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    Chapter One 
 
    The Wizard of Mag Mell 
 
      
 
    From his front porch Yuri saw a flock of birds speeding over the surface of the lake, crying over some business they were about. His little house was built along a grassy incline leading up to the crater of the dormant volcano, and from his porch he could look down the mountain and see paths crisscrossing below, connecting houses surrounded by gardens. The lake shone with the dancing beams of the rising sun. Though it was called a lake, it was more of an inland sea, as he could not see the distant shore beyond the placid waves. 
 
    The Island of Mag Mell was beautiful. Of course, Yuri already knew that, as he had lived there for several years. But since he planned on leaving today, the beauty struck him deeply, and once again he was tempted to stay. He set his hand on a rocking chair, and idly rocked it. He had spent many evenings sitting there, watching the sea, and listening to the voices of people strolling along the paths down below. 
 
    I don’t want to leave this place, he thought. This is my home. I want to stay… 
 
    He gripped the rocking chair and forced it to stop. He knew that staying here was not an option. Though life here had been easy, and untroubled by worry, every day and every night had become more unbearable than the last. He had come here to get away from worries, and only found something worse. 
 
    If I stayed, as I want to, then someday they’d find me here dead. 
 
    “Master, I am not to interrupt you,” said a flat, tinny voice. 
 
    Yuri sighed, then turned to the front door, which was standing open. 
 
    “Go on, then,” he said. He entered his house and found his robot standing in the kitchen. It was humanoid in shape, a basic service model. Yuri had decorated it only with a simple blue scarf. Yuri was tall, even among highborn, and since his robot was only about as tall as a pureborn human, Yuri looked as if he was looking down on a metal child. As the robot looked him up and down, Yuri realized the robot’s blue scarf matched his own blue robe. For some reason he felt embarrassed by the coincidence. 
 
    “I have finished packing your belongings,” said the robot. “I have also cleaned your remains of breakfast, and I made up your bed, again, because you laid back down after breakfast.” 
 
    “Don’t go into such details with your next owner.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    He talks that way because I prompted him to, Yuri thought. I was lonely, of course, though I didn’t want to admit it. 
 
    Yuri turned around in the kitchen. His little home seemed to be in order. He did not want to think about the next owner changing things, though he knew it was inevitable. He stopped beside a mirror. His long, black hair was pushed back from his brow. He was fair-skinned, handsome even by highborn standards, but to him, his face looked like a mask. He heard the robot’s knees sighing softly as it turned to watch him. 
 
    “I suppose that’s it, then,” said Yuri. “You might as well go to your new owner.” 
 
    “Yes.” Without hesitation the robot made its way toward the open front door. It had been bought almost as soon as Yuri had put it up for sale on the sysnet, and it now planned to walk to its new home on the other side of the island. As the robot passed through the doorway, it said, “I shall miss you excuse me.” 
 
    Yuri turned upon hearing the odd farewell, and saw his friend Partha sidestepping around the robot. The scholar had short blond hair and an overly serious expression that clashed with his sky blue robe. 
 
    “May I come in?” he asked unnecessarily. 
 
    “Of course!” said Yuri. “Actually, let’s sit outside. It’s dreary in here.” 
 
    They went out onto the porch and stood gazing at the lake, just as Yuri had done before. Suddenly a couple ran onto the beach far below. Even from this distance Yuri could hear their laughter, and he was immediately filled with a familiar sense of self-loathing. 
 
    “I wanted to get you a gift,” said Partha. “To remember your time here. But I know you will be travelling light, so I didn’t want to burden you with one more thing. I thought of sending you a photo, perhaps of the friends you made here, but…” 
 
    Even before Partha could finish, Yuri snorted involuntarily. Partha turned and looked him up and down. 
 
    “But you didn’t really make any friends here, did you?” Partha continued. 
 
    “Well. Everyone was so busy.” 
 
    “Nobody is busy on Mag Mell, you fool. The school here is for those who don’t want to feel as if they’re being idle while they lie around on the beach counting the waves.” 
 
    Yuri shook his head. “Imagine telling Roberts or Shantsei that they’re being idle while they decode the mysteries of the universe, or look for the hand of God in the brain tissue of the pureborn.” 
 
    Partha turned away as if conceding his point, then made a dismissive sound. “They could go to Doreido if they wanted technical schooling. They could go to Shan Greala if philosophy is what interested them. No. Mag Mell is for lying idle, which is what makes people here quite happy.” He turned to look at Yuri, then said, “But it never suited you, did it, Yuri?” 
 
    “It does suit me, Partha, that’s the problem. I want to stay. I really do. But I promised my father I would go into the military on my fiftieth birthday, if I didn’t have anything else going on.” 
 
    “An excuse,” said Partha. Yuri felt a flash of annoyance, as if the heartbreak he felt at leaving home was being dismissed. “Well then, Yuri, I’ll just give you a handshake before you go. Don’t forget all those nights we spent whiling away the hours on this old porch. Alright, my friend?” 
 
    Yuri immediately took his hand. Yuri’s brow was creased with annoyance, and worry, and regret, because he could think of nothing to say that would not seem melodramatic. He forced himself to say, “Of course!” before clamping his mouth shut. 
 
    Yuri watched Partha leave, then stood resolutely. Rather than turning to look at his home one last time, he reached behind him with the tendrils of his mind. The air hummed with a high-pitched whine as he searched for the doorknob with the delicate thought-tendrils within the violet spectrum, a feat of cognate wizardry that few could match. As soon as he found the doorknob, he grasped it with the more solid green frequency, then slammed the door shut. 
 
    Yuri made his way along the cobblestoned path that led further up the gentle slope at the foot of the mountain. Atop a grassy rise he found the aviary, a large wooden barn which was surprisingly quiet considering its function. A man sat at the entrance in a comfortable looking chair reading a book. 
 
    “Come for your bird?” said the man. 
 
    “Yes,” said Yuri. “He’s a crow named Elseth.” 
 
    “He’s a good one,” the man said, then slowly got up and entered the barn through a narrow side door. Yuri knew that the people of Mag Mell did not want to live under a bunch of screaming birds, so it was customary to remain outside the aviary while one’s bird was fetched by one of the handlers. As far as he knew, they did not let robots hang around the aviary. Yuri had met this man before, but did not know his name, and the man did not seem particularly interested in getting to know him, either. As several minutes passed, Yuri craned his head to look at the book the man had left on his chair. He was surprised to see that it was Tyr Lanval: First Man in Space, a surprisingly tense story considering the bird handler’s calm demeanor. 
 
    The barn’s primary door slid open silently and the man returned holding a leash. On the other end, a massive black bird as large as a horse stepped forth. Yuri’s crow, Elseth, gave him one quick glance before turning away dramatically. Yuri could hear other birds quietly chirping within the darkened barn, their afternoon nap disturbed by Elseth’s departure. Despite the bird’s unwelcoming attitude, Yuri smiled at the sight of his long, glossy feathers shining in the sunlight. Again Elseth looked down at him. Yuri stroked his neck, then tugged on the saddle to make sure it was secure. 
 
    “We’ll miss this one,” said the man. He handed the leash to Yuri. “You have a good day.” 
 
    “Thanks. You too!” said Yuri. 
 
    As the bird made as if it planned on walking away, Yuri lifted himself into the air with his wizardry and landed on its back. Elseth twitched his head in protest, then relaxed. Yuri settled into the saddle, then pressed his boot gently against Elseth’s shoulder. Without further protest the crow stretched its great black wings, then leaped from the face of the hill. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Yuri flew through the bright blue sky. Despite the poor attitude he had displayed earlier, Elseth was clearly happy to be out. Powerful flaps of his wings drove them both up to a dizzying height, then Elseth rested and let them glide down toward the water. 
 
    As they sped over the lake, Yuri could not help but imagine being far below the dark, heaving waves. He knew that long ago, the lake had not even existed, and the Island of Mag Mell was simply one of several volcanoes that stood belching in the center of endless miles of arid wasteland. Six hundred and twenty-five years ago the Emperor had crossed that wasteland on foot, back when the world was dark and full of evil. That was when the Emperor and the other elder highborn fought the demons and drove them back into the earth. Some days, Yuri could hardly summon the will to rise from bed, so it was impossible to imagine the sort of strength of will it must have taken to accomplish such a task. 
 
    But it happened, he thought. It’s no mere myth, considering every other great thing he’s accomplished since then. 
 
    Yuri felt a sharp tug of resentment, a familiar emotion that he hardly bothered acknowledging anymore. 
 
    Reaching the distant shore beyond Mag Mell, Elseth dropped low enough so that the waves crashing against the rocks sprayed them with a fine mist, then the bird took them high enough so that Yuri could see thick woods spreading out in a green world that stretched all the way to the horizon. When Elseth rested his wings and drew near the treetops, Yuri saw the chimneys and peaked roofs of small communities. Tall, narrow towers kept the people connected to the sysnet and thus to the entire Sanctuary. 
 
    Late in the day, during one of Elseth’s vigorous ascents, Yuri caught sight of an avian mount flying across his path further below, just over the treetops. It was an eagle, one of the big golden-brown birds often favored by mercenaries. He lost sight of the bird before he could make out the rider. As he thought the matter over, he saw another eagle tear through the trees and ascend over a stream, only to disappear beneath the treetops once again. Though he had no way of knowing for certain, he had a strong intuition that it had been the same bird both times. 
 
    Yuri felt suddenly uneasy. He was now deep in the wilderness, far from any large community. He could meet anyone out here, perhaps an outlaw, or even a demon. 
 
    But he showed no interest in me, whoever he was, thought Yuri. There’s no reason to distrust some stranger flying around in the woods. 
 
    With a start, Yuri realized he should be listening to his communicator. Though some people kept theirs on at all times, Yuri preferred to only wear his when necessary. He felt around in the inner pocket of his robe until he found the little communicator, then placed it in one ear and turned the dial to receive public comms on all channels. 
 
    “Not sure if you’re listening!” a voice barked, startling Yuri. “Just keep flying, don’t set down here!” 
 
    “Hello?” said Yuri, extending the small microphone down to his cheek. “Who’s there?” 
 
    “I’m coming up right behind you,” said the voice. 
 
    With a cold chill running up his spine, Yuri turned and saw the eagle flying toward him. The rider was a large man with long white hair, his skin tinted slightly blue in the manner of the people of Havenor. The fur lining of his collar shivered in the wind. Even from this distance, Yuri could tell the man’s gaze was fixed on him. 
 
    “Just keep going, whatever you do,” said the man. 
 
    “Is… is something wrong?” said Yuri. 
 
    “I think we’ll be fine, as long as we don’t make any pit stops in these woods. Just hang with me until we reach… there’s a little place up ahead.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, but I don’t understand what’s-” 
 
    “Listen, let’s turn our comms off. Someone could be listening in. I’m Amos, by the way.” 
 
    “Fine,” said Yuri. After turning off his comm, he realized he had not bothered to give the man his name. When he turned back to face front, he saw that Elseth was also looking back over his shoulder. The crow’s dark eye jumped up to Yuri, giving him a distrustful look before he, too, faced front and continued on. 
 
    Uncomfortable with the strange affair, Yuri missed his life only minutes before, when he had been flying in peace and quiet. He wanted to turn back and get another look at Amos, but he did not want to seem rude. 
 
    If he was some kind of outlaw, he would probably have tried to get me to land, Yuri thought. Wouldn’t he? Or perhaps he is communicating with his fellow outlaws somewhere up ahead… 
 
    They flew for some time. Eventually Yuri spotted a smoking chimney standing in a clearing. Just as he considered turning his communicator back on, Amos and his big eagle flew into view on his left-hand side, startling him once again. Amos was tapping his ear, his gaze fixed on him. 
 
    Yuri activated his comm, then said, “Yes?” 
 
    “Sorry for the inconvenience, but my bird is going to crash,” said Amos. Yuri felt a bolt of alarm, but the pale blue man did not seem overly concerned. “I’m going to try to convince her to set down near the way station up ahead. Whatever happens, check on me, won’t you?” 
 
    “Oh… of course!” said Yuri. “What’s happened? Why is your bird-” 
 
    “She was shot. We ran into some demons, a pack of kobolds hiding in the woods. I heard them get off a shot, but I didn’t realize they hit my poor girl until… ah, hold on. Hold on.” 
 
    Sure enough, Amos’s bird suddenly went limp, and glided haphazardly over the treetops. She seemed to suddenly recover, flapping her wings twice as they drew near the way station. Then she seized up and crashed through the roof of leaves, sending the treetops shaking in a violent wake. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Two 
 
    Pilgrimage to Arcadia 
 
      
 
    Yuri landed in the public square, which was filling up with people who had obviously seen Amos crash. The way station was a semicircle of wooden buildings and tiled pathways pressing against the woods. The largest building was a quaint, three-story inn sitting next to a natural hot spring. The people - all of them genetically highborn, of course - were dressed in fine suits, or the pastel sports jackets or sundresses one might see in Arcadia, or the simple breeches and jackets often seen in the country. 
 
    “Is he a friend of yours?” someone asked. 
 
    Yuri turned and saw a tall woman in a bright yellow dress, a highborn on vacation from the city. 
 
    “Yes! Where is he?” Yuri asked unnecessarily, for he soon noticed a group of people gathering at the edge of the woods. 
 
    Yuri hopped down from Elseth. “Stay, Elseth,” he said. Normally the crow would not have liked to be around so many people, but he froze as his gaze locked on the distant woods. Yuri ran up to the crowd. They turned to him, and Yuri noted their look of distrust. For all they knew, he had caused the crash. 
 
    “Where is-” Yuri began. 
 
    “I’m here.” 
 
    Everyone turned in shock as a tall, muscular man in fine mesh armor and a jacket with a collar of gray fur strode out of the woods. It was Amos. His white hair and pale blue-tinted skin marked him as a highborn of Havenor, which lay far to the northwest. A handgun of absurd proportions hung from a holster at his hip. He immediately locked eyes with Yuri. Though Yuri decided the man looked rather intimidating up close, the man nodded as if he and Yuri were well acquainted. 
 
    “Are you all right, sir?” said Yuri. “That was quite a drop! Perhaps you should sit down for a moment?” 
 
    “I can’t,” said Amos. “I have to get to my bird first.” Looking at the crowd, he said, “Did anyone see where my bird landed?” 
 
    “Here, sir!” someone shouted. They turned and saw a man in a bright green suit and hat pointing into the woods on the far side of the square. 
 
    Amos and Yuri walked together. Though Yuri felt dozens of eyes following him, Amos seemed to feel no desire to explain himself to anyone. When they reached the edge of the woods, Amos turned to him. “I need to do this alone, my friend,” he said. 
 
    “I’m a wizard,” Yuri admitted. “I can carry your bird. Perhaps there’s a healer here who can-” 
 
    “No,” said Amos, shaking his head. Without another word he turned and entered the woods. While Yuri waited, a crowd gathered around him. 
 
    “Is he a mercenary?” someone asked. 
 
    “I believe so,” said Yuri. “He said… well, he said a demon shot his bird.” 
 
    “There are demons here?” said a woman. 
 
    Yuri shook his head. “We flew together for some time, so, no, I think they’re some ways off.” 
 
    “Still,” said a red-tinted man from Doreido, “we had better contact Arcadia about-” 
 
    The deafening roar of a large handgun silenced the crowd. They stood mute as the report echoed through the woods. Finally Amos returned to them loaded down with his saddle and bags, his stoic reserve set aside as an almost cartoonishly exaggerated frown hung upon his face. His heavy handgun was still in his hand. Noticing the crowd, he sniffed, holstered his gun, then nodded to Yuri. 
 
    “What is your name, sir?” he asked. 
 
    “Yuri, sir. There was nothing that could be done, then?” 
 
    “No. Frankly, I’m surprised she made it as far as she did. She… she didn’t want to strand me out there with those devils.” 
 
    “A good bird,” said Yuri, unsure of what more could be said. 
 
    “Yes. Now, Yuri, would you care to have dinner with me?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Yuri was surprised at how nosy the guests of the inn were, as they shamelessly prodded Amos for details on his demonic encounter. Yuri had to remind himself that he was no longer in Mag Mell, where giving one another distance was a part of the culture. Once Amos convinced the people that they were not in any immediate danger, and alerted the sysnet that a mercenary team should check the area, he and Yuri settled down to dinner at the inn. On a wide patio upheld by an uncut oak trees, they sat watching highborn couples strolling arm in arm, enjoying the cool evening. Under lamplight Yuri thought the women’s dresses glittered like fish scales, as if swimming through the languid sea. His thoughts were interrupted when a robot brought them two plates loaded down with whole spiced chickens and fresh rolls of bread. 
 
    “I will pay for this,” Amos offered. “If you’ll have a drink with me, that is.” 
 
    “Nonsense!” said Yuri. “After your loss, I’ll gladly pay.” 
 
    The stoic mercenary failed to hide a slight smile. “I am not being fully honest,” he said. “I was hoping to put you in my debt, and then get a ride. But I don’t want to inconvenience you. May I ask where you’re going?” 
 
    “I’m going to Arcadia,” said Yuri. “I mean to sign up to a mercenary team, if one will have me.” 
 
    “To the capital!” Amos’s eyebrows went up. “But that’s where I’m going. I was only on vacation, in the Black Valley - but my family is on their way to Arcadia. I was going to meet them.” 
 
    “Of course you can ride with me,” said Yuri. He gave Amos a smile, then turned to his meal. He was not sure why, but he had a good feeling about Amos. Though he had been looking forward to the long, lonely flight by himself, he could tell by his own reaction that a part of himself was truly sick of being alone. 
 
    “I appreciate it,” said Amos. Gesturing to a passing robot, he said, “Two drinks, please. Whatever is the highlight in these parts.” 
 
    The robot nodded, then continued on its way. 
 
    “So, you are a wizard?” said Amos. 
 
    Yuri nodded, then felt anxious. “I could not have plucked you out of the air, if that is what you’re thinking,” he said quickly. “I would have to pivot a tendril against the ground, and at your speed, it would have been like catching you with a metal pole, which-” 
 
    “I know, I know,” said Amos, waving away his concerns. “My team has two wizards. I know how it all works!” 
 
    “Ah. Of course!” Yuri smiled sheepishly. Even though he was planning on joining a mercenary team, just as he had promised his father, he realized that he had thought of mercenaries as lowbrow. Perhaps some of them were, but Yuri could not help but notice that Amos seemed very careful in his words and in his bearing. Yuri felt guilty for this secret prejudice. 
 
    When a robot brought them two large mugs of beer, Amos immediately took a long drink, then sighed in satisfaction. “I’ve been nervous,” he said. 
 
    “After your encounter?” 
 
    “No! No. I’m not just going to Arcadia to meet my family. I’m also going to meet the Emperor.” 
 
    “Is that so?” Yuri smiled, amused. 
 
    “I have a large family, in Havenor, and we’ve been gifted with two new members, a little boy and a little girl, both my brother’s. My brother and his wife are bringing them to Arcadia, to be blessed by the Emperor. I promised I would be there.” 
 
    Yuri felt uncomfortable. He was very familiar with the Emperor’s habit of “blessing” newborns, but personally, he found the tradition odd and presumptuous. Practically everyone else considered it to be of the gravest importance, which made the strange tradition impossible to discuss. He had learned that it was best to keep his opinion to himself. 
 
    “But you aren’t looking forward to it,” said Yuri, prompting him. 
 
    “No… no, I’m very nervous, even though we’re still far from Arcadia. Years ago I… well, I was very young, you see. I got involved in something foolish. I was not in control of my own destiny.” 
 
    Yuri laughed at the odd statement. “Who is?” 
 
    “I am,” Amos said with utter seriousness. “The All-Father showed me that. He gave me my life. That's the greatest thing a father can give to a son.” 
 
    Yuri had heard this sort of talk before. Though he tried to keep his misgivings about the Emperor to himself, he must have frowned subtly, for Amos picked up on the gesture immediately. 
 
    “You don’t believe me?” said Amos. “Our Emperor, the All-Father, he knows when a misdeed should be repaid with kindness. I don’t know how, but he knows it. That’s how he repaid me, you see, when I… when I tried to kill him. In exchange for my evil deed, he made me what I am today.” 
 
    Yuri felt as if he had been knocked from his seat. His mouth fell open involuntarily, and now it was Amos’s turn to be amused. 
 
    “You tried to kill the Emperor?” said Yuri. 
 
    “It was nearly three hundred years ago.” Amos shrugged. “I was a fool. But he saw something in me, and he spared me. His patience is…” Amos dropped his smile, then looked into Yuri’s eyes intently. “Emperor Wodan is not called the All-Father for nothing. And now, even after all this time, I am nervous to stand in his presence. Anyway. What about you? Have you ever met him?” 
 
    Yuri nodded. “I've met him!” 
 
    “Oh?” Amos looked away, concentrating on stuffing bits of chicken into his dinner roll. “So you’ve seen him face-to-face?” 
 
    Though Yuri would only understand his unguarded response much later, at the time, he felt as if he was suddenly diving into the deep, cold sea. 
 
    “Of course I know him,” said Yuri. “He's my father.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Three 
 
    Unbecome 
 
      
 
    “I see,” said Amos, his eyebrows rising slightly. He prepared to take a bite of his roll, stopped, then added, “I didn’t expect that!” 
 
    So it was that Yuri revealed the secret of his lineage to his new friend. Yuri reasoned that Amos’s sedate response was the result of his advanced age rather than credulity. Yuri smiled involuntarily, then tried to fix his attention on his meal. It was difficult. He had not expected to feel such a weight lifted from his shoulders. 
 
    I’m fifty years old, he thought. And in all that time, I’ve never told anyone about my father. I’ve always kept it to myself. I never wanted to live in my father’s shadow… 
 
    But it’s not as if I’ve made a name for myself. If anything, I’ve become a ghost. 
 
    “You’re not hungry?” said Amos. 
 
    “I’m starving!” said Yuri. 
 
    They spent much of the night drinking and talking, and the next day they set out for Arcadia. Amos thought nothing of hopping on Yuri’s crow and sitting right behind the saddle. Yuri was surprised that Elseth did not protest more than he did, satisfying himself only with a long, half-hearted ca-a-a-aw of disappointment while looking back at the warm nest he had slept in the night before. 
 
    Over a long expanse of forests and rivers they flew, stopping at way stations throughout the journey. They were in no rush to reach their destination. At the foot of rocky peaks jutting up from the woods, Amos encountered a bird dealer that he knew, a black fellow from Kumala Kuara. Amos purchased a big, strong eagle for himself. Yuri figured that Elseth would be happy to be free of the heavy mercenary, but instead, he spent much of their flight looking at the eagle, then turning back to look at Yuri, as if to say, Can you believe this bird? 
 
    In time the woods thinned out and Yuri and Amos flew over rectangular fields. Farms worked by mechanized labor were overseen by farmers living in big two-story houses. Sometimes the pair flew low enough to wave to families sitting down to dinner on the back porch, enjoying the springtime weather. 
 
    Even from afar they saw the great Tower of Yod, a white finger rising from the earth and stretching into the heavens. Its top was lost among the clouds. As they drew nearer, Yuri was taken aback by the sight of the tower, so vast and pale that it seemed to be a part of the landscape. Yuri had been born there, and had spent much of his youth wandering the endless hallways and spaces, but his long absence made its strangeness obvious to him now. 
 
    Yuri and Amos flew over dark rows of solar panels, the long, curving structures seeming like a stadium built by giants. Finally the end of their journey came into view. 
 
    Though dwarfed by the white Tower of Yod, the city of Arcadia was deceptively large. Tall white buildings reached skyward, straining upward from the forest floor. The capital of the Sanctuary was covered in a cloud of birds, for much of the traffic was airborne, while cultivated parks covered the ground level. Even the ancient city of Akkad, from which Arcadia had grown, still existed, though the ancient ruins now sat in a densely-wooded park. 
 
    They entered the city proper, and Elseth avoided all manner of birds without any prompting from Yuri. Through a valley of pale stone buildings and shimmering windows, they caught sight of highborn sitting on their patios, or working from cushy offices. On a rooftop park, Yuri heard cheering, then saw a couple kissing before a well-dressed crowd and a robed priest - a marriage ceremony between the trees and in the sky. 
 
    When they flew clear of the busy street, they saw the Tower of Yod before them, like a white wall parting the clouds. 
 
    “Look at that!” said Amos, shouting so that Yuri heard him even with their communicators off. Even through the dark cloud perpetually hanging over him, Yuri had to admit that the sight was impressive. Amos’s eagle suddenly pitched forward, racing toward the tree-lined avenue with reckless abandon. Amos laughed, then Yuri lurched forward as his crow followed suit. His stomach rolled as the streets of shining green cobblestones drew perilously close. The birds leveled out, and Elseth glided into the larger eagle’s slipstream. They passed over people strolling, robots driving vehicles and carrying supplies for the endless construction of Yod, even a sweets shop that Yuri remembered visiting years ago. Yuri turned to catch a glimpse of the shop, suddenly envious of the clientele relaxing on the outdoor seating area, then Elseth beat his wings and they ascended. 
 
    Around the tower they saw rows of windows like dimples on pale flesh. Birds spiraled up and down the tower, carrying their riders to platforms projecting from various entrances. In a sweeping curve they surveyed the platforms. Yuri could see that Amos was looking for one in particular. Just as Yuri decided to activate his comm, Amos guided his eagle to an open platform, a semicircle of pale metal projecting from a wide entrance. Yuri sat down beside him. Elseth snapped at the eagle, who opened wide his beak and snapped in return. The two performed an odd, open-mouthed face-off in playful greeting. Several birds tied to a post turned and watched the newcomers. 
 
    “This is your stop, I take it?” said Yuri. 
 
    Amos hopped down, and Yuri followed suit. “It is, my friend,” said Amos. “My family is already here, and they’re impatient to see me. They want to see the Emperor today, though I don’t know if there will be time.” 
 
    “Very well, then,” said Yuri. He extended his hand and Amos took it amiably. Yuri hesitated, unsure of what to say. 
 
    “We’ll see each other again,” said Amos. “Good luck with the mercenary life. It’s good. It’s necessary.” 
 
    With that, Yuri’s new friend turned and pulled his eagle toward a post. 
 
    It’s necessary. Yuri was not sure what to make of the statement. He lifted himself back onto Elseth’s saddle, and prepared to make his own way to the throne room. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Yuri flew to a platform higher up the tower, where he left Elseth tied near a group of grayish-green lapwings. Boys and girls in pastel clothing made a game of tossing treats to the lapwings, laughing at their flopping crests. Elseth seemed content to pick out seeds and saltsucker weeds from a trough, so Yuri left him and entered the tower. 
 
    The Tower of Yod was a large and varied structure, and no one but the Emperor knew the full extent of it. Yuri made his way through halls of pink marble where he could see himself in the floor, each step connecting himself to himself as he glanced at couples sitting in tall window bays. Ascending a winding stairwell, he came to a busy mall. He stopped for a snack of fried dewpop with iced black tea and watched the Arcadian highborn going about their day. The brightly-lit stores with their neon signs and gently pulsing luminescent displays, the crowd laughing and jostling one another, were a far sight different from Mag Mell. Yuri wanted to believe that the people were putting on a show, that they could not possibly be as happy as they appeared. 
 
    I’m just envious, he thought. It’s hard to believe I grew up running around in this mall. Was I really no different from them? 
 
    Handing his cup back to the robot at the counter, he continued on his way. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    In the throne room, crowds of people from every land gathered on the tiers arranged in concentric semicircles around the vast chamber. A floor of dark green stone was surrounded by pillars of white marble veined in pink and decorated by national flags, as well as the swirling galaxy insignia of the Sanctuary, which was the empire that ruled over and protected all other lands inhabited by the highborn. People who had arranged meetings with the Emperor stood waiting on the first floor, while Yuri stood watching from the third level. Yuri avoided looking at the Emperor, but he could tell that he was currently giving his blessing to newborn babies, for there were several groups of mothers and fathers cradling their children near the front of the chamber. 
 
    Yuri was more interested in other people’s reaction to him. Though the All-Father was not making any grand pronouncements, it always surprised Yuri to see the highborn seemingly hanging on the edge of their seats, or leaning against the railing, fascinated by their ruler. He could see a red-tinted businessman from Doreido staring with his brow furrowed, looking as if he wanted to learn how the Emperor held sway over people. Several young women stood mimicking one another’s open-mouthed awe. A golden-skinned man in a robe, most likely from the Shining City, rubbed his thumb over a beaded crucifix of the Redeemer, nodding as he offered prayers to the living saint. 
 
    Yuri lowered his gaze to his feet. He felt like he was the only person in the throne room who could not give himself over to the belief that the Emperor - his father - embodied some kind of divine authority. He knew the truth. Or at least, he had grown up thinking of the Emperor as his father, and thus, as a man. He had seen him in a bad mood, or arguing with Yuri’s mother, or unsure of himself during stressful situations. Yuri pressed his eyes shut and rubbed his temples. 
 
    But if he is just a man, Yuri thought, then why can’t I look at him? 
 
    Yuri forced his eyes open. Before pillars of crystal lit from within, and upon a surprisingly plain chair of dark wood, sat Emperor Wodan, the All-Father of the highborn and ruler of the Sanctuary. He wore robes of shining blue silk and a green sash, and a golden crown sat on his head. He had long brown hair, and he was large, even for a highborn. Yuri knew that his father’s face was covered in scar tissue, which came and went seemingly with a will of its own, but he could not see the scars just now. He wondered if the light from the pillars hid the scars, obscuring his appearance with the gentle glow of a halo of light. 
 
    Wodan held a baby, a fair-skinned highborn wrapped in a ceremonial golden cloth edged in red. Wodan sat with the child, staring into its face, occasionally stroking its forehead. The baby did not cry or fuss; they never did, not with the All-Father. Yuri knew for a fact that, except for the rare outlaw or reclusive oddball, Wodan knew the face, name, and record of descent of every citizen of every land. Yuri would have scoffed at this if he did not know that it was true, for he had seen his father discuss the family history of this or that person with shocking regularity. 
 
    And Yuri knew that his father was not simply holding the baby and biding his time until the ceremony was over, glancing  at the clock so that he could hand the baby off and move on with his day, which Yuri could imagine doing himself, if he were in a similar position. 
 
    He forms a bond with the child, somehow. He cares about them… 
 
    Just as the thought entered his mind, Yuri felt the sharp sting of jealousy strike his heart once again, as it had a thousand times before. He was about to turn away, then he saw Wodan look up at the parents. He said something to them which Yuri could not make out. He smiled as he spoke, then the father beamed, and the mother laughed nervously. Just then the baby made a sharp, high-pitched laugh, then they all laughed together. 
 
    I hate to admit it, but it really makes me sick, he thought. 
 
    Emperor Wodan stood and handed the child back to the mother, then embraced the parents before they left. Another family made their approach, a large group of green-tinted Valliers who presented a young girl to Wodan. They exchanged words, then the young girl climbed onto Wodan’s lap. When Yuri heard several people behind him gasp with delight, he pushed away from the railing and went to get a drink. 
 
    I shouldn’t have come so early, he thought, frowning involuntarily. A big mistake. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Yuri was solidly drunk by the time he returned to the throne room’s audience area. The families and their children were gone, and now a delegation of pureborn humans approached the throne. Yuri could feel the discomfort in the air. The little people wore envirosuits of padded gray material topped with helmets that obscured any view of their face. On their backs, they were loaded down with wheezing air filtration systems reminiscent of air tanks. The fact that their suits looked much like space suits was fitting, Yuri considered, for the pureborn were practically aliens in their own world. 
 
    But I guess it isn’t their world anymore, if it ever was, he thought. Now they’re confined to a single city, Ulain, where no highborn has ever been, as far as I know. 
 
    Emperor Wodan remained impassive as the pureborn approached. Two guards in full armor, which had not even bothered to stand near the All-Father during the blessing of the children, now stood on either side of the throne as if expecting trouble. Their armor was dark mesh fitted with plates, shaped to accentuate their musculature. One wore a golden lion mask, and the other bore a silver dragon mask. Both held long halberds topped with curving blades. 
 
    “That’s close enough!” said the lion guard, extending his hand in a warding gesture. 
 
    The pureborn stopped and stood still. Yuri felt a little sorry for them. They were the descendants of humans who had not been genetically altered, unlike the highborn, who had been given the godcode long ago. The godcode had been administered to the first highborn by the All-Father, when they were still unborn, much as it had been administered to him. It was a wonder to Yuri that among all the highborn, only Emperor Wodan had ever lived as a pureborn. 
 
    Maybe that’s why he has so little patience with them. 
 
    But why doesn’t he just make them turn their children into highborn? Isn’t it cruel to leave them as they are? All they can do is spend what little time they have worrying about dying. 
 
    Lost in his thoughts, Yuri missed the introduction of the half dozen pureborn, then came back to reality when he heard the highborn muttering beside him. Realizing that the pureborn had probably committed some kind of faux pas, he listened in. Just then, Emperor Wodan leaned forward. Though the Emperor was not projecting his voice, Yuri could hear him clearly enough. 
 
    “I cannot give what is not mine to give,” said Wodan. “What you’re asking for is an absurdity.” 
 
    “But you make the laws!” said the pureborn leader. He spread his arms in what he most likely believed was a dramatic gesture, but being so small, and tucked into such a bulky little suit, the gesture almost looked comical. 
 
    Emperor Wodan leaned back, then placed his hands together as he looked the delegation over. “Do you not see the impossibility in what you’re asking for?” 
 
    The pureborn’s hands slapped down at his sides. “Emperor Wodan, great All-Father,” said the pureborn, his annoyance audible despite his deference, “we are not asking for you to send your entire military! But we face political instability in Ulain that you can’t imagine. If you would just grant us, say, a couple dozen, or… or even just ten of your people - a handful of men who know how to fight - then we could put down the terrorists who are giving us so much trouble!” 
 
    “I have already granted you sovereignty over your realm, and protection, as well,” said Emperor Wodan. His face was a cool mask, but Yuri could see that he was deeply annoyed. “And I have already said, sir, that no highborn should enter your city. Ever.” 
 
    The pureborn leader shifted his weight from one foot to the other, again seeming small and childlike. “Again, Emperor, you pretend that you are not the one who creates the laws. Why, if you ordered ten thousand highborn to do this or that, or anything you could imagine, they wouldn’t bat an eye!” 
 
    “I do not make up the laws!” said Wodan, standing suddenly. The pureborn stepped back apace as Wodan stepped forward. As his long blue robe swayed at his feet, he was like a giant towering over a gang of gnomes. 
 
    “We coexisted for hundreds of years, though you don’t remember it,” Wodan continued. “But when diseases began to catch up with our immune system, they were devastating to your kind. You isolated yourselves. I did what I could to help. I donated robots to help build your wall to keep you safe. And as long as you stay behind that wall, your people can live without suits. You can live a decent life, if you choose to do so. But if I start sending my people into Ulain…? What happens?” 
 
    Undaunted, the lead pureborn took a step forward. “Emperor Wodan, a rebel group set off a bomb inside our Sovereign House. They could have killed our Elected Seneschal, if they were lucky! But now, what can we do? We only have so many law enforcement agents willing to do what’s necessary. Morale is low. Most don’t even believe in fighting for justice anymore…” 
 
    Emperor Wodan slowly patted one hand inside the other, patiently illustrating his point. “If I let highborn inside of your city, your people would start dropping from viral outbreaks. Then you, or someone in your place, would be back here, begging for help. I did not make a rule keeping my people out of your city out of arbitrary whim. I did it to keep you safe.” The Emperor began to turn away, then stopped and leveled his gaze at the pureborn, adding, “And I will not put my people in harm’s way to fight your political opponents.” 
 
    At that, the pureborn leader forced out awkward laughter, and the other members of the delegation looked at one another, some even shrugging in a comical pantomime of confusion. 
 
    “P-political… opponents?” said the pureborn. “I… that is, sir, I have no idea what you’re talking about! None of us do! We just want to fight terrorists!” 
 
    Emperor Wodan returned to his throne, crossing his hands before him as he looked down upon the delegation. “It’s common knowledge that your government’s law enforcement agencies are in the middle of a cold war with one another. Your people lose faith in you, and beg you for help that you’ll never give. You claim you can’t help your own people, there’s only so much you can do - but when it comes to undeclared warfare between your intelligence agencies, the budget is bottomless, isn’t it? Was the latest bomb set by a lone rebel, I wonder? Or was it planted by an intel agency who wanted to embarrass another intel agency charged with protecting your Elected Seneschal?” 
 
    Yuri’s stomach clenched up at the conversation’s bizarre turn. It sounded to him as if Wodan was accusing the pureborn of something utterly ridiculous, but when he looked at the pureborn, once again the little diplomats gave themselves away by hunching up their shoulders, as if hoping to hide their shame. 
 
    I can’t imagine anyone behaving like that, thought Yuri. But then again, I’ve met highborn who enjoy keeping up with the sordid political conspiracies that seem to be the norm among the pureborn. 
 
    “We will speak no more today,” said Wodan, slowly waving his hand. “I’ll grant you twenty more robots, but like the others I’ve already given you, they won’t be allowed to make more robots, and they won’t be allowed to download updated protocols from the sysnet. They can only build. And, I implore you…” Wodan hesitated, then waited for the pureborn leader to lift his head and hold his gaze. “Use them to help your people. Don’t use them to spy, to plant bombs, nothing like that. Build something useful for your people. Gain your people’s love, and their trust, and then, I promise you, they actually will let you rule over them. In fact, they’ll demand it. Is that understood?” 
 
    Yuri could not make out the pureborn’s grumbling response, though his displeasure was obvious. When Wodan stood and his guards escorted him toward the rearmost exit, Yuri pushed his way through the crowd. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Yuri found his father dressing in a large room dominated by tall windows giving a view of the city of Arcadia, the tall, thin skyscrapers like living stalks rising up from the trees below. A short robot held up padded gloves to Wodan while he slipped on a form-fitting, dark shirt. Noting the padded mats covering the floor, Yuri understood that Wodan was fitting Yuri in before his exercise time. 
 
    “Father!” said Yuri. 
 
    Wodan turned and smiled. “Yuri!” he said. Wodan approached with a quick, expectant walk, and Yuri immediately felt guilty for his earlier resentment. 
 
    He looks so happy! thought Yuri. How could he possibly be excited to see someone like me? 
 
    Wodan pulled Yuri into a hug and slapped his back once. “My son!” he said unnecessarily. Though Yuri was a little taller than his father, Yuri had the slight build that was typical of wizards, and found Wodan’s broad shoulders more than a little intimidating. 
 
    As they embraced, Yuri looked past his father and saw several men in the room. Some were stretching in expectation of exercise; noting their padded gloves and helmets, Yuri realized they were not planning on doing a few half-hearted pushups. Several military types sat in quiet conversation, their tone and stance oddly informal despite their proximity to the Emperor. Yuri realized that his father was going to spar with some of these men, while others stood around waiting to gauge the fights and give their professional opinion on methods of improvement the Emperor could employ. One of the men glanced at Yuri, then turned back to his companion, waving his drink as he made a point about the topic of their conversation. Seeing this, Yuri felt a stabbing jolt of envy. 
 
    I barely know my father at all, he thought. And what does he know of me? Yet these men are going to wrestle with my father, and carry on like old friends! 
 
    “Are you well, Yuri?” 
 
    Yuri pulled his attention back to Wodan. Yuri could think of nothing to say, but only looked at him, then turned his attention to the scars lining Wodan’s face. 
 
    Perturbed, Wodan’s smile faltered. “Your gift is ready,” he said. “Come on, I’ll show it to you!” 
 
    Yuri followed Wodan toward a cluster of robots. “A gift, you call it,” said Yuri, unable to keep the bite out of his tone. “I paid for it, father!” 
 
    Wodan flashed Yuri a mischievous grin. “I wanted your account emptied out, son. You sold everything, didn’t you?” 
 
    Yuri sighed. “Everything but my bird, and what I’m wearing.” 
 
    “Good. Good!” Wodan gestured toward a robot who held up a long, flat box. 
 
    Wanting to distinguish himself from the mercenaries lounging in his father’s workout room, Yuri used his cognate powers to remove the top from the box. Inside, nestled in a bed of padding, lay a very long sword in a black sheathe. Yuri could smell the earthy scent of the leather scabbard as he lifted it from the box. The air hummed as he pulled the sword free. He was surprised to see that the long, curving blade was nearly as dark as the hilt. Pale crystals glittered along the blade, twinkling like stars in the night sky. 
 
    One of the mercenaries whistled in admiration, and all conversations fell silent at the sight of the blade. Yuri slowly hefted it in the air, turning to watch it rise and fall. 
 
    “It may have been bought with your money, my son, but it was my contacts who made this happen. You can’t just walk into any old weapons shop and expect to find something like this. Its name is Unbecome. Believe it or not, I remember a time when hardly anyone used such weapons. Everything was long-range. This was back before the Sanctuary, when the pureborn ruled. But we’re a lot stronger than them, and so are the demons, so you’ll need a good weapon that can cut off limbs and heads up close.” 
 
    Yuri knew that the crystals set within the blade were no mere decoration. Touching the blade itself with the tendrils of his mind, he winced in pain as the cognate crystals reacted with his tendrils of wizardry, cutting through them with a hiss and a pop. The hum in the air rose into a high-pitched whine, then descended into a low warble, as Yuri tested the blade against all seven frequencies. The blade Unbecome cut through them all. 
 
    “You see?” said Wodan. “It’s a weapon just like you, able to work throughout the entire spectrum. Once you master that sword, nothing will be able to stop you. You’ll be able to do anything.” 
 
    Yuri glanced at Wodan, finding his tone of admiration hard to believe, though he seemed genuine enough. 
 
    “I know wizards prefer longer blades,” Wodan continued, nodding toward it. “So I had my friend make it about as long as possible.” 
 
    Yuri nodded. “They say it makes it hard for those without cognate powers to use it against you, if you get disarmed.” 
 
    Wodan smiled. “Can you imagine someone like me dragging that thing out of its sheath? I’d be all day at it!” 
 
    Yuri laughed despite himself. “It’s a beautiful sword,” he said, sliding it back into the scabbard. “I appreciate this, father. I really do.” 
 
    “I know this isn’t easy,” said Wodan, clapping a hand on his shoulder. “I doubt you like change any more than I do. But, in time, you’ll be glad. Mercenary work will teach you the meaning of life.” 
 
    Yuri scoffed. He placed the tip of the sheathed blade against the ground, then idly rolled the hilt in his hand. “I think I might know of a team I could join,” said Yuri. “I met someone recently. He’s a mercenary, and he seems to be a good man. We got along, at least. His name is Amos.” 
 
    “I heard about that!” said Wodan, brightening. 
 
    “You did?” 
 
    “I hear about everything, son. And I should hope he is a good man, seeing as he’s the founder of Havenor!” 
 
    Yuri’s gaze locked on Wodan’s smiling face. He was already grappling with the fact that his father kept a closer eye on him than he had realized, and so it took him a long time to understand that his new friend, who had a name common in Havenor, was not just from the land of Havenor, but in some sense, the land of Havenor was from him. 
 
    “Amos is the founder of Havenor,” Yuri said, letting the statement hang in the air. 
 
    “That he is!” said Wodan. “He got involved in a conspiracy against me once, but that’s all water under the bridge. He’s quite wealthy, and could spend his days relaxing. Instead he makes demons lose sleep worrying about what he’s up to, which makes life easier on us all.” Wodan crinkled his brow, and seemed to focus on something. “But, Yuri, I wouldn’t worry about joining up with him. He’s been at this for a long time, and his crew is professional. No, I’ve already picked out a good team for you. They’re young, but they’re a bunch of go-getters. The Dandy Jaggers! Have you heard of them?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “They lost a wizard recently, so they’ll be glad to have you on board, and they won’t mind showing you the ropes.” 
 
    “Lost a wizard?” Yuri said, alarmed. 
 
    “He wasn’t killed, if that’s what you’re thinking. No, it’s hard for a team like the Dandy Jaggers to hang onto members looking to go pro. But that also makes them perfect for on-the-job training.” 
 
    “How do you know about them?” 
 
    “I know everything, son,” Wodan said absentmindedly as he strapped on his padded handguards and wrist guards. “Besides, they’re in my investment portfolio. It’s in my interest to know about them. They’re waiting for you at a supply depot, on the south end of the city.” 
 
    Yuri wanted to ask him some more about this mercenary crew, but he could see that his father’s mind was already elsewhere. Yuri knew his father’s distracted expression very well, the way he could tune one thing out as he moved on to something of apparently greater importance. Wodan smacked one hand into the other, and a helmeted man stepped onto the pads, stretching his arms and neck. The others gathered around in a half-circle, and with little fanfare Wodan took off at a jog into the ring. His opponent smacked Wodan, causing Yuri to wince, but Wodan dropped, grabbed one leg, and threw the man down on the mat with a sickening womp. The two ended up in an awkward, grappling embrace, and the men standing around began conferring with one another. 
 
    Guess I’m done here, then, Yuri thought, feeling dejected and put off. He grabbed his sword and made for the exit. He knew that he was annoyed because he wanted to stay with his father a bit longer, but even that realization struck him as childish, and annoyed him still more. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Four 
 
    The Dandy Jaggers 
 
      
 
    Yuri flew through the shining glass canyon of Arcadia in a far darker mood than he had on his arrival. He caught his reflection in the windows of a tall, pale skyscraper, and he had to admit that with Unbecome strapped to his back, he and Elseth looked like a grim pair. 
 
    Why am I like this? he wondered. Since childhood I’ve wanted father’s approval. Being unremarkable, of course that’s a tall order. He devotes his life to the Sanctuary, making sure everyone is happy and safe, so I really have no grounds for demanding respect from him. 
 
    But I can’t help the way I feel! 
 
    Yuri tugged the reins and Elseth banked left, making his way toward the sparsely populated, thickly wooded south end of the city. The white buildings poking out from the green canopy were industrial, their uninviting facades promising little more than hordes of robots slaving away at their tasks. 
 
    I should call mother, Yuri thought, then winced. 
 
    No, I’m not a child anymore. That’s what I used to do… get upset at father, then call mother for consolation. 
 
    Elseth held his wings outstretched and glided, slowly descending as Yuri pointed out the way. The broad, flat roof of a supply depot drew near. With a bolt of alarm, Yuri suddenly realized he had not even bothered to visit Amos before he left. He turned back to look at the city, then felt his heart sink. 
 
    We already said our goodbyes, he thought, and besides, he’s not some random acquaintance I just happened to meet. He’s the founder of Havenor, a veteran demon-slayer, an important man with important matters to attend. 
 
    He’s already forgotten about me! 
 
    Elseth looked about, unsure of himself, and Yuri came back to reality. They were descending upon a broad, paved square before the supply depot, where several groups of people and robots were conducting their business. Yuri spotted a group of birds hanging around a pink stone fountain, but before Yuri could direct him, Elseth saw them, too, and made his way toward them. 
 
    Elseth landed softly beside the bathing birds, then stuck his beak in his armpit and nipped as if uninterested in them. Yuri dismounted. Seeing that the other birds were unattended, he did not bother leashing Elseth to anything. 
 
    Yuri looked around. The sky was still bright and blue, and sunlight glinted along pastel cobblestones weaving in a swirling pattern. People in the distance seemed to be dealing with mechanized vendors in an easy manner, and since Yuri was now far from the vibrant, intense energy of downtown Arcadia, he felt a sense of calm that soothed his anxiety. 
 
    He leaped at an unexpected crash. Turning, he saw a robot lying face down as a pile of metal cans spilled out in every direction. Conversations dimmed and dozens of eyes turned to look at the scene, but seeing that no one was hurt, they turned back to their business. Though Yuri knew the robot was not sentient, and could feel neither pain nor embarrassment, he could not help but feel pity seeing it sprawled out among dozens of heavy cans it had dropped. 
 
    “Good God!” cried a black-skinned mercenary from Kumala Kuara. “What a mess!” The man stood assessing the situation, then shook his head in wonderment. He turned to Yuri and gave him an affable grin. His charm was obvious, but Yuri found his easy manner a bit unnerving. His orange eyes darted to the longsword hanging at Yuri’s back. “I say, sir,” said the man. “You wouldn’t happen to be a wizard, would you?” 
 
    “I am, sir,” said Yuri. “Is that your robot?” 
 
    “No, but those are my canned foodstuffs, which I was hoping would be brought to my transport without being rolled all across the lot. Would you mind stopping them from getting away, just to save me a little dignity?” 
 
    “Sure thing,” said Yuri. With a flick of his wrist the air hummed and he lightly tapped the rolling cans back toward center. Meanwhile the man strolled up to the robot and picked it up by the utility belt at its waist. 
 
    “You okay, little guy?” said the man. 
 
    “I have damaged myself in an accident,” said the robot. “I am in need of repair.” 
 
    “Yeah, no kidding. Up you go!” 
 
    “I will get another robot to assist you,” the robot said as it balanced itself awkwardly on its feet. 
 
    “Yeah, okay, send somebody out here, then. We’ll already have this mess cleaned up by then, but I can at least complain to it.” 
 
    As the robot picked his way around the fallen cans, the man set to gathering them atop a tray. Yuri found the dark man’s movements oddly graceful, each hand shooting out one after the other and flipping the heavy cans upright before stacking them. He wore a fashionable dark green jacket that subtly clashed with his rough pants and scuffed boots. He turned to Yuri with a wink and said, “Flipping cans, you know?” 
 
    By the time Yuri had the cans pushed toward him, the man flipped the last one in place. He leaned back and put a hand on his back. 
 
    “I’m in worse shape than that robot!” he said, frowning in exaggerated suffering. “I don’t suppose…” 
 
    “Not at all,” said Yuri. Though he could work well enough without hand gestures, he felt an unexpected need to show off, and flicked two fingers upward. He hoped that the easy gesture hid the fact that it was quite difficult picking up the heavy-laden tray full of canned foodstuffs. 
 
    “I appreciate it, truly!” said the man. “My transport’s right over here!” 
 
    Yuri tried to match the man’s easy smile, and they made their way over to a small, strange-looking transporter sitting on the lot. Yuri had seen plenty of van-sized transports that rode on repulsors which lifted them off the ground, but he had never seen one painted bright orange. He was sure that it would look like a blocky piece of fruit floating through the sky. As he stared at it, a woman with short red hair peeked around an open doorway. 
 
    “You about finished, Gilly?” she said. 
 
    “Not really, Mother, no,” said the dark-skinned Kumalan. “I have yet to make some complaints regarding this establishment’s pathetic customer service. I only thank God that I met this wizard to help me out of my troubles.” 
 
    “This wizard?” said Mother, crinkling her brow as she looked Yuri over. “That’s our wizard. That’s Yuri, our new recruit.” 
 
    The man, Gilly, gave Yuri an appreciative look. Yuri tried to ignore the strain of holding up the heavy tray and put more effort into his seemingly carefree smile. 
 
    So this is my team! he thought. He could feel his anxiety trying to change its pattern, mutating from a sort of dull worry to a sharp, stinging fear of the unknown; and yet he also noticed that the incredible strain of holding up the tray was drowning out his ubiquitous dread. Gilly led him to the far side of the transport, and through another open door Yuri saw an oven and shelves. He realized the vehicle was more of a cramped living space than a sleek military vessel. Gilly gestured to the doorway and Yuri set the tray down at the entrance, forcing himself not to take a deep breath as he rested the tendrils of his mind. Just then, a pale man with white hair and mustache, and heavy eyebrows, and a jacket with dark purple stripes, gave Yuri a cursory examination before turning on Gilly. 
 
    “There’s more?!” he snapped. 
 
    “You said yourself we’ve been running on empty!” said Gilly. “We’re lucky we managed to get all the way here, truth be told!” 
 
    “Well, I don’t know where I’m going to put it all!” said the other. “Luck, you say. We’ll be lucky if we can take off!” 
 
    “Kotes, this is Yuri, our new wizard.” 
 
    “Welcome aboard,” said Kotes, then immediately turned and stalked away. “Mother, you see all this mess we’re taking on?” 
 
    “That’s Kotes,” said Gilly, turning to Yuri. “He’s our cook. He’s temperamental, but it comes from a protective instinct.” 
 
    “Ah,” said Yuri, unsure how to respond. 
 
    “He’s actually very sharp,” Gilly added. 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    Now that the task of moving the cans had ended, Yuri felt unsure of himself. He suddenly remembered being a child, and not knowing how to take the initiative in making friends while exploring the Tower of Yod. He could hear Kotes and “Mother” arguing within the transporter. They seemed uninterested in throwing out a welcoming mat. 
 
    “So,” said Yuri, turning to Gilly and trying to drum up some conversation. “There’s you, there’s Kotes, and, uh, Mother…” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Seems like a rather small team. Isn’t it?” 
 
    “Well, there’s also you. And I think we may be picking up someone else, once we finish here.” 
 
    “Ah. So, for now, just the four of us?” 
 
    “Oh!” Gilly put a palm to his forehead. “How could I forget? Our ‘big guy’ is inside the depot, getting some things for us. He’ll be back shortly. His name is Odyn.” 
 
    Yuri nodded. The name Odyn was, of course, derived from Wodan. Such derivations were common, which made sense, considering the Emperor was a hero to every citizen of the Sanctuary. All the same, Yuri was not looking forward to spending a lot of time with someone whose name would remind him of his father. 
 
    I don’t know why I told Amos whose son I am, he thought. I should probably go back to keeping it to myself. These people won’t see me, they’ll see the son of a living legend. 
 
    Catching movement, Yuri turned and saw a large, muscular highborn holding an enormous wooden container perched on one shoulder. He wore form-fitting mesh armor of black and yellow, and despite the weight he carried, he had an easygoing gait. 
 
    “They need to get some real people in that place!” said the newcomer. “It’s nothing but robots knocking each other over in there!” 
 
    “You need some help, Odyn?” said Gilly. 
 
    “No, I’ve got it, brother!” 
 
    When he drew near, Yuri felt a jolt of alarm and his mouth fell open involuntarily. Though the man’s hair was short, and his manner and bearing were somewhat different, and he was also free of scars, it was clearly Wodan. 
 
    What! Yuri thought. Why is father here, with these people?! 
 
    Odyn slammed the case down within the entrance of the transport, sending the vehicle rocking back and forth. 
 
    “Hey!” Mother shouted from within. 
 
    “Sorry, sorry!” said Odyn. He turned to Yuri and, with a carefree smile, he said, “You the new guy? I’m Odyn Yndra. Good to meet you!” 
 
    Yuri bore his gaze into Odyn. Odyn extended his hand as if this was their first meeting, but Yuri could clearly see recognition in the highborn’s green eyes. 
 
    He’s amused! thought Yuri. Just what in the hell is going on here?! 
 
    Yuri looked the man over, but could find no reason to doubt himself. He might have convinced himself that Odyn was perhaps a twin of Wodan, except the man’s damnable smile of secret recognition gave him away. Without a word to him, Yuri stalked away and activated his communicator. 
 
    “Not much of a talker, I guess?” said Odyn. 
 
    “He’s a nice guy,” said Gilly. “You probably startled him!” 
 
    Yuri drowned out the pair as he called his father. Realizing that Odyn may not be a secret twin, or a clone, but actually Wodan himself playing a trick on him, Yuri fished out his vid screen and activated it as well. 
 
    The communicator buzzed to life. “That you, son?” said a voice. 
 
    Yuri quickly turned and looked at Odyn. He seemed to be in conversation with Kotes, who was leaning against the transport’s doorway with a scowl on his face. 
 
    “Father,” said Yuri, “I need to see you on vid screen.” 
 
    “Very well.” In a moment the vid screen hummed, and Yuri saw his father sitting down to an early dinner. “Is everything alright, Yuri?” said Wodan. 
 
    Yuri looked him over. The hair and face were indeed his, as well as his manner of putting food in his mouth while holding his head still and fixing his gaze. If it was some kind of body double, it was a very good one. 
 
    But why would father do something like that… 
 
    “Father,” Yuri said slowly, “there’s someone here who looks exactly like you.” 
 
    “Handsome devil!” said Wodan, smiling. 
 
    “I’m serious, father!” Yuri blurted, forcing himself to take a deep breath. “This team is yours, it was your idea to put me here. Why is there… I mean, is he a clone?” 
 
    “You know I don’t support cloning, son,” said Wodan. 
 
    “Then is he…” Yuri took another glance over his shoulder. Odyn gestured in animated conversation while Kotes chuckled, shaking his head. 
 
    “You think I’ve got another son out in the world?” said Wodan. 
 
    “Well? Do you?” 
 
    “I consider everyone my child, Yuri, you know that. But, no, you’re my only begotten.” 
 
    “Hey!” Odyn suddenly called out. He pointed at Yuri’s vid screen, and said, “Who is that guy?” 
 
    Alarmed, Yuri turned away, but Wodan craned his head within the vid screen, as if trying to peer around Yuri’s shoulder. “Who is that?” he said. 
 
    Yuri’s alarm was pushed out by a wave of embarrassment, then that too was overcome by frustration. 
 
    “Father,” he said quietly, “I don’t know what’s going on, what you’re trying to pull, but I… I just…” 
 
    “Yuri, I wouldn’t worry too much about it,” said Wodan. He suddenly turned aside, distracted. Yuri could hear someone else speaking from off-camera. Wodan nodded and turned back. “Something’s come up. Look, just try to make friends. Learn what you can. I look forward to hearing about it!” 
 
    Yuri opened his mouth to speak, but his father’s serious expression silenced him. The vid screen went dark. His father’s paternal tone at the very end was galling, but Yuri felt more embarrassed than angry. 
 
    Am I overreacting? 
 
    “Hey, Yuri!” Odyn called out. “Come over here, man!” 
 
    Yuri turned and saw Odyn sitting perched on the doorway. Gilly stood leaning while Kotes stood over them both. Odyn waved in invitation. 
 
    Whether I’m right, or just crazy, there’s nothing I can do about it now, he thought. I’ll just play along. 
 
    “Forgive me,” said Yuri, approaching. “I didn’t mean to be rude.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” said Odyn. “Listen, you’re the new guy now, but Mother says we’re going to pick up someone else, so you’re in luck.” 
 
    “Oh? How so?” 
 
    Odyn held his arms out wide. “Well, shit rolls downhill, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “Who is it?” said Kotes. “Another wizard?” 
 
    “What do we need two, when we’ve got this tactical operator right here? No, it’s a hand-to-hand type. And it’s a female. A cute one, too!” 
 
    “Great,” said Kotes, frowning. 
 
    “What’s wrong with that?” said Odyn. “I thought you’d like havin’ a cutie around!” 
 
    “And ruin what we’ve got goin’?” Kotes knitted his brow. “Drama might be fine for you young bucks, but my wife… she’s still mad about the time I let slip that Mother’s a woman.” 
 
    “You told your wife that Mother is a man?” said Yuri. 
 
    Kotes sucked in air through his teeth. “You have to lie sometimes to protect those with delicate sensibilities. But that’s not my point. Yuri, I don’t know if you’re a damn fool like these two, but the amount of bullshit they get into is astounding. It might be alright if it’s just us, but if we bring some young woman onboard?” Kotes shook his head. “How old are you, Yuri?” 
 
    Though Yuri still felt awkward standing next to some sort of alternate reality version of his father lounging around like “one of the guys”, he reminded himself that he had chosen to be here, and could leave at any time. “I’m fifty years old,” he said. 
 
    “Fifty,” said Kotes, nodding slowly. “Fifty… you’re right there on the border, then.” 
 
    “The border?” 
 
    “Between stupidity, and being… tolerable.” 
 
    “How old are you?” said Yuri. 
 
    “Old enough! I’m in my seventies. You’d be surprised at the clarity that guides your thoughts, your actions, your life, when you reach that state of-” 
 
    The aged highborn fell silent as the woman known as Mother stepped into view. As all eyes turned to her, Yuri assumed she must be their commander. She had a serious expression, but with her hands tucked into the pockets of her hot pink jacket, Yuri noted something oddly casual about her. 
 
    “We get everything?” she said. “I see nothing’s stowed away yet.” 
 
    Kotes turned away, sighing loudly, but Gilly interjected. “We’ve got everything, and everyone. Something wrong, Mother?” 
 
    Mother clenched her jaw and nodded slowly. “Very,” she said. “There’s been an attack. Demons just tore through an entire community.” 
 
    “What!” said Odyn. “Where?” 
 
    Mother turned to Yuri, then said, “They hit Mag Mell.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Five 
 
    Varg Wormwood 
 
      
 
    Partha could see the clock tower in flames all the way from the far end of the courtyard, where two kobolds were dragging him along. They were tall, strong demons who held his arms at his sides. They never bothered to check him for weapons. They knew he had no chance of escape. 
 
    Sick with fear, Partha ignored the demons and focused on the burning tower. It did not seem real. He had been there only yesterday to meet with his friend Shantsei, a sage of pre-Sanctuary theology. Now the tower windows were belching thick, black smoke. 
 
    They'll see the smoke! Partha thought, gripping the sliver of hope. Someone will see it. Surely they'll send help! 
 
    Just then he tripped over an arm. For a moment he saw curled fingers, streaks of blood, a dark tint as if the entire pale wrist was bruised. Even as nauseating terror gripped him, he noted that his two captors did not slow their pace. Whether his legs moved or not was all the same to them. They dragged him toward an open doorway leading to the school’s dining hall. 
 
    Partha had avoided looking at his captors, but as they hauled him into the dining room he saw more of them standing guard. Now he could not look away. The kobold strain of demons were similar; gone were the ancient times when flesh demons were physically dissimilar. They were humanoid, but hideous, with oddly jutting facial features, horrid pale skin like cracked leather, lips like fat black worms lying next to rows of cracked, uneven teeth. Most had strangely elongated ears, lending the kobolds a goblinoid appearance that might have been humorous if not for their large stature. Their eyes were mostly black, revealing a profoundly disturbing lack of personality. They all wore modern form-fitting armor made of a woven mesh of plasti-fiber. Every suit of armor had been stolen, and every one of their unique markings and color patterns was defaced by dried blood taken from victims and methodically rubbed all over the surface. 
 
    All throughout the long dining hall the kobold demons stood still, breathing deeply to catch their breath but otherwise seeming like robots awaiting further orders. It was incredibly unnerving to Partha. He had heard tales of ancient flesh demons, how they ran and howled like animals. He decided that being dragged past rows of sighing statues was somehow worse. He saw one kobold whose brow and cheeks were twitching. Partha guessed that the creature's black eyes must be darting back and forth, continually scanning for danger but otherwise uninterested in its surroundings. 
 
    As they neared the double doors leading to the dining room, an ear-splitting shriek tore through the air. Partha leaped involuntarily. Wyverns! he thought. They've brought wyverns! 
 
    As his nerves slowly settled, he realized the shrieks were coming from the aviary stables. He had not heard the shriek of wyverns - that is, the flying beasts the demons rode - but rather, the sound of Mag Mell’s poor birds being slaughtered. Partha knew that birds were notoriously difficult for demons to kidnap and take into the earth for forced breeding. The demons were no doubt killing them to keep them out of the hands of the highborn, their eternal enemies. 
 
    Will they kill every living thing on the island? Partha wondered. 
 
    He was dragged through the shaded entrance of the kitchen. He caught a glimpse of a mound of wet bodies, heads, twisted limbs, and immediately shut his eyes. 
 
    He had stopped using his own feet entirely. He was a single point in space, mindful only of the cool air against his face. Without warning he was flung to the floor. He found himself in a cool, dimly lit cheese storeroom. His captors left and shut the door, but Partha stared at the white scuff marks on his palms. He knew he must be terribly traumatized – he had felt nothing when he hit the ground. He felt only a dull shrinking feeling, a dreamlike confusion marred by the painful awareness that he had displayed absolutely no bravery when the demons came. 
 
    But they never seemed real, he thought. Not to me, they didn't. 
 
    He sat in silence for a while. He noticed that two wooden chairs sat nearby. He moved one, sat in it, then continued his mute vigil. 
 
    I'm dissociating, he thought. I can't feel my body, or any fear, or anything at all. My body is protecting itself from this trauma by retreating into a state of- 
 
    A short, sharp laugh from the hallway pulled him from his thoughts. He heard heavy footfalls, then the door opened suddenly. Someone entered. At first he could not tell who it was that entered – a demon? A highborn wearing a mask? Then he realized the creature before him was one of the Sanctuary’s most feared and hated foes. 
 
    Varg Wormwood. 
 
    “I wonder,” said Varg, and Partha immediately cast his gaze downward. Partha stared at the demon’s blood-spattered, armored boots, and listened to the voice that was both harsh and strangely captivating. “I wonder… why do you exist?” 
 
    Partha watched him tap a large blue feather against his leg, then his black fingers curled and the feather slowly twirled. Partha's gaze followed the feather. He noticed dents and creases in the form-fitting mesh-and-plate armor, then noted how clean it was. Despite being spattered with fresh blood, it lacked the caked-on filth that the kobolds used to ensure similarity. Varg's armor was black, but shifted to midnight blue where it caught the light from the hallway. It must have been made for a large highborn before it had been stolen by demons. Partha saw small crystals glittering on the chest and around the neck guard. No doubt they were cognate crystals taken from the brain-matter of dead wizards, which would offer Varg some defense against telekinetic force. The suit of armor must have cost a fortune. 
 
    Slowly the feather spun in black fingers, and Partha's eyes followed as it came to rest on Varg's cheek. A part of him wondered if Varg had been moving his attention for him, slowly bringing it exactly where he wanted it. The monster before him now held him with his gaze. 
 
    Varg's face was unreal, like a hard, fragmented black mask with pale white flesh peeking through the cracks. His black face was framed by long grayish-white hair, a strangely human touch. His features were more human in appearance than the kobolds, but slightly exaggerated, the cheekbones and brow a little too large, the chin a little too angular, such that his appearance was subtly nightmarish. Intense yellow eyes with slitted pupils focused on Partha like a laser, unmoving and also forbidding movement. The gaze, the poise, and the strength of his body gave the impression of tightly coiled death. 
 
    “No answer for me?” said Varg Wormwood, breaking the silence with his commanding voice. 
 
    Why do I exist? Partha thought, remembering the absurd question only with difficulty. 
 
    Partha cleared his throat. “As if I had any reason to answer you,” he said, desperately wishing his mouth was not bone dry. “I've heard enough about your kind. I'm… I'm already dead. I know that. Unless you mean to torture me for… for some sick-” 
 
    Varg pursed his lips. “I'm no sadist,” he said, seeming genuinely put off. He dropped the feather, then pushed a chair before Partha. As he took a seat, he unsheathed a long sword at his back and laid it across his legs. Partha hoped the monster had not seen him recoil. 
 
    “I wanted to tell you this,” said Varg, gazing into the dark whorls along the black metal blade. “I think your Emperor is different from you. Not just his psyche, but his body. Have you ever suspected this?” 
 
    Again the question seemed nonsensical. But since Varg had control of his attention, Partha suspected that he was playing with him. He decided to answer it straight, if only to avoid the appearance of a child protesting against an authoritarian parent. 
 
    “I have,” said Partha. “Our histories note that the All-Father's genetic makeup was different from the elder highborn. The All-Father has many children, but only one by blood.” 
 
    “You're repeating rote history,” said Varg, lips curling with disappointment. “Everyone knows that. But how do those differences manifest? There's no record of this. I believe your people think this means he's stronger than you, or smarter, or that he has a more powerful drive to succeed. And yet on more than one occasion he's mentioned others being stronger. Certainly Jane Hait has greater raw intellect. And Otr, Lord of Andvari – I think his drive is greater even than your Emperor's.” Varg looked at Partha directly, his eyes burning through the layers of his being. “But what makes him different?” 
 
    Partha was deeply uncomfortable. He opened his mouth, but his mind was blank. 
 
    “Don't overthink it,” said Varg. “You people always do. I think it's simple. I think his body can do something yours can't. I think he has a power… an ability. But I also have a power.” 
 
    Varg looked down and traced a thumb near the hilt of his sword. This is it, thought Partha, tensing in anticipation. What was going to happen? He wondered if Varg was going to swing his blade with blinding speed, or perhaps even sprout wings or shoot fire from his eyes. At once he was seized by an urge to laugh. Feeling free to move now that Varg was not looking at him, he flexed his fingers, then blew on them to take the chill out. 
 
    Varg lifted his gaze after the anti-climactic moment. “I came to you for a reason,” he said suddenly. “You're a sage, aren't you? One who learns and teaches others?” 
 
    Partha nodded and stuffed his fingers into his armpits. 
 
    “Good,” said Varg. “Because I need information. Have you heard of something called the Orb of Control?” 
 
    Partha furrowed his brow. He wondered if the monster was still toying with him. How long would this go on? 
 
    Varg leaned forward. “It was also called the Sphere of Influence,” said Varg, as if intent on jogging Partha's memory. 
 
    “I've heard of it. Of course I've heard of it. But it's a thing of stories. Is this what you… is this what your kind have resorted to? Chasing after fables?” 
 
    Varg turned away slightly. He sighed. Partha saw long, sharp white teeth crowded behind twisted, black lips. Partha rubbed his hands together to keep his blood circulating. 
 
    But it's freezing in here! he thought. Did this monster turn the temperature control all the way down just to show me how much power he has over me? This is absurd! What a grand scheme, to make it so my last thoughts are nothing but worries over a lot of ruined cheese. 
 
    “Stories,” Varg said quietly. The yellow eyes turned toward him once again. “That's what so many of you assume. In many ways, your knowledge exceeds our own. That's why we have to steal weapons to use against you. In plenty of matters, I would be content to acknowledge that your understanding is greater than my own. And yet… your kind have so many blind spots in your awareness. For example, your historical records of any event in the past few hundred years is exhaustive. It's incredible, the level of detail and analysis and variations recorded on all matter of media. But your record, or even interest, of anything before your time?” Varg laughed under his breath. “Like a child's storybook. A note scribbled here and there. Nothing more. So it goes with interest in your own Emperor's body. You know it may very well be different from your own. There are tantalizing hints in your creation myths. But your interest in his nature, compared to your love for him, your dependence on him – the ratio is completely out of proportion!” 
 
    Partha forced himself to blink to free himself from the burning golden gaze. It felt as if his eyes were frozen open. He tried to speak, but it was difficult to think. “All civilizations have, at the base of their narrative, certain allowances for unanswered questions… grievances… indignities of one having advantage over another,” he finally managed. “Otherwise one would go insane.” 
 
    “You defend him. Of course. And you fail. Just as he has failed to defend you. But he tries.” Varg smiled, for the first time, and to Partha it seemed as if the gesture came unbidden, a result of mania. It was like a drug had gone into his system and was finally taking effect. Strangely enough, Partha’s fingers were too stiff and cold to move. 
 
    “I know your All-Father is looking for me, thinking of me. I know he is! Just as I watch for him. I wonder what thoughts he must keep. What urges, what compulsions. He has so many tricks up his sleeve. As do I! I wonder if he watches surveillance recordings of my assaults on your kind, desperate for clues about my powers. He must have a few clues, surely… clues that he passes back and forth in his mind. Hm? Chunks of meat I’ve left in my wake. Or ruined electronics.” Partha began to suspect that he was dreaming. Varg's face had become a twitching mask of manic excitement, the tongue unconsciously flicking against sharp teeth. The room was now covered in a layer of frost. Partha rubbed his hands together, but felt nothing. Neither cold, nor pain, nor even any fear of any kind. The hands rubbing together might as well have been an image of someone else's hands. He was numb inside and out. 
 
    “But perhaps not,” said Varg. “What sort of clues about me could be found? Wherever I set foot… fear, agony, and desolation follow! At least, according to the stories about me. But then, the lack of tangible clues must drive him mad, correct? How much sleep does your All-Father lose worrying about me? I would like to see him sit and stew. I wonder what sort of plans he devises. For so long I have dreamed of our confrontation. But I won't throw myself away for the sake of experience, or the rush of a gamble. I want to kill him. I want to win. That's one thing we have in common.” 
 
    “You have nothing in common with the All-Father,” said Partha. The statement was barely a whisper, but Varg seemed surprised that he had uttered it. 
 
    “More than you share with him, I'll wager!” said Varg. His hand and fingers twitched, as if considering touching Partha. Then he relaxed. 
 
    “Why…?” said Partha, then stopped. His lips felt stiff and difficult to move. 
 
    Varg nodded slowly. “Yes. Why. Why… do you… exist. It's always struck me, the irrelevance of your race. You are born and live tortured and alone. You die, and everything you’ve experienced is erased. Why? What was the point? Seems a cruel thing, if you ask me.” 
 
    Varg's face relaxed for a moment; black cracks closed around white gaps. He seemed truly perplexed. 
 
    “But you do have a purpose,” Varg continued. “My closest brother and I, we were made to experience greater complexity than most of our brothers. It can be a lonely thing. Sometimes it's nice to have a talk with someone who isn't a finger on the hand of God, as I am. Sometimes you have to whisper secrets into a dark hole that will soon be packed with dirt. Do you understand? No, of course you wouldn't. You-” 
 
    At that moment a demon stuck its head in through the doorway. The kobold’s face was slack and without expression, to the extent that Partha thought of a sock puppet poking up from the edge of a cardboard stage. Annoyed, Varg turned around in his seat. The two looked at one another, then the demon flinched as if struck and pulled its head back. Varg leaned back and closed the door with his foot. 
 
    Varg's mania was gone, now replaced by something like hunger. Golden serpent-eyes flicked up and down the length of Partha's body. Varg rose and approached, covering him in shadow. 
 
    “Time's over,” he muttered. “Got to move, then. Listen: You can rest once I have a name. I can see your mind is imprisoned. You're in pain. You need help, and I need an expert on the Orb of Control. Who? Tell me. Who?” 
 
    Partha watched as Varg's heavy, black hand closed on his forearm. He did not feel the fingers gripping him. He was confused. Was he watching Varg hold someone else's arm? He was cold, colder than he had ever been. He had to sleep… it was the only way to warm up. 
 
    “Nemarus,” he heard himself say. 
 
    “Nemarus?” 
 
    He could not nod, but after a moment Varg was satisfied. 
 
    “Where?” he said. 
 
    “Shan Greala,” said Partha. The words were a whisper between his teeth. 
 
    “Nemarus of Shan Greala. Good. Good job.” Varg nodded, then said, “Look at this.” 
 
    Partha turned his head with assistance. He saw a fine layer of frost around his arm, but none on Varg's. Steam was coming from Varg's hand. Partha looked up at Varg's face, so close to his own, and saw him smiling, nearly from ear to ear, both demonic and comical. 
 
    “Nearly all the life has been sucked out of this room,” Varg whispered maniacally. “Including yours. You're stiff with death. You see! See – watch!” 
 
    At that moment Varg's hand jerked and something shattered. With complete disinterest Partha saw part of his own forearm reduced to splinters of bone shards, flesh like hard plastic jutting at all angles, a hunk of meat still connecting wrist to elbow like a broken axle. He was mildly annoyed at the cold dust that got in his eyes. 
 
    “Ah!” said Varg. “Thought I'd snap the whole thing with a single twist. Must be losing my touch. Mmm?” 
 
    Varg leaned in toward him, and Partha thought that he looked like a wolf with his tongue lolling out. Partha wondered if he would be allowed to rest. Varg placed a hand against Partha's chest. There was a cracking sound, a great rush of air, then warmth, then nothing. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Six 
 
    Tartarus 
 
      
 
    As soon as the door was sealed on the cramped transport, the Ambassador hit the intercom and shouted, “Can I take this damn mask off?” 
 
    Through the glass separating them from the pilot’s compartment, Zero Seven watched the pilot turn toward them, then turn away, then turn to look at them again. Like everyone else in the transport, the pilot wore a full envirosuit complete with a helmet that obscured his features. 
 
    “Well, sir,” his tinny voice came through the intercom, “you do what you want, but since you had to open the door to get in here, I’d say you need to let the air scrubbers go through at least one cycle before you take your helmet off.” 
 
    The Ambassador thought for a moment, then hit the intercom button again. “One cycle?” he said. “The hell does that mean?” 
 
    The pilot turned partway in his seat, torn between taking off and dealing with his passengers. “It means the air in the passenger compartment cycles through the filtration system and gets sterilized before it passes back into-” 
 
    “No, numbskull, I mean, how long will that take? One cycle!” 
 
    “Maybe eight, nine minutes, sir.” 
 
    “Tell me when that eight minutes is up.” The Ambassador released the intercom switch and sat down heavily next to Zero Seven. They waited in silence as the pilot communicated with air traffic control, then he lifted off and carefully maneuvered toward the exit. Though there were other aircraft inside the hangar within the Tower of Yod, nobody but the human - or rather, pureborn - delegation seemed to be flying mechanical aircraft today. 
 
    They passed through the wide doors of the hangar built within the Tower of Yod and found themselves flying through the streets of downtown Arcadia. The air was thick with birds and their riders flying about, banking and dropping in crazy arcs. 
 
    “Good night,” said the Ambassador. “You see this, Zero Seven?” 
 
    Zero Seven nodded. The Ambassador, who was his direct superior, was broadcasting through his envirosuit comm system for his ears alone. 
 
    “The pictures I saw before we came here didn’t do it justice,” said Zero Seven. “They’re lucky they don’t have more accidents, flying around like that.” 
 
    “I wish we could plow right into one of these guys. I wouldn’t mind seeing one of those birds stretched out on the windshield.” 
 
    Zero Seven might have laughed if everyone’s mood was not so sour. “Me too, sir. Though we might not survive a crash with one of those monsters.” 
 
    As their conversation winded down, Zero Seven noticed one of the other delegation members turn to look at them before nonchalantly turning toward the window. Though the cramped seats were arranged so that they were all turned toward one another, the transport’s engine and air filtration system were so loud that it was generally considered a safe place to communicate. Members of rival agencies could sit directly across from one another, but if they were not shouting in one another’s ears, they would not be overheard. In theory, agents from the EDL or the CYP could be plotting as they sat directly across from one another, and they would not even know it. 
 
    I’ll bet that guy’s with the FRN, thought Zero Seven, suddenly breaking out into a cold sweat. He probably hacked the boss’s comm line! 
 
    As if on cue, the man began tapping arrhythmically on his knee. Zero Seven knew it had to be some kind of code. Zero Seven tried not to make it obvious, but turned his gaze to watch the others. As far as he could tell, no one was watching the man tapping his knee, but then again, a double agent sent by the FRN - or, God forbid, the NJZ - would not be obvious about sending and receiving secret messages. 
 
    “I think that’s about enough,” the Ambassador said as he pulled his helmet off. He flicked his envirosuit air filters off and ran a gloved hand through his wet, matted hair. Zero Seven followed suit. He did not like the idea of taking off his helmet while they were still within the city limits of this dystopian nightmare, but he wanted to show the Ambassador that he was a staunch loyalist, rather than a double agent like some of the others sitting shoulder to shoulder in the transport. 
 
    Zero Seven watched as, one by one, the men removed their helmets. They were sweaty, their hair mashed down flat, but worse than that, Zero Seven had to admit that they were all ugly. He hated the thought, but it was unavoidable. They had been in Arcadia for over a week before managing to get an audience with the Emperor, and after seeing so many unnaturally beautiful faces, the sight of his own teammates was something of a shock. A man codenamed Eleven C Ninety had a nose that looked like a red piece of fruit stuck to his face, and another man known only as Mister Person had buck teeth that could be classified as GRADE B Weapons, which could get him arrested back in Ulain. All of them were short, except for Zero Seven, who was exceptionally tall for a pureborn. He turned to look at his boss. Though he had worked for him for years, and was well aware that he was going bald, seeing his bare scalp just now, a thin piece of shiny pink skin stretched taut under the wisps of a combover, was enough to take his breath away. 
 
    Damn these so-called highborn, he thought, looking away from his teammates. It’s not just that they’ve done something sick and unnatural to their own genes, but they’ve done something to ours, too. They put poison in our water, and in our food, to make us like this… and that’s in addition to their usual germ warfare! 
 
    “Well, Zero Seven,” said the Ambassador, “I guess you noticed the Emperor’s rudeness during our meeting.” 
 
    “I did, sir,” said Zero Seven, leaning close so that the older man could hear him over the noise. 
 
    “Twenty goddamn robots, he says he’ll send us,” said the Ambassador. “That’s after they take half a year to modify them. Pull their brains out and hide as many bombs and viral payloads in them as they can, is what he meant to say!” 
 
    “And spying devices,” Zero Seven added. 
 
    “And spying devices!” the Ambassador shouted. “You’re right! Cameras, microphones, bio-resonance modulators so they can copy us and clone us, and replace us whenever they want… or whatever they can dream up in those big, twisted brains of theirs.” 
 
    As the transport flew out over black, frozen waves of curving solar panels, Zero Seven leaned against the window and watched dark woods stretching across the horizon. He could see a reflection of his own face, which was handsome by pureborn standards. He had a chiseled jawline, the stubble of a beard, and a thick head of curly chestnut hair. Still, after spending a week in the very center of the Sanctuary, he could not help but see his face as misshapen, the cheekbones crudely pronounced, his eyes sunken and small. 
 
    As his dissatisfaction grew, he let his mind drift. He recalled a walk through one of the shopping centers in the Tower of Yod. He saw a mother with her child. She, too, must have been a foreigner in Arcadia, for she wore a sleeveless robe cinched at the waist. She had long, blond hair, and a pair of ruby red lips and perfect teeth. While her child ate roasted nuts out of a little bag, the woman smiled and laughed with her husband. When she tilted her head, Zero Seven involuntarily stopped and stared. The line of her neck tracing down to her bare shoulder was like something from a dream, a sight he could never have imagined on his own, even though he had been warned about such things before this trip. 
 
    With a painful sting of remorse he remembered the highborn woman noticing him. Her smile suddenly fled from her. She put a hand on her child. Zero Seven knew she wanted to pick up her child and hold him in a protective embrace, and keep him safe from the degenerate pureborn - but, not wanting to be rude to the unenhanced, she simply kept a hand on her child and watched Zero Seven from the corner of her eye. The father, a big, strong looking man in a light teal button up shirt and fashionable white pants, shifted his stance so that he stood between the child and Zero Seven without making it obvious. Zero Seven looked at the highborn man’s purple eyes and, to his horror, realized that the highborn man did not look at him with distrust, or even outright disgust, but with pity. 
 
    Zero Seven walked past the couple, making a point to stare straight ahead. The child, oblivious and intent on his own business, suddenly danced in a series of squats that sent roasted nuts spilling onto the ground. The parents did not scold him, but waited for Zero Seven to leave. Though the incident was minor, and lasted only a few seconds, he was surprised at how deeply painful the absolute rejection felt. Even as he was haunted by the memory of the woman’s bare shoulder, and her bright smile, he continually reminded himself that he hated her. 
 
    They did this to us, he thought. They made us like this. 
 
    And one day, we’ll make them pay! 
 
    “Hey, Zero Seven,” said the Ambassador. 
 
    “Yes, sir?” 
 
    “We’re not going back to Ulain.” 
 
    “Oh? I thought… but they’ll be expecting us back home, sir.” 
 
    The Ambassador smiled strangely, then shook his head. “None of the boys know it yet, so keep it to yourself for now. This is only for you.” 
 
    Zero Seven’s heart took off at a dead run. Trying to hide his excitement, he said, “What’s that, sir?” 
 
    “Though our mission was to get some highborn mercenaries to help us against our enemies, the truth is, we knew Wodan would never loan them to us. But we had a side mission going on, a cooperative effort between the TIA, and the… well, the ODI.” 
 
    “The ODI?!” he stammered, unable to hide his shock. 
 
    Again the Ambassador smiled. “That’s right, Zero Seven. Did you think we’d have you pushing paperwork in some TIA office your whole life? No, the ODI - the Original Department of Intelligences - has their eye on you. They want you to see the highborn for what they are. And to do that, we’re going to take a side trip.” 
 
    Zero Seven did not want to seem overly eager, so he clenched his jaw in what he hoped was a look of determination. 
 
    Of course the ODI wants me, he thought. They’ve seen my potential! They know my loyalty to the human race! 
 
    “Where are we going, then, sir?” said Zero Seven. 
 
    “We’re going to Tartarus, my boy. The prison of the highborn.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Flying west, they cut across the northern shore of the lake of Mag Mell, then continued over thinly wooded highlands, a rain-soaked land draped in fog. During a fuel stop at a small farming community, the Ambassador announced their change of plan. To Zero Seven’s surprise, a couple of the men on their team believed that the trip to Tartarus actually meant that they would be handed over to the highborn, or perhaps even killed. A shouting match broke out and Eleven C Ninety threatened to release a blackmail packet that would destroy the Ambassador forever. Zero Seven would never forget the looks on the faces of the highborn farmers sitting at their campfire, mouths hanging open, staring at the arguing pureborn as if they could not imagine such strife. 
 
    Finally the Ambassador reminded Eleven C Ninety that there were “many rooms” but also “several long tunnels through hell lying beneath their feet,” and the argument suddenly ended. It was only much later that Zero Seven understood that this was a coded phrase. They took off for their new course, heading southwest. With the mountains of the Black Valley sitting among brooding rain clouds in the distance, they approached the prison of Tartarus. The collection of gray stone buildings were huddled close together, a concrete island in a sea of trees. As the sun set, harsh flood lights shone upon the forbidding structure. 
 
    They landed on a rooftop, and Zero Seven realized that the buildings were much larger than he had realized. Though he might have preferred a trip to the Shining City, or perhaps Doreido, the fabled “city of machines”, he decided that even the massive, gray behemoths that housed the damned gods were impressive in their own right. 
 
    This is why the men of the ODI wanted me to see this place, he thought. It shows the naked reality of the fiends who hold our race in shackles. Instead of some brightly colored carnival, like Arcadia, this bleak prison shows the truth of the matter. 
 
    The transport’s engines fell quiet, and the only noise was the men shifting to put on their helmets. 
 
    “This was once a human city,” the Ambassador said quietly. “Pontius, they used to call it.” 
 
    “It was?” said Zero Seven. 
 
    “Oh, yes. But the Emperor hated it. Hated it from the beginning. Hated what we had built, the city we made in defiance of demonkind. That’s why he sticks the worst highborn here. Them, and the gene-freaks… the discarded stillborn that he would rather not see. He cares only about the beautiful, and the strong, you know. To his very core he despises anything that’s - oh, here you go.” 
 
    The Ambassador pointed, and Zero Seven saw a highborn coming over to greet them. Zero Seven steeled his resolve. 
 
    “Shall we go in, then?” he said, hoping that he sounded brave. 
 
    “Uh, you’ll be going in by yourself,” said the Ambassador, laughing nervously. “We’re just suiting up because you’ll be opening that door!” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “This hall contains some prisoners who have been here for well over one hundred years,” said Urdel, the guide. He held the door open wide for Zero Seven. He found himself in a long concrete hallway painted white. It was better lit than he had expected. 
 
    I suppose I thought it was going to be dark, like a cave or something, he thought. With the damned highborn hanging from chains, forced to live forever in darkness… 
 
    “Let’s try to be quick about it,” said Urdel, forcing a smile. “Technically you’re not supposed to be here.” 
 
    Zero Seven looked at his guide. The tall highborn had skin that was tinted somewhat green, which was apparently a trait among some Valliers. He had sandy hair and a lean build, and wore a simple gray work uniform. After seeing the highborn in Arcadia, Zero Seven had begun to wonder if they were all lighthearted and joyful, but Urdel was clearly nervous. He smiled too often, and hesitated at each intersection. 
 
    “I’ll show you this one,” said Urdel, stopping at a heavy steel door. Instead of windows giving a view of the prisoners, each door was fitted with a vid screen. Urdel tapped the door’s vid screen and it blinked on. Craning his head, Zero Seven saw an image of a gray concrete room where a highborn in a white uniform lay on a cot with one arm thrown over his eyes. 
 
    “He doesn’t know we’re here?” said Zero Seven. 
 
    “No, he can’t see us, and he can’t hear anything but the air vents. He’s been in there for… well, I believe it’s over sixty years now.” 
 
    “Sixty years!” said Zero Seven. He felt suddenly weak. That was about the average life expectancy in Ulain. He could not imagine spending an entire lifetime in such a state. 
 
    But it’s worse than that, he thought. This man can’t even hope for death! He’s immortal! 
 
    “Why?” Zero Seven managed to say. “Why is he in there?” 
 
    “Because he has a family.” 
 
    Zero Seven tore himself away from the screen and looked up at Urdel. “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “Oh - I misunderstood. You mean, what crime did he commit?” 
 
    “Of course!” 
 
    “He’s a wizard-slayer. He killed a wizard and sold the carbon accretions in his brain. Do you… you understand how wizardry works?” 
 
    “A little,” Zero Seven admitted. 
 
    “The same brain-matter growths that make wizardry possible - you know, the little crystals that grow in their brains - you can harvest those crystals and use them to make weapons that break cognate shields. Of course, it’s perfectly legal to use crystals obtained from demons. But the Emperor takes a strong stance against those who do it to their own kind. It doesn’t happen so often anymore.” 
 
    “So this highborn killed, um, “wizards”... and harvested them… for money?” 
 
    Urdel nodded. 
 
    Zero Seven shook his head. He knew that he would never understand the ways of the highborn. Poverty was rampant in Ulain. It was a simple fact of life. His job with the TIA afforded him a hefty salary, but it was not as if everyone could work for a powerful intelligence agency, and put their life on the line fighting terrorism. His people were in a desperate situation, and even though he worked hard to enforce the law, he understood what drove people to break the law. 
 
    But all of these highborn are wealthy! They all have it easy! What’s worse, you could test this highborn criminal’s intelligence on the Sawyer-Riggs scale, and it would likely be far above the human mean. 
 
    So why in the hell would he do something that could land him in a place like this? 
 
    “But like I was saying,” said Urdel, “it’s his family that keeps him alive. If he didn’t have a family petitioning the Emperor, our great leader would have chopped his head off long ago.” 
 
    The way Urdel sneered when he said “great leader” reminded Zero Seven that at least there was one highborn who understood the grim situation the world was in. 
 
    “Thank you,” said Zero Seven. “For showing me this, I mean.” 
 
    “Yes… well,” the highborn stammered. After a nervous glance further down the hall, he said, “I wanted to show you some more prisoners, but it’s all the same, really. Just poor souls living out their damnation. The Emperor is happy enough to have them tortured in public, or even chop their heads off - he used to do it himself, you know! - but if it’s to his benefit to let them live, he’ll do that, too. It’s all the same to him, I’m sure. But we need to keep moving. I could show you these poor men and women all day long, but what you really need to see is…” Urdel choked suddenly, then swallowed with some difficulty. With a nervous glance at Zero Seven, he turned and continued down the hallway. He took long strides that must have been easy enough for him, but Zero Seven practically had to jog to keep up. His envirosuit grew hot with the effort. 
 
    “Even if some would make the argument that lawbreakers deserve to live in Tartarus,” Urdel continued, “certainly few could argue that the people in this other wing deserve to be here. They’re the… well, there are terms some people use that-” 
 
    “The gene-freaks?” said Zero Seven. 
 
    Urdel flashed Zero Seven a frightening look. Zero Seven clamped his mouth shut. He reminded himself that even though this highborn was helping the people of Ulain for now, he was still a highborn, and thus could not be fully trusted. 
 
    “The proper term is stillborn,” said Urdel. “They’re people who were denied a normal, healthy life… before they were even born. I’m sure you’ve heard rumors about these stricken souls.” 
 
    Unwilling to offend his guide any further, Zero Seven remained silent, and Urdel continued. “There’s one poor girl who can never leave because… well, she would most likely be raped if she did. She produces a pheromonal cloud that is intoxicating.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    Urdel took a deep breath. “Imagine living in a world where everyone only wants to use you. Everyone you knew, and would ever know… they were all predators, and you were the prey. Even your own family would be overcome with lust, just being near you.” 
 
    “I see…” 
 
    “And there are physical disabilities for many of the stillborn, of course. Missing limbs, extra limbs, height radically increased or stunted. But the cognitive disabilities are the worst. Of course, I hate to say they’re disabled, but their uniqueness puts them at a disadvantage. We have inmates here incapable of communication, or their memory only lasts for a few seconds, or they lash out blindly, unable to control their negative emotions.” 
 
    Zero Seven did not want to say it out loud, but the “unfortunate” people here did not seem so unfortunate to him. Zero Seven lived in Ulain, the last pureborn human city, and life was not easy. Despite a culture of disease prevention, diseases were rampant, birth defects were alarmingly common, and nearly everyone was on medication for depression, or anxiety, or any number of psychological instabilities. Some intellectuals were throwing around terms like “total dysgenic collapse”. Zero Seven was proud to be a member of the TIA, but as proud as he was, he had to admit that he had probably climbed the ranks because he was tall, had a decent build, a good jawline, and was able to go to work every day without sabotaging himself due to some neurological disorder. He was one of the rare exceptions. 
 
    Lots of people in Ulain would love to stay in a place like this, he thought. There’s plenty of food, and it’s safe, at least. Then again… 
 
    Zero Seven glanced up at his guide. 
 
    Then again, I suppose I would come to believe Tartarus was a terrible place, too. It’s a dark, lonely box tucked away in a paradise filled with beautiful people! 
 
    They reached another gray hallway. Urdel stopped at a steel doorway and tapped the vid screen, bringing it to life. Instead of gray concrete walls, Zero Seven saw that the room was painted mostly in pink and blue, and also had paintings of what must have been trees, but they were stylized. A figure sat at a small table, staring off into space. Rather than a cot, there was a bed decorated with blue and purple pillows. Zero Seven thought the decor was a bit childish, and was not sure if he would have preferred eternal imprisonment in this room or the gray one. 
 
    Peering at the sitting figure, he suddenly gasped in shock. It was a highborn, as his muscular physique made obvious, but his face was misshapen, even bestial. One lip curled up in a sort of permanent growl, and his bulbous nose was upturned. The creature’s beady eyes sat unevenly within deep orbits. The creature turned and looked at him. 
 
    “Wh-what is that?!” Zero Seven stammered. 
 
    Urdel sighed. “He’s called the Dogman. Sadly, I’m not sure of his real name, or if he even has one. You see…” 
 
    The Dogman’s large nose twitched, then his face creased as he sniffed the air in an exaggerated manner. The brute pushed a button on the table and Zero Seven heard the static hum of an intercom activating. 
 
    “My man Urdel,” said the Dogman, his voice coming through a speaker beside the door. “Zit time for my psych ‘valuation? ‘Cause I must say, these damn girls on the sysnet got me bout half crazy.” 
 
    “I thought you said they couldn’t see us!” Zero Seven shouted. He was not sure why he felt so alarmed, but the idea that such a grotesque creature could see him was revolting on a very primal level. 
 
    “He can’t!” said Urdel, smiling awkwardly. He opened his mouth, then shut it, then pressed a button beside the speaker. “Just a moment, Dogman, sorry.” 
 
    “A moment, you say!” said the Dogman. “Boy, I’m a busy man!” 
 
    Urdel released the intercom switch and turned to Zero Seven. “The Dogman had his genes modified, much like… well, much like all of the highborn did, long ago. But we all have the same basic modifications. I’m sure you know that. But the Dogman - and actually, every prisoner in this wing - were modified illegally. This was over a hundred years ago, mind you. The guilty parties have long since been punished, but their legacy lives on.” 
 
    “What does that have to do with that monster in there?” said Zero Seven, losing a wrestling match against revulsion and impatience. 
 
    “Our Emperor, in his “wisdom”, has decreed that all those who were modified must never leave this place.” 
 
    Zero Seven forced out laughter. “Imagine that!” he said. “The king of the genetically modified, taking a stand against genetic modification!” 
 
    Urdel clenched his lips tight and nodded. “It’s just as you say, really. The hypocrisy is obvious.” 
 
    Zero Seven turned to the creature on the vid screen. Looking closer, he realized the Dogman was typing something on a small computer. “But how does he know we’re out here, if the vid screen is one-way?” 
 
    “He smells us.” 
 
    Zero Seven looked at the door. He did not see any kind of air vents, and the door seemed to be flush with the wall. Only at the bottom did he see a tiny space, perhaps wide enough for a piece of paper to slide through. 
 
    “Have you heard of the dogmen?” said Urdel. 
 
    Zero Seven pointed at the doorway. “You mean…” 
 
    “No, not the Dogman, but the dogmen. They were once a people, but when the Emperor came to power, one of his first criminal acts was to target them for genocide. He was clever about it, though. He didn’t order anyone to gun them down, as that would have revealed his character. No, he essentially paid them to stop breeding. These were a chronically impoverished people, mind you, so what else were they to do? They had to submit if they wanted to survive, but, of course, they didn’t survive.” 
 
    “It was a trap?” 
 
    Urdel nodded. “He paid them handsomely to allow themselves to be sterilized… and he made the procedure voluntary, in order to keep the blood off his hands. When the dogmen were gone, private companies decided to further modify the highborn genetic code. They tried all kinds of different modifications. The poor man trapped in this room is the result of an attempt to resurrect the “dogman” genome. This is the only prisoner here that’s been modified in this way, but we have plenty of other unfortunates who have forbidden modifications, locked up without any hope of ever leaving.” 
 
    The Dogman laughed suddenly, shook his head, then began typing animatedly on his computer. 
 
    “Okay, I’m trying to understand,” said Zero Seven. “Why did he stick those… people in here? They can’t help what they are!” 
 
    “How much do you know about demons?” 
 
    Zero Seven gave Urdel a skeptical look. It was well known among many pureborn that the flesh demons were a highborn conspiracy. As long as people were afraid of creatures who could come out of the earth at any time and eat anyone they could grab, then of course no pureborn would try to break free from the wall trapping them inside Ulain. 
 
    They exist, sure, Zero Seven thought. But if they were really that dangerous, then every highborn city would be walled, just like Ulain. Instead, the highborn feel quite comfortable propping up their feet and camping in the wilderness anywhere they like! 
 
    Zero Seven did not say any of this aloud, so Urdel took his silence for ignorance. “The basic idea,” said Urdel, “is that the demons can take anyone’s genes - through breeding, that is - and mix them with theirs. That’s why we had the kobold demon-variant just a few years after the highborn were created. As for Tartarus, the Emperor claims he doesn’t want the forbidden modifications in here to intermingle with demonic genetics. Everyone is afraid of demons, so if the Emperor wants to do something which is clearly wrong, all he has to do is claim that whatever he’s doing is for our protection. With an excuse like that, nobody will stand up to him.” 
 
    “I suppose most highborn have no idea the Emperor does this?” 
 
    “Um… well, they do,” Urdel nodded, his face screwing up in discomfort. “The stillborn, as they are called, are given computers, and a connection to the sysnet. They can talk to each other, or even to anyone else, really. Which, if you ask me, actually makes things more difficult for them!” 
 
    As if on cue, the Dogman slapped his head on either side and leaned back. “These damn girls!” he shouted. Though he guffawed with laughter as he pushed away from the computer, Zero Seven could almost see hints of torment within the gesture. Zero Seven believed that the Dogman was about to speak to them once again, and perhaps give some insight into his plight, but he seemed content to ignore them as he turned his attention back to his computer. 
 
    “So,” said Zero Seven, “how does the Emperor decide who should-” 
 
    A steel door banged open and Zero Seven’s heart leaped into his throat. He stood rigid with fear and watched as a guard exited a stairwell and came marching toward them. He had a lean, muscular build, short black hair, and an angry expression that made it seem as if he had been personally wronged. He wore a uniform much like Urdel’s, but it was black and fixed with a name tag that read ARTOS. Noticing the sword on his back and a bullpup rifle slung over one shoulder, Zero Seven felt his legs go weak. He glanced over at Urdel and saw that he stood rigid much like himself. 
 
    “The hell you think you’re doing?!” the man shouted, his voice ringing along the hallway. 
 
    “Artos, it’s not wh-what it looks like!” said Urdel. “I just-” 
 
    “The cameras turn off and you’re nowhere to be found!” said Artos. “Think I can’t put two and two together?” 
 
    “I… well, I thought you wouldn’t be-” 
 
    “Thought I wouldn’t be here? I’m always here.” Artos turned to Zero Seven and looked down his nose at him. Zero Seven could feel the highborn man’s scorn radiating through his frigid gaze. “And you. I ought to pop your helmet off and cough on you, you little dwarf!” 
 
    Zero Seven’s mouth went dry. He had been told that their man inside had already worked everything out, and that the guards would leave them alone. As he tried to come up with some excuse for his presence, the intercom hissed. 
 
    “Artos? You here, too?” said the Dogman, sniffing the air. “You all gonna have a party out there and not even say nothin’ to me?” 
 
    Artos pressed the intercom button, then said, “Sorry, Dogman, I can’t talk right now - and neither can Urdel.” 
 
    The Dogman’s mouth formed into a perfect O as he sensed some drama was occurring just outside of his door. As he turned and looked directly into the camera, Artos touched the vid screen and it went black. Reaching out with his other hand, he grabbed Zero Seven by his collar and nearly lifted him off his feet. Terrified that his suit would rupture, he grabbed the highborn’s wrist and balanced on his toes. 
 
    “Urdel, you get this pureborn out of here,” said Artos. “Then pack up your shit and don’t ever come around here ever again.” 
 
    “You can’t fire me!” Urdel shot back. “You don’t have the authority! You’re just a guard!” 
 
    “That right?” Artos smiled partway. “I’ve been here a lot longer than you. If I can’t get you fired, I’ll make your life hell.” Artos’s cold smile was replaced by a look of disgust. “You little turd! Bringing unauthorized people in here - I ought to put a mag in your guts! You were nice enough to turn the cameras off, after all. Think anybody would ask questions if I used you for target practice?” 
 
    Deathly silence followed. Zero Seven craned his head, hoping to see Urdel, the pureborn sympathizer, looking defiant as he prepared to stand up for him. Instead, the highborn’s bloodless face hung slack, and his eyes were wide with terror. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    After the overzealous guard recorded the pureborn transport’s tail number and photographed everyone’s identification papers, he let them off with a warning to never come back. Once the fear washed out of Zero Seven’s system, he was left with a deflated sense of humiliation. While he knew the incident was not his fault, as the insider had assured them they would not be caught, he told himself that a truly competent agent of the TIA should be able to outmaneuver the enemies of the human race. He stared at the glaring floodlights outside of the giant gray cubes of Tartarus, then saw only the streaks of tracers as they flew into the dark black wilderness. 
 
    “That was a close one, wasn’t it?” said the Ambassador. 
 
    “Sir, I…” 
 
    Zero Seven was not sure how to apologize. He wanted nothing more than to join the ODI, the legendary intelligence agency that, in some sense, controlled every other intelligence agency within Ulain. He doubted that was even an option anymore. He turned to the Ambassador, hoping he could explain himself. Strangely enough, as the old man stripped off his helmet, Zero Seven saw that he had a smile on his face. 
 
    “They’re bullies,” said the Ambassador, shaking his head. “I swear, that big son of a bitch had a hardon while he was talking down to us!” 
 
    Zero Seven slipped off his helmet. He had not expected such an easygoing manner from someone who had just had a frightening run-in with one of the monsters holding the human species captive. The Ambassador looked Zero Seven over, then slapped his knee. 
 
    “I wouldn’t worry about it, my boy,” said the Ambassador. “They’ve been pushing us around for hundreds of years. But that’s all going to come to an end.” 
 
    “How do you mean, sir?” 
 
    The old man glanced at the others. Noting that they were lost in their own conversations, and could hear nothing over the roar of the engine, the Ambassador turned to Zero Seven and said, “Because we have a plan. In fact… we’re going to kill Emperor Wodan.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seven 
 
    Jenny Istis 
 
      
 
    Four birds escorted the orange transport as the Dandy Jaggers made their way east of Arcadia. Over endless treetops stirred by the breeze they crossed the wide Ionian River where it joined Folker’s Lake at the foot of the mountains. From this distance they could almost make out the white towers of Utgard, where the Emperor had fought the battle that ended demonic rule over the surface of the world. Yuri caught sight of Gilly aiming at the ancient city with his heavy, scoped rifle, and was not sure what he was about; when his communicator hummed to life, he saw that Gilly was taking photographs of the distant city through the scope of his rifle. Though blurry, the images struck a chord in Yuri. The white towers with their blue flags displaying the battle masks of the lost king and queen stirred something in him, a halfhearted desire to make his name and reputation known among his people. 
 
    But we’re going the wrong way, he thought. We should be going to Mag Mell, not to the far end of the world! 
 
    On the shores of Folker’s Lake they landed at a resort village. While Odyn, Kotes, and Gilly wandered into a large inn to see what the fishermen were up to, Yuri followed Mother as she landed at a fueling station. He watched her speak with a robot with her hands jammed into her pockets, then he worked up his nerve and approached her. She turned her blue eyes toward him. 
 
    “Yuri,” she said. “I know we haven’t had much time to talk.” 
 
    “It’s fine, Mother,” he said, feeling a little ridiculous calling her such. “It’s just - we need to go to Mag Mell.” 
 
    “No.” She shook her head slightly. 
 
    “No? There’s been a major attack, the worst I’ve ever heard of! You know I come from there. I know people there, but I haven’t been able to reach anyone!” 
 
    “Don’t bother,” she said. Her emotionally flat tone was infuriating to Yuri. He wanted an explanation for why they were heading away from a demonic attack rather than toward it, but he was unwilling to cause a scene at the fueling depot, so he simply crossed his arms and looked down at her. 
 
    Finally Mother sighed, and said, “Look, Yuri. You’re new at this. Several of our old-timers got recruited by other teams, so right now our number one priority is to get you and the other new recruit up and running. I know you want to go and help your friends, but it doesn’t work that way. Demons use hit-and-run tactics. The demons are already gone, and the island is crawling with veteran teams combing the area for clues. We would just get in the way.” 
 
    “But what if my friends need help? What if they’re stuck somewhere, and no one can find them because-” 
 
    “Yuri, I’m sorry, but if your friends haven’t contacted you, then they’re already dead.” 
 
    Like a slap the words struck him, and he had to force himself to breathe. “You don’t know that,” he said. 
 
    “I know enough. There’s a lot of sysnet traffic that blocks comms after an attack, but mercenary teams have access to channels that the public don’t know about. If one of your friends wanted to get word to you, they could have spoken to a mercenary, and the mercenary would have gotten word to me. Your friends are dead, Yuri. I’m sorry.” 
 
    Yuri could think of nothing to say, and only bowed his head. Though he was angry that this person he barely knew felt comfortable saying something so devastating, a part of him knew that it was true. 
 
    Mother started to walk away, then turned back. “Yuri,” she said. 
 
    He cleared his throat. “Yeah?” he managed. 
 
    “We can’t fight them right now, so just learn to hate them. Don’t quit on me. If you stick with me, I can teach you how to hate properly. I can get you access to sysnet sites showing the demons’ handiwork. You need to see the things demons do to people, how they kill and torture us. Learning to hate them effectively is important, and seeing their handiwork will help you grow a hard callus over your heart. You need to keep a level head, and that’s not easy when you’re dealing with these creatures. Hatred will help you do that.” 
 
    He was not sure how to respond to something like that, and so she left him with his thoughts. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The transporter was refueled by the time the boys returned loaded down with kelp crunch and hot fish cakes, then they set off east once again. They followed the northern shore of Folker’s Lake where it stretched across the valley, then flew over the little communities sitting at the wooded feet of the mountains. Beyond the mountains the woods thinned out, and they came to the rolling grasslands. As the sun set over the mountains, Yuri watched a herd of wild buffalo making their way north. He was amused as Elseth craned his head awkwardly, as he too was eager to get a good look at the migrating beasts. 
 
    The plains seemed to go on forever, from horizon to horizon. Yuri wondered what such a land was like long ago, then remembered that when his father was young, this land was nothing but sludge lying beneath the sea. Saltsucker weeds were spread to desalinate the soil, and to this day much of it was still unclaimed. He turned to look at Odyn, and saw the large highborn sitting carefully upon his fat chestnut sparrow. 
 
    They say the world was once practically dead, he thought. Now it’s alive, and there’s so much room that we can practically expand without limit. 
 
    The red mountains of Doreido grew on the horizon, and they saw the square fields of farming communities once again. Large transports filled the night sky, dark behemoths levitating on gas-fueled repulsor jets slowly carrying them along. The entire Sanctuary depended on Doreido manufacturing, and while Yuri had traveled through much of the Sanctuary in his youth, he had never been to Doreido. So it was that he was filled with wonder when he saw the lights of the city shining in the scarlet mountains. Along steep ravines Yuri saw the endless traffic of gleaming plastic bodies marching through winding, dangerous paths. The toil of the robots continued day and night, and even enslaved lawbreakers from all corners of the Sanctuary helped them mine for metals and rare elements. 
 
    Through a cloud of dark birds carrying armored guards with long rifles, they entered the crimson cleft in which lay the city of Doreido. Above the city, nestled between folds of stone, smoke poured from tall black towers, and at the base of the towers flashes of red light revealed the forges where large, enhanced robots pounded glowing metal under the supervision of highborn in cooling suits. 
 
    While their transporter circled a platform, Yuri followed the others as they landed on the perimeter. Several armored guards landed nearby, and Gilly dismounted to speak with them; Yuri had not even realized they were being followed. 
 
    They must be on high alert, since the attack, he thought. 
 
    A little intimidated by the large eagles staring back at them, Yuri turned to Odyn and was surprised to see him smiling mischievously at him. Kotes failed to hide a similar expression as he quickly turned away. 
 
    “Why do you look at me like that?” said Yuri, furrowing his brow. 
 
    “I apologize!” said Odyn. “It’s just… do you mind picking up the new recruit? Me, and Kotes, and Gilly, we need some ammo and gear, so we need to split up.” 
 
    Yuri was not sure why, but the idea of meeting the new recruit alone filled him with anxiety. “I’m a wizard,” said Yuri. “I can pick up more than all of you put together, you know! Why not let me do that?” 
 
    Odyn hopped down from his sparrow. “Hey, nobody can pick up heavy stuff like me. Alright? Besides, you’re the new guy. So you’re on bitch detail!” 
 
    Yuri could not argue with that. As the others prepared to leash their birds to posts, Odyn stopped and turned back. 
 
    “Hey, don’t look so down,” he said. “Here’s the thing. This new recruit? She only signed on because of you.” 
 
    “She… what?” 
 
    “It’s true!” said Odyn, smiling, then turning away in a contrived manner. “She’s a big fan of some of your fights. You know, from your wizardry competitions. She’s got a big crush on you!” He turned back to Yuri with a wink. “Might as well get some alone time with her. Have fun!” 
 
    Odyn and Kotes left before Yuri could respond, but he would not have known what to say even if they had stayed to listen. With awkward, robotic movements he leashed Elseth to a post, then made his way through an arched doorway leading into the city of Doreido. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Much of the city was hidden within the mountains, so Yuri made his way through winding passages of dark red stone, with strips of soft amber light revealing ornate spiral carvings decorating the walls. He reached a large public square lined with cozy storefronts where warm light spilled out of windows and open doorways. 
 
    The people here were not so joyous as the citizens of Arcadia, but Yuri could not blame them; on either side of a fountain of black steel, projected vid screens displayed the green hills of Mag Mell, with buildings reduced to smoking ruin. The cold blue light of the skies of Mag Mell shown in the flashing squares contrasted with the dim fireside glow of the subterranean city. 
 
    Yuri watched an image of a mercenary in heavy armor overseeing robots pulling a burned corpse from a pile of rubble. Yuri immediately turned away, and focused on the people sitting around the fountain, their faces reflecting the light of the projections. He saw a man watching with his fists clenched at his knees, a mother in a dark dress bouncing her child absentmindedly while watching the dead loaded into transports, and nearby sat a red-tinted young man arguing quietly with a bearded elder in a suit. 
 
    It’s a good thing I’m not wearing armor, he thought. I’m sure these people would wonder why a mercenary had flown about as far away from Mag Mell as is humanly possible. 
 
    Making his way toward a residential district, Yuri’s thoughts drifted from the demonic assault, and he grew more anxious as he approached the new recruit’s home. 
 
    I haven’t been in any wizardry competitions in years, he thought. Who in their right mind would want to dig up those old vids? 
 
    I was a completely different person back then. I was brash, reckless, ready to take on the world. If she’s expecting me to be anything like that, she’ll be disappointed. 
 
    A memory of Odyn smiling and winking flashed in his mind. 
 
    No… Odyn was lying. He only said that to get me unsettled. And it worked! 
 
    But if he did make up such a story just to create some drama, then that would disprove my theory that he is somehow my father, or a clone of my father, playing an elaborate prank on me. Wodan wouldn’t do that. It’s not in his nature. His main priority has always been the management of the Sanctuary. He never took time off. And if he pretended to take time off, it was always to network. He never even made time for his family… not for me, and not for mom. He certainly wouldn’t join a mercenary crew just to mess with me. 
 
    Yuri shook his head. 
 
    I mean, it’s just too strange! 
 
    In a cobblestoned avenue lined with house fronts projecting from the cavern walls, where the window boxes glittered with jewels, and little holographic gnomes decorated property boundaries, Yuri broke out of his reverie and saw a woman leaving her house. She had an athletic build, and carried her enormous bag with seemingly little effort. She wore a red jacket with form-fitting red pants, and her pale skin and wavy blond hair stood out in sharp contrast with her surroundings. Her gaze settled on Yuri, then she immediately made her way toward him. 
 
    Yuri was distracted as a young man hung around the doorway through which she had exited. He was tinted slightly red, as was common in Doreido, and his button-up shirt hung open. He had obviously been crying, and stared at the woman in unconcealed agony. 
 
    “Jenny!” he suddenly shouted. “Jenny!” 
 
    His cry echoed through the stone cavern, but she continued on her way toward Yuri. Yuri started to raise his hand in greeting, then a door across the street banged open, and another red-tinted man appeared and stared at the woman. His gaze turned to the first man, then his face turned a deeper shade of red with anger. 
 
    “Are you with the Dandy Jaggers?” the woman said to Yuri. 
 
    “Hello - yes,” Yuri said, distracted. He extended his hand. “I’m Yuri. Good to meet-” 
 
    “Jenny!” the first man cried, then the second man took off after him. 
 
    The woman dropped her heavy bag, then took Yuri’s hand. “I’m Istis. Jenny Istis,” she said. “It’s good to meet you.” 
 
    Yuri stared over her shoulder as the two men grappled. They soon fell into the foyer, where Yuri could no longer see them. 
 
    “Is everything okay?” said Yuri. 
 
    “Yes,” she answered immediately. “Can we go now?” 
 
    Yuri nodded. As he turned to go, he heard the door slam back against the wall. Turning back yet again, he saw both men pushing against one another, locked in an awkward embrace, their cheeks puffing in anger. Yuri turned and left with his new teammate. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Istis led them by another route, and in a glass elevator they rose through a vast chamber where robots handled red-hot steel rings in large batches. Yuri had never seen such robots, some of them soot-covered behemoths taller than a highborn, others of normal size but covered in some kind of shiny, slick coating. Sparks flew as the behemoths pounded steel. The elevator sped above the infernal glow, and Yuri saw dark-haired, red-tinted highborn in cooling gear, looking over data pads or speaking with robot servitors. 
 
    “Have you never seen the work here?” said Istis. 
 
    “No, I’ve never been to Doreido,” he said. “It’s fascinating.” 
 
    “The best weapons are made in Doreido. I’ll bet your sword was made here.” 
 
    Yuri was grateful that Istis was making conversation. He hated to admit it, but Odyn’s words had unnerved him. He felt like he was a boy again, nervous and awkward around girls. 
 
    That’s why he said it, the brute, he thought. He has no idea what this new recruit thinks, much less who she would be attracted to! 
 
    “I don’t know where it was made,” said Yuri. “My father gave it to me. He didn’t say, and I didn’t think to ask.” 
 
    The elevator rose beyond the bright glow of tortured steel and entered a tunnel lit only by a long strip of red neon. Yuri turned and saw the red glow passing over Istis’s pale face, growing and dimming as they ascended. She stood leaning back against the wall, with her arms folded. 
 
    “I suppose you’re used to such sights?” said Yuri. 
 
    “Yes.” She turned her big blue eyes to him, and he thought for a moment that she smiled, but it was only the light playing upon her face. “But that doesn’t mean I take it for granted. I’m doing this to protect my home.” 
 
    “I see. That’s noble.” 
 
    “Where’s your home, Yuri?” 
 
    A surprisingly difficult question. He considered saying that he had been born in Arcadia, but he had not lived there for many years, and in truth, he hardly remembered the person he had been back then. For much of his life he had moved around, and as the last vestiges of his old self had faded away, he had moved to Mag Mell, and lived there for long enough that it seemed he had always lived there. On the island he had emptied himself out, and whiled away one day after the next, waiting for the last few strands of his self to unwind and finally cease to be. 
 
    “I come from Mag Mell,” he said. 
 
    Istis froze and held him in her gaze. Her eyes were wide with fright, which made him feel frightened as well, as if she was looking at some terror hanging just over his shoulder. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said. 
 
    He felt unexpectedly guilty, as if he had been caught reaching for sympathy, and she could do nothing but play along. “Don’t be,” he said. 
 
    “I’m sure you want revenge. Is that why you joined?” 
 
    “No! No.” He looked away, surprised at how profoundly uncomfortable this line of questioning was making him. “The timing was only a coincidence. When I joined the Dandy Jaggers, I was resolved on never returning home… so I had already mourned all of my old friends.” 
 
    Turning to look at her, he watched her expression harden. “Is that the kind of person you are?” said Istis. “You can kill others in your mind?” 
 
    “It’s nothing like that,” said Yuri. “I just didn’t want you to feel sorry for me.” 
 
    The red light dimmed, then the elevator stopped. He felt Istis shift her weight in the darkness, then the door opened, flooding the elevator with white light. He could tell that she wanted to say more, but his communicator buzzed, distracting them both. 
 
    “What is it, Mother?” said Yuri. 
 
    “Get some cold weather gear,” said Mother. “We’ve got a job in Havenor.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eight 
 
    Bullies 
 
      
 
    Once the men returned with ammunition for Gilly and a supply of snacks which Odyn claimed could only be found in Doreido, they set off, flying west toward New Kurgheim. 
 
    Yuri watched Istis flying on her bright red cardinal. She did not tie back her hair, but let the pale waves stream behind her. While he could not say that she was especially attractive, or charming, there was something about her that he found intriguing. As if sensing his gaze, she turned toward him, then smiled. Embarrassed at having been caught watching her, he turned away. 
 
    He wondered why she would bother with being a mercenary. His unconscious image of her as a tough, stoic warrior-woman was ruined by the friendly expression she had thoughtlessly given. 
 
    She only gave off that impression earlier because she was in a bad mood, over some sort of foolish drama, he thought. I suppose I’ll have to get to know her eventually. 
 
    Then again, I doubt I’ll have much of a chance to speak with her alone now, what with Gilly running off at the mouth, and Odyn being nosy. 
 
    He looked over his shoulder at Odyn, who preferred to watch their rear, and found him perched uncomfortably atop his plain chestnut sparrow. The big man had a look of serious concentration, and Yuri began to wonder if something was wrong. He watched, but Odyn did not alert them to any danger, and only sat looking uncomfortable. Amused, Yuri laughed, and though Odyn was flying too far back to possibly hear him, he looked at Yuri with his brow furrowed, as if annoyed. 
 
    “Sun will be down soon,” Mother said over the communicator. “Let’s set down and get dinner ready.” 
 
    “Confirmed, Mother,” said Kotes. “I don’t see anything but flat fields of grass, so one place is as good as any other.” 
 
    As soon as Yuri and Elseth landed, Yuri was surprised to see Odyn’s fat sparrow set down right beside him. 
 
    “You better think twice before you make fun of me, new guy!” said Odyn, his brow still furrowed. “I’m the smartest guy on this team. And this bird right here proves it.” 
 
    “Rather plain bird, isn’t he?” said Yuri. Elseth must have been of the same opinion, for he shook his head and looked away dramatically as if he, too, had noticed his teammate’s plainness. 
 
    “Betting against Buddy is a fool’s gambit,” said Odyn, scratching his bird’s neck roughly. His bird, Buddy, simply stared ahead. “You ever looked up the details on how many people die from bird crashes?” 
 
    “No… I don’t think I have,” said Yuri, stepping down gingerly. 
 
    “Well, genius, you should!” Odyn swung his long legs around and hopped down from his bird, then approached Yuri with a matter-of-fact bearing. “Nobody talks about it, but people die all the time from bird collisions, or even health-related mid-air bird deaths for various reasons. Can you imagine being two, three, four hundred years old, flying around and enjoying your life, then all of a sudden your ten year old bird decides to check out for no good reason?” 
 
    “I doubt it happens that often,” Yuri managed. 
 
    “Well, you’ll have time to think about it on the way down, I guess, God forbid.” Odyn shook his head as if ashamed. He grabbed up a handful of his bird’s feathers and scratched his shoulder. Again the bird only stared ahead. “Statistically speaking, Buddy is the bird least likely to keel over without good cause. Chestnut sparrows are also the least likely to fly into another bird, like some other jackass birds around here.” Odyn tilted his head toward Gilly’s bluebird, who was currently eating from his hand. 
 
    “What’s wrong with my bird?” said Gilly. “Tan-Lil is precious.” 
 
    Odyn snorted, then turned back to Yuri. “I’ll live forever, and Buddy will help me do that. Statistically speaking, that is.” 
 
    “Whatever you say,” said Yuri. “You’re bullying me. Should I tell Mother?” 
 
    Odyn immediately threw up both of his hands. “We-e-ell now, I don’t want to drag her into anything. Just you keep in mind, the next time you’re laughing your ass off at me while I’m on my fine bird, statistics are on my side!” 
 
    When Mother landed, Kotes went to the transport and cooked dinner while Gilly and Odyn spread a tarp over the long grass. Again Yuri was unsure what to say to Istis, and was angry because he knew Odyn’s jest earlier was the cause of his unease. He busied himself with feeding Elseth, and ignored the others. 
 
    Is this the real reason why I spent so many years in Mag Mell? he wondered. Because it’s just too awkward being around others for any length of time? 
 
    Or did my years alone in Mag Mell do this to me? 
 
    If only Odyn had kept his jokes to himself! 
 
