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   1. Man has the right to live by his own law—
 
   to live in the way that he wills to do:
 
   to work as he will:
 
   to play as he will:
 
   to rest as he will:
 
   to die when and how he will.
 
   2. Man has the right to eat what he will:
 
   to drink what he will:
 
   to dwell where he will:
 
   to move as he will on the face of the earth.
 
   3. Man has the right to think what he will:
 
   to speak what he will:
 
   to write what he will:
 
   to draw, paint, carve, etch, mould, build as he will:
 
   to dress as he will.
 
   4. Man has the right to love as he will:—
 
   "take your fill and will of love as ye will,
 
   when, where, and with whom ye will."
 
    —AL. I. 51
 
   5. Man has the right to kill those who would thwart these rights.
 
    
 
   - Aleister Crowley, The Book of the Law
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Part One
 
   Alien Eyes
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter One
 
   Flag of the Black Valliers
 
    
 
    
 
   My Lord struggled with a riddle. How do you save the world from being devoured by creatures whose strength we cannot match? He came no closer to the answer as the years passed. My brothers and sisters in the Order knew that one city after another went silent as they were swallowed by the wasteland. The hand of our ancient enemy was moving against us. It was terrifying to know that no man, save my Lord, had turned his mind toward stopping this ineluctable onslaught of death.
 
    
 
   Why did we count on him? Why did we put such faith in one man? Why did the rest of mankind go about as if the world would continue forever?
 
    
 
   I admit that we did it mostly because my Lord turned the end of the world into some of the best years of our lives. He had the audacity to create an entire nation while the rest of the world’s future was slated for abortion.
 
    
 
   But to truly understand my Lord, you must see his nation. So I begin my account through the eyes of one who died fighting for his belief that no one should live in fear.
 
    
 
   - from The Entertainers: Chapter Jarl: 81:1
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Nine years had passed since the Throne of Wood was established in the Black Valley Nation. The Smith War ended in victory for the Valliers, and trade was reestablished between the Valley and the city of Pontius. Wealth flowed down the river into Pontius while zeppelins flew people and goods into the Black Valley. No flesh demons had been seen for years.
 
   Despite the scarcity of demons, there was little happiness to be found in Pontius. The wealth that flowed in from the Valley only reached a few hands, and most of those hands were already accustomed to handling wealth. The people of Pontius were bitter over the privations endured during the war, when the authorities snatched up everything they could in order to ensure a victory that never came. Many people dreamed of escape, but it was considered indecent to speak of it. Immigrating to the Black Valley was tricky business. Public murals declared that only cowards and traitors were eager to believe the tales of easy living in a land populated by murderers who once prayed for the destruction of Pontius, and wouldn’t it be better to dig in your heels for good old Pontius?
 
   Perseval was a bright young man of twenty years and, having no prospects in Pontius, he quietly developed a plan to try a new life in the Valley. He did not want to leave because he dreamed of “striking it rich” like so many others. Perseval dreamed of escape because he was the bearer of a secret that could shatter the very fabric of reality, and in his heart he knew that he would die if he remained in Pontius.
 
   His technical schooling was at an end, and he worked long hours as a clerk. In order to save money for his flight he stopped going out, stopped using his electronic air conditioner, stopped smoking, and even stopped attending plays. He disappeared from the lives’ of his friends. His mother required expensive medicine, but he lied to his siblings about the amount of money he had so that he could keep it all. This caused him no end of grief.
 
   Perseval finally gathered funds that he hoped would get him into the Valley and secure him food and a home while he looked for work. Unfortunately Pontius paper money was worthless in the Valley, so he had to convert a great deal of his cash into chips of gold, silver, and a few bits of jewelry. But precious jewels and metal were plentiful in the Valley and were shipped into Pontius rather than out of it, so his meager savings were destined to decrease in value with each step taken toward the Valley. He ended up selling nearly everything he had, even his expensive paper books that he dearly loved.
 
   Securing a spot on an airship was even worse. No one could give him specific information on the process because there was no standard process. In dealing with government emigration officers, luck was the prime factor. He had to pay the Shipment Tax, the Booking and Handling Tax, his identification handling fee, his record upkeep charge, his Ticket Tax, his Ticketing and Movement Tax, the Additional Overcharge Tax, a bribe to a clerk who found a problem with one of his forms of identification, and a bribe to another officer who claimed that he matched the description of a known felon (Perseval was terrified during this part of the process and only later found out that it was a common scam). When he retrieved his suitcase from the Inspection Bureau he found that several of his shirts and a pair of shoes were missing. He ran out of paper currency halfway through the ordeal, and had to give away some of his gold and jewels. When he finally found his way into an office where he could finally buy a ticket, he did not have enough for a position on an airship.
 
   Luckily a shady man with a government badge took him to a backroom and got him a forged ticket which looked no different from an official one.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Perseval sat on the deck of an airship in the middle of a moonless night watching the stars. Any time his attention drifted from the wonder of flying through the heavens, or even the minute details of adjusting his blanket against the cold, he was immediately overwhelmed by the terror of leaving his family and his home behind. He could almost hear his old self calling out to him, begging him to return somehow. He watched the grim-faced airmen in their thick coats busying themselves with the details of the miracle of flight and he knew there was no way he could convince them to turn around. He swallowed only with great difficulty. There was no going back.
 
   Just before Perseval could break down, two young men approached and sat on the bench on either side of him. They were not shy about invading his space, so he assumed they had been drinking below decks. One was large and had a black beard that made him look older than he was, and the other was wiry and had a chin that jutted out. The pair reminded Perseval of a giant and a gnome from one of his fantasy books.
 
   "You mind if we share your blanket?" the big one said even as the smaller one began the process of unwrapping Perseval.
 
   "W-well," said Perseval, "I suppose-"
 
   "Nice, nice. I'm Erb, and this is my brother Jack."
 
   "Perseval. Persey, if you like."
 
   Once all three were comfortably wrapped in the blanket, Perseval heard himself launch into a detailed listing of all his difficulties in boarding the airship and leaving Pontius. The two listened for a while, then Jack laughed and Erb shook his head.
 
   "What?" said Perseval.
 
   "Man," said Erb, "you should have hired on as a luggage handler for someone important! That’s the way you do it."
 
   "It... is it?"
 
   "He's right," said Jack. "That's what we did. There's almost no paperwork and we get paid on top of that."
 
   "How was I supposed to know that?" Perseval wondered aloud. He felt wounded, as if his struggle was a joke.
 
   "Brains, really," said Jack, nodding in agreement with himself. "See, if your tools of reason aren't sharpened to a keen edge, then shit, man, I don't even know what to-"
 
   "Don't listen to any of that," said Erb. "Dumb luck was our ace in the hole. We’ve done nothin' but move boxes... at least, that's all Pontius ever wanted out of us. We lucked out because the outfit we used to work for was owned by some big-shot who wanted to pack up and move to the Valley. The company gave us the option to help with the move or stay in Pontius with our thumbs up our asses."
 
   "But you didn't have to pay for anything?" said Perseval.
 
   "Don't you know how things work?" said Jack. "The lady who got our tickets is so rich she probably didn't even have to pay for her own ticket."
 
   Perseval clenched his jaw, then muttered, "That makes no sense."
 
   Before Erb could reply, Jack pointed with his chin, then said, "Let's keep it down. I think that's our boss over there."
 
   Perseval turned and saw an armed guard escorting an old woman across the darkened deck. Her fur shawl shivered in a gust of wind. As she passed by an electric light near the front, he could see that her short hair was an even mix of black and white, her aged face was severe, and her clothes were of an incredibly fine make. The guard helped her into a seat that had been set up just for her, then took his place at her side.
 
   "That's her, alright," said Erb. "I think her name's Miss Oliver. I reckon she has a rich husband in the Valley who got tired of whorin' around and decided he needed Ol' Dependable to fly out and take care of him."
 
   “No, no, man, it’s not like that,” said Jack. “She did something during the Smith War.”
 
   “Like what?” said Erb, incredulous.
 
   “Like… a diplomat… or something? I don’t know man, I heard some talk while we were moving her stuff onboard.”
 
   “Well, I wouldn’t go believing everything I heard humpin’ boxes. People talk when they get bored. But Persey, you wanna see somethin’ really crazy?”
 
   Perseval blinked. “I’m not sure.”
 
   Erb quickly leaned in and pointed. “You see that wrapped up bundle she’s sittin’ beside? The long one?”
 
   “I… think so.”
 
   “There’s a dead body in there.”
 
   Perseval paused as if waiting for the shadowy mummy to lift its head and nod. “Who is it?”
 
   “He did somethin’ during the War. Some old Lawman, I think. Hell, man, it’s hard to say. You know how the news is. If it’s not made up or just there to distract you from something bad, it doesn’t get printed. But what I heard is that that guy was a friend of the King. He got blasted, or something, so Miss Oliver’s taking his body to the Valley.”
 
   “A friend of the King of the Valley,” Perseval mused quietly. “I wonder what he’s like?”
 
   “Wonder no more, my man,” Erb said suddenly, producing a case from his backpack with hurried, jerky movements. “Check this out. This here’s my treasure. Exported from the Valley.”
 
   Erb revealed a stack of comic books, all neatly organized and in pristine condition. Most of them were from the series The Blood King, a dramatization based on the life of the man who founded the Nation of the Black Valley. Perseval moved to get a better look and Erb shouted, “Don’t touch them! Shit, Persey, these things are in mint condition!”
 
   “Sorry!”
 
   “You know how much these things are worth?!”
 
   “Sorry, man!”
 
   “You know how much they’re gonna be worth in a few years?!”
 
   “Alright, I get it, sorry.”
 
   “Relax,” said Jack. “Erb, show him that part you just showed me.”
 
   Reluctantly, Erb produced issue number thirty-two. On its cover was a picture of a castle on fire, and in the corner some bold, garish text read, “In a desperate battle against the Ugly!” With shaking fingers, Erb delicately turned the pages. “This one here,” said Erb, “it’s about the Blood King, before he was a real king, when he was fighting a one-man-war against the Ugly. To get revenge because they killed his family. Look at this...”
 
   Erb craned the book toward a lamp and they all crowded around. Perseval was impressed by the artwork, which featured dynamic panel layouts and a lush four-color printing process the likes of which he had never seen. Several panels showed the muscular figure of the Blood King in his skin-tight, armored outfit standing over a pile of Ugly corpses. Another panel showed Boris, the leader of the Ugly, equally muscular and imposing. His foot was on a crying baby’s head, and it looked as if Boris had used this hostage to disarm his opponent.
 
   Erb began to read the word balloons, quoting, “ ‘I will... I’ll... won’t... never...’ ”
 
   “ ‘I’ll never give up,’ ” said Perseval, reading easily.
 
   “Ah! Go on, man.”
 
   Perseval cleared his throat. “Boris says, ‘I’ll never give up!,’ then Blood King says, ‘You killed my family, you dog. You have insulted my freedom-loving ways. I chose the path of live and let live long ago. But you did not. And so, death is your fate by my hand!’ ”
 
   “That’s some good-ass reading, man. Then check this out. It looks like Boris is unarmed, but then, look - his fake arm falls off and we see he’s got a Smith gun instead of a real arm. Things look bad for Blood King, but then…!”
 
   “I can’t tell what’s going on,” said Perseval.
 
   Erb repositioned the comic in the light. “See? Blood King was disarmed, but he had a freaking bullet in his mouth. He spits it out so hard that… see? Fwoosh, wooooosh! He totally blew off the side of Boris’s head, man!”
 
   The violent display was a bit much for Perseval, but he had to admit that he was intrigued by the over-the-top visuals. He wondered if the tale had borrowed from the time when the Smiths destroyed the Ugly with the help of another gang. He vaguely remembered running with his mother to another house, and how she wouldn’t let him stand at the window to watch the smoke and flames.
 
   “And it pretty much happened just like that,” said Jack, drawing out a small canteen of whiskey. “Hey Erb, show him how it starts... where the Ugly kill his family and he vows to destroy them.”
 
   “Right, right,” said Erb, replacing the issue and carefully drawing out another. “The art’s not as good in the early issues, technically, but it has a raw kind of feel that I find appealing...”
 
   Perseval huddled with the pair and shared their whiskey and spent several hours looking through the comics, and the terror of having no money and flying in a strange ship to a land he knew almost nothing about became unreal, like a child’s fear of a dark but familiar room. While he enjoyed the visual display of the garish little books, he could not get into the actual stories. Eventually this feeling bubbled over and, encouraged by the whiskey, he finally said, “You guys keep saying these things are historically accurate, but-”
 
   “They are!” said Erb. “I mean, pretty much!”
 
   “But it looks like this guy just blows away anyone that gets in his way. And how is he forcing all these dogmen to do what he wants? I don’t get it, it just… it seems a bit unrealistic, doesn't it?”
 
   “Okay, sure,” said Jack, “but you gotta admit that normal people don’t go the Valley, chase off a bunch of demons, and then set up shop.”
 
   Perseval was not sure how to counter that, or even if he should. Even before encountering the comics, he had heard legends about that man. “The King of the Black Valley,” he said, partly to himself. “I wonder just what kind of man he is. I’ve heard… well, I know you’re not really supposed to talk about it, what with the war and all, but I’ve heard that the Valley is…” Perseval’s voice trailed off to a whisper. Finally he forced out, “I’ve heard that it’s full of heroes.” He instantly felt ashamed of himself, then added, “But my mother, and plenty of others, they say that there’s anarchy in the Valley - and that means that the devil rules.”
 
   “Not the devil, no,” said another. The three jerked their heads up and saw that the wealthy woman, Miss Oliver, had been passing by them. She stopped and looked at the boys. Her guard glanced at them, then looked away. Perseval realized that despite her gray hair and stooped shoulders, she was probably much younger than he’d assumed. Perseval was surprised at the strength in her eyes, and felt his soul freeze under her gaze. He doubted that any “rich husband” had made her what she was. “You’re talking about the Valley, yes?” she finally said.
 
   Perseval nodded slowly, unable to speak.
 
   “The devil has nothing to do with it.” She smiled slowly, then said, “King Wodan rules there.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The Captain normally stayed below decks and left much of the ship’s operations to his first mate, but as they drew near the Valley he became more and more animated, even coming up to greet even the poorest passengers who had no room below. One day when Perseval woke and found them drifting through fog so thick he could only dimly make out the sun, Perseval heard a man complain to the Captain that they had collided with a cloud. Perseval approached to hear the Captain explain that they had flown beyond the wasteland, where light bounces off the baked earth and blinds the eyes. They were drawing near a green land, a living land, which was an anchor for moisture. Perseval was comforted by his explanation, but he couldn’t help but notice the Captain nervously playing with one of the enormous buttons on his thick jacket.
 
   “Sun’s pure light gets blunted, see?” said the Captain. “Less extremes of temperature. It’s wet down there. Ground’s wet, wet all the time.”
 
   Perseval leaned over the side of the ship. He saw only milky smoke and vague shadows. Alarmed, he said, “How do they see down there?”
 
   “It’s not foggy all the time,” said the Captain, laughing. “See them lights?”
 
   Perseval craned about and saw lights flickering in the distance, some nearly level with them.
 
   “We’re up in the mountains now,” said the Captain. “Son, don’t tell anyone else, but we could crash into a mountain at any time.”
 
   Perseval jerked his head back.
 
   “I’m joking, kid. Those lights guide the way. The Valliers keep ’em lit for traders, ships, you know.”
 
   Perseval woke his new friends Erb and Jack. They had ever seen a mountain, so they stalked about from side to side hoping that the fog would break. Miss Oliver returned to her seat on deck, but she seemed less severe than before, often dozing with her head lolling. The boys became bored drifting in the mist, but Erb refused to break out his comics again, saying that the moisture could cause them to disintegrate on contact with the air.
 
   Then, all at once, the clouds lifted and Perseval gasped aloud. Great rock walls towered on either side, sharp and black and crowned with blue sky and streamers of white cloud. In a fit of vertigo he gripped the side of the ship, unable to look away from the lush green wilderness climbing up the limbs of the mountains.
 
   “Look!” Jack shouted.
 
   Perseval was already overwhelmed, but he looked and saw a tall wooden watchtower jutting up from a rocky outcropping. All along the tower and the ridge there were armed men in motley gear: Brown leather, green cloth, masks and helms and vests made of thick fur. Perseval could see that their eyes were trained on the zeppelin, and though they did not posture aggressively he knew they would not hesitate to fire on them if they suspected trouble.
 
   “There they are!” said the Captain. “Black Valliers! The Rangers of the Valley. If the devils come knockin’, those are the bastards that’ll knock back!”
 
   As they passed the mountain Perseval realized that there were several towers strung out in a row. He saw flags on each of them. The insignia splashed on them was a great V on an uneven circle. The heavy cloth snapped in the sharp mountain breeze, and Perseval was struck by the minor differences between each flag. Most of them were black with a green V and circle, but it was obvious that they had been made individually, not churned out on an assembly line. Perseval knew what it was like to feel fear and intimidation when he saw a gangster or a Lawman, but now he realized that he had never before seen such a dignified display of power.
 
   “What does that symbol mean?” said Perseval.
 
   “That’s V for Vallier,” said the Captain, leaning over the side beside him. “V for Victory.”
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Two
 
   Freedom, Destruction
 
    
 
   The airship entered the Valley and Perseval saw clusters of tall buildings constructed entirely of wood and a few hellish smokestacks blooming from the endless green canopy that seemed to change colors as it swayed. He was reminded of the ripples on a pond. He was overwhelmed when he realized that trails had been cut through the dense canopy, connecting towns, villages, plantations. He even saw other airships rising and falling. He realized that he had somehow entered another world, something like a living dream. Overcome by the sight, he had to grip the side of the ship.
 
   “Lucy’s Forge!” cried the Captain. “This is our drop point. Been nice having you all.”
 
   They set down in a field of hard-packed dirt filled with people walking, biking, or selling goods from carts. Without another word to his passengers the Captain left and began screaming for tanks of compressed air. Perseval and his new friends had said nothing about sticking together, but in light of their apprehension they unconsciously glued themselves to one another. Passengers clustered near the ship's loading ramp, gaping at the buildings of wood, the cacophony of the merchants, the intense aroma of moist dirt and food cooking. No one moved for a long time and Perseval realized that they were waiting for someone to tell them what to do.
 
   “Guess we better get moving,” he said to his friends. “Right?”
 
   Just then a young man in a suit approached them. “Identification papers!” he said.
 
   “Uh,” said Jack. “We don’t have any, they told us...”
 
   “Names!” he shouted. At the same time he removed his hat, gestured into it, and passed it into the crowd. As he snapped his fingers at them, a few people dropped coins into it, shrugging to one another. Perseval, Erb, and Jack gave the man their names.
 
   “Big Purse Persey,” said the man, nodding to Perseval. “Gonna make a lotta money here.”
 
   As he gestured for Perseval to move along, Perseval nodded, muttered, “Well, thanks.”
 
   The young man gestured quickly for the hat to be passed back to him.
 
   “I’m Erb,” said Erb, still going through his pockets for something to give to the official.
 
   “Smokes-a-Lotta-Herb Erb. That’s your business. Try to keep it to a minimum.”
 
   “Uh... okay...”
 
   “What’s this all about?” said Jack, stepping forward. “And my name’s Jack, I’m a new immigrant and I-”
 
   “Jerk-Off Jack! That attitude won’t help you here. Try to work hard.”
 
   “Wha-a-at?”
 
   With that, the man took back his hat, glanced at the loot inside, and disappeared into the crowd. The new arrivals stared after him for a while, then Jack swung on them and said, “Why the hell did you all give him any money?”
 
   Someone muttered, “I thought...”
 
   “You thought! Shit! We just got conned.”
 
   “At least we didn’t give him any money,” said Perseval.
 
   “Yeah,” said Jack, “but he still gave us some dumbass nicknames. He was making fun of us! We gotta find a Lawman. If I see that guy, I’m gonna kill him.”
 
   “Jerk-Off Jack,” said Erb, laughing.
 
   “And I thought Pontius sucked. I’m gonna kill that guy. Do they even have Lawmen here?”
 
   The three friends walked down the main street of Lucy’s Forge with their hands on their wallets. The tree-lined avenue was packed with vendors, people laughing and arguing loudly, and bikers trying to push their way through the middle of the street. Not only were the trees taller and thicker and more lush than any they had ever seen, even in the wealthiest sections of Pontius, but also the buildings were made entirely of wood. The buildings were painted in all manner of color and were hemmed in right alongside tall trees with branches hanging over balconies. Lights and advertisements were strung up between the buildings and over the streets, and in the light of day the effect was not so much cozy as claustrophobic. They saw none of the prostitutes that the rumors had said would be there, and Jack and Erb were secretly very disappointed about it. There was a wild energy in the air, even the promise of violence. They saw guns everywhere – people carrying heavy sidearms, small revolvers tucked into boots, even rifles casually slung over shoulders. The three clung to one another for fear of arousing some gangster’s rage. One man looked at them directly in the eyes as they passed by, and said loudly, “What’s up?”
 
   Perseval immediately threw his eyes to the ground. “N-nothing!” he said.
 
   As soon as the man passed, Jack gave a deep sigh of relief.
 
   “Relaxing medicine!” shouted a merchant. “Herbal good times! Green on the cheap! Green for your problems!”
 
   Before they could stop him, Erb approached the merchant’s stall and, while casting a furtive glance on either side, he mumbled and nodded.
 
   “What’s that, son?” said the merchant.
 
   “Said... how much...”
 
   “Two nickel decas for an ounce!” shouted the merchant. Erb tried to simultaneously shush the man and motion that he was interested in hearing more. “If you want, son, I can show you this new strain called Master Blaster. Guaranteed to lay your ass out.”
 
   “Ch-ch-chill!” said Erb, slyly slipping the merchant a few paper notes.
 
   “The fuck is this?” the merchant barked. “Rolling paper? I got no use for this Pontius toilet paper.”
 
   “Erb!” said Jack. “Come on - before we get in trouble!”
 
   As they walked away, Erb was desperate to cover his embarrassment over the awkward exchange. He turned back to the merchant and shouted, “You messed with the wrong man, dumbass! I’m a member of-” but the merchant leaned back and pulled his jacket open, revealing a heavy sidearm. The boys continued on in silence.
 
   Just as they drew clear of the stifling foot-traffic, they saw people running to gather around a commotion ahead. They entered a wide square lined with wooden buildings, then heard the people crying out and shoving to see something. The three boys pushed ahead and saw two young men rolling in the dirt, one red-faced and trapped in a headlock as he elbowed the other. Perseval was reminded of two pigs he had once seen grunting as a man kicked them through a doorway.
 
   “Awesome!” said Jack. “These guys are killing each other!”
 
   Just as the underdog pulled out of the headlock, smacked his attacker, and then trapped him in a headlock of his own, several beefy men and dogmen with circle-V badges pushed their way through the crowd, shouting, “Out of the way! Out of the fucking way!”
 
   Those must be their Lawmen, thought Perseval. They’ll put a stop to this.
 
   One dogman officer rushed into the circle and hunched over the struggling men. “I’m an Enforcer," he said. "Is this fight consensual?”
 
   One man, who had his opponent held down tight, nodded fiercely.
 
   “Is it?!” shouted the dogman.
 
   The man trapped in a headlock wheezed, blinked as he tried to remain conscious, then nodded as well.
 
   The Enforcers immediately relaxed. “I got ten on the little guy,” said one.
 
   “You’re on!” said another.
 
   “Oh my gods,” said Perseval. He felt his stomach lurch as the men continued to roll around and elbow one another, grunting like hogs for the enjoyment of idiots. “Madness! This is madness!”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The fight ended without any real spectacle of bloodletting, so the boys moved on. Erb and Jack were already out of a job, as Miss Oliver had disappeared with baggage-handling employees from the Valley that she found more trustworthy than the ones she’d brought, but the boys weren’t convinced that looking for a job in the middle of the day would really be the best way of going about things. They scoped out a decent looking hostel, then spent the remainder of the day wandering Lucy’s Forge. Eventually they found where all of the prostitutes were hiding. They did not walk the streets, but rather stayed in a “whorehouse”. The boys did not have enough money to enjoy any services, so they merely stood outside and turned their noses up at the degenerates that went in and out. That night they found a bar called Hornucopia and, since Jack and Erb had much more money than Perseval, they agreed to pay for his drinks in exchange for his company.
 
   And there they found the young man who had given them foolish nicknames and scammed their fellow passengers.
 
   The three stared at his back as he sat at the bar, laughing and drinking with his ill-gotten loot. He did not seem to have any real friends of his own, but rather talked to anyone who drew near. He was not a large man, and so Erb and Jack began to wonder if there might be a way to take back their stolen pride.
 
   “How are we gonna do this?” said Jack.
 
   “What do you mean?” said Perseval.
 
   “We’re gonna teach that guy a lesson,” said Erb. “If he thinks he can get away with being a crook in a lawless land, he’s got another thing comin’.”
 
   “He might have a gun,” said Jack. “Plenty of those in here.”
 
   “How’s he gonna pull out a gun if I’ve got his arms pinned back?” said Erb. “You just worry about pounding his face while I hold him, alright?”
 
   “Let’s think this through,” said Perseval. He could already feel a wave of panic rising in his stomach. “He didn’t really steal from us, you know? Just those other guys.”
 
   “He gave us those nicknames,” said Erb. His face grew more and more red as his eyes burned into the man’s back. Finally he stepped forward before Perseval could stop him and said, “But I’ve got a nickname for him. Hey! Dead Man!”
 
   Perseval thought the entire bar would immediately erupt into a wild hail of gunfire blasting from all sides, but fortunately only a few hardened, bearded thugs at the bar glanced at them before turning away. The con man continued drinking. Erb grabbed him and spun him around. The young man’s eyes flashed with recognition, then darted from side to side.
 
   “Look who it is!” shouted Erb. Jack stood beside Erb and crossed his arms.
 
   “I’d be careful if I were you,” the con hissed. “I’m not looking for a fight.”
 
   “Well you found it all the same,” said Erb. Jack nodded in agreement.
 
   “Enforcers wouldn’t take kindly to you hurting a non-consensual.”
 
   They stared one another down. Perseval approached, gave some thought to looking hard, then only stood beside the others and pulled at his earlobe. He knew that his face must be burning with embarrassment. He could think of nothing to do.
 
   “Look,” said the con, “you guys want to have a drink with me?”
 
   “No,” Erb growled, slowly wrapping his fists around the man’s collar.
 
   Suddenly the man leaned into his face, then said, “Look, idiot, you’re going to get yourself killed. I’m trying to save your life. I’m warning you, right now, chill out.”
 
   Perseval realized that several of the men at the bar were glaring at them outright. All at once, the con seemed the least dangerous person there.
 
   “Sure thing,” Perseval said quickly. “We’ll have a drink. Let’s talk.”
 
   As soon as he spoke he felt like a coward, but Erb relented and Perseval wondered if his friend had also been looking for a way out. The four commenced to drinking a dark brown ale brewed in the Valley, and after an awkward second greeting the con artist happily explained his technique.
 
   “What I do is, I take advantage of the cultural schism between Pontius and the Valley. Now, in Pontius, they trained you guys. They did the same to me. They trained you to bend over backwards for the Officials and the Law. I remember all the paperwork and bribes. If you don’t do anything and everything they want, and then some, they can say, ‘Uh oh, your paperwork didn’t go through, you get to stay in this hellhole for a little longer.’ You’re totally at their mercy, you know? But when you finally get over here... bam, they toss you out the ship. You don’t know what to do. So I put on my nicest clothes and start asking names. That immediately sounds official. I sound important, like someone you better please.”
 
   “Haven’t the real officials stopped you?” said Jack.
 
   “The Enforcers? Oh, they hate me, but they can’t do a damn thing about it. See, when I pass my hat around, all I do is point into it. You remember? If I’d said, ‘Give me money for processing fees,’ then the Enforcers could get me for stealing. That’s a false contract. All I did was point into my hat; it’s the fault of the idiot who puts his money in, if he’s sore about it. And idiocy is one sin you don’t want to commit here.”
 
   “But why in the hell,” said Jack, “did you do the nickname thing?”
 
   “That’s what burned me,” said Erb.
 
   The con laughed, then said, “Just to confuse people. If someone’s confused, they’ll look for something familiar. Giving away money to a government official is familiar to a citizen of Pontius. As long as I’m talking to people about their names, there’s no opening for someone to ask why I need money and what the money goes toward.” While Perseval laughed, the con took a long swig of his beer, thought for a moment, then said, “Look. This is the land where you make your own name, a name for yourself. Pontius trained you to do what you’re told. If you keep acting like a slave, then people are going to call you, ‘Hey you!’ and point to whatever they want you to do. I asked you for your names and, like good boys from Pontius, you did what I wanted without asking why. But at least you didn’t hand over your money without question - those other people really got screwed. But I provide a service, too. When I burn people, I make them think about what they’re doing. Cause, effect. See?”
 
   They became amazingly drunk with the young man, then took shots of Sniper’s Kiss, a harsh brew laced with opium that a Ranger had developed during the Smith War. The young con made sure they had a good time, but Perseval decided he did not like him. He didn’t like it that Erb and Jack had been ready to kill him one moment, but then as soon as they had been let in on how the scam worked, they were ready to laugh at his tales of how he took advantage of people. The young con always seemed to have an excuse; nothing was ever his fault. Perseval became more and more drunk and when it grew dark and he lost track of time, he finally accused the con of setting them up for another scam.
 
   “Get real!” said the con. “You guys are too poor for that. Get a job and fill your wallet out a bit, then we’ll talk.”
 
   Before Perseval could respond, the entire bar shook as several older veterans belted out a patriotic war song. Perseval was scared of the men, with their hard faces and thick scars, and he realized that these were the men that the Pontius Officials said wanted to sneak into Pontius and kill him, his mother, and everyone he knew. Then Perseval was further confused when a mob of average-looking people joined the hardened soldiers. Several even had tears in their eyes. The drink caught up with him, his mind shifted, and all of a sudden it seemed that he knew the words of the song before he even heard them. Floored by the strange experience, he lost track of Erb and Jack, who were busy making a series of mistakes that would soon ruin their friendship.
 
   While Perseval sat in a stupor, Jack blacked out, ran across the street, found a merchant still dealing, and sold his rings and necklace for Valley coins. Jack later found himself gambling, spinning the Fate Wheel with a group of farmers and bank clerks and an Entertainer. He was winning. Overjoyed, he bought the men a round of drinks and they declared their friendship. When Jack lost all of his money on a turn of Fate, he promised a farmer that he would win it all back if given a chance. The farmer reluctantly conceded when Jack lied about having a job with Miss Oliver, the Miss Oliver, a woman revered as a hero in the Valley. Jack lost and lost again and then lost some more, and when another man joined the game and heard Jack’s story, he said that he knew for a fact that Miss Oliver had retired and had in her employment only a half dozen serving girls and a single butler. He had met them all and Jack was not one of them. The Valliers were enraged that Jack would misuse the name of a hero. At that moment Erb came out of a stupor and saw Jack surrounded by large men shouting at him. Afraid for his friend, Erb grabbed a chair, tossed it into the group, and entered the fray. Jack secured his own safety by curling up into a fetal position, but a rough dogman who worked as a butcher broke Erb’s arm before a gang of Enforcers could break up the fight.
 
   The owner of the bar swore a great many oaths and Perseval woke from a stupor of his own just in time to see Erb, Jack, and a few others thrown out of the bar. The arguing continued. The Enforcers, a team of hairy, brutish men and dogmen, found that Erb had no money, nor any job at all, in order to pay a doctor to tend his arm. So it was that while some farmers and clerks calmly discussed the enslavement of poor Jack, several Enforcers sat on top of Erb while one brute yanked and set his arm then and there. Tears burned through Perseval’s face as his friend screamed in agony, and when the young con explained to Perseval that it was a part of their job, Perseval pushed the monster away and ran until he became lost in the dark streets of Lucy’s Forge and left the screams of the drunk and the mad far behind.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Perseval sat in a dark, quiet alleyway, processing the alcohol and the horror of it all until the sun rose. When the sky was blue and he saw people calmly walking to work, he felt tired and pathetic. Not daring to sleep for fear that someone would take advantage of him, he wandered the town all that day, seeing little, and once he sold the very last of his cheap jewels and silver bits, he bought a sandwich, ate it without tasting it, and watched the sun disappear over the treetops. He inquired at the bar about his friends, but none could say where they were.
 
   Late that night Perseval found an open space in the town, lit with torches hiding behind a wall of mist. In the middle of the space was a tall statue of marble traced with golden lines. He knelt beneath it. The statue was a beautiful, slender woman, and a plaque at its base read
 
    
 
   FREYJA
 
   TAKEN FROM HER HOME
 
   FOUGHT TO MAKE A BETTER ONE
 
    
 
   The statue’s creation was attributed to the King of the Black Valley.
 
   Anger burned away the numb shock that had guided him all day. The word home cut him to the marrow, and the idea that the king of this place could make something beautiful in a land populated by violent, manipulative cretins twisted his guts and made him sick.
 
   But what could he do? Even if he found this monstrous king, what would he do? Yell at him? Knock him down? Kill him? It was no different from Pontius… no, it was worse than Pontius. Here, evil was more real. People openly delighted in darkness. Begging for mother’s forgiveness was nothing compared to living in this hell, and so he vowed to return home.
 
   Just then he looked around and saw several huddled forms lying on the ground. A wiry old dogman in a ragged suit shuffled toward him, then said, “Down on ya luck?” Perseval said nothing, and so the old dog said, “Down on ya luck,” before he laid down once more. Perseval settled down on the ground with the rest of the people cast off by this society. He was too tired to feel the cold and the damp. He could see the silhouette of an Enforcer stalking about with a club gently knocking at his thigh, but Perseval reasoned that he had nothing to fear from him… he had nothing else that could be stolen. He had lost everything.
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Three
 
   The Illusion of Obstacles Overcome
 
    
 
    
 
   Just before the sun rose Perseval woke to shouting. “Rock cutters! Men who can cut rock! Tools supplied, lunch supplied!” At the far end of the square another shouted, “Field hands, field hands! No experience needed, lunch supplied!”
 
   Many of the bums leaped and scattered. Perseval rose unsteadily. There were decently-dressed men all around the open area. “How much!” a bum yelled, and one of the men shouted, “Two silver cents, lunch provided, but we go until sunset!”
 
   Perseval had no real understanding of the monetary system, nor which jobs were better or worse, but one of the hiring men shouted, “Lunch and breakfast supplied!” so he wandered over to the man and said, “Sir, what kind of work?”
 
   “Bundling poppy,” the man said, not looking at him. “Ever done it?”
 
   “Well...”
 
   “It’s easy! Come on. Five decas, one day, but there’s more work for the rest of the week if you like.” Several of the bums clustered around the man, so Perseval joined them. His head was thick and his thoughts shuffled about weakly. While he waited for the laborers to gather, a man in rough clothes crossed the square. He was covered in twigs and leaves, and he carried a rifle and had a heavy bag thrown over his shoulder. He ignored the bums as he passed. An Enforcer greeted the rough-looking man, who opened his bag with a smile and revealed several soggy balls. Perseval’s stomach kicked when he realized the balls were severed heads – sickly gray and blue and only vaguely humanoid. Dead, black eyes stared back at him, with mouths agape revealing horrid gums and nubs of uneven teeth. When the Enforcer clapped the killer on the back Perseval understood just how low he was on the totem pole.
 
   They left the gruesome scene and walked down a dusty trail, then through a wooded path, then they met with several armed men who gave them fried potatoes, chunks of meat, and coffee. They ate side by side on a wooden bench, and Perseval immediately felt wonderful. They were led to a three-sided barn on the edge of a field of tall grass and spider-webs heavy with morning dew and there, for many hours, he and the others sorted out leaves, stems, and blossoms from some sort of plant. Once he got the hang of it the armed managers stopped treating him like he was worthless. He joked around with the other workers and was shocked to find that he was handling a plant that would be processed into a drug. He enjoyed himself. Only near the end of the day did he tire of the work and the chatter of the bums, whose trivial knowledge seemed endless. At the end of the shift he was handed five coins the color of dead leaves, each with the circle-V insignia on one side but with different pictures on the other, then he was led out of the farm and back onto the road. Several of the bums asked Perseval to hang out with them for a few drinks. While it was difficult to ward off their friendly gesture, something in him had broken over the past few days, and so he turned them down without any lasting regret.
 
   Back in Lucy’s Forge he bought a large dinner at a dark, quiet restaurant. He drank a hot, sweet tea that he had never had before, and his five nickel decas were broken down into a few copper unis. He did not have enough money for a room, so he spent the rest of his money on a few tobacco cigarettes laced with marijuana. The weather was warm and the breeze was gentle, so he sat on a tree stump and listened to the conversations of others. He grew tired and without a second thought he went to sleep in the square with the bums once again.
 
   He continued working in the poppy barn and sleeping in the open. He found cheaper places to eat, learned to save his coppers and nickels, and by the end of the week was able to lay down a deposit on a tiny room. It was little more than a closet, but it had a window, a rough bed to lie down on, and a stool. He bought an oil lamp, which seemed strange because he’d owned an electric light in Pontius. But he also bought a few cheap books, which was incredibly thrilling. Though exhausted, he spent much of the first night reading in the warm light of his lamp in a kind of empty, happy daze.
 
   That night he dreamed that he was at his mother’s funeral. Cake was served during the affair, and while listening to a famous minister recite stories from Perseval’s own childhood, a piece of the cake gently touched his hand and he felt an intense, overpowering sexual urge.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Later, Perseval took a day off in order to secure a three-day weekend. He bought a few comic books, including one called Vendicci... Revenger! which he read while eating breakfast in an open-air establishment under a tall stand of gray poplars. He was shocked by how much he enjoyed the story and the art, as well as the simple joy of turning the fine, heavy pages. He read the fourth and fifth issues in quick succession, then saved the seventh issue after making a vow to fill the holes in his new collection. The art, a stark black and white affair done with amazing kinesthetic understanding, was credited to someone called Magog. Strangely enough, the story, a tale of desperation and revenge in a world of surreal horror, was credited to someone called King of the Black Valley.
 
   Perseval made his way back to the bookstore with his heart racing. He looked forward to the smell of ink and aging paper, the crisp touch of pages between his fingers.
 
   As soon as he entered the store, a shirtless youth with yellow teeth placed a gun against his neck. White-hot panic raced through him. Though he could not hear the youth speaking, he understood that he wanted Perseval to lie on the ground. He did so, then he waited in mindless panic while the cashier placed coins in a bag. As the thief ran, his foot accidentally kicked Perseval in the side, and he stumbled. He tried to regain his footing while simultaneously opening the door and stuffing his gun down the front of his shorts. There was a loud popping sound and Perseval saw the thief trip once again just before the door closed.
 
   Perseval and the cashier ran outside and saw the thief rolling on the ground, a gush of red bubbling up from his crotch. The gun was covered in steaming syrup.
 
   “Oh my gods!” shouted Perseval. “He just shot himself!”
 
   A group of Enforcers pushed through the gathering crowd. The thief screamed one long note that tapered off beyond the range of human hearing. “What happened?” barked a large dogman.
 
   “He held up my store!” said the old clerk. “Then he blew his goddamn dick off!”
 
   The Enforcers grew pale and the crowd backed away slightly.
 
   “By all the gods of the wasteland,” said someone.
 
   There was silence for a long time while the thief rolled around in his own juices, hands cupped around his crotch. "Come on," said the ranking Enforcer. “Let's get him to a doctor.”
 
   One Enforcer grabbed the thief’s ankles, winced, then said, “The judge is gonna go easy on this guy!”
 
   “Yeah,” said another, “but the doctor won’t.”
 
   “Never a dull moment,” said another Enforcer, smiling cruelly. “Hey, watch his shorts when you carry him. Somethin’ might drop out!”
 
   “It’s mine if it does,” said the clerk, stooping to pick up his money. As the Enforcers laughed, the cashier dusted off his coin bag, then added, “If there’s anything gross or wet on my money, I’m gonna find this guy an’ kill him.”
 
   Monsters, thought Perseval. So this is the true face of the Black Valley. Look at them, how they delight in suffering!
 
   As the Enforcers carried the thief, Perseval followed from a distance. They came to a long shack. Perseval entered behind them and saw them toss the man atop a table, ignoring his cries. A bearded old man they called a doctor, who wore an apron much like a butcher’s, nodded without listening to their explanation of the injury. While a young fresh-faced Enforcer held the thief down by his head, the others left so that the doctor could do his work in peace. The doctor coughed near the patient, snapped his fingers, and then his assistant entered.
 
   It was none other than Erb, whose arm was in a sling. He smiled at Perseval, and they watched one another while Erb held down the thief’s legs and handed the doctor scissors, stitching wires, and bandages.
 
   “I’ve seen this a lot,” muttered the doctor.
 
   “Bullshit,” said the young Enforcer.
 
   “No, it’s true. Absolutely. Don’t ever put your gun down the front of your shorts, son.”
 
   “Shit,” the Enforcer hissed.
 
   After many tense moments, the doctor sighed, then said, “That’s it. Only minor abrasions on the sausage, but the meatballs had to go. Sorry. You can always adopt.”
 
   The thief groaned in agony.
 
   “You should feel lucky that the tubing is intact!” snapped the doctor. “This is what happens when you act like a damn fool.”
 
   “Can I take him?” said the Enforcer.
 
   “Sure, hold him ’til a judge can see him. I’ll send a bill. Don’t let him play with his pecker. Send him back if it starts to smell.”
 
   The Enforcer hauled the thief away, and the doctor went to lie down. Perseval shook Erb’s hand as he tidied up the area.
 
   “Persey, man, I thought you left town for sure!”
 
   “No... well, not yet, at least. What happened to you?”
 
   Erb let out a great, many-layered sigh that he’d been practicing for days. “Tough times, bro. That’s how it’s been for me. After those Enforcer jackasses set my arm, they dumped me in a hole behind their headquarters. As if I was the one at fault! They let me out the next morning and I found this doctor, ’cause I wanted to get my arm looked at for real.” He leaned in, then whispered, “This jackass didn’t do anything but take their sling off and put on one of his own. And this cast? It's a joke! But since I didn’t have any money, I went to work for him to pay off the debt. Well, that’s over and done now, but I figured I’d stay on... it’s not so bad. I mean, the guy’s an idiot, I think he used to be a butcher, but the Valley doesn’t have anything like a “doctor’s license” so he gets away with being a hack. But sometimes he sends me to other towns to get supplies, and those days are pretty good. I don't know. I might stay here. I… I don't know.” He paused, then said, “It’s a free room, but I have to sleep in the same room as he does. I have to smell his farts all night. He only pays me eight nickel D’s a day-”
 
   “That much!” cried Perseval. “And a free room!?”
 
   “Shit,” growled Erb, “that’s nothin’. The nurses in Levy Town get like ten silver cents a week. And I highly doubt they have to deal with dudes who use their own shlongs for target practice.” Erb thought for a moment, his face lined with stress, then said, “Like I said, I don't know. I was gonna tell my big brother to come here, but really, man, I just don’t know anymore. He’s a real tough guy and I was gonna tell him about the Ghoul Genocide Program. You heard of ghouls?”
 
   “Not really...”
 
   “Yeah, they tell you there’s no flesh demons here, but they don’t spend much time tellin’ you about the ghouls. They kind of look like humans, but they’re monsters. I heard a lot of people make some pretty good coin hunting them down. Thing is, they’re getting a lot tougher than they used to be. Some guys got killed just the other day, on a farm. A family. On the other hand, I heard there’s a lot less of them than there used to be. They might be extinct pretty soon. It’s hard for new guys to get in on that game. Only the old pros can stick with it. I might tell my brother to stay in Pontius. Like I should have. I don't know.”
 
   Perseval told Erb of his own situation, then said, “I'm not sure if I’ll stay or not. I mean, the people here...” He thought of the robbery, the terrible panic he’d felt, and the cruelty of the Enforcers with their callous joking. But another thought welled up - and it disgusted him, for it concerned his emotional attachment to the books and comics he owned. He’d felt such happiness reading them. Books were extremely expensive in Pontius, and only the wealthy could afford to build any kind of collection. Still, they were only comics, only stories. Would he really abandon his family for so little?
 
   Perseval shook off the thoughts, then said, “Where’s Jack?”
 
   “Oh, gods, man,” said Erb, shaking his head. “You think we’ve got it bad? Shit, man. As for Jack…”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Within another week, Perseval bought some decent clothes, threw away his Pontius rags, bought a nice pillow and bed sheets, bought all of the issues of Vendicci... Revenger! up to the ninth issue (the latest one), and secured a position as a pulp mixer and roller in a paper mill just over a mile from town. It was very scary walking home through the forest trail at night. He saved up his money and had a silver cent (equal to one hundred copper unis) in his new bank account, and he gave some thought to buying a gun just in case a ghoul crossed his path.
 
   Erb passed along the word, and Jack met him at his apartment that night after work. The two went out to a bar, and while a yarn-spinner’s tournament carried on loudly in the background Jack laid out the particulars of his enslavement.
 
   “Never would have thought it could happen to me,” said Jack. “All of the guys from the gambling game that I owed money to, they just sold me and my debt to some dipshit farmer. The guy owns a lot of land. I have to do everything. Tend his fruit trees, feed his retarded animals, clean up their shit, go around and find “hot deals” on tools he needs. It’s hell. It really is, man. Don’t listen to any of the talk about people living free in the Valley. If you hear anyone talking about that shit, just point them in my direction. I'll set them straight.”
 
   Shocked to the point of numbness, Perseval thought about the old stories of the Ugly in Pontius, how they raided the countryside enslaving primitives, turning humans into objects that they could beat, torture, rape, murder, and sell for profit. Perseval could not look directly at Jack; if he saw a single bruise, he knew he would pass out. He worked his jaw lamely, then kept his mouth in his beer.
 
   “Every day I think about escaping. I only get a few decas a day, and I have to work all day and even part of the night. And the more I give my owner to pay off the debt, the less I get to save for myself.”
 
   “Drinks are on me,” Perseval blurted, then blanched at his own insensitivity.
 
   “Fortunately, the idiot can’t chain me up or lock me up. The law’s full of loopholes, I guess. I mean, I could get on a boat and go home anytime. I’ve got enough for a ticket, at least. Hell, I could even slip away and go to another town in the Valley. But if I get caught, man... it would just make my debt worse...”
 
   Perseval gave some thought to buying up Jack’s contract himself, but he knew that he had nowhere near enough, and knew that he was only a cog in a system designed to keep their kind down at the bottom. He wondered what the King of such a land must be like… a gangster in a militant gold-trimmed suit, perhaps riding around in a rare automobile with gasoline shipped all the way from Pontius, sidearm jangling on each hip, surrounded by a squad of death commandos armed with sunglasses and automatics.
 
   “It’s just so completely stupid,” said Jack, swallowing hard. “I know there’s freaking slaves in Pontius, but shit, man, at least it’s illegal there! At least the Law gives a shit, or tries to! But here? Here, they’re too stupid to even build prisons. Now I’m not saying I deserve to be in prison, all I did was roll on the Fate Wheel, but come on man. Here they talk about freedom this and freedom that, but if you step out of line they’ll turn you into a slave without a second thought.”
 
   Perseval swallowed hard, took a drink, then forced out, “How… how long… will you…?”
 
   “Til the end of the year, looks like. And then I can… well…”
 
   “You could… you know, come work where I…”
 
   “Naw, man, one of the managers likes me, so I might stay on there. If I could move up a little it wouldn’t be so bad. You know, get a place of my own. They have some decent houses on the land – not for the slaves, of course, but for the people who manage the farm. Hell, one guy even said he’d show me how to build my own place. Can you imagine that? Me, in a house I built?”
 
   Perseval sighed, then said, “So it’s… well, so it’s… not so bad?”
 
   “Maybe.” Jack drank down the rest of his beer. “As long as I don’t blow my fuckin’ brains out.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   After another week, Perseval wrote a letter and got together some money to send back to his family in Pontius. He stood in a postal office, uncomfortable with the suspiciously straightforward answers of the merchant shipper who ran the place; the amount he gave for the shipment of the package was too low, the terms too simple, and so Perseval assumed that the man was in a bad mood and was playing a game concerning the manner of the necessary bribe. Perseval killed time in the postal office, then took the opportunity to tear up his letter, which contained the real reason why he'd left in the first place, and wrote another which said that everything was fine and that he would return home soon.
 
   A young man with long black hair biked up to the office, dropped off a package, then turned to leave. Perseval stopped him at his bike. "Hey man," he whispered. "How can I get a package sent? This guy’s giving me a hard time.”
 
   “Then you should tell him to go screw himself,” said the youth, eyeing Perseval up and down. “There’s other shippers, if that guy’s a prick.”
 
   “But if I do that... I mean, this package, it’s for my family...”
 
   “You’re new in the Valley?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   The youth nodded slowly, then lit up a cigarette. “You still got Pontius in you. Listen, you don’t have to bribe these guys to keep them from going through your stuff. They know if they get a bad rep, they’re gonna go outta business. Probably nobody told you that, right?”
 
   Perseval nodded.
 
   “That’s Lucy’s Forge for you. Why d’you hang around this place, anyway? You look like a decent guy.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Well, I don’t hang around Lucy’s Forge any longer than I have to. I only stop by this dump to drop off packages. This place is for roughnecks, man. Idiots who got nothin’ better to do than gawk at the fresh meat that comes outta Pontius. There’s a lotta expats here, but also a lot of anti-Pontius sentiment. You’d think the War was still on, the way people act.”
 
   Perseval drew in a sharp breath. “You mean it’s different elsewhere in the Valley?”
 
   The youth laughed openly. “They call it Lucy’s Forge ’cause this is where people go to get broken down, to have all the Pontius beaten out of them. But once you get broken, you gotta go elsewhere to get built back up. I mean, shit man, is there any art scene here? Any schools, any wandering tutors? Any machine factories? Have you seen any whorehouses around here that don’t look like public outhouses? Have you heard one single argument around here that didn’t have to do with sports or gambling?”
 
   Perseval felt sick and weak. “I think I need to sit down,” he mumbled.
 
   “Hell no,” said the youth. “It’s time to run. You need to see the real Black Valley, what the people here fought and died to make. Let’s go for a ride.”
 
   Perseval hesitated. “But how can… I mean, I can’t just… it’s not like I can…”
 
   The youth stood with one foot on the pedal of his bike, ready to ride at a moment’s notice. “This is one of those moments. I know it seems important to get into a routine, establish something familiar, do something that you think is important. I know it seems like if you step outside of that routine then your survival will be at stake. But life’s callin’ out to you, man. Life’s about more than just survival. I can prove it.”
 
   The sounds of the busy avenue grew distant. “You can?” said Perseval.
 
   “I can show you,” said the youth. “Let’s go and see the Black Valley.”
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Four
 
   Lashes and Whacks
 
    
 
    
 
   During a night of drinking under the stars at a small bar on the outskirts of Lucy’s Forge, Perseval’s new friend Simeon convinced him to quit his job and bike around the Valley with him.
 
   “You know enough about Pontius that you don’t want to live there,” said Simeon, “but you haven’t seen enough of the Valley to convince yourself to stay. Don’t worry about your job. You don’t even particularly like it, and there’s a thousand more where that one came from.” Perseval was charmed by his friend, and intimidated in a sort of familial way. He never would have taken such a risk in Pontius, but ever since he had slept with the homeless under the open sky, he feared far less than ever before.
 
   It was a bright spring day when they biked down the forest road with some food and coin and books in their backpacks. Perseval was filled with white light; they rode by a field of waving grass, and when Perseval saw the sun shining on the backs of several enormous cows he felt pure joy radiating through the world. Simeon made a silly joke about trading in their bikes for cows and Perseval was overcome with loud, immodest laughter. He knew that he had gone for too long without any friends. They came to a hill and Simeon raced him all the way down, and when they nearly died at the bottom they both shared a cigarette, shaking and laughing. They rode past other bikers, walkers, men too busy to talk and young people traveling around with no clear goal. They shared some “porcelain dots” with a black-haired girl about their age in a farmer’s field, and when Perseval went into the woods to take a piss he became convinced that the eternal darkness at the bottom of a ravine was going to call out his true identity and eat his soul. Simeon and the girl laughed as he tearfully explained the danger to them all.
 
   Later that day a car came up from behind them. They edged their bikes to the side and the clunky machine lurched past them. Perseval caught sight of a dour man in a suit in the back seat, his face in a paper.
 
   “That must be some rich guy!” Perseval said as they edged back onto the road.
 
   “Yeah,” said Simeon. “He probably owns a mine or a factory. Those autos, man - they cost a lot. It’s not like in Pontius.”
 
   “Why’s that?”
 
   “As far as I know, there’s not a single oil well in the entire Valley, or around it. At least no one’s ever found any oil. It’s all imported from Pontius. It’s heavy and it has to be airlifted, it’s not like chuckin’ a bunch of logs in the river. Only the richest people can handle the cost.”
 
   “And the government,” said Perseval. “Right?”
 
   Simeon shook his head. “The Valliers fought the War on foot. You know that?”
 
   Amazed, Perseval said, “But how can you fight tanks and airships on foot?”
 
   Simeon gestured at the woods on either side. “I guess the forest helped. And did you see the mountains when you came in? Can you imagine finding a sniper hiding in that kind of terrain?”
 
   Perseval thought for a while, then said, “This might sound strange, but I really don’t know much about the War. People in Pontius don’t like to talk about it. I remember seeing posters about how the people in the Valley wanted to kill us all, everything got really expensive, and for a while everyone was saying it was the end of the world, then all of a sudden it was over. But, uh… I was never really clear on what happened, and nobody I talked to was much help.”
 
   Simeon smiled. “Here, they call it the Smith War. You can find books about it all over the place. And any vet loves to talk about it. Hell, any Vallier who lived through the Smith War is proud of it.”
 
   Perseval did not push the matter. He could not help but think that Simeon sounded boyish and immature when speaking about the real horrors of war. He remembered seeing murals in Pontius that showed men with their legs blown off, screaming in agony and crawling away from shadowy, fanged Valliers lurking in the dark forest. You think they’ll stop at one massacre?! one poster had read, and he remembered another that carried the vague warning Your babys in their clutches!!!
 
   At sunset they rode past the mines in the eastern foothills near the settlement of Godseye. Simeon showed him the complicated operation of the Pandora Mining Corporation, men clambering about the hills like ants in the distance, torches and electric lights casting hard shadows against drifting blue mist, the metal tracks and bridges and chutes shaking, rattling, as glittering dirt moved about on carts.
 
   Entranced by the sight, and still a little high from the porcelain, Perseval said, “I could get a job here.”
 
   “Oh! Don’t do that, man. This is the shit you do if you got kids to feed, or an extended family, or some kind of hardcore debt situation. It’s hard work, and you end up breathing coal dust and shit like that. Stay free as long as you can.”
 
   A black-faced miner with thick arms marched toward them. His eyes were hard and stood out from his darkened skin. “What’s up?” he said, looking directly at the pair.
 
   Mindful that they were trespassing, Perseval put a foot back on the pedal in preparation for a quick escape.
 
   Simeon did not move. “Sup, man,” he said. The miner strolled past without another word.
 
   Perseval edged the bike up to his friend. “I’m a little confused,” he said quietly. “Something like that happened to me before. Actually, several times. Didn’t you think that guy looked like he wanted to beat us up?”
 
   “Uh… did he?”
 
   “He was looking right at us, Simeon!”
 
   “Ah.” Simeon nodded, then said, “I remember feeling like that. It seems so long ago. The thing is, Pontius shapes the way people interact. Everyone’s so afraid all the time that their body language changes. You’re on the defense all the time. You’ll see it once you’ve been here a while. In Pontius, you keep your head down. When someone looks you directly in the eyes, it’s a challenge. It means they’re a gangster, or they’re crazy, or they’re just fed up with being angry and they’re ready to do something stupid. Now that I think about it, when we first met I noticed that when we talked, you either looked at my cheek or my mouth, not my eyes.”
 
   Perseval looked away, embarrassed.
 
   “Hey, it’s no big deal,” Simeon continued. “It takes some getting used to. People might seem aggressive here, but they’re just straightforward. Valliers are friendly as can be, as long as you don’t cross ’em.”
 
   “As long as you don’t cross them? But I’ve seen fights, Simeon, gross insensitivity, rudeness…”
 
   “Sometimes people have bad days! Believe me, it’s better than holding it all in. If you wake up one day and feel like shit, you can mouth off to someone, if you want. There’s no law against it. The other person might mouth off too, though, so be prepared.”
 
   “I would never do that,” said Perseval. “I guess I just don’t get it. I don’t get the allure of walking around with a gun and being rude. You say the rest of the Valley’s different from Lucy’s Forge, but if there’s no place in the Valley with some sort of decency laws, then I don’t see how it could be any different.”
 
   “Decency laws?!” Simeon did not want to laugh at his new friend, but the very concept had become alien to him. He swung onto his bike, ready to move on. “That’s Pontius baggage, Persey. Pontius can’t even keep people from killing each other, or keep businesses from buying politicians, or even keep drugs out of their own prisons… but they think they can pass laws to maintain polite behavior!”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Days passed as they rode across the Valley. Many nights Perseval laid under the stars, wrapped in a blanket and watching the embers of their fire while talking to Simeon. Simeon feared no one. He felt no shame in approaching farmers who lived far from any town and getting them to feed and bed the pair in their warm homes, which would have been inconceivable to Perseval before this trip. The first night they stayed in a stranger’s house, he could not sleep because he was convinced that he would wake up to find their host standing over them in the dark, panting as a knife slowly neared his exposed jugular. When they left after a big breakfast, Simeon could not stop laughing when Perseval revealed his fears to him.
 
   Since Simeon refused to spend his meager funds on anything other than recreational drugs that he wanted Perseval to try, Perseval ended up being in charge of buying anything else that they needed whenever they passed through a town. They often squabbled about money, especially as Perseval’s funds grew slim. But they argued less and less as Perseval came to learn that they could sleep nearly anywhere, food could be begged off others or even stolen from large fields, and Simeon knew how to find other pilgrims on similar journeys who often traded or handed out useful equipment. Perseval did not see one single ghoul. He was surprised to see gangs of Enforcers walking around with heavy sticks and guns, and yet they were not taking advantage of anyone. They even seemed to understand that Simeon was not interested in holding down any kind of long-term job. They did not care.
 
   They reached Plumwater, a fishing village built on a green plain near a stretch of the river so wide it seemed to be a lake. Plumwater was home to the Tutoria, a large, makeshift library and tree-shaded grounds where wandering tutors, healers, farming scholars, natural philosophers, Entertainers, and even shaman from the hills gathered to debate and learn from one another and even occasionally get into the most outrageous, heated arguments over matters that onlookers agreed were completely incomprehensible.
 
   Simeon did not take Perseval to the Tutoria, but they did pass by the Black Valley’s version of a school, a thatched roof suspended between several thick tree trunks. A mixture of children and adults recited a simple spelling lesson under the guidance of a young lady in rough-spun clothes. Perseval saw a student leave his seat, lean against a tree, and light a cigarette. Perseval watched the teacher, but she was not enraged by the student’s behavior, or even seem to take any notice at all. Perseval felt equally confused, envious, and condescending toward the informal education process. He could never forget the years of suffering he endured in the Pontius schooling system, the cruelty of the teachers who were constantly at their breaking point, the bullies who were completely uninterested in any of the actual schoolwork, the endless hours of toil and the secret fantasy of finding a way to simply go home without facing terrible repercussions.
 
   “Persey?” Simeon stood by his bike, watching Perseval from a turn far ahead. “You okay? You look like somebody spit on you.”
 
   Perseval came to and realized he had been standing transfixed by the sight of the makeshift school. As if to make the affair seem even more slapdash, two young girls strolled past him and took seats in the school, in the middle of the lesson, without a word from the teacher. Perseval shook his head and pushed his bike along the dusty path.
 
   “It’s nothing,” he said. “It’s just different from what I’m used to.”
 
   “I went to school in Pontius, too,” Simeon said. “Rough, wasn’t it?”
 
   “So people can just come and go as they please?” Perseval spat. “How can anyone learn without any order at all? Then again, it shouldn’t surprise me. I guess here they’d rather have people toiling away in factories and farms than broadening their minds.”
 
   Both were taken aback by Perseval’s anger. “Come on, Persey,” Simeon finally said. “We got educated in what was pretty much a decade-plus prison sentence. But really, a smart person can pick up the fundamentals fairly quickly, and a dumb person has no reason to even try.”
 
   “Everyone has a right to an education!” Perseval snapped.
 
   “Hey, I wouldn’t argue with that! But just because someone has the right to education doesn’t mean they should be forced into a situation against their will. The people in that classroom can leave anytime they want. Is that really so awful, Persey? Seriously, how long did it take you to learn how to read and do math and all that? You think you needed all those eight-hour days for all those years? Face it, man, the only thing they were teaching us was how to endure a full day of work at some place we didn’t want to be so somebody we didn’t even like could make a nice profit.”
 
   “And it doesn’t work like that here, too?”
 
   “Not at all. I don’t know if things will always be like this, but right now we can cherry-pick almost any job we want. I can deliver stuff or do maintenance a few months and bum around the rest of the time. And there’s zero repercussions. There are even people teaching classes on how to build houses. If you want, we could even claim a plot of land and build a house of our own. With our own garden and a few chickens, winter wouldn’t be any problem at all. We could rent the place out for a little bit and go on another vacation when spring rolls around. And that’s just the kind of options available to people like us who don’t have two nickels to rub together. That one guy, that miner we met the other day – I swear man, almost any noble or city Official in Pontius would be blown away if they saw his house. Sure he has to work a shit job, but he’s probably got a wife, kids, huge house, property, and just about anything else you could imagine. I’m sure he works for a union, too, so not only is he making money hand over fist, he can also screw up occasionally and not worry about getting fired, or get his balls in a tangle worrying that his boss is going to come up with some kind of sadistic punishment system for people who clock in late. So don’t lose your shit when you see some old guy take a smoke break in the middle of learning the alphabet. He's living life on his terms, and yet somehow the world isn't falling apart. Remember Pontius? Remember living in fear that you’d get sick and lose your job? Remember living paycheck to paycheck, worrying about losing your home if you couldn’t make rent? We’ve slept outside plenty of nights here, but would you ever consider sleeping outside of a locked door in Pontius?”
 
   “No, never.” Perseval shook his head slowly and climbed onto his bike. “Sorry, Simeon. Maybe I just got hungry. Seeing that class… I don’t know.”
 
   “Well, me too. This is a fishing village up here. Let’s ride in and see if we can get some cheap fish-head stew with noodles! We might be able to take a dip, but I wanted to get to Woodbine around noon, so we’ll have to hustle. Then again, maybe we could find an old boat nobody cares about and sleep on the river…”
 
   “Why Woodbine?” said Perseval. “What’s there?”
 
   Simeon’s face lit up strangely. “That's where they beat the shit out of assholes,” he said.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   They ended up making friends with a stoner and a veteran of the Smith War who lived in a boat, so it took the pair several days to build up enough momentum to leave. Once again Simeon was very nervous sleeping near strangers, but sitting on the tiny deck of the boat at night, with the moon dancing on the water as he watched the warm lamps hanging from the trees on the shore put a spell on him. He decided that he would have to buy a home in Plumwater, or perhaps even learn how to make a houseboat of his own. But Simeon told Perseval that his constant need to settle down and plant his roots was in fact a mental disorder that was ruining his life, and after some arguing they finally moved on.
 
   The peace Perseval had found was shaken as soon as they reached the outskirts of Woodbine, a dingy but quaint little town with a commons area packed with rough-looking characters. The crowd parted as a gang of blue-clad Enforcers shoved a line of men and dogmen before them. Perseval saw a sign hanging from a rope spanning over the crowd, and it read:
 
    
 
   NO MURDER
 
   NO RAPE
 
   NO THEFT
 
   THESE ARE THE KING’S LAWS
 
    
 
   “Simeon, what’s-”
 
   “Come on!” said Simeon, dropping his bike in the street and pulling Perseval toward the crowd. “Come on, man!”
 
   As they made their way into the middle of the crowd, mostly shaggy men who looked like they were expecting some sort of sporting event, Perseval saw a raised platform where three judges were seated. The middle one was a gray-haired old man with a face like a slab of stone, and a middle-aged man and woman sat on either side of him. Two Enforcers dragged a handsome young man before the judges. The crowd carried on such that Perseval could barely hear as the charges were explained to the judges. A wealthy-looking older man came forth and shouted that the accused had raped his daughter. The judges seemed to listen intently to the story, but when they asked the father where his daughter was, his face grew red and he tried to tell a looping tale about why she could not be present. The judges became impatient.
 
   Eventually one of the judges slapped the table to quiet the crowd. “There simply isn’t enough evidence to fully convict the man.” The father of the victim wailed with rage, and much of the crowd joined in. “You should have known better than to show up without the victim to give her testimony!” said the oldest judge. “Unless you were afraid her testimony might favor the accused…?” The father sputtered with rage and the crowd laughed.
 
   The judges conferred with one another. Just when the young man began to breathe a sigh of relief, the eldest judge nodded and said, “We don’t have enough evidence for a conviction, but…” His voice was drowned out by the crowd, so he shouted, “But! But!” until calm was restored. “We’re going to give the accused five lashes and two whacks just for getting involved in the courts.”
 
   The crowd shouted, and the young man shouted with them. “But I’m not guilty! We’re in love, and I-”
 
   The female judge called for order, then said, “You may not be guilty of rape, but something sneaky was going on. You must have known the father didn’t want you around his daughter. Right? But you got involved anyway. If you and the girl are in love, why didn’t you sit down with the father and explain the situation?”
 
   “I shouldn’t have to!” the young man shouted.
 
   “I know it seems unfair, but you do. The girl’s young, so she lives under her father’s house and under his rules. Believe it or not, he can’t just let her do anything she wants. Mistakes have consequences and he doesn’t want any long-term consequences affecting her before she’s old enough to live and think on her own. What seems like tyranny to you looks like protection from his perspective. Understand?”
 
   The young man stared at the ground sullenly.
 
   “Understand?” the judge repeated.
 
   “No.”
 
   “You will,” she nodded. “Strap him up.”
 
   The crowd cheered once again as two Enforcers tied the young man to two posts on a separate podium. The crowd’s tone was menacing, reveling as his wrists were tied to the posts. An older Enforcer stepped forth carrying a whip, and a heavyset lady Enforcer tested several long, smooth sticks that she carried at her back.
 
   “Oh, gods!” Perseval shouted. “They’re going to beat him, aren’t they?! They’re going to beat him in front of everyone!”
 
   Simeon leaned in close to be heard over the crowd. He seemed unimpressed. “Looks like they’re using the little whip. And two whacks? Come on.”
 
   Perseval’s heart thundered as if he was about to be beaten himself. When the older Enforcer gave the young man something to bite down on, Perseval had to hold Simeon’s shoulder to keep from falling down. He could not breathe; his vision became fixed on a broken belt-loop on someone’s pants. He heard but did not see something like a whistle, a high-pitched crack, and then a muffled groan. He forced his eyes upward and saw that the young man was completely covered in sweat, but he was not dead. Perseval swore that he would watch the remainder of this travesty of justice. The Enforcers did not hurry. After the five lashes were given, the old Enforcer spoke quietly to the young man, who remained conscious and even spat out a response that may have been rude. The Enforcer laughed and patted him on the shoulder, then nodded to the Enforcer in charge of giving out whacks with her long, smooth stick.
 
   “But this is barbaric, Simeon!” he said.
 
   “Two! Whacks!” shouted the crowd. “Two! Whacks!”
 
   “You think?” said Simeon. “Man, you should see what they do when somebody really screws up!”
 
   “But why would they beat a man that they just said wasn’t guilty?!”
 
   Crack sang the stick, and half the crowd cheered while the other half began looking about, seemingly bored and ready for the next event.
 
   “They said there wasn’t enough proof for a conviction,” said Simeon. “It’s not like in Pontius where you’ve got a man’s freedom at stake. The judges can make pretty quick decisions when the stakes aren’t high.”
 
   “Freedom?” said Perseval, straining to be heard over the crowd shouting at the next accused man. “Is that man ‘free’ while he’s getting beaten nearly to death?”
 
   “Of course he’s free! Don’t exaggerate, he isn’t being beaten that badly. He’s going to rest for a week, heal up, and then he can get back to work, back to his friends, back to his studies, back to partying, back to whatever. We don’t have any prisons here. I don’t know whether it’s an ideological thing or if the King just wants to put resources elsewhere, but this is how we get justice in the Valley. Don’t shake your head, man. How is it any better in Pontius? If someone’s wrongly accused in Pontius, or if his ass is on the line because he broke a law that shouldn’t even be a law in the first place, then you can end up with innocent people having years of their lives stolen from them. They can get raped in a cell and it’s all in the name of moral cleanliness. Here, you take your licks, the crowd gets a show, and that’s that.”
 
   “But what if a few whacks aren’t enough? Don’t try to tell me that beating someone can cure their criminal inclinations. Or are there simply no evil people in the Valley?”
 
   “Oh yeah, there is. Just last year, there was a real evil bastard going around. He raped and stabbed at least one poor girl. She lived, but she’s gonna be fucked up the rest of her life. Well, the guy got caught. Everybody was talkin’ about it. The crowd was out for blood - and man, they got it. I saw with my own eyes how they beat that son of a bitch. Lashes all day, whacks in between. The Enforcers were worn out.”
 
   “So they killed him. Did that make the girl feel better?”
 
   “There’s no capital punishment in the Valley. Never on purpose, at least. And I don’t know how the girl felt about it, man, but it’s not like she would have felt good if the guy was locked in a cage the rest of his life, you know? You grew up in a culture that taught you prisons are necessary. You’ll get over that.”
 
   “So they gave him a severe beating,” said Perseval, unwilling to drop the subject, “and then he got to walk free?”
 
   “No. He was enslaved. The contract for his life was given to the girl. I’m assuming she sold it to some company. Even if the company didn’t want to use the guy for hard labor, everybody was watching this case, so maybe it was good publicity for the buyer.”
 
   “That’s sickening.”
 
   Simeon gave Perseval a strange look. “First you get bent out of shape because the punishments are too strict, then they aren’t strict enough? Don’t worry man, the judges here aren’t corrupt. The King makes sure of that. You can do just about anything you want here, but anyone who rapes and stabs someone in the Valley is going to end up in hell, one way or another.”
 
   They watched what was left of the next trial. A dogman was accused of stealing some farmhand’s tools.
 
   “Do you have the tools?” said a judge.
 
   “No!” said the dogman. “I never took ’em!”
 
   “He sold them!” screamed the farmhand. “Bastard stole ’em! I’m a skilled laborer, but I depend on my tools to make a living, understand?”
 
   “As far as we’re concerned,” said another judge, “you owe the man one silver cent, five nickel decas, and thirteen copper unis for his goods. Is this amount reasonable to you, sir?”
 
   The farmhand nodded sideways, said, “Well, it’s close, but...”
 
   The judge turned back to the dogman, said, “Do you have the money to pay him back?”
 
   “Hell no!” he shouted.
 
   “Enslavement, then,” said the lead judge. “Until you can pay him back. Make a note that the debt on your life is worth one silver cent, five nickel decas, and thirteen copper unis, or one hundred sixty-three dollars all told. If you don’t want the contract, sir, you can sell it to another.”
 
   “I’ll buy it!” shouted a tanner near Perseval. “I want that dog.”
 
   As they released the dogman, Perseval said, “This is ridiculous, Simeon. There’s no justice here!”
 
   “I agree! They should lock him in a room for a year and let us pay for his food. That’s justice!”
 
   Perseval was annoyed at the flippant response, but a murderer was brought forth and his attention fixed on him. The crowd hated him immediately. Simeon said, “Let’s get out of here.”
 
   “Already?”
 
   “I thought you hated this stuff!”
 
   “Well...” Perseval realized just then that he had been wanting to see what would be done to a real criminal. Was he sickened by the public beatings, or sickened by his own curiosity?
 
   “I’m gonna get a drink across the street,” said Simeon. “Meet me later, then.”
 
   Once Perseval could abandon the need to appear like a great moralist in front of Simeon, he was quickly taken up by the rage of the crowd. It was easy to hate the murderer as the evidence was stacked up against him, and when he saw that the family of the victim was present, he found himself wanting to see blood on their behalf. The victim’s family was obviously poor, so their shabby suits and dresses, brought out for this occasion, only added to the surreal and tawdry drama. Some Enforcers kept the crowd from the accused man, then set to beating him. He was given no less than sixty hard lashes on his back and twenty debilitating whacks on his arms and legs. The man was unconscious by the end, covered in blood, and an older Enforcer nervously took the man’s pulse.
 
   “Furthermore,” said a judge, “the man will be enslaved with a contract of no less than five golden kilos, which he shall work off. He will be enslaved until the debt is repaid or until one year passes - whichever happens last.”
 
