarek ran past them, following the sound of steel ringing against scale. He turned a corner and, in a burning corridor, he saw Magog, hunched over and exhausted as the red devil danced around him, swinging fists like hammers that Magog parried, each slower than the last. Magog fell to one knee, the red devil grasped his hair in one fist and raised another, then Yarek aimed Teufelmorder, fired, and the demon’s arm shattered in a cloud of red jewels and mist and clattered along the ground, severed near the shoulder.
 
   If the demon felt any pain, it did not show it. In an instant the monster was in front of Yarek, then all over him, hundreds of pounds slamming into him. Yarek felt some wall touch his back for a moment before it splintered apart, scattering dust into his eyes, then another wall came down before them, then another, until Yarek was hanging over empty space, his back grinding into splintered wood with the devil bearing down on him. Smoke poured out through the wall on either side of them as they hung over empty sky. While Yarek fought to get his gun before him, the monster’s thick blood dribbled onto his face and neck - then a steel fist closed around both his hand and gun, and he heard a terrible crunch an instant before the agony of broken bone reached him. He forced his eyes open, trying desperately to ward off the pain, but all he saw was the single merciless eye staring into him.
 
   The demon pressed its body into Yarek, straining the wood around them, and raised its fist to punch through his entire head. A heavy metal object whirled through the air, then rang against the demon’s head, knocking it away from Yarek. Yarek fell backwards through empty space, then crashed into the ground outside the burning fort. He clutched his ruined hand to his chest and looked about.
 
   Naarwulf crouched beside him and picked up the large axe he’d thrown. Yarek saw that the fighting had spread inside the fort as dogmen and ghouls poured through the shattered wall, overwhelming the defenders. The archers sent a constant stream of arrows over the lumbering crystal demon and into the horde behind it. Just then Maena staggered by them, hauling Zach with her; he was covered in blood, and his eyes were dull with shock. Yarek saw Amiza signaling to the human archers, screaming at them to withdraw to the foothills.
 
   “Naarwulf,” said Yarek, hating the cracking in his voice, “get your best guard dogs... we have to...”
 
   “They’re either dead or busy,” said Naarwulf. “And you’re hurt.”
 
   “Yeah,” muttered Yarek, forcing himself up, black tears streaming down his face. “Come on!”
 
   The two ran back inside the fort, choking on smoke as they ran up the stairs, passing wounded men and dogs limping their way down. The second floor was a ruins of blasted walls, the halls soaked in black blood and intestines, the walls shimmering with heat and fire that licked at the rafters.
 
   “MAAAA - GOG!” Yarek screamed.
 
   In answer, a section of wall burst into splinters. Magog, his fur black with soot and blood, crashed into the floor. His eyes rolled about loosely, but his hand clung stubbornly to the chipped Magog Sword. The large head of the red devil swung through the splintered hole beside them, and Naarwulf hefted his axe in his hand and swung it, hard, into the scaled face. Sparks showered down and the thing fell back, screeching in frustration. Immediately the three dove forward and, like Hell’s own comedy troupe, became hung up against one another in the narrow hole before falling through to the other side.
 
   The room’s four walls were in flames, and the reptile was hunkered down to avoid the smoke. Its mouth opened slowly, its fangs glinted in the dancing light, and as it growled long and deep Naarwulf swung his axe down and up in a wide arc that brought it home in the roof of the monster’s mouth. Yarek picked up a flaming stick of wood from the floor and ran at the writhing devil while Naarwulf hung onto his axe. Just as Yarek brought the flaming brand down into the devil’s eye it swung out with its arm and Yarek’s ribs buckled under the sledgehammer blow. The air fled from him, and only a terrible dull ache found any purchase in his battered lungs. But Naarwulf braced his feet against the floor, hefted the weight of his body against the embedded axe, and brought the whirling devil crashing to the ground. Magog leaped atop the monster, brought the sword of his people high overhead, and slammed the point of it down into the back of the monster’s throat. It skewered tongue, blasted through bone, then impaled the monster to the floor. The two backed away from the devil and covered Yarek while the demon shook and groaned its last.
 
   The three rested in the middle of the flames and choked on smoke while they watched the devil die.
 