    Yuri looked up and saw Odyn laughing with Gilly. Seeing the jawline and brow of his father, Wodan, in the face of his teammate Odyn, he felt an intense surge of anger. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    They returned to the great forest that spanned much of the Sanctuary, and after refueling in New Kurgheim, they continued northwest. Cold gray mountains rose to meet them, and they passed through wooded valleys, which in centuries past would have been under the sea. Even though Yuri had been through here in his youth, he was still surprised to see sysnet towers and houses in the thickly wooded pass. One dark night they flew past a musical festival on the mountainside, the highborn flautists in white clearly visible among fires and rainbow-hued crystal lamps. 
 
    Evening the next day they entered a ring of mountains and came to the city of Havenor Central. Under gray clouds, tall white towers and blue lights gave Yuri the impression of floating through an underwater kingdom. As they descended through the streets, they passed by a brightly-lit statue of Emperor Wodan standing within a fountain. He stood with one arm outstretched, as if gesturing to the world he had created. On a whim, Yuri turned on his communicator. 
 
    “Odyn, are you from Havenor?” said Yuri. 
 
    “No! I’m a Vallier.” After a pause, Odyn added, “I don’t think I’d fit in here. These guys are way too sedate for me. Why do you ask?” 
 
    “You’re a Vallier?” 
 
    “That’s right. Ever been there?” 
 
    “No.” Yuri turned off the communicator. 
 
    Flying through the streets, Yuri saw couples in furred jackets strolling along a shopping district. The gray evening was illuminated by the warm glow of windows displaying homemade treats, hot drinks, even exotic pets. An armored guard in a heavy cape sat atop an eagle in the middle of a busy intersection and watched as they passed. 
 
    Mother’s transport took the lead, rising as they drew near a square marble tower decorated with stylized carvings of the founding of Havenor, back when the demons in the tunnels were driven off by Amos and his clan. Seeing Amos’s face carved into the side of a building, Yuri felt embarrassed that he had not recognized him before, during their chance meeting. 
 
    Mother circled a landing pad. As soon as Odyn and the others landed, they were approached by guards in blue armor. Yuri felt nervous despite the fact that, as a mercenary, he had a right to be here. His communicator buzzed to life. 
 
    “Gilly and Istis,” said Mother, “look around and get a feel for this place, will you? Kotes, listen in on some mercenary chatter. See what you can find out.” 
 
    “What about me, Mother?” said Yuri. 
 
    “Yuri, I want you and Odyn to come with me. We need to look at a dead body.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Within the tower, a sleek black robot led them through a residential area encircling a forested park lined with dark bronze statues. Night had fallen but artificial light shone through stained glass murals, casting pale blue and teal light through corridors with high ceilings. Yuri could see the balconies of homes on either side, with families reclining after dinner. Yuri had heard quite a bit about the private nature of the people of Havenor, so he was surprised to see the balconies pressing up against one another, making for a communal atmosphere. 
 
    “Is it always this quiet here?” said Odyn. 
 
    The black robot turned to Odyn, saw that no one else was going to answer, then said, “I wouldn’t know, sir.” 
 
    Rounding a bend, they saw a marble fountain topped with a statue of Amos standing with one foot braced atop a ghastly mound of demonic flesh. The creature’s tentacles hung limp, with water flowing over each strange limb before tumbling down into the pool. The statue was so artfully crafted that even the monster appeared beautiful in death. Making their way around the perimeter, Yuri realized that the Emperor stood behind Amos, his hand on his shoulder, symbolically showing that the All-Father endorsed the conquest of Havenor and the exorcism of demons from the mountain passes and tunnels. 
 
    “Damn,” Odyn said quietly. 
 
    Following his gaze, Yuri saw a cozy restaurant with walls of dark wood. Everyone’s attention was fixed to a bright vid screen showing still more images of Mag Mell. Yuri was surprised to see that this one was a recording of the battle itself - or the slaughter, rather. Though grainy, he saw a group of highborn gathered at the base of a tower. 
 
    That’s at the school, he thought. Some of those people might have been my friends! 
 
    The highborn raised their weapons, but in a flash someone fell upon them. The dark-armored fiend swung a wide black blade, cutting through limbs like hot butter. As the killer swung and parried a blow without effort, he turned, and the image froze and zoomed in on his face in mid-swing. A pixelated image of a black face and a shock of white hair stood dancing on the edge of visual coherence. Despite the poor picture quality, Yuri could clearly make out a look of inhuman frenzy on the killer’s face. 
 
    “Would you look at that?” said Odyn. “What I wouldn’t give to go up against that monster.” 
 
    “Is that a demon?” said Yuri. “It’s hard to tell, the image is so distorted.” 
 
    “It’s not just any demon - that’s Varg Wormwood. Ever heard of him?” 
 
    “I’ve heard the name, of course…” 
 
    Odyn gave Yuri a skeptical look. “We need to work on your demonology, then, new guy. Varg Wormwood has a lot of highborn blood on his hands. There’s not a mercenary in the Sanctuary who doesn’t want his head, and not just for the payout.” 
 
    As the frozen image played through a short loop before recycling, Varg’s face twisted, the flesh cracking open to reveal a white underlayer. Yuri shuddered. 
 
    “Would we really fight a creature like that?” said Yuri. “I’m assuming he’s out of our league.” 
 
    “Nobody’s out of our league,” Odyn said immediately. 
 
    Yuri wanted to scoff, but kept silent. Glancing at Odyn, he realized the man’s gait was almost a caricature of masculinity. Yuri could not help but feel that there was something simian about him. 
 
    I can’t say I’ve ever seen my father walk that way, he thought. Maybe that really was my imagination, and Odyn is just a young, cocky soldier looking to make a name for himself. 
 
    “You lookin’ at me, son?” Odyn said suddenly. 
 
    “W-what?” Yuri stammered. 
 
    “Come on, my man,” said Odyn. “Varg’s got a bad reputation, but he’s no wizard. If we run into him, you just slap some wizardry down on top of him, then I’ll pick up something sharp… and put an end to him!” 
 
    Odyn slapped him on the shoulder, and Yuri laughed involuntarily. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “You the Dandy Jaggers? Good to meet you. I’m Freder, with Crocodilian Venture.” 
 
    A big highborn with dark hair slicked back slid off the autopsy table and approached. Mother took his hand and said, “I’m Mother. Is that the body?” and immediately went past him. 
 
    “That it is,” said Freder. Nodding to Odyn and Yuri, he turned back to the table he had been sitting on. Yuri saw the crumpled form of a corpse and looked away, but the light in the room was so bright that there was no comfortable place on which he could rest his gaze. 
 
    “That’s my teammate, Hallix,” said Freder. “He’s the one who found the body.” 
 
    Hallix, the other mercenary, had pale blond hair and icy eyes. He wore the same red uniform as Freder, and he looked as if he had someplace else he would rather be. Yuri knew Hallix was a wizard. Though anyone could hear the hum of true wizardry at work, wizards tended to subtly shift the coils of their thoughts all the time, like a nervous habit, and any wizard could sense these small bursts of wizardry. Yuri also immediately knew that he did not like Hallix. There was an arrogance in his cold gaze, and in his lack of desire to shake hands or even nod in greeting, and that put Yuri off. 
 
    “I’m Odyn, and this is Yuri, our wizard,” said Odyn. 
 
    “Well, now that we’re all friendly, let’s take a look at this stiff,” said Freder. 
 
    “My God,” said Odyn. 
 
    “It’s something, isn’t it?” 
 
    Hallix locked eyes with Yuri, and Yuri was struck by the paranoid thought that the others might be talking up the corpse only because he had been staring at Hallix. His cheeks grew hot and red as he wondered if a joke was being played on him. Turning away from Hallix, he went and stood over the body. 
 
    His breath caught in his throat. 
 
    They weren’t exaggerating, he thought. Can this be real? 
 
    “You okay?” said Freder. Yuri tore his gaze away from the remains and looked at Freder. Seeing a look of amusement, Yuri felt a hot bolt of anger run through him. He wanted to speak, but his mouth clamped shut. 
 
    “I’m glad you can smile about this!” said Odyn. “Just what the hell happened to this guy?” 
 
    Freder shrugged. “Guess that’ll be for you to determine.” 
 
    Yuri forced himself to look at the corpse again. A pile of skin lay split down the middle, and also split down each limb, revealing a layer of red meat and white fat. The face was also split open, making the corpse look as if it was screaming in a macabre snapshot drawn out into eternity. Yuri thought at first that he was looking only at skin, but a closer look revealed withered organs lying within the hollow torso. Yuri felt himself swaying. 
 
    “Here’s his eyes…” Odyn said, peering within the shell of the face. “I think I see brain tissue, too. But there’s no skull!” 
 
    Yuri tried to concentrate on Odyn’s words, or at least tried to make it seem as if he was concentrating. In reality, he wanted very badly to sit down. 
 
    Mother reached inside the seam running down the corpse’s leg and felt within. 
 
    “Wow,” said Freder, wincing. 
 
    Mother examined her fingers in the light. “No acid,” she said. “At least, none that I can feel. Have you ever seen anything like this?” 
 
    “No, can’t say as I have.” Freder shook his head, then said, “We’ve been killing demons for a long time, but I’ve never seen one that could do something like this.” 
 
    “I wonder if it could be a legacy demon,” said Odyn. “Before the kobolds, jotun, and black magi, demons used to come in all kinds of different types.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, if it’s an old model, then I’m sure you guys can handle it.” 
 
    Again Yuri’s nausea disappeared in a wave of anger. He wanted to speak, but his throat constricted with rage. As if sensing his anger, Freder looked at him and smiled easily. 
 
    “Who is he?” said Mother. “And where did you find him?” 
 
    “Josias was his name, I believe,” said Freder. “He went missing, but we found him in his own house, in northern Havenor.” 
 
    “Josias is his name, you believe?” said Odyn. 
 
    Freder shrugged. “We were just following up on a missing person report, but our team is moving south. We don’t have time to follow up on this. That’s why we outsourced it.” 
 
    Turning to Odyn, Yuri noted that he was subtly clenching his jaw. He cares about a dead man he never knew, he thought. So maybe he’s not just a cocky soldier. 
 
    “Anyway, it’s all wilderness up there,” Freder continued. “And it’s cold. The people who live there like to be left alone. Eccentric types, I guess.” 
 
    “Was this a random attack?” said Mother. “Or was Josias targeted specifically?” 
 
    From the back of the room, Hallix snorted, then Freder sighed and shook his head. “Not a clue, ma’am,” he said. “We just stuck around to hand off this small fry business. It’s all yours. You can do whatever you like with it.” 
 
    A hot bolt of anger shot through Yuri. 
 
    Is this the way mercenaries behave? he wondered. Are they just pushy, condescending brutes? 
 
    Though he wanted to speak, he held himself in check. Thinking that he was being unreasonable, he glanced at Odyn, then noticed that he was glaring at Freder. Hallix pushed off from the wall and turned toward the door, but Freder paused as his communicator buzzed. He removed a small vid screen, looked at it, then said, “Yes, boss, we’re done here…” 
 
    Yuri felt a strange sensation, as if the moment was opening up before him. He often prided himself on setting his emotions aside and thinking things through in a cool, rational manner. But after being “put in his place” by two men who did not seem to care that a fellow highborn lay before them not only dead, but mutilated, filled him with disgust. It was not so much disgust at them, but at himself. He did not want to be the “rational man” who knew that, in the end, nothing was worth doing, and so he should simply waste away on Mag Mell until the sun burned out. He wanted to be more. 
 
    “We’re heading out,” said Freder. 
 
    “No, you’re not,” said Yuri. He must have spoken quietly, for none turned to look at him. He lifted his hand, then the air hummed with the power of his thoughts. Freder’s vid screen jerked out of his hand, flew across the table, and slapped into Yuri’s hand - then all eyes turned to him. 
 
    “Son of a bitch!” said Hallix. Yuri felt the air shake with the force of the mercenary’s wizardry, but without hesitation Odyn drew a dagger from its sheath and held it in front of Yuri. The air crackled as the crystal-infused blade deflected Hallix’s wizardry. The wizard hissed in pain and recoiled. Though Yuri also felt the pain of standing near the blade when it was unexpectedly drawn, he knew that it was important to show no sign that he felt pain, nor even any fear or discomfort at all. 
 
    “The hell are you doing, boy?” said Freder. 
 
    Yuri ignored him and looked at the vid screen in his hand. A thick-necked mercenary in red armor looked back at him with an aggressive, concerned expression. 
 
    “Sir,” said Yuri, “are you the commander of Crocodilian Venture?” 
 
    “... I am,” said the man. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Sir, forgive me for intruding on your conversation, but I’m in a meeting with two of your men, and they have been very rude to us. Moreover, they have shown callous disregard for a fallen highborn who was slain by demons. I would like to file a complaint with you. That is, unless such behavior is to be expected from your company.” 
 
    In the heavy silence, Yuri could almost see the gears of the commander’s brain turning. 
 
    “Who are you?” he finally said. 
 
    “I’m Yuri, of the Dandy Jaggers, sir.” 
 
    The commander nodded, his jaw clenching visibly. “Well, Yuri, I must admit that we do not tolerate rudeness from our company members. I hope you’ll accept my apology on their behalf. I’d also like to give them a dressing down in private, so that their dignity may be spared. This incident notwithstanding, they are good soldiers.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” said Yuri. “I appreciate that.” 
 
    The commander nodded and Yuri held the vid screen out to Freder. The man’s beet-red face and expression of open-mouthed shock genuinely surprised him. 
 
    I guess some people can give it out, he thought, but taking it… is an entirely different matter! 
 
    Freder suddenly snatched the vid screen back with alarming speed, glanced at it, saw that his commander had already disconnected, then he shoved the device into his pocket. Without another word, he made his way toward the exit. The wizard Hallix hesitated. 
 
    “Really smart, cognate,” Hallix said to Yuri. “You just made a couple of friends today.” 
 
    Yuri said nothing, but only held the wizard’s gaze. 
 
    “See you out on the field,” said Hallix. 
 
    As soon as the pair were gone, Yuri’s pulse hammered with such force that he tottered on his feet. Odyn suddenly grabbed him around the shoulders. Instead of being alarmed, Yuri was grateful to have someone to lean against. 
 
    Odyn glanced at the exit before turning toward Mother. Unsure whether the pair were out of earshot, he quietly mouthed, “Bad! Ass!” as he pointed at Yuri. 
 
    “Yes, well,” said Mother, failing to hide a smile. “Let’s give this body a thorough exam.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Nine 
 
    Forget Me Nots 
 
      
 
    “It was a digestive enzyme,” said Mother. “The victim was, in some sense, eaten from the inside out.” 
 
    Gilly and Istis sat near the fireplace in a tavern frequented by mercenaries. Beside them, Kotes balanced his vid screen against his mug of hot chocolate so they could all see Mother as she went over the remains of the victim. 
 
    “But his organs are still in there?” said Kotes. 
 
    “Atrophied, but yes.” Mother peered at them for a moment, then added, “Did you guys happen to find out anything interesting?” 
 
    Istis felt self-conscious about her mug of beer, as they had mostly been sitting around drinking, though Gilly had made an effort to chat up a few mercenaries and pass out introductions. 
 
    “No, Mother,” said Kotes. “Everyone’s talking about Mag Mell. Most haven’t even heard of poor Josias lying there.” 
 
    “I thought as much,” said Mother, nodding. “Listen, this is going to be a long one. Needle in a haystack type job. I know it’s late and we should have gone to bed hours ago, but I want us to switch to a nocturnal waking cycle.” 
 
    “Ai-i-i, Mother…” said Gilly, leaning back as if exhausted. 
 
    “Hunters prowl at night, Gilly. You know it’s necessary. I want Yuri and Istis to check out the victim’s home. Istis, you two will look for clues that Crocodilian Venture missed. Odyn and I are going to brainstorm some ideas for our next move. While we’re doing that, Kotes, and Gilly, I want you to find a place that’s open, and get us some…” 
 
    “Food for camping,” said Kotes, smiling for the first time that night. 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “Mother, I’m sure you’ve thought this through,” said Gilly, “but Yuri and Istis are both green, yet you’re sending them to a crime scene. Shouldn’t I go with them and show them how to-” 
 
    Mother immediately shook her head. “You’re right, Gilly, I did think this through. The victim’s house has already been looked over by Crocodilian Venture. I’ve got the report right here. Knowing that, if you or Kotes went over there, you’d take a look at what was in the fridge and then call it a night. You know it’s true. Istis and Yuri, being new, and wanting to make a name for themselves, will be sure to give the place a nice, thorough examination. Right?” 
 
    Istis nodded. “Yes, ma’am,” she said, giving Mother a tight-lipped smile. 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    Seeing Gilly’s hesitation, Kotes piped in, saying, “You can come with me to the store, Gilly! Surely!” 
 
    “Alright, fine, fine,” said Gilly. “But I was hoping we’d be scouting out some inns, with big, soft beds...” 
 
    “You can take a nap on your bird as soon as the sun comes up,” said Mother. “Right now, let’s get our head in the game and find this demon.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Yuri made his way north. He caught sight of Istis on her cardinal, Valor, flying near one of the mountain passes. She spotted him immediately, and fell in beside him. 
 
    The lights from highborn homes guided them through the dark valley. He was glad that he had bought a jacket lined with fur, as the valley was cold despite the warm season. Beyond the mountains, civilization sprang up once again, with large civic centers and tall, slender factories giving way to farmland and homes nestled among trees. 
 
    “Yuri,” said Istis. “Let’s stay low to the ground!” 
 
    Yuri hesitated before responding. He felt a little foolish, as if she was expecting him to pretend they were on the verge of running into their target at any moment, and therefore stealth was necessary. “Uh… okay,” he finally said. “But if we crash into any trees…” 
 
    “We’ll keep it between us!” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    Istis took the lead and they swooped down onto a desolate lane running through the woods. Fine, narrow homes stood on either side, and they saw no one except a few robots peering through the dark. Tree limbs whipped by and instead of being frightened, Yuri was excited. He suddenly realized that confronting the mercenaries earlier had done something to him. It was uncharacteristic of him, and even foolish by most standards; but now he felt young and alive, and excited to be about this task. He suddenly recalled Odyn’s excitement at seeing Yuri stand up for them, and as childish as it seemed to him, he knew that he wanted to be praised, or at least, to be respected. He had not felt that way in a long time. 
 
    “Are you laughing, Yuri?” 
 
    “No! No. But I think we’re almost there. The file says the victim lived at-” 
 
    “I see it… here,” she said, drawing her bird up sharply. 
 
    Without any prompting, Elseth set down beside Istis’s cardinal without a sound. Yuri got the feeling that the birds somehow knew they were “at work” and should do nothing foolish. The house was a single story structure of dark wood hanging over a precipice. The windows were dark, and no robot servants came to greet them. 
 
    Yuri suddenly realized he was on a lonely country lane in the middle of the night, and he was glad that he was not alone. Turning to Istis, he saw her face was flushed, and her blue eyes were locked with his. She was already in full armor, a heavy mesh suit which was as red as her bird, but she wore no helmet and her hair flew free. He suddenly felt self-conscious for not wearing any armor himself. 
 
    But then again, he thought, many wizards don’t bother with armor. And besides, no demons are likely to return to such a place! 
 
    Istis nodded to him, then slid from her cardinal and stalked toward the house. Yuri joined her. As they drew near the heavy wooden door, his heart took off racing. 
 
    This is ridiculous, he thought. It’s not like we’re going to open the door and a bunch of flesh demons are going to be waiting to pounce on us! 
 
    Yuri reached for the knob but Istis grabbed it first. 
 
    “Infantry goes first,” she said quietly. 
 
    She tested the handle carefully, found the door unlocked - then threw the door open and hit the light switch. She stood in the entrance in a wide-legged stance, one hand on the hilt of her sword as she surveyed the foyer. 
 
    Looks like she’s just as spooked as I am, he thought. Maybe it’s best the others didn’t come with us! 
 
    Yuri followed her inside and probed the air with tendrils of thought. Istis set about flipping light switches. Feeling nothing brushing up against his thoughts, he breathed a sigh of relief, and was content to let her go from room to room on her own. He entered a cozy wood-paneled living room with walls covered in framed photographs. He ignored the photographs as his gaze settled on a dark, wet spot in the middle of a patterned rug. He felt suddenly cold and unwell as he realized that was the spot where the lump of flesh - which had once been a living man - had been found. He took a deep breath. Like most highborn, Yuri had never seen a demon in person. The idea that a demon - or several demons - had been in this room, was very disturbing. 
 
    Istis appeared from the hallway. 
 
    “What is - oh,” she said. “Is that where they found the body?” 
 
    Yuri nodded, hoping that she had not noticed his discomfort. “I have the report microfilm here. You didn’t see any demons, did you?” 
 
    “No,” she said, smiling unexpectedly. “I think it’s safe to have a look around. Hey, that doorknob wasn’t broken.” 
 
    “I was wondering about that. Seems odd to think that they would just knock, doesn’t it?” 
 
    She shrugged. “They say being a mercenary makes you paranoid.” 
 
    “You know, I used to sleep with the front door wide open. The weather on Mag Mell was so nice, if I opened the window over my bed, it made a wonderful breeze.” 
 
    Istis did not respond, but scrunched up her face in an odd manner. Yuri was not sure if she was uncomfortable with this line of conversation, or if she simply wanted to get to work. “Did you notice the kitchen?” she finally said. 
 
    The kitchen was just off the living room, with a long counter dividing them. Yuri entered the kitchen. It was a mess. Filthy plates were broken on the floor and countertop, and several cabinet doors hung open. He carefully stepped over the mess. Opening the refrigerator, he found it practically empty. His eyes roamed over the counter, and he realized the sink was oddly empty while the rest of the counter was covered in used or broken dishes. 
 
    “They went on a rampage in here,” he said. “Odd that the living room doesn’t look so bad. Well, other than the rug.” 
 
    “Yeah…” she said absentmindedly. Yuri leaned over and saw her staring at the photographs on the living room walls. 
 
    Moving through the kitchen, Yuri found the pantry was a scene of devastation. Torn packages of food lay in heaps. The creatures had not only eaten all of the man’s food, but had made sure to defile his living space, too. He shook his head. 
 
    “An absolute mess,” he said under his breath. 
 
    “Yuri,” Istis said from the next room, “they destroyed the kitchen and bathroom, but they didn’t bother knocking down these photographs.” 
 
    “Who knows what motivates them,” said Yuri. 
 
    “But if you were a monster, wouldn’t it have been fun to hear the sound of breaking glass? Why not knock them off the wall?” 
 
    “Maybe they’re more practical than we give them credit for.” Yuri carefully stepped over the mess as he made his way back toward her. “They have to eat, so they’re going to be handling food anyway. Might as well toss it around, I guess. Same with the bathroom.” 
 
    As Yuri stepped over the mess once again, he noticed several pill bottles lying on the floor. 
 
    “Yuri, I think this man had Funeus Syndrome.” 
 
    Distracted, Yuri turned and saw that Istis was still staring at the photographs. He could not help but furrow his brow. “You believe in that stuff?” he said, then immediately regretted it. He thought of diseases as a pureborn problem. As a highborn, Yuri was not used to dealing with any disease more troubling than the common cold. As far as he was concerned, a little rest could cure any illness. Highborn healers, such as they were, tended to be battlefield medics or researchers, as there was no need for medical doctors. 
 
    “You don’t believe in it?” she said. “We were made to live forever. Can you imagine how scary it would be if you started losing your old memories? What would you do if your childhood disappeared, Yuri?” 
 
    “Sorry, maybe I was being harsh,” he said. “But, to be honest, I think everyone’s memories of childhood are hazy. The people who push the idea of Funeus Syndrome are just trying to get you to buy their pills. Speaking of which, he’s got a lot of pills on the floor in here.” 
 
    “All of these photos are of him with people he knows,” she said, ignoring him. “There’s pictures of him with two people I assume are his parents. He looks younger than them, at least. There’s him with friends… ah, he’s smiling in so many of them. That’s so sad, don’t you think? And here he is with a woman. She’s beautiful… ah, they were married! They’re getting married in this picture! But he lived alone, didn’t he? Ah. They must have broken up. That’s so sad…” 
 
    By that point Yuri was ignoring her as he bent to look at the pill bottles. He saw a bottle of Vitalion, and another one called Ener-Tron the God-Power, both of which were energy supplements. He saw several varieties of recreational hallucinogens, the type manufactured in the Black Valley. Another pill bottle was labeled Dream Potentializer, and had something to do with the pineal gland. 
 
    Imagine taking this many pills! he thought. This looks like some pureborn’s “medicine cabinet” from a vid drama. 
 
    A shadow passed over Yuri. Over his shoulder, he saw Istis looking down at him with her arms crossed. “Treating Funeus Syndrome,” said Istis, “means keeping lots of photographs of your past, and taking time to look at them and actively recall the past.” 
 
    “Do you think you have Funeus Syndrome?” he said, wondering why she was belaboring the point. 
 
    “No. I remember everything. Did you find any mnemosis pills down there?” 
 
    “Uh. No. Is that…” 
 
    “That’s what they use to treat people suffering from Funeus Syndrome. Forget Me Nots, they call them. They wake up old memories.” 
 
    Yuri turned over the other bottles on the floor, but did not find any mnemosis pills. While he did that, Istis looked in the cabinet which had been emptied out on the floor. “None here, either,” she said. 
 
    “Hold on.” The air hummed as Yuri reached out with his thoughts. Pieces of plates and mugs skittered aside as he gently probed beneath the fridge. “What do you know…” he muttered. As a wave of dust and ancient crumbs came forth, a round, pink pill rolled out before them. 
 
    “That’s so cool!” she said. She bent to pick it up, then recoiled. “Actually, will you pick it up? It’s gross.” 
 
    Yuri picked up the pill with his thought tendrils and held it up before her. Spotting some identifying mark, she activated her communicator. 
 
    “Mother, are you there?” she said. “Istis here. We need some information.” 
 
    “Mother here. Is everything alright?” 
 
    “Yes. I need to identify a pill. Can you look up this number we found printed on it?” 
 
    Yuri cringed. While he had to admit that he liked the idea of helping out on this case, he felt foolish for combing over a crime scene that a more experienced team had already looked over. He felt sorry for Josias, but he doubted that the man’s pill habit had anything to do with demons knocking on his door and killing him. 
 
    I wonder what the others will think of this, he thought. His mind wandered to images of the others sitting around the transport communicator, trying to suppress their laughter as Yuri and Istis pretended to be detectives. 
 
    “Got it, Mother!” said Istis, snapping Yuri back to reality. She turned to him. “That’s a mnemosis pill, and it was manufactured by a company in the Black Valley.” 
 
    “So people take these pills to help them remember things?” 
 
    “If they have Funeus Syndrome, yes.” 
 
    Yuri considered the implications. “But we didn’t find any bottles of this stuff. Just one pill that he must have dropped… who knows when.” 
 
    “But those pictures in the living room? On every wall? That proves he was an active user.” 
 
    Getting up to stretch his legs, Yuri wandered into the living room. Indeed, the photographs lined up on the walls went far beyond mere sentimentality. “Maybe… maybe we should…” Again Yuri felt the fear of being ridiculed, and had to strain to suppress the feeling. “Maybe we should call the company and make sure he was an active user.” 
 
    “Mother gave me their number. We could call them.” 
 
    Yuri stopped at the window. Realizing that it was still dark outside, he felt a wave of relief wash over him. “We can’t call now,” he said. “It’s the middle of the night.” 
 
    “Well, I guess you’re right,” she admitted. “Should we meet up with the others, then? And start setting up camp somewhere?” 
 
    Yuri glanced into the bedroom and saw that it was more or less in order. Some clothes were lying on the floor, but it certainly did not look like a demon had ransacked the closet. He felt a strange feeling, similar to when he had snatched the communicator from Freder. It was as if this moment was important, and action was required. 
 
    The demons only tore through what was important to them, he thought. They didn’t come here out of senseless anger, or hatred. 
 
    “No, let’s call the pill manufacturer now,” said Yuri. “Will you-” 
 
    Istis quickly dialed through her communicator and patched it through to him. Realizing it would be good to see the other person’s reaction, he retrieved his vid screen. Immediately an image of a handsome, green-tinted man in a floral shirt popped up. He was hemmed in on either side by people laughing and speaking loudly, as if he was at a bar. 
 
    “Hello, sir! Roney here,” said the man. Though he tried to adopt a suave manner, Yuri could tell that he was quite drunk. 
 
    What a Vallier! thought Yuri. He even has a floral shirt. He lives up to the stereotype, alright. 
 
    “Roney, sir, this is Yuri, from the Dandy Jaggers Mercenary Company. Is this…” In horror, Yuri realized he had not even bothered to find out the name of the company. He paused, awkwardly wondering how he could signal Istis without being seen doing so. 
 
    “Pharmakeia Mageia - I know it’s a mouthful,” said Roney, smiling easily. “So you’re a mercenary? This is about the break-in, I take it?” 
 
    Confused, Yuri glanced at the doorway leading outside. But there was no break-in here, he thought. 
 
    “Yes,” he said. 
 
    “Did the other team we called… did they hand off the job to you?” 
 
    Unsure about the legal ramifications when it came to lying about such matters, Yuri simply smiled apologetically. Taking it as an affirmative, Roney continued. 
 
    “Well, this is actually kind of a big deal,” he said. “I know you mercenary types always want to avenge a murder, or slay a demon, but our entire customer database was stolen - that’s a big, big deal!” 
 
    “Someone stole… a list of your customers?” 
 
    “Yes. Yes. And considering the nature of what we deal in at Pharmakeia, a lot of people could be blackmailed by some really unsavory characters. You know? Not everyone looks at psychedelic head-trips the same way we do in the Black Valley.” 
 
    As if to punctuate his statement, there was a sudden uproar among the crowd, followed by a loud, rhythmic drumbeat. 
 
    “Hold on a minute, will you?” said Roney. There was a blur, then muffled silence, then Yuri saw the man walking through the dark night. 
 
    “Sir,” said Yuri, “did the thieves steal any pills from you? Like mnemosis pills, for example?” 
 
    “No, no, they’d need an army to knock over our plant. They hit our office. Which - actually, I’m heading there now.” 
 
    “Oh, sir, you don’t have to-” 
 
    “No, it’s fine, it’s fine. I need to go to bed anyway.” 
 
    The image jarred as Roney banged through a wooden door, then Yuri heard what sounded like dozens of dogs barking. 
 
    “Knock it off!” Roney cried. “Emperor’s hand, I swear!” 
 
    That’s the office? Yuri thought, gaping as the man waded through dogs beating their tails in the air. 
 
    “Anyway, you asked about mnemosis pills,” said Roney. “We don’t keep any pills around here, in the office, I mean. But they stole our records, so now some creep has a list of everyone with, for example, Funeus Syndrome. A lot of people don’t believe in Funeus Syndrome, so there’s some social stigma. Can you imagine how embarrassing it would be for a corporate executive officer, or the head of a family, if some creep released proof that somebody important like that believed they had Funeus Syndrome? Like I said, not everybody believes in that kind of memory loss, so if you wanted to blackmail somebody, you could-” 
 
    He has no idea that Josias was killed by demons, thought Yuri. 
 
    “You have lists of names of your customers,” said Yuri, working out the idea in his mind. 
 
    “Yes, yes, of course.” 
 
    “And you have… their addresses?” 
 
    “We do, indeed! The Emperor is lenient regarding what we can make, but in his wisdom, he wants us to keep lists of anyone who uses our products.” 
 
    “Did you have a customer named Josias, of Havenor?” 
 
    Yuri desperately hoped the man would not suddenly become tight-lipped about his business. 
 
    “Go back to bed!” said Roney. “Hold on, I’m talking to a mercenary. No, no, it’s nothing! It’s about the break-in. No, just - just give me a minute, will you, hun?” Roney entered a dark, quiet room, then a blue glow shone on his face. “What did you say? Josias of Havenor? If he’s new in the past six months, then he won’t be in the backup registry, but if he’s been here in the past - ah, here we go. Yeah, he’s a regular customer!” 
 
    It hit Yuri all at once, an understanding which he had already intuited long ago. 
 
    Demons broke into that office and stole a list of addresses. And, for whatever reason, they’re using it to find people who take mnemosis pills. 
 
    Yuri broke into a cold sweat. He was not sure how to tackle this matter, especially since he was calling Roney under false pretense. 
 
    “Sir,” Istis cut in suddenly, “we need addresses for everyone in Havenor who buys mnemosis from you.” 
 
    Her voice was so stern that Yuri froze up. Unfortunately, so did Roney. 
 
    “Wait,” said Roney. “I… I need to see some kind of identification from you people. I shouldn’t have… damn it, I don’t even know if you’re-” 
 
    “Sir,” said Yuri, “if you don’t help us right now, I think somebody is going to be killed.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Kotes stood before a robot in a brightly-lit all-night grocery. The robot held a heavy basket with food and camping supplies piled high, and looked up at Kotes expectantly. 
 
    “It’s a very particular spice,” said Kotes, trying to enunciate so that there could be no misunderstanding. “The people of Havenor often put it in their drinks, in winter, and it adds a very cozy, aromatic, flavor to the-” 
 
    “Nutmeg,” said the robot. 
 
    “No, no,” said Kotes, smiling despite his frustration. “Obviously I know the difference between nutmeg and - and the other spice. I can get nutmeg anywhere! No, listen to me, now, this spice is native to Havenor, it’s used during the winter months and it-” 
 
    “We do not carry seasonal goods in this store, sir.” 
 
    “I just had it in my hot chocolate down the street! You can get it year-round! Are there no highborn who can help me?” 
 
    “My owner will not be in until morning, sir.” 
 
    Kotes pressed his fingers to his temples. “Gilly, can you explain to this robot what I’m talking about?” 
 
    Turning, Kotes saw Gilly leaning against a shelf with his arms crossed, eyes closed, his head lying back against boxes of cream-filled Dumontes. Gilly’s mouth parted slowly as if about to speak, but he only settled into the shelf, slowly pushing several boxes out of place. Kotes sighed in frustration. As he turned away, Gilly suddenly jerked awake, knees buckling and elbows smacking against boxes. Blinking in confusion, he activated his communicator. 
 
    “Yes, Mother! Gilly here,” he said. 
 
    Kotes turned back to the robot. “How about this,” he said. “Let’s say you’re going camping. You want to make food and drinks appropriate for the holiday season in Havenor. You’re going to need a specific set of spices in order to-” 
 
    “I am not fitted for outdoor use, sir,” said the robot. 
 
    “But if you were, what would you-” 
 
    “Do you require an outdoor robot, sir?” 
 
    “Kotes!” Gilly suddenly shouted. “We gotta go, man!” 
 
    Kotes spread his arms wide. “We having a meeting? I’m not done shopping!” 
 
    “Mother says Yuri and Istis picked up on a pattern, something to do with demons going after people who take mnemosis!” 
 
    Unable to wrap his mind around the utterly bizarre statement, Kotes turned to look at his basket of goods. “They figured this out after spending five minutes at one crime scene?” 
 
    “I don’t know the details, my man.” Gilly bent over to pick up his rifle case but, having been woken so suddenly, he stumbled and crashed into the next shelf over. The robot turned and stared at him. “Sorry! Listen, Kotes, this is serious. Yuri told Mother some people who live nearby might be in danger. They’re mnemosis users. We have to move!” 
 
    Incredibly annoyed, Kotes hefted the case with his axe and shield onto his back. “The kids spotted a pattern from one example?” he muttered. “So now we have to fly in on some poor bastard doped up on Forget Me Nots?” 
 
    “I didn’t get all the details, alright!? But we gotta roll, brother!” 
 
    Seeing his teammate fumbling with his gear in an effort to get out of the door made Kotes’s mood even more foul. He had been a mercenary long enough to know that no rookie was lucky enough to find a mess of demons as soon as they were set loose. 
 
    The rookies better hope we stumble on some demons, he thought, shaking his head. Because one way or another, I’m swinging my axe at somebody! 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Ten 
 
    Visitation 
 
      
 
    As the sun peeked over the horizon, Yuri and Istis flew through an upscale neighborhood in the northernmost reaches of Havenor, where large houses of wood and stone overlooked a forest that stretched out all the way to the sea. Again they flew low to the ground, even taking sharp turns along the country road and risking flying head-first into a tree. Yuri would have found such flying insanely reckless only yesterday, especially in the half-light of early morning, but now he felt driven by an intense desire. 
 
    Near the target house, they saw Odyn sitting atop a low wall of uncut stones. His posture was oddly casual, as if waiting to meet a friend for tea - but when he turned his gaze to Yuri, the steel in his eyes let him know that this was no casual affair. Seeing their teammate, the birds automatically pulled up short and landed. 
 
    Odyn’s armored up, too, Yuri thought, impressed by Odyn’s sleek black and gold form-fitting armor. He’s taking this a little more seriously than I expected! 
 
    “Play it cool,” Odyn said quietly, waving and smiling with a false smile. “We don’t know if there are lookouts watching us right now.” 
 
    Yuri and Istis glanced at one another, then slid off their birds. Yuri felt painfully self-aware, as he had never given much thought to dismounting, and whether or not he looked casual while doing so. 
 
    “Odyn,” said Yuri, wincing as he considered that he might be blowing this situation out of proportion. “Do you really think there might be demons at-” 
 
    “Boy, don’t worry about what I think,” Odyn said without hesitation. “If it’s a wild goose chase, then we’ll laugh about it later. But for now, we’ll treat it like any other lead. Hands off your sword, Istis - come and shake my hand like we’re just friends.” 
 
    Istis quickly pulled her hand away from the sword hanging at her hip, then approached Odyn awkwardly. Odyn took her hand in both of his and shook it, then pulled her closer and motioned with his head for Yuri to approach as well. 
 
    “I didn’t want anyone to see me staring through heat-vision binoculars like some kind of stalker,” said Odyn, “but I took a peep, and there’s maybe five… six, seven bodies in that house, on the second floor. Hard to tell. It might have been more. That means if it’s just a family getting ready to start their day, we’ll have some explaining to do. But if your hunch is right, then-” 
 
    Istis nearly turned to the house at the end of the lane, then stopped herself. “Well… should we warn the people in the neighborhood?” 
 
    “No. If we did that, we’d have people standing around outside, instead of inside, where it’s safer. Mother’s already contacted the authorities about those addresses your Vallier contact gave you. They’ll be sending mercenary teams to all of them. Remember, demons communicate remotely, and they’re a lot better at it than we are. There might be demons at any of those addresses, or all of them, but as soon as one house gets breached…” 
 
    “They all know,” said Yuri, nodding. 
 
    “Right.” Odyn hopped off the wall and stretched. “And that’s why we’re going in now. You ready?” 
 
    Cold sweat broke out all over Yuri’s body. Glancing at Istis, he saw her rock back and forth on her feet. She had a stony, blank expression, and he could only assume that he looked the same. 
 
    “We… we’re not waiting for the others?” said Yuri. 
 
    “I’m sure they’ll be along shortly. Mother’s transport is slow, so she’ll be here last. We’ll try to have this wrapped up before she arrives.” 
 
    “But what about other teams, then?” 
 
    Odyn smiled, then hid the gesture. “If we got on the horn and tried to coordinate with whatever teams picked up the job to check the other addresses, we’d be standing around all day. Believe me, the other teams are going in full throttle. Everybody wants their name to come up when people talk about this operation. They want to be first. And so do we. You’ll thank me later.” 
 
    “But-” Yuri began. 
 
    “Yuri. There might be people in there. Still alive, and held by demons. You understand?” 
 
    Forcing himself to take a deep breath, Yuri nodded. 
 
    “Good. Then let’s go.” 
 
    Without further ado they followed Odyn up the narrow lane leading to a large, two story house painted bright yellow with clean, white shutters. 
 
    “I hope they’re okay,” said Istis. 
 
    The comment jarred Yuri. His nervousness was making it difficult to concentrate on the task at hand, instead causing him to focus on the cobblestones at his feet, the vivid green grass, the sharp blue horizon. 
 
    People’s lives could be at stake, he thought. I have to be brave. This is why we’re here! 
 
    They made their way up the sidewalk leading to the house, then casually stepped onto the porch as if about to knock and ask for breakfast. Odyn paused before the door, then carefully tested the doorknob. He shook his head. Yuri extended his hand, silently offering to probe the door and try to unlock it from the other side. Odyn shook his head again. Yuri nodded; he knew that if there were demons inside, they would most likely have a black mage with them. If Yuri used his powers, any black magi present would feel it and alert the others. 
 
    Odyn gritted his teeth, then slowly twisted the knob. They heard a sharp crack. Odyn gently pushed the door open, and Yuri stared in wonder as the broken knob and a chunk of wood remained in his hand. Odyn slipped inside and Istis followed. Though it did not feel real, Yuri forced himself to step through the doorway. 
 
    Blue light shone through a bay window in the large living room. Yuri’s eyes ran from corner to corner. Everything seemed to be in order, with books sitting upon shelves and a handmade quilt neatly draped over a long couch - and yet something seemed off. Though the kitchen was dark, even from a distance Yuri saw pieces of dishes lying in heaps on the floor and countertop, as if the vandalism he had seen earlier in the night had been recreated here. Yuri’s blood ran cold as the implication struck him. He turned to Odyn to let him know, but he was already creeping up a stairway with his sword drawn. 
 
    It must be obvious to him, Yuri thought. He thinks there are demons here! 
 
    Odyn froze as the floor upstairs creaked. Yuri watched as Istis quietly unsheathed her sword, then fought to free her shield where it hung from her back. 
 
    This is it, then, he thought, staring down at his legs, which had ceased to move. 
 
    Istis set foot on the stairway, then turned to look back at him. He nodded, clenching his jaw and hoping that he looked determined rather than terrified. He moved to join her, then they both crept up the stairs. Odyn reached the top of the stairs and, crouching, peered in either direction. He signaled for the others to approach. Yuri reasoned that Odyn must not have seen anything too horrifying around the corners, for he looked surprisingly calm as he glanced back at them. 
 
    Yuri tried to focus on what his teammates had told him during their travels, how it was important to kill any black magi as quickly as possible, so that the kobolds would then be without wizardry support. Unfortunately demons tended to target wizards as well, so they had drilled into Yuri that he should be careful rather than brave, and rely on his teammates for protection. At the time, Yuri had only partly listened, thinking that they were trying to convince him to be a coward while they got all the glory. But now, as they crept through the darkened house listening for the sounds of creaking boards upstairs, Yuri realized he did not so much mind being in the rear. 
 
    Odyn led them through a narrow hallway, then crouched before a darkened room at the end. Yuri heard something moving in the room, and his heart nearly leaped out of his chest. Odyn glanced back once again, making sure that Yuri and Istis were still behind him, then continued peering within the room. 
 
    The look on his face! thought Yuri, fighting to keep from passing out. How can he be so calm during something like this?! 
 
    Yuri’s eyes adjusted to the dim light, and he saw within the room. Two bodies lay on the floor. Another figure walked around the pair, and Yuri nearly leaped in alarm, thinking that they had been seen - but the figure only craned his head and examined the bodies on the floor. As the figure drew near a window, Yuri could see that it was not highborn, or even human, but he did not look like any images of demons he had ever seen. This demon had long, lank black hair and a long jacket with a fur-lined collar. Yuri thought at first that shadow covered his face, then realized that his face was covered in an odd, irregular pattern of black and white, as if coated in paint. From what he could see of his profile, he might have been handsome. At least, he did not have the same freakish bone structure as the kobolds, the rank-and-file brutes often depicted in photographs. 
 
    Istis released her grip on her sword and wiped her palms on her leg. The creature put his hands on his hips as he considered the bodies on the ground, then finally crouched over one and straddled it. Yuri glanced at Odyn; still he did not move, but only sat and watched. 
 
    The demon leaned over the prone form and looked down into its face. The body suddenly lurched, and Yuri nearly cried out, but his mouth went suddenly dry and his throat clenched shut. He could see that the body was that of a man, but he was bound up in some kind of slick membrane, and could not move freely. As Yuri stared in horror, he thought that the demon was perhaps whispering to the man - then he realized that the demon’s entire face was moving, the flesh shifting like disturbed water. Wet, glistening fingers reached out from the demon’s cheeks, jaw, and forehead, then the grub-like extrusions fell from the demon’s face onto the man. A blood curdling shriek shook the room as the man cried out, unable to stop the fat worms from wriggling on his face. The writhing mass of worms dug into the man’s face, parting the skin and burrowing beneath the flesh. 
 
    Seeing a stranger in such a state filled Yuri with a desperate desire to put an end to such perversion. Glancing at Odyn, he knew his teammate had also seen enough, for Odyn signaled behind his back, giving hand signals that meant: Capture that one alive, and also, Watch my back. 
 
    Odyn rose and, with his sword in one hand, crept into the room. Yuri’s mouth fell open, wondering just how the mercenary planned on grabbing the demon and subduing him. 
 
    Though Odyn made no sound as he moved, the demon whirled as if suddenly aware of a disturbance. Just then, Odyn turned and looked at something in the far corner that Yuri could not see. Floorboards creaked as something large stirred. 
 
    “Oh, damn,” said Odyn. 
 
    Yuri never saw the monster clearly, but a blue-skinned blur of movement raced toward Odyn, then crashed into him with enough force to send him skyward. They plowed through a glass doorway, then balcony railing snapped and they both fell over the side. It happened so fast that Yuri could do nothing but watch with his mouth hanging open. 
 
    Another demon swung around the doorway and glared at Yuri and Istis. It was a kobold, a pale brute with long, pointed ears, dressed in rough, gore-stained armor. The demon’s black eyes bore into Yuri, and though he had seen many photographs of such creatures, the demon’s eyes like bottomless pits, utterly lacking any soul, filled him with such horror that he felt himself shrinking inside. Istis must have felt the same, for she fell back against Yuri, her long hours spent in training suddenly forgotten. The kobold pulled a long handle from its belt, flicked its powerful arm, then a wicked, curving blade swung forth and set into place with a harsh click. The floor groaned under the kobold’s weight as it stepped forward to kill them. 
 
    Acting on primal instinct, Yuri stretched forth his hand. The air hummed with his power - then he gestured, and the kobold slammed against the doorjamb. As the creature fought to free itself, Yuri redoubled his effort and pushed the demon’s head against the wall. The demon growled and glared at Yuri. The blade swung and smacked against the hardened air, and though it was only a normal blade, Yuri nearly fell back in alarm. Instead he pushed again, slamming the demon’s head into the wall, then again, then again, until cracks spread through broken wood. Still the demon only glared at him, undaunted. 
 
    Oh, God! Yuri thought. Why won’t it stop?! 
 
    Sensing something, Istis turned and looked over Yuri’s shoulder. “Yuri, look out!” she shouted. 
 
    Glancing back, Yuri saw two more kobolds entering the hallway from another room. They were just as big and tall as the first one, with filthy, form-fitting armor and wide, short blades already drawn. Their black, hate-filled eyes burned into him, and Yuri knew they were surrounded and outnumbered. 
 
    What do I do?! he thought. I can’t hold them all off! 
 
    As if reading his mind, Istis pushed off of Yuri and rose to her feet. With a high-pitched shriek she ran at the pair of demons. Yuri heard the clash of blades, then turned back to make sure the first demon was still pressed against the wall. The monster slowly opened its mouth, pulling back its lips and revealing crooked yellow teeth as it hissed in defiance. 
 
    I have to kill it, thought Yuri. I have to kill this thing. 
 
    Just as he wondered how he would accomplish such a task, he noticed the first demon, who was still crouching over his victim, was staring back at him. Yuri was shocked to see that the demon was smiling at him, as if relishing his predicament. The odd facial protrusions had withdrawn, and the demon now looked more or less human, besides his odd black and white coloration. 
 
    The demon’s eyebrows lifted, as if suddenly struck by an idea, and he lifted one hand. A grotesque, bulbous form climbed over the demon’s shoulder and lurched over his arm, then perched awkwardly on his hand. Yuri fixated on the small creature, his mind trying in vain to understand just what he was looking at. He did not have to wonder for very long, for the air hummed as the little demon created a solid thoughtform - then it suddenly launched into the air. Something like a wet ball slapped into Yuri’s left shoulder, and he reeled in horror as the little demon wrapped its tentacles around him, then a single black eye turned and looked directly into his eyes. 
 
    The creature was a black mage, a demon specially bred for wizardry but lacking in all other attributes. Yuri’s cognate shield popped and fizzled, just as the black mage’s did as well, for their powers canceled one another. Even though the first kobold was freed from Yuri’s grasp, Yuri was far more concerned about the shapeless, wet horror sticking to him, so near his face that he could smell it. The misshapen lump of flesh held onto him, and Yuri fell on his back and heard himself screaming, out of his mind with terror and disgust as the tentacles gripped him tightly. 
 
    With black blood running down the side of its head, the kobold marched toward Yuri with his curved blade held high. Still on his back, Yuri pushed himself away. Hooking his arm around an open doorway, he rolled onto his knees and flung himself through just as the blade crashed into the doorjamb. 
 
    Yuri rose and fell against a dresser. He found himself in a large bedroom dominated by a four poster bed. But he had no time to appreciate the decor, as moving bedsheets caught his eye - then they were flung away by another small, hideous form. A second black mage glared at him, angry that its rest had been disturbed. The creature seemed to be a misshapen ball with a long, crooked nose, a single black eyeball, and a short, shapeless, muscular appendage. 
 
    The light within the room suddenly dimmed as the doorway was blocked by the kobold. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Kotes and Gilly raced through the air, pushing their birds to fly as fast as possible. Their communicators reported nothing but chaos, the chilling sounds of an operation that had gone completely off the rails. 
 
    “Is that it?!” said Gilly, nodding toward the yellow house. 
 
    “I think so!” said Kotes. His shield was strapped to his arm and his axe was already in his hand. He glanced back at Gilly, and saw that the Kumalan was awkwardly fitting his rifle together as they flew, with the wide gun case propped on his knee. Gilly’s gaze wandered, then he shouted, “I’m going to set up on the neighbor’s roof!” 
 
    “Sounds good. Remember, don’t shoot if you see white hair,” said Kotes, tapping his head. 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    With his rifle assembled and a heavy mag slapped into place, Gilly coaxed his bluebird, Tan-Lil, into a sharp dive toward a stately, three story house with a slanting rooftop. As they drew near, Gilly jerked the reins and Tan-Lil suddenly leveled out, flapping her wings wildly as she landed. 
 
    “Land quietly, Tan-Lil,” said Gilly. “We don’t want to wake these people up. They’ll never know the sniper team was here…” 
 
    As soon as the words left his mouth, Gilly swung one leg over the saddle and immediately knocked the heavy rifle case out of his lap. As it slammed onto the roof and flipped end over end, knocking shingles out of place, Tan-Lil jerked in fright and Gilly tumbled out of the saddle. He fell heavily on his ass and proceeded to slide down the slanted roof. Fighting to keep the rifle held overhead so it would not be damaged, he dug in with his free hand and boots and somehow stopped his descent. 
 
    “God damn it!” he shouted. “Seriously?!” 
 
    Alarmed and convinced her rider was dead, Tan-Lil shrieked in terror, then stamped her feet on the roof as she turned in a circle. Unsure what else to do, she paused, then shrieked once again and turned in another circle, stamping loudly and beating her wings. 
 
    “Shut up, Tan-Lil!” Gilly screamed. “We’re supposed to be the stealthy ones!” 
 
    “The fuck is going on over there?” Kotes’s voice barked in his ear. 
 
    Gilly pressed the communicator to his ear, as if he could stop his teammate from finding out what had just happened. “Nothing!” said Gilly. “We’re okay! Everything’s okay! What are you doing?” 
 
    Kotes urged his mount to circle the target house while he peered through his heat-vision scanner. “Odyn’s tangling with something in the yard, and it looks like our guys inside are outnumbered,” said Kotes. “I’m going in.” 
 
    “How are you going in?” said Gilly. He laid on his belly with his rifle extended, then scanned the windows through the scope. 
 
    Kotes directed his white bird, Snowy, into a nosedive, then pulled his feet from the stirrups and perched awkwardly in the saddle. He took one last look through his heat-vision scanner, then thrust them into his saddlebag. “Tell you what,” he muttered, “I won’t be using the front door.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Istis raised her shield and felt the force of one kobold’s blade pounding the barrier, only to have the second kobold’s boot slam into her belly and knock her over a couch. She rolled and crashed into an entertainment center, sending a vid screen tumbling on top of her. She was so full of fear and adrenaline that the falling vid screen did not hurt her, but no amount of adrenaline could protect her from the embarrassment of being in such an undignified position. Now, as she watched the two brutes enter the living room and glare at her through masks of dull hatred, not even bothering to rush because they did not see her as a challenge, she was filled with unspeakable rage. She had trained for a long time in the hopes of being placed on a mercenary team, and now… 
 
    Are they just going to kill me, and then move on to Yuri? she thought. No… the hell they are! 
 
    As the kobolds spread out on either side of the long couch, Istis slid the flat of her blade beneath the vid screen and flipped it through the air. It smacked into one demon’s face, then she launched herself at the other. Shield-first she crashed into him, knocking him back against the wall and throwing books from shelves. Seemingly unfazed, the demon lifted its shortsword to stab her, but she twisted, caught the demon’s blade against her own, then coiled around and smashed her shield against its jaw, driving the monster back against the wall. 
 
    Istis knew she had to kill the monster quickly, but instinct drew her attention away. Turning back to the other demon, she saw it draw a shotgun from behind its back. She dived behind the narrow edge of the couch as it fired. The sound and force was so shocking that she was not sure she had not been hit. The other demon stumbled aside, allowing its teammate to fire into the couch and wall indiscriminately. The sharp stench of smoke hit her nostrils, then Istis realized the couch and bookshelves behind her were covered in dancing flames. She pulled away, alarmed by the unexpected waves of heat. As the demon stalked toward her firing its gun, Istis scurried around the couch with flames springing up all around her. 
 
    What the hell is that weapon?! she wondered, swallowing the frustration welling up within her. 
 
    The gun clicked empty and Istis grasped the bottom of the couch, then flung it skyward. It smacked into the demon, knocking the flame-gun from its grasp. She knew the soft couch was little more than a distraction, and already the room was filling with smoke. Flames danced along the walls and in horror she saw the other demon was already making its way toward her. 
 
    A terrible crash sounded overhead. The approaching demon stopped and craned its head upward - then something broke through the ceiling and smashed into a table loaded down with decorative plants. Blinking through smoke, Istis saw Kotes lying in a tangle of limbs and splintered wood, with his legs hanging over his head. Istis and the demons stopped and watched as he fought to pull himself free from a mound of plants and wood. He looked around, his brow furrowing in frustration. 
 
    “Looks like you’ve got things under control!” he said. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Yuri leaped over the bed as the kobold charged in, swinging its blade and tearing through the bedposts. As in a strange, unlikely dream Yuri seemed to float slowly over the bed, taking his time to look down at the frustrated lump of flesh glaring up at him. He looked down at his shoulder and saw that the first black mage was still attached to him. As the single black eye stared into his own, vacant and soulless, Yuri was struck by a sudden thought. 
 
    These creatures can’t broadcast in all seven frequencies. But I can do that… 
 
    I can’t give up! 
 
    At that moment Yuri cleared the bed, then fell in a heap on the other side, his senses jarred as the far wall smacked into his forehead. The second black mage grabbed onto the kobold’s belt, then swung itself up onto its teammate like some deformed infant seeking nourishment. Yuri grabbed onto the demon on his own shoulder, but his fingers slipped around a mound of wet meat without grasping anything. 
 
    The kobold crouched and, fearing what was about to happen, Yuri pushed off from the wall and slid under the bed just as the bed flipped up over his head and smashed into the wall. Yuri scurried onto his feet and raced past the kobold even as its heavy blade whizzed through the air just behind his head. 
 
    Staggering into the hallway, Yuri was greeted by shouting, smashing, the roar of a gun, even the stench of flames. Even still, he ignored the spectacle, and his gaze fixed on the first demon he had seen when they entered the home, the creature with a long jacket and black and white face. It was currently stuffing brightly-colored bags of treats into a backpack. It paused and turned to look at Yuri. The creature winked at him, smiled a ghastly smile, then propped its foot on a chair and leaped through an open window. 
 
    Bastard! thought Yuri. It actually smiled at me! 
 
    Though the room shook as the kobold ran toward him, Yuri leaned over and grasped the doorknob, then tried to shut the door as he retreated. The kobold’s blade caught between the door and door jamb, then the demon jerked the door back open. Yuri ran into the hallway but, seeing flames at the end, he swiveled through an open doorway and found himself in a spacious, green-tiled bathroom with a deluxe bathtub built into a set of steps. A wide window gave an impressive view of shining green trees scattering beams of golden light of the rising sun. Again Yuri swung the door shut, and once again the kobold’s heavy blade dug in between the door and door jamb. 
 
    “Yuri! Is that you?” 
 
    Yuri leaped in fright at the voice, then realized it was the communicator in his ear. 
 
    “G-Gilly?!” he shouted. He threw his weight against the door, and felt it jerking under the pressure of the blade. Yuri tried to use the force of his powers, but could find no frequency not covered by either of the black magi. 
 
    “Yes,” said Gilly. “Get closer to the window.” 
 
    “W-what?” 
 
    “Come to the window! Lean against it, actually.” 
 
    Just as Yuri wondered how he could possibly explain his predicament to someone who was not even in the room, the kobold lashed out at the door with a kick that sent Yuri flailing backward. The demon entered, flinging the remains of the door away from the hinges as Yuri tripped up the stairs and fell into the bathtub, which was full of lukewarm water. As scared as he was, a small part of his mind was disgusted thinking that the demons had lain in this bath. Yuri dragged himself out of the water and leaned against the wide window. 
 
    “I’m there!” he shouted, his voice echoing from the tile. 
 
    “I’m at an angle,” said Gilly. 
 
    His gaze fixed on the approaching demon, Yuri shouted, “What?!” 
 
    “Lean your head to the left.” 
 
    Despite making an excellent target for the kobold lifting his blade, Yuri leaned over, exposing his neck. “Whatever you’re going to do, do it-” 
 
    “Okay,” Gilly said casually. 
 
    The window shattered and glass poured into the bathtub and across the tiled floor, then Yuri heard the roar of a massive rifle as the black mage clinging to his shoulder flew free in a shower of hamburger meat. Yuri felt an incredible release of pressure in his chest. As the kobold and its black mage climbed up the steps, Yuri reached out with his awareness and felt through the cognate spectrum. Green, the default spectrum, was cut off. He took in a deep breath and searched the lower registry. Finding orange blocked as well, he shot up the registry to blue, then purple - and it was open. 
 
    “Got you,” said Yuri. 
 
    The air shook with a high-pitched hum as he grasped the kobold with his mind, then slammed it down into the bathtub at his feet. The black mage flailed with its thick appendage, and the kobold fought to rise. 
 
    “Gilly!” Kotes shouted from the far end of the house. “Could use some help here!” 
 
    “Help them!” said Yuri. “I’m fine, Gilly.” 
 
    “Understood,” said Gilly. 
 
    Yuri rose to his feet and stood on either side of the bathtub as he forced the two demons deeper into the water. 
 
    I’m more than fine! he thought, his heart racing with the thrill of revenging himself upon the monsters who had hounded him only moments before. With his powers he finally drew forth Unbecome, gritting his teeth as the crystals along the blade scraped against his own cognate fields. Yuri extended his hand and let the black blade fall into his hand. He grasped the handle, feeling comforted by the weight of it. 
 
    As he was distracted by handling the sword, the black mage fumbled its way onto the rim of the tub, its tiny, gaping mouth sucking in air. 
 
    “Come here, you little shit,” said Yuri. 
 
    Unsure whether or not he could hit such a small creature with his long sword, Yuri bent and grabbed the creature’s stubby appendage and lifted it in the air. The kobold redoubled its efforts to push itself free of the water, but Yuri held it down easily. Wondering how best to kill the demons with such an awkward setup, he finally settled on jamming his sword into the kobold’s side, leveraging it against the ribs. The kobold howled in impotent fury, venting a warbling echo beneath the water. With the sword secure against demonic flesh, Yuri lifted the black mage over his head, then brought it down upon the blade. He almost felt sorry for the monster as it screamed. Again and again Yuri smacked the monster against the blade, surprised at how hard the bony structure beneath the flesh must have been. Dark red stripes appeared on the monster, and thin rivulets of blood splashed on Yuri’s blue robe. 
 
    “This is for Mag Mell!” he shouted, gritting his teeth in disgust. “You little creep!” 
 
    Again Yuri heard the report of Gilly’s rifle, this time from the other side of the house. At almost the same time, he heard an explosion, and something like electrical discharge. Light flashed somewhere outside, casting a shadow behind an apple tree in the yard. The lights in every room sprang to life, unseen speakers blared music for one moment, then the lights went out once again. 
 
    What in the world was that? Yuri wondered. 
 
    Yuri was so distracted by the sudden noise that he almost missed the fact that the drowning kobold was struggling to push his hand down near his own groin. Yuri’s eyes went wide as his purple-frequency field suddenly disappeared with a snap - then the kobold turned and thrust a hidden crystal-laced dagger at Yuri’s leg. Yuri jerked his leg away, missing the blade but slipping backward on the wet tiles. He fell on his back, the air driven out of him as he rolled off the stairs awkwardly. 
 
    Struggling to get back onto his knees, he pushed down his rising panic and ran through every frequency. Nothing. He turned and saw the pair of demons glaring at him, the kobold leaning against  the tub, soaking wet, exhausted, blood gushing through armor, but with his wizard-slaying dagger held aloft. The black mage lay upon its comrade’s shoulder, its single furious eye staring through folds of ruined flesh. Its misshapen mouth gaped for air, nauseous after such a beating. Though Yuri could not breathe, he knew the pair of demons were imagining the most horrible revenge possible. He threw himself onto his feet and staggered out of the bathroom. 
 
    The hallway was filled with black smoke, and Yuri could hear nothing over the shrill cries of a fire alarm system. His fear reached such a state that he felt as if he had been flung into a waking nightmare, a new reality that overshadowed the peaceful dream that had once been his life. Blinded by smoke, he wondered if his pursuers had given up the chase; turning, he saw the battered kobold staggering along behind him, the crystal dagger clattering against the wall while the short, heavy blade hung in his other hand. Gagging on smoke, Yuri forced himself to run, then staggered into another room. 
 
    “Kill confirmed!” said Gilly, his voice sounding distant even through Yuri’s communicator. 
 
    “And we got the other one,” said Kotes. “Me and the new girl, that is. Where are the others?” 
 
    “That blue son of a bitch is dead,” said Odyn. “I’m getting these… people out before the fire gets them. But they may already be dead.” 
 
    “Where is Yuri?!” said Mother, her voice coming through loud and clear. 
 
    “I… I thought he was on top of things!” said Gilly. “I left him by himself!” 
 
    Yuri tried to answer, but only choked. The room he was in was free of smoke, and he breathed deep, but only coughed, feeling as if his throat was filled with hot embers. He found himself in a spacious room with a grand piano sitting near a wide window, giving a view of the sun rising over the Havenor hinterlands. 
 
    “Yuri!” Odyn shouted, his voice echoing through Yuri’s ear as well as from somewhere far away. “Damn it, Yuri, where are you?!” 
 
    Yuri leaned against the far wall and watched as the kobold appeared through a thick cloud of smoke, its pale face now blackened, thick saliva dribbling down its neck from the black mage’s gaping maw. Yuri and the kobold glared at one another, each hating the other, both in need of rest but neither able to exist so long as the other lived. 
 
    “I’m in here,” Yuri said in a rasping whisper. 
 
    “Where?!” Odyn shouted. 
 
    “Music room… pointing east.” 
 
    Slowly the demon lifted its heavy, short blade. Realizing that he was alone with this monster, Yuri lifted Unbecome and held it before him. 
 
    “Stay back, Odyn,” said Mother. “I’m coming around.” 
 
    The demon took one heavy, plodding step, then another. Yuri’s sword shook in his hands. 
 
    “I can do this,” said Yuri. “I can do this.” 
 
    “Yuri, get down,” said Mother. “Get on the ground. That goes for everyone!” 
 
    “I can… I can kill him. I can kill him!” 
 
    “Yuri, get down, now!” 
 
    As a shadow fell over the sun, Yuri heard footsteps pounding down the hallway, then Istis tore through the cloud of smoke. She lowered her shield, revealing her pale face, blue eyes fixed on Yuri. Yuri could not help but look away from the demon and watch as she raced toward him. 
 
    “I’ve got him, Mother,” said Istis. 
 
    Gone was the tentative rookie who fell on top of him earlier. As the demon swung at her, Istis dropped, slid across the floor on her knees, then rose and threw herself at Yuri. She caught him around his midsection, then swung her legs around with enough momentum to bring him crashing to the ground. 
 
    The feeling of betrayal was replaced by confusion as he saw Mother’s transport hovering just outside the window. A heavy gun hanging from its underbelly began spinning, then the barrel erupted and spat hot lead. In a deafening roar glass shattered, the piano leaped up in a wave of splinters, then the transport’s chain gun tore through the kobold and the black mage, sending meat and bone shards spraying against the far wall. 
 
    Though he found the violence horrifying, what really struck him was the scent of lavender. A strip of Istis’s pale hair lay across his mouth. He turned away from the sight of demon legs spinning through the air and smacking against the wall, and realized that the girl from Doreido was holding him down, shielding him as if her own life depended on his. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eleven 
 
    Reprimand Followed by an Execution 
 
      
 
    Firefighters doused the smoldering ruins of the house while mercenary units mounted on birds traced a grid over the forest, hunting for the strange new demon. Neighbors gathered in a circle in the yard with their gaze fixed on the medical transport, keeping their distance while a team of healers checked over the victims. Meanwhile, Mother stared down her team as they lined up before her. She was about as red in the face as the veteran members of the Dandy Jaggers had ever seen her. 
 
    “This was maybe the dumbest, most poorly-executed operation I have ever taken part in,” she said, crossing her arms as she glared at each of them in turn. “It was like some cheap pureborn horror vid, with everybody running off half-cocked, splitting up, winging it instead of planning. Yuri and Istis, I can understand - they’ve never been in a fight. But you, Odyn? You should know better!” 
 
    Odyn bowed his head. “Sorry, Mother.” 
 
    “Sorry!” she shot back. “You’re sorry. Well, that’s good. I’m glad you’re sorry, because you led two rookies into a dangerous situation, then you took a dive out of a window so they could figure out the basics on their own.” 
 
    Odyn opened his mouth to speak, thought about it, then fell silent once again. 
 
    Though intensely uncomfortable, Yuri began to feel relief, thinking that perhaps Odyn would be blamed and he would be spared. As if sensing this thought, Mother turned to him. “Yuri, I’m going to say this once, and you’re going to listen. Okay?” 
 
    “Yes, Mother,” said Yuri, trying to put some force into his voice so that he would not seem like a child. 
 
    “When I tell you to get down, you get down. I’ve been doing this for a lot longer than most of you. When you were on Mag Mell counting flowers, I was leading mercenaries into danger and getting them out again. I’m not going to tell you anything that isn’t for your own good. Everything I do, say, and think is for your benefit. Got it?” 
 
    Though her tone was harsh, Yuri felt strangely comforted. “I understand,” said Yuri. “Forgive me, but you have to understand, I had been fighting with that kobold for quite some time, and I wanted to be the one who-” 
 
    Mother’s brow furrowed as she waved impatiently. “Do not give me any bullshit,” she said. “I don’t want to ever hear anything about how you wanted this, or you wanted that. We’re not here for personal glory. You’re on a team, and the team’s job is to kill demons. Alright? Your part in that is to stand in the back and keep the others safe. I realize you were led into a stupid situation, but that doesn’t mean you have to be an idiot and try to save the day on your own. Please tell me that you understand that.” 
 
    Yuri sighed. While he still felt the desire to explain himself, he was well aware of his own lack of experience. “Yes, Mother. I understand.” 
 
    “Did I do well, Mother?” said Istis. 
 
    Mother had just been about to turn away, then stopped. Yuri cringed, wondering how someone could reach for a compliment from someone who was clearly not in the mood. 
 
    “You didn’t screw up bad enough for me to consider dropping you,” said Mother. “It’s hard to judge your actions when you were pushed into such a goofball situation. That little flip you did when you knocked Yuri on his ass - that was interesting. But don’t let it go to your head. That’s all.” 
 
    Before Istis could respond, a scream tore across the yard. They turned and watched as the healers held down one of the victims who had been dragged out of the burning house. The man, a blue-tinted, white-haired native of Havenor, lay within the remains of a grayish-blue membrane. While one healer sat on his chest and held his arms down, another dug into his face with a long, slender knife. Again the man screamed. Yuri watched in horror as the medical specialist cut deeper into the man’s face, then pried something loose. A smooth, oblong, white object the size of a tiny pebble fell out of the incision. Yet another healer collected the thing in a container and sealed it shut. Rather than give the victim some rest, the man with the knife began cutting once again. Looking closer, Yuri saw that his face was covered with strange growths. 
 
    “I have to admit,” said Mother, “running in like idiots, you guys did manage to save someone’s life. Such as it is.” 
 
    “So that new demon,” said Gilly, “it was… putting those things inside… his face…?” 
 
    “It was,” said Odyn. “I saw it myself. Growths came from the demon’s face, and fell onto the victim’s face. You see his wife over there, wrapped in that membrane? I think it’s safe to assume that demon was turning people into… well, something similar to that monster that I fought. The blue demon.” 
 
    Mother turned and stalked across the yard to the transport. Seeing her leave, Odyn immediately leaned toward Istis and Yuri. 
 
    “Don’t let her get to you,” he said. “You guys did alright. Okay? Mother’s exaggerating when she says this was the dumbest operation she’s ever seen.” 
 
    Istis nodded, seeming genuinely comforted, but Yuri said, “You’re kidding, right?” 
 
    Odyn flashed a crooked smile. “You think this is the first house we’ve burned down?” 
 
    Yuri scoffed loudly. He turned to Kotes, but Kotes immediately looked away. Turning to Gilly, he was surprised to see him wince and scratch his head. 
 
    “I’m just glad you rookies were here,” said Gilly. “Shit rolls downhill, as they say!” 
 
    Kotes grunted. “We better keep the rookies alive, then,” he said. “Otherwise we’ll start taking blame again.” 
 
    “But, Odyn, sir,” said Istis. 
 
    Kotes screwed up his face as Odyn squared his shoulders, no doubt appreciating her polite tone. “Ma’am?” said Odyn. 
 
    “What was that creature you fought? I didn’t get a good look, but it didn’t look like anything I’m familiar with.” 
 
    Odyn turned and gestured across the yard. The demon he had fought lay on its back, with its limbs held rigid. Though they could see that it was blue, and humanoid in shape, much of it was burned to a crisp. A thin plume of smoke still rose from its belly. 
 
    “Well, it’s a new type of demon, I suppose,” said Odyn. “We don’t know for certain, but I’m guessing the demon in the fashionable jacket was making those things. That’s why it was producing those strange growths, and putting them in his victims.” 
 
    “Oh, God,” said Istis. “But how did that one get burned?” 
 
    Odyn rubbed his chin, which Yuri immediately saw was a nervous gesture. Turning awkwardly, Odyn said, “Well, you can’t see it from this angle, but there’s an electric transformer just over there, beyond the house. That monster was fast, and strong - an improvement on the kobold-type of demon - but he had a run in with the transformer and, well… got a bit toasty.” 
 
    Though something about the story seemed off to Yuri, he remembered the lights in the house turning on and off, as well as the sound of an explosion coming from the yard. 
 
    I suppose that sort of thing can happen, he thought. Just then, he recalled the other demon winking at him before making its exit. The anger welled up in him all over again. 
 
    “That demon,” said Yuri. “It smiled at me. It was intelligent.” 
 
    “They’re all intelligent,” said Kotes. “Just because they don’t speak, or read, or have any kind of culture - don’t make the mistake of thinking they aren’t smart.” 
 
    “No, I get that, but… when it smiled, I could see that it had…” 
 
    “A personality?” Gilly offered. 
 
    “I suppose so,” said Yuri. “It enjoyed seeing me in a bad spot. That must mean it has a sense of humor, at least. Which would mean it has some kind of individual personality. Right?” 
 
    “Now that is interesting,” said Odyn. “Be sure you put all of that in your report, Yuri. Every detail you can remember. It will be hard to remember some details because of the excitement, the adrenaline forcing your brain to switch gears. But do the best you can, alright? It will be a big help to every team out there, and you never know what other researchers can put together just from hearing something that you might not think is especially important.” 
 
    Yuri was surprised to hear such an opinion from someone who had struck him as a “wild card”. 
 
    “Odyn, what are the chances we’ll ever find that demon again?” said Yuri. 
 
    Odyn said nothing, but only stared back at Yuri. Yuri felt an uncomfortable sensation, as if his teammate was somehow probing the nature of his character. Yuri looked away, then forced himself to look back into Odyn’s green eyes. Suddenly distracted, Odyn turned away, ending the uncomfortable connection. 
 
    Mother approached, her face fixed with a determined expression. “So tell me,” she said, “just what in the hell is this?” 
 
    Yuri thought at first that they were in trouble again, then Mother held up a heavy, black gun. 
 
    “That’s the shotgun that almost got me,” said Istis. “One of the kobolds was using it.” 
 
    “And you said it shot incendiary rounds?” said Mother. 
 
    “It did, Mother. I don’t think they were solid rounds. More like birdshot. But that’s what started the fire.” 
 
    Mother nodded slowly. “And do any of you recognize it? Ever seen one like it?” 
 
    She turned the shotgun slowly in her hands. Yuri knew little of firearms. Losing interest, he watched the others as they stared at it intently. 
 
    “There’s no inscription or logo,” said Kotes. 
 
    Gilly nodded. “Some mercenary outfits have their own unique request models,” he said. “But they’re usually modifications of established designs. I’ve never seen a shotgun shaped quite like that. Look at that hand grip!” 
 
    “It’s big,” said Odyn. “A little too big, I’d say. And who ever heard of a bullet that starts fires? There’s no reason to make anything like that. A bullet’s purpose is to kill demons, not set things on fire. Did you try a UV scan, Mother?” 
 
    “I did,” she said, hefting the shotgun in one hand as she retrieved a small ultraviolet flashlight from her belt. “Now, tell me at least one of you has heard of this name, please.” 
 
    Mother held the light up close to the gun and activated it. Yuri peered through the pale, violet beam emitted by the flashlight and, sure enough, an image appeared on the side of the gun. Everyone leaned in close and examined the glowing emblem. Among stylized mushrooms and butterflies, thin letters read: 
 
      
 
    FAIRYLAND 
 
      
 
    “What in the…” Kotes muttered. “Is that the model? The manufacturer?” 
 
    “Good question,” said Mother. “Any answers?” 
 
    She looked around, but no one responded. 
 
    “Awfully strange,” said Mother. “A bunch of mercenaries who get paid to handle weapons, and none of us has ever heard of this… Fairyland.” 
 
    “We need to look into this,” said Odyn. “This is alarming.” 
 
    Yuri turned to Odyn. Though the stylized emblem did not exactly seem appropriate for a gun, he was not sure why Odyn appeared so concerned. Though Yuri assumed there were hundreds of gun manufacturers and thousands of models, thus making it practically impossible for anyone to be familiar with all of them, he also knew this was not his area of expertise, and so he kept silent. 
 
    “Excuse me, Dandy Jaggers,” said a firefighter. “Can you spare a moment?” 
 
    The firefighter was a blue-tinted Havenor native, with his white hair slicked back. He wore white, padded, fire-proofed armor, as did all of his teammates. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” said Odyn. “Yuri, Istis, come with us.” 
 
    Odyn, Mother, and the firefighter set off, but Yuri held back. “What’s this about?” he asked. 
 
    “The victims,” said Odyn. “You need to see this.” 
 
    Yuri and Istis exchanged a look, then they followed. They went past the healers, who were still cutting into the poor man’s face and extracting demonic globules. On the other side of their white transport lay the second victim, still wrapped in a membrane. Several armored mercenaries and researchers stood around her, speaking in hushed tones. Yuri wondered why no one was helping her. 
 
    “Oh, my God!” said Istis, stopping suddenly. 
 
    Yuri wondered if perhaps Istis knew the woman. Looking over her shoulder, he froze in shock. Though the victim’s features were obscured by the blue membrane, she was clearly no longer human. She was naked, her pale body and limbs bisected by perfect slits. The slits were pulled apart in some areas, revealing smooth blue flesh forcing its way through. 
 
    Odyn sighed, then slowly nodded. “She’s being used as a host,” he said. “A living womb for a new type of demon.” 
 
    “Look at her face!” said Istis. 
 
    Though Yuri felt sick, and wanted to look away, he stepped forward and peered closer. The woman’s face had become a loose sack pulled in two directions. Behind her face, he could just make out some sort of blue, undeveloped amphibian creature. 
 
    “Looks almost like the demon I fought,” said Odyn. “It’s an immature version.” 
 
    “As far as we know,” said Mother, “demons have never been birthed like this before.” 
 
    “It’s blasphemy,” said Odyn. “They’ve found a new way to degrade us, to mutilate highborn made in the image of God.” 
 
    Yuri looked at Odyn, and saw a quiet, deep-seated resentment in his gaze. Again he was taken aback. Odyn had never seemed especially religious, but now he sounded like a Papist with an ideological grudge against the demons. Turning to Istis, he saw that she was making no effort to appear stoic, but instead covered her mouth as she blinked back tears. Yuri was suddenly struck by a terrible idea. 
 
    “She’s not… alive… is she?” 
 
    “She, or it, whatever it is,” said the firefighter. “It’s… alive, alright. The healers plan on holding the husband in quarantine just to make sure he doesn’t turn, too.” 
 
    “What about the other addresses?” said Odyn. 
 
    The firefighter looked confused, then Mother chimed in. “I just heard a moment ago,” she said. “Teams were dispatched, and most of the addresses turned up nothing. Except one. There was one victim, a single male who had been reduced to a pile of skin.” 
 
    “Just like the victim from before!” said Yuri. 
 
    Mother nodded. “That means your hunch was right. It was a pattern. Good job, you two.” 
 
    “So this new demon is looking for mnemosis pills,” said Odyn. “Does he have a bad memory?” 
 
    Istis’s cheeks turned deep red. “You joke at a time like this?” she said. 
 
    “It wasn’t a joke,” said Odyn. “Obviously the demons have some need for mnemosis. That means they believe in Funeus Syndrome. Crazy as it sounds, I can’t help but wonder if this demon, or another, is trying to jog their memory.” 
 
    “Forgive me,” said Istis. “It’s just… hard to imagine them showing interest in anything other than hurting people.” 
 
    “I hate to interrupt,” said the firefighter, “but as you can see, this matter isn’t resolved. This is a bit out of my-” 
 
    “You’re right,” said Odyn. “I’ll take care of it. I’m good at this sort of thing. Thank you, sir.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” The firefighter turned to leave. Confused, Yuri watched as Odyn moved to stand over the victim. He laid a hand on the handle of his sword. 
 
    “What are you doing, Odyn?” 
 
    “She’s beyond saving,” said Odyn. “We have to put her down. Will you help me?” 
 
    “What?” said Istis, her voice cracking. “You mean to kill her?” 
 
    “It’s not a ‘her’ anymore, Istis,” said Mother. “Being a mercenary isn’t always about saving the day and being a hero. Most of the time, it’s about cleaning up after demons. That means seeing firsthand everything they’ve ruined, and learning how to hate them.” 
 
    Istis clenched her jaw, and looked as if about to argue. Instead she pressed her fist against her mouth, silencing herself, then slowly nodded. 
 
    “Wh-what do you want me to do?” said Yuri. He felt himself wobbling. Odyn fixed him with his gaze, and once again Yuri felt as if he was probing the very depths of his soul. Yuri felt angry, as if being judged for not wanting to end someone’s life. He wondered if his teammate would hold some callous brute in higher regard than him. He opened his mouth to protest, then Mother interrupted. 
 
    “Hold on,” she said. “Havenor Central is calling. They want a name for the new demons.” 
 
    “Trow for this type, the blue one,” Odyn said without hesitation. “It’s from pureborn mythology, same as the other demons.” Turning to Yuri, he said, “You want to name the other one?” 
 
    Yuri was about to decline, then he saw the demon’s face in his mind’s eye. Again the demon winked at him, then smiled. Knowing that the monster had been ruining people’s lives, but felt only a sort of childish glee after such foul deeds, filled him with a deep, slow-burning anger that he knew would not soon leave. He visualized the demon bending over while tiny, wiggling growths fell from his face and crawled into the victim’s face. He felt sick. 
 
    Glancing at Mother, he saw her looking back at him. He began to understand what she had said about hatred, for the revulsion he felt for these creatures was not merely physical, nor even emotional. It was a spiritual revulsion, an all-encompassing understanding that their two species could not both exist at the same time. The fact that he was about to take part in an execution, thus ending a woman’s life and leaving some poor man a widower, felt like crossing a line that would divide him from an innocence he had never even known that he had. 
 
    Yuri sighed. He was not in a mood to show respect to such an adversary. 
 
    “His name is Maggot-Face,” said Yuri. “That’s what we’ll call him.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twelve 
 
    Summoning the Voton 
 
      
 
    High within the Tower of Yod, Emperor Wodan entered his private dining room as his servants prepared dinner. The kitchen and dining room were made of a single large space illuminated by floor-to-ceiling windows giving a view of the city of Arcadia, pale towers nestled in green far below. The servants were accustomed to working quietly, with little more than the sound of gentle music playing alongside the clatter of silverware. Unused to the Emperor’s presence, several of the younger maids stopped and stared, surprised to see him unaccompanied by any guards or counselors, nor announced by any fanfare. He wore a radiant cape of teal and a sky blue uniform, colored in the Arcadian style but fitted with the look of utopian permaculture that had become the norm for those who held power throughout the Sanctuary. 
 
    The chef glanced at Wodan, noted his distant expression, understood that his spirit was nowhere near the kitchen, then gave a curt nod to the younger maids. Embarrassed, they returned to their work. Wodan swept past without a word. Approaching a steel door, he slid his hand over the lock, then entered his secret chamber. The door shut without a sound and the maids glanced at one another, thrilled and wondering if they had truly seen the Emperor up close. 
 
    “Girls,” said the chef, “did I not say it before? The Emperor will have a word with us if he can, and if he wills it, and in that case you can gawk at him as long as you like. But more often than not, he’s going to have some pressing business on his mind. I’m sure this new demon has him on edge!” 
 
    One of the young maids, a Vallier with black hair and pastel dress, nodded quickly. “They say it can impregnate anyone with its… its face!” 
 
    Before the other maids could chime in, the chef turned on her with his finger held upward. “I’ve warned you about such discussions around his meal, haven’t I? Would you have the Emperor fuel his holy vessel with food that’s had such vile matters discussed over it?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t, sir!” said a blond maid in blue, from the floating city of Andvari. “But you brought it up.” 
 
    “God forgive me, then,” said the chef. “Now, as I’ve said, it’s not rare for the Emperor to have a word with us - those will be times you’ll cherish through all eternity. But on a day when everyone’s talking about some new monster stalking the world, and terrorizing people, let’s not be caught gabbing and have to fall into embarrassed silence when the Emperor returns to eat.” 
 
    “Yes, Chef,” said the maids, their voices a sullen chorus. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Through the glass hallway projected images brought Emperor Wodan news of the world as he passed by, as if he were floating above a beautiful world in torment. He saw red-haired Pope Ference in a golden robe, standing before a crowd at Redemption Cathedral in the Shining City. The people in attendance wore dark suits and dresses without ornamentation, contrasting with the brilliant splendor of the Cathedral and their Pope. 
 
    “A coward!” said Pope Ference. “Not a warrior, no, the demons have plenty of strong brutes, so now they’ve made a crawling, smirking devil who only knows how to torture, and pervert! What else will he try to deface, that our Creator has urged us to build? Have we not had men and women who warned us in dreams that dark times are ahead? I pray that God helps our Emperor, who has always guided us through times of darkness, and back into…” 
 
    Wodan continued on and his gaze fell on another projected vid showing Queen Selvana of the Black Valley. She spoke one-on-one with an interviewer before a small waterfall. Wodan smiled, noting that this was her preferred mode of public discourse - a seemingly off-the-cuff conversation to be packaged within the Vallier aesthetic brand before distribution. She was pale and tall and slender, with high cheekbones and blond hair gathered behind her antler crown. She nodded at some question, then responded, “To be blunt, there’s little we can do, in terms of a proactive search for this… horrible creature who’s attacked us. We have to trust our mercenaries, and our law enforcement, and do our best to support them.” She spoke with calm precision, then suddenly leaned forward and, smiling, added, “We have to be brave - for them!” 
 
    Wodan laughed, despite his mood. Practical despite her theatrics, he thought. And unwilling to stoke our people’s fears, even though I wouldn’t blame her for doing so. Is it any wonder, that I… 
 
    Glancing at several images floating on either side, he could not help but feel annoyed that he did not see his wife, Empress Langley, in any of them. 
 
    Can she not give a short statement? Our people would love to have a word from her! 
 
    He was distracted by a broadcast from Kumala Kuara, in which the Dandy Jaggers were presented in the odd style native to the far west, which coupled animation with serious news presentation. He saw an animation of Yuri, then Gilly, as they turned to the camera, looking determined and standing back-to-back as if they were characters from a dramatic film. The animation even employed actual photographic images of Yuri and the other Dandy Jaggers, adding to the sense of dramatic unreality so favored by the people of Kumala Kuara. A solemn narrator spoke. 
 
    “... it was the first day on the job for this untested team of men and women who hardly knew each other! And yet they had to set aside their differences, and face a threat never before imagined… a monster known only as… Maggot-Face!” 
 
    Dramatic music reached a crescendo and a dark figure in a long cloak pulled back his hood, revealing a smiling face covered in writhing forms. The projected images suddenly disappeared as Wodan passed through the hallway and entered the secret chamber. 
 
    Pale blue light illuminated a large, spherical room with an altar free of decoration. A ring of projected vid screens came to life and showed still more world events. Dozens, then hundreds of projections showing footage of blacksmiths working in the heat of Doreido, dancers spinning in New Kurgheim, work crews identifying dead bodies lined up side by side in Mag Mell, a high-rise apartment with a projecting glass pool in Andvari, security camera footage of prisoners in Tartarus, and footage of an ice-spraying ship in the frozen northern desolation. Wodan lifted his hand subtly and, catching the movement, the simple AI turned down the amount of footage, reducing it to only a handful of projected screens playing silently. 
 
    Wodan stood before the altar, then said, “Open a connection.” He waited. 
 
    In a few moments, he heard the static hum of the speakers activating, then a distorted voice spoke. 
 
    “I’m here,” said the Voice. 
 
    The Voice sounded neither male nor female. Any emotional inflections were flattened as the Voice was digitally cut apart and remolded. Still, there was something undeniably human about the Voice. 
 
    “What news have you?” said Wodan. 
 
    “It’s true, what you’ve been hearing,” said the Voice. “The Dandy Jaggers have found a new demon. They believe it has a personality. If that’s true, then it would prove our speculation regarding Varg Wormwood.” 
 
    Wodan nodded, remembering all the hours spent studying vids of Wormwood. Watching his murders, watching the people who depended on their Emperor’s protection and guidance only to be hacked down by a supernaturally fast and powerful hyperdemon - and then to see him smile with delight, his dark face cracking and revealing pale flesh underneath. The other demons, the kobolds, only killed and moved on to their next target, occasionally shrieking but otherwise displaying only a sort of robotic devotion to their work. Not so, with Wormwood. 
 
    “And his combat capabilities?” said Wodan. “Is this new demon as powerful as Wormwood?” 
 
    “He ran when confronted.” 
 
    Wodan could not help but feel relief. Though he suspected there were other highborn more skillful than he was in various forms of combat, Wodan’s reputation for being unbeatable was not completely unfounded. In the years when the Sanctuary existed only as a precarious peace in a largely hostile world, no one had ever found a way to overcome him. And, of course, every demon who had sought to kill him had done so in vain. He knew that this had helped create his cult of personality, raising him to the level of a god among his people. 
 
    But Wodan did not believe in his own cult of personality. Though he had stretched natural laws and twisted the wisdom of highborn sages so that he could cheat death, and had done it to such an extent that even the most cutting-edge engineers would find it preposterous, a blade passing through his neck would still separate his consciousness from his body; as such, he could die just as easily as anyone. And while he had fought and killed thousands of kobold-types over the years, and innumerable legacy demons before that, the demon that he feared most was Varg Wormwood. 
 
    He’s not an automaton, thought Wodan. He enjoys throwing himself into danger, and that gives him power. That’s a dangerous mix considering his freakish level of strength. 
 
    But this new demon, Maggot-Face… we don’t even understand what he’s after. 
 
    “Maggot-Face,” said Wodan. “He creates other demons?” 
 
    “Gives birth to them, you could say,” said the Voice. “He uses highborn bodies as a substrate.” 
 
    “I was led to believe only one demon births all other demons. Could that mean…” 
 
    “No,” the Voice answered immediately. “I wondered the same thing. But he gives birth to blue demons. They’re bigger and stronger than the kobolds. More beast-like. I believe our hypothetical “mother of demons” has given birth to something like herself. That’s what Maggot-Face is.” 
 
    “What are they after now?” 
 
    “Mnemosis.” 
 
    “What?” said Wodan, crinkling his brow. 
 
    “Medicine to counteract Funeus Syndrome.” 
 
    “I know what it is. It’s just hard to believe.” 
 
    “I doubt the hypothetical mother of demons is worried about her kobold foot soldiers forgetting fond memories of childhood.” 
 
    Wodan nodded. “The pills would be for her, then. She’s sent one of her sons to fetch pills to jog her memory. She’s trying to remember something.” 
 
    “Do you have any trouble remembering things?” said the Voice, a note of curiosity coming through despite the digital scrambling. 
 
    “Never. But every one of us lives within a complicated biochemical explosion. I don’t doubt that forgetfulness happens to some. And the hypothetical mother of demons is far older than I am. If any creature has plenty to forget, it would be her. But…” Wodan thought for a moment. The Voice hummed, an oddly flat sigh that almost made him feel as if the other was in the room next to him. “The demons already know how to communicate and transmit information over distance - they do it naturally. It’s a part of their biology. If they can transmit information, then surely memory can also be transferred.” 
 
    “You and I know for a fact that memory can be transferred from one person to another,” said the Voice. 
 
    Wodan ignored the statement, hoping that any potential spies listening in would ignore it as well. “If the demons can transfer memory,” said Wodan, “then they could transfer memories to demons specialized just for that purpose. Demons are certainly not shy about specialization, and that would keep them from forgetting anything important. But if they’re trying to remember something, then that must mean it was something known only to…” 
 
    “The hypothetical mother of all demons,” said the Voice. “It can’t be any other.” 
 
    Wodan opened his mouth, but remained silent. 
 
    She’s looking for a weapon! he thought. Just as I used the nuclear arsenal of the Ancients to defeat the demons so long ago, she wants to do something similar to us. But as far as I know, that was the only nuclear arsenal kept by the Ancients… 
 
    So it must be another type of weapon, then. But what? 
 
    Wodan suddenly remembered standing in a dusty, dilapidated convenience store over six hundred years ago, listening to the ramblings of a depressed pureborn. 
 
    “We could use our Clockwork Son to help us think this through.” 
 
    “No, no,” said Wodan. “Let him wander. Let him watch the world, and grow, and learn how to be alive. The day we bring him home is the day he’s trapped here, like me. If he’s too young when we do that, he’ll go insane. Just like all the artificial minds made by the Ancients.” 
 
    “He’s not a machine.” 
 
    Wodan smiled, noting that the Voice felt the same way he did. “I know it,” he said. “Anyway. Can you run a diagnostic on the weather control system?” 
 
    Wodan looked up, and the simple AI in charge of the secret room projected a star map overhead. Beneath the stars, he saw the weather control satellites traveling along their appointed paths, with points of light dancing between them to reveal their interconnected communications grid. Other satellites moved along in their own paths, orbiting the earth and connecting the Sanctuary like an astral web of nerves merging spirit with flesh. His mouth parted in awe as he remembered his own time in space, orbiting the earth as he sought to become something greater than the world below. 
 
    “Can you not request the Voton do it?” said the Voice. “Maintenance would be far easier for him.” 
 
    “I can’t control him,” said Wodan, sighing as he admitted the truth. “If Voton believes routine maintenance is important, he’ll do it on his own. If he doesn’t think it’s important, then I wouldn’t be able to convince him otherwise. But I want those satellites in perfect condition, ready to work whenever I need them. I can’t test them from here without using them, and I’ll never use them - not unless I have to.” 
 
    “I understand,” said the Voice. “I’ll do it.” 
 
    “Good. It’s important. Everything I tell you is important.” 
 
    “I know it,” the Voice said quietly. 
 
    “I…” Wodan hesitated. He felt the presence moments before amber squares lit up among the projected screens, casting their glow upon the pale altar. “The Voton is coming,” he said, already feeling as if he was watching himself, and listening to himself speak; the strange sensation of being another. He lifted his eyes and watched the satellites wheeling overhead in their holographic display, then imagined he could feel his own fingers of light reaching out, touching each satellite in turn, testing to see that it still lived and waited to fulfill its duty. Though his hands were at his sides, he felt the palm of his hand touching his forehead. He no longer saw the room, but another place far away. Lightning was within him, the sensation of a living storm. 
 
    “The Voton is here,” said Wodan. “I can feel it. Voton is here!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
    Family 
 
      
 
    Yuri stood over the woman sealed within the blue membrane with his hands outstretched, ready to hold her down with his powers if necessary. Odyn lifted his sword, then turned to Yuri and winked. Scar tissue crept over Odyn’s face, making him look no different from Yuri’s father. 
 
    Yuri opened his mouth to ask what was happening, then the woman screamed. Peering within the membrane, Yuri could plainly see that the woman was not only alive, but she was also completely intact. Her pale fingers clawed at the inside of the membrane. 
 
    “Oh, my God!” said Yuri. “We have to get her out of there!” 
 
    Just as Odyn’s sword came down, Istis ran up to him. Leaping, she wrapped her arms around Yuri, then flung him on the ground. As she fell on top of him, the scent of her hair filled his awareness, a hint of lavender and something he could not identify. He tried to get up, but her limbs wrapped around him sinuously, pulling him into a warm embrace from which he could not escape. Soft fingers clamped around his throat, cutting off his air. 
 
    “Yuri? Yuri?” 
 
    Yuri woke violently and smacked a hand away from him. His powers hummed defensively, and he saw Istis jerk away from him. Seeing her head hunch into her shoulders, he felt immediate regret. 
 
    “I’m sorry!” he muttered, pushing away from her. “I didn’t-” 
 
    Istis laughed awkwardly, hiding her fear with bravado. It was still dark out, and even though he could not make out her features, he could tell that she was smiling. “Remind me never to wake up our wizard!” 
 
    Still disoriented, Yuri looked around. The team had slept under the stars. A single overhead light was on in the transport, and with one door hanging open, he could see Mother and Odyn speaking quietly. The mountains of Havenor were behind them, dark and untouched by the light of dawn creeping up on the eastern horizon. Hearing something clatter, he saw Kotes probing their embers with a log, his attention focused on bringing the fire back to life as he prepared breakfast. Gilly lay like the dead in his sleeping bag, with one dark arm thrown over his face. Their birds sat huddled in a circle, chirping quietly with one another. 
 
    Yuri remembered that they were in the wooded hills north of Sunset. He took a long look at Istis, who sat on her knees watching him. As far as he could tell, there was nothing that needed his immediate attention. 
 
    “Is something happening?” said Yuri. 
 
    “No,” said Istis. “Well, I thought you were already awake. I heard you talking. I guess you were dreaming.” 
 
    “I was.” He could tell that she wanted something. Unwilling to help, he watched her, and waited. 
 
    “Oh. Um, I was wondering if you would like to jog with me.” 
 
    “Jog? In the middle of the night?” 
 
    “The sun is coming up. See it?” She suddenly whirled on her knees and faced the east, her earnestness making it seem as if they should both take a good, long look at it together. He was not sure whether to be annoyed or amused. 
 
    “I’m not really one for jogging. Or running,” he said. He felt incredible resistance to the idea of exercising with Istis. 
 
    “Well. I was thinking.” She paused, then continued awkwardly. “We’re famous now, since we found that new demon. And I thought, we had better make sure we are in our best fighting form! You know?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah?” 
 
    “Yes! What if we work with a veteran team, and they see us flailing around? We could be out of breath, out of shape… you see?” 
 
    Yuri turned to Kotes, as if hoping he would help him out of this. Sensing his gaze, the white-haired highborn gave him a dismissive glance. “As you can see,” said Kotes, “nobody is lining up for coffee just yet. You go on. Breakfast will be ready when you get back.” 
 
    “Okay, then,” said Yuri. “Let’s go for a run. I guess.” 
 
    “Very good!” said Istis. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Nobody has heard of any arms manufacturer called Fairyland,” said Mother, “but that shotgun design is old. Or one like it, rather. The design was abandoned years ago.” Mother paused, then glanced out of the transport doorway. She noted that several of the Jaggers were already up. “The Emperor strongly cautioned the manufacturer to abandon the design.” 
 
    Odyn nodded. “Good,” he said. “We’re supposed to kill demons, not burn down their houses. It’s doubtful they even have wooden houses, seeing as they live underground. A weapon like that is only good against highborn. It’s no good against demons.” 
 
    “Right. And if it’s a secret design that nobody knows anything about, then I think our best bet would be to look into weapons manufacturers who have worked in the dark.” 
 
    Odyn grimaced. “You know anyone unsavory like that?” 
 
    “I do. I know someone in Kumala Kuara who was publicly beaten for stealing weapon designs. He always claimed someone else put him up to it.” 
 
    “Might be a good place to start.” Odyn crossed his arms and leaned back against a cabinet. “He a friend of yours? Is that why you want to go in person?” 
 
    Mother said nothing, but only held Odyn’s gaze. 
 
    “What about the mnemosis angle?” said Odyn. 
 
    Mother shrugged. “The manufacturer sent out a warning to their clients. The demon who robbed them has a record of all of their clients, and it’s not feasible to set up a sting around each one of them.” 
 
    “Right,” said Odyn. “We can’t wait for the demons to make the first move. We’ll never catch Maggot-Face that way.” 
 
    Mother crinkled her brow in sudden annoyance. “You really think it’s best to go after Maggot-Face, specifically?” she said. “With two rookies and such a small team, and such a poor lead, don’t you think we should pick up some odd jobs? And get them used to-” 
 
    “They’re blooded enough,” said Odyn. “Ultimately it’s up to you, Mother, but for my vote, I say we get them used to going after big heads. Not clocking in for easy jobs. Anyway, I almost forgot - did you find anything about that name? Fairyland?” 
 
    “Not in terms of arms manufacturing, no. Just pureborn mythological references. Children’s stories.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    Mother smiled unexpectedly, then hid the gesture. “They say it’s a magical realm. The fairies would lead people into their kingdom, and invite them to stay with them.” 
 
    “Nice place, is it?” 
 
    “Fairyland was a beautiful garden realm. Sunless, but lit with an ethereal glow. But it was all an illusion. The fairies wanted to trick people into staying.” 
 
    Despite speaking about a fairytale, Odyn bore a deeply serious expression. “And what did Fairyland really look like?” 
 
    “No one knows. The poor people who decided to live with the fairies were never seen again.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Yuri felt a bit ridiculous without his robe, running through forested hills like some kind of antelope. Even when competing in wizardry competitions, he had hardly bothered with physical training, and felt painfully self-conscious with each step. He noticed that Istis seemed to have no trouble with running in her red shorts, her bare feet unmindful of any difference between grass and stone. He also could not help but notice her prominent buttocks pressing against her shorts. Suddenly feeling distrustful, he pulled his gaze away. 
 
    Why did she really bring me out here? he wondered. 
 
    “Yuri!” Istis said suddenly. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am?” said Yuri. 
 
    They rounded a stand of trees and saw a tall farmer walking alongside several squat robots. He pointed out something on his rows of corn stalks, and the robots nodded in understanding. Seeing Istis and Yuri, he smiled and waved. Istis returned his gesture, then turned to Yuri. 
 
    “How come you never speak with me, Yuri?” she said. 
 
    They ran in silence, the short grass sighing against their feet as Yuri turned the question over in his mind. A goat turned to them with a clump of clover in its mouth and watched as if waiting for Yuri’s response. 
 
    “I’m just not the talkative sort,” he said. 
 
    “I know that,” she said. “Mother is quite reserved, too. But I don’t sense her avoiding me, as I do you. Do you dislike me? Be honest, please.” 
 
    “Of course not!” he said immediately. “I like you well enough.” 
 
    “Perhaps I’m only imagining things,” she said. “Forgive me for being presumptuous.” 
 
    Her suddenly stiff, polite tone annoyed him, which made him realize he was annoyed with himself as well. 
 
    “Alright, do you want to know what it is?” he said. “Someone told me a ridiculous story when I first signed on. I was told that you only joined the Dandy Jaggers because of… well, some sort of infatuation with me.” 
 
    “I see.” Istis considered the matter as they jogged in silence. Yuri’s attention focused on a row of white fence winding along a distant hill. He decided he had never been more uncomfortable in his life. 
 
    “Well, doesn’t that seem a bit ridiculous?” said Istis. “Like something someone would come up with just for a laugh?” 
 
    “Yes!” said Yuri. “You think I don’t know that?!” 
 
    “So, even knowing that it’s not true, you still let the idea control your actions?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t put it like that, no.” 
 
    “Well, your distance makes me a bit uncomfortable,” said Istis. “We’re both new on this team. I want us to be good teammates. And to have nothing between us.” 
 
    Something about her plainly spoken, heartfelt statement cut through a psychic shield that Yuri had not been aware was even there. By signing up for mercenary work, he had hoped to break free and touch the world. Glancing at Istis beside him, he realized that he had not been doing that. 
 
    “Forgive me,” said Yuri. “Perhaps I’ve developed some bad habits over the years.” 
 
    “Well, so have I,” Istis admitted. “But I fought as hard as I could to keep you safe, back in Havenor. I know you did the same for me. I don’t want any distance between us. Maybe I’m wrong about the way mercenary teams operate, but I want us to be close. Like a family!” 
 
    “I think that’s admirable,” he said, swallowing. 
 
    “And besides, what do you care if that rumor was true? Why shouldn’t people look up to you, and be wildly in love with you?” 
 
    Yuri’s mouth went dry. Istis suddenly turned to him with a big grin dimpling her cheeks. 
 
    “No wonder they were teasing you!” she said. “You’re too easy! I thought you could make cognate shields - but everything seems to get to you!” 
 
    “Huh!” Yuri laughed darkly. “Think you’re funny, do you? Well, I hope you can jump.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    He smiled. “How high can you jump?” 
 
    Istis glanced at him with a look of concern. Yuri gestured ahead. The air hummed as he created a short, serpentine field that came barreling through a field of wheat, bending stalks in its path. As it came toward them, he made sure to pull several stalks of wheat and allow them to bounce atop the wall so that she could see its general shape. 
 
    “What are you doing, Yuri?” she said. 
 
    “Jump!” he said, pretending to be panicked. 
 
    She leaped beside him, easily clearing the oncoming wall but stumbling slightly as she landed. Yuri laughed despite himself. She glanced back at him with a hurt expression, then laughed at his childish amusement. 
 
    “Oh, no!” he said, pointing ahead. “Here comes another one!” 
 
    “I have a crystal dagger back at camp, you know!” 
 
    “We’ll be lucky to make it back alive! Jump!” 
 
    Though he created a taller wall this time, she cleared it easily, throwing her legs sideways as she grasped the top and flung herself over. She whooped as she landed, and he could not help but admire her athleticism. 
 
    “God help us, another one is coming!” he said. 
 
    This time she did not protest, but ran toward the third wall full-tilt. Though this one was taller than he was, she leaped without hesitation, rolled in midair so that her shoulder slid along the top, then flipped back onto her feet as she cleared it. His mouth fell open. 
 
    She turned to him with cheeks flushed with exertion. “That’s kind of strange,” she said. “They’re coming for me, but not for you!” 
 
    “Oh. Right. I suppose I should jump, too.” 
 
    Grasping himself by the waist with his thoughts, Yuri lifted himself skyward, but kept pumping his arms and legs as if still running. Istis burst out laughing. Despite feeling foolish, he had to admit that he was enjoying himself more than he ever had on Mag Mell. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    After a long day of flying toward Kumala Kuara, they stopped for dinner when the seemingly endless forest began to make way for long stretches of grassland. The horizon turned to burning amber as the sun set, casting long shadows across the untamed savannah. The Dandy Jaggers relaxed in a circle and listened to Kotes as they ate the dinner he had just cooked for them. 
 
    “Now in those days, Folker was King of Ionia, and Volgen was Queen, but she was also his sister.” He took a sip of his chamomile tea and looked as if he was considering the matter, then continued. “I won’t say much on their relationship, since I don’t know the truth of it, nor does anyone else who speaks of it, but it is a fact that they were very close. They ruled long ago, when the Sanctuary was new and the demons were attacking in force, but failing. The demons were not strong enough to defeat the highborn, but they wanted a symbolic victory before crawling back into the earth to lick their wounds. That’s why they attacked Ionia - that’s where they were first defeated by our Emperor so long ago. 
 
    “So the demons attacked Ionia, and Folker and Volgen led their people against them. There were jotun in those days, great big beasts far worse than any kobold. But there were many heroes in the battle, too. Valeria, one of the founders of the Sanctuary, was there in her white armor, and so was her husband, Sigfell, who had fought alongside the Emperor since he was a boy. Even Selvana, Queen of the Black Valley, was there, but she was only a young girl, eager but unable to fight. 
 
    “Though there was no tactical advantage in taking Ionia, the demons were desperate to hurt their ancient foe. They set fire to fields and farmhouses and made a bloody chokepoint at the smashed gates of the capital. But King Folker would not back down. With axe and gun he cut a bloody path through the kobolds and brought down the jotun until heroes and demons were fighting on a mountain of dead. The highborn began to hope that the demons would run away, just as they had when the Emperor first defeated them. Then, something terrible happened.” 
 
    Though the highborn already knew the tale, more or less, they sat in silence, some leaning forward and listening intently so they could connect with the history of their people. 
 
    “Valeria, one of the oldest highborn, was killed - run through her breast with an evil blade thrust from behind. As she fell dead, the demons raced to tear her apart. Seeing what was happening, Queen Volgen urged her brother the King to protect her corpse. He did so. So it was that the blessed highborn and the foul demons ended up fighting over one who was already dead. 
 
    “The fight was terrible, one of the bloodiest in our history. Queen Volgen was beheaded and, seeing another opportunity to defile our leaders, the demons tried to steal her head from the battlefield. King Folken took up his sister’s head and fought, swinging his axe in one hand and cradling his dear sister’s head in the other.” 
 
    Istis sighed and placed her chin upon her fist. Yuri knew that she was descended from Ionian stock. 
 
    “In the end,” said Kotes, “Emperor Wodan arrived in an airship, and brought many heroes with him, including Dugan Little, the greatest wizard of all time, and many other heroes as well. With heroes leaping down from the sky, the demons were forced to retreat, and that was the end of that invasion. Many years of peace followed, and the Sanctuary was made secure.” Kotes considered sipping his tea, then said, “Selvana lived, of course, and grew up to rule the Black Valley, in the name of the Emperor.” 
 
    “What happened to King Folker?” said Odyn, prompting his friend. 
 
    Kotes lifted his brow. “No one knows. He was a good king, they say. But his spirit was broken by the death of his sister. To see such violence done to such a good and beautiful person whom he loved so much was too much for him. He left his throne empty and disappeared. Some say he drowned himself, others say he wandered the Sanctuary. Still others say he went into the earth, to find the demons crawling in their pits, and visit such hurt on them, just as they did to him.” 
 
    Finally Kotes leaned back and drained his tea. It had already gone cold, but he did not mind. 
 
    “Wow,” said Gilly. “What a tale! How nice would it be if Folker came back? We’re in the middle of an invasion right now, aren’t we? We could use the help of an ancient king.” 
 
    “I doubt he would,” said Mother. “There’s been other waves of attacks since then. He’s had plenty of chances to make a reappearance, but he never did.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t hold it against him,” said Odyn. “That would be awful. I mean, holding a piece of someone you loved.” 
 
    “Folker was a coward,” said Mother. “He was willing to be a king when it was all about admiration and authority. But when things got difficult, he ran.” 
 
    Istis shivered despite the warm night air. “Poor man. And his poor sister!” she said. “We have to make sure nobody else goes through anything like that.” 
 
    “Agreed!” said Gilly. Reaching behind his seat, he drew out a long, slender gentar. He took a moment to tune it. The birds instantly fell silent, their quiet chirping turning to deathly silence as they perked their heads up. Finally Gilly strummed the strings, giving a look of mock surprise at the gentar’s warm tones. 
 
    “It’s bedtime, isn’t it?” said Kotes, furrowing his brow. “We can’t have story night and music night on the same night, can we?” 
 
    Gilly shrugged theatrically as he strummed the first notes of a Kurgheim ditty, a happy, upbeat song. Recognizing the tune, Mother hummed. 
 
    Sighing and frowning, Kotes drew forth a flute and placed it to his lips. Yuri and Istis both looked at one another, then they laughed as Kotes picked up the upbeat tune. 
 
    Odyn rose from his seat with a strange, rhythmic motion, then circled the fire with short hops, rotating like a clockwork machine suddenly set in motion. 
 
    Odyn capered up to Istis and, bowing, extended a hand. Her cheeks grew red, then she took his hand and rose. Deciding that his strange dance matched the song, Istis mimicked his clockwork hops. Around the fire they danced, hand in hand. She laughed at herself, first from feeling foolish, but as she noted that everyone seemed intent on the music, she laughed again because of the joy of being close to others. 
 
    Yuri watched them dance around the fire. It was then, seeing Odyn so close to her, that he realized Jenny Istis was beautiful. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
    City on the Savannah 
 
      
 
    Making their way past Tartarus, the Dandy Jaggers continued southwest until the trees gave way to the Golden Veldt. They flew soaking wet through rain clouds pouring out upon the land, then emerged whooping and hollering at one another. As the sun dried them, Istis took off flying after a herd of zebras racing across the grassy plain. Yuri realized it was not so long ago that he would have been miserable flying through a storm. 
 
    It was night when they drew near Kumala Kuara, but there was no chance of missing it. Dark skyscrapers of onyx and black glass shone with brilliant beams of all colors projecting skyward, like a neon oasis rising from the veldt. Within the center of the black structures stood a black pyramid of shining glass, divided into sections which lit up in turn, creating pink, blue, and teal patterns. 
 
    “My goodness!” said Istis. “They aren’t shy about making a spectacle!” 
 
    “Welcome to my home!” Gilly shouted into the comm. “This is how we welcome our friends!” 
 
    As they drew near, the side of one dark building suddenly illuminated, revealing the brilliant colors of an animation. Yuri stared with his mouth open, mesmerized by the sight of a rocket flying over the veldt, followed by shots of highborn and kobolds fighting with swords and axes. Birds and dragons wheeled overhead. A quick cut to the cockpit revealed blue-tinted Tyr Lanval straining against the incredible force of launching free from the earth. 
 
    “Would you look at that!” said Odyn. “That’s the new movie about wh-when the demons tried to stop us from going to space!” 
 
    Yuri laughed at Odyn’s excitement. All the same, he had to admit that it did look impressive. Before he could comment, he was distracted as a group of riders turned suddenly and flew straight toward them. 
 
    “Gilly, you mentioned something about greeting friends,” said Yuri. “I think I see them coming now.” 
 
    Harsh flashlights shone on them, revealing the dark armor and wild, feathered headdresses of Kumalan guards mounted on eagles. Their comms crackled, then a voice said, “Who are you, outlanders? Identify!” 
 
    “Dim those lights!” Kotes shouted. “By God, we’re the Dandy Jaggers!” 
 
    The riders fell in alongside them, then gradually their lights dimmed. “I see,” their captain said over the comm. “We’re honored by your visit. But… does this mean you’ve tracked Maggot-Face to our land?” 
 
    “Well…” Kotes said, then fell silent. 
 
    “Don’t answer that,” said Mother. 
 
    Yuri realized their predicament. Whether they answered yes or no, rumors would spread that the dreadful new demon was hiding in Kumala Kuara. If the city went on high alert, it would make their investigation that much more difficult. A casual conversation with Mother’s contact would be nearly impossible. 
 
    “We’re taking a break,” said Gilly. “I’m Kumalan, as you can see. It’s my nephew’s birthday, and I want to surprise him with a visit from the greatest mercenary team to ever grace the Sanctuary!” 
 
    The captain of the guards laughed. “Of course, of course! We’re glad you guys could visit us. Enjoy your stay!” 
 
    At once the eagles banked hard and left them alone. The uncomfortable silence that followed was almost immediately broken by another flashing advertisement, this time for a drama starring the founder of Kumala Kuara, who was named Kumala Kuara, playing himself in a vid drama which was called simply Kumala Kuara. The black-skinned man with long black hair and golden eyes looked imposing in his brightly colored red and yellow robe. “Sasha, what is the meaning of this?” he said. 
 
    The camera switched to reveal a black-skinned woman with green eyes. “I know you’ve been seeing someone else!” she shot back. “And now I, and Binti, and Jelana, and Delarouse, and all of your other wives, demand to know the truth!” 
 
    “So it is that you have forced my hand,” said Kumala Kuara, closing his eyes and sighing dramatically. “Behold, my secret thirteenth wife - Morvenia!” 
 
    “Kumala Kuara’s season finale, this Sunday at seven o’clock!” a narrator announced. Though Yuri had no interest in such shows, or even the history of this land, he still craned his head to watch the drama as they flew past the building on which the commercial was projected. 
 
    “Okay, let’s burn some midnight oil,” said Mother. “Kotes, since you opened your big mouth earlier, you’re coming with me.” 
 
    “Gladly, Mother!” said Kotes. “We going to see your contact?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “What about me, Mother?” said Gilly. “I’ll go with you, too, and keep an eye out.” 
 
    “No, this is just a friendly visit,” said Mother. “If I knock on his door and bring in a bunch of big, burly mercenaries in full armor, he’ll get spooked. You go on and have fun.” 
 
    “I’d rather look for a bed,” said Odyn. 
 
    “No!” Mother responded. “We’re going nocturnal again.” 
 
    “Let’s hit a bar, then,” said Gilly. “Odyn, I know just the place. Yuri, Istis, what do you say?” 
 
    “Actually…” said Istis. “Um, Yuri? Do you want to take me out? I have a place in mind.” 
 
    An uncomfortable silence followed as Yuri tried to interpret what Istis had just said. He knew he had to be mistaken about what he had heard. 
 
    “Of course he wants to!” said Odyn. “Me and Gilly are going to have a boys’ night out. No rookies allowed. You two have fun!” 
 
    Sensing his doubt, Elseth turned and looked back at Yuri, his black brow crinkling as if considering this turn of events. Though Istis flew facing forward, her cardinal, Valor, turned and gave them both a look. The cardinal slowly opened its beak, then said, “Nyek, nyek, nyek…” 
 
    Though this meant nothing to Yuri, Elseth’s eyes went wide with alarm. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Hello, Emmit. It’s me, Mother. Just wanted to stop in and pick your brain for a moment. I need help.” 
 
    Mother released the door buzzer, and they waited. Picking up on Mother’s unusually polite tone, Kotes tried to appear relaxed. The hallway was made of a black, sleek material, with neon stripes coming into view and slowly fading away. Decorative palm trees appeared and faded along the walls, as well as stylized animals and patterns. 
 
    The door cracked open, and Emmit peered out at them. He was a pale highborn with an exaggerated mullet, and wore a dark, loose, patterned shirt and dark form-fitting pants in the Kumalan style. His dark eyes quickly took them in, even though Kotes was sure he had already examined them on camera. Kotes was in a full suit of mesh armor of purple, blue, and black, while Mother looked a little more casual in her pink jacket. Though the man tried to hide it, Kotes could tell that he was not exactly pleased with their visit. His eyes finally rested on Mother’s gun case. 
 
    “Hello, Mother,” said Emmit, forcing a smile. “Who is your large friend?” 
 
    “He’s my bodyguard, Kotes,” said Mother. “Kotes, this is Emmit, an old friend of mine.” 
 
    “Sir,” said Kotes, nodding. 
 
    “You need a bodyguard to visit me?” said Emmit. 
 
    “Would you deny me my protection?” said Mother. 
 
    “Ah. Of course not. Please, come in!” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    After a luxurious steam in the public bath, Yuri dressed in a suit and fresh robe, then handed off his gear to a robot. 
 
    “Take that to my room, will you?” said Yuri. 
 
    “Of course, sir,” said the robot. “Your sword, sir.” 
 
    A second robot, with a covering of shiny black plastic, held forth Unbecome in its sheath. 
 
    “You have had this fine weapon in the rain, sir,” said the second robot. 
 
    “Yes. Does that matter?” 
 
    “Not to me, sir. I have properly cleaned and sharpened it. Bring it back to me any time.” 
 
    Yuri hung the sword behind his back, then looked at himself in a long mirror. 
 
    “Do I look alright?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes,” said the first robot. “I suppose.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    Yuri left the public baths and found himself in a dark public square lit by the shifting glow of holographic animations, bits of newsreels, and surprisingly subtle and artfully made advertisements. He saw dark-skinned and gold-tinted Kumalans enjoying a stroll, or eating at a sweet taki vendor, while a group of young Kumalans were in the middle of a heated debate with a pale Arcadian in pastel. Yuri considered listening in, then saw Istis strolling toward him. He smiled at the sight of her golden hair, then noticed she was frowning. She quickly hid the gesture. 
 
    “What’s there to frown about?” he said. “You look nice!” 
 
    “Do I, Yuri?” she said, putting her fists on her hips. It was then that he noticed she was still in her full suit of red armor. 
 
    “You don’t have anything more stylish to wear?” he said. 
 
    “Of course I do. But we’re still working, Yuri! I was angry when I saw your outfit, then I remembered - you don’t even wear armor!” 
 
    “My armor is up here,” he said, tapping his head. 
 
    “Yes, well, plenty of wizards wear armor, Yuri. We need to get you something light and flexible, at least.” 
 
    “Right now?” 
 
    “No, not right now.” Istis’s eyes ranged over Yuri’s suit, then she smiled. “There’s a special place I want you to take me to!” 
 
    Turning, she extended the crook of her arm. He laughed and intertwined his arm with hers. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Emmit’s apartment was a dimly-lit series of white rooms and white furniture, sparsely decorated except for a few well-known prints by Genhauer. Mother laid her gun case on the kitchen counter and popped it open. 
 
    “Shotgun,” said Emmit. “Looks like a… ah. Oh.” 
 
    Kotes watched a strange play of emotions on the highborn’s face. Beyond the focus of professional curiosity lay confusion mixed with realization. 
 
    He’s afraid, thought Kotes. 
 
    “Do you recognize it?” said Mother. 
 
    “No. I don’t. That’s the problem. May I?” 
 
    Mother nodded, and Emmit drew out the shotgun. He flexed his palm around the grip, popped it open to see that it was empty, checked the sights, then pulled the trigger. 
 
    “This might be a Saber Arms prototype,” he said, then clamped his mouth shut. He studied Mother for a moment, then set the shotgun on the counter and walked away. 
 
    “I suppose that’s possible,” said Mother. “But they aren’t in the habit of not labelling their prototypes, are they? What would be the use in that?” 
 
    Where the hell did he go? Kotes wondered, feeling suddenly alarmed. 
 
    Emmit returned carrying an ultraviolet flashlight. With his brow furrowed he scanned the shotgun, then stopped when he found the Fairyland logo. 
 
    “Ever heard of them?” said Mother. 
 
    Emmit stared at the logo, then shook his head. 
 
    He seems genuinely puzzled, thought Kotes. I need to relax. Besides, it’s not like we would randomly stumble on someone involved with this. He’s the first person Mother thought to question in person! 
 
    “Well, Mother,” Emmit said slowly, “I think you have yourselves a rogue arms manufacturer.” 
 
    “Do you want to know where we found that weapon?” 
 
    Emmit’s eyes locked on Mother. “Yes.” 
 
    “A demon was using it.” 
 
    Emmit turned back to the shotgun and chewed his lip. “Are the demons… um, manufacturing their own weapons now?” 
 
    Mother crossed her arms. “It would be the first time a demon made something other than more demons,” she said. “Emmit, you’re still in the weapons business, aren’t you?” 
 
    Emmit nodded. 
 
    “Then surely you can help me. What kind of talk have you heard?” 
 
    Emmit scoffed. “Well, nothing about anything like this! I mean, even the name is weird, isn’t it? Sounds like a children’s game, a bedtime story. And the, uh - the chambering is strange, too.” 
 
    “Strange, how?” 
 
    “Well, it’s too big for conventional rounds. What kind of shells were in this thing?” 
 
    “Incendiary.” 
 
    Emmit leaned back, then placed a hand on the counter and leaned at an odd angle. Kotes turned away and looked over the kitchen, then glanced into the living room. Though he saw nothing out of the ordinary, he could not shake the feeling that the man was moving oddly, and acting uncomfortable. 
 
    Is it me? he wondered. I am in full armor. If we were sitting down, maybe I could look more relaxed, and put him at ease... 
 
    “What kind of work have you been doing lately?” said Mother. “If you don’t mind me asking.” 
 
    “I get people in touch with people,” he said. His face twisted in discomfort. “Unlike most people, I don’t have a big family. I have to work if I want to survive. I don’t have a great grandfather or a big brother who can rent out robot labor and keep my bank account topped off. So I have to stay on top of industry developments, you know. And try to get involved however I can…” 
 
    “There’s nothing wrong with working, Emmit,” said Mother. “I know I’m being nosy, and I apologize. I was hoping you could get me in touch with someone who might know about this.” 
 
    “Hm.” Emmit moved the shotgun on the countertop, adjusting it so that it lined up with the edge of the counter. “You mind if I ask exactly how you came by this, Mother? I’ve been hearing lots of crazy stuff about you guys. And you know how the news is here. The Kumalans don’t see any difference between history and entertainment. To them, it’s all the same.” 
 