   The victim’s family breathed a sigh of relief and the father loudly thanked the gods.
 
   “But you people won’t get to keep the slave yourselves!” said the judge. “The amount of his contract will go to you, paid by an employer who wants to invest in the man-” The family screamed and the judge shushed them loudly. “Listen! Listen! You really think you could hold that man and not kill him yourselves?”
 
   “So what if we do!” screamed a girl.
 
   “Killing him won’t bring anybody back. You should pray that that man survives his beating. Five kilos is a lot of money, but his contract goes with him if he dies.”
 
   Amazing, thought Perseval. So this circus is what passes for justice in the Black Valley?
 
   All the same, Perseval found himself looking forward to the next trial.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   They left in a drunken haze and Perseval felt lost inside himself. He didn’t know what to think about the spectacle of the trials. He felt that he needed to be alone to sort it out, to think thoughts that he knew were his own rather than just posturing for Simeon’s benefit. He hated the mob, the yelling, how the beatings seemed to feed the crowd’s gross appetite. On the other hand, he had seen nothing overtly corrupt happening. The rich seemed to have no leverage over the judges. There were no highly educated lawyers to give grand speeches that could sway a jury. He knew that in Pontius you had to have money if you wanted to get through a trial with your freedom intact. What if someone in Pontius had learned of Perseval’s secret, the thing that drove him here, and used it against him? He would have been thrown away in some prison and forgotten about. Then again, was public beating before a mob of raging dullards the answer? And there was also enslavement! How casually the phrase was thrown about! The Valley seemed to have a free market, but how they thought they could avoid a future in which large companies bribed judges to levy more and more enslavement for a cheap source of labor was beyond him. Something wasn’t adding up.
 
   Simeon was little help. If a thing couldn’t be seen or experienced directly, he wasted little time in theorizing about it. For several days he drove them onward, biking west as hard as they could to reach the Usurper’s Monument. They slowed down only when they began picking up other pilgrims to travel with. For several nights they camped under the stars with a young girl who worked only half the year in order to support her pilgrimage habit, as well as a factory worker on leave who was a veteran of the Smith War, a wealthy investor who rode a fine horse and who scouted out businesses to throw money into, and a thug who claimed that he made his living entirely from the Ghoul Genocide Bounty Program.
 
   One night Simeon decided to pace himself like a man possessed, and eventually only Perseval and the young girl could keep up with him. Perseval wanted to stop and regretted that they had lost the others. They came to an open plain and suddenly the clouds fled from the face of the moon and he saw the wonder that was the Usurper’s Monument.
 
   A series of tall, milky-white crystal towers gleamed in the moonlight. Whenever a breeze passed over the plain they could hear a low, lonely whisper passing through the hollow structures. They dropped their bikes and as they slowly approached Perseval saw that the tall, uneven towers joined at a massive, round structure run through with holes. Several broken towers lay on the ground near a splintered wooden wall. They saw several kids getting high within the main structure, their bodies stretched and jagged when seen from the other side. One ran from his fellows, stood near the center, and gave vent to a cry that echoed madly but did not seem entirely out of place on the surreal, ghostly battlefield. The pilgrimage girl passed Simeon and Perseval some kind of red leaves. They ate them, waited, then the stars cast tracers on their vision and they were touched with a sense of quiet depth.
 
   “How did they ever make…” Perseval began.
 
   “That crystal thing,” said Simeon. “It was a flesh demon.”
 
   Perseval’s mouth dropped open quietly.
 
   “This place is where the King first brought his people. This is where they fought the devils, and the ghouls, and the traitors who turned on them... and won. Those towers were once part of a living flesh demon. The King killed it himself, and that winter they ended up hollowing out that monster and eating its corpse.”
 
   “They ate… a demon?”
 
   “You’re damn right they did. They turned the world upside down, Persey. The monsters that we have nightmares about, the things that eat people who dare to go outside of city walls… they ate one of them.”
 
   Perseval stared up at the singing towers, unable to speak.
 
   “That’s what he does,” said the pilgrimage girl. “He’s more than any of us. And he made us more than we were before.”
 
   I have to meet him, thought Perseval, touched to his core by the culmination of his journey. It’s the only way I can understand this place.
 
   Perseval realized that the others were staring at him. He was almost sure they had heard his thoughts.
 
   “I have to,” he said quietly. “I have to meet him.” He closed his eyes because he could hear his mother reading to him, telling him a story about a man who tried to make a deal with a devil but only ended up having his soul and even his body completely devoured. From an early age he had learned that you have to live and be and do things in a certain way. If you don’t…. if you stray from the rules, if you stray from the path… you have to be careful, or else… he realized that he was shaking his head.
 
   “Haven’t you already met him?” said the pilgrimage girl. “Isn’t he this land that you’ve been living in?”
 
   “No,” Perseval said loudly. “This is just something he made. I have to meet the man himself. He’s… I mean, he’s real, isn’t he?”
 
   The girl only looked at him. Perhaps because of the drug he’d taken, the word real sounded foolish in his own ears as well.
 
   “I have to meet him,” he said again. The girl laughed and he shouted, “He’s not a fucking god! I just… I know I’m nothing special, but I want… I just want to…”
 
   “You’re right, Persey,” said Simeon. “It’s not impossible. We don’t have much money left, but... if we can find his friend Zachariah, then we can set up something with the King through him. That’s how it’s usually done.”
 
   “Prometea,” said the girl. “I saw the Philosopher in Prometea.”
 
   Perseval nodded, feeling empty of everything but a quiet sense of resolve. He left the two alone so that he could walk along the hallowed battleground.
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Five
 
   The House of Ishtar
 
    
 
    
 
   The two companions went to Prometea in the heart of the Black Valley. It was a town built on the arts, and Perseval was struck by its outlandish beauty. Architects competed with one another to see who could eat the best contracts and make a name for themselves. He saw twisted, curving, brightly-colored buildings that looked all the more garish for standing proudly under a vibrant blue sky. Slender trees and flower gardens lined the streets, and there was at least one book store on each corner; the large printing press companies were housed in Prometea, but many people owned their own small presses. Artists and craftsmen showed off their wares in busy markets where Perseval even saw dogmen in garish clothing dancing crazily, and passers-by tossed coins into their upturned hats. He saw people wearing outfits that did not seem to come from any mode of fashion he had ever seen before; women in silky smooth dresses flashing like spinning rainbows next to primitive-chic body paint and ornately robes as well as men in strangely dapper suits or ornamental armor forged for some kind of battle straight out of a comic book. Nearly every restaurant had open air seating on multiple floors, many featuring their own bands all trying to out-harmonize or out-chill or out-blast one another.
 
   A caricature artist worked on the street, and they had to sidestep around his cult of followers who meditated all around him. Perseval was just about to make an exclamation about how amazing Prometea was when the artist looked directly at him – or through him. He caught a glimpse of the man's portraits. They were hideous, seemingly showing people as they truly were, or at least how the bleak artist saw them. Perseval looked in awe at the dandy men and women who stood in a line to have their likeness perverted by the creepy old man. Horrified, Perseval stumbled away and pushed Simeon before him.
 
   Everything was so beautiful until then! he thought. Why can’t artists just make pleasant things?
 
   “Stop shovin’!” said Simeon. “There’s a bar up ahead where Zachariah used to hang out. All kinds of philosophers and freaks go there, but it’s expensive, so we’ll have to get one drink and sip it all day long. Sip is the key word, man – there’s no telling how long we may have to wait to find him.”
 
   The plan of waiting for a single man to enter a single bar in a single town in such a large nation struck Perseval with a feeling of hopelessness. “How do we even know if he’ll help us, Simeon? Can’t we just… you know, find out where the King lives and… I guess, you know, visit him there?”
 
   In lieu of an explanation Simeon simply gave him a strange look. “Zachariah will help us as long as he doesn’t think we’re trying to scam him. Which reminds me – keep your wits about you. Don’t say anything stupid or he’ll flip out. I should have told you, but he’s half-crazy. I know because he used to be my tutor back when he tutored privately. He’s intense. Maybe you should just not say anything. You say stuff all the time that tests my patience, but this guy, he’s…”
 
   “He’s what?”
 
   “Let’s just say he’s not above quoting some ancient philosopher you’ve never heard of while he’s beating the shit out of you in a blacked out drunken rage. He’s not afraid to spend the night tied up by a bunch of Enforcers. But, uh, he really is a decent guy, though.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   They did not have long to wait. In fact, Simeon hadn’t even finished telling Perseval about more rules of conduct that could determine their fate when they saw Zachariah strolling past with a piercing gaze. He was a redheaded, bony-faced, bearded man wearing a rough-looking robe over clothes made for living in the wilderness.
 
   “That’s him!” Simeon hissed.
 
   “Let’s go!”
 
   “Wait... I think he might be drunk!”
 
   “So?”
 
   “Man we gotta play this right man!”
 
   Perseval had never seen his friend back down from an encounter. “Come on!” said Perseval, laughing.
 
   “Ch-ch-chill out, man! Let’s hang back!”
 
   They followed him down the busy street. Eventually Simeon said, “Alright, he hasn’t blown up or argued with anybody. Let’s do this.”
 
   Simeon suddenly took off in a dead run toward the philosopher. The intersection was so busy that Perseval was pushed aside and missed the beginning of the conversation, but when he caught up he saw that Zachariah must have recognized his former pupil, for they were speaking amiably. Simeon introduced Perseval to him, but Zachariah must have seen little in Perseval for he only gave him a cursory glance before continuing on with something about the King’s unwillingness to sponsor a large University system. Perseval listened politely, but could not keep up with the strange, winding argument. He did not even have to nod, for Zachariah did not look at him.
 
   After he wound down, Zachariah said, “I’m going to try to force him to go to Ishtar tonight. If you want, you can try to meet him there.”
 
   “Uh” said Simeon, “do you think they’ll let us in? As we are?”
 
   “There’s a stream that way. Go wash up. You got any money?”
 
   “N-not really...”
 
   “I’ll get you a few drinks, then.”
 
   “Thank you, sir!”
 
   With that, the man nodded and left.
 
   Simeon watched him go, then said, “Man, back in the day, he would have invited us back to his place. We would have drank and talked all day.”
 
   “He’s probably got more important people that he hangs out with,” said Perseval, feeling glum.
 
   “What! More important than us?”
 
   “What’s this Ishtar place, anyway?”
 
   “You don’t know?” said Simeon, smiling wickedly. “The House of Ishtar. It’s a whorehouse, man!”
 
   Perseval’s bit his tongue, then forced a smile. “That’s great!” he said, lying.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The House of Ishtar was a massive temple of darkly painted wood illuminated with brightly colored lanterns that cast otherworldly halos onto murals depicting hedonism in somber, sedate tones. In the dead of night Perseval and Simeon made their way toward the entrance. An ascetic holy man approached and begged them not to enter, but Perseval had spent the entire day preparing himself for this, so he ignored the man. Two massive dogmen with fine suits and large sidearms frisked the pair, then opened the large double doors for them.
 
   “A rule,” said one of the giant dogmen. “You rough up a girl, disrespect her, whatever, then we have the right to stomp you.”
 
   Perseval gulped, then nodded. “Is the King here?”
 
   The second dogman nodded. “The King is here tonight. Have fun.”
 
   They entered a large, dark room where dim candlelight cast a concealing glow around people lounging and drinking in huddled groups, their conversations dimmed by loud, slow drums accompanying a singing dogwoman. Perseval was immediately struck by the surreal rush of seeing exposed flesh in darkness. He saw women with red lips, strange makeup that shone in candlelight, glittering dresses or revealing outfits surely inspired by birds of prey that inhabited the forest. He even saw several muscular, nearly naked men reclining with short, squat, balding businessmen, which shocked him terribly. He had heard of such unspeakable things in Pontius, places where men could go and… but the Law was always watching. His legs were frozen in place and he could not breathe.
 
   He realized that Simeon had been speaking to him. “… to keep moving, man. If someone comes up to us and they realize we don’t have any money, we’ll get thrown out. Let’s go to another room and look for Zachariah, come on.”
 
   Simeon dragged him through a labyrinth of hallways and locked private rooms. Beautiful women in garish costumes winked at the boys or laughed at Simeon’s showy bows as he led Perseval, who walked with stiff-knees like some kind of automaton. They saw people lounging around pianos, women laughing at drunken suitors throwing money around. Perseval kept thinking that Ugly pimps would show up and press them into slavery in some awful dungeon deep below ground, as he’d heard in stories from days gone by, but instead only dogmen guards in fine suits with the Ishtar logo eyed them with detached interest.
 
   They passed through many rooms in the House of Ishtar. They came to a porcelain room full of blue light, glass walls somehow containing rainbow-colored fish, a fountain built atop white and black statues of a sea-goat playing with dancing nymphs. Perseval wanted only to sit and catch his breath, but they saw women and men laughing as a drunken playboy fell into the fountain, sputtering but somehow holding his drink aloft and unspilled. Simeon found a few unattended drinks and snatched them, then they chugged them in a darkened hallway.
 
   “You okay man?” Simeon asked.
 
   “Yeah, sure,” said Perseval. Not really, he thought.
 
   They passed by windows that revealed a large, blindingly-bright room. Even after his eyes adjusted to the glare, his eyes could hardly report what he was seeing. The room was covered in dark red sand where women dressed as monsters seemed to be torturing men tied to posts or black metal trees. His breath caught in his throat when he realized that the room was occupied by Ugly, the ancient power that once ran Pontius. But it was not so; it was only a drama, actors in absurd costumes enacting a scene of primitives enslaved or given up to flesh demons for the benefit of incredibly wealthy men who lived in fear of the loneliness at the top of the socioeconomic pyramid.
 
   Simeon dragged him along and they passed through a white room blanketed in thick, white powder, white trees covered in icicles and jewels. More white powder somehow rained down on them from the rafters, where servants slowly beat gongs and pieces of sheet metal thundered. Rotating fans covered light sources, casting them in darkness, then light, such that it seemed the sun was freezing over. They saw naked revelers dancing and pelting one another with clouds of pale dust. Perseval could scarcely understand why someone would even want to be in such a room before Simeon dragged him along.
 
   “This place goes on and on,” Simeon said. “We haven’t even been to the other floors or the basement.”
 
   “Where’s Zachariah? Maybe the King isn’t even here.”
 
   “Oh, he’s here,” said Simeon, eyes glinting strangely. “Can’t you feel him?”
 
   “Don’t tell me you buy into...”
 
   “Into what?”
 
   Wordless, Perseval gestured about, then said, “If the people of Pontius had any idea... any idea, man...”
 
   “Yeah, I know. They’d burn it all to the ground. They already tried once.”
 
   “We’d better just hurry up and find the King.”
 
   “Let’s worry about finding Zachariah first. He promised us free drinks.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   They found Zachariah bursting out of a private room.
 
   “Sir!” shouted Simeon, jogging ahead in a manner Perseval found dog-like.
 
   Zachariah whooped and raised his hand. Simeon slapped his palm, then drew his hand back in disgust. Perseval walked behind them as Simeon jogged alongside the philosopher. He was clearly drunk, and even bounced off the corner of a turn in the hall. They went down a short flight of stairs in silence. Zachariah fell loudly, wailing in anguish, then snarled as Simeon tried to help him up. In another dark hallway several young women passed them.
 
   “Hey Professor!” one of them shouted. “Where’s little Haginar?”
 
   Zachariah immediately composed himself. “He’s in the woods climbing trees. You know him!”
 
   “Bring him by sometime!” said another lady. “He’s a doll!”
 
   “He’s not, he’s an animal, but I’ll try.”
 
   Perseval leaned close to Simeon. “Haginar?” he whispered.
 
   “My boy!” shouted Zachariah. “My little kid!”
 
   This mess of a man... is a father? thought Perseval.
 
   “Come on!” shouted Zachariah. “You’re holding me up!”
 
   He disappearing into a winding stairwell. It was very dark, and they heard the man falling and sliding somewhere down below.
 
   Perseval kept his hand on a rail leading downward, straining his eyes, and after a few moments he realized that he was in complete darkness. His footsteps made hardly any sound against the soft wood of the winding stair. He stumbled when he reached a level floor, then groped about in the dark.
 
   “Simeon,” he whispered.
 
   No one answered.
 
   “Simeon!” he screamed, suddenly aware of his own panic, like a jerking knot in his throat. “Where are you?! I can’t see! I can’t see!”
 
   Two strong hands grasped either side of his head. In dim light he saw the bony features of Zachariah, his bleary brown eyes staring into him. In a haze of fear Perseval heard the man speak, but his lips did not seem to move. “That’s because you’re blind,” he said. Perseval stared back at the man. His face had a primal look in the half-light, raw and unshaped, an ancient ancestor looking at him from across the ages. His eyes were dark in deep hollows under a heavy brow. The hairs on his face seemed like the hide of a beast. But it was the hint of sharp intelligence behind the eyes that truly frightened. What would the man do to him? There was no control, he realized, no control at all, anything could happen, he might even be killed here in the dark, and no one would stop-
 
   Perseval heard the clink of dishes, the hum of conversation, and the strange vision left. Zachariah slowly turned and pointed. He saw an open doorway lit with a pale light. Perseval entered, alone.
 
   The room was long and made of black brick. A long, heavy table was filled with people eating and drinking from dishes made of red gold. The floor was blue marble with veins of glowing purple. Then, in horror, Perseval realized that the walls, the columns, were lined with human thighbones and skulls. A chandelier of hip bones with radial finger-wings hung overhead, burning white phosphorous that dripped onto the table. The women were very elegant, dressed simply with only a few pieces of sparkling jewelry, and young men and women in black robes served up wine and food. Perseval recognized Vallier Rangers from their motley uniforms of black and green. There were others with strange, faraway looks; they were Entertainers, though Perseval would not have known them by that name.
 
   He moved through the room as in a dream. He found Simeon taking a drink from a short girl in a robe. “Persey,” he said. “These are the bones of fighters from Pontius. Smiths and Lawmen who tried to take our land from us.” The serving girl looked at Perseval. Her face was painted white and black, and she extended a tray that carried a goblet of red wine. “Drink with us, Perseval,” said Simeon, and while he knew the boy was his friend, he no longer looked like the one he knew.
 
   Perseval took the drink and moved on. Smoke clouded the air and drifted through the eye sockets of the dead witnesses. So these are the dead from my homeland, he thought. He saw a black flag hanging on the far wall. On its face were dirty streaks of dull reddish brown, the imposing circle and V, and he knew at once that it was made of invaders’ blood.
 
   Then, near the end of the long black table, he stopped short. There, under the flag, sitting alone on the Throne of Wood, was Wodan, King of the Black Valley. The man radiated icy distance. He was built lean and muscular, with long limbs, and wore a simple black suit and a single golden ring on his left hand. He was very pale, but his long hair was as brown as the earth and fell in waves. His sharp green eyes stared ahead, into their own world. He took a sip from a silver cup, then continued staring ahead.
 
   Perseval was weak in his legs and looked for a place to sit. A young woman in a glittering green dress smiled and gestured to an empty seat as if she had been waiting for him. Perseval sat and drained his cup. A serving girl moved up beside him, waiting without smiling.
 
   Perseval nodded toward the King, then said, “Let me have what he’s having.”
 
   “You can’t drink what the King drinks,” said the girl.
 
   “Why not? Is it expensive?”
 
   “He’s not like you and me. It’s strong. It could kill you.”
 
   “Oh. I’ll have some more wine then, please. It’s... it’s on Zachariah’s-”
 
   “I know,” she said, then poured until his cup was full.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Perseval was given a meal, and while he ate he watched King Wodan until he became distracted by a skinny, dark-haired man in a suit of white and purple. The man clicked his tongue against his large front teeth as he spoke to a young prostitute, who nodded and hid her mouth behind her cup when she yawned. The man ignored her massive cleavage as he spoke about the need for changes in the Valley that would enhance the lives of the citizens. Perseval drank as he listened, and when the man referred to himself as Representative Mallery, Perseval broke in suddenly. “The Valley has representatives? I thought it was a, you know… a monarchy.”
 
   For one split second Mallery’s eyes stabbed into him, then he smiled and said, “Of course the communities in the Valley have representatives! How else could a King who shelters himself from his people ever find out what’s going on? The people elect their representatives democratically, and you better believe he needs us.”
 
   “Hard to believe he needs anybody,” said Perseval, and the prostitute immediately brightened and nodded quickly.
 
   “Kid, what sector are you from?” said Mallery. His eyes quickly scanned him up and down. Before Perseval could ask what was meant, a farmer in a ridiculous tweed suit laughed and muttered, “Sector!” Perseval ignored the question and turned back to the King on his Throne.
 
   “I’m just trying to drink up some courage so I can go up to him,” said Perseval. The young woman in the green dress laughed slightly. “This room, it’s a little intimidating. Isn’t it?”
 
   “Sick, is what it is,” Mallery said into his cup.
 
   The young prostitute leaned forward. “It’s considered bad manners to approach the King while he’s on the Throne,” she said to Perseval. “Let him drink and he’ll come down to see us.”
 
   Perseval thought for a moment. “Is that what they call the Throne of Wood? Is this... like, where he rules from?”
 
   “In this place, I’m just another customer.”
 
   Perseval jerked in his seat, for King Wodan stood across the table looking down at him. His features had changed completely. He was smiling, and there was some warmth in his eyes.
 
   Perseval’s mouth froze. The prostitute beside Mallery rose suddenly. “Wodan!” she said, rising. “Take my seat!”
 
   The situation seemed terribly, painfully awkward to Perseval. He wanted to rise to give his own seat as well, but his legs would not move.
 
   “We can share it,” said the King. He sat down, and then the young woman sat on his lap and wrapped an arm around him. They both smiled and laughed. Perseval was unsure what to make of the bizarre, indecent scene, so his eyes fixed on a human thighbone on the wall directly behind the pair. Thankfully the farmer in the rough tweed suit leaned over and began speaking with the King, seemingly unembarrassed by the situation. Perseval looked at Mallery and saw that he was as still as stone, but his eyes burned with rage as he openly glared at King Wodan. Perseval reasoned that he must have been mad that the King had stolen the attentions of the prostitute sitting next to him; but then again, she had clearly been bored by all his talk of politics, and could not be faulted for wanting to laugh with the King as the farmer told a story about his prize bull waking him up by sticking his giant head through the tiny window of his farmhouse.
 
   Perseval finished his drink, then took a long, deep breath. He looked at the King, opened his mouth, then-
 
   “Excuse me,” said the King.
 
   “Of course!” said the young lady, rising.
 
   Strangely enough, even Mallery seemed disappointed when the King left to see his friend the philosopher.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Perseval drank and mingled with the farming lords and veterans and robed servants in the room of bones, listening to tales of the history of the Valley and its people. Eventually he took to openly staring at the King, watching as he spoke with people. He simply could not understand. The King had none of the demeanor, or even force, of the public Officials in Pontius. He was at once calm, and open, and distant, and everyone who spoke with him seemed to go away a little brighter than before. He saw rough farmers hammer out practical details with him, he saw prostitutes laugh and flirt with him, he saw businessmen run plans by him, and he even saw some kind of primitive, elderly woman with a shaved head speak with him quietly before they smoked something together, shook hands, and then embrace one another without letting go until their conversation was done. The King seemed to accept it all.
 
   Or almost all of it. Several times during the night he seemed to get into hushed arguments with Zachariah; always he would walk away and Zachariah would find another drink and stare at his King with sullen, bleary eyes. Once Perseval heard him shout at King Wodan’s back, “You’re drifting! Shuffling like a cow in a field, waiting for something! Rolling downhill! Running in place! You’re pathetic. I wish I’d never met you!” The King did not respond, and the outburst was quickly forgotten by the crowd. Only Mallery smiled and seemed to relish the event.
 
   Perseval found Simeon speaking with a tall man in a gold-trimmed black cloak and a ridiculous, tall, pointed hat. He was amazingly drunk, with eyes just barely slitted open. Simeon was laughing, but a middle-aged woman in an incredibly fine, dark dress, no makeup, and black hair tied up in a bun seemed to take the drunk very seriously.
 
   “Perseval! You’re just in time!” Gesturing to the woman, he said, “This is Fortunata, the lady who runs the House of Ishtar! And here’s Jarl, man! Jarl himself!” Perseval had no idea what they were talking about, so Simeon added, “He’s the King’s biographer and a really important historian of the Valley. I can’t believe you haven’t-”
 
   The drunk did not seem to know that anyone was talking about him, and Fortunata took in Perseval at a glance, then quickly turned away. “Please, Jarl,” she said, “Go on with what you were saying.”
 
   “I was… I… what was I…?”
 
   “The four gods of the wasteland.”
 
   “Oh! Yes! Yes. Well, as we Ent… ah, according to the legends that some people record, there are four gods of the wasteland.”
 
   “Like demons?” said Perseval, wanting to be included.
 
   “That’s just one,” said Jarl. “The Many. ‘Where there’s one, there’s all’ – that’s s a quote straight from the Red Book, so you can quote me on that.”
 
   “Isn’t that the book that the Ugly-”
 
   “And the second is called Outworlder. According to some. That god is, you see, it exists, but is not flesh. It’s a balance between contradictions. And that god demands sacrifice. Plenty of dogmen worship that one. You see?”
 
   “Well, I-”
 
   “The third one is a beast. It’s a lion. It’s a hunter. Always predator, never prey. And whoever sees it, I’ve read that it asks a riddle, or three riddles, depending on the source. It eats you if you can’t answer the riddle. And no one’s ever answered the riddle.”
 
   “So what is the rid-”
 
   “And the fourth and last is an unapproachable place. It’s far south of here, on the Fields of Epimetheus. There’s a tower there, and a sword… a flaming sword that kills anyone who approaches the forbidden place… but I, uh, the records aren’t clear if it’s a place, or a thing, or a creature… I… I have to sit down. I’m gonna be sick.”
 
   Perseval looked about, desperate for a means of escape from the madman, but when Fortunata grabbed the storyteller he realized that he should have done the same. They awkwardly manhandled the leaning giant and helped him onto a bench, where he leaned against a row of skulls placed directly into the wall.
 
   “Thank you,” said the lady, nodding to Perseval. “I would have some of my boys take him to a room, but he would only find his way back here.”
 
   Desperate to speak about the King rather than fantastic nonsense, Perseval said, “Excuse me, but did the King and his philosopher… well… are they arguing?”
 
   “Who knows?” Fortunata said. “If you’ll excuse me.”
 
   “Wait, please! I have to… I mean, I was wondering…”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   She seemed impatient to leave. “Does the King… uh, you know. With the girls? Does he pay, and…” Perseval looked away, feeling as if his soul was strapped to a mouth which knew only how to vomit.
 
   “He used to,” she said, smiling slightly. “Not anymore.”
 
   “Well… do you… know why?”
 
   “I suppose he was human.” She shrugged. “But then the War changed him. It changed everyone. We don’t try to hide that. Why else do you think we gather in a room full of corpses? But he still treats my girls with respect. Isn’t that strange, boy?”
 
   “Well, I-”
 
   “Maybe he sees the humanity in them?”
 
   She let the question hang in the air for a moment, then she suddenly left. He wondered if he had really been so obvious, then decided that she was obviously too important to gossip with someone like him. He looked about and realized that Simeon had abandoned him. He moved to leave as well, but a hand grasped his wrist and pulled him back.
 
   Jarl pulled him down and continued speaking. Horrified that the drunk would not simply pass out, Perseval closed his eyes and held his nose as the drunk's hot, reeking breath hit him.
 
   “That Outworlder’s important,” said Jarl. “In Srila they worship him. You’ve heard of the Cognati? The wizards who can move objects without touching them?”
 
   Perseval stared at the King across the room. “That’s impossible,” Perseval hissed. “You can’t move something if you’re too much of a coward to touch it.”
 
   “Ah, but they can,” said Jarl. “That’s magic for you. The magic down south. In Srila, the holy land.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Perseval sat with the Entertainer as he dozed on his shoulder for a few minutes. Eventually Jarl made his way to a bathroom where he could puke, and Perseval decided it was his chance to approach the King. Unfortunately King Wodan perked up when he heard Jarl puking, and quickly rose and went into the bathroom as well. Perseval paced about, glaring at the skulls that stared back at him, then he found Simeon and took some cigarettes from him as payment for dealing with the storyteller.
 
   Perseval kicked himself for a few minutes, wondering if he would ever be able to approach the King. Just when he was about to despair, King Wodan suddenly burst from the bathroom, smiling, his features animated. Perseval was shocked at the change in his demeanor; he rushed about the room as if looking for someone. Zachariah rose from his chair, looking as if he were about to face off in a schoolyard rumble.
 
   “Zachariah!” said Wodan. “We’re going on a pilgrimage!”
 
   The philosopher screwed up his face. Perseval strained to hear every word.
 
   “We’re going to Srila!” said Wodan. “I’ve been talking to Jarl, and…”
 
   “Globulus,” Zachariah said quietly. “The exile… that my father should have killed.”
 
   “And the Cognati! We’ll learn about them, and-”
 
   Immediately the haggard philosopher flung himself at the King, and they embraced, laughing.
 
   So strange! Perseval thought. Almost like children. First arguing, then hugging and laughing!
 
   “Hey Persey,” said Simeon. “I just got a tip on something. Some people are going to invite themselves to hang out with the King, maybe even at his place. You in?”
 
   “Believe it,” said Perseval.
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Six
 
   Nine Years in the Black Valley
 
    
 
    
 
   Perseval heard many tales of the history of the Black Valley while in the House of Ishtar, and he gained a full account after that. The following is a short record of that history.
 
    
 
   Year One. After the Usurper War, in which Wodan slayed the demon Zamael with Capricornus, the Sword of the Ancients, he was crowned king and none challenged his rule. Zachariah Hargis, Chief Yarek Asher, the dogmen Naarwulf and Magog, Chris Kenny the sniper, the primitive fighting women Amiza and Maena, and Jarl the Entertainer survived the battle at the ruined fort and worked with the humans and dogmen to rebuild their home. The farmers planted, but the siege had delayed them until late in the season, so no crops were raised before winter set in. They heard nothing from Pontius, nor did they receive the vital supplies that they had paid for with shipments of lumber.
 
   The first winter in the Valley nearly ended them all. Many dogmen who had betrayed them before now returned from the forest, hungry and begging forgiveness. Wodan and his inner circle kept the starving dogmen from eating the farmers’ precious reserve of seed stock by turning their attention to the corpse of the crystal flesh demon, which was preserved fairly well by the cold. They assumed that they had been written off by Pontius, their contract for supplies torn apart as revenge against the dogmen from the south who attacked Pontius earlier.
 
   They did not know that Pontius had problems of its own, for the shipment of valuable wood that Wodan’s pioneers sent downriver had unleashed a bloodbath. Wodan had struck a verbal agreement with Miss Oliver, head of the Businessmen (lumber from the Valley in exchange for supplies), and had warned Oliver to set up a deal with the Law to protect the shipment. Agreements were made between the Law, the Businessmen, and the Smiths. But the Smiths were powerful in those days, perhaps the greatest of all the gangs of Pontius, and so when the valuable lumber came in on the nameless river, madness set in. Smith Magi attacked, the Law retreated and counterattacked, and the Businessmen bought up mercenaries to protect their interests. Foreman Arcturus, head of the Smiths, negotiated for peace even as he sent Magi bombers against the Precincts and homes of known Businessmen. The streets of Pontius were wet with blood and the nameless river was clogged with dead men and wealth.
 
   Many were declared heroes in the violent nonsense while the people of Pontius hid in their homes. Lieutenant Detective Virgil, Wodan’s old friend in the Floyd Street Massacre affair, was shot and killed by friendly fire in the legendary Gravesend Shootout. Foreman Arcturus narrowly escaped an assassination attempt when his private restroom was blown to smithereens; he later claimed that the Smith god Epimetheus warned him about the plot in a visionary dream. Director DeSark of Precinct Zero and his Lawmen held out in a violent siege for several days, and even released many criminals from the underground dungeons in order to bolster their defense.
 
   After weeks of civil war in which thousands were killed, the lumber was divided into equal thirds between the Law, the Smiths, and various Businessmen. This was very nearly the same deal the gangs had sketched out before the war, though much of the lumber was stolen by smaller gangs and businesses during the fighting.
 
   When winter came to an end in the Valley, Edwar Bruner, inventor of the zeppelin, took a small amount of supplies and a zeppelin owned by Miss Oliver and found Wodan’s pioneers. Bruner admitted to the starving King that, since the pioneers had not returned in failure, they were assumed to be dead. When Bruner told him that his friend Lieutenant Detective Virgil was dead, Wodan said, “Then what’s left of Pontius? Bring us our supplies, then stay with us.”
 
   Edwar Bruner was surprised to see a child with them: Haginar Hargis, son of Zachariah Hargis and Maena the primitive. Bruner offered to take the child back with him to ensure its safety, but the starved pioneers violently opposed the idea. “He’s the first natural citizen of the Black Valley,” said one farmer. “You’re not taking our mascot to some hellhole like Pontius.”
 
    
 
   Year Two. The farmers’ lack of experience with the Black Valley’s climate had little effect on the crops, which soon thrived in the rich soil. Only a few strains of crop were lost to moisture-born rot. Among the harvest of wheat, maize, hemp, and others, Wodan’s loyal henchman, Naarwulf, discovered hidden gardens of marijuana, opium, silver-clove, mescaline, betel nut, and even amanita mushrooms. When he brought some of the men before the King so that they could be executed, he was surprised when the King simply engaged the farmers in conversation and learned all that he could about the illicit substances. The King begged them to increase production and prepare themselves for the great festivals and holy days that lay before them.
 
   Strengthened by the wealth of food and peaceful days, the pioneers tackled the mines once more. Others set to work building wooden homes for themselves, and bartered with one another for what they could not secure themselves.
 
   King Wodan took a plot of land for himself. He captured a wild boar for meat and goats for milk. When people came to him to settle grievances, he usually made them walk alongside him as he plowed the land with his own homemade plow, and they often they found themselves helping out in his garden or showing him wood-working and homemaking techniques as they explained their situations to him.
 
   Lumber continued to flow downstream, and new arrivals came with supplies from Pontius. Whores eager to escape their violent pimps came in droves. The Law in Pontius cracked down on these so-called criminals trying to flee from justice, but those that escaped the Precinct dungeons found themselves in a new world where they could set their own prices, pay mercenaries for their own protection, and work openly in the light of day. Those that morally opposed their trade were free to not take part in it.
 
    
 
   Year Three. The financial system and problem of taxation became too complicated for a barter-based financial system, so King Wodan proposed that coins be minted: the copper uni, the nickel deca, the silver cent, and the gold kilo. Wodan based the new state tax on sales conducted in the mercantile stores that clustered around the mines and lumber yards simply because it was easy for a handful of tax men to keep track of things. Theoretically, any man who chose only to deal with other individuals could completely escape paying any taxes at all, but by this time most citizens were conducting their trade with businesses run by full-time merchants anyway. The first and second bank opened that year, so citizens could take out large loans and increase the scope of their operations while the bankers grew fat on the interest.
 
   When asked about the growing economic inequality in the Valley, King Wodan told one of the Valley’s first journalists, “I can’t solve a problem as old as civilization itself. I can only solve the small problems, the easy problems. That’s why I made a land filled with people who aren’t afraid to solve problems on their own. They can do a lot of the work for me.”
 
   When asked what he would do if the growing class of bankers began to tinker with their nation against the best interest of the populace at large, King Wodan simply said, “Don’t worry about that sort of thing. Look at what happened to the demons and ghouls who tried to control us once before. Let the bankers remember that.”
 
   More people found their way out of Pontius, including several Smiths who renounced their oaths and wanted to become free men. They brought their knowledge of electricity and engineering. They attached themselves to the wealthy and opened the first factories; hydroelectrically powered via the river, or stationed near the mines and fed by coal. The first printing press was opened and, under the guidance of Jarl and the Entertainers, books and comics and art prints were distributed. The most famous was a pulp serial called Mean Streets of Pontius! which was full of sex, violence, and big-breasted women displayed on every cover. Zachariah Hargis produced his own philosophical journal, and Wodan’s friend Magog illustrated his own action-comedy comic book about a shaman and warrior dogman crime-fighting duo.
 
   The first murderer was caught and had to be dealt with. Wodan discussed the matter with Yarek Asher and other community leaders, then rested while the others continued the debate. Finally Wodan rose, went to the accused, and said, “You’re a slave now. Work off your debt.” He then returned to sleep.
 
   Crime increased in general, so Wodan created the three laws against murder, rape, and theft, and appointed judges to dole out sentences of public beating and temporary enslavement. He funneled tax money into the creation of a police force with severely restricted powers and appointed Naarwulf as Chief of Enforcers. These physically fit men and dogmen roamed the dusty roads and gathering places, ignoring thousands of instances of acting like a jackass in public spaces so that they could focus their martial impulses on doing anything necessary to enforce the three laws.
 
   Counseled by Yarek and Zachariah, King Wodan formed a military force as well. These voluntary fighters were called Rangers, because they often ranged out into the mountains and even into the wasteland in order to train. They also provided armed and unarmed self-defense classes to citizens. But General Clash’s fighting men rarely hunted the ghouls that still lurked in the forests and foothills, because King Wodan created the Ghoul Genocide Bounty Program. Citizens with killer instincts but little inclination to join the disciplined Rangers or Enforcers were paid to bring in ghoul heads on a head-by-head basis. The King looked forward to a day when the program would no longer be necessary.
 
    
 
   Year Four. An envoy of Smiths and Lawmen flew in to visit King Wodan. They stood in Wodan’s back yard, slapping away mosquitoes while the King chiseled something from a large block of marble. In diplomatic tones they relayed two threats. The first, from Foreman Arcturus, the leader of the Smiths, was an order to return all Smiths who had defected and revealed forbidden knowledge. The second, from the city Officials, was that the smuggling of illegal drugs into Pontius must stop at its source. Without turning away from his work, King Wodan told them that no citizens of the Valley would ever be turned over to Pontius against their will. When they tried to argue, he said, “You can’t compete with my people by holding your own back. This isn’t a place where knowledge is forbidden. Those days are over.” To the Lawmen representing the Officials, he said, “How do you expect me to keep your people from gorging on drugs to the point of self-destruction? What other alternative do they have? You’ve got to give them something to believe in, or at least give them enough room to find something on their own. You live in a gray world, gentlemen, but humans weren’t meant to live in a gray world.” The King then offered to let the envoys live in the Valley.
 
   Shocked by his strange words and unwillingness to leave off from his work to properly greet men of their standing, the envoys withdrew to a little inn near the river in order to formulate a new strategy. The week they stayed there proved disastrous to them. First their servants and guards began disappearing, then while the envoys investigated the possibility of foul play, men openly deserted their stations and did not bother to hide from their former masters. One desperate envoy hatched a plan to steal Wodan’s sword, but after sneaking into Wodan's home while he slept, he found that he could not even pick the sword up. They left the King a note in which they swore vengeance in the name of Pontius.
 
   King Wodan sent invitations back with the envoys to Miss Oliver of the Businessmen and Judge Rosebudd of the Law, a man who, years ago, he had tried to persuade to legalize all drugs in order to break the power of the Pontius gangs. Miss Oliver refused, stating that she was losing everything that had been built over the course of generations thanks to the Black Valley and its deleterious effects on Pontius currency. Judge Rosebudd did not bother to reply, but Wodan heard that the aging Judge beseeched city Officials to take off their kid gloves and pass harsher laws in order to save their people from the influence of lawless, immoral outsiders.
 
   Others were not so stubborn. Edwar Bruner and his wife, Fortunata, a respected artist in the Pontius underground scene, left the protection of the Businessmen and defected to the Black Valley. Bruner’s airship had made trade possible between Pontius and the Black Valley, and had been stolen from him in a thousand different ways without any real compensation, so King Wodan made the difficult decision to grant the man a sum of money through taxes. He assumed that the two would retire in peace, but they did not. Fortunata had once been a highly skilled prostitute when she was enslaved by the Ugly, and she wanted others like her to have the power to control their lives; thus she used her husband’s money to build the House of Ishtar. Wodan was not happy that tax money had effectively been used to fund a large whorehouse, because he knew that many of his citizens were morally opposed to such a lifestyle. By way of apology she commissioned the work of a fancy chair called the Throne of Wood, which she placed in the House of Ishtar just for the King. Fortunata became one of the wealthiest citizens of the Valley, and her husband was able to study and invent full-time.
 
    
 
   Year Five. The population of the Valley increased dramatically, mostly at the expense of Pontius. The Smiths experienced the worst of the “brain drain” as their best engineers left in droves. Artists and Entertainers also grew tired of working for thick-headed brutes and left, sometimes in loud, cheering mobs that threw parties at the airfields where they embarked. The Valley was already a beautiful land, but it flourished in architecture, painting, literature, stage productions, and all the other arts. Musicians from rival schools argued loudly in cafes. Renaissance was at hand.
 
   Laws against leaving Pontius were suddenly passed by desperate Officials. No exceptions were allowed in the new Law, but corruption ran high, and hefty bribes could still secure a spot on an airship - plus traders were known to disappear all the time. Wodan told a reporter that he applauded the efforts of the Pontius Officials, as the new Law made it more difficult for lazy citizens to leave their land and enter his.
 
   King Wodan was petitioned to grant churches tax-exempt status. Instead he leaned on them to offer more services to the poor. “Any church that does not actively serve the poorest members of the community is a cult, nothing more,” he said. “The Ugly didn’t come from nothing. You’re at a turning point in your development. You can either rob people by teaching them that they’re born sinful and should turn the other cheek, or you can strengthen them through active service that will earn the admiration of everyone.”
 
    
 
   Year Six. There were still no official executions or imprisonments in the Black Valley, but the people of Pontius laughed at the rumors of revenge killings. A stage production titled It’s a Dog’s Life dramatized the lynching of a dogman accused of rape. In the play, the beleaguered dogman protagonist was chased and beaten by mindless hicks for over an hour. When he finally reached the stronghold of Dictator Wodan, he fell to his knees and cried out, “Save me! Justice, my lord! I beg you!” A chorus of children appeared and pleaded for the dogman’s life as well. But Dictator Wodan only glared at the poor dogman with cold, dead eyes, then uttered the memorable line, “Mercy... is for... the weak!” before drawing a gun and killing the dogman. One reviewer in Pontius wrote, “As the lights are dimmed and we are left with only the chilling laughter of a madman, we are reminded that there are darker, more horrible places outside our walls than we can imagine even in nightmares.” Wodan wrote letters requesting that the play be shown in his land, but since the troupe of artists were paid by the city Officials, their laws forbade them from entering his land and so he was refused his request.
 
   Inspired by the play, King Wodan took to writing short stories and scripts for comic books in his spare time. Among his work was Vendicci… Revenger! which was illustrated by the dogman Magog.
 
   To remind his people that the flesh demons were still around, if not in the Valley, he wrote a short novel called Year of Our Lord. It was written from the perspective of a demon who hunted humans for sport, and it was not taken well – mostly because a demagogue named Mallery used it as the launching point for his campaign to democratize the nation. “So our all-powerful King empathizes with demons, does he?” he often said in the bars and open air markets. “Fine representation that is!” He had no record of work, though some said that he received his funding from several powerful businessmen and church leaders. When asked where he came from, he would only answer, “From the people.” He surrounded himself with a cadre of politically-minded public activists who challenged their king to fund schools, labor unions, churches, the poor, and dogmen who grew up in a tribal culture and were thus at a disadvantage when it came to surviving in a world of “cannibalistic sociopaths”. Wodan ignored Mallery and his circle of upstanding do-gooders.
 
   Then the unthinkable happened. The dignity of the Smiths was slighted, and could not go unavenged, when businesses of the Black Valley began exporting technology into Pontius. High quality, cheaply made, and all-around unholy devices. The god of the Smiths, Epimetheus, was dead… and Foreman Arcturus swore that Wodan would follow him into the grave.
 
    
 
   Year Seven: The Smith War. Soon after King Wodan’s thirtieth birthday, Smith Zealots launched an aerial assault on the towns of the Black Valley. Their zeppelins streamed in, dropping bombs on factories and businesses and homes. Troop transports dropped Smith Magi goons and even well-trained, heavily armed Lawmen, for Director DeSark of Precinct Zero and his diplomatic spirit had become increasingly unpopular, and a clique of city Officials and Judges - spearheaded by Judge Rosebudd - had fallen into the pockets of the Smiths, who stirred up a spirit of nationalism against the free people of the Valley.
 
   But the Valliers were not caught completely unawares. Rangers in the mountains shot down zeppelins and confused their well-planned flying formations. Chief Naarwulf and his Enforcers fought the invaders in the dusty streets of the towns, though they always seemed outnumbered and outgunned. Worst of all, the Smiths flew in heavy war tanks, machines run on combustible oil not available in the Valley. While many of these expensive machines were destroyed en route, the few that made it into the cities brought devastating losses. The outnumbered Rangers and Enforcers were bolstered by armed Vallier citizens enraged that their homes were under attack by fascists with good intentions. While the demagogue Mallery was not seen during the battle, King Wodan wielded Capricornus and brought down a Smith tank on his own.
 
   Though their losses were high, the Smith and Law invaders were killed, down to the last man. Taking prisoners was impossible, as the citizens were too angry to hold themselves back from lynching any invader who laid down his arms.
 
   King Wodan funneled tax dollars into General Yarek Asher’s plans for an elite fighting force, the Special Forces Slayers. They would be fighting men without rank, independent thinkers culled by grueling physical and psychological tests during an intense training program. Many Slayers were recruited from hunters who made their living in the Ghoul Genocide Bounty Program, and were already known as “ghoul slayers.”
 
   The Smiths and the Law attacked the Valley several times that year. The two nations evolved in their methods of war. All trade was cut off. The last shipment of goods sent to Pontius included several crates full of the maggot-ridden heads of the invaders, along with a note that read, “The only head we want is that of Smith Foreman Arcturus.” A great bounty was promised, and the note was signed by many wealthy Vallier citizens.
 
    
 
   Year Eight: Conclusion of the Smith War. Many battles were fought in and around the Black Valley. The Rangers fought with guerilla tactics, using the environment against the foreign invaders. The Smiths favored large assaults, but even that proved difficult in towns inhabited by armed citizens. The Smiths had to pay their spies enormous sums of money in order to keep them from defecting or spreading stories about the sort of life available in the Valley when they returned home. The Slayers earned a black reputation for intercepting a shipment of Magi prisoners floating downriver to Pontius; they massacred the men and spread graffiti on the boat that mocked the Smiths. When news of the attack reached the Valley, only the gentlest souls could fault the Slayers, and the demagogue Mallery kept his silence as patriotic sentiment ran high.
 
   The war that drew the Valley together tore Pontius apart. The small gangs went wild as Lawmen were pulled in different directions; Director DeSark threatened retirement if city Officials did not pull the Law out of the Smiths’ personal vendetta; the Officials stubbornly continued to curry the favor of the Smith overlords; DeSark, unwilling to abandon the citizens to gang violence, backed down from his threat of retirement. Judge Rosebudd became like a man possessed, and often spoke of the salvation of their people in terms of a grand battle between absolute good and evil. When Miss Oliver and her remaining circle of Businessmen circulated pamphlets that questioned the validity of the war, Judge Rosebudd, Oliver’s former friend, flew into a wild rage and hit the streets with a screaming tirade about the endless struggle to maintain a pure, wholesome homeland while stuck in a sardine can full of traitors. The crowd was evenly divided between those that were filled with bloodlust and righteous indignation, a younger set who could not help but laugh at an old man losing his cool during an impromptu speech, and others who were disturbed by the sight of an authority figure in the possession of an ego fed by fantasy and lost in a dream.
 
   King Wodan abandoned his farm and most governing duties and concentrated on the war. He left General Clash in charge of tactics and strategy while he concentrated on the small scale, either working with others on the front lines or ranging out alone. His taxmen handled financial responsibilities and his judges handled matters of law, but Wodan also allowed the election of representatives with limited power to oversee local matters. He appointed the demagogue Mallery as representative of representatives, with the understanding that all of them could be turned out at a moment’s notice without warning or cause. Mallery, silent during much of the war, set to writing grand proposals for “a nation, as it could be” which he circulated throughout the Valley. Mallery wrote that the King was “off somewheres, who knows?” Wodan only replied to these circulations once, and it was by publishing the recorded minutes of a meeting he’d had with the representatives in which they discussed their pay, the privileges of their positions, and several humorous arguments that broke out during the meeting. The publication was an embarrassment; Mallery made no official statement on the matter, but surrounded himself with understanding ears.
 
   Pontius degraded. Scarcity led to chaos and rioting. The Law responded by tightening security and recruiting more men – not exactly the best of the best – to patrol the streets. Fear choked out any sense of hope. Director DeSark’s health degenerated rapidly. Judge Rosebudd became a target of volatile scorn by Officials who wanted a scapegoat for the botched war and resulting quagmire; the force that possessed and drove Rosebudd deserted him all at once and, after he collapsed in a restroom in Cathedralia, he became a doddering, senile old man overnight. Foreman Arcturus survived a dozen attempts on his life, some by Smiths very close to him, and became increasingly detached from reality. Rumors spread that he screamed as he slept, tortured by paranoid nightmares. But he refused to give up his war against the Valliers.
 
   It was Miss Oliver and her Businessmen who stopped the war. In a plan staggering in complexity that could have failed at a hundred points, they dared to pull all Smith assets out from under them. Bankers emptied their vaults and destroyed Smith legal papers, then hid; suppliers of metal and raw materials disappeared with their goods; many businesses that contracted Smith Copywrights at high prices went underground, sometimes even literally.
 
   Without resources and the means to borrow money, Smith Magi deserted their posts, and vicious Smith Zealots turned on one another. Because Smith credit was no longer any good in Pontius, Smith loyalists took to robbing businesses, and so the Law turned on them as well. Just before King Wodan ordered the creation of a massive boat packed with explosives that he would have sent out with his Slayers straight into Pontius, Foreman Arcturus surrendered, swore that he would never leave his post as head of the Smiths, then put a gun to his head and fired. But the gun was a faulty prototype and exploded; the bullet blasted through the side of the barrel at a wild angle, wounding him terribly, and he lay bedridden and lost in fever dreams for a week before he died.
 
   One city Official gave a tearful speech that he reckoned summed up the hopes and fears of his people: “If only we’d had the resources that the Valliers have… then we could have demolished them.”
 
    
 
   Year Nine. Rebuilding began in the Black Valley as King Wodan once again sat on the Throne of Wood. Immediately after the war Wodan turned out Mallery and the representatives. “Congratulations!” he said. “Now you can return to whatever productive work you were doing before.” As Mallery sketched his ultimate speech, which would vilify Wodan’s acts on the field of battle and ask serious questions about whether or not he might be a war criminal, Wodan abused his power as King and looked at the bank accounts of all the representatives. They complained surprisingly little when he took back the tax money that most of them had stolen from the state, and the rest of their money as well, and used it to pay for a series of celebrations throughout the Valley that went on for weeks, as well as several orphanages for those who had lost more than just money during the war.
 
   Mallery was the worst offender of all the thieves. Instead of imprisoning him, Wodan told him that the next time such a thing happened he would kill him. Mallery tore up his magnum opus speech and took some time away from speculative political philosophy and utopian dreams.
 
   Businesses reopened in Pontius and the Law turned its attention to quelling the small gangs. The Smiths were broken. The new Foreman, a tactful man who had kept his mouth shut during the infighting, released the ban (really a monopoly) on forbidden technology in exchange for a few meager loans. Smith Copywrights worked alongside common men to make and sell technology, and now other businesses could buy blueprints and do the same. In an effort to raise more money, the new Foreman turned the Smith worship of Epimetheus into an all-inclusive popular religion. Smith Zealots preached the message that all are equal in the Machine afterlife.
 
   In the Black Valley, Jarl the Entertainer, the official biographer of the King, wrote a dramatic history of the war entitled The Land of Heroes which was harshly criticized in intellectual circles because, technically, it was poorly written. But it was still greatly enjoyed by the free people of the Black Valley.
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Seven
 
   Perseval’s Confrontation
 
    
 
    
 
   They left the House of Ishtar and walked through a dark forest. Perseval walked alongside young Rangers, strange old men, several young ladies that wore traveling boots under their fine dresses, with King Wodan and Zachariah in the lead. Perseval sometimes heard Mallery complaining in the rear, and Perseval was not altogether sure why he came. Eventually they ascended a hill. Their lamps seemed to leave a greasy rainbow trail behind them, and when Perseval craned his head upward he swore that he could see the stars rotating through breaks in the foliage. Confused, he talked to Simeon, who admitted that he’d slipped something into the last drink they’d had together, but he wasn’t even sure what it had been.
 
   They passed by a group of men and women dressed in furs, chanting in the distance as they danced around bonfires.
 
   “What are they doing?” Perseval whispered.
 
   Somehow King Wodan heard him. “They’re bear worshippers,” he said.
 
   Encouraged, Perseval said, “Why do they worship bears?”
 
   “Not just any bear.” Wodan turned back slightly as he led them, smiling that all-knowing smile of his. Mallery grumbled dramatically. “There’s a special bear in the Valley,” Wodan continued. “He’s as smart as any human, and some people worship him. Maybe they enjoy seeing something like themselves replicated in nature. Who knows? But they don’t bother the bear, so I don’t bother them.”
 
   He seems to know an awful lot about an obscure sect. “Do you worship it?”
 
   “I don’t worship my friends,” said the King.
 
   Perseval looked at the long, curving sword slung on the King’s back, and thought back to an incident at the House. When those who were leaving went to gather their weapons from the House guards, the King went behind the counter himself. A young man moved to pick up the sheathed sword and strained as if it were nailed to the ground. “Don’t bother,” said the King, and hoisted it into the air. He caught Perseval watching him, then held it before him and said, “This is the Sword of the Ancients, Capricornus.” He unsheathed it a few inches and Perseval saw shining green steel. He looked into its depths and saw something like water or lights traveling along in a stream. “It eats light, like a leaf,” King Wodan said by way of explanation, and when he sheathed it again Perseval assumed they were both higher than he’d suspected.
 
   Eventually they came to an unfinished marble temple on a hilltop. They climbed a set of winding stairs. Tall columns towered overhead. “Is this is where you live, King?” said Perseval.
 
   King Wodan shook his head. “I’ve got a little house not far from here. This is just something that Zach and I put our money into. It’s a temple to-”
 
   At that moment something like a wild animal shrieked at them. The thing leaped monkey-like through an opening, then clambered down the side of the hill and disappeared.
 
   “Haginar!” shouted a girl. “Come back!”
 
   “We’re sorry!” another called out.
 
   Zach leaned through the opening and peered downward. “He’ll be okay,” he said.
 
   “The child’s feral!” said Mallery. “Really, he could use some discipline and more than a little-”
 
   “He was doing his own thing,” said Wodan. “We disturbed him. It’s natural he would be annoyed.”
 
   They spread their torches and lamps and Perseval looked around. The floor was made of purple and white marble laid out in a design, and the columns stretched upward into near-darkness. He could see wooden rafters where a roof might be someday. There was a place on the far wall where it seemed a statue should sit, but it was an empty, dark space.
 
   Perseval wandered around the space, looking at the dark forest on the distant hills and a sea of mist rising beneath them. He felt like he was on an island in an alien world. Zachariah’s anger had burned out, and he knelt among a group discussing the theory that mankind was older than the flesh demons. Jarl arrived eventually, leaning against the shoulder of a scarred Slayer who listened intently as he muttered about how he would be needed to record an important event tonight, then the Slayer carefully lowered him to the ground where he immediately passed out.
 
   Without thinking about it, Perseval walked toward the King, who sat on a railing between two columns that looked out on the forest below. Perseval was now too tired to be nervous and listened, as if in a dream, as he gave his own name to the King.
 
   King Wodan turned to him, and at close quarters Perseval was overwhelmed. There was something not quite human about him, something beyond any standard he had ever encountered. The King waited, half smiling. Though it felt wrong to do so, Perseval forced himself to ask the question that had been eating away at him ever since he’d arrived in the Black Valley.
 
   “King Wodan, this place is different from any other nation that I’ve ever heard of. How do you know it’s going to work out?”
 
   The King seemed embarrassed. His mouth fell open slightly, and he looked away. The gesture struck Perseval as very human. “But I don’t know,” said Wodan. “I have no idea.” Perseval worked his mouth, unsure how to continue. He’d thought that the man would either brush him off or launch into a long and carefully prepared speech detailing the finer points of his political philosophy. After a painfully long pause, Wodan finally said, “But I trust you.”
 
   “What do you mean? You trust me… in terms of…”
 
   Wodan shrugged. “Just in general. You, the people who came here, the people who helped me make this place. I trust you. You’re the ones making this place what it is. Don’t you know that?”
 
   “So you… hmm… so it has to do with a… minimal approach to government? Like a free market?”
 
   “It’s not about that,” said Wodan. “It’s not about ideology. I’m not trying to build a utopia based on a vision that somebody dreamed up. I just want this to be a place where people can do what they want, within reason.” Wodan smiled, then added, “I want to see what people do when they’re given a chance to be who they truly are. I’m not interested in people trying to be something they aren’t. I don't want to deal with the psychosis that follows that kind of lifestyle. It’s sick, Perseval. Society can’t tell you what you’re supposed to be. I can’t do it. Nobody can do it. Only you can do that.”
 
   Perseval was taken aback. “But why would you trust… people?” He said the word as if it was foul.
 
   “Because you’re the only thing I’ve got against the demons. I don’t know if you know it… people certainly don’t like to talk about it… but the demons destroyed Hargis, in the south. They formed at least one army, and I have reason to believe that they’re destroying other city-states in the east. Sounds awful, doesn’t it? Seems like the last thing a person should ever want to think about.” King Wodan turned away, his eyes on the dark horizon over the distant hills. “But I think about it all the time,” he said quietly. “The human species has been enslaved for as long as we can remember. Outside of city walls, we’re slaves to demons. Behind city walls we’re slaves to men who act like demons.” He shook his head slowly. “I’ve seen what that does to people. We can’t beat the demons if we’re enslaved. We don’t even have a chance if we’re exhausted from meeting the bare needs of survival.”
 
   “But you have slaves here,” said Perseval.
 
   Wodan turned to him, surprised. “We call something what it is! If somebody messes up, they have to pay for it. And they know the price; we set a price and give them something to work toward. And once you’ve paid your bill, you have another chance at freedom. Another chance to make a new life for yourself.” Wodan paused while looking Perseval up and down, as if gauging to see what he could handle. “Where I come from,” said Wodan, “everyone’s a slave. They’re born into slavery… and they don’t even know it. In Pontius it’s even worse. How does someone in that kind of situation ever get out of enslavement? How do they even find out they’re enslaved in the first place? Nobody knows. Nobody talks about it. They live lives of complete dishonesty, and it’s exhausting. They don’t wake up looking forward to tackling their day, wondering what they can make happen. No, they wake up with an indefinable sense of being trapped. That goes on for years, and weird, demented habits develop.” Wodan turned away, eyes resting on his own hand. “If Pontius saw an army of flesh demons marching toward them, what would they do? Defend a place that they hate? Not a chance. They’re just going to run, save themselves, and to hell with everybody else.”
 
   Wodan stared into Perseval, then said, “I don’t want to run from the flesh demons. I want us to stand up to them. I want us to stop them. That’s why I want you to be happy. I want you ready to fight. You’re the only weapon I have against them. Understand?”
 
   Perseval looked away. He glanced down at the King’s sword, sheathed and leaning against the wall. Though the words felt real, he knew it wasn’t true at all that he was the King’s weapon. He had a sword that seemed to be magical, and even his conversational gestures were powerful and graceful. He wanted the King to talk about something like that – something literal and real, like his sword – but he wasn’t sure how to go about it. Instead he said, “So you didn’t have any political vision in mind when you founded this place?”
 
   He shrugged. “I suppose to some extent. Freedom had to be the main thing. Mallery over there thinks we live in anarchy, but it’s not like the market’s completely free. I shelled out tax money to find aquifers and dig wells and get the water running. Tax money goes to our military, our police, our ghoul exterminators. Most towns have their garbage taken care of by government employees.”
 
   “Most?”
 
   He shrugged again, then smiled. “Anytime someone wants to do it for a living, I step out of the way. It’s like I said, I want to see what people can do.”
 
   “Is that why you’re going away? Because you want to see what you can do?”
 
   The question sounded painfully childish to Perseval as soon as he said it, but the King did not seem to mind. He looked away and his eyes took on a fierce intensity. “You heard me arguing with Zachariah earlier, didn’t you? He was right. I’m ashamed to admit it, but I've been drifting. I’ve been devoting more time to worrying about my goats and pigs than pushing any boundaries to see if I could find an answer.”
 
   “An answer? To what?”
 
   King Wodan looked back at him. “The demons. I need a way to fight them. They’re just too powerful. Too powerful.” His voice suddenly became quiet, as if he did not want anyone else to hear. “There might be important information in the holy land, especially about the Cognati, but I… there’s a tower there. I’m drawn to it. I can’t stop thinking about it. I can’t help but wonder that it might have something we need. Do you know what I mean?”
 
   Perseval swallowed with great difficulty, then nodded.
 
   King Wodan’s eyes suddenly stabbed into something over Perseval’s shoulder. “You look excited,” he said loudly. “Are you looking forward to going to Srila, Mallery?”
 
   Perseval turned and saw Mallery standing nearby. He was turned away, but he had obviously been listening in on their conversation. His face was composed but his eyes were wide and Perseval was convinced that the man’s face was flushed. “Well, I… the thing is,” Mallery said, “I was actually, perhaps thinking that, you know, that my place might be… rather, well… as it were, here with the people, maybe, so then, I might stay and-”
 
   “I know you will, Mallery. I know you will.” He sighed, then said, “Mallery, remember that most of the people here don’t think like that crew you hang out with. The people here just want to do their thing and be left alone. Your friends, they’re…”
 
   “I have enough sense to know what the people want,” said Mallery. He had regained his composure and seemed ready for a fight.
 
   “Just remember what happened last time.” King Wodan rose. Perseval moved out of his way. He looked around and realized that everyone was watching their king, waiting to see what he would do. “I’d like to stay here and watch the sun rise with the rest of you, but I have to get home. My goats look after themselves, but I have my pigs fenced in, and if I’m not back in time to feed them they’re liable to knock the fence over. I don’t want to spend tomorrow afternoon worrying over a fence.”
 
   He wants to see what people will become? thought Perseval. What would he think if he found out they were phonies living a lie? What if he found out they were unnatural, monstrous freaks?!
 
   He did not know it, but his fists were clenched at his sides. Perseval listened as the others gushed their unwillingness to let him leave, but he knew that anything they felt was nothing compared to the kettle screaming in his chest. He watched the King as he left, waving goodbye before the night swallowed him. He wondered if he would feel relief when the King was gone, but as soon as he heard his footsteps receding on the stairs, he felt only panic.
 
   Perseval ran. He heard Simeon call out behind him. As soon as he was outside it seemed hopelessly dark. His feet pounded against the steps, then fell out of rhythm, then he tripped and felt his knee crash against something.
 
   Strong hands grabbed him and King Wodan hauled him back onto his feet. Perseval stared directly into his eyes. He felt his face contorting, burning with the intensity of an emotion buried for years. “King Wodan! I have a terrible secret!” He was no longer in control and listened as the words came out of his mouth, horrified because he knew that he would have to kill himself if he was not strong enough to control himself. “I came here for a terrible reason. I’m a terrible person. Forgive me. Forgive me!”
 
   “Go on,” said Wodan.
 
   “I’m worse than nothing!” Perseval felt the secret thrashing in his chest, as well as the need for control clamping down with one last desperate effort to swallow the thing. He lost the battle and the words gushed out. “Wodan, I’m… I’m gay! I’m a homosexual! I’m nothing but… oh, gods, I’m a queer! I’ve tried to fight it all my life but I can’t! I only came here because... I was told... that there are others here... people who wouldn’t think that I was...” Perseval broke down into horrible, humiliating tears, every movement of the eye throwing up images of his mother, his preacher. “I wanted to meet people who... who wouldn’t think that I was a horrible person. But I know it's... it's wrong. Isn't it?”
 
   King Wodan was silent for a long time. He looked away and Perseval studied his face, waiting to see if he would show disgust. His face was completely unmoving, almost like a marble sculpture. Only his green eyes betrayed a deep well of emotion, something wild and vast that he kept hidden from others. “It took a lot of guts to admit that, didn’t it?” he said suddenly.
 
   Perseval turned away.
 
   King Wodan placed a hand on his shoulder. “Listen,” he said. “I didn’t drive off a horde of flesh demons and then run around in the woods getting shot at by Smiths just so you or anyone else could come here and feel bad about yourselves. That’s Pontius. You get to leave the pain of hiding who you are back there. You know why?”
 
   Perseval sniffed loudly, then said, “No, why.”
 
   “Because you’re a Vallier now.”
 
   With that, King Wodan continued down the stairs. Perseval sat and let the tears flow, burning and cracking his old mask. He watched the King disappear into the night, and finally he understood the world Wodan had made, and he understood why only he could rule it.
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Eight
 
   Vendicci... Revenger!
 
    
 
    
 
   All of the families gathered in the dark ravine, a narrow place where they could make a fire without being seen. Figures sat crouching in huddled groups, pale bald heads sticking out from fur cloaks. The coughing was constant. Rough hands with dirty claws scratched at scabbed-over sores. A mother held a small child covered in blue veins, its eyes crusted over with dried mucus. Vrrd sat among them. He held a long, rusted piece of metal, and flicked the sharp end back and forth, an open invitation to anyone who wanted to quarrel.
 
   Even Vrrd had trouble counting their numbers. He was one of the few who could count in sets, which was the secret of letting one finger represent an entire hand of fingers. When all of the clan-families were finally together, he guessed that they numbered... he had to count by double-hands. Ten fingers multiplied by six fingers, at least. An impressive sum.
 
   But no so impressive, he thought, when you considered that this was the sum of his people, the last of his race, the lowborn, who only became less and less while the highborn grew and grew. This was why the clan-families had come together. Something had to be done, or they would cease to be.
 
   Someone made a gesture and then the males who could speak gathered in the center and stood near a fire. Vrrd rose to join them, then laid his metal stick across his knees as he sat once more. His strength was known, and he did not need to carry a weapon in order to be respected. All the same, he had not earned a superior reputation by walking around unarmed and unprepared.
 
   Finally Four Winters was led into the circle. His body was decrepit, a host to dozens of diseases. His eyes were blind, milky orbs set into a knobby skull that bounced on a thin neck. He alone of the inner circle was a mute, like so many of their people. It was said that he was so old he could remember when none of them spoke. But he was the wisest of their people, and by using the hand language he could address those who had come at his behest.
 
   Four Winters took a coughing fit that lasted for several long minutes. Many others took to coughing as well, a polite acknowledgment of all their suffering. Vrrd watched the stars above, though it was difficult for all the smoke. Finally Four Winters clapped his hands together and they watched the words in his gestures.
 
   Every generation we get stronger. Every generation we get weaker.
 
   A strange thing to say, Vrrd decided. This was a part of Four Winters’s genius; he could say strange things, then help them to make sense if one had the ability to listen and understand.
 
   Here is truth, he gestured. Children are stronger than their parents. Our bodies grow stronger all the time. I have seen highborn without guns fight lowborn, and lowborn win. But lowborn do not have guns. We can outrun them, too. But we grow weaker all the time. Our numbers are less every year. Highborn hunt families like animals. So I mean that one lowborn can get stronger and stronger, but all of us together, we get weaker. And there is always sickness. If you ignore my words, you will die.
 
   Vrrd could picture it in his mind, and he guessed that some others could, too. Four Winters was a great one. Strange, that he could be such a master of words, and not even be able to speak! Though he was too old and weak to hunt, Vrrd respected him greatly.
 
   Four Winters took another coughing fit. The father of a large family said, “I speak now,” but Four Winters hissed at him like a wild animal, stabbing his bony arms in the air, and so the father grew quiet.
 
   Listen to me! Here is a plan which I have discussed with some. It is this. We must understand that this land is no longer ours. If we want to have more great-grandchildren, then we must leave. All of us.
 
   There was great shouting and hissing. Vrrd suspected that there were some among them who could not even understand hand gestures, but joined in just to be heard. Disgusted, Vrrd sucked in air until he felt the tickle that threatened to become a cough, then blasted out a great roar that echoed off the walls of the ravine. Finally the others grew still.
 
   There is more to the plan. It has two parts. If one fails, maybe the other will not. You have heard the first part, now hear the other. We know that the Great Father of the highborn gives them power and makes them do the things they do. We know that he is strong. So while most of us will leave the land, a few strong lowborn will stay behind to kill the enemy Great Father. Now you know both parts of the plan… it has two parts. Most of us will choose Life, but a few will become Death. They will stay behind and kill the enemy Father...
 
   While Four Winters rambled on with his bony hands, Vrrd shook with excitement. He knew that it was his destiny to be a member of the assassins, and that he would kill the Great Father of the highborn. How he hated the highborn. The highborn had everything, limitless food, warmth in winter, guns that could kill with a gesture. His own people had nothing. They were only creatures to be slaughtered, problems made to disappear because they did not benefit the highborn. But Vrrd was a great fighter and hunter, and his intelligence was matched only by a few. He knew that he could lead the assassins. The sense of destiny was so great in him that it even surpassed the thing he felt when looking at the brightly colored pictures of the books he’d gathered from highborn garbage dumps. Few of his kinsmen could appreciate the pictures. Many could not even understand that the abstract lines and shading were actually representations of people and objects. But Vrrd understood.
 
   After much debate, the larger families decided to go along with Four Winters’s plan, and the smaller families followed their lead. Some volunteered for the assassination. The merits of each candidate were discussed, then Four Winters gave his final approval or disapproval. One who had lured a slayer to his den, then killed him with a stone, was approved. Another who had kidnapped a lone highborn female, then kept her for the amusement of his brothers until she died, was also approved. When another who was hated by those who had a long memory - he had stolen an actual gun, then broke the thing before they could understand its workings - was approved, Vrrd knew that he would surely be allowed admittance.
 
   “Listen!” he shouted suddenly. “I am Vrrd. Many of you know me. I am strong, and I can speak. I am a hunter. I volunteer! I will kill the Great Father and save our people, even if I die. Those who call us ghouls… they will eat our hatred and choke on it!”
 
   Many of the others gave their loud approval.
 
   Four Winters gestured, What does this name look like?
 
   Vrrd strode up to the wise one, then knelt. Since he was blind, Vrrd traced out his name directly onto his bony chest. An upraised fist striking downward, followed by an open palm gliding slowly on a horizontal plane. This meant that not only was he strong, he could also sneak and go unseen if he had to.
 
   I know you and know your name. You will not kill the Great Father. You will come with us. You will choose life. Do not growl. This is final.
 
   Crushed, Vrrd backed away. How one so wise could not see his destiny filled him with such rage that he even thought about raising his weapon and bashing in the old one’s head. 
 
   He sat and watched as six lowborn fighters were chosen for the team of assassins. Vrrd decided that he could best any of them in a fight. But then Vrrd noticed a pattern: All of those who were chosen were not especially strong or smart, but they had done something to hurt the highborn. The assassins were chosen for malice over prowess, it seemed. Still, noticing the pattern did little to cool his anger.
 
   While a holy woman prayed over the six assassins, they discussed the particulars of the plan for those who would go and live in another land. Avoiding the cold mountains, they would cross into the southlands. They knew it was large and inhospitable, so they would take with them a great store of supplies and move until they came to a new land, a land where they could grow and become highborn themselves.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The weak were made to carry dead animals and water sealed in highborn containers, and they went into the burning lands far from home. They had only the vision of Four Winters to guide them: Walk, and keep walking, until we find a new home.
 
   The heat during the day dried out their skin and sores and many of them had cracked faces that peeled until they shone bright pink. Those who could speak complained until it seemed that only the mute among them had any sense, until they too fell to hissing and bickering. At first Vrrd ranged out with other hunters, but there was no easy game and the fear of becoming lost continually slowed them down, so eventually they stayed with the herd and ate only what they brought. Their water did not last long. Vrrd missed his home. He imagined highborn men finding the cave where he used to live and pillaging the things he’d left behind. He dreamed of running home and killing them.
 
   One day as they rested, Vrrd pulled a few of the picture books from his bundle and looked through them, hoping to escape his situation for a few moments. A male from another family came up to him and leaned over so that his shade covered the pictures. Vrrd turned away. The other did not leave. “Why do you look at that highborn garbage?” he said.
 
   Rage tore through him and without hesitation Vrrd picked up his metal stick and swung the sharp end into the other's face. He fell back, howling, covering his face. Vrrd could see black goo spurting between his fingers and knew that his face must have been split open. While Vrrd bashed his head in, the victim’s brothers rose shrieking and ran at him. Vrrd fled to a stony rise, leaped on top of a boulder, then swung about and caught a runner in the side of the head, dropping him. As the others tried to climb after him, Vrrd swung at heads and shoulders, bellowing like an animal. Four lay dead before others came and restrained the brothers. Vrrd fled farther up the rise, hissing and spitting in defiance. His head swam with anger and thirst.
 