   “Can you move?” said Naarwulf.
 
   Yarek nodded, but laid still. Magog fell down beside him.
 
   Naarwulf laid his arms across them both and hauled them up.
 
   “Naarwulf,” said Yarek.
 
   “I know. I’ll make sure the people get to the foothills. I’ll command what’s left of Nook to defend them to the last.”
 
   Magog laughed bitterly, then said, “Look at you, Naarwulf! Not so afraid to lead now that the battle’s lost, eh?”
 
   “Hush, pup,” said Naarwulf. “The tribe of Nook doesn’t take criticism from the tribe of Magog.”
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   Wodan cut a line of unbelievable violence all the way to the dragging tail of the crystal demon and, dancing around the arrows that fell as slowly as leaves, and unmindful of the horde screaming behind and around him, he leaped onto the tail and ran on light feet up the smooth back of the beast. It turned beneath him and, as he slipped, he thrust green-shining Capricornus into its surface and held on. When the beast finished its rotation he pulled it free and moved on.
 
   Wodan was high above the battle when he stood beneath the towers on the back of the beast. As the great demon shifted its weight, a Reaver helm clattered past him. Through the dim sound of battle, he heard a slicing, angry hiss. Wodan saw the reptilian head of a green stormtrooper glaring at him from around a tower. Turning, he saw more of them skulking about. He saw one drop the body of a Reaver who had somehow climbed onto the beast only to die there. The reptilian demons charged at him, loping on all fours. Furious, Wodan slashed, rolled, slashed again and again, until the loose limbs and heads and ruined torsos of the reptiles slid down the sides of the crystal devil. Wodan ran to another prone Reaver, yanked off his helm, and yelled, “Are you badly hurt?”
 
   The Reaver stared up at him, the light fading in his eyes.
 
   “Failed,” he muttered. “We failed.” Then he rested, his eyes open and dim.
 
   Wodan stood slowly and a cold wind blew his wet hair about his face. He was covered in black blood drying and cracking, and his mind was empty of all distraction. Capricornus pulsed in his hands. Wodan lashed out at one tower, sliced clean through it, then turned on another. A flash of green, then sparks of red. Wodan cried out, pure and hard, then ran and sliced through a third tower. The towers teetered, then fell slowly, and since the tail of the beast hung lower than its head, the towers crashed painfully onto its back and then rolled down onto the horde below, crushing them by the dozens. Blood sprayed like thick rain all about him from the sheared stumps, covering him, and he walked slowly to the front of the monster.
 
   He saw the burning fort straight ahead as the beast lumbered towards it. Below, dogmen and ghouls tore through the last of the defending dogmen, who fought bravely despite being overwhelmed. Wodan saw the human archers, so small from this distance, firing as they ran to the rear of the battleground, near the wooded foothills. Wodan continued on until he stood over the wide head of the beast.
 
   Wodan raised Capricornus and brought it crashing down onto the hard crystal at the neck. Again and again he slashed through crystal and flesh until the air was covered in a fine mist of sharp diamond-spray. Then the head drooped suddenly, the unsupported weight of it tore through strips of flesh and shattered crystal at the bottom of the neck, then broke free and fell through empty air – and finally crashed tremendously on top of attacking dogs and ghouls, slicing and crushing them mercilessly. The beast stood still.
 
   All eyes turned upward and Wodan raised the green Sword of the Ancients high into the night sky. Dim, but clear, he heard the cry rise through the black skies - he heard, “Wodan! Wodan has returned! Wodan!”
 
   Then the thousand tons of the demon fell, its limbs cracking and breaking on either side of it, and the thing crashed into the ground, crushing hundreds of attackers under its weight. Wodan fell limp through the sky, then landed heavily on the thing and slid backwards along its surface, unable to grip anything. Shards of crystal lashed him as he slid, slicing open skin and bashing against him, and he thought the nauseating trip would never end. Finally he flew from the edge of the tail and, nauseous and rolling end over end, crashed into the wet ground back on the battlefield.
 
   Even as he almost drifted into unconsciousness, Wodan rose back on his feet. The sword burning in his hands, the blood of the unnatural body, and the will he had carried with him his whole life, all of them pushed him on, crying out for more and overshadowing any pain he felt.
 