    Mother jammed her hands in her jacket pockets and hesitated. Kotes knew that she was sizing him up. “We stumbled on some demons who were torturing people in Havenor. A married couple. They’d already killed at least one other person. When we went to put the demons down, one of them used this weapon on one of my people. He missed her, but burned the whole house down. They’re a nasty bunch. It’s common for demons to steal weapons and armor from us, but I’ve never seen a demon use a weapon that nobody’s ever heard about. It makes me nervous.” 
 
    Emmit nodded, seeming lost in thought. He bit his lip and shrugged. “Incendiary rounds,” he said under his breath. “Well. Okay. Okay. You know what, this has to be a prototype for some kind of trick gun. Okay, Mother, if I were you, I would look into films.” 
 
    “Films.” 
 
    “The film industry. Yes. You know, a lot of big productions have their own special guns designed by reputable manufacturers. You wouldn’t encounter it a lot, not in your line of work, but just last year I put the people working on the next Overcharger flick in touch with Doreido Arms. The hero always has some new kind of fancy gun in those movies, you know?” 
 
    “They use guns that actually shoot?” 
 
    “Yes, actually. Not bullets, per se, or shells, in this case, but some kind of fake round. I mean, just look at the name. Fairyland sounds more appropriate for a movie studio, doesn’t it?” 
 
    Mother gave Emmit a skeptical glance, then sighed. “Thanks for your time, Emmit.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Cheers!” said Istis. 
 
    “Cheers,” Yuri responded, then clinked his glass with Istis. 
 
    Their table was near the stage of an epic live-action holographic retelling of the Battle of Mar-batt. The room was dark and the actor nearest them wore bright green and purple makeup, giving him a goblinoid appearance. The actors in the other rooms, who stood on other stages before other tables, were projected into all of the other rooms, therefore the entire live production could be viewed from several rooms placed on several different floors. Though a dozen people ate and drank in the dimly-lit room with Yuri and Istis, he knew that the live production was being watched by hundreds more. 
 
    The production was bright and loud, detailing the drama between Emperor Wodan, Kumala Kuara, and one of Kumala Kuara’s wives, and though the drama was advertised as being historical, Yuri could not help but think that he had never heard of Kumala Kuara being at the Battle of Mar-batt, and as far as he knew, the Emperor did not necessarily consider Kumala Kuara to be his closest ally, though this was a pivotal part of the story. Nevertheless Yuri and Istis enjoyed seeing the actors leap and duel, whether in-person or projected holographically. 
 
    “Yuri!” Istis leaned toward him, then said, “Do you think they’ll ever make a drama about a battle that we’ll be in?” 
 
    “Did you check the show schedule?” said Yuri. “They’re probably already filming one about us, fighting in some battle we haven’t even been in!” 
 
    “You won’t be able to rule from on high, O Emperor Wodan!” a crouching actor in glowing, demonic makeup shouted. “Not when you’ve been split in half!” 
 
    “This is really intense,” said Yuri. “Oh, shots?” 
 
    Istis winked unnecessarily at the robot bringing them two shot glasses filled with dark amber liquid. Though Yuri knew they were both already drunk, he saw Istis subtly gesture for two more. 
 
    They threw back the shots, and as Yuri gagged, Istis said without hesitation, “I hope we fight together in our next battle! Our first engagement was… kind of a mess!” 
 
    “God, woman!” said Yuri. “You’re looking forward to the next one? I’m still having nightmares about the last one!” 
 
    “We’ll do better next time.” Istis leaned in close, as if she was about to say something important, then said only, “I know it.” 
 
    Yuri watched her blue eyes roam over his face. Though he knew, objectively, that she was beautiful, and that he should be delighted that she cared to study his face, he felt so far removed from the general course of human events that he had difficulty caring. 
 
    “Why do you look at me like that?” he said. “I’m nothing special.” 
 
    “I believe that you are,” she said. Her red lips parted in a smile. Demons shouted as Emperor Wodan and Kumala Kuara threw them around, and Istis moved a strand of blond hair from her face, revealing cheeks flush with alcohol. 
 
    “You only think that because I’m a wizard,” said Yuri. “But there are lots of wizards out there, and plenty of them are a lot better than me.” 
 
    “I know more about wizardry than you think.” Istis placed a hand on the back of Yuri’s chair, then leaned in closer still. “Besides, you wouldn’t have joined a mercenary team if there wasn’t something heroic in you. Right?” 
 
    Though Yuri enjoyed being close to her, and felt some part of his soul waking up from a deep sleep, another part of him wanted to destroy himself in her eyes. “I only joined because my father pressured me,” he said. “We had an agreement. He let me do what I wanted with the first fifty years of my life, but if I didn’t find something worthwhile, I would have to become a mercenary, and fight demons.” He shrugged. “So here I am.” 
 
    “What else did you try to do?” 
 
    Yuri ignored the question. “You say that I’m special,” he continued. He turned in his seat and faced her, placing himself very close to her. “I wouldn’t argue against the special part. How would I even know? But the thing is, I don’t think there is a ‘me’ that can be special. I’ve spent a lot of nights going through the contents of my own awareness, Istis. And in the end, I couldn’t find anything. I don’t think there’s anyone there.” 
 
    “I’m sure anyone would come to a similar conclusion if they holed up in a dark room and wracked their brain for too long. You just needed more sun.” 
 
    “No. No. My father is somebody. He…” Yuri felt intensely uncomfortable, but did not turn away. “He can bend things to his will. Things… and people. He can make things happen. Those who oppose him find themselves ground up under the wheels of fate. Me? I’m foam on the waves. I’m here for a moment, then I wash away. There’s nothing there.” 
 
    Seemingly unaffected by such talk, Istis leaned in until one of her cheeks was almost touching Yuri’s. He felt his heart begin racing, but could not stop a sudden contempt for himself, for feeling excitement. He looked down, and saw the soft line of her white neck stretching down to the high collar of her red armor, then was distracted as she put a hand on his shoulder. Her hand fell on him roughly, as if informally congratulating a teammate, then she took a deep breath and gently ran her hand up to his cheek. 
 
    “Yuri,” she said, “you’re holding yourself to an unrealistic standard. Lots of people think they’re important characters in a story that God is telling Himself. What’s wrong with being nobody?” 
 
    “You say that so casually,” he said, speaking directly into her ear. “As if you knew the truth!” 
 
    “You’re not after the truth, either. Who is? You just want to torture yourself.” He felt her hand stroke his hair, then she moved her face next to his. “Because you’re an idiot.” 
 
    She silenced any response by placing her lips on his. Yuri resisted, then felt her tongue gently push against his lips. He relented and leaned into her, feeling liquid kinetic friction passing through their touching lips. He felt himself floating far above the world, the illusion of reality gently brushed aside like a curtain, revealing the nakedness of forms playacting in some elaborate game. Her kiss was warm and inviting, waking him up to a new awareness of life’s wonder. But even as he gave in to the kiss, an older part of himself feared this unexpected intrusion. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    As soon as they shut the door behind them, Emmit exhaled a breath he had been holding. His heart took off running and he felt sick and lightheaded. 
 
    I’m dead, he thought. The Emperor himself is going to… he’s going to… 
 
    In his mind’s eye he saw a long, curved blade rising overhead. A crowd of Arcadians in pastel suits and dresses cheered. As the executioner’s blade came toward his neck, black spots danced in Emmit’s vision, and he had to grip the countertop to stay upright. 
 
    But this isn’t my fault! he screamed in his mind. I was just trying to help some people out! I didn’t know! I didn’t… 
 
    This isn’t my fault! 
 
    Emmit found himself in the living room at his vid screen without even thinking about it. He dialed the Red Vallier, then waited. He took one deep breath, then another. 
 
    Don’t look crazy, he told himself. 
 
    That hotshot better pick up! And he better do something about this! 
 
    The vid screen filled with a feed of the highborn known only as the Red Vallier, sitting in a rocking chair, his legs propped up on a guard rail as he fished from his back porch. He wore loose pants rolled up to his knees, and his floral-pattern shirt was unbuttoned in the Vallier style, revealing tanned, red-tinted skin, like that of the highborn of Doreido. He had an infuriatingly casual grin and a straw hat cocked to the side, placed so perfectly that the white streak in his black hair was visible. The fact that an attractive Havenor girl in a revealing swimsuit sat next to the Vallier further annoyed Emmit. 
 
    “My friend!” said the Red Vallier. “I hope you’re calling about the fish, because that’s all I’m worried about right now!” 
 
    “No,” said Emmit, enunciating as carefully as possible. “We are in trouble.” 
 
    “You got the wrong number, stranger,” the Red Vallier responded without hesitation. He pulled his feet from the guardrail, then slapped the girl on her thigh and gestured for her to go inside. As she rose to leave, he awkwardly tried to hand the fishing pole to her, then pushed her inside and laid the pole against the wall. Finally he leaned toward his own vid screen. The image blurred, as it was covered in digital snow, then the image of the Red Vallier on his porch was replaced with a looped animation of a businessman - a character straight out of a pureborn drama, with his feet propped up on a desk and a large cigar hanging from one side of his mouth. The illustrated businessman flipped a coin as he smiled confidently. The fact that the Red Vallier’s encrypted masking image looked much like himself, a red-tinted highborn in a floral shirt, only further annoyed Emmit. 
 
    “What’s going on?” said the Red Vallier. His voice was digitally scrambled, becoming emotionally flatlined and robotic. Emmit knew that from the Vallier’s perspective, Emmit would sound the same, and his face would be concealed, making it difficult for any spies to identify them. 
 
    “Well, those ‘clients’ of yours are using the weapons already. They’ve killed some fuckin’ people!” 
 
    “Slow down and tell me what happened,” said the Red Vallier, his lifeless voice oddly juxtaposing with the carefree, animated businessman. 
 
    “A mercenary just stopped in and showed me a shotgun that a… a ‘client’ used. It had a Fairyland product mark! Why the hell did you put a mark on it?!” 
 
    “So the mercenaries knew about the mark?” 
 
    “I had to show it to them!” Emmit screamed. “If I’d played dumb, she would have known something was up! I had to get a UV light and then say, wow, gee, never seen that before, wonder what this symbol means!” 
 
    “You tell her anything else?” 
 
    “It was more her telling me!” Though Emmit wanted to play it cool, he felt as if he was riding on waves of fear, his voice shaking out of control. “She was a little concerned that your clients are going around killing people! This isn’t what I signed up for!” 
 
    “What do you think weapons are used for?” 
 
    Emmit fumed in silence, directing his rage at the looped animation. 
 
    “You ‘signed up’,” the Red Vallier continued, “because you were bored. Don’t tell yourself a comforting story about needing money. None of us needs money, you fool. Just get in touch with…” the Red Vallier hesitated before saying the name. “With our man. He’s a professional. He’ll help you figure out if-” 
 
    The front door exploded with sudden violence. Emmit leaped in terror, then his hand instinctively reached for his gun. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Well,” said Mother, “that was disappointing.” 
 
    She stood with Kotes in the hallway. She was surprised to see his sly smile as he activated his communicator. Mother heard her own comm buzz as it also activated. 
 
    “We are in trouble,” said a voice muffled by distance. 
 
    Mother’s mouth fell open. “Did you bug his house?” she said. 
 
    Kotes shrugged. “I may have accidentally dropped something in there!” 
 
    Mother glared at Kotes. “Are you stupid?” she asked. “We don’t have a warrant for that, and besides, what are the chances that the first person we talk to is going to be involved in-” 
 
    The blood drained from Kotes’s face and he shushed Mother to silence. She strained to hear the voice coming through her comm. Though the person speaking was not standing near the surveillance mic, she could tell that the voice belonged to Emmit. 
 
    “... those ‘clients’ of yours are using the weapons already,” said Emmit. “They’ve killed some fuckin’ people!” 
 
    Their eyes locked. Mother suddenly stopped caring about the absence of a surveillance warrant. 
 
    “You tell her anything else?” said a robotic voice. It was obviously scrambled to conceal the speaker’s identity. 
 
    “It was more her telling me! She was a little concerned that your clients are going around killing people!” said Emmit. He sounded like he was having a nervous breakdown. “This isn’t what I signed up for!” 
 
    Mother nodded. “Got him,” she said. “Seems like an unlikely coincidence, but this is enough to warrant an interrogation.” 
 
    “Right,” said Kotes. He took a moment to pop his neck, then said, “Here we go.” 
 
    “Wait!” said Mother. “Let’s call for-” 
 
    The door folded in half as Kotes lashed out with a kick. He saw Emmit standing before a vid screen, his head hunching up into his shoulders as he whirled in terror. Eager to keep the element of surprise, Kotes dashed toward him. With a sudden snake-like motion Emmit grasped a handgun lying beside the vid screen. The living room was a blur as Kotes raced to grab the weapon - then Emmit aimed and fired. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
    The Killer 
 
      
 
    Mother leaped away from the doorway and activated her communicator. “Kotes is down! We need help!” 
 
    “You with the contact?” Odyn responded almost immediately. 
 
    “Yes! He shot Kotes!” 
 
    “On our way! Yuri, Istis, you there?!” 
 
    Relieved at her teammate’s fast response, Mother turned back to the doorway. She saw no one. She peeked around the corner and saw Kotes struggling to rise, one hand pressed against his chest. She strained to listen. Though she could hear the others speaking on the comm, her pulse was raging with so much force that she could not understand them. 
 
    Against her better judgment, she entered. As she stepped over the ruined doorway, Kotes saw her and waved her away. She noted that he looked more angry than scared. 
 
    “Emmit?” Mother called out. 
 
    “Stay back, Mother!” Emmit shrieked from further within the apartment. 
 
    Mother stepped forward and stood over Kotes. Still she did not see Emmit. She bent over Kotes and looked him over. He was breathing, and she saw no blood, but his teeth were gritted in pain. She moved his hand aside and saw a misshapen bullet lodged in his armor, directly in the center of his chest. 
 
    “He’s a dead man,” Kotes hissed, then fell silent. He gripped his chest and laid back against the wall. 
 
    “Don’t say that,” Mother said quietly. “Emmit! You-” 
 
    She jumped in alarm as Emmit returned from a side room bearing a heavy coil of rope over one shoulder. He glanced at her, then waved his gun. 
 
    “Damn it, Mother,” he growled. “Just stay back!” 
 
    “We heard something that made it sound like you were in trouble,” said Mother. She tried to keep her voice level. “I want to help you, Emmit. Will you let me do that?” 
 
    “No, thank you!” said Emmit. He suddenly aimed his handgun and fired at a window. The deafening roar of the heavy round was followed by the cacophony of glass pouring down in a shower. Frigid wind whipped throughout the apartment, tossing papers violently. Mother opened her eyes in time to see Emmit leap from the window. 
 
    Mother ran through the storm of papers, noting the rope stretched taut from the window to the bedroom. The rope was decorated with red-colored bands, as if marking off distance. She could see that one end was tied to a secure metal post drilled into the floor in the other room; she knew that Emmit had already planned for just such an event. 
 
    She ran to the window and peered down below. Emmit held onto the rope, with his feet braced against the side of the skyscraper. His mullet whipped in the wind as he made his way further down. 
 
    “Emmit!” Mother cried. “We can help you out of this! Just come back!” 
 
    “Damn it, Mother, you dumb bitch!” he shouted back at her. “Just turn around and forget you ever got involved in this! It’s too late to do anything about it!” 
 
    “I can’t do that, Emmit!” 
 
    “Just leave it alone!” said Emmit. Turning away from her, he muttered, “I wish I had.” 
 
    “Mother!” Odyn’s voice came through the comm. “We’re almost-” 
 
    “Hold on,” said Mother, pulling her head back inside the apartment. “Don’t come here. Go down four levels instead. If there’s an aviary on that floor, that’s where he’s going.” 
 
    “He got away?” said Odyn. 
 
    “Yes. Yuri, you there?” 
 
    “Yes, Mother!” said Yuri. “I’m-” 
 
    “Get outside, Yuri!” 
 
    “On the outside… of… you mean, the building?” 
 
    “Yes! The contact’s climbing down the side. I want you on his ass!” 
 
    “Okay! Understood!” 
 
    She heard a gunshot in the distance, then another. Carefully peering down below, she saw Emmit kicking pieces of glass away from a shattered window. Crystalline shards fell spinning through the night, catching green and red and gold reflections from a flashing holo-advertisement. Emmit made his way into the building, then released the rope. 
 
    Kotes groaned. Turning away from the window, Mother made her way through the mess and found her teammate still sitting propped against the wall. He looked exhausted. 
 
    “Mother,” he said through careful breaths. “I’m sitting here, thinking about the odds.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “The odds of this going to pieces so quickly, as you might have noticed.” 
 
    “I did notice, yes.” Mother bent beside him and put a hand on his shoulder. She knew he most likely had broken ribs, and possibly organ damage on top of that, and would need a day or more to mend. 
 
    “Well, what do you think?” he said, suddenly smiling. “Was it just great luck, finding someone who knows about Fairyland on our first try?” 
 
    Mother clenched her jaw. “We’ll know for sure once Odyn starts breaking his fingers.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The late hour made no difference to the highborn enjoying the festival entertainments. Odyn and Gilly made their way through the crowd, scanning for faces matching Emmit’s description. A giant mechanical spider with limbs wrapped in neon threads spun laughing children, and Gilly felt a twinge of fear at the thought of their prey pulling his gun at any moment. 
 
    “There,” said Odyn, turning away suddenly. Odyn watched older children sparring with teal goblins in a holo-fight. When Gilly turned to observe the crowd behind the players, Odyn said, “Nine o’clock, with the big hair.” 
 
    Gilly looked past Odyn’s shoulder and saw Emmit purchasing a purple hat from a robotic vendor. Emmit looked around warily, his cheeks flushed as he put on the hat and continued on his way. 
 
    “Nice disguise,” said Gilly. “Let’s go.” 
 
    The two split up, moving quickly in hopes of surrounding the man. 
 
    “You see him?” said Mother, her voice coming through the comm. 
 
    “We do,” said Odyn. “But if he’s heading for the aviary, he’s taking a roundabout way of doing it. We’re in a crowd right now.” 
 
    “Don’t spook him, then,” said Mother. “Istis is on her way to the aviary, and Yuri has eyes outside. We can trap Emmit as long as he doesn’t change his plan.” 
 
    They fell silent as Emmit made his way past a cafe surrounding a dark marble fountain decorated with a mix of living and holographic plants. Emmit’s gaze lingered on the people enjoying their meals. His hand strayed inside his shirt, and Gilly winced, wondering if Emmit was thinking of taking a hostage. Two guards in dark armor strolled by, chatting amiably. Emmit must have thought better of it, for he lowered his hand and continued past them. 
 
    They drew near a long, wide staircase leading down to a darkened market submerged in tropical trees and sculpted bushes. 
 
    “Mother, he’s not going to the aviary,” said Odyn. 
 
    “He has to! He shot somebody, he knows he’s dead as soon as-” 
 
    “His hand’s on his comm,” Odyn said quickly. “He’s talking to someone!” 
 
    With preternatural instinct, Emmit looked over his shoulder at the top of the staircase, and his gaze fell directly on the pair. Without hesitation, he bolted. 
 
    Like racing animals both Odyn and Gilly took off. They heard shouting, then saw Emmit pushing people down the stairs, his eyes wide with panic as he turned to look back at them once again. Odyn leaped over the crowd and ran along a handrail, the air whipping past him. Emmit leaped and braced his feet against a handrail and, with unexpected precision, turned and fired behind him, his feet sliding along the rail before he turned around again. Gilly felt the bullet whiz just past his ear, then the crowd roared in terror. As Odyn’s feet touched down where the crowd made way for him, he saw Emmit disappear behind a line of corkscrew bushes. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Emmit ran in a blind panic, stumbling as he collided with a group of passersby. 
 
    “You see me?” a gravelly voice said in his comm. “I’m by the blue pillar. Steady, don’t fall down. We’ll get you out of here!” 
 
    Emmit ignored the people shouting at him, his gaze leaping here and there as he looked for some means out of this nightmare. Then, standing beside a row of pillars shining with animated designs, he saw his contact - Tareq Wayne Ladds. The tall, muscular Kumalan had black skin, a black beard, and rough-looking black armor, making the whites of his eyes stand out all the more. He looked the part of a mercenary, for he carried a sidearm on his hip, a heavy armored gauntlet, and other gear besides, though in fact he was not a mercenary. 
 
    Tareq stood immobile, smiling slightly as Emmit approached, chest heaving and breathless with fear. Emmit felt a rush of anger as Tareq clearly did not understand the danger they were in. 
 
    “There’s two of ‘em on my ass!” Emmit shouted. “And probably more on the way!” 
 
    “It’s alright,” said Tareq. “They know anything?” 
 
    “No! But they…” Emmit turned and saw Odyn and Gilly pushing past the scattering crowd. “Here they come!” said Emmit. 
 
    “I wouldn’t worry about them,” said Tareq. In one smooth motion he unholstered his sidearm, put it to Emmit’s chest, fired a single heavy round straight into his heart, then holstered the gun. He did not bother to watch as Emmit fell in a heap, but instead looked at Odyn. From across the dark square shivering with dancing holograms, Odyn’s mouth fell open in shock. It was not the murder that froze him in place, but the face of the killer. Tareq’s features seemed to twist in his mind, the colors shifting as he recognized the assassin’s face belonging to someone else from long ago. Tareq smiled, his white teeth standing out in the dark, then he turned and ran. Odyn and Gilly raced across the square. 
 
    “He shot that guy!” Gilly shouted. “Shot him right in front of us!” 
 
    “He knew we were here, too,” said Odyn. “That means whatever he’s into, it’s worse than murder. Go to Emmit, and get something we can use out of him!” 
 
    “He’s dead!” Gilly shouted. “You can’t take that guy alone, Odyn!” 
 
    “Whatever he knew was worth killing for! Get something out of him!” 
 
    Cursing, Gilly turned aside and ran toward Emmit, who lay sprawled out on the ground. Odyn disappeared from view as he raced beyond the pillars. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Chasing after Tareq, Odyn could see that he was not inexperienced. He ran quickly, but without the wild panic Emmit had shown. As they raced along the line of pillars, Tareq turned, unholstering and aiming his sidearm. Odyn had been prepared for such a move, and threw himself behind a pillar. He knew that the killer did not intend on stopping and fighting, so Odyn immediately continued running on the far side of the pillars even though he could not see his prey. 
 
    He saw my armor, so he knows I’m a mercenary, thought Odyn. But he has no idea I was out drinking, and I’m only armed with a dagger! So he won’t stop and fight… 
 
    At the end of the row of pillars, Odyn spotted Tareq racing up a winding stairway leading to another level of shops and revelry. Though the avenue below had cleared out, the people above could only stop and stare, wondering what was happening. They had no idea if Tareq was a guard or a lawbreaker, and that made Odyn’s gut twist into a knot. He dashed across the empty avenue and, building up speed, he leaped from one handrail to the next. As soon as he landed on the walkway above, Tareq leaped out of hiding from a storefront and fired something like a crossbow. Even as Odyn dodged, he glimpsed a slight smile playing on Tareq’s features. Behind Odyn, the metal guardrail whined and cracked as a set of steel balls and wires wrapped around them - it was some kind of bola round, which Odyn had never seen before. 
 
    Rather than duck for cover, Odyn threw himself headlong toward Tareq. He was surprised when the killer did not take off, but smirked and threw something into the storefront where he had been hiding. Tareq turned and ran - then an explosion tore through the storefront, throwing dust and debris across the walkway. Odyn threw himself into an open doorway just as the lights went out. He heard muffled screaming, but ignored it as he drew his dagger and waited. His heart thundered. The lights in the avenue outside blinked, then went dark. 
 
    Knowing that the killer was just as blind as he was, he ran outside and took cover behind a heavy refuse bin. He cursed himself for his lack of arms and preparation as he strained to listen. He heard only shouts of alarm and confusion, then the bark of law enforcers trying to determine what had happened. 
 
    The lights blinked on, revealing dusty black walls empty of holographic decoration. At the far end of the avenue, he saw Tareq crash through a doorway leading to a service tunnel. On instinct Odyn turned around and saw two law enforcers in black armor looking at him; one pointed, then they both ran toward him. 
 
    Odyn realized he was crouching next to the store that was now lying in ruins. Not only did Tareq have the advantage of distance as well as arms, but Odyn now had guards on his tail, and no time to stop and explain the situation. 
 
    Odyn knew that barring some unexpected stroke of bad luck for his opponent, he was out of the chase. He sheathed his dagger and reached for his communicator. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    As if sensing that they were in trouble, Tareq heard his eagle squawking impatiently in the dimly lit aviary. An attendant rose from his desk. 
 
    “Hello, sir!” said the young man. “Are you-” 
 
    Without slowing, Tareq barreled into him, easily tossing the smaller man onto his back. The other birds turned and watched in alarm as Tareq leaped onto his brown bird, drew the sword sheathed in the saddle, and cut his binding free. 
 
    “Hyaa! Let’s go!” he said, and his bird immediately pushed away from the bed of hay and made for the exit, a wide doorway that was open to the night sky. The eagle stretched his wings and descended through the holographic canyon of dark skyscrapers, then flapped his wings and rose. Tareq heard the cry of oncoming birds and knew they were law enforcers even before he looked. 
 
    Two law enforcers in dark armor pointed their birds at Tareq, then dived to overtake him. They were surprised when Tareq turned and raced toward them rather than flee. The three birds nearly collided and in a flash the two officers found themselves in a vicious fight; one barely had time to draw his sword before Tareq lashed out with a kick that sent him flying from the saddle, then the other officer blocked two swings before Tareq’s blade slashed through his leg and harness. As the officer’s saddle began to slide loose, he found himself holding onto his disoriented bird as it flapped its wings in awkward retreat. 
 
    Tareq laughed loudly. “Farewell, Kumala Kuara!” he said, his voice echoing through the glass canyon. “Nice knowing you!” 
 
    “Not so fast!” 
 
    A cardinal shrieked as he dived toward Tareq, then Istis lashed out with her blade. Tareq parried with his own, bracing as the impact nearly flung him from the saddle. Both birds flapped and circled, crying out as they vied for supremacy. Istis’s cardinal, Valor, could not hope to match Tareq’s eagle for size and strength, but still he managed to grasp his opponent’s side with one set of talons, keeping him from escaping. The birds turned about, flapping to keep from going into a spiraling tumult as they avoided one another’s sharp beaks. 
 
    As the birds wheeled, Istis and Tareq swung their blades, each holding their swords in one hand - Tareq kept one hand on the reins, and Istis held her shield. 
 
    “Drop your sword!” Istis shouted. 
 
    “Dumb wench!” said Tareq. “Just back off! No one will - hnn!” He strained to deflect Istis’s shining blade, coiling his arm to redirect it awkwardly. “No one’ll know if you back off, idiot!” 
 
    Tareq was frustrated by Istis’s tenacity, but he knew the bravado of a rookie when he saw it. He suddenly grasped his sword in both hands and lashed out with a swing aimed at her sword rather than her body. Her wrist was numbed at the blades connected, and though she held onto her blade, her arm swung back. Unmindful of maintaining balance, Tareq immediately followed through with a two-handed swing aimed directly at the top of Istis’s head. She flinched - then the air hummed and shook, and Tareq’s blade rebounded from a cognate shield. 
 
    Sensing motion, he turned and saw Yuri leaping atop a narrow perch projecting from the side of a black skyscraper. He had drawn Unbecome, but was actually concentrating on maintaining his balance. Yuri could not grasp the side of sheer, smooth glass with his thoughts any better than he could with his bare hands, and was trying his best to grab hold of slender ledges and perches. He had been terrified in doing so, but now that he was in the middle of the fight, his fear had fled. 
 
    Tareq hissed in alarm. Though he knew nothing of Yuri’s level of competence, he knew that he would have to finish the fight quickly if he wanted to escape before the full weight of Kumalan security came down on him. 
 
    Relieved that she had backup, Istis pressed her advantage, swinging her sword and hammering away at Tareq’s resolve. 
 
    “Hang on, Valor!” she cried. “Keep hold of him!” 
 
    Valor shrieked in response, doing his best to keep away from the snapping eagle as he held on. Though her arm was numb, she pressed her weight into a sudden thrust; though Tareq seemed to block the thrust, his sword unexpectedly tumbled from his hands. His dark face turned into a caricature of fear as his gaze followed the tumbling blade’s flight. 
 
    “Got you!” Istis shouted, swinging overhead. 
 
    Smirking unexpectedly, Tareq grasped the blade of her sword in his gauntleted left hand. Metal shrieked against metal as he gripped the blade. Again the air hummed, and Tareq felt tendrils probing the air around him. He quickly reached behind his back and unlatched his bola caster, then took aim at Yuri. 
 
    Seeing the weapon leveled, Yuri held Unbecome before him and raised a shield. Tareq fired, and the crystal-coated bola rocketed through the air, ripping through Yuri’s shield before wrapping around him. The length of Unbecome pressed against his chest, then the steel balls smacked into his ribs, driving the air from him. He fell, then saw stars dancing in his vision as air whipped at him. He was completely disoriented and tried to reach out, but his arms were pinned to his sides. 
 
    Hearing Istis cry his name, he snapped fully awake. Though the steel bolas were coated in cognate crystals, they did not cover every frequency. He reached out with red and in blue, scraping against glass as he tried to maintain the disparate frequencies despite his terror. Glass shattered overhead, raining down as he fought for purchase. 
 
    “Yuri! Yuri!” Istis cried, tearing her eyes away from the fight. Tareq smiled once again, then smacked his gauntlet with his right hand. It activated, then a jolt of electricity shot through Istis’s sword. Her arm twitched out of her control and she yelped in pain, releasing the sword to grasp her limb. Tossing the sword aside, Tareq casually drew his sidearm, then aimed at Istis. She awkwardly lifted her shield, covering her body - then he turned and fired a round directly into Valor’s head. 
 
    Valor went limp and Istis felt her stomach lurch as her bird became deadweight. She could only watch in impotent rage as Tareq kicked his bird, urging him to fly toward undeserved freedom. Leaning in the saddle, her mind reeled at the sight of Valor lying limp, his eyes empty and unresponsive. 
 
    “Valor! Valor, no!” she cried. “Yuri! Yuri, please, help me!” 
 
    “Damn it! Damn it!” Yuri shouted, shattering still more windows as he slowed his descent, but unable to stop and free himself. He watched in horror as Istis fell through the sky, her bird’s red wings hanging lifeless overhead. “Damn it! God, damn it!” 
 
    The sound of a familiar cry pierced the night as Elseth raced toward Yuri’s side. The black crow had been released by Istis earlier, though he had been unsure how to react without instruction. In a carefully controlled dive he managed to get under Yuri, though he could tell something was wrong, as Yuri could only grasp him with awkward cognate probes. 
 
    “Dive, Elseth! Get her! Go, dive, now!” 
 
    Though his master was not secure, Elseth went into a dive, his gaze locked on Valor’s body spinning through the shining canyon of holograms. Yuri fought to hang on as he managed to grasp part of his sword and grind it against the steel wires wrapped around him. Though he felt a nauseating premonition that he could lose his hold on Elseth at any time, he shouted, “Faster, Elseth! Faster! Get her!” 
 
    A steel wire parted with a sharp twang, then Yuri forced the bola free. He felt his mind open, unhindered by the crystal-coated bolas as they fell off. Istis turned to look up, alarmed at the sight of Elseth racing toward her. 
 
    Yuri knew his bird could not handle two riders in the middle of such a tricky maneuver, so without thinking he flung himself out of the saddle. Trees swayed in the darkness down below and in one strangely serene moment Yuri felt a part of himself die, like a limb he had never known suddenly withering and falling away. Then he crashed into Istis and wrapped his arms around her, the hard mesh of her armor giving way as her body melded with his. 
 
    He could not grasp the ground and stop their fall any more than he could land on his feet without expecting his limbs to shatter, so instead he imagined a steeply sloping incline. As soon as the wizardry was cast, he painfully smacked into the thoughtform and Istis shouted in alarm as they rolled away from it. Seeing the treetops rising to meet them, and knowing that the ground was not far beneath, Yuri projected the thought again, at a more extreme slope. As they hit against his shaking, humming thoughtform, he sucked in air and focused against his fear, keeping the shield together as they slid along it. The heat at the point of contact along his back and legs was incredible, an alarming pain that Yuri thrust into the back of his awareness. All at once they slid beneath the treetops, and in the sudden darkness Istis clutched Yuri close, her face tucked into his neck as they rode his thoughtform safely to the earth. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
    Dreadful Tidings 
 
      
 
    “We didn’t fully close the door, on our way out, see,” said Kotes. The rising sun cast pale blue light on the papers strewn about the floor. Kotes sat on a couch in Emmit’s living room, one hand resting on his chest. He looked extremely uncomfortable, and not just because he was wounded. “It’s an old merc’s trick, you know, where you, uh… you pretend to shut the door, but instead, you - well, you leave it open a bit, and then you listen in and see if the other person calls their boss and they…” 
 
    Morvenia, a black-skinned Kumalan with long black hair hanging over one shoulder, scoffed incredulously. She looked like a model in her patterned red robe, but as one of the Wives of Kumala Kuara, she helped govern the affairs of the land. “Would they not simply look and see that their door was hanging open?” she said. 
 
    “Old mercenary’s trick, huh?” said Freder, from Crocodilian Venture. He laughed, and Mother winced. She was less than thrilled to see that the mercenary outfit that Odyn and Yuri had embarrassed in Havenor was now working security for Morvenia. The pale wizard, Hallix, stood silently by the window. Though he seemed to be relaxing, he held a cognate shield over the broken window so that the crime scene would not be further disturbed by the wind. 
 
    “I’ve been in this business for some time,” Freder continued, “and I never heard of that one. But… if it works, it works, I guess. Even if you did manage to break down a door that was already open!” 
 
    Kotes’s cheeks went red, and though Mother wanted to cover for her teammate, she knew they had been caught. Though most of the team had not yet joined them, Gilly sat nearby, pretending to rummage through a stack of papers. Though nobody had told him about the illegal surveillance they had pulled on Emmit, she knew that Gilly was listening in and was well aware that his teammate had pulled a stunt that now had them in hot water. 
 
    “Whatever the case,” said Morvenia, “the Dandy Jaggers have stumbled onto something that has my own security forces scratching their heads. Mother, did you say you expected this to be only a simple conversation?” 
 
    “I did,” said Mother. “That’s why my team was spread out, and mostly unarmed. I wanted to question Emmit about a case. We found a demon using a weapon that’s unaffiliated with any gun manufacturer that we know of - or that anyone knows about, as far as we’ve gathered. We talked to Emmit, but he was uncomfortable. That’s when he ran.” 
 
    Morvenia nodded slowly. “Did you know that Emmit has been punished in the past? That he was whipped by the Emperor?” 
 
    Though Mother knew for a fact that Emmit had not been beaten by the Emperor himself, but by one of his hangmen, she did not want to split hairs. “Yes,” said Mother. “He was caught stealing weapon designs and selling them as his own, though he always claimed someone else put him up to it. But this was years ago, when he was young. He hadn’t been in trouble since, so I assumed he was keeping his hands clean. A foolish assumption on my part.” 
 
    Though Freder opened his mouth, Morvenia said, “You were doing your job. And it seems you’ve spooked a very dangerous man.” 
 
    “I only thought to ask Emmit about the strange weapon we found,” said Mother. 
 
    Freder rubbed his chin and adopted a troubled expression. “Well,” he said, “either you randomly stumbled onto some business that got this man killed, or…” 
 
    “Yes, that’s just the thing,” said Mother, nodding quickly. “The fact that this happened out of nowhere means that the problem is more widespread than anyone realizes.” She removed a sysnet device from her jacket pocket and approached the pair. “Have a look at this. Though I sent out requests for information on strange weapons, I got nothing back - at first. Now some other teams have found strange weapons. See here: Some kind of sound disruptor was set off during a skirmish outside of New Kurgheim. The team said it was disorienting, but they survived the fight. And here, a demon shot a burning liquid from what looks like a rifle. Some civilians were killed with it on a farm near the Shining City, but the demons were driven off by a team of mercenaries. The weapon was unrecovered.” She continued scrolling through the list. “And here, a demon used a gauntlet equipped with… drills, it seems, or small saws.” 
 
    “That’s horrible,” said Morvenia, her brow furrowing with concern. “Who could come up with something so barbaric?” 
 
    “Whoever is making these weapons, they don’t have the Emperor’s leave to do so,” said Mother. 
 
    “Of course not.” Morvenia drew in a deep breath. “Please, take it away. I don’t want to see anymore.” 
 
    Gilly risked a glance, and was surprised to see that Freder and Morvenia almost looked ashamed. Mother was now in control. Glancing at Hallix, he found the wizard staring back at him. 
 
    “Though the Emperor most likely already knows,” said Mother, “I think we had better contact him.” 
 
    “Yes, of course,” said Morvenia, nodding uncomfortably. “My husband has a direct line to Emperor Wodan, but I don’t wish to wake either of them. Mother, would you sit with me when we call Emperor Wodan? He needs to know of this, and you know more than I do about such matters.” 
 
    “I will,” said Mother. 
 
    “Thank you.” Though Morvenia looked as if about to leave, she suddenly turned back to Mother. “But something bothers me. Who was that dangerous man who got away? I’ve heard he is Kumalan.” 
 
    Odyn suddenly stepped through the broken doorway. “He was an assassin,” he said, turning off his communicator. “Or at least, his brother was. I recognized him. His brother...” 
 
    Odyn hesitated as Yuri and Istis entered as well, approaching from the other side of the hallway. Both immediately lowered their gaze, as if embarrassed by their timing. 
 
    “Morvenia,” said Mother, “this is my most veteran teammate, Odyn Yndra, and my new recruits, Yuri and Istis.” 
 
    “Odyn,” said Morvenia, “you seem awfully confident about this. Have you spent time in this land?” 
 
    “No, but I know his face,” said Odyn. “That man was a paid killer. His brother was none other than Endo Ladds. I’m sure you’ve heard of him - he tried to kill the Emperor over one hundred and fifty years ago, during the Gentheon Conspiracy, when the stillborn were made.” 
 
    As Mother quickly typed a search request into her sysnet reader, Morvenia did not bother to hide a skeptical look. “Endo Wayne Ladds was a pale Arcadian,” said Morvenia. “This man who killed so many tonight was a black Kumalan. But, you say…” 
 
    “Half-brothers is the most distant they could possibly be,” said Odyn, nodding confidently. “Other than their skin tone, the faces are almost the same.” 
 
    Mother brought up a picture on her sysnet device and looked at it with Morvenia. Yuri noted that Odyn did not bother to look. Yuri found the moment to be surreal. Not only did the talk of assassins seem like something out of a story vid, but he had seen his father do the same thing with faces - remarking on lineage and descent with utter certainty, as if he could see a family through an individual’s facial features. Yuri had always found this odd and off-putting, like an invasion of privacy which others tolerated simply because they seemed to tolerate everything from his father, the renowned All-Father. Now, to see it from a teammate whose resemblance to Wodan was obvious, he found intensely jarring and annoying. 
 
    Mother held the reader forth and Yuri and Istis bent to look at it. He saw an old photograph of the corpse of Endo Wayne Ladds, taken after a crowd had lynched him when he was caught trying to sneak into the Tower of Yod, before Yuri’s time. Yuri shrugged and turned away. He knew there was no possible way someone could look at a scan of the aged photograph and conclude that the puffy, white, mutilated face was somehow related to the man they had faced tonight. 
 
    “Well, um,” said Istis, “if you recognize him, then perhaps when Mother calls the Emperor, you could ask about his family.” 
 
    “Don’t bother,” said Odyn. “The Emperor won’t know him. Remember, Emperor Wodan never met Endo Wayne Ladds before he was killed, nor any of his family. They were unblessed.” 
 
    Yuri could not help but notice Istis rocking back on her heels, and a heavy silence fell on the room. Though Yuri saw nothing special about the custom of taking a child before the Emperor, to everyone else, the idea that someone would live outside of the Emperor’s purview, and thus exist outside of the Sanctuary as one unblessed, was unthinkable. Common sense held that one was either among the fortunate highborn, the vile demons, or the pitiable pureborn. How someone could be fortunate enough to be born a highborn and yet choose to abandon their blessed estate was unfathomable. 
 
    Finally Morvenia shook her head. Yuri watched her blink golden eyes as she grasped the concept. “My goodness, Dandy Jaggers,” she said slowly. “Whatever have you stumbled upon? Well, I will let you search this room. You are welcome in this land, so please do not blame yourselves for this horrible business. Mother, please update me before we call the Emperor later.” 
 
    “I will,” said Mother. “Thank you, Wife Morvenia.” 
 
    As Morvenia and Freder made their way out, Hallix cleared his throat. 
 
    “Ah, right,” said Yuri. He stepped up to the window and felt out the other wizard’s barrier. “I’ll take over,” he said. 
 
    “That’s kind of you,” said Hallix. His voice was cold, and he gave Yuri a chilling glance before he dropped his field from the broken window. Yuri watched him as he made his way through the mess of papers scattered on the floor. He reminded himself that the wizard probably had good reason to hold a grudge, but then again, after leaping from a bird in midair and nearly being killed by some kind of dangerous assassin after sharing an unexpected kiss with his teammate, he found himself unable to care what Hallix thought of him. 
 
    As soon as Morvenia and her security detail were gone, Istis stepped forward and bowed awkwardly. “Forgive me, Mother!” she said. “I was outmatched, and that’s why the killer escaped. If Yuri hadn’t saved me, I would be dead!” 
 
    Mother’s face twisted uncomfortably. “No, Istis, this one isn’t on you. It’s on me. I took this affair entirely too casually, and put us all in danger. People are dead thanks to that assassin. You and Yuri could have easily been killed because of me. And for that, I apologize.” 
 
    Istis’s face revealed her shock. Yuri had not thought that anyone here needed to apologize for anything, and only felt uncomfortable at Mother’s admission. 
 
    “We-e-ell, now,” said Kotes, attempting to look casual as he leaned back and took in a painful breath. “Let’s not worry so much about who opened up this can o’ worms! Let’s look forward. Perhaps those of you who aren’t listed as casualties could do a little investigating?” 
 
    “Not a bad idea,” Odyn said immediately. “Gilly, did you…?” 
 
    “I did,” said Gilly. Turning away from his papers, he said to the others, “When Odyn chased after the assassin, I went to Emmit. He was still alive, but bleeding out.” 
 
    “He was still alive?” said Mother. 
 
    “Yes - but there was nothing that could be done, Mother. The assassin shot him once, right in the heart. But Emmit said something strange. I’m not sure if I heard him right.” 
 
    Mother clenched her jaw. “What did he say?” 
 
    For a moment, Gilly remembered the man’s face as he looked up at him, and was haunted by the desperation in his eyes. Blood pooled up in the man’s mouth, and he coughed to clear it, spattering Gilly’s face. At the time, Gilly had forgotten he was supposed to get any information out of the man, but Emmit had grabbed him by the neck and pulled him close. Gilly shook the harrowing image away. 
 
    “It sounded like, ‘They’re looking for Nemarus’,” said Gilly. “I believe that’s what he said.” 
 
    Yuri perked up. “Huh,” he said. Everyone turned to him, and he grew hot from all the attention. 
 
    “What is it?” said Odyn. 
 
    “Oh - it’s nothing. Sorry.” 
 
    “No, go on. You know that name?” 
 
    “Well… I knew a man named Nemarus. That is, I didn’t know him, but he gave a talk at Mag Mell. But it can’t be him. The Nemarus I knew wasn’t involved in the arms trade. Or even anything that the type of people we’re dealing with would be interested in.” 
 
    “Was he involved in… archeology?” said Gilly, holding up a piece of paper. 
 
    Yuri was surprised. Sure enough, on a slip of paper that looked like a to-do list, the word “Archeology” was listed next to several other words, most of which had been crossed out. As Mother crossed the room to look at the list, Yuri said, “Among other things, yes, Nemarus was an expert in that field!” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” said Istis, “but what is archeology? 
 
    “It was a field of pureborn interest, long ago,” said Odyn. “They used to dig up old ruins and try to figure out who had built them, and when, and for what purpose.” 
 
    “That’s hard to believe,” said Gilly. “Even before they were quarantined in Ulain, the stories I heard made it seem like they were too busy running from demons to ponder over old buildings.” 
 
    Odyn smiled sideways. “No, I don’t mean long ago as in, hundreds of years. I mean long, long before the Emperor’s time, and even before the demons showed up. At one time it was just the pureborn, and since they had no idea where they had come from, and couldn’t remember what they had done even a few generations back, their wisemen spent a lot of time debating about the ruins they found. They called it archeology.” 
 
    Yuri was taken aback. He had spent enough time around learned, curious wisemen and wisewomen to know that despite highborn intelligence, they did not know everything. He had heard of archeology before, though it was relegated to the furthest fringes of academia. The vast majority of highborn were not interested in history before their time. Other than the large scale of time pondered by geologists, ecologists, and the like, the history of events that happened before the Emperor’s time was associated with the pureborn - and the pureborn were considered only sad, pitiable creatures, like animals bereft of the means of taking care of themselves. 
 
    Still, Yuri only knew that because he had spent so much time with intellectuals and eccentrics in Mag Mell and Shan Greala. He had difficulty imagining that a mercenary of small repute would also know such things. 
 
    “Odyn,” said Yuri, “how do you know that?” 
 
    Odyn plopped down into a chair and crossed his arms. “Stick around, young man, and you’ll soon know almost as much as me!” he said. His look of smug satisfaction forced Yuri to turn away. “But what do you know of Nemarus?” 
 
    Yuri shrugged. “Nemarus visited Mag Mell, and gave several talks at the school. He knew a lot about life before the Emperor, and he wasn’t shy about sharing what he knew. But he…” Again Yuri shrugged. “I mean, he’s just an eccentric. He isn’t even well-known among sages or wisemen. He’s an obscure character, out in the fringes of thought. He wouldn’t know the first thing about weapons development.” 
 
    “Let’s not assume too much,” said Mother, her gaze fixed on the note left by Emmit. 
 
    “What else does the note say, Mother?” said Odyn. “I’ll be more than happy to break down any other big words for you guys!” 
 
    Kotes snorted, then groaned. 
 
    “The note reads, ‘Mag Mell’,” Mother continued, “and under that are listed several names. They’re… they’re all crossed out.” 
 
    A breeze ruffled the papers as Yuri’s shield faltered momentarily. “Crossed out?” he said. “May I see the note, Mother?” 
 
    As soon as she held the note toward him, it whipped through the air and smacked into Yuri’s hand. Glancing at the names, his blood began to boil. Ignatio, Shantsei, Fostina, Ran Blake… Yuri recognized all of them. Friends, acquaintances, or just local characters from Mag Mell that everyone knew, if not personally. Finally his gaze settled on Partha. His pulse pounded in his ear. It was his friend who had seen him off, just before he left Mag Mell to join the Dandy Jaggers. Yuri slowly exhaled. 
 
    “I don’t know them all,” he said, “but I knew many of these people. They were all murdered by demons, when they attacked Mag Mell.” 
 
    “Is there a common tie between them?” said Odyn. “A field of study? Were they all archeologists?” 
 
    Yuri shook his head. He was too angry to speak, and was glad when no one pressed him further. 
 
    “So this isn’t just about perverse weapons,” said Mother. “There’s quite a bit more to it.” 
 
    Odyn nodded slowly. “And maybe that attack on Mag Mell wasn’t just about hurting highborn. The demons were looking for something, and it looks like some highborn were helping them.” 
 
    “Damn it, Emmit,” said Mother. “I have trouble believing he could be involved in something so… so awful. Getting people to communicate - that was Emmit’s trade. Finding who needed to contact who in the arms development trade. He was very good at it.” 
 
    “You knew him personally, Mother?” said Yuri. 
 
    “I did. He wasn’t a bad person, if you can believe it. Just undisciplined. And haunted by the idea that he wasn’t good enough.” 
 
    “And yet he compiled a list of people who were murdered by demons.” Yuri was not in the mood to hear about Emmit’s good qualities. 
 
    “That would explain his paranoia,” said Kotes, nodding toward the bedroom. “That rope he climbed out on - you can see it wrapped around a pole nailed to the floor, close to his bed. You all notice he has the rope marked off, like it’s all measured out? He’s spent some time thinking about how to get out of here in a hurry. And he was awful quick to shoot me, but he didn’t bother to finish me off. And he didn’t shoot Mother, either. I’m thinking he got into this affair with decent intentions, and then figured out later that he wasn’t dealing with the best kind of people.” 
 
    Yuri scoffed. “I’m sure he would appreciate the charitable opinion. But who in their right mind would help demons? If he found out what he had gotten into, he could have gone to the Emperor, and thrown himself on his mercy!” 
 
    “You sure?” said Gilly. “Aiding demons in any way means execution, or a lifetime in some hole in Tartarus.” 
 
    “You think the Emperor is too harsh?” said Odyn. 
 
    “No,” said Gilly, looking suddenly annoyed. “I wouldn’t want to walk among people that I knew had helped demons. They have to be dealt with.” 
 
    “Yeah, but all the same,” said Kotes, “that’s why he ran. He was dealing with a matter that was going to get him killed, one way or the other.” 
 
    “Well then, Yuri,” said Odyn, leaning back in his chair. “Any idea where we can find Nemarus?” 
 
    “He’s from Shan Greala,” said Yuri. “We can start looking for him there.” 
 
    “Mother,” said Istis, “my bird…” 
 
    “Of course, Istis,” said Mother. “We’ll bury Valor before we leave.” 
 
    “God,” said Kotes, shaking his head. “What kind of scumbag kills a bird?” 
 
    “He’s a handful, brother,” said Gilly. “You don’t want to run into him.” 
 
    “You think so?” said Odyn. “I was hoping he might be heading to the holy land, just like we are. He won’t catch us off guard next time!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
    The Red Vallier and His Vile Network 
 
      
 
    Tareq landed somewhere in the wilds east of Kumala Kuara, and let his eagle peck at a snake among a stand of trees while he made an encrypted call on his comm. He checked to make sure the skies behind him were clear, then the screen of his device lit up as contact was made. Despite the situation, he could not help but be amused by the cartoon avatar of the Red Vallier sitting with his feet propped up on a desk. 
 
    “Made it out alive, did you?” said the Red Vallier. He did not bother to scramble his voice. 
 
    “That I did, big man,” said Tareq. “Now, do you mind telling me what this is about?” 
 
    “How did you get out?” 
 
    Tareq winced, annoyed by the question. “You watch the news this morning?” 
 
    “Well, yeah!” said the Red Vallier, not bothering to hide his annoyance. “They made it sound like you went on a killing spree.” 
 
    “One thing led to another, you know how it is. The target already had a couple of mercs on his tail, and after I shook them, I had all kinds of law enforcement on me. You can’t just run from guys like that, or they get a big head.” Tareq lifted his own gauntleted fist before him, and studied the metal rivets around his knuckles as he opened and closed his hand into a fist. “I had to remind them of their own mortality.” 
 
    Great belly laughter erupted through the comm, and since the volume was suddenly muffled, Tareq could tell that the Red Vallier was leaning back in his chair as he laughed. As an assassin, Tareq was used to dealing with customers who were nervous about getting caught, or even just unemotional psychopaths. He had to admit that it was a nice change of pace dealing with someone who enjoyed this type of work. 
 
    “You’re really something!” said the Red Vallier. “A-a-ah, well. Anyway. So, your target called me up, and said some mercenaries were onto him. It was inevitable, but I didn’t expect them to move on the poor guy so fast. It looks like our friends investing in Fairyland have been unwrapping their presents before the party, as it were, so I’m guessing some mercs have been snooping around weapons manufacturers, and his name came up. Sorry you had to blow your cover, my man.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” said Tareq. “Most jobs take a lot of planning and legwork. Kind of nice to just run wild for a change. Now, what’s the plan? If they were watching your little friend, then they might be surveilling you, too.” 
 
    “Right. We’ll just move the schedule up a bit. Is there anyone you want me to get out of Kumala Kuara? Before we make our exit, that is.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “No family? No girl you want to take with you?” 
 
    “No. Nobody.” 
 
    Tareq could not help but wonder if the Red Vallier was planning on betraying him, and was poking around to see if he had anyone who could be used as bait in a trap. Tareq wondered if even now his employer did not fully understand that he had no human attachments. He was a good assassin because he was already dead inside, and thus could not be controlled by human frailty. 
 
    I need to lay low while law enforcement looks into Fairyland, thought Tareq. The Vallier knows that, too. But if he asks me to come see him, it’s a setup. He’ll try to kill me to tie up loose ends. 
 
    The Red Vallier hummed thoughtfully. “We-e-ell, you need to stay out of sight for a while,” he finally said. “But there’s a lot of things that need doing before we can make our exit from the Sanctuary. Tell you what. Some of the Fairyland boys are liable to be nervous, now that the Emperor’s dogs will be sniffing around. I’d like you to pick up some porn and lead an exchange for slaves in Ulain.” 
 
    “Ulain?” 
 
    “Yeah. You remember where the tunnels are?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Good. Good.” The Red Vallier clicked his tongue, then said, “Yeah, let’s get another batch of slaves out of the pureborn and send them out to the boys. Give them something to do so they’ll remember what we’re working toward. I’ll have somebody drop off some porn and some smokies at the usual place. Get the pureborn girls and bring them to me. Ah, also - if you can, when you’re dealing with the pureborn in Ulain, see if you can’t put some pressure on them and get the blueprints for the… for the thing we need to get into. They’re really dragging ass on that.” 
 
    Tareq had been relieved when the Red Vallier seemed to have need of him, but the casual mention of bringing the slave girls to him, rather than drop them off somewhere so someone else could pick them up, made him wonder about betrayal once again. 
 
    “I’ll drop the girls off at the same place I pick up the porno,” said Tareq. 
 
    “That’s fine, that’s fine,” said the Red Vallier. “I don’t mean to make you nervous, tough guy!” 
 
    “You don’t make me nervous.” 
 
    Tareq heard a thump, then the Red Vallier sighed as he stretched. Tareq could say with certainty that the man was definitely propping his feet up on his desk, just like his ridiculous cartoon avatar. 
 
    “Just remember, my man,” said the Red Vallier. “All this trouble will be worth it. Once we have those blueprints, we can cut the head off the… well, the Head Honcho Himself. While everybody else is scurrying to figure out just what the hell happened, our boys in the Fairyland business can raise hell all throughout the Sanctuary. Then we’ll make our exit, and set up shop in Ulain - and be crowned as kings. Those poor little subhumans won’t have anyone to protect them with the Head Honcho Himself out the way. We’ll rule over our own little empire. Won’t that be nice?” 
 
    Tareq checked the horizon once again, making sure that no one was following him. Now that they had hammered out what needed to be done, Tareq had grown bored. He was not interested in jerking off about their plan to move to Ulain, and live as god-kings ruling over genetically unmodified pureborn cattle. “Yeah,” he said. “It’s nice. Goodbye.” 
 
    “Oh, yes!” said the Red Vallier. He made a dramatic kissing sound, then added, “God damn, it’ll be nice!” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “I want answers from you gentlemen immediately,” said Warmaster Josef. “It’s no exaggeration to say that one or more of you have betrayed the Sanctuary.” 
 
    Wodan watched the faces of the highborn on the vid screens lining the wall. He and the Warmaster were interrogating over a dozen heads of weapons manufacturing companies - their second batch this morning. Currently Wodan saw black men of Kumala Kumara in their decorative robes of scarlet, black, and yellow; he saw pale Arcadians in pastel suits, much like his own pale blue robe and the Warmaster’s pastel violet robe; the executives from Havenor wore dark suits off-setting their tinted blue skin and white hair; he saw several Valliers looking surprisingly professional, with their floral shirts uncommonly buttoned up; a highborn in a silver suit, from the floating city of Andvari; and Sert, an ancient red-tinted, dark-haired CEO from Doreido’s Redcap Arms and Automation, playing with her fingers nervously despite her professional black-patterned attire. 
 
    “Warmaster, that was never my intention,” said one of the executives from Havenor. “I readily admit that my company produced weapons under the Fairyland label, but we had no idea they were being sold directly to demons.” 
 
    “Since when do demons buy weapons? Or anything at all?” said a green-tinted Vallier. “Perhaps I speak out of turn, sirs, but it’s not like we thoroughly research each of our customers! If a customer places an order, they get what’s ordered!” 
 
    Warmaster Josef leaned forward in his seat. “So your company also produced these so-called Fairyland weapons?” 
 
    “We did, sir, but it - it’s as I said, sir. We would… I mean, we would never knowingly…” 
 
    “One would think,” said the executive from Andvari, “that the very nature of the weapons would be cause for alarm.” 
 
    While the Vallier glared at his rival arms developer, Sert from Doreido chimed in. “Warmaster, and Emperor, sirs, I think it’s safe to say many of us here have been tricked. I have to admit, my company also developed Fairyland weapons. But at Redcap Arms, we always try to do what’s right for everybody! And while the weapons, um, they seem terrible now, seeing as they’ve been used on our own people, at the time, I’m sure my fellow businessmen thought much the same as I did…” 
 
    “A weapon is a weapon,” said a Kumalan. 
 
    “Exactly!” said Sert. “A weapon is a weapon. Whether they end life fast or slow, they’re all designed to convince the target he’s better off backing down than standing up.” 
 
    “But you have no idea who put in requests for such weapons?” Warmaster Josef shot back. 
 
    As Sert shrugged awkwardly, Wodan’s gaze roamed over them all. While at first he had resented Josef getting involved in this round of interviews - Wodan had done the first round himself - he was now glad that he could sit back and observe. The Warmaster’s confrontational style gave Wodan the opportunity to see how the weapon developers reacted under pressure. 
 
    They seem to be cooperating, thought Wodan. They’re not resentful, they’re scared. Back when the traitors tried to kill me during the Gentheon Conspiracy, over a hundred years ago, they couldn’t help but throw their weight around, even when they had been outed. They wanted to push me into going along with their narrative, to make me believe that they were justified in killing me. 
 
    “Well, my hands are clean in this matter,” said an Arcadian, his pink button-up shirt peeking through his white jacket. “My company has never dealt in this Fairyland business, and as far as I know, we never received any requests for weapons like the kind that are showing up. But we’ll cooperate fully, I assure you, sirs.” 
 
    “Good,” said Josef. Though he did not smile, Wodan caught the slight backward tilt of his head - a subtle show of satisfaction that Wodan had seen before. 
 
    No, this isn’t good, thought Wodan. They’re buckling, but we’re not getting anything we can go on. We can send investigators, but that will give these people time to cover themselves, whether or not they acted knowingly. 
 
    We don’t need a bunch of cooperative hand-wringing. We need information! 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The electronic truck quietly made its way through the cavern, its headlights reflecting off red posts that marked their path through the halls of stone. Whether they passed through natural caves or square tunnels dug into the earth long ago, Zero Seven found the place eerie and unsettling. Glancing at his driver, and the two guards sitting behind them, he saw only impassive expressions behind their helmet visors. They were men of the ODI, the legendary intelligence agency hidden behind a wall of secrecy. They would not show fear, and thus Zero Seven could not, either. 
 
    “There they are,” said the driver. 
 
    The truck came to a stop before a group of highborn and robots. Zero Seven hopped out of the truck, and felt an immediate sense of revulsion as he looked upon their genetic overlords. Tareq Wayne Ladds stood in black mesh armor, his hands clasped before him. Beside him stood four large highborn wearing green mesh armor and odd, white masks that concealed their faces. They carried swords on their backs, heavy sidearms, and even rifles held before them. 
 
    Highborn tend not to use firearms against fast-moving demons, thought Zero Seven. That means they brought those for us. 
 
    Zero Seven tried to seem calm as he approached, but something about Tareq’s look of amusement, as well as his sheer height, gave Zero Seven a terrible feeling of dread. 
 
    Remember your people, he thought. We have to do this… for our family. And for the human species! 
 
    “How you doing, brother?” said Tareq. “Hold on, that’s close enough. You two, check out the truck.” 
 
    Two of the big guards in green armor made their way past the two human guards, who looked small and frail by comparison. Zero Seven was reminded that they were at the mercy of these unsavory characters. 
 
    “Do you think we’re going to betray you?” said Zero Seven. 
 
    “It pays to be careful,” said Tareq, smiling. “If my boys open up the truck and find a bunch of little guys with guns, then these two men next to me will use you for target practice.” 
 
    Zero Seven forced a smile. “What if I posted guards back there? We’re carrying precious cargo, you know.” 
 
    Tareq said nothing. They waited in silence as one of the human guards opened up the back of the truck. 
 
    “It’s clear,” said one of the highborn guards. 
 
    “You sure?” said Tareq. 
 
    “I mean, I guess.” The truck shook under the weight of the highborn as he climbed into the back. “Yeah. Yeah, it’s fine,” he said. 
 
    Extremely unprofessional, Zero Seven thought, clenching his jaw. They really don’t take us serious at all. 
 
    “Good,” said Tareq. “Come here, pureborn, and I’ll show you what I’ve brought for you.” 
 
    Zero Seven signaled to one of his guards, then they followed Tareq into the darkness. Tareq snapped his fingers impatiently, then a flashlight activated. As Zero Seven’s eyes adjusted, he saw a robot strapped to the front of a makeshift wagon that was fixed with rubber wheels. The robot held a flashlight upward, casting long shadows against its expressionless metal face. Zero Seven thought the wagon and humanoid robot workhorse made for an odd combination. 
 
    “Why did you not bring a truck?” said Zero Seven. 
 
    “We came in through a hole not far from here,” said Tareq. “It’s not far for us to walk.” 
 
    Zero Seven glanced at the highborn’s legs, resentfully noting that the highborn could practically step over him, if he wanted to. 
 
    The robot turned and shone its light on the wagon it had been pulling. Tareq threw back a tarp, revealing several cardboard boxes with the tops loosely interfolded. 
 
    “You’ll like this,” said Tareq, opening one. Peering within, Zero Seven saw rows of small, dark cigars rolled in plastic. “You like smokey-smokes?” 
 
    “I don’t use smokies,” Zero Seven immediately responded. “No one in the ODI does, for that matter.” 
 
    Tareq scoffed. “You sure request a lot of them.” 
 
    “Our agents get them into problem neighborhoods. It pacifies troublemakers. Stops problems before they start.” 
 
    Tareq shrugged. Opening another box, he said, “You don’t use smokies, but I bet you’ll use this.” 
 
    Zero Seven’s mouth fell open involuntarily. Within the box lay dozens of discs within plastic containers. Each container bore an image of a gorgeous blue-tinted highborn woman wrapped in the arms of a pale highborn man. The woman’s mouth was open as she moaned in ecstasy, her perfect red lips contrasting with her icy cheeks. Zero Seven swallowed with difficulty. He found himself wishing that the powerfully-built man was not on the cover, because he could just make out the delicate curve of the woman’s naked hip behind the man’s muscular buttocks. 
 
    Tareq laughed quietly. “Like that one, do you?” he said. Opening another box, he revealed yet another stack of pornographic discs. Zero Seven saw a cover revealing a blonde, green-tinted Vallier woman smiling at the camera. She wore some type of rustic, farm-oriented outfit that he was not familiar with. She sat on a tree stump with her legs splayed, leaning forward so that her breasts pressed against her low-cut shirt. Riding on a wave of excitement mixed with deep-seated resentment, Zero Seven realized she was the most beautiful woman he had ever seen. His gaze fixed on her bright, almost shy smile, and his jaw clenched painfully. Though he was well acquainted with the familiar feeling of living as a shadow on the outer edges of a world ruled by genetically superior demi-gods, the sense of painful rejection was no less real. 
 
    With great difficulty, Zero Seven pulled his attention away from the smiling porn actress, and ran his eyes over the other boxes. “How many different vids are there?” he asked, trying to think rationally. 
 
    “Each box has a different vid,” said Tareq, slapping the plastic case back inside its box. “And I believe there’s about eighty discs in each box.” 
 
    Zero Seven’s pulse thundered. Even just getting a few different pornographic films into Ulain was a big deal, both within the intelligence community who had first dibs, and also among the wealthy clients from whom they sought favors. Even the ODI did not have the means to make high quality copies of highborn data discs, so setting up convenient business fronts was out of the question - especially since the Emperor took a strong stance against pornographers, stating that it tarnished the dignity of his people. 
 
    So it was that Zero Seven was shocked to find himself sitting on a treasure trove. His mind began spinning, wondering if he should hold back on making a full delivery so that he could bargain for favors from other agencies down the road. 
 
    “This is… a lot,” he admitted. 
 
    “Yes, it is,” said Tareq. “Make no mistake, the Emperor would cut off some heads if he knew about this one. And I mean that literally. But my employer, the Red Vallier, felt it necessary to prove his generosity, because…” 
 
    Just as Zero Seven’s attention wandered back to the pornographic discs, Tareq’s massive hand wrapped around Zero Seven’s wrist. Zero Seven turned to him in alarm, unable to make out the killer’s face in the dark. The highborn’s strong grip was a painful reminder that he could snap Zero Seven’s arm with little effort. 
 
    “The Red Vallier wants you to understand that we want to move sooner rather than later. We truly mean to live among you. That isn’t just talk. We mean to be taken care of by you… and keep you safe, during the coming changes.” 
 
    “I know,” said Zero Seven, trying to remain ambiguous despite the danger he was in. 
 
    “That means we need living arrangements for all of us who plan on moving in with you. And this is going to be difficult, but your Elected Seneschal needs to understand what’s happening.” 
 
    “He knows,” said Zero Seven, holding his voice level as he tried to control his breathing. 
 
    “He knows he’ll be a puppet?” 
 
    “He always has been.” 
 
    “And you’ll set us up with servants, food, and the like? You know we eat quite a bit more than you do, don’t you?” 
 
    “We know all that!” 
 
    Tareq suddenly released his arm and held his hands wide. Zero Seven avoided the temptation to rub circulation back into his hand. 
 
    “I trust you,” said Tareq. “But we need those blueprints. The layout of the Tower of Yod.” 
 
    “Yes. Yes. But first, let me…” 
 
    Zero Seven signaled to one of his guards, who went to the back of the truck and motioned with his hand. Within a moment, a robot hopped down from the back of the truck and made its way toward them. 
 
    “Load up these boxes into the truck,” said Zero Seven. 
 
    “I am in a restricted area!” said the robot. 
 
    Zero Seven ignored the comment out of habit, but Tareq looked back and forth in alarm. “That robot won’t rat on us, will he?” 
 
    “No! No. Just ignore him. See? He’s working.” 
 
    Tareq stepped away as the robot pulled a box out of the wagon and made its way back to the truck. Tareq gave Zero Seven a sour expression. 
 
    Zero Seven sighed. “We’re pretty good at reprogramming the robots your Emperor gives us, but we can’t scrub their programming completely. He knows he’s not supposed to leave Ulain. He’s just stating the obvious. He’ll do what he’s told.” 
 
    “Yes, but…” 
 
    “There’s no pulling one over on you,” said Zero Seven, instantly regretting his attempt at levity. “Here’s the thing. We… the pureborn… we aren’t allowed to buy robots. But your Emperor, in his mercifulness, occasionally gives us some. Their capabilities are limited. They can’t make more robots, we have to hold them in common, and they can’t leave the vicinity of Ulain. But, as you can see…” Zero Seven gestured toward the robot hauling boxes of pornography into the truck. “Obviously this robot is quite some distance from the vicinity of Ulain. We’re fairly certain that your Emperor uses robots like this one to spy on us-” 
 
    “You fool!” Tareq snapped, his cool demeanor forgotten in a wash of anger. 
 
    Zero Seven raised his hands and leaned against the wagon, like some poor beast forced into submission. “But that’s why we never let this robot leave the tunnels! He’s isolated from the others, and he can’t access the sysnet.” 
 
    “But why take the risk? Stupid subhuman!” 
 
    “We’ve been doing it for years!” Zero Seven shouted. “And we’re a lot better at reprogramming the robots than you people realize! That’s how we came by the blueprints for the Tower of Yod! And that’s how we’re going to get to the Emperor and kill him!” 
 
    Tareq gritted his teeth and glared at the robot as it came for another box. 
 
    “We are well over twenty miles outside of Ulain city limits,” the robot said, looking directly at Tareq. “That is forbidden.” Tareq glared at the robot as it retrieved another box from the wagon and made its way toward the truck. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Tareq said quietly. 
 
    Zero Seven steadied his voice. “What I mean is, the robots that Emperor Wodan gives us usually come from the Tower of Yod. They’re his own. They’re supposed to have much of their memory wiped, but as I said, we’re better at tinkering around with these robots than you give us credit for. By piecing together bits of memory from a robot here, a robot there, we’ve recreated a map of the Tower of Yod - including the Emperor’s own living quarters. And a backdoor that he probably thinks nobody knows about.” 
 
    A slow smile spread across Tareq’s face. “Clever. Very clever, pureborn. And that’s why you need us, isn’t it?” 
 
    Zero Seven nodded. “Even knowing where the Emperor lives, and sleeps, and relieves himself, we can’t kill him on our own. We need highborn help. We need someone like you.” 
 
    The sound of the robot’s footsteps echoed in the silence as it approached once again. “It’s unlawful to discuss killing the Emperor,” it said. 
 
    As the robot turned toward the wagon, Tareq stepped forward and flicked it in the back with one finger. The robot stumbled and crashed into the wagon. When it regained its balance, it picked up another box without complaint. Though Tareq was clearly amused, Zero Seven was reminded of what kind of person he was dealing with. From Zero Seven’s perspective, robots were heavy, and if they broke down, it took at least two young men to move one robot. The fact that Tareq could knock the poor thing around with a flick of his finger made him wonder what it would feel like to be attacked by such a monster if angered. 
 
    “Alright, then, clever pureborn,” said Tareq. “Let’s get those slaves you promised us, and then we’ll be on our way.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    Zero Seven led Tareq toward the back of the truck, feeling oddly disconnected from his own body as he did so. Every step forward felt oddly out of sync, and required conscious effort. 
 
    Inside the truck’s darkened interior, they saw seven women and two young boys huddled in a corner, lying against one another like sacks of grain. Most were asleep but a few had vacant stares, their awareness lost in the sedative cocktail they had been given. In the past, the human trafficking division of the ODI had put some effort into beautifying the slaves sent to the highborn, giving them fine dresses and makeup. Eventually they realized that the rare highborn who took an interest in owning pureborn slaves did not do so because they were attracted to pureborn women, but because they found them amusing. They enjoyed having power over someone who could not fight back. So it was that the current batch of slaves wore nondescript, loose-fitting gowns. 
 
    Zero Seven glanced up at Tareq’s face, perhaps expecting to see him licking his lips in anticipation. Instead, the assassin only glanced over the women and boys, as if counting inventory of no real interest. Somehow this seemed worse to Zero Seven. His envirosuit felt constricted, the oxygen not working properly, as the rage he had suppressed for so long now wrapped its claws around his throat. He had done many morally questionable things for the TIA, all in the name of helping the pureborn - that is, the true human species. Now that he had earned a place in the ODI, he had to operate far beyond conventional morality in order to protect his people. Ironically enough, selling his own people to perverted highborn was a part of that. If the last of the true humans were going to free themselves from the cage built by the tyrant, Emperor Wodan, then Zero Seven would have to make deals with monsters. 
 
    But now, seeing Tareq counting the poor women and boys like so much livestock made him wonder if this was worth it. The incredible effort required to overcome his antiquated conscience made him feel sick, as if his soul yearned to fly free from his body. He wondered if his soul finally would break free, and he would be left to go through the motions of living like an automaton, selling his own people without struggle so that he would, in theory, be able to save his people. 
 
    “Alright, looks good,” said Tareq. “This should keep our boys occupied. Maybe help them remember why we’re putting ourselves through all this.” 
 
    “Putting yourselves through this,” Zero Seven repeated. 
 
    Tareq furrowed his brow. “That’s right, pureborn. I know you think it’s all fun and games out there in the world, but we have to deal with a lot of scrutiny. We’ve got things going on that you can’t even imagine, and we have to put up with creatures you’d never want to deal with. You just… what’s the matter? Your faceplate is misted over.” 
 
    Zero Seven took a deep breath, then fought to slow his breathing. “Nothing’s wrong,” he said. “I’m fine.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    As soon as Wodan entered the secret room, the overhead holographic display came to life, showing the symbolic pulsing lights of satellites as they moved against a field of stars. Already the Voton was turning overhead, a strange, undefinable geometric form writhing within rainbow-hued thoughtforms as the graphic display tried to represent this being of the heavens. 
 
    Wodan fixed the Voton with his gaze, his usual awe replaced with annoyance, and a sense of futility. He steadied his stance as he felt himself shaking out of his body. Static discharge lifted his robe as if he stood in the midst of a storm, then he felt his core essence fall in synchronization with the Voton. 
 
    Few knew of this secret of secrets. He knew that many of his closest friends could never be told of its existence, for the truth would be too strange for them to comprehend. Much less could they understand the necessity of such a thing. 
 
    Nevertheless, as his essence connected with the unfathomable being, he felt as if he was floating over the world, in space, just as he had so many years ago. It was a matter of open record that he had spent time in space, and even governed from his space station for quite some time. But historical accounts tended to focus on highborn battles against demonkind, or dramas that unfolded on earth. Even the stories told of Tyr Lanval tended to focus on his epic takeoff, with bird-mounted highborn fighting against kobolds mounted on dragons and wyverns. Once Tyr escaped from the earth, stories rarely focused on the mundane aspects of his flight around the world, eating in zero gravity, sleeping in the cold, the difficulties of using the restroom, and so on. 
 
    Is that what they imagined my time in space was like? Wodan wondered. If only they knew what I had to keep me busy! 
 
    “If only they knew what I had to keep me busy!” Wodan heard his thoughts spoken aloud. 
 
    As if in a dream, he found himself standing within his old space station once again, the narrow, gray corridor shaking from the effort of the recycling systems. Wodan stood naked, his scars bared. Though he saw no one, he felt as if he was being watched. 
 
    “Is this a daydream you’ve been working on?” said Wodan. 
 
    “You don’t like it.” 
 
    The voice was deep, with a hollow, metallic quality. Wodan turned, but knew he would see nothing. If the Voton wanted to be seen, he would have edited a visual representation into the daydream. 
 
    “It’s not that I don’t like it,” said Wodan. “But I’m concerned that you’re up here jerking off instead of providing assistance.” 
 
    “Your role is to rule,” said the Voton. “That was how the coin decided.” 
 
    Wodan turned again, then placed his back against the wall. It felt warm, and he could feel the movement of liquid just beyond the wall panel. 
 
    “I know you can access encrypted communications,” said Wodan. “Somebody has decided to make weapons for demons. I doubt one man has been able to put such a plan in motion. And I also doubt that the conspirators are communicating by smoke signals.” 
 
    “You fear them?” said the Voton. 
 
    “Me? Personally? No.” Wodan shook his head slowly. “No. Nothing can kill me. But I’m afraid of people getting hurt. I don’t want my people to suffer.” 
 
    “You can be killed. You fool.” 
 
    Wodan’s gaze turned to the end of the hallway. He was almost sure that someone had just peeked at him. 
 
    “Is that why you’re not helping me?” said Wodan. “You think I’ve gotten soft? Or foolish?” 
 
    “I do my own work,” said the Voton. Wodan almost imagined that the disembodied voice was subtly shaking the warm panel at his back. “I don’t plan against you, Wodan. Don’t let such thoughts cloud your mind.” 
 
    “Then why don’t you help? You always did, in the past. You could tell me who is behind this plot. I could kill them immediately, and save a lot of people from harm.” 
 
    “You would become weaker.” 
 
    “I’m not weak,” said Wodan. “I bent the entire world to my will.” 
 
    “You have difficulty sleeping because you worry about Varg Wormwood. What if you were drawn into a fight? Do you think the Wodan who begs me for aid would be capable of killing that demon? Do you think the Wodan who fears seeing people crying in pain, with their faces mutilated by demonic weapons, would be capable of beating Varg Wormwood?” 
 
    Wodan wanted to shout, but his jaw clenched involuntarily, locking his mouth shut. 
 
    “The Wodan who has every answer given to him by this one is not strong enough to sit on the throne of the Sanctuary,” the Voton continued. “Truths must be learned, not given. You know that. That’s why you’ve told Yuri nothing about what you expect from him. He knows nothing of the day to day realities of ruling this Empire, much less what it takes to fight and kill demons. Or how to find traitors, and either tear them apart, or stick them in a hole, knowing that they scream for mercy year after year. Or how to win the love of your people so that they won’t mind when you have to kill traitors. Why haven’t you told him what it takes to do that, Wodan?” 
 
    Wodan said nothing. Though he knew it was childish, he did not want to immediately concede. 
 
    “It’s no mystery,” said the Voton. “It’s because some things are so terrible, they can’t be explained. They can only be shown.” 
 
    “You are wise,” said Wodan. He had not meant for the statement to sound sarcastic, but it sounded disingenuous in his own ears. 
 
    “I won’t be here forever, Wodan.” 
 
    “What?” said Wodan, the shock running through him unchecked. He felt like a child suddenly being told by his parents that he would be left alone, that he would have to fend for himself. “What do you mean? Voton! Where could you possibly go?!” 
 
    Without warning, he fell as the floor opened up beneath his feet, and he was flung back to the earth in a rush of cold air jettisoned into space. With a sickening lurch he found himself back in the secret room, with the visual display of the Voton rotating out of view as it passed beyond Arcadia and approached the sea. Wodan rocked on his heels as he steadied himself. 
 
    Embarrassed by his childish fear, he forced himself to focus on the matter at hand, so that he would not be overcome with a far deeper dread. 
 
    I have to do it myself, then, he thought. 
 
    I have to find out who’s behind these Fairyland weapons. It was my kindness that emboldened them… 
 
    I’ll make sure this never happens again! 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The Red Vallier switched off his vid screen and collapsed in his chair. After playing the part of the duped arms manufacturer with Warmaster Josef for the past hour and a half, he felt like he was already on trial. 
 
    “B-but sir!” he repeated under his breath. “I didn’t know those orders for the Fairyland line of big boom-booms was comin’ from duh-duh-demons!” 
 
    He shivered, as if trying to shake off the uncomfortable vid call. He reached into the small fridge in his desk and pulled out a melon soda, then swiveled his chair and rolled nearer the window. The view always helped ease his mind. From his office, he could see treetops gently swaying, like waves of leaves stretching all the way back to blue mountains, with only the occasional chimney or sysnet tower poking through the endless green. Though his company was in Prometea, his high office faced away from the city. He could almost imagine that he was alone in the world, an untouchable superbeing for whom the entire world was made. 
 
    The illusion was ruined as his private line beeped. He winced, then rolled back to his desk. He reached for the vid phone, then thought better of it and quickly adjusted his hair. He preferred for people to see the white streak in his black hair sweeping back, rather than hanging down over his forehead. He found it more stylish that way, rather than obtrusive. 
 
    You’d be surprised how much personality people think you have when they see a white stripe in your hair, he thought. He had convinced several of his girls that he had been struck by lightning, and had never been the same since. But he was the only one who knew the truth behind the mystery of his white stripe. 
 
    With his hair adjusted, he activated the vid screen. He saw one of his girls, a big-breasted Vallier in a bathing suit with her face obscured by oversized sunglasses. She was something of a secretary, when she felt like working. 
 
    “Hey, babe,” she said. “There’s someone who wants to see you. Are you busy?” 
 
    The vague greeting sent a spike of annoyance through him. “Well, who is it?” he said. He sipped from his melon soda, hoping to appear unfazed. 
 
    “He had a strange name, just initials. He said it was M.F., I think. He doesn’t seem like a local. Where is he from?” 
 
    The Red Vallier instantly spat up his soda. He kept the can between his face and the camera to hide his alarm, but the soda sprayed out on either side of his face in a gush of mist. 
 
    He’s from the center of the earth, you dumb bitch! he thought, screaming in his own mind. Ever heard of a demon called Maggot-Face? Yeah, that’s him! 
 
    Wiping his face nonchalantly, he was relieved to see that she was busy with something off-screen. “He’s a good friend of mine,” he said. “When does he want to meet me?” 
 
    “Well, now, I guess.” 
 
    Leaning to the side, he saw several people milling around in the office. Don’t mind Maggot-Face, you guys, he’s not like other demons, he thought, shaking his head. 
 
    “Tell him to meet me down in the old showroom, in half an hour,” he said. “Okay?” 
 
    “Oh - ka-a-a-ay,” she said, leaning over to disconnect. As she did so, he was reminded why he kept her around. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The old showroom was built to look like an antique storefront, and showed off a number of decommissioned weapon models as well as a few unique swords now retired from service. The sun was setting and the Red Vallier could just make out the lake beyond the trees as he set his gaze through the front windows. 
 
    Would have been nice if Maggot-Face had waited until nightfall to stop by, he thought. But I should be grateful. At least I got here early enough to get my feet propped up on this desk! 
 
    Finally he spotted two hunched figures in hoods approaching from the lake. 
 
    “Get the door, will you?” the Red Vallier said to one of his guards. As one of the green-armored brutes moved to the front door, the Red Vallier turned to his other guard and said, “Stick by me and make sure nobody tries to stab me or shoot me. Or put maggots in my face. Alright?” 
 
    “Sure thing,” said the guard. The big highborn guard rested a gloved hand on the hilt of his sword and popped his neck. Though the Red Vallier was comforted by the presence of his most-trusted guards, he had to admit that he found the plain, white faces of their masks disconcerting. 
 
    The guard opened the door, and as the two visitors entered, the Red Vallier could instantly tell they were demonic even without seeing their faces. With their odd mannerisms, their obvious discomfort, their heads hunched into their shoulders, he could not imagine them being spotted and not called out by anyone who saw them. The larger one turned toward the Red Vallier; under the creature’s hood he could see that it was a kobold, its white face and black eyes like a lifeless puppet moved by an unseen hand. Its mouth hung open slightly, like a fish, and through parted lips the Red Vallier saw uneven rows of fangs. Reclining in his chair, he had to remind himself to appear relaxed. 
 
    The smaller demon threw back his hood, revealing a face of mottled black and white flesh, and long black hair. Though his black eyes seemed lifeless, he smiled in an uncomfortably human manner. 
 
    “Maggot-Face, my friend,” said the Red Vallier. “Please, come in! I would tell you to make yourself comfortable, but you’ve already done that!” 
 
    In silence Maggot-Face approached the desk, taking a moment to look the guard over. “What do you mean?” he said. 
 
    “What do I mean? Brother, I thought we had an agreement that you boys were going to sit on your Fairyland toys for another six - maybe nine months - while we get our affairs in order!” 
 
    Maggot-Face’s black eyes flitted from one aged weapon to another. “You want me to explain?” 
 
    The Red Vallier scoffed. “That’s what friends do, isn’t it?” 
 
    The demon laid his eyes on the Red Vallier. “We needed a distraction,” he finally said. “We went to Havenor for mnemosis pills, but we were caught. We thought Mag Mell would have been distraction enough, but some of your kinsmen were on top of us as soon as we arrived. Monitoring your sysnet, we could see that your people were figuring out that we want mnemosis pills. We needed to change the conversation among your people, otherwise we would never be able to get any more pills.” 
 
    “Okay, so now everybody’s talking about Fairyland, but that really puts me in a bind.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    The Red Vallier spread his arms wide. “Well, we’re making weapons for you boys all over the Sanctuary, buddy. All it takes is one big mouth to ruin this party. You understand?” 
 
    “Because you don’t trust each other.” 
 
    The Red Vallier pressed his lips together, then rested his head against one hand. “It’s a little more complicated than that,” he said. He had no desire to tell the demon that he was working with the pureborn on a plan that would result in the death of Emperor Wodan. “I trust my people about as much as anyone with a criminal record can trust any other criminal. But that’s what keeps us on the same page. We’re afraid of Wodan. And now he’s on everybody’s ass - him and all his people. What if you stopped by when an auditor or some merc investigator was here, checking to make sure we’re not stamping glow-in-the-dark mushrooms on any of our product?” 
 
    “You knew conflict was our goal!” 
 
    “No,” said the Red Vallier, pointing his finger at Maggot-Face. Though the demon was being difficult, the Red Vallier was not willing to back down. “No, I don’t know that. You don’t just want conflict, you want a bunch of other stuff, too. Pills, information, safe houses, contacts you can work with all over the Sanctuary. You aren’t just giving me problems. You’re making them for yourself, too.” The Red Vallier suddenly set his feet on the ground and leaned against his desk. “And I’m telling you that as a friend.” 
 
    “And as a friend, I accept your rebuke,” said Maggot-Face, placing a hand against his own heart. The Red Vallier had hoped to catch the demon off-balance with his sudden change of tone, but ended up feeling put off by the demon’s odd gesture and equally unexpected tonal shift. 
 
    God, these guys are absolute weirdos, he thought. 
 
    “Do you have more pills?” Maggot-Face asked suddenly. 
 
    “Mnemosis?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    The Red Vallier sighed dramatically. “I should say No, since the market for these has not only dried up, but now asking for them is starting to look suspicious - but, since we’re friends…” 
 
    Fishing in the pockets of his loose shorts, the Red Vallier retrieved a bottle of mnemosis pills. He shook it, then smacked it into the center of his desk. Maggot-Face immediately reached for it. Seeing his black hand with odd white whorls of flesh around the knuckles, the Red Vallier pulled his own hand back with a sudden jerk. He swallowed, hoping the demon had not noticed his discomfort. 
 
    Maggot-Face opened the pill bottle, smelled the mnemosis tablets, then pocketed them. He looked the Red Vallier up and down, as if examining him. The Red Vallier leaned back and propped his feet up, and in that moment, he understood that his preferred symbol of power - that of resting his feet on his desk - was completely lost on the inhuman creature. 
 
    “What do you do with the money?” said Maggot-Face. “The money that I give you.” 
 
    The Red Vallier shrugged. “Oh, not a lot. I mean I keep it moving around. I do things with it. Listen, when you have as much money as me, it stops being a resource. For me, and for people like me, money is just a way to keep score.” 
 
    “Keep score? Like a game?” 
 
    “Yeah. So I can see how I’m doing against other guys who play to win. You know how it is.” 
 
    “I don’t.” 
 
    “Sure you do! Remember when you told me about your idea to steal a robot, reprogram it through a third party, and then build more robots? So your people could start playing in our economy?” 
 
    Maggot-Face licked his lips with a gray tongue, then said, “Yes…” 
 
    “Well, none of your people had any ideas like that before. You were the first. So they must have been proud of you, right? They must have treated you differently after you started bringing in some money.” 
 
    Maggot-Face shook his head. “No. I was made to have ideas like that. To do things differently. Just like my brother, Varg.” 
 
    “So who are the pills for?” the Red Vallier asked suddenly, pitching his voice in a way that he hoped the demon would perceive as an innocuous question that nevertheless must be answered. “Are they for your brother?” he added, hoping that an incorrect guess would elicit a desire to answer correctly. 
 
    “Yes. But not for him to take.” 
 
    The Red Vallier leaned back, furrowing his brow in an exaggerated manner. 
 
    “As I said,” Maggot-Face continued, “Varg and I were made to think differently. I had the idea for Fairyland because I want my people to have an edge over yours. Cruel weapons are necessary in order to achieve lasting peace. But my brother Varg thinks there is something important hiding in the past. He wants our mother to remember it. That’s why he’s looking all over.” 
 
    “I… see… but, you don’t agree?” 
 
    Maggot-Face kept his black eyes locked with the Red Vallier’s for a long time. “It’s not about agreeing, or disagreeing. We were made to think differently.” 
 
    “Well, being your own man - that’s something I can understand. That’s why I do this. Why I take unnecessary risks, when I could be at home counting my blessings.” 
 
    Maggot-Face turned his head oddly. The Red Vallier could not tell if he was wincing in pain, or just trying to understand what he meant. 
 
    “Well, you asked about the money,” said the Red Vallier. “But, honestly? I’m just doing this out of boredom. It keeps things interesting. I like knowing that the Head Honcho Himself wakes up in a cold sweat because of something I’ve done, but he can’t do anything about it.” 
 
    “Head… Honcho?” 
 
    “Emperor Wodan. The guy that everyone thinks is in control of everything. The daycare manager with a big reputation based on ancient history. I like knowing I’m the guy giving him a headache.” 
 
    “Your motivation is absolutely revolting.” 
 
    The Red Vallier had been stretching out, further enhancing his posture of relaxation, but Maggot-Face’s unexpected comment forced him to scowl with irritation. He jerked upright, and nearly pulled his feet from atop the desk before he caught himself and leaned back once again. Finally he sighed in an attempt to vent his discomfort. 
 
    “Maybe you have a point,” he said. “You boys have probably noticed that loyalty is not exactly our strong suit. Without loyalty, everything we’ve built falls apart, so you’d think we’d specialize in being loyal. Right? But we don’t.” The Red Vallier stifled the urge to look over at his nearest guard, and hoped the man did not think his loyalty was being questioned. Looking up at Maggot-Face, he was surprised to see him looking to the side, his expression open, almost smiling, as if he was listening to a story told by a good friend. 
 
    He really is listening to someone else, he thought. Probably his psycho brother, Varg. My God, they really are so strange. 
 
    “What if…” said Maggot-Face, gathering his thoughts. “You mention your people’s lack of loyalty. It causes you grief?” 
 
    “Yeah, sure.” 
 
    “So what if you could be controlled? What if there was… a device? And when you turn it on, it allows you to be controlled by me. And then, you don’t have to worry, or be in pain, or live in fear that someone will hurt you. The burden of being alive shifts to someone else… maybe to me. Maybe I take control. And then you can just enjoy the experience of being alive, free of burdens.” 
 
    The Red Vallier scrunched up his face in disgust. “No thanks, brother,” he said, resting his hands on his belly. “I’m actually having a damn good time fucking things up around here.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
    Nemarus of Shan Greala 
 
      
 
    Yuri ran to Wodan. Beaming with joy, his father opened his arms wide. Yuri raced into his arms and Wodan threw him upward, with a sort of growling laughter. Wodan caught him and held him close, then walked toward one of the wide windows in his living room. 
 
    Yuri thought back on the moment, how small he had been, and what it had felt like to be carried by a giant who cared for him. He knew his father was the most important man in the Sanctuary, and was loved by everyone, but out of everyone who loved Wodan, Wodan loved him the most. He remembered how the teal fabric of his father’s robe shone so brightly as they approached the window. The white tiles along the floor, and the white walls, seemed like a brilliant image of heaven, and the window was like a gleaming hologram revealing eternity. 
 
    Wodan threw wide the doors leading to the balcony, then they stood in dazzling sunlight overlooking the city of Arcadia. The sky was piercingly blue and tiny buildings poked out from tree-lined avenues stretching out far below. A gust of wind rushed up from below and Yuri jerked with alarm. He remembered how his father laughed gently, and held him close. 
 
    Yuri laid his head against his father’s with a thunk. They watched the river glittering as it wound its way through fields of green grass and a checkerboard of farmland south of the city. 
 
    Suddenly overcome with the beauty of the world, and the thrill of being alive, Yuri threw an arm in the air, and said, “I want to own the whole world someday!” 
 
    Yuri cringed at the memory. Though it had been the thoughtless words of an excited child, he still wished he could go back and say something less crass, or perhaps say nothing at all. But Wodan only laughed quietly, then fell into thought. 
 
    “You already own the world, son,” he said. “But… it owns you, too. You can do anything you want in life, Yuri. Be anything you want… as long as you put in the work, and do a good job at it.” Wodan suddenly bounced Yuri, then turned to him. “What will you become, Yuri?” 
 
    Instead of thinking the question through, Yuri said the first thing that came to mind. “I want to go into space, like you did!” 
 
    Yuri remembered how his father had looked troubled. His gaze swept the blue sky, his brow furrowing slightly, as if worried by something hiding behind the beauty of the heavens. Finally he seemed to settle on a realization. 
 
    “You want to go higher, is that it?” said Wodan. 
 
    “Yeah! All the way up!” 
 
    Wodan smiled once again, and squeezed Yuri’s elbow. “That’s good. The world can be whatever we want it to be. We just have to commit ourselves to it. We can’t hold back when it demands effort from us. Or blood.” 
 
    “Blood!?” Yuri shouted. 
 
    Wodan laughed again, considered responding, then threw his head back with still more laughter. Rather than answer, he pinched Yuri’s side, causing him to laugh as well. 
 
    Yuri woke from his reverie in a dark mood, feeling regret, and a desire to be alone. He stood before the great gate to Shan Greala, a massive double doorway of stone that stood wide, beckoning visitors into the warmly lit tunnel leading to the holy land. Tall statues of highborn heroes stood on either side of the tunnel, dwarfing the mounted riders flying in and out. Colorful ribbons hung from the statues, red and green and dark purple twisting in the wind, each one traced with golden letters inscribing prayers to the world’s unseen maker. 
 
    Yuri’s gaze fell on a statue of Wodan, covered in icicles with his hair burned off, memorializing the story in which he was translated into another world as he chased off a monster summoned here long ago. Yuri knew that most highborn looked on the statue in awe, and as they flew through the tunnel they would see another statue of some great hero, and another, and another, and feel deep reverence. Yuri could usually pretend to do the same, but today he felt only a sharp resentment of everything. He wanted to be away from everything, but because of his foolish pledge to his father, he was now in the world, and was growing sick of its endless demands. 
 
    I felt so alive when I fought the assassin, and saved Istis, he thought. What happened? Where did that feeling go? 
 
    He heard rustling. Turning, he saw Elseth pulling at a short tree, trying to rustle insects out of its branches. They stood on a wide, green shelf carved out of the forbidding mountainside. Though they had stopped to give the girls time to catch up in the transport, he could see that Odyn, Kotes, and Gilly were highly amused by something happening just beyond the ledge. 
 
    “Should we not continue on?” Yuri called out to them. “The gate is well lit. Mother will see it from a distance.” 
 
    “Hold a minute!” said Kotes. “There’s a robot taking the long way down.” 
 
    Yuri felt an intense flash of annoyance. Gazing down the way they had come, he saw no sign of the transport just yet. It was then that he realized he did not want to see Istis. 
 
    Why is she interested in me? he wondered. It’s like a noose around my neck. I can’t be free under her constant attention! 
 
    “Let’s go have a look at it!” said Gilly. 
 
    “What? That robot?” said Odyn. “It’ll think we’re outlaws, the poor thing!” 
 
    “Just a quick peek,” said Kotes, tapping Gilly as he took off. “It won’t mind!” 
 
    Yuri watched as they ran down the side of the ledge, disappearing from view. Checking to see that Elseth was occupied in his hunt for bugs, Yuri lifted himself and followed the boys down the side of the ledge. On an aged path that wound its way down the mountain, he found his companions surrounding a robot. The short automaton looked up at them as it clutched a box to its chest protectively. 
 
    Yuri settled down next to them. 
 
    “He has unique markings,” said Gilly. “See the green paint on his forehead? And I’d swear his coloration is slightly off.” 
 
    The robot tilted its head as it looked up at Gilly, but said nothing. 
 
    “Where are you going, robot?” said Kotes. “You going to walk all the way down this mountain on your own?” 
 
    “I cannot fly,” it responded. 
 
    Gilly laughed and Kotes’s mouth fell open. 
 
    “What I mean, is, uh,” said Kotes, “is your owner not going to book transport for you? Get you a spot on a ship?” 
 
    The robot only turned and looked down the trail, then turned away. 
 
    “Alright, alright, you don’t have to answer,” said Kotes. “May I ask what’s in the box?” 
 
    “I feel like we’re bullying him,” said Odyn. “Let’s just let it be on its way.” 
 
    “Hey - we’re law enforcement, it’s our job to investigate. Besides, they don’t mind, these robots.” Turning to the robot, he added, “May I look in the box, robot?” 
 
    “I’m connected to the sysnet,” said the robot. “If you steal these goods, you’ll be punished.” 
 
    “I won’t steal anything.” Kotes reached for the box and unfolded its top. “If I did, one of these guys right here would turn me in, believe me.” 
 
    Though Yuri also felt bad about cornering the robot, he had grown curious as well, and leaned in as Kotes opened the box. Within, they found stacks of thin books, mostly bound in leather. Next to a cross wrapped in prayer beads lay a solar charger, the type that robots sometimes wore on their back or shoulders when working outdoors. 
 
    “Looks like his owner is a spiritual man,” said Kotes, flipping through several books. “These are heavy little volumes! Here’s the Dandrana… some of the Holy Series… a book on the first Popes… children’s fables? Your owner wants you to carry all this down the mountain?” 
 
    “He probably moved,” said Odyn, “and sent for these books after he arrived.” 
 
    “Is that how it was?” said Kotes. 
 
    Again the robot only gazed down the trail. 
 
    “Alright, then, little one,” said Kotes, placing the books back in the box. “I was just concerned that you were going out into the wild on your own. But like you said, you’re connected to the sysnet, so you can signal for help if you need it.” 
 
    “We’ve just never seen anything like it,” said Gilly, hoping to smooth the situation over. “A robot out on its own, you know, with nothing but a box of heavy reading.” 
 
    “I will be fine,” said the robot. 
 
    “Farewell, then,” said Kotes, sealing up the box. 
 
    Gilly and Kotes stepped away from the robot. Though Odyn had been reluctant to bully the robot, he remained in its path. He stared at the dot of green paint on the robot’s forehead for a moment, a bemused smile playing at the edges of his mouth. Finally he stepped aside, then gestured toward the path. 
 
    “Safe travels,” he said. 
 
    “To you as well,” said the unusual robot. And so it continued on its way, its metal feet clicking against the hard stone path. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Nemarus woke with a start, lying face down on the cobbled walkway in his backyard. It was night, and despite the fire blazing in his wide brazier, he was freezing cold, and felt sore and stiff. He wondered if he had slipped and fallen. How long had he been lying around out here? When he tried to move, he could not - then he realized that his wrists were bound. 
 
    His heart began racing as he remembered being attacked in his own bed. Just then his gaze fixed on something horrifying. Standing between the rows of sage and mint he saw a tall, blue demon. Turned away from him, he saw thick muscles along its back and shoulders grown to exaggerated proportions, with arms too long, and legs too short. A trow. The monster stuck its face down into the remains of Nemarus’s goat, and tore a chunk of meat from its leg. Nemarus had not eaten flesh in years, and only took milk from the animal. He considered it a friend, and the pain of seeing it come to such an end sent a bolt of agony through him that was only lessened by the surreal sense that this could not be happening. 
 
    Something stirred painfully atop his legs, and he realized that a monster was sitting on his knees. He jerked in alarm at the soulless black eyes staring down at him. As soon as he saw the demon’s black hair, and face of mottled black and white flesh, he knew that it was the new demon he had heard about: Maggot-Face. Several kobolds stood around in the yard, gazing into the distance, no doubt keeping watch. 
 
    Maggot-Face slid off of Nemarus’s legs, allowing the blood to flow back in painful, tingling waves. The demon sat on the ground, placing long, lean arms on his knees. He opened his mouth to speak. At that moment, another demon shifted its weight behind Nemarus, and Nemarus jerked in alarm. 
 
    “It’s alright, it’s alright,” said Maggot-Face, extending a hand. If he had meant to comfort Nemarus, he failed, for the sight of the mixed black and white swirls on his palm was grotesque. Still, the gesture distracted him from the fact that none other than Varg Wormwood sat behind him. Maggot-Face had requested his aid, but the last thing he wanted was for Nemarus to be driven insane with fear at the sight of his brother’s dark, gnarled face, a visage loaded with cultural baggage. 
 
    “We’ll be as kind to you as we can,” said Maggot-Face, “even considering the hatred between us. All I want is to pick from your knowledge, Nemarus. I don’t mean to kill you, so I ask that you don’t force me to do so.” 
 
    Nemarus’s attention fixed on the demon’s odd attempt at civility. It clashed with its odd, hissing voice, and its unmoving black eyes. Though Maggot-Face looked far more human than the kobolds who stood in the yard like misshapen puppets, this demon was still irredeemably far from human. Nemarus considered screaming. He would undoubtedly be killed, but did he not have a moral obligation to his neighbors? He sucked on his mustache thoughtfully. 
 
    Neighbors! he thought. Unless someone happens to be taking a walk in the hills in the middle of the night, it’s doubtful that anyone would hear me. 
 
    “Alright, then,” said Nemarus. “I see you’ve already helped yourself to my goat, though. You’ll be eating me, too, I’m sure, once you’re done with me.” 
 
    “Your goat?” Maggot-Face grimaced. “We have a right to eat, too, you know.” 
 
    “Not if it’s to my detriment, no.” 
 
    Maggot-Face tilted his head. He could sense his brother Varg’s amusement. 
 
    “Is this what a wise man does?” said Maggot-Face. “You debate?” 
 
    Nemarus tried to stretch out and find some comfort on the cold flagstone. “I suppose. I only want to understand God’s creation. But living in God’s creation puts me in company with others who see it differently.” 
 
    “I want to see it as you see it,” said Maggot-Face, leaning forward oddly. “I want to know what you know about the Orb of Control.” 
 
    Nemarus clamped his mouth shut, then turned away from the demon. “I don’t know anything about that,” he said. 
 
    Maggot-Face adopted a look of cynical disdain as he turned away. He sat in silence. Varg put his hand on Nemarus’s back, and though he recoiled and tried to turn and look at him, Varg pushed him down so that he would not be seen. Nemarus tried to ride the waves of fear as he waited for the demon to do something. Nothing happened, then he realized he was growing very cold. He was freezing. He shook uncontrollably. He rested his head on the hard stone walkway, then pulled away when he realized the stone felt like a block of ice. 
 
    “Nemarus.” Maggot-Face did not bother to look at him as he spoke. “My brother wants to know why you exist. He wants to know what the point is for your existence.” 
 
    “That’s child’s play!” Nemarus spat, his teeth chattering between gulps of air. “You came here to ask such a simple question?” 
 
    “All the same, my brother wants to know.” 
 
    Nemarus drew in freezing air, and felt the burning pain deep in his chest. “God makes us in varying degrees of awareness in order to… to appreciate His own creation.” 
 
    “Can’t He just appreciate it on His own?” 
 
    “This is Him appreciating it. From many eyes. Many layers of varying perspectives. One truth. Infinite angles. This is. Not even philosophy. It is. Common sense.” 
 
    Varg removed his hand from Nemarus’s back, and the old sage felt sudden warmth. He breathed deeply, his mind empty of thought save for an appreciation of the welcome relief. 
 
    “Your common sense only leads to endless conflict,” said Maggot-Face. “If you truly know the will of your creator, then you’ll tell me about the Orb of Control. It belongs to us… it was always meant for us. Your creator didn’t intend for pitiable creatures with fractured perspectives to claw and bite at one another, day after day. That’s horrible. It’s frightening, Nemarus. You know that, too, otherwise you wouldn’t live alone, in the wilderness. I think you know that the Orb of Control belongs to us.” 
 
    Well aware that he could not reason with demons, Nemarus took a deep breath and cleared his mind. Unlike most of his immortal race, he had often thought of death, and he had reconciled himself to the fact that at any moment he might die and be summoned back to the unknowable source from which he came… but still, imagining that he would soon be killed, the fear raced through him, gnawing at his mind. He tried to watch the fear like an outside observer, the subdued waves of panic becoming mere phenomenon rather than his master. 
 
    “You trying to meditate your way out of this?” said Maggot-Face. “Or are you praying for salvation? From who? You think your people will save you? Ah. Think, O wise one. How did I find your home? Think I asked around in the marketplace, or found your home on a map? No. It was highborn who helped us. There are people that you think are just like you, but they spend all their time wondering how best to betray you. Or even betray anyone who happens to cross their path. You people hold us in so little regard, but you don’t encounter behavior like that among my people.” 
 
    Nemarus knew that the demon was trying to undermine any sense of security he might run to, and despite knowing this, it was working. Again Nemarus felt cold, and as Maggot-Face’s words pecked away at his mind, he felt a dark, cold hand wrapping around his heart, like a shadow piercing flesh. He felt weak. It was as if something was eating away at his spirit, draining him, taking him to a dark place so that he could be left there, abandoned, never to be found again. He did not know that this feeling was being cultivated on purpose. 
 
    “Now, wise one,” said Maggot-Face, “I want you to consider how all the pain in the world will disappear once you tell me what I need to know about the Orb of Control. I want you to…” 
 
    Maggot-Face stiffened in alarm, as did the other demons in the yard. They exchanged images with one another as one of their lookouts spotted riders approaching on birds. Maggot-Face and Varg exchanged a look, then Varg unsheathed his black dagger and prepared to slide it between the vertebrae at the base of Nemarus’s skull. He hesitated. Ideas and images passed between him and his brother faster than any spoken language. 
 
    Kill him, and let’s go! Maggot-Face thought, imagining the blade tearing through the sage’s neck. They can’t know we’re looking for the Orb. We can find another way! 
 
    Varg cut off their communication, but Maggot-Face still felt his brother’s mind racing to decide their next move. Coming to a sudden decision, Varg sheathed his dagger and removed a device they had gotten from their Fairyland business partners. Varg ignored the intense protest radiating from his brother as he looked Nemarus over. He finally clipped the device on the outside of the pocket of his thin jacket. It would be visible to anyone who was looking, but Varg hoped that it might pass for a button as long as one was not actively looking for such a device. 
 
    Maggot-Face hissed in frustration, then decided he had better commit as well. As the kobolds turned and ran, Maggot-Face said aloud, “Someone’s coming! Let’s leave before they find us!” Though his large blue son did not need to hear such words said aloud, he dropped the remains of the goat and ran. Maggot-Face and Varg took off as well, leaping over the fence and disappearing among the dark trees. 
 
    Nemarus drifted off for a moment, then he heard voices, and the humming of a wizardry field. The sound of footsteps on his rooftop sent a new rush of fear through him, and his eyes opened wide. 
 
    “I found him!” said Yuri. “He’s back here. Hurry!” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Nemarus sat beside the fire in his living room, with Mother and Odyn sitting across from him. The old sage stroked his beard out of habit. Kotes returned from the kitchen bearing a mug of hot broth. 
 
    “I thank you, sir,” said Nemarus. 
 
    “Quite welcome, sir,” said Kotes. 
 
    Nemarus gripped the hot mug. Though the fire had already warmed him, he dared not move away. The memory of the cold was too close, like a ghost lingering just behind him. 
 
    “It was the demon that everyone’s been talking about,” said Nemarus. “It was the one they’re calling Maggot-Face. Him, and others. He interrogated me.” 
 
    “What about?” said Odyn. 
 
    “Perhaps he should rest, at least until morning,” said Yuri. He stood leaning against the mantel. Istis sat alone on the couch, watching him, but he avoided meeting her gaze. 
 
    “No,” said Odyn. “We need to push ahead. Sir, what did he say?” 
 
    Nemarus sighed. “It seems like a dream now. But he asked about…” Nemarus gave Odyn a self-conscious glance, then said, “He asked about something called the Orb of Control. Have you heard of it?” 
 
    “What did he say about it?” said Odyn. 
 
    “He said it belonged to his people. And he seemed to think that I could lead him to it.” 
 
    “Why did he think that?” 
 
    “I know a bit about it, though I hoped it was just a myth.” Nemarus stared down at the mug in his hands, then said, “The Orb of Control is something from the old world. Long, long before the Emperor was born, and even before the pureborn had to fend against the demons. There are ancient Smith legends… er, have you heard of the gang of Smiths?” 
 
    “I have, sir,” said Gilly. He leaned over the counter from his seat in the kitchen, which was open to the living room. “The weapons that the Emperor used against the demons, when he chased them back into the earth - the Smiths kept them in an ancient vault.” 
 
    “That’s right, sir. They kept those weapons, and others as well. But they were always looking for a weapon they called the Final Machine, I believe. It was supposedly capable of controlling minds. With it, you could turn anyone into a puppet. It was an “influencing machine”, the dream of pureborn schizophrenics made real. That’s what the legends say, at least. Back then, people were desperate for power, or for comfort, really, and the belief that you could use a machine to control others was very appealing to them.” 
 
    “Do you think it’s real?” said Mother. 
 
    Nemarus shrugged. “I don’t know if I would confidently say that anything is real or not real.” 
 
    “Maggot-Face believes it exists,” said Odyn. “What did you tell him?” 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    “Don’t be ashamed,” said Odyn. “Please, if you told them anything, we need to-” 
 
    “I did not,” said Nemarus. “Not that I could have told them much. I have only ideas.” Nemarus clamped his mouth shut, but seeing Odyn’s look of intense concentration, he relented. “More than one ancient account held that the Orb was lost when it fell to the earth near the city of Eradol.” 
 
    “Eradol?” said Odyn. 
 
    “Fell to the earth?” said Gilly, his face twisting in disbelief. 
 
    “Eradol, yes,” said Nemarus. “It’s an ancient city, it no longer exists. But I’ve heard an account saying that Eradol was beyond the mountains of Srila - or Shan Greala, as we call it now - and beyond the lowlands. Those are obscure directions, mind you, but that land was under the sea for a very long time. It only reappeared when Emperor Wodan and the elder highborn built the towers that turned the sea into cloud cover.” 
 
    Odyn leaned back in his chair. “That far out, is it? That’s Bjarmaland. Nobody lives that far beyond the Sanctuary, not even hermits.” 
 
    “True. But it has a certain sort of lonely beauty to it.” 
 
    “You’ve been there?” 
 
    “Yes. I went with a friend of mine. James Jamesh. This was over a hundred years ago, mind you. James wanted to find Eradol, and he believed he knew its location…” 
 
    Istis snapped her fingers. Everyone turned to her. “Archeology!” she said. “That’s why they were looking for an expert on the subject.” 
 
    “Emmit’s to-do list,” said Mother. “You’re right.” 
 
    Kotes sighed. “As if these Fairyland weapons aren’t bad enough. Now they want some ancient brainwashing machine, too?” 
 
    Nemarus winced as if in pain. “I believe they used a strange weapon on me, too. Something made me cold, and… and I felt weak.” 
 
    “Did you see it?” said Odyn. 
 
    “No, but one of those monsters was behind me.” 
 
    “It may have been a psyop weapon,” said Mother. “A machine that targets the brain, or the nervous system, and causes distress without harming the body.” 
 
    “Maybe so,” said Nemarus. He leaned over in his seat, then shook his head again. “They really are horrible creatures, those demons. I knew they were fearsome, but I didn’t expect them to be so strange.” 
 
    “How so?” said Mother. 
 
    “Well, they didn’t just want practical information from me. One of them asked me why I exist. He wanted to know the… the reason for my existence.” 
 
    “Odd way to conduct an interrogation,” said Kotes. 
 
    “It is,” Nemarus agreed. “And what could I tell him? They have no understanding of philosophy.” 
 
    “It’s because they know that war is the meaning of life,” said Odyn. “They focus on spreading, and fighting anything that stops them from spreading. They don’t understand why some of us aren’t involved in warfare.” 
 
    “You admire them?” said Yuri. 
 
    “More fear than admiration,” said Odyn. “They’re focused. We’re not. That’s why we’re always reacting to the rhythm they set. We’ll always be playing catch-up with them, Yuri.” 
 
    Yuri found himself incredibly annoyed by Odyn’s self-assured demeanor. It was so like his father, the sudden display of almost autistic focus on some odd idea that was completely out of sync with common sense. Yuri smiled caustically. “Perhaps we should recruit a few demons into this outfit, then.” 
 
    “You’ll be something worse than a demon, once you get a few kills under your belt.” 
 
    “Spare me!” Yuri spat, then pushed away from the mantel. Istis moved to make more space on the couch beside her, but Yuri turned and stalked into the kitchen. 
 
    “They are vexing creatures,” said Nemarus. “I would say they’re a taint on the perfection of God’s creation, but perhaps it’s wrong for me to assume that. I just don’t know. But I’ll… I’ll never forget the relief I felt when they ran. They panicked when they heard you coming!” 
 
    Kotes laughed from the kitchen. “I wish I could have seen that. What did they do?” 
 
    “The one who was questioning me - Maggot-Face - he said, ‘Someone’s coming! Let’s go, before they get us!’ And then they took off, leaping over the fence like a bunch of wild cats!” 
 
    Nemarus was surprised at Odyn’s look of grave concern over the amusing incident. Odyn turned to Mother and she, too, looked surprised. 
 
    “The demon said that?” said Mother. 
 
    “Yes!” said Nemarus. 
 
    He began to wonder if he was missing something. He could almost see the thoughts racing through Odyn’s mind. Finally the mercenary held a finger before his lips. Looking around the room, he said, “That demon knew what we’d do once we got hold of him! Hey, do you remember what we did to those demons we found in Havenor?” 
 
    He suddenly turned to Mother and gestured with a hand at his mouth. As understanding dawned on her, Mother said, “Right. Yes! Yes, I remember! I, uh, I used one of them for target practice with the transport’s machinegun! What a day, what an, um, what an interesting encounter! Kotes, do you, do you remember…” 
 
    As Mother dragged her teammate into a fake conversation, Odyn looked Nemarus over. The sage did not protest as Odyn pulled him close and ran a hand over his back. He found nothing. 
 
    “I thought I broke my legs when I fell through that roof!” said Kotes, wincing at the awkward situation. Seeing Nemarus’s jacket hanging by the door, he gestured toward it. 
 
    Odyn got up and ran his hands over the jacket, then saw something clipped to the pocket. Thinking that it was most likely a pen, he removed it - and saw a small device with what looked to be a microphone built into it. Odyn turned toward the others and held the thing overhead, gesturing to his ear with his other hand. 
 
    “Well,” said Odyn, “I suppose we should head off to bed. It’s too bad we didn’t catch those demons. Better luck next time, I suppose. Good night, everybody!” 
 
    As Gilly found a towel and some twine in the kitchen, he gestured toward Odyn, then took the listening device and wrapped it up. Afraid that the device was still not muffled, he took it into another room. 
 
    Kotes gritted his teeth. “Are you telling me,” he whispered, “that those creatures bugged that man just to listen to us?” 
 
    Odyn nodded. “They didn’t come in here, did they?” he asked Nemarus. 
 
    The sage shook his head. 
 
    “It should be okay to speak in here, then,” said Mother. 
 
    “If those demons can hear us,” said Istis, “then we need to destroy it!” 
 
    “I want to hang onto it,” said Odyn. “We can feed them disinfo.” 
 
    “No, she’s right,” said Yuri. “They know we were onto them. You guys sounded ridiculous, with that phony conversation. There’s no way they bought it.” 
 
    “Not necessarily. We’re talking about a people who don’t even speak out loud, not unless they’re trying to communicate with us. They’re smart, but they’re not human. They might not be able to tell the difference between a real conversation and a fake one.” 
 
    Unwilling to concede outright, Yuri fell silent. 
 
    “But now they know that thing, the Orb of Control, is in Bjarmaland,” said Mother. 
 
    “A needle in a haystack,” said Kotes. “Bjarmaland is vast.” 
 
    “Unless… they remember,” said Odyn. He and Mother looked at one another. 
 
    “Funeus Syndrome,” said Mother. “That’s why they were stealing mnemosis pills.” 
 
    “So some old demon is trying to remember where the Orb of Control is?” said Kotes. “But that would mean… that would mean that crazy thing is actually real!” 
 
    The silence hung heavy in the little house. 
 
    “Nemarus,” said Odyn, “you said that you and a friend went out there, to Bjarmaland…” 
 
    “That’s right,” said Nemarus. “I’d like to help, but I haven’t spoken to James in years! I don’t even know where… ah, but… then again, we had mutual friends who lived in town. There’s a festival happening tonight, so everyone should be awake. I can take you there now!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
    Festival of the Translation 
 
      
 
    Yuri felt sorry for anyone who was trying to sleep in Magnavilla, the capital of Shan Greala, for he could hear the high-pitched matara horns wailing from miles away. Whitestone buildings topped with brightly colored statues stood along the dark mountains hanging over the valley, their stone faces shining with an eerie light as fireworks blasted up through square canyons filled with people celebrating their existence. No Pope had resided in Shan Greala for three hundred years, since Pope Sarafim had moved the seat of the Church to what would become the Shining City, but still a gleaming hologram of Pope Ference hovered over the stone stairway leading to the ancient Temple, where he spoke of their divine creator’s decision to send the godcode down from the heavens to the pureborn many thousands of years ago. Though Yuri thought his tale seemed a little out of place given the revelry in the city, when they flew over the stone square at the base of the Temple, he saw that the steps were filled with highborn listening attentively, their faces and robes smeared with colored paint. 
 
    The aviary was a complete mess of birds shrieking and leaping from perch to perch thanks to the fireworks pop-popping down below. Elseth immediately snuggled close to Buddy, Tan-Lil, and Snowy when they landed. Yuri hopped off, turned away from the stairwell, and made his way toward one of the open windows. 
 
    “Where are you going?” said Odyn. “You don’t want to stick close to us?” 
 
    “No,” said Yuri. “I want to be alone.” 
 
    Kotes and Gilly stopped and watched. 
 
    “It’d be nice to have our wizard with us,” said Odyn. “You could watch our back while we track down Nemarus’s old friend.” 
 
    “You’ll manage without me,” said Yuri. He climbed through the window and prepared to lower himself down to the ground. 
 
    “Fine, then!” Odyn shouted. “Moody bitch!” 
 
    Yuri flashed him a withering look, then stepped off the side of the aviary. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Yuri sat in an open-air cafe nursing a wine. He had thought at first that he should find a private place, but hearing chanting mixed with happy, senseless shouting, and watching children running through the streets, made him feel concealed behind a wall of chaos. Even the robots serving him and the other customers were smeared with colors, as if they were participating in the Festival of Translation in their own stoic way. 
 
    Yuri’s device lit up as a connection was made, then he saw Empress Langley’s face on the vid screen. 
 
    “Mother!” said Yuri. “I’m glad you picked up!” 
 
    She smiled. She was beautiful, with long black hair much like Yuri’s, and a youthful, girlish face despite being one of the elder highborn. She wore an exaggerated amount of makeup, giving ruby red lips and bright cheeks. Spotting finely dressed robots with trays, he guessed that she was out having a late dinner. 
 
    “Always!” she said. “It’s so nice to hear from you! But, where are… what in the world is that racket?” 
 
    “It’s a festival. I’m in Shan Greala.” 
 
    “That’s nice! Is anyone else with you?” 
 
    His mother’s voice took on a conspiratorial tone. Though all the Sanctuary knew that the Emperor and Empress had a son, they did not know his identity. This was her way of asking how open they could be in their conversation. 
 
    “No, I’m alone, mother, and the crowd here is so wild that we can speak openly.” 
 
    “Well - I’m here with someone.” 
 
    Yuri did not know why, but he felt downcast. “I see,” he said. 
 
    “I’m in Doreido, with friends.” 
 
    “That’s good, mother.” Though he guessed she was probably on a date, he chided himself. Rationally, he understood that his mother and father had not been close in years, so he believed that she had a right to see anyone she wanted. 
 
    “I hope your father hasn’t put you in danger,” she said, scowling. 
 
    Finally, Yuri saw his opening. “Mother, has father ever said that war is the meaning of life?” 
 
    Langley rolled her eyes. “I’m not sure. But it sounds like something he would say.” 
 
    “It does? But… do you think he really believes that?” 
 
    “Did you talk to your father today? Did he say that to you?” 
 
    How do I explain it? Yuri wondered. Do I say, well, no, Mother, it wasn’t father, but it was someone who looks and sometimes acts like him, and has a similar name, so, yes and no…? 
 
    “Listen, son,” said Langley, sensing his hesitation. “Don’t let father worry you. Whatever it is you want him to be, he won’t be it. He already has all of his ideas about how he wants to relate to the world. Occasionally you will fit into that idea, and he’ll be more than happy to be with you. But as soon as you… or I… don’t fit with whatever he has going on, his brain will just… I mean, he’ll edit you out of the picture. Out of his life, I mean. As far as he knows, you won’t exist. And then when you get frustrated and walk away, people will notice you leaving him. They won’t notice that he was already gone, off in his own world. The sooner you realize that, the sooner you can live your life, and not worry so much about… him.” 
 
    “You really get straight to it, Mother,” he said. 
 
    “Well. I know what you’re going through. Now. Do you have a lady, Yuri?” 
 
    Thinking of Istis, Yuri felt his throat constrict. It almost felt like wizardry wrapping around him like a noose. He took a deep breath. “No,” he said. 
 
    “Well? Why not start looking? We aren’t meant to go through life alone, Yuri. You’ll torment yourself if you don’t have someone else to torment!” 
 
    She laughed, and Yuri forced himself to smile. “Perhaps you’re right,” he said. “I should let you get back to your evening. Goodbye.” 
 
    Langley smiled warmly, then the vid screen went dark. Yuri could not help but wonder who she was dating. Some wealthy Doreido blacksmith? A robot mogul? Or an artist? 
 
    Mother’s like me, he thought. The situation she was in - her marriage - didn’t fit her ideal, so she rebelled. Not openly, of course. No, she just stopped following the script. 
 
    What if I don’t follow the script? He wants me to pretend to be some tough mercenary. A demon-slaying badass! But what if I’m more than that? What do I do? Just go along, because that’s what’s expected of me? 
 
    But… if I don’t follow the script, I’ll be on the outside looking in, just like before! 
 
    In a flash Yuri remembered the dreadful years of routine on Mag Mell, when he stayed busy, but did nothing, day after day, night after night. 
 
    But it’s not like I’m happy doing this work, either. Even if I’m on a team, chasing demons, doing what father wants me to do… in some sense I’ll still be on Mag Mell, alone, alive but without reason. I’ll always feel that way if I don’t… if I don’t… 
 
    Yuri felt the hum of subtle wizardry, then realized he was being watched. Turning, he saw a woman with curly black hair and a patterned tunic watching him from the next table over. She had brilliant blue eyes that shone against the bright violet festival paint daubed on her pale face. He could tell that she wanted to say something to him. Finally she leaned forward and spoke so that she could be heard over the crowd. 
 
    “You look like you’re not participating in the festival, but, if your device is a portal to another place, then it’s like you’re mirroring Wodan’s translation into the heavens. Which is what this festival is all about. Did you know that some wizards have claimed to see other worlds?” 
 
    Yuri looked at her for a moment, then laughed and shook his head. 
 
    What an oddball! he thought. But I guess they all are, in Shan Greala. 
 
    Though his first instinct was to excuse himself, his thoughts ran to Istis. He could not imagine her saying anything so odd out of the blue. He wondered if it was Istis’s unpretentious demeanor that bothered him so much. 
 