   “Listen!” someone shouted. “Listen! Four Winters speaks! Watch!”
 
   Vrrd, the old one signaled with jerky movements. Why do you do this thing?
 
   “He insulted me! I killed him! I killed others who helped him!”
 
   Was his insult so great that it was greater than our plan? He could have helped us reach our new home!
 
   “He insulted me! Made me feel small! I killed him!”
 
   Vrrd prepared to shout as loudly as he could in order to send a message to anyone else who wanted to challenge him, but Four Winters gestured, Vrrd, you are powerful. But when you hunt a bull, and the bull gores your ankle, do you become angry and strike the horn of the bull?
 
   “No! I stab his belly! I kill him!”
 
   Then why do you strike at the horn of the bull now? Vrrd, you have done that which is unimportant. Here is a lesson, Vrrd. This thing we do is great. It is survival itself. Survival for us all. Vrrd, when you use your power, you must strike at what is important, not what is unimportant. Do you understand?
 
   The faces of all the slobbering, growling lowborn disappeared as Vrrd saw the truth of it. The big picture. Dropping a little thing while on the path of something greater. It was difficult, but it was a truth.
 
   “I see it!” he said. “I thought that I did right, but I did not!”
 
   Then come down and join your brothers again. You did not do so bad. You have provided us with a meal, at least! We will not fault you.
 
   When Vrrd came down he saw others stripping the dead and tearing into their stomachs and limbs with their teeth, cracked lips peeled back from black gums. Vrrd endured their scornful looks. He pushed someone away from the dead, lifted one limp hand, and bit into the bony fingers.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Their food and water were gone within days. They could barely sleep under the burning sun. When night came and the old and the weak refused to rise, the lowborn would gather around, open their veins, drink, and then eat.
 
   One night the moon was full and bright and they saw something amazing. The hunters in front ducked, signaled, and pointed upwards, and everyone watched as the ships of the highborn sailed overhead, covering the face of the stars, flashing as they carried fires to distant lands. They watched in silence as the ships passed overhead. One mute hunter signaled that he had seen other ships just the other day. One old woman seemed to go insane with despair, signaling that the highborn world was larger than they had figured, and that maybe all worlds belonged to them already.
 
   One mute gestured angrily, We should have gone into the mountains! It would have been cold, but we could have covered ourselves in fur cloaks! What can cover us out here?! The highborn, the sun, everything in the world hates us!
 
   Vrrd watched as nearly every mute gestured without listening. He pounded his metal stick on the hard earth, then said, “Shut up! Four Winters is great. His plan is difficult, but good. Your bad ideas only make you weak. Your weakness will make the rest of us weak. And then you won't even be good enough to eat.”
 
   The next morning only one of them died, an old female, so they had little to eat. A fight broke out over who should suck out the marrow from a thighbone. The arguments ended when someone with good eyes called out and said that he had seen a wrecked highborn airship. Vrrd and several hunters crept ahead and, sure enough, they saw a highborn airship perched atop a hill of white sand. They watched highborn men walking back and forth along the deck.
 
   “We should attack,” said one hunter. “Who can say how fat they are with food and water?”
 
   An older hunter signaled, Dangerous. Highborn who look alone are not. They have ways of speaking and being heard over long distances. Others may come.
 
   “Stupid!”
 
   “No, it's true,” said Vrrd. “But we are desperate. We must attack.”
 
   They crept back to the others and Vrrd explained the situation. “Four Winters,” he said, “I believe this is a thing worth doing. I remember your lesson.”
 
   Four Winters nodded his old head, which by now looked like a dried up sponge. Do it. But if you fail, we all die.
 
   Vrrd picked three sets of five males armed with spears and knives. They were the strongest of the lowborn, but they were all wheezing, blinking, and teetering back and forth.
 
   “Wake up!” Vrrd shouted. “Even if you die, get your revenge first!”
 
   The hunters set out. Vrrd saw the pale moon watching them from the heavens and he knew that the survival of their people truly did hang on the outcome of this attack. When they drew near, they came to a field of boulders and crept from stone to stone. Vrrd felt his mind sharpen; the face of every stone stood out in sharp relief. He felt nothing save a hot, empty clarity. He peered around a boulder and saw a man leaning over the side of the wooden airship. His face was unbelievably smooth, shining in the night. His strange hair blew in the wind, and his eyes were like clear diamonds sparkling with life.
 
   They are gods, thought Vrrd, tightening his grip on his weapon. They are great in all ways.
 
   “Kill,” he said, glancing at his hunters.
 
   They loped over the rocks and flew across the sandy stretch toward the ship. It was at least twenty-five feet high on one side. The hunters leaped, dug their weapons or claws into the side, and clambered upward easily. Vrrd swung over the side and fell into a crouch. He saw in sharp detail the terrified expressions of the highborn, beautiful men and women that were shocking to behold. Their piercing screams seemed wild and alien, then they were drowned out by gunfire. Vrrd felt the wood shake as some of his brothers fell over the side. Vrrd ran, swung his weapon, and his wrists stung as he connected and a man’s head came apart and splashed heavily onto the deck.
 
   His brothers ran past on either side, swinging and shrieking. In disjointed flashes Vrrd saw a man with a knife stand before him. The blade thrust forward slowly, slowly, and as if in a dream he saw himself sidestep and bring his metal stick thrashing upward, breaking the man’s arm at the elbow before jamming the sharp end into his belly. A woman ran and he jerked her head back by her hair. His claws raked against her back, tearing her shirt as he cast her down. He saw the smoothness of her back and was overcome by the beauty of the bright skin and gently sloping curve, then he crushed her spine with several blows from the metal stick. He stood still and heard other highborn crying out before silence took them, craning his head to listen to the strange, rich notes. They were such an amazing people.
 
   His sense of hard reality returned once his team of hunters finished their work. Some fell to their knees and began eating immediately, but others called out from below decks. Slipping on blood, he moved to join them.
 
   The ship was fat with crates of food and barrels of water. Vrrd sighed with relief. Just then a gun went off and one of his brothers dropped a smoking gun, clutching at his ruined chest. He looked at Vrrd apologetically as black blood seeped through his fingers, then he crashed to the floor.
 
   “Idiot,” Vrrd hissed. “You! You there. Go and tell the others that we have a lot of food.”
 
   Vrrd gorged himself on delicious spiced meat, washed it down with cool, refreshing water, then ate a piece of bread while he explored a room. In a drawer he found jewels and pieces of dark cloth bearing serpentine designs of every imaginable color. He covered himself in motley gear. He found a belt made to carry a gun, then slung the thing around his neck and put the gun that had killed his brother in the holster so that it clattered against his chest reassuringly.
 
   For hours they gutted the ship and relaxed on soft chairs and beds. One who could speak loudly sang, “Vrrd the Hunter! Vrrd the Highborn Killer!” while several mutes clapped and grunted. Another tossed a heavy cloak onto his back. Vrrd’s calloused fingers stroked the material lovingly, then he put leather gloves on and his hands felt powerful and immortal.
 
   Now I am like them, he thought.
 
   Then, as the sun began to rise, someone cried out, “They come! They come!”
 
   In horror Vrrd watched two highborn airships speed towards them. A small black machine on a table hissed and sputtered, then they heard the garbled voices of dead ghosts hissing in the thing. One of his brothers shrieked in terror, ran, then slipped in a thick pool of blood not yet dried and hit the ground with his legs in the air. The others bounded over the side, shrieking and stumbling in the sand, and Vrrd picked up Four Winters and leaped off the deck. Vrrd looked back as he tore across the sand and saw the two airships hover over the fallen ship for a long time. Then, as one, the ships turned and followed. Vrrd cursed violently, damning the world and everything in it. The old one rattled in his arms.
 
   The terrible guns in the sky rained death down on them. Vrrd saw brothers and sisters stumble, legs shattering and intestines leaping away from bodies, one after another torn open as if by magic. They scattered and fled in all directions. The two airships divided as well, and Vrrd felt guilty relief when they left him alone with Four Winters. He could hear his people dying with the rising sun.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Under the blazing sun Vrrd and Four Winters sat on a rock and the old one gesticulated wildly because Vrrd refused to speak to him at all, casting him into a dark, silent hell. As time crawled by other lowborn found them by their smell and gathered meekly at the base of the rock. By late afternoon Vrrd realized that no one else was coming. The whole of his people could be counted on three hands.
 
   When the sun set, Vrrd rose and said, “I lead now.”
 
   A lowborn jumped up immediately. “Four Winters, his plan was bad. It was wrong. He betrayed us... he must die.”
 
   “But he is...” said Vrrd, but before he could finish others began nodding and hissing. The majority was against Four Winters, and since Vrrd was now their leader, he knew that he had to do what they wanted. “Very well,” he said, but he thought to himself, I will never forgive any of you. He strangled Four Winters until he was dead.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   They traveled north, hoping to return to the land that had already rejected them. The idea of enduring the journey they had already suffered through once before crushed their spirits. They looked and felt like corpses. Vrrd did not even have the strength to enjoy his leadership by using the females. Perhaps seeing his lack of interest, the males began to worship the females, a strange and horrible turn of events in which all values seemed upended. The vision of a new world was dead; now, the females seemed to be the sole hope for any tomorrow.
 
   Vrrd began to hate the females, all of whom were dull-witted and exceptionally weak. They began to order the males around, despite Vrrd’s superior strength. When one bald-headed, flat-nosed female told Vrrd to give her the gun he hung around his neck, he unholstered the thing, looked at it, then struck her with it. Three male defenders attacked him and he wrestled them all to the ground, thrashing and spitting until they were exhausted.
 
   They sat in silence under a bleak, moonless sky, their heat slowly sapped by a freezing wind. Finally Vrrd rose and said, “Think what you want of the females, but rubbing their feet and licking their toes won’t put your babies in their bellies. My sons will fill the land of the highborn. My sons will live in their homes and eat their food. Not yours!”
 
   They stood and walked. Vrrd walked behind them with one hand on his metal stick and the other on his gun. The land was cold and black but he could still see the dark shadows trudging ahead of him, hunched over and unsure if they were alive or dead.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   They came to foothills and were greeted by rain, and by the time they stumbled back into the Valley they could be counted on two hands. For days they rested in a dry hollow covered in brush, then they hunted and ate once again. But just when the others began to feel content, Vrrd said, “We keep moving.” When a hunter protested, Vrrd’s eyes burned into the back of the other’s skull and he backed down without a fight. Vrrd led them through the woods until nightfall and they reached the outskirts of a town.
 
   They hunkered down in the depths of the woods and Vrrd said, “We have to find the others. The ones sent to kill the enemy Great Father. They have to know that we are all that is left.”
 
   How can we find them? signaled another.
 
   “I will go into the town. I can speak.”
 
   “They will smell you,” said another.
 
   Vrrd eyed the strange highborn outfit that one female had tied to her back in mimicry of his own cape. He snatched it from her and studied it, noting that it was designed in a single piece so that all of the limbs could fit inside of it. It was thick and black. He took off most of his gear, then climbed into the suit. The heat was unbearable. He had to stifle a sense of confinement as he forced his limbs through the close-fitting fabric. Once in the suit, he donned his cloak again, pulled the hood over his face, then hung the gun belt around his neck.
 
   “Stay here,” said Vrrd. “I will speak to the highborn. I am smart, I can do it. I will see if the others are still alive. They may already be dead.”
 
   “Maybe they have already killed the Great Father of the highborn?”
 
   Vrrd gave the female a look, then shook his head as if the question were not worth a response. He exchanged his metal stick for a dagger. As he walked away, he looked back and saw that someone had already handed over his metal stick to a female, who eyed the thing as if it granted her great authority. Vrrd spit and continued on.
 
   He wound his way through thick grass up a steep hill, sweating in the suit, laboring for breath as he pushed off of tree trunks. His resentment of the others grated in his chest, and he had half a mind to give up on his idea, rush down the hill, and beat all of them nearly to death. But eventually he looked back and saw their beady, uneven eyes shining through the mist. He knew they were watching him. They were scared and alone and their only hope was with him. He pitied them, then resumed his climb. Soon he heard the noise of the highborn, laughter and the shouting of clear voices, and saw lanterns shining atop the dark hill.
 
   He broke through the woods and came to the alien streets and bright lights more afraid than he’d ever been. Everywhere men with guns strolled about, teeth shining as they smiled and laughed. They walked completely upright and even looked directly at one another. Vrrd saw someone clap another on the back, their gestures both aggressive and amiable, even strangely sensual. He saw women that were like goddesses, their hair radiant, their faces sometimes painted like the colors in a dream. He even saw some women speaking directly with the men, laughing and showing their teeth. Had any of the highborn ever known fear?
 
   A man on a bike swerved around him, then called out in wondrous notes full of life, “Watch out, dumbass!” Vrrd swung about and crouched so fast that a spray of dust was flung out behind him, his hand on his dagger without conscious thought. With all his force of will Vrrd swallowed his rage, held it deep inside, and when the biker extended a graceful hand with middle finger extended, Vrrd knew that the threat had passed. Perhaps it had never existed at all.
 
   Calm, he thought. Strike only at what is important. Let the unimportant pass.
 
   Vrrd walked down the terrifying street and made a conscious effort to walk without stooping. He saw many people drinking at tables set around warm lamps. Seeing one old man sitting alone, Vrrd gathered up his nerve, then approached him. He fumbled about with the chair. How was he supposed to move with someone staring directly at him? Finally he managed to sit down and adjusted his hood so that it completely covered his face.
 
   “Yeah?” said the man.
 
   Vrrd thought about the word for a while, nodded once he decided that everything was fine between them, then he reached into a bag at his side and removed his rolled up, ragged comic books. He laid them on the table. “What,” he said slowly, "are... these?”
 
   The man glanced at the comics. He laughed nervously, eyes darting back and forth from Vrrd to the comics. “You’re joking, right?” When Vrrd could think of nothing to say - it was impossible with the man looking directly at him - the man said, “Fresh from Pontius, right? What’s your name?”
 
   The man spoke very quickly, almost too quickly for Vrrd to understand. To give his name, which was little more than a rolling of the tongue and an abrupt end, seemed strange to him. Why bother giving his name to someone who didn’t know him? Instead he tapped his gloved hand on the comics, and said, “Tell me.”
 
   “Look, man, I know you probably can’t read an’ all, and your mind’s been blown on account of all the printed paper around here, or whatever, but why should I read your silly comics to you? Pay a tutor, learn to read. Nothin’ to be embarrassed about.”
 
   Rage tore through him. A burning lamp sat directly behind him, and Vrrd considered picking the thing up and smashing it into the man’s face. Instead he said, “You won’t tell me.” He jerked back and forth in his chair, then forced himself to remain still.
 
   “Well, I’ll read them to you if you make it worth my time. I’m a workin’ man, I don’t have time to hang out with retards. You follow?”
 
   “Worth your time?”
 
   “Sure - trade. You give me some money, and I’ll read you your comics.” The man pulled his lips back farther than Vrrd would have thought possible, then laughed like rolling thunder. “Man, were you royalty or somethin’ in Pontius? Used to giving orders, were you?”
 
   “Give you... I give you...” Vrrd’s mind raced. The man spoke so quickly. He pulled the gun belt from his neck and slammed the gun onto the table. “Now, read.”
 
   The man paused for a long time. “You’ll give me a gun just to read you some comic books?”
 
   “If you want it. You don’t?”
 
   The man looked from side to side. His open manner quickly changed into something furtive and sneaky. He nodded quickly and snatched up the gun. “Okay,” he whispered, “lemme see them shits.” He flipped the first comic over, said, “Vendicci... Revenger! This is the fourth issue... wait, this other one comes before. I’ll read the earliest.”
 
   “Wait, what?”
 
   The man slowly pointed to the title. “You have to read them in order. See this? It says, ‘Vendicci,’ that’s the guy’s name. See the letters, man? That’s his name. Vendicci. He’s like a superhero or somethin’. Kills people, I dunno. You start at the beginning and it, you know, it tells a story...”
 
   Something powerful revealed itself in Vrrd’s mind. He shook with wonder as the man slowly read the panels, the comic placed upside down so that Vrrd could watch. The man’s straight, clean finger moved from picture to picture and Vrrd held his shaking hands together under the table, hiding his awe as the deeper levels of wisdom were revealed to him. When the man finished the first comic, Vrrd clutched it to his chest delicately, a holy thing from another world. For over an hour the man read the comics. Vrrd sat in silence the entire time. Perhaps the most amazing thing of all was that the story was about someone whose name was not dissimilar to his own, making him feel a part of a larger world, a secret world revealed to him by the wise highborn. He did not notice that people near him were leaving their seats, loudly complaining about an awful stench that made drinking and eating impossible.
 
   “So that’s the end of the fifth issue,” the man finally said. “Looks like Vendicci ended up blowing away the bad guy. Who would have thought? Anyway, listen man, I’m gettin’ tired.”
 
   “I have to do a thing,” said Vrrd, desperate to keep the highborn in his seat. “Your Great Father. Your leader. Your chief. Where is he?”
 
   “King Wodan, you mean. Bad timing, man. Hope you didn’t come all the way from Pontius just to see him. He’s flown south, gone to Srila. Shh-ree-la. A bunch of other people went, too. Airmen are making a killing, believe me.”
 
   “Flown? Left? He is gone?”
 
   “Yeah, man. Don’t know when he’ll be back. But it’s not like you can’t go, too. If you got money, buy a ticket, go and see him. Do whatever, man. You can do whatever you want.”
 
   “I want to see him!”
 
   “Then buy a ticket, bro. I’m goin’ home.”
 
   As the man rose, Vrrd grabbed his wrist. The man glared at him, then slowly pointed down the street. Vrrd looked and saw the tops of several airships clustered near the ground, far away. “Buy a ticket?” said Vrrd.
 
   “Money. Coins.” The man looked about impatiently. “This ain’t Pontius. You can’t just join a gang and have shit brought to you for free. Don’t you get it?”
 
   “Give me the gun, I will give it to them. I will trade it to them for-”
 
   “You can’t trade shit that don’t belong to you. The gun’s mine, not yours.”
 
   Vrrd understood that it was not the highborn way to strike someone when annoyed, but he knew that he was annoying the man all the same. He knew he would have to do something, and quick. “Please, wait,” he said. “I… have something else to give you.”
 
   The outside world disappeared as Vrrd turned the matter over in his heart. He knew there was a special destiny that was his, and his alone. He had been right in thinking that he should have been sent to kill the enemy who made his life, and the lives of his people, a living hell. Four Winters had been wrong not to send him. Instead he had sent others, and now the enemy was gone. Where were the chosen killers now? Crouching in the bushes somewhere? Sitting at the edge of the highborn world, their dull minds unable to overcome the awe of these majestic places crafted in the secret way of the highborn? Even if they hadn’t gotten themselves killed yet, did their lives matter at all? They would be old and weak by the time the enemy returned. A fool had selected fools for a fool’s errand. Destiny had not touched them… but destiny had touched Vrrd. Destiny had chosen him to risk entering the town, to understand the mysteries of the printed page, the secret knowledge of the suppression of rage to achieve a higher goal. While his people prayed for the death of the enemy Great Father, were any of them capable of navigating through the beautiful, nightmarish realms of the highborn in order to get the task done?
 
   No, only Vrrd could do that. Only Vrrd.
 
   Do not strike the horn of the bull. Strike the belly. Spill the guts. Do what is necessary. Ignore the fear. What you must do only seems wrong to those without understanding. They are too weak to understand. They will be avenged.
 
   “Do you hunt the lowborn?” said Vrrd.
 
   “Do the who?” said the man.
 
   Vrrd curled his lips around the hateful word. “Do you kill... ghouls.”
 
   “No. But I know some guys who do. Who used to, at least. It’s dangerous work, they say, and gettin’ harder all the time.”
 
   “They do this for coin? To buy things like tickets on ships?”
 
   “I guess, sure. Why?”
 
   “I... I know... I know where you can find ghouls.”
 
   The man looked about once more, then said quietly, “That so? Looking for a finder’s fee?”
 
   “I will give you ghouls if you give me coins.”
 
   “How the hell would you know where some ghouls are? You saw ’em? Saw ’em with your own eyes?”
 
   Vrrd remained silent as he felt something die inside himself. Something small and stubborn and weak.
 
   “What do you want? Ten percent finder’s fee?”
 
   “Whatever.”
 
   The man nodded, then left. Vrrd watched him speak to a large highborn male across the street. The two came to Vrrd, stood over him and questioned him, and with great effort Vrrd raised his hand, pointed a finger, described a location, and gave a number. The men left. A few minutes later Vrrd watched several men with guns leave the town and enter the woods.
 
   The warm lamps grew dark and Vrrd rubbed his eyes for he could see only as if standing at the end of a long, dark tunnel. The sound of conversation, doors shutting, wheels moving – all receded into the distance. Vrrd wondered if he was sick. Was he dying? He sat and waited, hands gripping the table to keep from lying down, which was what he really wanted to do. He heard gunfire far way, the sound of darkness claiming everything he once knew, the world ending as he sat in an open-air café.
 
   He started to feel better. He breathed deep and smelled delicious meat being cooked. The gunmen returned, laughing and whooping and hollering. They fired their guns in the air and Enforcers gathered around them. Vrrd whipped his head away so that he would not have to see anything.
 
   Finally a man strolled up to Vrrd and shouted something as he tossed a bag of coins onto the table. “Rates these days is point-seven-five of a gold kilo per head, we racked eight, so at yer ten-percent that’s-”
 
   “The next time I see you,” said Vrrd, rising and taking the bag, “I kill you.”
 
   “The hell?” The ghoul slayer seemed hurt. “Seriously, man?”
 
   Vrrd approached the airships. Away from the busy streets, the clearing was filled with heavy zeppelins, warm lamps, people gathering, hugging, smiling. Vrrd passed through the heavenly world created by his enemies; he could see and smell and hear beauty without end, all of it hateful and oppressive and untouchable.
 
   He came to a handsome, small man behind a counter. “You wanna book ship, man?” he said. “Wanna see the world?”
 
   “Sur - eeh - la,” said Vrrd.
 
   “Srila! Off to see the holy land. Lucky man, lucky man.” The highborn fiddled with some papers as he counted the coins off, then he wrinkled his nose. “God damn, I smell somethin’ awful. You smell that? Hoo wee… God damn!”
 
   “I smell nothing.”
 
   “Well, don’t you worry, sir, all of our ships are top-of-the-line, totally clean, very nice. I’ll find out what’s going on and get someone to clean it up immediately.” The man gagged, then covered his nose as he completed the sale. “What’s your name, sir?” he said, holding the ticket toward him.
 
   Vrrd felt his old self die, perhaps shot down like an animal in a hollow just outside of town. Everything that was weak in him was gone. All that was left was pure and powerful, a razor’s edge crafted by the hate of highborn gods. “Vendicci,” he said, glaring from the shadows of his hood. He imagined the handsome face of the ticket seller melting in a fire, his jaw jerking up and down in agony, and in his mind he said his secret name to himself.
 
   “Revenger!”
 
   


 
   
 
  

Part Two
 
   The Master
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Nine
 
   Journey to Srila
 
    
 
    
 
   Wodan woke in his dark, cold room in an airship with the torn fibers of a dream still hanging on the edge of his awareness. He had been back in the cave, that mysterious place built by the Ancients and tended by a dreaming machine. He could not remember much of the dream, but the last thing he had seen was the face of a superbeing – someone like himself, but with short dark hair and inhuman violet eyes that dominated his will. For nine years he had been haunted by the same vision. He had few doubts about the dream’s meaning: Long ago someone like himself had challenged the demons. The demons had won. Now the descendants of those who had given up the struggle pretended that demonic armies were not rampaging across the world.
 
   Wodan forced himself up and lit an oil lamp. He donned his winter gear, a single piece of thick, padded leather that left only his head, hands, and feet exposed. He stretched, satisfied by the design, which he had convinced a famous Vallier tailor to make and distribute as quickly as possible. With a few words he had convinced others to embark on a large project. He wondered what he would have thought if he could have seen, years ago, the king he would become. Would he have been impressed? Intimidated? Confused?
 
   Perspective changes with age, he thought as he put on his boots. A few years ago I was worried about this demon or that demon chasing me around. Now I worry about armies of them. But it’s all the same… fruitless worrying.
 
   He threw his hooded cloak over his shoulders, then lifted his sword from the floor and slung it on his back. It was ridiculously heavy, as if sluggish with sleep. He had long since accepted the fact that Capricornus was alive. He entered the darkened hallway, where he smelled pork cooking nearby. But he always allowed his sword to eat first, so he made his way up the stairs. He was nearly out of breath when he reached the top.
 
   Sharp wind hit him as soon as he reached the deck. The sky was shockingly blue with clouds like stone tinged by volcanic orange. Others were already gathered on the deck, wrapped in cloaks and blankets. As soon as he wrenched the leaden sword from its sheathe, others turned to look. He concentrated on the hilt shivering in his hand. Nine or more years in the spotlight had taught him a great deal about human interaction without ever changing his nature. He was not a leader by nature; it had always been his way to try something on his own before asking for help, much less tell someone else to do something. But he had learned that people didn’t watch him because they were scanning for weakness.
 
   How could they not watch something like this? he thought, smiling slightly as Capricornus suddenly blazed with life. Green light surged along the length of the blade as it drank in the morning sun, and as it grew lighter in his hand he hoisted it upward. Several Rangers on deck nodded respectfully and a few whispered stories of how the King had wielded the magical blade during the Smith War.
 
   No longer a hindrance, Wodan sheathed the blade on his back. He heard a shrill cry, then one of the airmen bellowed in panic.
 
   Zachariah’s son, Haginar, swung treacherously near the edge of the ship on a loose rope that hung from the upper rigging, whooping with joy as he danced with death. “Gods have mercy!” cried the airman, looking about for assistance. “If you fall, boy…! If you fall…!”
 
   “He’s fine,” said Zachariah, not bothering to look as he peered over the other side of the deck.
 
   “Zachariah! If that boy of yours falls! Oh, gods!”
 
   “He’s fine. He does that sort of thing all the time.”
 
   Haginar whooped once more, then crashed onto the deck and ran down the stairs. Wodan took a seat beside Zachariah, but he faced inward rather than outward. He knew that if he looked over the side with his friend, he would be sick. He started to speak, but was interrupted.
 
   “Grandstanding with your sword again, I see,” said General Yarek Clash.
 
   They studied one another. Yarek’s red hair was short now, and he had a beard already gray at the edges. He had put on weight. But his face was still dark and hard, and his yellow eyes still showed no trace of mercy. Years ago he had fled his homeland not only to track down Wodan and see what he had become, but also to test himself against the world. He had once thought he’d made a mistake. Wodan seemed tpo soft, too immature, too quick to make a dramatic gesture and risk his own life rather than work out sensible plans with others. But the War had greatly changed Yarek's opinion. Wodan had stayed and shared the misery with everyone. He had taken Yarek’s advice in their war counsels. It took a certain sort of man to follow Yarek, but from his perspective it seemed that everyone wanted to follow Wodan – whether they wore suits, overalls, robes, fighting uniforms, it didn’t matter. They had won one another’s trust many times over. Even if it was a fact that they had little to talk about and few interests in common, it was also a fact that Yarek was one of the few men that Wodan could speak about demonic armies with, and who would not shy away or change the subject.
 
   “King,” said Yarek, his voice colder than the thin air. “You’re sure about the Cognati? You really think they're real?”
 
   “I thought the same as you, at first,” said Wodan. “There’s a lot about them that I’m sure is nonsense, that they can read minds, predict the future, things like that. But they really can move objects just by thinking about it. They can even stop bullets. You’ve met a demon who could do the same, remember. I’m sure we’ll learn more about them soon enough.”
 
   “You’re absolutely certain that your sword can cut through their shields?”
 
   Wodan hesitated, then nodded slowly. “We’re not going there to fight them, Yarek. They’re mercenaries. They work for people trying to profit from conflict. If we throw a little gold around, we’ll be fine.”
 
   Yarek grunted noncommittally, then turned away.
 
   “There, Wodan!” said Zachariah. He pointed over the side of the rail.
 
   “I can’t look, Zachariah, or I’ll puke.”
 
   “You need a good puke sometimes. Look.”
 
   Wodan turned. Far below, several rings of small buildings squatted in waves of gray sand. He saw no walls, no roads, and no crops, only dust creeping through endless wind.
 
   Wodan thought for a moment. “That’s not Hargis, is it?”
 
   “Not the capital city, no. But it was an outlying town in our territory. All gone. Overrun by demons.”
 
   Wodan thought of their own land overwhelmed, overrun, laid to waste, its people erased and forgotten as if they had never existed at all. The demons had swept east a decade before, after the destruction of Hargis. How many cities had they laid to waste? How many people had survived, only to revert to savagery?
 
   Zachariah, who rarely spoke of the destruction of Hargis since they had created a new home in the Valley, could only mutter, “I wonder how long we have…”
 
   He shook his head quickly. Wodan watched him and tried to feel out his thoughts. He knew his friend had never fully recovered from the loss of his old life, his old home. When Hargis was destroyed, Khan Vito had gathered an army of dogmen with promises of still more destruction. Vito had been shaped by Globulus, who Wodan had never met, but who had been the official Court Philosopher of Hargis before his mysterious exile and subsequent journey into the holy land.
 
   “You’re thinking of Globulus,” said Wodan.
 
   “I have to see him,” said Zachariah. “I have to confront him. I might end up doing what my father should-”
 
   “You see, he admits it!”
 
   Naarwulf, Chief of Enforcers, strode up to them. The dark dogman was still massive, but gray patches stood out in his thick hair, and he carried an elaborate jeweled club that he used for a cane. His booming voice was cracked with age. Strangely enough, he was only somewhere in his late twenties by his own reckoning. He had only been in his teens while serving the Khan, but dogmen matured quickly. Forty years was a ripe old age among their kind, though some of the greatest shamans were said to have lived past fifty.
 
   “What’s that, Chief?” said Wodan.
 
   “Your friend Zachariah! He openly declares that he’s going to cause trouble with the holy men in Srila.”
 
   “He bought his ticket, Naarwulf. There’s not much I can do if Zachariah gets it into his head to do something crazy.”
 
   “Nothing you can do? My King, this isn’t some backwoods Valley town, this is a military operation. You have every right to-”
 
   “It’s not a military operation, Naarwulf. Think of it as a pilgrimage.”
 
   “I’ll try, Lord, but if your friend causes trouble, I’ll break him.” Zachariah scoffed loudly, but Naarwulf continued. “It’s been a few years, but you must remember that more than once I had to put you in a headlock and sing you a lullaby.”
 
   As Naarwulf edged in between Wodan and Yarek, several of his heavy gold necklaces nearly smacked the general. Wodan was used to the dogman’s lack of a sense of personal space, but he knew that Yarek must be bristling at the close contact. Naarwulf studied the view, the sun now burning bright orange over a pale landscape. “But you’re right, King,” Naarwulf said quietly. “This is a pilgrimage. It's a wonder more dogmen didn't come with us. Srila is a holy place to my people.”
 
   “What does that mean to you?” said Yarek. “What makes it so ‘holy’?”
 
   “It just is,” said Naarwulf. “Surely you have something holy among your people that you can’t put into words?”
 
   Yarek screwed up his brow and gritted his teeth. As he prepared to launch a volley of words, Wodan’s guts clenched up. He knew that an argument was inevitable, but it was altogether too early in the day to be subjected to two hard-headed fighters engaging in the same tired debate that believers and non-believers found endlessly important. Neither Yarek nor Naarwulf had any great metaphysical insight, so it was inevitable that they would trot out arguing points that had been clearly defined since the time of the Ancients. Wodan had seen things strange beyond belief, wonderful and terrible things that defied definition. Whether the world was the handiwork of some invisible architect or the result of chaotic forces crashing against one another was beyond his understanding, so he found it wearisome when others were eager to quarrel over hasty conclusions to complex riddles.
 
   Just as Yarek’s mouth prepared to fire, a man in a red cape and a wide-brimmed hat presented them with a tray of cups and an insulated flask.
 
   “Coffee, sirs?” said Jarl the Entertainer.
 
   “Yes!” said Wodan, grateful for the interruption.
 
   Jarl smiled as the others gathered around. “I couldn’t help but hear you esteemed gentlemen talking about the nature of the holy land. It just so happens that I’ve spent quite a bit of time poring over Entertainer archives in preparation for this journey.”
 
   “Well,” said Yarek, “I was just about to tell Naarwulf that-”
 
   “One dogman creation myth,” said Jarl, “tells of a garden, a perfect place of rest where all needs were met. The founders of the dogman tribes lived there. Would you believe that they grew up with the lion who would later become one of the four wasteland gods?”
 
   “I know it!” said Naarwulf, nodding as he took a steaming mug.
 
   “Accounts vary on what happened. Some stories say the dogmen and the lion quarreled, and that they were either ejected from the garden or they destroyed it in a battle. Others stories say that a terrible sin was committed and the garden fell to rot. Whatever the case, nearly all shamans agree that the birthing garden was in or near present-day Srila.”
 
   “Might we find that garden?” said Naarwulf.
 
   Jarl shrugged. “I mean no offense, Chief, but the garden may be a metaphor. Perhaps the garden was a state of mind? But they say that Srila is an oasis, much like our own Valley. Perhaps the entire land is already as perfect as any garden simply because it’s beautiful and has more variety than the wasteland. Who can say? But did you know, Naarwulf, that the creation myth of the dogmen is eerily similar to a human creation myth found in the Book of the Red, the holy book of the Ugly? In that story, two humans are placed in a garden. A patriarchal deity called Ghost commands them not to do a certain thing. A serpent creeps in and tempts the couple with godlike power. Curiosity gets the best of them, and they do exactly what is forbidden. So the Ghost ejects the people into the wasteland. It’s similar, isn’t it?”
 
   Naarwulf shrugged, unable to articulate his notion that humans and dogmen could not possibly have similar roots.
 
   “Ghost?” said Wodan. “Is that a reference to one of the four wasteland gods?”
 
   “Possibly,” said Jarl.
 
   “That’s the thing about stories,” said Yarek. “Possibly this, possibly that, and nothing’s ever clear.”
 
   “They’re both religions of exile,” said Zachariah. “They’re explanations for inherent guilt.”
 
   “Why so glum, Zachariah?” said Jarl. “Ah, forgive me. We must be… drawing near your homeland… forgive me for-”
 
   “No, it’s not that. I’m thinking about Globulus. He was exiled, you know. I don’t know why. I was young, and everyone kept the truth from me. But the general opinion was that my father should have killed him. Exile was a mercy he didn’t deserve.”
 
   Naarwulf was taken aback. “But you yourself were exiled from Pontius, weren’t you? Come now, what do you know about Globulus? He was a philosopher like you. And a great one, too, from what I’ve heard! All great men dabble in troubling ideas. Why, half the things I’ve heard you say warrant a club to the head, if you ask me, though I’d never allow such a thing to come to pass.”
 
   “Naarwulf has a point,” said Wodan. “And if Globulus really is in Srila, we’ll find out more when we get there.”
 
   “That we will!” said Jarl. “We’ll fly straight over mountain passes that no Entertainer has dared to pass for longer than any of us knows. Why… who knows what stories they’ve kept hidden from the rest of the world?”
 
   Yarek sat back and crossed his arms. He glanced at the shared look of wonder that passed between the old dogman and the Entertainer, and while he said nothing, the look on his face was plain for Wodan to read: We’re walking into the unknown, stories are for children, and God is dead. Only danger is real.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “King Wodan! The Captain’s got radio contact with an advance ship.”
 
   Wodan followed a Ranger into the warm cabin, where several men sat around a coal-burning heater. The Ranger cast off his cloak as he joined them. “This is about as cold as I ever been, no lie,” he offered.
 
   The Captain looked like he was attending a funeral as he nodded at Wodan and gestured to the long-range radio. Wodan took the mouthpiece and said, “Wodan here.”
 
   “King,” said the thin voice on the other end. “First few ships have had to set down at the base of the range. Seems the wind whips right up the face of those mountains. When it does, it’s too violent to navigate.”
 
   “Anyone lost?” said Wodan.
 
   “No, sir, but they had to set down, see, so-”
 
   “That’s fine. Tell them to make a camp. We need semi-permanent dwellings where we can prepare.”
 
   “Sir?”
 
   “Srila’s in a valley within the range. Going around the mountains isn’t an option. Looks like we walk the rest of the way.”
 
   Wodan handed the mouthpiece back to the Captain, who looked as if he’d been slapped.
 
   “This company promised its passengers they’d see the world, right?” Wodan smiled wickedly. “Who would have thought the road to the holy land would be paved with promises?”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Wodan stood at the prow in a biting wind and looked on the mountain range ahead. The great range of Srila seemed unreal, a towering wall of shadow beyond human comprehension. As they drew nearer, small features became immense granite stretches greater than any mountain back home. Long after he thought they had come near enough to set down, the mountains only grew and grew until all the world became a dark and alien wall. Her peaks were shrouded in freezing mist, a ponderous, merciless heaven made for no living thing. Finally he saw the tiny sparks of flares shot from a hidden cleft, then the ship slowly began its descent. Wodan looked over both sides of the ship and saw only darkness and the dull glare of a pale, frozen nothingness.
 
   They hovered over Camp One, a cluster of airships with limp balloon sails. The wind beat at them on all sides, hissing and slicing the ears of anyone unfortunate enough to be on deck. All at once the ship dropped like one hundred tons of dead weight and Wodan heard the Captain bellow like a stabbed animal just before they slammed into ice and stone, his voice suddenly cut off by grinding wood. Wodan crashed into the rail, then saw the child Haginar sliding and rolling along the deck, surely dead, and Wodan reached out to stop the child’s body from being ground into pulp against the railing. When they came to a rest, the ship was still intact. For a moment Wodan heard only the stomping of his pulse, then a wail of cursing from men below decks, and then Haginar rose and cursed as well.
 
   Wodan crouched as still as stone. Finally he heard laughter and shouting. Satisfied that no one had been seriously hurt, he leaped from the deck and landed on hard stone. By the time he had surveyed the ship and seen no obvious damage, the others finally disembarked, still talking about their brush with death. Only a few Rangers moved about between the other ships sitting in the desolate camp.
 
   “Odan!” Wodan heard from above. He looked up and saw little Haginar staring at him from the deck far above. Without giving the matter much thought, Wodan clapped his hands and spread his arms. The child stared for a moment longer, then leaped just as Wodan had done. Wodan caught him easily, amazed that the child had risked his life to see what the fall would feel like.
 
   Wodan cradled the boy and looked at his flushed face, his wild red hair and teeth gritted against the cold. When Haginar finally overcame his dizziness, he struggled, and Wodan set him down. The boy ran off without a word.
 
   Zachariah joined him on the icy stretch. From a distance the mountains had seemed vertical and entirely hostile, but now they stood on a gradual incline among slanted planes covered in soft snowdrifts. The cold was not nearly as merciless as when they were airborne.
 
   “I need to keep going,” said Wodan.
 
   Zachariah looked about to see what could be determined about the weather. The sky was entirely white.
 
   “I heard some talk about a second camp further up the mountain.”
 
   “There is. I want to make for it today. You with me?”
 
   Blond Magog approached them from the camp, waving and clearly smiling behind his scarf. Wodan remembered the early days of their nation, when he first met Magog. He had heard tales of how Magog had wielded his massive sword alongside Yarek and Naarwulf, how he had fought against demons to avenge his slaughtered tribe. But the Magog he now met was a quiet, unassuming, and shy dogman. Wodan remembered being hungry and desperate during their first winter, and how he and Magog had crawled inside the corpse of the giant crystalline demon to pry cold, greasy chunks of meat so that their people could eat. Magog used his sword like a wedge or a lever while Wodan pulled and pried as best he could, and the two would joke and laugh as they set about their grim, ridiculous chore. While others complained about their plight, Magog was always ready to set aside his pride and try to make the best of a bad situation. That was the Magog that Wodan befriended.
 
   Dogmen lived under intense cultural pressure to become Rangers, Enforcers, ghoul slayers, or outright thieves, but more often than not they scraped by as menial laborers or scavengers. Magog avoided all of that by exchanging his sword for pens and brushes. He put on a great deal of weight as he abandoned the old ways, and now Wodan spent many quiet evenings with the dogman artist planning out new issues of the dark, intense comic serial Vendicci… Revenger!, one of the most popular serials in the Black Valley.
 
   He seems to enjoy his life, Wodan thought, but there’s something sad and lonely about him. Maybe that’s the price anyone pays for abandoning a clearly-defined path for something strange and new.
 
   “Magog,” said Wodan. “You want to come with us? We’re going to look for a path.”
 
   Magog stopped and craned his neck about, seemingly looking for a sidewalk leading to the holy land. “Going up already?” he said. “Will Haginar come with us?”
 
   There was silence for a while, then Zachariah realized it was his turn to speak. “I have no idea,” he said. “I didn’t even know he was on a ship until recently.”
 
   Wodan laughed loudly. “You didn’t buy him that winter gear he’s wearing?”
 
   “I don’t even give him an allowance!” A hint of shame crossed his face, and he added quickly, “He never asks for any, but sometimes money goes missing. I thought it was his mother. It could be him.”
 
   “Yarek!” Wodan called suddenly. “Let’s go! We’re going!”
 
   General Clash stalked by them with his ear against a radio. “Path to Camp Two is screwed,” he said, not bothering to stop as he passed. “They laid some lights and guide-ropes but they did it all ass-backwards-”
 
   “We’ll figure it out. Come on!”
 
   “Can I get ten minutes?” said Yarek, still walking away. “A week ago I couldn’t get you to tour the new training grounds because you were worried about your cat… or a goat or whatever, but now all of a sudden you’re-”
 
   “Just keep an eye out for us,” said Wodan, turning to go.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Wodan, Zachariah, and Magog set out with half a dozen Rangers. The path was a gently rising incline of stone with a few footholds marked by unnecessary signs placed by Valliers who had landed earlier. Within an hour their legs grew tired and when they looked back the camp was far below, tucked away within black folds of rock and pale mist. After another hour they took a break and began to feel that the mountains, so fearsome from a distance, would soon be conquered by a long walk. But after their break the wind went wild, cold and biting as it flew up the face of the mountain. Their fine winter gear provided great comfort, but they had to tie their scarves tightly about their faces and could no longer speak to pass the time.
 
   Many times the clear path disappeared among crushed stone, or was lost in treacherous ice, but inevitably they would hear Rangers above them, screaming to be heard over the wind, pointing a clear path or setting flares and hammering guide-ropes into the stone.
 
   As they continued on the freezing path of stone it grew steep, but the mist cleared momentarily and against the sharp blue sky individual peaks distinguished themselves from the unbroken wall of granite that stretched out on either side. They found a rocky finger hanging over a cleft between dark walls and rested there. Strange blue moss clung to a narrow fissure at the base of the overhang, and when they looked within they saw something like white shells clinging to the moss. They had never seen anything like it, and were surprised that anything could live in such a place. They shared an uncooked meal, then rose and went to the edge of the overhang. Great clouds of mist were sucked through the valley below with a sound like a waterfall, the white noise of a stark existence.
 
   Magog forced his scarf away from his mouth and pointed below. “Wodan,” he said, “we’ve got to have a winter issue. Rocks with chiaroscuro shading, with clouds and snow as either negative space or… or maybe white paint on black paper? We can make black the default, and…”
 
   “All black and white?” said Wodan.
 
   The dogman nodded violently. “Everybody’s going crazy over color these days, and I get that, but black and white doesn’t have to mean ‘no color’… you know? I…” Magog shook his hands as his verbal skills hit a brick wall.
 
   “No, I get it,” said Wodan. “I’m sure it’ll look great!”
 
   While Magog continued to study the dark cleft and its river of mist, Yarek arrived with a line of Rangers and two Slayers. Wodan immediately noted that he did not seem annoyed about being left behind. His scarf hung limp from his bearded face and his yellow eyes gleamed.
 
   “Feels clean, doesn’t it?” he said in greeting.
 
   They continued on the twisting path. They came to a waterfall of glass where the wind whistled a single piercing note. The sun fled quickly; for a few moments the frozen waves clinging to the mountainside glowed pink, then night fell. They clung to a guide-rope driven into the wall and slowly made their way around a narrow curve, overwhelmed by the sense that they were small and insignificant things clinging to something vast and cold. Finally rounding the curve, they looked up and saw brilliant stars shining overhead. Each traveler was shocked by the complicated swirls, the snapshot of a slowly winding galaxy burning against deep darkness, and each traveler stopped and gaped such that the man behind him inevitably bumped into him. This continued until the entire line passed through the curve, then someone far above lit flares and called out, and they saw that they had reached the tents of Camp Two.
 
   They found Rangers there who greeted them and laughed at the ice built up on the scarves around their faces. The glare of their lights on the snow was blinding. While everyone greeted one another, Wodan went into the darkness, shaded his eyes, and craned his head about. The sky was clear. The sloping earth was black and reached out endlessly on either side. Finding any clear direction was impossible. The lights from the camp gave the illusion that they inhabited a small, frigid island in a sea of void.
 
   He heard commotion below and saw that Jarl and another line of Rangers and civilians had reached the camp. Jarl stood nearly a head over everyone, and his conical hat was pinned to the side of his head-wrappings so that it jutted out like a single limp ear. The night grew colder and everyone gathered around fires or threw up more tents. Once all greetings had been given, they worked or sat in dull silence. Just as Wodan started to doze in a tent full of huddled travelers, Naarwulf entered with a bundle perched on his shoulders. His old eyes sparkled and he loudly clapped his hands for circulation. He carefully laid his bundle down, rubbed it vigorously, and when it stirred Wodan saw that it was Haginar sitting atop a flattened backpack. The boy did not open his eyes, but immediately crawled over to the sleeping forms and laid among them.
 
   The next day Wodan and his counselors set out with two dozen Rangers and a handful of civilians. There was no path left to follow, so they carried equipment and tents on their backs and loops of heavy rope bouncing at their sides. Thick mist sat far below, and the sky was sharp and blue and sparkling ice fell from the heights. The going was slow and breathing was difficult, and they often rested and debated their route. The sound of their hammers ringing on steel pegs echoed far across the frigid land, like ghosts repeating single moments across eternity.
 
   At noon a light snow fell, but they could see no clouds and the sun shone so brightly against the frozen path that they were nearly blinded. Someone cried out a warning and, following his gaze, some of the travelers swore they could see eyes watching them. A debate broke out when several men swore that they were only seeing light reflecting from mist, but Wodan gripped Capricornus when he thought he saw the eyes move. His breath came out in a boiling cloud; he was positive something was watching them. A young Ranger fired his rifle in the air, then the eyes raced along the mountainside – shadow rippled along their pale sides and they could see that they were something like white bears. Again the men argued about whether the gun should have been fired, then the creatures shrieked and everyone fell silent, terror-stricken, as the cries reverberated along the stones and in the blood and the creatures flung themselves from the mountainside. Wodan and Yarek raced to the edge and saw their forms falling into mist. They were not bears, but long, narrow animals with membranes stretched between splayed limbs. They fell slowly until they met their shadows atop a white cloud, then disappeared. Only their horrifying screams remained.
 
   They continued climbing, taking breaks only to hammer pegs or guideposts, until the sun fled. The sky dimmed into ochre yellow, and when they came to a wide shelf covered in strange snow-forms Wodan called a stop. In silence the travelers set up Camp Three while Wodan started several fires, a wood-carrying Ranger sitting beside him like a dead man propped up. The sky darkened, then they could see only a pale red halo stretching across the distant north, then night overtook them. Everyone sat shoulder to shoulder around the fires, and nearly a quarter of an hour passed before they found their voices once again.
 
   Yarek stared at Wodan for a moment, then said, “King.”
 
   Wodan nodded, immediately understanding his intention. “Fine,” said Wodan. “This is your operation from here on out. We’re close, so there’s no sense in taking any chances.”
 
   Yarek nodded, fully relaxed now that the weight of authority was on his shoulders. “Let’s rest here a day so that some others can catch up. I don’t want to face any hostile unknowns with only a few handfuls of tired men.” Yarek thought for a moment, then said, “Any alcohol?”
 
   After a long pause, several Rangers muttered, “Sir.”
 
   “Alright. We’ll nip a little. But only a little, and just to get warm. And if I catch any man openly drunk, I’ll remember his face for shit detail when we move again.”
 
   “I reckon civilians can be openly drunk,” said Jarl, holding a comically oversized flask in his gold-trimmed gloves.
 
   The next day they rested. Others joined them, having a much easier ascent due to the guide-ropes and trail markers. When the camp became crowded, Wodan climbed to a high place to be alone. The sun was bright and diamonds seemed to be sparkling in the wind and on the new-fallen snow. He was filled by the sight, overcome by the stark beauty, the harshness of it.
 
   The wind died down and Wodan heard Haginar below. He turned about and saw that the child was sitting with Zachariah and Jarl on a perch below his own.
 
   “See?” said Haginar, pointing.
 
   Zachariah eyed the sparkling clouds. “There’s probably tiny particles of ice floating in the clouds. They catch the sunlight, and refract it, and that’s why it seems to sparkle. Looks like diamonds, doesn’t’ it?”
 
   “Refract?”
 
   “Breaking or bending light through a medium.”
 
   Does Haginar really understand such talk? Wodan wondered.
 
   “Light moving through moisture,” Zachariah continued. “Did you know that’s where rainbows come from?” Haginar’s jerked slightly. "It's true," said Zachariah.
 
   “Then why aren’t there always rainbows during the day?”
 
   “Well. Got to have the right kind of moisture, right elevation, right angle of sunlight, I guess. If conditions are just right, then you get a rainbow.”
 
   “Just what is a rainbow?” the child said vehemently.
 
   “I just told you!”
 
   “No! But what... why...”
 
   Jarl cleared his throat and politely broke in. “Sometimes we can explain what something is made from, but not why it’s there in the first place. You want to know the meaning of a rainbow? Not even the wisest man in the world could figure that out. It’s not something you can…”
 
   Haginar groaned loudly and muttered something that Wodan could not hear.
 
   “Maybe that’s why it comes up in stories,” said Jarl. “There’s some old stories that say treasure is hidden at the end of a rainbow. Of course, you can never really get to the end of a rainbow. And there are other stories, very very old stories, where a rainbow is a bridge.”
 
   “To where?” said Haginar.
 
   “To another world. To the land of the gods. Who knows? The old stories said only certain beings could cross the bridge…”
 
   “That’s probably not true,” said Haginar.
 
   “Taken literally, no, it probably isn’t. Then again, the Entertainers have plenty of records that show some of the Ancients were obsessed with the idea of… well, other worlds.”
 
   “Other worlds? Are there other worlds?”
 
   “Who knows?” said Zachariah, shaking his head. “Whether humans are alone in the universe, or if there are other worlds with beings like us - it’s pretty fantastic, either way.”
 
   “But a rainbow… it couldn’t reach…”
 
   “I wouldn’t get too hung up on the specifics,” said Jarl. “Some Ancients were convinced that there were alternate realities, places we couldn’t see or interact with, alongside our own reality. Alongside of, on top of, beneath, inside of – or in directions our brains can’t even imagine.”
 
   Wodan began to listen intently. Such theories were ridiculed by the scientists in Haven, and he’d always assumed that it would be the same elsewhere. He was about to leave his perch and ask if Jarl had heard any rumors about the Ancients travelling to other dimensions, but was surprised when Haginar asked that very question.
 
   Jarl paused for a long time. “They tried. We know they tried. They conducted all sorts of bizarre… experiments. Or rituals? But their history disappeared with them. They just… they began producing so much propaganda at the end. They seemed to go insane. There’s no way of knowing anything for certain. Sorry.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Early the next day Yarek pointed out a possible route leading to the spine between the two nearest peaks, and after Wodan approved it they set out with Naarwulf, Zachariah, Jarl, Magog, little Haginar, no less than sixty Rangers, and a handful of civilian adventurers. The land became steep on all sides. They found paths of razor-sharp freezing stone that would have seemed too treacherous the day before, but were now ideal because they were the only paths the mountains offered. They lost their breath even when resting.
 
   At midday a fierce wind blew up from the base of the mountain and beat against their backs. Wodan watched in wonder from the edge of a ravine where snow drifted upward as if the world was upended. Within an hour of enduring the horrible wind, great clouds covered the sky. A blight fell upon the weakening sun and they trudged under a gray funeral pall. The wind drove against the sheer cliffs such that old snow was driven upwards in heavy black flakes and consumed by the darkening clouds. The pilgrims trudged on, only taking breaks alone or in pairs on the side of the path and watching the black snow rising overhead.
 
   Wodan lurched over a series of tumbledown boulders on all fours. He saw spots in his vision and realized he had pushed himself at the head of the line for far too long. He sat atop the pile of rocks and covered his eyes against the terrible wind. Other travelers arrived and he helped haul them onto the boulders, his motion mechanical and unthinking. All of them were half-crazed by the constant abuse. When everyone seemed to pass onward, he craned his head, saw dark stone rising until it reached a ceiling of roiling gray cloud, and then he sat down again before he could stop himself.
 
   Wodan was worn out. Ever since he had gained his unnatural strength, his appetite had increased considerably. He became weak and light-headed when he didn’t eat, but he also didn’t want the others to see him stopping and eating every few minutes. Now he had a chance to eat, but he had stopped carrying perishable food in order to lighten his pack. Perhaps it was because of his hunger that his worries grew stronger and seemed more real. He wanted to see the legendary tower north of here, and he’d had in his mind a vague notion that he would bring his people here, have a look around, and then find a way to the tower by himself. But now that he had come this far south in person, the distance seemed too great. Would he climb all the way up the mountain only to climb all the way back down? He was already so tired and hungry, and there didn’t seem to be any real end in sight. And the harder he worked now, the further it took him from the tower, which might not even exist. What if he went there and it was only the ruins of an ancient skyscraper?
 
   The shrieking of the wind grew distant, and Wodan closed his eyes. He did not feel cold. His thoughts took on a strange tone, as if he was dropping off to sleep. He saw himself with his father. He was young and working in their grocery store, back in the butcher’s area, cleaning goo from an electric saw and complaining about several failures while his father listened. The stink of the dimly-lit room took on a terrific immediacy, as if time had rewound and he was back there. Finally his father laid his apron aside and said, “Listen, son. Listen. All that stuff you’re worryin’ about… I don’t know, sounds like you’re blowin’ stuff outta proportion. Remember, as long as you’re doin’ somethin’, then you can’t do wrong. Not really, you can’t. You follow?”
 
   “Not at all!” said Wodan, laughing bitterly.
 
   “Hm. Well, looks like somebody’s here. Better go see what they want.”
 
   Wodan’s eyes opened, then he heard high-pitched popping in the distance. Gunfire. He found himself running over jagged terrain before he even thought to rise. He saw Valliers pulling themselves up a steep incline on a pegged rope. He heard more gunfire far ahead; not wanting to wait for the tangled mass of men to make its way up the incline, he simply leaped onto a boulder while they watched, stupefied, as he coiled and sprang over their heads and continued on. Wodan felt cold wind whip across his face as he picked up speed, whirling around slow-moving travelers and flying around dangerous turns as if in a dream where death was not real.
 
   Wodan heard a terrific barrage of gunfire and shouting, then he slid around a corner and saw Rangers crouching around a wide, curved ledge and firing into a wall of gray mist. Wodan was about to call a cease-fire to see what was the matter when he saw Yarek, bare-faced, screaming, “FIRE! FIRE! KILL THAT DAMN THING!” A Slayer produced a grenade launcher and fired. The round bounced off a far wall and sent up a shockwave of dust.
 
   Wodan raced to the edge and knelt down beside another Slayer. “What is it?” he shouted.
 
   “A monster!” the man screamed. “A demon!” Wodan saw that the man’s face and chest were covered in blood. Steam rolled off the fighter as the gore formed into a latticework of red crystals.
 
   “You hurt?” said Wodan.
 
   The Slayer looked and saw that he was covered in blood. “It’s not mine. But that thing, it ate somebody. It tore him up and then it took someone else!”
 
   “You say it’s got someone?”
 
   “Yeah!”
 
   Wodan turned to Yarek and shouted, “Get them to stop firing!” Wodan shouted the phrase over and over as Yarek, wild-eyed, stumbled over to him with hands cupped around his ears. As soon as Yarek nodded to him, Wodan felt something lock into place inside of himself. He knew that mankind’s ancient fear of demons no longer applied to him. He felt the old taboo grip him, then he shrugged it off.
 
   No demon can stand against me! he thought.
 
   While Yarek shouted for a cease-fire, Wodan ran past the line of gunmen until he saw tall rocks carved by wind and water jutting out from the gray mist. He ran, the Valliers stopped firing, then he cast himself into the air. He saw that the ledged dropped down into a ravine so deep that he could not see the bottom through the mist. He landed on one of the tall rocks and immediately launched himself toward another, a dozen feet away with nothing below. He leaped from one to the other, his eyes wide and nearly frozen, lips pulled back, sucking in air, body pumping like a bellows and straining against his winter gear. He leaped to a high ledge, caught it in his iron fingers, and felt his gloves tear as he scampered up and over the edge. He ran up a broken incline through blinding mist.
 
   Just when he felt confusion bear down on him, the wind shifted and dragged away the curtain of mist. In the distance he saw something large bounding atop the stones, leaping easily from perch to perch on four legs. It seemed to be made out of gold, and Wodan could not understand what he was looking at. It must have felt Wodan’s eyes, for the great monster stopped and turned to him.
 
   The monster was a giant lion with a dark crimson mane. It eyed him with blazing, intelligent eyes. Reptilian scales covered one side of its face in uneven patterns, living black gems that ran along its flanks and down its long limbs. A man, small from this distance, threw his limbs about as he hung from its jaws.
 
   The lion was too fast to follow, so Wodan drew his sword and stared in challenge. The lion stood unmoving, serene and powerful. The poor man continued to flap his arms while the two stared at one another, frozen in place. Finally the muscles along the lion’s jaws flexed and the man went limp. The lion turned away, leaped onto another ledge, and then the blanket of gray mist covered him once more.
 
   The strength fled from Wodan as he sheathed his sword. He knew there was no way he could reach the strange creature, much less fight him. He turned and stumbled back along the high ledge, suddenly intensely cold. When he reached the place where he had originally climbed up, he looked down, saw the tall rocks stretching down into mist far below, and grew sick with dizziness. The Valliers were dots on the horizon. He could not believe how far he had come in so little time. He tried to put his numb fingers in his pockets, then realized he had been carrying a portable radio the entire time. He fumbled with it until he got Yarek on the line.
 
   “It got away,” said Wodan.
 
   “You okay?” Yarek shouted.
 
   “Yeah, but I can’t get back the way I came. I’m going to...” Wodan looked and saw that he might be able to follow the ledge to a winding, uneven path that might eventually bring him back to the others. But it would take hours, at least, and could be a dead end. “I’ll try to join up with you later. Yarek, what happened?”
 
   “It was on top of us before we ever saw it. I think it ate someone. We fired round after round at it, but it got someone else and then ran away.”
 
   “That man's dead, too. Yarek, did it have an invisible shield around itself? Like that one demon in the Valley? Is that why you couldn’t hit it?”
 
   “No, nothing like that. We did hit it, is the thing. I’m looking at some of its blood right now. The bullets hit!”
 
   “It wasn’t wounded when I saw it.” More tired than ever, Wodan said, “It must have healed by the time I saw it.”
 
   “That fast?” Yarek spoke quietly, almost to himself. “What kind of demons do they have in this land?”
 
   “Demons don’t eat and run. They fight until they’re dead. You’ll have to ask Jarl for details on this one.”
 
   “Why?” Yarek sounded incredulous.
 
   “Because that was one of the four wasteland gods.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   It was long past nightfall when Wodan climbed over a final outcropping of freezing cold stone and saw the lights of flares burning in a camp sitting in a wide snow-covered plateau. He had been lost most of the day, already exhausted by the time he realized he had been following a dead-end, then an eternity spent climbing without equipment, sucking on his fingers to keep them warm. His awareness had been wiped clean of nearly everything but the will to live. He stumbled toward the lights of the camp, then drew Capricornus and held it aloft. Green light cast a halo within the vortex of rising snow. When he saw figures rushing toward him and heard them calling, “King! King!” he sheathed his sword and blacked out on his feet.
 
   He opened his eyes and felt his hand on a man’s shoulder while others guided him to the camp. He saw Rangers standing with guns drawn, looking about nervously. He was blinded by the lights of the camp, then they passed by the spotlights on the perimeter and he saw that the camp had been set around a cluster of white trees illuminated by colored lamplight. Snow fell softly. All was as quiet as a dream.
 
   He saw a few looking at him through their tent flaps. He looked at their eyes. He saw dread, but not panic, and took that to mean that the lion had not come back. No one spoke above a whisper. Terminal Camp had no illusions about their ability to fight the thing that stalked them in the darkness.
 
   Wodan woke suddenly and found himself lying on a cot in a dark, warm tent. The silhouette of Naarwulf sat beside him, keeping watch. Wodan closed his eyes and slept.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   They stayed in Terminal Camp for several days. Yarek sent men back along the path to set more markers and to make sure other travelers understood the danger presented by the monstrous god of the mountains. Wodan’s strength quickly recovered, but he was annoyed by the fickle nature of his unnatural strength. He could hear the others spreading stories about how he had leaped over ravines and chased the lion for miles, and how he had outwitted the lion by not letting himself be drawn into any traps before returning safely to his people. He found the stories embarrassing. As far as he knew he was stronger than any man or dogman – as long as he wasn’t caught between meals or feeling under the weather, like a child feigning sickness to avoid chores. He was haunted by the memory of the lion. He sat among the white trees and flexed his large hands, thinking, I was given more than any other man… but it never seems to be enough, does it?
 
   More travelers came to Terminal Camp. Just before anyone could press ahead, a dry storm wracked the mountaintops, making it impossible for them to cross the spine of the range and finally make their descent. The day wore on and the night was pitch black. Then, with terrifying violence, a shriek woke the camp. Several brave souls ran from their tents and scanned the dark clouds. An awful howl resounded, then many ran back to their tents as fiery lights descended from the black heavens. Wodan saw the lights himself, white and shrieking like angels of destruction. Finally the lights disappeared over the horizon and their deathly trumpeting degenerated into a dull roar, then grew quiet.
 
   “The hell was that?” said Yarek.
 
   “The lion!” cried a man. “That was his roar! Oh gods! He’s calling spirits to come and-”
 
   “Stow that nonsense!” Yarek snapped.
 
   “This didn’t have anything to do with the lion,” said Wodan, swallowing his fear. “Whatever those things were, they’re on the other side of the spine now. I doubt they saw us.”
 
   Several travelers stayed awake to drink and talk the matter over. While they were comforted that their king and his loyal general were unfazed, deep down they were filled with the realization that they were in an alien environment, hostile and otherworldly, and the heavens had become a vast darkness spawning only terror.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The next day Wodan and his companions set out with nearly a hundred Rangers to brave the gray storm along the spine. To their surprise the winds died down as soon as they drew away from the camp. They came to a cracked plain of stone under a gray roof, and before they reached the end the clouds departed. They stood at the edge of the spine under an intensely blue sky overlooking a sweeping valley filled with green. The path below was dull gray stone covered by clumps of persistent ice, a forgiving and merciful terrain compared to the mountain’s other face. Men cheered and threw off their scarves and hoods despite the chill. One man was struck by a laughing fit as he reported their findings over the radio.
 
   They took their time in the descent, and Wodan let Yarek trail far ahead of him. Wodan, Zachariah, and Jarl went their own way, climbing a squat, muddy hill in order to see ahead. They passed a pair of binoculars and a bottle of whiskey back and forth.
 
   After a meal, Zachariah took up the binoculars once more. Wodan watched as his mouth opened silently. “Wodan,” he finally said. “Those lights last night, the sound. Those were airships. Metal airships with combustible engines. Like the ones your people have in Haven, except... it’s not…”
 
   Wodan grabbed the binoculars. Zachariah guided him until he saw banners fluttering in the wind, scarlet with a single black dot in the center. He scanned the area, then saw strange men in red armor armed with rifles.
 
   “San Ktari,” said Zachariah, swallowing with difficulty. “The great empire has come to the holy land.”
 
   The radio blared. General Clash reported that he was under fire and in need of reinforcements.
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Ten
 
   Conquerors, Penitents
 
    
 
    
 
   “Haginar!” Zachariah shouted, running downhill before Wodan could join him.
 
   As the sound of echoing gunfire reached him, Wodan knew he would have to kill to defend his people, and he felt sick inside as a memory of the Smith War came over him. Wodan had been in hills, tracking down units from the latest wave of Smith Magi, when he was woken by a Smith sniper passing through the woods. Wodan was painted and camouflaged and the man did not see him. Judging from his rifle, Wodan immediately guessed that he was a particularly notorious killer who had been targeting travelling civilians. Wodan watched as the man looked for a position that would give him a clear shot of the road. He noted that the man was large and his expression was hard and dead. Years ago, Wodan would have found the man terrifying. Now he only seemed like an unhealthy lump of a man, breathing hard after walking uphill because he was overweight from an awful diet of Pontius food. The man was probably uneducated, most likely had no interest in personal development, and definitely a tool for weaklings who fought wars behind desks. Wodan felt sorry for him as he quietly rose, leaped, and flicked Capricornus from its scabbard and removed the man’s head from his neck in one smooth motion. But then the corpse jerked and the heavy rifle fell from its perch. Fearing that it would go off and hurt someone, Wodan dropped and laid against the body, wrestling with the dead man’s finger still wrapped around the trigger guard. His face was next to the exposed meat of the wound, hot and spurting into his cheek and eyes. He felt revulsion, a raw and primal disgust at the act of turning people who were damned into corpses that were good for nothing.
 
   Wodan came back to the present but the feeling of revulsion was just as real as it was in the past. He didn’t want his people to end up in another war with humans while demons were safely biding their time.
 
   He turned back to Jarl, who was pale with his jaw hanging slack. “Run back along the path!” said Wodan. “Tell them to go back to the camp! Back!”
 
   Before he could respond, Wodan leaped and ran. He passed Zachariah easily, picking up speed as he raced downhill. He leaped from stone to stone, zig-zagging around other Valliers who were stationary blurs. Radios transmitting news of the battle were drawn out in a Doppler hiss.
 
   Behind a cluster of broken boulders Wodan saw Rangers firing. He nearly slipped, then thrust his heel before him and came to a grinding halt before Yarek.
 
   “Little bitches from San Ktari!” Yarek shouted at him. “I saw them moving a machinegun into position!”
 
   “Any casualties?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Good!” said Wodan. “Keep it that way! Tell our people not to kill unless they have to!”
 
   Wodan found a Ranger wearing a white cloak. “Can I borrow that?” he said as he went for its clasp. The Ranger was incredibly proud to be able to assist his king, but he was also afflicted with a terrible stutter, so while Wodan unclasped his cape the man could only bear down on his tongue with his front teeth while nodding.
 
   Wodan leaped over their cover and ran with the white cape streaming behind him. He saw red helmets bobbing up and down from a stony rise – on the left, on the right, straight ahead – and the flash of gunfire. He felt an optimistic rush as he ran, thinking that surely the foreigners would order a cease fire, then bullets rang and skipped by his feet and he was overtaken by the terrifying thought that a white flag may mean something different in the east than it does in the west.
 
   He came to a wide field of ice and dead grass, so he leaped behind the last bit of cover, a squat stone that might at least prevent his head from being blown off. He was surprised to see that the white cape was peppered with holes. Before he could catch his breath and come up with a new plan, his radio was overtaken by garbled, inhuman voices. Then came a clear, barking order: 
 
   “You surrender! You surrender!”
 
   “Hell no!” came Yarek’s voice. “You back down or we blow you off this mountain!”
 
   “You surrender! White flag, you give up, lay down arm.”
 
   Yarek paused, unsure of Wodan’s intent, so Wodan picked up his radio and said, “This is King Wodan of the Black Valley. I waved a white flag so we could set a truce. Let’s meet and talk.”
 
   There was a long pause, and Wodan knew that Yarek was cursing him for revealing that he was a figure of some importance - a figure whose position was known, and could be taken and held for ransom, if not murdered outright.
 
   Wodan’s mind raced. Bullets still barked at one another in the distance. “You hear me, San Ktari?” said Wodan. “We are travelers from a distant nation. Let’s talk about this before anyone is hurt.”
 
   “You in Imperial territory!” said the voice on the radio. “Illegal crossing of border! You bear arms against us!”
 
   “Not against you. All of our citizens bear arms, but not against you. We’ve come to the holy land of Srila to-”
 
   The radio beeped a violent interruption. Wodan released the switch, then Yarek said, “Wodan, they’re edging up to your position! I’ve got two eyes blinking!” Code for I’ve got two snipers setting up.
 
   Wodan drew Capricornus and tied the white cape around it, then waved it overhead violently. Fearful that his arm would be blown off, or that he had stranded himself in a place that would soon be obliterated by explosives, he screamed into the radio, “San Ktari, I need to speak to someone in charge! My name is King Wodan and I am a friend to those you call Die Engelen!” Just on the edge of hearing came the chatter of foreign words echoing off the stones. “I know Matthias! I am a friend of Justyn Daaz! I have met Dove Langley!”
 
   Another long pause, then the voice on the radio said, “You come out.”
 
   “No!”
 
   “Thank you, yes,” the voice responded almost immediately. “Wait one moment please.”
 
   Wodan waited with his back against cold stone. Capricornus shone bright green overhead. The sound of metal clinking against stone chipped away at his mind; undoubtedly several large machineguns were being set up, if not some kind of light artillery piece. Time dragged by.
 
   “Eyeballs open,” Yarek hissed into the radio. “One is on a wig.” Snipers ready, some sort of leader is targeted.
 
   “Wait,” said Wodan. “Wait.”
 
   A stern, heavily accented voice came over the radio. “This is Kommander Won Po, San Ktari Imperial Forces. Who are you and why do you come into our territory?”
 
   “Kommander, this is King Wodan of the Black Valley, a nation far north of here. We have come to see the holy land of Srila. We did not come here meaning to cross your border. We had no idea that you were here.”
 
   “You are armed,” Won Po said simply.
 
   “Of course we are. We have made a long and dangerous journey to be here. But we do not come to fight you.”
 
   “They say you use the name of Die Engelen. How do you do this?”
 
   “I tell you I have met them. Three of them.”
 
   The radio crackled strangely. “Lay down arms!”
 
   Angered that the person in charge seemed as mindlessly aggressive as his underling, Wodan lowered his sword. “Valliers don’t walk around unarmed,” he said slowly. “If you have any way to speak to your war gods, go and ask them about Wodan.”
 
   “One moment, thank you please,” Kommander Won Po said gruffly.
 
   The field was quiet. Wodan waited for one moment, then another, then grew impatient and angry. On a whim he stood and faced the field of stone. Three red-armored men huddled around a machinegun nearby. Seeing him, they drew their heads back comically, their slitted eyes wide with alarm. He tore the cape from his sword and let it drop, then hopped on top of the squat stone and laid the shining sword across his lap as he sat down. He glared at the fighters and they oiled and loaded the machinegun so that they would not have to look at him.
 
   The radio buzzed, then Kommander Won Po said, “San Ktari soldiers will escort you down mountain into valley. You, Wodan, meet with me and sign truce treaty. You will not make trouble! Srila is now in territory of San Ktari. You abide our rule!”
 
   “That’s fine, Kommander,” said Wodan. “We won’t mess with you as long as you do the same. But you need to understand that my people aren’t accustomed to being pushed around.”
 
   “Ah!” said Won Po, then there was silence.
 
   Wodan hopped down from his perch, then made his way toward Yarek’s position. A line of red-armored soldiers approached, rifle barrels held down but fingers close to triggers. As they drew near, a Vallier sniper in a gray cloak stood up from his perch among gray stones, and the foreign soldiers hissed in alarm. They stared at one another.
 
   “Escort,” said Yarek, spitting to the side. “Yellow bastards are going to escort us.”
 
   One Ranger looked about to make sure that his king and the general were out of earshot, then said to his companion, “You better believe I’m gonna mess with these sumbitches.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Under blue skies and a gentle wind the Valliers made their way down the path, surrounded by soldiers from San Ktari who eyed them with mistrust and resentment. Wodan watched them closely. All were shorter than the average Vallier and had a similar racial makeup of pale skin, dark hair, and slanted eyes. Only a few of the soldiers had dark complexions. Their armor was of uniform appearance, plates of red-painted metal woven into dyed red leather. Most troops wore gray undergarments and scarves while the officers wore black scarves and hats.
 