   Then Wodan felt something calling out to him, something old and malevolent, something waiting far from the front of the battle.
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   While his brothers were fazed by the sight of the returning superhuman and the fall of the crystal demon, Jago was not. He was drenched in the blood of dozens of enemies, but still he was not sated. He knew that he would never have his fill of blood until he was lord and master of all that he saw. He could see the glowing green sword swinging and biting in the distance. At first he had to press against others to get near it, then finally it seemed that the dogmen – and even the fearless ghouls – were only trying to get away from the sword and thus opened a path for him. Jago crouched and maneuvered behind the glowing monster. Usurper rang in his hands, and he flexed his hands along its bloody hilt.
 
   The battlefield cleared around him. He saw Wodan stalking through the fields of blood, staring ahead, unmindful of his environment. Like a hunter Jago stalked, biding his time. Then, finally, he saw his opportunity.
 
   The small blue reptilian demon, the last of the three specialized reptiles and the scout for their army, bounded towards Wodan headlong, mouth full of fangs, hissing wildly. It was unlikely that the little creature could kill its prey, but it would provide a distraction. Jago ran, then leaped toward Wodan’s back, Usurper raised for a killing thrust. He and the devil prepared to close on Wodan at the same instant -
 
   Wodan sprang to life. He swung Capricornus behind himself, only thinking to bring it around and swing it at the blue devil. But, as if in a nightmare, Jago saw the green sword slap into the Usurper sword - then through it, shattering it into pieces. Time slowed and Jago thought Oh, no, no, as Wodan brought the sword around, slicing through the top of Jago’s head before continuing on to cleave through the torso of the blue scout, sending two demonic halves crashing to the floor. Jago fell to the ground, desperate to pick up the pieces of his brain with hands that no longer obeyed his will. The last thing he saw was Wodan moving on, never having seen him at all.
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   A gap in the battlefield opened and Wodan saw Chess Bear in the distance. The great bear was covered in spears such that its body was barely visible. Its muzzle and paws dribbled blood in thick streams, that of his enemies and his own, and the bear was surrounded on all sides by hundreds of steaming corpses.
 
   The Chess Bear looked at Wodan, then shook its flanks and sent hundreds of spears falling to the ground. It stared at him, wondering if Wodan would command it to keep fighting, to die for his cause. The Chess Bear knew that Wodan needed him if he had any hope of winning his war - and, feeling sick to its core, the bear knew that it would obey.
 
   “Bear!” shouted Wodan, voice ragged and weary. “Get out of here before you get killed, while you’ve got the chance!”
 
   The Chess Bear moaned horribly.
 
   “Go!” said Wodan. “You’ve given more help than I deserved. And maybe I’ll see you... in better times.”
 
   Aching in every muscle, staggering from loss of blood, the Chess Bear turned and lumbered into the forest.
 
   Wodan dug the glowing sword into the ground and rested during the lull. He realized that he was exhausted. Then, tickling at the back of his mind, he heard a coal black voice whisper, Insignificant, bothersome gnat. Looks like I’ll have to kill you myself.
 
   A herd of ghouls scampered in a wide circle around Wodan and knelt. They did not move, but stared at him. Wodan knew that they would act as the eyes for something blind and old and far more powerful than themselves.
 
   From out of the darkness, Zamael came forth. It was no wonder that no human had ever seen more than a glimpse of him, for he was nauseatingly repulsive. Thick black tentacles as thick as tree trunks and covered in writhing muscle tissue held up the great beast. The tentacles churned up dirt in a violent wake as the monstrous god moved forward with incredible speed. The bloated sack of Zamael’s body was oily black and deathly gray, coated in dripping mucus and shooting out steam from quivering nostrils. The flesh demon had no face, only a feeding tube that shook obscenely, sucking and coughing out gobs of thick saliva. The thought of touching the creature, or being touched by it, was horrifying beyond belief. Two great curving horns crowned the huge devil, proclaiming him lord of all.
 