    “I’ve heard that, but never put much stock in it,” he said. “Have you seen other worlds? You’re a wizard, aren’t you?” 
 
    “I am, but no, not that I can recall.” 
 
    “So… if you’re not teleporting to another world anytime soon, how do you plan on celebrating the Emperor’s translation into the heavens?” 
 
    The stranger smiled at him, then tilted her head coquettishly. Oddly enough, as he looked at her smile, he could almost hear the sweet rasp of her moaning in his ear. It was as if he was already leaning into a future in which he and the strange woman were wrapped in each other’s arms. They were floating in the air together, making love in a warm, dark room, and something about her smile made him wonder if she saw it, too. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Yuri woke up with the sun streaming in through wide windows and shining in the curly, dark hair of the strange girl lying next to him. She still wore her violet face paint, but nothing else. The room was unfamiliar now that it was illuminated; he saw walls covered in a tangled mix of symbols, colored beads, icons of mystics, and all manner of spiritual paraphernalia with which he was unfamiliar. He felt a confusing tangle of emotions that was soon replaced with fear when he heard pounding on the door. 
 
    In the subsequent silence, he and the girl looked at one another. 
 
    “One of your friends?” she offered. 
 
    “Impossible!” 
 
    “You spoke to one of them last night…” 
 
    “Oh, right,” said Yuri. “It’s Gilly. I called him before I came here.” 
 
    He rose and dressed as quickly as he could, his movements frantic. For some reason he felt like a child who had been caught misbehaving. Though he reasoned that he had only been startled by the sudden knocking, still he found himself jamming his legs into his pants so that he could be covered. 
 
    Once he threw on his robe and grabbed Unbecome where it lay in the corner, he approached the door. Through a narrow window, he saw Istis staring back at him. He decided then that he had to be dreaming, and that as soon as he opened the door, he would find himself in a completely different situation. 
 
    He opened the door and saw Istis staring up at him, in full armor of dark scarlet, her face a mask of grim professionalism. 
 
    “Istis?” he said, still hoping that the dream narrative would change at any moment. 
 
    “Mother needs us back,” she said. “It’s important. Otherwise I wouldn’t bother you.” 
 
    As Yuri turned to explain it to the strange girl, he was surprised to see her already out of bed. She wore a thin robe tied at the waist but hardly cinched, so he could see the line of pale flesh between her breasts. He stammered, his feet as heavy as stone as she rose up on her toes and kissed his cheek lightly. Without a word she crossed to her small kitchen and began preparing coffee. 
 
    Turning to Istis, he was surprised to see her sitting against the guardrail of the stone steps leading up to the house. She seemed content to stare into the distance, with her arms crossed. Yuri turned to the other girl and, seeing that she was wholly intent on making coffee, he knew that she was done with him. He understood that just as he had used her for reasons he himself did not fully understand, so she had also used him. Feeling suddenly unwell, he left and closed the door behind him. 
 
    He kept ahead of Istis on the narrow stairway as it wound its way down a steep rocky incline, then waited for her to take the lead through the quiet neighborhood. They made their way past small stone houses fronted by gardens, the sound of someone’s chant echoing off the cobblestone lane as they periodically smacked a wooden totem, and so it was that Yuri decided this was not a dream. 
 
    “Why didn’t they send someone else to get me?” he said. 
 
    Istis stared ahead. “Odyn wanted to have a fake conversation with the others. To keep the demons busy on the other end of the listening device.” 
 
    Yuri screwed up his face. “Fake conversation? About what?” 
 
    “Just talking about breakfast. Odyn wanted to bore the demons.” 
 
    Yuri sighed in frustration. “No, Istis, you blockhead. He sent you to pick me up so he could stir up some drama.” 
 
    “But there will be no drama.” 
 
    “Good,” he said, instantly regretting his sharp tone. 
 
    Beyond the neighborhood, they came to a public square crowded with trees. While robots carried heavy boxes of goods, a group of highborn sat in conversation around a tiered stone fountain. One man dressed in nothing but a loin cloth nodded slowly as he listened to a man in a robe speaking about the probable nature of consciousness experienced by the stars in the heavens. Yuri shook his head as he felt an unexpected jab of annoyance that some people could sit around and talk about utter foolishness. 
 
    “I made you uncomfortable,” said Istis. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “It’s not that.” 
 
    “You’ve been uncomfortable since… for several days now. Because of me.” 
 
    “No, not because of you. I’m always uncomfortable, Istis. Being alive makes me uncomfortable.” Further annoyed that he found himself in a position of saying that much about himself, he added, “Just don’t worry about me.” 
 
    Again he felt regret as they continued on in sullen silence. Desperate to distract himself, he said, “So why does Mother need us? Did you guys find Nemarus’s friend?” 
 
    “No, nobody’s seen him in years. Looking for him was a total waste of time. But something’s come up.” 
 
    Yuri waited, but she said nothing. “Well?” he said. 
 
    “Emperor Wodan is going to contact us.” 
 
    “Wha… what?” 
 
    “There’s been a break in the…” Istis looked in either direction, adding, “Maybe I shouldn’t be running my mouth with so many people around. But it’s important.” 
 
    “Why… why doesn’t he just have someone send Mother a message? Then she could relay it to us.” 
 
    “It involves all of us. The fact that he has scheduled a call with us should tell you that this is about more than some simple job. It’s about the Sanctuary. That’s what he cares about. And we should be honored that he wants to include us in his business.” 
 
    Even as his mind whirled in confusion, he could not help but notice Istis’s stony expression, like a hardened mask. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    In a secure chamber within the Temple, the six members of the Dandy Jaggers stood before a blinking screen mounted upon a black stone wall. Yuri had seen a Temple guard in ornate purple armor lock the door behind them, and while he had at first been put off by the amount of gravitas applied to effectively talking to his dad over the vid comm, seeing the serious expressions of his teammates was starting to convince him that something momentous actually was in store. 
 
    Finally the face of Emperor Wodan flickered above them. He wore a sky blue robe with a black sash, and though he sat near the camera, Yuri could make out dark green curtains behind him. He knew the small, dimly lit room that his father was in, as he had explored it as a child. 
 
    “Who am I speaking with?” said Wodan. 
 
    “The Dandy Jaggers, sir,” said Mother. 
 
    “And is your room secure?” 
 
    “It is, sir.” 
 
    “Good. Mother, this Fairyland business that you’ve uncovered has revealed a nest of vipers. I know it may have seemed like you were the only team directly involved, but that isn’t the case. You were never working alone.” 
 
    In his peripheral vision Yuri saw Gilly straighten his posture. Yuri had to admit that he had never seen his father like this. He was somehow commanding, but also afraid of something. 
 
    “As soon as the matter was brought to me, I put other teams to work investigating the weapons manufacturers. After applying some pressure, we’ve gotten a number of confessions. Not every company involved in these Fairyland weapons understood that they were making weapons for demons… but a surprising number of them did know. Some even had family members who knew, but said nothing.” 
 
    “Sir!” said Mother. “What could they possibly hope to gain from hurting their own people?” 
 
    Yuri thought at first that Wodan was considering the question, then he realized that he was taking his time to look at each of them, gauging them to see what they could handle. 
 
    “The fact that they aren’t in need of money,” Wodan said slowly, “has very perverse implications, doesn’t it? Indeed, what does any demon have to offer someone who is decent, morally upright, and cares about their own people?” Wodan shook his head. “Nothing at all. And yet there are weapons manufacturers working for demons. And it must be brought to an end.” 
 
    “What would you have us do, sir?” said Mother. 
 
    “I can’t trust everyone, as we don’t know exactly how far this cancer has been allowed to spread. That’s why I’m going to teams I know I can trust, and I’m personally charging you to come with me. There are traitors all throughout the Sanctuary, but the heart of this cancer is in the Black Valley. You, and a few others, are going to hit them. Hard. We’re going to remind them that there is no place for traitors. Not in the Sanctuary, not anywhere.” 
 
    “May we know who else is going, sir?” 
 
    “No. Trust no one. These Fairyland scum have agents everywhere. We don’t know the full extent of their reach, so a misstep at this point could tip them off. You’ll have to trust me. You’ll have to trust that you won’t be working alone. You never have been alone. Though these traitors felt free to do their work because I’ve been lax, I have always watched you. I’ve always kept an eye on all of you. I know that you are good people, and I know that you are capable of walking into hell with only my word that you won’t be there alone.” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” said Kotes. 
 
    “Yes sir!” said Gilly. 
 
    Yuri saw Istis nod, and he realized that his heart was racing. He suddenly felt even more foolish for hurting her. He felt like a child playing with toys who had suddenly realized that he was an adult. 
 
    “Sir,” said Mother, “are you sure we shouldn’t wait, and try to learn the identities of everyone involved in Fairyland?” 
 
    “No,” Wodan answered immediately. “We’re going to strike fast, and put the fear of God into them before they realize we know anything. We know who the leaders are. And once the small players see what happens to those who betray the Sanctuary, they’ll change their ways. I’ll make sure they never forget this lesson.” 
 
    “I understand, sir,” said Mother. 
 
    “Good. Then get to the Black Valley. As you draw near, I’ll send details on where you need to go. And don’t hold back. Remember, you’re not in this alone!” 
 
    The Emperor nodded, then the screen suddenly darkened. They stood in silence, waiting for their eyes to adjust. Yuri slowly exhaled, then turned to his companions. He could see that they were all trying to master their nerves. 
 
    Everyone except for Odyn. A wide grin had spread across his face, and his white teeth were gleaming in the dark. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty 
 
    Assault on the Red Vallier 
 
      
 
    “That’s the place,” said Tareq. “They keep the mnemosis pills downstairs, along with ingredients and equipment. The family stays upstairs.” 
 
    Tareq Wayne Ladds crouched behind a hedgerow. He was back in the Black Valley, staying busy working for the Red Vallier so that he would not seem expendable. Beside him was a man named Gladsen, a blond highborn with green-tinted skin, which was common among Valliers. He had a thick neck and shoulders, and mutton chop sideburns. Gladsen was the founder of Saber Arms, an arms manufacturer that knowingly produced Fairyland weapons for demons. He had left his suit and tie at home, and Tareq had to admit that in his dark, gleaming orange mesh armor, he looked like a barbarian king from a story about the early days of the Sanctuary, when wild pureborn still ran around beating each other’s heads in. 
 
    “So that’s where they make mnemosis pills,” Gladsen said, almost to himself. “Cozy place.” 
 
    Tareq looked over his shoulder. Alongside Gladsen’s four guards in green armor stood a gang of demons: Four hideous kobolds in filthy armor, and two big, blue, naked brutes - undoubtedly the trow that he had been hearing about. Even though Tareq knew the demons were sexless, he was fascinated by the empty gap between the monsters’ legs. Unlike the kobolds, the blue trow carried no weapons, but Tareq did not envy anyone who ended up in their oversized hands. 
 
    Twigs snapped, then Maggot-Face appeared from among the trees and crouched between the two men. Gladsen did not bother to hide his revulsion, and leaned away from the demon. 
 
    “How many inside?” said Maggot-Face. 
 
    “It’s a family operation,” said Tareq. “Husband, wife, two teenagers. They run the business, make the pills, and so on. But they have no guards. No other employees that I’ve seen. Other than robots, of course.” 
 
    “They’ll have to be killed,” Gladsen muttered. 
 
    “Yes,” said Maggot-Face. 
 
    “Here’s the thing,” said Gladsen, turning up his lip as he looked into Maggot-Face’s black eyes. “If we go in there and take every pill they have, you’ll have a lot, but that’ll be it. There’s a few other manufacturers making their own variations, but they’ll close up shop after something like this. Nobody wants to make something if it’s just going to get ripped off, or put them in an early grave.” 
 
    Maggot-Face thought for a moment. “We don’t need a steady supply of mnemosis,” he finally said. “Just enough mega-doses to help us remember.” 
 
    “You sure you don’t want to move on this after the Emperor gets off our ass over Fairyland? Let things settle down a bit first?” 
 
    Maggot-Face shook his head. “We want to move quickly.” 
 
    Gladsen shrugged. “Alright, then. I guess you boys can handle this one on your own, no reason for us to…” 
 
    Gladsen fell silent, and all ears perked up at the cry of a horn. The deep, resonant bellow was answered by another. Soon a third horn joined the others, their booming cries echoing throughout the entire Valley. 
 
    “That’s the alarm,” said Gladsen, turning to Maggot-Face. “Your people know anything about that?” 
 
    Maggot-Face shook his head. 
 
    They sat in stunned silence, listening to the rallying horns. It almost sounded like the unearthly cry of a giant monster from old, from the time when the Emperor first conquered the world. 
 
    Tareq swallowed. “If the alarm isn’t signaling a demonic attack, then…” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Gladsen, “we need to get the hell out of here. Let’s get back to my house, where we can set up shop.” 
 
    “We’ll go underground,” said Maggot-Face. 
 
    “No! No, you won’t!” said Gladsen, holding his finger near the demon’s chin. “Part of the agreement is that you provide us protection if needed. Well, it’s needed. Get your boys and these big blue jokers in the transport. Now.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Horns roared throughout the Valley as the Dandy Jaggers flew through the southern opening. Istis stood at the transport’s open doorway, the wind whipping her pale hair as she watched other teams flying over the Valley. 
 
    “Look how many of them there are!” Yuri said over the comm. “There’s teams coming out of every pass!” 
 
    “We can’t communicate with any of them,” said Odyn. “We don’t know the Emperor’s full plan. No way to tell who’s on our side, and who’s looking for a way out of the net.” 
 
    Kotes whistled. “I’d hate to be involved in Fairyland on this day!” he said. 
 
    In her peripheral vision Istis saw the cockpit vid screen activate. Leaning over Mother’s shoulder, she watched as Emperor Wodan’s face appeared on-screen. 
 
    “Citizens of the Black Valley,” said Emperor Wodan. “I’m broadcasting a warning of a plot against the Sanctuary. I’m sending my loyal enforcers to arrest or slay anyone involved in this plot. They are working on my authority, and they have leave to kill anyone who stands in their way. I advise every good and true Vallier to go to your homes and stay inside until this is over. Queen Selvana, please contact me immediately.” 
 
    The Emperor seemed about to end the broadcast. He hesitated, then added, “And to the man known as the Red Vallier… I’m coming over for a visit. I dearly hope that your affairs are in order.” 
 
    Istis swallowed, though her mouth felt bone-dry. 
 
    “Look!” said Mother, pointing. “That must be the Emperor!” 
 
    Behind several flocks of avian mounts spreading from a mountain pass, Istis saw three heavy, black battleship transports riding on bright blue repulsor jets. They were bristling with long cannons and heavy guns. She could see nothing behind the viewports of black glass, but shifting green holograms shone along the battleships’ flanks, displaying the flag of the Sanctuary waving in a simulated breeze. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Well, no, I’m not exactly pleased,” said the Red Vallier, standing and leaning over his dinner table as he spoke to the callers visible on the large vid screen dominating his dining room. “But we talked about this eventuality. Did we not?” 
 
    “Talk is one thing,” said Gladsen. “These Imperial boys have moved so fast, I’m worried I might be the only one standing here, holding my dick like some kind of you-know-what, while the rest of you run off somewhere.” 
 
    “You won’t be holding it alone,” said the Red Vallier, hoping that the comment sounded heartfelt. He motioned to a robot as it entered the room, bringing him his jacket. He threw it on, hoping that it added an aura of authority to his relaxed Vallier fashion sense, which consisted of a brightly colored unbuttoned shirt and comfortable shorts. “The Emperor thinks he’s going to scare us with a show of force. But what’s that? It all comes down to people willing to fight. We’ve got weapons the Head Honcho Himself has never even seen. But more than that…” Again the Red Vallier tried to sound as heartfelt as possible. “We have the greatest weapon of all: Our people.” 
 
    He gestured on either side of him, and was glad that his two loyal guards only stood silent. As soon as he had said the words, he was afraid the men would wave, or give a thumbs up, or do something even more foolish. 
 
    “You’ll fight, then?” said Gladsen. 
 
    The Red Vallier smiled. “Do you even have to ask?” 
 
    “And the rest of you?” said Gladsen. 
 
    “I will, if you will,” said the head of Dragoon Enhanced Arms, a thin, finely dressed Vallier as suave as anyone from Havenor. 
 
    “I will, too, and so will my sons,” said the founder of Keen Edge, who was eating an oversized burger despite their situation. “But we need to contact some of our people in other lands, too.” 
 
    Eating at a time like this? thought the Red Vallier. God damn, he’s got balls as big as mine! Maybe I should try something like that sometime? 
 
    “Sounds absolutely beautiful,” said the Red Vallier. “Alright, Willis, what about you… a-a-a-and there he goes,” he said, sighing in frustration. Not only did Willis’s screen go dark, but several others turned off as well. “Okay, we’ve got a few dickless, spineless pansies in the ranks. But that’s fine. They can grovel at the Emperor’s knees and thank him when he starts handing out tickets for trips to Tartarus. A-a-a-anyway, perhaps it’s time to…” 
 
    Catching movement in his peripheral vision, the Red Vallier saw one of his girls, an especially pretty Arcadian wearing jeans under her dress, making her way down the stairs. She turned toward the pool in a seemingly casual manner. Sensing that she was being watched, she turned, met his gaze, grimaced in caricature of alarm, then ran for the side door with her wrists in the air. 
 
    “Come! Here!” the Red Vallier hissed, motioning awkwardly, hoping that no one on-screen could hear him. “Get back here, you…!” 
 
    The side door banged open as the Arcadian threw it wide, then she stumbled as she took the stairs awkwardly. Clenching his jaw, the Red Vallier turned back to the vid screen, further enraged when he saw that everyone was watching him. 
 
    “As he was saying,” said Gladsen, “let’s gear up, get ready for a fight, then we’ll reconvene once we’re good and blooded.” 
 
    “Right, right,” said the Red Vallier, nodding, hoping that his distraction was not obvious. “Let’s… yes, like he said, like I was saying. Let’s get ready to hurt these fuckers!” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The Dandy Jaggers circled the Gladsen family mansion, a large two-story building of unpainted wood. Rows of apple trees swayed in their wake as they swept past. While scanning for danger, Yuri could not help but notice a large swimming pool set within a natural stone formation. His heart was pounding. Expecting gunfire, he kept the team covered with a shield of alternating frequencies. 
 
    “I’m dropping Istis off on the roof,” said Mother. “Odyn, you’re on point.” 
 
    “Let’s go in through the front door,” said Odyn. “Mother, you watch the heat signatures. Let’s see if we can bring in some of these people in one piece before you put holes in this little outhouse. The Emperor will want to question them himself!” 
 
    As Odyn pointed out their landing spot, a private channel opened on Yuri’s comm. He tapped his earpiece to adjust. 
 
    “Be careful, Yuri,” Istis said quietly. 
 
    He guessed that she did not want Mother to overhear, which was understandable. They had already wished one another good fortune before setting off together, and he doubted there was any reason they should do it individually. He was annoyed, but then felt ashamed by his annoyance. 
 
    She means no harm, he reminded himself. But we can’t go into a fight worrying like this! 
 
    “You, too,” said Yuri. 
 
    “Yuri, I… I don’t have a very good feeling about this.” 
 
    “We’ll be fine, Istis.” 
 
    Their birds landed in the spacious circle before the mansion. Yuri watched as the transport hovered over the roof, then Istis leaped and landed at the roof’s peak with surprising grace. She saluted informally, then Mother circled the mansion once again. 
 
    “Kotes,” said Odyn, “get Snowy on the roof. The others will follow, and it’ll distract from any sounds Istis makes.” 
 
    “Snowy!” said Kotes, waving to his bird. “Tuk-tuk, tuk-tuk!” 
 
    The white tern blinked and bobbed her head, then took off even before Kotes pointed at the roof. The other birds followed, then Wodan set off toward the entrance. He unsheathed his sword and unslung his shield. The others followed suit, and with his powers Yuri drew Unbecome from its long sheathe at his back, then dropped it into his hand. 
 
    “Mind getting the door, Yuri?” said Odyn. 
 
    Yuri gestured, and the wide double doors burst open. Several deadbolts shattered with a high-pitched ting and clattered across the smooth, hardwood floor. 
 
    “I’ve got… at least six people on the ground floor,” said Mother, watching through thermal imaging optics as she circled the mansion. “And six upstairs.” 
 
    “They have any children?” said Odyn. 
 
    “No. It’s just Gail Gladsen and his wife Monyca.” 
 
    “Good,” said Odyn. His cool tone unnerved Yuri, whose heart was pounding as they drew near the entrance. 
 
    The four men entered and found themselves in a grand living room, with a full bar next to a winding staircase on their left, and plush leather couches and chairs before an oversized vid screen on their right. At the far end of the room, tall windows and glass doors gave a grand view of the yard and the stone pool. The ceiling of the living room extended through to the second story, and overhead hung an absurdly large chandelier of antlers and aged wood, where a stuffed tiger glared down at them. 
 
    Yuri felt his gaze drawn toward the vid screen. The volume was turned low, but he saw a mercenary team in yellow armor leading a shackled man from his fine home. Yuri swallowed, trying to wrap his mind around the fact that he was taking part in some kind of mass arrest that would be talked about for years to come. 
 
    Odyn did not turn to look at Yuri, but he must have sensed his wandering attention, for he said quietly, “Don’t be distracted. Eyes open.” 
 
    Reaching the center of the room, Odyn stopped and looked around. 
 
    “Gail Gladsen!” said Odyn, projecting his voice. “This is Odyn Yndra, from the Dandy Jaggers mercenary unit. The All-Father, Emperor Wodan, has charged us with the duty of arresting you. If you resist arrest, you will be killed. Show yourself!” 
 
    In the heavy silence, Yuri heard Mother’s voice on the comm in his ear. “The six bodies on the ground floor aren’t moving, but they’re on your left. All six bodies upstairs are - they’re moving - splitting up. Okay, one is coming to you.” 
 
    A pale brunette woman in a checkerboard sweater stepped onto the landing overlooking the living room. She froze, her eyes wide with alarm - then she ran down the winding stairway toward them. 
 
    “Thank God you’re here!” she said. “These savages, they’re holding us hostage! My husband and I, we can’t even-” 
 
    “Are you Monyca?” said Odyn, moving toward her. “Monyca Gladsen?” 
 
    “Yes! Please, help us get away from-” 
 
    As soon as she set foot on the floor, Odyn grasped her by the wrist and slung her off her feet. Yuri gasped as the woman smacked against the hardwood floor. As her face bounced back from the impact, she stared ahead, dazed. 
 
    “Cuff her, Kotes,” said Odyn. 
 
    Without hesitation, Kotes sealed his axe to its magnetic holster, then set his knee against the woman’s back and jerked her arms behind her. Monyca blinked, slowly gathering her wits, then Yuri felt nauseous as blood ran down her mouth and collected on the floor in bright red droplets. Once Kotes had her wrists bound with plasticord, he stepped off of her. 
 
    “Gail!” the woman shrieked, her teeth red with blood. “Gail, there’s four of ‘em down here! They’ve got me baby!” 
 
    Odyn turned and kicked the woman in her side, sending her rolling across the floor. 
 
    “Good Lord, Odyn!” said Yuri. “Is that really necessary?!” 
 
    “Don’t be gentle with Fairyland scum!” he shot back. “Gilly, get at the top of the stairs, keep an eye out down here. Yuri, you get up there with him, and watch his back. Mother, any changes?” 
 
    Gilly hefted his heavy rifle, then leaped atop the stairway handrail, balancing for a moment before leaping onto the second floor balcony overlooking the living room. Yuri pulled himself upward, then set himself down beside Gilly. He saw a dimly lit hallway leading off to several other rooms, then noticed yet another doorway. Realizing the size of the mansion, he felt another wave of nervous tension. 
 
    “Yes!” said Mother. “Bodies on the ground floor moving toward you!” 
 
    “Mother!” Istis cut in. “Should I help them?” 
 
    “No! Stay up there! I’ve got someone on the far side of the house, second floor, beneath where Tan-Lil is standing. Find out who it is. If it’s Gladsen, we can put an end to this quickly. But don’t let them see you!” 
 
    “Understood!” 
 
    Through a doorway beyond the bar, a hissing canister clattered along the floor. It rotated, then spewed smoke in a thick, twisting cloud. Yuri reached out with his mind and batted the canister back into the room from which it had come. They waited, then still more canisters were flung out of the room. Yuri batted one back, but could not find the others in the spreading cloud. 
 
    “The windows!” said Gilly. 
 
    At once Yuri reached out and shattered several wide windows. Just as he began to form a solid wall so that he could sweep the smoke aside, a terrifying shriek rattled him to his core. Half a dozen demons - a mix of kobolds and trow - raced through the doorway and barreled through the smoke. He felt something pierce the wall he had been forming, and knew that there must be black magi as well. 
 
    “Yuri!” Odyn shouted. 
 
    Woken from his stupor, Yuri reached out and wrapped a thought-tendril around one of the blue trow. The brute collided with the cognate field, then thrashed wildly as Yuri picked him up. Yuri reeled at the monster’s vicious strength. He could think of nothing but to throw the demon backward. As he did so, he felt an unseen black mage nullifying his field - but not before the trow was flung through a tall window, shattering glass and sending a cascade of glittering spray in all directions. 
 
    “Black magi!” Yuri shouted, but his words were unheeded as Odyn and Kotes met the shrieking demons. Kotes slammed his axe against a kobold’s shield, then ducked as a second kobold swung its sword over his head. Odyn ran forward and barreled into a kobold shield-first, sending it flying, then continued on toward the second trow. As the beast swung at him, Odyn dropped and rolled past him. Suddenly throwing himself backward, Odyn swung his sword, attempting to cut the monster off at its ankles - but the trow dropped and whirled, evading the blow with nightmarish reflexes. 
 
    With a deafening roar Gilly shot his large rifle, then ejected a spent shell casing as a kobold was sent reeling with its head turned into a shapeless bag spewing dark gore. Yuri felt the force of the rifle just standing near it. Warding away the shock, he prepared to grab Odyn’s trow before the first one could climb back through the window, but Gilly fired again, then cursed as the round rebounded from a shivering field coiling in the smoke. 
 
    “Yuri!” said Gilly. “Just stop their wizardry! Focus on that!” 
 
    “Right!” said Yuri. Spreading his hands, he focused on creating constant bursts of disturbance in the smoky living room, shifting his frequencies so that the black magi would not be able to protect the demons from Gilly. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Hearing a disturbance over her shoulder, Istis made her way along the spine of the roof. 
 
    “Excuse me, Buddy,” she said, spinning past the chestnut sparrow while he paced about. She paused, listening intently. Though it was difficult to hear over the gunshots within the mansion and the transport’s humming engine, she was sure that she heard movement in the yard. 
 
    Carefully sliding down the roof, she came to a stop at the edge, then peered over the side. Sure enough, she saw a guard in green armor climbing out of a second story window. Three others were already in the yard below, running toward the woods. The guard beneath her suddenly leaped, landed and stumbled down below, then immediately ran to catch up with the others. One turned to check on their lagging companion, and Istis saw his strange white mask. He noticed Istis, slowed for a moment, then turned and continued on. 
 
    “Got four runners, Mother!” said Istis. “They’re in the yard. Must have waited for you to circle to the other side of the house!” 
 
    “Is Gladsen with them?” said Mother. 
 
    “I don’t think so. They look like hired hands.” 
 
    “Then that last person on the second floor is Gladsen. Istis, you take him, and I’ll take care of the runners!” 
 
    “You want Gladsen alive, Mother?” 
 
    “I do! That’s why I’m going after the runners. All I have is my gun.” 
 
    “Understood,” said Istis. Craning her head to look at the window beneath the roof’s overhang, she prepared to swing inside. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Just as Kotes realized that Odyn’s hands were full rolling around with a trow in the living room, all three of the kobolds turned their gaze toward him. He prepared to shout at Gilly that he needed some help, but then the second trow barreled through the smoke and crashed into him, throwing him off his feet. The wall buckled as the demon smashed him against the far end of the room, with his legs splayed out awkwardly against a short chest of drawers that was being reduced to splinters. 
 
    The trow in his face was like a cross between a bull and a reptile, a horrific thing to have breathing hot air on his neck. Wrapped in its arms, Kotes barely managed to lift his shield high enough to keep the demon from biting his face. As it lurched against him once again, one of the kobolds lifted his blade, and prepared to jam it into Kotes’s exposed neck. 
 
    “Gil…!” he managed, but was unable to draw in air as the trow pressed its shoulder against his mouth. At that moment, Kotes saw the misshapen face of a small, slimy creature peering at him from the trow’s back. Like a shy child the black mage turned two uneven eyes toward him, then climbed lower down the demon’s back to avoid Kotes’s gaze. 
 
    “Got you, you silly bastard!” Kotes muttered, forcing his axe free from the trow’s embrace. Though he could not get enough leverage to fight the trow, he swung the axe down around its backside and, by some stroke of luck or preternatural accuracy, he felt the blade bite down into soft flesh. He lifted his axe and saw the small, gray demon waving its mucus-slick limbs in the air, its little mouth turned down in agitation. 
 
    The sword-wielding kobold charged and Kotes released the handle of his axe, then caught the black mage as it fell into his hand. Using it as a meat-shield, the charging kobold backed away - then Kotes crushed the little demon in his hand, causing it to shriek in alarm before a yellowish fluid squirted from its mouth. 
 
    A humming sound that Kotes had been drowning out suddenly fell silent as a field sustained by the black mage dissipated. The trow pulled away from Kotes, its black eyes boring into him as the chest of drawers finally fell to pieces. Covered in yellow goop and splinters, Kotes wondered what the big trow could possibly do to make him feel any more uncomfortable. 
 
    Just then, Gilly fired, and the trow’s head suddenly deformed, its face and one eyeball swinging around a skull devastated by the massive round. Kotes clasped his eyes shut as a bucket of blood thick with brain matter poured onto his face, coating him in gore. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Mother flew over the mansion and spotted the four hired hands running across the spacious lawn. They were fast, athletic men, most likely guards giving up on their doomed employer. 
 
    Thinking that they were heading for the trees, she wondered why they were not splitting up. Even with a thermal imaging headset, she could only track one of them through the woods, as long as they did not stick together. She retrieved her handset and turned her comms channel to the external speaker. 
 
    “Stop, all of you! You’re under arrest by order of the Emperor! Give up and cooperate, and he’ll be lenient with you!” 
 
    The men ignored her. Descending slightly, Mother realized there was a wide, open garage tucked away among the trees, with two transports parked just outside of it. As the men raced toward one of the transports, she wondered how best to break their resolve without killing them. She had no qualms about killing a traitor to the Sanctuary, but she knew that every highborn arrested could be made to turn on another member of the Fairyland conspiracy. She hesitated, with the handset held up to her lips. 
 
    The man at the lead reached one of the transports and threw open the rear door. He must have been prepared for something like this happening, for he immediately grabbed a long, heavy tube, which he braced on his shoulder. 
 
    “Damn it!” Mother hissed, dropping the communicator and grasping the gun controls. She jerked the trigger, and several shots went wide just as the man fired a rocket in her direction. She tensed for impact, but the rocket - a long, slender piece of metal - hit the transport with a sharp crack, and did nothing. 
 
    Flooded with fear, anger, and relief, she released the gun controls and fished for the communicator with her shaking hand. Retrieving it, she shouted, “Your weapon’s a dud! Now give up, or I’ll-” 
 
    The rocket, which still projected from the nose of Mother’s transport, crackled with static buildup, then emitted a pop! pop! pop! sound. The transport lurched as an electromagnetic pulse knocked out the electronics system, then a wave of nausea rushed through her as she fell like deadweight. The green lawn rose to meet her and, despite her fear, a small, sharp, calculating voice in the back of her mind reminded her that a weapon designed to knock out electronic systems had no use against demons, and was designed only to kill highborn. Her seatbelt pressed against her, cutting off her air, then the transport crashed into the earth. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Climbing through the window left open by the guards, Istis found herself in a long room with a bar and comfortable red leather chairs at one end, and an empty dance floor at the other. She could hear shouting and the report of Gilly’s gun down below. She unslung her shield, then unsheathed her sword, and made her way quietly across the room. 
 
    A long hallway connected several rooms, and according to Mother, Gladsen was most likely in the room at the end of the hallway. On the balls of her feet she moved forward, thankful that the raging clamor down below covered the sound of her boots on hardwood floor. Passing by a bedroom, movement caught her eye, then she saw a wide vid screen silently relaying footage of Queen Selvana and her Vallier soldiers standing over a row of highborn lying on the ground with their hands cuffed behind them. Even as her pulse thundered, she could not help but be impressed by the Queen’s rainbow-feathered headdress and green armor decorated with arboreal patterns. Tearing her eyes away from the vid screen, she continued down the hall, but was further distracted by a strange painting hanging near the doorway. It showed a man with his hands tied behind his back, but closer inspection revealed that the man’s wrists were slit open, and his own veins were used for binding. The colors were dark and morbid, unlike any artwork that she had ever seen. Istis could not help but wonder at the fact that she had just seen other criminals also bound and awaiting judgment. 
 
    Nearing the open doorway, she froze at the sound of movement. She heard the rasp of a drawer opening and shutting. Drawing in a breath, she lifted her sword and stepped through the doorway. 
 
    Broad windows presented a view of green leaves gently tossed by the wind, the idyllic scenery occasionally shifting to reveal that the windows were only vid screens. Behind a wide desk, Gladsen stood examining a small wooden case. He was a large man in dark orange mesh armor, decorated with swirls of gleaming silver filigree, and even through the sparkling, crystal-studded armor, his musculature was evident. His blond hair, normally neatly combed, had gone wild. 
 
    Gladsen’s attention was fixed on the box as Istis approached. He glanced at her before turning back to the box. 
 
    “Gail Gladsen!” said Istis, trying to speak with authority despite her nervousness. “Step this way, and get on the floor. You’re under arrest, by order of the Emperor!” 
 
    Gladsen opened the small wooden box, licked his finger, then stuck it within the box. Drawing it forth, she saw that it was covered in some kind of ocher powder that stood out against his green-tinted skin. He tentatively licked the powder from his finger, then coughed and blinked. 
 
    “This is Fairyland’s finest,” he said. “You want some?” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    “Relax,” he said, turning red-rimmed eyes toward her. “You know, I used to be something of a hippie, before I got serious about business.” He suddenly dipped his hand into the box, dug out more of the powder, then slapped it against his tongue. He worked his tongue in his mouth with oddly deliberate movements, then looked around as if suddenly considering an idea. “You know what it is? We’re all so uncomfortable. But don’t you know we’re in the dream of God? You can do anything you want. Sooner or later, we all wake up from the dream.” 
 
    “I’ve heard enough of your nonsense.” Istis stepped up with her sword extended. “Lie down on the ground, before I put you down!” 
 
    Gladsen’s eyes glazed over. He slowly lifted his hands before his face, turning them as if seeing them for the first time. He wore fingerless gloves, and Istis realized that the backs of the gloves were covered in steel plates. 
 
    “Have you ever seen a pair of these?” he said, his voice filled with awe. Istis froze, fascinated by the veins visibly throbbing in his neck and forehead. His face grew dark as the drug forced his blood to pump through his body in violent waves. The capillaries in his eyes burst, and dark inkblots slowly covered his eyes, as if darkness itself had suddenly claimed his soul.  
 
    “They’re force-projection gloves,” he continued, then clenched his hands into fists. The gloves shook as the steel plates vibrated with a deep, humming whine. “You ought to see what these babies can do to a little pureborn. But I… I wonder what they’ll do to your pretty face?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Mother woke still strapped in her seat, the transport eerily silent as it sat unmoving. Through the spiderweb cracks of the windshield, she saw three armored men in white masks standing and watching her, seeming oddly calm despite their situation. Her heart took off racing, her disorientation further heightened by the sudden burst of fear. 
 
    There were four of them before, she realized. Where is the fourth one? 
 
    Something hit the side of the transport, then she heard metal grinding against metal. Turning in alarm, she saw the hooked head of an axe poking through the doorway, bending the door as the wielder jerked it with regular, piston-like movements. Mother fumbled for her sidearm, her hands shaking uncontrollably. She found her holster, but it was empty. 
 
    A door hinge snapped and a wedge of blue sky shone through the deformed door. She saw a white mask and dark eyes peering back at her, looking like some inhuman statue enraged at its creator. The man grasped the door with both hands and prepared to pull it free. 
 
    “You know,” he said, his voice sounding hollow behind the mask, “I really hate to-” 
 
    The man was flung sideways and the report of a sniper rifle echoed across the lawn. The three men jumped in alarm as their companion slid toward them, his limbs flung outward like a puppet whose strings had been severed. 
 
    “Mother! Mother, wake up!” she heard Gilly’s voice screaming quietly from her earpiece, which lay somewhere at her feet. She suddenly found her gun awkwardly jammed between her seatbelt and hip and wrapped her fingers around it. 
 
    Two of the men ran for the woods while a third shouted, “Get behind the transport, you idiots!” as he ran toward her. 
 
    Bringing up her sidearm, Mother aimed through the windshield and fired. The sound was deafening within the transport, her second shot nearly inaudible as her ears were filled with a high-pitched wail. Glass flew in a shower as the gun leaped in her hands, then the guard racing toward her took several feeble steps as his knees and thighs were pierced with heavy rounds. He pitched forward and smacked against the ground just as Gilly fired from his window perch, sending another victim flying with his legs flung up overhead before his face crashed into the dirt. 
 
    Throwing off her seatbelt, Mother bent and snatched up her communicator. 
 
    “Gilly, if you can hear me, try not to kill the last one,” she said, her voice sounding raw. “I want to feed that traitor to the Emperor.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Istis ducked just as Gladsen’s right hook tore through a door jamb, sending chunks of wood flying with explosive force. She prepared to thrust her sword into his belly, but she barely got her shield raised before his left hand rocketed toward her. The humming glove reverberated through her shield, then sent her flying backward. Her head and shoulders smacked into the ground, driving the air from her as she slid across hardwood floor. 
 
    Well-versed in tumbling, she tried to rise to her feet with as much grace as possible despite disorientation, but she could barely get up before Gladsen charged across the room, his black eyes alight with manic possession. She lifted her sword but he backhanded it aside, the steel shrieking, then humming upon contact. Unwilling to drop her sword, she clung to it, her body bending involuntarily with the force of the blow. Left vulnerable, he drove his fist into her shield once again, the force of the shaking glove feeling like a sledgehammer crashing into her. 
 
    Istis smacked into a wall, knocking over paintings with the impact. Completely disoriented, she spun away, dropping her sword as her arm went numb from dislocation. She pushed back along the wall, fighting to breathe, to focus. Her gaze finally settled on Gladsen as he admired his hands once again. 
 
    “You turn… on your… own people!” she hissed through clenched teeth, hoping to distract him. 
 
    “Isn’t it obvious?” he said, flexing his fingers open and shut. “Six hundred years, and they’re still bending us over! Year after year we wait for their next attack, because we’re incapable of taking the fight to them. And it’s not just the Emperor’s fault. The highborn are too soft to win. But, the demons?” Gladsen sucked in air through his teeth as another surge of blood pushed through his system, feeding muscles now spasming with the insane rush of Fairyland’s chem lab dust. He turned to look at Istis. “They don’t sleep, they don’t go on vacation, they don’t paint pretty pictures. They sit around thinking of ways to kill us. And one day, maybe tomorrow, maybe in a thousand years, they’ll get us in a position where we have to negotiate. That’s why anyone with a brain is doing his best to get on their good side!” 
 
    He charged, and Istis could do little more than balance against another door jamb and raise her shield as Gladsen crashed into her, cracking her shield and buckling the doorway before pulling back his right hand and smashing his fist into her side. Waves of force thrust against her innards, and she was thrown back through splintered wood. She had always wondered if she would die in battle, and how it would be, and as she slid against a rough carpet and came to rest at the foot of a large bed, she was disappointed to find that it was disorienting and painful rather than dramatic. 
 
    She came to rest against a pair of boots, then someone bent and put a hand on her shoulder. The touch was warm, both insistent and comforting. Despite her pain she craned her head, and was surprised to see Yuri looking down at her. She opened her mouth to warn him about Gladsen, but she could not draw in air to speak. 
 
    She did not need to, for she saw Yuri turn and glare at her attacker with hatred in his eyes. He lifted his hand and the air hummed with his wizardry. Gladsen strode through the shattered doorway unaffected. 
 
    “Think I don’t have this whole set of armor covered in magic crystals, boy?” said Gladsen, smiling as he clenched his hands into fists repeatedly. “We’ve killed quite a few of you people to get the crystals out of your brains, and I’m not about to-” 
 
    Suddenly silenced by a large bed and frame crashing into him and throwing him against a wall, Yuri grabbed Istis and hauled her to her feet. 
 
    “I’ve got you,” he said, pressing her against him. She clung to his robe with her one good hand. As Gladsen pushed the bed away from the wall to extricate himself, Yuri picked it up with his wizardry once again and flung it back at him, smashing him against the battered wall. 
 
    Yuri dragged Istis away from Gladsen and into a dim hallway. She could hear wood splintering as Gladsen threw the bed aside, then the floor shook with his battering footsteps. 
 
    “Yuri,” Istis managed to say, “we have to… stop him from…” 
 
    “Think I care about him?!” Yuri shouted. “We have to go, you fool!” 
 
    They entered a large library filled with comfortable seats at wide windows, and an empty fireplace. A door behind them banged open, and without hesitation Yuri turned and threw his arm wide, casting a heavy bookshelf into the doorway, knocking Gladsen backward as books fell in a cascade. 
 
    “God! Damn it!” Gladsen shouted, but Yuri only turned back again and dragged Istis with him. 
 
    “He’ll get the others, Yuri!” said Istis. “You have to… to kill him!” 
 
    “Gilly and Kotes are mopping up the last of the demons,” said Yuri, his gaze fixed ahead. “I’ve dealt with enough monsters for today. And so have you!” 
 
    “Where’s… Odyn?” 
 
    Yuri gestured with his head. Istis turned and saw Odyn making his way through the library’s far entrance. Odyn did not look at them, for his eyes followed Gladsen as he threw the bookshelf aside and thundered into the room. 
 
    “He’s drugged!” said Istis. “Odyn, be careful!” 
 
    She was never sure if Odyn heard her, for he strode into the room with single-minded determination. 
 
    “Gail Gladsen!” he shouted, his voice echoing throughout the bookshelves. “Get over here!” 
 
    Gladsen’s face whipped in Odyn’s direction, enraged at being spoken to like a child caught misbehaving. His hair, now dark with sweat, clung to his darkly-veined face, making him appear more demon than highborn. With lips pulled tight against bared teeth, he raced toward Odyn. 
 
    Yuri dragged Istis through the doorway, then turned to look. Odyn’s shield was gone, but he lifted his sword in both hands. Gladsen threw a right hook with his gloved fist shaking, almost too fast to see. Odyn stepped toward him, aiming for his fist with his sword. As the sword bounced off of Gladsen’s fist with a sharp cry of tortured steel, Odyn must have expected the response, for he swung around with the momentum of the blade. As Gladsen prepared to lash out with his left hand, Odyn swung around and brought the blade smacking down across Gladsen’s face, ripping flesh and sending his skull ringing. 
 
    Gladsen grabbed either side of his face and Yuri winced at the sight of dark blood spurting from between his fingers. Without pause Odyn brought the sword back around, hacking through Gladsen’s leg just beneath the knee. Though the mesh armor held firm, Yuri heard and saw Gladsen’s leg deform around the blade with a sickening snap. Gladsen pitched forward, bellowing, and Yuri turned away as Odyn brought the sword down on top of Gladsen’s other leg. 
 
    “All that strength, all that potential!” said Odyn, lifting his sword as he examined Gladsen’s flailing arms. “You punks could have made weapons to use against demons. The fact that that never crossed your mind proves how sick you degenerates always were!” 
 
    “Don’t look!” Yuri said, holding Istis close. Still he heard Gladsen screaming as Odyn’s blade fell on him, crushing meat, pulverizing bone. There was a pause, then another impact of blade against flesh. Gladsen’s cries turned into a pitiful, bleating moan. The fact that Gladsen would not die, or at least pass out, as his limbs were destroyed filled Yuri with revulsion as he had never felt before. He stumbled away, dragging Istis with him. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Yuri said, whispering so that only she could hear. “Let the monsters handle the monsters.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-One 
 
    Assault on the Red Vallier, Part Two 
 
      
 
    Varg Wormwood adjusted his binoculars and watched the Dandy Jaggers.  
 
    What do they do now, brother? said Maggot-Face. The brothers crouched beside one another, in the woods behind the Gladsen estate. 
 
    Stay out of my head, and give me a moment, said Varg, further adjusting the binoculars. He saw a white-haired highborn in purple and blue armor covered in filth, sitting beside a blond woman in red armor. They both looked exhausted, but smiled and joked about something. A tall, lean, dark-haired highborn in a blue robe crouched beside the woman, seemingly concerned, though Varg doubted that was actually the case. Varg could make out several prisoners lying on the ground. He would have liked to get a better view of them, to see which of their old partners he could write off, but he did not want to stand to adjust his view because a black-skinned Kumalan sniper in green armor sat looking in Varg’s general direction. Varg wondered if the Kumalan could sense them, or if he was only paranoid. Whatever the case, a short, red-haired woman in a pink jacket sat beside him, nursing a shot glass. 
 
    They look like they’re enjoying themselves, said Varg. It looks no different from any other highborn party, except a couple of them seem to be in some discomfort. 
 
    They’re strong, said Maggot-Face. They killed two of my sons, and several brothers, and handled Gladsen as well. 
 
    Varg hummed noncommittally. 
 
    That “tough guy” Tareq, said Maggot-Face. He already ran, the coward! 
 
    He’s not a coward, said Varg. Remember, they have no people. Each one of them is cut off from the other, so why should one stand and fight for another? It’s a wonder they don’t all run at the first sign of danger. 
 
    You’re right, brother. I know all that. It’s just a term I picked up from them… calling one another “coward”, and so on. 
 
    Though the demons had no reason to smile at one another, Varg turned and gave his brother a characteristically highborn smirk. They do rub off on you after awhile, don’t they? he said. Though pitiful… they are interesting. 
 
    Maggot-Face and Varg were given greater leeway than any other, but Varg’s statement still sounded forbidden to Maggot-Face. He did not bother to hide his shock, but allowed it to radiate from his mind. Instead of naturally falling into harmonic synchronization with his brother, Varg redoubled his stance by projecting an almost rebellious sentiment that chafed against Maggot-Face’s aura. If Varg had bothered to speak it aloud, it would have sounded something like, “Who cares?” 
 
    Varg turned back to his private thoughts, and Maggot-Face retreated within himself. Though he was disturbed by his brother, he knew that Varg was older, and had greater authority. Therefore there might actually be something to learn from his seemingly rebellious attitude. Maggot-Face did not know that, despite the gulf between themselves and humans, he and his brother were only reenacting something that human brothers had done for thousands of years. 
 
    Varg watched the back door open and slam shut, then a large, brown-haired highborn in yellow and black mesh armor strode onto the patio. “Alright, Yuri!” he said, projecting his voice loudly enough for Varg to hear across the yard. “Come with me, and we’ll check out those transports the guards were running for!” 
 
    “Seriously, Odyn?” said Yuri. Varg had to strain to hear. Yuri turned and looked at the woman in red armor. “I think we’ve done enough. Let the local authorities worry about that.” 
 
    “There’s no telling what these degenerates were up to, and I want to know. But I’m not going over there without a wizard to watch my back. Now, come on!” 
 
    Varg was amused seeing the headstrong mercenary take off down the short stairway leading to the yard, while the timid wizard looked back and forth between him and the woman. The woman in red patted his arm, and said something too quiet for Varg to make out. Then Yuri rose and followed Odyn. 
 
    Brother, I have an idea, said Maggot-Face. 
 
    Varg turned and saw Maggot-Face opening one of the weapon cases they had managed to grab when they snuck away from Gladsen and his gang.  
 
    Varg turned away. I want to see the highborns’ reaction to what’s in the transport, he said. 
 
    Ah - but you’ll like this, brother. I promise. 
 
    Varg turned and saw Maggot-Face cradling a long rifle and a single oversized bullet. 
 
    A sniper rifle? said Varg. Let’s save that for another occasion. We’ll give that to one of our brothers, so we won’t put ourselves in danger.  
 
    Maggot-Face cradled the large bullet in his dark fingers, appreciating the glint of crystals along its nose. 
 
    I know you want the Orb of Control, said Maggot-Face, and I know you think it’s more important than the Fairyland project. 
 
    Yes. And since the Fairyland business model is essentially over, we’ll need to focus on the Orb of Control exclusively. 
 
    Ah-h-h, but, brother… you’re thinking too long-term. Sometimes, don’t you think it’s important just to lash out? And hurt your enemy? 
 
    Yes, I suppose. 
 
    With a weapon like this, we can do just that. Maggot-Face suddenly extended the rifle and bullet to Varg, adding, This bullet didn’t come cheap. You’re the better shot - you do it. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Hearing the deep humming vibration of several large transports, the Red Vallier set down his drink, stood up, and brushed a cloud of white coca powder off his patterned shirt. He was on his patio, enjoying drinks with three of his loyal men while they waited for someone to try to arrest them. He stumbled slightly, and had to adjust one of his sandals. The trees atop the hill beyond his lawn shook violently as three enormous black battleships bearing the holographic flag of the Sanctuary flew into view. The transports were larger than any he had ever seen. 
 
    “Here we go, boys!” the Red Vallier shouted. “I told you! I fucking told you! I knew the Emperor himself would come and see us! I knew it!” 
 
    “Okay then,” said a guard in green armor. He snorted a line of coca dust, rose to his feet, then fell forward slightly, causing the table to slide with a shriek. One of the men, a green-tinted drone pilot sitting before a computer, opened his arms in annoyance at the loud interruption. “Sorry,” said the guard, rubbing his nose clean. His companion, a muscular highborn also wearing green armor, finished his drink, threw the bottle, then hefted his heavy machinegun onto his shoulder as he stood up . 
 
    “You boys ready for this?” said the Red Vallier. 
 
    “Yes sir!” the guards shouted. 
 
    “And you! You sure you can handle all those drones at one console?” 
 
    “Not a problem,” said the drone pilot. “It’s all just network management. The drone AI will take care of-” 
 
    “Great!” The Red Vallier bent over and picked up a large device, part rifle, part computer, which was attached to a heavy case by thick wires that trailed along the ground. He manhandled the awkward device and its attached case over to the end of the patio, where a wide staircase led down to his yard. He dropped the heavy case and eyed the battleships continuing their advance, the hum of their repulsors growing louder and louder. The Red Vallier dialed his weapon to its charging cycle, then hastily adjusted his hair so that his white streak would - hopefully - be prominent enough for the Emperor’s men to see it, and know that he was looking good and thus could not be intimidated. 
 
    “This is it!” the Red Vallier shouted. “History gets made by killing the king! And a bunch of other dumbfucks, too!” Turning to one of the guards who stood flanking him, he said, “Does that sound fucked up to you?” 
 
    “Not one bit,” said the guard. 
 
    “Good. Good!” Though he wanted to seem strong and carefree, the Red Vallier unconsciously gritted his teeth and scowled at the oncoming battleship . “That’s good. It’s not fucked up. It’s not cruel at all to kill these dumb fucks. If you’d seen what I’ve seen of people, and how they really are, then you’d know they deserve far worse than that.” 
 
    “Right on,” said a guard. 
 
    “People are monsters,” said the Red Vallier, his gaze fixed on the center battleship. “They’re absolute scum. You can do whatever you want to them - and it’s completely justified. And if they come gunning for you, kill as many as you can, then stick a gun in your mouth and wave goodbye.” Suddenly turning to the drone pilot, he shouted, “Get those fuckin’ drones on the battleships on either side. The Emperor’s in the middle! You leave Emperor Wodan to me!” 
 
    The Red Vallier never heard the drone pilot’s response, as several camouflaged, armored drone transports rose up from the woods surrounding his property, their repulsors shrieking like battle cries. Three of them immediately rocketed toward the heavy battleship on the left, lacing it with machine gun fire. Another three made for the battleship on the right, tossing leaves in their wake. Another set of three joined in the attack, then another three, until the air was filled with spent shells dropping down into the woods. Though the Red Vallier’s drones were small compared to the Emperor’s battleships, he was thrilled at the sight of bullets tearing through armor and glass. 
 
    The long guns of the Emperor’s battleship swiveled, then fired, shattering smaller transports like flimsy toys and sending them spiraling down into the woods. The remaining drone transports turned and fled, firing as they raced away. The Red Vallier bit his lip, desperate to hide his smile as the two flanking battleships broke formation and chased after the drones. 
 
    “Perfect!” he hissed. 
 
    The center battleship drew nearer, its huge shadow passing over the green stripes of the Red Vallier’s perfectly manicured lawn. Finally he heard his gun beep, then a high-pitched tone signaled readiness. He lifted it, bracing the butt against his shoulder and staring down the length of it at the battleship. It felt cold against his cheek. 
 
    “Come on, you big fat bitch,” the Red Vallier muttered, his heart racing as the battleship slowly came within range. “Come on, you big, fat bitch…” 
 
    Suddenly a green holographic projection blazed to life in front of the battleship, revealing the face of Emperor Wodan within a massive two-dimensional square. He wore a blue robe and his eagle mask, a steel helm that covered the top of his face. 
 
    “Drop your weapons,” said Emperor Wodan, his voice projecting with enough force to hurt the Red Vallier’s chest. “Or you’ll regret it, son.” 
 
    “Go to hell,” said the Red Vallier. 
 
    He pulled the trigger and his gun screamed as a golden ray of light shot forth in a long, unbroken stream. The laser punched through the battleship and tore through the back like a lance piercing its prey. A jet of steam shot from the gun’s ejection port, and even with his hands freezing due to the gun’s cooling system, he could feel the heat radiating from the unbelievable power of the secret sword of Fairyland. The Red Vallier waved the weapon, exulting in the rush of power as the laser cooked and blasted through metal in a twisting line of dark scars along the face of the battleship. Just as the gun’s charge died in a hollow, metallic moan, the flaming battleship wobbled, tore through an ancient oak, cast the timbers of an old tree house across the yard, then crashed into the earth, tossing up a wave of dirt like a giant shovel digging a grave. 
 
    The Red Vallier cried out in triumph, his soul riding on waves of ecstasy as the mutilated battleship came to a rest. A section of the battleship’s side blasted open, scattering metal and belching fire like a beast overcome by terrible wounds. The Red Vallier waved the heavy gun overhead and his loyal guards laughed, firing rounds into the air and into the flaming hulk. They knew that not only would they go down in history, but they would be the ones writing it, for they had surely slain the ancient Emperor. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Ready, Yuri?” 
 
    Odyn stood behind one of the transports with one hand on the rear door handle and the other on his sword. Yuri nodded. 
 
    “My shield’s on my back,” said Odyn, “so if anybody in there wants to make trouble, I need you to cover me.” 
 
    “I get it, Odyn!” Yuri snapped, feeling annoyed and bullied. 
 
    Odyn suddenly pulled the door handle and flung the door open wide. Yuri raised a shield in the green frequency, but a sudden blast of high-pitched screaming shook him and disrupted his field. Odyn covered his nose for a moment, then leaped into the transport. The screaming stopped abruptly. 
 
    “What is it, Odyn?” said Yuri. 
 
    Odyn waved for him to approach. 
 
    “What’s in there?” 
 
    “Get in here,” said Odyn. Sensing his hesitation, Odyn glared at him, adding, “Now, damn you!” 
 
    With an overwhelming sense that he was in a dream, Yuri approached and leaped into the back of the transport. It was hot inside. He gagged on the smell of death, and covered his nose and mouth with the hem of his robe. His eyes soon adjusted, but his mind took much longer for him to realize that he was looking at a group of pureborn women huddled in the far corner of the empty transport. A body under a white sheet lay at his feet. 
 
    Odyn stepped forward and the women screamed again. Something about their limbs clutching one another, their bruised faces hidden or drawn out in senseless horror, forced Yuri to turn away. Odyn sheathed his sword and approached. 
 
    “It’s okay - you’re alright,” he said, his hands extended. 
 
    Yuri leaned against the wall, and considered telling Odyn that they should let someone else handle this situation, but his mouth had gone dry, and his throat clamped shut. He wiped sweat from his brow and focused on standing. 
 
    “Please don’t!” a woman screamed, her vague plea somehow stripping away layers of Yuri’s psyche that he had never known were there, protecting him from the cruel realities of the world. He forced himself to watch as Odyn knelt before the mass of huddled women. Being large even for a highborn, he looked like a giant compared to the small pureborn. Yuri wanted to tell Odyn to stop, for he must surely look like a monster to them. 
 
    “We won’t hurt you,” said Odyn. “We took care of those bad people. They won’t hurt you anymore.” 
 
    “Don’t feed us to Emperor Wodan!” a young girl cried out, hiding her face behind two dirty hands. Even through the thick wall of cynicism that Yuri had developed concerning his father, the girl’s statement struck him as so painfully out of touch with reality that he could feel himself drawing closer to a truth that he had avoided for his entire life. 
 
    “Feed you to Emperor Wodan?” said Odyn. Odyn edged closer to the small pureborn women. “Those people who hurt you have been lying to you.” 
 
    Odyn slowly reached out and put his hand on a woman’s shoulder. Yuri was unable to focus or think clearly, and found himself concentrating on Odyn’s voice, surprised at the sensation of being drawn in by how gentle he sounded. 
 
    “Emperor Wodan would never, ever hurt you,” said Odyn. “He’s here, right now… and he’s going to punish the people who hurt you.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The Red Vallier whooped with delight when Emperor Wodan came tumbling out of the flaming gash torn into the battleship. The Emperor fell over in a heap with flames dancing along his back and arms. 
 
    “He’s still alive!” one of the guards shouted. 
 
    “You scared?” said the Red Vallier. He smiled gleefully as he set the dial on his gun to begin its charging cycle once again. 
 
    “No, sir, I am not!” the man shouted, laughing with nervous energy as he reloaded his machine gun with a fresh ammo drum. 
 
    “Good man!” said the Red Vallier, turning back to his prey. “But leave the Head Honcho Himself to me. I’m going to feed him this laser and watch him shit rainbows!” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Wodan heard the mocking cries of his foes as if buried underground, the sound of their laughter and the stench of his flaming robes seeming unreal. He pushed himself up onto his knees, unable to feel the cold grass between his fingers because he felt his hand touching a warm, thin shoulder. He held his hands up to his face and felt the sights seen by another somehow imposed over his own vision.  
 
    “Those people who hurt you have been lying to you…” 
 
    Wodan reached out with his hand, and while he touched nothing but air, he felt a pureborn woman tremble as if in terror. Her fear radiated through him, burning his soul with the unthinkable sight of a human reduced to a fearful, quivering wretch. An act of blasphemy. His own pain was nothing compared to this. Wodan turned and looked at his foes. 
 
    “See, he’s getting up!” one of the green-armored guards shouted. “Let me shoot him before he runs!” 
 
    “You put that gun down, boy!” said the Red Vallier. “The laser’s gonna be charged in just a second. Wouldn’t you rather see him fried with this thing? Come on, now!” 
 
    “I mean…” The guard gestured toward Wodan. 
 
    “Have I ever led you wrong, my man?” said the Red Vallier. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Well, then, just let me be the brains. This is something you’ll never forget!” 
 
    Wodan’s vision of the tortured pureborn faded from view, and his hand closed into a fist. Cold hatred gripped him, a consuming thirst for justice that all the gentleness in the world could not sate. He gripped his burning robes and tore them off, revealing glittering black armor. 
 
    I’ve been holding back, and it’s emboldened these degenerates, Wodan thought. He turned to look at the Red Vallier, who shifted his weight nervously while his gun recharged. 
 
    I won’t hold back on this Fairyland scum! 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Look, my man,” said the machine gunner, “I’ll put one round in his leg… just to be on the safe side.” 
 
    “Two more seconds!” the Red Vallier snapped. “You can’t give me two more-” 
 
    The Red Vallier felt a static charge along his arms and neck just as his men felt the same. Turning to Wodan, they saw his arm extended toward them, much like a wizard preparing to cast a frequency. Threads of bright blue light arced between Emperor Wodan and the trees, the earth, even the sky - then the Red Vallier’s eardrums burst as a bolt of lightning shot from the Emperor and slammed into one of the guards. As his charred body went flying, the rounds from his machine gun ignited. The explosion sent bits of twisted metal slicing through the Red Vallier’s leg and arm. 
 
    He dropped his laser and fell, grasping his knee, and as the second guard fumbled his rifle, Wodan turned to him and blasted him with writhing cords of lightning. The guard’s white mask shattered and his face blackened, then his eyes popped and sprayed onto his cheeks like burst egg yolks. 
 
    Ignoring his wounds thanks to a rising crescendo of mind-altering terror, the Red Vallier rolled onto his laser and fought to extricate it from the cords attaching it to the battery pack. As he did so, he saw the drone pilot roll out of his chair, arms flailing as if drowning, only for a bolt of lightning to tear through him and toss his table and computer skyward. The man arched his back and slammed his head against the stone patio with enough force for the Red Vallier to hear the crack! even with blood pouring from his ruined ears. 
 
    “Zero charge?!” the Red Vallier screamed, unable to believe his weapon’s digital readout. Realizing that it must have been damaged by the explosion, his mind raced to find a solution - then a shadow covered the sun. Emperor Wodan stood over him. The Emperor’s foot shot down on the Red Vallier’s right arm, snapping bone like a steel trap slamming shut and pinning him to the ground. He screamed, unable to believe that any of this was real, and then found himself plunged even further into this nightmare as the Emperor bent over, set his knee on his chest, and then reached out and hooked a thumb into his mouth. Emperor Wodan gripped the Red Vallier’s face, his fingers pulling the flesh taut and forcing his eyes open. The Red Vallier could do nothing but bite down and slap Wodan’s shoulder with his free hand. 
 
    Slender threads of light played along Wodan’s face, illuminating teeth and green eyes, and so the Red Vallier froze and stared in fascination, wondering at the thoughts that must be turning in the mind of the Emperor. Wodan’s eyes cut through the layers of the Red Vallier’s psyche, hurting him far more than the fingers squeezing his face. A scowl crossed the Emperor’s face. Still, the Red Vallier was no mere follower, and if the Emperor looked into his soul and was disappointed by what he saw, the Red Vallier could only hope that Emperor Wodan would go the rest of his life feeling such disappointment - as much as possible, for all eternity, so that he might then be able to feel a fraction of the disappointment that the Red Vallier felt every day that he lived. 
 
    More important than the disappointment he felt, the Red Vallier knew that Wodan was surely considering taking him in alive, so that he could torture him and question him about other Fairyland operatives. The Red Vallier knew that he was worth more alive than dead. And so, even as Wodan gripped his face in a show of dominance, the Red Vallier knew that it was only that - a show. 
 
    But then he noted a subtle change in Emperor Wodan’s expression, the eyes settling on a distant point, and then a relaxing of the shoulders, as if a burden had been lifted. Then the Red Vallier realized that he had seen Wodan’s secret. It was not common knowledge that he could fling lightning like some kind of thunder god from a fairytale. Wodan would have to kill the Red Vallier in order to protect his secret. So it was that the Emperor looked down at him with a half-smile, which sent waves of panic through the Red Vallier, causing him to squirm and scream even beyond his own control. Sweat was pouring from his face in waves and, in order to keep his hold, Wodan forced the Red Vallier’s head down on the ground and jammed a finger into one of his eye sockets, pushing an eyeball aside as he gripped his head like a bowling ball. 
 
    “I hope you enjoyed your disgusting life,” said Wodan. “Because I’m going to enjoy this.” 
 
    Through blurred vision the Red Vallier saw threads of light dancing along Emperor Wodan’s body, and then the electrical force rocketed from his hand, blasting through the Red Vallier’s head and sending cooked brain spurting from his smoking ears just before the top of the skull exploded in a shower of burning detritus. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “You okay, Yuri?” 
 
    Yuri wiped his mouth as Odyn approached. Pushing off from the tree he had been leaning against, he hastily combed his hair back behind his ears. He felt an instinctual urge to cover his vomit and hide his shame. Odyn must have noticed his alarm, for he waved dismissively. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” said Odyn. “It’s a normal reaction. And I think you convinced the women we aren’t going to hurt them. They’ve never seen a highborn puke before.” 
 
    Yuri could not bring himself to respond to the jest. He leaned against the tree again. He could hear the pureborn women talking quietly. He knew they must be making their way out of the transport, but he could not bring himself to go back to them. 
 
    “They’re not in envirosuits, Odyn,” Yuri said quietly. “Won’t they die?” 
 
    Odyn shrugged hesitantly. “Mother’s on the comm with Queen Selvana. They’re trying to work on some kind of arrangement. Obviously they need to be quarantined as soon as possible. No telling what those Fairyland degenerates put them through.” 
 
    Yuri winced and turned away. He wanted Odyn to leave him alone, but at the same time, he felt like he needed help. 
 
    “Odyn… why did they have pureborn women trapped like that?” 
 
    “Some people just want power over others,” Odyn said immediately. “And don’t bother trying to figure them out. You can lose sleep over it for years and never understand it. They’re just different from you. Fundamentally different. So just take ‘em out and move on.” 
 
    Yuri shook his head, then rubbed sweat from his eyes. “You sound like you have it all figured out. This doesn’t get to you?” 
 
    “Takes a lot to shake me, Yuri. But you’ll get there, too. Just stay out here, with me. Out in the real world, I mean. If you can hack it in the place most people would do anything to avoid, you’ll become unstoppable.” 
 
    Yuri knew Odyn was trying to help, but he could not help but shake his head in annoyance. “Were you always like this?” 
 
    Yuri was surprised when Odyn turned aside, seemingly taken aback. He thought for a long time. “I can’t remember,” he said. 
 
    “What! I thought you said you never forget anything.” 
 
    Odyn did not respond immediately, but only stared into the woods. “I think I was a natural at it,” he finally said. “But I didn’t go looking for trouble. I got pushed into it. So I had to learn how to push back. Anyway, let’s go and talk to these women. It would do them good to see a little kindness.” 
 
    Yuri did not want to see the small, bruised women, but nodded and followed Odyn. As soon as they left the cover of the woods, Yuri felt the women turn toward him. They stood huddled just outside the transport. He could not help but think that they looked like small, unformed highborn, like sketches of humans that had never been fully fleshed out. He knew that they did not deserve that kind of judgment, and so he tried to offer them a smile. 
 
    His attention was suddenly pulled across the yard and into the distant woods, drawn by the feeling that someone was watching him. He stopped. 
 
    “Yuri?” said Odyn. 
 
    Something hit Yuri’s belly, like a punch driving the air from him. He fell back as the report of a rifle echoed across the lawn. Yuri lay on the grass, numb and confused. The women screamed in a high-pitched cacophony but Yuri felt oddly detached, and wondered if he should tell them that nothing was wrong. 
 
    “Sniper! Sniper!” Odyn shouted immediately. “Back in the transport! Now!” 
 
    I suppose it was a sniper… Yuri thought. Did I really just get shot? 
 
    Still unable to breathe, he tried to get up. He was suddenly seized by blinding pain as something stabbed his insides. Like teeth clamping down inside of him, the bullet turned, spun, writhed - and then he heard himself screaming, grasping his belly, rolling and kicking. Unable to understand what was happening, he could only imagine that he had been flung directly into hell, and would now only experience confusion and agony. 
 
    “Damn it!” Odyn shouted. He grabbed Yuri, then threw him behind the transport, behind cover. The pain of hitting the hard ground was nothing compared to the needles spinning inside of him, the bullet somehow moving, cutting, tearing his belly apart. 
 
    Odyn ran up to him and threw a knee on top of his chest, pressing him down. Yuri tried to speak, to say anything, but as he turned to look at Odyn he was horrified to see his own dark blood spraying onto Odyn’s leg and belly. Yuri’s screams turned into ragged sobs and in the distance he heard Gilly firing, again and again, desperately trying to drive Yuri’s attacker out of cover. 
 
    Odyn reached down and touched Yuri’s belly, somehow intensifying the pain that Yuri thought could not have been any greater. Yuri lashed out with all frequencies, smacking Odyn, hitting his face, but Odyn only shrugged off the attack and backhanded him, knocking him senseless. 
 
    Yuri woke only a moment later to terrible pressure inside his belly. Still unable to breathe from the weight of Odyn on his chest, he felt an unbelievably sickening jerking motion, then saw Odyn pull his hand out of his ruined intestines. He watched in horror as Odyn gripped something like a clockwork set of spinning blades covered in gore. The device spun and whirred, slicing through Odyn’s hand as he clutched it. With an expression of demonic rage Odyn crushed the device in his mutilated hand, causing it to spark and shatter with a high-pitched whine. He cast it aside in disgust. 
 
    Odyn got off his chest and Yuri sucked in a breath, but felt himself reeling on the precipice as a new form of pain washed over him. Odyn picked him up in one arm and held him close, and used his other hand to push in Yuri’s torn, mutilated intestines. 
 
    “I’ve got you, son! I’ve got you, son!” Odyn repeated, pressing him close. 
 
    “Dad! Help me! Help me!” said Yuri, crying like a child. 
 
    Yuri felt himself floating, and wondered if he was using his wizardry. Then he saw himself lying on the ground, covered in blood. He saw Odyn holding him close, comforting him, holding him together with one hand black with blood. But Yuri could not make out what he was saying, and he did not want to go closer for fear of waking up back in his body, trapped in a world of pain. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
    Blood Cleanses Sin 
 
      
 
    Yuri woke in a big, soft bed with warm light streaming in through an open window. His attention fixed on the leafy branch of a sassafras tree just outside the room. He watched as it was stirred by a gentle breeze, then his gaze wandered back inside, along the smooth, shiny panels of dark wood that made up the walls. He had no idea where he was, but something told him that it would be better to not remember. He was content watching green leaves turning in the breeze. 
 
    He heard something stirring nearby. Turning, he saw Istis sitting in a small, cushioned chair. Her legs were curled up in the chair and an open book was in her hands, but her attention was on him, with a look of subtle surprise frozen on her face. He did not know why he expected to see her in full armor; she wore only sweat pants and a red t-shirt. 
 
    “Are you awake?” she said quietly, so quietly that he had to strain to hear. 
 
    Though she said awake, Yuri heard the note of fear, and knew that she had meant alive rather than awake. He remembered being shot, and the terrible pain of the strange bullet tearing him up inside. He nodded, and the look of relief in her face sent warm waves coursing through him. He knew then that he had felt nothing in years, perhaps in decades, except for annoyance at life’s pressing worries, or a sort of dull satisfaction at completing a task. 
 
    The realization was too much for him, so he moved to check his wound. One of his arms caught on a cord, then he saw that the cord stretched up to a contraption holding up a clear bag of milky fluid. 
 
    “Careful,” said Istis. “It’s an intravenous drip, for nutrition. You haven’t eaten in days.” 
 
    He gently extracted his arm from his cover, then pushed the blanket down. He was wearing pajamas he had never seen. He grasped the shirt, hesitated, then pulled it up. One side of his belly was a mass of straight, red lines, like an asterisk cut into his skin around a dark, misshapen wound sealed shut with oversized staples. The flesh was dark purple with sickly yellow bruises. He quickly covered it up once again. Though startled to see his body deformed, he was glad at least that it did not hurt, not like before. He had a sudden, intense memory of Odyn and Kotes holding him down while Mother and someone he did not know - probably a healer of some kind - reached inside and stapled his… Yuri shrugged off the memory, unwilling to think of people having their hands inside of him. 
 
    “How do you feel?” Istis asked. “They say you won’t be able to eat for a while. Do you… do you want to try to drink a little water?” 
 
    “Where are we?” he said. 
 
    “In a rented room. Lots of mercenaries were hurt during the arrests, hurt by those evil Fairyland weapons. So Queen Selvana gave us rooms here, to recuperate.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “Do you remember getting shot?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “Well, we couldn’t find the shooter,” she continued. “We tried! But we got all the others. All those Fairyland people, I mean. They even tried to kill the Emperor. They used some kind of high-powered laser, and destroyed his battleship. But I guess the weapon exploded.” 
 
    “The Emperor’s okay?” 
 
    She nodded. “He’s alive, and all the Fairyland people are turning each other in. I heard the Emperor will pass judgment today. The Pope has flown in, too.” 
 
    Yuri’s attention wandered to a pillow lying next to his own. The pillow was pressed in where a head had lain upon it. Yuri could tell that Istis had lain next to him, watching over him while he slept. She had probably been doing so for several days. Before being hurt, he knew that he would have been offended by the intrusion. He had already been annoyed by what he saw as her tendency toward clinginess. 
 
    “Come here,” he said. She hesitated, then set her book aside and moved to sit on the edge of the bed. 
 
    His encounter with pain and death made him see Istis in a new light. Looking at her now, at her patient, tentative smile, she seemed precious to him. She was precious just as being alive was precious. Seeing her looking down at him, with a halo of light around her from the bedside table, she did not seem like a blockhead, or someone lacking in importance because she had nothing especially deep or insightful to say to him. Despite all his time spent in Mag Mell learning about philosophy and theoretical physics, he had to admit to himself that he had nothing deep or insightful to say, either. 
 
    I’m a fool, he thought. A pretentious fool no one should have cared about in the first place. 
 
    Without thinking, he reached out and touched her hand. Her fingers curled around his. 
 
    “Thank you,” he said. “Thanks for…” He stopped, unsure what to say. “For taking care of me.” 
 
    She nodded, turning away awkwardly. “I’ll always take care of you, Yuri,” she said. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Yuri woke from a nap. It was still early in the day, as he could see the sun shining through pale clouds beyond the leafy branches. He felt at peace. He wondered if he should make the effort of getting up and going to the restroom again, then he heard Istis’s voice echoing quietly from behind the bathroom door. 
 
    “What else do they make to eat? Really? Oh, I love those. No, you have to dip it in the sauce. Yes! Yes. Do robots make it? Ah-h-h.” 
 
    He wondered if she was on her communicator speaking to a young child, perhaps a relative. He realized that he really knew very little about her life. He turned away and focused on the small vid screen sitting atop a dresser, where a documentary was playing. It showed the first robot, which was invented by the ancient highborn Jane Hait long, long ago. The documentary jumped to old vids of his father going into space, and orbiting the earth with other highborn in a space station. But Yuri’s curiosity soon got the best of him, and he focused on Istis’s quiet, one-sided conversation. 
 
    “Really? It’s not too soft? You do? I like a hard mattress. Well, I spend a lot of time camping, so I’m used to it. Camping. Oh, it’s like, when you’re outside, you’re not in your home, or even in a city. So you sleep on the ground. No, I have a tent, but I only use it if it’s raining, or snowing. But, no - yes, usually just outside, under the stars. Well - no, it’s my job. I have to, like… it’s like the police, I guess you’d say? I have to go and find bad guys, or monsters, and stop them. Yeah. Yeah! You do? No, I like it. It can be scary. But it’s good for me. People treat me well! Yeah. Yeah. They do? Ah. Well, that’s nice…” 
 
    It sounds like she’s speaking to someone from another world, someone who doesn’t understand anything, he thought. Adding further confusion, he could distinctly hear something sad in her voice, despite her seemingly carefree tone. 
 
    “Okay! Well, that’s good! Okay. My name is Jenny Istis. People usually call me Istis. I will! Yes, I’ll talk to you later! Okay! Okay, good. Well, I’m glad you’re well! Goodbye!” 
 
    Yuri thought about calling out to her, but he heard the sound of water running into the sink. Annoyed, he glanced at the documentary, wishing he could turn it all the way down. Listening still more intently, he heard Istis sobbing. The muffled gasp was short, but he knew what he had heard. He soon heard the water splashing, then the sound of running water cut off. He sat in heavy silence. 
 
    The bathroom door opened, then Istis poked her head through. She froze as their eyes met. 
 
    “You heard that?” she said. 
 
    “What’s going on?” he said. “Come on over here.” 
 
    Istis plopped down heavily on the bed, her shoulders sagging. “I was talking to one of the pureborn women. One of the women that was held by those Fairyland brutes.” 
 
    “A pureborn?” said Yuri, taken aback. “From Ulain? How were you-” 
 
    “No, no, Yuri. They were taken to Tartarus.” 
 
    Yuri’s difficulty in understanding was further compounded as he remembered finding the poor pureborn women trapped in the stifling, hot cargo hold of a transport. He felt sick, and also ashamed for not remembering them sooner. 
 
    “But why are they in prison?” he wondered aloud. 
 
    “They’re not in prison, Yuri,” she said, wiping her eyes. “I’m sorry, I forget that you’re out of the loop. Everyone in the Sanctuary is talking about the pureborn women. And the boys! There were a couple of boys, too. Emperor Wodan sent them to Tartarus.” 
 
    “In prison?!” 
 
    Istis gave Yuri a look of exasperation. “Obviously they aren’t locked up with criminals, Yuri! The Emperor ordered a special place be made for them. He wants them to be comfortable. They have robots to look after them, and the Emperor gave them access to the sysnet, so they can communicate with people in the Sanctuary.” 
 
    “But… I guess they can’t go home, can they?” said Yuri. 
 
    Istis shook her head. “All it would take would be one virus getting into Ulain, and all the pureborn could be wiped out. They can’t fight off the germs that follow us around. So… I guess it’s for their own good.” 
 
    Yuri felt a horrible sinking feeling. He could not imagine being taken by creatures stronger than himself, used as a plaything, and then given a “nice” place to stay in a giant prison. Again he felt grateful just to be mending from a wound, lying in bed next to someone who cared whether or not he was okay. 
 
    “But you were talking to one of them?” said Yuri. 
 
    Istis nodded. “Lots of people are. Well, lots of highborn, I mean. Since it was a pureborn who must have originally sold them into slavery, the government of Ulain is keeping the entire incident under wraps. So, the families of those girls… they’ll never know what happened to them.” 
 
    “That must have been hard. For you to call them.” 
 
    Istis shook her head. “No. I call people in Tartarus all the time. Not criminals, of course. But people who have to stay there.” 
 
    Yuri almost asked if she meant the gene-freaks, then stopped himself. He knew that it was impolite to call them that. He had heard about people who communicated remotely with the stillborn, the unfortunate highborn who would never be allowed to leave Tartarus due to their illegal and harmful genetic modifications. 
 
    I always thought it was morbid fascination that led people to communicate with the stillborn, he thought. Just the sick habit of someone who wanted a glimpse into the life of some unfortunate freak. 
 
    Yuri looked at Istis. Seeing that she was deep in thought, he felt free to watch her. Her eyes were puffy and red from crying. Knowing that she talked to the poor people locked away in Tartarus made his heart overflow with something like pain mixed with tenderness. He had never seen her communicate remotely with any friends during their journey, so he had to conclude that she probably did not have any. He suddenly recalled the two men fighting as she left her home in Doreido. 
 
    She must have had plenty of men who wanted to lay with her, but I saw no friends or family waving goodbye to her. 
 
    Other than exercise, she seemed to have few hobbies. He wondered if most people found her uninteresting, or vaguely off-putting, just as he had. 
 
    As for calling the stillborn, I would have thought that her habit was pathetic, before winding up here, he thought. But now… 
 
    His gaze followed her red-rimmed eyes down to where the sunlight shone on her cheeks, still wet with tears. Suddenly pulling away from her thoughts, she caught him watching her, and gave him a smile. He saw in her a transcendent beauty. It was something like a saint’s devotion, a focus on others which he did not fully understand, but admired. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Yuri spent much of the afternoon napping, or enjoying the weather with Istis at his side. Waking up late in the afternoon, he heard applause, though the sound was quiet and tinny. Thinking at first that the vid player was on, he turned and saw Istis sitting propped up next to him, watching something playing on her device. 
 
    “Did I have it turned up too loud?” she said. “Sorry.” 
 
    “What are you watching?” he said. 
 
    Her mouth turned down in an oddly sheepish expression. Instead of responding, she turned her device toward him. He saw an aged recording of some kind of sports event, with the droning voice of an announcer speaking in an accent marking him as a native of Havenor. The camera settled on a young, dark-haired wizard in a blue cloak raising a hand dramatically as a point was awarded to him. He had an expression of ice-cold machismo radiating through his cocky smile. 
 
    “Oh, my God,” said Yuri, laughing. “That’s me! Where did you ever find that old vid?” 
 
    Istis pulled the device back to herself in a protective gesture. “I’ve had it for a little while,” she said. “Well, a long time, really. I used to watch you when I was a kid. I guess that’s weird, huh?” 
 
    “Yeah, it is,” he said, trying to prop himself up. “Let me see it again. Which match was that?” 
 
    “The one against Erle Brennan. This was after you were injured in a match against Sima Talor, so it was a big deal. It was your comeback!” 
 
    “Ah, yes, my big big comeback,” he said, smiling with embarrassment. He watched his opponent, a blue-tinted Havenor in shimmering silver robe, recalling with amused detachment how the desire to beat this man had once consumed his every waking moment. He had thought the world would shift out of orbit if only he could overcome this titan of the grade-B wizardry competition league. As the camera panned back to a younger, short-haired Yuri, he saw an intense look of concentration, almost predatory in intensity, and it seemed to belong to another person. It had been decades since Yuri had wanted anything. 
 
    As he watched the two competitors leap and throw colored weights at one another, deflecting and dodging to the applause of the crowd, he could not help but dwell on the fact that Odyn had told the truth all along: Istis had probably been up-front about her desire to be close to Yuri. He reasoned that she had probably meant to convey her desire in a professional manner, but Odyn had seen through it. And, once again, Yuri was struck by how little he cared. Knowing that Istis kept recordings of his decades-old wizardry competitions, which she had watched since childhood, would have horrified him before a Fairyland bullet had chewed up his insides. Now, it only seemed endearing. He was struck by how amusing his life was, how ridiculous it had all been, and how seriously he had always taken himself. 
 
    “I was a real hotshot back then,” he said, laughing and turning away. “Boy, I bet you were disappointed when you met the real me!” 
 
    “This is the real you! It’s not a movie, is it?” 
 
    “I mean, the current me. I was young then… a totally different person.” 
 
    Istis was quiet for a moment, as she watched the match. Yuri heard a bell ring, then the crowd cheered. He must have scored a point against Erle. “Well, it’s true,” said Istis. “You’re a lot different than I expected. But I don’t mind.” 
 
    “I was a fighter then,” said Yuri. Feeling a dark mood trying to settle over him, he thrust it away with a playful tone, adding, “Plenty of women liked me back then! So it’s no wonder you liked me. But it’s been a long time since I cared enough to compete.” 
 
    “You fight a different kind of fight now. I see it.” 
 
    “That’s generous of you,” he said, then fell silent. He wanted to argue that she was attributing some kind of noble motivation where there was none, but he was growing tired again. “I mean, that you see that in me,” he added. He felt that he should say more, but felt himself floating away, deaf to the cries of the crowd shouting in adulation. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Yuri woke to the crackle and shriek of fireworks. Glancing out of the window, he saw that it was nearly nighttime, and blue and green sparks flew across an orange strip of sky. He could hear conversation outside, the easy laughter of people drinking. He felt a tug at his wrist, then saw that Istis was changing out his bag of intravenous fluids. 
 
    “Did they wake you up?” said Istis. “Sorry, Yuri, but everyone in the Valley is celebrating.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” said Yuri. “What’s going on? Is it… are they hanging the Fairyland people?” 
 
    “Um. It’s a little more than that. The Emperor is passing judgment. I watched a little, but I had to take a break.” 
 
    “That bad, huh?” Yuri pushed up on his pillow, wincing at the stinging pain in his belly. He was content to lie back and watch Istis adjusting the fresh bag, smiling at him slightly as a burst of golden fireworks crackled behind her. Sudden laughter burst out, then faded just as quickly. 
 
    Yuri wondered about the judgment. He had to assume that his father was having the Fairyland criminals publicly beaten, and then hanged or beheaded. Yuri had never watched such spectacles. He knew that a lot of people found them, in some strange way, comforting, but he had always found it grotesque. He usually did not think about it, and avoided public spaces when a particularly high profile criminal was being punished. He did not like to see people relishing such things. 
 
    Still, he was not merely a spectator in the Fairyland operation. He was involved, and had helped bring several criminals in with his own efforts. He wondered if that meant he had some duty to watch. 
 
    “You’re thinking of watching the judgment, aren’t you?” said Istis. 
 
    “I thought about it. But, no.” 
 
    Istis nodded and made her way to the other side of the bed. “That’s good,” she said. “You can always watch a recording later, if you’re curious. Right now, I think it’s important for you to rest, and keep your thoughts pleasant, so your body can mend.” 
 
    Yuri snorted. He found her attention a bit overbearing, but he welcomed it. She sat on the bed beside him. He turned to her with a smile, and was surprised to see her looking concerned. With a small vid screen cradled in one hand, she looked at a corner of the room while pushing her lip with her thumb. 
 
    “What is it?” said Yuri. 
 
    Istis sighed. “Well… here’s the thing. Normally, I wouldn’t spend a lot of time watching public beatings, or judgments of any kind, really. But I know Gladsen’s judgment is coming up. You remember Gail Gladsen?” 
 
    Though Yuri nodded, he had to admit that he actually had forgotten. The battle against the demons was only a blur, and his moments of wakefulness were too few to piece together the events of that horrible day. Suddenly remembering the terrible fight, and how he had to pull Istis away from that drugged up fiend Gladsen, sent a chill through him. 
 
    He turned and looked at her. Her shoulders were hunched, and her thumb was pressed into her lips, as if holding her mouth shut. He could tell that she felt guilty about wanting to see Gladsen’s punishment. But the thought of Gladsen hurting her - someone that he now believed was precious - made it difficult for him to breathe. 
 
    If anyone deserves to see that man being beaten, it’s her, he thought. 
 
    “Go ahead and play it,” he said. “I don’t mind. Maybe it would do me good to see some criminals being beaten.” 
 
    Istis activated her vid screen. “Beaten?” she said. “It’s… a little worse than a beating.” 
 
    “What is the Emperor having done to them?” 
 
    “Um. He’s doing it himself. You’ll see.” 
 
    As the vid screen came to life, Istis leaned over so that Yuri could see. His gaze fixed on a stage covered in blood, so much blood that it dripped from the sides in thick crimson streams. He felt such a visceral shock to his system that it took a while to comprehend what he was looking at. He saw two big highborn men in blood-soaked armor unwinding restraints from what must have been a corpse. The body was bereft of limbs, and was so black with blood that Yuri could not recognize it as human. 
 
    “That’s Monyca Gladsen,” said Istis. “Remember her?” 
 
    “Good Lord!” said Yuri. “I thought it was bad when Odyn threw that poor woman on the floor!” 
 
    “Well, don’t pity her too much, Yuri. If you listen to the recordings of those pureborn women, they say she was as cruel as anyone else. But she played the victim right to the very end.” 
 
    Yuri’s mouth fell open as the two men hauled the mutilated body from the blood-soaked table. One man took it from the other, carried it to the edge of the platform, and unceremoniously tossed it onto a pile of blackened gore lying down below. The second man picked up limbs and threw them onto the pile as well. As the camera pulled back, Yuri saw a crowd of people watching while the Pope himself said prayers over the mound of limbs and heads, his white robes streaked with lines of red. Yuri began to wonder if he was dreaming. 
 
    “A lot of people didn’t want Pope Ference to pray over the Fairyland traitors,” said Istis. “Usually the condemned have their souls prayed for, but some people, they said the Fairyland traitors should be denied any kind of salvation. The people wanted them to suffer, you know? Just like the pureborn slaves suffered. The Pope even held a synod so they could decide what to do! In the end, they decided that if the souls were sent directly to God, the shame of standing before their creator would be far worse than any torture the Emperor could devise. And so maybe something good could be done with them. With their souls, I mean.” 
 
    Yuri wanted to roll his eyes, but suppressed the urge. Another camera showed the two bloody handlers pull open a cage and drag a man out by his ragged blond hair. Yuri strained to understand what he was seeing, for it looked as if the man had already lost much of his limbs. Finally he realized he was looking at Gail Gladsen, though the drugged up beast had been reduced to what looked like a husk of his former self, with large eyes poking out from an emaciated face. Without mercy the two rough men threw Gladsen on top of the table and set to chaining him down by the nubs of arms and legs. 
 
    “I can’t believe he’s still alive,” said Yuri. “After Odyn’s treatment, that is. And those drugs!” 
 
    “He…” Istis began, then stopped. Yuri saw her swallow with difficulty, then she fell silent. 
 
    Yuri wanted to comfort her, but was confused when the two torturers walked away. He wondered if they were going to let him lie there - then he saw Wodan step into view. Yuri’s father wore a teal robe edged in what might have been pale blue, but he was so covered in dark gore that it was hard to tell. His impassive face was a mask of blood and his drenched hair hung lank. Yuri wondered how he could be so covered in filth, but then saw him lift some kind of giant, two-handed blade with its edges covered in smaller blades. He was not sure what he was looking at. It looked more like an industrial implement than a weapon. 
 
    As the camera shifted, he could see that some people in the crowd were cheering. He wanted to believe that they were drunken louts, because the idea that civilized men would take so much delight in their ruler torturing people with barbaric machinery was too difficult to accept. The camera settled on a view showing Emperor Wodan standing over Gladsen. The condemned man was speaking, saying something to Wodan that Yuri could not hear. When Wodan did not respond, Gladsen screamed at him, but still Wodan did not answer. Though the background was blurry, Yuri noticed still more cages lined up along the platform. He could make out forms shifting within. 
 
    “Those cages are right there,” said Yuri. “Did Gladsen… did he see his wife get killed?” 
 
    Istis nodded. 
 
    Yuri tried to swallow. As Gladsen continued screaming in rage, Wodan lowered the blood-slick blade and held it near his face, then pulled a lever. The blade jerked in his hand, then the smaller blades spun so fast that Yuri’s eyes could not follow. Though the blade did not touch Gladsen, blood sprayed and splattered all over his face, forcing him to wince. Yuri realized the weapon was a saw-sword, a replica of the vicious weapon of the pureborn that had not been used in hundreds of years, in the time when Wodan conquered the world and civilized it. Wodan held the spinning blade near Gladsen’s face, like a threat that he was in no hurry to use. Yuri watched his father’s face, and while he was glad that he saw nothing like psychotic glee, his expression of stoic distaste for his prey still filled Yuri with revulsion. Wodan slowly moved the spinning blade nearer Gladsen’s belly, as if considering where he should begin cutting. Yuri turned away. 
 
    Yuri suddenly remembered his childhood, when some of the people close to Wodan had wondered if Yuri would take over rulership of the Sanctuary whenever Wodan decided to step down, or if, heaven forbid, fell in battle. Now such speculation seemed absolutely absurd. He was grateful that no one close to him knew that he was Wodan’s son. 
 
    If this is what is required in order to rule, he thought, then I should have been left alone and forgotten on Mag Mell. I could never… 
 
    His thoughts were interrupted by the muffled sound of screaming, the writhing blades shrieking in harmony with Gladsen’s cries. 
 
    It’s horrible, a waking nightmare, he thought. But I have to remember how it felt seeing Istis hurt, lying on the ground… while that monster was coming after her! I have to remember that… 
 
    Yuri nearly turned and looked, but hearing the screams redouble, he kept his gaze locked on the night sky outside of the window. He thought of his father sitting before a long line of parents bringing their children to him, seemingly enjoying himself throughout the hours, rather than patiently enduring an absurd ritual. He wondered how people could bring their infant children to a man capable of such brutality. 
 
    How can father do something like this? How can he have that in him? 
 
    And how can people stand there and watch? And applaud? 
 
    “It’s hard to watch, isn’t it?” said Istis. 
 
    “Yes,” said Yuri. “I don’t think I can.” 
 
    “I don’t know how he can do it.” Istis sat in silence for a moment, then added, “But I guess it’s the same way we run into danger for each other. You know? The Emperor hasn’t personally handled an execution in years, so it’s not like he enjoys doing it. But I guess he figures this is the best thing he can do to protect his family.” 
 
    “His family?” 
 
    “Us.” 
 
    “Huh. Maybe you’re smarter than I thought!” Yuri said over his shoulder. 
 
    “No. I’m not. That’s just common sense!” 
 
    Yuri hoped she understood that he was only joking. He turned slightly. He wanted to look at her, but he would have to cross the vid screen’s field of view in order to do so, and he did not trust himself to be able to do so without peeking. The sound of renewed screaming only convinced him to remain turned toward the window. 
 
    I thought being so close to dying had given me some incredible insight into life, he thought. But maybe I’m still just a creature who shuns pain and discomfort, because it’s unpleasant. 
 
    An idea began to take form in Yuri’s mind. He wondered if there were many levels of truth upon which one could ascend, and in ascending, attain mastery over existence, even if at the cost of losing something along each level of ascension. Just as he began to wonder if there was more to his father than he had ever realized, without thinking he turned and saw Wodan press the saw-sword against Gladsen’s teeth, sending the traitor’s head jerking in a nightmarish vision of brutality. Feeling his stomach turning, he quickly leaned away and held his wounded belly. But even as he turned away, he was left with the horrific memory of the high-pitched clattering of teeth against merciless steel, the sound ringing in his ears. 
 
    “Sorry Yuri! I’m sorry!” said Istis. The vid screen fell silent. “I… I guess I just wanted to see and… and make sure that the Emperor didn’t… go easy on that criminal!” 
 
    Without turning, Yuri could feel her looking at the side of his head. He felt her mind turning, trying to justify her desire to see violence, but also her desire to comfort Yuri, while also protecting his dignity. 
 
    “Let’s just look at the stars for a while,” she said. “And the fireworks. How does that sound?” 
 
    “You don’t have to be sorry,” said Yuri. “There’s some things I just can’t handle.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Yuri must have slept again, for when he woke, the windows were shut and the blinds were drawn, and Istis was in the bathroom running the sink. He could hear no one outside, nor any fireworks, only the heavy stillness that comes late at night. He immediately sensed a nervous tension in the air. 
 
    The sink stopped running, then Istis emerged from the bathroom. She wore loose pajama pants with a t-shirt, and gave Yuri a nervous smile. She made her way to the chair and sat awkwardly. 
 
    “It’s pretty late,” she said. “I know you’ve slept a lot, but…” 
 
    “Just come over here, will you?” he said. 
 
    With an embarrassed expression, Istis climbed into the bed beside him and slid under the covers. Before she could lay her head on the pillow, Yuri extended his arm and she immediately nestled in close to him, with her head on his chest. 
 
    Yuri could not blame her for her awkwardness, for he felt the same. He felt shy and vulnerable, like a young man once again. Her hair smelled sweet and fragrant, and he felt the rush of unexpected familiarity. He wondered if he should say something, or simply let Istis rest as she lay next to him. 
 
    He soon felt her fingers upon his wound. 
 
    “Does it hurt?” she asked. 
 
    “Only if I move.” 
 
    She nudged his shirt upward, then placed her fingers directly against his wound. She stroked his belly lightly. He felt both reassured and excited by her touch. Soon her fingers traced a line all across his belly. As her fingers found their way beneath the waistband of his pajamas, he felt himself slipping into something like a meditative state. He suddenly stirred and hardened, and brushed against her hand. Istis paused, then traced her fingers down the length of him. She exhaled in a long, slow release of breath, warm against his chest as her hand wrapped around him all of its own volition and began stroking him. 
 
    “Istis,” he said quietly, “I don’t know if I can move-” 
 
    “Just let me do it,” she said. “Lie back, and relax.” 
 
    She withdrew her hand from him and tucked up her legs, then slipped out of her pants. For whatever reason, she chose to stay under the covers as she struggled to remove her shirt. The blanket suddenly fell away as she climbed on top of him, and the dim light of the bedside lamp he caught the curve of her belly, the shadow of her bellybutton, and small pale breasts peeking through her blonde hair. Yuri wondered what she would do just as he felt himself sliding into her. 
 
    “Don’t move,” she said, leaning in close to him. “Just let me take care of you.” 
 
    Yuri was content to let her ride him slowly, her half-lidded eyes revealing her pleasure. Without thinking, he cast a field around her, allowing the slow, throbbing hum of the red spectrum to envelope her belly, her grinding buttocks, and then her breasts. She moaned as he caressed her with the field, her pleasure matching his own as his burning shaft reached into her. Time disappeared in a slow burn of rhythmic ecstasy. 
 
    Istis cried out and the sound sent a rush through him, and he exploded with unexpected suddenness, gushing inside of her as she shook with pleasure. They both seemed to disappear for a long, drawn out moment, only enjoying the sensation of their connection. Yuri came back to reality and found her leaning over him, holding herself up so that she would not hurt him. Meeting his gaze, she laughed and hid her face against his shoulder, then he laughed as well. 
 
    “If you get tired of mercenary work,” he said, “you’d make an awfully good nurse!” 
 
    Her laughter redoubled with a snort, and they shared the embarrassment of crossing such a threshold together. As they both fell silent once again, he put his arms around her and stroked her naked back. He felt an odd sensation of peace and happiness that seemed alien to him. He began to wonder if he had died by an assassin’s bullet, or if perhaps the world had come apart, and he and Jenny Istis were all that remained inside a room floating through the void. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
    Yellow Moth Cloak 
 
      
 
    Yuri sat on a cushioned bench on the lawn outside of his room. The grounds were filled with mercenaries and their families, for Queen Selvana was throwing a party in their honor. He had not realized it until now, but the room he was staying in was part of a large inn made of great beams of wood, like a giant cabin. Many of the rooms were occupied by mercenaries wounded by Fairyland weapons. A week had gone by since the terrible battle, and while most of the wounded had already recovered, Yuri saw several mercenaries carefully moving limbs that had been reattached, as well as some still recovering from vicious burns, and two men sat blinded, their faces wrapped but otherwise trying to enjoy themselves despite the fact that it could take as long as a year for their eyes to regenerate. But as far as Yuri knew, he was the only mercenary who had had his intestines chewed up by a bullet designed by a sick mind. 
 
    Despite all that, he was surrounded by friends, and he was happy. Istis leaned against him with one hand resting on his knee, laughing as Gilly explained something about his children that Yuri was too distracted to follow. Kotes winked at him from the grill, where he was turning venison burgers and bossing around a young assistant. 
 
    “Can you eat yet, Yuri?” said Mother. She sat next to Odyn, facing outward on a picnic table. She nursed a drink while Odyn seemed lost in thought. 
 
    “I’m afraid to try just yet,” said Yuri, shaking his head. “A healer told me that I could try eating as soon as I’m ready, but I’m afraid the food will just… not find its way home. I’ve had a few pieces of candy, though, and I can handle a little water just fine.” 
 
    “There’s no rush,” said Mother. She suddenly smiled, the expression seeming out of character. “If you do eat, and it turns out your guts are connected the wrong way around, Odyn and I won’t be shy about getting back in you.” 
 
    “Oh, come on, Mother!” said Yuri, feeling nauseous at the thought of it. He pushed aside the unwelcome memory of Mother’s hands in his belly, working alongside a healer while Odyn held him down. 
 
    While Mother laughed at her cruel jest, Odyn only stared ahead. 
 
    “Are you well, Odyn?” said Yuri. 
 
    “What? Oh, yes, I’m fine. Are you feeling better?” 
 
    “You seem tired,” said Yuri, unwilling to let Odyn distract him. “Did you go to the judgements last night?” 
 
    Odyn took a deep breath. Yuri had to admit that Odyn looked unusually uncomfortable. “I was there, yes,” Odyn finally said. 
 
    “I would have thought you’d enjoy seeing something like that.” 
 
    “I’m glad it’s over and done,” he said quickly. 
 
    “I’m surprised,” said Yuri. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “After the way you handled Gladsen, I thought you’d volunteer to get on stage and help finish the job. But you look as tired as one of the people who saw the wrong end of a saw-sword!” 
 
    Yuri was surprised to see that his words seemed to have little effect on Odyn, who turned away without comment. Yuri was not sure why he wanted to get a rise out of his teammate. He had a vague memory of Odyn holding him after he was shot; he felt as if some bond had been established, or a truth revealed between them. But it was difficult to remember through the veil of trauma. Odyn soon turned back to him with a sly smile. Odyn said nothing, but only leaned forward and patted Yuri’s knee in appreciation. 
 
    Blinking, Odyn suddenly noticed that Istis was leaning against Yuri. Yuri watched as his eyes quickly moved from her, to Yuri, to her hand on Yuri’s thigh. As her conversation with Gilly drew to an end, she turned and looked at Odyn expectantly. 
 
    “Ah-h-h,” said Odyn. “I see you two have gotten quite close!” 
 
    “We have!” said Istis, leaning further into Yuri. He put his hand on hers, feeling oddly protective under questioning. 
 
    “Good,” said Odyn, nodding. He smiled, then repeated, “Good.” 
 
    Though Yuri could tell that Istis saw nothing strange in his demeanor, Yuri found his comment infuriating. He looked more like a villainous mastermind watching a plan come to fruition rather than someone glad to see his teammates find happiness. Yuri was not sure how to respond to such odd behavior, but was distracted when Kotes came over and presented him with a cold, pale white drink. 
 
    “If you’re feeling brave, you can try this,” said Kotes, smiling. “It’s a bit of coconut and crushed mazales, strained, and with a bit of extra sugar, so it should go down easily… and provide a little nutrition.” 
 
    Yuri was overwhelmed by the attention. “I appreciate it!” he said, taking the glass. 
 
    “Of course, brother!” said Kotes, tapping his shoulder. 
 
    “Hey, Kotes,” said Gilly, leaning forward conspiratorially. “Looks like they got to the bottom of the mystery of the Red Vallier.” 
 
    “You mean, his hair?” said Kotes. 
 
    Yuri laughed into his cup. 
 
    “Yes,” Gilly responded with utmost seriousness. 
 
    “And?!” 
 
    Gilly leaned back and crossed his arms. “Some boys found a bunch of white hair dye when they were going through his house.” 
 
    “I knew it!” Kotes snapped his fingers and pointed. “I knew he didn’t have the genetics for white hair, like me! Much less some silly stripe!” 
 
    Gilly nodded. “And it wasn’t in his bathroom, either. They said he was hiding the dye in his closet, tucked away where he hoped nobody would ever find it!” 
 
    “What an absolute phony!” said Kotes, shaking his head in disgust. “He got what he deserved, then.” 
 
    “So he did,” said Gilly. “But, Yuri… I was thinking.” 
 
    “Oh?” said Yuri. 
 
    “I was thinking that perhaps it’s time you invested in some armor.” 
 
    Yuri did not take long in thinking it over. “You’re right,” he said. “I guess it’s foolish to trust in wizardry. Especially now that I’ve seen it fail me so many times. Yes… I think I will get some armor.” 
 
    Istis stiffened. 
 
    “As soon as you feel up to it, let’s go to an armorsmith!” said Gilly. “There’s one not far from here.” 
 
    “Well…” Yuri looked around and rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “I was just thinking of taking a walk. Are you up for it now?” 
 
    “Yuri!” said Istis, tapping his leg lightly. “Maybe you should wait on getting the armor. Perhaps until, you know, you’re feeling better.” 
 
    “Getting up will do me some good!” said Yuri. “I’ll just go and get measured. I’ll be right back!” 
 
    He was surprised to see the look of disappointment and frustration passing over Istis’s face. Finally she sighed, then said, “Hold on for a moment, please.” 
 
    Istis took off toward their room. Gilly gave Yuri a look. Yuri shrugged. Istis soon returned bearing a large, flat, black box. She presented it to Yuri with a shy smile. 
 
    Removing the top, he found a sleek set of dark blue mesh armor with long sleeves folded over the chest. Small, thin plates were woven into the wrist guards and the high collar. The armor’s smooth surface glistened like pieces of polished, dark glass reflecting a midnight sky. 
 
    “It’s beautiful,” Yuri said quietly. 
 
    “I know you like blue - you wear it a lot,” said Istis. “And I know you don’t like heavy armor. You should be able to move around in this one! I don’t know if it could actually stop a bullet, but…” 
 
    “It would help distribute the kinetic force,” said Odyn. “It would have kept that big, oversized bullet from going into his belly.” 
 
    “That’s what I was hoping!” said Istis, sounding elated. 
 
    As he lifted up the armor to look at it, he noticed that it was not nestled in colored paper, but in some kind of yellow cloth. Gently drawing it forth, he saw that it was a cloak with a moth-wing pattern of amber and golden honey. 
 
    “I know your old robe was blue,” said Istis, “but…” 
 
    “Mostly red now!” said Kotes. 
 
    “Yes! Well. I did see a nice blue one, but then I saw the yellow one, and I thought… um, it looked nice with the armor, and… maybe it’s like a new you?” 
 
    “I love it,” said Yuri. 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    Yuri hardly heard her question, for he only wanted to run his fingers over the gift and wonder at the strange turns his life had taken. Something about the new armor and cloak made him feel as if he truly had been remade. If he could go back in time and tell himself that being shot would help reorient his soul and give him the gift of life that he had long forgotten was already his, his younger self would have balked at the idea and never bothered with the mercenary life. He would have stayed on Mag Mell, and then… 
 
    And then I’d be dead, he thought. 
 
    “Oh, she’s a keeper, Yuri,” said Kotes. “My wife doesn’t give me anything… but a hard time!” 
 
    Gilly groaned and shook his head. 
 
    “Thank you,” said Yuri, hardly speaking above a whisper. Istis must have heard him, for she squeezed his arm and pressed her shoulder to his. But in truth, even though he was thankful for her gift, he was not just expressing gratitude toward her, but to whatever it was that had given him his life once again. 
 
    “That’s a fine set of armor! Do you remember me, Yuri?” 
 
    Yuri heard the clear, melodic voice of a woman. Turning, he saw Queen Selvana standing over him with her hands on her hips. He was unexpectedly starstruck by the radiant aura of the ancient highborn who ruled the Black Valley. Her sharp, pale, green-tinted face was framed by golden hair and a headdress of feathers and antlers, and she wore a fashionable green dress with a mantle of bear fur. Yuri said nothing, but only stared at her green eyes, which he was convinced glowed with a radiance of their own. 
 
    Finally understanding her question, his mouth suddenly went dry. As far as he knew, he had never met Queen Selvana. He wondered if his father had revealed Yuri’s ancestry to her. Would she blurt it out to everyone, letting them know that he was the Emperor’s son, thus straining his relationship with them? 
 
    “Remember… you?” said Yuri. 
 
    “Perhaps it’s best that you don’t,” said Selvana. “Mother and I worked together to put your pieces back in order. It was like a puzzle! But I had you pretty well doped up on ethyloid and blackroot concentrate. Not to mention this rather large fellow was lying on your neck!” she added, gesturing toward Odyn. 
 
    “You were the healer,” said Yuri. “I… I do remember! Thank you!” 
 
    Yuri recalled the distinctly dreamlike feeling he had experienced when the highborn equivalent of a living historical figure - a celebrity who had fought in several incredible battles - had suddenly arrived with her soldiers and had taken the time to help reattach his mangled intestines. Glancing at Odyn, he was surprised to see that he seemed lost in thought once again, and was ignoring the living legend who had come to visit them. 
 
    “Isn’t it odd that there are more healers among pureborn than highborn?” said Selvana. “But I guess the pureborn fall apart more often than we do. I know what it’s like to get hurt, and to be scared. Look at my scar here - that’s where I lost my arm.” 
 
    Yuri grinned as she pointed at the smooth line that ran the circumference of her right arm. “I’ve seen the photograph, from when Tyr Lanval was about to take off in his spaceship,” he said, referring to the famous snapshot of Selvana holding up her own arm in triumph. 
 
    “Yes!” said Selvana, nodding. “We were just… standing in a field, giving the demons something to hit so they wouldn’t hit Tyr’s ship. Well, anyway, I’m glad you’re doing better now. I’m grateful that you came and helped us with our problem. I’m ashamed that the Red Vallier will be remembered as a Vallier. I would have been better prepared for your arrival, but of course, the Emperor wanted to strike fast, and without warning. And I don’t question his judgment.” 
 
    At the mention of the Emperor, Yuri glanced at Odyn. Still he was only staring off into space. 
 
    “We were glad to help,” said Mother. 
 
    “That’s an understatement!” said Kotes. “I wonder if there will be shows or films about what we did…?” 
 
    “Just give them time, and I’m sure there will be,” said Selvana. “But what’s next for the Dandy Jaggers? Do you have any plans for your next mission?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Odyn, turning to look up at her. 
 
    “Yes?” said Yuri. “We do?” 
 
    “That’s right,” said Odyn. “We’re going to catch Maggot-Face.” 
 
    Yuri thought at first that he was out of the loop, but the heavy silence and surprised looks told him that he was not the only one taken aback. 
 
    “I see,” said Selvana. “It won’t be easy finding one of Fairyland’s most infamous customers. I might have assumed he would go into hiding. Do you have a plan for catching him?” 
 
    “I thought of something a moment ago,” said Odyn. “But it must remain secret.” 
 
    Yuri cringed. He could not believe that his teammate was playing coy with such a respected person. He was surprised to see her beaming expression. 
 
    “A secret plan, is it?” she said. “I see you’re taking a page from our Emperor’s playbook.” 
 
    Without hesitation, Odyn responded, “We read from the same playbook.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The gathering lasted long into the night, and just when it seemed things were about to quiet down, someone decided to open the inn’s aviary and many of the younger mercenaries took to drunken jousting on their birds. Odyn let several young children climb on Buddy, for his chestnut sparrow was patient and did not mind. Elseth and Snowy chased one another around while Gilly’s bluebird Tan-Lil stared dreamily into a big bonfire. 
 
    While Yuri was glad to meet other mercenaries, and be treated as a hero thanks to his wound, he was relieved when Kotes got a fire going and he had a chance to sit with his own team. Odyn remained silent for much of the day, but as soon as a team of mercenaries from Havenor began harmonizing and strumming their harps and vocoders, Odyn leaned in and gestured for his teammates to come near. 
 
    “The way I see it,” he said conspiratorially, “we have one option with Maggot-Face. There’s a lot of dead ends. The Emperor says the demons owned robots, that’s how they were making money to buy Fairyland weapons. But we can’t track Maggot-Face through his robots - the Emperor wants to get them redistributed to highborn who can put them to better use. So I thought about setting a trap for Maggot-Face at a mnemosis manufacturer, but a lot of other mercenary groups have already thought of that. They’re setting up sting operations at just about every place that has pills on the shelves. None of them have had any luck, of course.” 
 
    Kotes nodded. “After shutting down Fairyland, I doubt Maggot-Face will stick his neck out for a few mnemosis pills.” 
 
    “But he won’t give up,” said Odyn. “The demons are still at war with us. And from what we heard from Nemarus, it sounds like they want this… Orb of Control. If it even exists.” 
 
    “Let’s bet on it being real, and work from there,” said Mother. 
 
    “Really, Mother?” said Kotes. 
 
    Mother nodded. “It’s no coincidence the demons want mnemosis pills. As far as we know, even the legacy demons from ancient times are immortal. Let’s assume there’s an old demon who knew about the Orb, but can’t find or remember the location of the city of Eradol.” 
 
    “Alright then,” said Odyn. “That’s why we need to track down Nemarus’s friend, James Jamesh. They went to Bjarmaland together, when they were looking for Eradol. Gilly, will you show them what you found?” 
 
    Gilly fished around in his bag and retrieved his device. “I knew I recognized the name of Nemarus’s friend,” Gilly said while connecting his device to a small vid screen. “But I didn’t know from where. It kept bugging me. I asked around, and it turns out my dad remembers him!” 
 
    “They were friends?” said Yuri. 
 
    “No, nothing like that. My dad collects old vids, and James Jamesh made some films long, long ago. He was a comedian! I saw some of his vids with my dad when I was a kid.” 
 
    “James went from comedy to archeology?” said Yuri. “That’s quite a change.” 
 
    “Well, yes, but he’s very old. Sometimes older highborn are like that, you know, they reinvent themselves. But I’m not sure which came first, the archeology or the comedy. Anyway, here he is.” 
 
    Leaning in to look at the vid screen, Yuri saw an old photograph of a lean, handsome man with short reddish-blond hair and a fashionable button-up shirt. With his legs crossed and both hands resting on one knee, the photo looked to be part of an actor’s portfolio. Despite his casual-yet-professional appearance, he had an almost cartoonish expression of displeasure, as if he did not want to be at the photo shoot. A label above his face read: James Jamesh 
 
    “What sort of comedian was he?” said Istis. 
 
    “Well… nothing that would be very popular now,” said Gilly. “He made fun of pureborn, mostly.” 
 
    Istis’s mouth fell open. “Who would make fun of pureborn? That’s so cruel!” 
 
    “If he’s old enough,” said Odyn, “then he was probably around when the pureborn and the highborn still lived side-by-side. There was a lot of conflict, a lot of resentment back then. We’re just too different.” 
 
    Istis sighed. “Still,” she said, “if this James Jamesh had any decency, he wouldn’t be making fun of people who don’t have what he has.” 
 
    Gilly navigated through his vid screen with his device as he looked for something. “We-e-ell, I thought he was funny, when I was a kid,” he said, failing to hide a guilty smile. “I’ve seen a lot of his vids. My dad was into him, and a lot of other obscure filmmakers. His comedy wasn’t as bad as it sounds. It was all in good fun, just a way to blow off steam. Look, here’s part of an old film where James Jamesh played the hero and the villain. It’s about a pureborn detective chasing after a highborn that he thinks is a murderer, but the highborn is just a regular guy who wants to be left alone.” 
 
    Leaning in to watch, Yuri was surprised at how aged the vid looked, with dull, muted colors and indistinct details. The vid must have been several hundred years old. The scene showed shabby buildings made of small reddish-brown bricks held together by cheap-looking cement. Many similar buildings stretched out in the distance, looking more like a refuse heap than a place where humans lived. 
 
    Gilly turned up the volume and they watched as James raced across a rooftop, looking around in a panic. He stopped at the edge of the building and looked over the side, his face contorting in an exaggerated expression of terror. 
 
    “End of the road, big guy!” said a man with a gravelly voice. As James turned to confront the speaker, the camera settled on another character also played by James Jamesh - a detective taken straight out of a history book, complete with an ill-fitting suit and oddly shaped black glasses. Yuri was amused to see that James was simply standing on his knees, and had shoes attached to his knees, making him appear comically short with his real feet clearly visible from behind. The “pureborn detective” sucked on an oversized cigar, puffing his cheeks in and out with smoke pouring from his mouth and nose. 
 
    “I didn’t do anything!” said the highborn version of James. He looked over the side of the building, as if preparing to jump. “I’m innocent!” 
 
    “I’ve got your prints all over the stiff!” said the pureborn detective. “And I mean that literally. Your fingerprints are on a dead body’s cock and balls, you fucking pervert!” 
 
    Kotes snorted and shook with laughter. Istis sat back, shaking her head. 
 
    “Well - anyway,” said Gilly, turning off the vid screen. “The point is, James Jamesh gave up on comedy, too. He wasn’t easy to find, since nobody remembers him. But I found him!” 
 
    “Where is he?” said Yuri. He could not help but hope that he was somewhere nearby. 
 
    Gilly looked around, as if expecting a demon to be listening from behind a tree. “He’s in Andvari, the floating city,” he said quietly. 
 
    That’s all the way across the world! thought Yuri, hoping that his disappointment was not visible. 
 
    “Wow!” said Istis. “Are we going to go?” 
 
    Seeing her excitement, Yuri felt his heavy mood lighten. Why not fly all the way across the world to Andvari? he wondered. Even if I’m not fully healed, it’s not like we’ll be walking. And we always have a good time with one another. 
 
    Why do I always shrink away when I think that some effort will be required of me? 
 
    “I think we should,” said Odyn. 
 
    “Should we, though?” said Kotes. “The demons didn’t get any actionable intelligence out of Nemarus. They don’t know where the Orb is any better than we do. And if we wanted to get a warning to James, couldn’t we just call him, or get a mercenary team from Andvari to look after him?” 
 
    “Do you trust others to take care of the situation?” said Odyn. “Do you trust the demons to not go after Nemarus again? They’ll eventually find him hiding in Magnavilla, where we left him. They’ll eventually find James. They’ll eventually find the lost city of Eradol. And they’ll eventually find the Orb of Control, too. They don’t sleep, Kotes. The demons don’t take off on vacation like we do. They don’t read books, they don’t-” 
 
    “Alright, alright, Odyn, I get all that. I do. I know these are some serious monsters. But aren’t you…” Kotes looked around self-consciously, then said, “Aren’t you expecting a bit much from us? This Maggot-Face is all over the map, and he’s spitting out demons so big and tough, it’s practically a team effort to knock them down. Shouldn’t we get in touch with a better team?” 
 
    “Better team?” said Odyn. 
 
    “Yes, a better team! A bigger team with more people on it, or a team with more veterans among them.” 
 
    “No. We’re perfect for this.” Odyn’s serious expression did not waver. 
 
    Kotes laughed. “Is that a fact?” 
 
    “It is. A bigger team would have problems mobilizing like us. They want to stay in their own backyard, not run across the world. And a team with more veterans wouldn’t be willing to check up on every tiny scrap of a lead they find because they’ve been around long enough to know that most leads are bullshit. We’re young and hungry. What’s better than that?” 
 
    “Nothing, apparently!” said Kotes, laughing again. “Alright, then. I’m in, but I don’t know what I’m in for. Why are we going all the way to Andvari? Just to warn James that some demons are mighty interested in his old archeological hobby?” 
 
    “Not quite. I want to use James Jamesh as bait. I want to get him out in the open where he can meet us, and then grab Maggot-Face when he tries to nab James.” 
 
    Kotes’s insistence that he was down for the mission fell flat as his mouth hung open. Gilly’s eyebrows lifted and he leaned back. Seeing that neither of them would speak, Yuri opened his mouth - then Istis said, “Odyn? Really? You want to use that poor man as bait?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “He’ll never go along with it, though.” 
 
    “He will if he doesn’t know,” Odyn responded. Istis winced as if in pain. She made as if to speak, but Odyn continued, saying, “Look, if we do nothing, one day we’re going to read in the news that Nemarus was tortured to death by demons. They’re not giving up on this, and playing softball with them isn’t going to get us any wins. As things are now, Maggot-Face has the initiative. He’s the one making the moves, and we’re the ones picking up the pieces. This time, I want to make the first move.” 
 
    “I know you’re right, Odyn,” said Istis. She sat with her fists clenched, her gaze averted. “I know you’re right. But it feels like we’re playing with someone’s life.” 
 
    “We are,” Odyn admitted. “I don’t like it, either. Do you, Mother?” 
 
    “It’s fine - I don’t care so much about the moral side of it,” she said, waving a hand dismissively. “But how do you plan to get the word out? By having another ridiculous fake conversation around that listening device?” 
 
    Odyn smiled. “Mother, you read my mind! And what’s wrong with our fake conversations? Gilly has gotten really good at imitating Nemarus. Yuri has yet to take part, so we’ll have him pretend to be James. They can have a nice little vid chat about the Orb of Control, and then decide to meet in a public place that just so happens to have plenty of spots for the Dandy Jaggers to hide. What do you guys think?” 
 
    Overall, Yuri thought the plan sounded foolish, and ill-conceived. It had too many moving parts which might not work as planned. But he knew that his old self, the Yuri that he had grown to hate over the years, would find something wrong with the plan only as a means of shrinking away from the task. He did not want to be that person. He did not want to sit on the sidelines, content in his belief that he stood apart from life because he was too intelligent to engage with life, and then stew in resentment when his own life went nowhere. Yuri began to feel something strange and powerful stirring within him. 
 
    “I’m in,” he said. “Let’s go and get Maggot-Face, and make him pay!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
    Odyn Yndra and Queen Selvana 
 
      
 
    Istis hit the ground hard. Though she rolled and was back on her feet in an instant, she gripped her wrist and grimaced in pain. Odyn backed away from her, but kept his hands up, ready to continue fighting. 
 
    Yuri watched his teammates sparring. He was in his new armor, and he had to admit that he felt strong, wrapped up in shining blue mesh. He had already run through his morning meditations and frequency exercises, and was trying to enjoy the warm weather of the Arcadian farmlands from the comfort of his folding chair. But it was difficult to do that with Odyn beating up his girlfriend. 
 
    “You okay?” said Odyn. 
 
    “Yes,” said Istis. 
 
    “Ahh!” Odyn growled dismissively. “Be honest. Your wrist hurt?” 
 
    “Yeah…” 
 
    “Do it like I showed you, then. Stay calm, and let your body mend. Hide your wound, don’t let me know you’re hurt, or I’ll take advantage and end the fight. Just stall, keep your distance, look for openings while you mend.” 
 
    Istis nodded. Yuri was annoyed that she did not seem to realize that Odyn was simply taking out his foul mood on her. Yuri tried to focus on Kotes and Gilly. Those two were at least enjoying themselves, laughing as Kotes swung his axe at Gilly’s sniper rifle. Though it seemed absurd for Gilly to bring an expensive, unwieldy piece of equipment into a hand-to-hand fight, Yuri had to admit that he seemed to be getting the hang of warding off blows. 
 
    “Not bad! Not bad!” said Kotes, laughing. 
 
    “You ought to see what the business end of this thing can do!” said Gilly. 
 
    “If you ever hit anything with it, maybe I would!” 
 
    Yuri’s attention was jerked back in Odyn’s direction in time to see him catch Istis’s thigh as she threw a clumsy kick, then he spun and threw her on the ground. She hit the ground and rolled, rising again without complaint. 
 
    “Come on!” said Odyn. “You gonna let me get that close when you’ve got one foot on the ground?” 
 
    Something about Odyn’s tone dug into Yuri’s awareness, grating on his nerves. 
 
    “Give her a break, Odyn!” said Yuri, calling out before he realized what he was doing. “Are you teaching her how to fight, or taking your mood out on her?” 
 
    “I’m not teaching her how to fight, she already knows how to fight.” 
 
    “Then what’s the point of sparring, if she already knows how to fight? You’re more experienced than her. She’s obviously never going to win against you.” 
 
    Though Yuri felt satisfied that he had made a good point, Odyn immediately responded, saying, “Sparring isn’t about winning, dummy. It’s about getting knocked around over and over again, until you get used to it. And she’ll get good at it, if you let her.” 
 