   No blood was drawn, but neither side hid their dislike of the other. Vallier dogmen often “accidentally” bumped or jostled their escorts, and many roughneck civilians seemed to mistake San Ktari boots for tobacco spittoons. The Ktari soldiers held to their orders of non-violent escort, but often slipped into old habits they had developed from dealing with prisoners. They spat out curses and threats in their strange, harsh-sounding language, and more than a few stared in numb horror, unable to comprehend the unbelievable paradox that armed men who were not Imperial soldiers were, somehow, not being fired upon until they were dead. The red banner and black circle hung over many points along the path, stabbing into the blue sky and fluttering like a twisting knife.
 
   Wodan’s counselors stuck together near the front of the train. Haginar was content to ride on Magog’s shoulders.
 
   “Look at these pups,” said Naarwulf. “If we were matched in numbers, we could kick them around like sheep!”
 
   “Zachariah,” said Yarek, who had long been silent. “You’ve been to San Ktari.”
 
   Zachariah nodded. “The maps you might have seen, even if exaggerated, can only begin to capture the scope of their power. Their territories are vast. It’s hard for our side of the world to imagine the East. Most of you are used to city-states practically cut off from one another, but in the East there are other nations even greater than Hargis was before it fell. But all of those great nations live in fear of San Ktari.”
 
   “Strange,” said Yarek, “that their cities stay connected any better than Pontius or Sunport. Don’t they have flesh demons to worry about?”
 
   “Of course,” said Zachariah. “I’m sure their trading companies are constantly experimenting with sacrifices and rituals that will appease the demons and allow their caravans to pass. We did the same thing in Hargis. Demons have to eat to survive just like anything else, but they’re so fickle that-”
 
   “Your people used human sacrifices?” said Yarek, lips curled in disgust.
 
   Zachariah shrugged. “As far as I know, only criminals were used.”
 
   “As far as you know.”
 
   “What I want to know,” said Wodan, “is how San Ktari was able to accrue so much power without the demons challenging them.”
 
   Zachariah nodded. “It’s a mystery. They’re strong enough that they can afford to constantly fight with their neighbors. I know they worship gods of war… always have, but now they have these Engels. The people attribute a lot of their power to them. I’ve met that asshole Matthias myself.”
 
   “I wouldn’t call them gods,” said Wodan. “They act no different from normal humans. Matthias threatened to kill me a few years ago.”
 
   “King?” said Naarwulf, eyes wide.
 
   Wodan smiled. “I threw a fit and he left me alone.”
 
   “I’ve heard Entertainers speak of them,” said Magog. “Are they human, then, or what?”
 
   Yarek eyed Wodan for a moment, then looked away.
 
   “I don’t know that much about San Ktari, not really,” said Zachariah. “But when I was trying to get help for Pontius against Khan Vito, I saw enough of the Empire to know that its culture is based on obedience to authority.”
 
   “It’s like that anywhere,” said Naarwulf.
 
   “No, not like this. What they’ve done to people over there would make any Pontius politician blush. Everyone is polite and smiling and more than happy to help anyone with a badge or a uniform or a fancy hat. A little different from the Valley, isn’t it?” Zachariah turned aside and, as if to himself, he added, “I wonder what effect suppressing the human drive toward individuation has on dreams.”
 
   “So their military is in charge of everything?” said Yarek.
 
   Zachariah turned to face Yarek. “Even their officers bent over when Matthias walked in the room.” He smiled and added, “But that’s about all the ‘intel’ I could gather from the inside of a dungeon, so take it for what it’s worth.”
 
   Without a second thought they threw a diplomat into a dungeon, thought Wodan. They’re that confident in their power, their superiority.
 
   His thoughts turned to Matthias. When he first met him, he had liked him quite a bit. He was young then, quick-witted and full of jokes, his fingers always working away at some little project. The threat Matthias had given him a year later seemed unreal. He was grateful that Matthias had released Zachariah from prison, but according to Zachariah, the Engel had been cold and distant, like an annoyed brat simply following through with a chore so that he could move on to something else. Wodan greatly wanted to see Matthias again, especially since he himself had changed. But he was also afraid to see someone who might be physically similar to himself.
 
   “Wodan,” said Yarek, “I don’t understand exactly why these guys are giving us hard looks instead of killing us, but I know that your relationship to their… uh, their war gods had something, or everything, to do with the cease-fire command. They outnumber us out here, and I’m sure it’s asses and elbows with these guys in Srila. Whatever you’re doing...” Yarek laid his yellow eyes on him, then said, “Just remember our situation here, will you?”
 
   Wodan nodded. On a ledge far above, they saw two San Ktari special forces soldiers in dull crimson armor with black undergarments. Unlike the other soldiers, their faces were hidden behind leering, demonic masks. The men eyed them coldly, completely unreadable. He wondered what had shaped those two men, and if there was anything human that remained behind the masks.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The sun was lost behind gray clouds when they came to the Upper Valley and the Srilan village called Temple Grounds. The air was cool and crisp and the valley was surprisingly lush. The ground was sopping wet, every path was choked with mud, and the trees were not nearly as tall and proud as in the Black Valley, but compared to the bleak landscape on the far side of the mountains the Upper Valley was a paradise. The outskirts of Temple Grounds were filled with rickety, wooden huts often built on stilts and connected by walkways. They saw people dressed in simple woven garments highlighted by colored tassels and beadwork. The people smiled and greeted the newcomers warmly, and an old woman ran up to them smiling and wringing a chicken’s neck in either hand. Wodan noted that they did not beg for money despite living in abject poverty. He saw people cooking, and a few men hauling wood, but otherwise hardly anyone was working, even in the middle of the day. No one stood guard and no alarms were raised. The most dangerous thing they encountered was a group of San Ktari soldiers attempting to build a guard tower on a hill of slippery mud. The Valliers laughed as an officer upbraided his men with a high-pitched shriek that did not pause even when he slipped and nearly fell.
 
   Wodan noticed that the racial makeup of the Srilans varied greatly, just as in Haven. Many villagers had the slanted eyes and dark hair typical of their San Ktari captors, though their skin was often darker. There were red-haired people, as in Hargis, as well as pale-skinned people as in Pontius, brown-skinned people like the primitives around the Black Valley, and even men and women with nearly black skin, as could be seen in Sunport and Haven. They passed through densely populated areas where the children ran wild and followed them, laughing at their winter clothes, and Wodan noticed that the neighborhoods they passed through did not seem racially segregated as in Haven. Women picked up children of different colors and scolded them before sending them on their way.
 
   They came to the center of Temple Grounds and Wodan realized the village was far larger than he’d assumed. The muddy, filthy streets were alive; the people did not seem to understand that they had been conquered. Icons of strange gods were everywhere, all in wild, garish colors that contrasted with the gray sky. But most intense of all was the sound, the constant hum and wild, shrill punctuations as dozens of different religions were given voice by men and women chanting from rooftops or on the roadside. Among stalls selling tapestries and beadwork and even fingerbones of saints Wodan saw men and women speaking to groups of people about the most bizarre subjects imaginable. He saw one man speaking intently about the different layers and divisions of the mind, its interaction with the soul and the spinal column, and the danger of the ego mistaking itself for the thing behind the mask. He saw another man, a stinking bearded beast who looked no different from a Pontius drug addict, tell a sizable audience about the divine sex magic that he had discovered. Wodan was surprised to see icons and blue-painted nuns devoted to the Redeemer, the hunted and slain god that Wodan remembered hearing about in Haven. Just when the blue nuns passed, a line of men who had devoted themselves to the Redeemer’s Mother passed by carrying wooden cutouts that, from certain angles, showed the Mother piecing together the body of her son. Wodan leaned out into the street and realized that every member of the divine family had its place in what could only be a parade.
 
   Wodan continued on with a few others. He saw a large building of rotten wood filled with orphans looking down at them, laughing or shrieking. Directly behind the building, men and older orphans piled up the remains of corpses and stood with arms crossed watching as the bodies were slowly burned in a stinking pyre. Totems and banners and buildings covered with strange icons went on without end; among the various designs, the flags from Ktari seemed like afterthoughts, patterns that repeated because they lacked the imagination of their neighbors. Wodan saw no signs of money or wealth, but he also saw no sign of anxiety concerning money or wealth.
 
   They passed by a particularly dour looking temple with black flags draped across its walls, and men in black aprons shuffled about. A set of heavy tools jangled about on one man’s hips.
 
   “Are those Smiths?” said Wodan, shocked.
 
   “They’re called Wrights,” said Zachariah. “Srila’s version of the Smiths.”
 
   Wodan had come to accept that this strange place had many things to teach him, but now he felt that the first lesson was an insult. “Are those bastards all over the world?”
 
   “You’re surprised?” Zachariah thought for a moment, then said, “You and Yarek have never quite grasped the taboo against machinery. Everybody wants a shortcut, a machine to make life easier, but we’ve been trained to avoid unwanted attention, so we have to… skirt around the process. In Hargis we had the Forgers. In Sunport it’s the Censors.”
 
   “What about in San Ktari?”
 
   “No idea.” Zachariah eyed their Ktari escorts, then said, “At one time I would have theorized that the censorship of ideas had been internalized over the course of generations. But look at them now! You can’t exist in an endless state of war with your neighbors for hundreds of years and then suddenly expand out of control without some kind of technological lever. Something has unleashed these people, and I doubt it’s as simple as their version of the Smiths packing their bags and going on vacation.”
 
   They came to a wide, flat avenue of stone devoid of buildings. Many people who sat in prayer or quiet conversation suddenly stopped to watch the newcomers, each garish and alien in the others’ eyes. But there were also many monks in orange robes with shaved heads, and they did not seem to notice the Valliers but only continued their meditations. Wide stone steps led in a twisting path up to a lonely, massive temple in a high aerie of gray rock. The distant temple was the same color as the mountain, and Wodan wondered if he might not have seen it at all if it weren’t for the fluttering flags that marked the path. But now that he had seen it, he could not look away. Unlike the wild chaos on the periphery, the temple, which was surely the center of power in Srila, was forbidding and austere.
 
   Two unarmed dogmen in blue robes stood as sentries at the base of the winding stairway. Wodan approached, and Yarek moved to join him.
 
   “Hello,” said Wodan. “We’re pilgrims from the Black Valley. What is this place?”
 
   “This is the Temple of the Summons,” said one dogman, staring ahead. “It is the most holy center of the holy land of Srila.”
 
   “May we enter?”
 
   “High Priest Globulus knows you are here,” said the other dogman. “He will call for you when the time comes.”
 
   High Priest Globulus? thought Wodan. He quickly turned about and was relieved to see that Zachariah was gone. The man who inspired Khan Vito to slaughter the world… is a priest? No, more than that, it sounds like he’s in charge of this place. I can’t imagine what Zachariah will think of this!
 
   As he looked around, he saw several groups of armed San Ktari soldiers stalking around the pilgrims, looking for trouble. He turned back to the guards. “How long has Ktari been here?”
 
   The first dogman hummed for a long time, then said, “Days, only. They are nothing.”
 
   “Nothing?”
 
   The second dogman said, “Many times in our history, men with weapons have come to conquer the holy land. One cannot force one’s way through the door that enters the holy land. They are in the holy land, but they still can’t find the holy land. They are nothing.”
 
   Wodan could feel Yarek’s discomfort. “Looks to me like they’re here,” he said under his breath.
 
   “Let’s go make sure they don’t cause any trouble,” said Wodan. He and Yarek left the guards and made their way back to the wide stone avenue. He was distracted by the sight of a tall man in gray robes, a gray hood, and a heavy gray sash that could not hold back a gray beard. The gray Srilan stared at him. Before Wodan could react, he heard a Ktari soldier scream at a group of Valliers.
 
   “What’s going on?” said Wodan.
 
   “You give up guns,” said the soldier. “Now!”
 
   “You didn’t think to try to disarm us earlier?” said Yarek. “Forget it. It’s too late for that.”
 
   As the small soldier’s face froze and changed from dark red to deep purple, Wodan felt he had to defuse the situation or else the man would explode. “Go back to your leader, your officer or whatever, and tell him that the Valliers mean no disrespect, but they also won’t be taking orders from anyone from San Ktari. If he doesn’t like that, we’ll take it up with our friends – the Engels.”
 
   The soldier screwed up his face as if preparing to spit. “Kommander Won Po send for you when he ready,” he said, then turned and walked away. A Vallier pushed him as he left, but the soldier ignored it and continued on. Wodan thought to chastise the man, but when other Valliers laughed at the spectacle, he decided his people needed the release of tension. Just like everyone else, Wodan was already fed up with the shrill, posturing, red-armored bullies.
 
   The gray clouds became a roof of coal with nightfall and the Valliers made fires in the wide avenue, around which many pilgrims gathered. Yarek tried to discuss possible stratagems against the Ktari conquerors with Naarwulf, but the old dogman was too overcome with the culmination of his journey, and could not focus his attention on Yarek. Zachariah had taken the news of Globulus’s position as High Priest with complete disinterest, which made Wodan worry; Zachariah and Jarl discussed what the great Temple of the Summons might contain, but Wodan did not join the conversation. A strange feeling had taken him, and he spent a long time staring into the fire.
 
   Many pilgrims sat with him in the circle. Wodan felt eyes on him; glancing, he saw the tall gray-clad man, and he knew that he was being studied on the sly. Wodan turned away. Just then an orange robed monk passed by, and Wodan touched his sleeve. The orange robe stopped and leaned in politely.
 
   “Who is that man in gray?” said Wodan.
 
   “We call him the Penitent. He has taken a vow of silence. He atones for a life of wrongdoing.”
 
   Wodan nodded and the orange robe left. Wodan’s heart filled with dread and a strange, dark feeling of completion. He blinked quickly, overwhelmed.
 
   A sudden hush fell over the circle. Wodan knew the moment had come. He turned to the Penitent and saw that he was praying silently into his hands.
 
   “Your vow of silence ends today,” said Wodan. His voice was loud and many pilgrims fell silent. The old man did not move, but froze as if dead. “Take off your hood and look at me,” Wodan continued. “I look different than before, but I can tell that you recognize me. I am that small boy you remember. You look different, too, but I could never forget Barkus, the Right-Arm of the Ugly.”
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Eleven
 
   Forgiveness, Revenge
 
    
 
    
 
   There was utter stillness around the fire as everyone laid eyes on the gray Penitent. Slowly the man pulled back his hood, revealing long hair that was dull red and gray. He unwound a gray scarf and let it drop. The man’s pale face was lined and drooped with age. He would have seemed far too old to be the man that Wodan accused him of being were it not for the dim remains of a tattoo on his face – once a bold black sun – and deep scars carved into the sides of his mouth. Those scars once gave the sickening appearance of an eternal smile, but that smile now drooped and was mostly covered by a long, wispy gray beard.
 
   But the scar was enough to identify the man. Even the younger Valliers had heard tales of Barkus the monster, the cruel and sadistic slaver of the Ugly. The sense of rage was palpable in the air. Were it not for Wodan’s presence, the older Valliers would have slain the old man outright.
 
   Wodan remembered the dark, overpowering charisma of the man. But now the old man's fingertips trembled as he laid his hands on his knees with his shoulders hunched together. He was old and pathetic. Valliers looked back and forth as the two eyed one another, their faces still and unreadable.
 
   “It’s me,” he said, nodding slowly. His voice was frail and thin. “Barkus. The Ugly who captured you, tortured you. Chased you, and… killed your friends. I was the one who gave the location of your homeland to… to monsters.” He shook his head as if he did not want to continue. “I know you. You look so different. You must have... must have been a child back then... but your eyes and your manner are the same. I’ve been hating you... fearing you... for so many years now. And the worst of it is, is that I never caught your name.”
 
   “Wodan!” he barked, frightened by his own rage. The leather of his winter suit whined as his muscles bulged, drinking and spitting out the blood coursing through him. “My name is Wodan!”
 
   All grew silent at his outburst. As the crowd backed away, Yarek and a few Slayers stood still, guns held ready. Barkus’s face grew red but he did not withdraw from the outburst. He hung his head slightly and let his eyes drop to Wodan’s feet.
 
   Barkus cleared his throat, then said quietly, “Wodan, is it... Wodan, will you let me speak, before you do anything to me?”
 
   Something about Barkus’s gentle manner made Wodan want to pick up a piece of flaming wood and dash it across the old man’s face. It angered him still more that he could tell Barkus was not faking his show of submission. Wodan made a conscious effort to pry his fingers apart, but then the memory of his torture at Barkus’s hands, in that lonely tent in the middle of the wasteland, welled back up in him. His hands clenched again and he forced out a long breath. “Speak,” he said.
 
   “It was over a decade ago,” said Barkus, “when I saw that you were different from me, so I wanted to destroy you. That’s really the truth of the matter. When I failed at that, I thought that I was broken. But I was only a child myself back then. I did not know the meaning of being broken... not yet.
 
   “With the devil’s help I made my way back to Pontius, my homeland, so that my damnation could continue. When I told my brother about you and your land, just like me he wanted to throw himself at you. My arrogance was great, but was nothing compared to his. If a child of your land could reduce the great Barkus to ashes, then an entire land of your kind... well, it was inevitable that we were brought low. Our gang never had a chance against your people. Back in my homeland, I became a hunted man. I cared little while various power-seekers traded me like a pawn in their games of pride. I cared little. I cared for nothing.
 
   “Back when I was chasing you, I... I... Wodan, I hated you so much that I bartered with a devil, and mated with one, in order to destroy you. The horrible spawn of that vile act came and “rescued” me from Pontius.” Barkus waited as the crowd gasped and whispered about this shocking confession. Barkus kept his eyes on the ground, numb to the derision. “My son and I traveled the wasteland, and there my troubles began.
 
   “I spent my life in activity, Wodan. When I was not fighting, or whoring, or numbing my mind with drugs, I studied the philosophy of the Ugly. My life had always been directed outward. My ego had never met with any obstacle that it could not crush or destroy or mutilate in some way. But out there, in the wasteland, with my horrible son... there was nothing to do but go inward. Under that burning sun, under the uncaring stars, I saw myself for what I was. I watched my life. I went through every bit of it. And the fact that the only thing I had to show for it was a son who was a monster was not lost on me.”
 
   Barkus paused as if unsure how to continue. “That devil son of mine. I thought at first that he was leading me somewhere. For a long time I followed him, and in my arrogance I wondered what plans the devil had for me. What a fool I was. Eventually I grew tired of his brutish face, his silence, his willingness to let me eat parts of him, and even drink his blood, in order to survive. One night I raged at him, threw myself at him. The next day I went off in another direction, and the stupid beast followed me. With the same dull, retarded demeanor it had before! I realized, to my horror, that it had never been leading me anywhere. It was only walking for lack of anything better to do, and I was walking with it, going nowhere. I knew this was what the entirety of my life had been like.
 
   “I kept walking through the wasteland with my son, knowing that I was going nowhere. That was when the nightmares began. Nightmares in which I was chased, shackled, tortured, raped, murdered. I could find no rest. For weeks it went on. I was reliving all the things that I had done to others. I had built up an incredible storehouse of sinful debt with no way to pay back what I had done. And I knew that if it went on for much longer, I would kill myself.
 
   “But I’ve learned, Wodan, that it is not man who decides his fate. Nor does man dictate his will to the gods. It is for us to learn, to be passive... to try to grasp our terrible will and... simply... learn to be. Wodan, I know this is difficult to hear. When I was your age, I would not have listened to this. But it is God’s place, and His alone, to dictate to man. I’ve done terrible things in my life, things for which I alone can atone for... sins I must reckon with. That is why I ask that you please... please listen to me for just a little longer.
 
   “It was the will of God that brought me to Globulus. He was wandering too, going from village to village teaching and learning. He... he was friendly to me, Wodan, despite what I told him about myself. His mind was great enough to see me for what I was, and yet he could still treat me with greater kindness than I deserved. I skulked about on the outskirts, hiding because of my demon son who followed me wherever I went. But Globulus never seemed to mind his presence.
 
   “Globulus had friends in Srila, so we traveled over the mountains together. It was then that Globulus, in his wisdom, turned on me. He waited until we were far from civilization so that I could not run from him. He kept needling me, forcing me to further confront what I was... a small, ignorant, hateful, spiteful little creature. In a childish fit of rage I took up a stone and struck my child in the face. He did not defend himself. Anger only led to more anger and I kept hitting him until he was dead. I wept, Wodan, as I had not done since childhood. Globulus told me that I had finally done what I should have done long ago: Killed the monster within. The horrible, hungry, immoral monster in my heart.
 
   “When we entered Srila, Globulus told me that there was nothing left for us in the outside world. He said that world was finished. So I forgot my name and became the Penitent. I have heard nothing of the outside world since. I take no interest in it. Wodan, you may not believe any of this... you only remember the monster that was Barkus. Here, I... I fast, and I pray, and I meditate, and I study the holy books. And I wait on the will of God. I have hurt no one here. These people, they are... they are kind to me, Wodan. And I have done nothing to hurt them, any of them. I love them.” Barkus bowed his gray head. “Globulus studied here. We remained close. The former High Priest was old then, and soon died. Globulus went on to become High Priest… and I become the lowest, the Penitent.
 
   “But I have waited for the will of God, Wodan, for all these years. And now that you are here, I know that I have lived for a reason. I know that... that this is my day of atonement. Our roles have been reversed from what they were on that terrible day so long ago. That day when I, well... but now you are here. And I am not afraid to die. I am not afraid to die.”
 
   The two were silent for a long time while the crowd watched and waited. Yarek looked at the crowd, and it seemed to him that a few people felt sympathy for the old man and his heartfelt tale.
 
   Finally Wodan exhaled. “And I thought it was painful when I had to listen to you back in the wasteland, when I was your slave,” he said. “What a load of god-bothering nonsense.”
 
   Barkus lifted his gray eyes in surprise.
 
   “You still hate yourself and scar yourself, and you expect everyone to watch you do it,” Wodan continued. “Do you really believe that you suppress your ego, Barkus? To me it appears as bloated and sick as ever. Twice now I have listened to you. Now you will listen to me.
 
   “You say you have no interest in hearing news of the outside world while you wait on God’s will. Unfortunately it must be God’s will that you sit and listen to what happened in the world you left behind, because I’m full of news and I’m in the mood to speak.
 
   “After your cronies fled from Haven, I left and went into Pontius. I went for revenge, Barkus, and I had my revenge. I bathed the streets of your land in blood. Do you remember your little brother, Boris? When you were in a cell in Precinct Zero, did anyone bother to tell you that he was killed? Did they tell you that he held a child hostage to save his own skin, but was gunned down anyway? Did they tell you that I was the one who killed him, Barkus?
 
   “I destroyed your cult, the Ugly. I even engineered events so that anyone who bore the scars of the Ugly were hunted down like animals.”
 
   Barkus lowered his old head into his hands and moaned softly. Wodan’s eyes were hard and unmerciful, his mouth contorted by bitterness he thought long forgotten.
 
   “You think you’ve changed?” Wodan continued. “Your tattoos have faded, but you’re still Ugly, Barkus. If you wanted to atone for your sins, you would have taken your demon with you into Pontius and struck back at the ones who turned you into a monster in the first place. You would have freed slaves, not walked away from them wringing your hands. You would have stopped feeling sorry for yourself, not put on a robe and made a big show of your guilt for everyone to see and wonder at.
 
   “You’re still Ugly, only you grew tired of small scars. Now you starve yourself and daydream about the ultimate cleansing scar, the final scar that everyone will remember you by. You relish the thought of your own murder.”
 
   Wodan finally let his gaze drop and relaxed the tightness in his shoulders. “You want me to hurt you, but I take orders from no man. I’m a king now, Barkus, not a slave. I cannot give you the life, or the death, that you want. Only you can do that.”
 
   Barkus’s eyes grew wide, stretching out the dark bags beneath them.
 
   “Besides,” said Wodan, “that was all so long ago, and I have more important things to do. Believe it or not, I didn’t come all the way here just to take part in your drama.”
 
   Barkus jerked his head to the side, then said, “So I am... forgiven?”
 
   Wodan shrugged. “Call it what you like. You were a small man driven by forces outside of your control. Now that I’ve seen you and vented, I feel only pity for you. Forgiveness... sure. You are forgiven.”
 
   The old man wept then, his fists on his knees, shoulders jerking in an exaggerated, childlike manner. Some of the onlookers heard anger in his sadness.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Wodan sat apart from the others for a long time, but as the night crept on he rejoined them. He saw his people speaking with the orange robes and other inhabitants of the valley. As soon as he drew near, Yarek brought up the subject of the Cognati and his thoughts on whether their absence was a good or bad sign. Wodan’s mind was still too scattered to offer any insight on the matter. A new group of Valliers joined them from the mountain passes, and as they loudly greeted the others the distraction proved too much for Wodan. He gave some thought to withdrawing entirely and finding a place to sleep, but then an awful stench hit him.
 
   “Yarek,” he said, looking about. “I smell something dead.”
 
   A terrible cry tore through the crowd. There was a struggle – several men tried to stop a cloaked and hooded figure, but they were pushed away with alarming strength as the figure barreled through like a wild horse. All was confusion, shouting, Wodan saw a woman flung up over the crowd, then several Rangers clustered around him protectively, which only prevented him from seeing what was happening. He peered between two jostling heads, but then a man to his right fell with blood streaming down his nose. Wodan saw the blur and only had time to turn slightly as starlight reflected on the edge of a blade, then the cloaked figure pushed the blade into his midsection.
 
   Pain bowled him over, radiating like lightning through his bowels. He fell with the knife in his guts as Rangers leaped on the hooded figure and brought him down with weight of numbers.
 
   With trembling hands he touched the hilt of the blade. He saw men shouting, kicking and stomping the hooded figure, but they seemed to be far away. Gathering his nerve he jerked the blade free, then felt warm blood ooze into his winter suit. He pressed his hand against the biting pain, then forced himself to relax so that he would not retch.
 
   A crowd of onlookers pressed against the berserk Valliers, and Wodan saw Yarek using his elbows like paddles as he pushed his way through the screaming throng. The General pulled the assassin up into a sitting position by his throat, keeping one hand on his sidearm until he was satisfied that there would be no tricks, then tore off his cloak. Wodan saw a look of revulsion pass through the crowd. Even Yarek jerked his hand from the thing’s throat and let the assassin flop onto the ground.
 
   Wodan looked and, in the pain-addled haze of his mind, he thought, How the hell did a ghoul get here?
 
   The ghoul’s face was swollen and covered in black blood. It sat up, coughed violently, then spat blood on the stone floor. It growled and bared its fangs at the crowd, then fell back and turned its face to Wodan. Small, dark eyes radiated hatred at him.
 
   “Gods below,” said Yarek. “Somebody put a bullet in that thing.”
 
   “Wait,” said Wodan. He gently pushed away those crowded around him, then rose onto one knee. Already the flesh was mending itself. He was surprised at the ghoul’s strength; he assumed that the blade had penetrated through the muscle and into the sack holding his intestines, a killing blow for a normal man. He felt weak and light-headed as his body diverted energy to the task of healing, but anger gave him the strength to stand.
 
   “Your king’s not dead yet!” said Wodan. A patriotic cheer blasted through the crowd. “Step away from that ghoul," he said. "Valliers do their own killing!”
 
   As the crowd formed a shouting, stomping ring, dozens of orange robes looked about, confused by the tawdry outland spectacle. Realizing that he was being fenced into some kind of killing grounds, the ghoul barked savagely and struggled to rise. As he moved to retrieve his knife, Wodan kicked it away. Still on his knees, the ghoul stared upward at Wodan, who stood holding one hand against his belly. Wodan felt revulsion looking at the thing, its face like a skull covered in rot. He knew the foul creature was gathering its strength to lash out at him one last time.
 
   Wodan unslung Capricornus from his back and placed it on the ground behind him, then pulled his hand from the sticky gunk at his side. He still felt weak, and knew he would have to cover his side. He watched the large ghoul rise to its feet and raise its calloused fists to guard its face. The stench was incredible, even in the open-air arena. He knew the black winter gear it wore, which was the same as his own, must have been stolen from a Vallier who was now dead. He thought of saying something to the monster, but what was the point if it couldn’t understand? Smashing its head like a melon for the enjoyment of the crowd would be statement enough.
 
   The two circled one another amidst a torrent of shouting, Wodan’s hands at his sides, walking lightly on his feet, the ghoul wheezing and hunched over with fists upraised. Suddenly the ghoul flew forward with surprising speed, but Wodan sidestepped and easily avoided the clumsy blow. Wodan coiled, exhaled sharply, and rammed his fist into the ghoul’s side. He heard the monster grunt in pain as he hopped away. The thing glared at him and continued circling doggedly, waiting for an opportunity that would never come.
 
   I’m just being cruel, thought Wodan. There’s no need for this. It can’t help what it is. Just put it out of its misery!
 
   Wodan darted forward as the ghoul did the same. They collided forearm to forearm, their hot breath in one another’s face. Still leaning their weight into one another, the ghoul shot his knee forward as if to hit Wodan’s gut; Wodan pulled inward, understanding that the knee was a feint only moments before the beast swung its fist in a backhanded blow that caught the side of his head, jarring his skull and staggering him.
 
   But Wodan was not in as much pain as he seemed, so when the ghoul saw an end to the battle and dove forward, Wodan caught him by the wrist, whipped himself around, and ended up behind the ghoul with its arm bent back painfully. The ghoul writhed violently. It was stronger than a dogman, and Wodan was already worn out from healing his wound. Wanting to end the fight quickly, Wodan jerked its arm upward. The sound of snapping bone was loud enough to be heard over the crowd. The beast cried out in agony. Wodan released his grip, then swept his heavy boot into its shin hard enough to shatter bone and send the ghoul into the air and crashing to the ground face first.
 
   Wodan bent and unsheathed Capricornus and the crowd grew silent when they saw the green-shining blade.
 
   “Funds from this head will go to anyone who was hurt trying to defend me!” said Wodan. More cheers as the blade went into the air.
 
   The broken ghoul jerked its head upward, blood pouring from its mouth and nose. “Bastard!” it shouted. “Monster! Odan! Odan the Murderer!”
 
   The ghoul’s raspy, pained voice sent a wave of silence passing through the crowd. Wodan froze, horrified. “You… you speak?”
 
   Tears burned their way through the ghoul’s swollen eyes. It rolled onto its back, sobbing, one arm bent at its new elbow. With black eyes fixed upward on Wodan, it drew in a hoarse breath and shouted, “Odan, tyrant! You kill my people! Murder us all!”
 
   Wodan lowered his sword and stepped away. “You can speak,” he heard himself say.
 
   “Monster,” the thing said quietly. It rolled onto its side, sobbing. “Oda-a-an... monster-r-r...”
 
   Wodan closed his eyes at the obviousness of the horror. I saw their rudimentary artwork when I first returned to the Valley. I knew... I knew they had some capacity for... intelligence. But I never let myself think about it... The murmur of the crowd was sandpaper on his ears, and he felt rage as his mind split in two. But they’re savages! I’ve never seen them do anything besides attack, destroy, kill!
 
   He forced his eyes open and watched the ghoul crying on the ground. Never saw them in pain, never saw them speak. Never saw them lash out at... injustice.
 
   Wodan sheathed Capricornus and forced the lump down beneath his throat. “Are there others of you that can speak?” he said.
 
   The ghoul only wept, seemingly on the verge of passing out.
 
   “Are there others of your kind that-”
 
   “There are no others at all! My people are all dead! Killed by you, Odan!”
 
   Wodan nodded and turned away from the ghoul. If what he said was true, then his people could rest easy at night without fearing that subhuman monsters would break into their homes. The genocide was complete. But Wodan did not feel the satisfaction of a job well done, nor even a sense of all-encompassing shame. He was ashamed that he had taken the easy way out, had thrown money at a problem without studying the issue or considering the pain he could be spreading to another sentient species. And he resented the ghoul, too, resented him and his entire brutish, stupid, violent species. Why had they not come to him sooner? They had certainly grown larger and stronger, and while it made sense that they would also become more intelligent, Wodan realized that he had never allowed himself to imagine this obvious – no, inevitable - possibility.
 
   But what should he have done? Gathered them into internment camps where they could be educated, trained, civilized? Wodan hated his own laziness and inconsideration, but he hated the ghoul as well. He resented the fact that the ghouls had waited until the very end, then thrown this pathetic “champion” into his lap so that he could learn, finally, that he was in the middle of an inextricably foul moral quandary with no easy solution.
 
   Wodan looked at the ghoul again, the poor pathetic wretch lying on the stone floor. Though it made no sense, he wanted only to kneel before the beast, unsheathe his sword, and rake it along the length of his own throat. He understood, then, the real need to be destroyed by one’s victims. The need to be punished for doing wrong. But this ghoul, last representative of his people, was simply too weak to enact any sort of justice.
 
   Swallowing in a dry throat, Wodan turned to the crowd. “This ghoul displays intelligence. He is not to be harmed. The Bounty Program does not apply to him.” He felt gross and unclean hearing his own words, feeling his need to smooth over a “sticky situation”.
 
   I’m no different from Aegis Vachs! he thought.
 
   He saw a group of orange robes in the crowd. He waved them forward, and they came and bent over the ghoul. The beast tried to move away from their touch, then groaned and fell still.
 
   “We will tend him,” said one.
 
   Wodan nodded, then left.
 
   Barkus, he thought. How childish I was. Now I understand. You were angry at me, angry at my forgiveness. Now I understand… that I have a duty to you.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Later that night, when he was finished with his prayers, the Penitent made his way over the broken rocks that led to the cave where he lived. He was tired and his bare feet were numb against the cold stone, but he knew that he would not light a fire when he arrived. That would be too-
 
   He stopped, terrified. Wodan, the outland king, sat on a boulder watching him. Barkus was sure that he had not been there only moments before, when he had glanced ahead while picking his way over the stones.
 
   “Barkus,” he said, turning slightly.
 
   The Penitent saw that Wodan had stripped down to his waist. His body was covered in scars, but the sight of his muscular left arm was truly disturbing, for he could tell that the scars that stretched from shoulder to forearm were too regular to be accidental.
 
   “To fight the Ugly, I had to become one,” said Wodan, green eyes blazing in the night. The Penitent was frozen in place. He tried to speak, but his tongue was thick and dry. “Isn’t it odd to think that we’re the last of the Ugly, Barkus? Life’s full of strange turns.”
 
   The Penitent saw the intent written on Wodan’s face. Fear blasted through him; his heart called out for flight. He turned aside to escape, but saw two others approaching from the shadows. They were Valliers, rough-looking outlanders with guns.
 
   “Come with me, Barkus,” said King Wodan.
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Twelve
 
   The Mind Readers
 
    
 
    
 
   Wodan woke huddled in his sleeping bag on a rocky perch above the stony avenue which was very likely the most uninteresting place in all the holy land but from which he had scarcely moved since arriving. Whether waking or sleeping he had moved only from one worry to the next. Heavy gray clouds stretched overhead, the same omnipresent and timeless roof that had covered them since they’d arrived.
 
   He turned and saw that the stone courtyard was already filled with pilgrims, penitents, and orange robes talking around fires and going about their business. Then he saw something truly strange: A far corner of the stone courtyard was filled with dogmen and dogwomen standing in lines and enacting some kind of slow, ritual dance. The movements obviously had their origins in hand-to-hand combat, but they were graceful, like an underwater dream. He saw children and elders. A red-haired dogman in blue robes – the same robes as the guards that stood at the foot of the steps to the Temple – watched and corrected the others on their breathing and posture. Wodan was about to wonder at the civilized nature of these Srilan dogmen when he saw the blue robe suddenly smack a young practitioner in the back of the head as he pointed out his sloppy footwork. If Wodan had heard of Vallier managers treating their workers like that, he would have been enraged, but among the meditative dogmen the violence seemed to be an important aspect of communication and correction.
 
   Maybe this is why they’ve always been seen as a problem in human society, he thought, awed by the sight. These dogmen are obviously content. Their brash, childish egos have been put in service to something that’s physical, but also non-destructive. Maybe that’s all they need, all they’ve ever needed. Maybe they don’t have to be criminals or soldiers. Maybe they just need to focus on something that’s uniquely their own…
 
   His thoughts were interrupted as Yarek climbed the stony rise to meet him.
 
   “That San Ktari bureaucrat,” said Yarek. “Their Kommander. He wants an audience with you. Demanded it.”
 
   “When did he want to see me?”
 
   “Couple of hours ago.”
 
   “Hours ago!” Wodan yawned and rose slowly. “Yarek, don’t you know that when the Empire says jump, you say how high?”
 
   Yarek laughed. “You want to go down and get some breakfast? There’s some people down there cooking up all kinds of crazy stuff.”
 
   Wodan nodded. As they made their way down, he said, “Have there been any repercussions over the Barkus situation?”
 
   Yarek was silent for a long time. “Not really. Some talk, you know. Mostly among our people. Everybody has a different idea of how they would have perfectly handled the situation. General consensus is that forgiveness is a real motherfucker.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Deep within Temple Village the two Valliers found a squat, corrugated metal building like a muddy shed surrounded by wet, limp Ktari banners. Red-armored gunmen stood erect, their narrow eyes unreadable. One moved to stop them as they approached the door, barking and jabbing his finger at them. His anger seemed practiced, a show, a welcome break from the monotony of guard duty.
 
   “Our presence was requested,” said Yarek. “This is the King of the Black Valley, and I’m his general.”
 
   “You come by appointment. What time it is now?”
 
   “We came by our feet and we leave the same. Your boss want to see us or not?”
 
   “Your attitude is disrespect!”
 
   Before Yarek could respond, another voice barked within the building. The guard bowed at once and opened the latch, then dragged the door through a channel of mud.
 
   It was stifling warm inside and electric lamps cast a soggy glow on the forms inside. Several guards in full armor stood at attention, stoically enduring the heat, while one unarmored secretary knelt at a desk in a dark corner and worked feverishly at shuffling papers and dabbing ink on others. The Kommander knelt at a squat desk in the center of the room, but what drew Wodan’s attention was a well-lit, detailed map on the rear wall. It was the world shown as a battleground of harsh pen strokes and alien script. San Ktari was somehow at the center, a red monstrosity. Tiny blobs of nations surrounded it, one blue, a few smaller ones green or gray. Wodan was shocked. He had seen a similar map perhaps a decade before, but it had been more colorful, less red. Far on the western periphery of the bloody simplification stood a nondescript horseshoe ring of mountains. A tiny alien word was planted nearby, and Wodan guessed that it either read resources or future garbage dump.
 
   Wodan turned his attention to Kommander Won Po. The man was short like the others, but broad-shouldered and barrel-chested, and his face was wide and ruddy. His expression was a practiced study in unreadability. His black hair was done up in a top knot. He wore red armor far more elaborate than the others, a mesh of woven leather that jutted out from his shoulders with finely decorated metal plates on his chest. The cloth underneath was shockingly white. A long ceremonial sword was belted at his waist, but in his seated position the handle awkwardly jutted over the desk like a phallic reminder of imperial power.
 
   “Greetings,” said Wodan. “I’m King of the Black Valley. This is General Yarek Clash.” The Kommander did not rise to shake their hands, but only jammed his head downward, a quick gesture like a vulture picking at carrion. After a moment Wodan and Yarek sat cross-legged before the squat little desk.
 
   They waited in silence for a long time. Wodan could not tell if the Kommander was looking at them or the far wall. Yarek sat rigid. After a while Wodan scratched his ear, then said, “So... what’s up?”
 
   “You will fly with an escort to an appointed place,” the Kommander said immediately, as if he had been speaking all the while but his volume was suddenly turned up. “There you will offload and meet with a representative who will oversee your conduct as you meet with-”
 
   Yarek violently cleared his throat as if a dozen angry retorts had bottlenecked in his larynx, and Wodan shouted, “Kommander! Don’t take that tone with us.”
 
   At once the room erupted as the guards barked maniacally, guns in hand, even the secretary whirled about howling invectives, and Kommander Won Po’s eyes widened into perfect circles of outrage. Yarek’s eyes darted on either side, scanning to see who could be disarmed, who could be shot if he drew his sidearm in time, and whether he could dive and use the Kommander as a human shield, while Wodan sat silent and bore his eyes into the Kommander’s head.
 
   Kommander Won Po shouted a single syllable of command and the guards fell silent and backed away.
 
   “Listen,” said Wodan. “We are a sovereign nation and we don’t take orders from anyone, including you and your bosses. You’re probably not used to dealing with free men, so I understand that this may be difficult. If you want to deal with us, then we negotiate as equals. You want something from us, fine, but give us something in return. We trade. But if you treat us like slaves, then we trade bullets.”
 
   Wodan felt his will harden. He knew that what he was doing was monstrously foolish, but it was his experience that being careful and avoiding risks was a sure path to a dead end. He watched the Kommander close his eyes and inhale slowly. He could tell that the man was entering into some sort of meditative state. In a flash he immediately understood that Won Po was a human long before he became a tool of a violent empire. He could order every foreigner to be gunned down without consequences, but he had probably seen blood and heard the cries of the dying, and he was not the kind of man who sought out such things. On the other hand, he came from a culture composed entirely of masters and slaves. One either took orders or gave them, and that was how all things were accomplished. By comparison, Wodan and his own people must seem like wild children without the sense or composure necessary for proper living. Wodan and Yarek’s demand for equal treatment was an affront, a challenge, or even a demand that they be seen as the masters of Srila. Thus, conflict.
 
   “I understand it’s your job to make Srila your own,” said Wodan. “We don’t challenge that. If it’s to be another red bit on your map, so be it. We’re pilgrims. Just pilgrims. We’ll leave after we’ve had our fill of the experience. But please understand that it’s not our custom to bow to authority. I know we seem brash, but we mean you no insult, Kommander.”
 
   After a moment, Won Po exhaled and opened his eyes. “I have orders. From Die Engelen.”
 
   Time seemed to slow down as Wodan’s mind sped up, and in that moment something bitter and vulnerable crossed Won Po, and Wodan saw that he was just another man trying to complete a taxing job while feigning an image of ease and unbreakable strength. As a Kommander, he was supposed to embody the ideals of San Ktari despite facing a logistical nightmare. He was in charge of conquering a land offering no resistance, with no clear lines of battle or even objectives to overcome. Was hanging the red and black banner enough? Should he tax a submissive people who had little to offer? Could he tell his troops to shoot an unarmed man if he stood in their way? Was he given proper reinforcement from headquarters, enough equipment to move and feed thousands of soldiers in a foreign land, or was he given leftover gear and unclear orders because his masters only needed someone to take a fall while they stalled for time and formulated a better plan?
 
   And now Won Po had orders from beings that the rank-and-file considered perfect gods of war, but were actually subject to human whims, human moods, and unrealistic human expectations. Wodan felt sorry for him.
 
   “I understand,” said Wodan. “If we can accommodate, we will try to do so as long as it is not to our detriment.”
 
   Won Po’s demeanor relaxed. “The holy Die Engelen know of you. Please forgive earlier behavior.”
 
   “It’s nothing, Kommander. Our reaction was hasty and disrespectful. So, what do they need?”
 
   Won Po blinked in discomfort - for a god needs nothing, of course - then said, carefully, “They would like to see you.”
 
   “Where are they?”
 
   “Northwest. Field of Epimetheus. They are at Tower.”
 
   At once Wodan’s pulse quickened, and he failed to hide his curiosity. “What... are they... doing there?”
 
   Won Po blinked uncomfortably once more. “I cannot give their business. They... request... your presence.”
 
   Such a hard thing for him to say! thought Wodan. “And you are ordered to escort me there.”
 
   Won Po nodded, the motion nearly imperceptible.
 
   Wodan could feel Yarek’s discomfort. “I admit,” said Wodan, “that I would like to see them again. Who is at the site, exactly?”
 
   Won Po said words that Wodan could not comprehend. Seeing that Wodan did not understand, he added, “In your language, difficult to say. They are... Axe of the Dawn is one... ah, Winds of Death, perhaps... very difficult to say... also there is Holy-Thought-Move.”
 
   Could those be proper names for Justyn and Matthias? thought Wodan. The memory of how they had saved him from the Ugly in the wasteland thrilled him. It has to be them! Could the third one be Dove Langley?
 
   Again he felt his thoughts race, straining toward advantages and probing at weaknesses in the other. “I understand that it can be difficult to move and manage resources,” said Wodan. “But if you give us one of your airships… and a pilot who can teach me how to use it, then I will gladly do as you ask.”
 
   Won Po sat in silence for a long time. Yarek stirred behind him only slightly. Heat and stillness blanketed them.
 
   “I will have a ship ready tomorrow morning,” said Won Po. “A pilot will assist you.”
 
   “Fine,” said Wodan. He could think only of the Tower. “Is that all?”
 
   “Ah.” Won Po blinked quickly, unused to those of lower rank ending a meeting. “I suppose, yes...”
 
   “Alright then.” The Valliers rose quickly. The tense negotiation gave way to an awkward exchange as the Kommander bowed, realized his guests were already leaving, then Wodan gave some attempt at a moving bow that embarrassed his host, then Yarek pushed open the door just as a bowing guard tried to open it for him, then Wodan winked and slapped a guard on the back and became wedged in the doorway beside Yarek, who cursed as he slipped in mud. Won Po turned pale and glued his eyes to his desk.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “So what the hell is going on?” said Yarek, glancing back to make sure they were out of earshot. “You seemed awful eager to play their game.”
 
   “Don’t worry,” said Wodan. “I know those people that they call Die Engelen. They’re... Yarek, I think they’re like me.”
 
   “Like you?” Yarek looked Wodan up and down. “Well, shit. So you’re telling me their military leader, that poor guy back there, has to deal with authority figures who run around like crazy and never place any bearing on the realities of the situation? No wonder he was sweating his ass off.”
 
   “Well, that’s not exactly…”
 
   Yarek flashed Wodan something like a smile.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   For the rest of the day Wodan neglected exploring the wonders of the holy land and remained in the foothills around the stone avenue and tortured himself with thoughts of the ghoul assassin. No matter how hard he tried, he could not breach the holes in the philosophy by which he governed his nation. He wanted his people to be free, but he also wanted them to be safe. How was genocide the end result of such simple premises? When he was angry, he could only imagine that he would end up killing the intelligent ghoul in self-defense as soon as it was healed, but when he was overcome with self-loathing, he could not help but realize that he had neglected to find out the ghoul’s name. Barkus, too, had never asked Wodan his name.
 
   The way I feel now… is that the way Barkus felt after he met me?
 
   At that moment, Wodan became aware of two things. The first was that night had fallen, and pilgrims had gathered around fires on the stony avenue, where they exchanged stories of their encounters in this strange land. The second was a volatile humming in the air – something he had heard long ago.
 
   Just then pilgrims pointed and shouted. He looked toward the long steps leading up to the Temple of the Summons. Seven men in green and black robes, the sleeves of their arms tied up with leather bonds, floated in the air and descended toward the avenue. Men rose in awe, dumbstruck by the serene and magical wind that carried them.
 
   “Wizards!” someone shouted. “Look, wizards!”
 
   The invisible tendrils of the Cognati sparked and hissed violently as their feet touched the ground. There was a blast and a cloud of dust, almost as if a bomb had gone off, and men were tossed in the air away from the seven Cognati. Wodan saw their leader’s face contorted with mania as he screamed, “Penitent! Where is the Penitent!” Several Vallier Rangers fired at them, but the lead Cognati threw up his hands and the Rangers skidded along the ground in limp heaps. “Where is the wasteland king of barbarians?” he shrieked, spittle flying from his lips.
 
   At once Wodan rose and raced across the stone avenue until he stood before the seven wizards. Their robes billowed ominously and the air crackled with their power. Finally, for the first time that day, Wodan felt nothing but a clean, white-hot rush at finally facing a problem head-on. “Here is the king of barbarians!” he said. With one hand gripped on the hilt of his sword, his eyes stabbed into a face he knew all too well.
 
   The lead Cognati was a young, thin man with a rigid frame. His pale face was red with fury, and his black hair flowed in waves of invisible energy. He was taller than Wodan, but only because his feet hovered off the ground. Wodan caught the signs of psychotic mania, the glinting eyes of one accustomed to doing anything his will desired – and as long as all he wanted to do was destroy something, then he was satisfied. A ragged goatee pulled his face down into a sinister mask, and teeth like fangs hid behind his thin, cruel lips.
 
   “Where in the hell is Barkus,” he demanded, and Wodan could feel pressure building on either side of his skull. He knew that the Cognati could crush his head as easily as pulling the trigger of a gun. Only the thought of humiliating a king before his people stayed his hand.
 
   “It’s been a while, Jared,” said Wodan, smiling. The force around Wodan crackled unsteadily as the Cognati narrowed his eyes in confusion. “You remember me, don’t you? Years ago you and your thugs came to Pontius, slobbering because you smelled easy money. I was a secretary back then. I made you a fine cup of coffee, but you were in the mood to show off with a childish tantrum so you-”
 
   “Shut up!” Jared screamed, recognizing the small Coil youth in the face of the wasteland king. Jared floated forward and Wodan felt tentacles of force tighten around his torso and lift him from the ground, pressing the air from him. “So you didn’t end up dead in the gutter! Am I supposed to be impressed?!” Jared’s face contorted as if his rage was too great to be contained in his thin body. “A dog back then and a dog now! Now tell me! Where… is… Barkus?”
 
   “Barkus?” Wodan wheezed. “That name… so hard to… remember… ah! Do you mean the Penitent?”
 
   A violent hum racked the air and the ground rose up to meet Wodan. His feet hit the ground with great force, then his knees buckled and he splayed the fingers of one hand against the cold stone. He felt hundreds of pounds of force driving into his back, but still he kept one hand wrapped around the hilt of Capricornus. Taking in great breaths he pushed himself upward, refusing to bow. He knew that he was playing a dangerous game with the psychopathic Cognati, but even with the terrible force driving him downward, he felt completely in control.
 
   Jared’s face reddened in concentration. “You were seen with him last night. He missed an appointment with the High Priest tonight. I find out you have a vendetta against the man. A witness turns up that says you went out with two armed outlanders. Two and two make four, cretin, so tell me where his body is.”
 
   “Tell you where he is?” Wodan strained at the unmerciful weight. “Tell you where he is?” Sweat rolled down his face and in his eyes, but he did not blink as he bore his eyes into the Cognati. “Jared,” he said. “Great wizard... if you must know, then read my mind.”
 
   In the fatal second after the insult struck but before his body was crushed, Wodan wrenched Capricornus singing from the scabbard. At once there was a violent shrieking as the Sword of the Ancients tore through the force fields. The Cognati jerked backward, hands to their heads as if pantomiming one another. Jared cried out in rage, hit the ground as if he’d slipped on ice in midair, then skittered backward. The others stumbled backward lamely; Wodan ignored them and went for Jared. Green light shone as Wodan swung the sword from side to side - but Jared disappeared.
 
   Wodan threw his head upward and saw Jared flying through the air, his body upended and head bent to stare at Wodan. Wodan tore across the avenue past others who seemed frozen and just as Jared came to rest delicately on the top of a tall stone column, Wodan leaped. The column was too high for him to reach Jared, but as his feet hit the side Wodan swung the sword upwards in an arc that sent sparks flying from stone. Again Jared went airborne, barely missing the point of the sword as it tore up through the bottom of his perch. Wodan pushed off, twisted in the air, fell on his feet and ran just as the top of the column slid off at the angle Capricornus had cleanly sliced through. The stone crashed into the ground, belching like slow thunder.
 
   Wodan ran to the base of the stairs and stopped as Jared came to rest further up, glaring like a maddened beast. The other Cognati scattered as Wodan slowly waved Capricornus like a green-shining torch. The air hissed and spat around him as Jared tested his perimeter, his hair already drenched with sweat at the unexpected effort.
 
   Wodan nodded up the long, winding staircase. “You want me to run up there right now and raise hell, Jared? It’s time to back off.”
 
   “What is that thing?!” said Jared, using both hands to hold his aching head.
 
   “A shield smasher!” said Wodan. “That’s as much as you need to know about it. Remember it. Remember what happened when you tried to push around the Valliers. We mean you no harm. But if you tread on us...” Wodan flicked the blade up before his face, casting himself in a bright green glow.
 
   “You’ll pay for killing Barkus!” said Jared.
 
   “He’s not your concern. He’s his own man. Besides, he’s the kind of person who always gets what he wants.” 
 
   Jared had no reply for the strange statement. The other Cognati quickly filed around Wodan and staggered up the stairs, throwing their eyes between their leader and their enemy. Jared stood erect as his sweat-drenched robe swayed in a slow neural wind. “So be it,” he said. “I’ll remember. I’ll remember you, wastelander. Oh-h-h, this is far from over.”
 
   The Cognati floated away and Wodan sheathed the sword. Rangers gathered around him, swearing and confused and grateful.
 
   “Let’s tend to the wounded,” said their king.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   More Vallier pilgrims joined the campfires in the stone avenue and Jarl sat hunched over the broken rubble of the column, furious that he had missed the epic battle, scribbling wildly while a dozen Valliers shouted contradictory accounts to one another.
 
   “And what did he say next?” shouted Jarl. “Shut up! Please! One at a time! After the leader of the wizards declared himself to be Wodan’s arch-nemesis, what exactly did Wodan say?”
 
   Near a large fire at the foot of the stairs, Yarek stood beside Wodan. A few Rangers kept their eyes on the distant Temple, a dark monument against the stars.
 
   “Wodan,” said Yarek. “Why didn’t you kill them?”
 
   “I didn’t think it was necessary,” said Wodan. “They know I have the power to do it. Guess I figured that would be enough to keep them in line.”
 
   Yarek glared at the Temple. “I doubt they think of us as pilgrims anymore.”
 
   “You can call it all off, if you want. Order our people back over the mountains, leave tonight, end the whole thing… just like that.”
 
   Yarek hummed a deep note. “But you still mean to leave tomorrow. For the Tower.”
 
   Wodan nodded. After a while he realized that Yarek was staring at him, so he said, “Do you think I’m running away from Barkus and the ghoul and the Cognati? That I’m leaving you to clean up my mess?”
 
   Yarek looked away. “Sort of.”
 
   “Leave if you want, then. Order an evacuation.”
 
   “Ah... I understand that you want to go meet those Engels because you identify with them. And I... I also left home, and a lot of unfinished problems, because I wanted to do the same.” Yarek smiled suddenly, then said, “We’ll stay. I didn’t come all the way out here so I could be your nanny. You do what you want. I’ll have my boys spread rumors to the Srilans that we have lots of weapons like yours. We’ll be fine.”
 
   “Good idea,” said Wodan, relieved. “And I’ll be back, Yarek.”
 
   Yarek’s smile died and he looked at the Temple of the Summons once again.
 
   “I know you will,” he said.
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Thirteen
 
   Heaven, Earth
 
    
 
    
 
   Globulus woke before dawn in his room within the Temple. The pain of waking in old flesh, old bones, was most difficult at this hour when his blood felt thick and dry. Without thought or worry he rose from his hard bed, felt the grip of cold air, and crossed the stone floor on numb feet. He pulled back the curtains to his open window and watched the stars above black hills. He could see the mist of his breath, and rubbed his bony fingers against his forehead and the hollows at his cheeks. He knew that all warmth was transitory, a dream that disappears upon waking.
 
   When his boy came with burning coals to start his fire, Globulus crossed to his bench, knelt, and placed his hands together. Hearing the boy at work, his own problems pressed in on him.
 
   Even in the early days of his spiritual studies in Srila, Globulus had never prayed over “particulars”. He knew that the Ghost took no special interest in his failing health, his fear of outland influence, or the protection of his position as High Priest of the Temple of the Summons. Such psychic bartering with the ineffable was beneath him. Instead he focused his thoughts on koan twenty-three of the “Zero Chapter” of the Leather Book, turning over the words
 
    
 
   emptiness is the cup
 
   the clay of its outer, illusion
 
   the void within is cup
 
    
 
   Near the end, he saw the face of Vito.
 
   “Boy,” said Globulus.
 
   Turning, he saw that a fire was burning behind the boy, his orange robe a fold of shadows, bald head gleaming.
 
   “Boy,” said Globulus. “Send for Jared.”
 
   The boy bowed slightly, said, “Master. He is... meditating.”
 
   “Mm.”
 
   After the boy was gone Globulus moved to pour his tea. He sat down on the stones beside the fire. In the tea, his reflection: Thin, cracked skin sagging from an angular skull. Tiny mouth and nose, a face dominated by bulbous black eyes crowned by shockingly white eyebrows. He had hair only around his ears and the back of his head, but it was long and tied in several hard knots that ran the length of his back. He knew that many people feared his eyes, that many simply could not function when his eyes fell on them. For a moment he allowed himself the vanity of considering that it was the thing behind his eyes that they should fear. But then he looked at his hands, saw that he no longer recognized them because they were covered in spots, all tendon and cord and fragile flesh more decayed than alive, and he knew the worth of vanity.
 
   Globulus heard the hum of an invisible tendril scraping along the hallway outside, then the door opened of its own and Jared entered. The mercenary monk and greatest warrior of Srila bowed low. “Rabbi,” he said. “Master.”
 
   “Jared,” said Globulus, motioning to a space beside the fire. “Are you still angered?”
 
   Jared’s thin lips turned up into a pout. After he had sent Cognati initiates and orange robes to investigate the caves that dotted the hills, and intimidated a few black robes to do the same at the village of Temple Grounds, he had spent the night in a Cognati meditation chamber. He scorned the passive meditation techniques of the orange robes; the green robes, the Cognati, learned, mastered, then moved beyond proper breathing and concentration when they were still children. Jared had spent all night rigorously exercising his mind, burning the fuel of his anger in a black room devoid of ornamentation but equipped with heavy stones and weights he kept suspended, as well as elaborate formations of sand he held in mid-air. Inevitably the image of that face – that arrogant, cruel, smiling face – would return to break his concentration and summon his ego in a ritual of anger.
 
   “You are still angry,” said Globulus.
 
   “It’s just that he... such arrogance, Rabbi...”
 
   “You anger yourself, dear boy. You always had such an ego, such a will.”
 
   “Yes, Rabbi,” said Jared, finally sitting beside the fire.
 
   “One must know when to try and when not to try, Jared. Listen to your old teacher. Things seem complicated. Words like ‘conquest’ are being thrown around. You see men with guns, Jared, and your ego flares up… but when I see men with guns, I see fear. I see pupae, I see children in chrysalis. I see tomorrow’s faithful. I take the long view, Jared, as you must learn to do. You remember being a mercenary, don’t you? Of course you do. Thinking like a mercenary became a habit for you. You remember seeing a problem and crushing it until no rivals were left standing. This is different, Jared.”
 
   Jared sighed.
 
   “Listen to me, dear boy! A foreign flag flies over Srila. So? Haven’t you read our history books, Jared? Outlanders with guns stand at our doors, crying out for attention and waving their… their…” Jared smiled as Globulus gesticulated. “Yes, waving their peckers to see who’s got the biggest. And we are to fear this - why? Give this thing time, Jared. The image of the stream wearing down the rocks that impede it would not be inappropriate.”
 
   “But that barbarian leader. He... he took Barkus, I know it!”
 
   “And we will take him, Jared. Within a few months’ time his will shall be a subset of our own. Nothing more. Either that, or his own people will beg us to take his life from him. This is a new world, Jared. Change is at hand. I only wish that I could cross into that promised land myself.”
 
   “You won’t die, Master!” Jared said vehemently.
 
   Globulus laughed, then said, “Jared, help an old man dress himself, will you?”
 
   “Don’t you have a boy for such work?” said Jared, but at the same moment the chest beside his bed opened and his robes rose and unfolded. Globulus gave himself up to the invisible power of his student, and listened to the strange humming song of the Cognati mystery, as the black and red robes of the High Priest fitted themselves onto his body.
 
   Who will take over when I am gone? thought Globulus. Certainly Jared is powerful. But can he understand the subtle fingers that will be necessary to control the coming world? I have... I had... such high hopes for Barkus. But he was too forthright, too hungry, with his submission!
 
   At once he saw himself dead, hunched over his desk, and saw Jared and the Cognati screaming as they fought the Empire of San Ktari, the holy land in flames, and all of mankind waning, drifting into darkness, as a coming shadow fell over them…
 
   Globulus closed his eyes tightly.
 
   Such a thing cannot come to pass!
 
   … Oh, if only I had a little boy in my own image!
 
   Globulus felt his belt tighten and he opened his eyes. Now he carried authority. His robes were deep black, with a long red scarf highlighted by intestinal pink fibers. He stretched himself to his full height, then extended a hand; Jared glanced to the side, then whipped a neural tendril around the High Priest’s staff - a black rod topped with an Execution Cross and a single red gem - and slid the staff into Globulus’s bony hand.
 
   “Jared,” said High Priest Globulus, “send for representatives from the wasteland. Both Ktari and barbarian. I would have a look at them.”
 
   “Yes, Master.” Jared rose and bowed.
 
   “But first… send for a virgin, would you?”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   It was cold and gray in the afternoon when Yarek and Naarwulf stood waiting at the base of the Temple stairs. Finally Kommander Won Po and a line of soldiers marched through the square. Most of the soldiers drew to a halt and stood some distance away while Won Po and two strange masked soldiers approached.
 
   Won Po nodded to Yarek, subdued yet amiable. “Greetings, Yar’k,” said Won Po, “General of Black Valley.”
 
   That’s a little better than yesterday, thought Yarek. Is he in a good mood because he thinks this meeting will accomplish something? Yarek nodded. “Afternoon, Kommander. This is Naarwulf, Chief of Enforcers. He’s in charge of our police force.”
 
   Won Po eyed the dogman, his face suddenly rigid. Averting his eyes, he bowed only with the tip of his nose and lips. Naarwulf squared his shoulders, grunting.
 
   Yarek eyed the other two. “Special forces?” he asked.
 
   “Yai,” said Won Po, nodding. “Called Tengu.”
 
   Yarek looked them over. All three of the San Ktari men before him were at least one-and-a-half heads shorter than he, though Won Po’s ceremonial armor, natural bulk, and wide face distinguished him from the others. The two Tengu were as small as any other Ktari soldier, but their silent bearing gave them an air of menace. They wore form-fitting black and red armor, one polished to a deep luster, the other rough and dull. One wore a form-fitting black mask with purple highlights in the shape of a leering monster, eyes invisible behind tinted slits. The other wore a white mask with red highlights which bore the image of a face disturbingly serene and bloody. They wore sidearms on their hips, but Yarek could see the telltale signs of concealed arms as well.
 
   “What are their names?” said Yarek.
 
   “Ah. No individual names... ah, difficult to explain. Names... erased. They live by philosophy of Heaven and Earth. You see?”
 
   “Not really.”
 
   “Ah!” Won Po smiled, and even seemed to laugh. “Heaven, Earth. Duality of all things. High, low. Color, gray. Shadow, form. All Tengu are teams of two. We call one, Heaven. Call other, Earth.”
 
   “Let me guess. One’s the intel guy, the other kills. Like a sniper and a spotter.”
 
   “In a manner of speaking.”
 
   They watched one another for a while, breath misting around them, then Naarwulf cleared his throat violently. “Let’s go,” he said.
 
   They turned and started up the steps to the Temple of the Summons.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Globulus sat hunched over a virgin, sweating and grunting, in a candlelit chamber surrounded by black-robed witnesses. The virgin was a smooth-skinned girl wearing only thin panties, a white cloth around her breasts, and a wide blindfold. Her lips were clasped shut, seemingly indifferent to the high honor of serving the High Priest in his duties. Globulus crawled over her like a spider wrapped in black robes, then pressed her breasts together under their cloth covering. He studied her hands limp at her sides, her smooth belly, the fat of her thighs - then in a fit of inspiration rolled her onto her back. His eyes bulged still more as he grinded his tiny member against the fabric around her ass. He felt the witnesses in the background shift their attention, wary for any signs of penetration. Globulus knew that they were quite necessary; he was so worked up that all he wanted to do was hear her moan despite all holy writ. Instead he concentrated on the softness behind the fabric, the play of candlelight on the curve of her back…
 
   Globulus blasted a line of mucus across her back and immediately several black-robed priests hustled over to the bed, wiping her back, wiping his still-throbbing prick, then others led the blindfolded girl away and helped him back onto his feet. His fuck-addled mind was still full of white noise as he walked the dark halls of the Temple, a train of priests behind him muttering prayers that would cleanse the air. The virgin girl who was a bride to the Ghost and the Redeemer was already back in the nunnery at the far side of the Temple by the time his shaking knees carried him to the end of the hall.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Yarek, Naarwulf, Won Po, and the two Tengu ascended the long set of winding stairs carved into the mountainside. The Temple of the Summons was a vast square of gray stone surrounded by columns upholding nothing, with a host of other square buildings and wide terraces and towers ornamented with pennants of seemingly random color. The rear of the Temple connected to the mountain. Seeing openings and walkways along the mountainside, Yarek guessed that much of the Temple was hidden from those who didn’t know where to look. To the left of the Temple, the fronts of square crypts crouched on the curving face of the mountain, extending down far below. As the stairway wound around, he could see that the right side of the Temple hung over a windy ravine, where somber gray mist crawled over deep shadow.
 
   As they climbed another set of stairs and approached the heavy black iron doors of the Temple, several orange robes greeted them. One lambasted the doors; heavy gears clanged within, then the doors rolled inward on wheels. They entered and saw other orange robes pushing on a set of wheels and winches.
 
   Through the dark antechamber they came to the cathedral of sermons, a huge room filled with columns and squat pews that was lit by candles shining through red paper. The roof, if there was any, was cast in darkness; the great columns extended upward from the gloom of blood into silent nothingness. The shuffling hiss of footfalls stretched into echoes, and by some instinct no one spoke a word. Far ahead sat the altar, a great slab of cut black marble with veins of purple. Behind the altar they saw tiers where chorus-chanters would stand. The tiers were empty. Far above the tiers hung a great Execution Cross, its top reaching into the darkness.
 
   Naarwulf stumbled and nearly came to a dead stop at the sight of the thing. Yarek had heard of the Holy Series, of the legend of the Redeemer. How he was killed by his own design, his body hung and then his corpse dragged down and eaten. That the tomb they trapped him in was found empty, and how his followers spread the word until they were killed as well. He saw Naarwulf’s mouth working in silent awe. Yarek felt nothing, but he was impressed by the architecture.
 
   Short wooden doors lay on either side of the cathedral. The orange robes led them to a door on the right, where the two Valliers had to lower their heads to enter. The orange robes led them through many low corridors, many square rooms. They passed by other black-robed preachers. Yarek noted their cutting, cursory glances, their feigned indifference.
 
   “Why are their robes black?” said Yarek.
 
   “To distinguish their function,” said one of the orange robes.
 
   “Which is?”
 
   “They are church functionaries. They preach to the many. They help the High Priest in his work. Those who wear the black are allowed to grow their hair. They circumcise the newborn and give funeral rites to the dead.”
 
   Yarek smirked, then said, “Kommander, do the people of San Ktari circumcise their children?”
 
   “Never!”
 
   Yarek was surprised that a nation that excelled in stamping out individual identity would leave its newborns unbranded. “You leave the foreskin on?”
 
   “Ah,” said the Kommander, “I guess I did not understand the word. Of course we cut that off.”
 
   They passed through a large dining hall where silent men ate from clay bowls. Some older men sat reading by a fire. Once they passed into another hallway, Naarwulf said, “I see no... there are no...”
 
   “Women,” said Yarek, nodding. “Are no women allowed in the Temple?”
 
   “They have their own place in the Temple,” said another orange robe. “They wear the white.”
 
   White for “purity,” thought Yarek. What is it about these religious types that makes them so uncomfortable around women? They could do with some time in our House of Ishtar.
 
   They passed through a wide hallway open on one side; outside, on a ledge of stone, they saw many orange robes meditating, their even breaths flowing in mist around them. Unlike the hard-eyed black robes who studied their scrolls and books with great intent, Yarek noted that the orange robes seemed far more serene. Some of them even walked as if in meditation, unconcerned about leaving point A or arriving at point B. Yarek couldn’t imagine them gossiping about the arrival of the Valliers, but he shuddered to think what the black robes were whispering as they passed.
 
   They passed through a wide chamber with a floor of sand. The ceiling was very high, with many walkways and side tunnels on higher levels. Men and dogmen in blue robes stood at attention with heavy iron staves, and they eyed the outlanders suspiciously. On a walkway overhead, bald men with robes and hats of yellow and purple carried boxes, costumes, heavy bells and stringed instruments. They had a bearing similar to the orange robes, though their faces seemed more clever, their eyes quicker, their destination more sure. They disappeared into another tunnel.
 
   “What are they?” said Yarek.
 
   “Who?” said an orange robe.
 
   “The dudes in the nutty getup.”
 
   “Oh... they play the ceremonial music, and conduct the morality plays we show to the people of the Temple Grounds. They help the black robes in their ceremonies. They also read and study the holy stories.”
 
   Yarek almost said, “Like Entertainers?” but caught himself. He knew that, outside the Valley, Entertainers were considered freaks and cultists. He had seen no aggression from the orange robes so far, but he reckoned that mentioning a rival religion would be the surest way to get a negative response.
 
   They passed through a row of short columns that separated them from many long rooms. One room was covered in white curtains. Yarek stopped and peeked inside. He saw children in pale green robes sitting quietly, peering down at bits of stone and metal laid before them. An old Cognati sat cross-legged at the head of the room, eyes closed, no doubt feeling out the efforts of the children. Yarek felt nauseous and naked before such serene militancy.
 
   They passed through a dark room with a low ceiling. The room was wide, spreading out into darkness. It was full of stone Execution Crosses. It was cold and damp, with moisture running down trails of mold on the crosses. Yarek spotted a particularly wide cross, thought it might be a good fallback position if things got hairy, and turned to Naarwulf so that he could point it out on the sly.
 
   Naarwulf’s face was limp, mouth and eyes wide open, and his lower lip quivered slightly.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The office of the High Priest was a long, narrow rectangle of dark stone. Both long walls were filled with shelves of books and scrolls, a treasure trove even if only considered in terms of monetary value. Even heretical books - books by rival religious branches that had been snuffed out, books critiquing the Redeemer’s sect, and books of pornography - had their place here, where they could be perused only by the line of High Priests whose souls could not be swayed by strange ideas. Two doors stood across from one another on the narrow walls, both with dull, rust-eaten Execution Crosses of iron hanging overhead. The outlander party entered through one door while High Priest Globulus and Jared the Cognati entered through the far door. Both parties took the long walk and met in the middle at a desk with a wooden cup at its center.
 
   Naarwulf clattered his chair loudly about the stone floor, awed by the sight of Globulus. He had met the man years ago, when Globulus was a wandering philosopher in exile - the only man whom the great Khan Vito called master. The philosopher had even stood in close proximity to a demon, completely unafraid. Now, his body was wracked by time and travel, but his grand robes and his piercing eyes seemed proof that he had tamed the mysteries of the world. Globulus smiled, revealing long yellow teeth, almost completely without gums, but if he recognized Naarwulf he gave no sign of it.
 
   “Gentlemen,” said Globulus, “I thank you for coming forth.”
 
   Yarek was immediately put off by the man’s manner and wording. Naarwulf hung his head and Won Po bowed in his chair, but Globulus focused only on Yarek’s hard yellow eyes. Yarek was not intimidated.
 
   Globulus, for his part, could not shake the idea of seeing Yarek naked. His eyes beamed with curiosity, wondering if the handsome wastelander was “cut” or “uncut”.
 
   Yarek glanced at Jared, who sat slightly behind Globulus and peered down at them all.
 
   He could kill us if he wanted to, thought Yarek. Is it only fear of Wodan that keeps him in check? Or something else?
 
   “Now,” said Globulus, “let us discuss your hostile occupation of Srila.”
 
   Rigid, Kommander Won Po said, “Sir. The great Emperor of San Ktari wishes you to join the familial holdings with no bloodshed and as little inconvenience to you as possible.”
 
   “Civil words, and my people are grateful for them. I assume there will be laws, taxes, levies, et cetera and such, imposed on our nation?”
 
   Won Po nodded curtly. “Small tax on things grown, things made, things traded, given over in product or local currency, where applicable. Possible draft of males of certain age.”
 
   “And beyond that? Are the laws of Srila to be replaced by the laws of Ktari, whatever they may be?” Globulus smiled strangely.
 
   “Mn. Citizens may be subject to local and federal laws, however your future governor may see fit. Nothing in Srila law is anathema to Ktari law. As for Ktari law, is a complicated subject. In general, Ktari law is that citizens of the Empire must obey the Emperor, without exception. His will is the only will in entire world with any claim to legitimacy.”
 
   Gods below, thought Yarek, why doesn’t Globulus order his Cognati to scatter these invaders? Why didn’t he order them to start killing the very minute Ktari came here?
 
   “Ah,” said Globulus, nodding his old head. “Seems you have us in a bind. You have all the guns, sir. We have no weapons here. We cannot resist you, though I must say that I will sign no terms of surrender. Understand, sir, that ideologically we resist you. But...” Globulus spread his hands, then said, “But we all know that ideology is meaningless in this world. Yes?” He paused while Won Po looked at him, his face expressionless. “Kommander, may I ask you what interest San Ktari has in Srila? As I’m sure you’ve already noticed, we are a poor nation. Our crops are meager, at best. We have next to nothing to offer you.”
 