   But most terrifying of all was that, in the back of his mind, Wodan could hear the chorus of tortured souls trapped within the demon, the brains of victims forced to live beyond their time of death, somehow calling out in desperate hatred for all things alive and free. The toxic psychic aura was so powerful that it was difficult to look directly at the monstrous demon-god, much less face it head-on, as it entered the circle of ghouls that crouched around the arena.
 
   Wodan forced himself not to run. The air hummed between them, then the dirt on the battleground hopped about as Zamael wielded his invisible Cognati weapon. Wodan felt the air constrict in his lungs as the monster prepared to devastate every molecule around him and within him, without even touching him.
 
   “No,” Wodan hissed. He stepped forward and lifted the glowing Sword of the Ancients, and with a wide sweep he tore through the invisible curtain of power that surrounded Zamael. The hum was broken off with a grinding shriek. A wind of freed molecules of air blew throughout the circle, and Zamael darted backwards on his tentacles.
 
   The shield! How!?
 
   Wodan continued forward. The terrible singing of the damn heightened to a mind-shattering pitch.
 
   Upstart child of a dead race! Do you think that’s the only weapon I have?!
 
   “I know your weapons and I know your kind!” Wodan shouted, stalking forward. “I’ve been fighting your kind my whole life! You use others to bolster your own bloated, weak ego, sucking blood like a parasite instead of finding your own path! But it’s over now, demon! Your kind no longer have any place in my world!”
 
   Zamael spat the force of his mind into the air, radiating darkness, and Wodan felt the thousand voices of that inner hell crawling into his skull. Against this attack he knew he had no defense.
 
   “You want inside my mind, just like before?” said Wodan. “Then come inside, if you can!”
 
   Terrible screaming filled his mind. As in a dream he saw his knees crash into the ground. Every cell in his body was lashed with agony, captive audience to the hateful cries of the damned. Ghouls, animals, humans, even Nilem he saw thrust into burning fire and bitter ice. Wodan fell into the darkness of the blind king and felt complete agony for one timeless second. He wanted only to cry out in anger and plead for mercy and rush away from those tortured souls, and he could feel a dark presence kneeling before him, fangs clattering, a tongue licking lips and waiting for him to do so. Again Wodan saw Nilem and felt her hatred pouring out, but instead of hating her in turn, Wodan grasped her hand and shouted, to all those hated-filled souls, that he understood – and that he would soon end all of their agony, no matter the cost to himself.
 
   Zamael rocked backward, shaken by the force of Wodan’s will. The self-doubting loner who had bitten off more than he could chew was gone, replaced by someone who would go any distance and endure any pain to help his people.
 
   Freed from the psychic scam, Wodan blinked, and his vision cleared and he realized that the bloated demon had been inching forward the entire time, intent on crushing his body and eating his mind. Only his confusion at Wodan’s response had made him pause. Wodan ignored his exhaustion and forced himself to his feet. Zamael shot forward and to the side, flinging out one great tentacle as he moved. Still staggered and weary from his battle, Wodan moved too slowly and took the full brunt of the gesture. He heard something shatter at his side, hit the ground rolling, then realized his left arm was broken in several places. The terrible pain was nothing compared to the hell of the chorus he’d faced, but as he moved to rise, he only fell back down into the dust. Zamael moved about the arena of ghouls, growling in frustration.
 
   Wodan could feel his own body shifting strangely, and he knew that his body wanted to concentrate on mending the arm as quickly as possible.
 
   Don’t do it! Wodan thought, hoping that his body could hear him. We don’t have enough strength left to heal and fight at the same time. Leave the arm as it is!
 
   He staggered onto one knee, grasping Capricornus in one shaking hand.
 
   Zamael shot forward, tentacles flying all around, ready to finish him.
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   “His name is Zamael! His name is Zamael!” Saul screamed into the void. “Oh, God, it hurts so bad! His name is Zamael!”
 
   “Open your eyes, Saul!” Freyja shouted.
 
   Saul peeked for one moment and saw a terrifying, pale monster with a green-glowing cleaver. The monster’s hideous face was twisted, sadistic, bloodthirsty. He closed his eyes again.
 
   “We have to help Zamael fight that monster!” said Saul. “Or we’ll all die! His name is-”
 
   “No, Saul, that thing isn’t a monster. You have to stop Zamael! He made this world, he’s responsible for our pain. If he sees something that he’s afraid of, then we have to ignore what we see and… and stop Zamael, no matter what!”
 