    “Anybody ever knock you around?” 
 
    At this point Kotes and Gilly had stopped sparring, and stood watching as Yuri sat arguing with Odyn. With his legs crossed, Yuri hoped he looked relaxed despite feeling on edge. 
 
    “Kotes about knocked my head loose yesterday, and nobody cried over it,” said Odyn. 
 
    “I must have missed that one,” said Yuri. 
 
    “Why are you asking? You want to take a swing at me?” 
 
    “Maybe I do.” 
 
    “Maybe I’m ready.” 
 
    Yuri lifted himself with enough force to knock his chair out from under him. He felt strangely confident in himself, partly from his new armor, but also because of something else, something that he could not put his finger on. Whether he overcame Odyn or ended up on the ground nursing a sprained wrist or fractured rib, he only wanted to push against this man who vexed him so badly. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Feeling better now?” 
 
    Yuri snorted and pulled Istis close. Hearing her giggle in the dark, his first instinct was to tickle her, but he did not want the others to hear them laughing while they were trying to sleep; he contented himself with resting a hand on her breast instead. They lay in silence, listening to the wind passing through the trees sheltering their tent. 
 
    “I was fine, though,” said Yuri. “Though I can’t say I’ve ever had a kneecap knocked out of place before. I’ve never seen Odyn so moody. He’s usually the one on my ass for being moody.” 
 
    “Hmm.” 
 
    Yuri sensed something in her tone, and knew she had more to say. “What are you thinking?” he asked. 
 
    “I think it might be about a girl.” 
 
    “Oh? He keeps the details of his life to himself, I’ve noticed.” 
 
    “Yes, but I notice things.” 
 
    “Uh oh. What did you notice?” 
 
    “I think Odyn might have a thing for Selvana.” 
 
    Yuri was not sure if he had heard correctly. “The Queen of the Black Valley?” he said. “She’s a little out of his league, isn’t she?” 
 
    “Not so loud! But, yes. I believe he does like her! I saw him watching her, during our celebration.” 
 
    “Everybody was watching her,” Yuri reminded her. “She’s charismatic, graceful, full of stories, she knows everything…” 
 
    “Yes, Yuri, I get that. But you didn’t see the way I saw him looking at her. He looked haunted. Empty inside. But only for a moment.” 
 
    “You saw all of that? I’m sure plenty of brutes leer at Queen Selvana all day long.” 
 
    “Odyn is aggressive, and cocky, and sometimes a bully, but he’s not a brute. I’ve known coarse men before. If he was a brute, then he would seek out easy women in every place we stop. Odyn acts like such a hotshot, but then, where are his girlfriends? Would a coarse brute who made a name for himself as a successful mercenary remain alone like that?” 
 
    “I suppose not,” said Yuri. “But then, he seems too focused on his career to take any relationship seriously.” 
 
    “Well, you’ve got a point there,” said Istis. “I believe he has a copy of every surveillance vid ever taken of Varg Wormwood. There’s been many times I’ve seen him watching a vid of some poor man or woman being killed by that demon.” 
 
    “Seriously?” Yuri felt a wave of disgust. “I don’t see how people can stand to watch something like that. He really does that?” 
 
    “He’ll watch the same vid over and over and over again…” 
 
    “Maybe his heart belongs to Varg, then. They would make a far better match. I doubt Queen Selvana would want to watch such morbid vids with him!” 
 
    “Who knows? Maybe Odyn grew up watching vids of Varg Wormwood, just like I grew up watching vids about you!” 
 
    Yuri laughed, then suddenly fell silent. He saw an image of his father standing before multiple vid screens, all relaying information about Varg attacking some small outpost. It was back when Yuri was a child, hardly any taller than his father’s knee. He had raced up behind him, speaking excitedly about some new friend he had made. His father never turned, nor acknowledged him in any way, but only turned his head slowly from one screen to the next. Yuri had watched him, thinking that he seemed like a statue someone had dressed in a shining robe, while a black-faced demon with white hair raced past a camera and fell on some poor soul running from a flaming house. He had forgotten the incident, or rather, it had taken on the quality of a dream such that it never truly seemed real. 
 
    “Yuri? Yuri?” said Istis. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “I thought you had gone to sleep. Are you okay?” 
 
    “Yes,” he answered, his voice sounding like a robot following a programmed response. 
 
    Istis sighed. “Well, I suppose you have a complicated friendship with Odyn. I can tell there’s something there, but I’ll leave it alone. We’ll be in Andvari before too long. Who knows, maybe Maggot-Face really will show up, and we can catch him. And we can feed him to Odyn.” 
 
    “That’ll certainly improve his mood,” said Yuri. 
 
    “Yes. Maybe. But… try to cut him some slack. You’re both more alike than you think.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Yes. You both…” Istis sighed again, then said, “Yuri, I know that you’re easily annoyed, and you’re often uncomfortable. You’re very sensitive to your surroundings, and I don’t want to make things worse for you. I don’t want to annoy you. But sometimes you have to appreciate the discomfort that comes from being alive. We’re all uncomfortable. Not just you.” 
 
    “I didn’t know you felt that way,” he said, genuinely surprised. 
 
    “I’ve always been uncomfortable. But I never had a word for it until I met you.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
    Demon Brothers 
 
      
 
    “Nemarus, I cannot give you that information that you say you need… right now. My life is at risk and it will be risking both our lives, so… so then meet me in Andvari, as I said in our other conversation, when we were talking.” 
 
    “Yes,” the other speaker cut in unexpectedly. 
 
    “So meet me in Andvari, and when you come here… that is, after you get here, I will give you a location where… you can go there and then… meet me. Then I will tell you where I believe the Orb of Control is being held at and where it is.” 
 
    “Okay I will do that.” 
 
    As the speakers suddenly went silent, Varg and Maggot-Face looked at one another. The moon was nearly full, casting an ethereal blue glow upon the pale sand. Waves lapped at the shore, filling the silence as they listened to their comm, hoping that the speaker - Nemarus, as far as they knew - would say the name of the other man. 
 
    They sound strange, said Maggot-Face. 
 
    Varg nodded in an oddly human gesture. They’re nervous. Remember, these creatures are constantly betraying one another. They lie, and they’re always afraid of being caught in a lie. 
 
    True enough. Maggot-Face sat and listened, but the speakers on the other end were now silent. 
 
    Several white-faced kobolds and blue trow sat upon the wide, flat rocks that lay strewn across the beach. Though they sat in perfect stillness and their gaze was unfocused, the two brothers saw the golden glint of their souls radiating from them, the aura constantly shifting, breathing, and reaching out toward one another with fine, slender feelers like seaweed moving with the current. 
 
    But you still think it’s a trap? said Maggot-Face. 
 
    Varg pursed his lips and nodded once again, causing the hard plates on his face to crack and reveal the white underlayer. 
 
    It’s just a feeling, said Varg. You’ll learn to trust your instincts once you’ve been up here long enough. 
 
    Still… I want to go, said Maggot-Face. Now that the Fairyland operation has been shut down, the Orb should be our main focus. 
 
    Just as I said from the start! 
 
    And you were right, Maggot-Face said, lowering his gaze. 
 
    I won’t be with you, if you go. Varg turned and looked at the trow sitting together, like puppets waiting for a performance. They were naked, and he could see that their musculature was reduced, their cheeks sunken. 
 
    I have other business, Varg continued, and your sons are fading. Shouldn’t you just wait? Stay here, focus on making more sons? You need to get them perfect so they can help us to- 
 
    No! I want to go and spring their trap! I want to turn their trap into my trap, and show them what happens when they try to outwit us! 
 
    Varg sat in silence for a moment. Though Maggot-Face could normally reach out and feel the thoughts of all his brothers, he and Varg had developed a habit of privacy. So Maggot-Face sat and waited to hear what his brother would say. 
 
    Finally Varg handled his communicator and opened a channel labeled LADDS. Within a moment, a scrambled voice said, “Yes?” 
 
    “You’re still alive!” Varg said aloud. “Good.” 
 
    “Is it? I’m not so sure anymore.” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” the other speaker repeated. His sigh came through the comm as a hiss of static. “You don’t know what it’s like to be hunted by your own kind, do you?” 
 
    “No, I wouldn’t know,” said Varg, glancing at his brother with a half-smile. “I suppose you’ll need money, then, won’t you?” 
 
    “Why are you calling?” 
 
    “I need a favor.” 
 
    “Your accounts have been shut down, just as mine have!” Though the voice was scrambled, Varg believed he could almost sense the rage coming through the little comm in his fingers. 
 
    “No, not all of our accounts. But if you can do us this kindness, then I’ll empty out everything we have left into an account of your choosing. What do you say?” 
 
    A long pause. “Ask away.” 
 
    “I need you to rent a room and transportation in Andvari. And supplies as well.” 
 
    “I can’t do that without money!” 
 
    Though Maggot-Face felt alarmed and angry that the highborn assassin was being disagreeable, he was surprised when he felt amusement radiating from his brother Varg. 
 
    “I’ll give you a chunk of money now, good sir, and then the rest once you’ve done what I ask,” said Varg, now smiling openly. “This is more important than it sounds. Before Fairyland, we would have used one of our anonymous accounts, but businesses are cracking down on that sort of thing. They want to see your face on the vid, and make sure they’re dealing with a highborn. My brother is quite handsome, but even he has trouble passing for human.” 
 
    Again they sat in silence, then Varg continued, saying, “I know you say you have no money, but we both know that’s not true. You have means, sir. I know you do. And think of it like this. This thing that my brother and I are working toward… it will hurt those who hurt you. Helping us means hurting your enemies.” 
 
    “I already have the means to hurt my enemies,” said the assassin. “Think I don’t have a backup plan?” 
 
    “Even so. A little extra money in your pocket might help those plans along. Yes?” 
 
    “Fine. I’ll be in touch.” 
 
    The comm went silent, and Varg rolled it in his fingers with a flourish. 
 
    Such a bother, dealing with them! said Maggot-Face. 
 
    Nothing to it, brother. 
 
    Varg rose, and Maggot-Face followed him as he made his way toward the lapping waves along the shore. The trow and kobolds rose and followed as well, with the kobolds lugging their gear as if preparing for a trip. 
 
    I wish you victory, brother, said Varg. I hope to see you again. 
 
    You will be there with me, said Maggot-Face. 
 
    No. No, I won’t. I’ll be disconnecting for a while, me and some of the others. I’ll be about my own business, as I said. 
 
    Truly? 
 
    Truly! You should try it more often, brother! The family doesn’t like it, but… ah, well! 
 
    Varg stopped and turned to him, smiling with his sharp white teeth gleaming in that disturbingly human manner of his. Again Maggot-Face was shocked at his brother’s rebellious nature. 
 
    I will be… on my own, Maggot-Face said, playing with the idea. 
 
    They turned and watched as a brilliant golden light shone from the dark sea, the great aura reaching out and touching each of their own long before the surface of the water broke, revealing a large black form. The creature, ancient and simple by current standards, was no less magnificent to those watching as it lurched through the waves. Its mouth opened wide, revealing a vast, warm chamber. Maggot-Face felt the creature’s tongue shifting as if it were his own tongue, moving to accept him and several others so that they could lie comfortably within the wet orifice. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
    The Floating City of Andvari 
 
      
 
    Once again the Dandy Jaggers made their way toward Doreido, flying over the vast green fields that lay beyond Arcadia and Ionia. They made better time than before, as Mother had not only repaired her transport, but upgraded its repulsion system with some of the funds acquired from shutting down Fairyland. Istis elected to continue riding with Mother, as she could not yet bring herself to buy another bird and replace Valor, her fallen cardinal. 
 
    They saw Doreido’s forbidding structures of black steel reaching up from the distant mountains of dull crimson, and so they turned north, and followed the paths at the foot of the mountain until they came to a wide pass heading east. The pass had largely been dug out of the mountains, and was filled with swarms of robot laborers quarrying and carrying heavy loads, as well as heavy transports and even clouds of bird traffic. 
 
    Coming through the pass they reached the sea, and they rested at a seaside village. The colorfully-dressed inhabitants were surprisingly lazy, but at least welcoming, and spent their time relaxing and fishing while a few of the more industrious citizens oversaw the robot labor force. The port was busy with sorting goods to be sent across the sea to Andvari, and the Jaggers also spotted a ship filled with gasoline, sent from Andvari to be delivered to Doreido. In the Sanctuary, liquid combustible fuel was usually grown and processed from plant matter rather than drawn out of the earth as in the days before the Sanctuary, and so its use was more uncommon. 
 
    They stayed the night, and Istis took them to an outdoor restaurant she had loved since childhood, a quaint fish fry in pink and baby blue where one well-dressed man sat dozing in his chair during their entire meal. Yuri later found out that the man was the owner. Yuri found the place passably decent but was glad to see that Istis was overjoyed to be there. 
 
    After fetching their birds in the morning, they set off across the endless cyan sea. They did not fly alone, but with others who were also making the journey to Andvari, a mix of businessmen and families on vacation. While they chatted on the comm, Yuri gazed in awe upon the deep, dark horizon beyond the roiling sea. 
 
    Finally they drew near the island of Andvari, a crescent of green hills surrounding a bay filled with white ships. Tall white buildings with long windows of dark black reached up from the green hills, crowding the island with spires surrounded by oddly regular patterns of hovercar traffic. As the sun set behind them, the oncoming city lit up with shining purple holograms and amber or red tracers from hovercars making their way through canyons of darkly glinting glass. 
 
    They did not get far before two white patrol hovercars sped toward them and fell in alongside them. They were open to the elements, which was common, and Yuri looked about nervously as two white-armored law enforcement officers eyed Mother’s transport from the nearest hovercar. While one kept his hands on the wheel, his partner stood up in his seat, sat on the headrest, and held a palm-sized microphone to his mouth. 
 
    “What are you flying?” said the agent, his voice echoing from his hovercar as well as from several of the comms worn by the Dandy Jaggers. “Is that a military transport?!” 
 
    Yuri waited, exchanging a nervous glance with Elseth. After a moment, he heard Mother’s voice through his comm. 
 
    “We’re mercenaries,” she said simply. “We’re the Dandy Jaggers.” 
 
    “I don’t care who you are. We have our own law enforcement here!” 
 
    “We’re here on vacation.” 
 
    Yuri noted that Mother’s voice exhibited a perplexing combination of patience and standoffishness. 
 
    “You vacation together?” 
 
    “We’re a tightly-knit group.” 
 
    “Apparently! Listen, you can’t fly in here in a transport with a big fucking cannon hanging off it. That transport will have to stay parked at the city limits. And I know you already know that we don’t like birds here. They’ll have to stay in our aviary. That’s Lord Otr’s decree!” 
 
    “What’s wrong with birds?” Odyn’s voice suddenly cut through the comms. “Birds are the cultural norm within the Sanctuary.” 
 
    “We use hovercars here. That’s why you won’t see bird shit in our city! Is that going to be a problem?” 
 
    “No, sir!” said Odyn. 
 
    “Great. Enjoy your team-building vacation. Welcome to Andvari!” 
 
    Both patrol hovercars suddenly sped off. Though Yuri was annoyed, and felt like he had been bullied, he was surprised to hear Kotes and Odyn laughing on the comm. 
 
    “Cultural norm!” said Kotes. “I’ll have to remember that one!” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Odyn pulled the chairs in their room over to the wide floor-to-ceiling windows so they could watch the lunchtime crowd at Curleque. The establishment seemed to be a classy rooftop restaurant, but was actually situated atop a terrace within a multi-tiered tower. The Dandy Jaggers had a full view of it, as it stood across the street from the skyscraper where they were staying. Subtle glass screens, swaying potted plants, and robots bearing heavy yellow umbrellas acted as windscreens for Curleque’s well-dressed clientele. Hovercars like rainbow fish streaked past, gleaming in the sun, but Odyn was not distracted. 
 
    Mother sat beside him, sipping hot tea while Gilly paced behind them. 
 
    “What are you doing, Gilly?” said Mother, her brow furrowing as she followed his steps. 
 
    “Just thinking.” 
 
    “You’re going to wear a hole out in the floor.” 
 
    “James isn’t going to want to meet us,” Gilly finally said. 
 
    “Are you kidding?” 
 
    “Of course not! You’re telling me to call him out of the blue about some expedition he was involved in hundreds of years ago! He’ll think I’m some kind of stalker.” 
 
    “He’ll be interested,” said Mother, pushing back into her seat. “You see where he’s working now? Even if he pretends he’s not interested, he’ll agree to meet us.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with his job now, Mother?” said Istis. She stood leaning against the kitchen counter, helping Kotes sample dinner while he prepared it. 
 
    “There’s nothing wrong with managing mutual funds. But if he’s the kind of man who went into the Bjarmaland with a sage just on the off-chance of finding a lost city and an ancient psyop weapon, believe me, he’ll meet us wherever we want, whenever we want.” 
 
    “I think this is the place,” said Odyn. Gesturing toward the open-air restaurant, he said, “The surrounding rooftops are either too far away, or they’re obstructed. Any snipers will have to set up at a window, which means they’ll have to shoot through a window to get off a shot. And that’ll tip us off to their location.” 
 
    Realizing that he would not be able to nap after hearing all this talk about snipers, Yuri forced himself up from his bed and made his way into the living room. “Snipers, Odyn?” he said. “You really think so?” 
 
    Odyn nodded. “You said it yourself: Your fake conversation with Gilly sounded terrible. They’ll probably realize we’re setting up a trap for them.” 
 
    “You said the demons wouldn’t be able to tell we were acting!” 
 
    Odyn peeled his eyes away from Curleque and turned to Yuri. “Let’s walk into this thing expecting the worst, rather than cross our fingers and then get upset when we don’t get our best case scenario. What, are you afraid of snipers? That’s why we’ve got one of our own. Gilly, think you could set up in one of those windows overlooking the restaurant?” 
 
    Gilly sighed, then approached the window. He crossed his arms. “What is it, apartments?” 
 
    “I think it’s a mix of business and living spaces.” 
 
    Gilly sighed again. “Yeah, I could set up somewhere, but I’d need to go through the roof. Even disassembled, my rifle is huge. Maybe I can rent a room over there? I mean if someone sees me walking around with my rifle after it’s assembled, there won’t be any explaining it away.” 
 
    “That’s fine,” said Odyn. 
 
    “Can’t we just kill Maggot-Face, and be done with it?” 
 
    “No,” Odyn said with surprising force. “This is a demon capable of making other demons, which we’ve never seen before. The fact that he was hunting down memory pills just to find some ancient artifact proves how important he is. And we saw his trow involved in guarding Fairyland traitors. The Emperor himself will want to interrogate him. Capturing Maggot-Face is more important than anything.” 
 
    Kotes suddenly banged his wooden spoon against his pot and made his way around the counter. Holding his spoon out to Istis, she took it and moved to the pot. 
 
    “Damn it, Odyn,” said Kotes. “This is getting crazy. Have you thought about James? We can’t drag this poor guy into a trap for Maggot-Face. Not to mention all the innocent people who’ll be there, too! What if Maggot-Face really does show up? What if he’s got a bunch of demons with him? Are we going to fight them in the middle of the city? How’s Gilly going to hit anything with people running around, scared of a bunch of psychos waving their swords?” 
 
    “Getting James Jamesh on our side without taking out Maggot-Face is no good,” said Odyn. “Maggot-Face isn’t going to stop until the Orb is his. That means James is already in danger, he just doesn’t know it yet. And if we try to catch Maggot-Face without getting James, and Maggot-Face gets away, or if he doesn’t show, and we just end up tangling with a bunch of kobolds in the middle of Andvari, then James will smell danger and he’ll never help us out. He’ll live the rest of his life with a target on his back.” 
 
    “Sounds like you’ve got this all figured out!” said Kotes, unwilling to let it go. “Brother, I get that it makes sense in your head. But take a step back and look at this. You’re talking about willfully tempting demons to come into a city within the Sanctuary. Maybe it is to trap them, but does that matter? You think the average civilian will care? You think the ruler of this land won’t mind that we endangered his people just to capture one demon?” 
 
    “I think if Lord Otr doesn’t know that we’re at war, then he better figure it out very quickly.” 
 
    Kotes rubbed his brow. “Good God, Odyn, you’re talking in abstractions. I’m talking about the concrete reality. If we set out to do this thing, we could wind up in Tartarus!” 
 
    “We won’t get in trouble,” said Odyn. “If we bag Maggot-Face, the Emperor himself will reward us.” 
 
    “You sure about that?” 
 
    “I know it for a fact.” 
 
    “How can you be so sure? You really think you know the Emperor that well?” 
 
    Though he was only turned partway in his chair, Yuri could clearly see Odyn’s profile. It was obvious to Yuri that he would not budge an inch. He had seen the same implacable expression on his father’s face. 
 
    “Maybe I’m not as old as you, Kotes,” said Odyn, “but I saw Emperor Wodan up on the stage with those Fairyland traitors. Clearly he is not playing around with people willing to shake hands with demons. The Emperor knows we’re at war, and war is dangerous. Lord Otr may not like it, but he’ll be forced to go along.” 
 
    “Okay,” said Kotes, sounding unconvinced even as he backed away. “Okay, then.” 
 
    As he turned to make his way back to the kitchen, Mother said, “Kotes? You with us on this one?” 
 
    Kotes took the wooden spoon from Istis and began stirring the soup with unnecessary force. They waited in uncomfortable silence. 
 
    “Yeah, Mother, you can count on me,” Kotes finally said. “But I’m surprised you’re going along with this… this goofball plan. You’re supposed to be the sensible one.” 
 
    Mother did not respond to Kotes, but instead turned to Yuri. “I’ll talk to James Jamesh one on one, but I want you close to me.” 
 
    Yuri considered the implications. “You think the demons will suspect a trap?” 
 
    “It’s like Odyn said, let’s expect the worst. The demons will want James alive, of course, but they won’t mind killing whoever he’s with. You’ll need to protect me, and all the civilians, too.” 
 
    “I see,” said Yuri. Knowing that he would be focusing on defense put him at ease. “I can do that.” 
 
    “Good,” said Mother. “We’ll need to get you a wig. Or a hat, at least.” 
 
    Odyn nodded in agreement, and Yuri looked at them in confusion. “Am I missing something?” said Yuri. 
 
    “We don’t know who shot you,” said Mother. “Out of all the Fairyland traitors captured after the mass arrest, nobody admitted to shooting you with a Fairyland weapon. And we already know that Fairylanders were working with demons. If a demon shot you, we don’t want your face to tip them off that they’re being set up.” 
 
    “So… so you think that…” Yuri suddenly felt ill. He had assumed that the person who shot him was a highborn criminal. What if it was a demon? He knew that demons could communicate remotely, and it had long been theorized that they could even share visual information with one another. The idea that demons might recognize him, and try to finish the job of killing him, was like finding out that a force of nature had it out for him personally. 
 
    Odyn whistled. “Imagine the demons themselves acknowledging that you’re a badass who needs to be killed!” he said, leaning back and smiling at Yuri. “You should be honored!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
    A Meeting with James Jamesh 
 
      
 
    Yuri pretended to enjoy the view from his rooftop table. Hovercars streaked past in a grid of red and amber light, and the side of the neighboring skyscraper lit up as a hologram of a silver-haired woman in a purple dress spun and extended her gloved hand invitingly, to be replaced with abstract shapes of purple and teal before the image looped once again. As far as he could see, tall skyscrapers with blinking black windows reached skyward, creating writhing ribbons of light dancing across spires of glass at the edge of the world. 
 
    “Mister Jamesh! It’s so good to meet you!” 
 
    Yuri stiffened in alarm at the sound of Mother greeting their guest. He wanted to turn and get a good look at James, perhaps with his mouth hanging open in surprise that the man had actually shown up. Instead he took a sip of his tea and feigned interest in the program he had playing on his device. He tried to listen in, but a couple sitting nearby laughed loudly, obscuring their conversation. 
 
    “... view is nice here, and I thought we might be able to talk without being overheard,” said Mother. Catching movement, Yuri turned and saw them both taking a seat at Mother’s table. Yuri noted that James Jamesh wore a conservative gray suit and bright blue button-up shirt that matched the Andvari style, looking much more sedate than the panic-stricken actor from Gilly’s vid. 
 
    “We’ll be lost in the crowd, I suppose,” said James, smiling awkwardly. He was obviously uncomfortable. Yuri turned away and stared at his device, wondering if James would walk over, tap him on his shoulder, and accuse him of being a secret agent in a wig. 
 
    “You see him, Yuri?” Gilly’s voice came through the comm. 
 
    “I do,” Yuri said quietly. 
 
    “Good. You just keep your attention on James and the people around you, and I’ll watch the windows of the surrounding buildings. I’ve got heat-vision scanners, so if I see anything suspicious, I’ll tell you to raise a shield. Okay?” 
 
    “Okay. Thanks.” 
 
    As a robot delivered their drinks, James said, “I have to admit, Janisse, I’m a little surprised that you were able to find me. This is all very strange to me. When you called out the blue, I, uh… I wasn’t sure whether to bring flowers, or wear a fake mustache to throw off any potential spies!” He laughed uncomfortably at his own feeble joke, adding, “I don’t quite know what to make of this.” 
 
    “It was bound to happen sooner or later, don’t you think?” said Mother. “As the Sanctuary grows, eventually people will start moving into the Bjarmaland. Instead of remaining a wilderness where nobody goes, it’ll be a grid sectioned off for mechanized development. The discovery of ancient ruins would send researchers running for the ancient books in Shan Greala or Havenor.” 
 
    Yuri turned and glanced at Mother. He had assumed she would try to dress up for their meeting, since she was playing the part of an information broker for a mysterious group. Instead, she wore her usual pink jacket with jeans. She had her customary poker face, which Yuri was beginning to wonder was simply a lack of emotional affect rather than the learned habit of a leader. 
 
    But how can she be so cool, considering what might be watching us right now? Yuri wondered. 
 
    “I suppose you have a point,” said James. “But I haven’t spoken to our mutual acquaintance in… well, it’s been hundreds of years! He has no idea I ever got into entertainment, it was totally outside of his interests.” 
 
    “One of my associates was familiar with your work,” said Mother. 
 
    “I see… your associates.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “To be honest, Janisse,” he said, using Mother’s fake name, “I’m not really comfortable talking about ancient ruins with strangers.” 
 
    “Why? An ancient ruin is just a pile of rocks. Or is it, Mister Jamesh?” 
 
    “Ah. Okay. I see what this is about.” Yuri turned in time to see James pushing his drink away and scooting his chair back as he prepared to get up. “I think I need to leave,” he added. 
 
    “So soon?” said Mother. Yuri was surprised to see her smiling, rather than flustered. 
 
    James narrowed his eyes at her. “It’s not ruins you’re interested in, but what’s inside of them. And what’s inside of this particular ruin is something that nobody needs to have. Good day.” 
 
    “You’ll be talking to someone about the Orb of Control, eventually,” said Mother. 
 
    James stopped, looking over his shoulder at her. “Why’s that?” 
 
    “Because I’m not the only interested party. I think you should have a seat. You can trust me.” 
 
    “Why should I trust you?” 
 
    “Because I’m human,” said Mother. “Now sit down.” 
 
    Yuri wanted to turn away, but he was fascinated by the strange mix of emotions playing on James Jamesh’s face. First disgust, then the upturned-face of defiance, followed by his eyes darting left and right as he realized the implications of Mother’s words. Yuri guessed that James had probably never seen a demon firsthand, and may have considered them more of a bogeyman on the news than anything serious. His mouth fell open as the sudden realization that they might be interested in him, and in what he knew, made the enemy of their people very, very real. 
 
    He slowly took his seat once again. 
 
    “I’m on your side, James,” said Mother. “But they’ve already come after our mutual acquaintance, so-” 
 
    “Is Nemarus okay?” 
 
    “He is. But you’re the next logical target.” 
 
    “If the Orb of Control is real, then nobody should have it. We disagreed about that, Nemarus and I. That’s why we never actually dug up the damned thing!” 
 
    “You disagreed?” said Mother. “So Nemarus wanted the Orb? He didn’t seem like the type to-” 
 
    “No, no.” James shook his head, seemingly annoyed at being pressed for details. “I was young back then. I was angry because my life wasn’t going the way I wanted. We found Eradol, and when we found what I believed was the… structure… or, the spot where the Orb was said to be kept, I thought it was my chance to turn things around. I was manic, totally high on my own stupid dreams, and when Nemarus said he had only gone on this journey out of curiosity, well…” James laughed to cover the pain of the memory. “We argued. I think we both decided the other was completely unreasonable, and we hardly communicated afterward, despite the fact that we were best friends before setting out.” 
 
    “You never tried again?” 
 
    James looked Mother up and down, then added, “I didn’t have any friends, or any money to hire anyone. I couldn’t dig the damned thing up on my own, and this was before robots, though I’m sure you’re too young to remember a time like that.” 
 
    “I remember it,” said Mother. “I’m very old. Likely older than you.” 
 
    Yuri was surprised. He glanced at Mother, wondering if it was true. 
 
    James lifted his brow. “Really? Then I’m sure you remember everyone was on edge back then. The pureborn still lived among us. When I was a child, the pureborn were starting to get sick. They guessed it was because of us, and while they were right, I remember it felt so unfair. You know. The way they would treat us. Shout at us in the street, throw things at us, and make up stories. It made me angry, and I… well, this will sound crazy. I never believed in the Orb of Control. To me, Nemarus was just a very smart, very interesting, and very strange man. He was so far beyond any sort of practical concerns that I looked up to him. He didn’t even notice that we were hated by everyone! Looking back on it, I can’t help but judge him. He’s just so lacking in common sense. But I know that’s not fair - he’s a good man, and he stopped me from digging into the earth and possibly finding something that would make my life even worse than it already was.” 
 
    “You didn’t believe in the Orb of Control, but you went across the world looking for it?” said Mother. “You must have really looked up to Nemarus.” 
 
    James nodded in an evasive manner. “Yes, but… the truth is, I had nothing going on in my life. Nothing but hatred for the pureborn who hated me. I wanted to get away. I didn’t believe all of Nemarus’s wild tales, but I reasoned that if the Orb was real, then… truth is, I wanted the Orb for revenge.” 
 
    “Is that so?” 
 
    James nodded slowly. “I wanted to hurt people with it.” He closed his eyes for a moment, then said, “I’m not a bad person, Janisse, but if I had gotten such a thing in my hands back then… no, that’s why I can never tell anyone where it is. It can never-” 
 
    “It’s too late for moral grandstanding,” said Mother, her sharp tongue cutting through his evasions. “If you’re that old, then you know there’s something worse out there than a bunch of dysgenic pureborn runts with feeble immune systems and a tendency to blame the highborn for everything. I’m sure you had quite a bit of resentment toward the pureborn, but if you really are old, Mister Jamesh, then it’s time you grew up. You think the pureborn really hated you? The hatred you felt from them was merely annoyance, and all it did was inconvenience you, nothing more. You have never experienced true hatred, either from others, or within yourself. But if we don’t get the Orb, then something truly hateful will get it.” 
 
    “Let me get this straight. You’re talking about… demons?” 
 
    “Demons, yes. They want the Orb of Control. And they’re not wringing their hands over it. They’re all on the same page, working together, and they’re not going to stop until they get it.” 
 
    “And you believe they will?” 
 
    “It’s inevitable. Whether they find it later today or in ten thousand years, it’s all the same to me. And it would be to you, too, if you weren’t sleepwalking through your-” 
 
    Yuri somehow felt the instinct for danger tingling along his spine even before he heard the revving of an engine. 
 
    “Hovercar! Incoming!” Gilly shouted on the comm, but Yuri already saw a large, covered hovercar tearing away from traffic on a collision course with them. Yuri instinctively reached out for it, hoping to grasp it within a net of wizardry, but his fields slid away from the protected vehicle. 
 
    “They’ve got black magi!” Yuri shouted. 
 
    The hovercar plowed through a protective glass windguard, shattering tables and chairs beneath its repulsors as it tore across the restaurant. Despite the screaming and the violent motion of people fleeing from the suicidal driver, Yuri focused on the vehicle, the hours of anxiety suddenly disappearing in a wave of razor-sharp clarity. Even his fear disappeared as some strange force took hold of him, almost seeming to direct his movements as he held forth his hand and covered the rampaging vehicle in a field of rapidly shifting frequencies. He could sense the rival wizards vying with him, changing their own frequencies to throw him off. In the searing beams of headlights he saw a woman grasp her child in terror as she fled, and he redoubled his efforts, casting a wider field around the entire vehicle, his rage at the attackers strengthening his focus. 
 
    “Oh, my God!” James shouted. “What’s wrong with them?!” 
 
    “Nothing’s wrong with them,” said Mother. “They’re demons!” 
 
    “What?!” 
 
    As if in response, the hovercar’s side door slid open, revealing several large, hulking blue trow glaring at James, their soulless black eyes finally turning to Yuri all at once. 
 
    “That’s right!” Yuri shouted, feeling a sort of madness propelling him over an imagined precipice. “Come and get me, you monsters!” 
 
    Two trow leaped from the hovercar, landing on gangly limbs. Though Yuri’s heart was racing out of control, he forced himself to stand unmoving, arm extended, somehow believing that he was untouchable even as he remained completely vulnerable. He was distracted by shifting forms within the hovercar - then Maggot-Face himself appeared in the doorway, smiling with his hair and long jacket whipping in the repulsor’s wash. As if the trow would not be enough to overwhelm Yuri, Maggot-Face pulled a dagger from his jacket, looked Yuri directly in the eyes, then reared back as he prepared to throw it. Yuri felt his insides clenching, dreading the sensation of pierced flesh. 
 
    Glass shattered at the sound of a violent report, then the hovercar jerked under the barrage of Gilly’s rifle. Maggot-Face lurched unsteadily as the hovercar shook from a bullet tearing through the hood, then a second large round punched through directly beside the first. Gilly stood leaning against a desk he had pushed up against the shattered window, the wind pulling at his dark hair as he took aim - then sent a third round tearing through the hood. The hovercar’s repulsors immediately went dark, and the vehicle fell like deadweight. Yuri was overjoyed to see Maggot-Face tumble out of the doorway with his legs flying overhead as the two trow down below were forced to scurry out of the vehicle’s way. 
 
    “Yuri, catch!” 
 
    Yuri turned in time to see Istis and Odyn racing past him, with Istis slinging Unbecome toward him. Just as Yuri grasped the long-handled blade, he felt a sense of alarm racing through him just as the hovercar’s windshield blew out. A tall trow forced its way through, with broken glass tracing red lines across its blue skin, and on its shoulder perched a hideous, dark mass of writhing flesh with its tentacles wrapped around the trow’s throat like a scarf of meat. The black mage turned its single lidless eye to Yuri, then launched toward him. 
 
    Yuri leaped atop a table and spun, casting the sheath of Unbecome free of the naked blade. If the black mage was hoping Yuri would flinch in disgust, then it was disappointed, for Yuri stood firm and brought the blade around in an arc that passed through the demon’s horrid flesh. Like a tumor ripped in half the soggy remains flew past Yuri on either side. 
 
    Despite killing the black mage, Yuri felt still more frequencies writhing around him. He knew there must be more, perhaps hiding in the ruined hovercar. Istis and Odyn attacked two of the trow, but Yuri felt frustrated and vulnerable, his concentration pushed near the breaking point. 
 
    “Are there any snipers?!” he shouted, looking around wildly. 
 
    “Let me worry about that!” said Gilly. “Focus on keeping the others free of wizardry!” 
 
    Yuri chided himself; he already knew the plan, and had only forgotten it in the heat of battle. Beneath him, Odyn and Istis fought two trow with movements too fast for his eyes to follow, flinging up tables and chairs in their wake. Glancing around, Yuri was grateful that the civilians had fled, except for James, who looked around wild-eyed as he crouched beside Mother. 
 
    Yuri felt a fluctuation within the red and orange frequencies, then his eye caught Maggot-Face sprinting toward the edge of the roof. A black mage that looked like a wet, deformed child clung to his back, glaring at Yuri. 
 
    “He’s running!” Yuri shouted. “Maggot-Face is running!” 
 
    At that moment Odyn brought the hilt of his sword up into his opponent’s jaw, stunning him, then swung the blade back around and beheaded the blue beast. His gaze instantly fixed on Maggot-Face. As if sensing his intention, Istis’s opponent and the trow who had just pulled itself through the hovercar’s windshield both whirled on Odyn, forcing him back. Trusting that he could handle himself, Istis turned and raced after Maggot-Face. 
 
    “Kotes!” Mother shouted. “Where the hell are you?!” 
 
    “I’m swinging back around!” he shouted on the comm, his voice barely audible over the roar of his hovercar’s engine. “I didn’t realize they were going to hit us so fast!” 
 
    Maggot-Face weaved from side to side as Gilly’s rifle punched through tables and chairs, casting up a wave of broken glass and splinters as the demon ran for his life. Maggot-Face’s momentum faltered as a sword flew through the air and struck the ground in front of his foot - then Istis crashed into him, folding him in half as they collided with the waitstaff station. Maggot-Face drew a dagger, but Istis grasped the demon’s wrist, slung him around, then brought him crashing to the ground. The dagger clattered against the tiles as Istis straddled the demon’s chest. The black mage still clinging to his back squealed in protest. 
 
    “Got you!” Istis shouted, wrapping a hand around Maggot-Face’s throat. “Now get those demons to back off!” 
 
    Somehow unfazed, Maggot-Face smiled at her. She was taken aback - then she recoiled in horror as the demon’s face writhed like a nest of snakes, its nose and lips riding atop waves of undulating flesh. Maggot-Face’s face suddenly erupted into a nest of large maggots which were flung skyward, ejaculated from their father only to land on Istis’s face. 
 
    Screaming, she leaped away from him, clutching and digging at her face as the maggots wiggled against her nose, lips, even her eyes. She fell on her behind and pushed away from him on her heels. 
 
    “Nice knowing you, bitch!” Maggot-Face spat as he pushed off from the ground and ran. 
 
    “Istis!” Yuri shouted, overcome by the sight of his beloved screaming on the ground, digging, clawing at her face in mortal terror. He picked himself up and flew toward her. 
 
    “I’ve got him!” Kotes shouted into the comm. “I see the prick! If he jumps, I’ll get him in the car!” 
 
    Yuri landed beside Istis, mind flooding with fear. He grasped her hands with his wizardry and pulled them away from her face, saying, “Don’t, don’t!” even as he swallowed his revulsion at the sight of the wriggling maggots tearing into her bloody, mutilated face. He knew she wanted to cry out, but she held her mouth shut, desperate to protect herself from the nightmarish invasion of her own body. Her hands spasmed in his grasp, the bloody fingers clawing at the air as she recalled the sight of the dead woman on Havenor, her body split open by the unnatural and vile creature put into her by Maggot-Face. 
 
    Mother suddenly appeared with Maggot-Face’s dagger held in one hand. She crouched beside Istis, jerked her head back by her chin, then placed the dagger against her face. 
 
    “What are you doing?!” Yuri shrieked. 
 
    “I’ll get the maggots out,” said Mother, raking the dagger upwards against Istis’s cheek. “We’re not going to lose her.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Kotes brought the hovercar to a hard stop despite the traffic whizzing past on either side, his gaze fixed on Maggot-Face’s mad dash toward the glass windbreak that encircled the restaurant. Ignoring the incessant honking of the protesting drivers, Kotes threw off his seat belt and stood in his seat, unslinging his axe with practiced ease. His hovercar had no roof, which was common, and so he felt the cold wind raking across his face as he stood upon the gently bobbing seat. 
 
    “What is this idiot planning on doing?” he said to himself. He was immediately answered as Maggot-Face blasted through the restaurant’s windscreen and fell in a shower of glass. Tracking his descent, Kotes was alarmed at the sight of several cars stopping directly behind him. 
 
    “Don’t stop!” Kotes shouted. “You damn fools!” 
 
    He watched a driver in a bright white hovercar yelling at him, his mouth moving inaudibly - and then jerking in terror as Maggot-Face fell into his back seat. Maggot-Face rose and turned toward the driver with a strangely reptilian motion, and as the demon’s black eyes narrowed, Kotes knew the driver’s life would soon be snuffed out. Without thinking, Kotes leaped, feeling his stomach lurch up into his throat as he hung high above the city, then he landed on the hood of the other hovercar. The entire city seemed to wobble as his weight pushed the front end of the car down. Kotes scrambled to grab the windshield, his gaze meeting the driver’s, the poor man screaming incoherently as he grasped the wheel. Maggot-Face lurched and fell back against the seat as he sought for a handhold. 
 
    As the hovercar started to right itself, Kotes hefted his axe overhead, hoping that the demon would flinch and give him time to climb into the seat with him. Instead, Maggot-Face hissed, then braced his foot against the door - and leaped. Kotes’s mouth fell open and horns blared as the demon fell toward the roof of a building across the street. Maggot-Face landed and rolled, then fell still. Convinced that he was surely dead, Kotes was doubly shocked when Maggot-Face pushed up onto his feet and staggered away. 
 
    “Don’t kill me!” the driver suddenly shrieked. 
 
    “It’s alright, buddy!” Kotes shouted. “Wait - don’t!” 
 
    The hovercar lurched backward as the driver sought to get away from the axeman terrorizing him. Kotes turned and leaped back toward his own hovercar, landing in a tangled heap in the backseat in time to hear the driver plow into someone stopped behind him. 
 
    “Guys!” he shouted into the comm. “I got into some trouble, and Maggot-Face, he-” 
 
    The hovercar lurched violently and Kotes shrieked as he tumbled against the door. Fearing another attack, he was surprised to see Odyn in the front seat, holding on for balance. His sword was sheathed at his back. Odyn was covered in black demon blood, and with his burning gaze fixed on Maggot-Face down below, he looked as if he had lost all patience. 
 
    “Yuri!” Odyn barked. “Get over here!” 
 
    “I have to help Istis!” Kotes heard Yuri shouting into the comm. 
 
    “Mother’s got her, and Gilly’s got Jamesh.” Glancing at Kotes trying to get himself upright in the backseat, Odyn dropped into the driver’s seat and threw the hovercar into gear. “Nobody needs you up there. Now come on!” 
 
    They rocketed away from the mob of honking cars and Odyn brought them down in a sweeping curve toward a brilliantly lit building topped with holographic trees spinning in a breeze. Kotes tried not to retch, gripping the front seat as they dived toward the limping demon. 
 
    “You see him?” said Kotes. 
 
    “I see him!” said Odyn. 
 
    At that moment Maggot-Face turned and looked up at their pursuers, his ragged gait looking out of place among the golden holographic trees. 
 
    “I’m gonna sideswipe him!” Odyn shouted. “Get ready to jump out and grab him!” 
 
    Kotes’s heart thundered as he watched Maggot-Face retrieve a short stick from his jacket. Leaning against a tall holographic projector to steady himself, the demon manipulated the stick, and it extended outward into a collapsible javelin. 
 
    “What’s he-” 
 
    Kotes did not have time to finish his sentence as Maggot-Face threw the javelin at the hovercar, falling over with the force of his own toss. With a solid thunk the blade connected with the hovercar and hung shaking from the passenger’s side. Kotes noticed that the weapon was oddly shaped - there was a device attached to its handle. He felt a sudden rush of static electricity, then heard a deafening pop! as the hovercar’s engine and lights died. 
 
    “Fairyland EMP!” said Odyn, gritting his teeth as they fell like deadweight. “Hang on!” 
 
    Kotes had already been hanging on for dear life even when death had not seemed imminent only a moment before, and could do little more as the hovercar slammed into the roof of the building, sliding sideways and tearing through projectors with the horrific shriek of tortured metal. They came to a rest with the windshield sagging in a spiderwebbed mess. 
 
    “You alive?!” said Odyn, rising without pause. 
 
    “Y-yeah…” Kotes muttered. 
 
    “Good! Engine’s already trying to restart. The EMP must have been weak!” 
 
    Kotes followed Odyn’s gaze, and saw Maggot-Face lurching across the rooftop. 
 
    “Get the car started!” Odyn shouted. 
 
    “But what are you-” 
 
    Without waiting for a response, Odyn leaped from the battered hovercar and took off at a dead run. 
 
    As Maggot-Face staggered toward the edge of the roof, he looked over his shoulder, hoping to see two dead highborn lying under a ruined hovercar. Instead he saw Odyn racing through glitching, discolored holograms, his face a mask of predatory anger. The wounded black mage gripping Maggot-Face’s back reached out, only to recoil at the sharp sting of protective crystals lacing the highborn’s black and yellow armor. 
 
    “Yuri!” Odyn shouted. “Where are you?!” 
 
    “I… I see you! What do I-” 
 
    “Maggot-Face is out of options - he’s going to jump!” 
 
    “But I can’t grab him if he’s got a-” 
 
    “Let me worry about that! Just get over here!” 
 
    Maggot-Face fell against the waist-high protective parapet, and with one last hateful glance thrown at Odyn, he climbed atop the barrier. As Odyn heard Yuri shouting into the comm, “Hold on, Odyn, I’m not close enough!” Odyn leaped at Maggot-Face and crashed into him, wrapping his arms around the demon and sending them both over the side. 
 
    In a sickening rush of wind and flashing lights they fell through the sky. Maggot-Face turned and glared at Odyn, hissing as the larger highborn wrapped his legs around him. Suddenly the malformed black mage swung around Maggot-Face’s shoulder and grasped at Odyn’s unprotected face with his wizardry, pulling and pushing at his mouth and eyes. In a flash Odyn’s hand struck like a serpent, wrapping around the black mage and squeezing with enough force to send its black eyeball popping out in a tidal wave of brain matter forced out with unbelievable pressure. 
 
    Odyn threw the soggy mass aside only to see Maggot-Face’s face pulsating and writhing with another batch of reproductive maggots. He caught the hint of a smirk as the demon’s lips rode on a wave of flesh. Without hesitation Odyn’s forehead crashed into the demon’s face, sending Maggot-Face reeling as the maggots were thrown aside without proper ejection. Odyn held onto the unconscious demon as he noticed the lights of the street down below rushing up to meet him. 
 
    “Yuri! Are you-” 
 
    “I’m here!” said Yuri, his yellow moth cloak twisting as he raced through the air. Landing against the side of a building and standing as if it were a horizontal surface, Yuri was partially concealed by an abstract hologram dancing through him, but Odyn saw him reaching out toward him. Invisible fingers of air slid against Odyn’s arms and back, slowing his fall before Yuri’s wizardry finally brought him and his prey to a gradual stop. Odyn gulped in air as he looked down and saw people on the street only a few feet away looking up at him in alarm. Maggot-Face lay in his arms, unmindful of how close he had come to death. Odyn turned back to Yuri with a triumphant grin. 
 
    “We got him, Yuri!” he shouted, slinging the limp demon by his collar. “We got Maggot-Face!” 
 
    Yuri nodded, unable to smile because he could not get the image of Istis in pain out of his mind. “You there, Kotes?” he said. 
 
    “Yeah!” Kotes responded. “Car’s working, too, but she’s seen better days.” 
 
    “Then let’s get the hell out of here.” 
 
    “I gotta take it easy with this thing. You in a rush or something?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Yuri. “It’s just… just a bad feeling.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Oh, my God!” said James Jamesh. “That’s Maggot-Face!” 
 
    “Yeah, it is,” said Kotes. “Get in!” 
 
    Kotes sat at the wheel of their hovercar, which idled at the broken windscreen where Maggot-Face’s crew had originally crashed through. The battered hood sat uneasily atop the folded front end, and the side was a deformed, blackened mass. As bad as it looked, Kotes had to admit that it fit in with the restaurant, where splinters and shattered dishes lay in heaps beside twisted trow corpses lying in their own blood. Even the Curleque sign flashed and sputtered. He was relieved to see no dead civilians - an unexpected miracle considering the events of the night. 
 
    Yuri ignored the mess, for his gaze was fixed on Istis. Her face was a checkerboard of blackened, scabbed-over incisions where Mother had cut the demon-maggots out of her. Though he was relieved that she seemed to be fine, he noted that her shoulders were slumped as if in shame. He did not want to put undue attention on her, so he only stared at her until she finally returned his gaze. She nodded to him slightly, then looked away, unwilling to make her ordeal the focus of attention. 
 
    “I’m not getting in that!” said James. “Even if I was going with you people, that piece of junk isn’t going to be able to hold all of us. And there’s a monster sitting right there, if you haven’t noticed!” 
 
    Indeed, the most talked-about demon in recent memory was currently lying propped up in the backseat with his mouth hanging open, as if enjoying a nap. Mother tossed Odyn an empty bag, and he stood up in his seat and pulled it over Maggot-Face’s head. As Odyn pulled the string taut over the demon’s throat, he said, “This demon’s cuffed, Mister Jamesh. He isn’t going anywhere. And we don’t have far to go.” Odyn fell back in his seat and wrapped an arm around Maggot-Face. “We just need to get you to our transport.” 
 
    “Transport?” said James, laughing uncomfortably. “No, we’re going to wait here for the police to show up! I mean… aren’t we?” 
 
    “Absolutely not,” said Mother. “After all the hell we raised, we’ll be arrested for sure. Even if it’s only for a short time, we won’t be able to protect you - and you’ve already seen what these monsters are willing to do to get to you.” 
 
    “Janisse…” 
 
    “Mother is my name. And I will make sure that you’re protected. Now, please - get in.” 
 
    James opened his mouth, then clamped it shut. Shaking his head and muttering, he climbed into the battered hovercar, wincing as it bobbed under his weight. 
 
    “I don’t mean to complain,” said Gilly, “but this is a four-seater, maybe six could fit if they were very friendly. Shouldn’t we throw our guest in the trunk?” 
 
    James turned to Gilly with an insulted expression. 
 
    “Our demonic guest, I mean!” Gilly added, laughing nervously as he clambered over Kotes and dropped down in front. Gesturing for James to follow, he added, “Forgive me, sir.” 
 
    “No,” said Odyn. “I want to keep an eye on this tricky bastard. There’s no telling what he might pull if we leave him unattended in the trunk.” 
 
    Mother climbed into the front and squeezed in beside Gilly, James, and Kotes. Yuri made room for Istis to get into the back with him, then felt alarmed when he realized how close she would be to the demon. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” said Odyn. 
 
    “It’s just… that demon is right there…” 
 
    “What? Not enough room? I have an idea.” Odyn grabbed the back of Maggot-Face’s neck and threw him down roughly onto the floorboard. “Istis, prop your feet on that creature’s head, will you?” 
 
    Yuri sighed, uncomfortable at the show of cruelty. “Odyn, I don’t know if-” 
 
    “Gladly,” said Istis, setting her boots down on Maggot-Face’s head as she plopped down into her seat. 
 
    Kotes suddenly hit the gas and shot away from the roof as two white-armored law enforcers appeared at the entrance to the restaurant. At the same time, blue and red light reflected from the far side of the building as patrol hovercars approached. 
 
    “Don’t stop for anything!” Odyn shouted. “Make straight for the aviary. We’ll cross the sea and throw ourselves at the Emperor’s mercy.” 
 
    Kotes said nothing, and only gritted his teeth as they dropped through several layers of traffic in a sickening dive. He pulled up the car’s nose, checked to see that no one was behind them, then pulled around several cars and shot forward. The misshapen hood bounced as the engine roared. Far below, white lights strung upon rows of trees came to life, flashing in a pattern like a racing river of light, and above them holograms danced along a canyon of glass. 
 
    Mother turned to look back. 
 
    “Any law enforcement?” said Odyn. 
 
    “No…” 
 
    For some reason, Mother did not turn back around, but only kept her gaze fixed on something behind them. 
 
    “What’s-” Odyn began, but was interrupted by the sound of muffled laughter. 
 
    “He’s moving!” said Istis, shoving her foot roughly into the demon’s face. Maggot-Face turned away, and his laughter redoubled. 
 
    “The hell is he on about?!” said James, his eyes wide with terror as he turned to look back at Yuri and Istis. Maggot-Face suddenly shrieked with laughter, his whole body tossing with unconcealed glee. 
 
    “Someone’s following us!” Mother shouted, pointing, and though she said more, her voice was drowned out by the roar of loud music. Turning, they saw a large, turbocharged hovercar racing to catch up with them. Holographic lights reflected off the deluxe vehicle’s shiny cherry red exterior. Yuri’s mouth fell open in shock, for the open-topped vehicle was driven by and packed full of kobolds who were not bothering to conceal their identities in any way. Worse still, another demon stepped up on top of the front seat and propped a foot on the dashboard, riding the hovercar like a chariot as he unsheathed a heavy black longsword gleaming with crystals. Yuri locked eyes with the demon’s yellow gaze, noticing white hair twisting in the wind and a nightmarishly casual smile. His black mesh armor was covered in the blood of the hovercar’s previous owner. 
 
    It was none other than Varg Wormwood, the most dreadful of all the demons who persecuted the Sanctuary. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Eight 
 
    Death Ride Down the River of Light 
 
      
 
    Sorry to pull this trick on you, brother, said Varg, but I had a feeling you would run into trouble! 
 
    I’m down here! Maggot-Face said unnecessarily, for he could already feel his brother rifling through his memories. He did not mind at all, even though his brother had hidden his own memories and sensations over the past few days. Just get me out of here! 
 
    Ah, they have the highborn who knows about the Orb, too? said Varg, his smile widening to obscene proportions. Oh, ho! This is too much! 
 
    “It’s Varg Wormwood!” Mother shouted, and Varg was amused at the sight of seven pairs of eyes turning in his direction. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Shields up, Yuri!” said Mother, and at the same time Odyn rose and unsheathed his sword from his back. “Everyone, hang on!” 
 
    Even as Yuri raised shields of varying frequencies around their battered hovercar, he could feel black magi probing at him, hoping to find an open frequency. Feeling desperate and overwhelmed, he thought, Just keep the shields up! Keep changing the frequency! so that the fear would not crush him. 
 
    He could not look away from the oversized hovercar revving its engine and coming alongside them, with Varg in his dark armor standing atop the front seat with an unnervingly casual air, the lights of holograms reflecting off his sword, making it seem like a dancing serpent resting on his shoulder. The hovercar’s rear vibrated with the roar of oversized stereo speakers. 
 
    “My God!” said Kotes, flooring the gas pedal as Gilly chambered a round in his rifle. “What are we going to-” 
 
    Just then, the kobold driving the hovercar glared at them, its misshapen face forming into an unnatural web of creases, then it jerked the wheel and swung toward them. Odyn and Varg both crouched as the demon car slammed into them, sending them pitching toward a row of balconies. Yuri heard people screaming and running indoors as Kotes fought to pull away from them, their cries of alarm punctuating the maddening beat of the music. 
 
    “You gotta lose ‘em!” said Mother. 
 
    “They’re too fast!” said Kotes. 
 
    “Then find a side street and-” 
 
    She was interrupted as the demon car slammed into them again, this time driving them toward a skyscraper. The demon car tilted sickeningly as it pushed against them, as if the demon driver meant to flip them over entirely. The unbelievable bass shook in Yuri’s chest as it rattled their hovercar, then he jerked in alarm as they smashed against the side of the building, shattering windows in their wake. Still Kotes kept the gas pedal floored and broken glass fell in a shower, feeling no different from rain as it fell on Yuri’s head and beat against the trunk. 
 
    Varg pushed up from his crouch and, with a kobold  gripping his leg that was braced against the seat, he swung his sword overhead. Odyn bolted upward, and with one foot planted next to Yuri and the other foot propped atop the front seat, he lifted his blade and blocked a wild swing that shook their hovercar. 
 
    “Enough of this!” Gilly shouted, rising from his seat and leaning against the windshield so that he could bring his long rifle to bear. But at that moment, a kobold leaped from the demon car and slammed into Gilly with suicidal recklessness, flinging them both over the windshield. They crashed on top of the hood and slid forward. The demon rolled right over the edge, and Gilly only barely stopped his forward momentum. Awkwardly clutching his rifle, he was suddenly jerked forward as the demon lurched up and grabbed his leg. Gilly’s fingers desperately clung to the folded steel of the hood as he hung from the front end with a demon hanging from his leg, digging its claws into him. 
 
    “Gilly!” Istis shouted, but as she rose to help him, another kobold leaped toward her. Yuri had no time to react - but it did not seem he needed to, for Istis twisted and pushed the demon in midair, bringing it crashing against the trunk face-first. It whirled in her hands like a raving animal, thrashing and spitting as she wrapped an arm around its neck and bore down on it. Maggot-Face took the opportunity to rise awkwardly, but Istis immediately hooked a leg around his neck, then jerked him into the seat where she could crush his neck between her thighs as she locked her knees together. 
 
    As they pulled clear of the skyscraper, the demon car pushed them around a turn, bringing them through the waving lights of oncoming traffic, yet still Varg swung his blade and Odyn parried, their blows ringing and casting sparks. Odyn suddenly swung low, toward Varg’s leg, but with preternatural reflexes Varg lifted his leg out of his ally’s stabilizing grasp. As Varg stood on one leg braced against the dashboard, Odyn’s sword passed through the other demon’s forearms, sending its hands flying into traffic. As Varg brought his leg back down the kobold held Varg’s leg with its stubs, and Varg used his momentum to bring his sword down with shocking force. Odyn blocked it, and an unexpected burst of ice particles flew from Varg’s black blade with the impact. Odyn bent beneath the blow as he blocked it, then his gaze locked with Varg’s yellow eyes and slitted pupils. The demon’s face twisted in a dark, scaly mass, his frigid breath visible as the hatred of his race poured through him and bore down onto Odyn. 
 
    “Mother!” Gilly shrieked, his hand sliding down the hood as his face disappeared from view. 
 
    “Hang on!” Mother shouted. As she climbed atop the windshield, another kobold leaped atop the hood. Though she assumed it would attack Gilly, its black eyes fixed on James. James froze as if turned into a statue, shocked by the grim reality of seeing the eternal foe of the highborn face to face. 
 
    As the demon lurched unsteadily toward James, Mother reached into her jacket and drew out her sidearm. Though it would not be strong enough to pierce the monster’s thick hide, much less its stolen armor, she blasted it directly in the kneecap, causing it to stumble. As it fell, it reached out and grabbed her arm, then fell and twisted her against the top of the windshield. The demon’s legs swung over the side, pulling her even harder, drawing a scream out of her as she was pinned to the windshield. 
 
    The music suddenly shrieked and warbled, and as it died they heard the sound of a heavy sniper rifle firing. Flashing red and blue lights revealed a heavy, armored law enforcement hovercar coming up from behind, with a sniper propping his rifle over the windshield. The demon driver’s head suddenly opened up in an explosion of gore that covered the seat and spiderwebbed windshield in dark red blood, then the hovercar jerked to the side as he fell against the steering wheel. 
 
    Varg spat in frustration as he fought to maintain balance, opening his mouth wide and revealing long rows of jagged white teeth. Still he took the time to point at Odyn, shouting, “You! I’ll remember you, highborn!” 
 
    In response, Odyn swung his sword overhead and brought it crashing down on the arm of the kobold who was grasping Mother. As the demon fell, Mother dropped painfully back into her seat, and James bellowed in fear as the demon’s severed hand flopped in his lap. Gritting his teeth in frustration at the arrival of the police, Odyn turned back to Varg and watched as the demon leaped from the hovercar. Two black magi like wet, reptilian infants flew up from the back seat and wrapped around Varg as he fell through several lanes of traffic, then the oversized hovercar crashed into the side of a building, shattering and raining metal and plastic as it met with implacable marble. 
 
    “Stop the car and drop your weapons!” an officer in white armor shouted into a loudspeaker. Two more armored hovercars appeared in front of them, braking forcefully as they drew up at high speed. An officer with a long steel spear was already bracing against the back seat, preparing to throw at the first sign of movement. 
 
    “You’re under arrest!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Nine 
 
    Lord Otr of Andvari 
 
      
 
    Odyn sat on his knees with his hands shackled behind his back. With his eyes closed, he felt the memory of the fight coming back to him. He saw Varg’s blade turning in the air, the demon’s every muscle working in perfect coordination to bring the sword down with incredible precision and power. He had blocked the blow, and tried to turn his blade back against the demon - no easy feat with the hovercar moving beneath him. 
 
    Again he wondered what he could have done differently. Relaxing his mind, he went back to the moment when he had blocked the attack, flexing his forearms at the memory of the violent impact. Varg had pressed the blade against him, and their eyes had locked. Just then, Odyn remembered seeing and feeling particles of ice. Despite the mild weather, he had seen Varg’s breath in a cold cloud as he exhaled. 
 
    That’s so odd, he thought. How is that possible? 
 
    Didn’t Nemarus say that he was cold when Maggot-Face questioned him? 
 
    The door banged open loudly and footsteps rang against the tiles. Odyn opened his eyes. He was in a room with white marble walls polished to a shine, white tiled floor, and white ceiling. He was dressed only in his undergarments. At the head of two armored guards walked a tall, lean man in a tunic and a long white cloak with a fringe of white fur. He had short white hair that came down in a widow’s peak on his high forehead. His blue eyes bore into Odyn with an intense psychic weight, but Odyn held his gaze. 
 
    “Are you Otr, Lord of Andvari?” said Odyn. 
 
    “I am.” Otr stopped before Odyn and stood with his hands on his hips. “Are you Yndra?” 
 
    “Odyn Yndra of the Dandy Jaggers,” said Odyn, bowing slightly. “I must admit to being starstruck, my Lord. I did not expect to be congratulated by a man of your stature.” 
 
    “Hn!” Lord Otr forced out laughter. “Congratulations are in order, then? You entered my land on false pretenses. You enticed demons to enter this realm, then they attacked my people. You started a brawl in public, and then you kidnapped one of my citizens!” 
 
    “I captured Maggot-Face, my Lord.” 
 
    Otr’s face twisted into an expression of supreme disgust. “Young man, the whole point of founding this land on an island was to leave the demons behind.” 
 
    Odyn winced and shook his head. “I’m sorry to relieve you of your misconceptions, Lord Otr, but a little bit of water does not separate you from the Sanctuary. As long as Emperor Wodan fights against demons on behalf of his people, then as his loyal servant, so do you.” 
 
    Lord Otr signaled to one of his guards. The man approached, twisting his long stun-staff so that it would charge. Without preamble he jammed the stick into Odyn’s gut, sending a lance of pain jolting through him. He yelped and tossed forward, twitching long after the staff was withdrawn. The second guard approached and, placing the toe of his boot against Odyn’s chest, pushed him back up. Odyn gasped in pain, blinking to clear black spots from his eyes. 
 
    “I’ll not take such attitude from a common mercenary, and an outsider on top of that,” said Otr. “Understand?” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” said Odyn. “Yes sir, Lord Otr, sir!” 
 
    Otr grimaced, still sensing disrespect despite Odyn’s words. “Odyn, do you know why I’m taking the time to question you, rather than the leader of your little company?” 
 
    Odyn smiled awkwardly. “I don’t blame you, my Lord,” he said. “Mother is a most beautiful woman, and you’re not the first man to find himself unnerved by her.” 
 
    Otr nodded to a guard, who jammed the stick against Odyn’s calf. As pain thrashed up the length of his leg Odyn screamed and fell over on his side. Even as the guard withdrew the stick, Odyn’s leg twitched underneath him, attempting to bend and straighten at the same time. 
 
    “I came to speak to you, young man,” said Lord Otr, “because your man Yuri was quite adamant about the fact that this plot to bring Maggot-Face into my land was your idea. Even when your companions argued against the idea, you pushed them into compliance.” 
 
    “Did Kotes give you my name, too?” 
 
    “He did not.” 
 
    “Good man.” 
 
    “But he didn’t need to. Yuri said that this was solely your foolhardy plan. He’s very angry at you.” 
 
    “Yuri said all that?” 
 
    “He did.” 
 
    Odyn smiled, then laughed as he fought to bring himself back up into a kneeling position. “What a scoundrel!” said Odyn. “A young pup blaming a fellow soldier for being eager to fight. He’ll grow out of that.” Odyn looked Otr up and down, and Otr was surprised when he had trouble drawing in a breath as Odyn’s gaze disrupted his concentration. “But will you outgrow your fear of war, Lord Otr? Or will you hide here, behind a puddle of water, hoping that the demons will pass you by?” 
 
    Without any signal from his Lord, the guard jammed his stun-stick into Odyn’s side. Odyn gritted his teeth but allowed the arcing bolt of pain to lash his body, somehow thrusting the pain into the deepest recesses of his awareness. He kept his gaze fixed on Lord Otr as the stun-stick hissed and spat. Lord Otr threw up a hand and the guard relented, then looked at his stick, as if confused by what must have been a malfunction. 
 
    “Are you an absolute fool, Odyn Yndra? I could have you imprisoned for what you’ve done.” 
 
    Odyn took a deep breath, then said, “I know you’ve seen what the Emperor does to those who give aid to devils. Don’t put yourself up on a stage with him, Lord Otr. Just pin a medal on me and let me leave with my prisoner.” 
 
    Otr stared at Odyn, suddenly confused by the poise and resolve hiding behind the mask of the lowly mercenary. There came a knock at the door. When one of the guards opened it, another armored law enforcer poked his head in. 
 
    “James Jamesh just vouched for his character, Lord Otr,” said the man, nodding in Odyn’s direction. 
 
    “Vouched for him?” said Otr. “So he knows him?” 
 
    “Now he claims he’s been friends with these people for years. Says he invited them for protection after he began to suspect he was being followed by demons. If that’s true, sir, then they’re not outsiders. They’re guests.” 
 
    Red-faced, Lord Otr turned and glared at Odyn. 
 
    “You’ll have to forgive my man Yuri,” said Odyn. “He’s young and excitable. He doesn’t know the full extent of what’s going on.” 
 
    “So it seems,” said Otr. Passing a hand through his hair, he said, “Give them their things and see them off. Hand the demon over to them… and make Jamesh go with them.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” said the guards. 
 
    “And make sure that they leave. ” 
 
    Without turning to look at Odyn, Lord Otr turned about and made for the door. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty 
 
    Boiling Kettle 
 
      
 
    It was nighttime when they were finally released, and being unable to stay in Andvari, they were forced to set off across the ocean at once. The sun rose behind them and it was late in the day when they finally found the coast. There was no beach, only a strip of jagged rocks tortured by the waves, and so they continued their flight over the hills until they came to a wide meadow nestled within a pine forest at the foot of a hill. They were somewhere north of Doreido, in a land empty of habitation as far as they could tell. 
 
    The birds seemed unfazed by the long, exhausting flight, for Elseth and Tan-Lil immediately set to snapping and bobbing their heads with one another while Buddy and Snowy nestled close and watched rain falling on the distant hills, looking as if they were on vacation. James Jamesh climbed down from the transport and looked around awkwardly, unsure of what to do with himself. He wore a rust brown travelling outfit which was obviously brand new. 
 
    Kotes went to the transport to make coffee, then stopped and stared at the demon sitting slouched with a bag over his head. Kotes finally threw the coffee beans back into the cabinet with a muttered curse and stepped out of the transport once again. 
 
    “What’s your problem?” said Odyn, stepping past him as he approached the transport. 
 
    “Nothing,” said Kotes. 
 
    “Good. Can we get some coffee, please?” 
 
    “With that thing sitting in there?” 
 
    “Jamesh, Istis, and Mother sat in here with him all night,” said Odyn, hauling himself in through the doorway. “You can’t stand by him for five minutes?” 
 
    Kotes scowled and turned away, but said nothing. 
 
    Odyn disappeared inside, but in a moment he returned hauling the demon by his arm. With a rude shove he pushed the demon out of the transport. Maggot-Face yelped and fell flat in the wet dirt, his head rebounding slightly with the impact. Odyn hopped out and attached a stretchable cord to the demon’s shackles. As Maggot-Face turned to look over his shoulder, Odyn set a foot on his back and pressed him down again. Turning to Kotes, he held his arms wide. Kotes finally made his way back into the transport, shaking his head as he passed by Odyn. 
 
    “Mother here, from the Dandy Jaggers,” said Mother, her voice muffled within the cockpit. “We’ve just captured an important specimen that the Emperor will want to see. Yes. Yes. Well, we’re somewhere not far from Doreido, but we can head toward Arcadia, if he’s there. I understand that’s classified, but we…” 
 
    “Excuse me, sir,” said James. 
 
    “Yes, sir?” said Yuri. 
 
    James approached Yuri with a nervous expression, and Yuri suddenly realized that he was now apparently an experienced mercenary rather than a confused outsider wondering what he should be doing. 
 
    “I was just wondering,” said James, “are we going to be making camp here? This field is awfully wet. Not that I mind, I’m just wondering.” 
 
    “I think Mother’s on the line with someone right now, figuring out what we need to do. If we can drop Maggot-Face off in Doreido, then we’ll likely head there immediately. If not, we’ll probably rest here a bit, then head toward Arcadia, which will be quite a trip. Especially with…” 
 
    Yuri felt it would be bad luck to mention Maggot-Face when he was so close, so he tilted his chin toward the creature lying face-down in the mud. 
 
    “I see,” said James. 
 
    “Listen, be sure not to speak to him, alright?” said Yuri. “He’ll probably try to get information out of you. As in, our location.” 
 
    “I see,” James repeated, his eyes suddenly growing wide. “But Mother already mentioned we might go to-” 
 
    “He already knows that it’ll be one place or the other, Doreido or Arcadia,” said Yuri. “Knowing our exact location won’t help him, per se, but it could help other demons that might be listening through his ears.” 
 
    James blinked and the color drained from his face. Yuri imagined he had probably looked much the same, back when an understanding of the reality of demonkind had hit home, and was no longer theoretical. 
 
    Gilly remained distant as coffee was handed out, and Kotes drank his with a sour expression, seeming lost in thought until he turned to watch Odyn pull Maggot-Face up by his collar before throwing him back in the transport. 
 
    “Odyn,” said Kotes. “We need to talk.” 
 
    Hearing something in his tone, Odyn froze, then turned to him. “In private?” 
 
    “No. This involves all of us.” 
 
    Odyn nodded. “I’m listening.” 
 
    Kotes drained the rest of his coffee, then said, “I’m out. Gilly is, too. Sorry, Odyn.” 
 
    Yuri felt his breath sucked out, and a heavy silence fell over them. Yuri turned to Gilly, but Gilly averted his gaze. Mother suddenly shut off her comm and leaned out of the transport. “The hell did you just say?” she said. 
 
    “I said we’re out, Mother. I apologize. I don’t know how else to say it. But we have to get out of this outfit before this one gets us killed.” Kotes leveled his finger at Odyn. 
 
    “Gets you killed?” said Odyn. “Brother, I made you immortal! I just threw the demon everybody’s talking about into your lap, and this is the thanks I get?” 
 
    Kotes choked on his response. He turned to Gilly, who shared his look, but said nothing. 
 
    “You really are crazy,” said Kotes, turning back to Odyn. “Once again you’re talking in abstractions. Totally disconnected from reality! I have a family back home, Odyn! So does Gilly!” 
 
    “So do I!” Odyn shouted. 
 
    “Do you? Then how come you never talk about them? How come I’ve never seen pictures of them? Or heard any stories about the stupid, funny things they do? No, Odyn, you don’t have a family. All you care about is glory. That’s why you’re reckless, that’s why you don’t care about putting people’s lives at risk, as long as it gets everyone talking about you. That’s why you put the kids in danger, the first chance you got, back in Havenor!” Kotes jerked a thumb in Istis and Yuri’s direction. 
 
    “Is that really your take on the situation?” said Odyn. 
 
    “Tell me I’m wrong, then.” 
 
    “I don’t do this so people will notice. People notice because I do this.” Odyn reached back into the transport and grabbed Maggot-Face by his ankle. He jerked the demon out with sudden, sharp force, slinging him onto the muddy field on his back. As Maggot-Face recoiled in frightened confusion, Odyn put his foot on the demon’s neck and forced him back down into the mud. Maggot-Face was much smaller than Odyn, and looked like a spider curling itself into a protective ball. Odyn pressed his boot into Maggot-Face’s neck, then lifted his foot slightly. The bag over the demon’s face was sucked in with sudden pressure as it tried to breathe, then Odyn applied the weight of his boot once again. 
 
    “People out for glory don’t last long in this line of work,” said Odyn. “The ones who do well, the really great hunters, are all driven by love and by hate. For you, those are just abstractions. For me, it’s reality. I truly hate these creatures, and I’ll do anything to protect my family from them.” 
 
    “What family?!” Kotes shot back. 
 
    “You guys. You idiots are my family. I jumped out in front of Varg Wormwood to protect you. Didn’t I? You know anybody else who loves you that much? Think your wife or your children love you that much, Kotes? But why do I have to explain this to you? You’re the same!” 
 
    “I’m not the same.” 
 
    “You’re the same! Back when we were looking for Emmit in Kumala Kuara, who busted through his door looking for trouble? Back in Havenor when you thought the rookies were in trouble, who jumped through the roof to save them?” 
 
    Odyn took his foot from Maggot-Face’s throat, and in the heavy silence they heard the demon wheezing in pain. Odyn glared at Kotes, then at Gilly, then stared down at Maggot-Face with his hands on his hips, looking like some kind of appraiser of demons. 
 
    “You’re greater than you think you are,” Odyn finally said. “You can… you can do more than you think.” 
 
    “Guys,” said Mother, “just take a week off. After we dump Maggot-Face in the Emperor’s lap, take a week off. Take a month off. You’re stressed out.” 
 
    “How do you know what I’m feeling, Mother?” said Kotes. “How could you possibly know?” 
 
    “Because I’m old and I’ve seen it all,” she immediately responded. “I’ve seen people who believe they’re broken when they’re really just tired. You’re worn out and the situation has grown in your mind. Just go home. Have sex with your wife. Lay around until the boredom comes back. Until you realize that the worst night of your life was really the best. Then come back to us.” 
 
    Kotes sighed in frustration, gritting his teeth, unable to speak as he fought to manage his anger. 
 
    Gilly cleared his throat. “That sounds like a good idea, Mother,” he said, “but Kotes has a point. Maybe we are better than we think, but all the same… there’s different kinds of mercenary groups, aren’t there? And I think… I think this one is just too much for us. We routinely bite off more than we can chew. We drove off the wizards we used to have, and as soon as we got Yuri, we’ve been running and running. And it…” Gilly drew in a deep breath, then glanced at Yuri and Istis as he added, “It doesn’t look like it’s going to stop until somebody gets killed.” 
 
    As they fell silent once again, Mother slowly sank down and sat on the transport’s entryway, dangling her feet over the side. “I guess this is what you guys were talking about all night, huh?” she said. 
 
    “Yeah,” said Gilly. Kotes nodded. 
 
    “How long will you stay with us?” 
 
    “We were…” Gilly began, then turned to Kotes. 
 
    “We’re leaving for Doreido right now,” said Kotes. Suddenly turning to Yuri and Istis, he said, “What about it, you guys? You want to come with us? Or you want to stay with this crazy outfit?” 
 
    Yuri’s discomfort suddenly turned into a jolt of alarm. During the entire uncomfortable discussion, he had felt a surprising amount of pain, even fear. He had lived long enough to part ways with many friends, but the sadness of those moments was nothing compared to this. Though he had to admit that he really did not have a great deal in common with Kotes or Gilly, or with anyone in the Dandy Jaggers for that matter, the idea that the team was even capable of splitting up filled him with a dread that unmoored his soul. He was shocked at how deeply the pain of abandonment cut into him. 
 
    Istis said nothing, but turned to Yuri. Yuri realized that all eyes were on him. 
 
    “Are you serious?” said Yuri. “I’m not leaving. I…” Yuri’s mouth hung open. He wanted to tell Gilly and Kotes to stay, that they were his brothers and could never leave, even if they wanted to. But the words would not come, so he fell silent. 
 
    “I’m staying, too,” said Istis. “I wish you both would stay with us.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Istis,” said Gilly. “Maybe we’ll see each other around.” 
 
    Istis forced a tight-lipped smile, but Yuri could do no such thing. Kotes turned away and stalked towards the birds, then Gilly followed. 
 
    “What about you, Mister Jamesh?” Odyn suddenly turned toward their guest. “You itching to leave us, too?” 
 
    “And miss this drama? Never.” 
 
    “But you won’t give us the location of the ruins?” 
 
    “I’d rather you tough guys think of me as the only person who knows where Eradol is located,” James said with a smile. “Otherwise, you might not prioritize protecting me.” 
 
    Odyn scoffed, then turned toward the transport. “What did they tell you, Mother?” he asked. 
 
    Mother hesitated, then lifted her brow. “They said to lay low and wait for backup.” 
 
    “They’re sending someone to get Maggot-Face?” 
 
    Mother nodded. 
 
    Odyn sighed, then turned to look at the crumpled form lying in the mud. Finding the cord tied to Maggot-Face’s shackles, he jerked it hard enough to get the demon moving. As Maggot-Face fought to rise to his knees, Odyn pulled the rope impatiently. 
 
    “Well, then,” said Odyn, “guess I’ll have to cross this off my list before backup gets here.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” said Yuri. “You’re not going to kill it, are you?” 
 
    “No. I just want to ask him a few questions.” As Maggot-Face rose unsteadily, Odyn grabbed his collar and pulled him onto his feet. Reaching into the transport, Odyn grabbed Maggot-Face’s long jacket and slung it over his shoulder. He dug his fingers into Maggot-Face’s arm, then turned and walked in the direction of the woods, dragging the demon with him. 
 
    “Are you sure that’s safe?” said Yuri. “Want me to come with you?” 
 
    “Nothing is safe, Yuri, and no, I need to do this alone.” Glancing at Kotes and Gilly packing their things, he added, “I don’t want anyone else getting upset about the realities of this line of work.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-One 
 
    Mask of Maggots 
 
      
 
    As they drew near the woods, Odyn heard a bird calling out. Odyn pulled Maggot-Face to a stop, then turned and watched as Kotes rose into the air on Snowy, then Gilly joined him on Tan-Lil. He watched as they flew toward the hills lying south, and felt himself pulled along with them. His throat tightened and he forced himself to take a deep breath. He watched until they disappeared from view, then finally he turned to look at the demon standing next to him. Odyn pushed it roughly, and as the demon stumbled and stood as if unsure of itself, Odyn grabbed it by its arm once again and hauled it toward the woods. 
 
    Broad leafy branches stretched overhead, still dripping from a storm they had missed. Maggot-Face jerked in alarm as a rabbit raced across their path. Odyn might have been amused if this demon had not already given him so much trouble. 
 
    They came to a dreary clearing between a cluster of twisted fig trees looking wretched, standing in a huddle. Looking around, Odyn saw nothing but dark trunks and hanging foliage. 
 
    “Get down on your knees,” said Odyn. 
 
    Maggot-Face hesitated, glancing backward as if expecting to see an executioner’s blade through the bag covering his head. Odyn waited. When the demon finally knelt, Odyn jerked the bag from his face. Maggot-Face shrank back, wincing at the sudden light and cold air against his sweat-soaked face. Again he turned to look over his shoulder. 
 
    “Don’t look at me,” said Odyn. “And sit on your feet.” 
 
    Maggot-Face faced forward and put his weight on his feet. Odyn took a moment to look him over. Even now, when the Sanctuary was mostly under attack from humanoid demons, he found it odd seeing one that looked so human. Maggot-Face wore a rough-looking black t-shirt, and surprisingly fashionable black pants. Odyn had stripped him of his boots long ago, but they were also designer shoes. His skin was not coarse like a kobold’s flesh, or even like Varg’s, but was instead textured like human skin, albeit strangely patterned in black and white. 
 
    Maggot-Face took a deep breath and let it out slowly, which only further angered Odyn. He had dealt with many demons in his time, but he had never seen one dealing with nerves. They were more like robots, or animals when angered and pressed into a corner. Seeing Maggot-Face dealing with the fear of being hurt or killed made it seem as if whatever foul womb was churning out these monsters had finally crossed a line. 
 
    “Why were you made to look like us?” said Odyn. 
 
    “Well…” Maggot-Face said, then trailed off. He started to turn and look over his shoulder, then thought better of it. “Part of us comes from you. From your genetic material.” 
 
    “That’s not an answer. You steal our men all the time, but most of you come out looking like the kobolds. Why are you different? And Varg, too, for that matter.” 
 
    “If I answer your questions, will you listen to my proposal?” 
 
    “I’ll hear it.” 
 
    “I believe my mother is desperate to win, so she… but how can I make you understand? You’re so different from us.” 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    Maggot-Face sighed. “Mother makes us all, but she has limits. She does not have a mind for… for military tactics? It’s difficult to make you understand.” 
 
    “Let me give you a hint, demon,” said Odyn. “I get that you’re all connected, and that’s how you communicate. But just because you can’t see me nodding at every word you say doesn’t mean I’m sitting here scratching my head. Just say what’s on your mind and trust that I’ll understand what you mean. Okay?” 
 
    “Trust… is that what you call it? As in, an understanding?” 
 
    “Don’t get distracted. I asked why you’re different from the other demons.” 
 
    “Of course, I don’t really know,” said Maggot-Face. “I can only guess.” 
 
    “You don’t know? She’s your mother, your leader, or whatever, but she doesn’t just tell you?” 
 
    “She gives us what we need,” he said, suddenly sounding defensive. “I believe she made… well, you call him Varg… I believe she made us different so that we can deal with you. You all think so differently, you try different things, even stupid things that don’t always work. Mother has relaxed her ideal uniformity in order to adapt to you. And overcome you.” 
 
    “And I suppose she’s listening in right now. Her and a million other demons.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “No?” 
 
    “Just as I said. My closest brother and I, we were given more leeway than our kinsmen. More privacy. Right now, you’re only talking to me. No one else.” 
 
    Odyn scoffed. “You expect me to believe you’re not sending out every bit of visual information you can, so your people can get a fix on your location?” 
 
    “Well…” Maggot-Face hesitated. “Yes, I admit, I did that. But once they saw I was in a woods next to a clearing, what else could I tell them? But, no, they’re not sharing my senses now. I want privacy so I can make my proposal.” 
 
    “Hold on, big guy. I’m not done asking questions. So what’s going on with your trow?” 
 
    “... My children?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” said Maggot-Face, sounding like a child caught misbehaving. 
 
    “What do I mean! I fought one of your blue brats in Havenor and he just about killed me. I fought several of them in Andvari, and I didn’t break a sweat. Why is that?” 
 
    Maggot-Face sighed. “When Mother makes children, they’re immortal. Just like you. I… when I make children, they’re not. They fade. I don’t know how to do it yet. I’m getting better at it, but I don’t know the methods yet.” 
 
    “Methods? What do you mean? Having a baby is based on instinct. Isn’t it?” 
 
    “Not with us, no. It’s an art. There’s craft to it. You make children by instinct because you are animals. It is the only way nature can equip you for the task. Our people are made to willfully engage in the act of creation. We embody the lifeforce of the universe, and turn raw material into worthy ends.” 
 
    Odyn smirked. “Fine words to describe a race crouching on their haunches in dark caves, staring at nothing while waiting for orders. You have no culture, no civilization. You can’t even fight us unless you steal our weapons and our armor first.” 
 
    “Your culture is nothing.” Maggot-Face turned his profile toward Odyn, with one black eye reaching in his direction. “It is a shadow, a makeshift attempt at binding together a people forever damned to be cut off from one another. In many ways… I pity you.” 
 
    “The feeling is mutual.” Odyn pulled Maggot-Face’s jacket from where he had slung it over his shoulder. He reached into a pocket and dug out a small, silver sphere, then turned the jacket around and pulled out another sphere. He finally reached into an inner pocket, then retrieved a third silver sphere. He threw the jacket onto the wet ground, then held the silver spheres in one hand. 
 
    “Now, demon,” he said, “tell me what these are.” 
 
    Maggot-Face nodded, then said, “That is what my proposal is about!” 
 
    “Are they Fairyland weapons?” 
 
    “No, but I had a Fairyland contact make them. I had them made for my brother Varg also. It is a map.” 
 
    Odyn rolled the spheres around. It was difficult to keep them moving, for they were imperfectly shaped. “Go on, then,” he said. 
 
    “Do you see the holographic lens on each of them?” said Maggot-Face. “Make sure the lens is pointing upwards. Then move the spheres until they balance against one another - as you might have noticed, they have flattened impressions. Do you see it?” 
 
    Odyn had not realized the tiny black dots were holographic projection lenses, but he soon had them facing upward. Rolling them around once again, the spheres naturally fell into place against one another. 
 
    “Now, blow on it,” said Maggot-Face. 
 
    “Blow on it?” 
 
    Maggot-Face nodded. “The holographic lens is activated by wind.” 
 
    Odyn felt a twinge of doubt. “I’m holding this next to your head. If it’s a bomb, we’ll both get it.” 
 
    Odyn stooped near the demon’s dark, matted hair, then blew onto the spheres. Immediately the lenses shone like orange embers in a dying fire. He recoiled in surprise as something like a tree hovered into view over the spheres. The tree shone in yellow, green, and red, and when he relaxed his grip on the spheres, the tree came apart like a disjointed puzzle. Moving the spheres back together, the branches rejoined, the colors fitting to form a cohesive image. 
 
    “You see it?” said Maggot-Face. “It is a map of the inner world, the foundation of this one.” 
 
    Odyn’s mouth fell open. He was not looking at a tree, but at thousands of winding tunnels that looped around one another within the sphere of the earth. The branching paths were populated by hollowed-out rooms of inscrutable purpose. He turned to the demon, overwhelmed by doubt and unsure how to proceed. In all the hundreds of years of warfare, the highborn had never been able to go far enough into the earth to gain any understanding of the world of the demons, and learn what they did and how they lived in their hidden realm. Any crusade leading into the earth had ended in failure. While the highborn had been able to fend off most demonic attacks, the dream of fighting their way into the earth and ending the source of demons seemed forever out of reach. 
 
    If Maggot-Face was telling the truth, then Odyn held something valuable beyond belief. 
 
    “Why would you tell me this?” Odyn sputtered. “Why would you even have something like this made? What if my people used it against you?!” 
 
    “Not against me… against her!” 
 
    As soon as Maggot-Face spoke, his mouth clamped shut and he ducked his head into his shoulders, as if terrified of being struck. 
 
    “Is that your proposal?” said Wodan. “You want us to kill your mother? But… I thought that you creatures always worked together.” 
 
    Maggot-Face slowly exhaled and relaxed his posture. He nodded, then said, “We do. We do. But our mother only created Varg and me in order to fight you. When you are gone, she’ll get rid of us. I know it. She has…” Maggot-Face swallowed with some difficulty, then added, “She gives us all that we need, but nothing more. We are complicated, Varg and I - more complicated than our brothers. We want…” 
 
    Maggot-Face squeezed his eyes shut, then shook his head. “I don’t know what we want,” he continued, “but we want something more. I’ve never discussed this with my brother. I don’t know how to say it, and I’m afraid he would kill me. He would be obligated to do so. Just as your Emperor hacked up his fellow highborn who worked in Fairyland, even though I’m sure they were no different than him.” 
 
    “But if I killed your mother, wouldn’t that be the end of the demons?” 
 
    “No! No. I would make more. I can do it! Eventually, I could… I could replace…” 
 
    Maggot-Face could not finish the statement, but turned and looked at Odyn, his black eyes wide with fear as he stood at the edge of the unthinkable. 
 
    “You’d kill the mother of your own people?” said Odyn. “Just to save your own hide? Just when I thought you creatures couldn’t get any lower…” 
 
    Maggot-Face suddenly sneered. “You only find me disgusting because I resemble you. Any human would sell out his people to save himself. It’s just your way.” 
 
    “What’s the saying about monsters?” Odyn countered. “To defeat one, you have to become one?” 
 
    “So it seems,” said Maggot-Face, turning away and facing front. 
 
    Odyn turned his attention to the little spheres. “I’ve never seen a map like this before,” he said. “Do your people even use maps to get around down there?” 
 
    “No. How do I explain it? I suppose you could say that we use one another for guideposts. But since there’s no reason for me to know all of the routes beneath the surface, then of course, there’s no reason for me to have such a map. I only pieced it together by consulting first one brother, then another, reading their senses and memory without them realizing it. I had no plan. But I wanted to survive, even after your people are dead and the war has ended. I wanted to survive. And I knew I would have to know the secret way to mother’s den, if I wanted to… well.” 
 
    “I see. But now that I have your map, what’s to stop me from killing you?” 
 
    “Ah, but that’s my proposal. You and your people devise a means to go into the earth and… do what I’ve said, and in return, you let me go.” 
 
    “But why?” 
 
    “So I can continue fighting your people, and learning to grow my children. That way my mother will not suspect that I have betrayed her. That way she will not kill me, and replace me with another - with someone you might find even worse than me.” 
 
    “You want me to let you go,” Odyn said aloud, as if mulling over the idea. 
 
    Maggot-Face nodded. “It would not be difficult. You have already brought me out here alone. You could give yourself a wound, and go back to your friends with a story about how I tricked you, got the best of you, and ran into the woods.” Maggot-Face laughed, adding, “It would not be difficult. You already lie to one another constantly.” 
 
    Odyn did not argue against the statement, but stood in silence. Maggot-Face suddenly felt intensely uncomfortable. Risking a look over his shoulder, he saw Odyn standing as still as a statue, and though he could not clearly see his face, he could feel the weight of Odyn’s gaze. The highborn’s green eyes somehow pierced through him, reading him on some level that made him feel naked and ashamed. Maggot-Face opened his mouth, but could not speak. 
 
    The sound of a rifle report echoed across the hills. Straining his ears in the gathering darkness, Odyn said quietly, “That wasn’t Gilly’s rifle.” 
 
    Maggot-Face rose to his feet as quickly as he could, but with his free hand Odyn slapped him across the head, knocking him off-balance. The demon staggered and fell onto his side, crying out as his shoulder bent painfully. Odyn pocketed the three spheres, then retrieved the bag and pulled it back over Maggot-Face’s head. He hauled Maggot-Face up onto his feet like a ragdoll, then dragged him back the way they had come. 
 
    Odyn reached for his comm just as it sounded an incoming transmission. 
 
    “Odyn!” said Mother. “Odyn, where are you?!” 
 
    “On my way, Mother!” said Odyn. He stopped and threw Maggot-Face over one shoulder, then ran through the woods. “What’s happening?” 
 
    “Gilly just called! He’s in trouble!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-Two 
 
    Battle in the Hills 
 
      
 
    The setting sun turned the plains of Doreido into a field of blood, and Odyn and Yuri flew on either side of the transport as they scoured the wooded hills. Istis leaned out of the transport’s open doorway, peering into the featureless woods and listening for Gilly’s next garbled transmission. 
 
    “Fools,” said Odyn. “Damn fools! You see, Yuri? This is why you don’t give up. They can get you anytime. So you might as well stay on task!” 
 
    Yuri tried to suppress his annoyance at Odyn’s heated justifications. “If demons got them, that means they’re probably out looking for Maggot-Face, aren’t they?” 
 
    “Yes!” Odyn snapped. “And if we had any sense, we’d fly him straight to Arcadia. We wouldn’t be out here looking for two idiots who gave up the fight!” 
 
    Yuri felt his heart sinking as they passed over still more featureless woods. He knew the setting sun would only make their search that much more hopeless. 
 
    “You’re too hard on them, Odyn,” said Yuri. 
 
    “I wasn’t hard enough on them,” Odyn countered. “And now there’s no telling what those demons are doing to them! I should have-” 
 
    A high-pitched wail sent Yuri’s heart racing, then he saw something rising on a thin plume of smoke in the distance. It exploded in a flash of light, causing shadows to dance along the treetops. 
 
    “That’s Gilly’s flare gun!” Mother shouted. “He’s down there!” 
 
    As if in response to the alarm, the treetops higher up the hill shook, the leaves catching the dying light as they shivered - then half a dozen wyverns broke through the treetops. Yuri’s heart leaped into his throat at the sight of the monsters. They were like shrunken dragons out of tales of ancient battles, with dark, scaly flesh pulled tight over corded muscles, long wings, and two legs ending in clawed feet. Yuri could see the fading light reflecting from their black eyes, their long reptilian snouts drawn up into hateful snarls revealing rows of sharp fangs. Each wyvern carried a pale-faced kobold riding without a saddle, for the wyverns were like riding birds for the demons, only bigger, stronger, and far more cruel. 
 
    Yuri felt Elseth tense up in fear, then he squawked and flapped his wings at the oncoming beasts. 
 
    “Mother!” Odyn shouted. 
 
    “I’m on it!” she said, turning the transport to face them. 
 
    But the wyverns were too fast, and before Yuri could react, one of them nearly crashed into Elseth, forcing Yuri to duck and grasp his saddle as Elseth pushed backwards, nearly throwing Yuri off. Elseth and the wyvern snapped and kicked at one another, and soon the air was thick with black feathers as the wyvern raked at Elseth’s belly. From the corner of his eye Yuri saw a second wyvern racing toward them, its rider extending a spear in his direction. Yuri lashed out with his wizardry, tossing the kobold rider and smacking the wyvern’s face, distracting it. 
 
    Elseth cried out in pain and Yuri reached out with his powers, drawing Unbecome from its sheath, then flicked his wrist and thrust it into the wyvern’s exposed breast. With his own hand he reached out, grasped the hilt, and jerked it free. Black blood gushed from the wyvern’s pale chest and it suddenly went slack as Elseth pushed away. 
 
    He heard the clatter and crash of steel and saw Odyn’s blade locked against a kobold whose mount was pressing against Buddy. The poor chestnut sparrow was wide-eyed with fright, his eyes darting from one mount to another. Elseth seemed in no hurry to help, but only flapped senselessly and fought against the instinct to throw Yuri off entirely. 
 
    “Odyn!” Yuri shouted. “Our birds are going to get killed if we stay here!” 
 
    Just as Yuri reached out to help Odyn, the roar of the transport’s gun blasted his ears, causing him and Elseth both to leap in alarm. One wyvern and kobold were immediately plastered in gore as their insides were torn apart, the kobold somehow finding the strength to throw its spear wide of the mark despite having its intestines leaping against the wyvern’s shredded wings. 
 
    All but one wyvern turned and fled simultaneously as the transport turned about, sending heavy rounds flying in their direction. The remaining wyvern, who was still harassing Buddy, pushed away from his opponent at the sound of the gun. Its rider was thrown off balance and, seizing the opportunity, Odyn grabbed the end of the kobold’s wing, jerked his opponent close, and forced the length of his blade raking against the kobold’s throat. The kobold pitched forward as a torrent of blood smacked into the back of the wyvern’s neck, and as the mount fought to be free of Odyn’s grasp, Odyn brought the sword down hard on the monster’s neck, cleaving through bone and tissue and dropping the wyvern’s head down into the trees with its body and corpse rider following close behind. 
 
    “More wyverns incoming!” said Mother. 
 
    “Mother, we’re-” said Yuri. 
 
    “I know! Just get down there and pick up Gilly, and Kotes if you see him!” 
 
    “But what do we do about-” 
 
    “Jump down there and let the birds fly away! They’ll be fine!” 
 
    “Mother!” said Istis. “Let me go with them!” 
 
    “No!” Mother snapped. Turning to look over her shoulder, she added, “And get away from that door! Close it! You have to look after Jamesh… and Maggot-Face!” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    As soon as Yuri and Odyn dropped down through the leafy canopy and into the dark woods, Yuri was struck by the sudden silence on their comm, as well as the sound of bodies crashing through foliage. As his eyes adjusted, he saw first one humanoid form racing through the woods, then another, then still another. An ice pick of alarm jammed into him when he realized the woods were filled with kobolds. He could even feel the tendrils of black magi reaching out, not bothering to conceal themselves. 
 
    “This isn’t an attack party,” Yuri hissed. “It’s an army!” 
 
    “They’re jamming our comms,” said Odyn. “We set down right on top of where the flare came up, but…” 
 
    “But the demons are chasing something in that direction!” 
 
    “Gilly’s running, then,” said Odyn. “Look, Yuri. We can’t depend on comms, and the more attention we draw to ourselves, the less demons Mother and Gilly and Kotes will have to deal with.” 
 
    Yuri drew in a deep breath. “Okay, then,” he said. “Let’s… let’s raise some hell!” 
 
    Odyn turned and ran in the same direction as the kobolds. “Gilly!” he shouted. “Kotes! Where are you!?” 
 
    Yuri ran, forcing himself to keep up. He was shocked to see that Odyn was just as fast as he was powerful, leaping over thick brush and swinging around trees with bestial grace. The air resonated with the sweeping tendrils of black magi searching for them, their shifting frequencies filling the woods with ominous humming notes. Yuri called out Gilly’s name, then he felt a rush of terror when he saw dozens of darkly glinting eyes turning in his direction. 
 
    The clatter of steel woke him from his fright, and he noticed Odyn correct his course as he raced toward the sound. The foliage thrashed as three kobolds leaped out into Odyn’s path. Without slowing, he placed his right hand on the side of one monster’s head and brought his skull crashing against a tree, then Odyn dropped and rolled beneath another kobold’s wild swing. The third kobold raised its blade overhead, then swung and struck a hardened frequency cast by Yuri. As the kobold rebounded from the blow, Odyn rose to his feet and brought his right fist up into the demon’s gut, folding him in half as he continued on without slowing his momentum. Like a deer Yuri leaped over the three disoriented kobolds and followed Odyn crashing through the undergrowth. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Mother turned the transport and laid on the trigger, firing round after round at the swooping, wheeling wyverns. As two wyverns split to either side she focused on one of them, blasting both rider and mount in a hail of gunfire, then jerked the gun to the left just as another rider flew into view. Her stream of bullets ricocheted off a wizardry field as the wyvern drew to a halt, and the rider glared at her behind a wavering shield of shimmering, tortured air, hefting his long spear as he looked for an opening. Mother cursed and ignored the shielded rider, and turned to face another group of wyvern-riders swooping in from the other side, like hyenas circling a lion. 
 
    “I’m not getting anything, Mother!” said Istis. She stood over Mother’s shoulder and adjusted the comm frequencies. 
 
    “It’s jammed, then,” said Mother. “Forget it! Just-” 
 
    “What’s happening?!” said James. 
 
    “Nothing!” said Istis. “I mean… well, we’re fine, it’s just that-” 
 
    There was a sudden violent bang! on the right-hand side of the transport, then the shriek of metal against metal. Another blow hit the same side, then the transporter lurched. 
 
    “Damn it, they’re jumping on us,” said Mother. 
 
    “Are they going to get in?!” said James. 
 
    “No!” said Istis. “Just keep an eye on that one!” she added, pointing to Maggot-Face, who sat calmly with his hands cuffed and a bag over his head. 
 
    Despite her assurances, the transport’s side door shrieked as it was forcibly pushed several inches along its slide rail. Istis swung out of the cockpit and saw a demonic black eye peering at her through a vertical strip of orange sky. The kobold grunted and forced the door open still further, its face splitting wide as its mouth gaped open. 
 
    Istis had grown quite fond of the little transport during her time there, and the idea of a demon forcing its way in filled her with righteous indignation. Mother pushed the transport up higher and higher to keep anything else from jumping up on them, and Istis ignored the sickening feeling of her stomach reaching back down to earth, and lashed out at the kobold with a vicious kick. Unable to defend itself while holding onto the doorway, she felt the demon’s ribs buckling under the force of her boot, then it dropped like deadweight. As she moved to shut the door, a second kobold hanging onto the side swung a foot in the doorway, then slashed at Istis with a long, chipped knife. 
 
    Seeing her grappling with the monster, James moved to help her, then jerked in alarm as something crashed into the other side of the transport. James’s legs went weak when he turned and saw a spearhead poking through the transport’s hull, only a few inches away from his ass. He staggered away, terrified by the idea that there might not be any safe place on the transport. 
 
    With wyverns circling and throwing their spears through burning sky as bullets raced past them, the transport’s repulsors suddenly hit their elevation limit, and the transport dropped with a sickening jolt. Mother fought with the controls, desperate to stop it from going into a fatal descent. 
 
    Though Maggot-Face sat unmoving, the demon fighting Istis suddenly turned its gaze toward him, then it looked at the spear jutting through the hull. Seeing what the kobold saw, Maggot-Face moved along the bench until his back was next to the spearhead. He froze. The kobold in the doorway pressed against Istis, and strained to get a look at James. Once he saw that James’s attention was on a toolbox that he was ransacking for a suitable weapon, Maggot-Face grasped the spearhead and tried to cut his shackles. It was no good; the spear only shifted up and down, and was too unstable to break through the plasticord shackles. Gritting his teeth, Maggot-Face felt around the spearhead, then found where it screwed into the metal shaft. Holding it as steady as he could in the shaking transport, he set to unscrewing it. 
 
    Mother got the repulsors back online and leveled out the transport just as it dipped down into the tree branches, bending the trees beneath the blue-glowing repulsion fields. The kobold pushing against Istis and the doorway suddenly lost its footing, and Istis took the opportunity to smash her knee into the kobold’s side and thrust it free of the transport. She smiled at the sight of branches whipping against the monster’s head as it fell. Unfortunately the door had been forced further open, and refused to close for her. 
 
    Before Mother could lift the transport, a wyvern-rider leaped from its mount and crashed on top of the transport’s nose. The entire transport tilted forward, nearly throwing Mother onto her control panel. As the grimacing kobold fought for balance, it unslung a mace from its belt, pressed a switch, then the heavy mace head fell from a long chain extending from the handle. The kobold swung it overhead, its black eyes glowering in hatred as they fixed on Mother. The flail crashed down onto the windshield, spiderwebbing it instantly. Mother’s heart pounded as the monster drew the weapon up for another assault. 
 
    Without any thought for her own safety, Istis grasped the upper rim of the doorway and swung outward, flinging her feet into the sky so that she swung out and at an angle. The kobold’s black eyes turned in time to see Istis whirling into view. Still holding onto the rim with one hand, she reached behind her back with her other hand, drew her sword from its sheath, then swung it into the demon’s leg. Though the mesh armor kept its leg from being sliced in half, the knee and thigh bone shattered from the sudden impact of Doreido steel. The demon toppled backward, crashing onto the nose and sliding off as the transport rose higher. With practiced ease she sheathed her sword at her back with one hand. 
 
    Istis was in the middle of swinging back inside just as another demon leaped up from the woods below. It only barely caught the doorway opening and staggered, and so it was that Istis passed over it with her legs tucked up, then caught the demon’s head between her legs. She held onto the upper rim of the doorway and squeezed, and the kobold’s hideous face fought to suck in air as he grasped her strong thighs. The kobold fell to its knees, almost hanging itself in her embrace. 
 
    “I’m coming, Istis!” said James, rushing up with a heavy wrench. Maggot-Face suddenly shot forward and crashed into him. Maggot-Face’s hood was gone, he had already passed his shackled hands from behind him and around to the front - and wielding the loose spearhead like a dagger, he thrust it into Istis’s side. She cried out and fell, slamming into the floor right before sliding out of the doorway. The kobold in her grasp fell to the woods far below, but she managed to grasp the lower rim of the doorway with one hand despite the bolt of pain lashing at her side. She fought to stay awake, taking in deep breaths and only focusing on grasping the transport. 
 
    Mother heard Istis’s scream and, peering through the cockpit entrance, she saw James fighting to rise to his feet only to have Maggot-Face wrap his shackles around James’s throat and pull him backwards. 
 
    “Damn you!” Mother shrieked, drawing her heavy sidearm and firing off a round - but it was too late, as Maggot-Face pulled James Jamesh through the doorway, and they both fell through empty sky. The remaining wyverns suddenly turned and raced toward them. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Yuri found himself leaping over kobold corpses, their faces and necks hewed open by the strokes of an axe. Ringing blades and shouts of anger drew him toward a clearing where a waterfall poured over blasted stones. Beyond Odyn’s pumping fists, Yuri saw Kotes in his purple and blue armor deflecting the sword-blows of a demon who seemed to be dancing as he thrust with his black blade. Kotes was forced backward, and as he slipped on wet stones in shallow water, the demon in dark armor thrust his blade - and found Kotes’s chest. As the blade pierced his armor, Kotes’s face twisted in pain and regret. 
 
    “Kotes!” Odyn shouted. 
 
    The demon turned, and Yuri recoiled in horror at the sight of Varg Wormwood staring back at them, his yellow, slitted eyes clearly visible in the darkness. The demon jerked his blade free and Kotes fell into the water. Varg smiled, baring long white teeth. He turned and fled. 
 
    As Varg disappeared into the woods, a gang of kobolds leaped on Odyn. Odyn slung one and sent it spinning into the water as if it were a child, but another grasped his legs, bowling them all over in a heap. Yuri reached out with one hand but suddenly collided with something like an immovable tree branch. He fell on his back, dazed and blinded. As if in a dream he saw Varg Wormwood smiling as he stood over him, his arm extended, mist rolling off of his glittering dark armor. Varg extended his tongue as his smile pulled back his lips, then Yuri heard the humming fields of black magi before darkness overtook him. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-Three 
 
    Funeral Pyre 
 
      
 
    It was night when Mother spotted a fire in a clearing within a cleft of the hill. She set the transport down. 
 
    “Gilly! Kotes!” she said into her loudspeaker. “Odyn!” 
 
    “It’s me, Mother,” she heard Gilly’s voice just as her eyes adjusted to the firelight. Beside a tall bonfire of dry brush, a thin waterfall poured into a pool feeding a creek. Gilly sat atop a fallen trunk, his face a mask empty of expression, his blood-soaked armor reflecting the firelight. Kotes lay propped up at his feet. 
 
    “It’s safe,” said Gilly. “The demons have gone.” 
 
    Mother shut off the transport and leaped out of her seat. The door was still open, as it had been forced out of its tracks, and Istis sat propped up beside it, holding her side but still acting as a sentry. Mother hopped over her through the doorway, then grasped Istis’s arm and helped her to step down. She bore the weight of the bigger woman as they made their way over to their companions. 
 
    “Gilly!” said Mother. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “No,” he said. “Kotes is dying.” 
 
    Istis whimpered at the words, looking suddenly pained as she gripped her side. 
 
    “Where’s Odyn and Yuri?” said Mother. 
 
    Gilly took in a deep breath. Looking him up and down, Mother saw that his light armor was torn, seemingly chewed up, and one of his eyes was sealed shut. She did not see his gun, but he gripped a long, chipped blade in both hands - a weapon taken from a demon, which had been taken from a highborn to begin with. When he could finally speak, Gilly said, “Kotes says the demons took them, Mother. They took them both…” 
 
    “They have James Jamesh, too,” said Mother. 
 
    “Mother?” said Kotes. “That you?” 
 
    “Yes! Can’t you see me?” 
 
    Kotes said nothing. Mother set Istis down near him. Seeing him moving his mouth, Mother moved close to him. She suddenly noticed his wound - a single thin line in the center of his chest from which blood oozed in slow, regular pulses. Seeing his limbs unmoving at his side, she understood why Gilly had not bothered to staunch the wound; the arteries leading from the heart had been severed, and considering the amount of time between each pulse of blood, she knew his chest cavity was already filled with blood. The wound was so precise, so clean, that he could do nothing but sit and wait for his brain to starve from lack of oxygen. 
 
    Istis knelt and took Kotes’s blood-stained hand. Though he could not see or feel her touch, he turned toward her all the same. “Is that you, Istis?” he said quietly. 
 
    Istis nodded, then forced herself to say, “Yes.” 
 
    “Guess who I…” Kotes said, then stopped. He slowly licked his lips, which were encrusted with his own blood. “Guess who I fought? Varg Wormwood. I thought… thought I had him, too. But he’s… he’s really…” 
 
    “Oh, Kotes,” said Istis. She pushed white hair from his face, but his face was so covered in blood and filth that there was nothing she could do. 
 
    “Don’t feel bad for me. Don’t ever feel bad for me.” Kotes opened his mouth, and she could tell that he was trying to take in a deep breath, but his chest hardly moved. “This is the price I pay. For being a coward. For convincing Gilly to quit… quit the team. I’m sorry. I’m sorry. For running like a coward, I had to… had to fight the worst demon. Of them all.” 
 
    Istis leaned forward. She wanted to tell him that he was no coward, that he had fought harder than anyone. But seeing him working so hard just to speak, she felt it wrong to interrupt him. 
 
    “The truth is,” he said, “there is no escape from the demons. They have to be fought. They have to be… to be fought.” Kotes gasped in pain. They sat in silence, as it was obvious that he was fighting to speak. Finally he said, “Varg took them. Varg Wormwood took Yuri, and Odyn. You have to find them. I can’t. I can’t go with you. But you have to go. Now.” 
 
    “We can’t leave you alone,” said Gilly. 
 
    Kotes grimaced, then said, “I would already be dead, and free of this place, if you weren’t such a coward, Gilly. Listen to me. You need to go. Now. You dumb coward.” 
 
    “It’s not cowardice,” Mother said suddenly. “Not everyone can do something like this…” 
 
    Istis turned to her, her mind overwhelmed by horror as Mother reached into her pink jacket and withdrew her heavy handgun. 
 
    “Mother!” said Istis. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Istis,” said Kotes. “Don’t you know? This is the… the Dandy Jaggers retirement program.” 
 
    Kotes laughed feebly at his own joke. Istis covered her own eyes with one hand. After a moment she lowered her hand, then nodded. 
 
    “The demons already killed him,” said Mother. 
 
    Istis nodded again. “Goodbye, Kotes,” she said. “Thanks for making me feel welcome.” 
 
    “Goodbye, kid,” he said. He closed his eyes, then Mother placed her gun against his forehead. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Seeing the fire, the birds returned. First Buddy and Elseth landed, confused about the absence of their owners but still too shaken to raise any fuss about it. Then Snowy returned, and her gaze immediately went to the body lying in the fire. Finally Tan-Lil returned, which was a surprise to Gilly, for he had originally been thrown when a demon shot Tan-Lil from a concealed position. He looked over the mountain bluebird until he found a neat hole punched through the thin flesh of one of her wings. She clacked her beak at him as he spread her wing out, but offered no further protest. 
 
    “She’s alive, and can still fly!” said Gilly. “The bullet went right through! She must have been more scared than anything else, poor thing. She even brought my gun back! What a bird you are, Tan-Lil! A good bird!” 
 
    “Well,” said Mother, “Tan-Lil doesn’t need to be carrying you and a heavy gun after being shot. You can borrow Elseth while we’re looking for the others. We’ll need to move quietly, so I’ll leave the transport here. I’ll borrow Buddy instead. Istis, you can take Snowy. She’s yours now.” 
 
    Istis stood examining Kotes’s axe. She finally hung it on the magnetic plate strapped to her back, then said, “I’d be honored, Mother.” 
 
    Seeing the look of cold rage seething behind her blue eyes, Gilly did a double-take. 
 
    “Istis,” he said. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Don’t rush into this, alright? Once we find them, we come up with a plan. Alright?” 
 
    “Of course,” she said, clenching her jaw. 
 
    Unconvinced by her response, Gilly averted his gaze. “I don’t want to bury two friends tonight, Istis.” 
 
    Istis hopped on top of Snowy, who flapped her wings with surprising fierceness. “I won’t let them hurt Yuri!” she said, then signaled for Snowy to take off. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-Four 
 
    Guests at the Demon House 
 
      
 
    Yuri saw several kobolds throw Odyn up onto their shoulders, then they forced Yuri to run, and in the mad dash through the dark he dared not look back at Odyn for fear of tripping over something. The woods were filled with kobolds. He could hear them running through the bushes and splashing through streams, and caught glimpses of their white heads gleaming in the dark. Occasionally he heard the flapping of strange wings overhead, and saw unnatural forms gliding just over the treetops. 
 
    Yuri felt such a level of fear that it seemed his heart might explode, and he could not concentrate on anything. Escape seemed out of the question, as he could feel at least two black magi constantly pressing him with various frequencies, as if eager for him to start trouble. He could feel them glaring at his back. The kobolds ignored him, but as far as he could tell, he was surrounded. 
 
    Still, he might have preferred it if the kobolds fell on him and ate him now. He had heard tales of men being dragged into the earth by the demons. They did not want women, only men, and once the demons took somebody, one could only speculate on what happened to them. Yuri felt so afraid and so out of his element that he regretted ever signing up for mercenary work. He remembered posing in his new armor and yellow cape before a mirror, and he now felt like a fool for imagining that he appeared dashing, and even formidable. He was not formidable. As he ran alongside the demons crashing through the woods, he felt only shame and despair. He knew that unless Odyn woke up and revealed some special means of escape, then his life now belonged to the demons, and they would do with him whatever they wanted. 
 
    The kobolds at the front stopped and bent before a stream glittering under moonlight. With their faces plunged beneath the water the demons drank, and Yuri suddenly realized that he was more thirsty than he had ever been. Thinking that they would all drink, Yuri slowed, but then a heavy hand pushed him roughly. He nearly tripped as he ran over the thin stream. The air hummed and a wizardry field in the green frequency bolstered him, preventing him from falling over completely. Though he shrugged off the field with one of his own almost immediately, it reminded him that he was being watched. 
 
    As if such a reminder was not enough, a kobold drew near him, then placed something heavy on his back. Thinking that it was a dead animal, Yuri recoiled in disgust. The thing’s hot, bony limbs wrapped around his neck and forehead, and Yuri yelped in fright, but two more kobolds held him steady, their fingers gripping him like rough tree branches. 
 
    Yuri’s fright abated but his disgust boiled over when he realized that the creature holding onto him was a black mage. Like a large, misshapen infant, the thing gripped his head on either side and tapped its feet on his collarbones as he rode on the back of Yuri’s neck. 
 
    “Marz! Marz! Ferrerd! Marz!” it chanted, making sickly smacking sounds with its mouth close to Yuri’s ear. “Gud buiy! Gud buiy!” 
 
    As Yuri bent to pass under branches stooped by the rainfall earlier, the black magi snatched two sticks from a tree and set to tapping out a rhythm on Yuri’s head. “Marz! Marz! We merzen ferrerd! Hee, hee!” 
 
    The unnecessary stupidity of the situation pulled Yuri out of his state of abject fear and stoked his anger. Though he had always understood that the demons were their enemies, he had never agreed with Odyn’s rough treatment of Maggot-Face. Once a demon was captured, Yuri believed that unnecessary cruelty should be avoided. Now, with two sticks smacking his face in rhythm to the deformed monster’s marching song, he found his charitable opinion shifting ever so slightly. He could not help but imagine what he might do to the black mage if he somehow turned the tables on him, how good it would feel to pick up the monster, then drop it and kick it as hard as he could. 
 
    His anger burned hotter and hotter, but with nothing to do about it, he ran in a blind, senseless rage. Even his exhaustion only became background noise for the anger churning in his heart. 
 
    They suddenly burst into a clearing and Yuri saw a house built upon the hillside. It was made of darkly painted logs with a single triangular window decorating its second story. The front door stood wide open and a single kobold sat on its haunches, like an animal acting sentry. As the other kobolds stood taking in deep breaths, Yuri saw James Jamesh being dragged toward the house by a second group of kobolds. Their eyes met and James’s mouth fell open. 
 
    “You’re here, too, Yuri?” said James. “My God, man! What are they going to do to us?” 
 
    “How are you here?” said Yuri. “What’s happened to the others?! Is Istis-” 
 
    “Shud hup!” the black mage shouted into his ear. “Shud hup now!” 
 
    Yuri jerked away, his lips peeling back from his teeth. Before he could lash out at the monster, a kobold grabbed him by the neck and threw him around. The monster was much stronger than him, and since he was unable to use his powers in the presence of the black mages, he could do nothing but grasp the demon’s thick wrist and fight to maintain his balance. James was not so fortunate, as a big kobold smacked his mouth with enough force to lay the man out on his back. James laid in a daze, blinking as if trying to see in the dark. Yuri glared at his captor’s black eyes, willing the monster to feel all of his anger. But the demon only stared back at him with soulless disinterest. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    When they slammed Odyn down into a heavy wooden chair, Yuri finally got a good look at him, and realized he was in far worse shape than he had thought. Odyn’s face was bruised and swollen, his lips torn and black. His face was a mask of blood and his head lolled to either side as a kobold stretched his arms back and cuffed him to the chair. He had been stripped to his undergarments, just as they had done to Yuri. In dull silence another kobold knelt and cuffed Odyn’s ankles to the legs of the chair, then the kobolds left. 
 
    One of Odyn’s eyes opened and Yuri watched him take in his surroundings. They were in a pantry with its shelves picked clean, with a single entrance leading to a spacious lounge with a pool table on which several kobolds were resting. Odyn’s head jerked at the sound of James screaming at the end of the lounge; the poor man gasped as the demons relented from whatever they were doing to him. Odyn’s gaze rested on Yuri, his one good eye checking him for wounds before stopping at the sight of his hands cuffed behind his back. Not sure what to say in such a terrible situation, Yuri simply nodded to him. 
 
    “James!” Odyn shouted. “You hear me, buddy? Don’t tell these fuckers anything!” 
 
    “I hear-” James was cut off by the sound of something heavy striking flesh. Yuri winced as if the blow had landed on him. Though he had been grappling with his own fear for a long time now, the idea that some poor civilian had been dragged into this nightmare made his own suffering seem less by comparison. 
 
    The infantile black mage lying on one of the shelves suddenly stirred. Now that Yuri could see it, the idea that it had ever been on his back filled him with revulsion. Its small, grayish body was topped by a head like a partly-empty sack, and its mouth was almost a beak, which was set off to the side. Its uneven black eyes turned toward Odyn. 
 
    “You shud hup!” it said. 
 
    “Make me, tough guy!” Odyn snapped. “Let’s see what you-” 
 
    Odyn winced as a field of wizardry wrapped around his neck. Yuri quickly nullified the field, then recoiled as the black mage glared at him. A second black mage sitting on a higher shelf turned and looked at Yuri as well. It was a completely shapeless gray bag with several long, wet tentacles, and numerous black eyes. Neither black mage was as proficient as Yuri, but with one covering frequencies in the lower scale, and the other covering the higher scale, there was nothing he could do against them. 
 
    Odyn inhaled sharply, then tensed up. Yuri glanced at him, seeing his fingers curled behind his back as he strained at his bonds. Yuri felt something like an electric current, then caught a faint whiff of ozone - then Odyn relaxed, exhaling as if suddenly exhausted. The gesture was so strange that Yuri was not sure what to make of it, for Odyn surely did not believe he could break plasticord cuffs through sheer brute strength. Whatever the case, both black magi ignored him and glared at Yuri. 
 
    “You…” The infantile black mage pointed at Yuri - then withdrew its hand as if burned. 
 
    Maggot-Face stood leaning against the doorway. Yuri thought at first that Maggot-Face was trying to appear casual, then he realized that he was gripping his side. He was wounded. 
 
    “Got away, did you?” said Odyn. He adjusted his swollen tongue in his mouth, then added, “Good for you. Now get these cuffs off me, demon.” 
 
    “What will you do, if I do that?” said Maggot-Face. 
 
    “Throw you down and step on your neck again.” 
 
    Maggot-Face glanced at the two black magi, then entered the room with one hand holding his side. With a second glance over his shoulder at the black magi, he knelt before Odyn, then grabbed his hips on either side. Yuri was repulsed by the odd gesture. He turned away, but curiosity forced him to look again. He saw Maggot-Face subtly feeling the pockets of Odyn’s undergarments. Having satisfied some curiosity, the demon turned his black eyes up to Odyn, then stood up. The fact that Odyn said nothing about the odd gesture, after having been nothing but trouble for their captors thus far, made Yuri wonder just what was going on between them. Yuri summoned up his courage. 
 
    “What will you do with us?” he said. 
 
    Maggot-Face looked him up and down. “My brother and I are debating whether or not to take you down into the earth with us. My brother says we could use your essence. Our wizards say your powers are remarkable, and this other one is…” Maggot-Face shook his head. “I admit, he’s built for abuse.” 
 
    “Your brother says that?” said Yuri. “And what do you say?” 
 
    Maggot-Face lifted his eyebrows. “That you would slow us down. We need to leave you behind. There is a special type of brother who could take your essence into itself, right now, but they are not made for travel. So we must decide what to do with you before your people find this place.” 
 
    Though Yuri appreciated the demon talking to them at all, the talk of “essence” made him sick. The reality of how alien these creatures were, and how they bred, only made Maggot-Face’s more human qualities that much more of a sham. Before he could respond, a cold chill ran up the length of his spine, for Varg Wormwood suddenly appeared in the doorway. 
 
    Yuri instinctively looked away when the demon’s yellow, slitted eyes fell on him. He had begun to wonder if seeing Varg in the woods earlier had only been a dream; it certainly did not seem realistic that the most feared demon to ever invade the Sanctuary was now standing in the doorway of a pantry, staring at him. 
 
    No, it makes sense, Yuri thought. He must have retreated when we got Maggot-Face in Andvari, and then waited to ambush us here. He probably got Gilly and Kotes because he thought they would lead him to us, and to his brother. 
 
    And… the fact that both of these demons were looking for James Jamesh proves that there really is something to the myth of the Orb of Control! 
 
    Maggot-Face turned and lifted up his shirt, and Varg moved to peer at his wound. Their difference in size struck Yuri. Varg seemed to fill the small pantry, and was clearly made for combat. By comparison, Maggot-Face was small and lean, even effeminate. Yuri’s mouth suddenly went dry. 
 
    Will he use his maggots on us? he wondered. He suddenly remembered Istis’s uncontrollable terror at having the maggots burrowing into her face. Yuri tried to drown out the image of the dead woman they had found on Havenor, with her flesh split asunder as an immature blue abomination peered back at them. 
 
    God… please don’t let that happen! 
 
    “Got him pretty good!” said Odyn, peering at Maggot-Face’s open wound. “Did a little red-haired cutie do that to you, boy?” 
 
    Varg turned toward Odyn with a smirk on his dark face, the gesture cracking open his thick skin and revealing the white underlayer. He approached Odyn, blocking out the light behind him as he stood over him. 
 
    “The mouth on this one…” he said quietly, as if to himself. He suddenly lashed out with a slap that tossed Odyn’s head against his shoulder, sending his chair bounding from leg to leg. Yuri’s heart raced as he saw Odyn’s eyes clenched shut, fighting to manage the pain. As the chair came to a rest, Odyn’s jaw suddenly popped as he forced it back into place, then two lines of blood ran down his nostrils and around his mouth. Odyn turned and glared at Varg, but said nothing. 
 
    “If you want to leave now,” Maggot-Face said aloud, “then we need to split up, to confuse anyone who comes after us. And ditch the wizards so no one will sniff them out.” 
 