   “Sir,” said Won Po, “you say that ideology means nothing, but I think you say this out of humble baiting. Great Emperor and all citizens of San Ktari live by philosophy of Kon Fyutzu, as written many thousand years ago. Such philosophy has some parallel with this land’s many complex spiritual beliefs. I have no doubt that the great Emperor wishes to set up brotherly studies of such ideas. There is popular legend and corroborating historical data concerning first Emperor, and that his brother was the first High Priest of Srila. If such is true, then to draw Srila within the fold of Imperial Ktari would be a healing of the rift between those two brothers. And we live by the belief that, eventually, all the world will be San Ktari. So this does not have to be thought of in terms of conquest or violent-”
 
   “Bullshit!” snapped Jared. “Nonsense! Ktari wants the power of the Cognati! You want to put us in slave-armies like any common sand-dog!”
 
   “Jared,” hissed Globulus, and immediately the Cognati whipped his head to the side, mouth shut and lips pulled back as he sucked on his own teeth. After a moment Globulus said, “Very well, Kommander. You’ve said your peace and I’ve said ours. We will not submit; we cannot stop you; no foreign soldier will step within this Temple without our leave; do with that as you will.”
 
   He’s trying to push them, thought Yarek. To what end? Unless he uses the Cognati, the old priest is just giving snide back-talk from a position of weakness.
 
   “And you,” said Globulus, suddenly turning to Yarek. “What do your people want with us?”
 
   “We are only pilgrims,” said Yarek. “I understand you may be alarmed by our guns. We carry them only for self-protection. We didn’t come here for violence.”
 
   “Neither of you fit the description of your king, I see...”
 
   “I represent him. He is about his own business.”
 
   Jared turned hateful snake-eyes onto Yarek. Yarek guessed that Jared had dreaded and looked forward to making this meeting uncomfortable for Wodan, and was now furious that Wodan had snubbed him. Yarek only hoped that they would not press him about Wodan’s location or the nature of his sword. While Yarek would not mind being rude, for he did not respect the nature of Globulus’s power, he also knew that the comfort of his fellow citizens was in his hands.
 
   “Pilgrims,” said Globulus, running the word between his long teeth. “Here for non-violent purposes... but the matter of the golem would seem to contradict this, yes?”
 
   “Golem?” said Yarek. “Oh. Do you mean the humanoid creature?”
 
   “Yes. We have been tending its wounds. A strange creature. It seems to be in ill health, though its strength is formidable, to say the least. Its wounds are healing at a remarkable rate.”
 
   “Is it giving you trouble?” said Yarek, curling his lip.
 
   “Quite. When it’s not verbally abusing its caretakers, it sulks in anger. Still, we manage to treat it with civility. But what I am getting at is that I’d heard that you people beat it senseless, then your king taunted it unmercifully before he broke many of its bones, nearly killing it. Do you see what I am getting at, sir? You say you come as pilgrims, yet you hold orgies of violence at our doorstep. Am I, then, not to treat you in the same manner I would any other wasteland brute?” Globulus tilted his head slightly in Won Po’s direction.
 
   “You must understand what the creature is. His kind once infested our land. They are violent, short-sighted to the point of retardation, fast-breeding and with life spans so short that, even if we found a few with some hint of intelligence and forced civilization onto them, it would amount to nothing. As a matter of fact, this is the only instance in which one of those brutes that we call ghouls could form a sentence. Some of them grunt, but most of them can’t even do that. So, yes, to defend our land we cull those things. They’re a blight, nothing more. If it were up to me I would put the poor beast out of its misery. Only the sensitivity of my king sways his judgment in dealing with it.”
 
   “I see,” said Globulus, nodding as if in agreement. “So when your people see a problem, you tend to eradicate it?”
 
   Rage filled Yarek, for he felt the old man was trying to herd him into admitting that the Valliers were no different from any other quick-tempered savage. “You have only dealt with one ghoul,” he said darkly, “and so you can afford to treat it with condescending kindness and pat yourselves on the back. But if your land was overrun with monsters, you could not afford the luxury of passivity.”
 
   Globulus laughed, a sort of dry cackle that stabbed at the ears. “If?” he said. His laughter died as Yarek understood the implication, but still Globulus added, “If this land was overrun by monsters...”
 
   “Monsters don’t meet you at the negotiation table,” said Yarek, baring his teeth.
 
   Globulus fell deathly still, eyes piercing. “But they do.”
 
   “High Priest,” Naarwulf said suddenly. “What is that word you called the ghoul?”
 
   “A golem,” said Globulus, eyes lingering on Yarek for another moment. “A creature of legend. Myth has it that a certain people shaped a man out of clay and, when they were beset by invaders, their god brought the man of clay to life. On behalf of its people, it fought the invaders and drove them off. Just as God created man in His image, from clay, so these people made the golem in their own image. And once the golem served its purpose, it returned to lifeless clay, just as any man who has fulfilled his destiny also dies and becomes dust. We call this creature a golem because it is humanoid… though it is imbalanced, its flaws blown out of proportion. It literally reeks of death. It is closer to death and the dust of the grave than a normal man is in his lifetime.”
 
   “Sir,” said Yarek, “do you see that creature as a savior for your people?”
 
   Globulus smiled sharply. “Who can say? Perhaps the poor monk who named it thought his prayers for our salvation were answered.”
 
   “And our people do need salvation,” said Jared, sharply. “There is the matter of the Penitent who went missing. We know foul play was involved.”
 
   “I remember,” said Yarek, “but I don’t know what happened to him.”
 
   Jared glared at Yarek, but Globulus’s head bobbed backward, for he believed Yarek and was taken aback. Yarek caught the movement, then saw Globulus give in to a few nervous movements, the first in the entire meeting.
 
   “If Barkus has been killed,” said Yarek, “there are a lot of things in this land that could have done it. For instance, when we were coming up the mountains we were beset by a giant lion. Some kind of monster that some of our people say is one of the wasteland gods.”
 
   “A flesh demon?” said Globulus.
 
   “Ah,” said Won Po, “we also have encountered this. On a post in the mountains, it killed and ate some men, left others alone, ran before a counterattack could be launched. We thought at first it was demon. But...”
 
   “I don’t think it was a demon,” said Yarek. “It ate and ran, like an animal. Plus I’ve heard that demons are not fond of the cold.” Yarek turned to Globulus. “Do you know of this creature?”
 
   “No. I do not.”
 
   “As simple as that?” said Yarek, surprised at Globulus’s pith.
 
   Globulus nodded slowly. “If it is the wasteland beast-god that is sometimes called ‘One’, then there are many records documenting it. If it is a demon, then... either way, it’s a thing to be waited out, endured, until it moves on.”
 
   It’s just a fast-healing creature with a mythos of fear built up around it, thought Yarek. If it’s migrated into this area, I should have some words with Won Po later about blowing it to hell with some heavy weapons, if necessary.
 
   Kommander Won Po cleared his throat. “High Priest, sir, this meeting has gotten away from matter at hand. That is, Ktari occupation of Srila. I must respectfully reiterate that Srila is now a territory of San Ktari and is subject to its great Emperor. But, must also state that this land will be treated as holy land. A place of study and contemplation.”
 
   “But that’s the thing, now, isn’t it?” said Globulus, unperturbed. “San Ktari sees Srila as the holy land that it is, that it’s people are a calm and submissive people who live simply and seek after a higher form of living. And Ktari, lusting after such simplicity, tries to take by force what can only be asked for in submission. Kommander, I think you will find that once you plant a flag into the holy land, the holy land will simply disappear. Erect a grand office of government here, with all its dull routine and degrading ritual, bring in your throngs of wealthy tourists and idly curious dullards, and the land you have conquered will be nothing more than a rocky ditch with a few pathetic natives tending their crops. Our monks, whose happiness and simplicity your Emperor covets, will degenerate into shopkeepers in a silly, trifling theme park.” Globulus opened his arms, said, “Here is Srila, mighty Kommander. It is yours, and you can never have it!”
 
   Naarwulf bowed his head lower still, and Yarek let them all sit in uncomfortable silence, knowing that anything he said could put his fellow pilgrim Valliers in a difficult position. Then, after it seemed both Globulus and Won Po were content to sit in hostile silence, Yarek finally said, “High Priest, I’d like to make a request.”
 
   Globulus turned to him, eyebrows raised.
 
   “I understand if you don’t want a lot of outlanders tramping around in your Temple. But there is one among us... he’s the official historian of our people. He knows quite a bit about religion, mythology, things like that. Would you mind if he came into the Temple, or at least parts of it, and learned about your ways? I’m thinking specifically about all of your documents. Of course, he would be more than glad to reciprocate in an exchange of information. His name is Jarl.”
 
   “That’s fine,” Globulus said almost immediately, his former sharpness replaced by a dreamy detachment.
 
   “And one other thing, if I may. Not that we keep much track of our people, but I think we’ve limited ourselves to the mountains, the Upper Valley, and the Temple Grounds village. I know there is an area called the Deepest Vale. Would you mind if we explored there as well?”
 
   “Fine, fine,” said Globulus, waving a hand as if swatting an annoying gnat. “Though you won’t find anything there besides superstitious farmers.”
 
   “Superstitious?” said Yarek, then laughed slightly.
 
   Globulus nodded at the obviousness of his statement.
 
   “Not to be rude, sir, but... well, seems everyone here is a little... you know. I mean... all this...”
 
   Globulus took the meaning as if stabbed. “Outlander, here in the Upper Valley, we follow the strict guidelines of the Redeemer and the Ghost as set forth in the Holy Cycle. Ours is a time-honored tradition. Do not be fooled by the other churches you see here; our Temple of the Summons dominates all. However, the people of the Deepest Vale worship all manner of idols and whatever so-called prophet happens to be fashionable at the moment. They are a lot of pagans and deists. Listen to their babble at your own risk.”
 
   Sure, Yarek thought, like the shit they believe in is any crazier than this. But he filed the information away, thinking that he could throw Zachariah at the people of the Deepest Vale, as a distraction, and hopefully keep him away from the Temple of the Summons so that he would not try to murder Globulus.
 
   “Alright,” Yarek said loudly. “Guess we’re out of here.”
 
   Won Po balked as Yarek moved to rise, completely unused to such brazen unwillingness to drag a meeting out. But Naarwulf leaned forward quickly, and said, “High Priest! Sir.”
 
   Yarek did a double-take, for the grizzled dogman’s face was filled with awe.
 
   “Ye-e-es?” said Globulus.
 
   “Sir. What is... that cup?” Naarwulf pointed a hairy finger at the simple wooden cup in the center of the table, his hand held back a respectful distance.
 
   “That,” said Globulus, “is the Death Cup of Suffering. A symbol. It is full of nothing - save pain. To drink from it is to bear the responsibility of suffering on behalf of your people. I alone drink from it, as I bear the suffering of my people.” Globulus stared darkly into Naarwulf, his mouth a smudge with teeth like uneven gravestones. “But there may come a time when all the world drinks from it.”
 
   Naarwulf bowed his head once more, and Yarek thought, Naarwulf could break that man’s head open like a rotten melon. I’ve got to get him out of here before he goes soft on me.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Near sundown Jared found Globulus sitting alone on the aerie of the Temple, the open roof of the highest tower. Gray clouds were edged in pink, and the land far below was dark gray with veins of mud marking the Temple Grounds village, descending into the shadowy green of the Deepest Vale. Violent cold whipped at the thin penitent’s robe that Globulus wore. To Jared, the great High Priest seemed a thin old man, worn and tired from his trials.
 
   “Master,” said Jared. “Why do you wear the gray of a penitent?”
 
   Globulus sighed as Jared approached him carefully. Jared saw that Globulus held the symbolic cup in his lap.
 
   “Master, do you grieve for Barkus, killed by outlanders? Is that why you wear it?”
 
   Globulus shifted in annoyance, then relaxed in paternal resignation. “Jared. Do you remember when you first became Cognati?”
 
   The cold was terrible, and Jared gave some thought to creating a layer of neural tendrils about them, thin and fast moving, in order to create friction against the air so that they would be warmed. But he knew that Globulus preferred the cold now, and since his master suffered, he would suffer alongside him. 
 
   “I remember it well.”
 
   Jared remembered the old Cognati scout who came to his village between the Upper and Deepest Vale. The old man had touched him and the other children with his invisible hands, then settled his eyes on Jared. Jared remembered the old man speaking quiet words to his parents, who had cried, then Jared went off with the old man into the training grounds of the Temple of the Summons. His only possession was his pale green robe, his only friends the other children with Cognati potential. Unlike the others, he did not cry when he realized that he would never see his old family and would never be a normal peasant ever again. That life held nothing for him. Some snuck away from the Temple - a stupid, fatal clutching at normality, for everyone knew that those who could become Cognati, but did not, would eventually lose their minds and die from refusal of the gift. Jared threw himself into his meditations, into his studies. In time, bending spoons and lifting pebbles and shaping currents of air became commonplace to him. Where others struggled, he found it easier to shape reality by force of will than moving his own body. Jared surpassed his teachers. In a few years he joined the elite ranks of the warrior monks who worked as mercenaries in other nations, traveling to Pontius and the towns of Hargis so that the wealthy and the powerful could pay great sums of money to the Temple for the use of the Cognati in their games of murder.
 
   Now, Hargis was no more, and Pontius had no one wealthy enough to buy their services. The former High Priest, who studied account ledgers as well as holy books, would have found this unacceptable. Jared knew that Globulus saw this as a small symptom of the great reordering of the world.
 
   “When you were a child,” said Globulus, staring into the distance, “you were brash, filled with indignation at the weaknesses of others, and often gave yourself over to anger.”
 
   Jared smiled sharply, for Globulus had not known him until he was nearly twenty. But Jared knew that his master still considered him a child, even now.
 
   “Jared, can you imagine going back to the village of your youth, finding every bully who ever made you feel small, and killing them?”
 
   “Of course not.”
 
   “And any man you ever killed in foreign lands - did you ever do it unless there was some profit to be had?”
 
   “No. Only for the gain of Srila. For our people.”
 
   The old man shifted his weight, shivering slightly. “I’m wearing these penitent’s robes, boy, because of my great sin. The sin that I will never commit again. The sin that I cannot commit again... because the survival of the human race depends... on me.”
 
   “You’re thinking of Hargis.”
 
   Globulus nodded slowly. “I tried to save them. Tried, Jared. The world is changing. The tides are shifting and the blind cannot see it.” Jared saw true torture cross the face of his master as he said, “If it weren’t for the foolish pride of their old king... who refused the cup of suffering, and… and exiled his savior, then-”
 
   “It was not your fault, Rabbi.”
 
   Globulus turned to Jared. “This is our last chance. You burn with indignationn against the flags of foreigners in this land, boy, but I tell you we must walk a fine line. A fine line. The creatures called flesh demons are tearing through all nations, and San Ktari is doing the same. We have secured our position, but not for long. When that other race is done with their circuit of the world, they will turn on Ktari, too. We will be the last… and we will have no bargaining chips against a race that needs nothing from us.”
 
   Jared sat down beside his master. “I know what you would say of power,” said Jared. “You would say that the presence of Ktari means nothing, in terms of our daily lives. That, whether they are here or not... it makes no real difference to us. A new tax, a symbolic submission, and nothing more.”
 
   Globulus drew back dramatically. “Jared! Are you pretending at being dense? Of course their presence here means something! If they are here, then we have a road into a possible future of survival! Jared, there is an overt power, and there is a subtle power. Let them strut about with their guns and their flags all they want. We will have need of such overt power! But the subtle power... Jared, once their world-weary generals and governors come here to study enlightenment, who will they come to for the cleansing of their many sins?”
 
   “The High Priest...?”
 
   “And whose name will reach the ears of the Emperor? Whose name will be shrouded in wisdom and mystery? When the condition of the world seems to spin out of control when the other race turns on them, to whom will the Emperor turn for counsel?”
 
   “The High Priest.”
 
   Globulus turned away. “Let them have their shadow of power, Jared. If we walk this line delicately, we will guide humanity in the new world. On bent knees we will control the future.”
 
   Uncomfortable, Jared gnashed the concept between his teeth. “But, Master. Perhaps not on bent knees. You have faith that... the Ghost... will return. That it can be summoned.”
 
   “The secret histories tell of the shadow cast in our world by His unearthly form. And we will have need of such a god, for ammunition in our invisible weapon.”
 
   “Even if such a thing is real, can it be controlled?”
 
   “Bent knees, Jared. In this game of survival, the meek must have a tyrant god at their disposal if they are to skirt around extinction. San Ktari understands this, with their Engels.”
 
   Jared stalked away suddenly, shaking his head, and could not stop himself from saying, “When you want me to make a display of the Vallier foreigners by running them out, tell me.”
 
   “Fine,” said Globulus, his eyes on the sunset. “But let’s have them eating out of our hands first.”
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Fourteen
 
   Tower
 
    
 
    
 
   On the morning of the third day in Srila, while the Valliers had their meeting with Globulus, Wodan walked through the sleeping village of Temple Grounds with only his winter gear, backpack of food and water, and Capricornus slung on his back. The smell of wood smoke still hung in the air and he waded through detritus left from yet another festival the night before. No one stirred. He passed by a papier-mâché icon standing atop an abandoned float that depicted a dark man in dark armor with a cruel hooked nose and fiery wings. Words in several languages were scrawled all over the float, but in his own tongue he read, “Flying with the army of utter black heaven.” No other explanation could be found.
 
   He came to a lane of mud that led to a hard-packed field that was being used as an airstrip by San Ktari. Soldiers sat smoking or sleeping around sandbags and machineguns near two fat-bellied transports. At the far end of the strip Wodan saw a small airplane painted red and gray, with comically-oversized rotors on either wing. A skinny soldier smoked as he poured fuel into the plane. He wore a red uniform, a cap with long earflaps, and no armor. Unlike the other soldiers, who either ignored Wodan or glared at him, this one waved at him from across the field. Wodan smiled and waved back.
 
   Once he drew near the ship, the smiling soldier approached and bowed. Wodan tried to replicate the gesture but the soldier laughed, embarrassed by Wodan’s attempt.
 
   “Greetings!” the soldier shouted.
 
   “Hello!” said Wodan. “I guess you’re my contact?”
 
   “No, I just the person you suppose to meet. I hope my language is good enough to understand? I am Ryo Jo.”
 
   “Good enough!” Wodan stuck out his hand. Ryo Jo looked at it, then placed his hand inside Wodan’s. Wodan shook it up and down and the man’s mouth widened slowly, as if unsure what would happen next. “I’m Wodan.”
 
   “Yes, I know! Great wasted-land king! Very cool. This, you see, is your ship… Gul-in Kami!”
 
   Wodan was relieved that the soldier seemed excited about meeting a foreigner; he had been worried about a long flight with a right-wing hardliner who would scrutinize his every move. They boarded the tiny cockpit where Wodan had to sit hunched over with his knees in the air.
 
   Wodan noted the ridiculous array of dials and gauges and switches in the cockpit. The few things that were labeled were in the Eastern tongue.
 
   “So… you’re going to teach me how to fly this thing, right?”
 
   Ryo Jo powered the engine. “Ah, you not worry too much about those things, okay? Listen, I went to airplane school for six month before I get inside airplane. But I not learning how to fly a plane until I finally get inside one. You understand? Sit back and watch Ryo Jo, you pick it up before long.”
 
   Ryo Jo manipulated controls with quick and easy movements, barked something into a radio, then turned about on the runway. As they increased speed Wodan felt his stomach pull back, fully aware that they could flip over in any one of the runway’s many huge puddles of sludge. They touched the sky, slammed back down such that Wodan was sure they were crashing, then sliced upward.
 
   “Gods!” shouted Wodan, swallowing his stomach.
 
   “Fun, isn’t it!”
 
   “Thing takes off like a pig over a fence! I guess I didn’t realize it was going to take off with so little runway!”
 
   Ryo Jo laughed over the roar of the engine. “This bad daddy made to land, take off, any surface. Oh, you make use of seat belt, these thing crash all the time!”
 
   “Now you tell me!”
 
   They rose upward until gray rock loomed before them, then circled the valley in upward spirals. Wodan saw mud lanes and hovels and bits of color of the village beneath the Temple, then saw the pale yellow fields that led down into the misted green of the Deepest Vale. Again Wodan realized that he had explored little more than a few square feet of the holy land. He wanted to see the Deepest Vale, but his resolve to see the Engels, and to follow the summons in his heart, was far stronger. He wondered if the guilt of leaving so much behind was even worth worrying over.
 
   They rose until Wodan saw the jagged peaks of the mountains overhead, crowned by violent gusts of gray cloud and rising columns of black snow. Ryo Jo turned their overhead lights on just as they plunged into the streaming mass. There was complete darkness and the close feeling of being shut inside a closet. The plane shook and its bolts seemed ready to give way.
 
   “Is this dangerous?” said Wodan.
 
   “Not at all,” Ryo Jo said with a whisper, blinking as sweat trickled into his eyes. “Not at all.”
 
   Timed stretched and they did not breathe as they tunneled through darkness, then, all at once, they broke into sunlight, sharp and white, and the gray stone far below stretched into pale pink sand and a gently rounded horizon.
 
   “Wooh! Ryo Jo need cigarette after brush with death.” The soldier’s hands shook as he produced a pack of Imperial Sun Number Ones, and Wodan rolled his own Valley leaf.
 
   “I don’t guess we can open a window,” said Wodan.
 
   Ryo Jo winked, said, “We turn on vent. This plane, it hauls many important dignitaries. They smoke big cigar all the time, so require accommodation. We put piss pot under seat for them too.”
 
   Wodan laughed, felt under his seat, and found a metal pot. “So I was important enough to warrant a piss pot?”
 
   “Of course!” Ryo Jo glanced at Wodan sideways, as if unsure of himself.
 
   Rank and station must be very important to them, thought Wodan. He wondered if there were piss pots of different sizes and materials, and if there had been arguments concerning the nature of a piss pot given to a wasteland king. Wodan wanted to know more about the people of San Ktari, but he was gripped by an overwhelming feeling that pushing the matter of piss pots would make Ryo Jo intensely uncomfortable.
 
   “Ryo Jo, why did you become a soldier?”
 
   “Ah... youngest son!”
 
   “So?”
 
   “So!” Ryo Jo laughed and shook his head. “So big brother worked with dad. He made enough money to not join army, but nothing left for little Ryo Jo. You see how it goes. Poor Ryo Jo. He have to join army and do push-ups. But, since I’m not a moron, I fly planes. It’s alright. Few years, I get license to open business, maybe, or have a big family.”
 
   They probably have complicated laws concerning conscription, labor, making and inheriting wealth, thought Wodan. The Empire doesn’t just expand against its neighbors, it also takes control of each individual life inside it.
 
   Wodan thought of simply asking Ryo Jo what he thought of the Empire, but he knew that that would probably be a good way to ensure a long flight in uncomfortable silence. Reckoning that he could skirt around the issue, he said, “You know that we’re going to meet with some of your Engels, don’t you? What do you think of them?”
 
   Again the seemingly carefree young man flashed Wodan a look of fearful suspicion. “Ah. Well. Ryo Jo just a nobody-nothing. Who cares what he thinks? Die Engelen, they are gods. So we worship them. Great Warmaster Josef, he tell us who to fight, how to fight, when to fight. So we do it. Who is Ryo Jo but a single nobody-nothing soldier? He take orders, like everyone else.”
 
   Wodan nodded thoughtfully, knowing full well that to press the man would only create a rift between them. A “nobody-nothing!” he thought. I hope none of my people ever think of themselves as something like that!
 
   But the Engels are different. The three I’ve seen don’t even look like the people of San Ktari. I can push them, learn about Ktari from them. That is, if they’re not caught up in their own propaganda yet.
 
   The tone lightened as the day wore on and Ryo Jo showed Wodan a few things about the controls. As soon as the sun set Ryo Jo crawled into the back and curled up beside Wodan’s backpack. “We sleep in shifts,” he said. “You know to fly straight. If it look like ground is rushing up suddenly, pull back on stick, but not hard enough to wake Ryo Jo. Tomorrow morning, we reach camp.”
 
   The excitement of flying the plane on his own ebbed quickly as Wodan watched the night. The nagging question of his destination, and the nature of San Ktari, needled at him without end. In a few hours Ryo Jo’s snores broke suddenly, and Wodan started awake too, thinking that the engine had died.
 
   “Ahhh,” said Ryo Jo, yawning. “What does fuel meter say?”
 
   “Hmm... it says zero,” Wodan lied.
 
   “Ah. Interesting. What altitude meter says.”
 
   “I don’t know. It’s spinning downward so rapidly I can’t read it.”
 
   “Oh well. You learn pretty good to fly plane, Wotan, but you also going to learn that anyone tries to make Ryo Jo move quick… will be disappointed.”
 
   Wodan heard Ryo Jo shifting about, then he drew still again.
 
   “Hey,” said Wodan. “You still awake?”
 
   Ryo Jo hummed.
 
   “I’ve been thinking. Where did the technology to make this plane come from?”
 
   “Hm? Someone ordered to make it.”
 
   “Well... what I’m trying to ask is, does San Ktari have a version of the Smiths? I mean, someone who protects and limits technology.”
 
   “Oh. Government in charge of technology. Great Emperor, he decides what is made, what is not made.”
 
   “Is this technology new, Ryo Jo? Has Ktari always had airplanes?”
 
   “Few years old, I guess. I dunno. I guess Emperor decide it was time for Empire to have airplane.” Wodan was unsure how to press the man, but in a few moments Ryo Jo spoke again, with soft deliberation, and Wodan heard his voice as some sort of disembodied narration giving form to the empty wasteland before him. “San Ktari is very old, oldest nation in world. And it was born out of revolution in nation that was oldest in the time of the Ancients. First Emperor fought beside the great philosopher Kon Fyutzu. With sword, with pen, they fought against corruption, decadence. They founded Ktari on philosophy of Kon Fyutzu, who taught that each man have his place in the grand scheme. Emperor is the man who sees will of Heaven and makes it real on Earth, and shows each man his place. This creates stability. Individual will is a wild beast... chaos can only make wild children, unfit to build tomorrow. Ktari has been, will always be. Only the Emperor... can think and do anything. They say that soon, the wild nature of the world will be tamed.”
 
   So only the Emperor can think outside the wasteland taboo against technology, thought Wodan. Sounds like their philosophy incorporates Smith beliefs as well as the charge of civic duty. But why the change? This plane, and the Engels themselves… they had to come from some idea. And that idea had to come from someone.
 
   “I see what you mean,” said Wodan. “I guess we do things a little differently in my land. Uh, Ryo Jo, do you have any dreams? Dreams of your own, outside of... what San Ktari might deem appropriate?”
 
   “Hm. Hnn.” Ryo Jo was silent for a very long time. “On a bombing run, one time I see a seaside fish and squid eatery. Just a little quiet place in a quiet town... was made of wood, surrounded by palm trees, even with hammocks to sit in. You imagine it? Anyway, as I drop payload of high-powered bombs that incinerate all life in area, I got idea that I would like to have such place. A relaxing little hangout, you know, lots of laid back people can go there. I don’t know. But ever since I dropped that payload... have been haunted by that dream ever since.”
 
   When a hint of blue crept up from the east, Ryo Jo shuffled up and he and Wodan danced in an awkward, zombie-like exchange of seats. Ryo Jo took the controls as yellow clouds tore across the land under sterile skies of dim white. Ryo Jo shook his head and muttered as sand raked across the windshield.
 
   When the sandstorm died, Wodan’s heart pounded violently: The black finger of the Tower lay ahead in a pool of red sand. As they drew nearer Wodan saw the wrecked hulks of vehicles around the thing. Small dunes had piled up around the dead machines. Sunlight caught along the edges of melted glass in the sand around the Tower, arranged in wild sprays. Several tents and one fat plane lay far off to the side, in a camp ringed with red flags.
 
   The Tower grew, black and without detail, a slender blade of ink that swallowed the light of the wasteland.
 
   The radio hissed, then a voice barked at them. Ryo Jo barked in reply. The voice spoke again, and suddenly Ryo Jo cursed, jerked the stick, and the plane shook in a sickening sideways lurch. Wodan grabbed his seat and hung on, swallowing convulsively against a tidal wave of puke. Ryo Jo cursed all the while, leaning against the plane’s controls as the wings pointed perpendicular to the ground.
 
   Finally Ryo Jo righted the plane and Wodan fell back against his seat.
 
   “What the hell!” said Wodan.
 
   “Sorry, so sorry,” said Ryo Jo. “They tell me that I am too close to Tower!”
 
   “Like hell! We were miles away, weren’t we?”
 
   “Yes, well no, but yes, uh, but they say... difficult to repeat... they say terrible fire-light destroy any plane, any vehicle, or anything that come near. Wotan, we are lucky to be alive! The Tower, it kills many soldier already!”
 
   “Damn it, Ryo Jo,” said Wodan, overcome. “Just why do your Engel war gods want to see me out here?”
 
   “Wotan, I really don’t know! I only obey orders!”
 
   “Gods below,” Wodan hissed. He sat back and let his breath out slowly as Ryo Jo directed them toward the Ktari encampment.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Heat blasted them as soon as they stepped out of the air-conditioned Gul-in Kami. San Ktari fighters scurried to form lines around them, all in red and gray but without armor, faces hard and suspicious. Tents shivered and red black-sun banners tossed in the breeze. Ryo Jo stood rigid while Wodan casually dropped his backpack, unzipped his winter gear, and tied it off at his waist. Wodan ignored the impressive throng and peered into the distance. Through a haze of sand and grit, he could just make out the long slender tower, so black that it seemed a doorway into the abyss.
 
   The lines parted as other unarmored soldiers pushed their way through. Two men, so tall they seemed like giants, led the newcomers. Wodan smiled in recognition. Matthias, pale-skinned and black-haired, now had a slight beard on his handsome face. He wore a rough black uniform, a jacket despite the heat, and two massive handguns hung on his hips. His face was unreadable, empty of expression. Beside Matthias walked Justyn Daaz, who seemed even larger and stronger than he was a decade ago when Wodan first met him. He wore only red leather pants and some sort of red scarf around his neck. A ridiculously oversized double-headed axe bounced on his back. Grit fell from his long brown hair with every step. Wodan saw that his eyes were slanted like the natives of San Ktari, but otherwise his features were large and animated, with an almost brutish brow. Unlike Matthias, he smiled openly.
 
   Suddenly Matthias jerked his head to the side, barked, “Halt!” and the soldiers froze. He gestured at Ryo Jo and the man scurried away, casting up sand behind him. The soldiers stood in a circle well out of earshot when Matthias and Justyn stopped before Wodan.
 
   “Wodan,” said Matthias. “Is that really you?”
 
   “You can tell it is,” said Justyn, still smiling.
 
   Wodan was filled with a sense of warmth and kinship. It was a wonder to him that these two men, who once seemed alien and larger than life, now seemed to be cut from the same mold as himself. He extended a hand and Matthias took it.
 
   “Hey, listen,” Matthias said after a moment. “I’m sorry that I said I was going to kill you. You know, way back when.”
 
   Justyn nodded. “Same here.”
 
   Matthias turned to Justyn and sighed. “You don’t understand. I went back to Pontius after we let Wodan go. I met him alone and I said some things that I regret.”
 
   “You did what?”
 
   “Don’t worry about it,” said Wodan, smiling. “I know what it’s like to be pulled between what you’re supposed to do and what you want to do. We were children back then. Now we’re not.”
 
   Matthias gave Wodan a strange look. “You looked like a child then. Now you look like… well, it looks like Big Dad was right about you. You were the target we were looking for.”
 
   There’s so much about them I don’t understand, Wodan thought. There’s so much I need to ask them!
 
   “Is Dove here?” he asked. “Langley, I mean?”
 
   Matthias and Justyn exchanged a look. “That’s what this is about,” said Matthias. “I think we need your help.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The three sat alone in a large, dimly lit tent where Justyn slowly prepared some kind of food without the aid of fire and Matthias smoked with quick, nervous gestures.
 
   “So,” Wodan said finally. “You guys… you’re like me, right? You’re… not natural… just like me?”
 
   Matthias nodded. “You got it. We’re products of synthetic evolution, unnatural selection, gene-tweaking, bio-engineering, human optimization, performance enhancement, transhuman development, or just good old fashioned hubris – whatever you want to call it. You ever wonder why your skin looks like something from an advertisement, but the guys you hang out with have to use moisturizer and mud-packs to keep their faces from looking like a ball-sack? Well, there you go. Your “dad” wiped a little spit and polish on your genes, and now you can be used for the benefit of others in ways that normal humans can’t even imagine. Unfortunately, our dad doesn’t like your dad.”
 
   “My “dad”?”
 
   “You know. The Head of Haven’s Departments of Science and Research. That old prune-head, Didi.”
 
   Wodan hadn’t liked Matthias’s sarcastic tone concerning the great mystery that made up his very being, and hearing him slander Didi seemed too much. “Didi’s a great man,” he said quietly.
 
   “Is any man really all that great?” Matthias said without pause. “What kind of man holds an invisible gun to your head at all times? Keep in mind, I’m not trying to say that your dad is any worse than our dad. Big Dad holds a gun to our heads, too. His finger’s always on the Switch.”
 
   “Switch?”
 
   “Killswitch.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “No one would make a weapon if they couldn’t turn it off, would they? All of us – you, me, Justyn, the other Engels - we all have tiny nano-scale machines in our bodies tuned to a certain frequency. That frequency is given off by our respective Killswitches. If one of our Switches is thrown, we’re incinerated. You didn’t know? It’s great. Theoretically, there would be a minimum amount of cleanup afterward. You could fit us all in one ashtray!” Matthias unholstered and spun one of his handguns in a nervous gesture, then holstered it forcefully. “And that, Wodan, is the main power that Big Dad and the Emperor have over us. Didi has that power over you.”
 
   Wodan felt suddenly cold. “That’s... terrible,” he said. “How could they…?”
 
   “You remember that, Wodan,” said Justyn, vehement, eyes hard. “To them, we’re nothing but tools. We only seem like gods to people if they don’t know what’s going on.”
 
   “Your “dad” told you all this?” said Wodan.
 
   “He’s an asshole,” said Matthias. “But he’s an honest asshole. He made the twelve of us, the so-called “gods” of San Ktari. Die Engelen. I guess he didn’t like the idea of competition, so he sent me, Justyn, and Langley to find you... and kill you.”
 
   “But you didn’t. You followed me instead.”
 
   “We’re not tools,” said Justyn. Wodan heard resentment in his voice.
 
   “We thought you were interesting,” said Matthias, shrugging. “You started out like a normal untermensch, but no matter how much shit you got into, you refused to get killed.”
 
   “Unter... mensch?”
 
   “You know,” said Matthias, flicking his wrist dismissively. “Like those little unremarkable nobodies out there. The guys who worship us and do anything we say as long as their noose is around our necks. Does that sound familiar? They’re the guys who run the world, and they always wonder why the world is such a shitty place. You know. Those guys.”
 
   “You mean human beings,” said Wodan.
 
   “If you’re feeling generous with your labels, sure. I don’t know about you, Wodan, but my patience is running thin with human beings these days.” He looked at Wodan with an intense, probing stare. “We’re talking about the creatures that crucified you.”
 
   “Those were the Ugly,” said Wodan. “I stamped them out of existence.”
 
   Justyn laughed loudly.
 
   “But you guys saved my life that day,” said Wodan. “And Langley… she healed my hands. Matthias, they were ruined, I know they were. Her power, is it-”
 
   “Just like a Cognati. But hundreds of times more powerful.”
 
   “So was she trained in Srila?”
 
   “No. She figured it out on her own. She’s smart, man. She came along with our occupation forces to see if she could learn anything more from the people of Srila. She can do more than just bend spoons and stop bullets. Have you ever heard of a Cognati using their powers to put flesh and bone back together? She spent hours fusing the bones and flesh in your hands, Wodan. I’d never seen her do anything like it before.”
 
   Justyn flopped a chunk of fish onto his cutting board as he chimed in. “But didn’t Big Dad have a theory that trauma might activate the Project’s… I mean, Wodan’s change? No matter what Langley did to fuse bone and flesh together, there’s no guarantee any of it would’ve taken hold if Wodan’s body wasn’t doing its part, too.”
 
   “Who can say?” said Matthias.
 
   Wodan remembered when the cave in the Valley had shown him Dove Langley spying on his parents on the night they’d heard their son was to be executed. At the time, he’d been indignant. Now he felt only gratitude for her concern and regret for his thoughtless reaction. He wanted to press Matthias on the issue of Langley, but suppressed the urge. He was desperate for information about the Engels and how they were similar to himself, and he reasoned that Matthias would only shut down if coerced.
 
   “Was trauma used with you guys?” said Wodan. “Is that why, when I met you, you were already…”
 
   “No,” said Matthias. “We were born like this. For all our similarities, we’re different from you. I don’t know how, exactly. Big Dad isn’t one for lengthy explanations and open channels of communication.”
 
   Justyn served up their meals, raw fish with herbs and rice. Though he had eaten something similar when he’d first met the pair, he couldn’t shake the thought that they were playing a joke on him.
 
   “Big Dad was furious when we told him we wouldn’t kill you,” said Matthias. “But-”
 
   “That was just his normal anger-level,” said Justyn. “He wasn’t furious until we explained why we let you live.”
 
   “Which was?” said Wodan.
 
   Justyn shrugged. “We liked you.” Wodan laughed loudly and Justyn cracked a wide, lopsided grin. “What were we, seventeen back then? What did he expect from us?”
 
   “He’s not the kind of man one can easily refuse,” Matthias said loudly, ignoring the laughter. “He spent an entire night trying to break me, which was why I left to kill you myself, Wodan. I swear I never meant to do it, not really, but when I caught you alone... I guess I was still feeling small, from the way Big Dad treated me. About the fact that he picked me and not Justyn or Langley, like he thought I was weak and could be manipulated. So that was why I was an asshole to you. When you turned on me, Wodi, I didn’t know what to do. I felt like a real monster. When I returned, I confronted Big Dad and he was so angry that... that he nearly threw my Switch and killed me.”
 
   “Why didn’t he?”
 
   “Who fuckin’ knows with that guy.”
 
   “Hm. But there are twelve of you, right? Why didn’t he send any others?”
 
   “We’re the combat models!” Justyn beamed with a mouth full of fish.
 
   “We’re the grunts,” said Matthias, shaking his head. “Maybe you could say we’re the “action figures” from his collection of toys. Me, Justyn, and Langley, we work with the military, even though technically we’re not a part of the normal chain of command. We go where we’re needed. Two of us are military - Josef and Valeria - but they’re needed to supervise the larger campaigns.”
 
   Wodan felt an unwelcome memory. “Josef, that’s...”
 
   “Warmaster of the Empire. Langley’s husband.”
 
   “Dad could’ve sent Victor,” said Justyn.
 
   Matthias nodded, then said to Wodan, “Victor’s a gladiator. He fights in big sporting events. He’s the strongest... suh, uh, second strongest of us, I mean.”
 
   “He’s got muscle mass, sure,” Justyn added quickly. “He bulks up because that’s what an audience wants to see. But that guy’s not built for military operations, believe me.”
 
   Sensing more than a little resentment in Justyn’s tone, Wodan hid his surprise that anyone could possibly be more powerful than the Empire’s axe-swinging giant.
 
   “Do the others look like,” said Wodan, pausing. “Do they look like… you know…”
 
   “Remarkably handsome?” said Matthias. “Yes. But some more so than others.”
 
   “No, I mean – do any of you look like the people of San Ktari?”
 
   “Of course,” said Matthias, taken aback. “Can’t you tell? Well, that is, we’re a mix, you could say. All of us have genetic markers from the Eastern genotype. It may not be apparent to… well, I’m surprised you hadn’t noticed. I mean, clearly, just look at… well…”
 
   Justyn set his elbow down on the table hard enough to rattle their plates and leaned in toward Matthias.
 
   “Fine,” said Matthias, exhaling. “I guess it’s obvious. The thing about Big Dad is that he’s an outlander. He doesn’t talk about his past, but he’s built up a deep reservoir of racial intolerance toward the people who took him in.”
 
   “He hates them,” said Justyn, nodding.
 
   “When the Emperor gave him the go-ahead to modify a dozen unborn children, Big Dad refused to work with any kids from San Ktari. I don’t know what story he sold to them, but he told me on more than one occasion that it would have been an uphill battle to work with an obviously inferior race. Instead, he picked families from twelve other nations and city-states. Most of which have been, or are in the process of, being rolled over by the so-called inferior race of San Ktari. Big Dad sees our existence as a sort of irony. The spiritual revenge of the conquered.”
 
   As soon as Wodan finished eating, the inactivity gnawed at him. “Alright,” he said. “So where’s Langley? What did you guys need me for?”
 
   Matthias drummed his fingers on the table for a long time. “We’ve only been in Srila for two weeks,” he said. “On our second day, the three of us went into the mountains near the Deepest Vale. It didn’t seem there was anything hostile in the area, so we were taking it easy. We became separated. I don’t know how it happened... but this thing... there was no struggle, none at all, but I saw this humanoid thing rising up into the air with Langley in its arms. She was unconscious. The thing saw me…”
 
   “A demon?”
 
   “No, no. It was metallic, with dead eyes. It had some sort of jet on its back, and it blasted away. I ran to the airstrip with my eyes on it the entire time. We chased it into a storm on the mountains. I told no one why we pursued the thing. But it didn’t matter; we lost it, and we lost Dove.”
 
   “How do you know it came here?” said Wodan.
 
   “Hell if I know,” said Matthias, rubbing his eyes as if digging into his skull. “This is the direction it was heading. For all I know, it doubled back and hid in one of the caves in Srila. But Justyn and I brought a force to the Tower. We fought it...”
 
   “Fought the Tower?” said Wodan, amazed. “How?”
 
   “Just blasted at it, man, what else? But bullets had no effect, and while it seemed that concentrated artillery fire damaged it, it always... it’s hard to describe. The surface shifted. It healed as fast as we could hurt it.”
 
   “It was repairing itself?”
 
   Matthias sighed. “This thing is beyond us, Wodan. We don’t know what it is. Repairing, healing, some other analogue, I don’t know. We didn’t have long to experiment. The Tower emitted some sort of concentrated beam of light, almost like a whip of pure energy. Only I could see the beam; it was too fast for anyone else to make it out. But whatever it touched, it destroyed. Sliced through, incinerated, cauterized, vaporized – a total fucking mess. It even melted sand into strips of glass. We had to pull back.” Matthias stared into Wodan’s eyes. “I’m convinced that Dove Langley is inside that Tower. She’s trapped. But we don’t know what to do.”
 
   “Matthias, have you called for reinforcements from San Ktari?”
 
   Matthias shook his head. “If her husband the Warmaster found out, the first thing he’d do is flip out and have us go on a suicide run against the Tower. Then he’d be stuck in the same position we are: How do you study a thing that doesn’t want to be studied? How do you find a weakness when the people working for you are incompetent or scared or both? And even if you do find a weakness, how do you destroy that thing without killing Dove?”
 
   “You haven’t told anyone else? Only you two know?”
 
   “Look Wodan, if Big Dad found out that Langley was trapped inside something we know nothing about, he’d throw her Switch and kill her. I know he would. Who can say just what’s inside that thing, and what it’s doing to Langley? Killing her? Torturing her? Brainwashing her so she can be used against us? Big Dad, the Emperor, the millions of people who worship us... we’re only useful to them as long as we’re under their control. Dove’s life means nothing outside of that context.”
 
   “And you think I can do something to get her out?”
 
   Matthias turned aside and Justyn bore his eyes into the ground. “You’ve got that way about you,” said Matthias. “You tend to get things done. And you owe her. But I… I don’t mean it like that. I know I’m asking a lot.”
 
   “It’s nothing,” said Wodan, rising suddenly. “We’re family.”
 
   The two superbeings worked their mouths lamely. “What are you going to do?” said Justyn.
 
   “Find a door,” said Wodan. “Then knock.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Wodan, Matthias, and Justyn walked out from the camp. The white-hot sun beat down on them and dust dragged across their feet in a slow, burning wind. The Tower loomed in the distance. As they drew nearer, Wodan saw that it was imperfectly shaped, its form curving organically. They came to the charred remains of blasted artillery pieces, an upended jeep seared in half with melted tires hanging in black tatters. Ahead, pieces of an airplane, perhaps two, lay among swirls of sparkling glass like frozen pools.
 
   “This is about as far as we can go,” said Matthias. “Any closer and it inevitably attacks.”
 
   Wodan stood with them for a while and watched. His heart pounded not only with fear but with the strange desire to throw himself into the unknown. He did not fully know what he would do. The ancient obelisk both attracted and repelled him. He was reminded of the cave in the Valley, the forbidden place inhabited by a computer program designed by the Ancients. The program was demented and spoke in the language of nightmares, but it was the very thing that had given him his sword Capricornus.
 
   “Go back,” said Wodan.
 
   The two hesitated. “What are you going to do?” said Justyn.
 
   “Go back!” said Wodan, his eyes locked on the distant strip of darkness.
 
   Matthias turned about. Justyn hesitated. He watched Wodan for a while, then joined Matthias further back.
 
   Wodan took a step forward, put one hand on the hilt of Capricornus at his back, then shouted, “My name is Wodan!”
 
   “I already tried shouting at it,” Matthias called from the distance. “It won’t respond.”
 
   Wodan ignored them. He took another step, then another, then drew Capricornus from its sheathe. Its green glow was pale and raw under the wasteland sun. Wodan felt it throb in his hand as it drank up the harsh light. Power flowed into his arm, then coursed through his body and blood. He forced his feet to take one step after another. “Do you hear me?” he shouted. “I am Wodan! I drew the sword Capricornus from the Cave of the Ancients!”
 
   At once there was a violent blast before him. The earth erupted in a shower of heat and dust. Overwhelmed by fear, he backed away as quickly as he could, sword held before him. The earth shook and he was blinded by red light. The blast ended but heat and dust still washed over him, and when his ears adjusted he realized that Justyn was screaming his name over and over. Wiping dust from his eyes, he turned and saw Justyn stepping forward with short, awkward steps, then saw Matthias holding his legs from behind.
 
   “Back! Stay back!” Wodan shouted. He scrambled to his feet, stumbling sideways. As the dust settled he saw that the ground nearby was molten, baking, the reek of sulfur singeing his nostrils. 
 
   A laser, thought Wodan. Of course, it’s some kind of laser weapon! The fabled “sword of fire” that Jarl told me about! It was a wonder to Wodan that Matthias could see the laser at all - to Wodan, it seemed an indescribable blast of violence too fast for the mind to comprehend. He had wondered before that if the weapon was a laser - a weapon based on light - then perhaps Capricornus could deflect or absorb the blast.
 
   No chance of that happening, thought Wodan. It’s too fast!
 
   But if it wanted to kill me, I would be dead already...
 
   Unless that was just a warning shot.
 
   “Come back!” shouted Matthias. Wodan saw Justyn kick Matthias away, then he stopped and signaled to Wodan.
 
   Wodan shook his head, then continued on. He heard Matthias cursing in the distance.
 
   Wodan held Capricornus like a torch guiding him through a labyrinth of fear. A long wisp of smoke curled overhead, steam burned out of the air from the path of the laser. The muscles in his arms were taut and shaking. He was covered in cold sweat in expectation of imminent death, but his legs were cooking and sliding in the sweat trapped in his winter gear.
 
   The Tower grew, and grew, never seeming to draw nearer, only growing wider until the base seemed like a black wall around an otherworldly city. It rose higher and higher. He could see organic bulges rising in black waves to a teetering point far above. He heard the wind singing as it scraped around the dark mass. Wodan wondered how many others, if any, had ever drawn so close to this thing that was considered a god of the wasteland.
 
   He could no longer see anyone behind him. There was nothing but the scraping dust of the tortured desert and the rising Tower. Just when he began to think that he would be allowed to approach without harm, he heard the whine and crackle of static electricity far overhead. He knew that a weapon was charging, and was terrified by the thought that perhaps the Tower had only needed a few minutes to recharge its weapon before he could be swatted like a fly.
 
   At once he took off across the kill zone, feet pumping against clinging sand that pulled him down. The charge far above crackled horribly, a hangman humming as the noose drew taught. Finally he could see the sand ending before a sheer black wall – he cast himself into the air, rolled, hit the burning ground shoulder-first and slid. As he scraped along the ground he heard the charging weapon far above cut off with a sharp krack! It fell silent. With shaking hands Wodan sheathed Capricornus, knelt beside the face of the Tower, and gathered his breath.
 
   Once rested, he studied the base of the Tower. It was smooth and black and made of some kind of non-reflective material. It seemed metallic. He hesitated, then tapped its surface. It was warm, but did not click against his fingernails like any metal he had ever encountered. He rose and walked along its featureless perimeter. After a quarter of an hour he found an opening, about twenty feet overhead, lying between two curving bulges. He looked ahead and saw that the Tower only stretched on, featureless, until it disappeared around its own horizon. He turned back to the opening.
 
   He still had his backpack of food and water with him. He was hungry, but resting and eating beside such a strange edifice seemed unwise. There was no turning back - the laser prevented that – so finding an entrance was his only option. He considered placing a landmark to mark his progress and continuing around the perimeter, but he felt that there would be no obvious, easy entrance. Perhaps any obvious entrance would also conceal a trap.
 
   He studied the hole overhead. He knew that he had jumped similar heights in the past, when in battle, but never at full rest and weighed down. He removed his backpack and tossed it into the opening. It disappeared soundlessly. He drew up into himself, crouched, and leaped. His fingers scraped clumsily against the side of the Tower and he fell to the hard sand, falling back on his ass. Frustrated, he ran back, threw himself forward, then leaped again. His nails scraped just beneath the opening and, wailing in anger, he clawed down the side of the Tower and fell on his back. Blood flowing, angered at the possible loss of his food, he leaped into the air once more, feet pounding against the warm metal, and grasped the opening just as he began to fall again. Sucking in great torrents of air, he heaved himself up and into the opening of the Tower.
 
   The narrow opening was a dark cleft of shadow. His backpack was gone.
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Fifteen
 
   Undying, Immortal
 
    
 
    
 
   Wodan unsheathed Capricornus and shone its green light on the narrow, dark hallway that led deeper into the Tower. There was only just enough room to stand upright. His boots made hardly any sound as he crept ahead. The sound of empty space and wind was replaced by a low hum that crept on the edge of awareness. The light of day shrank to a point, a dull star, and when he turned a corner in the black hallway the feeble light disappeared entirely. He continued on through black halls and curves that led him deeper into the structure. By the light of his sword he saw more organic bulges in the black metal corridors, and felt as if he was moving through the innards of something ancient, a being dark and vast and as old as the wasteland itself.
 
   He came to a narrow tunnel with an opening in the ceiling. The chute curved gently so that he could not see where it led; his green light showed only bulges, possible footholds, and a few black tubes crossing one another like veins. The tunnel he was in continued on into darkness. Unwilling to find out if the tunnel only led to another opening on the far side of the structure, Wodan braced himself and leaped up into the chute, easily grabbing a handhold and pressing his legs against either side while holding his sword.
 
   Wodan climbed the dark chute using three limbs and the pommel of his sword. During one awkward turn he jammed the blade against the chute and left a long gash in its surface. He could see that the material was not metal after all. While studying the gash, he became convinced that it was shrinking. He crouched and waited. Sure enough, within a few minutes the gash disappeared, leaving only a thin ridge of a scar. He did not know what to make of it. Realizing that Capricornus could run out of power in the darkness, and thus become deadweight, he continued his ascent. He reasoned that he could sheathe the sword and conserve its power, but he did not want to be in absolute darkness in such a forbidding, alien environment.
 
   Wodan lost track of time in the darkness. It was impossible to estimate how far he had climbed. Only the effort of climbing, of continuing on, made up the whole of his being. He was drenched in sweat and exhausted when he finally reached a curve that led to a small horizontal chute. He crawled inside and had only enough room to kneel. His head bumped against a hard surface. Wiping his eyes, he was horrified to find that the cramped tunnel only extended for a few feet. He turned about, looking for the chute, only to find that it had disappeared. He felt about, growling in frustration, fingers probing wildly for some opening, a handle, a switch, anything - and found nothing.
 
   Wodan crouched in the coffin and gathered his thoughts. The dull panic passed. He knew now that the Tower was, in some sense, alive. If it wanted to kill him, surely it could have done so already. Was he being observed? Did it want to see him scream or beg? He had room enough to wield his sword, so he drove the point into the ceiling. He braced himself and forced it in deeper. He broke through the surface and suddenly the sword hummed in his hand and gave off a violent green light. He pulled it free from the roof and a thin line of brilliant light stretched down into the darkness of the coffin.
 
   Wodan spent many long minutes driving his sword into the ceiling, piercing and cutting. After he had cut nearly half of a rough circle, he saw that the first place he had cut through had already mended itself. But the sword drank the light from the unseen room above, feeding its strength to him, and his determination drove him on such that there was no room for frustration, so he continued hacking and stabbing a circular opening. Finally, when the circle was three quarters complete, he pulled Capricornus free, braced his back against the ceiling, and pushed. The living metal broke with a sharp whine and he was nearly blinded by white light. He blinked, sheathed his sword at his back, and hauled himself into the opening.
 
   Wodan crouched in a long hallway filled with white light. The walls were made of large rectangular panels, each glowing brilliantly white, with narrow black spaces in between. The hallway seemed too wide and too tall, as if inhabited by giants. The floor was made of the same white panels as the walls, and hummed underfoot. While Capricornus drank the light, he watched the hole he had cut in the floor, knowing that it would heal and cut him off from an exit. Pressing on was his only option.
 
   The hallway never went too far before it curved, or sometimes split in two directions. It was a featureless labyrinth, and so he turned randomly. After some time, he came upon a portrait within a wooden frame. It was a painting of a human, a round-faced man with short blond hair, glasses, and a simple suit of foreign design. The man’s eyes were knowing, and he held a small smile as he stared ahead. A silver plaque at the bottom read:
 
    
 
   Cecil
 
    
 
   The portrait’s inexplicable presence in the alien environment gave Wodan a terrible sense of foreboding. Once again he was reminded that there was an intelligence behind this place. There was something here that, until the kidnapping of Dove, had shown no need of anything from anyone. A thing that violently enforced its isolation from the rest of the world. Though he hadn’t been trapped in the crawlspace and killed outright, certainly the laser would have annihilated him had he moved only a little slower.
 
   He walked for a long time. Finding no further landmarks, he began scratching deep rents in the walls with his sword. At some branches he returned to find his own marks slowly healing, and so realized that he might have been wandering in circles. He continued making his marks and eventually found that right-hand turns always brought him back to former branches. He switched to left-hand turns at the branches and, finally, found new walls without marks. He was making progress.
 
   He came to an intersection of hallways. In the distance he saw a wide, winding staircase ascending further into the Tower. Wodan walked toward it when suddenly, silently, something walked from a side hall to stand before him. The sudden fear of finding another presence in the alien structure rushed through him. He backed away quickly with Capricornus held before him.
 
   The thing was a robot, a slender humanoid nearly as tall as Wodan. It was made of intersecting, organically-curved white plates. Its face was decidedly inhuman, a round white surface with simple features painted in red: Two dashes for “eyes” and a cupid’s-bow smile. The pathetic attempt at human warmth added a horrifyingly comic element to its cold composure and too-fluid movement. The robot walked to the center of the intersection, then raised its hand in a warding gesture.
 
   They stood in silence for a long time. “Step aside,” said Wodan, feeling a little foolish for talking to the thing.
 
   The robot stood as still as a statue, open palm extended.
 
   Wodan braced himself, then ran at the thing with Capricornus held high. The robot quickly lowered its hand, raised the other, extended a single finger - and Wodan felt Capricornus jerk in his hand. The green light was snuffed out and the sword became like a hundred pounds of dead weight. The cold gray sword crashed into the ground before him, jammed into the ground, and he crashed stomach-first into the handle, rocketing backward. Breathless, clutching the pain in his gut, he threw his eyes between the dead sword jutting from the floor and the smiling robot. The thing lowered its hand, then tilted its head to the side, a mocking gesture.
 
   “God damn you!” said Wodan, finally forcing air into his lungs.
 
   The robot gestured with its chin and Wodan heard a hiss behind him. Whirling, he saw a hole opening up in the ground. Expecting some new attack, Wodan rushed to the hole. It led down into a dark shaft, much like the one he had originally ascended. He had lost his supplies and his sword - but he was, at least, being provided with an exit.
 
   Wodan turned back to the robot. “Never,” he growled.
 
   He glanced at the winding stairwell beckoning behind the robot. He felt his body tensing and his fingers curled into fists unconsciously. He knew there was only one way to proceed.
 
   He rushed at the robot again. Gathering speed and building momentum, he aimed a punch at its solar plexus. The thing quickly spun aside, only narrowly avoiding the blow. He stopped, violently shifting his momentum as he threw a backhanded blow in its direction. The robot only whirled aside again, arms flailing as if in a dance. Wodan assumed a combat stance, legs wide, bouncing, arms raised. He moved toward the thing and it bounced back on the balls of its feet. Wodan maneuvered so that he was nearer the stairwell; as soon as he did so, the robot jerked sideways to intercept him, head weaving from side to side, back arched and arms held limp at its sides in a strange and relaxed stance, like a doll held by the strings of a puppeteer.
 
   Wodan threw his fist, more to read the enemy than to hurt it. Rather than back away, the robot raised an open palm to ward the blow away. Wodan quickly stepped in and threw the entirety of his weight into a gut-shot. The robot smacked Wodan’s wrist with its other palm, but not before the blow slammed into its torso, forcing it backward. Wodan bounced away, feeling his wrist grow numb at the point of contact. He was alarmed at the strength it held in its small frame. The robot found its balance once more, then resumed its awkward stance, seemingly unfazed.
 
   Wodan blasted at the thing with a flurry of blows. The robot’s arms moved quickly, smacking his wrists and forearms to defend itself. Pain tore through Wodan’s arms, his bones threatening to break with every block. He ignored the pain and continued hammering at the thing, and soon landed several blows on the robot’s body, staggering it. When his hands were completely numb he stepped in and slammed an elbow against its head, sending a crack through its face-plate and breaking its smile in half. Wodan raised a knee to smash the robot’s gut; when it moved to block, Wodan brought his boot crashing down on its knee. The thing staggered, so he wrapped his arms around one of its arms, spun, slammed it into the wall, then forced his knee into its side and pulled with enough force that its arm cracked with an ear-splitting blast. He felt the arm go limp in his grasp. He was exhausted from his assault, and hoped to lean against the thing and gather his strength – but the robot jerked about and he stumbled sideways. The robot whirled, fist extended, and backhanded Wodan in the chest. Like a tank slamming into him, Wodan flew through the air before the pain even registered, crashed into a wall, slid along it, then toppled to the ground in a pool of his own sweat.
 
   Lungs emptied, overwhelmed by pain. Wodan knew that several ribs were cracked, if not broken. Before he could draw his first breath he crawled along the ground, his back to the wall, to gain some distance from the mechanical beast.
 
   Wodan felt his muscles burning as his blood surged and his body shifted to heal bones and possibly even damaged organs. The robot turned to him slowly, its smile smudged and broken, one arm dangling lifelessly. Then its body bulged, in and out, white plates rising against black mesh in a parody of breathing. The metallic black mesh continued to bulge and shift as if filled with pumping liquid that gave life to inorganic muscle mass. He was horrified to see the thing growing, becoming truly monstrous as it stretched and grew. The white plates became thin sheets of armor surrounding a black thing that stood over him. It reached up with its free arm and in one smooth movement tore off its other arm, gushing clear liquid before the flow was cut off. It lightly spun the severed limb like a weapon.
 
   Wodan finally caught his breath, then agony ran the length of his torso as cracked ribs were moved about. His body nearly exhausted itself mending the terrible wound. He forced himself into a crouch while the pain was still stabbing, unrelenting, and the enlarged robot advanced.
 
   Once he was within the robot’s kill zone, it swung the severed arm in rapid, blinding arcs. Barely able to stand, Wodan rolled away as the robot brought the arm down in a blow that crushed a floor panel, darkening it. Wodan scampered away just as the thing swung sideways, blasting the nearest wall panel in a shower of sparks. The fear of dancing around the thing cleansed Wodan’s mind of conscious thought - all he felt was the rush of movement, the fight against certain death, as the robot bashed walls and floor and sent a cloud of dust and metal through the air. Wodan dodged lightly to the side as the robot brought the arm down right beside him, crushing a panel that cast them both nearly into darkness. As if his body understood that it stood near the brink of death, his awareness of pain and exhaustion was shunted off into a dark corner of his mind. Distraction receded and his mind sped up and he saw with intense clarity the turning of the robot, the muscles in its arm and legs shifting, the swinging weapon and all of its possible trajectories. He had never felt so high, so focused, so empty of trivial suffering.
 
   As the deadly arm swung downward in a murderous arc, Wodan slowly stepped to the side and felt wind rake against his flesh as the thing narrowly passed by. The ground shook under his feet as another floor panel was destroyed, snuffing out the light below. As if in a dream Wodan planted his foot on the weapon, holding it down with his weight, then concentrated all of his force into a punch that rocked the robot’s face and sent it reeling back on its heels. He watched with detached disinterest as the mask fell away, revealing a featureless face of smooth, glossy black, then he lifted his foot and kicked the thing in its groin, casting it to the ground.
 
   As the robot tossed about, its equilibrium seemingly thrown off, Wodan’s battle-high ended and his terrible exhaustion returned. He fell alongside the robot, as if to sleep by its side, but wrapped his arms around its head. Immediately the robot shrieked and pitched about, jamming its elbow into his side like a cannon firing, and also pushing them along the floor with manic, jerking footwork. Wodan held onto the thing, knowing that if he relaxed he would surely be ground to a pulp, and jammed his fingers under the robot’s chin. He curled up, desperate to minimize the pain of the elbow slamming into him, then dug one foot into its side and pushed against it. One floor panel after another shattered violently as the robot pushed them along and the entire hallway filled with dust and flickering darkness, but Wodan was able to focus his breathing as he pushed against the monster. With excruciating effort he pulled until metal cracked, mesh tore, wires snapped and tendons popped apart – and the robot’s head came loose in his grip. Wodan rolled away, utterly empty, as the robot went limp and a cloud of dust settled around them.
 
   Wodan lay back, taking in great breaths as his body slowly mended itself. It was a wonder to him that he had overcome such a terrible encounter. He looked at the limp robot beside him, and he knew that if another like it came for him then he would surely be killed. He began to speculate what other awful things lay in wait for him in this place, mind reeling with nightmarish possibilities, then he forced all thought from his mind so that his body could do its work. 
 
   Within a minute the darkened, shattered panels blinked and gave off a pale light, and he sighed bitterly because he knew that the hallway was mending itself just as he was. Just then a flash of green light blasted to life from another hall. Wodan was on his feet in an instant, running, and found Capricornus glowing brightly, still embedded in the floor. Laughing, he grasped the hilt and wrenched it free. New strength rushed into him. He felt light and optimistic despite the fact that he could not trust his own sword in this place. He limped toward the stairwell.
 
   He heard the click of something like a door shutting. He froze. He heard feet shuffling, then the whir of something mechanical drawing near. He braced himself, preparing to throw his sword before it could be turned off. A robot entered from a side hall – but Wodan stopped himself. The robot was shorter than the other, a stoop-shouldered contraption wearing a suit and a coat with tails. Its hands and face were gray, seemingly old and nearly worn out, and on its face were painted red features: Two drooping, downward dashes for eyes, and an exaggerated frown. The thing shuffled past him pathetically.
 
   “What do you want?” said Wodan.
 
   The robot stopped, looked up at him apologetically, then turned to the dead robot and shuffled toward it. Wodan watched as the mechanical servant bent to pick up the pieces of its fallen brother.
 
   “Don’t put that thing back together,” said Wodan.
 
   The servant hesitated, then carefully picked up the fallen robot. Stooping under its weight, it awkwardly knelt and picked up the head. Wodan watched the robot until he was satisfied that it was not going to somehow repair the first one, then he turned and began his ascent of the white, winding staircase.
 
   As he climbed, he heard shuffling footsteps following behind him. He stopped and waited. Soon the stooped servant caught up with him.
 
   “Well, what do you want?” said Wodan.
 
   The robot stopped and looked up at him, but said nothing. Wodan sighed and shook his head. The thing did not appear threatening, and it seemed a shame to bring his sword crashing down on those drooping eyes and exaggerated frown.
 
   “Come on then, if you want,” said Wodan. “But don’t cause any trouble.”
 
   Wodan continued up the staircase and the robot shuffled slowly behind him.
 
   They climbed for nearly a quarter of an hour, then came to a landing. A large, open doorway led to a massive chamber where amber walls gave off a warm golden-red light. Translucent amber columns supported a high ceiling, and swirls of golden splashes covered the black floor in strange, foreign runes. Wodan looked about the massive hall until the servant robot caught up with him, gazing fearfully about the chamber as it entered. One of the dead robot’s arms swung back and forth as the servant shuffled forward.
 
   Wodan walked through the long chamber. Suddenly a piercing shriek stabbed into his ears, lights shifted, then scenes played along the walls and columns, moving images from hundreds of angles. He saw men and women making love, a series of pornographic films shot in dark wooden rooms. The focus shifted in a strange way he had never seen in Haven, sharp color and image shifting against dim, blurry backgrounds, as if the camera was an eye constantly bouncing from one point of interest to another. Just as Wodan’s confusion at the moaning panorama seemingly reached its limit, he realized that there was only one man shown in each scene – it was him.
 
   In dozens of dizzying images he saw himself with the various prostitutes of the House of Ishtar, all filmed before the Smith War ruined his idea that inconsequential fun and the wielding of power had only ever been estranged by accident. As soon as he found himself in the middle of the war, he saw his people as delicate children in need of protection by a superman, not equals with whom he could frolic and play. Now, standing in the middle of an orgy of his own childish nature, he felt only humiliation.
 
   As if the room wanted to make things more difficult, he saw one recording of himself trying to prepare for his first true visit to Ishtar by pacing around his little house and yard while drinking his own specially-prepared brew. He watched as the famous king and demon-slayer nervously looked over his pigs while taking shots in a fit of nervous energy as he tried to steel his nerves and finally lose what was left of his virginity. Another recording showed him later that night, drunk beyond belief as he walked down a hallway in the House of Ishtar with one of the ladies, a rabid simpleton who constantly rambled on about some inconsequential thing that happened to her earlier in the day. Wodan’s memory of the event was that he had remained composed, the living embodiment of masculine distance from anxiety, but the recording made him look like a sailor desperately trying to keep his footing on a storm-tossed ship. His eyes were distant and half-closed; most of his brain had already drifted into sleep. As soon as they entered the girl’s room, Wodan fell sideways and his head smacked against a window, shattering it and forcing the prostitute to take a break from her dull tales.
 
   Why am I being shown this ridiculous nonsense? Wodan wondered. And how was any of this even recorded in the first place? Certainly he had no memory of a technologically advanced video recorder following him around by a rope hanging overhead.
 
   Wodan made a conscious effort to close his mouth. If the force that ruled this Tower had watched him in the past, then it must be watching him now.
 
   “Look at that handsome stud,” Wodan said loudly, feigning self-assurance. “I could learn a thing or two watching his moves. Pity I don’t have the time.”
 
   He forced one foot in front of the other, focusing on the distant doorway as the endless pornographic parade danced in his peripheral vision. He looked over his shoulder and saw the robot servant still shuffling behind him. The poor construct only stared downward, nonplused by the drama of human sexuality. When Wodan drew near the exit, the images were suddenly cut off. There was a rush of audio chatter, then silence filled the room as it returned to amber stillness.
 
   Wodan entered a gently curving black hallway. Capricornus cast ethereal green light on smooth marble, then the hallway widened. Wodan heard wind, felt heat, and then he came to a series of squat, wide, open windows. He stopped and looked at the rusty brown wasteland far below. Clouds of dust crept along. The land stretched into a white horizon, the sky starkly pale. Leaning out, he saw that he was alarmingly high within the Tower. He felt nauseous. Just as he began to turn upward to see how far was the summit, he jerked away from the window in shock - a short, black-armored robot was glaring at him.
 
   The thing had drawn alarmingly near with perfect stealth. Its limbs were skinny, though its torso was thick and strong, and its face was full of malevolent teeth, beady black-glass eyes, and a chin that came to a cruel point. Wodan raised his sword and made as if to move toward it, but the robot instantly backed away, then to the side, sliding on silent feet. Its fingers clicked against one another, each ending in sharp blades, and its chest puffed outward aggressively. Wodan sidestepped further down the hall and the thing sidestepped as well, glaring at him hatefully. As the black robot came into the light, he saw that its back was malformed. Some sort of jetpack was built into it.
 
   “You,” Wodan hissed. “You took Dove.”
 
   The robot only clicked its sharp fingers in response.
 
   The servant robot shuffled nearby. The two robots ignored one another as the servant shuffled on. Even though the black robot matched the description of the thing that had taken Dove Langley, it seemed little more than a brooding goon. Wodan reasoned that it could be extremely dangerous, but it was most likely not the mastermind behind the kidnapping. Wodan backed further along the curving hall until he lost sight of the black robot. Relieved that no trick had been played, he passed the servant and continued on.
 
   Wodan circumnavigated the curving hall of windows for a long time. The black robot did not follow. Eventually he came to an arched doorway covered only by jeweled strings that swayed in the light breeze. Wodan parted the curtain with his sword and entered a wide, curving chamber filled with blue light. The floor was bluish white marble cut into tiers and steps, and was decorated by large pillows covered in ornate designs. The windows continued throughout the chamber, though some were dozens of feet high. They were narrow and decorated with wind chimes studded with purple gems that danced slowly in the desert wind.
 
   Wodan walked along the wide, curving chamber, fully expecting to see a reclining robot polishing some kind of lethal sniper rifle as it waited for him. Then he stopped, for in the distance he saw a slender, pale-skinned woman with long black hair meditating on a mound of pillows. She wore shining robes of blue and purple. Many of the pillows around her were shredded and scorched. Shock blasted through his chest like a hammer, for he realized that the beautiful woman was the Engel known as Dove Langley. Wodan watched her for a long time, overcome by the sight of her. She had matured from a mysterious, smiling girl into a woman of untouchable grace.
 
   When the servant robot shuffled nearby, Langley opened her eyes. For an instant she and Wodan stared into one another, empty of thought, then both reacted violently.
 
   “Who are you?” she shouted, rising quickly. Her voice was firm and commanding.
 
   Wodan caught his voice. “Langley, it’s me,” he said. “I’m here to get you out!”
 
   As he took a step, she raised her hand. “Stop!” she said, and he obeyed. Her eyes ran along him. “Is that you, Wodan?” she said quietly.
 
   He nodded, suddenly aware of his rough appearance.
 
   “You can’t cross,” she said. “See? Along the floor.”
 
   Wodan looked and saw that a strip of black glass lay in a circle around her, perhaps one hundred feet in circumference. An identical circle sat on the roof.
 
   “I don’t know what it is,” she said, glaring. “But I can’t break through it.” She tilted her head slightly, then said, “It’s good to see you again, Wodan.”
 
   Wodan nodded. He smiled awkwardly, unsure of what to say. She rose and walked to the edge of the circle. Pillows skittered out of her path as she moved them unconsciously with her powers. Wodan moved to join her. They stopped on either side of the ring of black glass that lay along the floor.
 
   “Justyn and Matthias are outside,” he said. “They’re trying to think of a way to get you out.” The phrase seemed meaningless to him, for it was difficult to think, to move, with her standing near. Her presence was completely overwhelming. 
 
   “Wodan,” she said suddenly, “he says he’ll kill you. I appreciate what you’ve done... but you have to get out of this place.”
 
   “Who?” said Wodan.
 
   “Whoever it is that lives here,” she said, curling her lips. “I don’t know who, exactly. I’ve only heard his voice.”
 
   “Langley, what does he… what does it want?”
 
   She sighed. “Wodan, if I repeated every crazy thing I’ve heard him say, then I would sound crazy myself. Does it really matter?”
 
   “I guess not. Anyway, I’ve come this far. I’ll try to get you out.”
 
   Wodan surveyed the perimeter of black glass lying on the floor. “It generates some sort of impenetrable field,” she said. “I can’t move it with… um, my…”
 
   “Your Cognati abilities.”
 
   She paused. “So you know about that?”
 
   “Matthias told me. I’ve seen those powers before, and not just from you. My people are in Srila dealing with those Cognati thugs. But this...” Wodan unsheathed Capricornus, then said, “This sword has the ability to break invisible force fields. Maybe this one is similar.”
 
   “I don’t know,” said Langley, backing away quickly. “If this was like a Cognati field, I could walk right through it. I don’t know if you should mess with it, Wodan. If you touch it, it hurts.”
 