   Saul felt Freyja’s bloody, scab-covered hand clutch his own.
 
   “You saw that thing,” said Saul, unsure what was worse – the pain he was used to or the fear of the outsider. “Th-that thing is evil, Freyja, evil!”
 
   “This pain is what’s evil, you idiot! Being trapped is evil! Open your eyes again!”
 
   Saul did so, but he turned away from the pale monster that threatened to destroy his entire world. Instead, he looked at Freyja. She knelt beside him on the hill. She was thin, covered in bruises and lacerations, hair ragged and filthy. But her eyes were clear and strong and he could see that she was completely unafraid of the monster threatening to destroy their immortal, synthetic world.
 
   “Say it, Saul,” she said, still staring at the monster. “Surely you must remember that pain is not the meaning of existence. Repeating some creature’s name and worshipping it and helping uphold this awful, false world is not the meaning of existence. There must be something else. Anything else would be better than this.” Finally she turned to him, then repeated: “Say it.”
 
   “I…”
 
   “Say it!”
 
   “I… I am. I am. Not Zamael.”
 
   Freyja smiled. Saul could see flames spreading around her, but still she smiled.
 
   “Zamael… is… not,” said Saul, forcing what little will he had left into a tight bundle. “To hell with this place, then. Death is better than this. Do you hear me? My name is Saul. My name is Saul! To hell with your name, monster!” Freyja laughed and fell over. Saul stood on top of the hill, and even as it disintegrated under his feet, he forced himself to laugh at his captor. Even as a leash at his neck pulled tight, he jerked against it, forcing his own will upon his old master.
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   Wodan rushed toward the nest of writhing tentacles, eyes burning in his skull. As one great tentacle flew at him he swung Capricornus in a wide arc that sliced through it, then another, and even as the tentacles moved to stop him they jerked, unsure of themselves, the thousand egos within the monster working against the single weak identity at their head. Wodan jerked to the side as another tentacle swung near him, slowly, and jammed Capricornus in its side and lashed it open as he ran alongside it, spilling blood at his feet.
 
   Wodan’s will focused into one hard, bright point, and as Zamael fell backwards in confusion Wodan leaped forward, felt himself hanging in the cold air, then sliced through Zamael’s horns and landed feet-first on top of the jerking, gasping flesh demon. Wodan lifted the glowing sword of the Ancients and brought it crashing down into the bulbous sack of the devil’s body, piercing flesh, tearing through brain matter, and grinding through bone.
 
   The demon Zamael collapsed, and just as a torrent of vile liquid gushed from his deathblow, Wodan’s head filled with the singing of a thousand gasping souls all fading as their torture ended. Wodan wrenched the sword free and the monstrous demon-god gasped his final breath and vomited out gallons of brain matter.
 
   All of the ghouls whose minds were trapped by the demon were suddenly unshackled, and they felt only fear at the new world around them. For the first time they saw the world unfiltered by their master’s will, and instantly they turned and fled in every direction, screaming like mad, trampling over the dogmen around them. Wodan fell atop the giant corpse, leaned against the sword, and watched as the horde of ghouls ran shrieking across the field and back into the dark forest. The rest of the traitorous dogmen, tired and confused by the sudden turn of events, soon followed suit.
 
   For a long time Wodan laid against the sword, exhausted and empty, capable only of breathing. Then he turned his head to the fort and saw, through the shattered walls, people gathering. They looked across the field at Wodan, bathed in green light, and with greater effort than he’d ever forced out of himself he stood on shaking limbs, pulled free the sword Capricornus, and held it high over his head.
 
   The people of the valley cheered, crying tears that washed away the terror of the battle, glowing with the triumph of having earned their place in the world. Wodan smiled at them across the battlefield, tears running through his mask of blood, and he swore that if Freyja was still among them then he would ask her to be his wife and Queen, for he was now King of that land, and those weary pioneers and warrior-farmers were the true Lords of the Black Valley.
 
    
 
    
 
   To be continued in
 
   Demonworld Book Six:
 
   The Love of Tyrants
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