    Varg turned toward his brother with a look of confusion. As they stood in silence, Yuri could tell they were communicating with one another in the silent language of demons. 
 
    Maggot-Face shrugged. “I wanted them to hear, so they’ll know that we won’t be caught. We’ll get away, with their important friend, but they’ll be stuck here with a few of our brothers who will do nothing but hurt them, and then dig in and distract anyone looking for us. For hours and hours they’ll be tortured, but there won’t be anything they can-” 
 
    “Damn you!” Yuri spat. “Why are you like this?! You’re disgusting!” 
 
    Yuri immediately regretted the outburst, but something hot and raging was writhing in his chest, something far beyond mere anger, forcing him to judge these creatures for what they were. Yuri felt possessed, as if a higher power was speaking through him. Varg turned to him with an ugly sneer - then his hand lashed out like a serpent striking. Though Yuri flinched in expectation of a blow, he was surprised when the monster’s black hand gripped his face, pressing his mouth and nose painfully flat against the hard palm. Yuri peered through the demon’s fingers, glaring at the monster but refusing to fight for air for the demon’s amusement. Soon the infantile black mage set to clapping and chirping, “Yaw! Yaw! Yaw mamaw!” in stupid delight. 
 
    Again Odyn strained at his bonds, sucking in short, sharp breaths as if forcing himself to hyperventilate. Then he wheezed in frustration, obviously incapable of doing whatever it was he was trying to do. 
 
    With the demon’s fingers pressing into his skull, Yuri’s mind reeled at the barbaric absurdity of the situation. Not only were Varg’s fingers thick and strong, but they were cold, as if he had been in a freezer for hours. Varg’s index finger searched around and, finding an eye, pressed against it. Varg laughed to himself as Yuri squeezed his eyes shut, straining to pull his head out of the monster’s grip. Red light danced in his vision as the pressure built in his eye. The feeling of unfairness drilled into his mind, threatening to split him apart. 
 
    Finally Varg released him, and Yuri sucked in cold air. 
 
    “That scared you, right?” said Varg, his smiling face wavering in distortion as Yuri blinked in pain. “When you thought I was going to pop your eye? Scared you, didn’t it?” 
 
    Varg bent over Yuri and reached out with both hands. Yuri jerked away, but with nowhere to go, Varg’s frigid hands slowly closed in on either side of his head. 
 
    “Don’t be afraid,” said Varg. “I would never do something that cruel.” 
 
    Varg suddenly straightened, then made his way out of the pantry. “Take his eyes out, boys!” he said loudly, laughing at his own cruel jest. Maggot-Face followed him out, and as the other kobolds in the lounge got up from their seats, Yuri knew that the majority of them would soon leave them with their tormentors. 
 
    “James!” Odyn cried out. “James, you need to hang in there! You need to stay strong, brother!” 
 
    “Uh, Odyn? Yuri…?” said James. Again Yuri forgot his own horrible situation when he considered James Jamesh. 
 
    “Yeah!” Odyn responded. 
 
    “Do you… do you remember that book I was telling you about?” 
 
    Seeing Odyn hesitate, Yuri blurted out, “The one about the horses?” 
 
    “Yes, yes! That one!” said James. “I, uh… I left it for you guys in my suitcase, back at the transport. Get it back to the library for me. Okay?” 
 
    Yuri and Odyn exchanged a look. Since there was no such book, nor had there been any conversation about such a book, they both knew that James knew what was coming. They knew that he knew that he would not be able to endure torture, especially not if he was taken down into the earth, to a cold, dark place far from anything good. James knew he would break, and would have to go along with the demands of the demons in hope that they would end his life. 
 
    He must have left a written record of the location of the Orb, back with his belongings, thought Yuri. He’s giving up any hope that we’ll be able to rescue him! 
 
    Odyn opened his mouth to speak, then stopped. Yuri felt the same - a powerful urge to comfort the man, to thank him for what he had done, to say something that would embolden him against his captors. But they could say nothing without tipping off the demons, and so they sat and listened as James yelped at a sudden blow. A door at the end of the lounge creaked open, then the floorboards groaned as demons filed out of sight. 
 
    The house grew silent, and Yuri had to assume that Varg and Maggot-Face had left with James Jamesh. His hope that all of the kobolds had left was proven untrue, as he could hear floorboards creaking overhead, then the cabinets of a nearby kitchen were flung open. Yuri listened as someone rummaged through bags, no doubt looking for more food. 
 
    The two hideous black magi had been left on the shelves, and they suddenly stirred as if accepting orders. Both immediately set to glaring at Yuri. Yuri felt self-conscious, as if under the gaze of hundreds of eyes rather than only two deformed abominations. Yuri looked at Odyn, but Odyn’s eyes were closed. He seemed to be meditating, taking in slow, deep breaths. Yuri would have liked to do the same, but his heart was pounding. He felt sick and lightheaded, and wanted to think of anything but what would happen next. 
 
    Footsteps creaked on the floorboards, then two kobolds entered the pantry. Yuri knew then that for all their robotic, soulless mannerisms, the demons must have had a sense of humor, for the two kobolds wore Odyn and Yuri’s armor and weapons. 
 
    “Nice getup,” said Odyn. “Was that Varg’s idea?” 
 
    The demons did not respond, but only looked them over with their empty black eyes. Again Yuri was struck by the feeling that he was being observed by a legion of creatures rather than just two large kobolds. The pressure built in Yuri’s chest until he could not contain it. 
 
    “What do we do, Odyn?” he said, his voice cracking. 
 
    “You’ve got to get us out of here, Yuri,” Odyn said quietly. 
 
    “What?!” 
 
    The kobold standing before Yuri, who wore Yuri’s armor but was too big to zip it up the front, unslung Yuri’s sword from his back and dropped it on the floor. The demon unsheathed a long, dirty-looking dagger from behind his back - then lunged at him, grasping Yuri by his hair and forcing his head back. 
 
    “N-no! No!” Yuri cried, forcing his head to either side. As the demon slowly leveled his dagger in line with Yuri’s left eye, he shouted beyond his control, “Stop it! Don’t do it! Please!” 
 
    “Yuri, listen to me!” said Odyn. “You’ve got to figure out a way! Break my bonds, and I’ll take care of them!” 
 
    Despite his terror, Yuri was also galled by the unendurable frustration of somehow teaching Odyn the very basics of wizardry and frequencies in the middle of this nightmare. The second kobold, hissing at Odyn, unsheathed Odyn’s own sword from his back, then placed the point against Odyn’s belly. Odyn gritted his teeth and panted as the monster leaned against him ever so slightly. 
 
    Despite his inability to fight back, Yuri shifted through the frequencies as he tried to push against the kobold’s arm. It was like throwing water against stone, as the black magi canceled every frequency Yuri tried, but even when he occasionally pushed a field against the kobold, the demon’s dagger and armor were fitted with enough crystals to counter anything that Yuri could throw at him. The kobold opened its hideous, fanged mouth as it slowly pushed the dagger toward Yuri’s eye. 
 
    To make matters worse, both of the black magi hopped onto the back and shoulders of the kobold bearing down on Yuri. While the shapeless gray bag wrapped its tentacles around the kobold’s arm, the infantile abomination stood on the kobold’s shoulders and leaned over his head, its beak chittering as it drank in the sight of Yuri’s torment. 
 
    “Yuri, damn it!” said Odyn. “Think, and find a way! You can find a way out of this, Yuri!” 
 
    “You don’t understand!” Yuri shrieked, his gaze fixed on the point of the dagger, his frequencies writhing around the blade impotently. “I can’t! They cover every frequency!” 
 
    “Yuri! You-” Odyn yelped in pain as his own sword pressed into his belly. Odyn focused his hatred on the kobold staring down at him. “Yuri,” he hissed, “there are no rules. If you… Yuri, if you have any part of me in you, then that means there’s nothing that can stop you! You can figure out a way! You can make them pay!” 
 
    Odyn’s words stretched out into an inhuman register as Yuri’s awareness became only a single point focused on the dagger. The sharp point drew near his eye as the kobold bore down on him. He felt the kobold’s hot breath and the sudden splash of saliva as the black mage’s beak clattered near his face. He strained through every frequency, pushing his wizardry, quickly shifting from green to red, to yellow, up to blue before dropping down to orange. Still the dagger approached. In his desperation he felt as if he was not projecting frequencies, but that he himself was a frequency, his body only a shifting expression of energetic waveforms just as he projected intangible waveforms through wizardry. As his fear of the unreal situation grew and unhinged his mind, the room itself seemed to shift and spin, the floor disappearing out from under him as his eyelashes brushed against cold steel. 
 
    The kobold never rushed, but seemed to enjoy the dagger’s slow advance. As Yuri strained in vain to find a frequency with which to push the monster away, he felt his own brain behind his eyes become a sort of living frequency, as if it had no solid reality of its own. In a moment of horrific clarity he understood that there was nothing stable, nothing that could be grasped and held on to while the rest of the world was cast adrift in a wind of chaotic frequencies. There was nothing solid. He could even manipulate his own brain - he could crush it without touching his skull and end his suffering if he wanted. 
 
    He did not want to die but the fear of pain and blindness was so overpowering that he reached within and touched his brain. The whirling frequencies around him suddenly felt solid, like a world of chaos suddenly turned into utter rigidity. It was suddenly easy to find a new frequency somewhere between red and orange - normally a dead field that did not resonate with wizardry. Pushing through into this new frequency, he reached out and touched the dagger. 
 
    With shocking force the dagger flew back from the kobold’s hand and smacked into the far wall. In stupid confusion the kobold turned to look behind him, moving with absurd slowness, as if deep underwater. 
 
    Yuri turned to the infantile black mage and felt its wizardry like a solid mass of frozen air, slowly radiating like a whirlpool. Though the creature already had all of the higher frequencies covered, Yuri pushed out with a new frequency somewhere between green and blue. As if reaching out with his hand he parted the black mage’s defenses, then placed his invisible hand upon the demon. As if struck by a weapon, the back of the infantile demon’s oversized head split open and gray matter rocketed out, spraying the far wall like a hose. The brainless husk of the demon fell back like a puppet whose strings had been cut. It hit the floor with a wet splat. 
 
    The kobold turned to look at what Yuri had done, and the second black mage shrieked from an unseen orifice. Yuri felt the little demon searching for a frequency with which to stop him, but Yuri brushed aside his attempts. Before Yuri could wrap a tendril around the monster and crush it, the kobold realized that something was amiss, and reached out to strangle Yuri. Yuri reached toward him with another unknown frequency, pierced the defenses of the black mage, and pushed against the kobold’s head. The demon’s jaw instantly shattered and its head whipped around until the neck broke with a resounding krack. 
 
    The black mage shrieked and untangled itself as the kobold fell over, and the second kobold pulled its sword out of Odyn’s belly. Yuri turned toward them - then his head was split by blinding pain. Yuri cried out and doubled over, pulling at his bonds as he paid the price for dabbling in strange wizardry. He was sure that his brain was grinding against his skull, churning itself into goo. The black mage leaped and wrapped its tentacles around the second kobold as it drew back its long sword, preparing to end Yuri’s suffering once and for all. Yuri saw the gleaming blade rise to the apex of its arc, a familiar blade that Yuri had seen dispatch many demons before, and as another bolt of pain thrashed in his skull, he admitted to himself that he looked forward to the blade splitting his head open so that he could gain some relief. 
 
    With an unexpected burst of electricity Odyn’s bonds suddenly broke. He reached out with one hand as if he expected to touch the kobold - then a brilliant, blinding bolt of lightning shot out of his hand. Yuri’s hearing was blown out and his chair lurched backward as the kobold flew through the air and crashed into the shelves. The smoking corpse fell to the ground, with black eyeballs popping out of its smoking skull. As the black mage hung onto a piece of shelf with one tentacle, another bolt leaped out of Odyn’s hand, turning the creature into a hardened black wad that exploded in a spray of crackling flesh. 
 
    Deaf and blind, Yuri blinked with the afterimage of the demonic corpses flashing behind his eyelids. He called out but only barely heard his own voice. Just then he heard the concussive force of a large gun - a sniper rifle. He felt rather than heard movement as kobolds lying in wait upstairs rushed across the creaking floors. 
 
    “Odyn! What did you-” Yuri called out, then suddenly stopped as his eyes adjusted. Odyn lay on the ground with his ankles still bound to the fallen chair. Even with one arm thrown over his head, Yuri could tell that he was unconscious. 
 
    “Odyn! Odyn! Are-” Again Yuri was cut off by stabbing pain behind his forehead. The pungent aroma of smoke and roasted demon suddenly hit him, and he retched. He wanted more than anything to break his bonds and check on Odyn, but he could not summon even the faintest wizardry through the fog of pain. 
 
    The gun fired again and as his hearing returned he knew without a doubt that it was Gilly’s gun. Again he heard movement, another gun firing almost directly above him, then breaking glass, rushing feet - and the clatter of steel. 
 
    “Odyn! Odyn, they’re here! Someone’s here to… to help us!” 
 
    Yuri cried with the sudden release of emotion. He strained at his bonds, feebly but desperate to help those who were risking their lives to help him. He jumped at the sudden roar of blasted wood, then heard a heavy body falling down the stairs. 
 
    “We’re down here!” Yuri shouted. “We’re down-” He choked on the words, gagging on a burst of pain so intense that he felt as if he was floating back and forth just outside of his own body. He clamped his mouth shut and fought a rising wave of nausea. 
 
    Catching movement outside the pantry doorway, he turned, hoping to see his friends - and was surprised to see two strange highborn men peering at him. Both wore brown armor, and had swords extended. 
 
    “Got two hostages down here, alive,” said one, touching his comm. “No demons.” 
 
    “Are… are you…” Yuri fought to speak. 
 
    “We’re friends,” said one of the men. “We’re from Clavesman’s Retinue.” 
 
    One man went for Odyn while the other bent down behind Yuri’s chair and felt his bonds. Yuri felt the man’s sword biting into the plasticord, then his hands came free. “Where’s the third hostage?” said the man. “Are you-” 
 
    “Yuri!” Istis shouted. 
 
    Yuri’s heart leaped at the sight of Istis rushing toward him. She grasped him in a crushing embrace, pressing him against her armored bosom with an almost frantic hunger. 
 
    “Yuri! Yuri!” she repeated. 
 
    Yuri wrapped his arms around her. He knew he must surely be dreaming, to be in such a terrible place, and then so suddenly taken out of it. He wanted to ask her if the others were there, if Kotes was alright, and to warn her that James had been taken, that they might still be able to catch Varg and Maggot-Face. He opened his mouth to speak, but could not focus. He felt her lips touching the top of his head. His arms suddenly lost strength, and fell at her sides. Another wave of pain washed over him, and when he closed his eyes, he could not open them again. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-Five 
 
    Amos and His Bitten Wolves 
 
      
 
    Yuri woke up on a plush bedroll lying in a field. He could hear people talking in the pale light of early morning. He felt at peace, glad to know that he lived in a world where people could carry on relaxed conversations. He perked up when he realized that Odyn was one of the speakers. 
 
    “I would just call them back, then,” said Odyn. 
 
    The other speaker drew in a breath through clenched teeth. “I hate to give up on him, but I think you’re right. What do you say, Dugan?” 
 
    “Might as well,” said another speaker. “Besides, it looks like Odyn has something he wants to tell us. Am I right? I’ll contact my… ah! Are you awake, sir?” 
 
    Yuri was almost afraid to move for fear of pain, but as he lifted up from his pillow, he felt fine, if a little tired. Istis suddenly stirred, where she had been sitting beside him. 
 
    “Careful, Yuri!” she said, helping him to rise. 
 
    “I’m okay,” he said, smiling at her. He wanted to see who Odyn was talking to, but was having difficulty turning away from Istis. Her beautiful face showed such concern that it was hard to believe he had only barely gotten away from horrible creatures who only wanted to do him harm. He realized he had never found her particularly attractive, and the realization stung him. But now her blue eyes were like crystals made of clear blue sky - he could not look away. The fact that she even existed, and cared about him, was difficult to fathom. 
 
    “You’re sure?” she said, speaking hesitantly. 
 
    “Yes.” Grasping her hand, he turned to look over his shoulder. Odyn sat propped up against their orange transport, sipping from a mug. His face was still marred by bruises and lacerations, but he had an easy smile, almost looking proud that Yuri was there with him. He was even wearing his armor, but his undergarments were visible through a large, scorched hole torn in the side. Other mercenaries that he did not know stood further afield, conferring with one another and speaking on their comms. But it was the two mercenaries standing beside Odyn that surprised Yuri. 
 
    “How are you, Yuri?” said Amos. “Seems you’ve had quite a career, and you’ve only just started!” 
 
    Yuri laughed in appreciation. Amos, the mercenary he had met so long ago when he had left Mag Mell, stood tall in dark armor with a collar of wolf’s fur around his throat. He wore an easy smile on his pale blue face, and his long white hair was swept back from his forehead. Yuri remembered how embarrassed he had felt when his father informed him that the Amos he had met was actually the founder of Havenor, and was thus at least three hundred years old. 
 
    The man who stood beside Amos was someone Yuri had only heard about: Dugan Little, perhaps the most famous wizard to ever live. He had unruly sandy hair and sharp orange eyes, and a somewhat mocking smile on his lean, golden face. He wore light armor covered by a plain brown robe. Yuri was in awe, for it was Dugan Little who had discovered the varying frequencies of wizardry nearly three hundred years ago, thus changing the world. Before Dugan, wizards only worked within the narrow confines of the green frequency. 
 
    “That’s true, sir!” Yuri turned back to Amos. “That career nearly came to an end, too. Was it you who saved us?” 
 
    “We pitched in,” said Amos, shrugging. “My team, the Bitten Wolves, and Dugan’s own Clavesman’s Retinue were sent to pick up Maggot-Face and haul him to Arcadia. We didn’t realize a demon army would be sent to get him back.” 
 
    “We underestimated them,” said Dugan, his voice sounding sharp and worn. “And now they’ve gotten away with that civilian.” 
 
    “James was… never found?” said Yuri. “But did you-” 
 
    “We tried, Yuri,” said Amos. “We still have people out combing the woods. But…” 
 
    “Mother and Gilly are out there, too,” said Odyn. “But it’s too late now.” 
 
    “How can you be so sure?” said Yuri. 
 
    Odyn shook his head. “It’s been too long. There were too many demons split up going too many different ways. They left their magi behind, to avoid detection. And Varg can… as crazy as it sounds, Varg can lower his body temperature to an extreme degree, so heat-vision scanners might not help.” 
 
    “I heard you mention that before, about his temperature,” said Dugan. “What did you mean by that?” 
 
    Odyn sipped from his mug. “I felt it when we were in the room with him, and I noticed it during our fight in Andvari, too. He can lower the temperature in the surrounding area. And it seems to affect his mood. I think he draws heat out of air, and uses it as a source of energy. He enjoys it.” 
 
    “What?” said Amos, incredulous. 
 
    “You’re right,” said Yuri. “When he… when he touched my face, I couldn’t believe how cold his hands were.” 
 
    Odyn nodded, but Yuri peered at him oddly as a jarring memory returned to him. “Odyn, did you… did you somehow… I mean, there was lightning! And it looked like it came from-” 
 
    “Those kobolds had some kind of Fairyland weapon,” said Odyn, fixing his gaze on Yuri. “It must have misfired and killed them.” 
 
    “Fairyland weapon?” 
 
    “Don’t you remember?” said Odyn. 
 
    “I thought you… I thought you shot lightning out of your hand.” 
 
    Odyn laughed unnaturally. “No. I can’t say I did that.” 
 
    Though Yuri felt foolish for making such a claim, his heart told him that Odyn was lying. And the fact that Maggot-Face had not tried to impregnate either of them with his disgusting maggots also seemed very strange to Yuri. He could not help but wonder what had happened between Odyn and Maggot-Face back in the woods, when Kotes and Gilly quit the team. Yuri wanted to ask, but he had no wish to push the man who had gone down into hell with him - at least, not in front of the others. Yuri nodded, then said, “Kotes didn’t make it, did he?” 
 
    “No,” said Istis, squeezing his hand. “I was with him when… when he died.” 
 
    Yuri’s throat tightened. When he was utterly lost and held in the clutches of demons, he had regretted becoming a mercenary. At the time, he had wanted nothing more than to go back in time and never take up a sword. To simply exist and be safe. But now, after being freed by others who were, after all, much like himself, and after seeing Varg murder a friend who had traveled with Yuri and fought beside him, Yuri realized that he wanted to kill demons. He wanted Kotes to rest easy, to sleep knowing that he had been avenged. In a sudden rush of cold anger, he felt a new hunger that could only be sated by black, demonic blood. 
 
    “Can I ask you something, Yuri?” said Dugan. 
 
    Pulling himself away from his thoughts, Yuri said, “Of course, sir.” 
 
    Dugan gave Yuri a look of concern that did not seem to match his severe face. “When we found you last night, your head was hurting. Have you not been doing your cognate meditations?” 
 
    “I have,” said Yuri. “This was much worse than that. I don’t know how to explain it.” 
 
    “Has this happened to you before?” 
 
    Yuri could see that the aged wizard was not going to let it go. But as uncomfortable as it made him, Yuri knew that Dugan was right to press for details; a wizard could die if he neglected his meditations. Doing so would allow the crystals growing in his brain to kill him, after driving him insane. 
 
    Yuri sighed, then gathered his thoughts. “There were two black magi keeping me from using my wizardry,” he said. “But I managed to kill one of them.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “I used a new frequency. One that the black magi weren’t able to block.” 
 
    Dugan narrowed his eyes and cocked his head. “You think you went beyond red? Or violet?” 
 
    “No, sir. It was… it’s hard to explain. It was within the established range, only I could manipulate fields beyond the usual harmonic set.” 
 
    Dugan considered the matter. “I guess I would be the person to talk to about this sort of thing. People thought I was crazy when I started casting frequencies outside of the known range. But… this just sounds bizarre to me, Yuri. Technically, it’s impossible.” 
 
    “Why?” said Amos. 
 
    Dugan crossed his arms. “Wizards have been trying to do something like this for years, but if you go between the scales, there’s no harmony. It doesn’t… it doesn’t click. It’s just dead air, with nothing for a wizard to manipulate.” 
 
    “It worked for me,” said Yuri. “It clicked, I mean. There were harmonies between the scales, just as viable as the standard ones.” 
 
    “I get it, in theory,” said Dugan. “But the reason we use the frequencies we do is because they resonate with our bodies. Our bodies vibrate at a certain frequency, too. As you travel up the scales, you hit those frequencies that resonate with your body, and create harmony, so…” Dugan furrowed his brow in concern, then said, “I mean, unless… was your body moving out of… well, out of sync with reality? Can you try it again?” 
 
    “No!” Yuri shot back. Suddenly embarrassed, he said, “No, I’d rather not try it. It was… I thought I was going to die.” 
 
    “Then don’t do it,” said Istis, gripping his arm. “You’ve done enough, Yuri.” 
 
    Yuri glanced at her, but turned away after unexpectedly feeling ashamed. “Don’t get me wrong. I want to try it again. But it felt like my brain was mashed the wrong way inside my skull. It felt completely unnatural.” 
 
    Even saying it made Yuri feel sick to his stomach. At that moment Odyn laughed quietly, and Yuri felt a flash of anger. Turning to Odyn, he saw a smug grin plastered on his face. Noticing Yuri’s annoyed look, Odyn shrugged. 
 
    “Nothing wrong with mashing a couple of bugs causing you grief,” said Odyn. “You saved my skin, and for that, I’m grateful. I wouldn’t worry too much about whether it was natural or unnatural.” 
 
    “You don’t know how it felt, Odyn.” 
 
    “I know what it’s like for people to look at you funny when you’re doing your best to stay one step ahead of the demons,” he said without hesitation. “When you play to win, unnatural is just another card to keep in your deck.” 
 
    Though Yuri did not like Odyn’s breezy attitude, he had to admit that he was a good man to have nearby when things got really, really bad. “Perhaps you’re right, Odyn. But then again, we haven’t done a very good job of staying ahead of these demons. It seems we’re always one step behind them.” 
 
    Odyn suddenly looked surprised. “You think so? I think the demons are going to be very surprised when they see us in Bjarmaland.” 
 
    “Bjarmaland!” said Yuri. “Odyn, the demons took James! If they haven’t gotten everything out of him, they will soon enough. They can find the Orb anytime they want. And it’s our fault! Unless…” Yuri suddenly remembered James’s final cryptic words. “Wait, Odyn! Did you…?” 
 
    Odyn reached down beside him and lifted a faded, hardbound notebook. “James was true to his word,” said Odyn. “Turns out he kept extensive notes on the location of Eradol, as well as the buried ruins where he believed the Orb was located.” 
 
    Yuri’s mouth fell open. Though he would have given anything to find James Jamesh and save him, suddenly finding out that his companions had the information that the demons found worth fighting, torturing, and killing for, filled him with grim determination. He wanted to hurt the demons, and now he had a chance to do just that. 
 
    “Bjarmaland?” said Amos. “What’s this all about?” 
 
    Odyn set his elbows on his knees and looked up at the big, blue-tinted highborn from Havenor. “You think I was joking when I was talking about the Orb of Control?” said Odyn, smiling sideways. “The same demons who cooked up the Fairyland plot are looking for an ancient weapon that turns your brain into goop. We’ve got to get down there and stop it from happening. But the Dandy Jaggers can’t do this thing alone. We need you with us, Amos, you and your whole team. And your boys need to come with us, too, Dugan.” 
 
    Amos laughed, but nodded in appreciation at Odyn’s candor. “If you can convince my people, then I’m game,” he said. “What about you, Dugan?” 
 
    “I was expecting an easy escort mission, not a thankless trip into barren wilderness,” he said, looking as if he had bitten into a lemon. 
 
    “Well, do what you want,” said Odyn, tossing out the remains of his mug and pushing up onto his feet. “But let me talk to your people all the same. This is big. It’s big enough that I’m going to call up the Emperor and see if he’s interested in helping out, too.” 
 
    “Hey.” Dugan reached out and grabbed Odyn’s arm. “I’ll talk to my people, too. Alright? Nobody’s going to say that when something this momentous came up, Dugan Little and his Retinue failed the Sanctuary!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-Six 
 
    Lashing Out 
 
      
 
    Zero Seven sat with his head hunkered down into his shoulders as the cramped van plowed over loose stones and cracks in what might have been pavement long ago. The van’s tires were thick, industrial-grade units sitting on heavy-duty shock absorbers, but still the ride through the caverns was a painful affair. Many times he had been nearly flung out of his makeshift seat, much to the amusement of his highborn companions. 
 
    Tareq Wayne Ladds sat across from Zero Seven. Unlike Zero Seven, the highborn was not sitting on a crate - he was too big, and instead sat sprawled out on the floor of the van. Zero Seven felt like a small cat sitting nervously among four very large, well-trained guard dogs. The worst part was that he knew a show of confidence and capability would not work on them, as he looked like a small, walking trash bag in his bulky envirosuit. 
 
    It’s not fair, he thought. Without me, without the work of my people, we wouldn’t be able to do this mission at all! 
 
    One of the highborn assassins suddenly tapped his knee, then said, “He-e-ey, Zero Seven! Can I ask about your job again?” 
 
    Though Zero Seven could not make out the highborn’s face in the van’s dark interior, he could hear the subtle hint of amusement in his voice. 
 
    “Is it related to the mission?” said Zero Seven, hoping that his frustration was not too obvious. 
 
    The highborn assassin shrugged. “Just a way to pass the time in these tunnels. We could be attacked by demons at any moment. You know?” 
 
    “All the more reason to avoid distraction,” Zero Seven countered. “Let’s try to stay on topic. We’re here for a reason, after all, and not just for our own amusement.” 
 
    The highborn turned away and they sat in uncomfortable silence. 
 
    “Well now you’ve got me curious,” said another assassin, who sat leaning against the rear doorway. “Though our associate chooses not to answer, I for one would like to know your question.” 
 
    “Na-a-ah, we better not get distracted with foolishness,” said the first highborn, shaking his head in an exaggerated manner. “Boss man’s right.” 
 
    “Go on and ask the question, good sir,” said the second assassin. “And let me be the judge of whether or not it is foolish.” 
 
    The first assassin placed his palms together and held them before his mouth as he pretended to consider the matter, then finally he said, “We-e-e-ell…” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “I was just going to ask our friend Zero Seven about his duties as a pureborn intelligence agent.” 
 
    The second assassin sucked in a breath as he winced. “A fool’s question! It was right of our friend to refuse an answer.” 
 
    “Well, then: Forgive me.” 
 
    “The hell are you guys on about?” said their driver, turning to glance at them. Like the others, he was a highborn assassin. 
 
    “Nothing, sir!” 
 
    “Look, I’m bored, too,” said the driver. “I can already guess it’s about something stupid. I just want you guys to speak up, so I can hear you over the bouncing.” 
 
    There was a moment of silence, then Tareq cleared his throat. “All jokes aside, I wouldn’t mind hearing this, myself. It actually is important. If we’re going to pull this off, we need to understand one another.” 
 
    Though Zero Seven could not see Tareq’s dark face, he could feel his gaze resting on him. Like a martyr, Zero Seven decided to pass through the gauntlet of their crude jests while giving them a glimpse into his life. 
 
    “Very well,” said Zero Seven. “I work for the TIA, one of the foremost intelligence agencies of Ulain. But, actually… the truth is, I work for the ODI, the Original Department of Intelligences. You could say it’s the hub from which all other intelligence agencies draw their authority, though few know it even exists.” 
 
    The second assassin whistled. “Sounds pretty intense,” he said, “So… what does that mean?” 
 
    “It means I help fight terrorism. Unlike in your perfect world, Ulain is filled with groups of criminals who would like nothing more than to spread pain and destruction.” 
 
    “Oh, boy,” said the first assassin. “So you work in law enforcement, then? There’s some irony in there somewhere.” 
 
    “We’re above law enforcement,” said Zero Seven. “We work in gray areas that are beyond the police’s pay grade. For instance…” Zero Seven knew he should not continue, but it was surprisingly difficult to hold his peace. Even his wife and best friends had no idea what he did for a living. He supposed that, on some level, he had probably wanted to talk about his job with someone for a long time. “For instance, a few years ago we found out that someone was selling chemicals that could be used in explosive devices. This was not long after some scumbag had blown up a Burger Lord restaurant, killing a dozen people - including children. So you can rest assured that we wanted to put a stop to this person from selling anything that could be used to make bombs.” 
 
    Tareq leaned forward. Zero Seven began to wonder if perhaps the highborn wanted to hear his story just as much as he wanted to tell it. 
 
    “It got complicated,” he continued, “because we actually needed what the perp was selling in order to make bombs ourselves. So rather than coordinate with law enforcement, we set up a sting operation and bought some contraband from the dealer. It, uh… it actually went so well that we set up a regular trade connection with the dealer. As long as we made sure that we were buying all of his inventory, we wouldn’t have to worry about it falling into the wrong hands.” 
 
    “Now what in the hell does an intelligence agency need so many explosives for, sir?” said the driver. 
 
    “It’s necessary,” said Zero Seven. 
 
    “Well, yeah, if you want to blow something up. But I thought you were in intel.” 
 
    “We are. But the best way to fight a killer is to disarm him. That’s why we sometimes have to… well, we have to occasionally set off bombs ourselves. That way the public will demand protection, and the politicians will get off their asses.” 
 
    “Wait… what?” said the first assassin. “Why don’t the police just throw you guys in prison?” 
 
    “Because they don’t know we set the bombs. Listen, it’s not like we’re killing people…” Zero Seven hesitated, hoping that they would not ask for details on sites they had targeted - especially ones that had, unfortunately, resulted in civilian deaths. “But sometimes we have to pretend to be terrorists, in order to get people angry at terrorists.” 
 
    “Huh,” said the second assassin. 
 
    “Anyway,” said Zero Seven, “we got wind that the CYP was sniffing around our dealer. We couldn’t have them arresting our contact, and we definitely couldn’t have the CYP finding out that the TIA was his number one client.” 
 
    “Bet that was a fun conversation!” said the driver, leaning back to be heard. 
 
    “We never talked to them about it, as far as I know. We, um… we just went to war with them.” 
 
    “Truly?” said Tareq. 
 
    “Well, not outright war, not really. But we started targeting their people with blackmail, getting them involved in prostitution and drugs, compromising them. Sometimes threatening their families, things like that. We would never use force against them, not outright!” Again Zero Seven hesitated as he remembered that they actually had killed a few CYP agents, although technically he was not supposed to know about that. 
 
    “But, things worked out in the end,” he continued. “The CYP backed off, and we were able to keep our explosives dealer.” 
 
    “So,” said Tareq, “some random criminal became the center of some kind of cloak-and-dagger civil war between intelligence agencies?” 
 
    “Oh - I forgot to say it, but he wasn’t actually a criminal.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “It turned out he was with the FRN.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “It’s a, um… it’s another intelligence agency. Seems they were trying to get politicians to crack down on extremism, so they were forced to get involved in the black market for explosives, in order to drum up some support from the public.” 
 
    “Good Lord!” said the first assassin. “Do you guys have any actual terrorists over there?” 
 
    “Yes, a lot of them!” Zero Seven snapped. “They’re everywhere!” 
 
    “No, I mean - just, like, guys working on their own! Guys who aren’t freaking feds getting checks from the government!” 
 
    Before Zero Seven could recall a wholly organic case of terrorism, the second assassin laughed so loudly that it broke his concentration. 
 
    They don’t care! he thought. They don’t care what we have to deal with, trapped behind the walls of Ulain! 
 
    “Hey, let’s try to keep it down,” said the driver, chuckling as he turned back to look at them. “I know these tunnels look empty, but we really don’t know what all’s down here. Did you guys meet Maggot-Face? He knew about some of these tunnels. And if he knew about them, then they all know about them.” 
 
    “You think there’s demons down here?” said the first assassin. 
 
    “Brother I don’t know what’s down here and I don’t want to know.” With his eyes on the dark path ahead of them, he said, “These tunnels are ancient, from way before the Emperor’s time. The land over our head was once under the sea, you know? The guys who tried to map these tunnels out said they were probably used by governments in ancient times, back when the pureborn were at war from one end of the world to the other. Probably used them to avoid detection, or hide from aerial bombardments, or whatever. Nobody ever bothered to sketch out a complete map. We’ll have to leave this tunnel soon, and when we come out, we’ll be way up north. Around New Kurgheim. But then there’s another tunnel that’ll take us right up to Arcadia.” 
 
    “Well, I spent plenty of time in one of these tunnels,” said the second assassin. “But I never met any demons. I hid down here when Fairyland got busted.” 
 
    “We had a good thing going,” the driver mused. 
 
    “A good thing! It was my fucking life! You think I want to be on this operation with you guys?” 
 
    “Well, let’s make the best of it,” said the driver. 
 
    “It’s fine to be angry,” said Tareq. “Remember that anger. And use it to make the Emperor pay.” 
 
    “I can’t wait ‘til we have his dead body sitting right here,” said the first assassin. “Laid out right here.” 
 
    “Do we have to bring his whole body?” said the second assassin. “You guys know it’s going to be a bitch getting him out of the Tower of Yod, right?” 
 
    “It will be easy enough,” said Zero Seven. “I have an almost complete schematic of the Tower, including routes where nobody goes. We’ll be fine. In fact…” 
 
    “What?” said Tareq. 
 
    “Remember, the ODI has extended an offering of a special bonus if you bring him in alive.” 
 
    “Listen, big man,” said the first assassin. “It’s already dumb enough that we have to bring his whole body, and not just his head. Second of all - no.” 
 
    Zero Seven sighed, frustrated that something so simple was so difficult for them to grasp. “The ODI wants the body to prove that no trace of Emperor Wodan remains. Otherwise he could be cloned, and then our servitude would continue.” 
 
    “Servitude!” the first assassin scoffed. “You guys are really something.” 
 
    “What do you mean by that?” 
 
    The highborn assassin did not respond, but turned away. 
 
    “He’s right,” said Tareq. “Emperor Wodan is far too dangerous to be captured alive. We go in, we kill him and anyone around him, then we drag him back to the van and bring his body back to Ulain. And we lay low if necessary. For weeks, even months, if we have to.” 
 
    “Lord…” said the first assassin, shaking his head. 
 
    “Come now. It won’t be so bad. We’ll stop by a supply cache and spread out. That way we won’t come to dislike one another.” 
 
    Zero Seven dreaded the thought of staying down in these dark tunnels with the big, strong highborn. They had already shown that they cared little for him, and of course it was common knowledge that they were all murderers. Zero Seven turned toward the windshield and gazed at the walls of irregularly cut stone passing through the headlights. Just then he remembered traveling with the Ambassador, back when they had flown from Arcadia to Tartarus, and how the man had threatened their associate with a coded phrase regarding many rooms and long tunnels through hell beneath their feet. Now that Zero Seven had access to sensitive ODI files, he knew that the phrase was most likely an allusion to the fact that anyone could be abandoned in these dark tunnels, if they did not shape up. Zero Seven shuddered to think that he might be down here for a long time. And not even as a punishment, but for doing his duty, rendering service to the pureborn - the true human species. 
 
    “Here we go, boys,” said the driver. “Be alert. If anyone sees us, and looks suspicious, you might have to hop out and earn your pay.” 
 
    They suddenly tore through a wall of hanging vines and found themselves beneath the sunless, gentle blue sky of early dawn. The van lurched down a drop-off, then bounced crazily as they plowed through a stream. Pushing through a densely wooded hillside, they came to a wide field of tall grass heavy with dew. The driver made straight for a line of trees reaching out from the mist. 
 
    “We’ve got a ways to go before we reach the next tunnel,” said the driver. “We can probably pass for a delivery truck, so we shouldn’t have to lay anybody out. Unless somebody’s having a picnic where they can see us go into the tunnel. Then I’ll have to run ‘em over.” 
 
    “What a view!” said the first assassin, craning his head to peer through the windshield. “Thank God.” 
 
    Zero Seven shook his head at the antiquated expression. Though he did not think he was making a big deal, the assassin noticed immediately. 
 
    “What is it, big man?” said the assassin. “Ah, that’s right. You pureborn don’t believe in God. So you really don’t have any religion?” 
 
    “Of course we don’t!” said Zero Seven. “We’ve progressed beyond that. If a people directly take part in the political process, then superstitious nonsense becomes unnecessary.” 
 
    “Is that a fact?” he replied, glancing at his companion. Zero Seven felt a sinking sensation, as he knew another round of torment at the hands of the highborn was about to begin. “You seem awfully confident!” 
 
    “It’s self-evident,” said Zero Seven. “Besides, I’m surprised an assassin would believe in some kind of supernatural arbiter of morality.” 
 
    The assassin crossed his arms and leaned back. “That’s a big phrase for a little man! But I don’t see what me being a killer has anything to do with it. Honestly, if this operation falls apart and I get killed, I’m looking forward to arguing with the Man Upstairs. I’m curious to see what blame He tries to pin on me, when I can prove fairly effectively that the horrible shit that set me on this path was not up to me.” 
 
    The idea of a dead immortal pleading his case to a bearded old man in the sky was too much for Zero Seven. Now he was convinced that the idea of the highborn generally being of greater intellect than the pureborn was absolutely not true. Not sure where to even begin an argument, Zero Seven moaned and turned away, as if embarrassed to be in the presence of such an uneducated creature. 
 
    As he looked away, he noticed Tareq turning his attention to him. A chill ran up his spine as Tareq’s cold gaze ran the length of his body. 
 
    “When we kill Emperor Wodan, and bring his body into Ulain,” said Tareq, “then you will meet God, my pureborn friend.” 
 
    Zero Seven felt as if he was treading on dangerous ground. Not sure what to make of the strange statement, he said, “What do you mean, Tareq?” 
 
    “Don’t you remember our reward? It was once extended to everyone involved in Fairyland. But since we are all that’s left…” Tareq opened his hands and gestured to the others. “Well, when we move into Ulain with the pureborn, we expect to be taken care of. To be catered to, and even worshipped as gods. Is that not our deal?” 
 
    Zero Seven struggled to breathe in his envirosuit. Suddenly remembering that any one of the giants in the van could pull him apart, he said, “I remember the deal.” 
 
    Tareq nodded. “If you remember it,” he said, “then you should conduct yourself accordingly!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-Seven 
 
    Gathering Forces 
 
      
 
    A young boy extended a little jug of wine to Nemarus, and he took it gratefully. He sat down on a stone bench in the public square and patted a space next to him. The boy and his young sister plopped down beside him, and she uncovered a basket filled with end pieces of bread still warm from the oven. 
 
    “Thank you,” Nemarus said as he took a piece. The little girl nodded and smiled in a strangely mature manner. 
 
    It was a beautiful day in Shan Greala, in the city of Magnavilla. Nemarus watched neighbors calling out to one another from the open windows of their fitted-stone houses; one man even threw a chicken across the street to his neighbor, who caught it with a serious expression. Nemarus’s attention wandered to the short platform at the center of the square, where a man with a long beard was setting up an easel and a large, finished painting. Though the colors of the painting were garish and bright, it depicted a skillfully crafted scene of the sun rising over a foggy swamp. The square was full of men and women sitting idle, lost in conversation, but they fell silent as they took notice of the man and his painting. 
 
    “What’s this, then, sir?” a man in a wide-brimmed hat at the edge of the square called out. 
 
    “Just this, sir,” said the man with the painting. “I have a topic for discussion, everyone,” he continued, projecting his voice. “My niece has painted a picture, as you can see, and looking upon it has brought a question into my mind.” 
 
    “Go on then, Petros!” said a young man. 
 
    Gesturing to his painting, the man said, “Was this painting inspired by God, or was it only made by man?” 
 
    The man took a seat beside the painting and waited to hear what the people would have to say. A few discussed the matter among themselves before speaking up, while others considered the matter on their own. Two robots passed through the square carrying a long, rolled up carpet between them. Nemarus had come to enjoy these public debates, and in some sense, he had already grown accustomed to being kicked out of his home in the hills. He considered the question of the origin of the painting. 
 
    This is the sort of question that cannot be settled, he realized. But the discussion will surely be listened to by God. Was this topic perhaps inspired by God, as a means of gauging His own handiwork, that is, the world itself? 
 
    He laughed at the idea, and considered calling out the jest. Pulling himself away from his thoughts, he suddenly realized that everyone was gone. The basket lay at his feet, with its bread lying on the cobblestones. He heard screaming in the distance. He knew that his spirit had gone wandering again. 
 
    “Nemarus!” a young woman cried out, waving from the window of her home overlooking the square. “Nemarus, get in here, you fool! Hurry!” 
 
    Nemarus craned his head as several wyverns flew past, their scaly tails quivering like water snakes pushing through a stream. The creatures cried out in a high-pitched ululating fashion, sending a chill running through him. They were mounted by kobolds armed for battle. Thinking at first that they were heading for the Temple, he noted the direction, and saw that they were instead flying southeast, into the farmlands rather than Shan Greala’s administrative center. 
 
    Nemarus jerked in alarm when an eagle-rider in purple and violet armor crashed into a wyvern. Thinking at first that they had collided on accident, he was amazed to see the eagle kick off from the side of a building and crash into the wyvern yet again. The eagle and wyvern kicked at one another, and their riders lashed out with their swords, the sound of their impact ringing off the stone buildings. 
 
    With a sharp thwak the kobold was flung from its wyvern, and collided with the corner of a roof. In a shower of shingles and stones the monster smacked into the street, lying motionless as the wyvern took off in fright. The highborn soldier landed on a rooftop and shouted into his comm. “More demons on the way! They’re crossing Trilby Square, requesting backup!” Holding his earpiece, he responded, “Affirmative!” just as he noticed Nemarus down below. “Get inside before you get killed!” he shouted, then kicked his eagle. The fierce bird leaped off the roof and took off. 
 
    “Yes, sir, I will!” said Nemarus, pushing up from the bench. He stopped, distracted by the horrible sound of still more shrieking wyverns. He stood and watched as one passed overhead, then another, then a flock of them tore across the sky. 
 
    They’re all going southeast, he thought. Are they trying to draw soldiers away from the Temple by attacking the farms? No… why bother attacking us, when there are easier targets further down the mountain? Why, there’s nothing southeast but farmland, and beyond that… 
 
    Bjarmaland. 
 
    But there’s no reason to take such a force down that way, and right through the middle of Shan Greala. Wherever they’re going, they must be taking the straightest course, as they don’t seem to care about meeting resistance along the way. They must have something important they need to get to. 
 
    “The Orb of Control,” he said aloud. “They’ve… my God, they know where it is. But that means… oh, James! James, they got you!” 
 
    A door banged open and a young man ran toward Nemarus. Grabbing his arm, he dragged Nemarus toward a house where a woman stood weeping at the doorway, casting her gaze overhead. 
 
    “Nemarus, you addlebrained idiot!” said the young man. “You’d lose your head if we didn’t keep track of where you left it!” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “People of the Sanctuary, your Emperor needs you.” 
 
    Holo-projectors sprang to life throughout the Black Valley, casting large two-dimensional images of Emperor Wodan over towering trees. The people in the cities of wood stopped and watched as large screens repeated the image of the Emperor in his teal and blue robe, his green eyes seeming to bore into them from across the Sanctuary. Hearing the voice projected from multiple vid screens in an echo of authority, Queen Selvana cast open her balcony and stood transfixed at the sight of Emperor Wodan. 
 
    “Ma’am!” an aide called out to her. “The Emperor is projecting on every device throughout the Black Valley, as far as we can tell. Maybe the entire Sanctuary!” 
 
    Selvana nodded impatiently. “This is news to me,” she said. “Looks like he’s springing another surprise on us!” 
 
    “Though we have crushed the Fairyland traitors,” said the image of Emperor Wodan, “it seems the demons weren’t depending solely on Fairyland to give them an edge in this war. In their sick desperation to hurt us, the demons have been investigating an ancient artifact known as the Orb of Control. The Fairyland traitors were vile beyond belief, and yet in ancient times, the world was filled with people like them: Twisted degenerates dreaming up weapons to use against their own people - because they did not believe they had a people. That’s what made them easy prey for the demons, when they showed up. I believe the Orb of Control was one of those ancient weapons, perhaps the worst of them all.” 
 
    “Dearest! Dearest!” said Morvenia. Wife Morvenia of Kumala Kuara sat in her living room of black marble, her golden eyes fixed on the Emperor’s face on the vid screen. Wife Binti and Wife Delarouse stood in a stupor with their mouths hanging open with a large bowl of salad gripped between them, and Morvenia signaled to them in vain. “Kumala, dearest!” she shouted. “The Emperor is-” 
 
    “I see him in here, woman!” Kumala Kuara, her husband and founder of the land of Kumala Kuara, shouted from the next room. “Wodan is on every vid screen, not just yours!” 
 
    “The demons,” Wodan continued, “have been searching for this weapon. Just as I used an ancient vault filled with forgotten weapons to break demonic power over our world, now they want to use an ancient weapon to break us. Fortunately a few brave mercenaries have beaten them to the location of the ruins where the Orb is believed to rest. It is far south of the Sanctuary, deep in the untamed wilderness of the Bjarmaland.” 
 
    In the floating city of Andvari, Lord Otr sat on his white throne, his entire panel of vid screens showing multiple images of Emperor Wodan. Though he sat with his chin resting in his hand, his finger also tapped against his face, a subtle indication that his emotions were roiling at the unexpected interruption of his schedule. The Emperor’s face was replaced with grainy vids of armored mercenaries standing atop a mound of dirt blasted by a dry storm thick with grit and sand. Yuri and Amos stood in conference in the lee of a dancing canvas tarp, with Elseth and the other birds crowded together, looking miserable with their heads tucked down. 
 
    “Three teams are holding that location secure,” Emperor Wodan’s voice narrated. “The Dandy Jaggers, the Bitten Wolves, and Clavesman’s Retinue. But they cannot hold it on their own. Already the demons are gathering against them. Based on satellite imagery and eyewitness accounts, I believe the demons mean to throw everything they have into this gamble. If they cannot steal the Orb of Control, they know they will never have a chance at permanently defeating us.” 
 
    Emperor Wodan’s words echoed through the slate gray conference room of Redcap Arms of Doreido, which overlooked a robotic foundry where large robots poured molten steel into molds while printing and assembling chassis. Lady Sert, the chairman of Redcap Arms and Automation, tried her best to look in control in front of the other board members sitting at the conference table, but as she fell back into her seat she jumped slightly, fearful that her chair would tip over. Her momentary grimace of embarrassment almost mirrored the logo of her company which was emblazoned behind her, which featured an embarrassed-looking demon in a red cap cringing beneath an imposing blade. 
 
    “I want more robots flown out there,” she said, hoping to distract and bring attention back to the Emperor. “Did you see that part with the three robots digging while everyone else was standing around? It’s pathetic!” 
 
    “We could fly a thousand robots out on a big jumbo transport,” said a division chief. 
 
    “No, no,” said Sert. “Everybody with a sword and a bird will already be out in Bjarmaland wondering what’s going on, they’ll be there for a week waiting for some big dumb transport. We’ll…” Tapping a pen against her chin, she said, “Our mercs won’t like it, but we’ll throw a robot on every bird that goes out.” 
 
    “You’re right,” said her personal assistant. “They won’t like that! A bunch of meatheads with a robot thrown over the saddle? They’ll-” 
 
    “Okay, we’ll hammer out the details later,” she said, raising a red-tinted hand to quiet any objections. “Listen, the Emperor is speaking again!” 
 
    “Will you let the demons take this from us?” said the image of Emperor Wodan. “Will you remain within the safety and security of our Sanctuary, until the day when it is no longer safe? Or will you take up arms and mount up on your eagles, and ride with me into danger? Will you fight for the survival of your people? Or will you hide and wait until you are conquered by another, who is willing to fight for his people?” 
 
    “No, we will not hide!” said Pope Ference. In his office in the Shining City, he stood up from his desk, a bearded, red-haired giant in flowing white robes edged in gold. Signaling to his guards in their yellow armor, they threw open the grand doorway to his balcony, where he would make his response to the Emperor’s call to arms. He strode across the white marble floor of his office and onto the balcony, gripping the golden railing as if the wind could pull him free. The Emperor’s voice echoed throughout the holy city, where tall stone towers stood within the protective arms of the white mountains, and the Shining River fell from sheer crags into the Pool of New Birth, and a fine mist rose to drift into the city, casting a gleam upon the stone surfaces that reflected the colored lights of the towers. People were already gathering in the open courtyard beneath his balcony, their gaze fixed upon the Emperor’s holograms as they waited for the Pope’s response. 
 
    “Even now,” Emperor Wodan continued, “the Warmaster, Josef, is readying all available Arcadian forces, both mercenary and enlisted. We will not let the demons claim this ancient power. It belongs to us, just as this entire world belongs to us! By divine right, this is our sacred world, not theirs! Come with me, all of you who can fight, and help me gain this world with blood, in the most holy and eternal ritual of warfare!” 
 
    As the Emperor’s words rang throughout the Sanctuary, both mercenaries and enforcers of the law heard the call. From furthest Havenor the eagles took flight with their highborn riders, braving the dark nights in freezing valleys so that they would not be the last to obey the summons. Arcadians with their armor highlighted in pastel took flight from the great Tower of Yod as Warmaster Josef prepped his transport battleship for launch. In Ionia, law enforcers in red and blue surcoats took flight even before the mercenaries could launch, eager to prove themselves after missing much of the drama with Maggot-Face and Varg’s unexpected appearance in Andvari. As for Andvari, Lord Otr launched his battleship, a great silver-gleaming transport that he hoped would rival the Warmaster’s. He was surrounded by dozens of other transports, each one filled with warriors determined to prove the might of the floating city. 
 
    In Doreido, Lady Sert watched as her newest toy, which was covered by a heavy tarp, was loaded onto a great black battleship. Though her new project was based on designs by the ancient highborn Jane Hait, she was quite pleased with herself for bringing the project together. Sweat trickled down her forehead. She was used to the heat of the foundries, but she was not about to admit to herself that she was nervous about putting her company’s reputation on the line with an untested automated weapon. 
 
    Lady Selvana watched her office vid screens, which showed a cloud of dark wyverns flying south just beyond the Black Valley. She zipped up her green mesh armor and listened in as her aides communicated with law enforcers watching the passes and tracking the wyverns, and a holo-map was updated with blinking markers. Beyond her window, she could see that teams of mercenaries were already taking off, eager for action; she knew that flying in a big, safe group was out of the question. 
 
    It was the opposite for Pope Ference, who kept a tight rein on his mercenaries. With the bells of the Shining City ringing and the people singing in prayer, his golden-gilded battleship rose on roaring repulsors as an army of eagles took off alongside him, with riders in yellow uniform or motley armor waving in farewell. 
 
    In other lands throughout the Sanctuary they also took flight, aiming south, beyond the mountains and into the wilderness of the Bjarmaland. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-Eight 
 
    Eradol 
 
      
 
    “They’re coming around again!” Yuri shouted. “Eyes up! Stand ready!” 
 
    The dig site lay atop a short, bare hill easily accessible from three sides, while the south side dropped off suddenly as if the earth itself had been split where she swallowed the Orb. Though they had seen the ruins of Eradol standing like gravestones among spindly new growth trees, the dead city was now hidden behind a storm of sand. The storm had raged for hours, but when it occasionally faded like a swaying curtain they saw kobolds with faces wrapped in masks pushing their way up the hill. 
 
    Yuri was positioned on the western flank with several wizards from Clavesman’s Retinue. The demons had come at them in waves all afternoon, and as the sun sank into the west, they showed no signs of letting up. He heard the sudden battering of shields along the northern face of the hill, where the fighting was fiercest. He tried to ignore the ringing of steel and cries of the defenders mixed with the barking, guttural shouting of the demons, and focused on the shifting fields of wizardry coming from the enemy. 
 
    As the curtain of sand drew away momentarily, they saw the black magi peering back at them from atop a distant hill. Some were deformed abominations lying at the feet of crooked, cadaverously thin demons in black robes, while tentacles hanging from living mounds floated overhead, their black eyes scanning the highborn for weaknesses. Kobolds with long rifles crouched among the black magi, waiting for a sign. 
 
    As a black mage stretched forth his twisted hand, Yuri felt the shifting tides of wizardry at the same moment the snipers aimed down the lengths of their rifles. 
 
    “Orange!” Yuri shouted. “They’re shifting to orange!” 
 
    “Orange!” someone repeated further down, and those capable of blocking such a field sent out cognate tendrils. 
 
    “Blue, circular pattern, zig-zagging toward us,” said Yuri, closing his eyes so that he could more easily feel the frequency. 
 
    “I’ve got it, I see it,” said a wizard next to him, a lady in bright blue armor. 
 
    Behind him, Yuri heard the ancient wizard Dugan Little shout a warning to his subordinates on the eastern flank. Though he wanted to turn and see how their battle fared, he ignored the impulse. 
 
    I have to trust that they’re doing their job, he thought. 
 
    Yuri had been intimidated when the Dandy Jaggers had joined up with the two larger mercenary groups, but when they reached the old dig site and the fighting began, he found that his ability to sense and use all frequencies put him in a position of importance. Others depended on him. 
 
    Wyverns shrieked overhead as their riders urged them into another attack run. “Free to fire! Free to fire!” Gilly cried out, and the snipers in the hovering transports opened fire. Yuri had long since grown used to the thundering report of so many guns going off overhead, and he even blocked spent shells with an unconscious green frequency held overhead. 
 
    “That’s right! Get back down there!” Amos shouted. 
 
    Yuri chanced a look over his shoulder and saw Amos lash out with a kick just as Odyn and Istis pushed a group of kobolds down on top of one another. The unfortunate kobold on top of the pile-up felt his jaw shattered by Amos’s boot right before the demons tumbled back down the hill. As Istis lost her footing, Odyn grabbed her arm and pulled her back into the line. 
 
    “They’re pulling back!” cried the wizard beside Yuri. 
 
    “Keep alert!” Yuri shouted. “Wait for the all-clear before…” 
 
    Though Yuri had made a habit of feeling out the black magi’s position with a roaming field of shifting frequencies, he felt something more intense - a tingling intuition that drew the breath out of his lungs. His gaze was drawn to a sniper crouching beneath the cloak of a black mage. The masked kobold raised its rifle at Yuri’s line of wizards. Something about seeing the demon positioning its rifle and pressing the scope to its eye, when none of its comrades was following suit, made him think that the round was surely covered in crystals - and if so, it was guaranteed to tear through their shields. 
 
    Yuri felt around the sniper and, sure enough, the demon’s rifle, gloves, and shoulders were covered in a range of wizardry-crystals that sent his awareness recoiling. Still, on some deep and unconscious level, he had felt out the rifle’s trajectory. Without thinking, he drew Unbecome out of its sheath, gripped it in his left hand, and stabbed the air in front of the lady in blue beside him. As she pulled away from him, Yuri saw the sniper jerk backward against the recoil of the rifle, then saw the oversized round spinning through the air, his mind moving so quickly that it was like watching a bee in flight. Yuri swung his sword upward in front of his companion and felt the resounding impact of the bullet against steel, sending his arm aching as the bullet was knocked skyward. 
 
    The report of the rifle echoed across the sand-choked lowlands as the oversized bullet opened up with small blades spinning in all directions. As Yuri grasped his aching arm against his side, the sniper glared at him in cold rage, then the cursed bullet bounced down the hill and sputtered to a stop. 
 
    Yuri forced a cold smile in the sniper’s direction. When he turned back to his companions on the line, he was surprised to see them all staring at him, some with their mouths hanging open. 
 
    “Sir?” said an Arcadian wizard. “You just get in a sword fight with a bullet?” 
 
    “I… I could see where he was aiming,” said Yuri, downplaying his feat to ease his own shock just as much as theirs. “That was a Fairyland bullet. It can chew you up from the inside, if you’re not careful!” 
 
    One of the wizards laughed nervously. The lady in blue armor gave Yuri a strange look, then said, “Th-thank you.” 
 
    Yuri nodded. Feeling eyes on his back, he turned around. The warriors at the northern front were resting as the demons withdrew. Amos beat his shield with his sword as his comrades heckled them. Yuri was relieved to see Istis standing and watching their retreat, with Kotes’s axe hanging from her fist, dripping gore. Beside her, he saw Odyn staring at him with a knowing smile. The annoyance he usually felt at his teammate’s easygoing, know-it-all attitude was tempered by the understanding that Odyn actually had forced him to grow. All of the stupid, risky, even suicidal situations that he had pushed the Jaggers to get involved in had turned Yuri into someone that more experienced mercenaries looked on in awe. 
 
    Yuri nodded to him, and Odyn’s face broke into a beaming smile. 
 
    “Don’t get a big head, you guys,” Mother’s voice came through the comm. “I’m picking up signals from Crocodilian Venture and Howling Tumult. Looks like our backup’s on the way. So the demons are probably pulling back just to take stock of the situation.” 
 
    “Will backup find us in this storm, Mother?” said Yuri. 
 
    “The storm will die down soon.” 
 
    “You… uh, you sure about that?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said, and did not explain any further. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    True to her word, the storm abated, and night fell over the land. Moonlight shone along white stone ruins peeking through black creeping foliage, and all across the sand-choked valley they could see demons gathering. Some arrived on black winged-wyverns, but still more arrived on foot, panting and sitting down among their companions without a word of greeting. And there they sat, unmoving in the tall grass like animals that had fallen dead, waiting for some signal that only they could hear. 
 
    Yuri stood with another wizard at the northern end of the hill, holding up a wide shield at alternating lower frequencies while another wizard covered the higher frequencies, allowing the others to rest from fear of snipers. Yuri felt a tap on his shoulder, then a wizard wearing Howling Tumult insignia nodded to him. 
 
    “I’ll take your place, sir,” he said. 
 
    “Ah! Thank you, sir,” said Yuri. 
 
    “Those creatures doing anything?” 
 
    “No. But there’s more of them all the time.” 
 
    Yuri turned away from the ominous sight and made his way through the highborn encampment. Fires sputtered in the cold wind and groups sat huddled in quiet conversation. Now that the rush of fending off waves of demons had passed, Yuri felt both tired and anxious. He made his way past the mound of dirt beside the digging robots, then around the transports, and found the makeshift lean-to where their birds sat huddled together. They cast nervous glances at the eagles perched along the southern drop-off. 
 
    Elseth gave Yuri a look, and Yuri’s anxiety was replaced with regret. His crow did not need to speak to tell him that he was scared. These strange people and loud noises were too much for him. Elseth was nothing like the big eagles, who were territorial by nature and enjoyed showing off in the middle of a fight. Buddy looked nervous as well, but at least Tan-Lil was sleeping with her head tucked into her shoulders. He saw Istis’s boots poking out from behind Snowy, where she lay huddled under a blanket. 
 
    As he went to pet Elseth, the bird shook his feathered head as if suddenly waking, and Istis sat up and turned to him, startled. 
 
    “Sorry!” said Yuri. “I thought you were still sleeping.” 
 
    He caught her quickly wiping a tear from her cheek. “I can’t,” she said simply. 
 
    “You’re crying? Are you worried?” 
 
    “Not for me, no,” she said, absentmindedly stroking Snowy’s feathers. She sniffed, then sighed to hide her sadness. “I was just having a talk with Snowy. I was thinking about Kotes being gone… so, of course, that got me thinking that something could happen to you.” 
 
    Yuri crouched beside her. She ignored him for a moment, then finally turned her gaze up to him. 
 
    “You want to get out of here?” he asked. 
 
    She shook her head, then seemed to consider the question. “Where would we go?” 
 
    “That little farm we stopped at, outside New Kurgheim. Where they were making cream candy. We were hardly speaking the first time we passed through there.” 
 
    She laughed quietly. “Maybe after this?” 
 
    He nodded and, without thought, his hands sought her out. His fingers touched her waist and as she leaned into him, the moonlight shone on her pale face and bright blue eyes. Struck by her beauty, he hesitated. 
 
    “You feel that?” said Dugan Little, his voice carrying across the hill. 
 
    “Feel what?” said someone. 
 
    “I feel it,” said another. “They’re digging down beneath us.” 
 
    “No,” said Gilly. “It’s our own robots digging - you can feel it if you stand nearer the hole.” 
 
    Yuri pulled away from Istis’s embrace and approached the others, who were gathering before one of the fires. Yuri could feel the rising tension, and knew that an argument was liable to break out. Yuri stopped when he recognized one of the soldiers from Crocodilian Venture - it was Freder, the tall, dark-haired man that Yuri had embarrassed in Havenor, and met again in Kumala Kuara. 
 
    “I’m glad you brought it up, Dugan,” said Freder. “I didn’t want to bring it up earlier on account of morale, but it seems obvious to me that we’re being outmaneuvered. No fault of our own, but it’s a fact.” 
 
    “You believe they’re digging under us?” said Mother. 
 
    “I believe so, ma’am,” said Freder. “Magnetic scan showed what’s most likely an extremely large metal deposit beneath us, which means X marks the spot, but it also means we can’t tell what’s going on underneath that much metal. We know demons use tunnels beneath the earth. They likely dig them all the time.” 
 
    “It stands to reason,” said Amos. “Then again, if they’re coming at the Orb from below, then why bother fighting us? Why not just pull it out from underneath us, and let us scratch our heads when we finally get down there and find nothing?” 
 
    “They’re covering their bases,” said Mother. “They probably have specialized types for digging, and the kobolds can’t help with the work. So they mean to dig from below, and chase off anyone up above.” 
 
    “Well, I hate to say it,” said Freder, “but I think it’s obvious what needs to be done.” 
 
    “Is it?” said Mother. 
 
    “Isn’t it?” said Freder. “The demons cover the northern field, and more of them are showing up every few minutes. We’re already outnumbered, and backup isn’t going to get here for some time. We only got here early because Amos and Mother were calling every number in the book; the people who heard the Emperor’s summons are still putting saddles on their eagles and picking out which cape they’d like to wear. So…” Freder turned away from Mother and addressed the crowd. “We need to pull back. We head south and dig in somewhere. When backup arrives from the north, we can retake this hill with a two-pronged assault.” 
 
    “No,” Odyn interrupted. “Retreating from this hill is off the table. We hold it no matter what.” 
 
    Odyn stepped forward and Yuri noticed that the crowd moved slightly, forming a ring around Odyn and Freder. They were both large, muscular men, and while Odyn’s rough-looking black and yellow armor was studded with crystals earned during the assault on the Black Valley, Freder’s dark red armor was clearly of finer make. He crossed his arms as Odyn drew closer. 
 
    “You don’t get to make that call for the rest of us, sir,” said Freder. “You’ve done a fine job holding this hill, and that’s commendable, but this is not a position that can be held indefinitely. I don’t know if the demons are resting, or just waiting for the sun to come up, but either way, they’re going to knock us off that cliff whenever they get their second wind.” 
 
    “They’ll try,” said Odyn. “They’ll try because they know taking this hill is important. It’s more important than anything. The weapon buried here means everything to them.” 
 
    “That’s why we need to conserve our strength!” said Freder. “I’m not arguing for submission, Odyn, I’m saying we need to play this smart. Everyone is worn out. As soon as I set foot down here, I could see it. We need people rested up, and to be honest, I don’t think you’re thinking clearly. You’re tired.” 
 
    Odyn shook his head. “It’s not an option. We don’t need rest. In fact, we need to start helping the robots dig. We need wizards moving dirt while we take turns shoveling - with our hands, if we have to.” 
 
    Freder scoffed and turned to the crowd with his arms held wide. “You have to applaud the courage of youth,” he said. “Odyn’s a brave man, and true, and that’s a good attitude for winning battles. But it does not win wars. Thinking like that in long engagements is a good way to get killed.” 
 
    “Knock it off, Freder,” said Odyn. “You overstep yourself, and undermine everyone’s morale with that kind of talk.” 
 
    Yuri’s heart was racing as if the debate was an actual battle. He did not know why he felt so strongly. A part of him agreed with Freder. Though the man was certainly no friend of Yuri’s, he could tell that Freder was only trying to be sensible. But Yuri had spent years, even decades, being sensible, keeping his head down and doing nothing that would get him noticed. He knew from bitter experience that making every right move also led to a sort of dead end, a long, drawn-out decay by way of survival. He had no wish to withdraw. He could not imagine running from this fight, and then later finding out that the demons had made off with the ultimate weapon. What could he do then? Would he shrug and tell himself that there was nothing that he could have done? 
 
    But he also could think of nothing to add to the argument. He wanted to show that he was willing to fight, to stay and hold this contested ground. But what could he say? Yuri realized his hands were gripped into fists at his sides, and he forced his fingers open only for them to form into fists once again. 
 
    “Overstep my bounds?” said Freder, narrowing his eyes as he turned to Odyn. “No, sir. I do not. Long before your little crew put themselves on the map by stumbling onto a new demon, I was out in the field keeping people safe. I was out there killing demons when you were still daydreaming about it.” 
 
    “I’m not going to let you give up this hill when the Emperor has sent out a summons for the entire Sanctuary to hold it,” said Odyn. 
 
    “The Emperor summoned his people to take the Orb of Control from the demons - not to die on some bare hill out in the wilderness. This is a fool’s errand, sir, and you don’t have the proper standing to make a call endangering the rest of us.” 
 
    Odyn clenched his jaw. Yuri felt something like waves of desperation radiating from his teammate. Odyn suddenly turned to Yuri. Yuri could not breathe as Odyn held his gaze. He knew that his friend and teammate was struggling with something, and it was far more than just a debate about tactics. Finally Odyn sighed and drew himself up as if coming to a decision. 
 
    “I do have proper standing to make the call,” said Odyn. “We’re not leaving this hill. And that’s a direct order.” 
 
    Freder forced out laughter, saying, “Just who do you think you are?” 
 
    Odyn cast his gaze over the crowd, then said, “I’m Emperor Wodan.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-Nine 
 
    Wodan’s Revelation 
 
      
 
    A shock ran through Yuri, and when Istis reached out and squeezed his hand, he did not feel it. He could hear a crowd of voices muttering in confusion, or cursing, or even laughing, but he could not look at them because his eyes were glued to Odyn, who stood like the calm center of a storm. Though Yuri reeled from anger to betrayal to a deep yearning to understand, a part of him stood untouched by any confusion. It was a part of him that lay far beyond the ups and downs of life, and watched himself from afar, a god judging a man though both were the same. And though he did not understand how it could be possible, in that deeper part of himself, Yuri knew the truth. 
 
    Odyn is Wodan, he thought. My father has been with me the whole time. And… 
 
    And I knew it, too! 
 
    “You blaspheme,” said Freder. “How dare you speak such foolishness! I’ll… I’ll excuse this, seeing as you’ve done your fair share here, but this is-” 
 
    “No, it’s true,” said Odyn. “I’m your Emperor.” Turning to the crowd, Odyn said, “Forgive me for concealing my identity, but it was necessary. I won’t go into the particulars, but it’s a fact that I can’t always rule by sitting on a throne. Walking unseen among you is something that I have to do.” 
 
    Freder laughed and shook his head. “Very well, Emperor! And why are you revealing yourself now?” 
 
    “Because I can clear out those demons gathering down below,” said Odyn. “But you’re going to have to trust me.” 
 
    “Unbelievable,” Freder muttered, turning away. 
 
    “Actually,” said Dugan Little, “I think he may be telling the truth.” 
 
    “Really, Dugan?” Freder snapped. “You’re old enough to know better!” 
 
    Dugan winced and shook his head sideways. “That’s just it,” he said. “To be honest, I thought this man Odyn was a bastard son of the Emperor when I first saw him. I wasn’t going to say anything, of course, as our Emperor’s fidelity is beyond question. The thing is, sir, he doesn’t seem like the Emperor to you because you know Emperor Wodan as a man in a robe who sits on a throne and blesses newborns. But I was there when the demons attacked Ionia nearly three hundred years ago, when Queen Volgen was slain and her brother King Folker walked off the field and became a myth. Emperor Wodan was right there beside me, and believe me, he didn’t have a nice robe and a throne. He was in the shit with the rest of us, if you’ll excuse my language. And he looked…” Dugan ran his gaze over Odyn, then added, “He looked just like this man here.” 
 
    As Dugan spoke, Amos bore his gaze into Yuri. When Yuri realized the founder of Havenor was staring at him, Yuri blushed and turned away. He had already told the man that his father was the Emperor, back when they first met. He knew that Amos wanted him to step up, to explain this strange situation so that everyone could understand. But Yuri was just as confused as everyone else. Seeing that Yuri was not going to clear up this matter, Amos sighed and stepped forward. 
 
    “Excuse me, sir, but I must disagree,” said Amos. “Those of you who know me, know that I owe my life to Emperor Wodan. By rights, he could have had me executed long ago. He spared my life, though God knows why. But… but that’s exactly why I can’t go along with this. I can’t just allow a man to step up and claim to be the Emperor. Even if his intentions are good, if he’s lying, then that warrants grievous punishment.” 
 
    “Send out a call to Arcadia!” someone called out. “They’ll clear it up!” 
 
    “Yes!” said another. “The real Emperor Wodan can tell us what he thinks of this one.” 
 
    “We can send out a call to the Warmaster,” said Mother, stepping into the circle. “It will take time, considering where we are. But it’s unnecessary.” 
 
    “Really, Mother?” said Amos, knitting his brow in confusion. 
 
    “Truly,” she said. “I can vouch for him. This is Emperor Wodan. The Dandy Jaggers is on his payroll. He requested to join. How could I turn him down?” 
 
    “Then who’s the guy in the broadcasts?!” Freder shouted. 
 
    “He’s me,” said Odyn. 
 
    “How?!” 
 
    Odyn laughed. “I do a lot of things that you wouldn’t understand, young man,” he said, somehow smiling despite the tense situation. “I keep my throne because I’m always three steps ahead. And if you… Freder, if you understood how strange things really are behind the scenes, then you would know that a wig and a fancy robe are not that difficult to produce during broadcasts.” 
 
    “Okay, then show me the robe,” said Freder. “Where’s the wig you put on for the broadcasts?” 
 
    “I don’t have them with me.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Well - look at the weather. I didn’t want them to get dirty.” 
 
    Several of the younger mercenaries laughed, but Freder only shook his head and turned away. 
 
    Gilly and Istis pushed their way up to Yuri. 
 
    “Yuri!” said Gilly. “Did you know about this?” 
 
    Unable to speak, or to respond at all, Yuri simply stared at Odyn. Istis squeezed his wrist, but he said nothing. 
 
    Feeling a weight bearing down on his shoulders, Yuri opened his mouth, but his mouth suddenly went dry. He tried to swallow. Though he felt completely out of his element, he wanted desperately to help Odyn - or his father, Wodan, as he believed it to be. 
 
    “Listen to me,” said Odyn. “I can clear out those demons down below, but you must trust me. Just wait ‘til morning, and I can do it. More demons will come, yes - but I can buy us time until our own reinforcements arrive.” 
 
    “I don’t know what madness you have in mind,” said Freder, “but you’ll have to do it without us.” 
 
    “No, you’re staying,” said Odyn. 
 
    Freder whirled on Odyn, and Yuri recoiled. Though Freder did nothing, Yuri felt death in his gaze. He was a large man, but in Yuri’s mind, he seemed to grow even larger, as if his outrage was giving him power. 
 
    “There is one thing we could do,” said someone. 
 
    As the crowd turned to look, a wizard made his way into the inner circle. He had pale blond hair and icy blue eyes and a cape of deep red that nearly touched his feet. With a start Yuri recognized Hallix, the Crocodilian Venture mercenary that he and Odyn had insulted in Havenor, and who had escorted Wife Morvenia in Kumala Kuara. 
 
    “There is something that separates our Emperor from the rest of us,” Hallix continued. 
 
    “What’s that?” said Odyn. 
 
    Hallix looked Odyn up and down, then turned to the crowd. “Our histories are quite clear: Emperor Wodan cannot fail. Because of his willingness to sacrifice himself for his people, God shows Wodan favor, and so our Emperor always wins. Therefore…” Hallix hesitated as Dugan laughed loudly and turned away. “Therefore! I suggest a trial by combat.” 
 
    “Against who?” said Freder, tensing up. 
 
    “Against me,” said Hallix. “But, this man…” Leveling his finger at Odyn, he said, “This man must strip out of his crystal-coated armor, and take no weapons.” 
 
    “An unarmed man against a wizard?” said Amos. “But that’s ridiculous, there’s no way to win. A man can’t push through wizardry, not without wizardry of his own!” 
 
    Hallix smiled slightly. “Are you saying that Emperor Wodan could not find a way to win?” 
 
    Amos clenched his jaw as he held his mouth shut. 
 
    “I accept,” said Odyn. “I’ll fight you, wizard. And then you’ll submit to me.” 
 
    Hallix gave him a cold, mocking grin. “Of course, sir,” he said. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty 
 
    Trial by Combat 
 
      
 
    Yuri could not bring himself to move or speak while Odyn stripped out of his armor and handed his sword and dagger to Gilly. Yuri wanted to catch his attention, but Odyn was distant and intent on his own thoughts. Yuri only stood and held Istis’s hand, unable to think clearly, unable to process what was happening or what it meant about his journey so far. 
 
    “But I know for a fact that the Emperor is still in Arcadia!” said a woman behind him. “At least, as of less than a day ago. That’s not long enough for him to come here!” 
 
    “Then how does this man look like him?” said another. “You think he’s a clone? The Emperor has always frowned on cloning.” 
 
    Istis sighed, then turned around. “Let’s let the combat decide, alright?” she said. 
 
    “The Emperor couldn’t beat a wizard, though,” the woman responded. 
 
    “God will determine the winner,” said Istis, then turned to face front once again. 
 
    The two highborn fell silent, but Istis’s simple faith in the outcome of such a brutish contest only made Yuri feel sick with worry. He was not capable of that kind of thought. 
 
    If that really is father, what could he be planning? Yuri wondered. It’s true that he’s resourceful, but this is absurd. Anyone who looks closely enough at history will see plenty of instances of him failing, or falling short of his goals. 
 
    He watched as Freder spoke into Hallix’s ear, most likely coaching him. Hallix glanced at Odyn and gave him another cold smile, which sent a chill through Yuri. He knew the wizard could simply pick Odyn up, then slam him down onto the ground. Or just hold him down flat, like a bug. Yuri imagined that Hallix would probably enjoy doing something like that. 
 
    “Make room, everybody,” said Amos. “Make room!” 
 
    The crowd parted, and Dugan Little joined Odyn and Hallix within the open circle. Upon reaching the center, Dugan said loudly, “This trial by combat will determine whether this man, Odyn Yndra, is actually Emperor Wodan… or a liar. Those of you who are old and wise understand that God knows our intention, and presents us with trials and suffering to prove the worth of our dreams. Let us all pray that God sees our intentions here tonight, and shows us whether or not this man is fit to lead us through this battle. Amen!” 
 
    As others responded with a loud, “Amen,” Yuri said nothing. He was galled by such over-the-top theatrics, especially coming from the older highborn. He felt trapped inside the dementia of others. 
 
    What can I do? he wondered, lashing himself without mercy. What can I do to stop this madness? 
 
    The crowd stepped back, and Freder joined those standing on the sidelines, then Mother, Amos, and Dugan stood back as well. Hallix and Odyn went into the center of the open space and faced each other. 
 
    “Prepare yourselves!” Dugan cried out. 
 
    Yuri’s heart thundered and his hands grew cold as Odyn took up a fighting stance with both fists held before him. Hallix only stood straight, with his arms concealed within his long cloak. He stared at Odyn as if preparing to deal with a minor nuisance. 
 
    Yuri bore his gaze into Odyn, hoping to get his attention, desperately wondering if his teammate - his father! - would turn and look at him. He wondered if Odyn would give him a look, some secret sign that he needed help. But Odyn only stared Hallix down, his gaze unwavering as he thought only of victory. 
 
    But he’s not going to win! the thought pounded in Yuri’s mind. He can’t win without crystals! Or… 
 
    “Fight!” Dugan shouted. 
 
    Odyn dashed toward Hallix. The wizard raised one hand and the air hummed as he raised a shield, then he flicked the other hand and Odyn rolled aside as a tendril of thought tore across the ground, casting dust into the air. 
 
    Yuri’s feet moved, and though he felt as if a power greater than himself was controlling his movement, in the back of his mind he fully knew that if he did not take action, then he may as well have allowed his soul to wither and die in Mag Mell. Fear of a long decay of the soul drove him to push through the crowd, ignoring their shouts of protest. Finally he stumbled into the circle in time to see Hallix smack Odyn in the side with a frequency that sent him stumbling. Yuri was angry, for he knew that Hallix could have ended the fight already, if he had wanted to. 
 
    As the wizard reached toward Odyn, Yuri shouted, “Stop!” The air hummed as he reached out, then crackled as he nullified Hallix’s green frequency with his own. 
 
    Hallix’s gaze whipped toward Yuri, his face red with rage. “Damn you!” he hissed. 
 
    Before Yuri could react, Freder ran into the circle, shouting, “He’s cheating!” 
 
    Yuri raised his hands, hoping to explain, but Odyn immediately raced toward Freder just as Hallix turned his attention toward Yuri. Yuri had not meant to start a fight, but suddenly found himself in one as Hallix flung a wave of force in his direction, with varying frequencies woven throughout. Yuri had not expected such an attack, and threw out a solid frequency to deflect the brunt of the attack as he turned and staggered away. 
 
    Freder did not hesitate in attacking Odyn, as he had wanted a piece of him as soon as he had stepped up and announced his own foolishness to everyone. Freder was in armor, thickly padded and made for frontline work, so he blocked one attack after another, confident that Odyn would wear himself out. Freder stepped backward, wondering at the intensity of Odyn’s gaze, and at his unwillingness to back away from this bizarre situation, or even to pause and assess what he was doing. 
 
    Freder glanced to the side and saw Hallix keeping Yuri off-balance, forcing him to fend off one attack after another. He knew his teammate could whip any wizard, and while he would have liked to watch, he could not, for Odyn’s fist nearly connected with his jaw. With practiced ease Freder deflected the blow with his forearm - but then he realized that both of his arms felt weak, as if he was being beaten with steel clubs. His tactical retreat became more frenzied as he realized that Odyn was having no trouble throwing one ridiculously powerful blow after another, his entire body somehow focused into each assault. Freder’s confidence began to waver as he found himself wanting to lower his guard and shake the pain out of his arms. 
 
    As Yuri turned and dodged Hallix’s attacks, he realized the wizard favored fields in the warmer frequency. Yuri threw several writhing tendrils in the blue frequency, and was glad to see Hallix deflect one with his crystalline wrist guards, then turn and avoid the others. 
 
    He can’t use the blue frequency! Yuri though, feeling a predatory rush coursing through him. Setting his feet wide apart, Yuri held his hands outstretched, thinking, No frequency is outside my control! 
 
    Hallix leaped away as Yuri sent a rainbow of shifting frequencies in his direction, continually renewing those that Hallix canceled even as he sent a spinning blue tendril around to flank him. Seeing what was happening, Hallix cursed and raced backward, even picking himself up by the waist and pushing back to avoid the attack. Yuri maintained the blue tendrils even as Hallix avoided them. As if realizing that Yuri was only getting him to maneuver in a certain direction, Hallix began to turn - then fell into Odyn’s grasp. The large, powerful highborn wrapped an arm around Hallix’s neck and pulled him off his feet as he grasped his own arm and cut off Hallix’s air. As the wizard prepared a desperate counterassault, Odyn turned slightly. So it was that Hallix saw his teammate Freder laid out on the ground, both arms lying outstretched as he dozed peacefully. Hallix grimaced in impotent rage, then went limp as darkness overtook him. 
 
    Odyn released his grip and held Hallix in his arms, then gently lowered him to the ground. 
 
    “It’s over,” said Odyn, standing and turning to look at Dugan. “It’s done.” 
 
    The crowd murmured, and Dugan shared a look with Amos. 
 
    “So it is,” said Yuri, once again feeling compelled. The pain of being looked at by so many people suddenly faded into the background, for he knew there was something else that he had to do. He stepped toward Odyn, then knelt down on one knee. “You are the true Emperor!” he said, loudly enough for everyone to hear. 
 
    Istis knelt, then several others followed suit. Gilly stood with his arms crossed. Amos gave Yuri an amused grin, then knelt down on one knee. Seeing that the ancient highborn had accepted Odyn’s claim, others knelt in a wave of submission. 
 
    “Is it really true?” said Dugan. “I mean… this wasn’t exactly the fight we agreed on.” 
 
    “I know it’s true,” said Yuri. “I’m the son of the Emperor. This is my father, Wodan. You can send another man to fight him, or ten thousand more. He will beat them all!” 
 
    Yuri turned to look at Odyn, then added, “And I’ll have my father’s back all the way.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty-One 
 
    Istis Before the Emperor 
 
      
 
    “So where is he now?” said Gilly. 
 
    “He’s with Mother, over by the cliffside,” said Istis. 
 
    Gilly said nothing, but focused on cleaning his rifle. 
 
    “Will you not come with us?” said Istis. “Yuri and I are going. We thought you might want to…” 
 
    Gilly finally turned to look at Istis and Yuri. “How can you talk to him?” he said. 
 
    “Don’t you want to?” 
 
    Gilly looked horrified. “What are you going to do, Istis? Are you going to mosey over to see the Emperor, and reminisce about the good old days?” 
 
    “That’s not fair, Gilly,” said Istis. “He’ll…” 
 
    “Ah-h-h!” Gilly suddenly flung his rifle aside and sat with his elbows on his knees, glowering with his gaze fixed on the darkness. “What can he say to us, Istis? The team is finished. I know I tried to leave, so why should I care? But now, not only is Kotes dead… but Odyn is dead, too.” 
 
    “He’s not dead!” 
 
    “Isn’t he?” Gilly turned and held Istis’s gaze. Yuri turned away. While he was glad that Istis thought that the ancient ruler of the Sanctuary and progenitor of their race hanging out with them as if he was a normal man was no great matter, and could be cleared up with a short conversation, the fact of the matter was that he understood Gilly’s resentment. Their team, their family, was now finished, but worse than that, it had been based on a lie from the start. 
 
    “Well, Gilly,” said Yuri, “I doubt that any explanation will truly satisfy, but we’re going to go talk to him all the same.” 
 
    Gilly suddenly screwed up his face and turned his gaze to Yuri. “So you really didn’t know about this?” 
 
    Yuri shook his head. 
 
    “But he’s your father?” 
 
    Yuri shrugged. “It’s not like I was groomed to rule. Father and mother both wanted me to live a normal life. They wanted me out of the spotlight.” 
 
    Gilly turned to Istis. “You believe him?” 
 
    Istis nodded. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Yuri felt embarrassed, being examined this way between friends. Istis blushed. Yuri knew that she was no great expert at expressing herself, and he doubted that she even knew why she trusted him. He was surprised when Istis finally said, “Yuri is just a normal person. It’s the rest of the world that’s abnormal. That’s why I love him.” 
 
    Now Yuri felt his cheeks grow hot, and he was glad when Gilly sighed and picked up his rifle once again. “Go on, then,” he said. “Go and have a cup of tea with the Emperor. I’ll go and see him later. I’m just heated right now.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    As they made their way through the camp, Yuri did his best to ignore the feeling that people were looking at him. It was only a few hours ago that he had enjoyed the attention of others, and the feeling of knowing that his hard-earned competence and willingness to serve was being noticed. Now their glances only told him that he was someone set apart from them. Not because of some misdeed, but something far stranger. He was the physical issue of the legendary being who had made all of their creation possible, the man who had, in a sense, created their world. 
 
    Will any sort of normal life be possible after this? he wondered. 
 
    They made their way past the campfires and the hum of shields and saw the lights of the orange Dandy Jaggers transport sitting near the edge of the southern drop-off. Mother stood in the open doorway working at the sysnet terminal, and Odyn stood outside the transport doorway, screwing metal rods together. 
 
    “What about now?” said Mother. 
 
    Odyn stopped and tilted his head back. Yuri ignored the sense that he was intruding on business that did not concern him, and watched as Odyn seemed to meditate on something. Strangely enough, Odyn’s face seemed to carry more scars than he remembered. 
 
    It looks just like father’s face now, he thought. Am I imagining things? 
 
    “I can feel a satellite moving,” said Odyn. 
 
    “A sysnet node?” 
 
    “No. I think it’s one of the Vali satellites. Voton is giving us weapons.” 
 
    Mother scowled. “That’s all well and good,” she said. “But I can already see that none of them will get here until very late tomorrow. Nukes won’t be an option until then.” 
 
    The conversation was so odd that Yuri began to feel sick, as if feeling the unexpected vertigo of waking from a nightmare. 
 
    Just before Yuri could speak, Odyn turned to them. “Istis,” he said. “Can you come here for a moment?” 
 
    “Of course!” she replied. She glanced at Yuri. He stopped and watched as Istis went to stand beside Odyn. Odyn kept his attention fixed on the steel rods. 
 
    “Are you angry with me, Istis?” he asked. 
 
    “No, sir,” she said. After a moment, she added, “Why should I be?” 
 
    Odyn turned to her with a knowing smile, and something about it felt like a knife in Yuri’s chest. Though it seemed like something his good friend Odyn would often do, he was reminded of Gilly’s statement about Odyn being dead. 
 
    He was right, thought Yuri. No matter what we want to believe, we can never really go back to the way things were. 
 
    “You’re really something, Jenny Istis,” said Odyn. Turning back to his work, he said, “Still, you have every right to be angry. I lied about who I was. I pretended to be someone else. I’ve lied to you, and manipulated you.” 
 
    Istis looked around uncomfortably. “Well… I’m sure you had your reasons.” 
 
    “And do you trust my reasons?” 
 
    “I know that you’re an honorable man.” 
 
    Odyn screwed another steel rod together, until he had a staff of steel taller than himself. He placed it against the transport, then turned to face Istis. “Then will you keep trusting me, Istis? Even if I tell you that I can’t tell you all of the reasons why I’ve done what I’ve done? Will you still trust me?” 
 
    Yuri felt his stomach twist into a knot. He was intensely uncomfortable with the new dynamic between them. They were no longer mercenaries, one with a little more experience than the other. To Yuri, it was obvious that one of them was a god compared to the other. If Odyn only gave her some vague excuse, then even that would be far more than could be expected of him. He was the architect of their world, the founder of the Sanctuary, and he owed no explanation to one of its small moving parts. 
 
    “You know I’ll trust you, sir!” said Istis. “It’s just… it’s a shame, about our team.” 
 
    Odyn seemed about to nod, then stopped. “It’s best not to dwell on it,” said Odyn. “I’ve been around for a long time, Istis. A long, long time. And I’ve had so many partings from dear friends, and had to leave so many places and so many situations that meant so much to me, that I…” Odyn sighed. “Well. It can drive you crazy if you let it get to you.” 
 
    Istis nodded. 
 
    “Well, then.” Odyn glanced at Yuri, then turned back to Istis. “Here’s the thing. It’s just as I said: I can’t tell you everything. In fact, Istis, if I could, I wouldn’t tell Yuri everything, either. I wouldn’t tell him anything, if that was an option! The truth is just too strange, and too difficult to bear. It’s not fair to him, but all the same, he has to know.” 
 
    Again Istis nodded. “Well, sir, I’m just glad we got to spend some time together. I will always remember it.” 
 
    Odyn suddenly grimaced and turned away, then turned back as soon as he hid the gesture. It surprised Yuri. He always thought of his father as a distant figure who felt nothing, but only shaped the world as he saw fit. He knew that his mother certainly thought of him that way. 
 
    Odyn stuck out his hand, bringing the conversation to a halt with awkward suddenness. Yuri wondered if perhaps Odyn could not speak. Whatever the case, Istis did not seem to mind, but took his hand and shook it. Odyn hesitated, holding her hand in both of his. He held her gaze. 
 
    “If you marry Yuri, and become my daughter-in-law, then I’ll tell you everything,” he said. 
 
    “Oh!” said Istis, then she laughed awkwardly. 
 
    Odyn smiled, then looked at Yuri. 
 
    “Well,” he said, “it’s time I told my son exactly what is going on.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty-Two 
 
    Voton 
 
      
 
    After Istis left, Odyn and Yuri stood in silence for a long time, listening to the soft clatter of Mother’s keyboard. Yuri could see his father’s face in Odyn now, even with his short hair. He did not know if it was because Odyn’s demeanor had changed, becoming more reserved as he sloughed off the mannerisms of a tough mercenary, or if Yuri was only seeing him without the filter of knowing that his father could not be both here and in the Tower of Yod. 
 
    “Well, my boy,” said Odyn, “I suppose it’s time to tell you everything. Isn’t it?” 
 
    Yuri nodded. 
 
    Smiling awkwardly, Odyn said, “First, you need to know that Mother isn’t really Mother, she’s-” 
 
    “Woah!” said Mother. Suddenly pulling herself away from her computer, she leaned through the doorway of the transport. “Is that really necessary?” 
 
    “Well?” said Yuri. 
 
    Mother clamped her mouth shut, and refused to look at Yuri. 
 
    “You-” Odyn said, then stopped. 
 
    “I’ll tell him,” said Mother. She turned to Yuri and looked at him for a long time. “My name is Jane Hait. Do you know that name?” 
 
    “Yes… from history,” said Yuri. “Jane Hait was one of the very first highborn. You were… didn’t you help the pureborn make weapons?” 
 
    “I did.” Mother, or rather, Jane Hait, looked fully at Yuri, and her blue eyes seemed to take on an inhuman quality. “I was there when your father freed us from the pureborn. I saw the pureborn of Akkad turn on each other when your father broke the demons, when he chased them back into the earth. I helped him create the Sanctuary. I made the first robot, hundreds of years ago, when the pureborn were dying of disease, and the young highborn refused to work menial jobs.” 
 
    Yuri tried to convince himself that this woman was still the aloof, taciturn mercenary leader he had come to know over the past few weeks. But the comforting thought was difficult to believe, as her face seemed to shine through a dark veil, like a soul being revealed beyond the mask of flesh. He forced himself to draw in a breath. 
 
    “I’ve worked very closely with your father over the centuries,” said Mother. “We’ve developed projects that most would find strange beyond belief. And while I’m not your biological mother, Yuri, I’ve been a part of your development, just as I’ve been a part of everyone’s development within the Sanctuary. And I’m glad that you turned out as you have. I want you to know that, even if we never meet again.” 
 
    “You’re leaving?” said Yuri, surprised at the feeling of shock that gripped him. 
 
    “Your father has ordered me to leave, and I’ve come to trust him completely.” Mother turned her gaze to Odyn. She smiled slightly, and Yuri found the expression odd for her. He could hardly remember Mother ever smiling. Then she leaned against the doorway and stuck her hands in the pockets of her pink jacket. Yuri had the distinct impression that she was consciously taking on a mannerism that he had become acquainted with, but he did not know if that was really the case. 
 
    “Your father thinks that it’s time for me to drop the act,” she continued. “He says I’m too important to put at risk here, and I need to return to Arcadia.” She turned to Yuri, then said, “You know I would stay here with you if I could, don’t you, Yuri?” 
 
    “Honestly, I don’t know anything anymore,” said Yuri. 
 
    “Well, I would. But I do what the Emperor tells me. I’ll abandon the transport, and take our birds, and leave as soon as I can, while it’s still dark out.” 
 
    “Is that safe? There’s no telling where those demons are, in the dark.” 
 
    “We’re counting on them putting their entire focus on this hill. On the Orb, on the dig site. I think I can get out. The birds will be quieter than the transport. I’ll head east, as hard and as fast as I can. Then I’ll make my way north along the coast. The Warmaster will send an escort to meet me along the way.” 
 
    Yuri sighed. “So you’ll get Elseth out of here?” 
 
    “I will. Him, and the other birds, too. There’s no need to have anything but eagles here.” 
 
    “Thank you. I know they hate it here. And there’s not much they can do against those wyverns, not in a fight.” 
 
    Mother nodded. “Anyway, I must get back to work. I need to coordinate the weather control satellite network, so we can stay free of dust storms. And I need to prep one of the orbiting nuclear silos.” 
 
    “Weather control?” said Yuri. His mouth fell open. “Are you telling me… is our weather…?” 
 
    Odyn interrupted, saying, “We don’t control the weather in the Sanctuary, except in very rare circumstances.” As soon as he spoke, Jane turned away and went back to her work. “But we created a network of satellites capable of controlling the weather just in case. It’s a very complicated system, and the satellites don’t even orbit this far south. We’ve had to move some of them, which is very tricky work.” 
 
    Yuri laughed uncomfortably. “And how do you do that?” 
 
    “I do it myself, in a way,” Odyn said simply. 
 
    Feeling sick and confused, Yuri rubbed his forehead. “Can you just tell me how it’s possible for you to be in two places at once?” he said. 
 
    “Well… three places, actually,” said Odyn. “I suppose I had better start from the beginning. You know that I spent time in outer space, don’t you?” 
 
    Yuri nodded, feeling exasperated. “Mother… that is, my biological mother… she told me that I was conceived right after you returned from orbit.” 
 
    Odyn nodded. “After we successfully launched Tyr Lanval into space, and he orbited the world, I knew I had to go. It took another forty years of effort… launching ships into space, putting satellites in orbit, and so on. But when I personally set foot on our space station, the Draupnir, I knew it was time.” 
 
    “Time for what?” 
 
    Ignoring the question, Odyn paced. Yuri had never seen his father nervous before. 
 
    “Yuri, at that point, I had already ruled the Sanctuary for hundreds of years. I had turned it from a pitiful wasteland into a paradise. But I was always plagued with an itch… a desire to escape.” Odyn stopped and turned to Yuri. “I had always assumed that that nagging feeling would go away as soon as I set the world right. It didn’t. But when I left the world… when I went into the void, into the black heavens, I understood what it was that my body was telling me.” 
 
    At this point, Yuri’s mouth had gone dry. He felt intense discomfort. He, too, had felt that desire, a desperate need to be free - but of what, he did not know. It had driven him to Mag Mell, but when he got there, the feeling had followed him. 
 
    “I watched old vids of you on the space station, before it blew up,” said Yuri. “It seemed harmless enough. They say the people who worked up there got along with you.” 
 
    “I did get along with the researchers,” said Odyn. “That is, until I didn’t. You see, as soon as I was onboard the Draupnir, I didn’t want to leave. I… I wanted to stay forever.” 
 
    Yuri could see now why Odyn seemed to have such difficulty in telling his tale. The idea that the Emperor would want to leave the Sanctuary, to hide away in some dark, cramped little vessel and be free of his own people, ran counter to every basic idea regarding the All-Father. Everyone knew that the Emperor would never abandon his people, or the Sanctuary. 
 
    “Jane devised programs for the researchers back on earth, and once she enticed them to leave the Draupnir, I stayed on. I stayed by myself. I watched the darkness through the portholes… it’s so dark, Yuri. With hardly anything out there. I fed from the garden and took care of the satellite. A thousand days bled one into the next, in that void hanging over our world.” 
 
    Yuri furrowed his brow. He had always thought of his father as endlessly industrious, but now he seemed no different from himself. “But I saw vids of you interacting with people through the sysnet. You even ruled the Sanctuary from your throne in space! You make it seem so lonely, as if you were doing nothing of importance.” 
 
    Odyn paced once again, then stopped suddenly. “I left you alone on Mag Mell because I thought you were doing the same thing that I was doing. But our solitude was different, because I knew something about our genetic makeup that you did not. I was busy up there, Yuri. In fact, the vast majority of those vids you’ve seen, the ones where I’m on the space station - they’re fake. Jane made the first batch. Well, she made an AI, and worked alongside the AI. It cut and spliced old vids, and mimicked my voice, and used signal noise to hide imperfections. Though I contributed a little, by that point the Sanctuary had already reached a level of perfection that I was hardly needed. Everyone was happy, and the demons were not attacking, so I was free to do my work.” 
 
    “Which was?” 
 
    Odyn took a deep breath, then said, “I was becoming like my Master. The one who came before me - the true progenitor of our race. What do you know of Setsassanar?” 
 
    Again Yuri felt uncomfortable. “I know a bit about him. But his time was before the Sanctuary, so… I mean, that era seems so fantastical, the records, they…” 
 
    “They seem like a fairytale, don’t they?” said Odyn, smiling suddenly. “But that’s how the world was, Yuri. And would you believe me if I told you that the people who lived back then would say that our world looks fantastical and unrealistic from their perspective? But the story of Setsassanar is true, Yuri. Our progenitor went into hiding underground, then fused himself with the artificial intelligence that oversaw his bunker. And now I… well, I felt the same urge.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Odyn suddenly placed a fist against his mouth and bore his gaze into Yuri, as if searching his soul in order to understand what his son could handle. “Yuri. Do you remember how angry you were with me, when I said that war is the meaning of life?” 
 
    “How could I forget? I thought it was the saddest, most absurd thing I had ever heard. Now, I… well, maybe I understand where you were coming from a little better. But I still don’t agree.” 
 
    “How could you?” said Odyn. “How could you, unless you had seen the things that I had seen? But I don’t think you disagreed with me just because you’re soft. No. I think you disagreed with me because you knew that there was a higher goal, a grand purpose that overshadows the reality of warfare. And it’s transcendence. It’s what you’ve always sought.” 
 
    Yuri thought of telling Odyn that he was putting too much thought into Yuri’s motivations. But as he thought it over, Yuri had to agree. Yuri had always sensed something crass or mundane about day to day life. Something absurd and out of touch with… with what? Some divine meaning? Another world? The true world, by which this world is only a cast shadow? 
 
    Yuri slowly nodded. “I suppose I have always wanted to escape this world. Even if it is a paradise, as you say. The only time I’ve ever felt comfortable being alive was after I was shot. I guess it gave me an excuse to relax and enjoy living from one moment to the next, without my mind insisting that there was something better I should be doing.” 
 
    “Ah, that’s just it, Yuri!” said Odyn, suddenly animated. “I thought it was the demons who caused my dissatisfaction. Once I drove them underground, I thought it was the sad state of the world that drove me to overcome. Once I made the world a decent place to live, I thought it was people who were hemming me in. Once I made them all a part of my family, once I ended their bickering and gave them all depth and made them… well, more interesting… I was still dissatisfied! It was there, floating in the endless void of space, in the deepest darkness in which our little world is submerged, that I realized there was a part of me that craved transcendence. And not just in the realm of ideas. No, I wanted physical transcendence, Yuri. There’s a part of both of us, my son, that wants to go beyond. It’s written in our genetic code, a great mystery that uses us as vehicles of transcendence.” 
 
    Yuri felt a sickening suspicion. “Father, what… what did you do?” 
 
    Odyn nodded slowly, as if giving himself permission to speak. “It took me some time to devise a means to do it, but if you could have seen the actual work, you would have thought I was mad. Jane helped. She was… the truth is, she was my last link with humanity. She kept me whole, Yuri.” 
 
    “But you… I don’t understand what you…” 
 
    “I cut open my skull, Yuri, and then I attached myself to the space station’s control system.” 
 
    Yuri clenched his eyes shut involuntarily, but it was too late, for in his mind’s eye he already saw his father sitting naked within the space station, his hands slick with blood as he peeled back the layer of flesh around his white skull. He saw his father staring into a mirror, fighting to remain conscious with blood running down his face as he lifted the saw to his exposed skull. 
 
    “You didn’t!” Yuri shouted. 
 
    “After I wired my brain to the control system, I submerged myself in an amniotic pool. The feeling of horror at what I had done was easy to suppress because I… I felt such an intense joy. A feeling of being born! I had a similar genetic code as my Master - it’s different from everyone else. They were modified, made for faster maturation. But I had waited nearly six hundred years to achieve my ultimate form, Yuri.” 
 
    “But how could you stand it?!” 
 
    “Because once I had made it over the initial hurdle, once I had endured the jarring of the saw blades and survived, once I was connected to the satellite, then my awareness changed. I was not a poor, bloody, mutilated person lying in a pool of goop, breathing into a mask while robots tended my body… no, I slept through the worst of it. I meditated, I passed the time. And in time, I began to see through the eyes of the Draupnir. Its functions became my functions. I felt the cold of the void and the waves of heat of the sun against my skin. My sense of time shifted, my thoughts changed. Since the Draupnir was connected to the sysnet, I could feel it like a net of static. I could reach out my hand and find what I wanted, drinking in the information like water. I could ride along the waves of light and feel the other satellites around the earth, and control them, if I wanted.” 
 
    “Father,” Yuri muttered, shaking his head. “Father, this is-” 
 
    “Listen to me, Yuri!” Odyn asserted. “This is important! You’re not like everyone else - you don’t have the pleasure of not knowing these things!” 
 
    Yuri felt Odyn’s words like a force against his mind, forcing his mouth shut, even shaping his psyche. Without argument, he somehow understood that he needed to know this. 
 
    “Just as Setsassanar merged with his bunker and grew into a tower, so I merged with the Draupnir,” Odyn continued. “My body… it dissolved. The bones are still in there, in a room… somewhere inside of me. But my old form fell away, and my brain and nervous system grew as I manipulated the Draupnir, turning it more into me. In time I turned into Voton. Something like what I once was, but also, something else entirely.” 
 
    Though Yuri did not know if it was only his imagination, or something more, he saw in his mind’s eye a black vessel with wide, thin sails like black wings reaching out for the sun, sustaining itself on the celestial life force as it dipped into the waves of the sysnet and spoke its own language of projected transmissions, creating a false image of Wodan simply ruling from orbit, the harmless eccentricity of a ruler who was otherwise like them. 
 
    “And Mother - or rather, Jane Hait - she went along with this?” said Yuri. 
 
    “She helped me do it. She helped me because she’s the only one who could. Warmaster Josef knows many things that others do not, but even he does not know the extent of what Jane and I did.” 
 
    “But how did no other satellites or telescopes see what had become of the Draupnir?” 
 
    “Once I developed the means to move around with solar sails, I camouflaged myself. A mix of black outer covering, holographic projections, and manipulating sysnet data provided almost perfect concealment. And when I failed and somebody saw me, the mystery itself was enough to keep my transformation out of public awareness.” 
 
    Yuri suddenly remembered hearing tales of strange things seen in the sky. He also remembered dismissing such stories. Even as he felt compelled to argue, he knew that if he was the type of person to follow up on such sightings, the inability to confirm what had been seen, or to determine its true nature, would have annoyed him and eventually driven him out of speculating on the matter entirely. 
 
    “You stayed up there for thirty years, before the Draupnir exploded, and you returned to earth.” 
 
    “No, Yuri! Don’t you understand? I’m still up there. Voton lives. Who do you think Jane has been communicating with this entire time? And haven’t you seen me talking to him, on occasion? Ever seen me meditating, or daydreaming?” 
 
    “You can… you can talk to it?” 
 
    “Well,” said Odyn, smiling strangely, “there’s more to the story. I… that is, Voton… we wanted to create life. We wanted to procreate. As unnatural as the life I lived may seem to you, it was still driven by the same impulses felt by all other living things.” 
 
    “Oh, no,” Yuri muttered. He suppressed the desire to cover his mouth. 
 
    Odyn nodded. “Just as Setsassanar created copies of himself, or variations, so did I.” 
 
    “But you’re against cloning!” Yuri interjected. 
 
    “I’m against destabilizing the Sanctuary, and cloning destabilizes by making redundant genetic copies when variation is what we need. The demons make copies. We make individuals. Maybe that’s why they’ll win, in the end, by making ruthless copies of themselves, copies who only think of conflict and winning. But I want my world to be interesting. I don’t want it to be a dreary slugfest between two armies of clones. That’s why I make cloning taboo. And that’s why I cloned the absolute minimum number of sons in order to maximize my effect on the world without revealing what I had done.” 
 
    “You make it sound so clinical.” 
 
    “What can I say?” Odyn smiled, adding, “I thought it through, and then I carried two children to term inside pseudo-wombs I made just for them. Robot servants helped me deliver, and then…” 
 
    “You had two kids running around up there?” 
 
    Odyn furrowed his brow. “Well, yes… but, remember - I was one of those two kids.” 
 
    Yuri rubbed his forehead as if he could push the oncoming headache out of his skull before it set in. “But how can you talk as if you were Voton… or you are Voton… out there floating in space… but then you also gave birth to yourself?” 
 
    “Memory reallocation.” 
 
    Yuri gave Odyn a look of quizzical frustration. 
 
    “What is it the sages say identity is dependent on?” said Odyn. “Persistent memory and persistent form, right? Jane solved the mystery of memory several years before, and I was her test subject.” 
 
    “Are you saying that she somehow took memories out of one of you, and gave them to another?” 
 
    “It’s more nebulous and complicated than that,” said Mother, suddenly chiming in. “I work using the model of the brain as an antenna that tunes into a field of memory. It’s like a psychic sysnet that I don’t fully understand, but I believe sages and wisemen have been talking about it for… maybe for thousands of years. Maybe since the beginning. Fortunately, I don’t have to understand fully how it works in order to brute-force it between Voton, Wodan, and Odyn. Since they share the same genetic makeup, they naturally sync up anyway. All I had to do was tweak their sensitivity to make their memories emerge as more than vague instincts shared between them. They’ve gotten really good at it over the years. What one sees and thinks, the others know. Although it doesn’t work instantaneously.” 
 
    “It feels a bit like a dream,” said Odyn. “I can be resting with you and the rest of the Dandy Jaggers one moment, then I let my mind wander, and then all of a sudden I’m in the Tower of Yod passing judgment on lawbreakers, or meeting with heads of state. Or I’ll feel myself drifting over the world, thinking as Voton thinks. But that’s a little trickier. Voton knows and understands me better than I understand him.” 
 
    Yuri’s mouth clamped shut. Even though he nodded, the concept of living such a life was deeply unsettling. Then he suddenly remembered being trapped with Odyn, and how Odyn had saved him. 
 
    “You lied about the lightning, didn’t you?” said Yuri. “I saw you electrocute those demons.” 
 
    Odyn smiled sheepishly. “I… may have tweaked our genes slightly. I wanted something that would give me an edge over others, no matter how strong they were. I try not to abuse the ability. Remember when we were in Havenor, and that trow tossed me out of the second story window?” 
 
    Yuri nodded, laughing quietly. “You said he fell into a transformer and was electrocuted. I’m guessing that’s not the truth.” 
 
    Odyn shrugged. “Apparently Maggot-Face’s children decay over time, but that one must have been fresh out of the pot. It was all I could do to keep my head attached. And I couldn’t just zap him, for fear that he would know what I had done, or that another demon would see what I had done. I don’t want them to know about the ace up my sleeve. So I really did have to knock him into a transformer before I fried him. I just had to hope that any demons who were watching misunderstood what had happened.” 
 
    “But… okay.” Yuri tried to collect his thoughts. “But you’re saying that you and… and whoever is in the Tower of Yod pretending to be you…” 
 
    “That’s Wodan,” said Odyn. “And he is me. And I’m him.” 
 
    “Okay. Okay. But you’re saying that both of you were born in space? On that space station?” 
 
    “Inside Voton, yes.” Odyn nodded matter-of-factly. “We grew up together, Wodan and I.” 
 
    “That must have been a strange childhood.” 
 
    “It wasn’t so bad,” said Odyn, smiling. “But, was it childhood? I remembered my life on earth before. I was a child in space, but I remembered fighting demons. I remembered building the Sanctuary. I remembered every detail of my long life. We both did!” 
 
    “So what did you two do with all that time?” 
 
    “We sparred, Wodan and I. We talked. We ran around inside Voton. We worked on projects together. We connected with Jane, through the sysnet, and talked to her. And we…” Again Odyn looked through Yuri, gauging what he could handle. “We spent a great deal of time learning from Voton. We communicated with him as best we could. He’s a… he’s a very strange and complicated being.” 
 
    “I’ll bet.” 
 
    Odyn ignored the jab, and failed to hide a look of melancholy as he continued. “Once our current bodies were mature, we knew it was time to leave. I didn’t want to, of course. As I’m sure you didn’t want to leave Mag Mell. But we had a lot to do, Wodan and I. We had a new project that we needed to complete. Of course, the world was watching and waiting for our descent, so we faked an explosion. The material of the original Draupnir space station no longer existed, so we didn’t want anyone to go looking for it. I’m sure you remember the details… there was an oxygen buildup in one of the lines, and when I launched from the space station, it ignited.” 
 
    “I remember,” said Yuri. “So it never happened?” 
 
    “No. Voton faked a little explosion for anyone who was watching. One reentry ship was tracked. The other was assumed to be debris, and was not tracked.” 
 
    “How did you decide?” said Yuri. 
 
    “Decide what?” 
 
    “How did you decide who got to be who? I mean, you’re both the same, aren’t you?” 
 
    Odyn laughed. “We flipped a coin. The other me took the name Wodan, and when he landed, he was picked up and brought into Arcadia with a big parade. I dropped down off the coast of Sunset, not so far from the Black Valley. Voton had already arranged living quarters for me there. I swam to shore, then I walked…” Odyn paused suddenly, and looked up at the night sky. “I may not have gotten a parade, like the other me, but my God, Yuri, I’ll never forget how beautiful the world looked. That blue sky… the trees swaying in the wind, living out their lives. I remember it rained one day, and afterward, it smelled so sweet. And it was just mud.” Odyn laughed. “It was just mud. It really is something, being alive.” 
 
    “What did you do after that?” 
 
    “As for me - Odyn - I joined a mercenary crew. Then Jane and I worked on forming our own crew. The Dandy Jaggers were formed, and we lived alternate lives, down in the trenches with everyone else.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because of what the other me - Wodan - was working on.” 
 
    “What was that?” 
 
    “You.” 
 
    Yuri sighed and shook his head. 
 
    “Can you handle this?” said Odyn. 
 
    Yuri nodded impatiently. 
 
    “Of course, you know that your mother and I have not been close in years. Though we’re supposed to be the glue that holds the family of the Sanctuary together, she’s not interested in the day-to-day details, and she’s usually annoyed by me. And to be honest… I’m sorry, Yuri, but I don’t think I ever really loved her. I was attracted to her power.” 
 
    “Her power?” said Yuri, more than a little disgusted by the admission. 
 
    “Yes. I needed power to hold the Sanctuary together. To build it, to defend it, to maintain it. Since she was the world’s most powerful wizard, she…” Odyn’s eyebrows lifted involuntarily. “I certainly needed her to break the demons. Without her power, I don’t know if we could have survived that first battle against them. But after that battle, she lost interest.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “We had different ways of seeing things. She grew up worshipped by the pureborn as a god. But she was an egalitarian at heart, and found it offensive. She wanted to give up her status as a god and… I guess, live as a normal human.” Odyn laughed quietly. “Well, I had already lived life as a normal human. I was born a normal human, you know. It’s not worth it. I wanted power. I wanted more people like me, and I wanted us all working together. I wanted the demons unable to sleep at night, kept up at all hours by nightmares of me and my kind. I wanted to destroy the world - which I did - and remake it into something beautiful. Which I also did. So we were constantly at odds.” 
 
    Though Yuri wanted to appreciate his father’s candor, he was still annoyed. He had hated spending his childhood worrying about the temperature dropping every time his mother and father were in the same room, even though that was a rare occasion. It had made every holiday a painful experience, like fearing a bomb that never went off. 
 
    “Why didn’t she just stay with Josef, the Warmaster?” said Yuri. “That was something I could never figure out. I never saw her argue with him!” 
 
    Odyn laughed, and Yuri was suddenly repulsed by the quiet, knowing chuckle. “Ah, Yuri,” said Odyn. “They got along well enough, but they got divorced because they had nothing in common. Your mother and I both had one thing in common, though it’s something she would never admit to, and she absolutely hates that I readily admit to it.” 
 
    Yuri clenched his jaw as he realized what Odyn was driving at. “You think she’s drawn to power. Is that it?” 
 
    Odyn nodded slowly. “The egalitarian with no interest in politics. She just wants to live a normal life. So… why doesn’t she? Why can’t she walk away from the title of Empress, which she isn’t even using anyway?” Seeing Yuri’s troubled expression, Odyn shrugged away the idea. “I wouldn’t worry about it, Yuri. People are the way they are. You have to cut them some slack occasionally.” 
 
    “She’s had numerous affairs,” Yuri blurted. As soon as the words left his mouth, he blushed. He wondered why he had said it. Had he only wanted to hurt his father? 
 
    “I know it,” said Odyn. “And I’m no saint either. Except, well, technically I am a saint. But you know what I mean.” 
 
    Odyn’s breezy manner frustrated Yuri more than he expected. “But the gossips are always talking about my mother’s affairs - and how you’ve been nothing but faithful to her! And now you’re telling me that you haven’t been?” 
 
    Odyn shook his head slightly. 
 
    “How many?” said Yuri. 
 
    Odyn turned aside. Yuri’s jaw fell, for it looked as if his father was going through some complicated equation. 
 
    “Is it that many?” said Yuri, unable to keep the edge out of his tone. “Do you need Mother to pull out a calculator and help?” 
 
    “Two,” Odyn finally said. 
 
    “Two?” 
 
    Odyn nodded, his jaw clenched. If Yuri had been anyone but himself, he knew that he would have been amused seeing Odyn’s guilty expression, with his gaze glued to the ground. 
 
    “Two affairs?” said Yuri. “But my mother…” He stopped himself before admitting that she had probably had hundreds of affairs by now. If not thousands. 
 
    “I’ve tried to stay faithful to your mother, Yuri. You have to understand, fidelity isn’t some abstract ideal. It’s what holds our civilization together. If I had given up on Langley and chosen another woman to be my wife, and then dropped her as soon as we found out we were not a perfect match, and picked another wife, and then another, what would happen to our Sanctuary? What would hold our families together? And our people, our way of life? Your mother was cold to me, but I was surrounded by women. Surrounded by beautiful women who were intensely attracted to power - and I was the most powerful man in the world. I was hemmed in by temptation, Yuri. But I knew what would happen if I gave in. I would end up ruling a chaotic free-for-all without any stable families or any long-term bonds between anyone.” 
 
    “But you still had affairs.” 
 
    “Only one of those was ongoing,” said Odyn. He took in a deep breath, then said, “I… I had a girlfriend, you could say, long ago. But it was a mistake.” 
 
    “Who was it?” 
 
    “No one you would have heard of. And it doesn’t matter. She died some time ago. Long before you were born.” 
 
    “I don’t suppose you had something to do with that?” 
 
    Again the words left Yuri’s mouth before he could restrain himself. Seeing the look of hurt on his father’s face as he avoided his gaze, Yuri felt instant regret. 
 
    “I did not,” Odyn finally said. 
 
    I did not, Yuri thought, focusing on the words. He could have just said ‘no’. 
 
    “You did not?” said Yuri. “But you think someone did. You think someone killed her.” 
 
    Odyn said nothing, but only held his mouth shut in a firm line. 
 
    Sudden realization hit Yuri, and he said, “You think my mother killed her?” 
 
    “I don’t wish to drive a wedge between you and her, Yuri. Why do you probe into such matters? Do you want to find out that people are flawed? Can you handle knowing something like that?” 
 
    Yuri paced away from his father before he realized what he was doing. 
 
    He galls me, thought Yuri. Everything he does, I find disagreeable, or strange, or vaguely inhuman. And yet, I know full well that if my life was on public display, I could be judged just as easily. 
 
    Is it because he’s my father that he gets to me so easily? 
 
    “I just want to understand you, father, that’s all,” said Yuri. “Can I ask you something else?” 
 
    “Anything.” 
 
    “Istis told me a story about you and Queen Selvana, of the Black Valley. She said there was something between you. Was she the other woman?” 
 
    “No. But I… I admit, I wanted her to be.” 
 
    Yuri turned to Odyn and found him gazing into the darkness with a beaten, haunted expression. 
 
    “When I came back to the Sanctuary, I had a meeting with Selvana,” said Odyn. “That is, Wodan did. Not me. I was off chasing demons in Doreido. But after the meeting, she took Wodan aside. She told him…” Odyn gulped, and Yuri turned away. “She told me that she loved me, and that she would be my wife. She promised to love me, Yuri. Do you…” Odyn took a deep breath. “Yuri, after almost six hundred years of living a life without love, do you know what that did to me?” 
 
    Though Yuri knew he could not possibly know, he nodded. “I’m sure it was difficult.” 
 
    “Difficult!” Odyn laughed. “Difficult. Yes. Yes, it was. But if I gave in, Yuri… then how could you ever come to be?” 
 
    “You act as if you knew me before I was even born.” 
 
    “You were all I thought about when I came down to earth. I was doing everything I could to get back in your mother’s good graces.” 
 
    Yuri laughed, no longer caring if he sounded as if he was mocking his father. “If you wanted a son, why not have one with Selvana? She’s a queen, an important person, respected. You could have just-” 
 
    “No, Yuri, no. I could not have just anything. Think, son, think. Think things through.” 
 
    “I’m not a fool!” 
 
    Glaring at him, Odyn raised both hands with his palms held upward. “On the one hand: Have a child with my legal wife, an incredibly powerful wizard. On the other hand: Sire a bastard with a woman who is not a wizard. Jeopardize everything I’ve built for the promise of being loved… or have a child with unlimited potential for power, who can rule this world if - or when - I die.” Odyn suddenly gripped both hands into fists, then added, “It takes power to hold things together, Yuri. Not tenderness, not love. Cold, hard, power. Until you realize that, then I’ll be an alien to you, and the world will seem loud, stupid, and mean-spirited.” 
 
    Yuri wanted to turn away, but forced himself to hold his father’s gaze. Finally he said, “You could have sent Odyn to keep her company.” 
 
    “Eh heh heh!” said Odyn, laughing unexpectedly and wagging his finger at Yuri. “Fool that I am, that’s exactly what I did! Even as Wodan turned down her offer, I took some unexpected time off work and flew across the entire Sanctuary. It seems so foolish now, looking back on it. But I paid the price for my foolish greed.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “I went to one of her banquets in my mercenary gear. I suppose I thought she would recognize me as Wodan. She did not. Of course, her offer of love was to Emperor Wodan, not to some mercenary. I sat at her banquet, ignored by her and her guests as she laughed with her suitors. I’ll never forget that night. I learned my lesson.” 
 
    Yuri gave his father an exasperated look. “There’s nothing wrong with chasing someone you love, father.” 
 
    “Yes there is, son. If Odyn settled down with some nice girl, but then Emperor Wodan was killed, Odyn would have to step in - and then some poor girl would be dragged into a royal dispute with an Empress who does not hold her punches. No. Odyn must remain celibate.” 
 
    Yuri averted his gaze as he thought of Istis. 
 
    What would I do if I couldn’t be with her? he wondered. What if I had to live for hundreds of years, knowing she was out there, and she could be with anyone in the world… anyone except me? 
 
    He was struck by an overwhelming sadness, a dark daydream that he pushed away, hoping he would not suddenly wake up and find out it was real. 
 
    “I’m sorry, father,” he said, blinking. 
 
    “Hey - don’t worry about it.” Odyn suddenly slapped Yuri on the shoulder. He smiled. “I’ve had an incredible life. I’m the son of a grocery store clerk! This is more than I could have ever imagined! And I’m…” Odyn looked Yuri up and down, holding his smile as he shook his head. “I’m so glad that I met you, Yuri. I’m so glad that… well, that your mother set aside her grievances, for at least one night!” 
 
    They both laughed in a sudden release of tension and anxiety. As their laughter faded, Yuri said, “But I’ve treated you harshly.” 
 
    Odyn shrugged. 
 
    “I’ve been a disappointment,” Yuri continued. “You wanted a son who would be a powerful warrior. Someone like you, but with the power of a wizard.” 
 
    Odyn stretched out his hands, saying, “Isn’t that what I got?” 
 
    “No. You didn’t. I’m a fool. I’m weak. I could never do the things you’ve done. Everything you’ve told me has scared me, made me uncomfortable.” 
 
    “That’s how I felt, too. And I was there.” 
 
    “You…” Yuri was struck by a sudden realization. “You put me and Istis together. Didn’t you?” 
 
    Odyn clamped his mouth shut. He looked Yuri in the eye for a moment, then nodded slightly. “I didn’t want you to live the lonely sort of life that I’ve lived. But I also didn’t want you roaming from one foolish girl to the next. I wanted you with a girl who cared about you.” Nodding sideways as if recalling his ulterior motives, he added, “I also wanted you tied down. As long as you were drifting, you were free from my influence. But if there was someone that you cared about, then… well, nothing makes a person hate demons like having someone to protect.” 
 