   “We’ll see about that,” said Wodan. He raised the sword, then-
 
   Wodan woke on his back among a cluster of pillows. He heard Langley calling out to him. His senses were submerged in a haze of nausea. Unsure what had happened, he could only hold his head and wave to acknowledge her concern.
 
   “Are you okay?” she shouted.
 
   He ached all over. He saw Capricornus embedded in the floor, glowing angrily. He crawled over to retrieve it. The hilt throbbed reassuringly.
 
   “I thought you were dead,” she said.
 
   “Not dead,” he muttered. “What happened?”
 
   “You swung at the field, but there was some kind of reaction. You were thrown. I thought you were dead!”
 
   Unsure what to do, Wodan staggered to the perimeter once more, then squatted on the floor. Langley sat beside him. The ring of black glass and its invisible shield sat between them. They looked at one another quietly.
 
   After a moment, Langley said, “I appreciate that you came here.”
 
   Wodan nodded.
 
   She crinkled her brow in agitation. “Hey,” she said. “Did you... did you see any images... while you were here?”
 
   “Images?”
 
   “Moving images. Of maybe… me... and anyone else...?”
 
   Wodan remembered the humiliating recordings he’d seen of himself, and he knew that Langley must be referring to her Engel husband in San Ktari. “No,” he said. “No, I didn’t.”
 
   She peered into his face. He immediately flushed his mind of all thought and suppressed all emotion, as if fearing that she could somehow read his true self. She finally sighed in relief. “Nevermind, then,” she said.
 
   “If I’m going to get you out,” he said, rising quickly, “then I’ll have to destroy whatever power source runs this place. If the field turns off, hurry on without me. I’ll see you shortly.” He turned and continued on through the chamber.
 
   “Wodan, wait!” she called. “You can’t just-”
 
   “I’ll be back!” he shouted, hoping that the anger in his voice sounded like determination.
 
   “He says he’ll kill you!”
 
   “No one can kill me,” he said under his breath. Langley disappeared from view as he passed through the curving chamber. The servant robot clattered behind him.
 
   Anger, disappointment, frustration – all wrestled in Wodan’s heart. With each step he wondered why he should help these people, these superhuman Engels. He realized that he had dearly hoped they would be like himself, and not only physically. But no, it seemed that they were like anyone else. Fear defined them. They weren’t his friends. They would use him to free one of their own, then they would return to their Empire and continue the work of destroying and consuming every nation within their reach. How much time would it take for the soldiers of San Ktari to come to the Black Valley? When they torched his towns and put his people to the sword, would Wodan be rewarded by the Warmaster Josef for saving his wife? Would Wodan be allowed to live in comfortable retirement while his people were killed? If he begged, would a few of his friends be allowed to live, perhaps as slaves?
 
   They serve humans when they have the power of gods! They serve humans who kill other humans! And then we wonder why the demons allow San Ktari to do as they will?
 
   Wodan could no longer even see the room. All was a blur, a dream of shifting forms, a nightmare of absurdities. He came to a wide door of aged wood and, without thinking, brought the weight of Capricornus crashing through it, then kicked the remains open in a shower of splinters.
 
   But I didn’t come here for them! he thought, trying and failing to calm himself. I’m not disappointed in them. I was the one who fell short! I should have told them from the start that I came here for my own reasons – not theirs!
 
   He entered a small black chamber lit only by the fading blue light behind him. A staircase ascended to his right. While Wodan peered upward, the servant robot shuffled nearby, then bent over and peered at the ruined door, seemingly distressed. Wodan left it to its worries and ascended the stairs.
 
   The black stairs were wide and the curving stairwell soon grew dark. It was cold. In time he could dimly make out the lines and planes in a dull, dim red light. He sheathed his sword and moved quickly. The red light grew stronger. Soon he no longer felt the need to mask the sound of his footsteps, as the hum of great machines shook the stairwell. He felt as if he was drawing near an infernal kitchen, where the souls of the damn were surely roasting. But he could see his breath in the cold stairwell; the feast above was mechanical, a soulless affair that the inhabitants of the world below could not imagine. Only Wodan dared press ahead to see the dreadful thing. His heart pounded because he somehow knew what he would find.
 
   A massive arch of sculpted black marble etched with purple stood at the top of the staircase. Wodan entered a large black chamber supported by columns covered with red draperies free of any symbol or sign. Red veins like blood lined the marble floor and formed a circle in the center. At the end of the room, atop six wide steps, stood a great throne. And on the throne sat the Master of the Tower.
 
   Wodan walked the length of the chamber and stood just outside the circle. Below the throne, on the Master’s left hand side, stood the short black robot. It glared at Wodan with dull malevolence. The servant robot bearing its dead brother shuffled past Wodan, then climbed the stairs and stood at the Master’s right hand side. On the steps at the feet of the Master reclined a robot in the shape of a woman. It was made of interlocking white panels, a wig of red hair, and red smudges to signify lips and eyes. She traced a circle on the ground with two gleaming fingers.
 
   And the Master who sat the throne - Wodan recognized him from the images of the terrible cave in the Black Valley that he had seen a decade ago. He was tall, a marble-skinned superbeing with short black hair that came down in a cowl, a long nose, and a sinister goatee that framed his cruel smile. He wore black pants and an open-front robe that glittered with black jewels. His shockingly violet eyes bore into Wodan. Wodan guessed that the Master had to be ancient, a creature whose age was beyond reckoning.
 
   “Let Dove Langley go,” said Wodan. He knew that the statement was more of a ritual maneuver than an actual demand.
 
   The Master tilted his head slightly, parted his smile, then shook his head once. He rose from the throne, and as he descended the steps he let his robe part and fall behind him. His shining body was lean and muscular, and he was taller than Wodan. The Master entered the circle of red and lifted one hand, gesturing for Wodan to approach. Wodan unsheathed Capricornus and entered. As his foot crossed the periphery of the circle, any notion that he was in a dream ended. He felt as if he was awake for the first time. This was reality.
 
   The two circled, studying one another. Wodan crouched with his sword held before him. The Master shifted about lightly on his feet, palms held outward. Wodan felt his will shrinking under the other’s gaze. Frustrated, Wodan dashed forward and swung his green blade in a blow that could have shattered brick as if it were thin glass. Violet eyes hovered before him, then like a snake his opponent whirled around the blade and was upon him. Wodan tried to sidestep, but the Master moved like moonlight on the face of a flowing stream. Fingers of steel gripped his wrists and swung him about on his own momentum. He heard Capricornus clatter along the ground as long legs tripped him up. Before he could reorient himself, he felt a wave of nausea, then he fell like a heap upon the hard stone floor. One wrist remained clamped at his back. In hypervisual detail Wodan saw the simple black slippers on the feet that stood on either side of him. Wodan thrashed about and tried to smash the legs of his opponent with his knees – then the vice grip jerked, and he heard bone snapping. Agony rode in waves along his arm.
 
   His wrist was shattered. The Master nudged him with a toe and rolled him away. Wodan could only clutch his poor wrist and watch through pain-misted eyes as the Master stalked away from the circle, donned his robe once more, and ascended to the throne.
 
   Wodan felt his strength ebbing as his body rushed to heal itself. Pain lashed at him as bone moved against sinew. The Master watched with interest as Wodan gulped in air, thrashing and sliding in his own sweat. Wodan fought his way back onto his feet, then glared back at the Master. He could feel himself weakening with each moment.
 
   Finally the Master nodded as if satisfied. He spoke. His voice was rich and deep, his accent a remnant from a language long since dead, and each word held Wodan in a grip.
 
   “My name is Setsassanar, and I am thousands of years old. I am your true father, Wodan, because it was I who designed your body. Before you were formed in the womb I knew you. I have watched you for all of your thirty-two years.
 
   “I have watched you fight to survive in a world that despises what is great in you, even though it would be the death of the world should all greatness be snuffed out. I have watched you cling to your ideals long after others would have given up on their own. I have watched you give birth to something great in a world that, in a few short years, will drown in one giant puddle of mediocrity and barbarity. And I have watched your grapple with your faults like a fool dancing with his own shadow. It could be no other way, boy, because you have no example of strength to guide you toward achieving your secret ambitions.
 
   “Wodan, you have passed all of my tests to gain entrance here. The test of fear - walking to an alien place where you were not welcome. The test of endurance - climbing when it seemed there was no end. The test of determination - knocking where there was no door. The test of combat - fighting where victory was not assured against an enemy whose capabilities you could not guess. The test of humiliation - not crying out in terror or losing yourself to outrage when you were shown things that made you uncomfortable. The test of passing on - not fighting that which was not an immediate threat when you encountered this little black simulacrum.
 
   “You have passed all the tests in order to gain admittance to the Throne Room, but do you know what to do now that you’ve come here?”
 
   Wodan let the words of Setsassanar roll through him. He said nothing, only listened.
 
   “As always,” said Setsassanar, “you have thrown yourself at obstacles that stood in the way of your will. Sometimes overcoming with strength… sometimes with weakness. But now you have come upon a wall. This secret dream that you hold close to your heart – after all these years, are you any closer to making it real? You’ve carved out a niche for yourself, which is all well and good. But it’s nowhere near enough, is it, Wodan? Little men and little girls look up to you and, if they can overcome their envy, they say ‘Look at the great king! Look at what he has accomplished!’ And you… you feel only a dull sense of disappointment. You watch the horizon. You see a black wave of rotting flesh, a tidal wave of decay spreading unchecked. No one else sees it. No one but you. Like the first man to see microorganisms so long ago, you see what others cannot, and you know that only the madhouse and the graveyard wait for you if something doesn’t change.
 
   “And before you say that none of this is true, that there are no obstacles that you cannot, somehow, bash your head against and overcome, I would ask that you first look within. Ask your heart if it is not needful of a higher mastery of this pathetic world. Ask yourself if you can go on, living in chaos, as you have done so far. Look at you! Unhappy, partly lucky, mostly childish. Say nothing to me that your heart already knows is a lie. I know you far better than you think you know yourself.”
 
   Setsassanar and Wodan watched one another for a long time. Wodan felt pulled in two directions. A part of him was ready to cast aside all his old frustrations and habits and hopes and rush ahead into something so strange that no one but he could understand. Another part felt that old obligations were all he had, and leaving them behind would be tantamount to suicide.
 
   “What will you do with Dove?” said Wodan.
 
   Setsassanar shook his head once. “You think that you owe her some debt because she fixed your hands when they were ruined. But you no longer need the girl, Wodan, because I have given you hands that can mend themselves.”
 
   Setsassanar gestured and Wodan looked down at his wrist. It was whole once again. Wodan flexed his hand and felt the ache of flowing blood.
 
   “You say that you know me,” said Wodan. “That’s hard to believe. Have you even been to my land? The nation I created – that’s who I am.”
 
   “Rabble!” said Setsassanar, brushing the idea aside with a wave of his hand. “Poor brutes who hide from the blazing sun in the shade cast by you, Wodan. You dream of a world where demons are hunted down and exterminated by men and women worthy of standing at your side, but can you really say that these Valliers would do anything more than flee when they see the horizon split by waves of shrieking monsters? Not that we should blame them, Wodan. They’re children. We are not.”
 
   “You would teach me things,” said Wodan.
 
   “I would. I would give you what you need to recognize, and fulfill, your secret ambitions.”
 
   “And Dove?”
 
   Setsassanar shook his head once again. “Everyone you have associated with so far has been a result of making do with what’s available. You’ve built an identity around accidental relationships.” Setsassanar leaned forward slightly. “Time for the mask to slip free.”
 
   Wodan looked at the strange robots around the throne. Setsassanar seemed to be waiting for a signal, his violet eyes glowing in the blood-light. Wodan wondered if that ancient being was torn between the excitement of finding someone who could break the monotony of endless years, and the old habit of needing nothing but mechanical servants. None of this felt strange to Wodan. He cast his gaze downward, overwhelmed by the feeling that he had encountered someone, finally, who could see into him - and could demand only that he exist as himself.
 
   The Master of the Tower, Setsassanar the Ancient, sat back in his seat. His patience was at an end. “Wodan!” he said. “The time for games has passed. Will you abandon your lands and your friends and follow me and learn my teachings?”
 
   Wodan felt his heart beating like a drum, signaling the death of something inside of himself. Veins throbbed in his temple. He could feel the pulse of something new. Wodan approached the throne, then knelt before it.
 
   “Yes,” said Wodan. “I will.”
 
   “Yes, what?”
 
   You knew you couldn’t beat the demons on your own, Wodan thought. You always knew.
 
   “Yes… Master.”
 
   As soon as the words left Wodan’s mouth, images flickered along the black walls. From many angles Wodan saw Dove Langley crouching over the pillows of her prison, saw her watching images of Wodan standing before the throne, kneeling, declaring fealty to this wasteland god. “No!” he heard her shout. “No, Wodan, no!”
 
   Wodan tried to avert his eyes, but could not. Her eyes were wet with tears. He saw his new master, Setsassanar, smile cruelly. The ancient creature laughed quietly, and both of them knew that the pain of the disciple Wodan had only just begun.
 
   


 
   
 
  

Part Three
 
   The Slave
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Sixteen
 
   Entertainer Interlude
 
    
 
    
 
   On the fourth day in Srila, Jarl the Entertainer went to the Temple of the Summons. He felt eyes on him as he climbed the long gray steps. He had tried to avoid just such a situation by leaving his shiny brass buckles for his belt and boots back at the camp, but apparently his long cape, tall pointed hat, brilliant red scarf, and twisted staff of oak were enough to make him stand out. The orange robes at the gate nodded silently and a young monk, little more than a toddler, led him within. The boy waited patiently as he paused to gape at the winding halls of stone and columns that ascended into darkness.
 
   Finally they came to the office of the High Priest, with its long rows of new and ancient texts. Immediately he was taken by a memory of when he was first allowed within the inner circles of the Entertainers – a basement in Pontius filled with books and cared for by a few men and women who had sworn that they would face starvation rather than sell even a single book for pulp. After living in the Valley he had seen many such libraries, but the knowledge that all this could be lost so easily never left him. Would the demons someday gather in this land and turn this library into a tomb? Would ancient culture be replaced with guttural howls, then silence? But even if not demons, what if…
 
   Jarl looked about and saw that he was alone. “Boy!” he called.
 
   Silently the boy returned from the hall.
 
   “Boy, what will happen to these records when the soldiers come into the Temple?”
 
   The boy looked at him quizzically.
 
   “Shouldn’t they be hidden?” said Jarl. “Aren’t you afraid that… well…”
 
   “Can’t you see?” said the boy. “The books are already burning.”
 
   After a moment, Jarl nodded.
 
   “I forgot,” said the boy. “Down the hall – that way – there is a window over a private garden far below. You can use the window for a bathroom.”
 
   “Thank you,” said Jarl, nodding again.
 
   With practiced discipline Jarl ignored the need to pore over unknown documents and instead gathered a collection of copies of the Leather Book, also called the Book of the Red, so that he could find what he hoped were early, unedited version of the Book of Job, also called Suffering.
 
   Jarl was well acquainted with the story. It appeared as a strange aside within the larger pseudo-historical mythological account in the Book of the Red, but the Entertainers believed that the Book of Job was far older than the other tales. As far as they were concerned, it was one of the oldest recorded stories in all the world, and was far older than the Ancients themselves.
 
   According to the tale, an older man, Job, had a large family, great wealth, and prestige. He was also incredibly pious. (Jarl noted with some interest that the being called Ghost throughout much of the Leather Book was referred to as the Lord, or simply God, in the Book of Job.) Job was so pious that the Lord held him up as an example to his angels. How could he not repay his servant with wealth and good fortune? But one of his angels, the Accuser, asked the immortal question: “Does Job serve for nothing?”
 
   The question is a challenge, and so the Lord gives the Accuser permission to destroy Job’s life in order to test his nature. Fire rains down on his livestock, killing his livelihood. When his family gathers to discuss the matter, a storm knocks the tent over and kills them all. After every affliction Job continues his rituals and says only, “It is the Lord’s will. Thanks be to God.”
 
   Sickness and infection ravages Job’s body. The community shuns Job and casts him out. Alone, in anguish, Job despairs and slices his own flesh with shards of broken pottery.
 
   Several of Job’s friends come to counsel him. The old men cry together, then the friends turn on him with harsh counsel. They reason that Job must have sinned in order to bring such disaster. Job is adamant that he is without blame, and in many poetic passages he describes all the horror that has been done to him without reason. The friends continue on, describing their God as a god of justice. They say that the universe is upheld by a rational karmic economy in which evil is repaid with evil and good is repaid with good. If the Lord is not just, they reason, then the world is uninhabitable by human beings. But Job will not back down from his position that he is blameless, and that if he could, he would bring his claims before God Himself.
 
   Near the end of the tale, God comes down in a great wind. With the voice of the storm the Lord confronts Job, saying, “Who are you to judge Me?” The Lord doesn’t speak of justice, or right, or wrong, but about the wonders of nature, of all the mysteries of the workings of the creation of which Job is only a small part. Can Job count the grains of sand? Can Job open up the frigid storehouses of snow? Can Job plumb the depths of the sea, or pluck the stars from the sky? If not, then he should lay aside his belief in righteousness, especially his own, and accept that the world does not turn about his Throne of Troubles. Justice, as conceived by man, does not exist. In the end, Job has even the comfort of his own delusions taken from him. Utterly broken, he repents that he ever questioned the Lord his God.
 
   Jarl ignored the tacked-on ending in which Job is suddenly granted more wealth and a more attractive family; no doubt it was added due to the largely inexplicable nature of the story. Like the world itself, it was without morals. It was a poem about senseless, endless suffering, and good and evil could only be appended by man after the fact.
 
   Like a man in a daze, Job wandered to the distant window in order to relieve himself. He considered that the main reason he had been drawn to the Book of Job was its description of two mythical beasts. As God lays out the grand workings of nature, he mentions Behemoth, a legendary beast that roamed the land, and Leviathan, a terrifying creature that ruled the sea. They were mythical representations of creation and her inexplicable nature of which Job, and all his troubles, were only a minor manifestation. Jarl was shocked that several older copies of the Book of the Red went to great pains to “reveal” the true identities of the Behemoth and Leviathan, as if cataloging an animal that could easily be driven to extinction was somehow more important than grappling with the nature of reality as presented by myth. But that was typical of most men, who avoided the terror of the grand mystery they were born into by labeling and categorizing the minor things they encountered.
 
   As Jarl leaned out from the window and pissed into the narrow, shaded garden, he knew that he was utterly disappointed. He had been hoping that the third mythical beast, the emblem of his order, would be included in at least one of the copies of the Book of Job. It was not. Just as his kind had been forced to live in the shadows and the depths, so too had the third and secret mythical beast been edited out from that most ancient record of suffering.
 
   Then an idea struck him. A new area of research presented itself.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   That same day, Zachariah found Jarl eating voraciously over an old woman’s large bin of soup. Before Zachariah could get a word in, the Entertainer began talking his ear off about suffering and the need to rub a magical animal on one’s self in order to alleviate suffering, or something to that nature. Before he could ask for clarification, Jarl dashed off as if in flight from Vallier Enforcers.
 
   Loneliness struck Zachariah. Naarwulf and Yarek were hopeless, both being mindless simpletons, and even Magog was good for little once various artistic techniques were discussed, which could be done within one half-hour. Of course Haginar was nowhere to be found. And with Wodan gone, Jarl was the only close companion that he could talk to. But Zachariah felt a deep dread about investigating the Temple of the Summons, as if meeting Globulus by accident would bring about a series of events that would result in his forced ejection from Srila and thus an end to any further exploration.
 
   He knew that he would have to wander the village, but so far he had met only mindless devotees of simple philosophies and groundless, quarrelsome religions. The wonder of it all wore off quickly. Zachariah decided that he would need a nap in order to strengthen himself for what could be a dreary, lonely search.
 
   Zachariah was shaken from his bedroll by Jarl.
 
   “Good!” said Zachariah. “I was hoping we could talk about-”
 
   “No time for that!” said Jarl. “Listen! I’ve been reading about the Redeemer. Did you know-”
 
   “Yes, yes,” said Zachariah, rising, already bored. “The miracles, the cross, the nails, I’ve heard it before.”
 
   Jarl shook his head violently. “Zachariah, there is an astounding number of different versions of that very story in the Temple’s library!” He paused, waiting for some sort of realization to knock him over.
 
   “Of course there are,” said Zachariah. “It’s a large, old library. Probably has records from all sorts of sects. We had half a dozen sects in Hargis, feuding constantly. So what’s-”
 
   “But Zachariah, many of the differing accounts in the library are new. Not old, man, new. And I could almost swear that many of them seem to take place in this very land!”
 
   Zachariah sighed. “Have you not seen all the black robes wandering around here? What do you think they do with all their time? I’m sure they make new copies and variations all the time.”
 
   “Do they? Do they, Zach? Do they strike you as the creative type?” Jarl suddenly seized Zachariah by his shirt. “What if those accounts, each so different, each seemingly taking place in this holy land, but each one beginning with a virgin birth and ending in a violent execution, are pointing to some kind of repeating, ritualized event that happens here, in Srila?”
 
   Jarl was shouting by the end of his tirade. Zachariah put his hands around Jarl’s wrists, saying, “Aren’t you the one who’s always moaning about people mistaking myth for literal history?”
 
   “Zachariah!” someone shouted. Turning, they saw Naarwulf approaching, his chest puffed out as if anticipating violence. “Zachariah, what are you doing to Jarl? You leave that man alone! I’ll have none of your craziness out here in public!”
 
   “But I didn’t-”
 
   Jarl released Zachariah and jogged back toward the Temple of the Summons. Before Zachariah could explain himself to Naarwulf, the old dogman waved his hand and turned away, satisfied that the matter was over.
 
   Fool! thought Zachariah. Does he think I’m going to sharpen my teeth on idiotic Entertainers before I attack his precious High Priest?
 
   With his nap ruined, Zachariah wandered into the village.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Ktari soldiers stood like rain-soaked statues at every corner, glaring with dull eyes. The doors and windows of every house seemed to be shut. He began to wonder if the military had made some kind of draconian declaration. He cast the theory out when he remembered that he had seen plenty of villagers freely moving about at the foot of the steps leading to the Temple. Eventually he heard a commotion at the far end of the village.
 
   He came to a large open area filled with people shouting at one another. Dozens of San Ktari soldiers crouched atop thatched rooftops, watching but making no move to interfere. Rather than force his way through the crowd, Zachariah climbed atop a cart filled with cucumbers. Across a sea of heads, he saw that the center of the square was dominated by a large fountain, which had run dry perhaps years ago and was decorated with ancient, faceless statues. The fountain was being used like a stage by wild-looking, almost primitive people shouting and preaching. His curiosity quickly waned when he realized that all the commotion was merely another religious squabble in a land defined by the noise of religion, but then he saw that several groups of black robes were watching from the periphery. Their expressions were bloodless and sour. It was clear to him that they were thinking of violence. Seeing a path through the crowd, he stepped over the mound of cucumbers and climbed down from the cart.
 
   Different preachers from the same group shouted different things at the crowd. 
 
   “They’ve taken your temple!” shouted one preacher, a man with a beard as wiry as a bird’s nest. “You feed them, and in return they circumcise your little boys!”
 
   “Why live under the shadow of that temple, that old tomb?” shouted another preacher, a woman wearing necklaces filled with herbs, bones, and rocks. “Your visionaries are a joke to them! They’ll never acknowledge you or discuss your visions. The only vision they see is their own!”
“Ever wonder how the black robes can get along with the orange robes?” said another. “When all you want is control, it’s easy to get along with someone who never challenges you!”
 
   Still another preacher, who looked more like a wild-eyed barbarian than a monk, shouted, “Why does the High Priest hold the leash of the Cognati when foreign soldiers are here? You think those soldiers aren’t scouting for your boys? Or worse, for your girls?!”
 
   As Zachariah passed through the crowd, a man with wispy hair shouted at the preachers, “What of the Redeemer’s laws? The Temple keeps them! And our history! The High Priest and the Temple keep them safe!”
 
   “Temple of the Summons?” said Zachariah, making sure the man saw his look of scorn as he passed by. “What do they summon besides your tithe money?”
 
   Strong fingers grabbed his arm. He turned and saw a beautiful woman with blond hair, pale lips, and intense eyes that ripped away his mask of scorn. He could tell, by her pale green and white dress and the flowers in her hair, that she was one of the strange preachers. He had not expected to meet any of them walking in the crowd.
 
   The woman glanced at the wispy-haired man. “The Temple of the Summons is a shadow cast by a form. The form is the idea of control. All recorded history is a fabrication. Accept that, and you’ll lose a burden you never knew you carried.”
 
   As soon as her eyes returned to Zachariah, he thought of High Priest Globulus. Her words made him consider how his journey had been ruined by the idea that he had to do something to Globulus, either confront him or kill him, based on hearsay he had heard in Hargis and carried with him for all these years.
 
   “You’re right,” Zachariah said quietly. He nodded to the preachers on the fountain. “These people… they’re your family?”
 
   The woman smiled. “Even the idea of family is just another ploy for control. Leave yours and come with us.”
 
   Zachariah choked. Several thoughts pulled him in different directions. He removed the woman’s hand from his arm, then looked about guiltily, thinking that somehow Haginar would see him interacting with the woman. Similar things had happened on other occasions.
 
   “Who are you?” he finally said.
 
   “We’re from the Deepest Vale. We’ve come to spread the word.”
 
   “Word of what?”
 
   “That the son of God has come to the world.”
 
   The noise of the crowd seemed to recede in the distance. Zachariah was overwhelmed by the woman’s quiet force of character. Again he looked to make sure Haginar was not watching.
 
   “I’m Yardalen,” she said. “In a few days we’ll return to the Deepest Vale. Why don’t you leave everything and come with us?”
 
   “Fine,” he said. He was unsure why he was so quick to agree, but then reasoned that it would at least relieve his boredom.
 
   “Good,” said Yardalen. “Then the son of God will meet you there.”
 
   “Son of…?”
 
   “Of God. He was born of a virgin, he has no father but the Father of all creation, he performs miracles, and he says nothing but truth.” Yardalen walked away. Turning back suddenly, she added, “And he’s my husband!”
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Seventeen
 
   Robots, Friends
 
    
 
    
 
   Wodan woke in a plush bed in his room within the Tower. He studied the pale orange walls, lingering on memories still cloaked in sleep. A squat, wide opening gave view to the desert outside, bright and mostly drained of color; dim ochre sand, vast expanse of white sky, horizon stretching out in a long, hazy line.
 
   Wodan remembered his exhaustion the day before, how Master Setsassanar guided him to this room, saying, “Rest, son. Don’t worry. No more tricks, no more tests for now. Tomorrow your training begins.” Wodan had protested weakly, then given in to sleep.
 
   Besides Capricornus, which was laid across the window sill, Wodan’s possessions were gone. He wore only a simple garb of starched white linen and a pair of soft white slippers, and had no idea how the things had been put on him. As he looked at the wasteland from his window, a door opened and the robot servant shuffled in bearing a tray. Wodan propped himself up on the windowsill and the robot set his tray before him, a meal of amber liquid in a clear glass decanter, and several rows of yellowish-brown cubes laid on a glass plate.
 
   The robot shuffled away, then opened another door and directed Wodan’s gaze inward. An elaborate toilet sat inside.
 
   “Thanks,” said Wodan. “That’ll save me from having to use the window.”
 
   The robot shuffled out. Wodan felt slightly nervous, but beyond that he felt nothing besides a sort of psychic cleanliness. It was as if he had cast off a burden of worries that had grown heavy over many years.
 
   Have I really abandoned everything so easily? he wondered.
 
   He felt of his wrist that had been broken only a dozen hours before. It was fully mended.
 
   The cubes were very tasty, a sort of salty, synthetic herb mixture with a surprising variety of texture. The liquid was warm and sweet; his thoughts sharpened, and he could tell that it was laced with some sort of stimulant.
 
   Once finished, Wodan opened the door leading out of his room and saw Setsassanar sitting alone in a long white hall. He sat on a bench, turned sideways, and Wodan immediately thought of a family member waiting to hear the status of a sick patient in a hospital. The Master was dressed in black garb similar to Wodan’s. He turned and smiled, seeming genuinely pleased.
 
   “How long have you been waiting there?” said Wodan.
 
   “Over thirty years now,” said Setsassanar, rising. “Come.” Wodan caught sight of an emblem of a dragon on his breast.
 
   The two walked side by side, past long windows opening onto the wasteland.
 
   “Where are we going?” said Wodan.
 
   “If we’re to acquaint you with your new home, you must meet its inhabitants.”
 
   New home! thought Wodan.
 
   “There are nine robots here, young apprentice. You must meet them all, and learn their relation to you.”
 
   Setsassanar stopped by a door of white wood, then they entered a wide, circular chamber. The floors and walls were all dark blue marble, and the high ceiling was upheld with white pillars streaked with blue. Wodan had the sense that they were walking around inside a living crystal. In the center of the room was a short pedestal, and on it sat a white orb lined with glittering blue veins.
 
   “Slave Circuit,” said Setsassanar, lifting his eyes.
 
   “Yes, Master?” said a disembodied, feminine voice.
 
   “This is my son, the apprentice Wodan. Greet him. You two will be working closely together.”
 
   “Greetings, Wodan,” said the voice.
 
   “Hello, Slave Circuit,” said Wodan, feeling a little self-conscious.
 
   Setsassanar turned to Wodan. “As for the first robot... we will come to him last. But this is the second robot. She is called Slave Circuit, and she has many functions. She provides upkeep to the Tower, routes solar-generated power, acts as a storehouse for data, and coordinates all of the nanomachines as well as the Scry and Mirror programs, which you will become acquainted with soon enough.”
 
   Wodan nodded to the shining orb. “Is that her, there?”
 
   “Oh no,” said Setsassanar. “Robot Number Two runs throughout the entire Tower. This orb is a terminal. I had it shaped so that you could interact with her. I need no terminal, as I am connected with her directly.”
 
   Wodan walked around the room, eyeing the orb terminal. “You call it ‘she’. Does it have a personality?”
 
   “No, it does not. I have purposely limited her capabilities. However, she is a close cousin to the computer program which you encountered in the seed-cave in the Black Valley, in the place you called the Cave of the Ancients. That program did have a personality, of sorts. I suspect that it went... insane... by the time you encountered it.”
 
   “It served its purpose,” said Wodan, stopping suddenly.
 
   “That it did. As must we all. Come along.”
 
   “Goodbye, Slave Circuit,” said Wodan.
 
   “Be seeing you,” said the feminine voice.
 
   They left by another door and entered a black hallway. The servant robot shuffled up to them with a smoking, dripping torch, and Wodan laughed at his down-turned face.
 
   “And here is Robot Number Three,” said Setsassanar. “He is the first robot that I built after establishing this place. He is called Yohei, named after a humble, cowardly farmer in an old story. He is my butler, and while Slave Circuit is more than capable of assuming all responsibilities for cleaning and maintenance, I keep Yohei around because he provides company and amusement. He will gladly follow any simple commands you see fit to give.”
 
   Yohei, the third robot, turned his sad face up to his master, then regarded the torch, then turned his eyes to the ground.
 
   “Yohei,” said Setsassanar, and Wodan saw the robot’s shoulders jerk slightly. “This is my son, Wodan. You are to accept level-one commands from him so long as they don’t interfere with my own.”
 
   The robot nodded lamely, seemingly tired.
 
   “What does that mean?” said Wodan.
 
   “He will clean up after you, or fetch things for you, or feed you as you like. He will even protect you, so long as I am not in danger myself. Come along.”
 
   “Is he strong?”
 
   “Not really. But he has a few tricks up his sleeve.”
 
   The three walked down the dark hallway, then entered a wide chamber with white, padded floors and walls of pale brown wood. Hundreds of wicked hand-to-hand weapons lined the walls - swords of all sizes, heavy axes, curved and serrated daggers, poles tipped with various blades, long coiled whips, rusted chains, clubs run through with nails. In the center of the room stood the very same robot that Wodan had fought and destroyed. Its white and black-edged body was whole. It stood at attention with hands clasped behinds its back, the smiling mask staring ahead at nothing.
 
   “Do not be alarmed,” said Setsassanar. “This is Robot Number Four, the training model. It will not attack unless ordered to do so. You have overcome it once, but in the coming days you will smash it hundreds, thousands of times. It is programmed for many forms of combat and can handle all of the weapons you see here, as well as a few more.” Setsassanar circled the serene creature as he explained. “It can be set to perform at various levels: Strength, tenacity, grace, speed, planning - all of these variables can be changed.”
 
   “I have to fight this thing again?” said Wodan. Deep dread coiled in his gut. It was physically far more powerful than any demon or dogman he had ever faced.
 
   “If you want to unlock your potential,” said Setsassanar, “and have any interest in saving your species from extinction at the hands of devils, then you will fight it over and over and over again, at ever-increasing levels of difficulty.”
 
   “My species?” said Wodan.
 
   Setsassanar smiled, then continued on.
 
   The next chamber was colored in shades of purple, full of draperies and thick, black carpets. Flowered prints in a style he had never seen decorated the walls. A round, garish bed dominated the chamber. The female robot, with a wig of rough red hair and red-painted face, lounged in a reclining chair and surveyed the two.
 
   “This is Robot Number Five,” said Setsassanar. “SexBot.”
 
   “Suh... sex... bot?”
 
   “Yes. I placed her chamber next to the training room. Think of her as a reward after a long day of training!”
 
   Wodan realized his jaw was hanging slack. “I’m supposed to have sex with a robot?”
 
   “It’s no different from masturbation. You don’t pace around the room in an existential crisis before you do that, do you? The truth of the matter is that nothing helps clear the mind like this friendly little machine.” Setsassanar’s face was without expression, as if explaining something to a child.
 
   “Isn’t that a little... strange?” said Wodan, looking back and forth between his Master and the metallic concubine.
 
   “Strange! You know better than most that life is strange, Wodan! Biological organisms are prey to all sorts of bizarre emergent properties that come about from coupling sexual impulses with conscious awareness.”
 
   “Huh.”
 
   “Ah, I see. It’s been quite some time since you engaged in the act. If you’d like, I can climb on her right now, and show you how it’s done...”
 
   “No, no,” said Wodan, stifling a laugh. “I can probably remember the basics. But, still.”
 
   Robot Number Five tilted her head slightly, then covered her mouth as if stifling a yawn.
 
   “Do not worry,” said Setsassanar. “Her insides are quite warm. And while her shell appears metallic, it’s actually padded in a mesh of soft fibers that are yielding to the touch, I assure you.”
 
   “I see...”
 
   “What’s worse?” said Setsassanar, in a firm voice. “A world where people make love to machines, or a world where children are continually born by accident, into poverty and neglect, and are thrust into the hands of resentful parents? Sex should be a conscious decision, Apprentice, and simulacra under our control puts the power of conscious breeding under our control, too.”
 
   Wodan did not doubt the logic of the argument, but he was also disturbed by the fact that Dove Langley was being held hostage somewhere nearby. Still, he wanted to learn and understand more than he wanted confrontation, so he sealed up his unease. “I’ll become used to the concept,” he said finally.
 
   “Then let us move on.”
 
   They passed through many halls until they came to a rounded hallway of black brick lined by many long windows. Just then something flew in from outside, buzzing and clanging loudly as it banged against the opening. Wodan jumped back, shouted, then saw the black robot clamber within the opening, its jet pack humming as it powered down. The robot regarded the two quietly as it crouched above them, the claws of one hand clicking slowly against one another.
 
   “And here is Robot Number Six,” said Setsassanar. “This little creature does my bidding outside the Tower, if I have such a will. Do not bother being friendly toward it. Black has no friends, and is not programmed for communication of any sort.”
 
   “This is the creature,” said Wodan, fuming, “that you used to kidnap Langley.”
 
   “It is. It is armed with a variety of poisoned pellets, stun bullets, and nerve-disabling weapons. It is not built for combat, though; if you attack it, it will only flee.”
 
   The robot clambered down from the window, its wide torso seeming clumsy on skinny legs and arms, then quietly moved into a side passage and disappeared from view.
 
   “Master,” Wodan said suddenly, “what exactly do you intend to do with Langley?”
 
   “We will speak of that later,” said Setsassanar, already moving on. Wodan swallowed his resentment, then followed.
 
   They entered a chamber of rough-hewn gray stone open to the sun, like some kind of medieval solarium. A long white tapestry swayed in the breeze. “As for Robot Number Eight...”
 
   “What about Number Seven?” said Wodan.
 
   “Ah. You’ve been keeping track.” Setsassanar stopped, then smiled strangely. “Black is not the only robot who goes out into the world. That Robot... ah, how to explain? It is not in the Tower now.”
 
   Wodan thought for a moment, then said, “Is it the one who recorded the images I’ve seen played here?”
 
   “No. Slave Circuit does all that using the Scry program. Robot Number Seven is difficult to explain. Perhaps you will meet it someday.” With that, Setsassanar moved on, but Wodan made a mental note that his strange Master must have another creature in the world doing his bidding.
 
   They approached the tapestry on the far wall. It depicted an ancient warrior in armor reminiscent of Won Po’s, but more elaborate and intimidating. A long sword was in his belt, and at his feet crouched a guard dog with bared teeth and gleaming eyes painted in violent strokes.
 
   “This is a metaphorical blueprint for the psyche of Robot Number Eight, which is called Guardian Demon. It alone among the robots I keep separate from myself. It sits in a cage, as it has done for hundreds of years, and analyzes and updates its own combat capabilities. I have placed some limits on its development, but other than that, I leave it be. I have no idea what it thinks and does. Perhaps someday, when you are ready… if you are ever ready… you will go down into its cage and face it.”
 
   “Why? Why not just fight the training robot? Why keep a monster around?”
 
   “Because your life must ultimately be lived outside of any safe zone. If you would truly pit yourself against the demons, you must understand that they are the great Other. No amount of routine training can ever fully prepare you for that. So this Guardian Demon is also an Other.”
 
   Wodan looked at the image of the warrior and the guard dog, wondering what the real thing would be like, then turned his eyes to the windows and the skies beyond. “And Robot Number Nine?” he said.
 
   “A purely theoretical robot,” said the Master, crossing to one of the tall windows. “It would be a self-replicating, complicated machine that, if built, would set out and destroy the flesh demons. If built, it would evolve as it fought, enhance its own capabilities based on failures and victories, and it would fight until the demons were utterly destroyed.”
 
   “What!” said Wodan. “If you’ve the design in mind, then you should build it!”
 
   Setsassanar stopped. “Should I? The only way to guarantee victory over the enemy would be to make the robot capable of unlimited growth, unlimited potential. Such a thing would have to be hard-wired for fast improvement. Evolution on an exponential scale rather than over the span of generations. What would happen, Wodan, if we were to unleash such a thing into the world? Could it be controlled? If such a thing were made, it would eventually become so powerful, so alien, that we would likely not recognize it by the time the genocide was accomplished. The weapon would get out of hand. It could even become something worse than the devils with which we are already familiar.”
 
   Wodan thought for a moment. “I see. You’re saying that it’s better that we do things as you’ve already set out to do. You want to train me to fight devils so that such a beast will never have to be created.”
 
   “I’m going to do more than train you to fight devils, Wodan. I’m going to train you how to live. I’m going to teach you how to walk through Leviathan’s Door using potential which you have no idea that you even possess. No one has ever gone where you are going to go, my Apprentice.” Setsassanar’s violet eyes burned into Wodan’s skull. “I will shape you into a Master of this world. Small men see this Tower on the horizon, and they call me a god. But I am nothing compared to what you can become.”
 
   Wodan felt overwhelmed, and a little scared, and wanted to change the subject. “You’ve gone over all the robots, then, but you skipped the first.”
 
   Setsassanar crossed over to an opening in the wall. He spread his arms, framing his silhouette against deep blue sky.
 
   “You’re looking at it,” said Setsassanar. “This creature before you is Robot Number One.”
 
   “You’re... a robot?”
 
   “A synthetic flesh-and-blood construct that, at the end of every day, dumps its pool of memory data into the reservoirs deep in the Tower. If this one is killed, it can be replaced by another. These can be grown in a matter of weeks.”
 
   “But, Master… where are you, then, if you’re not… not in that body?”
 
   Setsassanar gestured around the room. “I am the Tower itself,” he said. The words sounded hollow and distant. “Long ago I was a single body, like yourself. But when the world was destroyed, I hid within a seed-cave similar to the one in the Black Valley. That cave was alive, Wodan. It grew by feeding on its surroundings, and sustained and oversaw its own development. For hundreds of years I hid within such a place, but I shaped it into a tower. As I developed and grew and forced my mind to expand its limits, I became more and more aware of my limitations. Eventually, I chose to merge with the tower, and became it. My neural network is housed in a special place, but these walls, floors, everything around you, is my body. I feed off solar power and the heat that is in the land surrounding us. All of these robots are connected to my neural network, such that their experience is like my own. My physical brain is very large now... Slave Circuit is kept busy organizing my memory banks so that nothing of importance is lost in such a massive, disorganized cluster. I dream often; there are dark spaces in my awareness, channels for dumping frustrations, or surges of intense and strange longings that no human mind could have prepared me for when I was first made.”
 
   Wodan was shocked on a profound level. “God,” he muttered.
 
   “A more accurate term would be post-human,” said the Master.
 
   Wodan became hyper-aware of the room he was in, the rough-hewn stone, the brilliant light shining through tall windows, and realized that even though it looked like an ancient ruin, it was alive. Then he realized that although they had spent well over an hour that day in exploration, they had never left the single floor on which they started. Even Wodan’s earlier infiltration of the Tower had only uncovered a small portion of its vast area.
 
   I could be like a figment walking around inside his mind right now, thought Wodan. How could a being go through such change and not go insane? Or is he even sane at all? Is there any precedent for such an event? What other sorts of places could there be in this Tower?
 
   “And that’s the very thing,” said Setsassanar. “No one prepared me for such development. My world was destroyed even as I was just beginning to learn about it. It was wiped away by a degenerate race of monsters whose birth I was an unfortunate witness to. Think me a coward for staying here, if you like… only it’s no small thing to save the world when it’s all you can do to keep your sanity together in a world that abhors sanity itself.
 
   “These things you will also have to grapple with, Wodan. There is much about yourself that you do not know. For instance, I will tell you a secret about yourself. It is just this: You are immortal. As the years go by, all of your friends will die, but you will live on. You will watch as their bodies degenerate, as their minds fall apart, but you will be untouched by time. At least, untouched by human standards. Oh, you will change, Wodan, you will change. For you are no longer human. You are a superbeing. Understand that.
 
   “Do you find it bewildering that you are stronger and faster than others? That’s only the tip of the sword, my Apprentice. You think you feel like an outsider now? Give it a few centuries. Wait until your body develops into the image your subconscious hides deep within your soul. Then we will see how vain and clumsy your notion of solitude was when you were a thirty-year-old infant.”
 
   Setsassanar smiled suddenly, then said, “But we won’t dwell on such things. Come along. We must begin your physical training.”
 
   Wodan swallowed in a dry throat. “Of course, Master,” he said.
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Eighteen
 
   Agony Education
 
    
 
    
 
   Setsassanar and Wodan entered a rust-colored room with a barred circular window that showed the vast plain of the wasteland. Many machines sat in this room, all of them lined with chains, pulleys, levers, and heavy iron weights. Dust motes hung lazily in the cylindrical amber beam from the window.
 
   “Here is where your physical training begins,” said Setsassanar. “The simplest form of work is that of moving mass from one place to another. Gravity is the enemy in this. It’s no wonder that men enslave beasts and other men to do such work. The mind continually dreams of rest even as the body becomes acclimated to its task.”
 
   “So I’m going to bulk up in here?” said Wodan, approaching one of the industrial machines.
 
   “Yes and no. You’ve got to become stronger. But the human body is very efficient in terms of storing calories in the form of fat. Muscles require a lot of energy for their upkeep, so the body is quick to break down muscle mass and convert it into fat. If you’re too big, too muscular, your body will torture you with the idea that it wants to be fed more and more. We’ll teach your body that it must do more with less. We’ll break your mind of its old habits of conservation by teaching it that it no longer controls a merely human body. Here, we’ll do some stretches.”
 
   While Wodan imitated the movements and breathing patterns of his Master, he said, “I’ve always had trouble putting on muscle mass. I was always a skinny kid.”
 
   “That’s because your metabolism ran faster and hotter than most humans even before you merged with my genetic blueprint. Now your demands for energy are even greater. You become very tired after exerting yourself, yes?”
 
   “I do.”
 
   “Then that is why we have to train your metabolism. It will never be perfect. Though your body is designed for great strength and speed, there are no ways to cheat the reality of the scarcity of energy. Great output demands great input.”
 
   “Then how can I become strong if my body, or any body, just wants to relax?”
 
   “You’d be surprised at how efficient the human body can become at storing and moving energy. And how much more so, your own body. Come. Get on one of the machines.”
 
   “Which one?”
 
   “Doesn’t matter. And don’t worry about adjusting the weights. I’ll manage that.”
 
   Wodan sat down on one of the strange machines, grabbed hold of its levers, and pushed outward as forcefully as he could. Behind him, a stack of weights rose. As he repeated the process, more weights were added to his stack. He exerted himself until he could do no more, then Setsassanar said, “Next machine.” Without complaint Wodan rose, stumbled to another, and repeated the process.
 
   They went from one machine to the next until Wodan lost track of time. More than an hour must have passed, and though Wodan felt pride as his body bulged, the process was painful, mindless, a tortuous drudgery. Sharp sweat ran through his eyes. He ignored it, blinking the pain away. And always there was the imperious face of the Master, pushing him on.
 
   The sun grew dim and Wodan became like a mindless thing. “That’s good for now,” Setsassanar finally said. “Slave Circuit - a little food. Some water.”
 
   Numb, Wodan stumbled toward an opening on the far wall, where a glass plate and cup slid into view. Wodan wolfed down the salty cubes. “That’s all I get?” he said.
 
   “Believe it or not,” said Setsassanar, “there are some devils in the world so cruel that they will not pause for snack breaks during battle.”
 
   “Very funny. But even during the Smith War, I always carried food with me.”
 
   “And you taught your body that it could glut itself after any exertion. A minute of work followed by a week in repose. Such habits lead to extinction. Come.” Setsassanar signaled and left, and Wodan followed.
 
   They entered the room of wood with its padded mats and rows of weapons. Robot Number Four, the combat training robot, stood at attention. Wodan felt dread as soon as he entered; he was already exhausted. But he did not want to complain, so he said nothing.
 
   It’s just for training, Wodan told himself. The robot won’t fight as hard as before.
 
   “Ready for combat?” said Setsassanar.
 
   “Of course,” said Wodan.
 
   Setsassanar snapped his fingers, and the robot raised its smiling face, then assumed a martial pose and stalked sideways. Wodan took a deep breath, then approached.
 
   The tired sludge of Wodan’s awareness sharpened as he circled the thing. Setsassanar watched in silence.
 
   “Master,” called Wodan, never taking his eyes from the robot. “Aren’t you going to teach me any techniques?”
 
   “What sort of tricks would you like to learn?”
 
   “Well... some sort of fighting style, perhaps.”
 
   “Maybe later. Maybe never. Just worry about winning.”
 
   “But if you-”
 
   With that, the robot leaped and Wodan met it head-on. The two grappled, pushing against one another, and Wodan was forced back. He threw his weight sideways, then slammed his knee into the robot as he disentangled himself. The thing came at him with a flurry of blows. Wodan dodged, then deflected several hammerblows with his forearms. Sharp, stabbing pain radiated through bone and into his elbows. He caught an opening, then stepped in and concentrated a blow into the thing’s sternum. As it rocked backward, Wodan felt his fist grow numb, the fingers dead. The thing was on him again before he could even shake the numbness from his hand.
 
   They danced around one another and traded blows. As the thing’s shell cracked, Wodan felt his own flesh being ground to mush, his bones threatening to break. Without complaint the robot continually advanced. Even when Wodan unleashed blows that would kill a man, he knew that he felt more pain than his metallic foe. His lungs burned, and he felt his movements becoming more and more sluggish. Eventually he gave up on his hands, both raw and numb, and fought with his elbows and knees.
 
   Eventually, as if by some miracle, he noted that the robot’s arms were becoming slow, awkward, their casing broken in many places and joints weakened. In a flash Wodan stepped in, threw the thing to the ground, then put his knee against its back and wrenched its head sideways, snapping its neck. Wodan fell atop the thing, utterly spent.
 
   Setsassanar turned to the far wall. “Three more units,” he said. Wodan watched in horror as a section of the wall slid back and three more Robot Number Fours entered from a dark hallway.
 
   “Master,” Wodan shook his head, “I can’t - I’m exhausted.”
 
   Setsassanar glared at him, reached into a pocket, and produced a cube of food. He tossed it at the floor near Wodan “Pitiful creature!” he said. “Eat it off the floor. When you’re a man, you can sit up and eat like a man.”
 
   Wodan snatched up the thing and ate it, anger constricting his throat as he swallowed. As one of the robots advanced Wodan shouted, “But this isn’t realistic training, Master! Their bodies are too hard! I feel like my hands are going to-”
 
   “Such soft hands!” said Setsassanar. “Like an infant! How have you come so far, only to resign yourself to die at the hands of a mere machine? Get up and fight!”
 
   Wodan forced himself up and backed away from the robot. His exhausted mind whirled, desperate for some argument that would end this torture. “When we fought,” Wodan shouted, “I don’t remember you having hands stronger than steel!”
 
   Setsassanar lightly rapped his knuckles against the wall. “My hands hold you up from the wasteland. No demon dares approach my hands. Now stop complaining!”
 
   The robot dashed forward and its fist snapped out quickly. Wodan felt a hammer against his chest and he hit the ground, breathless. With quick blows the beast kicked in his sides, over and over, until Wodan rolled away as if he were a bag of broken bones. Just then his mind sharpened and he thought, Just who is this person, really? Could I be killed here? Is he too old, too insane, to have any qualms against killing me?
 
   Wodan rolled into a wall and leaned against it as he rose. He reached for the handle of a weapon, then immediately jerked his hand away in pain. The handle had burned like molten steel.
 
   “Damn it!” shouted Wodan, sidestepping away from the approaching robot.
 
   “Only adults should handle weapons,” shouted Setsassanar. “Learn to crawl before you walk.”
 
   Sure that his ribs were fractured, lungs melting with each breath, Wodan threw himself at the terrible robot. The thing flowed around him, cold and implacable, slamming fists into him, jarring his head, bashing his torso. Wodan used his numb hands only to move the opponent around, then attacked with feet and knees until his legs quivered under him like jelly. They raced around one another, clawing at the ground to keep from falling over, the hum of the machine bleeding into his ears, and as he threw himself at the thing in a desperate attempt to bowl it over he felt his mind burning white-hot even as his body overloaded his consciousness with shrieking alarms of pain and imminent self-destruction.
 
   Both hit the ground, and Wodan grappled with the thing. A metal fist shot out and Wodan’s brain was jarred as the blow connected with his mouth, smashing his lips against broken teeth. Wodan doggedly grappled with the thing’s head as he laid atop it, watching his own blood splatter against the robot’s jerking, featureless face.
 
   Finally the thing’s head came off in his hands and he jerked backwards, pulling out a wet, metallic spinal cord. The monster twitched under him. Gasping for air and choking on his own blood, he turned his rage on Setsassanar and flung the head and spine at him.
 
   “Enough!” shouted Setsassanar, spinning and catching the thing easily, eyes wide. “That’s enough, Wodan! Rest! Rest now!”
 
   Wodan could not have done otherwise. He laid on the robot, one eye sealed shut, the other staring at his purple swollen hands, his fingers like fat sausages. Blood clung to his mouth, a thin line shivering with each breath. His mouth was full of something like glass and hot syrup.
 
   Suddenly the Master was beside him, kneeling, a hand on his shoulder. “It’s alright, Wodan. That’s enough for today.”
 
   “Could... have... killed... me!”
 
   “I’m not trying to kill you, Wodan. I’m trying to force you into being born.”
 
   Wodan was still alarmed, but Setsassanar’s voice was reassuring all the same. He rolled away from the robot and pain washed over him. Minutes passed and Wodan was dimly aware of Yohei shuffling about. The servant rearranged its shattered brothers on the ground, lining them alongside one another, placing ruined heads next to stumps of necks.
 
   Wodan jerked awake. The blood on the ground was cold. He could breathe once again, and his hands were painfully raw but no longer swollen. “Come,” said Setsassanar. “I want to show you something.”
 
   Setsassanar helped Wodan to his feet, then held him up and led him from the room. As they left, Wodan saw Yohei staring down at the two broken robots. They shook slightly, bodies reforming. Setsassanar led him to a small circular chamber. A door shut behind them, and as the room hummed Wodan understood that they were in an elevator and were rising rapidly. The roof slid open and suddenly they stood at the very roof of the Tower.
 
   The Tower was narrower at its peak than at its base. The sky was pitch black with stars shining more sharply than Wodan had ever seen. He realized that he must have slept on the floor of the training room for much of the day. Setsassanar led him to the edge and Wodan saw mist coiling like a serpent’s nest far below. Beyond the mist, the gray earth stretched out in a circle all around, calloused with mountains of scar tissue. The horizon was not flat but rounded. The world, for all its vastness, seemed a small place from this great height.
 
   “Why isn’t it cold?” said Wodan.
 
   “I’m generating heat for us.”
 
   Wodan could feel heat radiating up through his bare feet, having lost his slippers in the fight. He looked down at his white clothes, now torn to shreds and spattered with crusted brown blood. He looked at the world once more. He realized that it was lit only by the pale half-moon.
 
   “I don’t see any other lights,” said Wodan. “Where are the other cities? Even the camp, down below...”
 
   “Insignificant at this height.” Setsassanar paused for a while, then said, “It’s not a world. Not yet, it isn’t. It’s only a medium, an empty field waiting to be seeded. Pure potentiality waiting to be created.”
 
   Wodan was touched by a sense of emptiness. “Have you come up here... many times?”
 
   “I am always here. Always waiting, waiting. Just as the top of your head is called your temple, so this place is also my temple.” Setsassanar extended his hand to the outer expanse. “I know this is difficult for you, Wodan, but I can give you this world. All of it can be yours. If you want it.”
 
   Despite his exhaustion, Wodan felt a quiet swelling in his breast. The air tasted rich and sharp. Though exhausted, he no longer felt as if he needed to be hospitalized and cared for. Wodan cast his eyes to the field of stars. He nodded.
 
   Footsteps sounded and then Yohei was among them bearing a tray of food. Bowls filled with colored noodles, balls of protein-rich organic matter, and something like mushrooms. They sat and passed a jug of cold water between them as they watched the land and the night.
 
   Wodan felt as if Setsassanar would speak, but when he did not, Wodan grew impatient. “Master,” he said, “why not create an army of superbeings to fight the flesh demons?”
 
   “Do you remember what you have learned of them? That they are a half-species, that they mix their genes with other species in order to create their varied offspring?”
 
   Wodan nodded.
 
   “Then we must be mindful of the nature of the enemy. Now, only a handful of superbeings walk the earth. You, me, and the Engels. If we create more superbeings, it would increase the chance that the demons would mingle with superhuman beings and create a strain of hyperdevils. If that happened, we would find ourselves in a world much worse than this one. After an orgy of violence, demons would glut themselves on our corpses and inherit this unborn world. As it is, the demons are forming into armies and going on a rampage. But men, too, can be formed into armies… with superhuman generals at their head. Can you imagine such a thing, Wodan? The demons could be confronted directly. Their armies shattered. Their stance weakened. And, eventually, their homes within the earth put to the torch.”
 
   “So even if we can get the other superbeings on our side, we’ll still need normal humans to do most of the work?”
 
   “They’ll need to cooperate,” he said, nodding. “They’ll have their part, and you’ll have yours. Which brings me to the matter of your philosophical training. You’ll need to be initiated into the ways of Leviathan. You need a working knowledge of the left-hand path.”
 
   Wodan caught a fleeting memory of Pelethor, a man he had met and killed in Pontius years ago. The words seemed familiar, but it was difficult to remember.
 
   “Wodan, do you remember the religion you were taught in your youth? That of the Redeemer? And the Holy Series, which in the wasteland takes the form of the Book of the Red?”
 
   “I remember it. It comes from the same root-religion which created the Ugly.”
 
   “I know you’ve spent time with Entertainers. Do you remember the two great beasts? Those found in the oldest of all the old stories?”
 
   “Behemoth and Leviathan,” said Wodan. “Every time Jarl gets drunk, he goes on about them.”
 
   Setsassanar cast his eyes far away. “One man’s outlandish fable is, of course, powerful mythic poetry to another. I wonder, did you ever consider that the strength of Behemoth, the beast of the earth, represents the strength of laborers? Those that till the earth and live by the sweat of their brow. You have your roots among them, Wodan, and a lot of their habits. That’s nothing to be ashamed of. We can make use of that. But it’s your destiny, Wodan, to join the ranks of the Leviathan.”
 
   Wodan became uncomfortable. He thought of his parents, and the value of knowing one’s place and working without complaint. Setsassanar must have sensed this, because he laid his eyes on Wodan. “Wodan, you no longer have anything in common with the common man. You will become a member of the ruling class.”
 
   Setsassanar continued. “Leviathan is the great serpent of the deep, the terrifying primal depths where no thing that lives in the light of day can go. His power is the power of the mind and force of will. Leviathan represents the rulers. And he must, Wodan, he must be a predator.
 
   “There are no gaps between Leviathan’s scales. Unlike the beast that roams the land, Leviathan must be inflexible. His inflexibility prevents the weak from gaining admittance and possibly corrupting the entire structure.”
 
   “But I’m already a leader,” said Wodan. “I’m the king of a nation.”
 
   “A nation of anarchy where the citizens do as they will while the world slides into extinction.”
 
   “You don’t agree with my politics.”
 
   “Whether I do or do not, my opinion does not matter. What I do know is that the world does not have much time left. Not much time left at all. How you govern your nation is up to you, but the way you deal with humanity as a whole must be hardened, sharpened to a fine point. Sometimes spreading happiness in your wake only weakens the lives you touch. You have done this unconsciously, and I do not fault you for it. But the time for sleep-walking is over. You must wake up if you want to end this nightmare we are trapped in.
 
   “There are two systems of morality, Wodan. One of those systems is beloved by all. It is given from father to son. It is considered to be good and kind and forthright. It turns the other cheek even in the face of outrageous injustice. It is the morality you were born into. It is necessary that the majority of men follow it in order for any nation to sustain itself. It is the “right hand path”, the path most commonly used.
 
   “But the other path, the despised path, the “left hand path”, is now your path. Honesty, kindness, decency – these are only means in a set of tools that we must round out. You must learn dishonesty, cruelty, and a mode of behavior focused on accomplishment.”
 
   “It sounds like you want me to behave like a psychopath,” said Wodan, drawing away.
 
   “No. A psychopath is an automaton. A sleep-walker continually dishonest with himself. Of course, you will have to use others as tools to your own ends, but you will do so in service to your species. A psychopath takes what he wants and sleeps the sleep of the dead because he has no conscience to bother him. You, on the other hand, will lie awake at night while others sleep, never sure if you have done enough in your war against demonkind… and always, always planning how to use others in that very same war, ruining individual lives even as you assure the safety of the whole. We must make your shoulders strong and broad enough to carry the weight of sin that others are simply not equipped to carry.”
 
   Setsassanar grew quiet. Wodan could think of nothing to say. He felt a sort of vague disgust. He wanted to be free and to help others be free. But he also knew, from fighting the corrupt leaders of Haven, from fighting the Ugly and the Coil, from fighting the dogmen, from fighting the Smiths, and from fighting the demons, that there was something in him that drove him further than others. Others watched atrocities and were outraged, but their goodness shackled their hands with chains of fear. But nothing had ever stopped him. No man or beast ever stood in his path for long before it found itself crushed under his heel. Wodan could not argue with his harsh Master because, deep beneath his discomfort, he felt only the recurring thought that this strange, enigmatic superbeing could give him the world.
 
   Finally Wodan came out of his thoughts. “You wear an image of a dragon on your breast,” he said.
 
   “I do.”
 
   “A symbol of Leviathan?”
 
   “Yes... and no. Literally, it’s just an image, a reminder of an old friend long gone from this world.”
 
   “Your friend was a serpent?” said Wodan, rising suddenly.
 
   “Yes,” said Setsassanar, rising as well. “A member of the Leviathan. But he was murdered and I was exiled. But now the world is dying for that act, and it requires our return if it is to survive at all.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The next day began with more strength training. Wodan’s body was sore, but not nearly as sore as he thought it should be after taking such a severe beating. The Master mostly remained silent.
 
   “There are wires trailing from the machines into the floor,” said Wodan, finishing a set and flicking sweat onto the wall. “What are they for?”
 
   “To conduct motive power,” said Setsassanar. “I don’t want your calories completely wasted in this dull room. As you move the weights, some of the kinetic energy is diverted to my own storage systems.”
 
   Wodan moved to another machine, feeling his bulging arms as he walked. “Surely I’m not generating that much energy?”
 
   Setsassanar shrugged. “If you want to be the master of your own domain, you have to be prepared. I can’t ask anyone for help. I ran through my thorium reserves years ago, when I was young and foolish. I don’t waste anything these days. You’ll learn, too, how to quit throwing your energy away.”
 
   “Do I?”
 
   Setsassanar sighed. “Speak to the next weight machine, not to me. I’ve nothing to tell you now.”
 
   Wodan wondered if Setsassanar was disappointed in him. Surely he had done well enough fighting the robots yesterday? He thought of keeping his silence, but as he pushed against the weights his mind wandered and he heard himself speak. “Are you going to tell me more about the world that made you? About the Ancients?”
 
   “Such demands! Patience.”
 
   Setsassanar directed Wodan to the door that led to the combat training room. At once Wodan felt dread. “You’re not ready to hear of those things,” said Setsassanar. “The canvas must be stretched before I apply my paint. Come.”
 
   Wodan fought Robot Number Four again, then again, until his body was beaten nearly as badly as the day before, and his mind was whipped ragged by adrenaline and anger. Still, in all the torture, the Master offered no wise words and no helpful assistance. Forcing his face from the ground so that he could glare at the old tyrant, Wodan shouted, “I’m not doing any better than before! How can I learn to fight if you don’t teach me!”
 
   “You threw yourself at the machines with less fear than you did before,” said Setsassanar. “I would say you have already learned something. And both models fought harder than yesterday. Did you not notice?”
 
   Wodan wiped blood from one eye where his brow hung open. “All I noticed was pain!”
 
   “Then I suppose you have a lot to learn, Apprentice.”
 
   Wodan forced himself to his feet, legs shaking. Frustration thrashed about in his chest. “Take me to Dove Langley,” he said. “I want to see her!”
 
   “SexBot is in the next room, if you recall.”
 
   “I don’t want to have sex with some machine! I want to talk to Langley so I know you aren’t treating her like you’re treating me.”
 
   “Again, patience.”
 
   Wodan paused while he caught his breath. “You’ll let me see her? Soon?”
 
   “If I think you’ve earned it - yes.”
 
   Wodan stifled the sense of protest welling in him. Yohei shuffled forward with a few salty cubes on a tray, and Wodan ate in silence.
 
   I’ve got to stop these outbursts, thought Wodan. Both today and yesterday I got frustrated and made demands... but that only makes me look like a child in his eyes!
 
   Wodan munched the cubes. He stared down at Yohei’s comically pathetic face, then at the broken fighters on the floor. And it is childish of me. I came so far looking for a master, looking for someone who could show me how to become what I have the potential to be… and then I whine about it being too difficult. I complain when the rewards don’t come quickly enough.
 
   Then Wodan realized that he was eating standing up. Yesterday he had eaten off the floor.
 
   “I’m sorry for complaining,” said Wodan. “It won’t happen again.”
 
   Setsassanar smiled. It was the first time Wodan had seen him smile since that day’s training had begun.
 
   “Shall I fight again?” he said, ignoring the fear that Setsassanar would comply despite the fact that Wodan was badly in need of rest.
 
   “No. I don’t want to damage any of your internal organs. Time is short. Instead, I think you’ve earned a reward.”
 
   “Like what?” Wodan watched as Yohei dragged the fallen fighters about until their broken limbs were aligned properly.
 
   “Let’s view a drama.”
 
   “Like a story?”
 
   Setsassanar ignored the question and led Wodan through a darkened hallway. They came to the crystalline blue room that housed the glowing orb.
 
   “This is what you called the terminal port, for... various computer programs,” said Wodan.
 
   Two plush pillows sat on either side of the orb. The blue streaks within glowed softly, as if awaiting an audience.
 
   “Slave Circuit,” said Setsassanar, “bring up the Scry program.” At once the orb hummed with activity, then the walls shifted in color. An image came into focus all around them: A pale desert with clouds of sand raking across its surface. “We will watch a drama about two wasteland kings who stood against one another.”
 
   “This technology! It’s amazing!”
 
   “As is the story. But you already know how it begins.”
 
   “I do?”
 
   “You should. It’s about your own apprentice.” Setsassanar smiled wickedly.
 
   Wodan’s guts coiled around a knot. Then realization dawned on him. He laughed, feigning a carefree attitude. “You’re going to show me that old fool Barkus! Whatever plot of ground did he end up in?”
 
   Setsassanar placed his hands on the orb terminal, then said, “We’ll review... six days ago.”
 
   As light shifted on the face of the orb, the images on the wall flowed, broke, reformed. Wodan saw the dark entrance of a cave. Slayers with torches entered. Barkus stumbled slightly at the entrance, fearful and apprehensive. Wodan saw himself enter, his great sword strapped to his back. His eyes looked hard, his shining face unreadable. Even without the dank smell of that place, the sounds and images from strange night brought back the feeling. The sense of imminent destiny, of completion. The feeling of a cleansing act that fulfilled a man’s need for violent justice.
 
   In the Scry recording Wodan commanded, “Sit down,” then ignored the old man as he fumbled about in the torchlight, looking for a place to sit. The Slayers, two meat-faced men with beards, heavy brows and sharp eyes, dropped their gear and leaned against the wall on either side of the entrance. Wodan felt about his belongings and finally drew out paper and writing utensils.
 
   It was shocking to see his own face like a quiet storm, and to see Barkus peering at him, obviously in terror, his mangled mouth working lamely. The two Slayers casually lit up small, thin cigars and watched the old man with detached disinterest.
 
   They’re so non-regimented, thought Wodan. You wouldn’t think they were some of my best fighters.
 
   “What... what will you... do with me?” said Barkus. He seemed out of breath.
 
   “Write down your life story,” said Wodan, quickly licking the end of a pen before dipping it in ink. “What little of it that’s left, that is.”
 
   “My... st-story?”
 
   “Yes. A record of your crimes, Barkus. Please, begin.”
 
   The old man threw his eyes about the floor, then rubbed long, bony fingers in his matted hair. “You want me to... to, uh, list the... the things-”
 
   “Yes, everything. All of your crimes. Start wherever you like.”
 
   Nearly a full minute went by as the old man threw his eyes about, cleared his throat, rubbed his hands in his beard. Then finally he muttered, “My first crime... I was born into sin.”
 
   “In this court,” Wodan said sharply, “you will be judged by Black Valley law. It is not a crime to be born. Continue.”
 
   Barkus rubbed his haggard face for another full minute. “Then, I guess… when I was young... I don’t remember what age... I killed my father. With my brothers. I held my little brother’s hand and... he was just a child, then. We snuck in, the three of us, while my father was bathing. We stabbed him. Mostly it was my older brother Bartholomaias. But Boris, I... I helped him to stay calm. To stay quiet. I helped him to put his knife in, too...”
 
   “Murder,” said Wodan, then scribbled the word on paper. “Go on.”
 
   In fits and starts, Barkus continued. At first Wodan often cut him off, saying things like, “Intoxication is not illegal under Black Valley law,” and, “Exchanging money for sex is not illegal in this court,” and, “Betraying information from one acquaintance to another is between you and the betrayed.” Still, even before Barkus muddled through the sordid tale of his teen years Wodan had several pages of paper that read:
 
    
 
   Murder
 
   Theft
 
   Theft
 
   Theft
 
   Theft
 
   Murder
 
   Theft
 
   Murder
 
   Theft
 
   Rape
 
   Rape
 
   Theft
 
   Murder
 
   Theft
 
   Theft
 
   Theft
 
   Theft
 
    
 
   Once Barkus warmed up to the telling and told in sweeping gestures how he led his clansmen into the wasteland to gather primitives for slave labor, killing any who resisted, Wodan filled page after page with the horrifying account.
 
   Many hours passed. Finally Barkus reached the end, head hanging and shoulders sagging.
 
   “Have you any possessions to repay your debt?” said Wodan.
 
   “Debt?”
 
   “To your species.”
 
   “N-no. I only have this old robe.”
 
   In frigid silence the King of the Black Valley methodically went through the list. It had been years since he’d sat as judge in a court. To go over each crime individually and append some unique punishment would have taken days, weeks. To lump all the crimes into one - traitor to his species - would call for a simple judgement of bullet to the head. Wodan wanted to do neither. Instead, he took only one hour to flip through the pages and affix his judgement. The end result looked like:
 
    
 
   Murder - 40 lashes 10 whacks
 
   Murder - 40 lashes 10 whacks
 
   Rape - 30 lashes 7 whacks
 
   Theft - 10 lashes 3 whacks
 
   Murder - 40 lashes 10 whacks
 
   Theft - 10 lashes 3 whacks
 
   Theft - 10 lashes 3 whacks
 
   Theft - 10 lashes 3 whacks
 
   Murder - 40 lashes 10 whacks
 
   Theft - 10 lashes 3 whacks
 
   Rape - 30 lashes 7 whacks
 
   Theft - 10 lashes 3 whacks
 
   Theft - 10 lashes 3 whacks
 
   Murder - 40 lashes 10 whacks
 
    
 
   “Here,” said Wodan, handing the massive sheaf to one Slayer. “I’ve granted you mercy, Barkus.”
 
   The old man lifted his head, eyes wide with expectation.
 
   “In light of the fact that you did not understand Valley law, I’ve given you the minimum sentence possible for each crime.” Before Barkus could ask for further explanation, Wodan turned to the two Slayers. “You’ll work in shifts. Do not give him too much at once. He’s an old man, and I don’t want him to get off easily. By dying, I mean.”
 
   Barkus’s head whipped about as one of the Slayers produced a long rawhide whip, swirling it casually along the dark, dank floor.
 
   “But, Wodan,” said Barkus, stammering. “I... I can’t... I won’t survive if you...”
 
   Wodan ignored the old man as he spoke to the other Slayer. “But remember to not go easy on him, either. This criminal endured pain in a professional capacity for a number of years. He even sliced up his own lips and face in order to secure his position. When it comes to dealing with pain, I’m sure he has a number of tricks up his sleeve. Crying out in agony is probably only one of them.”
 
   Wodan rose to leave. One of the large, brutish Slayers lifted Barkus’s robe up by the hem, pulled it over his head, and revealed his nakedness. Meanwhile the other set about tying a coarse rope about his ribs. As Wodan left the cave, Barkus screamed, “Wodan! Please! Don’t do this! Boy, don’t do this to me, please!”
 
   Wodan leaned against a large stone and prepared to push it over the entrance. “I’ve left some material to stuff between the cracks of the entrance when you enter and leave the cave,” said Wodan, ignoring the old man once again. “It should prevent anyone from hearing anything.”
 
   With that, the King of the Black Valley pushed a large boulder before the entrance of the cave, sealing Barkus the Penitent off from the rest of the world.
 
   Wodan’s attention was jerked away from the recording by Setsassanar’s laughter.
 
   “And now,” he said, “let’s see how your old friend is doing!”
 
   The images shifted, then settled on a nightmare scene from the pit of hell. An old man bound on the floor, shaking in a puddle, another man casually flicking a whip against his back, a line of red forming alongside thousands of other dark lines, then again, flick-crack, flick-crack, while in the background another man sat hunched over, eyes shut, ears deaf to the guttural barks and howls of their prisoner.
 
   “I thought he would die!” shouted Wodan. “How can... oh gods, I thought he would just die!”
 
   Setsassanar laughed. He leaned back, clapping his hands, obviously enjoying the sadistic drama.
 
   “I should have just shot him in the head!” said Wodan. “Gods, it’s been nearly a week, how can he be alive?!”
 
   “Yes, a younger Wodan would have granted him the mercy of a bullet. You reacted with horror last night when I spoke of Leviathan and his cruelty. But look, Apprentice. Look how easy it is! Even I was fooled by your dishonest show of naiveté.” Setsassanar’s lips spread in a vulgar mockery of a smile. “And now I wonder, Apprentice… should I be disgusted, or should I be proud?”
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Nineteen
 
   Leviathan's Runts
 
    
 
    
 
   Wodan entered a large chamber with a high ceiling lost in mist. Dark gray stones towered on all sides, like smooth mountains in miniature. Bamboo shafts rose from flowerbeds. As he climbed over stones and leaped from perch to perch, he realized that the ascent would be impossible for any normal man. For him the exertion was easy and invigorating.
 
   Eventually he came to a wooded outcropping and saw daylight in the mist overhead. He found a curving stairway carved from stone. At the top, he came to a sand-filled plateau that opened onto a balcony where the brilliant wasteland sun poured in, turning mist into a blinding, milky-white fog. Dove Langley sat turned away from him. Wind ruffled her ornate orange robes. She turned to him, face shining, eyes hard.
 
   “There’s the lapdog,” she said.
 
   Wodan felt the irony of the statement even as it stung him. She had been an agent of a tyrannical nation for her entire life, both a mascot and a spy. Wodan knew that the twelve Engels must have more strength and intelligence than their human taskmasters, and yet they still bowed to tradition and weight of numbers. Worse still, he could see that a literal leash was tied around her shoulders and waist. It trailed along the ground, snaked upward, and disappeared in the mist overhead.
 
   Wodan smiled lamely, picked up the tether, and tried pulling it apart. His hands slipped along it, finding no purchase. He unsheathed Capricornus from his back and wrapped the tether about the blade. He pulled, but the leash only slipped in his hand and along the edge of the blade.
 
   “Nice try,” said Langley. “I hadn’t thought about trying to break the leash myself. Was that a part of your big plan? Or is there even a plan?”
 
   “I’m biding my time,” said Wodan. “Please, be patient. We’ll think of something that-”
 
   “Biding your time?” She laughed without warmth. “Is that what you call doing nothing except what he tells you?”
 
   His pain was not lessened by the understanding that he fully deserved the accusation. He sat in the sand beside her and stared at his hands.
 
   They sat in silence for a long time. “I’m sorry,” she finally said. Wodan looked and saw that her gaze was fixed outside. “You don’t owe me anything. When I fixed your hands, I didn’t do it so you’d be in my debt. I told you to use them as you will, and you have.” She lowered her gaze and muttered to herself. Frustration and futile anger were written in her face. “What are you doing in here, anyway?”
 
   “Setsassanar told me I was doing well, and asked me what I wanted as reward. So I figured I’d come see how you were doing.”
 
   “Thanks,” she said almost immediately, forceful. She stared at a spot in the sand. A tiny mound formed, then quickly fell flat as she absentmindedly exercised her powers. “It’s more than anyone else has done for me.”
 
   “I’m sure Justyn and Matthias are thinking of something.”
 
   Langley laughed, this time genuinely. “He’s shown me some recordings. Mostly those two are getting drunk and arguing. One time Justyn said they had to contact Ktari for reinforcements, no matter what Big Dad thought, and Matthias argued with him for hours, saying that Big Dad would flip my switch if he had any idea what was going on. Another time it was Matthias that ordered some troops onto a plane so they could contact the homeland; Justyn jumped on him and they wrestled, right in front of everyone. Justyn won, of course.” She paused for a long time, then said, “They’re both idiots. Genetically enhanced retards.” She laughed again, quietly, missing them both deeply. And though it pained Wodan to see her in such a state, he laughed at the sorry pair as well.
 
   “Well,” she said, turning to him. “What have you been doing the past week? Gods, you’re huge. I didn’t notice… you’re bigger than you used to be!”
 
   Wodan blushed and turned away.
 
   “You look like a freaking goon. What is he doing to you?”
 
   Wodan flexed his arms in a comic pose. “Just beefing up. You know, being superhuman.”
 
   She sighed and cocked her head.
 
   “Listen,” he said. “I’m not like you guys. I wasn’t born in… in your state. I was just a normal person. This is a big change for me!”
 
   “Just how big are you going to get? If your neck gets thicker than your head, I’m not going to talk to you anymore.”
 
   Wodan hid his disappointment. He realized that he wasn’t just visiting Langley to check on her; he had secretly hoped that she would be impressed by his progress. “I’ve been lifting weights all week, but that part of the training is over. Now he’s going to start my endurance training. I’ll probably lose some of this weight.”
 
   She said nothing, but turned away and shook her head slightly.
 
   “And I’ve been fighting robots, too,” he continued. “Every day! It’s hard, but I think I’m getting better.”
 
   “Wow,” she said, her voice flat. “He’s going to make a great killer out of you.”
 
   In a flash his disappointment turned to anger. “But the difference with me is that I’m going to fight devils, Langley, not humans.”
 
   Langley drew her legs up and put her chin on her knees. She was silent, and Wodan regretted the comment.
 
   “I’m sorry, Langley, it’s just... I mean, the people who run San Ktari... don’t you think that...”
 
   “You think that we should be in charge just because our thoughts are quicker and our bodies are stronger. Superbeings, you call us. But there’s more humans than us, Wodan, and they’ve been around a lot longer than we have. They didn’t get where they are by being idiots. You wouldn’t understand. You’re like some painter who goes unappreciated and wonders why businessmen do so well. It’s the power of the establishment. It’s slow moving, all-encompassing. It’s intricate... it’s interesting to dull people. The aims are simple, but the methods are complex. A person can spend their lifetime fighting for a position in one branch of the Empire, and to them it seems really important, but when you step outside and look at the entire structure, then even that important person’s position is just one small drop in an ocean. It’s overwhelming, Wodan. And we’re not like you. The thing we were born into... our positions were written out while we were just children. There’s a few of our kind who don’t go along with it. But they’re nobodies. They have nothing. There’s a few of us who like being worshipped, so they go along with the script that’s written out for them, and they wouldn’t think of deviating. Why would they? And then there’s some of us who... who are just crushed by the thing. Just crushed, Wodan.”
 
   Wodan watched her for a while. “You’re wrong,” he said. “When you say that I’m different from you. You want to know a secret? Something Setsassanar showed me?”
 
   Her eyes turned toward him.
 
   “Your genes – I mean, the synthetic genetic code that was used to create you and the other Engels - it’s a variant of the one used to create me. Setsassanar showed me how two scientists from my homeland, Didi and William Childriss, found the code in a vault left by the Ancients. Didi tricked Childriss into putting the code into me, before I was born. Didi wanted the position of Head of the Department of Science, so he forced Childriss, his rival, to leave Haven. Childriss ended up in San Ktari. Childriss changed the code. He made twelve variations on the original theme. I guess he won a position by selling the idea of using superhuman gods to increase the Empire’s reach.”
 
   Langley turned away and sat in thought. “Big Dad... so his name is William...”
 
   “You never knew?”
 
   She shook her head. “Imperial Engineer. That’s what he’s called… that’s what his name means when translated into Western. To us, he was always just... Big Dad.”
 
   “But you see - it means we’re like family!”
 
   “He changed the code,” said Langley, throwing her head toward him. “Is that why you grew so slowly?”
 
   Wodan shrugged, then nodded. “There are other changes, too. I don’t know all the ways we’re different, but I know all the ways we’re the same. We’re all in the same situation, Langley. Don’t you see? We’re something more. We’re a new species! We have power and potential that… that no one else…”
 
   “Will you listen to yourself? You’re so excited, you can’t even get the words out!”
 
   “But why shouldn’t I be excited?” Wodan did not realize it, but Langley drew away just as he leaned forward unconsciously. “The human race has accepted living under monsters. The idea of changing the status quo is like… changing the weather, or making the wasteland fertile! But none of that… none of that would be impossible for us!”
 
   Langley edged away still more, then turned away and placed her chin on her knees once more. “Don’t let him fill your head with that… elitist resentment, Wodi. Everyone’s just trying to survive. Physically, emotionally, morally, whatever. You’re turning fanatical. The world doesn’t need another self-righteous warmonger. It’s already full of them. Black and white thinking only leads to trouble.” Dove Langley turned to him fully, then said, “You don’t see it now because he’s dangling candy in front of you, but that freak Setsassanar - he’s a monster, Wodan. He’s a lunatic who lives alone and sneaks out at night like a vampire. He is a vampire.”
 
   Wodan sat back. “I see more than you think I see.”
 
   The sand before Langley drifted in a small, syrupy-slow whirlwind. “I’m not judging you. Not really. We’re all tools, Wodan. Don’t worry about it. Concentrate on your studies. Keep doing whatever it is that you do. Keep doing the things that the rest of us can’t do.”
 
   “I will,” he said, suddenly rising and leaving.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Ah, my gentle Dove! How can she wound me with such cruel words, Apprentice?”
 
   Wodan found Setsassanar in a stone dining hall supported by dark wooden arches. He saw medieval tapestries of war and witch hunts, as well as a painting of the blond man, labeled “Cecil”, which he had seen when he first entered the Tower. Setsassanar sat at a long table filled with platters of synthetic meat and fruit shaped into impossible forms. Robot Number Six, Black, sat by his side, clawed fingers clicking softly as he glared at his untouched meal.
 
   “No doubt you listened to everything that was said,” said Wodan.
 
   Setsassanar ignored the comment and adopted a pose of exaggerated grief. “To pluck that beautiful rose, dear apprentice, means risking the thorns of her spiteful commentary. Roses and thorns – good grief! Perhaps only the most ancient cliché can encapsulate the depths of a young lady’s heart. But what’s an ancient immortal in love to do, Apprentice?”
 
   In love? thought Wodan.
 
   At that moment he realized that Setsassanar had exchanged his black garments for the clothing of a medieval nobleman. He was, no doubt, dressing the part of a vampire from a story.
 
   One of the aged murals in the hall flickered, was covered in static, then a moving image played on its surface. In a setting much like the one they sat in now, that of a darkened castle’s dining room, a scared man in a fine suit sat shaking as a gaunt humanoid monster, most likely a vampire, stood over him. The black-clad vampire was bald, pasty, with piercing eyes and hands that ended in long yellow fingernails. With its mouth hanging open the creature muttered, “Time is an abyss, more profound than a thousand nights.”
 
   The image flickered, then the faded painting returned in its place. Wodan watched as Setsassanar chewed meat from the bone.
 
   “What she said about you – can you say that it’s not true?”
 
   “What is truth?” Setsassanar said quietly. Finishing his meat, he idly tossed the bone at Black. The automaton opened its jaws in a silent hiss. “Kidnapping her, isolating her, terrorizing her with the fear of not knowing what will become of her – evil, sure, whatever, but can you say that her words aren’t a stake through the heart?”
 
   “How can you joke about this?” said Wodan, stepping towards his master. “Can you really justify kidnapping her? Can you honestly say that what you did isn’t evil!?”
 
   “Yes, and no,” said Setsassanar, leveling his eyes at Wodan.
 
   Wodan exhaled in frustration. “How can it be both yes and no?”
 
   In a flash Setsassanar rose and placed his hands on either side of the table. “Because a son of Leviathan can’t afford to see a thing, label it, and cast it into a vault where he will never touch it again!” he shouted. “He studies levels of meaning! Good and evil set no boundaries for him! If anything, they are impediments! Throw them off! Wisdom is many-sided, a labyrinth! Have I allowed a brute laborer into my sanctuary? Even as you demand explanation you wait for me to give permission!”
 
   “Permission?”
 
   “Permission to feel what you already understand! You’re not stupid!” Setsassanar grew quiet once again. “So don’t pretend to be. Look at her situation. She is a god-slave of petty men who want to wipe the world clean of anything unlike themselves. She is worshipped by a million weaklings, but is permitted only to do or think what a circle of bureaucrats allows her. She does not fight this situation. Instead she frowns into a mirror and says, ‘We are tools, this is our lot in life,’ and ignores the screaming agony of her own soul. Now I have imprisoned her. Literally. I have drawn a circle around her, I have put a chain about her. This, she declares, is evil - and the one who did this to her is a monster. Having gone through this, will she ever be able to see her situation in San Ktari as she once did? Will she be able to allow it to continue with her habitual, childish understanding? Before you can break your chains, apprentice, you have to open your eyes and see them.”
 
   Wodan’s mind turned rapidly. Does he really have some great plan to wake her up, to free her from enslavement? Or is he only justifying some perverse desire, taking what he believes is his?
 
   Or is it neither? Is this just the way that the bloated mind of an ancient post-human being occupies itself during an endless stretch of eternal boredom?
 
   “A cage, Apprentice,” said the Master, taking Wodan from his thoughts. “You have to see the cage you’ve built around yourself before you can break free. Is freedom something that you desire?”
 
   “I…”
 
   “Come, Wodan. Let’s take a look at some real monsters, shall we? Let’s see the cage that holds your soul.”
 
   The paintings flickered, ruining the illusion that they were inside an ancient castle, then several bricks in the floor and wall moved aside as a shining, metallic membrane opened up. Thick, hair-like filaments grew within the opening and formed something part-ladder, part-stairway. Wodan followed Setsassanar down the strange, organic stairwell.
 
   The dark tunnel dropped them into the blue crystalline chamber where the orb terminal was kept. Setsassanar touched the blue orb.
 
   “Yes, Master?” said the familiar feminine voice.
 
   “Slave Circuit, show the recording which I have prepared.”
 
   “Yes, Master.”
 
   Images flickered in the air and Wodan found himself in a comfortable-looking tavern in the Black Valley. Objects grew hazy, then sharp, then hazy once again as the “lens” looked about for its focus.
 
   “There!” said Wodan, pointing. “That’s Mallery, the little gnat who got himself elected as one of my representatives. He hasn’t started stealing already, has he?”
 
   “Patience,” said Setsassanar. “You wouldn’t want me to spoil the plot before its time, would you? Let’s watch and see what a hungry man does in his spare time when he has the illusion of power as his plaything.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The din of farmers and laborers shouting as they threw darts in the background clashed with the stern faces of the six representatives sitting in the back of the Calf of Gold Bar and Game Room.
 
   “Let me tell you what a vacation is,” said Mallery. “Let me tell you how they used to run things.”
 
   Mallery leaned forward, making sure to place an elbow on the table so that his new cufflinks would catch the light of the gas lamp at the table’s center.
 
   “In the time of the Ancients they would go on vacations all the time. Any time one of them was tired, he would simply say, ‘I think I’ll take a vacation,’ and then hop on an airship and fly to another city on the other side of the world. Then he would spend months, years, getting drunk and chasing women. Then he would come back home to his job any time he liked.”
 
   “Gods below,” said one of the other representatives. “How did they keep things moving with people constantly leaving their stations?”
 
   “Because there were always people like us,” said Mallery, taking a moment to look every man in the eye. “Because there were people like us who refused to give up. People who did what was necessary to hold it all together. None of us ran off to this so-called holy land when we had the chance, did we?” Mallery shrugged and looked off to the side, as if this idea had just come to him and he spoke only out of a sense of duty. “We didn’t run, but our self-appointed king certainly did. This place was already a mess, but now… I just don’t know.”
 
   The others seemed bored, tired, or lost in their own thoughts. Then Mallery noticed that Representative Almus was staring at him, probing intently. Almus was a white-haired man with a long, drawn-out face and a nose like a cauliflower which he believed prevented him from taking the sort of leadership role that Mallery naturally adopted. Almus owned a newspaper printing business, and was interested in the idea of influencing others. He had failed as an artist early in life, and held a grudge fed by that failure. But every time he heard Mallery speak about his grand vision, he was always left with the feeling that this man dealt in forces more powerful than art.
 
   He knows, thought Mallery. Let him watch and see how it’s done. I only have to bring in one of them. If one of them wants anything – anything – then I’ll show them how easy it is to get that very thing. Then the others will rush to join because of the terror of being left out.
 
   “Don’t bother,” said Elmyr, another representative. He was a banker, and had large shoulders and a large mound of gray hair – but if one looked at him for long enough, one was struck by the realization that his head was very tiny, and gave the impression that he was a gnome peeking out from a dry bush. “Don’t bother trying to do anything, Mallery, because the Black Valley… is finished.”
 
   “How so?” said Mallery. Everyone leaned in, and at first Mallery became envious, wondering if Elmyr was going to take everyone for a ride. Mallery calmed himself, thinking that perhaps he could use whatever drama Elmyr stirred up as a part of his own plans. “What do you mean it’s ‘finished’?”
 
   Elmyr rubbed his tiny face for a moment too long, as if waiting for more coaxing. “The bank’s about to go bust. It’ll happen at the end of the week, when the miners come to cash their checks. Or at the end of next week.” He sighed heavily. “At the end of which week, I can’t say. But we’ve blown it.”
 
   By ‘the’ bank, thought Mallery, he obviously means ‘his’ bank.
 
   “What have you done, Elmyr?” said another.
 
   “We thought we were on the verge of another boom. Started loaning out too much. But it wasn’t our fault. The market couldn’t have expanded otherwise… and there were deals that we felt were…”
 
   Can he not just get to the point? thought Mallery. As Elmyr droned on, attempting to paint a picture of imminent ruin while also cleansing himself of any wrongdoing, Mallery sighed and rubbed the bridge of his nose with thumb and forefinger, a gesture that he hoped said I can’t believe what you’ve done rather than I can’t believe I have to listen to these people.
 
   “… but the final deal, the one that really put us over, was investing in the coal-burning automobile. It just makes no sense to me. In Pontius, you can’t even talk about building an automobile manufacturing plant before people line up to throw their money at you. But here? I mean, we aren’t blessed with a supply of crude, I understand that, but we had a real team of brainiacs who were going to revolutionize automobiles by running them on coal. Coal! But… things happened… it seems our team was either incompetent, or actively swindling us. There was something about how they would only work in winter. They always took summer off, claiming that their labs were overheating. I don’t know. I just-”
 
   “Elmyr, surely something can be done?” Mallery extended his hand as if planning to literally pull the banker out of his troubles. He thinks he’s going to use us, thought Mallery. But I’ll be using him.
 
   Elmyr took a long drink. “If the bank’s not propped up, businesses are going to collapse like a line of dominos. One after another, boom boom boom, until this big sideshow we’re in will turn out to be nothing but a bunch of people standing around in the woods with a lot of hungry dogmen. You see what I’m getting at?”
 
   Mallery saw the flaw in the argument. This wasn’t Pontius, where currency was valued by threats and promises and if enough people realized that the bankers who held the city together were only rich because their ledgers said they were rich then the whole thing would fall apart. It would be dog-eat-dog, and only the most vicious would survive. The banks here didn’t have the foothold – or the stranglehold – that they had in Pontius. In the Valley, housing materials were cheap, food popped out of the ground or winked at you as it swam by, and there were no gangs who festered in the loopholes of a complicated bureaucratic spider’s web. If one bank failed, another would take its place. Another could even be created the very moment that a few wealthy citizens decided over dinner that they wanted to become wealthier than they already were.
 
   What a fool you are, Elmyr! thought Mallery. The last thing the world needs is for your bank to be propped up.
 
   “We’ll need to prop up the bank, then,” said Mallery, nodding at the obviousness of his own statement. “It’s our duty to avoid disaster before it strikes, I say. Not an easy thing to do without money, though. Any ideas?”
 
   “The boys on the board have tossed a few back and forth,” said Elmyr, gulping as if suddenly overcome by the sensation of drowning. “If we were in Pontius, we could get someone in power to print off some extra funds to temporarily alleviate this sort of thing. Can’t do that here, of course, since we’re limited to physical coins. At least, that’s what we thought at first. But then we got to thinking: Why couldn’t we print off some bank notes? What’s keeping us from doing that?”
 
   The fear of Wodan, thought Mallery. That’s what. We can’t pretend that he won’t ever come back. But if we work within limits, it will limit what he can do to us.
 
   “Look here, Elmyr,” said Mallery. “I’m not about to do anything that would arouse the King’s anger. That’s not what I’m about. I wouldn’t brook any sort of rebellion against the King – I’m assuming we’re all in agreement on that.” Mallery took a moment and pretended to look at each of them as they nodded or lowered their gaze. “But it’s also true that we need to do what’s necessary to keep this thing running until the King returns. Elmyr, let’s say your bank issues temporary promissory notes. But then the King comes back and he says something about how you’ve devalued the currency. What can we do to counter that charge?”
 
   Elmyr scratched at an ear, then probed around inside the thing. “We’d have to get more out of the mines. You know? The banks can only mint what they’ve got on hand, and the materials on hand are limited by what’s pulled out of the mines. And the mines are limited by those damned mining unions…”
 
   Have we hit a wall so soon? thought Mallery. The mining companies have complained about this sort of thing to me, and probably to the other representatives, too. The miners like living in those big houses of theirs, but are they grateful for it? You’d think it was the unions paying their bills rather than the companies they work for! The unions always put their foot down when it comes to how many hours the miners can work. As if black lung was the worst thing in the world!
 
   “You guys are scared of the mining union?” said one of the representatives. Everyone turned and regarded Chumsen, a Ranger as well as a representative. Mallery attributed the young soldier’s election to the simple fact that he had had the top of his hair burned off during the Smith War, which made him look far older than he was.
 
   “Nobody’s scared of the mining union,” said Mallery. “But if the King comes back and we’ve no way to cover the excess funds we’ve temporarily printed, he’s going to be angry. We’re just looking for a way to increase production from the mines.”
 
   “Look, let’s not get too abstract about this whole thing.” Chumsen leaned forward and Mallery felt nearly overcome with nausea when he realized that the young man really was trying to adopt the mannerisms of a more experienced, older man. He glanced around to see if anyone else was as embarrassed as he was to see the charade. “The only way to get more out of the mines is to send more boys in there,” said Chumsen. “Right? So if the union won’t let the companies do that, you send in some scabs. And if you’re looking for people, we’ve got guys who try to join the Rangers every day – but they don’t make the cut. These are guys looking to work hard for decent pay, so…” Chumsen shrugged. “Problem solved, easy. Looks like we got our scabs.”
 
   “Not scabs,” said Mallery. “Relief workers.”
 
   “It’ll take more than clever words to sell an idea like that,” said a representative with a booming voice. The others turned and regarded Dorcas the preacher. He was tall and incredibly large, like a giant compared to the others, with a wild mop of gray hair and blazing blue eyes. Years ago he had founded the Sect to End All Sects church and devoted himself to the spiritual salvation of Pontius. For years he had avoided death by gang violence only to have his own congregation turn against him. He was saved from lynching by members of another church but, being unable to handle his unwavering devotion to righteousness, they had convinced him to turn his attention to the spiritual wickedness in the Black Valley.
 
   In the Valley, Dorcas had seen countless examples of people strung out on all manner of illicit substances, their drug-addled bodies thrown on top of one another in backroom heaps like corpses; or the open-air heresy market, where degenerates in unbelievable attire shouted insane ideas at one another, frothing at the mouth like lunatics as they discussed repulsive notions that had absolutely no scriptural foundation; or the slime-coated sex dens, where attractive women and small, slender young men were captured and forced to service demon-possessed businessmen, their cries for salvation unheard because they were, no doubt, led into basements with clubs and whips, then cruelly forced to the ground where their throats were slit over filthy grates, only to be replaced by other naïve sinners ready to learn the awful truth about life in the Black Valley.
 
   “Dorcas?” said Mallery. “You were going to say something…?”
 
   “Only the power of the truth can move the hearts of men,” said Dorcas. “Many would stand against you. But I can convince the people. I can move their hearts.”
 
   By Mallery's reckoning, Dorcas was perhaps the greatest fool he had ever encountered. Then again, lots of simpletons found him remarkably convincing. Mallery had heard that a young couple in his church had asked for a divorce, saying that they had been too headstrong about the whole matter and came to regret it. Apparently Dorcas shouted scripture at the young couple with enough force to shake the walls of his little church. The entire neighborhood heard the whole thing, and in the end the young couple decided to stay together for the sake of the children that they might have someday.
 
   “I’m honored,” said Mallery, “that someone of your moral standing would agree to convince the common man that we’re only trying to do what’s right. But what do you-”
 
   “Mallery, it’s as you’ve said. In this hellish world, one needs money to make things happen. As you might know, my church is taxed the same as any profane business…”
 
   Mallery had to hide his sudden laughter behind a cough. Moral superiority, indeed! If the stiff-necked old fool would only open a soup kitchen and do some charity work instead of taking in money and obsessing over architectural expansions to his church, the tax collectors would avoid him. Instead…
 
   “Of course, of course,” said Mallery. “It makes no sense to put you on an equal footing with morally inferior business establishments. We’ll see what we can do about getting you a tax exemption, shall we?”
 
   “That’s all well and good, as long as nobody with a backbone has any problem with this,” said the last of the representatives at their gathering. “But what are you going to do if you end up with armed protestors on your hands?”
 
   They regarded Bobram, an Enforcer with a face carved out of granite and eyes like tiny furnaces. He was a fierce man, feared by friend and enemy alike. Bobram smirked, then laughed as if dealing with a group of amateurs. “I suppose you think with Chumsen on your side, you won’t have to worry about protesters. If things get violent, you can just call on his Rangers, right? Wrong. If the military gets involved, you’re going to have blood on your hands. People will turn against you. That’s why you’ll need the Enforcers if you want to move this thing along.”
 
   Mallery was struck by two thoughts. The first was a general sense of irony; whether protestors were beaten down by the military or the police, did it matter? Was there really a difference? But the second thought was dizzying enough to almost make him lose his composure: He had not expected the idea of stomping down protestors to occur to the others just yet. If things hadn’t gone according to plan and the people began grumbling, Mallery figured he would have to be the one to suggest bringing brute force to their aid. He would have pretended reluctance, of course, so that the others would have gone along without a lot of sidestepping and hand-wringing. But this… were they moving too fast?
 
   “A fine idea,” Mallery heard himself saying. He felt himself rising on a wave of incredible excitement. “I’m sure there will be more than a few backwards yokels who will try to threaten the relief workers and stand in the way of a better tomorrow.”
 
   Could it be that easy? thought Mallery. Have we really found a way to print money and surround ourselves with guards?
 
   “Surely it won’t be that easy,” said Elmyr. He tried to smile as he dabbed sweat from his forehead. “I’m just as eager as the rest of you to see my bank saved, and the Valley saved along with it. But, the people… Valliers can be a pretty rough bunch, you know. As soon as the miners see workers and guards brought in, won’t they… I mean, you never know what could…”
 
   Mallery felt himself teetering on the edge of a dark, cold expanse. You idiot! he thought. Why couldn’t you keep your mouth shut, Elmyr? We were going to save your worthless behind – and we were going to get rich in the process! You fool! Ingrate! Don’t you realize the whole thing can be blown out with a single word, a whisper, a single clearing of the throat?!
 
   Just then, Almus cleared his throat. The white-haired newspaper owner, who had kept his silence the entire time, slowly spread his hands and spoke as if reading a headline from one of his own newspapers. “Currency crash looming… brave Enforcers brought in to protect relief workers.”
 
   Relieved laughter and applause all around the table buffeted Mallery’s soul upward. He clapped a hand on Almus’s shoulder. The man turned to him and nodded once.
 
   He’s right! thought Mallery. The newspaper will tell people what to think. Anyone who tries to stop us will look monstrous. Protest will be stifled before it ever turns to action!
 
   Mallery watched the representatives of the people as they congratulated one another for doing what was necessary to save their nation: Almus the newspaper publisher, Bobram the Enforcer, Dorcas the preacher, Chumsen the Ranger, and Elmyr the banker.
 
   “Gentlemen,” said Mallery, “perhaps we should make a name for our gathering to commemorate this event… and foster a little team spirit?” Immediately realizing that nobody, himself included, was creative enough to come up with a name for their group, he added, “Perhaps we should name ourselves after this establishment? Eh… what’s the name of this place again?”
 
   Almus whispered the name to him.
 
   “Very well,” said Mallery. “It’s decided. Let’s all raise a toast to the Golden Calf Party!”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The images flickered and faded out.
 
   “I have to go back,” said Wodan.
 
   “Of course you do,” said Setsassanar. He spoke to Wodan’s back as his apprentice paced the room. “I completely understand. Who could have foreseen this? Your training… well, you can pick that back up at any time, can’t you? Achieving your full potential so that you can put an end to the flesh demons is secondary when it comes to making sure things run the way you want them to back home. Correct?”
 
   Wodan stopped pacing. He could hear the cruel mirth in his master’s voice. He did not have to turn and look to know that he was smiling.
 
   “But my, what a bunch of grand dreamers!” Setsassanar continued. “You and your anarchy! It almost makes me wish I’d invited those men up to the Tower for advanced studies. Such vision! Such ambition! And here you thought you were the only man fighting to make the world a better place. Of course… hmm… laws will have to be modified slightly, of course. Your paltry three laws don’t really do much against protestors who stand in the way of a better world.”
 
   Wodan spoke through gritted teeth. “You don’t know the Valliers. They’re not like the beaten-down people in Pontius. If those men try anything, someone will stand up to them.”
 
   Setsassanar dropped his jesting tone. “No they won’t,” he said. His words carried the weight of finality. Silence filled the crystalline blue chamber. Wodan slowly turned and looked into Setsassanar’s frigid violet eyes.
 
   Wodan opened his mouth to counter him, but agony constricted his throat. Since childhood he had sought a place where he could be free. Isolation had not worked; neither had running. In the end, only violence and terrible suffering and a willingness to die had allowed him to carve a home, a sanctuary, out of an uncaring world. Once he had carved out such a place, he had gladly given the gift to others. He felt that giving power away only increased his own power – a paradox that weak, envious men could never understand.
 
   But was it all going to come to an end? Years of hard work all gone in a flash? Would his sanctuary only become another Pontius?
 
   “You know what’s going to happen,” said Setsassanar. “But you’ll stay anyway. You’ll follow through with your training.”
 
   “Will I?”
 
   Setsassanar paced away from Wodan, hands behind his back. “Your nation is lost. You know it. A small group of men have taken power, and anyone who stands against them will look like heartless fiends once the media’s through with them. New laws will have to be passed for the Valley’s new rulers to retain power, and so new criminals will be made. Prisons will have to be built. Vices will be taxed. Bureaucratic agencies will be created to keep track of ever-expanding loopholes created by a tax system and a legal system that will become so complicated the common man will have no way of understanding it, much less stopping it.”
 
   “You speak as if this is inevitable,” said Wodan, hands squeezed into involuntary fists.
 
   “Some of it has already happened,” said Setsassanar, stopping and turning to his apprentice. “I recorded that meeting on the very night that you left the Valley. Even if you gave up your training and flew back to your home this very minute, you would find the Black Valley a much different place than you left.”
 
   Wodan was filled with an awful sense of inevitability, as if facing the embarrassing outcome of a child’s unrealistic dream. Of course the people wouldn’t rise up as one to throw off their oppressors! People tended to look after their own garden. Mallery and the others would always dream up their schemes in dark corners and dress them up like humanitarian ventures or crisis-averting gambits before presenting them to the public. Nobody understood how power-mongers operated, not like Wodan did; otherwise Wodan would have had a lot more help against their kind in Haven and in Pontius.
 
   And now he had to watch as it all fell apart.
 
   But did it really matter? Wodan wanted to create a land of free men – but was that what the Valliers necessarily wanted? They enjoyed their freedom, but did they really deserve freedom if it only endured because Wodan made it so? And when the demons finally came to them, would it really matter whether they were free men or slaves?
 
   The demons, thought Wodan. In the end, they’re the ones that decide what we can and can’t do. If it wasn’t for them… if it wasn’t for them!
 
   “Master,” said Wodan, forcing his will into his voice. “I will give up my land. But in exchange - you must give me the world.”
 
   Setsassanar tilted his head back, then nodded slowly. “And so I shall, if you prove strong enough,” he said. “Now we take your training to the next level.”
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Twenty
 
   Steel Demon
 
    
 
    
 
   Wodan and Setsassanar ran up a spiral staircase that seemed to cover the entire length of the Tower. The only thing comparable to rest was when they flew full-tilt through side passages that carried them to a twin stairwell that spiraled along the Tower’s opposite side.
 
   “What is anger,” said Setsassanar, “and how does one overcome it?”
 
   Lungs blasting, legs pounding, Wodan fought for control of his voice as he shouted in response. “Anger is the fuel that drives action!” he said. “Swallow anger only if you’re too weak to use it!”
 
   Loping easily alongside him, Setsassanar shouted, “What is fear, and how does one suppress it?”
 
   “Fear is to be felt, never suppressed!” said Wodan. “Survival requires fear! Let fear run through you, but never let it paralyze you!”
 
   “And what about happiness? How does one chase after happiness?”
 
   “Happiness is not a goal! Happiness is a by-product of activity!” As he ran, Wodan did his best to hide his exhaustion in between breaths. “Seeking happiness means chasing after shadows! Stay active, keep moving, and happiness will chase after you!”
 
   “Very good! But are you only parroting things that I have said?”
 
   The black staircase spiraled on and on overhead. “Of course not!” said Wodan. “The lessons come easily because I was born for this!”
 
   “Then why do you move so slowly? Why do you seem about to collapse at any moment?”
 
   Wodan forced out harsh laughter, blinking sweat from his eyes. “I’m not tired!” He drew in a breath, then said, “It’s just that… I’ve never had much endurance for…”
 
   “What is this fantasy, this stupidity?” said the Master. “If I told you we were running toward a bed, would you pick up your feet and move? We can access Haven’s television dramas if you like, and catch up on some relaxing times. Come now, this is a snail’s pace. Haven’t I told you that you are no longer what you were before? Haven’t you already died to the old flesh? You are a superbeing, Wodan. Force your body to be strong, to keep moving! The harder you push, the more you will grow in strength!”
 
   Wodan no longer cared that Setsassanar never seemed satisfied with his efforts. He now understood that just being here and having access to the ancient recluse’s knowledge and resources was the greatest honor imaginable. In the Tower, Wodan endured lessons more painful than he ever thought he could, and yet he woke up every morning excited about what the day would bring. Life had taught him the frustration of constant impediments, difficulties, setbacks. But here, he was rewarded for every effort, and grew stronger every time he pushed beyond what he thought were his limits. He no longer felt like an outsider, much less a reluctant leader. Though he knew almost nothing about the strange – even sadistic - creature that watched his every move, Wodan felt true kinship. Here, at last, was someone who did not look at him sideways and scratch his head in confusion.
 
   I can go faster, he thought, forcing all distraction out of his mind. I can go faster!
 
   “Good,” said Setsassanar. “On and on. On and on. You leave the old ways behind. Now, Apprentice, what is anger, fear, and happiness to those that are weak?”
 
   “Anger is the lure of the weak! It draws the weak into making mistakes. If you aren’t strong enough to use your anger, then you should keep your head down, go unnoticed, and survive! Fear is the paralysis of the weak, the need to build up a wall of isolation rather than band together and find safety in numbers! Happiness is the great illusion, the mirage that leads to escapism and debauchery! It’s the noose painted like a necklace!”
 
   “Very good. Remember that! But, here – slow down, where are you going in such a hurry? We’ve come to the combat room.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Wodan crushed opponent after opponent in the combat room. No longer were the sessions long, drawn-out battles for survival; now, a steady stream of Robot Number Fours launched themselves at him, and he smashed their heads, crushed their torsos, and ripped their limbs free. Dozens stood on the sidelines, either standing at attention or sitting on their haunches like statues of cavemen. It seemed to Wodan that the Master must be turning their difficulty level down, though Setsassanar assured him that that was not the case. The servant, Yohei, scurried back and forth, placing fragments of bodies next to one another. They somehow repaired themselves over the space of a few minutes, as if by magic.
 
   One day the Master simply said, “Now, swords,” and in the middle of a fight one Robot Number Four pulled a blade from the wall and threw it at Wodan. He watched the thing fly end-over-end as if through syrup, then easily plucked the thing from the air just as another armed robot charged at him. None of the robotic combatants showed him any mercy, even when armed; if Wodan ever made a clumsy move, cold steel licked at his flesh and sent his blood to the ground in long, curving arcs smudged by footprints.
 
   He learned the intricacies of all manner of hand-to-hand weapons. With spears he learned to keep groups of enemies at bay, slapping at legs and knocking weapons aside so that he could gain an opening, stab into the guts, and then draw the weapon out before it could become entangled among ribs or spinal column. With axes he became adept at throwing himself among groups of enemies like a whirlwind, and how to shout before his weapon’s impact so that the eardrums were blasted and nerves were rattled and rhythms were demolished. With swords he learned to dance, every parry became a counterattack, and how every attack was an extension of will and would not connect without a supreme act of belief in his own will.
 
   “Stances are worthless,” said Setsassanar, standing by as Wodan fought. “Memorized movements are worthless. Regimentation is worthless. Remain fluid! Only movement matters! Stand still only when you’re dead. Until then move, flow, dance. Let your rhythm determine the dance. But don’t fall into a rut! Change the dance, don’t let the opponent predict your movements and lead you about! Make the first move! Call the shots so that you can determine the ending!”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Wodan and Setsassanar sat in a square, concrete room with a low ceiling lit by only a few dim, flickering bulbs. It was designed to look like an ancient bunker, and even rumbled occasionally as if bombs were dropping in the distance. A clattering, jerry-rigged projector shone on a tattered screen, and with a thin reed Setsassanar outlined the details of Wodan’s education on ancient lore. Images flashed on the screen, diagrams, schematics, text, photographs, each flashing rapidly amid the sounds of bombs dropping and the light bulbs swaying gently. Though the setting was absurd, the message was not lost on Wodan. Their species was at war and they were running out of time.
 
   The voice of the Master guided him through it all.
 
   “Here, a basic tenet of physics. And another. Here, the basics of geometry. You see how architecture follows naturally? Look, biology follows from architecture – the form of a cell. You see how complicated, how simple it is? Don’t stop to admire the beauty. Memorize this - quickly.”
 
   “Here, the schematic of a solar panel. Here, the schematic of a howitzer cannon. Here, the schematic of a simple calculating machine. What’s this next one… ah, a magnetic resonance imaging system. Memorize them all.”
 
   “What, you think you can’t memorize all of this? You think your body has improved a thousandfold but your brain has turned to mashed potatoes? Wake up! You could understand all of this if you stopped telling yourself that you couldn’t!”
 
   They played chess down in the bunker. Setsassanar beat Wodan easily and often, but before Wodan could become frustrated, Setsassanar said, “I do this only to force your mind open, Apprentice. To force your thoughts down new pathways. It’s so easy to be lured in by routine, but it’s new experiences that make us grow. Those folds of meat in that thick skull of yours, Wodan – so many fields where neural networks can spread! Those are the paths, Wodan. Those are the paths that can take you from where you are to where you can become.”
 
   Another synthetic “bomb” shook the bunker and Setsassanar cast his eyes about in mock fear. “But we must hurry,” he muttered. “There is so little time left, Apprentice. So little time left for this world...”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   As Master and Apprentice raced up the winding stairwell, they often took detours that led to vertical shafts where ropes were suspended. They leaped onto the ropes and hauled themselves up. Wodan’s arms were hard and muscular, his hands calloused, and he pulled himself up quickly. But he was always one step behind Setsassanar, who climbed as easily as a spider. Wodan could see the light above shining around his black uniform, ropes like serpents twisting under his quick, sure movement.
 
   Wodan was emboldened by his newfound strength, but still frustrated. “Master!” he shouted. “During all your teachings, you’ve said nothing about yourself. I know nothing about your past, what you’ve been through. Why won’t you tell me more about the Ancients?” When Setsassanar said nothing, Wodan continued. “What about this? If you give me complete access to the Scry program, I could watch the world, get a grasp of the larger political situation, and then see how humanity stands when compared to the demonic armies. Why haven’t you shown me that kind of thing yet?”
 
   Far ahead, Wodan heard the Master say, “Learn to climb before you can fly.”
 
   “But you’ve said that time is short!”
 
   Wodan came to a brightly-lit landing and hauled himself onto a ledge, breathing hard, hair lank with sweat. Setsassanar waited patiently, his breathing calm and even.
 
   “That’s why you need to concentrate on each step of this process,” he said. “Stare at the clouds in this race and you’ll lose your footing. If you prove competent in the simple matter of mastering your new body, do you think your teacher won’t be proud to show you the deeper mysteries?”
 
   Again, he’s right. Wodan shook his head.
 
   “Then come. The combat room awaits. We’ve been moving so slowly that it’s likely filled with cobwebs and dust by now.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Sweat flew from his hardened body like rain as the gears of his opponents shattered under his blows. He spun faster and faster as each opponent ran at him, improvising maneuvers and counters that they had never seen. Metal plates clattered along the ground behind him as he focused his will, leaped – and then passed through his opponents.
 
   “That’s good!” said Setsassanar. “Relax. We’re going to practice the submission holds I’ve shown you.” Wodan gathered his breath as Yohei ran about and gathered the ruined combatants.
 
   Three short Robot Number Fours gathered around Wodan. “These are programmed only with the strength of very powerful humans,” said Setsassanar. “They will take turns advancing. You are to submit them without killing them.”
 
   One stumbled forward, then extended a hand awkwardly. It seemed to Wodan as if he was asking for help rather than attacking. Wodan stepped forward, grappled the thing’s wrist as he flowed around it, twisted, then laid the robot out on the ground, its delicate wrist caught in his grasp. Another robot lurched forward in a parody of stealth. Wodan casually broke the first robot’s wrist, then spun the second around and pinned its arm behind its back.
 
   “Why go so easy on me, Master?” said Wodan, preparing for the advance of the third robot.
 
   “There may come a time when humans stand against you. I’m sure that comes as no surprise to you.”
 
   Wodan sighed, then spun the third attacker before placing it gently on the ground. “Not really, no.”
 
   “The only sort of creature you need to practice non-lethal fighting techniques against is a standard human. I’ve programmed this series of Robot Number Fours to fight at the skill level of the most powerful humans in the world.”
 
   Wodan was shocked. With his knee held against an opponent lying on the ground, another attacked. He grabbed its ankle, twisted, and threw it off easily. “The most… powerful?” he said.
 
   “Oh, yes. Do you still hold awe in your heart for Khan Vito? What about the Ugly called Hand, who was trained to be a master of combat? Or Yarek Clash when he was younger and in his prime?” Setsassanar smiled; his aura of ice beamed with something like pride. “Apprentice, you surpassed them long ago.”
 
   Wodan paused, and another robot took the opportunity to swing a fist at him. Without effort Wodan slid around the slow, ill-aimed blow, placed his hand at the attacker’s center of gravity, and pushed with just enough force to send the robot sliding backward on its ass.
 
   “I find that hard to believe,” said Wodan. “But… but this is too easy! Is this some kind of-”
 
   “Do you think I have time, Apprentice, to trick you into feeling good about yourself? Do you think I’m playing a game with you? Are you a delicate child scraping pencils on paper and then begging for praise?”
 
   “I see.” When another robot attacked, Wodan dropped all pretense that he was even in a fight by side-stepping around the thing and nudging it onto the ground. When it moved to rise, he stepped on it and held it down. “But explain this. Why have I been fighting robots in humanoid shape? And at ever-increasing difficulty levels? I’m training to fight demons, aren’t I? Why not send robots shaped like demons after me?”
 
   “I will.”
 
   “But why not now? Why have I been-”
 
   “The goal is to fight demons, but you never know who might stand against you. Tell me, Apprentice: Does San Ktari wage war against the flesh demons?”
 
   Wodan cast his eyes downward.
 
   “And who serves San Ktari?” said Setsassanar. He let the statement hang in the air.
 
   “You’ve been training me to fight the Engels.”
 
   “If necessary, yes. You may have to kill them all. You hadn’t considered that?”
 
   Wodan felt a slight shift in air pressure. Without looking, he reached and grabbed a metallic hand, then bent and threw his attacker far across the chamber. As another approached, Wodan pointed, shouted, “Stop!” and it froze in place.
 
   “No, I hadn’t considered that,” said Wodan. “That’s… that’s perverse. I could never-”
 
   “I’ve watched them, Wodan. They’re tools.” Setsassanar stepped into the arena, hands held behind him. “Tools of weak men who crave power and have no qualms, no reservations, no limits whatsoever when it comes to following the will of the state. You have no idea how many people, how many towns, how many cultures they’ve wiped out. You think they would hesitate to use your so-called kinsmen against you?”
 
   Wodan felt suddenly cold despite his exercise. “I wish that weren’t so.”
 
   “Are you distracted?”
 
   Wodan looked and saw that Setsassanar was smiling. Before he could respond to the unexpected question, Setsassanar backpedaled away from the arena, then nodded off to the side.
 
   “Look!” said Setsassanar. “A demon comes!”
 
   Wodan looked, but saw only one of the Robot Number Fours. At once its joints loosened, its white body extended into many black segments, its arms stretched out far longer than its body, then its head hunched down against its widening torso. Several other robots ran to the thing, leaped on top of it, and in a twisting blur they formed into a single, monstrous contraption. The metallic demon was a bundle of segmented limbs, quivering blades, and strange, vibrating heads. It was a steel demon, a pure black and white idol of the very thing that ruled the world.
 
   Wodan was terrified by the novelty of the thing – but then the terror was drowned in something else. He gripped his fists instinctively, feeling out the new emotion with which he was becoming more and more comfortable with each passing day.
 
   I can do this, thought Wodan. I can do anything!
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Twenty-One
 
   Memory Fabrication
 
    
 
    
 
   Setsassanar and Wodan entered the crystalline blue chamber that housed the orb terminal.
 
   “Master,” said Wodan, “I want to use the Scry to see Haven.”
 
   “No,” said Setsassanar.
 
   “What are we going to do, then? Look at some other part of the world? I’ll need to see the big picture eventually.”
 
   “Not yet. We’ll get into that part of your training later.”
 
   They circled the Scry orb. “A recording, then?” said Wodan. “You’ve still told me nothing of your past.”
 
   “Patience. We’re not going to use the Scry program.” Setsassanar sat before the orb and motioned for Wodan to join him. “Slave Circuit, run the Mirror program.”
 
   “Yes, Master,” said the feminine voice. The orb shifted from translucence to writhing black and gray. Wires and tubes grew from the short dais beneath the orb. Wodan saw that two of the tubes ended in sharp needles.
 
   “What is this?” said Wodan.
 
   “The Mirror program is a fully immersive holographic experience based on recordings stored in Slave Circuit’s memory banks. I’ve tailored several scenarios based on your own past experiences. Put out your arms.”
 
   Wodan thought for a moment, then laughed. “You mean it’s a video game based on my life?”
 
   Setsassanar picked up one of the tubes that ended in a needle. “A game?” he said. He studied the thing in the light, then grabbed Wodan’s forearm. “Perhaps not quite as fun as that.”
 
   Setsassanar stabbed one of the needles into the underside of Wodan’s forearm. At once he felt lightheaded. Before he could react he felt another needle slide into his other arm, connecting him to the base of the coal-black orb.
 
   As in a dream Wodan saw the Master’s face swimming before him. “... to leave, any time... focus, then... -logram will fall apart...”
 
   “What?” said Wodan, accidentally biting his own tongue, which rolled about his teeth lazily. “What did... what did you say?”
 
   “... and put this und... put this under your tongue.”
 
   Wodan saw a thin wire before his face. He opened his mouth, tasted metal under his tongue, then clasped his teeth shut.
 
   A blur of shifting images in his mind. He felt weightless, then warm and numb. Everything grew dark, as if he was no longer in the Tower. Strange lights, a sound like an electric instrument being tuned. Then he felt the earth beneath him and his vision cleared.
 
   He was in a dark forest. Night’s desolation made the place feel forbidden, even nightmarish. He looked around and was surprised to see that Marlon and Saul stood with him – two of his companions when he had been exiled from Haven and sent to the Black Valley when it was wild and full of monsters. His awareness was hamstrung by the reality of the situation and the knowledge that it could not be real; the two boys lived and breathed, their faces stiff with terror, and yet the event had happened long ago. Both were long since dead.
 
   Wodan realized that he was looking up at the pair. He was shorter than them – a small boy once again. He felt tired. He looked down and saw that his arms were thin, the hands delicate. His mind moved like syrup, each thought caught in a clogged drain of worry, fatigue, and various anxieties calling for attention.
 
   He heard a mind-splitting shriek and his body was flooded with terror. A hideously tall demon with a head like a skull and black, soulless eyes waded through a mist-covered pool. Its approach, its horrible gaze, and its lipless mouth filled with fangs threatened to push Wodan’s mind over the brink of insanity.
 
   Desperate to break free from the painful memory, Wodan forced himself to look away, to breathe deep and calm himself. Just then he noticed that a honeycomb pixilation effect seemed to hover at the edge of his vision.
 
   Of course, this isn’t real! he thought. This is some kind of simulation.
 
   He clutched his fists at his sides. It was difficult to stand, and his heart was beating so hard that his chest threatened to rupture.
 
   But it feels so real!
 
   The experience shifted violently, and Wodan found himself much taller than before. He could breathe easily and his arms felt like sculpted weapons hanging at his sides. He could think clearly, each idea rocketing to its destination without distraction or hesitation. He looked down at his companions. They were small, their bodies ill-formed, both pudgy and frail, their faces coated in greasy blotches and frozen in terror.
 
   I’d gotten so used to being like this, thought Wodan, holding a hand before his face and ignoring the approaching demon. Have I really changed so much since then?
 
   The demon cried out for attention. “Marlon!” said Wodan. “Grab Saul and stay back. Let me handle this!” He felt like a character from a comic book. Marlon was struck dumb by fear, but he finally nodded as comprehension slowly set in.
 
   Wodan turned to the flesh demon and waded into the pool of water. He felt no fear, only an empowering sense that he had killed this abomination the hard way long ago. Now, things would be different.
 
   He waded through the frigid pool. The demon towered over him, its gaze now seeming only dull and childishly angry. It swung a massive, clawed hand toward him, and Wodan quickly smacked it away with an iron fist. The demon shuddered in pain and Wodan advanced.
 
   Got to tear its stomach open, he thought, or pull it down and break its neck.
 
   Wodan grappled with the monster’s long arms, forcing it into an awkward defensive posture. But the deep water and the mud clinging to his feet slowed him down and made it difficult to move - so difficult that eventually he slipped. Before he could find his balance the creature bore down on him. Long nails dug into his wrists, then he found himself pushed under the water.
 
   That’s fine, he thought, gagging on the rancid water. I can break its fingers, pull it down with me, then outlast it under the water.
 
   But Wodan could find no purchase beneath the water, only slipping mud, burning lungs, and weight bearing down on him mercilessly. He managed to break two fingers, like cracking enormous crab legs. He broke another, then two more, then he realized too late that the demon felt no pain, none at all, as his own air ran out.
 
   Panic-thoughts rushed through his mind, the humiliation of knowing that a raging cretin would end his life – then he woke suddenly, disoriented, and spat a metal tube out of his mouth. He sat before Setsassanar in the blue chamber once again.
 
   “Alright, I screwed up,” he said immediately. “I got cocky. I didn’t consider the environment. I… I... Master, I should have jumped on its back at the very beginning, torn its head off, and ended things quickly.”
 
   Setsassanar laughed.
 
   “I could have done it! Easily! I just - I wasn’t thinking, and I...”
 
   “So I’ve given you a superhuman body,” said Setsassanar, “and this is how you’re going to use it? You would throw it away in a foolish fight against one insignificant beast in a world filled with them?”
 
   Frustrated, Wodan said, “Master, that thing was weaker than a lot of the robots I’ve fought in the training room! One more chance, I know I can kill it!”
 
   “Yes, you could have killed it. But... there are no second chances in real life, are there, Apprentice? You must come to realize that. Make sure you’ve won before the fight begins. Don’t risk your life on a gamble!”
 
   So I failed, thought Wodan, fuming quietly. All that training, and I still failed.
 
   “Here,” said Setsassanar, picking up the tube and placing it in Wodan's mouth once again. “I have programmed four situations from your past into the Mirror. You will not face the final test until I’m sure your training has not been a complete waste. Let's try out the second situation, shall we?”
 
   Setsassanar's voice stretched out as his face blurred. Disoriented, Wodan bit down on the metallic tube.
 
   He found himself standing before Barkus in a large tent in the middle of the wasteland. He was a slave as well as a small boy. The air was hot and close, and awful looking Ugly stood on all sides watching him, laughing as their cruel overlord debated with him. At the time, Wodan had been filled with conviction, a quiet but insistent sense of justification that told him he could change the mind of this world-weary, cynical monster who had enslaved him along with so many others. Now that he could see himself after experiencing so much of the world, he saw only a small child in a desperate struggle against his own fear. He did not sound heroic, but whiny. It was true that the Ugly hated him for what they perceived as arrogance and pride, but now Wodan was embarrassed for himself because it seemed obvious that the Ugly also saw him as comical, a non-threatening little jester. Wodan felt all dignity being erased under the hateful gaze of Barkus and his goons.
 
   Then the scene changed. Wodan, King of the Black Valley, stood before Barkus. He felt himself fully immersed in the situation. He was filled with the same outrage, a feeling he had buried again and again over the course of his life. His hands gripped into fists; he opened his hands only through immense conscious effort.
 
   The tent fell silent. Wodan looked and saw wide eyes and mouths hanging open. What once seemed like terrifying men covered in scars now looked like scared, pathetic, sickly people waring outlandish clothing in a childish effort to anger their parents. Barkus muttered and coughed with discomfort, bringing Wodan's attention back to him.
 
   You're not an old man anymore, Wodan thought. You're a man in his prime, aren't you? Again Wodan's hands flexed into fists as old anger coursed through him. You're a man at the height of his power… and you've set yourself against a god!
 
   Barkus uttered a sound and in an instant Wodan swung his left hand and smacked a guard in the back of the head. The skull cracked, and as the man pitched forward Wodan grabbed a handgun from his holster and tore it free. He pointed it toward Barkus, paused to see the look on the man's face, then decided against playing around with the ancient, rusted weapon and threw the entire thing at Barkus's face. He grabbed the guard on his other side and tossed him into a large cluster of Ugly, then raced toward another group just as the handgun smashed into Barkus's face with enough force to send his nose rocketing into the back of his head. Wodan backhanded a smoking man's head and felt his hand slipping through something like a bag of spaghetti, then punched another shrieking simpleton in the sternum; the sound of every rib breaking was loud enough to hurt his ears. 
 
   As the men slowly, clumsily raised their guns toward him, Wodan grabbed a small goon by his large belt buckle and tossed him before they could fire. Wodan waded into a group of men seated around a barrel, rolling dice in a gambling game only moments before a god showed up and set to work smashing heads together and snapping arms like tree limbs in a storm. He heard guns going off on the other side of the tent. He dived and rolled, unable to dodge bullets but moving too quickly to be targeted effectively. As he came up from rolling he straightened his arm and pushed his palm into someone’s knee, staring in sick fascination as the leg bent backward and resulted in a horrifying shriek that seemed to come from another world.
 
   As Wodan turned on another group he felt a sting in his shoulder, then more along his back. He cursed and punched several men in the corner of the tent, each blow killing so many that they could not fall to the ground but stood propped up against one another. He felt wounds sealing over hot bullets still lodged in him. For a fraction of a second his eyes lingered on faces, blood pouring from noses and mouths hanging slack. He felt a round bite the back of his leg, then another smacked into his back and lodged in the ribs. The pain only fed his rage and the rush that came with turning the tables on his oppressors. He turned away from the standing dead, tripped over the leg of a dead man as bullets tore into the wall beside him, then jerked a large revolver away from a man shaking and spitting up blood on the sand.
 
   Wodan turned and saw the crowd on the far side aiming at him. He aimed – then a lucky round slammed into his fingers, numbing his entire arm beneath the elbow. He grasped his arm and stumbled away…
 
   Damn it! Did I… did I screw this up, too?
 
   … then still more rounds tore into his knee and stomach, shattering organs and tossing him to the ground.
 
   He fell onto a wooden floor. People were crying and screaming all around. The light was piercingly bright, and he felt cool wind against his skin. Strangely enough, he felt no pain from his wounds as he rose. He found himself on the deck of a ship. He was just off the coast of Haven; his primitive friends that he’d brought from the wasteland shouted and pointed in the distance. Wodan saw an ironclad ship and a wreath of black smoke, an armored beast filled with Ugly pursuers coming to kill them.
 
   “Damn,” Wodan said quietly.
 
   He remembered how the ironclad had fired at them, how the ship had tossed and fallen apart, how one of the most carefree times in his life ended with chaos and horror. Wodan crossed to the railing and ignored everyone around him as he stared at the ironclad. He knew he had failed the other two tests by letting childish emotions and ego-dreams cloud his judgment. He'd wanted to be heroic and powerful and crush evildoers, but it had gotten him killed despite his incredible strength.
 
   After fighting and dying twice before, he was beginning to feel like death always followed on the heels of confrontation. But what was he supposed to do? Leap from the ship and swim away, leaving the others to their fate? He could most likely swim and run all the way to Haven without rest… but survival wouldn't be worth it under those conditions. He had to do something.
 
   He looked at the faces of his friends. They were so small, so terrified of the Ugly.
 
   I can do more than I did before, thought Wodan. I just have to be smart about it.
 
   He cleared all divisive thought from his mind, then ran to the rear of the ship and cast himself into the sea. He heard the boom and crack of cannonfire. He focused on the sound of whirring turbines and tore through the water. How little time did he have? His memory of the original event was clouded with panic. He pushed himself to swim still harder.
 
   He did not have to rise for air the entire time he raced toward the ship. The waves were shadows about the ironclad. He cut upward toward the dark blade-shaped shadow of the ironclad, then pulled himself over the side.
 
   The ship was surprisingly small for the number of men and horses it must have carried. One of its cannons fired and shook the ship with enough force to nearly throw him back into the water. A sharp crack sounded in the distance as the stone walls of the island splintered. Wodan crouched and held onto the hot metal. A long chimney of steel spewed black smoke overhead, and beneath that he saw a wide cover that led down into the ship. The entrance was most surely locked, but even if it was not, Wodan did not like the idea of confronting nearly twenty armed men in tight quarters.
 
   He moved in a crouch to the long iron chimney, covering his nose against the noxious stench of burning fuel.
 
   Superhuman, right? he thought.
 
   Thinking that he could bend the chimney shut and doom the ship's occupants in a furnace, he placed his hands against the chimney. He jerked his hands away – it was incredibly hot. Just then another shot from one of the cannons threw up a plume of water perilously close to his friends. 
 
   Wodan lashed out with his feet, kicking the iron chimney over and over again. The thing shuddered, groaned, then gave way, first in small dents, then he was able to push a wide segment of the thing in on itself.
 
   The tower of smoke overhead shrank to a dark trickle, then Wodan heard a heavy lock on the metal door thrown open. Wodan slid over to the opening and saw a man's dark face peering out from a plume of smoke like some kind of dwarf from hell. Wodan slammed the door shut, then held it down with one hand while bracing his body against a metal railing. He looked about, wondering if the slavers would reveal a second opening and blast him. Nothing happened. The door bounced and heaved underneath him. He could not help but laugh at the idea of the monsters trapped in the inferno that powered their death-machine.
 
   “Such a heavily-armored ship,” he muttered to himself. “Completely untouchable, aren't you?”
 
   He heard gunfire down below, then the whine of ricochets. An ominous clang, like something heavy falling over. Wodan rolled off the door, then leaped into the clear, cold water. He pulled himself through the deep. He heard an explosion behind him, then a gentle surge of water.
 
   Wodan broke through the surface. One side of the ironclad hung open bleeding thick black smoke. He watched as the thing pitched over and sank. In the distance, the wooden ship that bore his friends moved into the bay, and Wodan dog-paddled to join them. Then he saw another swimmer coming toward him, cutting through the water with long strokes.
 
   Setsassanar drew alongside him, then turned over onto his back.
 
   “What do you think, Master?” said Wodan, laughing and spitting water. “I did better that time.”
 
   “Did you?” said Setsassanar. He wore a ridiculous swimsuit the likes of which Wodan had never seen. “I hadn't noticed.”
 
   “Of course I did! Not only did I survive, I saved all of my friends. We'll be able to stroll into Haven in our own good time!”
 
   Setsassanar remained on his back, letting the waves slowly carry him to shore. “That's true. And if this were a more entertaining simulation, there might be a large congratulatory sign hanging overhead. But you'll never see one of those here.”
 
   Wodan was filled with satisfaction. “You said there were four simulations, didn't you? I'm ready for the next!”
 
   “No you're not,” Setsassanar said suddenly. “You practically took your own life in the other two and muddled your way through this one only because you didn't want to experience the discomfort you earned in the previous tests. You are nowhere near ready for the last.”
 
   They continued on in silence until Wodan realized he was paddling as hard as he could while his Master was only lying on his back, and yet he could not pass him. He could not draw away from the accusatory silence.
 
   “Very well,” said Wodan. “I'm ready to leave this place.”
 
   Setsassanar rolled over and reached into Wodan's mouth. He felt metal drawn across his tongue. He became nauseous, blinked, and found himself sitting before the orb terminal in the blue chamber. He held himself, thinking for a moment that he should be cold after leaving the water. Setsassanar gently pulled his arms apart and drew out the needles from his forearms. He felt still more waves of nausea as the room became more solid and real around him.
 
   “Why am I… so tired?” said Wodan.
 
   Setsassanar ignored the question. “In the past,” he said, “you survived because your lack of strength forced you to be cunning. Now that you have begun to feel strong, a part of you wants to embrace the moron's dream of tackling life head-on. A part of you wants to be cheered by the crowd as you rip through your enemies like a superhero, free from the need to think and plan. Free from the danger of risking your dignity in order to survive.”
 
   Wodan felt sleep overcoming him as the Master spoke quietly. “Remember, Wodan. Only laborers dream of living with dignity. You are long past all that. What is dignity to you now? It's a thing you hand out to others, or perhaps dangle just out of reach to make them dance so that you can have your way. Nobody who has it dreams of having it. How you burned with anger at Barkus's goading! How you wanted to impress your friends by fighting the demon! But what are those dreams of applause when compared to what you really want, Wodan? You and your dignity, Wodan. Oh.”
 
   Setsassanar shook his head. Yohei came up behind Wodan and placed a pillow beneath him as he laid down.
 
   Setsassanar rose to leave. “I know what you're thinking, Apprentice. Just remember, there are others out there who have already learned this lesson. They will use your dignity against you, if they can. Why let them goad you to anger? Is being jerked about by your emotions really so desirable?”
 
   Dreams were already mixing with the words of his Master. Wodan felt a strange sense of calm, a sense of separation from his self, or what he thought was his self. He felt sharp clarity and a sort of embarrassment, like looking at a fool on a screen and laughing at his antics, or even laughing at his tears. He wondered what importance the flash and thunder of drama had when weighed against his deepest desires.
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Twenty-Two
 
   Echo of the Past
 
    
 
    
 
   Wodan ascended the wide black staircase that led to the Master's throne room. He could see his breath in the chill air. When he stopped, he was almost sure that the floors and wall were moving slightly, rearranging themselves either for aesthetics, logistical purposes, or simply because the tower was shifting its weight or stretching for comfort.
 
   The last time he had been here, he had been mindless with rage, desperate to seem intimidating but filled with fear. Now he felt only a small twinge of anxiety because he had not begun the day with his usual routine of exercise and education. Instead, the voice of Slave Circuit had summoned him shortly after waking. But behind the anxiety was a deep well of confidence. Wodan knew he could handle any challenge that waited for him. He increased his pace.
 
   I doubt this is my final test, thought Wodan. I still have so much more to learn.
 
   Recorded images flashed to life on the black walls of the stairwell. Wodan saw himself with Langley, different angles, different encounters, different days of the past week, all playing simultaneously along his winding route.
 
   She talked to me, he thought, but still refuses to speak directly to him. Is the Master jealous? He wondered about such an ancient being, whose neocortex had grown and developed in unnatural isolation for perhaps thousands of years. Was he even capable of jealousy? Were these recordings played through conscious effort, or did memories simply appear along the winding passages?
 
   In one recording Wodan saw himself sitting with Langley beneath a sculpture of a flowering pink tree where lights moved about like living things. Langley was dressed in a shining blue robe that caught the light in jagged strips. She bent over a large dark bowl filled with sand, and Wodan watched as it rearranged itself at her direction.
 
   “Look,” she said. “See this character. The word for world is wode. Funny, right?”
 
   “Yes,” he said, nodding as he memorized the symbol that formed in the sand. “Got it.”
 
   “Here – piggy. Or just pig. That's pronounced non-ee. See?”
 
   The symbol was surprisingly complicated, with all four quadrants or spaces available to “letters” filled by ornate shapes. “Got it,” he said.
 
   She glanced at him and smiled. Watching the recording, his heart broke. He saw himself beaming, excited to continue the lesson. He had remembered himself displaying a little more cool reserve than the recording showed. It was a wonder to him that the magical Cognati power that moved the sand was less interesting than the dark-haired beauty with her smile and her dancing fingers.
 
   “Hmmm,” she said. “Here, this means path. Like a street, but I guess… smaller? You'd have more reason to use it in your land...”
 
   The recording shifted and he saw her in a black dress with lace that wound around her throat and arms. She sat atop a square black podium while he walked around pillars set beneath her.
 
   Why does he have to show me this? he thought, taking the steps two at a time to avoid the images. I don't want to see this!
 
   “Have you ever considered,” she said, “that people don't want freedom?”
 
   “Nobody goes to Pontius,” he said. “But it's that very thought that leads them there.”
 
   “Is that what you think of me?” She pursed her lips, seemingly hurt. “I'm only asking if you've considered it.”
 
   Wodan stopped his circuit. “No,” he said.
 
   “No?”
 
   “My people will never have to worry about me doing anything perverse to them.”
 
   “Perverse!” She scoffed. “As if leading people naturally implies abusing them!”
 
   “Leading,” he said flatly. “Is that what you call it? When your people turn against other nations, crush them, end them…? Is that the end result of a leader's inspiration? Nobody wants war unless a leader inspires them. Nobody wants enslavement unless a leader sells the idea wrapped up as something else. That's perverse. Why do you serve them, Dove? Why not just leave?”
 
   “I can't!”
 
   Wodan saw his face turn hard, his eyes small burning pits. “If their gods had the strength of will to stand up and go home, then the people would be forced to-”
 
   “I don't have a home! My homeland, it's...”
 
   “Gone, I'm sure. You're obviously not racially related to the people of Ktari. They destroyed your land?”
 
   She wiped her face. “Annexed,” she said quietly. “Same thing.” They sat in silence. It was a wonder to Wodan that he could plainly see now, but could not at the time, how she had been lashed by his words and wanted only a little comfort. At the time, he had only been preparing another volley to send her way. “Wodan, I don't know. I don't know what you want from me.”
 
   “Come home! To the Valley!”
 
   She laughed at the impossible idea, snuffling back tears as she covered her mouth. She fell silent again. “Wodan, when… I mean, when San Ktari finally comes to...”
 
   “Destroy the Black Valley?”
 
   “I'll try to stop them. I'll talk to...”
 
   “And they would obey you – why? They were cunning enough to enslave a god. Twelve gods! You, convince them? You can't even motivate yourself to break out of here.”
 
   The silence grew heavy, her gaze sharp. “Motivate myself?” she said darkly. “You said you were going to get me out of here.”
 
   Wodan could not stand the sight of how he'd raised his chin, a subtle but infuriating gesture. Had he really imagined his callous arrogance to be heroic? “It's like anything else in life,” he said. “You have to get yourself there. No one can ever do it for you.”
 
   Her eyes became hard, sharp, dead things. “Get out.”
 
   “Langley-”
 
   “Get out before I kill you,” she hissed.
 
   He had not spoken to her since. At last he reached the top of the staircase, not out of breath but mentally worn. Even at the top, the wall around the entrance was a screen for images. A single moment in time had been frozen, the face of Dove Langley glancing sideways – perhaps at him – with lips curved in a slight smile. He stopped and finally looked at her. Large, curving eyes, brilliant green. A shadow behind her nose perfectly connecting to the curve of eyelids and brow. Darkest black hair next to pale skin reflecting soft violet light. The doorway cut through her cheek, a dark vacuum absent of organic curvature.
 
   Even among gods, he thought, she must be considered the most beautiful of all.
 
   He stepped through and entered the throne room. It was different from before, an open expanse of archaic columns and tiles in red and black now turned to glass cubes of the same infernal color scheme. The throne now sat on a series of glass squares, with the robots Yohei, SexBot, and Black standing motionless nearby. Strips of hard-edged black, red, and amber slowly trailed up sheer glass walls. Wodan had the impression that the room had broken down into abstract components of its former theme.
 
   “Ah, Wodan. You've come.”
 
   The Master was sitting not in a pose of authoritarian arrogance, but distraction. He blinked and leaned forward.
 
   “I have something for you,” said Setsassanar, motioning to Yohei.
 
   Wodan stifled his curiosity. “Why do you show me images of Langley?”
 
   “Do I?”
 
   “Are you toying with me?” Wodan suppressed his anger only for a moment, then failed. “Are you jealous that she speaks to me and not to you?”
 
   He prepared for the retort that Langley had not spoken to him since he'd enraged her. Instead Setsassanar merely shook his head, then gestured toward Yohei once again. He did not seem to be engaged with the conversation.
 
   Yohei moved toward a long black rectangle that slowly rose from the floor. Wodan watched as Setsassanar stared at Yohei. His head drooped slightly, then he looked away as if bored of the proceedings.
 
   “Master,” said Wodan, “you must think about what you're doing with Langley.”
 
   Setsassanar sighed, then rubbed his eyes and brow. He slouched in his throne.
 
   “At least,” said Wodan, “tell me what you’re planning. Help me to… to understand this-”
 
   “Wodan,” said Setsassanar. He lowered his hand. His eyes were slack. “Do you ever think of your family? Would you like to see your parents and sisters in Haven?”
 
   “Why bring that up?”
 
   “Don't you think your father misses you, Wodan? Your… real father? Don't you think he'd like to see his son?”
 
   Wodan felt something writhing in his chest. He'd had to bottle that up so long ago. How was he expected to fight a war if he thought about… but he couldn't think of things like that, not when he had to win, to stay alive in situations that most men would shrink away from. Finally the heavy lid fell back into place inside of him.
 
   “Sounds fine,” said Wodan. “But I wonder how many people would die while I go for a visit? Then again, the demons would probably wait while we're off duty.” Wodan waited, but the response seemed to have no effect. “Why ask me that? Why aren't we training, Master?”
 
   “I wonder… what would you do if…” Setsassanar's hand slowly moved to touch his own face, then he froze. For a moment the images on the walls ceased moving, then continued at a fraction of their former pace.
 
   Yohei stopped. Wodan looked at SexBot and Black. They sat frozen, sculptures created and abandoned. Only the room seemed to slowly shift and move about them.
 
   “Master?” said Wodan. “Master? Are you alright?”
 
   He's the tower, thought Wodan. These robots I talk to – even Setsassanar – they're things, mere projections. Has he forgotten them momentarily? Fallen asleep? Will they ever-
 
   “Ah, Wodan. You're here.” Once again Setsassanar moved. His eyes seemed clear, brighter than before. “I have something for you. Yohei – ah, you already have it. What a good little chap.”
 
   Yohei approached and handed Wodan a long curved sword in a sheathe of polished leather. Wodan unsheathed the sword a few inches and was bathed in the green glow of Capricornus. He felt strength and vitality coursing through him. The handle had been redecorated in a more elaborate design that fit his fingers perfectly. He sheathed the sword and ran his hand along the sheathe, a smooth and lustrous work of minimalist art.
 
   “That sheathe,” said Setsassanar, “is made from skin grown in the same sort of vat where I grew this body. That's the flesh of your trusty Master. Show it some care, will you?” He smiled.
 
   Before Wodan could respond, Yohei handed him a dark padded one-piece garment similar to his old winter gear, but more expertly tailored. Now it would stand out from all others.
 
   “I've modified your travelling garments,” said Setsassanar. “This set is equipped with a microscopic technology that will help you retain heat in the cold and shunt heat away in the wasteland.”
 
   “Why?” said Wodan. He took a backpack from Yohei and found it packed with the same nutritious cubes he'd been eating the past few weeks, as well as a canteen of water. He was alarmed.
 
   “Because you will return to Srila.”
 
   All pretense that Wodan could confront Setsassanar about Langley's imprisonment fled. “But why?” he said. “My training… I don't want to leave!”
 
   “Whether your training continues or ends here is entirely up to you.” Setsassanar's eyes shone with their old power once again. Merciless, unyielding, and just. “Once you feel you have completed your time outside, return to me and we will continue.”
 
   Despite his offer, Wodan felt as if he was being cast adrift. “But Master, won't I lose a lot of the progress I've made? Don't I… I need to...”
 
   “You need to relax. What progress? The only thing you've learned is that it won't kill you to put forth more effort. Perhaps you've learned that too well. Now you need to learn that it won't kill you to take a few moments to recollect yourself. You've changed, Wodan. You've lost yourself in your training. Now it's time for you to go and find a mirror in Srila. Find yourself once again. This is not an obstruction. There is no obstruction. This is the path.”
 
   Wodan still felt uneasy. Though he was uncomfortable with the balancing act between Setsassanar and Langley, he had grown used to the streamlined path of development. He had grown used to this place where there were no worries about sustaining himself, where reward was limited only by the amount of pain he was willing to endure.
 
   “There is nothing in Srila,” Wodan said flatly. “The people there – they're not like us. Surely they have nothing to teach me.”
 
   Even as he said it, he felt like a child who misspoke simply for the attention that correction would give him. Again he was embarrassed.
 