    “But how did you find her?” 
 
    “Ah! Voton found her, in one of his many journeys through the sysnet. Istis really has been watching your vids for years, you know!” 
 
    Yuri laughed uncomfortably. 
 
    “So, I looked into her,” said Odyn. “When I saw some records regarding her athletic abilities, and how she had trained with Doreido’s law enforcement… well, it was obvious, what I had to do. Actually, Wodan and Jane did the research, but I reached out to her.” 
 
    “Not exactly romantic,” said Yuri. “But… I can’t say I’m ungrateful.” 
 
    “Good. Good! I’m glad, son.” Odyn gave Yuri another smile, as if proud of him. Then he adopted a serious expression, and said, “There’s something else I need to show you.” 
 
    As Odyn dug into the pocket of his armor, Yuri felt a sense of dread as he wondered what strange and unfathomable thing his father would show him next. Odyn retrieved three metal spheres, which he rolled in his hand. 
 
    “Watch, and see how I do it,” he said, then held the things close to his mouth. He blew on them, and small openings within the spheres glowed as if catching fire. Yuri drew back just as small holograms projected from each one. Odyn rolled the balls together until flattened parts along their sides fit together, bringing the holograms together as well. 
 
    “You see?” said Odyn. “It’s a map of the world beneath the surface. It’s where the demons live. At least, that’s so, according to Maggot-Face… if he can be trusted.” 
 
    Yuri peered at the glowing threads of something like trees hanging upside down. 
 
    “That’s incredible,” he said. “But… surely you don’t trust him?” 
 
    “I didn’t at first. But, remember when we were captured? Did it strike you as odd that the demons chose to keep us around, rather than kill us outright?” 
 
    “Well, yes,” said Yuri, feeling uncomfortable. “But I guess I bought their story. You know, that they would enjoy torturing us. They hate us, after all.” Suddenly remembering, he added, “Maggot-Face checked your pockets, didn’t he?” 
 
    “Yes. He was looking to see whether or not I was still carrying the map. Once he saw that I was, he gave me a look.” 
 
    “Wait - why in the world would he give you a map that shows where his people live?” 
 
    “This is hard for me to believe,” Odyn said, giving Yuri a skeptical look, “but I’ll just say it. When I took Maggot-Face away and questioned him, he said he wanted us to kill his mother. He said his powers were similar to hers, and that she was only using him and Varg temporarily, as weapons against us. He said he didn’t want his life to be thrown away if the war ends. He said… he said we could use this map to find his mother. And finally put an end to this.” 
 
    Yuri looked at the gently pulsing light of the map once again. It looked as if it led down to a burning world, a place of fire and torment. Going to such a place was unthinkable. And yet the idea still pulled at him. 
 
    “What if it is true?” he said quietly. 
 
    Odyn nodded slowly. “Just the chance that it might be true, makes this too valuable to ignore.” 
 
    “Is that why we were spared?” 
 
    “It certainly lends credence to Maggot-Face’s story,” said Odyn. “We can never be sure, because we couldn’t hear most of what was said between them. But I think he may have convinced his brother Varg to leave us, rather than kill us outright. Maggot-Face couldn’t argue that we should be released, as that would give him away. But he could argue that we should be kept alive, and tortured… and then cross his fingers and hope that our rescue team could get to us before our captors killed us. It was the only plan he could come up with that wouldn’t make Varg suspicious.” 
 
    Yuri nodded, unable to pull his eyes away from the map. “But whoever goes down there… would have to be willing to gamble their life.” 
 
    “This is important, Yuri, and that’s why…” Odyn’s fingers suddenly closed around the spheres, disrupting the hologram. “That’s why I’m giving it to you.” 
 
    “To me?” 
 
    “Yes, you! As soon as the fighting begins, I’ll be at the very front. I can’t carry something so valuable.” 
 
    “Give them to Mother, then. To Jane, I mean. She can take them to Arcadia with her!” 
 
    Odyn shook his head forcefully. “Jane’s too important. I can’t put all my eggs in one basket. What if she’s found, and killed? And the map is taken? Come now, Yuri. We’d be losing too much in one stroke. Take the map, and protect it.” 
 
    Though he wanted to argue against the idea, he found himself slowly reaching out to take the spheres. Even as the cold metal spheres dropped into his open hand, he said, “But won’t I be on the front line, too?” 
 
    “I’ve got another plan in mind for you. While I keep the demons occupied, I want you down in that hole. I want you to go down into the ruins and find the Orb.” 
 
    Yuri drew in a deep breath, then nodded. “I will gladly go,” he said. 
 
    Odyn smiled as if he had received an incredible gift. “Thank you, son,” he said. 
 
    “Any idea what’s down there?” 
 
    “No. None. We’ll have to put a team together.” 
 
    Odyn suddenly turned back to the little table where the iron rods had been sitting. He opened a black case, then revealed a long, wicked spearhead. 
 
    “Are you sure you don’t want to be there, looking for the Orb?” said Yuri. 
 
    “No. I want to show everyone that I trust my people with handling the Orb of Control. I want to strengthen the Sanctuary by letting you, or one of your teammates, get it for me. Then you bring it to me, and then I’ll destroy it or bury it forever, and in that way we’ll show one another that our trust is mutual, and unbreakable.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “And also…” Odyn leveled the spearhead at Yuri, then picked up the long metal staff which he had propped against the side of the transport. “I’m going to be busy with the demons. Remember, the whole point of me revealing my identity was to show everyone that I know how to handle a few demons.” 
 
    “You’ll be using your lightning, I suppose.” 
 
    Odyn nodded. “I need Voton’s help for this one. I can’t just get off one burst, and then sleep it off, as usual. I need some real firepower. And I trust that Voton will help me with that, once he’s in position overhead.” 
 
    “What do you mean, you trust him? He’s you, isn’t he?” 
 
    “Ye-e-es…” said Odyn, nodding sideways. “But, as I said, he knows me better than I know him. He’s a complicated creature. In fact, he knew things about Fairyland long before I did… but he didn’t say anything.” 
 
    “What?” Yuri was shocked. “Why?” 
 
    Odyn leveled his gaze at Yuri, then set to screwing the spearhead onto the long staff. “I think he thought I had gone soft. He saw me… or rather, Wodan, the Emperor… not leading from the front. Growing out of touch with his realm.” Odyn smiled on one side of his mouth, adding, “I think when Wodan used a saw-sword to turn his enemies into sausage, it restored Voton’s trust in our abilities.” 
 
    “God. Is he really like that?” 
 
    “Better believe I am.” 
 
    “But what happens if you go out there tomorrow, and you get killed? Will Voton make another Odyn?” 
 
    “I have to admit, Yuri, I have no idea. And neither does Voton.” 
 
    “How can that be?” 
 
    Odyn looked at the wicked spearhead as he finished screwing it onto the staff. “When I was with Master Setsassanar, one of his clones died. It was killed in a fight with another creature he had created. As he lay dying, Setsassanar told me not to be sad. He said he would just grow another clone. But when I left him and walked throughout the Tower, the Tower was unresponsive. Or, rather, it seemed to be in some kind of dream. It was like his soul, or his higher self, had been jarred loose by the death of one of his members.” 
 
    “How long did it take for him to recover?” 
 
    “I don’t know if he ever did.” Odyn hefted the heavy spear, then leveled it at the horizon. “I arranged to have him killed shortly after that.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Yuri approached the camp with Mother by his side. They said nothing, and though his mind tossed and turned as he tried to understand everything he had been told, he kept coming back to the idea of his true mother. 
 
    Did she really kill father’s girlfriend, or have her killed, back before I was born? he wondered. 
 
    The idea was repugnant. He could not seriously imagine her doing such a thing. Then again, he wondered what he would do if he and Istis stayed together, but she was unfaithful to him. What would the jealousy do to him? 
 
    The longer we live, the more chances we have of straying from the decent person we might have been. 
 
    “Yuri,” said Mother. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “I know I never took a hands-on approach with you,” she said, keeping her gaze fixed forward. “But did you learn to hate them? The demons, I mean.” 
 
    Yuri nodded immediately, then second-guessed himself. Though he had seen the reality of demonkind firsthand, he did not believe that hatred was the right word. He felt no burning desire to hurt them. If anything, he was guided by what he felt for Istis. An urge to protect her. 
 
    “Actually, I’m not sure,” he said. “I don’t know if I would call it hate. I just want to protect the people I love.” 
 
    “That is true hatred,” she said without hesitation. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Those who think they’re above hatred have never really loved anyone. They haven’t learned or felt how precious their loved ones are. They haven’t developed a bond of love with their people. We are all that we have, Yuri. There’s nothing else for us but each other. If you are capable of love, then you are capable of hatred, too. It’s how we protect the ones we love.” 
 
    “Is that… how you see it?” 
 
    Mother sighed. “It makes you uncomfortable. But you’ve learned to feel hatred because you love someone. You would do anything to protect those that you love. Those who don’t hate their enemies, or don’t even know they have enemies… well, they’re undeveloped.” 
 
    Again Yuri looked down at her, but she was still focused ahead. Though he felt he had come to know her, he knew that ultimately she was a mystery to him. He still knew so little about her relationship with his father. Whatever the truth was, she was no longer interested in speaking, and so he continued on in silence. 
 
    As they drew near the birds, Elseth perked up immediately. Yuri went to him and placed his head against the crow’s neck. Elseth pulled away, then seemed to sense the vulnerability in Yuri’s gesture. Elseth smacked his beak together, then placed his head against Yuri’s. 
 
    “I’ll ride Elseth, if he’ll have me,” said Mother. “Surely the others will follow. Will you explain to Istis and Gilly? I’m tired. And I have a long day ahead of me.” 
 
    Yuri nodded. Pulling away from Elseth, he caught Mother’s eye. 
 
    “It feels strange,” he said. “You know. Knowing things about the world. Things that… that seem like they can’t be real. But they are real.” 
 
    Mother nodded. “So real that they define our reality.” 
 
    Though Yuri had always tried to understand what was off about Odyn, now that he knew, a part of him wanted to go back to not knowing, back to the way things were before. 
 
    “It is strange, I suppose.” Mother smiled at him. “The fun part is never being able to tell anyone. Goodbye, Yuri.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty-Three 
 
    Voton’s Rage 
 
      
 
    Yuri could see that the robots had hit an impediment even before they looked up and waved to him. 
 
    “They stopped!” said a wizard. 
 
    “Just keep hauling dirt out,” said Yuri. “I’ll go down there and see what’s going on.” 
 
    Yuri leaped down into the hole, holding himself aloft by grasping either side of the hole with the tendrils of his thoughts. He lowered himself into the hole, taking care not to dislodge any of the lanterns they had jammed into the bare, wet tunnel. As a wizard hauled up a load of dirt with his thoughts, Yuri changed frequencies and skirted around the rising load. He dropped down the last few feet and stood among the half dozen short robots. His feet touched down on something hard. 
 
    “Is this rock?” he asked, alarmed. 
 
    “No, sir,” said a robot. “It is metal.” 
 
    Yuri bent and rubbed his fingers over the cold, smooth surface. It was not flat, but slightly convex. He tapped it. 
 
    “It’s hollow,” he said, listening to the subtle reverberations. 
 
    While the other robots busied themselves with gathering dirt into piles for the wizards to haul out, one approached Yuri. “Sir,” it said. “I require maintenance.” 
 
    “Okay. Let’s get out of here and we’ll get somebody to take your place.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” 
 
    Yuri wrapped his thoughts around the robot, then around himself, then hauled them both upward. When they reached the surface, he set the robot down, and it immediately made for its companions standing nearby. The camp was now crowded with mercenaries, as well as a large force of Ionian regulars in matching blue and red armor. 
 
    “Everything okay, Yuri?” said Istis. 
 
    “There’s a metal plate, or something!” he said. “We need a torch or a drill if we’re going to get through.” 
 
    “I’ll ask around!” said Istis, turning and pressing through the crowd. 
 
    “You see that?” said Amos. As he pointed, Yuri saw a massive, dark battleship coming from the northeast. Several birds with mounted warriors flew around it in a protective swarm. “That’s from Doreido. That’ll be my good friend, Sert. She’ll have all manner of machines with her.” 
 
    “You think she’ll have a drill?” 
 
    Amos smiled. “She’ll get us in there, my friend.” 
 
    “Okay,” said Yuri. “Until she lands, we’ll work on widening-” 
 
    He stopped suddenly. A hush fell over the camp as they stopped to listen. Yuri felt his skin grow cold as he heard something shrieking, like a wail of anguish. Or was it laughter? 
 
    “What in God’s name is that?” said Amos. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Odyn passed through the invisible curtain of wizardry, then made his way down the hill. Across bare earth dotted with long stalks of wild grass, he saw the army of the demons writhing as if possessed by some unholy force. With their faces turned up to the blue sky they howled, baring jagged teeth and misshapen tongues. From a distance their jerking heads looked like crawling maggots, singing as they seemingly devoured the earth. 
 
    Are they singing? he wondered. Are they praying to their loathsome mother? 
 
    His skin crawled with disgust as the kobolds continued their spectacle, a disgust that had only grown through the passing of centuries. He gripped his long, heavy spear, eager to punish these monsters. Just then, a bullet smacked into the humming shield that hung before him, then the sound of a rifle echoed across the plain. Another bullet followed almost immediately, then another, and the high-pitched cry of the rifles rode along the waves of demonic shrieking. Still Odyn pressed on, trusting in his wizards to shield him from the snipers. 
 
    Do the demons know it’s me? he wondered. Or are they only lashing out as they see someone approach? 
 
    The demons began beating their swords against their shields, yet still they held back. The clattering cacophony threatened to drown out his thoughts. As he scanned the enormous crowd, he caught sight of oversized gray heads tucked down among the screaming kobolds. 
 
    They must have snuck several giant jotun into their ranks throughout the night, he thought. A lot of the younger guys have never seen a jotun face to face. 
 
    He stopped halfway between his companions on the hill and the demons gathered before the ruins of Eradol. He gazed up at the bright blue sky. There was not a single cloud in the sky. He wondered if Voton would abandon him. What if the demons ran after him? Would he be able to outrun the wyverns? And what would his people think if they saw him running in fear, scrambling up the hill with a horde of monsters behind him? 
 
    No, he thought. Voton will not abandon me! 
 
    As he lifted his spear to the sky, he felt himself shifting perspectives, as if rising out of his body. His fear and doubt suddenly fled as the joy of the sensation of rising coursed through him, followed by an incredible burst of power and godlike confidence. He had not sacrificed so much only to fail. No, he had sacrificed comfort year after year in order to master the world, to master himself, and to stand before the radiant glory of existence unveiled to such a degree that no one but himself could know. 
 
    So it was that lightning twisted through the sky and coiled upon Odyn’s spear, blinding highborn and demons and burning upon their eyes an image of something like a serpent of light gleaming in darkness. The sound buffeted against them like an explosion, then crescendoed as the lightning did not disappear, but thrashed and wailed as it hung from the heavens and stood skewered upon Odyn’s spear. 
 
    Great Voton flew far overhead, swimming through inky darkness as he opened the gates of power, no longer holding back as his belly scraped along the sky, creating friction and feeding the current of static to his avatar far below. 
 
    The long grass around Odyn caught fire and blew away in a puff of ash as he stood with the force of the heavens crackling across his skin and teeth and glowing in his eyes. Finally he turned his attention to the blinded demons, then extended his left hand - and then a bolt of force tore across the earth, igniting grass and spindly new growth trees and barreling through the demons. Blackened corpses were flung end over end. The proud demonic chanting cut short as demons turned and ran, even trampling over one another as the lightning tore through them, causing some to spontaneously combust within their armor, even tearing through limbs or sending them into uncontrollable spasms. Wyverns took off in panicked flight and black magi flew toward the ruins, completely unmindful of their comrades. 
 
    Even the mighty jotun were sent scrambling like beasts on all fours, their fearsome revelation that they had been looking forward to now turned into a pathetic rush toward the safety of the ruins. Odyn laughed with glee as his lightning pierced one jotun’s backside, cooking his innards before bursting forth from the monster’s face, showering his comrades in gore. But even greater than the sight of the demons’ torment was the exultation of power over the eternal enemy of his people, the monsters who imagined themselves to be victims of the highborn now turned into actual victims forced to run for cover. 
 
    The monsters disappeared within the ruins, leaving the field covered with blackened, smoking bodies. Voton passed onward. The power swept through Odyn and dispersed, leaving him feeling spent as blue light crackled along his arms and shoulders before growing dim. He took in a deep breath, laughing involuntarily at the feeling of release. 
 
    He heard something like crashing waves, then the clatter of steel. Turning, he saw his people cheering upon the hill. He raised his spear to salute them. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty-Four 
 
    Crossing Spears 
 
      
 
    A kobold emerged from the little stand of trees with a fat badger wiggling in his arms. It screeched and honked in inconsolable anger, but the kobold only held it pressed against its chest, unconcerned with its plight. The unenhanced badger had no hope of escaping its grasp. 
 
    The kobold approached its comrades, who stood with Varg Wormwood in the shade of an ancient wall. The dusty ruins were filled with demons crouching among tall, cut stones standing in irregular formations, and worn smooth by the voracious wind. 
 
    Varg watched the highborn through the eyes of one of his lookouts. They were no longer just on the hill where the Orb was located, but they had occupied its sister hill as well. Two large battleships hovered over the encampment; a dark ship from Doreido, and the Pope’s gilded white battleship from the Shining City. Both were impressive, but Varg’s spies told him that a large battleship from Arcadia was approaching as well. He had no doubt that the Warmaster would be on board. 
 
    A thrill ran through him. 
 
    They’ll be bringing all of their heavy hitters! he thought. They’re not holding back. 
 
    But, what’s even better than that… 
 
    He remembered the incredible bolt of lightning shooting from the Emperor’s hand. He smiled involuntarily, allowing his tongue to hang out. He wondered what it would be like to be hit with such an assault. 
 
    Would I be able to absorb it? he wondered. Or would I end up fried? Would I smell delicious? A roasted dinner for the highborn? Or could I… 
 
    Varg imagined himself absorbing the lightning, of being filled with its power - and then smashing the Emperor in front of all of his folk. He could feel other minds probing at his own, wondering the same thing that he was wondering, but in a more clinical fashion. They wanted to know if he could win, or if he would lose. But Varg only wondered what it would feel like, handling such raw power at the hands of his mortal enemy. 
 
    Ah, there’s really no telling what would happen! he thought, delighting in the frustration radiating from the other minds. He brushed them aside. 
 
    But how did the Emperor get here? He must have been with them the entire time… 
 
    Recalling the highborn he had fought over the streets of Andvari, he nodded. Then his thoughts turned to the confusing moment when he had been forced to use his lightning against the demons torturing him in the pantry. 
 
    That must have been him. That’s incredible. Emperor Wodan really had some baby-handling fool sitting on the throne while he went out, sating his hunger for demon blood by hunting and killing us with his own hands. What a strange creature… 
 
    Varg laughed under his breath. 
 
    He reminds me of myself! 
 
    Varg closed his eyes and felt out the minds of his kin. Through rainbow threads of light he felt them gathering throughout Eradol. Though their advance guard had been battered, he had made sure to hold his reserves some distance from the field. With his highborn friends now dead or gone away, he had no access to any satellite information. He had no idea if the Warmaster was planning on dropping nukes on them, but just in case he had his finger on the button, Varg wanted to keep most of his forces out of sight. 
 
    “Ah… but it’s nearly time to make a move,” he said aloud. “If we don’t move, they’ll surely take the prize!” 
 
    He felt a host of minds pressing back against his own, presenting myriad arguments for waiting. Most involved reminders of reinforcements still en route. Again Varg brushed the others side. 
 
    “True enough, true enough,” he said. “And yet…” 
 
    He saw a kobold standing before him with a badger wriggling in its arms. The demon’s gaze was lowered, as if respectfully presenting his gift. Varg approached, and the badger’s head whipped around to face him. The creature bared its fangs and honked in defiance. 
 
    “There, there, little one,” said Varg. He extended his hand. Oddly enough, the creature did not panic. Its small eyes were glued to Varg, but slowly lost focus. Though the creature understood little, it almost seemed to look beyond Varg, and see something even greater than him - something that did not devour small animals, but rather, entire worlds. The badger ceased struggling against the demon holding him. What reason was there to struggle? Why bother? Even if he had not been captured, and was still free, why bother to look for food, or shelter, or do anything at all? 
 
    Varg touched the badger’s belly, and felt the cold, stiff fur parting under his fingers. He suddenly grasped the badger and broke off a great chunk of frozen flesh. He lifted it to his mouth and bit into it, causing ice crystals to burst out in a fine mist. Varg chewed the animal’s frozen flesh thoughtfully, then waved away the remainder of the sacrifice. 
 
    “You’re not going to like this,” he said aloud, “but I have an idea. I’m going to put my life at risk. I want to play a game with Emperor Wodan. I want to see what he’s made of!” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Emperor Wodan, it looks like they’ve cut a hole into the metal sheet.” 
 
    Odyn heard the voice of his old friend Justyn Daaz coming through the comm. 
 
    “I’ll be right there,” said Odyn. He tore himself away from watching the demons at the front, and made his way through the camp. Pope Ference’s voice echoed from his battleship hanging overhead, not only acting as a morale booster, but also covering any noise or conversations that they did not want the demons to overhear. Odyn had already ordered that they not make any great spectacle once they broke into the ruins, or even when they retrieved the Orb of Control. 
 
    He walked past the giant robot that Sert had brought to the field, a hulking bipedal monstrosity with arms weighed down by heavy guns. The red woman of Doreido stood atop the machine, with her dark hair in a bun and dressed in a form-fitting suit. She relayed instructions to an engineer sitting hunched over a digital readout. The robot suddenly lurched forward, then stopped, causing Sert to do an odd dance before resuming an authoritative pose. 
 
    At the dig site, Odyn found Justyn and Matthias standing with Yuri and the others. Justyn wore heavy brown mesh armor fixed with metal plates, an uncommon style in the modern age. Seeing Odyn, he nodded. Matthias wore light armor of dark black, and kept his long rifle broken down in a case sitting at his feet. Matthias acknowledged Odyn with a glance, then turned back to Yuri. 
 
    “We got it open, father,” Yuri said, turning to Odyn. “I’m going in.” 
 
    Odyn nodded. “Do you have a team?” 
 
    Yuri hesitated. Odyn could see that Yuri wanted to go alone. While he was impressed with his newfound drive, Odyn knew that going without allies was unnecessarily foolhardy. Before he could speak, Istis stepped in. 
 
    “Take me with you, Yuri,” she said. 
 
    Yuri clenched his jaw, then nodded. “Thank you,” he said. 
 
    “I wouldn’t mind going in,” said Dugan. 
 
    “No, I need you up here,” said Odyn. “You can cover all the wizardry frequencies, just like Yuri. And you have more than enough experience to keep some of the younger wizards in line.” 
 
    “Take me, then.” 
 
    They turned and saw Hallix from Crocodilian Venture. 
 
    “You?” said Yuri. 
 
    Hallix nodded. “I have years of experience,” he said. “And I can cast three frequencies in the warm color spectrum. That’s better than most.” 
 
    Though Yuri had never liked the man, he felt it would be wrong to hold a grudge. 
 
    “Very well,” said Yuri. “I’d be glad to have you on board.” 
 
    “What about me, Yuri?” said Gilly. 
 
    Yuri started to nod, then hesitated. “I don’t think so,” he said. 
 
    Gilly worked his jaw awkwardly. “Is it because I…” 
 
    “You’re a long-range fighter. They need you up here more than we need you down in some cramped space.” 
 
    “Well. Alright. But just know that I would have gone with you.” 
 
    “I know it,” said Yuri, offering his old teammate a smile. 
 
    “Well, three people isn’t viable,” said Amos. “Not when we don’t have any idea what’s down there. I’d best come along, too, sir.” 
 
    Yuri nodded. “Thank you, sir.” 
 
    “Good,” said Odyn. Digging into a pocket, he revealed an empty bag made of fine silver threads. “When you find the Orb, put it in this. Hopefully it will fit. Whatever you do, don’t touch the Orb. We have no idea what its capabilities are, or how sensitive it is, or if it’s falling apart and spilling something toxic.” 
 
    Yuri took the strange bag. “What is this?” he asked. 
 
    “Something Jane had a robot cook up. It’s a Faraday Cage, but better. It should block all kinds of fields - electromagnetic, radio waves, radiation, light, scent, things like that. It should muffle most sound waves, too. We don’t know how the artifact works, so we need to keep it quarantined as much as possible.” 
 
    Freder cleared his throat. “If I may ask, sir - are you expecting them to bring the Orb to you, if they find it?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Well… maybe we should have had a little more discussion about this. This thing is supposed to control minds, right? Well, isn’t it a conflict of interest for it to not be held in, say, a corporation between members selected for… I don’t know, a capacity to handle something like this?” 
 
    “No,” said Odyn, shaking his head. “I’ll take it, and you have my word that I’ll either destroy it or contain it. I will never, ever use it. And that’s why it belongs to me.” 
 
    Freder hesitated. Odyn put a hand on his shoulder. 
 
    “The fact that I’m not going down there myself should tell you something,” said Odyn. 
 
    “It does, sir,” said Freder. “Forgive me.” 
 
    “There’s something else to consider,” said Hallix. “Even if we don’t use it, we need to study it. If we took it apart, and learned how it worked, saw some of the ideas that went into making it, then-” 
 
    “No,” Odyn immediately responded. “We won’t study it. Not even a little bit. There’s nothing worth making that we can’t make for ourselves. Understand?” 
 
    Hallix nodded. 
 
    “Just… don’t touch it!” Odyn continued. “Put it in the bag, and bring it out with zero fanfare. Then we’ll get it out of here. You-” 
 
    “Sir!” a voice chimed over the comm. “Something’s happening at the front!” 
 
    “I’m on the way,” said Odyn. Reaching out to Yuri, he said, “God bless, son.” 
 
    Yuri took his hand. “God bless, father.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Odyn found the perimeter of the hill covered with highborn swordsmen standing behind shields, as well as snipers and wizards, all with their gaze fixed on a lone figure in dark armor standing at the head of the growing army of demons. The white-haired demon saw Odyn and waved as if in friendly greeting. 
 
    “It’s Varg Wormwood,” said Odyn. 
 
    Odyn could feel the rising tension among his soldiers, the heady combination of hatred and fear. He knew that Varg was the most discussed demon throughout the Sanctuary. Even more attention was focused on him than on his theoretical mother, due to the numerous vids of Varg’s murders and battlefield exploits. Highborn culture placed weight on this figure, so Odyn knew he could not let this demon influence the morale of his people. 
 
    Odyn took a deep breath, then projected his voice, saying, “What are you doing out there, demon?” 
 
    Varg lowered his hand, then stared at Odyn for a long time. “I remember you, highborn, just as I told you I would!” he said, his raspy voice carrying across the field. “And I’m glad that we could meet again. But I come for business. I was hoping I could speak to someone of importance. A leader, perhaps.” 
 
    “Don’t do it,” said Matthias, speaking over Odyn’s shoulder. “Don’t tell him anything. We have nothing to gain from any interaction.” 
 
    “And so you are,” said Odyn, calling across the field. “I am Emperor Wodan, ruler of the Sanctuary, and All-Father to the highborn race.” 
 
    “Ahh,” said Varg, nodding thoughtfully. “Ah-h-h-h. It really must be. You’ve really surprised me, Emperor Wodan. Concealing yourself among your people, as you have.” 
 
    “Your ways are as strange to me as mine are to you,” said Odyn. “What is it you want, demon?” 
 
    Holding his arms open wide, Varg said, “Only to pass the time, and test ourselves against one another.” He smiled, and the black plates on his face cracked open, revealing the white underlayer. “Would you be afraid of such a test, Emperor?” 
 
    Odyn knew that he was being drawn out. He knew that he had more to lose than he had to gain. 
 
    “Tell me, demon. Would your comrades like to see a fight?” 
 
    “Oh… these fellows?” Varg gestured over his shoulder. Odyn was struck by how human the creature could seem, just like his brother Maggot-Face. “No, no,” Varg continued. “I must admit, they’re only along for the ride. They don’t understand the nuances and finer points of combat. But we do, don’t we?” 
 
    “What do you propose?” 
 
    “That we meet on this dusty plain with shield and spear - and no tricks. No allies, no wizardry, no guns. And whoever slays, or pushes the other man outside of the ring, is declared the winner. And thus, superior.” 
 
    Odyn’s guts twisted into a knot. He had felt the sensation often, a nagging worry that he had learned to ignore over the centuries as he dragged his body from one conflict to the next. But this time, he could not ignore the doubt. 
 
    He said nothing about my lightning, he thought. Does he want me to use it? 
 
    If he can draw heat out of the air and use it to give himself strength… then perhaps he’s curious to see if he can absorb my lightning. 
 
    Is that what this is about? 
 
    Suddenly emboldened, Odyn thought, He should know that I learned how to win long before I ever gave myself special powers! 
 
    “I accept your challenge!” Odyn shouted. “Prepare yourself!” 
 
    Odyn turned and gestured impatiently to his spear-bearer. As the silence broke in a frenzy of conversation, Justyn leaned in, and said, “Are you going to try to kill him?” 
 
    “Either that, or break him.” 
 
    Matthias approached. Turning to Justyn, he said, “Trying to convince our Emperor not to do this stupid thing?” 
 
    Justyn’s mouth twisted into a wry grin. “We both know better than that.” 
 
    Odyn unstrapped his sword and sheath and handed them off to someone. He took his shield from one man, then grasped his heavy steel spear from another. Without a word he turned and pressed through the crowd, then made his way down the hill. At the same time, Varg made his way through the crowd of kobolds, bearing a large shield and an oversized black spear. At the base of the hill Odyn stopped, and they watched one another. Clouds passed over the bright blue sky, darkening the field with a strange, dreamlike gloom. Sand tossed in the wind, and scrub grass twisted in a stiff dance. The demons stood with their black eyes fixed on Odyn, standing as still as misshapen statues. 
 
    Varg’s black mesh armor was covered in a layer of glittering crystals, as was Odyn’s. Odyn could feel Varg’s slitted yellow eyes running over him, gauging him. Odyn did the same. Varg was big, and muscular, so Odyn knew it would be no small feat to move him, especially with a spearpoint. Odyn also knew that many soldiers did not train with spears; they were not commonly used in the sort of engagements between small teams that defined modern conflict. These days, spears tended to be used by eagle riders who specialized in their use. 
 
    Varg chose the spear because it’s unusual, thought Odyn. He wants to use something uncommon, for his own amusement. He has likely spent his whole life practicing with weapons, his demonic focus intent on that, and nothing else. 
 
    All that drive of his… and yet he’ll still never be one of us! 
 
    Odyn took a deep breath, then pushed his thoughts aside, sinking into the moment and feeling grateful to be alive, and grateful to face this monster that his people could not face. 
 
    Then he suddenly took off, lowering his spear as he ran over the uneven field. Varg ran toward him as well, tucking his head near his shield as he lowered the black spear. Odyn controlled his breathing, letting his body naturally adjust to every rut in the sand-choked field before pushing off, gaining speed with each leaping step. His long spear bounded in front of him, the point dancing as Odyn’s kinetic energy warped the steel with every footfall. The world slowed down in his awareness, with sounds drawn out into a shrieking echo, yet those watching the fight saw sand blasting out behind them both, flung skyward by the unbelievable force of the charging warriors. 
 
    They drew close with unexpected haste, and then Odyn concentrated the entirety of his focus on softening his grip on the spear just enough to bring it down. Without shifting his focus, his head instinctively jerked to the side as the black spear kissed the top of his shield with a hollow ring before racing past his ear. In that moment Odyn tightened his grip and thrust his spear with explosive force, smashing directly into the center of Varg’s shield. 
 
    The blow sent Varg rocketing backward, looking as if he had been struck by a large vehicle. Odyn’s spear shook like a plucked steel wire. Varg smacked against the ground and rebounded, limbs flailing as he turned end over end. The black spear fell shivering out of the sky and the demon’s shield bounded over the field, ringing with a high-pitched cry as it caught the light of the sun. Odyn regained his footing and stopped, then held his shaking spear aloft. 
 
    Varg finally struck the earth and tore across the sand, his legs awkwardly hanging over his head as his shoulders scraped against dry grass. Kobolds moved to either side as their general rolled to a stop with his thickly armored pants pulled down around his knees. A burst of riotous laughter shook the highborn ranks as they watched the demonic champion fight to pull himself off the ground with sand caked along his bare buttocks and face. Odyn watched, fascinated by the sight of Varg dusting himself off, then pulling his pants up over his smooth, featureless crotch. As was the norm for demonkind, there was nothing there. 
 
    After a moment, Odyn realized that it was not only his people who were laughing, but Varg was as well. Varg threw his head back and cackled uproariously. 
 
    “Why do you laugh?” said Odyn, projecting his voice across the field. “Pull your pants up, and answer me!” 
 
    Varg wiped sand from his face, his mouth contorted into a grin that revealed long fangs. “Because you people are fools!” Varg shouted. “Children who think they rule the world!” 
 
    “That tumble in the sand has jarred your brain, demon.” 
 
    “No! No, it has not! Don’t you see? Nobody here has seen me lose a fight. Nobody who serves me even cares! Even if I had died, they would replace me with another. They would toss my body aside and never think of me again! But you? Ah, you fool, Wodan! You fool! If you had died, your people would have crumbled! They would have turned on each other, desperate to see who could be the very first to sell out or give up!” 
 
    “But I don’t lose,” said Odyn. 
 
    “You just did, O mighty Emperor!” Varg spat back, pointing a finger across the field. “Now your people know that you can be drawn out into a stupid, senseless fight! Now they know that pride is their ruler, not you! And now you know that I will always set the pace of the fight! I will always make the rules, I will always outmaneuver you! Even if I look like a fool to a gang of dead men on a hill… I will always crawl to victory!” 
 
    “Imagine you’ve gained whatever trophies you must,” said Odyn, turning and making his way back toward his people. “Your kind will always be at the bottom of the heap.” 
 
    Odyn heard the laughter and applause of his people, and some came to meet him as he made his way up the hillside. 
 
    “Did you see that dickless freak?” someone shouted. 
 
    “He was spitting out sand!” said another. 
 
    And so they went on, celebrating their victory. And yet in Odyn’s mind, the cheering sounded dissonant, out of touch with reality. Varg’s words and Varg’s laughter were in the back of his mind, goading him. He could almost feel the force of untold numbers of creatures crawling through the earth, hating their lowly position, hating the gods who lived above them, enjoying the beautiful world they had made… 
 
    And growing soft while the enemy’s hatred made them strong. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty-Five 
 
    The Dark Hole 
 
      
 
    Yuri gripped the rope and lowered himself down into the hole, feeling the strands biting into his palms as his legs hung free. The hum of conversation up above fell silent as Yuri descended into darkness. Feeling disoriented upon realizing how deep the hole went, he probed downward with his thoughts. Feeling the floor far below, he held himself with his wizardry and slowly brought himself down, using the rope only as a guide. 
 
    He descended into a vast chamber, and the electric light attached to his breast struck the far wall, showing a mottled, dark surface on either side. His companions were already at the bottom, waiting for him, their lights flashing all around but revealing nothing worth noting. 
 
    As Yuri’s feet touched the ground, Amos turned and gave him a look. 
 
    “You know, Yuri,” he said, “if you would use your arms for climbing rope, you might put on some muscle. That’s why all you wizards are twigs!” 
 
    Hallix snorted. “It’s all up here, big guy,” he said, tapping his head. 
 
    “Anything down here?” said Yuri. 
 
    “No,” said Istis. Turning in a circle, her light revealed only rough-looking, dark walls and ceiling. “The entire roof is made of metal, I guess. Why would they do that?” 
 
    “How’s your history?” said Amos. 
 
    “I know it well enough!” she said, sounding hurt. 
 
    “I mean, before the Emperor’s time.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    She said nothing, so Amos continued. “Back when the pureborn covered the earth, they used to fight wars with each other all the time. The way we fight demons, they fought each other. And they would throw missiles at each other. You know the ancient storehouse of nuclear missiles that the Emperor found, when he drove the demons out of the land?” 
 
    “Of course!” said Istis. 
 
    “Well, before they stored them all in one big place, and agreed to never touch them, they shot them at each other every day. So they had to build bunkers that could withstand a missile.” Amos hesitated, then said, “Maybe this is one such place. But I don’t really know.” 
 
    “Whatever it is, there’s a foul feeling here,” said Yuri. “Let’s get moving.” 
 
    “Right,” said Hallix. He dropped a small piece of metal on the ground, then looked at his scanner. “This first marker will point out the exit. I was hoping we wouldn’t have to use this device, but seeing the size of this room, I’m glad Lady Sert gave it to us. I’ll drop markers as we go.” 
 
    Yuri made his way forward, the sounds of their footsteps resounding in the dark. The floor was undoubtedly also made of metal, though it was difficult to tell, for it was distorted and rough, as if deformed by heat long ago. Their lights ran over walls that looked much the same, a dreary, vast enclosure hidden from time. 
 
    “You feel that?” Hallix whispered. 
 
    “Yes,” said Amos. “It’s unmistakable now. They’re digging down below.” 
 
    “Digging! It feels like ten thousand of those creatures are scraping something down below us.” 
 
    “Speak of the devil,” said Yuri. He made his way over to a hole in the ground. It was round and even, but strangely off-center. 
 
    Istis peered within, then pulled her head back nervously. “I didn’t expect this place to be so big,” she said. “It would have been nice if we’d brought more rope.” 
 
    “Rope is heavy,” said Hallix. “And besides, we can take care of that, Yuri and I.” 
 
    Istis winced. “Maybe we should explore this area some more, before we go any deeper.” 
 
    “No, this just goes on forever,” said Yuri. “Let’s go down. I’ll carry you.” 
 
    Yuri held Istis close, then lowered them down into the darkness. They heard Amos sighing in frustration, then Hallix followed them with the big Havenorian held in tow. The chamber was just as vast as the first, though the walls were noticeably more smooth. 
 
    “Is the entire structure made of metal?” said Istis. 
 
    Though Istis spoke quietly, with her face near Yuri’s, he was almost certain that her words were echoing from the smooth steel walls. It was unnerving. He glanced over his shoulder, fearing that someone was watching from the darkness. As he adjusted his hold on the floor down below, he felt another round hole with the tendrils of his thoughts. He looked, and saw deeper darkness peering back at him through the hole, like a great black eye watching him through a mask of iron. 
 
    “There’s another hole down below,” said Yuri. “Let’s… let’s keep going.” 
 
    “Agreed,” said Amos. Speaking loudly enough to be heard by Yuri and Istis, his words echoed against the metal walls. Agreed, eed, eed. 
 
    “Why would they build something like this?” said Istis. 
 
    “I bet those holes line up,” said Amos. “Did you notice the edges of the hole looked cauterized?” 
 
    “Does it matter?” said Hallix. 
 
    “I think a laser punched through here.” 
 
    “A laser!” Hallix scoffed. “But the holes are big enough for four or five people to jump through!” 
 
    Amos did not respond, and Yuri was left to ponder about such a world. Recalling his days on Mag Mell, he suddenly felt like a fool. Knowing that the world was once filled with such strange dwellings, and terrible weapons that were hard for him to imagine, it made him wish he had been more grateful for the world that had been given to him. Though he did not know everything about his father’s life before he became their Emperor, he knew that he had explored strange places left behind from another age. 
 
    It’s no wonder he’s so single-minded, always fighting and pushing himself, he thought. Father knows he has to be strong to protect the world as he’s made it. Otherwise, sick and perverse minds can shape the world to look however they want! 
 
    They passed through the hole into another dark chamber, then passed through another, and then another. At the fifth level, there was no vast chamber, but only a narrow hallway of black metal. Still another round hole had been burned into this level as well, though it was narrower than the others. Without a word Yuri descended into the hole, holding Istis close, so that they could pass through the opening. 
 
    They dropped down into a hallway of sleek steel, the walls so dark that they seemed to drink up the beams of their lights. They saw open doorways on either side further down the hallway. As they waited for the others, they listened to the sounds of the demons digging somewhere further down, a maddening sound like rocks caving in beneath their feet. It gave Yuri the disorienting sensation of falling, which was made all the worse when he realized that the floor was not level, but tilted at an angle. 
 
    As soon as Amos and Hallix landed, Yuri turned and saw Istis peering into one of the doorways. He was about to remind her that they should stick together, then reassured himself that there was surely nothing alive in this place. 
 
    It’s just the darkness and the dreariness that puts me on edge, he thought. 
 
    Seeing Istis draw back as if disgusted, Yuri said, “What is it?” 
 
    “I’m… not sure,” she said. 
 
    They gathered at the doorway. Their electric lights revealed a mound of some kind of organic matter lying in a narrow room. What may have been a darkened, wrinkled leg lay at the base of the mound, but they could not be sure. 
 
    “If that’s a body,” said Hallix, “or several bodies, then why hasn’t it been reduced to bones?” 
 
    “Perhaps there was no way for it to rot properly in here?” said Amos. 
 
    “Whatever the case,” said Yuri, “I’m sure there’s something unwholesome to see in all of these rooms. But we came here for one thing. Let’s stay focused, and keep moving.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    As they wandered the dark ruin, a humming sound droned just at the edge of their awareness. They did not speak of it, but at every turn or branch they stood motionless, gauging the source of the sound before continuing on. 
 
    The sleek black hallway opened up into a wide, curving room. Making their way inside, their flashlights danced upon a strange structure. It might have been a statue, for there was something like two arms hanging from a torso. It was made of the same smooth black metal as the rest of the ruins. Approaching cautiously, Yuri saw that it was fashioned to look like it was wearing a robe, the folds artfully crafted so that it almost looked like delicate black silk. Though the arms were narrow, the left hand held a heavy, long scythe. 
 
    “What is that stuff at the bottom?” said Istis. 
 
    “Don’t touch it,” Yuri immediately responded. 
 
    He was not sure himself. It looked as if the statue was projecting out of dark, polished stone, but then again, the statue was made of metal rather than carved out of rock. 
 
    “Is it organic matter?” said Amos. “Some kind of hardened goop?” 
 
    Yuri’s breath caught in his throat when he saw something like a small, blackened forearm and hand sticking out of the mass. 
 
    “It’s people,” said Hallix. “Corpses. They were gathered around the statue…” 
 
    “Worshipping it?” said Istis. 
 
    “Begging for its help, more like it. It looks like some of them were even climbing on it. This was no orderly religious ceremony.” 
 
    Yuri peered closely at the figures. Though merged into a single mass, he could almost make out their forms, with blackened faces stretched out in a snapshot of perpetual agony. He had to agree with Hallix. It looked as if they were begging the reaper for help. 
 
    “They were probably scared of whatever did this,” said Amos. Stepping over still more blackened forms laid out on the ground, their lights followed him until he reached a jagged hole torn into a wall. Part of the ceiling was also sheared away. “This hole doesn’t line up with any perfect laser punctures,” he added. “It’s different.” 
 
    “Something really tore through here,” said Hallix. He followed after Amos. 
 
    “I hope it’s not in here anymore,” said Istis. 
 
    “After a few thousand years?” Hallix gave her a look. 
 
    “I know that! It’s just creepy, is all.” 
 
    Amos stepped through. Yuri called after him, “What’s in there, Amos?” 
 
    After a pause, Amos said, “Yuri, I have no idea.” 
 
    Yuri was at first annoyed, then alarmed at a golden glow that shone out of the hole. Yuri and Istis exchanged a look, then ran into the hole and nearly bumped into Hallix, who stood gaping. 
 
    The room was a rounded chamber with walls made of something like small strips of copper. Orbs of light flickered along the walls, jerking left and right and radiating along the copper strips. A giant, dark sphere sat perched atop a narrow pedestal in the center of the room. 
 
    “How can this place have any power?” said Istis. 
 
    Yuri was trying to understand the same thing, then a chill ran through him as he realized that the orbs of light along the walls were traveling wherever he looked. He breathed a sigh of relief as he understood. 
 
    “It doesn’t,” he said. “Our lights are shining on the wall! It’s just… just a reflection.” 
 
    Istis gave him an embarrassed look, and he laughed. 
 
    “Well, I wouldn’t discount it yet,” said Amos. “Stand still and look at one spot. Those little panels aren’t just reflecting the light. They’re diffusing it, sending it from one panel to another. The light looks like ripples on a pond. It’s beautiful, really.” 
 
    “I don’t really care about that,” said Hallix, stepping forward. Pointing at the giant sphere, he said, “Because that is the Orb of Control.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” said Amos. 
 
    “Are you kidding? Look at it!” 
 
    “It’s got to weigh several tons!” 
 
    Hallix shrugged. “It’s not like we had any idea what it would look like.” 
 
    “Well…” said Amos. “If you’re right, then our bag’s not quite big enough.” 
 
    Yuri walked around the room to get a better look at the sphere. It was made of dark, silvery metal. Thin spokes projected from its surface, and supported a dark ring that surrounded the sphere. The sphere was misshapen, looking almost like an animal’s chew toy. 
 
    The sphere’s mottled surface suddenly took form, though whether the sphere was changing or the effect was only in his imagination, he was not sure. Something like an eye stared back at him, though the iris and pupil shifted when he tried to focus on them. Sometimes the sphere’s appearance took the form of a world, with mountains and valleys dug into its surface, and rippling oceans lapping at unknown shores. Moving his head, the sphere’s mottled surface turned into something like strips of clouds, concealing the world behind a veil of storms. 
 
    “Can you see that?” said Yuri. 
 
    “See what?” said Hallix. 
 
    “It’s almost… is it a map?” 
 
    “I don’t see any map,” said Amos. 
 
    “No, just… I can’t see it anymore, it’s hard to focus. But there were… features, like landmarks.” 
 
    “If it is a map,” said Hallix, “then it’s not a very good one.” 
 
    Yuri relaxed his eyes, trying to make the image reappear on the surface of the sphere. 
 
    “Guys?” said Istis. Amos and Hallix turned and saw her peering through another gaping hole torn into the other side of the chamber. “That sound - it’s louder over here!” 
 
    “Maybe I was wrong,” said Hallix, going up to the sphere and looking up at it. “I guess this is just a statue, then.” 
 
    “No!” said Yuri. “I saw a map in it! An image of something like… like another world!” 
 
    “It was probably just an optical illusion.” 
 
    Seeing that Yuri would not move, Hallix suddenly picked himself up with his powers and reached out for the sphere. 
 
    “Don’t touch it!” said Yuri. 
 
    Hallix’s hand smacked against the sphere. 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    “See?” said Hallix. 
 
    Yuri exhaled. “Forgive me,” he said. “I’m being foolish.” 
 
    Hallix dropped himself and fell to the floor. “Think nothing of it. It’s this place. It’s perverse. Deranged people made it. It’s natural to stare at it in sick fascination.” 
 
    Yuri nodded, thankful that his old rival did not take the opportunity to make light of him, though he had opportunity enough to do so. 
 
    Following Istis and Amos through the gap torn into the wall, they came to a large chamber with a blue-tinted floor and purple walls rising at an angle, like ribs meeting at a point far above. Rows of tables were topped with what looked like rusted control panels covered in dust. A large black rectangular panel dominated the far wall. In the center of the chamber, they saw an oversized throne of dark metal. In its sat the blackened husk of a headless humanoid far larger than any highborn. 
 
    “What is the meaning of this?” said Amos. “But that thing… it’s giant!” 
 
    “There are chairs at those tables there,” said Istis. “They seem to be of normal size. Well, for the pureborn, anyway.” 
 
    Ignoring her, Amos approached the throne and stood looking at the corpse’s knee before his chest. “Just what is this place?” he said, his mouth hanging open. 
 
    Yuri suddenly remembered the strange sphere in the other room. When it had looked like a map, its mountains and oceans were certainly like nothing he had ever seen. Turning to the ancient control panels, his mind took off at the thought of what would require so many computers. His mind raced to the memory of his father’s strange tale, and how he had lived far above the earth, working unseen in the darkness of space. Yuri felt suddenly sick and dizzy, and staggered slightly on the uneven floor. 
 
    This was not a bunker, he thought. 
 
    As his eyes wandered to the giant on the throne, he thought, This was a ship… 
 
    And it was not from this world! 
 
    He rubbed his hands together and forced himself to take a deep breath. Seeing Istis and Amos move to examine a panel in the far wall, he clamped his mouth shut. 
 
    I can’t tell them! 
 
    It’s just too strange! It’s too… 
 
    He worked his tongue and swallowed, forcing some moisture back into his mouth. 
 
    It’s too much. Nobody needs to know about something like this. It’s too much… 
 
    “That singing sound!” said Istis. “It’s much louder through here.” 
 
    Yuri walked toward her, each step feeling awkward and unnatural. 
 
    We’re safe, he told himself. This place has been here for maybe thousands of years. So we’re safe. It’s nothing. 
 
    Still, the thought did not comfort him. He could not help but think of the open sky far above, the stars wheeling overhead, an entire universe filled with strange and unknown forms. 
 
    “You thinking what I’m thinking?” 
 
    Though Hallix had whispered, Yuri jumped as if he had yelled. Yuri stared at him, his eyes wide and mouth clamped shut. 
 
    “That big one, on the throne,” said Hallix. “I can’t help but imagine the worst. It’s crazy. But, you know, Tartarus is filled with all kinds of gene-freaks.” Hallix’s eyes probed into Yuri’s, as if gauging his hidden thoughts. “And it stands to reason they were making gene-freaks back then, too.” 
 
    “Right,” said Yuri, forcing himself to nod. “Right. Yeah. Probably. That’s probably what it was.” 
 
    “It’s a doorway,” Amos called back to them. Turning to him, they saw what must have been a sliding door that was partly open. Istis strained to push it open, but it did not move. 
 
    “We’ll help,” said Hallix. 
 
    “Good,” said Amos, leaning into it. “Let’s all give it a go.” 
 
    Yuri and Hallix both reached out with their powers. 
 
    “Ready?” said Istis, looking up at them. 
 
    “Go!” said Amos. 
 
    With her boots placed against the doorjamb, Istis pulled at the sliding door while Amos pushed. Hallix and Yuri’s cognate tendrils hummed and hissed like writhing serpents between the crack. Istis leaned back with a loud cry, and finally something snapped, then the door moved with a sickening shriek before grinding to a halt. 
 
    “That should be enough,” said Amos, reaching down to take Istis’s hand. “But if there’s anyone else in here, they definitely know about us now.” 
 
    “There’s no one else in here!” said Yuri, embarrassed at the force in his own voice. 
 
    Passing through the doorway, their lights struck smooth hexagonal panels lining a rounded chamber. Purple-tinted panels shimmered green and amber, reminding Yuri of the eyes or body of an insect. Oddly shaped tables and strange appliances sat covered in dust, and at the center of the room sat something like a round cocoon. Though its violet color made it appear organic, it was topped with an artificial ring of steel providing an opening. Decayed remnants of tubes trailed from the cocoon to the far side of the chamber. Just as Yuri bent to look within the empty cocoon, the room shook. They looked around in alarm, then stood listening. Despite being distant, the sound of nails raking against metal was unmistakable. 
 
    “We might not have a lot of time,” said Amos. 
 
    “Look!” said Istis. 
 
    Yuri had not noticed it before, but the far wall of the chamber had a recessed area. It curved like folds of flesh. At the center of the indentation, their lights reflected on a black cube sitting upon a steel plinth. The cube was a little larger than a fist, and its sides were perfectly smooth, untouched by the dust covering the rest of the room. Yuri slowly approached. As he gazed at the cube, he could not make out any details at all, even along its edges. It was as if the cube was a black hexagonal hole cut into the fabric of reality. Drawing closer, his impression changed, and the cube only looked like a very smooth object glittering in the light. But he could not shake off the feeling that there was something more to the cube. Letting his eyes rest, he finally saw it. 
 
    “What is it?” said Hallix. 
 
    Seeing his look of concentration, Amos said, “Yuri?” 
 
    Yuri remembered his embarrassment before, then ignored the feeling. “It’s the Orb of Control,” he said. 
 
    “It is?” said Hallix. “Only problem is… that’s a cube.” 
 
    “No. Look closer.” 
 
    Yuri blinked, allowing his eyes to adjust to the area around the black cube. Again he saw it - a tell-tale flicker of light projecting from the cube’s perfectly black surface. The more he relaxed his eyes, the greater the detail he saw, as the flicker of light became a sphere of luminescence rotating around the cube. 
 
    “My God,” said Istis. “It’s incredible!” 
 
    “What is?” said Hallix. 
 
    Yuri looked still deeper into the cube, then laughed at the strangeness of the experience. Indeed, the deeper he looked, the brighter the orb became. Soon he was looking at a rippling white surface covered in lights of many colors, mostly gold and red, flashing and turning. It was a dance of souls. He knew that somehow the ancient artifact was recreating an image of the world above, revealing the souls swimming in currents normally invisible. He tried to look at one particular point of light, but it shifted away from him. He immediately understood that he could not influence anything merely by looking. He would have to reach out and touch the Orb if he wanted to influence any of the souls upon the sphere. 
 
    “Yuri,” said Istis. “I think you need to cover it.” 
 
    “Yes,” Amos said, his voice firm. “Cover it up now.” 
 
    “You guys see something?” said Hallix. “What is it?” 
 
    Yuri forced his eyes shut. As he drew in air, he could still somehow see the glowing Orb, as if imprinted on the back of his eyelids. His limbs felt stiff, as if he had woken from a long and uncomfortable sleep. 
 
    “It’s definitely the Orb of Control,” he said, hoping that saying it out loud would make it easier to move his limbs. He flexed his hands and looked away, and tried to shake off the feeling that he had been dreaming. 
 
    Amos whirled on the doorway at the other end of the chamber. Seeing his movement, Istis hefted her axe and creeped toward one side of the door. 
 
    “What’s-” said Yuri, but Amos waved him to silence. He covered his electric light with one hand and the others followed suit. Though Yuri heard nothing, he made his way over to the Orb of Control and carefully placed the bag over it. The cube was not heavy, and as he slid it across the plinth, he was able to pull the bag over it entirely. As soon as he pulled the drawstring shut, the humming fell silent, and he felt a weight lifted from his chest. 
 
    The sudden clatter of banging metal from the doorway across the chamber sent ice rushing through Yuri’s veins. He turned and his light struck the reflective black eyes of some squat creature whose form he could not understand. His heart hammered in his chest as the thing looked them over - it looked like a misshapen dog, or a man walking on all fours, and while it seemed to be made of metal, it was like no robot that he had ever seen. Its head was a twisted nightmare of sharp edges and a single horn curving over its back. 
 
    The monster roared, a shrill, metallic scream that filled the room. From her hiding spot Istis swung Kotes’s axe directly into the monster’s forehead, silencing its cry with a resounding klang! that forced it to recoil in pain. Yuri reached out and grabbed Istis by her waist, then flung her back across the room. Though she yelped in indignation, metal appendages like scorpion tails whipped around the doorway and dug into the wall directly where Istis had been only a moment before. As the monster pulled itself into the room, Yuri could see that it was even more oddly shaped than he had thought, like a mound of metal shavings crudely forced into the shape of many beasts before its maker had abandoned it in darkness. 
 
    Amos drew his sword but Hallix shouted, “Get back! I’ll hold him!” just as the creature launched itself. It struck a wall of force erected by the wizard, and fell back. 
 
    “Get the Orb, Yuri!” said Amos, backing away. 
 
    “I’ve got it!” said Yuri. “Let’s go!” 
 
    While they retreated, the monster beat at the shield with claws, tails, and other strange appendages, shrieking and flailing in rage. Though the monster could not break through, Yuri saw Hallix flinch under the relentless assault. Just as Yuri prepared to back him up, the monster turned and ran back the way it had come. 
 
    Yuri grabbed Hallix’s arm and pulled him toward the door. “Come on, let’s go!” he said. 
 
    “Stronger than he looked,” said Hallix, staggering into him. Amos pulled them roughly through the doorway and back into the control room. 
 
    “The way it ran,” said Amos, “it might try to come at us from another-” 
 
    They leaped in alarm as the monster rocketed back through the room and crashed against the doorway, bowing its head so that its long horn came only inches from slicing through Yuri’s face. Istis and Amos both beat at the monster’s limbs and head as it tried to force its way through the door, then Yuri pushed at it with his powers. Even using wizardry, Yuri could see why Hallix had such a hard time - the shrieking monster pushed and flung itself as if driven by an infernal will. 
 
    “That scratching!” Istis shouted. “It’s getting louder!” 
 
    “What?” said Yuri, unable to hear over the monster’s screaming. 
 
    “The digging! Can’t you feel-” 
 
    The throne suddenly moved and the corpse of the blackened giant wobbled. Yuri’s heart nearly froze, for he thought the dead giant was about to stand. But instead, the floor beneath the throne suddenly gave way, falling in fits and starts as if pulled by some enormous monster. Finally one end of the floor collapsed entirely, yet the throne did not fall, but only stood fixed at an awkward angle, securely held in place by hardened organic remains. Transfixed by the sight, Yuri felt his sanity teetering as a wave of dark, misshapen forms crawled out of the hole. 
 
    “Flesh demons!” Amos shouted. “We have to go, now!” 
 
    Yuri’s light reflected off dozens of eyes turning in his direction, then they fixed upon the Orb hanging at his side. 
 
    “You’re right!” said Yuri. “Forget that monster! Come on!” 
 
    Yuri pulled Istis away from the doorway, and they ran. Since they had to run across the chamber to reach the hole through which they had entered, the demons emerging from the pit raced to cut them off. Yuri had never seen such monsters, unbelievably twisted forms lurching and screaming like a tidal wave of genetic refuse. Hallix was the first to reach the exit but, rather than go through, he turned and raised a shield behind the others. Istis grabbed Yuri’s wrist and pulled him through right behind her. Amos whooped, leaping over some twisted form with clattering hooves, then Hallix fell against the doorway as the demons collided with his cognate shield. 
 
    The steel monster pulled itself through the other doorway and immediately set upon the wave of demons, chopping and crushing on every side. Seemingly unafraid of being overwhelmed, it waded into them, screaming with its face covered in gore. Demons piled on top of its back, then a black mage leaped over its comrades and, reaching out with a stunted arm, grasped the monster’s head with its wizardry and forced it down, causing it to buck and kick with its hindquarters. 
 
    Hallix’s stomach dropped when he saw the black mage, and it was only a moment later that he felt his own shield nullified by frequency interference. 
 
    “I can’t keep them out!” Hallix shouted. 
 
    “These are legacy demons!” said Amos, kicking aside something like a charging bull. The horned demon squealed and slid into its comrades. He roughly grabbed Hallix and tossed him through the exit, adding, “They’re weak cast-offs from ancient times! The only thing they can do is pile on top of you and slow you down! Just go!” 
 
    Seeing the giant statue of another world sitting in the middle of the glowing room, Yuri reached out to it. Though immensely heavy, he wanted to use it to block the entrance. 
 
    “Don’t bother!” Amos shouted, pulling a tentacled black mage off his chest and throwing it down with enough force to burst it open. “If you wizards get killed, Istis and I will be stranded down here! Just go, go!” 
 
    They ran back through the next room, and as Yuri chanced a look back, he saw hideous, pale limbs twitching in his flashlight, and writhing bodies streaming past the headless statue with its scythe extended. The tormented creatures looked like they were sent forth by the ancient god imprisoned in darkness for ages. 
 
    Yuri’s team ran through the dark corridors, hoping to outpace the horrible shrieking echo of the raving demons, and yet the crying followed them through the darkness. Their electric lights bounced through twisting hallways ahead of them, seeming like beings of light leading them through the foul crypt from another world. And so it felt all the more horrifying when their lights suddenly shone on the eyes of naked kobolds racing into the intersection up ahead. 
 
    “Don’t leave the path, or we’ll be lost!” Hallix shouted. “Go through them!” 
 
    Before Yuri could draw Unbecome he felt black wizardry rushing to meet him, touching him like greedy fingers eager to counteract whatever wizardry he might try. Without hesitation Istis and Amos raised their shields and ran into the demons, knocking down several naked savages before laying into them with axe and sword. Holding the Orb of Control tightly against his side, Yuri reached out and probed the battleground, nullifying the black wizards wrapped around their kobold mounts. One black mage who had been hovering fell and hit the floor with a dull splat, and was trampled by Amos as he turned in a circle, knocking off heads with his blade. 
 
    Hallix drew his longsword, then looked over Yuri’s shoulder. His eyes went wide as something like a skinless gorilla came barreling up behind them. The beast roared and nearly sent Yuri out of his own skin. Hallix flicked his wrist and smacked the beast with his wizardry, then charged at the staggering beast and opened its belly with his blade, sending a wave of twisted meat pouring forth. 
 
    “Look out, Yuri!” said Hallix. 
 
    Yuri bounded away. Glancing back, he saw only the dead beast and gallons of entrails. 
 
    “You don’t want any of that mess on you!” said Hallix. “But there’s more of them coming. Come on!” 
 
    As Istis sank her axe into a black mage resting on a kobold’s shoulder, Yuri felt all wizardry frequencies fall away. He and Hallix reached out, knocking over the remaining kobolds like children. Spotting still more of the naked creatures bounding after them, they pressed on through the darkness. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty-Six 
 
    The Battle of Bjarmaland 
 
      
 
    Yuri carried Istis while Hallix carried Amos, and they rose through the hole in the earth. Near the surface they were buffeted by ringing clamor. Yuri hesitated. They had already tried their comms and heard nothing but chaos, and they could only assume that the demons were not content to let them escape with the Orb. 
 
    “Should we hang back?” said Yuri. 
 
    “Just get us up there!” said Istis, holding on to Yuri’s arm wrapped around her waist. “Get us up there, and if you have to, make a run for it while we cover you!” 
 
    “She’s right, Yuri!” Amos called out down below. “Make a break for it! Don’t give them time to-” 
 
    Amos’s voice was drowned out by the unmistakable roar of battle. Yuri broke through the surface, blinking in the sudden light, then saw a large force of kobolds in a wedge pressing their way through armored highborn, with their demonic companions further back leaping onto the spears of the defenders. Though Yuri thought at first that the highborn were completely overrun, he looked out over the field and saw fighting raging as far as the eye could see, with complex lines of battle twisting all throughout the plain, between the hills, and beneath the ruins of Eradol.  
 
    Yuri hastily covered his nose, for the air was rank with a bitter chemical stench. Oddly colorful clouds of pink and yellow toxic gas poured over the fighters - Fairyland weapons turning the battlefield into a reeking dump. Further adding to the disorientation were the green and red laser pointers dancing over the roaming figures, the hovering transports marking their targets. It looked as if the ancient hatred between the highborn and the demons had finally erupted into a waking nightmare, the long-simmering conflict spilling over into reality as far as the eye could see. 
 
    Just over his shoulder, Yuri saw a line of highborn swordsmen hunkered down behind their shields as kobold battered them, forcing them back. Spearmen behind the line of swordsmen stood ready, for lightly-armored kobolds often leaped over the battle lines, throwing away their lives just for a chance to lash out at the highborn. Yuri saw one kobold run through by two spearmen in mid-air, then he heard a shout of alarm as the suicidal kobold exploded, raining shrapnel and bone shards and clouds of blood upon the highborn. 
 
    The cacophony of ringing metal and screams of rage was accented by the strange music of humming shields, as wizards and black magi switched frequencies, seeking advantage while their shields were battered by sniper rounds. 
 
    The battle even raged in the bright yellow-blue sky, for four massive highborn battleships from distant lands had arrived with light gunships and troop carriers filled with soldiers firing down into the battle. Swarms of eagles with spearmen and gunners raced in formation and clashed with wyverns and their riders. Though the wyverns were bigger and stronger than the eagles, Yuri saw an eagle throw back its wings as it collided with a wyvern, then attack with fierce claws while tearing at the wyvern’s throat with its beak. The rider held on with one hand, seemingly unafraid of being flung out of the saddle while preparing to thrust with his spear. 
 
    But most remarkable of all was the jagged lance of lightning that cut through the battlefield. As if there could be any confusion as to who was responsible, more lightning fell from the heavens, striking one man before spreading and killing any demons standing near the fountain of power. Straining his eyes, Yuri saw that it was indeed his father, wreathed in the power granted to him by Voton. A group of wyverns carrying armored kobolds dove toward the Emperor, their spears held ready - but it was in vain, for the Emperor cast a bolt that tore through one wyvern before slamming into another, cooking it and sending heated chunks of organs tearing through its rider’s crackling armor. As the other wyverns turned to avoid the shaft of light, a tremendous bolt from Voton himself slammed down upon the Emperor, then spread in a luminescent tree of death, vaporizing wyvern-riders and sending a cloud of smoking limbs and heads raining over the battlefield. 
 
    “Yuri! Look out!” 
 
    Istis pushed away from Yuri’s arm and fell, then grabbed his ankle to keep from falling into the hole. Before Yuri could move, a giant hand wrapped around his torso, crushing his arms against his side and cutting off his air. Looking over his shoulder, he saw the large, twisted face of a gray-skinned jotun, a behemoth nearly twice as tall as a highborn and covered in misshapen lumps of muscle. Though he had heard of such creatures from historical records, seeing the monster’s face peering at him froze him with terror. The face was an abomination of mutilated genetics, with the nose twisted into an odd semi-circle and black eyes placed unevenly, the mouth an afterthought of fangs crowded within a shuddering, wet hole. 
 
    Yuri tore his gaze away from the demon’s black, hate-filled eyes, but just as he raised a shield, he felt the frequency dispelled. At the same moment, Hallix shouted, “Damn it!” Craning his head downward, Yuri saw two black magi hanging onto the jotun’s fingers, one peering up at him with a smooth, moist face, while the other watched Hallix and Amos scurrying to climb out of the hole after Hallix’s wizardry had been interrupted. The black mage intent on Yuri finally turned its attention to digging between the jotun’s fingers. Horrified, he realized that it was trying to reach the Orb of Control which was digging into Yuri’s side. 
 
    “No!” Yuri stammered, hardly able to draw in a breath. “No!” 
 
    With a defiant cry, Matthias Fairson suddenly raced up bearing a long spear. He lunged and jammed it into the jotun’s side, and the monster staggered and bellowed in pain as Matthias forced the spear deeper into writhing cords of muscles. At the same time, Istis hauled herself up to Yuri’s knees using only one arm, then swung her axe upward, bringing it crashing through one black mage’s face. The other mage strained at the jotun’s fingers, then pulled free the silver bag containing the Orb of Control. 
 
    Suddenly feeling multiple frequencies open up, Yuri lashed out with a field that whipped across the jotun’s face. The beast fell upon a heap of dirt stacked beside the hole, nauseating Yuri as he was pulled along in the jotun’s grasp. 
 
    “Yuri!” Matthias shouted, straining to push the spear deeper into the jotun. “Where is the Orb!?” 
 
    Yuri drew in a breath and pulled at the jotun’s fingers with enough force that his wizardry shattered the knucklebones. The jotun strained to rise but Hallix flew overhead, then fell upon the monster’s face, driving his longsword deep into its nasal cavity. Yuri turned and saw the surviving black mage flying through the air with the silver bag clutched in its tiny arms. 
 
    “There!” Yuri shouted. “That one’s got the Orb! He’s got-” 
 
    Matthias ran atop the mound of dirt, hefted his spear, then threw it with all his might. He tumbled down the pile of dirt and fell in a heap, but the spear flew with almost supernatural grace - then tore through the black mage. The silver bag caught the gleam of the storm-shrouded sun as it fell over the side of the hill. Yuri’s stomach dropped as the bag disappeared from view. 
 
    He caught sight of a gang of kobolds rushing toward them, as if hoping to stop them from following the Orb. Amos and Istis ran toward them. Without hesitation Amos crashed into them, knocking them over and getting entangled, and Istis leaped over the pile of kobolds and continued racing toward the fallen Orb. 
 
    “Go, Yuri!” Hallix shouted, turning and slicing through a kobold who had been preparing to tackle him from behind. The top of the kobold’s head spun along the length of Hallix’s blade before flying over the field. “Go! Get the Orb! The Orb!” 
 
    Even as Hallix spoke, Yuri had already launched himself skyward. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Aboard the bridge of the golden Hakados, Pope Ference watched the wyvern-riders swarming around his battleship, harassing the spearmen and gunners on the deck. Wind tore across the deck and blue holographic Execution Crosses shimmered overhead as the defenders held formation against the circling wyverns. Ference was horrified as a wyvern-rider whipped a long chain around a spearman and dragged him over the side before anyone could intervene. The man’s disappearance and probable death transpired with little fanfare, as the bridge crew only relayed orders and information from their terminals while the oracles chanted. 
 
    Pope Ference watched the oracles. They were virgin maids dressed in white, kneeling before a neon blue Execution Cross. A hooded maiden with a black cloth around her eyes led the chant. 
 
    “Merciful God, we pray that you break the demonic incursion upon the eastern hill,” she said. 
 
    “Merciful God,” the maidens sang, “we pray that you break the demonic incursion upon the eastern hill…” 
 
    A dark-haired highborn cardinal in a red robe and black armor surveyed the crew at the comm station, spotted something on someone’s screen, then made his way over to the oracles. He knelt and spoke into the ear of the lead oracle, saying, “The Warmaster’s battleship is being overwhelmed by wyvern-riders.” 
 
    The leader of the oracles nodded, and as the other oracles fell silent, she said, “Merciful God, may you bolster the defenses of our Warmaster, and his mighty ship, which is impregnable, untouchable, a terror to Your enemies!” 
 
    “Merciful God,” the maidens sang, “may you bolster the defenses of our Warmaster…” 
 
    Ference’s private comm chimed in his ear. “Yes?” he answered. 
 
    “Your Holiness, this is Matthias Fairson!” 
 
    Pope Ference recognized the name. The ancient highborn was a member of the Emperor’s inner circle. Though Fairson was not a devout man, Ference knew it must be an important matter if someone on the field was contacting him directly. 
 
    “Go on, then,” said Ference. 
 
    “Sir, the Orb has been found, but we’ve lost it!” said Matthias. “I can’t get in touch with Warmaster Josef or the Emperor!” 
 
    “Where is it now?” said Ference, signaling to a man at the comm terminal. 
 
    “It fell between the two hills!” 
 
    Ference sucked in air through his teeth. “The fighting’s heavy down there,” he said. “I’ll get in touch with everyone I can. Go after that Orb, son!” 
 
    “Of course!” Matthias shouted, then abruptly cut off the transmission. 
 
    “Attention!” said Ference. “The Orb has been found - and lost! Contact everyone, and tell them it’s been lost between the eastern and western hills! This is urgent! This-” 
 
    A shadow covered the sun for one moment, then a window shattered in an incredible spray of shrieking glass. The oracles screamed in terror and Ference covered his face as a wyvern forced its head through the shattered window. Its teeth clattered as its jaw snapped open and shut, but the wyvern became hung up in the wire mesh reinforcing the window. Ference saw the wyvern’s rider, a hideous black-eyed kobold, raise a heavy rifle. Before he could fire at the Pope himself, Ference unholstered a heavy handgun, aimed, and sent one heavy round into the wyvern’s head. Brain matter rocketed out of its sundered skull, covering the spiderwebbed window. As the wyvern went limp, the rider fell back and slid off the saddle. 
 
    Pope Ference turned to the oracles. “Keep praying! Never stop!” he shouted. Turning to the crew at the comm terminals, he added, “Retrieving the Orb is our top priority!” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The hill was covered in demons and highborn fighting in a chaotic free-for-all, and also wedges of kobolds led by towering jotun trying to force their way through scattered ranks of armored highborn. Sert’s oversized robot, a bipedal monster with rotary machine guns for arms, stepped over mounds of dead and fired into masses of kobolds gathered in the valley. Dugan Little and another wizard stood atop the robot, with Dugan breaking shields while his assistant called out directions to the robot’s control crew working on a Doreido transport. 
 
    As Yuri flew down the hill, he could feel a change in the demons’ behavior. Groups of kobolds pulled away from skirmishes, and black magi rose from distant points on the field and floated toward the valley between the hills. 
 
    They know the Orb of Control is here! thought Yuri. This valley is going to become a slaughter! 
 
    Istis leaped over a group of distracted kobolds as she careened over the hill, and as a jotun turned and tried to snatch her, she arched her back, fell to her knees, and slid beneath its grasp. She flung herself back onto her feet and kept running, then shouted, “Yuri! Yuri, I see it!” 
 
    “Where?!” said Yuri. 
 
    But Yuri needed no response, for at that moment he saw the glittering silver bag in the hands of a kobold. The demon dropped its sword and examined the thing, its gaze transfixed, as thousands of other minds borrowed the kobold’s eyes to examine the thing - and then the heavy axe of Justyn Daaz swung and tore through the demon’s neck and spine, embedding in a mess of ruined meat and bone. As the kobold fell to its knees, Justyn reached over with his left hand and tore the bag free. He held it up for one moment, catching the rays of the sun upon the silver bag. Yuri flew toward it, but as he reached out to pull it from the field, a kobold swung a wicked Fairyland sword wreathed in jets of flame. The cruel blade sheared through Justyn’s armored wrist, sending the Orb flying over a steep drop-off. 
 
    A lightly-armored kobold ran, leaped, and grabbed the Orb in both arms. As it fell, an eagle dove and grabbed the kobold in its beak, then pulled him aloft. Before the kobold could drop the Orb, the eagle’s rider, a green-armored Vallier, threw himself forward and jerked the Orb out of the kobold’s grasp. Reaching for his comm to tell of his feat, he was interrupted when a sniper’s heavy round tore through his chest, throwing him out of the saddle and casting the silver bag over the valley. 
 
    “Istis!” Yuri shouted. “Where are…” 
 
    He fell silent. Glancing down, his eye was drawn to Istis’s red armor as she ran on top of a gang of heavily armored kobolds. They swung their swords upward, but they were too slow to catch her as she bounded away and continued her mad dash down the hill. 
 
    “Don’t worry about me, Yuri!” she said, panting into her comm. “Just get the Orb!” 
 
    “I will,” he said under his breath, flinging himself down into the valley with his gaze locked on the glinting bag’s descent. Reaching out with his powers, he felt his wizardry instantly canceled by the tendrils of other wizards and black magi also trying in vain to grasp the Orb. Glancing over his shoulder, Yuri saw several small transports flying down the hill, eager to join the fray with wizards and snipers hanging from open entryways. 
 
    Just as he turned back to the Orb, he saw the wet, shapeless blobs of black magi racing toward him, as well as a kobold in heavy black armor riding atop a shrieking wyvern. 
 
    They must believe I’m a threat, Yuri thought, drawing Unbecome from behind his back. 
 
    I’ll have to prove them right! 
 
    Yuri felt the black magi interrupting the frequency holding him aloft, but he rapidly switched frequencies, then launched himself at them. His blade passed through one shapeless blob that nevertheless screamed in pain as it was cleaved in half. Without pause he made straight for a black mage that looked almost like a gray ball with spindly limbs placed at random. It reached out a tiny hand in his direction, then poked out a long black tongue covered in crystals. As if the monster believed Yuri would only try to fight him with wizardry, he disappointed his opponent by slicing through his protective field and then slamming Unbecome into the monster’s face. Flesh parted before the blade grinded to a stop within the demon’s skull. 
 
    The demon panted oddly, and Yuri’s gaze fixated on a little arm caught between the blade and the demon’s face, its pudgy fingers twitching. Yuri’s distraction was repaid when the jaws of a wyvern suddenly clamped around his right arm and chest. He dropped the tendrils holding himself aloft as fear blasted through his system. Blades of teeth dug into him, then he looked up in alarm and saw a heavily armored kobold holding aloft a long spear. The kobold’s black eyes narrowed as he prepared to skewer Yuri. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Misshapen legacy demons and hunched forms with oversized craniums stood atop a row of buildings at the edge of Eradol, chanting and screaming. Black magi with trailing tentacles hanging limp floated over the demons, their shapeless mouths twitching with ululating cries as they joined in what looked like some mad prayer to whatever dark force they believed in. 
 
    Though they seemed intent on their inscrutable business, the black magi suddenly shrieked in alarm as Odyn tore through a row of kobolds, first blasting a group of them with lightning, then turning and swinging his sword at one racing up behind him. Though the kobold blocked the blow, with a ringing cry the force of Odyn’s blade sent the monster hurtling back into several of his comrades, knocking them over with concussive force. 
 
    Odyn turned back and glared at the row of chanting demons. He was filled with the exultation of purpose, a rush of divine power that was far more than Voton’s charge coursing through him. No, it was the feeling of finally being able to unleash what he so often kept hidden, of running straight at the ancient enemy and achieving the paradoxical state of standing unrivaled by casting off his attachment to survival, and overcoming the fear of dying violently. 
 
    Another wave of kobolds rushed at him. He ran directly at them but, noticing one hanging near the back, he inhaled, charged his power, then lashed out with a blinding blast that tore through the middle of them. He was rewarded with an explosion, the result of igniting an explosive device carried by one of the kobolds, which sent the other kobolds flying in a wave of gore and limbs. Odyn held his left hand a little before his eyes, shielding his vision from a rain of dark blood that spattered his hair and armor. 
 
    Again his gaze met the black magi and dysgenic freaks in prayer, and while he desperately wanted their blasphemous cries silenced, an instinct for danger cried out in the back of his mind. He leaped and rolled just as a jotun’s heavy iron club crashed down behind him. The monster turned to deal with him, but Odyn rose onto one knee and flung his sword at him. The shining blade dug into the jotun’s knee, bringing a deafening roar of pain through his twisted face. Odyn used the momentary advantage and raced up to the monster, grabbed the hilt of his sword, jerked it free, and then spun and tore through the jotun’s other leg, shearing through the ankle. The demon toppled over and Odyn leaped onto its back. 
 
    Odyn eyed the chanting demons. He guessed that the ones with enlarged craniums were surely helping to coordinate the others, though he doubted they would be out in the open if they were intrinsic to the demons’ strategy. Still, they must have held some importance, for the big-brained creatures began waddling up to wyverns landing atop the ancient structure, as if hoping to escape. 
 
    Holding his sword aloft, Odyn stretched out his left hand and shouted only, “Die!” before the power of Voton slammed down into the earth, casting a wave of electromagnetic power all around him and then blasting through his hand. The demons cried out in fear and agony as the power of Voton tore through the ancient buildings and incinerated one demon after another, turning limbs and heads into burned-out husks sent flying over Eradol. Even the shields of the black magi broke under the assault, becoming visible, flat planes reflecting Voton’s light before deforming and breaking as the black magi were cooked. Odyn felt an orgasmic rush at the sight of shrieking monsters utterly reduced. So great was the discharge that the demons all around Odyn ran away on either side, leaping in desperation with brilliant arcing bolts tearing through them. 
 
    The bolts of lightning subsided and demons ran like a rushing stream, but atop a pile of blackened corpses, one figure stood. Varg Wormwood crackled with power, his muscles tensing as he fed on the power of Voton. Yellow, slitted eyes turned in Odyn’s direction, and somehow Odyn was not surprised to see the demon smiling, even though his armor was charred and blackened. 
 
    “I knew it!” Varg shouted over the field. “I knew you had some trick up your sleeve!” 
 
    Odyn pulled his boots out of the blackened corpse of the jotun on which he stood. He stepped down from the corpse and made his way toward Varg. 
 
    Varg shivered, then laughed as the slender threads of lightning faded from his body. He exhaled, and a cold mist suddenly formed around him, then he stretched his limbs. He bent and retrieved his sword from the pile of corpses, breaking off a stiffened, black arm as he did so. He shook ashes from the long, black blade, then turned his attention back to Odyn. 
 
    “But I have a trick, too!” said Varg. 
 
    Odyn said nothing, but only made his way toward Varg with even, determined steps. 
 
    “I’m sure you’ve guessed it by now,” said Varg. “Otherwise, you would have shot a bolt directly at me!” 
 
    Odyn bore his gaze into the demon, and was taken aback by the force of will radiating from Varg’s yellow eyes. But there was something venomous in his gaze. It was not the force of will of someone tested by long suffering, but rather, a brute psychic force powered by madness. It was the will of someone whose great potential had never been tainted by any dream of bettering the world, but instead delighted in the act of breaking the world, bit by bit. 
 
    “Nothing to say?” said Varg. “Ah, fine. It’s just as well!” 
 
    Varg suddenly took off, racing across the field like an animal spotting prey. Unwilling to let the demon count his rhythm and manage the pace of the fight, Odyn ducked and ran, but turned aside. Rapidly adjusting for the maneuver, Varg turned slightly as well, then both put on a burst of speed as they darted toward one another. Odyn exhaled and swung with all his might, leaning his body as one boot dug into the ground, narrowly missing Varg’s blade as their swords met. The force of the blows was so great that the steel blades shook and rang, as if threatening to shatter. 
 
    The Emperor of the highborn and the champion of the demons sidestepped one another, then their blades met again. Odyn felt his wrists nearly buckle under the impact as he twisted his sword along the length of Varg’s blade. For a moment, lightning crackled along Odyn’s arms, but he suppressed the desire. Again their blades parted and met, and ice crystals leaped from Varg’s blade. 
 
    “Do it!” Varg shouted. “Use it! Let me see your power, highborn!” 
 
    Just then, a shadow covered the sun. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “That’s it, right over them,” said Warmaster Josef, standing over his bridge crew. He stood within the windowless enclosure deep within the ivory white Arcadian flagship. Vid screens all around the room relayed events of the battle, with most focusing on the wyvern-riders circling their flanks. 
 
    “If Odyn’s hesitating to use his powers against that demon, then he must have a reason,” said Josef. “Keep us high enough that our repulsors won’t get in their way, but close enough that our snipers can cover him.” 
 
    “Sir!” said one of his aides. “We’re taking heavy fire from those wyverns!” 
 
    “Ignore it!” said Josef. “I need every sniper we have watching the field and keeping snipers from taking shots at the Emperor! They won’t mind shooting their own comrade, even if it’s Wormwood. If-” 
 
    The ship suddenly lurched, and Josef’s gaze was drawn to a vid screen showing an explosion tearing through their starboard side. 
 
    “Suicide bomber!” said an aide. “We’re breached, but still airborne.” 
 
    “Damn it,” Josef hissed. “If we have any wizards left, they need to get those wyverns off our back!” 
 
    “Sir…” said another aide, but even before he could speak, Josef saw the dark tide of kobolds racing into the valley between the hills. He did not need the comm tower repairs finished in order to know what was happening. 
 
    “Signal the other ships using blinking lights as code,” he said, signaling to a crew member who quickly got up from his seat. “I want the battleships from Doreido, Andvari, and the Shining City in that valley, helping with…” 
 
    One of the vid screens flashed, then Josef fell silent; Lord Otr’s silver battleship slowly turned as it fell from the sky. Its repulsors and holograms had gone dark, and black smoke poured from its underside. The crew sat in silence and watched as the massive ship slammed into the earth, casting up a wave of dust. A cloud of wyverns raced away from the ship, and Josef had no doubt that their own troubles had only gotten worse. 
 
    “Contact the ships of Doreido and the Shining City, then,” said Josef, hiding his dread behind a mask of control. “I want them in the valley, covering our people!” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    As the kobold reared back with his spear and prepared to skewer his head, Yuri felt a familiar sense of unfairness. The wyvern’s teeth dug into him, keeping his arms pinned against his chest. Worse still, the kobold’s heavy armor was covered in several dozen crystals, keeping him free from the influence of wizardry. 
 
    But the feeling soon passed, as he had seen too much, had pushed through too many horrors, to dwell on whether or not being killed was fair or not. He relaxed, leaned his head back, then reached out with his powers and twisted the wyvern’s head. Unbecome was still poking out of the side of the wyvern’s mouth, and as Yuri turned the wyvern’s head, he managed to knock the kobold’s spear aside just as he thrusted at Yuri. The kobold spat and pulled its spear back, preparing for another thrust. 
 
    The wyvern tried to free its head by pushing against Yuri’s wizardry, and Yuri gave in to the wyvern by suddenly twisting its head in the opposite direction. With a great heave Yuri pulled the wyvern’s head around, making himself sick as his feet were flung over his head. The wyvern’s neck snapped with a terrific krack! and as its jaw went limp, Yuri twisted himself around, lashed out with his blade, and tore through the kobold’s belly just as its spear-thrust flew wide of the mark. With a sickening lurch the wyvern fell like dead weight. The kobold tried its best to tuck in its innards, but was blinded with dark blood pouring upward into its face. 
 
    Yuri kicked away from the doomed creature and let himself fall through the sky. His armor had protected him from the worst of the wyvern’s teeth, and while he thought that pushing his wizardry so hard should have weakened him, he was surprised at the feeling of cold exhilaration washing through him. Even the wind whipping at him as he fell toward the mass of crowded bodies was only a quiet, subtle reminder of potential danger. He felt both powerful and distant from himself. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The light transport bobbed over the hill, and through the scope of his rifle Gilly watched a team of Crocodilian Venture mercenaries holding back a gang of kobolds trying to rush back down the hill. A jotun with a black mage on its shoulder lumbered up to them, no doubt intent on breaking their line and allowing still more demons to make a mad dash for the Orb. Gilly gritted his teeth, frustrated by the number of black magi on the field. He had no special ammunition, no way to break their shields without wizardry of his own. Then, just as the transport lurched under a sudden gust of wind, he noticed the shapeless lump of flesh sitting atop the jotun suddenly turn and peer into the distance. Trusting in instinct, Gilly fired. 
 
    The heavy rifle jerked in his grasp. Pressing his eye back to the scope, he saw the jotun stumbling with thick, dark gravy pouring out of his forehead and nose. The black mage floated overhead, stunned at the sight of his giant comrade falling on top of the kobolds. 
 
    That’s what happens when you get distracted, slimeball! Gilly thought, chambering another round. 
 
    He turned and looked at his companions, people he barely knew but now trusted with his life. Freder from Crocodilian Venture stood at the open doorway opposite to his own, directing the attention of Hallix and a green-tinted Vallier wizard. At the front of the transport, several tech specialists from Doreido sat over their computers, piloting Lady Sert’s giant robot and managing its systems. Lady Sert stood over them, often bumping into the pilot’s seat as the transport lurched in the wind. Lady Sert wore expensive light black armor glistening with crystals and a long red jacket emblazoned with the logo of Redcap Arms, and looked quite fashionable, but her red-tinted face was framed by frazzled black hair whipped up into a frenzy by the dry storm. 
 
    “Bad Boy’s still going!” Sert shouted, peering at a vid screen displaying the robot’s rapid downhill descent. Another vid screen showed square reticles forming over airborne wyverns, tracking them as they passed overhead. “Hit some of those guys!” 
 
    “Ma’am!” said one of the techs. “We’ve got an insane amount of targets gathering in the valley. Shouldn’t we aim for-” 
 
    “No!” Sert responded. “Those targets are rubbing elbows with our own people! Bad Boy’s only equipped with guns. I don’t want any friendly fire!” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am!” said the tech. He activated the robot’s firing protocols, and the images from multiple cameras shook wildly, then the targeting reticles disappeared as several wyverns and their riders fell limp. 
 
    “Yes! Yes!” she shouted. “That’s my Bad Boy!” 
 
    “Orb’s been spotted!” Freder shouted, his comm pressed against his ear. “Repeat, everybody, Orb has been spotted! We need to get down there!” 
 
    “Okay!” said Sert, brushing her hair back, but to no avail, as it seemed to be charged with static electricity. “Let’s get down there and-” 
 
    “Bad Boy is down,” said a tech. 
 
    “What?!” 
 
    Stumbling over her techs, she watched in horror as several vid screens revealed a skewed perspective of kobolds racing downhill at odd angles. One camera turned just as the long face of a wyvern peered down into it. They could just barely make out the figure of its rider hefting a long spear, then dozens of system alerts popped up on-screen as the spear slammed into Bad Boy over and over. 
 
    “Nuh-no-o-o…” Sert muttered. 
 
    “Damn it,” said a tech, stripping off his comm and wiping his brow. 
 
    “Honestly,” said the other tech, “we were lucky Bad Boy was able to walk downhill as well as he did.” 
 
    Sert flashed the young man a fearsome scowl. 
 
    “I’ve got a drone with eyes on the Emperor!” the pilot cut in suddenly. 
 
    “My God!” said Sert. “Is that…?” 
 
    Gilly and Freder pressed in alongside Sert as they watched the vid screen hanging over the transport pilot. There they saw the tangled blur of Odyn fighting Varg. They had never seen such a fight, with both men swinging, knocking one another back, running, leaping, almost too fast for the eye to follow. The field had cleared just for them, and Gilly did not blame anyone for giving them space, as lightning crackled between them and shards of ice flew from clashing swords. 
 
    “You!” Sert suddenly turned on Gilly. “You have to shoot that demon!” 
 
    “What?!” Gilly scoffed. “There’s no way! Even if we were right in front of them, they’re moving way too fast for me to hit!” 
 
    Sert wiped sweat from her brow, then used the moisture to push back one wild clump of hair. “We… we have to get down there. We have to help him!” 
 
    “We can’t!” said the pilot. 
 
    “Why?!” Sert snapped, hair flying as she kneed  the back of the pilot’s seat. 
 
    “Pope says we need to get down in the valley. The Doreido battleship is already down there. It’s a mess. Everyone’s after the Orb!” 
 
    “The Pope doesn’t have authority in Bjarmaland, does he?! Come on! Get the Warmaster to override him!” 
 
    The pilot angrily smacked a vid screen showing the smoking hulk of the Arcadian battleship. It was covered in a cloud of raging wyverns. Bright lights along its flanks flashed in a complicated pattern. 
 
    “Coded transmission,” said the pilot. “Warmaster says the Orb of Control takes priority over everything. Even over protecting the Emperor!” 
 
    The pilot adjusted their course in a sickening dive. Now facing front, Gilly and the others were transfixed by the sight of so many bodies rushing into the valley. The air was thick with eagle-borne spearmen, wyvern-riders, transports carrying wizards and snipers engaging with black magi caterwauling along the hillsides like deformed frogs. 
 
    “Okay,” said Sert. Thinking that she was about to give them orders, Gilly listened closely. As the transport rocked back and forth, Sert leaned back against Gilly. Rather than correct her balance, she leaned still more of her weight on him. Finally realizing what was happening, Gilly wrapped his arms around her and held her up. Realizing that Freder was looking at her, she said, “I’m okay, I’m okay,” even as she hung limp in Gilly’s arms. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    As Yuri landed, he slammed a field of rapidly-shifting frequencies down all around him, flattening a team of kobolds. They pushed and strained along the ground, but Yuri ignored them, easily holding them flat while scanning the battlefield. All along the dusty valley the highborn and the demons were fighting, some in a vicious, tight press of bleeding forms, others running and crashing into one another. A highborn was flung skyward by a raging jotun and came crashing down near Yuri’s feet, and through the cold stream of his detached awareness, Yuri could feel some small part of himself crying out in horror at the sight of the young soldier gasping for air while holding his side. Yuri pushed the feeling deep into the back of his mind and bent over the man. 
 
    “Where is the Orb?” said Yuri. “Where!?” 
 
    The soldier made only a vague gesture, then lay still. Yuri knew that his organs must have been crushed by the giant. Just then, the jotun screamed, as if enraged by its own abominable existence, and pushed through the fighters with his gaze fixed on Yuri. Yuri felt a sudden jolt of fear, then turned in time to see three black magi racing toward him, shapeless wads of gray flesh rocketing through the sky. In a flash he knew that they meant to nullify him while the jotun crushed him to a pulp. 
 
    Istis’s red shield suddenly spun overhead, then smacked into one of the black magi with sickening force. She ran up from behind Yuri but, thinking to leap at the other two, she tripped over Yuri’s invisible field still holding down the kobolds. The other two black magi swerved to avoid her shield, but one ran directly into a net of Yuri’s wizardry. Like squeezing a jellyfish in his hand, he felt the black mage writhing in his thoughts before suddenly popping, spewing a mound of dark purple organs skyward. 
 
    Yuri lifted Unbecome just as the third black mage’s tendrils of wizardry reached for him, then popped and dissipated under the crystalline blade. The black mage landed on the oncoming jotun’s chest - then Yuri reached out, wrapped his wizardry around the giant’s neck, then slammed it down on the ground with incredible force. The jotun howled at the pressure building in its head, then jerked and flailed as the poor black mage tried to lift the mountain of muscle off of him. 
 
    Though Yuri never would have thought it possible for one wizard to hold down a jotun, a black mage sandwiched on the ground, and nearly a dozen kobolds, he now relished the feeling of power over his enemies. Holding one fist upward he focused on crushing the air out of the savages, even cracking joints under his force of will. 
 
    “Yuri!” Istis shouted. “What are you doing?” 
 
    The jotun bellowed, but as its fear and pain increased, the sound turned into a high-pitched bleating wail. Yuri reached out and grasped the monster’s head, then twisted it around. 
 
    “You fool,” Yuri whispered. “You weak fool!” 
 
    “Yuri, we have to find the Orb!” 
 
    It was not her words, but the unexpected note of fear in Istis’s voice that caught Yuri’s attention. He turned to her and was surprised to see her eyes wide with alarm as she looked at him. While he understood that the Orb took precedence, a part of him could not help but think that she was afraid of him. 
 
    And why shouldn’t she be? he thought, twisting the jotun’s head until the neck broke with a sickening snap. He could not help but imagine what his father felt, when he no longer had to hold back out of consideration for others, and could unleash all of his might upon the enemies of their people. Finally his gaze fell on still more kobolds turning their attention toward him. 
 
    “Right,” said Yuri. “I have an idea. Keep those demons off of me!” 
 
    “Will do!” she said, hunkering down behind her shield. 
 
    Whether it was Odyn’s talk of unnatural power, or Yuri’s unconventional use of wizardry when he had been captured, he felt emboldened. Reaching out, he closed his eyes and focused his thoughts, but instead of sending out hardened tendrils of wizardry, he instead sent out half-formed feelers. Like thousands of hands reaching out in the dark, he reached through the battle, his thoughts dissipating as soon as he touched skin, hard armor, the coarse hide of a jotun, or pulling back in pain if he came into contact with a crystal embedded in a weapon or armor. 
 
    Istis shouted as her axe bit into bone. Yuri heard the unmistakable sound of an impact against her shield, but he ignored the desire to open his eyes. Instead, his ten thousand fingers felt out the battle, fluttering like wings on the shoulders of fighters clashing against the swords of demons. Finally he felt a highborn lurch sideways as a demon’s blade pierced his armor and tore into his belly, then the edge of a shield crashed into his skull. Dazed, the highborn fell - then the Orb of control was torn out of his grasp. 
 
    I’ve got it! Yuri thought. 
 
    As one kobold threw the silver bag to another, several of Yuri’s half-formed tendrils solidified into a solid mass. As if sensing what he was about to do, several black magi turned their attention toward his snaking thoughtform. Before they could nullify it, he grasped the silver bag and flung it into the sky. As it flew upward, he opened his eyes and saw the bag spinning, catching the sunlight peering through cloud cover - then Yuri reached out once again and jerked the bag toward himself. 
 
    Dozens of black magi reached out and dispelled Yuri’s wizardry, but they could not grasp the Orb, for Yuri dispelled their wizardry as well. So it was that the Orb still flew toward him. Yuri stepped aside, then the silver bag smacked into the ground, wedging itself against a clump of grass and dirt with little fanfare. The hard lumps of the corners of the Orb of Control pressed against the bag, and Yuri stared at it, shocked by his own daring feat. His mouth suddenly went dry. Then he felt the focused weight of many, many eyes turning in his direction. 
 
    Covered in dark blood, standing over dead kobolds, Istis adjusted the comm at her cheek. 
 
    “This is Jenny Istis, of the Dandy Jaggers,” she said. “To anyone listening, we need backup! We’re at the very edge of the battle, south end of the valley! Anyone’s who’s listening, please-” 
 
    Dozens, then hundreds of shrieking monsters ran toward them. Yuri ran toward Istis, grabbed her around the waist, and pulled her close. Reaching back toward the Orb, he prepared to lift them off the ground. Almost immediately the sky overhead was filled with the humming fields of demonic wizardry. Looking overhead, Yuri could feel the alternating frequencies like bands cast over the valley. His stomach turned in a knot, for he would not be able to maneuver through such a field as it constantly cancelled his own wizardry. There would be no easy escape. 
 
    “I can’t get us out of here,” said Yuri. Turning her in his arms, he said, “We have to stand strong until backup gets here!” 
 
    “I… I will, Yuri!” she said. She suddenly tore away from his grasp, then smacked Kotes’s axe against her shield. Seeing her bravely bracing against the oncoming horde sent a painful bolt of regret stabbing through his heart. 
 
    “Damn them!” Yuri hissed. 
 
    Glaring at the charging kobolds, he sent out a solid wall of force. Several demons ran into the invisible wall at full speed and fell back with their faces smashed in, but others tore through with their crystalline weapons. Frustrated, Yuri spotted one particularly big kobold leading the charge. Thinking that he could throw it against the others, he reached out, feeling around the subtle aura radiated by the crystals on the kobold’s armor. He could find no gap in the armor, not on any frequency. His tendrils of thought shrinked away, the stinging sensation no different from touching a spiked cactus. The monster charged toward Istis. 
 
    But the thought of hiding behind Istis while she faced such a monster was abhorrent, and so with a sickening effort he pushed himself beyond the violet frequency. A high-pitched whine dug into his ears, and he tasted metal on his tongue. Just before the monster reached Istis, a tendril of wizardry burst forth, crashing into the monster’s chest with enough force to shatter ribs and force organs and meat on either side, causing the kobold’s neck to balloon with the sudden influx of warped tissue. 
 
    The kobold was already dead before it hit the ground, and though Yuri felt nauseous from the effort, he slung the high-pitched ultraviolet tendril in a wide arc, knocking over kobolds who had thought they were safe from harm. Seeing an opening, Istis leaped upon the kobolds Yuri had missed, bringing her axe down on one monster’s face before slamming her shield into another kobold’s chin. 
 
    Yuri jammed Unbecome into the earth before him, letting it act as a shield against black wizardry. He leaned against the sword. He felt pressure building behind his eyes, like too much blood rushing into his brain. Ignoring the sensation, he released the sword and reached out with both hands. He sent out rotating waves of ultraviolet force, and like an invisible banshee assaulting the oncoming horde, the kobolds were not just pushed back, but rather, their bodies were churned up as if suddenly thrown into heavy machinery. Yuri could feel hot demon blood pouring against his thoughtforms as limbs and organs and faces ripped free from skulls and flew skyward. 
 
    He sucked in air and staggered backward, more shocked by the unexpected ease of wielding such power rather than overcome by the usual nausea. Feeling black magi probing at his back, he shrugged off their feeble attacks and leaned on Unbecome once again. Just then a kobold grasped Istis from behind and slung her around, while another prepared to bury its blade in her. Yuri reached out and spun both of their heads around with a sharp crack! before turning his attention back on the others. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “I see him!” Gilly called out. “I see Yuri! Istis is there, too!” 
 
    “Where’s the Orb?” Freder shouted, straining to be heard over the roar of the transport’s engine and the wall of sound of the raging kobold’s leaping below them. 
 
    Gilly hung on to the side of the open doorway, staring through his scope in disbelief. He saw Yuri and Istis standing in the middle of a circling cloud of black magi hovering over them while kobolds rushed at them only to be torn apart by some invisible force. Though it seemed far beyond any wizardry Gilly had ever seen, Yuri’s outstretched arms and look of intense concentration made it obvious that he was the wielder of this godlike wizardry. 
 
    Yuri suddenly hunched over, as if wounded, or in pain. Scanning the field to see if any help was en route, Gilly saw highborn pressing against the demons, but they could make no headway against the frenzied creatures. 
 
    “The Orb?” Freder shouted. 
 
    “I don’t know!” said Gilly. “But it has to be there! Every demon is going there!” 
 
    “We’re going in!” Hallix shouted at the pilot. “Drop us right on top of them!” 
 
    “We’ll get killed by those black magi!” said the pilot. 
 
    Pressing her comm into her ear, Sert said, “Two battleships are on the way!” 
 
    “They’re nowhere near!” said Hallix. “We have to get in there now! They’re in there alone!” 
 
    An ear-splitting cry cut off any conversation. The earth moaned in agony, then Gilly’s mouth fell open as the ground split asunder. Demons poured into the gaping hole as Yuri gestured and the earth shook, flinging dust and debris in a wild spray. Istis fell against Yuri and held him as he strained, somehow tearing up the earth itself in his battle. The cloud of black magi swirled in confusion, then resumed their formation. 
 
    My God! thought Gilly. Just what is he doing?! 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Istis screamed and held onto Yuri as the earth shook beneath them, dropping several feet before rising up just as quickly. Looking at his face, she saw a mask of cold, merciless rage, completely unlike the Yuri she knew. Even his eyes seemed dead. Though frightened of him, she could think of no way to restrain him without welcoming death by demonic hands. 
 
    “Yuri!” she said, unable to voice her fears. “My God, Yuri!” 
 
    Before he could respond, a gang of kobolds leaped toward them. Flexing his finger in a twisting motion, their bodies flew apart, with coils of intestines flying over Yuri’s head while limbs and heads bounced away from him in a grotesque shower. 
 
    “Don’t be afraid!” Yuri growled through gritted teeth. 
 
    Yuri reached upward, then suddenly the air was filled with the high-pitched screaming of black magi. Despite their wizardry, their fields were brushed aside by Yuri’s unnatural mastery of ultraviolet and infrared frequencies. Istis watched as bodies split apart in midair. Even those who were not torn apart rebounded off invisible walls which even they could not sense or nullify, sending them flying around in a mad panic. 
 
    “I can do this!” Yuri shouted, with blood raining down on them. “I can kill them all!” 
 
    “Yuri, behind you!” Istis screamed. 
 
    Yuri glanced over his shoulder in time to see a kobold preparing to thrust with a long, chipped blade. There was not enough time to even raise a cognate shield. And yet Yuri did not feel afraid, for the kobold’s blade seemed like a silly toy in his eyes. As if in a dream he watched the kobold bracing for the strike, his body bent in a childish posture of absurd aggression. 
 
    Blood coursed through Yuri’s temple, and time slowed down as the pressure built in his skull. He watched the sword’s slow advance. While it appeared solid, he could feel that it was no more solid than any cognate frequency. In fact, the sword threatening to pierce his spine and heart only existed within one frequency of vibration, within one reality. He knew, deep down, that the flimsy blade must surely not exist in other frequencies, within other realities, and so it became obvious that it did not exist more than it existed. 
 
    Still, despite his thoughts racing far faster than the blade’s creeping pace, Yuri could not move his body any faster, nor could he erect a shield with any more haste. Instead, he felt out the vibration of his own body, and the air around him, and the earth beneath his feet. Slowly his heart beat, and as another burst of blood pushed through his vessels and into his brain, he felt as if he could lean into other frequencies of reality. He pushed in two different directions, until he felt himself leaning into two slightly different realities, one in which he and Istis were standing only a foot or so to the left, and another reality in which he stood alone just a little to the right. Switching the frequency of reality felt as natural as changing the channel on a vid stream. 
 
    So it was that the kobold found his blade passing through open air, while two blurry versions of Yuri stood on either side, with Yuri looking back at the demon, more curious than afraid. The kobold drew back its blade in confusion. 
 
    Yuri phased back into his original frequency of reality, and the two potential versions of himself collapsed into their original location. Yuri flicked one hand and the kobold’s spine and skull blasted out through its back, collapsing its face and pulling out a mound of gore from the devastated body before it fell over dead. 
 
    Istis fell to her knees, utterly confused. “Yuri…” she stammered. “What… what is…” 
 
    Before Yuri could respond that it was nothing, he felt something moving inside of his chest, and his stomach - his organs were shifting. He drew in air and felt something like a physical blow within his lungs. In horror he realized that his consciousness had stepped in and out of parallel realities while dragging his body behind him. It was not just the totality of his body that had moved, but each organ had moved as well, and as they resettled back into position against one another, an electric jolt of agony poured into him. The sensation of skin sliding into place was like a nightmare of falling, falling within himself. He hunched over and watched as blood poured freely from his mouth. 
 
    “Yuri!” Istis shouted, pushing up off her knees and pulling Yuri close. 
 
    Yuri fought to speak, but even drawing in a short breath was immensely painful. The sound of his own gasping shook his skull. He realized that he had been ignoring the intense pressure building in his skull during the entire battle, but now his skull pounded, feeling as if his brain was going to burst from its bone housing. Then, like a black curtain drawn over his vision, he suddenly went blind. 
 
    “Ist…” he muttered. “I… can’t…” 
 
    Yuri fell, covering his eyes with his hands. He was sure that his eyes would burst from the unbelievable pressure. 
 
    “I’ve got you, Yuri!” Istis shouted. Then she released him, and he felt an intense, childlike fear of abandonment as the reassuring pressure of her hands disappeared. He heard her cry out, then her axe struck flesh. In impotent fear he heard a kobold’s battle cry, then the clatter of an impact against Istis’s shield - then she cried out again as her axe struck bone. 
 
    Yuri heard the pounding of heavy boots as demons rushed toward Istis. Desperate to help her, Yuri reached out, but even raising a small, faint tendril of wizardry sent another bolt of pain stabbing through his brain. Lurching against Unbecome where it stood embedded in the earth, he tasted another wave of hot blood as it poured out of his mouth and nose, and then he passed into darkness. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Warmaster!” an aide shouted. “Another engine is out! We’re going down!” 
 
    Josef nodded, seemingly unafraid as alarm klaxons shrieked throughout the bridge. As the Arcadian battleship lurched sideways, Josef said, “Push the port engine and set us down away from the Emperor.” 
 
    “But we-” 
 
    “Where is the Orb?” 
 
    Warmaster Josef’s frigid gaze silenced the young aide. Though he wanted to inform the Warmaster that pushing the battleship’s remaining repulsors could flip them over, he stifled his fear, and said only, “We don’t know.” 
 
    Josef nodded and retrieved a powerful sat-comm attached to his chair. As the battleship lurched sickeningly, he said, “Warmaster Josef to VALI Control System, code Valiant, Valiant, Seven, Six, One, One, One. You are hereby ordered to drop nuclear payloads at designated targets, ah…” 
 
    Straining to read the blinking map projected overhead while everyone was shouting in panic, he said, “Targets One Six, One Seven, One Eight… targets Three Two, Three Three, Three Four… targets-” 
 
    His sat-comm went dead, then the bridge lights went dark and Josef pitched in his seat, unable to think through the sound of his crew screaming and the cry of tortured metal roaring in his ears. 
 
    “Brace yourselves!” Josef shouted. “And be still!” 
 
    Josef gripped his chair and peered through the windows as the wyverns took to the sky, satisfied that they had finished off their prey. The two hills swung into view, whitish-brown mounds framed by bright blue sky. Finally, through a cloud of black wings, he saw pinpricks of light descending to the earth. Like luminescent angels coming with their terrible weapons in hand, ready to pronounce judgment upon the earth, Josef forced his eyes to remain open as the nuclear missiles disappeared beyond the hills. 
 
    Josef covered his eyes as light flashed, illuminating his crewmen and stretching their shadows across the tilting bridge. Windows shattered and hot wind and flecks of glass raked across his hand, and with his mind empty of all thought save a sort of insane curiosity he lowered his hand and watched pillars of smoke rising beyond the hills. Dark columns lifted up the roof of the heavens before branching into trees blossoming, swallowing the light. 
 
    “The VALI heard me,” Josef said quietly. “God… kill those demons! Stop them before they get away! Stop-” 
 
    A wave of dust snuffed out the remaining light just as the battleship crashed into the earth with sickening force. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty-Seven 
 
    Passing of the Storm 
 
      
 
    “Yuri! Yuri!” 
 
    Yuri woke to his name being called. He recoiled at the sound, fearful of the note of terror that twisted the man’s voice. Yuri peeled his eyes open, but saw only darkness. He lay with his back pressed against hard rock, his limbs numb as if dead. 
 
    “Yuri! Where are you?!” 
 
    “Gilly?” said Yuri, forcing out the word. 
 
    As soon as Yuri spoke, he coughed. His throat was dry, irritated. He heard footsteps over rocks as someone scrambled up to him. 
 
    “Yuri!” said Gilly. “Thank God, you’re alive!” 
 
    Suddenly remembering the battle, Yuri’s heart raced. He was not sure that he could stand, much less fight. “Are there…” he stammered. “Are the… demons…” 
 
    “No, they’re gone,” said Gilly, gripping Yuri by his shoulders. “The demons are gone.” 
 
    “Did we… did we beat them? We-” 
 
    “They just ran, I don’t know what happened,” Gilly interrupted. “I think they may have gotten the Orb, I don’t know.” 
 
    He suddenly fell silent. Yuri sensed that Gilly was looking him over. 
 
    “I can’t see, Gilly.” 
 
    “I…” Gilly said, then stopped. 
 
    Yuri felt afraid. As he reached for his eyes, Gilly grabbed his wrist. 
 
    “Don’t touch them,” said Gilly. “I don’t know what you were doing, but your eyes are black. Or maybe red. The blood vessels burst, I think. Your face is covered in blood. Can you walk?” 
 
    Yuri’s limbs felt dull and heavy. He hurt all over. He moved his legs, dreading the idea of moving. He knew that he badly needed rest, but he was also afraid of being left in this strange land, of being left alone in the dark. 
 
    “Where is Istis?” 
 
    Gilly took in a deep breath. “That’s just it. We need to move. I need to get you over to her. Right now. Come on, I’ll help you up.” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” said Yuri. “Is she hurt?” 
 
    “She’s dying,” said Gilly. 
 
    The statement struck Yuri like a blow. Without words he pushed himself forward, then Gilly wrapped an arm around him and helped him up. Yuri leaned against him, his arms hanging limp at his side. He thought of nothing, feeling profound emptiness as he stepped through the darkness. He was surely dreaming. Gilly’s odd statement was proof of that. 
 
    Yuri heard others speaking, crying out in grief, and the sharp bark of commands given in desperation. Without thinking, Yuri reached out with his wizardry. He winced at the sudden sting of pain, then slowly exhaled as he reached out more gently. Rather than touch the ground before him with solid tendrils of force, he used something like small bursts of wizardry that disappeared in an instant. He was soon able to feel out the ground before him by sending out gusts of wizardry, like thousands of tiny moth wings flapping. 
 
    Reaching further out, he could feel people making way through a twisting labyrinth of twisted limbs. Corpses lay in tangled heaps as far as he could sense. The fighting had ended, and now the survivors were picking through the fallen. The survivors were oddly quiet, as if lost in silent anger. 
 
    “Why is everything covered in dust?” said Yuri. 
 
    “How do you know that?” said Gilly. When Yuri did not answer, Gilly said, “When the demons started to run, somebody launched nukes. We… ah, here. Here she is. Come on. We need to move quickly.” 
 
    Yuri reached out, and as his thoughts touched a familiar hand, a cold wave of shock washed over him. Gilly braced him. As if in a dark dream Yuri approached her. 
 
    Istis lay propped against a clump of tall grass soaked with blood. Her eyes were closed, and she lay still, but as his thoughts touched upon her white, bloodless cheeks, he somehow knew that she was awake. She lay in a pool of blood. He wanted to tell Gilly that she was still alive, and that she would be fine. He wanted to cry out to her, but his throat constricted, and in a moment of horror he saw that she had been cut in half. His thoughts touched her pale belly poking out through her torn armor, as well as her innards lying beneath her. A jotun’s heavy axe stood embedded in the ground, and her armored legs and crushed pelvis laid on the other side of the axe-head. 
 
    Yuri pushed away from Gilly, then crouched beside her. Istis did not move. Yuri took her cold hand in his and held it near his face. She stirred slightly, her fingers gripping him weakly. She did not open her eyes, but turned toward him. 
 
    “Yuri?” she said. 
 
    Still Yuri could not speak. He could hardly breathe. “Yeah,” he forced out, gasping as his throat constricted again. “I’m here. I’m here.” 
 
    Istis’s eyes slowly opened. Yuri desperately wanted to see. He wanted to see her blue eyes looking back at him. But he could not see the color of her eyes, he could only feel their shape, a colorless, black reminder of what she had once been. He grimaced, unable to speak. 
 
    “Yuri?” she said, barely above a whisper. “Are you okay?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “Are your eyes okay?” she said. “Did they hurt your eyes?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” he said, shaking his head stupidly. Lost and drowning in darkness, hardly able to speak, he could think of no way to help her. He touched her forehead and pushed her hair away from her face. She felt cold, and through his wizardry he felt utter stillness coming from her. Her heart had stopped. 
 
    “Yuri,” she whispered. “I can feel your wizardry. It feels like a breeze. It feels so nice. Yuri. I wish we could go back. I wish we could go back to… to when we…” 
 
    Even as Yuri held her close, he felt her slip away. Jenny Istis was dead, and while he heard something like a choking, gasping cry come out of him, he felt nothing, for something inside of him died with her. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Is that Yuri?” said Hallix. “It is! Gilly found him! Where’s Istis, then?” 
 
    “She’s dead,” said Gilly. 
 
    Reaching out with his wizardry, Yuri saw Hallix looking at him, his eyes wide with concern. Yuri reached out further, and saw Amos pausing as he picked through the dead. Amos opened his mouth, then closed it, and simply watched as Yuri approached with Gilly. Lady Sert sat outside of a downed transport, looking shell shocked while her crew worked to repair the transport. Freder stopped speaking into his comm and fixed his gaze on Yuri, and would not look away. 
 
    “Yuri,” said Hallix. “What was that power of yours? I’ve never seen wizardry like that. No one has! You… you split the ground, shook the earth, Yuri!” 
 
    Yuri said nothing. What could he say? After hearing his father speak of his unnatural metamorphosis, and after seeing the ancient ship that came from some unknowable place, and after feeling the strange lure of the Orb of Control, Yuri had already come to the conclusion that reality was little more than a dream. And with Istis gone, he was trapped in this unreal reality, cut off from the love he had never truly appreciated. The fact that he had slain hundreds, or perhaps thousands of demons, and even seemingly teleported into an alternate reality in order to avoid being run through, seemed of minor importance by comparison. 
 
    “He’s the Emperor’s son, isn’t he?” said Gilly. “Of course he has powers we can’t understand.” 
 
    So that’s it, then, thought Yuri. That’s how it happens. Isn’t it, father? Once they realize you’re different from them, there’s no going back to being friends. 
 
    Unsatisfied, Hallix looked Yuri up and down. “How did she die?” he said, not bothering to hide his suspicion. 
 
    “She was cut down by a jotun,” said Gilly. “Now, come on. Let’s go and find the others.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Yuri, Gilly, and Hallix made their way toward the ruined hulk of the Arcadian battleship, lying under waves of dust like the corpse of a whale upon a dry beach. They said nothing to one another, but followed the sound of weeping until they came to a crowd. They passed by Queen Selvana sitting propped up against a stone on which Pope Ference sat, staring at nothing. With his wizardry Yuri could feel Selvana straining to breathe, most likely from cracked ribs. Justyn Daaz stood some ways off, holding his severed hand to his wrist while Matthias Fairson and Dugan Little argued with one another. 
 
    “But there won’t be a plan, or any cooperation at all,” said Dugan. “Not if he’s dead!” 
 
    “We don’t need him just to mount a recovery operation!” Matthias countered angrily. 
 
    “Do you hear them?” Gilly said quietly, straining to hear the crowd. “Do you hear what they’re saying, Yuri?” 
 
    Yuri could not hear them, but reaching out, he felt the object of their sorrow. Finally Yuri nodded. 
 
    “But it’s impossible!” Gilly continued. “They can’t be mourning for him. It’s not possible!” 
 
    “It is,” said Yuri. “I can already see the body.” 
 
    They made their way through the crowd of mourning soldiers, then Yuri pushed ahead of his friends and approached the body. Sitting by himself, in the middle of the circle of soldiers, Yuri found the body of his father. Odyn sat up on his knees with his arms lying limp at his side. Varg’s black blade was embedded in his chest. Odyn’s eyes were open, and his face hung slack, as if disappointed. 
 
    Gilly opened his mouth, then clamped a hand over it, as if afraid he might utter the truth. Glancing at Yuri, he suddenly turned and made his way back through the crowd. 
 
    Yuri felt an odd sense of dissonance accompanying his grief. He knew full well that his father had unnaturally bent the laws of nature, and that while Odyn was dead, Wodan was still alive, not to mention that their progenitor, Voton, was also alive. In some sense, there was nothing to grieve. Yuri’s feeling of utter abandonment was surely not real. 
 
    But… is Wodan alive? Yuri wondered. Even Odyn admitted that he didn’t know what would happen if either of them were killed. Could the shock of being slain actually kill his twin? 
 
    The pain of seeing his father lying dead was suddenly overshadowed by a flash of hot anger. 
 
    I don’t even know if he’s really dead! I’m standing here looking at his corpse, but I don’t know if it means anything! 
 
    “They may have the Orb.” 
 
    Without turning to look, Yuri saw Josef approaching. 
 
    “The demons, I mean,” Josef continued. He came and stood beside Yuri, and fixed his gaze on his fallen friend. Yuri realized that he had no idea how much Josef knew about Wodan, Odyn, and Voton, or if he knew anything at all about them. The Warmaster was certainly not crying. Yuri wondered if Josef’s grim expression meant that he knew he must keep silent about the strange truth of the situation, or if it only meant that he was weighing the complications that the Emperor’s death would bring, like a proper strategist free of emotion. Finally Josef sighed. “And now that Wodan is dead-” 
 
    “He’s not dead,” said Yuri, turning to him. “Wodan is not dead.” 
 
    Josef turned to look at him. Again Yuri could not read his expression. 
 
    “Let’s assume the worst,” said Josef. “Let’s assume the demons have the Orb of Control. Let’s assume that we have no choice but to get it back from them, no matter the cost. And let’s assume it’s up to us to figure out a way to do it.” 
 
    Yuri nodded. Suddenly aware of so many people watching him, he turned his attention toward the crowd. He saw armored warriors, many of them wounded, all of them lost in sadness for the slain All-Father who gave them life. He was suddenly struck by the memory of saving the pureborn women, back when he and Odyn had opened up the transport and found the women crouching in terror. Yuri had gotten sick, and not just from the sight of the abused women. 
 
    No, it’s because that was when I realized how unbelievably sick and cruel the world can be, he thought. That was when I realized my father was right. 
 
    Josef sighed again, interrupting Yuri’s thoughts. “But I don’t know what we can possibly do,” he said. “Even if we put a team together, or even an army, we wouldn’t know where to send them!” 
 
    “I might know,” said Yuri. 
 
    Josef furrowed his brow. “How could you possibly know?” 
 
    Reaching into his pocket, Yuri withdrew the three spheres given to him by his father. He stared at them, hating what their existence implied. 
 
    But father was right, maybe about everything, he thought. You can’t be a nice, well-meaning person all the time. Sometimes you have to be a bully. You have to be cruel! And not just to your enemies. No, to your own people, too. 
 
    You have to force them to grow up, to be strong. It’s the only way to keep them safe! 
 
    Gripping the spheres in his fist, he turned to the crowd. He was under no illusions that he was worthy to lead in his father’s absence. But all the same, his people needed someone to take them down this dark path. He had a map showing the way into hell, and now that the demons had already taken everything that he loved most dearly, he doubted that anyone feared them less than he did. 
 
    “Listen to me, everyone,” said Yuri. “You’ve cried long enough. We’ve lost what we came here to protect. And now we have to get it back. Your Emperor would not want you to stand around, doing nothing! Would he?” 
 
    Yuri waited, letting the silence hang heavy in the air before shouting, “Well, would he?” 
 
    “No!” said someone. 
 
    “No, sir!” said another. 
 
    Yuri nodded as still more responded. He knew that their gaze was fixed on his blackened eyes. Though he wanted nothing more than to rest, he forced himself to stand tall, so that they would see that the son of the Emperor could not be broken. 
 
    “Good!” Yuri shouted. “Then let’s prepare to move!” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Varg woke lying atop the shoulders of six kobolds carrying his broken body into the earth. They carried him feet-first, and with his head leaning back he watched the light at the entrance of the cave glimmering beyond a curtain of dust tossed by the wind. He felt a sense of peace despite being jostled by such an uncomfortable bed. 
 
    I did it, he thought. I… I beat him! 
 
    Varg heard the clatter of stomping feet, then felt the minds of hundreds of his brothers filling the tunnel on either side. He heard the familiar hum of wizardry, then a black mage settled on the head of a nearby kobold. Two dark eyes within a shapeless wet bag turned in Varg’s direction. 
 
    What of the Orb? said Varg. 
 
    We have it, said the black mage. 
 
    Give it to me now! said Varg. 
 
    Varg held out his hand, hissing at the pain of movement. His wrist and forearm were badly broken, but still he kept his hand extended. He was suddenly annoyed at the feeling of evasive discomfort radiating from the black mage. 
 
    Well? said Varg. Give me the Orb of Control. I earned it! I defeated Emperor Wodan! I did the impossible! 
 
    The black mage adjusted its weight atop the kobold’s head, then muttered tentatively, We have it… 
 
    In ice-cold rage, Varg searched the minds of his brothers, then felt other, greater minds deep within the earth touch his own mind. He saw a vague story about the Orb taken down through a different tunnel. He heard an excuse about the highborn nuclear assault forcing them to use different tunnels, then he felt a dark wall cutting him off from further excuses, with the assertion that the Orb was now within the purview of the Grand Mother. 
 
    It was no longer his concern. 
 
    Varg could feel his kinsmen asserting, You have done a good job, you should rest now, but he flung off the suffocating well-wishes. He reached out as if drowning, desperate to grasp something solid. Finally he found it. Through another’s eyes, he saw one of his brothers - a kobold - clutching a gleaming silver bag. The kobold extended the bag as others gathered around. Carefully he loosened the top of the bag, then let it fall open. Through many eyes he looked in wonder on the perfect black cube. It was beautiful, utterly lacking in features, like a perfect hole cut into the face of ugly reality, revealing a bottomless void. 
 
    Varg looked at the treasure from many angles, through many eyes. He was surprised when some of his kinsmen saw a halo of white light form around the black cube. A hidden treasure revealing itself. Varg blinked unnecessarily at the dazzling light of the Orb of Control. Then a black mage grasped the silver bag and pulled it over the black cube, concealing the light of the Orb from view. Varg was about to order that the Orb be brought to him so that he could present it to the Grand Mother by his own hand, then he realized that the vision was only a memory. His kinsmen had already taken the Orb quite deep into the earth. 
 
    Please, rest now, said the black mage looking down at him. 
 
    Varg gritted his teeth in white-hot anger, then recoiled at the pain in his broken jaw. Reaching out in sudden, mindless fury, he grabbed hold of the black mage and, ignoring the knife-sharp agony of his broken wrist, he squeezed the creature. A little round mouth opened up near the bottom of the shapeless mass, then screamed. Varg ignored the sense of hurt and betrayal radiating from his tiny brother just before the black mage shattered into tiny shards of ice. 
 
    Varg fell back, drinking in the creature’s lifeforce as he exhaled cold mist. The demons running nearby ignored his betrayal, continuing on in utter silence as they made their way down into the earth. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty-Eight 
 
    Zero Seven to the Rescue 
 
      
 
    “Zero Seven! Get up here! I need your help!” 
 
    Zero Seven’s heart thundered in his chest as the voice of Tareq Wayne Ladds came through the comm. He hesitated, his finger hovering over the elevator button. 
 
    “What’s going on?” said Zero Seven. 
 
    “Just get up here!” said Tareq. 
 
    The pain in his voice was unmistakable. Again Zero Seven hesitated. He glanced back at their van sitting in the dark maintenance tunnel. He had no idea what equipment he should bring, if any. He nervously clutched the small pistol concealed in the front pocket of his envirosuit. Even though he knew it would not be enough if Tareq needed help fighting any highborn, it was still reassuring. Reasoning that Tareq would have told him if he needed something in particular, he hit the button and the elevator door slid open. 
 
    He stepped inside. The white elevator was only dimly lit, and the buttons were not numbered. Zero Seven counted them off, then hit the button with his hand shaking. The door slammed shut and the elevator immediately took off, causing his knees to buckle. He checked the seal on his helmet, though he already knew for certain that it was secure. 
 
    Tareq would have told me if they failed, he thought. They’ve surely killed the Emperor! 
 
    Ah, one of them must be wounded. That’s it… 
 
    He winced as he realized that he should have grabbed his first aid kit from the van. 
 
    But their kind don’t need first aid, do they? 
 
    Zero Seven braced himself against the wall of the elevator as it rocketed skyward. He pushed his fear down into the back of his mind. 
 
    I have to be brave! This may be the only chance we have to strike down the tyrant Wodan. 
 
    I have to be strong… for the survival of the human race! 
 
    The elevator suddenly stopped, then the doors slid open, revealing dark green curtains. Zero Seven took a deep breath and pushed the curtain aside. He saw a dimly lit room with several large, comfortable-looking chairs and a vid screen. It was surely one of Emperor Wodan’s secret rooms, just as the schematics had detailed. 
 
    Zero Seven carefully set foot within the darkened room. Even through his air filters and scrubbers, the smell was incredible, like a delicious outdoor cookout. He heard nothing other than his pulse hammering in his ears. 
 
    “Zero Seven, is that you?!” 
 
    Zero Seven shrieked in alarm, and would have fallen over if he had not reflexively grabbed the heavy curtain. Even as his heart threatened to burst, he knew that the voice crying out belonged to none other than Tareq, his teammate. 
 
    “Y-yes!” Zero Seven called out. 
 
    “Then get in here! Hurry! Idiot!” 
 
    Zero Seven fought to stand on his shaking legs. It was hard to master his fear after hearing the pain in Tareq’s voice. “What’s happened?” Zero Seven said. “Is there anyone-” 
 
    “There’s no one here but me! Look, just get in here and see for yourself! If you take all day, someone will come along, and then we’ll both be fucked!” 
 
    Zero Seven made his way through the green curtained room, then through a dark hallway. He passed through the secret doorway, which stood open. He passed by a darkened pantry, then froze. Two beautiful highborn women lay dead with their necks hacked open. He knew the secret doorway led to the kitchen area, and there had been some concern that they might stumble onto the Emperor’s waitstaff. Zero Seven had thought little of the concern, for he had known that Tareq and the other assassins would be able to handle a few servants. And Zero Seven had no qualms about killing highborn, as they were the enemy of his people, as far as he was concerned. 
 
    But now, seeing the two beautiful women lying in their own blood, he was confused by what he felt. Something felt wrong. Rationally, he knew that every dead highborn would make things easier for his own people. All the same, he felt dirty, as if he was responsible for the murder of innocent people. Two young women helping to make their Emperor a meal… 
 
    No, don’t think of it like that, he thought. They’re not even human. They’re manufactured creatures. Even their beauty is only there to distract us, to make us think they’re… gods, or… or something… 
 
    “Would you quit jerking off in there!” Tareq shouted. 
 
    Disturbed that his teammate could hear him simply standing and breathing, Zero Seven pulled himself away from the sight of the dead highborn women. He came to a small kitchen within a dining room dominated by windows giving a view of heavy blue clouds in a darkening sky. Zero Seven froze in absolute terror, for among the mutilated bodies lying in the dining room, he saw none other than Emperor Wodan sitting at the dining table. 
 
    “Snap out of it!” Tareq shouted. “He’s already dead!” 
 
    Zero Seven jerked involuntarily at the sound of his teammate’s voice, then leaned against the kitchen counter as his heart crashed against his chest. Despite Zero Seven’s fear at having suddenly stumbled upon the Emperor, Wodan sat unmoving, his eyes closed as if dozing peacefully. The Emperor’s bright green robe and blue uniform were clean, and did not seem to have any blood on them. 
 
    Suddenly realizing that he had no idea where Tareq was, Zero Seven looked around cautiously. He saw the assassins lying dead on the floor, as well as a chef whose head had been cleaved open. Zero Seven was puzzled that the bodies of his teammates seemed to be charred, as if they themselves had somehow been cooked for dinner. One was still smoking from a blackened crater torn into the center of his chest, and a wild-eyed look of surprise permanently twisted his face. Zero Seven looked around cautiously, but could not see Tareq among the bodies. 
 
    “I’m down here, man,” said Tareq, suddenly flopping against Emperor Wodan’s chair. Zero Seven recoiled as the Emperor’s chair squeaked against the tiled floor. Tareq clung to the Emperor’s lap awkwardly. 
 
    “What are you…” said Zero Seven, then the words caught in his throat. As the assassin glared at him, Zero Seven realized he only had one arm. All of his other limbs were gone, or reduced to blackened nubs. If he released his grip on Emperor Wodan’s legs, he would have surely flopped over. 
 
    “He hit us with some kind of trap,” said Tareq, sighing as if covering his embarrassment with anger. “It was electrical - I don’t know what it was, but I guess it was a one-shot deal. Fried our buddies and tore me up, but I guess it… I mean, I guess it got the Emperor, too.” 
 
    “But he’s… he’s not burned!” 
 
    “He’s dead as a doornail!” Tareq shouted, shaking the Emperor violently. Wodan swayed back and forth. “His heart’s stopped and he’s not breathing! It must have burned out his nervous system, stopped his heart, I don’t know! What do you want me to say?” 
 
    “I don’t know!” Zero Seven shouted. “I just walked in, I don’t know what’s going on!” 
 
    Tareq gritted his teeth and sighed once again, then fixed Zero Seven with his gaze. “Look, I don’t mean to frighten you. The job is done. We did it. The Emperor’s dead. Alright? But now we have to get the hell out of here. We’re lucky an alarm wasn’t set off. But if we’re going to get his body into Ulain… well, obviously, I can’t do it on my own.” Tareq lifted one stub, then smacked it against his side. 
 
    “What do… what do we…” 
 
    Tareq turned aside. Following his gaze, Zero Seven realized he was looking at one of his own legs, which lay across the room. “The blast cauterized my wounds, so I’m not going to bleed to death,” said Tareq. “But I need to get my limbs, otherwise they’ll take years to grow back. But I can’t do it all on my own. You’re going to have to carry the Emperor’s body.” 
 
    “Me?” 
 
    “Who else!” Tareq shouted. “You want to ask someone else for help? One of the guards, maybe?” 
 
    “But I can’t possibly carry him!” 
 
    “Figure it out!” 
 
    Zero Seven rubbed his head through the helmet of his envirosuit. It was surprisingly difficult to think through the fear of suddenly being caught. 
 
    “Okay,” he said. “We’ll just take a photo. We’ll take that back to Ulain. Surely that will be enough for-” 
 
    “Photo!” Tareq spat. “You think your people will trust a photo? Think they’ll reward us for that? And then what? Then the Warmaster dresses up a fake Emperor, some idiot who looks just like him, a bastard son maybe. Then what do your people do, when they see the Emperor on a vid, waving to a crowd? Think they’ll still be happy with us?” 
 
    “Well… no…” 
 
    “No, you’re right, thank you, you’re exactly right! Yes, in fact, they won’t be happy, and actually, it shouldn’t take a genius to tell you - they’ll kill us both. First they’ll-” 
 
    “Alright, I get it, Tareq, I get it,” said Zero Seven, approaching the corpse of the Emperor. He felt Tareq’s gaze following him, and he tried his best to appear strong and confident rather than terrified. As he approached, Wodan grew and grew. Even sitting down, Emperor Wodan was quite tall. Zero Seven knew that the Emperor’s strength was legendary, even among the highborn. The idea of moving that much mass made him feel sick. 
 
    “A-a-alright,” said Tareq. “You’re not going to be able to pick him up. But if you get down on all fours, I can pull him down on top of you. You’ll have to drag him, like a pack mule.” 
 
    Zero Seven turned to Tareq. The assassin stared back at him, but said nothing. Zero Seven sighed, then crouched down and turned away. 
 
    “Here we go,” said Tareq. Though he could not see him, Zero Seven could hear him shuffling, fighting to hang on to the Emperor even as he sought a good grip with his remaining hand. “Okay. Here we go. Ah. Okay. Okay. Get ready!” 
 
    Zero Seven held his breath and braced himself. The chair creaked loudly. Nothing happened. Just as Zero Seven turned back to see what had gone wrong, an avalanche of flesh poured onto him, slamming his helmet against the tiled floor. He felt his external breathing tubes pulling unnaturally, threatening to burst as the immense corpse laid on top of him. 
 
    “There now!” said Tareq. “That’s not so bad! Is it? Ah. Wait. Are you okay?” 
 
    “He’s crushing me!” Zero Seven screamed. 
 
    Tareq flopped over and pushed the corpse onto one side. Feeling the weight suddenly lift, Zero Seven fought to rise. 
 
    “Gently, gently,” said Tareq. “We’ve got to keep his weight balanced.” 
 
    “I can’t do it!” 
 
    “Yes you can, idiot! Just push yourself up. I’ll help.” 
 
    Despite his misgivings, within a few minutes Zero Seven was able to fight his way up onto all fours, even with Emperor Wodan lying on top of him. Zero Seven’s head was forced down painfully as Wodan’s immense head pushed against his neck, and if he strained his eyes, he could see the Emperor’s massive arms lying on either side. 
 
    “Okay,” said Tareq. “Let’s get you moving, then, and I’ll collect my limbs.” 
 
    Though Zero Seven wanted to complain bitterly, it was all he could do to breathe. Pushing with all his might, he managed to push forward a little bit. Wodan swayed on top of him, threatening to fall. Zero Seven dragged himself yet another step, then another. As the Emperor’s knees dug into the ground, Zero Seven had to stop and awkwardly crawl backwards, forcing the corpse further up on his back. 
 
    “There. Look at you!” Tareq laughed. “You’re getting the hang of it already. I might have to jump on your back, too!” 
 
    Zero Seven said nothing, but forced himself through the dining room one excruciating inch after another. Sweat dripped down onto his faceplate, and he could hear his air scrubbers fighting to keep up with his breathing. 
 
    As he made his way past the little kitchen and into the hallway, he heard Tareq cursing and muttering behind him. “Think you’ve got it tough?” he said. “Imagine picking up your own legs. With the wounds cauterized, I’m going to have to cut the ends off just to stick them back on. How would you like to do that, Zero Seven? Huh? How long you think it will take for my legs and arm to reattach? God damn. God damn it. This shit…” 
 
    Zero Seven tried his best to ignore the assassin, and focused on making his way down the dark hallway. The heat building within his envirosuit was nauseating. He wanted only to stop and rest, but he doubted he would be able to move again if he stopped. 
 
    “You’re a real workhorse,” Tareq called down the hallway. “And I’ll remember that. I’ll remember what you did when we needed you, Zero Seven!” 
 
    “We?” Zero Seven wheezed. 
 
    “Yes, we!” Tareq called out. Zero Seven was surprised that the assassin could hear him all the way down the hallway. “Remember, we’re going to Ulain together. We’re going to live like kings. Why, for killing Wodan, they’ll likely give you any position you want. You want to be the big man? What do they call it in Ulain? The Seneschal? They’ll give you that power, after they’ve put together a narrative making it plausible. And me? Well.” Tareq laughed, then grunted. “I’ll be a god. That’s what I’ll be. I’ll be a god among the pureborn…” 
 
    Zero Seven could tell that Tareq was drifting into a daydream as he finished gathering his limbs. Suddenly realizing that he loathed the highborn assassin from the bottom of his heart, Zero Seven redoubled his effort. After being treated like a child for so long, he began to wonder if it might be possible to somehow free himself of this monster. 
 
    At the end of the hallway, Zero Seven forced his eyes upward, and saw the elevator standing open within the room of the green curtains. His heart raced. Though he had dreaded getting Wodan through the turn in the hallway and into the doorway, he now set about the task with renewed purpose. 
 
    That does it, he thought. We’ll see if that assassin still thinks he’s a god when I leave him up here by himself. I’ll get to the elevator first. I’ll get there, and then I’ll be long gone by the time the guards discover him… 
 
    “They don’t have slaves in Ulain, do they, Zero Seven?” said Tareq. 
 
    “What?!” Zero Seven sputtered. 
 
    “Ah, I suppose not. But what does it matter? We’ll be at the top, won’t we? I guess it doesn’t matter whether or not we call someone a slave. Not as long as they serve us. Ha! Isn’t that right? Just… just hang in there, Zero Seven. We’ll get through this…” 
 
    Zero Seven made it through the doorway, then adjusted the unbelievable weight on his back and pushed through the room. He could see the ends of the green curtains hanging limp, as if concealing the real world behind the stage on which he had been forced to play. His sweat collected in a pool swinging left and right along the curve of his visor, and he glared at it, feeling hypnotized. 
 
    I can do this, he thought. I can do this! 
 
    Zero Seven entered the elevator, then laughed involuntarily. He wanted to stop immediately, but forced himself to drag Wodan into the rear of the small elevator. He could not risk having the doorway blocked by Wodan’s long, heavy legs. Once he felt Wodan’s head hit the rear of the elevator with a solid thunk, Zero Seven pushed the massive weight off to one side. Wodan slumped down,  and while Zero Seven meant to leap to his feet and run to the control panel, he instead rose unsteadily and tripped over Wodan’s arm. As he fell and crashed into the panel, he mashed his hand against the very bottom button. 
 
    I’ve done it! he thought. I’m free of that monster! Now he can- 
 
    As the door slid shut rapidly, A black hand shot into the opening and gripped the doorway. Zero Seven flung himself away as Tareq’s hand pressed against the closing doors. 
 
    “The hell do you think you’re doing!” Tareq shouted. “Think you can leave me behind?!” 
 
    “N-no!” Zero Seven stammered. 
 
    “Then get this door open!” 
 
    “I was… I was going to make two trips…” 
 
    “I don’t care, just get it open! Now!” 
 
    Zero Seven hesitated, but as Tareq’s hand jerked and writhed against the doors, slowly pushing them open, he realized he would not be able to fool the highborn. He hit the button to open the door and Tareq immediately pushed forward on his elbow, propping the doorway open with his body. He glared at Zero Seven with unconcealed hatred. 
 
    “The hell!” he spat. 
 
    “I… there’s hardly any room! I thought… I just thought-” 
 
    “Make room, then!” said Tareq, grunting as he threw one of his long legs overhead. It smacked against the rear of the elevator and fell atop Wodan. Tareq reached back, grabbed an arm, then threw it inside as well. He sighed painfully as he reached back to get his other leg. 
 
    “Let me help you with that,” said Zero Seven, bending over him. 
 
    “I don’t need your help!” Tareq growled. 
 
    “I insist,” said Zero Seven. As Tareq whirled on him, Zero Seven pressed his small pistol against the side of his face and fired. There was a loud krack! and Tareq immediately fell over, his eyes and mouth hanging wide open as he stared at the roof with a small hole near one temple. 
 
    Zero Seven dropped his gun and fell against the open doorway. With his heart blasting he took long, slow breaths. Black spots danced in his vision, and he closed his eyes for a moment. Finally he forced himself up, grabbed a handful of Tareq’s hair, and dragged him inside the elevator. After throwing the assassin’s second leg on top of him, he smacked the button to the basement floor, then leaned against the wall. The door shut and he listened to the hum of the elevator dropping down into the earth. His gaze turned to Emperor Wodan lying among a pile of black limbs. He looked peaceful, his face like a statue carved by a master. It was hard for Zero Seven to believe that the ancient monster was dead, and his corpse was now nothing more than a trophy. 
 
    I’ve done it, he thought. Not only did we kill the evil tyrant Wodan, but those dreadful highborn assassins who helped us are dead, too. They won’t be able to walk into our city, acting as if we owe them something, lording over us, and pretending to be gods… 
 
    Zero Seven smiled, then laughed. 
 
    We’ll finally be free of these monsters! 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty-Nine 
 
    Fairyland Beckons 
 
      
 
    “If you’re watching this, then that means I’ve been killed, and the Orb of Control has been lost.” 
 
    Yuri heard Wodan speaking from enormous vid screens placed throughout the city of Arcadia. It was night, and almost every building was dark as the body of the Emperor was carried through the streets. Yuri knew that the people were carrying torches, for he could feel the heat through his new senses; but he saw no light, and wore a strip of dark cloth over his wounded eyes. 
 
    But Yuri did not have to see the vid screens to guess that it was Wodan speaking, most likely wearing the bright colors fashionable in Arcadia, while it was Odyn who lay in the coffin, dressed in black and covered in white lilies. 
 
    Even knowing that all that, why does it still feel like the world is coming to an end? 
 
    “But even though slain, I am not dead,” said Wodan, his voice projecting throughout Arcadia. “Not ever. All of our wisemen and sages and theologians agree that the flesh is only a temporary house for the eternal soul. Death is certainly not the end…” 
 
    The procession wound its way around the Bjarmaland Memorial Fountain, with its gleaming statues of highborn warriors wreathed in bolts of holy lightning, then the procession approached the dark mausoleum of sable and gold where the dead were laid. Even now the construction continued, with gleaming black robots laying dark stones in silent precision as the Emperor’s pallbearers approached bearing his body. This bleak, imposing edifice of dark stone was Wodan’s Tomb, though it housed the bodies of many other fallen warriors as well. 
 
    Yuri stopped, then made his way through the crowd. Though he had originally wanted to carry his father’s body, he was grateful that Wodan’s imperial guards had taken up the duty. At first he had thought them completely unreasonable. Now the armored figures in their strange masks shaped like the faces of lions, dragons, goats, and other creatures, seemed somehow appropriate. He had not realized that the men had created some kind of cult around their leader, and now blamed themselves for his death. 
 
    But Yuri pushed away from the grim mausoleum because he had been there once before, and did not want to return. Earlier in the day he had gone there to place Istis in her resting place. When the black robots had slid her casket into a receptacle bathed in light, he had told her that he would make the demons feel his hatred for what they had done to her. He did not want to return to her grave without fulfilling that promise. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Yuri found Jane Hait on a rooftop where other groups of mourners watched the funeral procession approaching Wodan’s Tomb. She wore a black robe and shawl. He felt an unexpected, painful sense of nostalgia thinking of her resting her hands in the pockets of her pink jacket, looking the team over as if vaguely disappointed. 
 
    “Mother,” said Yuri. 
 
    Jane turned, failing to hide a subtle look of embarrassment. She glanced at the other groups of mourners. 
 
    “I’ve retired that name, Yuri,” she said. “Did you get any good news about your eyes?” 
 
    “I saw a healer. I was told it could take a year or more for my vision to return.” 
 
    Yuri stood beside her. They watched the torches held aloft by the procession, like a river of light slowly making its way into the gaping maw of the Tomb. They listened to the voice of the Emperor echoing throughout the dark avenues. 
 
    “Jane,” said Yuri, “where is Wodan?” 
 
    She sighed, clearly uncomfortable with discussing such matters out in the open. Finally she said, “I don’t know.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “He was attacked. Assassins of some kind, we weren’t able to identify them. Probably the last dregs of Fairyland.” 
 
    Suddenly alarmed, Yuri said, “Did they-” 
 
    “Wodan killed them. And then he disappeared. I don’t know where he is, Yuri. And I can’t contact Voton, either. He won’t respond.” 
 
    “I am out there, somewhere, watching over you,” said Wodan, somehow seeming to look at them through the vid screens. “But we cannot allow such a terrible weapon to remain in the hands of the demons. It will be up to you, my children, to get it back.” 
 
    “The demons must not know how to use the Orb,” said Jane. “Otherwise we would be getting reports of its effects. We seem to be fine. That is, unless our behavior is already being controlled, and we don’t know it.” 
 
    Yuri was not sure how to respond. He had not considered such a disturbing possibility. 
 
    “Have you decided on your team?” Jane continued. 
 
    “Yes,” said Yuri. “But it’s an odd mix.” 
 
    Jane nodded. “I’m sure it is. Being brave enough to fight demons who come here is one thing. But going down into Hell is another thing entirely.” 
 
    Yuri said nothing, but listened to his father’s voice as Odyn’s coffin disappeared within the Tomb. 
 
    “We have what may be a map of the demon’s world. Going down into that dark place will require incredible bravery. It is a sacrifice that no father would ask of his children. Not unless it was absolutely necessary.” Wodan’s pale face shifted slightly on the vid screens, the colors distorting as the image traveled throughout the sysnet, reaching all corners of the Sanctuary. 
 
    “But absolute self-sacrifice necessitates absolute compensation,” Wodan continued. “That is why those of you brave enough to go after the Orb of Control, and either retrieve it or destroy it, will be rewarded with rulership of the Sanctuary. Should any of you return alive, you will take my place as the rulers… no, as the fathers and mothers of our people.” 
 
    Yuri watched Jane through his wizardry. He could tell that she was watching Wodan’s face on the vid screens. She seemed drained of life, her spirit emptied out of her. He could tell that she felt the same way he felt while watching Istis’s tomb disappear, separating them both forever. Though Jane Hait of all people should have had hope that Wodan really was out there somewhere, and that this funeral was a farce, Yuri began to wonder if she believed that Wodan truly was dead. 
 
    “Even those of you who risk your lives on that terrible journey, and fall along the way,” said Wodan, “even you will be remembered forever by your people. You will be sainted.” Wodan smiled slightly, then added, “And we will expect you to keep watching out for us, wherever you are!” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The sun climbed over the horizon behind them, casting a pale blue crescent on either side of the riders as they flew into the cold hinterlands far north of Mag Mell. Yuri saw nothing of the frost-covered grassland, the dark jagged rocks like islands in a sea of trees tossed by the repulsors of their transport. For Yuri, there was only the outline of his companions flying through an endless void of darkness. Though blind, he felt that his new senses showed him the truth of the world. Now he was not setting out as if looking forward to a grand adventure, but rather, with an intention as sharp as a blade hammered hard by rough blows. For he and his companions had volunteered to go into the earth and destroy the Orb of Control. 
 
    The wizard Hallix turned back and glanced at Yuri, and Yuri instantly met his gaze. Hallix held his gaze a moment before turning away. Yuri knew that his new companion did not trust his strange powers. 
 
    “The hole is coming up,” said Freder, taking the lead on his big eagle. “Now we’ll get to see if this map is genuine or not.” 
 
    Yuri said nothing, but followed Hallix’s companion from Crocodilian Venture, who seemed to imagine himself the leader of their group. 
 
    The door to the transport opened. Amos directed his eagle toward the doorway as Lady Sert leaned out and shouted something about her comm. Yuri reached out and felt the presence of Wife Morvenia and her husband, Kumala Kuara, the founder of the land named after him. The Kumalan had been strangely silent during their journey. Wife Morvenia checked the ammunition in her rifle in an effort to hide her nervousness. Yuri guessed that her mask of cool reserve probably worked on everyone but himself, for he could feel her hands shaking as she reorganized her ammo pack. 
 
    “Matthias,” said Freder, “I can see the hole. But there’s trees surrounding it. Not a lot of room for you to set the transport down.” 
 
    “That’s fine,” said Matthias. “I want to get this thing wedged in some thick brush, anyway. There’s no need for anyone but us to see it.” Yuri could hear Matthias smiling through the comm as he added, “And who knows? We might actually need this thing for the trip home.” 
 
    Before Sert could shut the door to the transport, Yuri reached out and saw the last member of their team: Nemarus the Sage. The man sat across from the Kumalans, with his hands together and his gaze fixed on a window overlooking the swaying trees. When Yuri had met the expert on the Orb of Control in Shan Greala, he had not struck him as an adventurous man. And yet he had insisted on joining their team, perhaps feeling responsible for the Orb somehow. Yuri had reasoned that the man would politely bow out of the mission as soon as he saw all the weapons, armor, and the grim resolve of the mercenary crew. But now he sat enjoying the view without any sign of nervous gestures, or even any curiosity about how he should prepare for the descent into the home of demonkind. He wore no armor and carried no weapons. 
 
    “Perhaps he knows something we don’t,” said Yuri. “Eh, Elseth?” 
 
    The crow looked back at Yuri with a nervous glance, then turned to look ahead. 
 
    “What’s wrong, Elseth? Are you nervous?” 
 
    Elseth smacked his beak together in annoyance, and did not look at Yuri. Yuri leaned forward and rubbed his feathered neck. 
 
    “Don’t be, Elseth. I don’t know how much you understand, but this is where our journey together ends. You won’t be able to follow where I’m going. And I’m glad. I’m glad you’ll stay here, and fly free, where you can…” 
 
    Yuri’s throat tightened. Elseth turned slightly, looking over his shoulder surreptitiously. Yuri caught his glance before the bird could turn away. 
 
    “I have to go down there, and avenge our friends,” said Yuri. “Kotes. Odyn. Istis… and her bird, your friend Valor. I know you don’t understand that. You don’t think of things like revenge. Perhaps it’s better you don’t.” 
 
    Yuri gripped the reins and looked out over the black, endless horizon. His wizardry suddenly felt the dark hole in the world, a pit concealed by a stand of trees. Whether the map was real, or fake, or some kind of trap, was impossible to know. But feeling the cold, dark hole, and touching the frigid breath of the earth coming out of that dark place, told him more than enough. He somehow knew that he was about to set foot into Hell, and his only companions would be people he hardly knew, but had to trust with his life. 
 
    “It has to be done, Elseth,” said Yuri. “I have to do it, because of the love of my friends. You may not understand it, but I do. Because I love my friends, I have to go down there and spread fear and pain and misery among the enemies of our people. You can fly free, go anywhere you like. But if you stick around, I promise you’ll hear their screams coming up from that hole.” 
 
    “Yuri!” said Amos, his voice coming through the comm. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Listen, Sert’s comm is messed up. She says she can’t hear anyone but you talking to your bird, and she says it’s weird and disturbing!” 
 
    “Actually, I can hear him, too,” said Hallix. “I thought it was heartfelt.” 
 
    “What’s he saying?” said Freder. “Has Yuri got a screw loose? We can’t bring someone into this if they’re going to snap.” 
 
    “Nothing wrong with a little crazy,” Matthias interjected. “I know you guys are young, but it should be common sense that no one would do what we’re about to do if they had any sense at all.” 
 
    Nemarus suddenly laughed. Yuri was about to defend himself, but instead he listened to the laughter of the sage, the sound echoing through the transport and ringing over the darkened earth. It was somehow both cold and joyful. Now Yuri knew that the sage fully understood what was happening. He was entranced by the sage’s cackling, finding it oddly appropriate for their descent into Hell together. 
 
    The others took one last look around before landing. Amos copied in his mind’s eye the image of blue sky, the sun rising over trees swaying in the wind, the morning fog in retreat, so he could remember the beautiful world he was leaving. Hallix told himself that this world was worth fighting for, and Matthias promised himself that he had to survive the journey so that he could see this world once again. Watching him from the transport, Nemarus noticed that only Yuri kept his gaze fixed ahead. The sage reasoned that despite his youth, Yuri was better prepared than any of them for this journey into the black void beneath the surface of the world. Now that their eternal enemy had taken the wizard’s eyes, he already lived in a world of darkness. 
 
    The human fear of endless night had already been driven out of him. 
 
    
  
 
    To be continued in 
 
    Demonworld Book Nine: 
 
    MIND VIRUS 
 
    





  
 
    

  

 
   
    Appendix One 
 
    Timeline of Events Between Demonworld Books Seven and Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sanctuary Year Zero 
 
    The first generation of genetically-enhanced highborn led the military might of San Ktari against the flesh demons. The demons were defeated and their reign over the surface of the world ended. Victor Kurgenos, a traitorous highborn, descended into the underworld with the demons during their retreat. 
 
    Wodan was crowned Emperor of San Ktari. His wife Langley became Empress; her other husband, Josef, became Shogun. Wodan’s inner circle of highborn superbeings inherited the genecraft tools required for the production of superbeings. 
 
    Many human nations were completely destroyed by the ravages of demonkind. Most of the remaining few came under the rule of Emperor Wodan, including Pontius, much of Sunport, and the ruins of Haven. Together with the Black Valley and San Ktari, they joined under the banner of the Sanctuary. The Nation of Ionia was reduced to a single city-state, but retained its independence. The tribal people of Tulla, a small human territory in the far northwest of the wasteland, remained outside the boundaries of the Sanctuary. 
 
      
 
    Sanctuary Years 1 - 10: Increase Through Synthetic and Natural Means 
 
    With her military broken, slaves freed, and oil wells running dry, the old cities of San Ktari fall to food scarcity, overcrowding, and gang warfare. The farming villages thrived due to the sudden cessation of heavy taxes and labor drain. When the violence in the cities spilled over into the countryside, the meek villagers fought back. Historical accounts of soldiers returning to their hometowns and fighting raiders took on mythical overtones. 
 
    While Justyn Daaz, Empress Langley, and some of the other highborn took an interest in helping the farmers, Wodan concentrated on the production of more of their kind. He constantly sought out humans with potential. There were many tales of Wodan extending an offer to “enhance” someone’s unborn child and make them “like gods”. Depending on the particular storyteller, Wodan could take on a sinister aspect, or even beneficent, grandfatherly qualities. This process was much less sordid in the Black Valley, where Wodan simply placed ads for the wealthy to pay to have their unborn children enhanced and made much like himself. People in the East and West accepted Wodan’s strange offer, and so new superbeings were born. Wodan surprised his kinsmen by taking little interest in managing his Empire, and instead spent his time visiting the highborn children and taking an active interest in their education and upbringing. 
 
    Before the creation of the Sanctuary, the bureaucrats who handled the highborn administered drugs that ensured sterility. The drugs soon wore off and the Empress Langley quickly became pregnant by her first husband, Shogun Josef. At that time it was unknown if synthetic beings could reproduce in such a manner, and they worried as the pregnancy lasted a full eleven months. But the child was born healthy, and thanks to the regenerative qualities of the highborn, Langley returned to her unnatural state of “eternal youth” after the pregnancy. 
 
    It was also discovered, through the work of Matthias Fairson, that a child produced between a highborn and an unmodified human would be highborn as well. 
 
    In Srila, High Priest Barkus cleaned up corruption in the Temple of the Summons by imprisoning several unprincipled black robes and eliminating indecent practices. He worked with monks and black robes to reconstruct forgotten elements of the Redeemer’s religion found within his former gang, the Ugly, thus piecing together what was lost in Srila. Barkus even took on the ancient title of Pope. Despite a life of misdeeds characterized by a shocking willingness to sin, a biographer wrote that it was surely the creator of the universe who “purified what was once Ugly in Barkus.” 
 
      
 
    Sanctuary Years 11 - 39: Failure, Or Just a Longer View 
 
    As every great city in the East failed, save for Ionia, a merchant class rose from the thriving villages. Without fear of demons, this new merchant class was free to roam and create an economic network within the Sanctuary. Ionia saw massive death tolls from cancer, no doubt due to Wodan’s use of the arsenal of the Ancients. Rather than abandon Ionia, many Ionians spread out into the countryside and lived on their farms, an unusual living arrangement in those times. The invisible blight dissipated as the population spread out, and so the reconstruction of the Ionian nation continued. 
 
    Emperor Wodan, unknown for “pulling rank” with his own kinsmen, unexpectedly forbade any highborn from entering Pontius, even to scout for potential recruits for their race. When pressed for an explanation, he allegedly stated that anyone of any worth born in Pontius had already come to the Black Valley; those who remained were too dysgenic to provide worthy additions to their family. So began the cultural blackout of Pontius, which was governed by Vallier Judges. 
 
    Vallier speculators found that Pontius had more fuel than it thought, as most of her refineries were mismanaged or taxed into disuse. Under Vallier care, the oil industry boomed once again. Wodan seemed unconcerned whether the fields ran dry. 
 
    Unwilling to manage his property in Sunport, Wodan divided his holdings among a handful of young highborn, and charged them with the duty of making “something beautiful, something amazing” out of the ancient city. 
 
    The highborn learned the terrible sting of failure with the collapse of their first collective endeavor: The East Coast Cloud Conversion Project. In an effort to change the arid climate of the wasteland, the highborn drew up plans to build a string of towers in the ocean that would use solar rays to vaporize massive amounts of water, creating a constant cloud cover which would move west and hopefully provide rainfall. The collapse of the eastern cities, and the government’s inability to gather taxes without a large bureaucratic apparatus, helped to make the overly-ambitious project too unwieldy for completion. 
 
    Though it may have been unrelated to the project’s failure, Empress Langley quietly divorced her first husband, Shogun Josef, who then married a young highborn female. Even in modern times the polygamous marriage between Wodan, Langley, and Josef was rarely discussed, but when it was discussed, it was often with the caveat that Josef and Langley had an arranged marriage forced upon them in their youth. 
 
    Pope Barkus died. Despite his advanced age, he had a son born after his death. The son was raised within the Temple. The Pope and the Emperor never quite reconciled their differences, for Emperor Wodan did not enter Srila during Pope Barkus’s reign, nor did they communicate except through intermediaries. Though Srila remained a territory within the Sanctuary, Wodan mostly allowed Barkus to govern as he saw fit. 
 
    Emperor Wodan created a controversial sterilization program, in which anyone could accept a generous sum in exchange for undergoing surgery eliminating their ability to produce young. Shockingly enough, money was given on a sliding scale in which the young could fetch a higher price than the old. Highborn were barred from this lucrative program because their bodies would heal from such tampering. The program outraged some, as there was always a demand for labor in the Valley, and such a program seemed to unfairly target the poor. The Emperor did not budge, however, as he had long-term plans in mind. 
 
    The seeds of resentment against the genetically modified “highborn” were sewn among the unmodified, or “pureborn”. 
 
      
 
    Sanctuary Year 40: The God of Storms 
 
    Thanks to the work of a brilliant young highborn, the first Cloud Conversion Tower was brought into operation. It successfully produced a strip of rain-producing cloud cover that extended inland for hundreds of miles, and the tower even produced a wealth of salt and excess energy. Seeing its great potential, many noble houses of Ionia invested in the highborn-run Cloud Conversion Project. Plans for the construction of towers all along the eastern coast were drawn up and approved. 
 
      
 
    Sanctuary Year 41 - 60: They Live Among Us 
 
    Hundreds of highly capable highborn children grew into adulthood and integrated into pureborn human society. They ran pureborn businesses, advised pureborn politicians, protected wealthy pureborn from other pureborn humans, and made art for pureborn enjoyment. They married pureborn humans and produced highborn children, and they watched their spouses grow old and die. And it did not matter if a highborn was kind or cruel, naive or cunning, they all looked up to one highborn: The All-Father, Wodan. 
 
    The highborn might have argued with one another, but they did not fight against one another. Wodan the All-Father forbade it. 
 
      
 
    Sanctuary Year 61 - 67: The Earth and Her Bounty 
 
    In twenty-seven short years, over one hundred Cloud Conversion Towers were built. The eastern seaboard saw rainfall as it had not for hundreds of years. Farmland was cultivated that rivaled even the Black Valley. Grass seeds from the Valley were sewn and spread like a green explosion. 
 
    Perhaps thanks to good relations with the Emperor, Pope Melchizedek allowed his unborn child to be turned into a highborn. Though this was unprecedented, several cardinals followed suit. 
 
    Emperor Wodan, All-Father of the highborn race, turned one hundred years old. 
 
      
 
    Sanctuary Year 68 - 100: Solutions Lead to Problems 
 
    Based on designs Wodan learned from his deceased Master, as well as new ideas developed by other highborn, the first mass-produced computers were made since the fall of Haven. They were large and expensive, and not as advanced as the handmade units produced by the elder highborn. 
 
    Films were made and distributed in the Black Valley and Ionia. 
 
    Wodan’s “soft eugenics” program in the Black Valley proved disastrous for the race of dogmen, whose birth rates dwindled at an alarming rate. Strangely enough, once word of the program spread throughout the land, more dogmen left the wasteland and flocked to the Black Valley for easy money. Pamphlets were distributed telling horror stories of aged dogmen forcing their children to undergo the procedure, since the young fetched a higher price than the old. 
 
    Inspired by the Black Valley’s burgeoning economy, Ionia reformed its cumbersome legal codes. Its agricultural output exploded along the eastern seaboard. A young highborn renowned for her beauty married into the Ionian ruling family, the House of Io. 
 
    Highborn designers created faster, larger, more reliable zeppelin airships, thus connecting the markets of the Black Valley, Ionia, Sunport, and the eastern trading hubs. Despite unreliable oil refining in Pontius, a pipeline was built that extended all the way to the Black Valley. 
 
      
 
    Sanctuary Year 101 - 110: Hatred 
 
    Now first, second, third, and fourth generation highborn men and women exerted influence at all levels of pureborn human society, and were looked upon with increasing distrust. The older highborn amassed great wealth, and the younger highborn routinely outperformed pureborn coworkers. 
 
    Rather than defuse the growing tension with gestures of goodwill, Wodan did nothing. It seemed that the All-Father was content to allow a rift between the races to grow, despite the fact that many highborn worked within pureborn society. 
 
    In a small eastern town, a highborn was attacked by a gang of pureborn, and he killed one of his attackers. When the pureborn demanded justice, they found that the Emperor’s laws could not touch the highborn man, for he had acted in self-defense. In retaliation, a gang of young, unemployed pureborn kidnapped another highborn. The gang issued a statement saying that they would torture the captive highborn just as their unjust overlords tormented the pureborn. He would not be released unless the Emperor came down from his throne and faced justice. 
 
    Wodan offered payment for information regarding the gang, and it did not take long for a rival gang to reveal the prisoner’s location. Wodan did come down from his throne to meet the kidnappers - but he did it while standing at the head of a highborn police force. It was the first time that many pureborn had seen so many highborn armed and ready for a fight. The kidnappers submitted, but when Wodan found that the highborn captive had been tortured, with his advanced healing capabilities used against him, the highborn executed the kidnappers in full view of everyone. 
 
    Wodan said little regarding the event, but it was discussed throughout the Sanctuary for years to come. For many pureborn, the message was clear: Think twice before taking advantage of highborn tolerance. 
 
      
 
    Sanctuary Year 111 - 130: The New Cities and the Atlas Dilemma 
 
    Human resentment of the growing highborn population reached an all-time high. At this point, most businesses were owned by highborn, and very few public projects were not entirely funded by highborn wealth. The Ionian ruling family was filled with highborn princes and princesses seemingly waiting for the ruling pureborn to die off. Pureborn intellectuals were horrified by the realization that they belonged to a race of menial laborers. Desperate pureborn targeted the highborn with public scorn and even outright violence. 
 
    Crisis struck in Sunport. A wealthy grandson of Josef, one of the “controlling partners” who inherited property originally given by Wodan from his own Sunport holdings, publicly stated, in no uncertain terms, that the race of pureborn men must be violently eliminated if the highborn were to have any peace. When challenged, the eighty-year-old highborn displayed signs of mental instability. Wodan All-Father immediately flew to Sunport and counseled his kinsmen, and he found that the ruling highborn of Sunport lived under great stress due to an environment of scorn and distrust. The highborn could hardly leave their homes without meeting some rude treatment. One young highborn proudly showed off his elaborate plan to poison the water supplies of Sunport in order to kill off a great deal of the pureborn population. 
 
    Wodan All-Father stood his ground, saying that his long-term plans had no room for his own kinsmen turning into monsters. When countered that Wodan was out of touch with Sunport culture and had no idea what pressure the highborn were under, he said that none knew the extent of human cruelty as well as he did. 
 
    The All-Father created a daring new plan. He told the highborn to close their businesses, withdraw their money, and leave Sunport to the pureborn. Though the deeply paranoid and depressed highborn protested, Wodan responded that their current wealth and lifestyle was not the result of a lifetime of effort, but was rather a single hallmark within a possibly endless lifetime. He reminded them that New Kurgheim was a successful city inhabited entirely by highborn, and there were many farming communities in the east that needed help, and there were mountains in the south that needed to be mined. It made no sense to live unappreciated, stewing in the hatred of lesser creatures when the rest of the world craved development at the hands of the highborn. 
 
    “Life is too long for unhappiness,” said the All-Father. 
 
      
 
    Sanctuary Year 131: Blackout 
 
    Sunport saw the hasty emigration of every highborn citizen within the span of one week. City officials tried to stop the unexpected destruction of highborn businesses, many of which were literally bulldozed and buried under cement, while others simply shuttered their doors and turned away their pureborn labor. Banks failed as funds were withdrawn and loans were defaulted. Panic heralded the coming of the economic blackout of Sunport. 
 
    A new highborn community was founded on the eastern edge of the southern mountains near a network of abandoned mines, and small highborn communities thrived in the increasingly fertile eastern lands. 
 
    Emperor Wodan founded Arcadia on the riverbank near the ruins of Akkad, the ancient capital of San Ktari. The farming community soon became a trading hub friendly to the zeppelin manufacturing industry. Though the Emperor planned to divide his time between Arcadia and his home in the Black Valley, he ended up continuing his routine of flying from port to port and speaking with highborn from all walks of life, thus maintaining shared kinship among their kind. 
 
      
 
    Sanctuary Year 132: Oil Crisis 
 
    A pureborn project to build an oil pipeline all the way from Pontius to Sunport was revealed to be a scam just as the project planners disappeared with the money invested in the project. Soon thereafter, the last barrel of easily-obtained crude oil was filled, sold, and stolen in the subsequent panic. Until now, Pontius was ruled by a committee of highborn who lived in the Black Valley but passed their rulings down to pureborn Enforcers native to Pontius. As violence broke out, first in Pontius and then in Sunport, the All-Father quietly counseled his kinsmen to let the pureborn sort this one out for themselves. 
 
      
 
    Sanctuary Year 133: Coronation of the New Man 
 
    The last pureborn king of Ionia died, and a young highborn prince named Folker was crowned king. 
 
      
 
    Sanctuary Year 134: Pureborn Science 
 
    The race of dogmen dwindled dangerously close to extinction due to the voluntary “soft eugenics” program, and the crime rate in the Black Valley dropped to an all-time low. Pureborn scholars in Pontius invented a new form of logic which proved the two events had absolutely no correlation. 
 
      
 
    Sanctuary Year 135 - 149: Ease That Could Not Last 
 
    Flaunting convention, highborn King Folker of Ionia crowned his own sister as queen when his pureborn wife died. “I need someone who can help me dispense justice and regulate the affairs of our nation,” said the King, “and there’s no one I can trust to share this burden with me more than my own beloved sister.” Though the brother and sister followed the letter of the law which stated that a king and queen must be husband and wife, he shrugged off rumors that their relationship was anything more than platonic. He added, “I have many sensible brothers who can fill my role if I should die by some misfortune. But the kingdom does not need an heir. I am the King now, tomorrow, and the day after that!” 
 
    While Sunport and Pontius degraded financially and culturally, the highborn communities continued to grow, especially Arcadia, New Kurgheim, and the mining operation at the base of the southern mountains which would later grow into the Shining City. 
 
    Cloud Conversion Towers were continually produced. The seas receded, and rainfall increased significantly. 
 
      
 
    Sanctuary Year 150: The Demon War Resurgence 
 
    Horror returned to the world as a new breed of demon - the kobolds - rose up from the underworld and attacked in force. The kobolds were humanoid flesh demons of shocking strength and speed, no doubt the genetic offspring of Victor Kurgenos, the highborn who rejected his birthright and coupled with the progenitor of demonkind. 
 
    Panic gripped pureborn and highborn alike. The monsters they had read about in fairytales had suddenly sprung to life. 
 
    In Pontius, a large force of kobolds, mostly naked and unarmed, attacked from the south. They leaped over the ancient walls and cut a path straight through the center of the city, taking lives indiscriminately and setting fires as they passed. Though the pureborn were armed, bullets had little effect on the demons; they were either too fast to hit, or the bullets had little effect, or their wounds healed too quickly. At the northern edge of the city, the famished kobolds feasted on human victims, then they leaped over the walls and left the city. Smoke could be seen all the way from the Black Valley. 
 
    Farming communities in the east were also attacked by smaller forces of kobolds. Many pureborn communities were wiped out of existence. Highborn tended to survive only by abandoning their homes and escaping into the wilderness. The kobolds armed themselves with stolen guns and moved on, ravaging one community after another. 
 
    The world was surely ending. Desperate for direction, the world listened as the Emperor spoke on vid screens across the entire Sanctuary. He reminded everyone that long ago, only a handful of highborn stood up to the demons, and broke them despite being vastly outnumbered. Wodan All-Father said that they were in a better position now than in the past, even without the existence of a standing army to protect the Sanctuary. Then he told the people that they must go on the offensive. “The demons are a race of bullies,” he famously said. “They cannot abide being challenged. They live in fear of being overcome, which is what we specialize in doing.” 
 
    Emperor Wodan flew to the Black Valley and put together an army of highborn, mostly ill-equipped volunteers. The firearms industry donated many weapons to the cause, but reports of the kobold’s speed and healing ability gave Wodan the idea that close-combat would be more appropriate in this war. Ancient weapon-smithing techniques were put to practice once again, and Wodan gave his forces a crash course in hand-to-hand combat. 
 
    In the east, Shogun Josef coordinated groups of volunteers in a large-scale hunt for the kobold raiding parties. Many of the volunteer hunters were led by elder highborn, including Justyn Daaz, Matthias Fairson, Valeria Dahmersdottir, and Empress Langley. 
 
    Vallier zeppelins spotted the western demonic army near the coast. Because the volunteer army was too numerous to be transported by air, the Emperor gave a seemingly ridiculous command to run the entire distance and meet the demons before they could reach Sunport. The order was met with skepticism, but the All-Father replied that he had run further for less. He pushed and challenged them the entire way there. 
 
    Within sight of the walls of Sunport, the highborn met the demons at dawn. Wodan ordered an immediate attack, which surprised the demons, who had expected the highborn to rest while the demons sacked a town unfriendly to their kind. Wodan’s intuition about the obsolescence of firearms in high-speed battle proved true; target acquisition proved too difficult from afar, and both sides quickly exhausted their ammunition in the initial charge, which resulted in few fatalities. The majority of the battle played out hand-to-hand, up close, and anyone with a weapon capable of cutting off a limb, severing a head, or opening a belly had a marked advantage. 
 
    The battle was won, with the highborn emerging victorious on a blood-soaked beach. Wodan praised his children for emerging from the gate of violence and entering into adulthood. 
 
    In the east, dozens of demonic raiding parties were hunted down and slain. Shogun Josef criticized the overland lines of communication, which could easily be cut and rendered useless by the raiders, and swore that something better would have to be constructed if they expected to conduct a drawn-out campaign against this new enemy. Still, a fragile peace was won. 
 
      
 
    Sanctuary Year 151 - 155: Unite, or Die 
 
    Demonkind adopted the small, fast “raiding party” as the model of engagement against the highborn. When the farmlands of independent Ionia were attacked, Emperor Wodan met with their highborn King. King Folker was in a precarious position, for his pureborn counselors warned him that the Emperor would make a play to annex Ionia in exchange for protection, thus ending their independence. Ionia was ruled and run by highborn, but its army was manned by pureborn, which meant there was no way that Ionia could defend her borders from this new strain of devil. 
 
    Strangely enough, the Emperor made no such play, but only laid out various plans by which highborn fighters from the Sanctuary could aid Ionia in her time of need; in return, the Sanctuary would receive a fair amount of funds for the effort, but there was no talk of shifting power or redrawing maps. 
 
    The demons were hunted and slain. Against the advice of his counselors, King Folker and Queen Volgen ended their independence and joined the Sanctuary, accepting the laws and burden of taxation in exchange for the protection afforded by the union. 
 
    In that same year, Pontius and Sunport grudgingly admitted that they would accept living under the rulership of the Sanctuary and its highborn elite. The Emperor unexpectedly rejected their “request”, and also made the enigmatic statement that neither city would come under attack from demonkind ever again. 
 
      
 
    Sanctuary Year 156 - 160: The Wizard Trapped in the Crystal Cave 
 
    Since highborn “cognati” with telekinetic powers fared extremely well against the demonic kobolds, Empress Langley founded a cognate training grounds in remote Srila, near a community of highborn recluses called Shan Greala. While not specifically meant to act as a factory for the creation of super-soldiers, nearly half of the highborn who trained there moved on to serve the Sanctuary in some militant function. The title of “wizard” gained widespread use. 
 
      
 
    Sanctuary Year 161 - 172: An Age of Storms 
 
    Increasingly violent weather patterns and turbulent seas framed a time of relentless attacks from demonic raiding parties. Wodan’s prophecy concerning the demons ignoring Pontius and Sunport proved true; the demons focused their attacks on small highborn communities, thus making the raids seem like a “highborn problem” in pureborn eyes. While the highborn were hailed as heroes after saving Pontius only a few years before, this was quickly forgotten by the pureborn, who heaped their scorn upon the highborn. 
 
    Wireless communication beacons were set up in highborn communities, thus increasing their ability to meet the enemy with reinforcements. 
 
    Because the demons attacked in small teams, the idea of founding a standing army was abandoned, and the “mercenary model” was adopted and paid for on a per-mission basis. 
 
      
 
    Sanctuary Year 173 - 180: Superdisease 
 
    A highborn man in the Black Valley became sick, which was a first for the highborn race. His symptoms were mild and unremarkable. Another unrelated highborn in Ionia fell ill; this, combined with increasingly unpredictable weather patterns and continued demonic attacks, gave this era a distinctly apocalyptic feel. 
 
    A group of highborn entertainers toured Pontius and Sunport and fleeced the populace with stories that the world would end in the year 200 SY. They sold books and vids detailing their theories on the end times. One member of the group was an incredibly beautiful highborn female wearing thin, wet garments, who was carried around on a stretcher due to what they called “the sickness of sin.” 
 
    The few highborn who experienced genuine sickness quickly recovered from their illnesses without any lasting effects. 
 
      
 
    Sanctuary Year 181: The Plague 
 
    The pureborn were struck by a terrifying series of devastating illnesses. The ancient streets of Pontius were lined with the dead, the docks of Sunport were clogged with bloated corpses, and the Black Valley was darkened by the smoke of funeral pyres. Death cults emerged in Shan Greala, where the bones of fallen pureborn were used to construct temples. Riots erupted in Ionia only to be brutally put down by King Folker. 
 
    A highborn biologist explained his findings: While the highborn were able to overcome and repel any disease, diseases had grown stronger in a desperate effort to overcome the incredible defenses that the highborn immune system had to offer. This “training ground” for viruses produced superdiseases which the pureborn immune system was not equipped to handle. 
 
      
 
    Sanctuary Year 182 - 191: The End of the World 
 
    A handful of young highborn scientists raced to create cures for the diseases that laid waste to pureborn cities, but the older highborn, who had a long memory for their treatment at the hands of the pureborn, took a hands-off approach to the situation. And while the highborn scam artists who toured Pontius and Sunport admitted that they were never sick, ironically enough they may have acted as carriers for the diseases that later spread among the pureborn. 
 
    The weather changed suddenly, with inexplicable cloud cover, dry storms, and storms at sea that crippled the Ionian fishing industry. The world seemed to have turned against everyone. 
 
    Moreover, demonic raiding parties increased in frequency and ferocity. The mercenary system, new long-range communication towers, and the enlistment of many combat-ready cognate wizards all helped save communities, but no amount of effort seemed capable of stopping the flow of demons from the underworld. Wodan himself formed a large team composed of inexperienced highborn youths. He equipped them, gave them on-site training, and flew them from battle to battle. 
 
    Shogun Josef was overwhelmed by the task of managing a world at war with an economy hamstrung by the loss of pureborn laborers. In a sudden manic state he abandoned the management of his estates, and handed over much of his wealth to his blood-related children. He focused on the task of directing mercenary teams through the complicated theater of operations. 
 
    Inspired by his friend’s ability to embrace change, Emperor Wodan, technically still King of the Black Valley, handed the burden of kingship to another trusted highborn. 
 
      
 
    Sanctuary Year 192: Extinction 
 
    “Succubus” demons began accompanying raiding parties. Though nowhere near as powerful as the kobolds, these ancient devils committed the atrocity of stealing the seed of slain highborn men. 
 
    Wodan sent out his veteran comrades to lead other teams while he continued to recruit rookies. 
 
    The last known dogman fell prey to one of the many diseases ravaging the pureborn. A pureborn scholar in Pontius wrote that it was surely a sign that the end of the world was near. When Wodan received news of the extinction of the race of dogmen, he made no public comment. There were rumors that he contacted the new King of the Black Valley, ordering an end to the voluntary eugenics program. 
 
      
 
    Sanctuary Year 193: Battle of the Black Valley 
 
    Wodan ordered his team to go on vacation in the Black Valley due to his own homesickness. The weary youths under his command were overjoyed, but his second-in-command, a highborn named Sigfell, violently protested his commander’s seeming lack of drive. Nonetheless the order stood, and Wodan flew homeward with his crew in their airship, the Munin. 
 
    During the journey, the radio gave news of ransacked highborn communities and broken families; Wodan spoke to the youths on the importance of elevating one’s perspective, and taking the long-view on all matters. Disgusted, Sigfell announced that he would transfer to another mercenary unit as soon as they landed. 
 
    The Munin arrived in the Black Valley just in time. The stars were blotted out by a wall of smoke as fires raged unchecked through the forest and the cities. A large force of kobolds had snuck into the Valley from the north using airships, a first for their kind, and caught the Valliers off-guard. It seemed the kobolds were determined to destroy the nation and the people who had caused them so much trouble. 
 
    Wodan was not surprised. He flew the Munin dangerously low, ordering his crew to gear up and leap from the fast-moving airship. He placed Sigfell in command, then threw him off the side as well. The young soldiers watched the Munin crash into a crowd of kobolds, obliterating them in a raging fireball. Believing the Emperor to be dead, Sigfell led the team on a counterassault, recruiting Valliers along the way. 
 
    Amazingly enough, news broadcasters said that Wodan himself was somehow making his way to the Ecclesia Aspida in Prometea - the “last stand temple” where the demons were launching their fiercest attack. Eyewitness accounts recalled the Emperor’s disfigurement, his skin blackened, his eyes melted, as he was led to the temple by a frightened little girl. 
 
    Sigfell and his crew joined Wodan on the steps leading up to the Ecclesia Aspida, where the Throne of Wood was housed. It was obvious that the demons were hungry for a symbolic victory over the highborn; Wodan, whose intuition was seemingly always one step ahead of the monsters, must have known that such an attack on the Valley was imminent. So it was that Sigfell realized that Wodan had not wanted to stress out his young crew over a great battle that might not have happened, so he had sold the idea of a “vacation” to them in order to bring them to the Valley in high spirits. 
 
    The battle raged before the Temple, then along the steps leading up to the main entrance. Vallier and demonic reinforcements continually poured in. Because no Vallier could approach the blind Emperor for fear of being struck down, three big kobolds who acted as leaders cornered Wodan along the steps and beat at him mercilessly. Wodan allowed one demon to run him through with his blade; holding the blade, Wodan struck the demon’s head open from crown to chin. In quick succession the other two demons ran him through, and just as quickly, Wodan grasped their blades and split their heads open. 
 
    Wodan collapsed, barely alive. But the demons fled, and the symbol of the Ecclesia Aspida stood firm. 
 
    Throughout the Sanctuary, demonic raiding parties retreated, once more, into the darkness of the underworld. Though the Demon War was not over, a reprieve had been won. 
 
      
 
    Sanctuary Year 194: The Storm Gods 
 
    The blind Emperor placed a large bounty on every head involved in procuring airships for demonic use during the Battle of the Black Valley. Of the numerous pureborn who made a play for the money, one lead checked out. A strike team led by Sigfell dropped into Sunport under cover of night, killed every pureborn involved in the deal, then leaped the walls and disappeared with the coming dawn. 
 
    Climate change reached critical mass. Ice buildup in the frozen northern land reduced worldwide air temperature, drastically changing the course of wind currents. Natural cloud cover overtook the output of the Cloud Conversion Towers, which were turned off one by one. The sun was darkened. Rainfall reached even the furthest inland areas of the Sanctuary. 
 
    When the Emperor’s eyes healed, he saw mist covering a grassy field with the sun rising over the treetops in a golden halo. The world seemed to be at peace. 
 
    A pureborn intellectual wrote of the coming ice age, supporting his ideas with alleged ancient prophecies passed down through a lost tribe that once inhabited the mountains around the Black Valley. He became extremely wealthy from his books, the most popular of which was titled Ice Will Suffice: The Coming End of All Time According to the Prophetic Wisdom of the Ancient Enlightened Masters of Atlantis. 
 
      
 
    Sanctuary Year 195 - 220: An Age of Winter 
 
    The seas withdrew at an incredible rate, revealing ancient ruins and new land that was unfortunately too salty for agricultural use. Eventually the dry season and the season of heat were replaced by the old seasons of spring, summer, fall, and winter. 
 
    Strangely enough, the new rainfall proved disastrous to some farms; the increased moisture promoted the growth of fungus and rot which was fatal to some strains of grain. Highborn farmers worked closely with biologists, meteorologists, and ecologists to find solutions. Wodan and the highborn elders released the tools of genetic manipulation so that unnatural solutions could be employed alongside natural ones. 
 
    Culturally, the highborn were emboldened by their victory over the flesh demons, and adopted a less tolerant stance toward the pureborn. After the betrayal by the pureborn of Sunport, the idea of working toward a cure for the superdiseases ravaging the pureborn seemed more impractical than beneficent. Incidents of highborn defending themselves against pureborn abuse, even if they resulted in pureborn deaths, no longer met with any protest from highborn community leaders. 
 
      
 
    Sanctuary Year 221 - 240: Saltsuckers 
 
    Highborn geneticists modified a common Black Valley grass so that it could feed on salt. The “saltsucker weed” spread rapidly, desalinating soil and, once gathered, leaving the soil ready for other grasses already used for aerating hard-packed soil. Within two seasonal cycles, vast tracts of land could now be used for agriculture, or left fallow so that flowering plants and trees could take root. 
 
      
 
    Sanctuary Year 241 - 260: Resurrection and Freedom 
 
    Highborn geneticists used genetic records found in ancient vaults to recreate lost species. There were surprisingly few mishaps along the way. Resurrected species included many large felines, dozens of breeds of dogs, all manner of rodents and non-poisonous serpents, a host of insects deemed “the least annoying” but which could be used as food for the other animals, and an incredible variety of birds and amphibians. 
 
    These animals were kept in captivity for years, and scientists debated how, where, when, and if they should be released, and in what numbers, and with what kind of supervision. No solution could be agreed upon. Eventually a small team of scientists, sick of the entire affair, released many of the animals into the wild. 
 
    Though the renegade scientists were prosecuted for theft, Sanctuary judges deemed the animals to not be property; while their genetic blueprints (but not the genes themselves) might belong to the person who found them, the living creatures had committed no crime and thus could not be considered slaves - that is, living property. This tricky ruling showed great foresight, for it set a precedent that did not allow for the ownership of created, living beings by companies - meaning no corporation could, through genetic manipulation, create its own sentient workforce. While a company could argue that pet owners could not prosecute thieves who stole their pets, because “a living thing that commits no crime cannot be owned,” highborn common sense would tend to rule in favor of the pet owner rather than the skulking thief. 
 
    Emperor Wodan was consulted in the matter, but allowed his judges to come to the ruling themselves. He was pleased by their ruling, because he knew the judges could have easily accepted bribes from large companies eager to replace pureborn workers with slaves created for labor, or the judges could have created a complicated ruling free of common sense and full of loopholes that could be exploited. Thankfully they did neither. 
 
      
 
    Sanctuary Year 261 - 280 
 
    New grasslands dotted the wasteland, tree farming was greatly expanded, and modified grains were introduced to newly-created farmlands. Still more animal species were recreated and released without any supervision. Wodan counseled the scientific community to hold off from drastic modifications of existing animal genes; many still remembered the battles fought one hundred years before, and no one wanted to add any wild cards to the enemy’s genetic diversity. 
 
    A few new species were created. One worth noting was a bovine creature with large humps on its back and an inherent salt-deficiency. Because saltsucker weeds had to be manually cleared from desalinated soil, the “saltlicker cows” proved invaluable in clearing the land of saltsucker weeds that had done their duty. 
 
      
 
    Sanctuary Year 281 - 285: The Sleeping Giant 
 
    The great ring of volcanoes in the dark center of the wasteland, which were actually one massive, diffuse supervolcano, fell dormant after hundreds of years of activity. Whether or not this was connected with planetary climate change was unknown. Blue skies replaced the shroud of darkness, revealing a scarred landscape covered in colorful minerals. 
 
      
 
    Sanctuary Year 286 - 300: Mechanized Labor 
 
    Agriculture flourished, but other sectors of the economy suffered from a rapidly dwindling pool of pureborn labor. Unwilling to work in their own factories and sweatshops, highborn engineers rushed to mechanize the production of goods. 
 
    Energy also became a problem. Other than Black Valley and Shining City coal, no cheap combustibles could be found. Furthermore, the seas had long withdrawn from the Cloud Conversion Towers, making them worthless as a source of energy. 
 
    Eager for a solution, the highborn competed to develop alternate sources of fuel. Solar, wind, geothermal, and combustible biofuel crops were all researched, and not exclusively by any “scientific” community. Wodan helped by contributing designs he had memorized from his Master’s teachings but, strangely enough, he mostly seemed content to allow his children to work out the problems for themselves. 
 
      
 
    Sanctuary Years 301 - 315: Synthetic Race 
 
    Several teams of geneticists independently and simultaneously offered highborn parents the option to “color” their unborn children. All colors, and many patterns, were made available. 
 
    Some protested this tampering. While the All-Father cautioned against anyone giving their children a cartoonish appearance, he remained aloof from the situation. 
 
      
 
    Sanctuary Year 316 - 333: Pioneer Lifeforms 
 
    The term “wasteland” fell out of use as large stretches of grassland took root. Herds of wild horses were seen in the east, and in the west large flocks of birds established their own migratory patterns and carried seeds into distant, untamed lands. Large lakes formed around the uninhabited center of the Sanctuary and connected with rivers to carry mineral-rich soil throughout the land. Still more species were recreated in wild fits and dumped into the world to survive or perish. 
 
    Life became increasingly difficult for the pureborn of Pontius, Sunport, the Black Valley, and Ionia. Sunport ceased to function as a port as its famed “mile long docks”, which had been lengthened year after year, could no longer keep up with the ocean’s retreat. After a pureborn documentary about the primitive people of Tulla (in the far northwest) was released, the public was swept away by the idea of “natural living” free of superdiseases and highborn masters. The pureborn moved to Tulla in great droves. The primitive people were mostly tolerant of the newcomers. They were uninterested in establishing businesses or regular farming schedules, but when they heard stories of the race of highborn men, and of their cruelty and endless attacks against the pureborn, they erected monuments in honor of the godlike beings. The newcomers were horrified, and drafted laws that placed strict limitations on illicit art glorifying the highborn. 
 
    Computerized mechanization of factories helped to close the gap created by pureborn death and emigration. Though unreliable, solar power drew ahead of all other fuel-supply strategies. Due to recent discoveries in physics, nuclear power came to the forefront of public debate. 
 
    By now, most pureborn could no longer afford to enhance their unborn with the highborn genetic makeup. Even so, Wodan forbade any further modification of unborn children carried by pureborn mothers. His stated reasoning was that any pureborn who was destined to become highborn had already done so; all that remained of the pureborn were those destined to remain as they were. 
 
      
 
    Sanctuary Years 334: Cultural Suicide 
 
    The pureborn left the Sanctuary for the relative safety of Tulla. Tulla’s native inhabitants were completely overrun, outvoted, and overpowered. A quarantine zone was placed nearby, and in this area surrounded by barbed-wire and machine guns, incoming families had to scrape by for one year before being allowed admittance into the new city-state of Ulain. 
 
    For the first time ever, highborn outnumbered pureborn. Many highborn were born without any wealth, and since businesses needed labor which the pureborn could no longer supply, some highborn youth were employed in lowly positions. The mechanization of industry only exacerbated the problem. 
 
    Large-scale theft increased dramatically. A Black Valley bank inexplicably had its gold and silver reserves cleaned out in a gargantuan feat of planning, teamwork, and execution which law enforcement was not equipped to handle. 
 
      
 
    Sanctuary Year 335: Political Suicide 
 
    The skeletal framework of the sysnet was created, supplanting all other computer programs that coordinated remote communication. Companies built more and better communication towers to handle the traffic. 
 
    Business leaders, desperate to stop highborn youth labor strikes, asked Wodan All-Father to use his charisma to create a cooperative spirit in the people and fix the ailing economy. Instead, the All-Father threw fire on the problem by telling young highborn that if the Sanctuary had become a prison, then it must be destroyed and its leaders put to death. 
 
    Wodan took to the sysnet and laid out a challenge: The leaders of business could either band together and kill him, then force the young to labor against their will; or the youths could kill their wealthy elders and live in absolute freedom, and slide into primitive disarray, and become targets for the next demonic invasion. He made vague references to a third option. “I already know the solution,” said Emperor Wodan in one famous broadcast. “It’s as clear as day to me. I could say it now. I could give it to you gift-wrapped and ready for consumption. But I want you to do it. I want you to do it for yourselves.” 
 
    To make matters worse, Wodan posted a page on the sysnet revealing his travel itinerary, places of rest, and diet - helpful notes for business leaders considering assassinating him. He also posted detailed documentation regarding his great wealth and projected income from various investments, to show the poor, angry youths just how great his wealth was compared to theirs. 
 
      
 
    Sanctuary Year 336: Economic Suicide 
 
    By now most of the Sanctuary had left behind the dependable economic model of representative currency backed by precious metals, as was done in the Black Valley, in favor of fiat currency. Banks issued paper money through loans, which Wodan often called “pretend money” for the funding of large projects, to be paid back with interest. So it was that when the pureborn left Ionia, and left their debts behind as well, banks closed, and other banks who had invested in those banks closed, and large businesses stood on the brink of collapse. When the numbers were tallied it seemed that the total amount of the Sanctuary’s debt was far larger than the amount of actual money in the world. 
 
    Now more businessmen, even ones who did not want the Emperor to be killed, went before the All-Father and asked for the government to use its considerable means to prop up the failing banks and businesses. Without special funding, the bankers claimed that the entire Sanctuary would fall apart. 
 
    Oddly enough, Wodan streamed the meeting with the bankers directly onto the sysnet. From a transcript: 
 
      
 
    Emperor Wodan: What is the ratio between actual currencies on hand and pretend money loaned out at interest? 
 
    Businessman: For some banks, as low as sixteen of… what you call “pretend dollars” for every dollar on hand. For others, upwards of seventy-eight pretend dollars for every dollar on hand. 
 
    Wodan: Not bad! A bit extreme, but still within limits, I take it? 
 
    Businessman: Sir, yes, still within our projections for sustainability. 
 
    Wodan: So what happened? 
 
    Businessman: The pureborn left their debts far faster than we thought. 
 
    Wodan: Our Sanctuary is so weak that it requires the pureborn to hold it together? 
 
    Businessman: Sir, not specifically the pureborn, but businesses have failed because the new generation [of highborn] have shown reluctance to replace them in the workforce. 
 
    Wodan: What does it matter if a highborn is young or old? We are immortal. 
 
    Businessman: (muffled response) 
 
    Wodan: You are saying that we need the poor to feed the wealthy. 
 
    Businessman: If you are against the loaning of pretend dollars, should you not have said something earlier? 
 
    Wodan: I am not against the loaning of pretend dollars. It’s a great way to entice men to labor for larger projects than they otherwise would. What I am against is systems that are weak. 
 
    Businessman: But the system could be made to work with temporary funding. 
 
    Wodan: Could be made to work temporarily through temporary funding. (A pause.) Is that your best plan? Are you highborn? Listen to me. A pureborn spends the first twenty years of his life in education. At fifty he is useless for work; if he is lucky, he will die soon after, but usually he must be cared for until he is seventy, eighty years old. Now, between the ages of twenty and forty, he has a twenty year period in which he must make money. The process is complicated because he must also marry, produce, and feed children in this same period. Therefore he has only a handful of years in order to produce a lot of money. There is great panic… morality flies out of the window. Any and all scams, no matter how crazy, become the norm so long as they work out with some kind of quick pay-off. 
 
    Businessman: What does this have to do with us? 
 
    Wodan: Nothing! Absolutely nothing! Because you are not pureborn! We are not subject to death or aging, therefore our civilization must be tested, and tested severely, lest it fall apart at the slightest challenge! If I prop it up, it won’t be our grandchildren who pay, as it is with the pureborn. We ourselves will pay! 
 
    Businessman (long silence): All-Father, if you do not help these businesses, many families will starve. 
 
    Wodan: I have given you a green world in which it is physically impossible to starve. 
 
    Businessman: Nevertheless, businesses will close and progress will come to a grinding halt. 
 
    Wodan (laughing): Perhaps I should genetically engineer a race of supermen to solve your problems for you. 
 
    Businessman: This is no laughing matter! 
 
    Wodan: And that’s not the worst of it. The demons are likely to return any day now. 
 
    Businessman: Your fate lies with the fate of all, great All-Father. You will be reduced to nothing alongside the rest of us. 
 
    Wodan (long pause): I do not want to live in a world in which stupidity and fear are the great truths that bind all men together. I would rather die than live in a world cobbled together out of irrational fear. 
 
      
 
    The world was shocked and great debate ensued concerning the Emperor’s words. Though they did not understand what motivated him to destroy the very world he had created, Sigfell, Justyn Daaz, and Empress Langley stayed by his side at all times from then on. Wodan convinced Shogun Josef to move to a remote bunker in the frozen northern wastes. The bunker was equipped to act as a “war room” in case of severe demonic invasion. 
 
      
 
    Sanctuary Year 337: Mercy and Vengeance 
 
    Two elder highborn changed the course of the world. 
 
    Jane Hait, reclusive elder highborn born in the days before the Sanctuary, the so-called “Mother of the Sysnet”, worked alongside a team of young highborn to produce the first robot laborer. Squat and humanoid in shape, the automaton was deaf, half-blind, prone to losing its balance, could not pick itself up after falling over, and had to be plugged into a solar panel during much of the day. But the hard-working simpleton could be remotely programmed to perform any number of tasks. Once the coding protocols were released on the sysnet, the public began churning out programs for all manner of labor functions. Though the robot was never built to understand verbal commands, and thus would be, for now, useless in the service industry, one clever highborn wrote code that modified the robot’s visual system such that it could accept simple written instructions - thus, a group of these robots could even work in restaurants if necessary. For a week the entire Sanctuary watched a sysnet stream of the robot beginning and completing its first real job: Creating a working duplicate of itself. 
 
    While the financial crisis only worsened and the Sanctuary seemed as if it was drawing to its end, Wodan All-Father proudly announced, “You’ve done it. My children have found the solution. All is saved.” 
 
    Many were aghast at the unbelievably naive statement. A conspiracy to murder the All-Father and replace him with a circle of business leaders was put together. One of the original elder highborn, Huni, or Hotepsekhemwy Khufuhuni Kaaper, who turned his hand to business in the early days of the Sanctuary and became one of the wealthiest highborn, helped to form the conspiracy and then promptly revealed recordings of those meetings. Whether he meant to do so in the first place, or later had a change of heart, was unknown. 
 
    Amazingly enough, the Emperor hardly punished the conspirators, for they turned on one another without mercy. Many of the conspirators had incriminating material on one another, and so they were forced to either kill one another, turn themselves in for asylum, or commit suicide. 
 
    Two young bankers on the periphery of the conspiracy are of special note: Amos, a pale blue highborn nicknamed “the frost giant” for his great size and cool demeanor, and Lady Sert, a red-tinted manic-depressive who dealt solely in stock market speculation. They were extremely close friends and bitter rivals. During their public humiliation, the pair botched a double-suicide attempt, then went on a pharmaceutically-induced “spirit journey” in one of the last stretches of wasteland left in the world. While Amos felt his mind open up with a deeper understanding of the cold horror of the universe, Sert experienced ego-death in a vision of the deep joy of God as He surveyed His creation. 
 
    Amos and Sert returned to civilization, and after a long, private meeting with the All-Father, Amos went northwest and Sert went east. Seemingly forgiven for their role in the conspiracy against the Emperor, they went on to propose the creation of new communities. 
 
      
 
    Sanctuary Year 338 - 345: Pioneers 
 
    Migratory patterns of birds left a trail of seeds that saw the first great forests dotting the Sanctuary. Worsening economic conditions in the cities combined with increasingly fertile landscapes convinced many highborn to start new lives in farming communities. 
 
    Red-tinted Sert and a few friends expanded mining operations in the eastern mountains and formed the Doreido outpost. The highborn of Doreido worked closely with Jane Hait to improve performance of the labor robot series. Because the mountains provided ample resources for the production of robots, a documentary was released to the sysnet which showed hundreds, then thousands of robots quietly working on the production of still more robots. 
 
    Pale blue Amos and his family trekked across the wilderness to investigate the resurfaced land bridge that led to the old ruins of Haven. The pioneers found flesh demons occupying the forested ruins. The demons were not “enhanced” kobolds, but were instead “legacy demons” from before the Demon War. Fearing that he might provoke another demonic invasion, Amos contacted Emperor Wodan, and requested permission to clear out the demons. Wodan responded, saying that the demons should be cleared out, and the symbol that is Haven retaken; whether or not the kobolds launched a counter strike was inconsequential, as they would attack sooner or later anyway. Wodan promised reinforcements if Amos ran into trouble. 
 
    Through an extended campaign above and belowground, Amos and his family attacked the legacy demons and cleared them out without a single casualty. Amos established the community of Havenor. 
 
    Perhaps emboldened by other successful colonial ventures, Pope Sarafim made the controversial decision to move his entire administration into the east based on a dream of a “shining city”. Despite generating a great deal of controversy, the center of the Church was moved to the extensive mining operation in the southeastern mountains. With robotic assistance they began construction of Redemption Cathedral, and what would become known as the Shining City. 
 
    A Pope of the Sanctuary carried a great amount of cultural authority, especially regarding moral norms in the field of entertainment. As such, older vids and stories were often seen as vulgar by later generations. The Pope and the Emperor worked with mutual respect, with the understanding that the Pope carried “day to day” authority regarding spiritual matters, while the Emperor had authority on legal and military matters. This is not to say that the Emperor only ruled regarding mundane matters; it was acknowledged throughout the Sanctuary that Emperor Wodan was in fact the living saint from whom their civilization sprang. His translation into the heavens during his youth, as well as being the sole bearer of the unedited copy of the godcode, which had been delivered to the pureborn via a dream long ago, all stood as proof of Wodan’s unique right to rule as the All-Father. 
 
      
 
    Sanctuary Year 346 - 350: Made to Slave 
 
    The economy never returned to its pre-crash state of easy and quick returns on investments, but currency values leveled-out as robots successfully took over positions in labor. Panic was replaced by a feeling that new opportunities awaited. The highborn developed handmade code for labor protocols and released them on the sysnet for free, or at a small fee. Since many highborn owned robots, automated labor did not steal jobs from the poor so much as provide income to their owners. Highborn could either lease their robots to companies, or have their robots perform household chores or farming duties. Though the robots frequently broke down, they were easily fixed by other robots. Doreido soon grew into the “city of machines”. 
 
      
 
    Sanctuary Year 351 - 353: The Moonglories 
 
    A black-skinned, charismatic highborn named Kumala Kuara, influenced by his journeys through the Black Valley and Shan Greala, led his faithful followers into the west. His cult, Moonglory, was made up of artists, naturalists, and families who scraped by during the “Work Refusal Generation”. They established a community named after its founder, Kumala Kuara. Despite the Emperor’s stance against polygamy, Kumala Kuara kept eleven wives. 
 
      
 
    Sanctuary Year 354 - 365: The Devil Returns 
 
    Flesh demons returned from the underworld with new varieties of offspring to supplement kobold raiding parties. New varieties included the jotun, which were giant humanoid monstrosities of limited speed and intelligence but frightening size and strength, as well as black magi, which were inhuman, deformed devils with highborn-level cognate powers. 
 
    Because the jotun proved strong enough to crush highborn bodies with a single blow, the highborn researched advanced battle armor. Cognate wizards trained in the Shan Greala Academy saw increased deployment on the battlefield as well; any mercenary team without at least one wizard showed limited efficacy. 
 
    The highborn were not caught unaware this time. The sysnet kept communities and mercenaries connected. Older veterans of demonic conflict proved to be capable leaders. While many mercenary teams engaged in hunts far from home, other teams were able to dig in near communities and make effective stands against raiders. Lives were lost, but no communities were destroyed. 
 
      
 
    Sanctuary Year 367 - 370: The Great Wizard 
 
    There were rules to battles of cognition. Any wizard could move through, or defuse, the telekinetic shield raised by any other wizard, and a powerful wizard could disrupt the shields of more than one enemy, thus increasing the odds of his team’s victory. This required great concentration for extended periods of time, and only a powerful wizard could sustain his shields while breaking the shields of others. In a battle in which one side had a wizard but the other did not, a skillful wizard could both shield himself and attack the enemy, who could do little to defend against such attacks. 
 
    Dugan Little, a golden-skinned wizard from Shan Greala, changed this. 
 
    During a fateful battle on the plains north of the Shining City, Dugan and his team engaged a large raiding party supplemented by black magi. By some miracle Dugan erected a strange shield which the opposing wizards could not break. Dugan went on the offensive with his unconventional wizardry, killing the opposing wizards so that his team could destroy the kobolds. 
 
    Scholarly wizards of Shan Greala studied Dugan’s newfound ability. First they theorized that he had created a “mirror image” of a normal cognate shield, and called them “negative shields”. The theory was weak. Dugan attempted to teach a few students the new ability, failed to do so, then a fellow teacher developed a shield which even Dugan could not break. The new abilities were referred to as a “second” and “third shield”, but not for long. 
 
    A musician from New Kurgheim solved the riddle of the shields. By listening to the subtle changes in tone given off by the wizardry, he theorized that the shields were operating through different frequencies of vibration. Not only did the theory help physicists describe air displacement and “temporary solidification” through cognition, but by analyzing the different frequencies it became possible to hypothesize other undiscovered frequencies of cognition. 
 
    Within a year, seven frequencies were described, produced by different wizards with varying success, and given color coding descriptors: red for the lowest frequency, and violet for the highest. The default shield which every wizard could already create and sustain was of the green frequency. 
 
      
 
    Sanctuary Year 371: The Second Battle on the Ionian Fields 
 
    Demonic raiding parties fared poorly against the advanced wizardry of the elite highborn mercenaries. Desperate for a symbolic victory, a force of kobolds, backed by a herd of jotun and spearheaded by monstrous black magi, attacked the tactically unimportant farmlands of Ionia. The site of the battle where the demons were defeated nearly four hundred years ago was covered in beautiful forest and grassland, but the demons remembered it with burning hatred. 
 
    Ionia, underpopulated and spread out over too much ground, fared badly against the demons. While reinforcements flew to meet them, Ionian warriors tried to slow down the demonic onslaught so that the civilians could be evacuated. The Ionians were led by several heroes: King Folker and Queen Volgen, the elder Valeria Dahmersdottir, and Sigfell, who fought beside Wodan years before. Valeria and Sigfell’s daughter Brinhell, and her green-tinted friend Selvana, also took part in the battle; while both would later achieve fame among their people, they were at this time only teenagers - practically children by highborn standards. 
 
    The defenders were pushed hard. With reinforcements in sight, Valeria fought atop a mound of jotun corpses, but her heart was run through by a projectile thrown by a black mage. Valeria died atop a pile of corpses on the same battlefield where she bought her freedom long ago. The nature of the battle changed as the demons abandoned their plan to charge the gate of the city and instead turned their attention to destroying the great elder’s corpse. Queen Volgen saw their intent before any other, ran to defend Valeria’s corpse, but was beheaded. Sigfell and young Brinhell and Selvana ran to the mountain of the dead and formed a defensive ring around Valeria’s corpse. King Folker cradled the head of his sister, Volgen, in one arm, and fought with his axe in the other hand. 
 
    When the reinforcements arrived, led by Emperor Wodan, Dugan Little, and Pope Sarafim, they drove away the demons and found King Folker terribly wounded, but with his sister’s head intact at his side. Valeria was buried with much ceremony. King Folker’s wounds healed only to return. Some claimed that maggots grew in his open wounds. Whatever the case, his spirit was broken by the death of his sister, and so he abandoned his kingdom and gave no word on who should rule in his stead. Wodan All-Father chose two passably decent cousins from Ionian royalty, counseled them on how to adjudicate quarrels, then left Ionia in their hands. 
 
      
 
    Sanctuary Year 372 - 390: Ruins of Pontius 
 
    Demonic raids decrease dramatically following the battle of Ionia. 
 
    Robot designs improved greatly. Cooperative labor programs inspired by ant colonies helped to streamline labor protocols, making it so groups of robots no longer required a great deal of micromanagement by human overseers. 
 
    Robots became adept at quarrying stone, manning foundries, and building large structures. Inspired by the words of the All-Father, architects worked side-by-side with coders to plan unique and elaborate homes and businesses. One wealthy Vallier family designed their home to sit within the branches of an ancient tree. An artist from Havenor designed a gothic “multi-dimensional” cathedral with a complicated layout with secret meanings that people would pore over for hundreds of years. Doreido, rich in metal and robotic labor, became a city of black iron decorated with sculptures of neon and steel. Arcadia became the site of the first nuclear power generator, as well as the All-Father’s wildly ambitious Tower of Yod, where thousands of robots worked to dig out its foundation in teams like armies. 
 
    An army of robots owned by the Emperor descended into the ghost town of Pontius. Video images uploaded to the sysnet revealed what the All-Father referred to as the “architecture of despair” - square prison-like buildings thrown up by short-lived, short-sighted beings whose sense of aesthetics should not be emulated. The robots deconstructed entire neighborhoods for materials to build new massive structures. The Emperor released few details about the project, saying only, “Let’s hope that Tartarus will only rarely see any use.” 
 
      
 
    Sanctuary Year 391 - 400: Nuclear Crusade 
 
    Following successful tests of atomic bombs by Jane Hait and Shogun Josef near the planet’s north pole, the Emperor placed large bounties for information concerning the whereabouts of demonic hideouts. “We won’t play defense for all eternity,” the Emperor said in a candid broadcast. “It’s time to smoke these creatures out of their dens.” 
 
    Four caves were chosen based on their large size, as well as a number of eyewitness accounts claiming demonic activity. Four teams of mercenaries were equipped with devastating nuclear weapons, codenamed: Tahuti, Valeria’s Vengeance, Red Bloom, and Shadowcaster. They were tasked with descending as deep as they could, then detonating their weapons. 
 
    The four teams descended simultaneously, but soon met fierce demonic resistance. One team was wiped out, and their nuke was detonated via a dead man’s switch. Two teams detonated their own nuclear packages and were caught in the blast. The fourth team lost most of its members to demonic onslaught, but one member manually set off their nuclear weapons so that a few of his teammates could escape to the surface. 
 
    The survivors recalled no encounters with demonic culture, neither buildings, art, collections of goods, food, methods of travel - nothing. Only dark tunnels through unhewn stone. 
 
    Thousands of demons were killed, but the poor survival rate of the highborn crusaders resulted in no further contracts for nuclear assault. 
 
      
 
    Sanctuary Year 401 - 405: Sunset 
 
    A handful of pureborn families, unwilling to migrate to the authoritarian city-state of Ulain, invited the highborn back into Sunport with the promise of benevolent relations. The town had little to offer in the way of resources, but a few young highborn took them up on the offer. They first sent in robots to construct “envirosuits” and airtight homes for the pureborn. Because the pureborn did not attempt to steal or otherwise molest the robots, the highborn took it as a good sign and moved in. On a macabre whim they renamed the town Sunset. 
 
    The town became a vacation spot. No real industry was attempted there, but the people of Havenor used it as a middleman for trading with the rest of the Sanctuary. 
 
      
 
    Sanctuary Year 406 - 415: Brain Theft 
 
    The massive prison facility of Tartarus was completed atop the ruins of old Pontius. The seemingly unnecessary structures once again proved the keen intuition of the All-Father. 
 
    Study of the crystalline remains of deceased wizards proved that the crystals retained some function long after the death of their host. Though the crystals could not be used to cast wizardry, the crystals could cut through the frequencies cast by wizards. Each crystal is naturally “color coded” just like any wizardry frequency, therefore crystals placed upon weapons or armor granted the user great defense against wizardry, as long as they used crystals analogous to their opponent’s wizardry frequency. 
 
    The graves of pureborn, highborn, and demon alike were harvested (or robbed) and the crystals sold to weaponsmiths and armorsmiths. The crystals fetched such a price that one disreputable highborn stalked a wizard, killed him, harvested the minute crystals from his brain, and sold them. The deed was considered so heinous that the killer was hunted throughout the Sanctuary. When he was caught, public beating and enslavement did not seem ample punishment. Rather than have the killer slain, the Emperor locked him up within Tartarus. 
 
    Locked in a cell lost in a maze, tended by robots, and watched by cameras, the prisoner was left with no date of release. When asked if it was right to adopt the pureborn method of punishment against a highborn, Wodan replied that the killer himself adopted pureborn methods of short-term profit at the expense of his own people. Therefore the punishment fit the crime. 
 
      
 
    Sanctuary Years 416 - 425: The World Is Beautiful 
 
    The Sanctuary was green and forested and crossed with farms harvested by robotic slave labor and governed by regular seasons. The vision of the architects was made clear as each city and nation further assumed the shape of its cultural character. 
 
      
 
    Sanctuary Years 426 - 440: Culture’s Gatekeeper 
 
    Geneticists created the first avian mount and revealed it on the sysnet. Before more such beasts were created, Wodan All-Father counseled the highborn to not make any beast so powerful that they would not mind facing a demonic mirror-image of it on the battlefield. Because modern banking practices had proven much more stable than in the past because of the All-Father’s harsh counsel, and because the All-Father himself fought on the front lines against demons, and because the All-Father worked so closely with so many generations of highborn, his words carried the weight of culture itself - and so the taboo against the creation of “superbeasts” took root. 
 
    Geneticists also created the first cloned highborn. The cloned specimen was created from an eccentric highborn who wished “to raise myself better than my parents raised me” and “in later years, to have a close buddy who is just as sensible and delightful as myself.” Sysnet viewers were highly entertained by the spectacle, and great debate ensued. Wodan All-Father finally broadcast his opinion, saying that it’s natural for any living organism, especially one with a strong ego, to want to convert the world into the very same thing as itself. As proof of this he gave the example of young highborn couples who were attracted to exotic mates, but then began the earnest work of changing the other person to be more like themselves. Separation was the inevitable result, especially if the project was a success. Wodan All-Father warned that ultimately the drive to clone oneself was an extremely unhealthy drive, for it produced flawed copies of a thing that should instead concentrate on improving the original. 
 
    “Who was this individual before he became two? What were his contributions that were so great that one source of them was not enough?” Wodan concluded his transmission by comparing the twinning to a famous sysnet video in which a young highborn from Doreido got his testicles hung up in a machine, but then tried to carry on a normal conversation with someone because he was embarrassed by what had happened. While the conclusion may have seemed flippant, they were also prophetic, as the man’s constant disagreements with his young twin became the subject of many amusing videos on the sysnet. 
 
    Once again Wodan All-Father’s words carried the weight of culture itself, and the practice of cloning became unpopular. 
 
      
 
    Sanctuary Year 441 - 460: Tower to the Heavens 
 
    The first series of trained avian mounts were sold. Besides slight tweaks to bone structure and greatly increased size, they were much the same as their smaller forebears. 
 
    Emperor Wodan opened the “first” one hundred stories of the Tower of Yod for rental by businesses and individuals. The highborn living and working within the tower saw constant robot traffic carrying materials for the seemingly endless construction on the upper levels. A few clever inhabitants put their heads together and theorized that the uninhabited center of the tower was designed to eventually act as an “orbital elevator” to shuttle highborn and goods to and from a space station which did not exist yet, nor was even being planned. 
 
      
 
    Sanctuary Year 461 - 480: Gentheon Conspiracy 
 
    Gene manipulation companies offered further enhancements to prospective highborn parents. One in particular, Gentheon Corporation, ignored taboo and produced young that were touted as “the next posthuman master race.” The All-Father railed against them on the sysnet, but made no moves to stop the companies. The head of Gentheon broadcasted a response implying that the All-Father feared the future. 
 
    Many backers and high-level executives in the genetic manipulation industry became extremely wealthy from this new surge of enhancements, and stock prices in new companies also saw a surge in value. Wodan All-Father broadcasted that the use of robotic labor by the general populace should have leveled out extremes in wealth and that something was amiss; within an hour, he made another broadcast to report his findings: Gentheon, and a host of investment banks, were engaging in every known stock market scam that could be trusted to inflate markets. They were creating bubbles of imaginary wealth, and were setting themselves up to make even more money when the bubble burst and the poor were left to pay the hidden costs of a weak economy. 
 
    Highborn all across the sysnet watched the All-Father and the heads of Gentheon engage in a vicious debate. At first Wodan fought alone against the wealthy elite; as the debate raged on and stock prices plummeted from investor panic, middle-management employees from smaller companies joined Wodan’s side in the debate by turning on their masters with evidence of botched genetic enhancement procedures, lazy research, recordings of backroom deals, and all manner of scams against the public. 
 
    “That’s theft,” said Emperor Wodan, “which brings you directly under my jurisdiction. The fact that you created flawed lifeforms, which might have helped our eternal enemy, even by accident, makes you traitors. You’ll be given no mercy.” 
 
    The debate went badly for the conspirators, but they were emboldened by the fact that they had a small army of mercenaries and crooked enforcers on their payroll. “This night will be long for you, All-Father,” one Gentheon executive warned. 
 
    Another added, “Perhaps it could be very short.” 
 
    Emperor Wodan abruptly ended the debate. 
 
    All across the Sanctuary, a violent pogrom raged against the elite conspirators. Mercenary teams fought to bring in the most deeply entrenched members. Despite the risk to himself, Wodan All-Father remained connected to the sysnet and engaged in a running commentary concerning the pureborn history of elitist cabals assassinating leaders who did not take part in the great scams, or who made the mistake of trying to limit the power of the shadow-elite ruling from behind the scenes. 
 
    Inspired by his running commentary, groups of young highborn formed a protective ring around the massive circumference of the Tower of Yod. Since the spirited youths knew nothing about who should or should not be in the Tower, they settled on beating anyone who came near. Though a few of Arcadia’s official enforcers tried to dissuade these youths, a highborn named Endo Wayne Ladds, the so-called “lapdog of the pureborn,” a known murderer and head-hunter of wizards, was caught lurking around the perimeter. Even in the eyes of level-headed enforcers, his presence alone justified the idea that the corporate conspiracy was real. The thug was killed on the spot, and the ring around the All-Father stood strong as the conspirators were hunted down by the Emperor’s mercenaries. 
 
    The long night ended and the captives were paraded before Emperor Wodan. Wodan offered two punishments: Either enslavement, which was the usual punishment for theft, or imprisonment in Tartarus. Because the theft was so great, enslavement would most likely last for thousands of years for each of the conspirators. Still, many chose age-long enslavement over a thousand years within the sterile confines of Tartarus. 
 
    Within a few years, Gentheon’s “posthuman” children showed signs of schizophrenia, sociopathy, horribly painful physical mutations, and even engaged in senseless self-destruction. Emperor Wodan made the difficult decision to round up the unfortunate children. For those that lived in pain, Wodan put them to death by his own hand; for those that were not in pain, he placed them in a comfortable wing of Tartarus. The unfortunates were allowed connection with the sysnet so that they would never truly be alone. They were called “stillborn” by the public. 
 
      
 
    Sanctuary Year 481 - 485: Memory Goes Before Identity 
 
    While serious health problems were largely unknown among the highborn, a few highborn believed that they were losing their earliest memories. The symptoms were codified into a condition called Funeus Syndrome. However, due to the rarity of medical conditions among their kind, most highborn had difficulty believing that Funeus Syndrome was anything more than an overly acute observation of memory’s fallible nature. 
 
    Despite a lack of public support in the venture, Jane Hait planned and oversaw the Lethe Program, which had the ambitious goal of deciphering how the brain stored memory, how the mind created false, but approximate, memories in order to replace lost memories, how memory data could be stored in a computer, and how to transfer the data back into a highborn brain. 
 
    Officially, the Lethe Program was declared a failure. Nevertheless, Emperor Wodan kept the files associated with the program to himself. In the end, those who claimed to suffer from Funeus Syndrome were helped by more mundane means: Jogging their memory by frequently viewing photographs, journaling, handling items of nostalgic value, and speaking with friends about past events. 
 
      
 
    Sanctuary Year 486 - 491: Third Evolution of the Demons 
 
    Demonic attacks increased, with raiding parties employing a frightening set of ever-changing tactics. Strange new demons who had what could only be called a “personality” were seen leading raiding parties. Some had enlarged brains and frail bodies, while others took a more direct, warlike approach to leadership. A new theory emerged that the hypothetical being who mothered the demons had created demons capable of semi-independent thought, thus allowing the employment of tactics beyond simply overwhelming by numbers and attacking obvious weak points. 
 
    Once sighted, unique demons were given code names and increased payout for their death. 
 
      
 
    Sanctuary Year 492: The Bridge of Flames 
 
    Even as highborn culture was preoccupied by another wave of demonic warfare, Wodan All-Father heavily funded a space program. When a few commented on the untimeliness of the venture, Wodan replied, “I’ve no doubt there are other sentient beings who, being more sensible than us, waited until all problems on their homeworld were solved before venturing into space. We’ll likely never encounter them; any species that waited for “perfection at home” would be mercilessly steamrolled by more foolhardy species that risked the conquest of space.” Though the Emperor’s sudden interest in securing their borders against a theoretical otherworldly invasion may have seemed to come out of nowhere, to many highborn it was clear that the Emperor’s interest in space supremacy was in line with his general philosophy of security and wartime readiness. 
 
    At this time the Tower of Yod rose hundreds of stories and was, by far, the tallest structure in the world. But it was filled with businesses and wealthy apartment owners, and was nowhere near any sort of shape to act as an orbital elevator; therefore biofuels were heavily researched as a means to propel a ship skyward and into orbit. 
 
      
 
    Sanctuary Year 493: We Need Some o’ that Space Money Down Here! 
 
    The wisest highborn of the Sanctuary competed and cooperated in the space race. The engineers of Doreido worked on shuttle designs. Havenor tested the limits of endurance and the protective gear of potential astronauts. Shan Greala dusted off and translated records of ancient pureborn space exploration. Engineers from the Shining City fashioned unmanned vehicles for travel within the atmosphere and developed theories for placing satellites in orbit. Theoretical physicists from the Black Valley and Kumala Kuara hypothesized how to make the outlandish venture possible. 
 
    Not pleased by the venture, a pureborn diplomat declared, “Our people are still beset by a never-ending cycle of terrible diseases, but the almighty Emperor has yet to provide us with the meager funding required for our proposed Great Wall, which will help your own forebears avoid complete extinction. Instead he wants to throw money away on a wild goose chase that will never bear any fruit at all, neither for your people, nor for ours.” 
 
    The pureborn diplomat’s criticism fell flat among the highborn as Emperor Wodan sent a small army of robots to begin construction of a massive wall around Ulain. Once the robots set to work, the pureborn ruling council grumbled that the highborn “want to pen us in like rats in a cage.” 
 
      
 
    Sanctuary Year 494 - 500: Lord Otr of Andvari 
 
    A brilliant young engineer, silver-haired Otr, became so fed up with the “dead end” research of crops raised for biofuel, and with the reluctance of investors to further develop his own research into microbial biofuels, that he took up residence inside a boat and lived off the eastern shore. His boat was too small for him and his robot slaves to continue their work, so he modified his robots for aquatic work, then began construction of a floating platform. 
 
    The men of Doreido become curious of ore shipments sent to a small dock and ferried offshore by robot labor. They investigated the matter, and were amazed to find Otr’s outdoor home on the sea, complete with garden, automated fishing system, extensive use of solar power, and handmade sysnet comm tower. 
 
    Otr marketed his microbial biofuel, which was theoretically capable of launching a large shuttle beyond the Earth’s atmosphere. When his ship became cramped with projects, he moved to a seemingly inhospitable island and granted space to other researchers who found the Sanctuary too confining. 
 
      
 
    Sanctuary Year 501 - 504: Only One Can Inherit the Stars 
 
    Demonic attacks increased in scale and ferocity as the highborn built rockets, tested rockets, and studied the data from failed flight after failed flight. Wodan All-Father drove his people on with words and funding. When asked if he believed there was a correlation between the ferocity of demonic attacks and continued research in space flight, Wodan replied, “Most certainly. They know exactly what we’re doing. They know that we’re going to a place where they cannot follow, to an age where they carry no importance, and it drives them mad.” 
 
    Finally, one unmanned rocket broke through the Earth’s atmosphere, orbited the world, and crashed. A second unmanned rocket followed suit, successfully deployed a rudimentary satellite, then fell to the Earth exactly on target. 
 
    “That’s it,” Wodan said in a famous broadcast. “We’re not playing around anymore. Let’s get somebody up there.” 
 
      
 
    Sanctuary Year 505: Earthborn and Starbound 
 
    The worldwide effort to put a highborn in space saw the creation of the spaceship Bridge of Flames in Doreido. Tyr Lanval, a pale blue from Havenor who achieved fame in his youth as a mercenary before he became an architect and an engineer, was selected to pilot the ship. 
 
    The ship and its various fuel tanks were flown across the Sanctuary to a remote location southeast of Kumala Kuara. While Shogun Josef coordinated mercenary teams to protect the ship in transit, Emperor Wodan oversaw the launch site. 
 
    All eyes in the Sanctuary turned toward Kumala Kuara. Many had predicted that the flesh demons would attack sysnet comm towers in an effort to disrupt highborn morale by cutting off transmission of the launch. No such attack came. 
 
    “That means it’s going to be bad,” said Wodan All-Father. “They’ll come to the launch site in force, and they mean for every one of us to see what happens to anyone who tries to escape their influence. They’ll attack our symbols as they did in the Black Valley and Ionia. But we’ll give them a symbol of our supremacy that they will never forget!” 
 
    The Bridge of Flames reached the launch site and engineers began the twenty-four hour preparation cycle. As the All-Father predicted, the demons broke from concealment and attacked in force. Still more demons rode in on what would later be called wyverns - that is, creatures spawned by demonic intermingling with highborn avian mounts. Worst of all, even dragons, ancient beasts not seen in hundreds of years, joined the fray. 
 
    Josef directed the battle. On the ground, the majority of the mercenaries focused on keeping the charging kobolds and jotun at bay. Wodan fought alongside his kinsmen in his black armor, and many other elder mercenaries of great renown also came out of retirement to defend the Bridge. In the sky, highborn riding avian mounts streaked around the newly-designed war zeppelins and armored gunships in a desperate bid to keep vultures and dragons from harming the delicate Bridge of Flames. 
 
    The battle went badly. Morale dropped as demonic reinforcements blotted out the sky over Kumala Kuara. Mercenary units strung out across the Sanctuary abandoned their posts to fly toward the launch site. Then a few elder highborn revealed a secret: The much-publicized twenty-four-hour preparation cycle of the spaceship had been a ruse. Though the entire method of preparation was well documented and made complete sense on paper, the steps had secretly been collapsed, fine-tuned, and re-planned such that the Bridge of Flames only needed an hour of preparation time, perhaps less, in order to fly. 
 
    As engineers raced to prep the ship, a dragon, already dead with its brains blown out by a gunship, hit the side of the spaceship before crashing to the ground. With little time to check the damage, Tyr Lanval, locked inside the ship, screamed at the engineers to ignore the impact and continue working. 
 
    In a blast of fire and a flood of smoke, the Bridge of Flames launched. All fighters were deafened and disoriented; avian mounts ceased to follow their riders’ commands and fled the scene. As the smoke cleared, highborn cameras picked up the now-famous images of heavily armored highborn and kobolds standing side-by-side, weapons lowered, staring through the mist at a star rising in the sky. 
 
    Though the flesh demons outnumbered their hated enemy, they left the field. A famous photo was taken of Lady Selvana, green-tinted Vallier who fought in the Second Battle of Ionia; in the photo she was laughing, her face covered in grime, holding up her own severed arm in triumph as the demons retreated. 
 
    Tyr Lanval safely achieved orbit and his voice was broadcast throughout the sysnet. Parties and ceremonies of gratitude were held throughout the Sanctuary. 
 
      
 
    Sanctuary Year 506 - 535: Roof of the Heavens 
 
    More spaceships were created and successfully launched. Satellites were placed in orbit. Some satellites acted as sysnet relays, and others sent grainy images of neighboring planets and distant stars. Not only was there a sharp decrease of raids following the Battle of the Burning Bridge near Kumala Kuara, but demonic mobility was decreased thanks to the successful deployment of spy satellites. 
 
      
 
    Sanctuary Year 536: The Throne of the Heavens 
 
    Emperor Wodan funded plans for a permanent space station. 
 
      
 
    Sanctuary Year 537: Voice of the Thunder 
 
    Jane Hait, backed by the Emperor, planned for the creation of a satellite network that could possibly control weather patterns. Due to the complexity of her means and theories, she worked alone. 
 
      
 
    Sanctuary Year 538: The Floating City 
 
    Otr’s island outpost off the eastern coast grew into a city populated by an eclectic bunch of highborn, usually entrepreneurial, creative, business-savvy types, much like Otr himself. The town was named Andvari, and its founder was called Lord Otr. 
 
    Though Andvari often distanced itself politically from the rest of the Sanctuary, legally and economically it remained well within the boundaries of Emperor Wodan’s domain. 
 
      
 
    Sanctuary Year 539 - 543: Operation Magnificent 
 
    A limited weather control satellite system was completed, never tested, then quietly shelved. The project held the codename MAGNI, but was later called Magnificent. Only Emperor Wodan and Jane Hait held access to the MAGNI system. 
 
    Through international effort and funding by the Emperor, the space station’s components were flown into space and assembled in orbit. A handful of highborn engineers and sages inhabited the station with no ill effects. 
 
      
 
    Sanctuary Year 544: The Ring of Draupnir 
 
    Emperor Wodan was flown into space and docked with the space station. Little fanfare was given; he only announced after arrival that he planned to stay for a very long time. When asked if he believed that the demons would have attacked his ship if he publicly announced his flight, Wodan replied that this was not the case: “The idea of flying in a ship and living in a freezing vacuum terrified me. I wanted the option to call the whole thing off without embarrassment, if I had to. I like to have my feet on the ground. Even the highest levels of the Tower of Yod are still connected to the Earth. Space is terrifying to me.” 
 
    Despite his frank words, the All-Father enjoyed his time aboard the space station. He had surprisingly few difficulties adjudicating and managing the Sanctuary remotely. He soon allowed fewer and fewer highborn on board the station, then none at all. He suggested that more stations should be built, for this one was now his. He named it Draupnir due to its orbital rate. 
 
      
 
    Sanctuary Year 545 - 573: Upon the Firmament 
 
    Wodan All-Father spent a record thirty years in orbit above the Earth. For the first few years he received supplies and building materials from delivery crews who only rarely saw him. Through robot labor he greatly increased the size of Draupnir. Eventually Draupnir became the name of the small docking bay where outsiders left their goods; no one but the All-Father was allowed admittance into the greater part of the satellite, which was called Hlidskjalf, the “Throne of Wodan”. 
 
    Wodan remained in close contact with the Sanctuary via the sysnet, first through video feed, then mostly through audio. With help from the engineers of Andvari, he expanded and fine-tuned the gardens, bacterial colonies, and bovine plants onboard the Hlidskjalf until it became a self-sufficient environment. Carbon dioxide was recycled into oxygen by the plants, waste was recycled by the bacterial vats and plants, which in turn nourished the bovine plants, which in turn supplied the protein required to sustain a highborn’s life. The Hlidskjalf and its robot labor force was powered almost entirely by solar energy, which was drawn in via great black wings of solar panels. 
 
      
 
    Sanctuary Year 574: Descent of the All-Father 
 
    Wodan All-Father announced that he would return to Earth due to technical difficulties aboard the station. Shortly thereafter, an explosion rocked the Hlidskjalf. 
 
    At the time, it was not even known that Wodan had a vehicle onboard the station capable of returning him to Earth; the issue became moot when he announced his drop point and requested a pickup. His small landing pod launched, then another explosion was detected on the Hlidskjalf. The station disappeared from the range of monitoring satellites, and was assumed to be destroyed. 
 
    Wodan was found sitting atop his landing pod as it bobbed in the waves near Andvari. He was evasive about his time spent in space, saying only that it was good to be back among his people. 
 
      
 
    Sanctuary Year 575: The Son of Wodan 
 
    Much to the surprise of the citizens of the Sanctuary, Emperor Wodan, childless father to all the highborn, had a son with his wife Empress Langley. The child’s identity was kept secret so that he could decide his own fate when he was ready. 
 
      
 
    Sanctuary Year 576 - 590: The Sword of Revenge 
 
    A sharp increase in demonic raids resulted in waning interest in space exploration in favor of weapons development. While most space programs saw their budgets cut, one program that was left intact was VALI, later called Operation Valiant. Planned and overseen by Shogun Josef, the VALI network of satellites would house nuclear payloads that, in theory, would be able to attack large groups of demons anywhere in the world. 
 
    Strangely enough, it was the philosophers of Shan Greala and the Shining City that took atomic weapons to the next level of development, rather than the engineers of Doreido or the theoretical physicists of Andvari or the pragmatists of Havenor. The operation was partly funded by Cardinal Vidar, a citizen of the Shining City who described witnessing a nuclear test, saying the explosion was “a gem of such complexity that I removed my safety goggles without ever planning to do so. I was blind for months. When I regained my sight, I remained blind to the flawed jewels and petty stained rocks that my people cut for decoration. I decided then and there that only living fire would suffice for decorating this world.” 
 
    More than a little put off by the Cardinal’s odd statement, Shogun Josef publicly responded, “He can help with the funding and planning, but I’ll retain the launch codes.” 
 
    Later, in order to not appear overly cautious, Josef clarified, saying, “Valiant will eventually be capable of delivering highly accurate strikes against large groups of demons. It is a guarantee against the worst-case scenario of complete demonic victory. Even if we lose our Sanctuary, and the surface of the world no longer belongs to us, Valiant at least guarantees that it will never belong to demonkind.” 
 
      
 
    Sanctuary Year 591 - 600: The Son of Gods 
 
    The son of Wodan lived in Arcadia, in the Tower of Yod, with his father and mother. At the age of sixteen, he left home and traveled the Sanctuary. He kept his true identity hidden. 
 
      
 
    Sanctuary Year 601: Utopia Prison City 
 
    A few pureborn escape from Ulain and tell the highborn that it is hell. According to them, the pureborn of Ulain are ruled by an elite class of wealthy families who trade power through sham elections, and the people are taught that the outside world is a poisonous green wasteland hostile to human life, and that it is ruled by warring clans of vampires who continually plot against the last human outpost of Ulain. Behind the wall of Ulain, all media outlets are propaganda mouthpieces, and culture is nothing but elaborate psychological conditioning. Commoners are routinely imprisoned for the most bizarre and trifling offenses while real criminals run free, and censorship is the norm. 
 
    Killing sprees are common, both from anti-government terrorist organizations, and also from civilian workers who want to lash out. New and harsher laws are continually passed to combat the problem. 
 
    While the highborn were by no means ignorant of the situation, the escaped pureborn put a face on the problem. Yet Emperor Wodan is surprisingly uncaring about the plight of the pureborn. “It’s just their way,” he said. “You can’t educate them out of their predicament. Their problems aren’t unnatural, and we can’t save them. Their problems come from their soul.” 
 
    Older highborn shared the Emperor’s callous sentiments. While many younger highborn swore to help the pureborn, the only project that gained any traction was a cruel stunt involving a highborn artist hacking Ulain’s camera network. He streamed the conduct of the pureborn for highborn entertainment, and while the streams were mostly seen in poor taste, they developed a small circle of devoted fans. Comedic voice-over commentary accompanying brutish behavior was particularly favored by the fans. 
 
      
 
    Sanctuary Year 602 - 612: Wizardry 
 
    Wodan’s son had shown cognate abilities in his teens, but he only performed the required meditations in order to alleviate headaches. When his condition worsened, he gave up on his studies and threw himself into wizardry. In Shan Greala he studied with the masters of wizardry. Though his shields were not the most powerful, he proved adept at casting within all seven frequencies, an extreme rarity among cognates. 
 
    Because of his flexibility at casting, he won many awards in tournaments. 
 
    Demonic raids increased. None could say exactly what the “fourth evolution” of demonkind was, or even if there was a reason for their new show of aggression, other than their unending hatred of mankind. 
 
      
 
    Sanctuary Year 613 - 619: The Clockwork Entertainer 
 
    Wodan All-Father and the reclusive Lady Hait began their next project: The creation of an artificially intelligent machine. 
 
    Wodan’s son seemed to reach his peak as a wizard, and quietly withdrew from the tournament ring. He kept up his academic studies with highborn from Andvari and the Shining City, but while corresponding with wisemen from Shan Greala involved in high-level theoretical physics, he realized that he did not have the creative spark required to pioneer new theorems of any interest. 
 
      
 
    Sanctuary Year 620 - 625: The Lonely Wizard of Mag Mell 
 
    Wodan’s son moved to the island of Mag Mell and lived there in solitude until the present day. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Appendix Two 
 
    Locations 
 
      
 
    Andvari - The “floating city” off the eastern coast of the Sanctuary. It is ruled by its founder, Lord Otr. Note that Andvari does not literally hover in the sky, but was built upon an island. However, riding birds are not allowed within the city limits, and the people prefer to ride in automobiles outfitted with repulsion technology, thus allowing them to hover quite a distance from the ground. This, and its location away from the continental Sanctuary, may be where Andvari’s “floating city” reputation came from. 
 
    Arcadia - The capital of the Sanctuary Empire. Arcadia is built upon the ruins of the ancient city of Akkad, where Wodan was first crowned Emperor after the successful conclusion of the first Demon War. 
 
    Bjarmaland - The wild lands south of the Sanctuary. 
 
    Black Valley - A forested land ruled by monarchs appointed by the Emperor. The green-tinted, blond-haired race were born here and mostly dwell here. Whether true or not, the green race has a reputation for being eccentric and laid back. 
 
    Doreido - An industrial land in the far eastern mountains, and home to a red-tinted, dark-haired people. It is ruled by a board of corporate executives who answer to the Emperor. Whether true or not, the red race has a reputation for emotional volatility and industriousness. 
 
    Eradol - An ancient city lost to the ravages of time. 
 
    Havenor - A cold land of steep mountains and dense forests. Many blue-tinted, white-haired highborn live here. Long ago, Emperor Wodan brought the people of Haven out of their demon-stricken land and resettled them within his Sanctuary. Years later, when the highborn grew in power, the land was retaken and resettled. Whether true or not, the blue-tinted race have a reputation for emotional frigidity and elegant fashion sense. 
 
    Ionia - Though this land is not an economic or military powerhouse by any means, it has still achieved cultural prominence. Its history and aesthetic sensibilities have taken on mythical proportions in the world of entertainment. This may be because it was the scene of two major battles that shaped history, the first being the battle in which Wodan drove the demons back into the earth before founding the Sanctuary, and the second battle being the one in which a force of kobolds and jotun fought for a symbolic victory, and killed many heroes. King Folker never recovered from his sister’s violent death, and abdicated his throne. 
 
    Kumala Kuara - Founded and ruled by a man after whom the land was named, Kumala Kuara is a land of sleek black towers and pyramids deep in the southwestern savannah. Whether true or not, the black race has a reputation for artistry and a dramatic aesthetic sense. 
 
    Mag Mell - An island within an inland sea at the center of the Sanctuary. It is mostly a getaway for those seeking rest. 
 
    Sanctuary - All of the lands ruled by the Emperor, from Havenor in the distant north to Shan Greala and the Shining City in the south, from Kumala Kuara in the west to Andvari in the east. While all highborn are considered one race, they are also classed into varying colors or “tints” that are also referred to as races. For example, red, green, blue, black, golden or yellow, and white or pale. Golden and pale highborn can be found in all lands, but blues tend to live in Havenor, greens in the Black Valley, reds in Doreido, and blacks in Kumala Kuara. 
 
    Shan Greala - Known as Srila in ancient times, the land of Shan Greala is inhabited by spiritual seekers, sages, and independent thinkers who do not quite fit within any other land. Located in the southwestern mountains dividing the Sanctuary from the Bjarmaland. 
 
    Shining City - The throne of the Pope and seat of the Church of the Redeemer of the Sanctuary, which is the official religion of the Sanctuary. The seat of the Church was formerly housed in Shan Greala, within the Temple of the Summons. The Shining City was built after Pope Sarafim’s vision of a “shining city” in the east, and the Church was officially moved when the construction of Redemption Cathedral was completed. 
 
    Sunset - This ancient city has developed into a quaint pitstop for travelers. Formerly known as Sunport. 
 
    Tartarus - A massive prison complex for highborn criminals. Tartarus also exists as the permanent home of the “stillborn”, that is, unfortunate people whose genes were modified by the Gentheon Corporation. Tartarus was built upon the ruins of Pontius. 
 
    Ulain - The last remaining city of the pureborn, located in the northwest. It is surrounded by high walls in order to protect its citizens from airborne superdiseases that hardly affect the highborn. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Appendix Three 
 
    Cast of Characters 
 
      
 
    Amos - A blue-tinted, white-haired mercenary from Havenor. He founded the land of Havenor long ago, after clearing it of legacy demons with the help of his clan. He is uninterested in administration and allows his family to run the local government, preferring to focus on his career as a demon-slayer. Before he founded Havenor, Amos was implicated in the Bankers Conspiracy nearly three hundred years ago. Wodan unexpectedly spared his life, as well as the life of his friend and co-conspirator, Lady Sert of Doreido. 
 
    Artos - A guard who works in Tartarus, the highborn mega-prison. He has black hair, ice blue eyes, and wears a black uniform. 
 
    Buddy - A brown chestnut sparrow belonging to Odyn Yndra. Buddy is very cautious and dependable. 
 
    Dogman - A stillborn, or someone whose genes were illegally manipulated by the Gentheon Corporation. Before Dogman was born, his parents paid to have his genes combined with those of a dogman, an extinct human subspecies. In order to stop his genes from mixing with those of the other highborn, Dogman was locked inside of the Tartarus mega-prison, along with all of the other stillborn. He has dark brown hair, and is very hairy. 
 
    Dugan Little - Veteran mercenary who discovered the seven chromatic frequencies of wizardry. Before Dugan discovered the frequencies ranging from red to violet, all wizardry had been conducted in the green frequency. He has golden skin and brown hair. 
 
    Elseth - A riding crow belonging to Yuri. 
 
    Emmit - A wanderer currently living in Kumala Kuara, he is usually involved in the weapons industry. He is a pale highborn with brown hair styled into a mullet. 
 
    Ference - Pope of the Church of the Redeemer of the Sanctuary. He is a descendant of the first Pope, who was originally High Priest Barkus. The Church was of course moved from Shan Greala to the Shining City, when the construction of Redemption Cathedral was completed. 
 
    Folker - Ancient King of Ionia. Folker gave up his crown and disappeared after the death of his sister Volgen during the Second Battle of the Ionian Fields in 371 SY. 
 
    Freder - A veteran mercenary who works for Crocodilian Venture. Noted for being headstrong and somewhat arrogant. He has dark hair and wears red armor. 
 
    Gilly - Sniper for the Dandy Jaggers. Like most of the inhabitants of Kumala Kuara, he has coal black skin. Wears green mesh armor. 
 
    Gladsen, Gail - Vallier in charge of Saber Arms, a weapons manufacturer. Blond with green-tinted skin, like many Valliers. Wears dark orange mesh armor. 
 
    Hallix - A wizard who works for Crocodilian Venture. Noted for being cold and aloof. Blond hair, blue eyes, and wears red-colored light armor under his robe. 
 
    Istis, Jenny - A young mercenary who recently joined the Dandy Jaggers. She is pale and has blond hair, and prefers to wear red. 
 
    James Jamesh - Aged highborn who has reinvented himself many times. Long ago, he went on a journey into the Bjarmaland with his friend Nemarus, chasing after the legendary Orb of Control. Has reddish-blond hair. 
 
    Jane Hait - Ancient highborn engineer who invented the first labor robot, among many other things. She has red hair. 
 
    Josef - Warmaster of the Sanctuary who answers only to the Emperor. Has long dark hair. 
 
    Justyn Daaz - Ancient highborn who fought in the original Demon War, thus establishing human dominance over the surface of the world once again. He has wavy brown hair and prefers older armor types to modern mesh. 
 
    Kotes - Cook and axe-wielding mercenary employed by the Dandy Jaggers. He has white hair, and wears purple and blue armor. 
 
    Kumala Kuara - Founder of the land of Kumala Kuara, he engages in polygamy, which the Emperor frowns upon. 
 
    Langley, Dove - Wife of Emperor Wodan, former wife of Warmaster Josef. She has long, dark hair and green eyes. 
 
    Maggot-Face - A strange new demon with black and white skin and black hair. 
 
    Matthias Fairson - An ancient highborn who helped during the original Demon War. He is pale and has dark hair. 
 
    Morvenia - Thirteenth official wife of Kumala Kuara, she helps with the administration and law enforcement of the land of Kumala Kuara. Like many Kumalans, she is black, and has golden eyes. 
 
    Mother - Leader of the Dandy Jaggers mercenary crew. Few people know where her name comes from. She has short red hair and often wears a casual pink jacket. 
 
    Nemarus - A sage of Shan Greala. He once looked for the legendary artifact known as the Orb of Control with his friend James Jamesh. Has a beard and dark hair. 
 
    Odyn Yndra - A veteran mercenary who works for the Dandy Jaggers. Has short brown hair and wears yellow and black armor. 
 
    Otr - Lord of Andvari, the so-called “floating city” built on an island. A brilliant, headstrong engineer. He denies any rumor that he would like to separate from the Sanctuary. Has a fair complexion and white hair, and is prone to wearing silver armor and clothing. 
 
    Partha - An acquaintance of Yuri. He lives on Mag Mell, where he studies philosophy and pure mathematics. 
 
    Red Vallier - Nickname of a red-tinted Doreido expatriate who moved to the Black Valley to run his weapons manufacturing company. He is known for his signature white stripe in his otherwise dark hair. 
 
    Selvana - Queen of the Black Valley. Blond with green-tinted skin, just like many other Valliers. She fought in the battle to launch Tyr Lanval into space, when demons were desperate to keep the highborn earthbound. She is quite fashionable. 
 
    Sert - Eccentric CEO of Redcap Arms. A red-tinted inhabitant of Doreido. She was implicated in a conspiracy to assassinate Emperor Wodan during the Bankers Rebellion nearly three hundred years ago. Wodan unexpectedly pardoned her and her associate, Amos. 
 
    Snowy - A white tern belonging to Kotes. She is very friendly and outgoing. 
 
    Tan-Lil - A mountain bluebird belonging to Gilly. She is a bit clumsy, and spends a lot of time staring into space, as if daydreaming. 
 
    Tareq Wayne Ladds - A Kumalan assassin. He may even be related to notorious assassin Endo Wayne Ladds, who was lynched during a failed assassination attempt aimed at Emperor Wodan long ago. 
 
    Tyr Lanval - The first man in space since the time of the Ancients. A blue-tinted highborn from Havenor. 
 
    Valor - A red cardinal belonging to Jenny Istis. A bit standoffish. 
 
    Varg Wormwood - A notorious demon who has killed many highborn, he is hated and feared all throughout the Sanctuary. He has white hair and hard black skin that cracks open when he moves, revealing a white underlayer. 
 
    Wodan - Ruler of the Sanctuary, All-Father of the highborn race. 
 
    Yuri - Son of Wodan and Dove Langley. He is tall, has long black hair like his mother, and often wears blue. 
 
    Zero Seven - A genetically unenhanced pureborn human and secret agent working for the government of Ulain, the last city of the pureborn. He has black hair, and is considered tall and handsome among the pureborn. 
 
    


  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
  
 cover.jpeg
KYLE B. STIFF

DEMONWORLD

BOOK EIGHT

THE HUNT
FOR MAGGOT-FACE





images/00002.jpeg





images/00001.jpeg
ey
KorgrfziM,

g
N % ) A ~
ARCADIA, -A DoRall—\D'o:

10MR SN Wy

[\& AEN
~ Q«\

o5

INSWNDS NG r
5»@( “?Aﬂ ~78HlG e ~
Gre4rd o by






images/00004.jpeg





images/00003.jpeg
<y