   “Oh?” said Setsassanar. “You've learned this already? Was it the handful of hours spent at the foot of the stairs of the Temple that told you this? You spent more time lurking about in the foothills looking for a place to stick Barkus than you did talking to any of the inhabitants. You’ve yet to enter the Temple of the Summons. You’ve yet to inquire about the Deepest Vale of Srila, much less see it yourself.”
 
   Wodan sighed in order to feign resignation, then tried a new tactic. “Master, if I’m to leave the Tower, I’d rather return to the Black Valley, to get things in ord-”
 
   “No. I forbid it. I don’t want you chasing after a few worthless parasites as if they were of any importance. You will not return to comfortable routines until you have proven to me that you can endure at least some small amount of discomfort.”
 
   Though still ill at ease, Wodan had to concede. The Master knew best; he had to trust in his methods. Even the Smith War had been a constant series of pains and discomforts, and that had been a conflict against weak, unhealthy humans. Surely a war against demonkind would require much more from him.
 
   “Very well,” said Wodan. “I'll go back. For now. But Master, you’ve told me nothing of your past. I still don't know anything about the world of the Ancients. What if… what if I trip on a rock and crack my head open? It would be a shame to have known nothing about your world.”
 
   Setsassanar lifted an eyebrow, staring at him with hard, violet eyes. Wodan shrugged. “You would regret it.”
 
   “Very well,” said Setsassanar, hiding a smile. “Slave Circuit, let's show the Apprentice a little bit of the place where… where the wasteland was born.”
 
   On the walls and on the columns, images formed. Wodan saw towers of bright glass shining in the sun, clustered and soaring like branchless trees stabbing through the heavens to drink from the sun. One fractured image showed people walking down a street – so many of them! More than Wodan had ever seen gathered in one place. Then the sun set and Wodan saw the cities at night, alive with flashing lights, traffic moving like blood through a god made of light, nodes glittering and spread all across the face of the globe. Wodan's heart raced.
 
   That's what we once were! he thought. And all of it… all of it was erased!
 
   “Impressive, isn't it?” said Setsassanar. “And to think that this era was called the Rebuilding. It was referred to as a Renaissance only cynically. A shade of what came before it.”
 
   “Rebuilt?” said Wodan, unable to look away from the globe-spanning network of shining glass. “Rebuilt from what?”
 
   Wodan saw gutted out corpses of towers, shattered windows seeming like eyeless skulls, twisted metal skeletons jutting out from ruined concrete. Then images of shanty towns spreading around the avenues of death, filthy people gathered around trucks carrying food distributed by armed men in ill-fitting, brightly-colored uniforms.
 
   “Even in my childhood,” said Setsassanar, “some places were still like this. The disaster that caused it… ah, but they did strange things with information back then. It would be hard for you to understand. Anything recorded could be manipulated. People could be told that recorded images and sounds were easily manipulated, but the human mind was not capable of processing that. History became like myth. The history of the world could change as soon as you stepped over an abstract border. Dissenters could find themselves in prison, or simply ousted from normal social gatherings.”
 
   “Master, how long ago was this?”
 
   “It would be... difficult to say,” Setsassanar said. “I wouldn't even know where to begin, retrieving information like that from my mind. When you've lived as long as I have, concepts like time lose much of what they mean to people who live fifty, sixty years before they die. I rarely calculate in such terms.”
 
   Wodan turned around, overwhelmed by the dissonant images of unstoppable progress alongside utter decay. “But Master, are you… are you older than the wasteland?”
 
   “Yes and no.”
 
   Wodan stopped and turned to him.
 
   “What is the wasteland, Wodan? Is it the sun bearing down on land unshaded by any green thing, where the few surviving animals are forced to cling to every fragment of moisture? If that is the wasteland, then no - it is older than I. Though not by much. I remember the propaganda, when I was a child. As humans retreated from a world increasingly hostile toward them, they were told one tale after another about how the world was being reclaimed. I remember how the best minds, the ones who might have saved us, were stifled by absurd schemes dreamed up by influential, charismatic idiots. The world was falling apart, and news agencies owned by rival propagandists were busy selling stories about how the other side was responsible for the encroaching wasteland. It was impossible for anyone to think clearly in a world defined by ideology. Trying new methods became impossible, a sort of sedition.”
 
   “I don't get it,” said Wodan. “Arguing over politics, or sports, that's common for low-brow types. But it's not like those people become policy-makers, right? Or scientists and thinkers who get things done.”
 
   “Would that that were so.” Setsassanar was sullen, his eyes fixed on a single point far away. “You have to understand that the world we inherited was built on an edifice of warring ideologies and myths woven from pieces of truth. Enough truth was in any of them to make completely opposing histories or ideologies seem true. Some said ruin came like dominos falling one after another; others said it was a single event of such horrific proportions that generations thereafter were scarred and adopted short-term thinking and incredible psychological pain-management strategies in order to survive. The event that mutilated our species… well, as I said, history had become propaganda. The Ancients, as you call them, could manipulate any media. Perhaps it would be foolish to… to bring up...”
 
   “Let me see it,” said Wodan. “What did they tell you?”
 
   Wodan saw images of rough-looking men and women in black uniforms marching across a wide plain of pitted concrete choked with dust. Their eyes were hard, and some had long hair or beards. They did not seem like soldiers fulfilling a duty, but more like fighters grieved over a personal injustice done to them. They carried black banners with the symbol of a steel fist ringed with arrows projecting skyward. Wodan was shocked. He had never seen such determination, such single-minded purpose in such large numbers. He knew that demonkind would fall if he had such an army under his command.
 
   He was shocked still more to see the soldiers enter black steel airships as large as buildings. On another part of the wall, an older man with black hair and beard lined with silver and a cruel hooked nose gave a speech in a language only vaguely similar to Wodan's. He was dressed like the soldiers, and his speech was militant, an ice storm of rage welling up from a species arming itself with something pulled from its darkest depths. As the speech continued, the airships rose from the sand-blasted plains with surprising gentleness, ascended until they passed into darkness, then entered the bellies of even larger ships that were so dark Wodan could only make out silhouettes that hid the stars. He could not believe the sight.
 
   “B-but,” he said, “they can't be… I mean, that's outer space! That's impossible! But if they're soldiers, then who are they going to fight? And… does that mean… does it mean that...”
 
   “Keep in mind,” said Setsassanar, “the Ancients were masters of propaganda. Try not to lose yourself in the narrative.”
 
   “But… but if it is real… but it's impossible! But… but what if...”
 
   Wodan could hardly wrap his mind around the idea. In his childhood in Haven, he'd been taught that space was a radioactive death-zone, empty and off-limits to any human who wasn't surrounded by a dozen feet of lead or possessed by a death wish. He felt deep-seated revulsion at the idea of being sealed in a canister and launched into space. He would never forget one especially famous drama about one of the Ancients who dreamed of flying among the stars, to the point of neglecting his family. In the end he finally received his spaceship, but it crashed soon after launch. His wife and daughter pounded on the side of the burning ship while the man screamed and his flesh melted off and the credits rolled.
 
   But then he remembered that his education had been filled with many taboos against exploration. The world outside of Haven was filled with monsters, evil humans, diseases to which Havenders had lost immunity, city-states that would imprison or kill any outsiders – there were countless lessons, films, stories, rumors about wide-eyed Havenders who left the greatest nation in the world only to be immediately crushed. He considered that there could have been a grand conspiracy crafted by Haven's elite, then decided it was most likely a matter of weak people reinforcing and legitimizing one another's cowardice.
 
   I know better than anyone in Haven that the world is a dangerous place, he thought. But there is no truly safe place in the world, or the entire universe. It's absurd to believe in a special place where a person can hold on for dear life until all trouble passes them by!
 
   Wodan's mind quickly followed the chain of ideas now that yet another illusion fell.
 
   This is why my species has always been such a disappointment to me, he thought, allowing himself to feel the thing he'd always suppressed. Our great fighters, explorers, leaders, thinkers, the most fearless among us – they left! The only people who stayed were...
 
   He remembered all the slimy gangsters and politicians of Pontius, the mindless brutes in the Ugly or Khan Vito's horde, the marching followers who fought for San Ktari, the cowering civilians in Haven and Pontius.
 
   We're the ones who were left behind, he thought. The ones too weak to go over the horizon.
 
   “Where did they go?” said Wodan.
 
   “Calm yourself,” said Setsassanar, frowning. “Were you not here when I clearly said that the rulers of that era were master manipulators? No record, no information, no form of art lay outside of their control! And here you are, nearly brought to tears by what may well have been created in a studio.”
 
   Wodan's speculation had lasted no more than a few seconds, and yet the Master had read him perfectly. Wodan slowly placed a lid back on his well of emotions. But it may be true, he thought, surprised at the power of the loneliness that had struck him, which he had denied for so long. And if it's true, I should have been with them. My ancestors should have gone with them.
 
   “You're right, Master,” Wodan said finally. “I let myself be jerked around. I embarrassed myself.”
 
   “Don't bother,” said Setsassanar. “I'll show you the true face of humiliation. You see, in my time, there was a sense that the best and brightest had left. They had gone to play among the stars. The people needed a new example. So our leaders gave the world a hero.”
 
   All four walls changed to hundreds of different images, some static, some moving, all featuring a handsome man from the time of the Ancients. He had dark pomaded hair, an endless supply of elaborate, expensive, brightly-colored suits, and a relaxed, carefree, cocksure “we’ve made it” attitude. In one image he stood on the front of a sleek white ship, in another image cameras flashed as he strode down a red carpet, in another he leaned against a desk that was, for some reason, in the middle of a dark, neon-lit bar filled with classy go-getters who had clocked out from their high paying jobs. In many of the images the playboy had at least one or two ladies on his arm. Wodan had never seen such women, even in Haven. Their skin was flawless, teeth shining in perfect rows, hair sculpted by artists. All of them were surely models, their smiles too practiced and camera-ready. But the playboy was noticeably better looking than anyone around him. He cracked jokes before a crowd who gushed with laughter. 
 
   Such a man had absolutely no appeal to Wodan. He was handsome, a natural leader, fine – but what had he done with it? Wodan noticed a distinct lack of images showing the man working, doing, helping, striving, or even incorporating a little grace into his routine of doing nothing. He seemed to exist for the purpose of being idolized, or to be the living embodiment of affluence.
 
   Realization struck him. As the images came one on top of the other, Wodan looked from the playboy to the Master. His heart sank. The short cowl was replaced by pomaded locks, the cruel wolf-smile with a condescending leer, and the bearing and posture were completely different, but there was no mistaking that the playboy was none other than-
 
   The images came still faster, insistent on being seen, indicative of a frantic culture wearing itself out. He saw the playboy on advertisements, his taste in phones and ties and coffee was a blessing, a divine decree that money should be ritualistically exchanged in this or that manner. The playboy posed with a watch without numbers, hands, or even any digital interface at all, sleeve pulled down with hand on chin, eyebrow cocked as if to say, “Didn't buy the wrong brand, did you?”
 
   Wodan's eyes went back and forth from his merciless Master to the playboy simultaneously modeling underwear and giving a friendly speech before a line of automobiles. He just said they could manipulate any image, he thought. Yet that is… it's him! It really is! Why would he make up something so utterly crass?
 
   “Mister Sanjaraa!” said a reporter. The superbeing in a finely tailored suit had been caught by a group of reporters. Wodan could see short, pudgy reporters leaning against overweight security guards in a clean room – either a set, or perhaps just a fantastic world without flesh demons. “Mister Sanjaraa, sir! What do you have to say to people who believe you're an unnatural spawn of science that goes against nature?”
 
   For a split second Wodan saw pain written on the playboy's face, a childish smile after an accident. With sitcom-scripted speed the superhuman winked and said, “Against nature? Can you imagine walking in on half the people you know making babies the old-fashioned way? Now that's a crime against nature!”
 
   In a wash of laughter, the scene ended and was replaced by propaganda, a still image of laborers in coveralls carrying toolboxes and ladders to a row of skyscrapers. On the horizon, the pomaded superbeing stood with arms crooked and fists on hips, glowing as he stared into what must have been a glorious future. “Keep on keepin' on!” the image read. “It's hard work that builds the bridge between ape and overman!” Then the superhuman playboy turned to the viewer, ruining the illusion that the image was static, then smiled and said, “Be sure to watch the season finale of “Summer Vacation with Tronko” this Thursday night at eight!”
 
   Wodan felt a wave of vertigo. “Turn it off,” he said quietly. “I… I get it. Enough.”
 
   The images grayed-out and the various sound channels grew dim, revealing Setsassanar laughing uproariously. “ 'Had enough'?!” he said. “Come now! I lived like this for years. Surely you can stand a few more minutes?”
 
   “No!”
 
   “But I lived the life everyone dreams of living! Nice cars, big houses, beau-u-u-u-utiful women...”
 
   “So that was you, then? You were… you were really a...”
 
   “A complete waste of space, yes. The most expensive polished turd on planet Earth.” Setsassanar's laughter slowly died. “Those were desperate times. We'd just gotten through one apocalypse, rebuilt, and then everything was falling apart again within the span of a few years. Nearly all the money and resources were owned by a handful of families in banking, defense contracting, and automated manufacturing. What was left for everyone else? Nobody had any ideas, but the hunger of the economic elite wasn't going away anytime soon, so they wanted to jump-start a worldwide deadlocked economy by creating… well...”
 
   “You.”
 
   Setsassanar nodded. “I don't think they knew that's what they were doing. They spun a web of idealistic words around the thing, but that was the truth of the matter. Get people spending money. Get people working again. Give people a hunger for things that other people can make.”
 
   “I can't believe it,” Wodan said quietly. “But you're… you have greater strength and wisdom than anyone I know! How could you be that… that living commercial!”
 
   “You haven't even seen the worst of it. Let me tell you a little about my creation. Mankind has always had a deep-seated taboo against genetic manipulation, but in my time, that was outweighed not by grand, Faustian hubris, but by fear of cultural stagnation. The wisest men and women of the time spoke of “species decay”. Whether the pioneers left us, or were killed off, who can say, but humanity needed proof that the inventive spirit of the pioneer was not gone forever. My biological father was the CEO-for-life of the Sanjaraa Corporation, and I was brought to term in the womb of one of his trophy wives. I was raised by several highly paid midwives and state-approved baby sitters. The world's greatest intellectuals were my private tutors. But my true father was a man named Cecil.”
 
   Wodan saw a grainy photograph of a blond, round-faced man with a slight, knowing smile. He remembered seeing the portrait weeks ago, when he'd first broken into the Tower.
 
   “He was a scientist,” said Setsassanar. “The greatest mind of his era. His will was undaunted by the palpable atmosphere of nihilism that surrounded him. He deeply regretted the fact that he had not been born early enough to leave with the exodus into space. But without him, neither of us would be here today. He is your grandfather, Wodan. I think you might have gotten along with him famously. But we… sometimes I wondered if he despised his creation.”
 
   “Can you blame him?” said Wodan, immediately regretting the outburst. “Do you realize how difficult it is for me to think of you like that?”
 
   “Wodan, I have a complete record of your life. Do you realize how difficult it is for me to accept the fact that the world's foremost demon-slayer once let himself be pushed around by unintelligent, emotionally stunted civilians living in the world's softest nation? And yet I accept it, Apprentice, because it happened. It is not a nightmare to be woken up from. It is reality.”
 
   Wodan said nothing, but nodded.
 
   “You wanted to know. Now you know. I would not have accepted you as my apprentice if you were not the kind of person who wanted to know. But knowing is difficult. Ideals are continually smashed on the shores of reality. The world I showed you, with its skyscrapers and flashy commercials – it was a fantasy, of sorts. You see, before my time, there was another era filled with skyscrapers and flying machines and long work hours and wars fought behind computer terminals. It fell apart. So why was it rebuilt in my era?” Setsassanar sighed and rubbed his chin. “Man wants to build a glorious throne on which his ego can place its ass. He doesn't want to live in nature, to work a few hours and then sit with himself in the quiet calm of the evening. He doesn't want to hear himself think. No, the skyscrapers and the engines and the bomb shelters and the malls were rebuilt as quickly as possible. Man wants the full schedule, the endless treadmill, the fantasy of no-death.” Setsassanar thought for a moment, then said, “Do you want to see another thing they made? I wasn't the only strange thing they created. This is a secret, very top secret, Apprentice. You'll like it.”
 
   Wodan nodded. He was afraid, but he had to know.
 
   “Slave Circuit,” said Setsassanar. “Show him something from the Garden of Eden Project.”
 
   The walls covered themselves in still images of a squat, hairy man with wide, powerful shoulders. His head was shockingly simian, a grotesque, scowling, hairy thing taken straight out of a fever dream. He sat in what seemed to be a jungle, but some images showed people in lab coats standing behind glass walls around the contrived environment. The beast wore modern-looking short pants but they were covered in filth. He looked at his hands for a moment, then up at the sky, then scratched himself, apparently bored with his own existence. Wodan saw illustrations of a similar beast-man wearing an animal skin thong and carrying a club.
 
   More images flooded the walls. Similar glass-covered synthetic jungle and forest environments were filled with similar creatures, some like humans covered in thick hair, some like animals that could only barely stand upright. One photograph, which did not seem to mesh with the others, showed a line of soldiers in dull brown uniforms holding massive automatic rifles. The scowling soldier all had massive beards that covered their faces. One of the beast-men squatting in his private zoo caught Wodan's attention because he was labeled with a name.
 
   “What's a homo blouswael?” he said.
 
   “We knew a great deal more about the origin of the human species in my time than you did in Haven,” said Setsassanar, “though there were still enough question marks and blind spots to make most people throw up their hands. But one thing we knew for sure was that there were many branches on the human tree, especially early on. There were wars for dominance of the Earth, and the species that gave birth to us wiped out many other competing species. Homo blouswael was one such species.
 
   “This tough little monkey man – you can see him there and there – was shorter than our forebears, much stronger, less intelligent, and had only a crude culture. What you see here is the result of a scientific project to recreate a member of his species using repaired genes taken from bone marrow preserved in ice. The project was carried out by a rival of Cecil, my father. The Garden of Eden Project came under fire. The idea of recreating a species of victims who had been wiped out by the Earth's genetic overlords proved too morally taxing. The group was disbanded, and the blouswael specimen retired into obscurity and lived out his life in an underground military base. But my father’s rival went on to do further work.”
 
   “Why?” said Wodan. “What saved his career?”
 
   “Those in power uphold popular morality only so long as it serves their quest for power. If it doesn’t, then they drop it. My father’s rival shifted his focus to government contracts. Specifically, military research and development.”
 
   The photograph of the bearded, brutish soldiers came into clearer focus as Setsassanar continued.
 
   “With only a little tinkering, the blouswael genetic matrix yielded a creature far stronger than homo sapiens. The neocortex, already stunted, was further retarded. Some of the more ape-like physical attributes were smoothed over so that they could blend in a little more readily with standard humans. Empathy was bred out of them. Cecil's rival was able to give the state its perfect super-soldier, a tireless thug more than willing to kill in the name of its master.” Setsassanar paused while Wodan watched an image of the soldiers running over an obstacle course with large backpacks and guns. They dropped, aimed, fired, rose, ran, and repeated the process. They did not seem to struggle at all. For a moment Wodan saw one smiling through his thick beard as he ran, his hundred-plus pound backpack shaking violently. “Anything about these creatures look familiar, Apprentice?”
 
   Wodan could not say. He was mostly disoriented from seeing an unknown era revealed as easily as watching one of Haven's televised dramas. Of course he had never seen such strange soldiers. But then something about the posture, the chest held outward, the way they challenged one another by jerking their head upward… his eyes widened in realization.
 
   “Yes, Wodan, that's it! You know them, don’t you! These are the genetic forebears of the dogmen! Neo blouswael soldiers were carefully controlled by the state. No females were allowed to leave quarantine, the males were closely monitored, and they were purposely made unable to breed with humans. Of course, when the world fell apart, all control was lost. And now the dogmen are a constant thorn in the side of the human species.”
 
   Wodan saw the truth of it. The soldiers in the recordings had straighter teeth, the eyeteeth were less pronounced, their beards were better groomed, but it was obvious. It's just like the ghouls, he thought. All these horrors that people imagine were spat out by the world in order to torment them are actually distorted mirror-images created when the human spirit stumbled along the way.
 
   Wodan's mind raced to the possibility that the flesh demons were also created by the Ancients. He opened his mouth to ask, then stopped. He was afraid that if he asked Setsassanar too much, he would stop speaking entirely. Another time, Apprentice, another time, he might say.
 
   The two looked at one another. He knows I want to know. Yet he says nothing. Wodan's mind raced. He considered that the demons were simply too complicated to have been created in a laboratory. What would have been their purpose? One creates a bomb to make an explosion of a certain size, Wodan thought. Not start a chain reaction that burns off the planet's entire atmosphere.
 
   Wodan chose another angle. “So you and the dogmen were created around the same time?”
 
   Setsassanar nodded. “But Cecil had nothing to do with those humanoid attack dogs.” He placed his chin against his fist. He suddenly seemed tired. “Many new things were made before everything… well. We couldn’t remain in the Garden of Eden forever, could we? Maybe I will tell you about some of my special friends next time. If we have a next time.”
 
   “If?”
 
   “I was only a child in those recordings,” he said, shrugging. “Barely past twenty years. My father gifted me with a strong will, Apprentice. I didn't model underwear until the very moment the world fell apart.”
 
   Wodan glanced at the crest on Setsassanar’s black shirt once again, and saw the icon of a dragon staring back at him.
 
   “One more thing, Master,” said Wodan. “Will you tell me how it came to an end?”
 
   “Another time,” said the Master. “Go to Srila. Decide whether or not you want to continue your training with… one born of such humble roots.”
 
   Wodan realized that his Master had faced utter humiliation just now, the thing that most men and women would pay any price to avoid. Wodan regretted most of what he had said to him lately. Would he ever come back to the Tower? He already knew what his decision would be.
 
   “We all have humble roots,” said Wodan. He turned to leave, then stopped. “Ah, but tell me this,” he said, as if the matter was an afterthought of no importance. “What do you plan to do with Langley while I'm gone?”
 
   The lights shining within the cubes began to wink out, and the throne slowly retracted within the walls. “It's no concern of yours,” said Setsassanar, his attention already drifting elsewhere. “Think you can take her from me because you saw a record of my weakness? Think again, boy. But don't worry yourself. Our marriage will not commence while you are away. But when you return… perhaps you can be my ring bearer.”
 
   Wodan slung Capricornus across his back. As he strode from the room, Setsassanar laughed and said to his back, “Or make an attempt at being my pallbearer, if you can!”
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Twenty-Three
 
   Does Naarwulf Serve for Nothing?
 
    
 
    
 
   Naarwulf walked the halls of the Temple of the Summons. He passed guards in blue robes, big men and dogmen, and envied them their simple tasks. When he saw the monks in their robes of orange going quietly about their way, he felt ashamed of his jeweled cane, a sign of ostentatious vanity that betrayed how soft he had become. He saw groups of men in black robes moving about swiftly, whispering among one another, looking very stern and worried. Naarwulf often bowed his head respectfully, but the black robes ignored him.
 
   He stopped and studied paintings of the Redeemer, a plain man with long hair, head bent sadly under the weight of humanity’s sins. He saw illustrations of the Good Tyrant, the law maker Tyrannus who had met with the Ghost, and Naarwulf could not help but feel a twinge of guilt, as if he had been disloyal to his people. Had he forgotten some of the old ways?
 
   How far the world has fallen, he thought. People do not keep the laws of the Ghost anymore. But I have done my part to maintain order, at least. No more could be expected of me.
 
   The hallway curved abruptly. A cold draft raced across the ground and bit at his ankles. As he walked, he stooped slightly to see whether or not he had actually forgotten to put on socks – and then in a dark corner he saw High Priest Globulus. The wise man stared back at him like a small statue, and Naarwulf felt shock wash through his being.
 
   “I know you, dog,” said Globulus.
 
   Naarwulf bowed quickly, trying to conceal his staff between his legs.
 
   The High Priest gestured, and Naarwulf followed.
 
   They walked through the dark labyrinth of the Temple. “Do you know of the Garden of Eden, dog?”
 
   Naarwulf nodded quickly. “From what my people have told me, sir. They say the fathers of the tribes of dogmen lived in that land of plenty, and God, the Ghost, was with them. And the great lion was with them, too. He was tame, and a friend to the fathers of the dogmen. But there was a serpent in the garden. It often provoked the dogmen, and tempted them with evil thoughts. The dogmen quarreled with the lion, and then the Ghost cast them all out.”
 
   Globulus smiled thinly, revealing the tips of long teeth. “The legends of your people are not so different from the written records that we humans possess. That is a sign that your people are a good people - naturally obedient to the ways of God, it would seem. Both stories of the garden include that of a serpent pushing our people to think forbidden thoughts. To commit an original sin which has cast us all into a world of immoral darkness.”
 
   “It is so, sir,” said Naarwulf, shaking his head.
 
   “Do you understand the nature of the one true God that we worship, dog?”
 
   “Ah... I... I would not presume...”
 
   “That is good! For who could presume to know the nature of the Ghost? Yet as the leader of my people, as the servant of the holy land, I am allowed some sanction in this matter. Which I undertake in humility. Our God is called many things. Ghost. Outworlder. Defender. Ruler. I Am. Yal-da-be-oth. He is not of this world, dog, or of any world where flesh and evil has sovereignty. Is it not said that ‘many dogmen praise Him and raise spears to his name’?”
 
   “So it is rightly said!” said Naarwulf, nodding roughly.
 
   “In some ways, it could even be said that our God is dog-like, though it sounds blasphemous to those without ears to hear. For He is loyal, a warning against evil, a constant companion to any man or dogman who dutifully gives sacrifice unto Him. Now do you understand why I say that your people are natural offspring of such a God?”
 
   “Ah... I do!”
 
   “Then understand this, dog. Your people never partook of the eating of the fruit of the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil. You quarreled in the garden, yes, you were cast out with the lion... but you did not give in to the temptations of the serpent. Only man has done that. So, is it any surprise to you that humans are more naturally drawn toward evil? And that some humans, having a more willful nature, are more naturally drawn towards evil than other humans?”
 
   Naarwulf felt his heart turning about. “Yes, sir... though it pains me to say, it makes sense. I have often wondered... I mean, about humans... their ways are so...”
 
   “For example: This land that you come from. Would you not say that it has more than its fair share of the willful partaking of sin?”
 
   “Most surely, sir. Most surely it does.”
 
   “Ah...” Globulus sighed for a long time, shaking his head. “It is a changing world, dog. Do you not feel it in the air? The beings that men call flesh demons are destroying city after city, nation after nation. And then there is San Ktari, against whom no man or nation can stand. Such forces are changing the world.”
 
   Naarwulf nodded sadly.
 
   “Dog. In a few years’ time, there will be no room for willful egomaniacs who have no sanction but their own, who lead men and dogmen into sin, who expect to be safe from the justice of the wasteland for much longer. Do you not feel the truth of this?”
 
   Naarwulf could not help but think of his king, of his strange ways. It pained him to think of that.
 
   They came to a wide stone balcony that overlooked a large chamber. Naarwulf smelled rotting meat, and bristled at the stench. The High Priest did not seem to notice. Globulus pointed down below, and Naarwulf saw a single bed covered in a pale red blanket. The ghoul, the would-be assassin, laid on it. Though covered in bandages, the creature seemed fine. Large guard dogmen in blue robes stood at each corner. An orange robe entered the room, quietly replaced the creature’s bedpan with another, then left. Bored, the creature lifted its pillow and withdrew a comic book, then flipped through the thing. A black robe emerged from a hallway, walking with short, angry steps. Though they could not hear it, he obviously chastising the ghoul. The ghoul hissed loudly, then bellowed and swung a bandaged arm. The black robe turned and left, shaking his head fiercely.
 
   “You see that beast?” said Globulus. “For many days now we have tried to educate it, to drive knowledge into its sinful head. But it is obstinate, and prefers its tawdry picture-books to wisdom.”
 
   Naarwulf growled. “I am sorry that your people have been troubled by it.”
 
   “Do not be sorry. It is our duty to lead the blind, to instruct the ignorant. We do not do it because we hope for success, but only because it is our duty.”
 
   “That thing is not even man or dogman, sir. It... it’s an animal, it should be-”
 
   “Oh no, good dog, no. Just because it is brutish in appearance and nature does not mean that it is not a child of God. You see, the same thing that makes us one people... is also in that creature. Especially in that creature, I should say.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “Yes. For it is the will that binds us, dog, it is our will that makes us one. The will to do evil, to sin, to decay. And that is a most willful creature. Remember that, dog: All traits, such as appearance, intelligence, capacity for good works, strength of body - all of them vary, all of them distinguish us as individual beings. But it is our will, our soul, that makes us truly one. Our difference is only shadow, illusion. All are one... all is one. Do you understand?”
 
   “It is... difficult, sir...” said Naarwulf, but just then the ghoul’s hand strayed beneath his covers, and to his crotch, and Globulus quickly led Naarwulf away from the balcony.
 
   Before Naarwulf could apologize to the High Priest, Globulus stopped near a dark corner and forced his face close. “Do you remember Vito, your original master? The man who was my own disciple?”
 
   “Ah - yes, sir.”
 
   “And do you remember his beliefs? That of the great cleansing, of purifying the rot in the world? Of starting over fresh, perfectly clean?”
 
   “Well, I... yes, sir, I remember... but he was defeated by my current... I mean, it was the rite of the duel, the forms were strictly obeyed… so...”
 
   “Beaten in a duel?” said Globulus, lip twitching in a faint snarl. “Is it not written that the meek shall inherit the earth, dog? Is it right that the strong should kill and abuse the weak, according to their whim?”
 
   Naarwulf felt himself swimming in confusion, pushing against currents with no place to stand firm. “Sir... when you put it like that, then no... well, that is, not really... in a matter of-”
 
   “Dog! Your internal strife is plain to see. Is it not a serpent who now tempts your will with confusing ideas? Does your current leashman not think forbidden thoughts and commit forbidden acts in the very light of day?” Globulus paused, and Naarwulf turned his head away from the dim, gray, unmoving eyes. “Once, you were loyal. And a day may come when you must make a choice. Between doing what is wrong, and what is right.”
 
   Globulus’s eyes flicked across Naarwulf’s face, drinking him in quick sips, nullifying his strength. Smiling on one side, Globulus suddenly said, “Did they tell you that the God we worship is a symbol? An idea? An abstract notion?” The smile quivered. “We know better, don’t we, dog? The memory of our service is written in our blood. It is real, this thing we call out to. This thing that we beg and pray to. He is coming. And He will remember his friends.”
 
   Before Naarwulf could answer, the High Priest left him alone in the dark corner.
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Twenty-Four
 
   Mercy, Cruelty
 
    
 
    
 
   Wodan stepped from the Gul-in Kami onto the muddy airstrip of Srila. He inhaled deeply and tasted the sharp, crisp air. He felt cold and wet, as if newly born.
 
   Ryo Jo stepped down behind him. In the Eastern tongue Wodan said, “I thank, Ryo Jo, for showing how to fly with a plane. Good experience, to fly with you.” Ryo Jo smiled awkwardly, reddened, then bowed. During the entire flight the pilot had treated Wodan with nervous distance, never speaking unless spoken to. He must have sensed a change in Wodan. Wodan had flown almost the entire way, needing only occasional assistance, and had even landed the plane himself. Learning seemed so easy now.
 
   Perhaps he thinks I’ve become like one of his gods, thought Wodan. It must be terrifying to think that I haven't been created by his state.
 
   “Remember, my friend,” said Wodan. “The dream you tell me. There is place for you, any time, in Black Valley.”
 
   Wodan strode across the airfield. The soldiers were tense, shoulders held back, eyes fixed forward, even shoelaces being tied were done so with sharp, robotic movements. The tension did not spread to Wodan. He felt as if he were looking down upon “merely human” events. Details seemed sharper and clearer, but he did not feel as immersed as before. He felt as if he had found out that life was merely a video game. It could be stressful, but it could also be enjoyable.
 
   He felt a strange tugging at the edge of his awareness, like someone staring at the back of his head. In the distance he saw an envoy of black-armored Ktari soldiers with white faces approaching a fat-bellied helicopter. In the middle of the group he saw a tall, lean Ktari official in a black leather coat and regal hat covered with several red stars. The official had a thin goatee that framed white bloodless lips. He turned to Wodan and for one long moment Wodan felt an ice cube traced across his back. Then the official and his black cadre disappeared within the hold of their helicopter.
 
   Wodan continued on. His sense that he was separated from the small worries of life began to slip away as he worried that the official was investigating the situation of the Engels. Wodan wondered if the man had the authority to throw the Killswitch that could end Dove's life. Wodan visualized a state war goddess’s files and paperwork carefully moved from ACTIVE to MIA to KIA in an elaborate bureaucratic funeral ritual.
 
   Wodan stopped outside of the small sheet-metal hut, bowed to a soldier at the door, then said, “King of Black Valley here and request to meet honorable Kommander Won Po.” The soldier hesitated, shocked that an outlander could speak the only true language. He cracked the door, whispered into the darkness, then pulled the door through a channel of mud and motioned for Wodan to enter.
 
   Wodan felt the dank heat only as a sort of afterthought in the back of his mind. The cloth of his modified suit shifted against him slightly as its temperature and moisture deflection mechanisms did their work. Kommander Won Po sat behind his short desk, sweating quietly. It seemed to Wodan that the man looked like a rag doll thrown on a shelf, used and then forgotten. The guards were statues, the secretary a quietly humming machine.
 
   Wodan bowed slightly. “Greetings, sir,” he said. “I return and have news. News not altogether good, but can be brought to good conclusion given time and effort.”
 
   Won Po showed only mild surprise at Wodan’s use of Eastern. He nodded his head politely, extended a hand for Wodan to take a seat, then ordered tea from the secretary. “King Wodan,” Won Po said in Western. “I am honored that you speak our language. However, I do not wish to trouble you. Please, you may speak your own language, and understand that it helps me as I am attempting a better command of Western.”
 
   “Very well,” said Wodan.
 
   The man is altogether changed, thought Wodan. His authoritarian rudeness is gone. I’ll have to ask my friends what’s been going on in my absence. Wodan wondered if the black-clad Ktari official had given him a verbal beating. He felt sorry that Won Po had the impossible duty of chasing after the shadow of conquest. But he knew better than to let down his guard around the Kommaner. If he learned the truth of Dove Langley's situation, he would be duty-bound to report the situation. The bureaucratic apparatus would demand her death, god or not.
 
   I must tread carefully.
 
   Wodan sipped bitter tea with the worn Kommander. After a time of silence, Wodan said, “You’re under pressure these days.”
 
   Won Po nodded, blinked. “It is a difficult thing. I... envy the position of your people.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “Mm. Many of my soldiers find them... undisciplined. But I see the thing. This is only surface. Each one seems to do as he will. Ah. But I have spoken with your General Clash.” Won Po smiled, said, “I think he envies my position. He grows nervous, thinking your people will arouse trouble. He would like a well-disciplined band of... vacationers! So, we both envy one another!”
 
   Wodan laughed quietly. “Authority is natural for Yarek. But the Valliers are not easily organized.”
 
   Won Po laughed, then trailed off into painful silence.
 
   “Kommander, let me tell you what I have seen and done. I met with the Engelen Winds of Death and Axe of the Dawn, and they wanted me to tell you that this entire matter is very sensitive, and must be kept secret. The pilot you assigned to me can vouch for this. What has happened is that the Lady of Divine Cognition is a guest of another being who is also like the Engelen. I have spent time with them, and have seen that she is well.”
 
   “Ah. So this thing is strictly Engel business. Mm.” Wodan saw a great weight lift from the man. Since the gods of the state were like appendages of the Emperor himself, there was nothing he could or should do about the matter. He sighed and sipped his tea. Only a short time passed before Wodan saw the weight settle on his shoulders once again.
 
   “Kommander, I saw an official-looking man at the airstrip. Is he an officer in the San Ktari army?”
 
   Won Po nodded slowly. “Colonel El Sin of the Yasha Struppen, Interior Division. A very... honorable man, highly esteemed, much respected.”
 
   Wodan felt the man’s thoughts hanging in the air, so he pressed him. “Yasha Struppen?”
 
   “Nnnn... elite commandos. But this is new Interior Division. They quell... they monitor, ah, domestic trouble. A police force. Colonel El Sin, he is not my superior. But we have had discussion. When one is in the field as I am, one can lose touch with the... the political situation. It is always shifting, changing. Heaven and Earth, you see. My forces are of Earth. The way of Heaven is inscrutable, especially for one like me. Not so inscrutable for Colonel Sin. Way of Heaven comparable to, ah... the movements of stars with the seasons, planets that only learned astrologers can predict, the phases of the moon out-of-phase with regular yang solar calendar. You see? Only Emperor is perfect and immobile within the Heavens, a solid foundation in the invisible world. Colonel El Sin has apprised me of shifting currents of power, of which I am most grateful.”
 
   So those tough-looking commandos I saw outside aren't here to kill demons, or that lion, or break Langley out, or even help with the conquest of Srila. They're internal affairs agents!
 
   Wodan hid his surprise by wiping sweat from his eyebrows.
 
   Would Mallery be able to stop himself from dancing or doing backflips if I gave him his own unit of special forces Slayers and told him he needed to keep Enforcers and Rangers away from drugs, gambling, and prostitutes? How much would he start making in bribes if the agents in charge of “investigations” had the power to exert pressure – or even kill – the people they were investigating?
 
   It seemed like a terrible joke. He already had it easy keeping his police and military under control because there weren’t enough black markets to tempt them into going dirty. Beyond that, he made sure whistleblowers got a few coins for informing on one another. If necessary, he moved Enforcers and Rangers around so that clannish attitudes didn't have time to fester and grow. It was easy.
 
   He could see the layers of the power structure in San Ktari growing like a thicket of thorny vines. It was a shame that people were trapped in it and easily torn apart; otherwise it might be interesting to watch the thing develop, a fascinating accident in slow motion. It would have been impossible if the citizens weren't indoctrinated into believing that it was “wrong” to be born, to exist, to do all the strange things that humans do. Just as they believed that a powerful state was necessary to “keep them in line,” so they must also, on some level, believe that flesh demons were necessary to keep humans from getting out of control.
 
   Wodan could only imagine what sort of veiled threats and condescending gestures this Colonel Sin had made toward Won Po. Thousands of miles away, one man had shaken another man's hand, allegiances shifted, and now Won Po had a goon from the urban battlefield making him lose sleep. Wodan felt sorry for everyone involved. They were children.
 
   “Colonel El Sin,” said Won Po, “he displayed some curiosity concerning the absence of die Engelen. You see, he was under the assumption that they would be here, busy with an in-depth study on the nature of foreign religion...”
 
   Wodan hid his alarm. “It was unfortunate that I was too late to give the Colonel some insight into the matter. I would not worry, sir. They have their affairs under control.”
 
   A lie. As soon as Wodan had left the Tower and approached the San Ktari encampment on the Fields of Epimetheus, Matthias had run toward him, shirt undone, reeking of incredibly potent alcohol. Wodan had tried to explain the situation in scattered snatches of words even as he dodged Matthias's awkward lunges. Though his senses were dulled, Matthias intuited betrayal, accusing Wodan of doing nothing to free Langley. Many times during the pathetic struggle Matthias reached down to his holsters, found them empty, then spat in rage - only to repeat the process moments later. Finally Justyn had arrived, only slightly drunk himself, and held Matthias down on the ground.
 
   “Kill him!” shouted Matthias.
 
   “That’s not fair to Wodan,” said Justyn, searching Wodan’s face for a reassuring sign. “I’m sure he’s doing everything he can to get her out. Right, man?”
 
   “I am,” said Wodan, forcing himself to keep his eyes on Justyn’s. “The thing in there, the being in the Tower - I’m negotiating with it. It’s not… entirely unreasonable.”
 
   “Kill him!” Matthias shouted, a line of saliva dripping onto the sand. “Justyn, he’s gone over to its side! Kill him!”
 
   “It hasn’t hurt Dove at all. I promise. I’m going to run and errand for it, but I promise I’ll be back.”
 
   “Promise? Promise?!”
 
   “Alright, man,” said Justyn, lowering his head sadly. “We’ll be here.”
 
   Wodan looked away from the pair. He saw a line of soldiers and flags against the horizon. Dark silhouettes against the harsh light, they willfully ignored the spectacle, pretending everything was normal.
 
   Wodan forced the memory aside. “Kommander Won Po, may I ask a question?” Won Po only stared at Wodan’s cheek. Taking this to be an affirmative, Wodan said, “Why would a leader of internal affairs forces take an interest in a foreign land that has few resources to offer the Empire?”
 
   Won Po was silent for a long time, and Wodan thought that he had not heard the question. Finally the Kommander said quietly, “There are men in San Ktari who believe that Srila is focal point for a power beyond this world. They believe that conquest of this world is only shadow of power. That true form of power lies beyond.”
 
   “I see,” said Wodan. “But they do not all think that, do they?”
 
   “No. Many disagree. Some even believe that Srila should be bombed from far above, or that it is a mistake to come here at all.”
 
   “Gods,” said Wodan, unable to hide his shock. “Is there anyone in power in San Ktari who believes that Srila should just be left alone?”
 
   Won Po smiled tiredly. “Ah, King Wodan... do men with such inclination often seek a position of power?” He let the question hang in the air. Won Po's mouth opened slowly, closed just as slowly, then all at once a quiet stream of slowly, carefully controlled words spilled out of him. “But Ktari has many legends concerning the power of the land of Srila, and not all of them are good, and not all of them are holy. Some say that the dream of controlling such nexus of otherworldly power can turn men into monsters, and little by little waking life becomes an unreal nightmare. With no solid thing to grasp, and no idea that can free men... Heaven and Earth upended, confused, a mixture of chaos and void. Do you see? Mn. But what do I know, King Wodan? I am only a servant. Sometimes such stories and rumors are made only to appeal to simple man, a small man. Sometimes a story like that is spun so that a small man will feel he understands the world. He will feel fear under the shadow of the story, true, but at least he will have a sense of control over the world. Simply by his judgment of it. What need has he of letting go of control and being happy? Perhaps control, of any kind, is preferable to happiness.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Wodan made his way through the village of Temple Grounds, surprised at how many more Valliers had arrived. Even a few off-duty San Ktari soldiers mixed with the pale foreigners and the villagers selling trinkets and philosophical insights. He could not tell who was conquering who.
 
   Wodan realized that people were openly staring at him. At first he was confused. His clothes most likely hid any increase in muscle mass he'd developed. And it wasn't as if they could see the hundreds of hours he'd spent fighting and defeating robotic monsters.
 
   Or maybe they can, he thought. In the past few weeks, he'd learned more than he had in all his years before. His knowledge of history and the various workings of the world far exceeded that of any man or woman alive today. He'd been stripped of illusions and lazy habits that he hadn't even realized weren't an intrinsic part of human nature. Who or what could challenge him? He wondered if all of that was evident in his posture.
 
   Most looked at him with curiosity or a welcoming nod. Only one differed. A Wright, Srila's version of a Smith, stood leaning against an open doorway with arms crossed. His face was scrunched and lined from years of scorning anything that passed under his gaze. His scorn was now focused on Wodan.
 
   Do they know we fought a war against the Smiths and destroyed them? Wodan wondered. Or do they simply hate seeing people not taking them seriously?
 
   Wodan looked at the man's eyes. Small, pig-like, wrinkled things like bellybuttons. As soon as their eyes met, the man twitched as if startled awake and slid against the doorframe, nearly falling on his back. Wodan laughed a little. The Wright recovered his dignity by yelling at someone nearby that Wodan could not see. Wodan offered the Wright a smile and a nod, which the Wright pretended to ignore.
 
   That's how it will be with demonkind. Our children will see the last of them in cages. They'll write papers speculating on why they were consumed by such hatred… such awe-inspiring, small-minded stupidity.
 
   He heard shouting in the distance, but since the villagers did not seem concerned, he assumed it meant the drama had been going on for a long time. He took his time walking through the residential area, where the children ran out from under houses built on stilts and wrestled with a pair of lean dogs.
 
   On the edge of the village, where the muddy path stepped onto a rocky outcropping at the foot of a gray boulder, Magog sat staring off into space. His winter gear was unzipped and pushed down to his waist, revealing a big hairy belly and surprisingly lean arms.
 
   “Magog!” said Wodan. “What have I missed?”
 
   Magog blinked, then smiled. “It's a good thing. You came back just in time.”
 
   “Why? What news?”
 
   Magog scratched his chin. “I'll tell it to you straight. The bad news is… there is no good news. But the good news is that the bad news was just something about the good news.”
 
   Wodan laughed. “What brought you here, then?”
 
   Magog nodded back the way Wodan had come. “You can smell them cooking broth or soup in the village, and the sound of the protest is kind of calming at this distance. Like white noise, I guess. Or kind of like looking at a forest and seeing how nice it looks, and you're so far away that you can't see all the little things fighting to live. Plus, I was tired and just needed a place to sit down.”
 
   Wodan waved and returned to the path.
 
   He arrived at the wide stone avenue and saw the source of the sounds of struggle at the base of the stairs leading up to the Temple. Rows of orange robes sat or stood with arms extended at their sides, blocking the path to the stairs. San Ktari soldiers stood against them, pushing or shouting directly in their faces. Some of the orange robes chanted in an endless OM that rose or dropped in pitch, and the hum was pierced by the high-pitched barking of soldiers who went to the front and shouted abuse. But loudest of all were the Valliers. They kept their distance, but they were obviously outraged, hurling insults or begging the orange robes to fight back.
 
   Wodan noted that none of the soldiers had drawn their firearms. Just as he breathed a sigh of relief, one of the red-armored soldiers raised a club and cracked an orange robe in the head. The man fell and a ribbon of silence was interwoven through the humming, screaming wall of sound, then the sound intensified as the orange robe was picked up by his brothers, ushered away, and replaced by another who stood and calmly extended his arms.
 
   Wodan felt eyes on him. He turned his face to the mountains. At the entrance to the Temple he saw black robes watching the subdued battle. The Cognati Jared stood at the front, as still as stone, his black and green robe fluttering in the wind. The fact that Jared did not descend and scatter the soldiers sent a chill through him.
 
   He couldn’t help but notice the cowardice of the black robes. The orange robes most likely did not care whether or not foreign soldiers entered the Temple, and yet they stood ready to confront aggression. The black robes, apparently too good to come down from their Temple, also seemed to be too good to defend it. Wodan shook his head. He had seen such things before.
 
   “Where the hell have you been?”
 
   The voice was cold and sharp. “General Clash,” said Wodan, “since when do you address your king in that tone?”
 
   Yarek stood before him, large and immovable by human standards, his gaze poisonous, wiry beard drawing his face out like a carnivore's muzzle.
 
   “You look different,” said Yarek. “Bigger. What's been going on?”
 
   Wodan extended a hand toward the battle. “This got you stressed, General?”
 
   “No. These idiots can do their dance until the end of time for all I care. The fact that some of our civilians might get involved has my subordinates worried. Again, I don't really care. This is what has me stressed, your majesty.”
 
   Yarek smacked a stack of papers into Wodan's hand. Black Valley newspapers, five weeklies from various towns. Wodan could guess what they were about.
 
   “Looks interesting,” he said. “I'll take a look later.”
 
   “Mm. I'll wait.”
 
   “I read stuff like this in private.”
 
   “Well I wouldn't want to inconvenience you,” said Yarek. It was clear that he had guessed that Wodan somehow already knew. “We do have some latrines set up side by side. You could do your reading and never even know I'm right beside you, waiting to hear your input.”
 
   “Don't bother,” said Wodan, hiding a smile. “You know, I would read it right here, but I don't have a place to sit down.”
 
   Yarek sighed loudly. With jaw clenched he gestured to someone in the distance. He and Wodan stood in awkward silence for nearly a minute, both staring into space, then finally a young Ranger approached with two wooden chairs in either hand and two pillows stuffed under his arms.
 
   “That'll do,” said Yarek, waving the young man away. “The-e-e-ere now, how's that for convenience? Just like home, isn't it?”
 
   “Awful considerate.”
 
   “Well I try.”
 
   Seeing that Yarek would not let the matter go, he sat and glanced through the papers. They were filled with self-congratulatory pieces on how the Black Valley was improving. One story was about how Representative Reverend Dorcas instituted a tax on vice, which only the worst elements of society protested against. Another highlighted Representative Mallery's program to place people in jobs as soon as they arrived in the Black Valley in order to stop the ever-growing tide of citizens desperate to return to Pontius. He read about plans being drawn up for the construction of one prison per town, and how the cutting-edge facilities would put an end to the barbaric sideshow of public beatings.
 
   He read how an “ordnance” was passed to keep children from breaking up packages of smokes and selling individual cigarettes on the street, which had a terribly corrupting influence on the youth.
 
   They have to restrict a young person's ability to take care of themselves, if they want power to stay in the hands of authorities and institutions, he thought. Next they'll have the kids lined up in rows for mandatory schooling. Instead of learning carpentry, people skills, and farming from their families, they'll be pretending to be scholars, memorizing the dates of battles from the Smith War that I don't even know myself, even though I was there.
 
   He saw strange news stories seemingly unrelated to the moves the Representatives were making. Warnings about this or that product or business, and glowing stories about other businesses. It was obviously orchestrated, someone taking money from businesses, then pushing ads through the media in the form of “news”. Either that, or the Representatives were shaking down businessmen for money, and anyone who wouldn't play along had their reputation smeared in the papers.
 
   Wodan felt gross, and wondered why the Representatives would want to live in such a world.
 
   Puppets, he thought. Puppets of their own misunderstood inner lives, sleep-walking and leaving trash in their wake.
 
   But look at how the media is working for them! Wodan thought. I liked it better when the weeklies ran stories about so-and-so's new batch of strawberry jam, or the miner who saved someone from drowning, or the two-headed goat that a farmer claimed he had. There was no overall narrative, no moral imperative for people to think or act in a certain way. The news was simply a snapshot of the chaos of real life. This makes it seem like society is marching toward a goal.
 
   Glancing through the papers, he finally came to the oldest. He read about how complete financial collapse was avoided by temporarily bailing out a bank that was put at risk by a lot of shady investors within the King's circle of known associates. In addition, a murky plot dreamed up by the miners and the mining union, who wanted to stifle the industry and keep the wealth of the mines in the hands of a very few people, had been exposed and put right. Mallery and his dream team of socially conscious public servants had stayed awake for days on end negotiating against the forces of destruction that threatened to swallow the Valley whole. Wodan's flipped through the pages quickly even as he memorized names. He did not need to wallow in the stories. He had already seen Pontius, Sunport, Haven. He already understood the end goal.
 
   What really interested him was how easily he could switch from the position of student to teacher. In the Tower, the idea of abandoning the Black Valley, whether permanently or temporarily, was incredibly difficult to accept. He'd fought for the Valley, suffered for it, defended it, shaped it. Now cretins who had never made anything of their own used the lives of others as playthings. It was horrifying. But now, seeing Yarek's anger and confusion, he realized that there was nothing to worry over. They could take back the Black Valley whenever they chose. Or they could abandon it and begin again somewhere else. Or they could do any number of things. What they could not do was pretend that the Black Valley was an accidental creation within a spiteful universe that could take it from them whenever it wanted. The Black Valley was not the end goal for them. It was a shadow cast by something bright within its creators, and nothing could snuff that light within them.
 
   We are the gods who create, thought Wodan. Not slaves who beg for crumbs. I understand it now. There never was anything to lose.
 
   “I already knew about this stuff,” said Wodan, tossing the papers aside. “I know it seems awful. But we're not going back yet.”
 
   “You're not going back yet,” Yarek said darkly.
 
   Wodan understood the implications in an instant.
 
   “We, Yarek,” he said. “We, together, are fully dedicated to a relaxing vacation. If you went back with some Rangers, but without me, and killed anyone responsible for this little coup, you would end up installing yourself as temporary representative. At night you would lie awake resenting the fact that you fought for the people while the so-called King enjoyed his relaxing vacation. You would grow to hate me. When I returned bright-eyed and rested while you were overworked and exhausted, you would not let me take my throne easily. You would kill me. And it would be justified in your mind. Completely justified.”
 
   “But if we go now, before they've dug in, before they've found their stride-”
 
   “Then the dogmen and scoundrels they're throwing money at to protect them will fight hard because they're still excited about the money and power they've come into. If we wait, the guards will have grown to hate their masters. The Representatives' true natures will be out for everyone to see. The people will hate them. They might even overthrow them for us.”
 
   Yarek mulled it over. “That's far too idealistic. People don't 'rise up' and 'take matters into their own hands' or anything like that. Normal people keep their heads down, dig in, and grumble about the things they hate. It's people like us who are fire starters. Normal people need people like us because we get things moving.”
 
   “And that's what we'll do – when the time is right.”
 
   “Which is… when?”
 
   “When I'm ready.”
 
   They looked at one another, each contending with the other's formidable will.
 
   “You do what you want,” said Wodan. “But right now, I want you to keep our people safe while they're in a strange land.”
 
   “Your cruelty shocks me sometimes,” said Yarek. Wodan was thrown off balance. Cruelty? He had seen Yarek do incredibly brutal things during the war. To both sides.
 
   “You think me cruel?” said Wodan. “Remember what I told you long ago. If ever I become… inhumanly cruel, then you need to...”
 
   “Kill you. I remember. And if you ask me… you already are.”
 
   Yarek rose and left.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Wodan walked among the rocky hills at the foot of the mountains. It was sunset. A strip of deep red shone on the horizon, dividing gray land from gray cloud cover.
 
   A thousand caves in these hills, Wodan thought. If Yarek put a single sniper out here, that would be the end of me.
 
   Wodan stood tall on a cracked boulder and looked around.
 
   He was disappointed that I didn't want to help the Valliers. But after poking fun at him during the newspaper incident… now I've fulfilled his criteria for a killing. He doesn't want to serve a monster.
 
   Wodan spotted the round stone in the distance, marked by a narrow path. He stepped down and made his way there.
 
   Smart thing would be to kill him first. But it wouldn't be long-term smart. I want to surround myself with competent people. Not fawning losers. And Yarek is one of the most capable, focused men I’ve ever known. We wouldn't have won the war without him. I don't have a mind for tactics, not like he does. I did well on the frontlines, or alone in the field. I did a good job inspiring whoever happened to be nearby. But planning ambushes? Supply routes? Using terrain to funnel the enemy around?
 
   If I had been my own general… the war would have ended up in the mountains or caves, with me leading a final stand against superior forces. I would have fought and fought until the Smiths could move artillery into position to seal our fate. We would have lost.
 
   Wodan rolled the stone away with his hand. He heard a metal rod hit the ground, no doubt a tool used by the Slayers to move the stone when going in or out. He entered and saw the two men standing frozen with hands on holstered sidearms. Wodan nodded and the men relaxed.
 
   “Rock was movin' so fast,” said one, “I thought one o' them wizards was waving his hand at it.”
 
   They never drew, thought Wodan. That's why they're special forces.
 
   Wodan entered and, in the warm glow of the oil lamp, saw the crumpled, emaciated, naked body of Barkus. He was laid face-down on a blanket. His back and legs were purple. He seemed to be dead. Wodan stood over him. Listening carefully, he could hear wheezing. Wet marks on his back rose and fell.
 
   “Still alive?” said Wodan.
 
   “Yea-a-ah,” said one of the men, sighing loudly. “It just about beats all reason, sir.”
 
   “You've been cleaning him? Forcing him to eat and drink water? Giving him breaks?”
 
   “Yes sir, yes we have.”
 
   The other Slayer cleared his throat, then said, “He won't get out of this on account o' neglect, sir.”
 
   Barkus stirred suddenly, jerked from unconsciousness. He turned dark bloodshot eyes on Wodan. He stared, wondering if he was in another dream.
 
   “Wo… Wodan!” he said. “You have… help… stop...”
 
   In a flash Wodan grabbed the blanket under Barkus and whipped it out from under him, rolling him onto the cold stone floor. Skinny limbs flailing, the old man latched onto Wodan's leg with surprising quickness. With a dancer's grace Wodan twisted his leg so that Barkus rolled onto his back, then placed a foot against his chest, pinning him. The old man wheezed painfully, face contorted beneath the pale black sun tattoo.
 
   “You think you can't breathe?” said Wodan. “Imagine how I feel.”
 
   Flame and shadow flickered along Wodan's immobile face. If Yarek found out about this, thought Wodan, he'd kill me for sure. He's right. I'm the cruel one. Yarek was brutal during the war, but he never tortured anyone. He wanted clean kills and a quick victory. But me? What am I doing here?
 
   “Wodan… you have to...”
 
   “So he still hasn't said what I want him to say?” said Wodan.
 
   “Naw, sir,” said a Slayer. “He's begged, pleaded, you know. He's tried to threaten, too. After that he tried turnin' us against you. Mm, let's see… he's tried to trick us, say what he thought we wanted to hear.”
 
   The other man snorted.
 
   “These men aren't stupid,” said Wodan, turning to Barkus. “People like you always assume everyone is a complete imbecile. You think no one sees through you. Hey. Are you awake, old man? Are you listening? Barkus, you've got to stop worshipping yourself. It's shameful and embarrassing.”
 
   “Wha…? But… but I… I don't...”
 
   “Gods, Barkus. You're sickening. You're a real piece of work. You really think you can trick me, don't you?” Wodan bore his foot down. “You have this story that you tell yourself, and you expect others to go along. You used violence when you were young, now you just play-act like an innocent child. This whole act of contrition, this harmless old man game. This victim act. Your self-loathing isn't cute, it's an error in thinking. You think the universe made a mistake when it made you. You think you're the sole exception to the perfection of everything. You! What nerve! You think the most sensible thing to do is to hate yourself. To loathe yourself and make a drama of self-deprecation for everyone to see. Grow up, Barkus.”
 
   “I don't… I swear, I don't… don’t know what...”
 
   “You think this is about revenge. Don't you? You think I’m getting my revenge on you. Idiot! I got all the anger out of my system when I yelled at you the night we ran into each other, weeks ago. I'm a smart man, Barkus. Do you know any smart people who think about revenge? That's the sort of thing that dopes think about. No, this is charity. This is me helping you to stop being such a whiny victim.”
 
   “Wodan… I can't… it's just too...”
 
   Wodan shook his head. “Obviously I haven't done my job!”
 
   He stepped off the old man. “Playtime's over, gentlemen. He's been stealing our time, our effort, oil from this lamp, and the paper I used to record his crimes. That must be repaid. Add twenty pages of theft along with ample punishment.”
 
   “No! No, Wodan! Please!”
 
   “And no going easy on him!” said Wodan, already pushing the stone aside. “He's pretending to be weak. Don't fall for it!”
 
   As the old man shook on the cold floor, the Slayers stubbed out their smokes and returned to work. Wodan sealed the door to the lower realms once again and walked into the night.
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Twenty-Five
 
   The Redeemer
 
    
 
    
 
   Wodan stepped down into the cave and saw the old man beaten and whipped. Screaming, horrible screaming. The old man strained to look up at him. It was his own father!
 
   “Oh no!” said Wodan. “There's been a misunderstanding!”
 
   “Son! Help me! Don't do this to me!”
 
   The Slayers had monstrous faces, leering grins pulled back impossibly far. Shoulders jerking, laughing at his father's agony.
 
   “Dad! I'm sorry!” The words were a shrill rasp in his throat. Why couldn't anyone hear him?
 
   His father lifted a bloody hand toward him. “I'm sorry!” he said. “I'm sorry I couldn't give you what you needed! I did my best! I did my best!”
 
   Wodan tried to run toward him but a leash tied to his throat stopped him. “Dad!” he said, wheezing. “I wish I could go back! I'd give anything to work with you at the grocery!”
 
   The words caught in his throat, cut off by the tightening leash. Wodan looked up, a dog peering up at its master, and saw the cruel face of Setsassanar looking down at him. He was dressed in a fine suit, laughing as they tortured Wodan's father, a poor laborer who had nothing but-
 
   Wodan jerked awake, heart pounding. Someone leaned over him, shaking him, and Wodan grabbed his arm to stop from falling.
 
   Zachariah hissed in pain as the extricated his arm from Wodan's vice grip. “You okay?” said Zachariah. “You have a nightmare?”
 
   He watched as Wodan looked around the room like a wild animal. Calm settled as he remembered they had set up in a large house in Temple Grounds. The wood grain walls mixed with stone, the oil lamp, the painting of the Redeemer's body nailed onto the Execution Cross – all became familiar once again.
 
   “Listen,” said Zachariah. “I know you won't want to do this, you have plans of your own, I'm sure, but… I want you to come to the Deepest Vale with me. I've been there and it's… it's a place of magic. I thought if I told you that, then maybe, just maybe – oh, you want to go? Look at you, you're already packed and everything. Wow. Thing is, I was going to give seven arguments presenting a case for why you should come with me. Now, most of these arguments are based on traditional modes of logic, but the fourth argument is especially interesting because it's based on Diodemas's non-recursive logic. You remember him, don't you? The shoemaker from Prometea? He was… well, that's a tangent. Even though you've already decided on going, maybe I could give you the arguments for going while we're en route. Actually, I’ll just start now – oh, you're already dressed. Never saw anyone put their boots on that fast be-”
 
   With an impatient wave, the door closed. Zachariah found himself alone, wondering how exactly he'd convinced the King with such ease.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The two rushed through the streets of Temple Grounds and did not slow down until they were on a beaten, raised ridge of dirt that took them southeast through lowlands filled with water and tall reeds.
 
   “You did or did not talk to him?” said Zachariah.
 
   “What?” said Wodan.
 
   “To Yarek, I mean. You were mumbling, I couldn't make out your response.”
 
   Wodan realized that he had spaced out for a mile or more. “Sorry,” he said. “What was the question?”
 
   “I was asking if Yarek got you up to speed on things.”
 
   “The... newspapers?” said Wodan.
 
   Zachariah looked at him sidelong. “What, are you floating around like some kind of ancient space-machine? I'll start over. Yarek says we should be on the lookout for that giant monster. Says it's foolish for us to stray out of Temple Grounds.”
 
   Wodan thought for a moment. “He thinks all the newcomers have stirred it up, but now that the pass is better defended, it'll come into the valley looking for easier targets.”
 
   “So you did talk to him, then?”
 
   Wodan shook his head. “It makes sense. Sort of.”
 
   “Did you know that thing has eaten a lot of San Ktari soldiers? On the far side of the mountains, that is.”
 
   “So Won Po has to conquer a land that won't fight back and kill a god that can't be hurt.”
 
   “He's got more problems than that,” Zachariah said with a strange smile. “He's got soldiers defecting.”
 
   “What!”
 
   “It's true. The Kommander's been issuing increasingly harsh rules against defecting.”
 
   “A good sign something is out of control.”
 
   “Right. But more than that, Jarl has access to the Temple, and he says he's seen more orange robes who look tough. Physically fit, I mean.”
 
   Wodan thought the matter over. Most of the Vallier military men they'd brought with them seemed completely bored by the Temple, or any foreign religion. They were more interested in seeing sights, or drinking, or arguing in order to protect whatever religion they were born into. The chances of any of them defecting were close to zero, and it wasn't because they were any more loyal or dedicated than the soldiers of San Ktari. What was happening?
 
   It was the draft. San Ktari had artificially inflated its military by forcing more people to join. It was no different from forcing people into schools and then expecting them to become scholars, or printing more money and then expecting the economy to become stronger. Strangely enough, the most awe-inspiring, most dangerous military machine in the world wanted to be doing something else. Its leg wanted to take a nap, its arm wanted to cook, its eyes wanted to see paintings. It was an incoherent being. Any time Wodan dealt with one of his military men, he could trust that he was in the presence of someone who wanted to handle weapons and be on the lookout for danger. There was no question that it might be otherwise, so he never had to consider using fear to enforce obedience.
 
   Won Po may end up shelling the Temple, he thought.
 
   The path went around a bend covered in tall reeds. In the distance, Wodan could hear Jarl and Magog speaking, but he could tell that Zachariah could not hear them, his senses being duller.
 
   While listening to the pair discuss how the tone of comic books might change in light of imminent demonic invasion, Wodan looked down at Zachariah. He was filled with sorrow. He could see lines of age on the man's face, splotches where the sun slowly cooked him and cell repair processes could not keep up. His beard looked worn out, like an old animal who laid down for one last slumber from which it would not wake. He blinked too often, a sensitive body used to taking hurts from the world. His teeth were yellowed and cracked. White hairs peeked out from odd corners, and looked like a society that did not bury their dead but propped them up and pretended as if they were still living.
 
   And yet he was only in his early thirties, still considered attractive by Vallier women. To Wodan, he seemed small and stiff, an old doll covered in dust. A half-being straining for its creator to complete his work and make him whole.
 
   Wodan remembered how the Engels had seemed to him at first. Inhumanly beautiful, as graceful as animals. Perfect, in the sense that they displayed qualities beyond normal human measure. And now Wodan truly understood that he was like them.
 
   How do I seem in his eyes? Wodan wondered. Like a film star from Haven? Like an alien being? Like a… a god?
 
   He felt himself leaning over an abyss. There was an encroaching sense of unraveling. I could easily lose my connection to these people. To my friends… to my species. I could build a tower and… but why would I bother with fighting demons after that? They would surely look like barking dogs fighting over scraps. But then what would I be… if I didn’t… what would I...
 
   Wodan looked away from Zachariah. Fortunately his friend never picked up on the fact that he was being stared at. From Zachariah's perspective, Wodan had merely glanced in his direction. There had been no time for a crisis of identity to occur.
 
   They rounded the wall of reeds and saw a gently sweeping green hill under gray sky where Magog sat on a squat boulder while Jarl leaned on his staff. Again Magog was half-naked, hairy and pale as a fish with bony limbs poking out from a fat belly. Jarl was dapper as usual, his red cloak matching heeled boots and tall hat. Magog saw them and waved, then Jarl took notice. His eyes narrowed.
 
   “There he is,” said Jarl. “The traitor!”
 
   Wodan's face burned. Did Jarl know he had refused to save the people of the Black Valley? Did he know about Barkus, trapped and tortured by their military? Did he know that he'd abandoned Langley to the whims of a tyrannical god-being?
 
   Jarl pointed at Zachariah. “There's the man who had a chance to go to the Deepest Vale, a treasure trove of living myth, and then thoughtlessly left his friend and Entertainer behind.”
 
   Zachariah snorted. “You were obsessed with your god-bothering books in the Temple. No doubt you were praying for an opportunity to suck up to the High Priest!”
 
   The two men argued as they walked and Wodan was never sure if they were simply greeting one another roughly or were truly annoyed.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   They continued down the path, the philosopher and entertainer arguing, the king annoyed with them both, and the artist observing crickets and cloud formations. They came to a woman who stood beside the path, waiting for them. Her hair was long and blond, curling slightly only at the very ends. She had pale lips, and wore a pale green dress and a necklace of dried flowers. She looked quiet and resolute. Zachariah waved to her.
 
   “This is Yardalen,” he said as they stopped before her. “She'll be taking us into the Deepest Vale to see Lucas.”
 
   “Who?” said Wodan.
 
   “The son of God,” said the woman.
 
   “Son of God?” said Wodan, as if hearing the phrase for the first time.
 
   After a moment of silence, Zachariah held his hands apart. “Wodan,” he said, “that's the whole point of this trip. I told you about Lucas. Weren't you…?”
 
   “Sorry,” said Wodan. “I haven't really been listening.”
 
   Zachariah’s mouth opened and closed wordlessly.
 
   “So,” said Jarl, “what did you… ah…”
 
   “I just got bored,” said Wodan. “I wanted to move, I guess. Maybe I was curious. I don't know.”
 
   Zachariah and Jarl looked at one another.
 
   “That's how it works with most souls,” said Yardalen. “Boredom, a sense of emptiness. Then curiosity. Then a rush of movement. Before it can be stopped, a moment of curiosity results in one hundred thousand agonizing births, deaths, and rebirths in a hellish and beautiful world. Don't look at him as if he doesn't know why he is on his path. It is the same for all of you. Let's go!”
 
   The woman turned and left. The others followed.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Wodan became aware of someone following them, a small, simian presence that hung about the reeds far behind them. After a while Haginar quietly joined them, his legs covered in mud nearly to his waist. He said little and kept his eyes on Yardalen. Only when he grew tired did he let anyone approach, and then Magog picked him up and put him on his shoulders.
 
   Yardalen guided them over a descending path of stones. Gnarled, solitary trees clung to the rocks, and the lone trees were surrounded by small groves of moss and thin, brown waterfalls. At noon they reached terraced farmland, muddy places where farmers lived in soaking wet huts and called out to their pigs and small, leaping goats dressed in boots of mud. Still the sky was overcast with gray clouds tinged in blue.
 
   “I don't understand,” said Wodan. “How do they raise crops if the sun can’t get through?”
 
   “This is the planting season,” said Yardalen, smiling slightly. “Later comes the harvest.”
 
   One farmer with a long, thin reed stopped and stared at them. He gestured to a small boy who ran and disappeared within a hut. The farmer watched as they passed, and Wodan kept his eyes on him. At the edge of the farmer's territory stood a dead tree stripped of bark and topped with skulls. Among deer and smaller animal skulls, he could see a human skull.
 
   “Not quite as friendly as in Temple Grounds, are they?” said Jarl. “To be honest, I thought some of them would run to feed us.”
 
   “The only people who live in Temple Grounds,” said Yardalen, “are those who don't dare challenge the Temple.”
 
   “You sure?” said Wodan. “The village seemed like it had a different religion on every corner. Every house had a different holy symbol on its door.”
 
   “All head-oriented belief systems,” said Yardalen. “All subjects for thinking and talking. All tended by people who give service and money to the Temple. Are those really belief systems? Do they inform action? Or are they just philosophies that are discussed?”
 
   “So what about that guy's religion?” said Wodan. “That tree, the skulls, what's that about?”
 
   “Simple. It's just an icon of death. It means 'death is'.”
 
   “I saw a human skull.”
 
   “Most likely his wife. I didn't hear a loom or see any women nearby.”
 
   Wodan knew how much farmland it took to support a household, a village, a town. Estimating for population and varying crop yields, he said, “The people of Deepest Vale give a lot of food to the Upper Valley, don’t they?”
 
   “Give would be a generous term.”
 
   Wodan clearly saw the pattern he had seen so many times before: A lot of people beaten down and a tyrant demanding to be thanked. He suddenly felt as if he had greater reason to be on this excursion.
 
   “Tell me about Lucas,” he said.
 
   “I will,” said Yardalen.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Years ago, when Lucas’s mother Yarmish was just a girl, an angel of the Lord came to her and told her that she would bear a son. The angel said that her son would be part man and part God, a prophet and leader who would free humanity from the cycle of enslavement and destruction. The angel terrified her, but she accepted the angel’s word. Twice it came and put her into a deep sleep, then she never saw it again.
 
   Yarmish became pregnant. She was already engaged to marry a man, but he agreed to quietly break off the engagement so that her reputation would not be unduly tarnished. But then the angel came to him, and he was terrified by the red flames around the angel’s eyes. He agreed to marry Yarmish and care for the child as if it were his own.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Hold on,” said Wodan. “If Lucas is still alive, then how did he end up with all this myth surrounding him?”
 
   “All lives,” said Yardalen, “are surrounded by what you call myth. His life only seems fantastic because he is too wise to pretend that his life is mundane. Anything that seems normal is artifice – nothing more.”
 
   “But the virgin birth… I've never understood why religious types are always uncomfortable with the dirty details of real life. Like making babies. Why is it always-”
 
   “Unliving beings twist the beauty of our world and make it hateful. It's not complicated. They make us feel guilty for existing – in particular, for making love. They want us to ignore the fact that this world may only exist because God and his First Thought are engaged in the process of making love.”
 
   Wodan was taken aback. “Un… un-living… beings?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “My lord,” said Jarl, “many times when stories speak of a virgin birth, what they really mean is divine birth. Gods and humans comingling.”
 
   “Hm,” said Zachariah. “I just wish they'd be a little clearer.”
 
   “An eternal mystery can never be cleared up easily,” said Jarl. “There are too many levels from which one can appreciate it.”
 
   “All of your analyses may be born of ego,” said Yardalen. “The mind is easily confounded, and tries to understand even at the risk of destroying what it looks upon. This story… it is literal. It is true. So please just listen, will you?”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Yarmish married her husband and went to live with his family in the Upper Valley, but when it became obvious that she had been pregnant for some time, she and her husband were cast out for the sake of the family’s reputation. They stayed in a cave in the mountains, and there she had her child.
 
   When the child Lucas was old enough to walk, the family came down from the mountains and quietly returned to the Upper Valley. Lucas was a fast learner, and went to the Temple even on days that were not legal days of worship. He even debated with the black robes, and could quote scripture even from a young age. This was before Globulus came to Srila, in the days of High Priest Caiafas.
 
   The boy’s popularity grew in the Upper Valley and the black robes often spoke of him. High Priest Caiafas became jealous of him, thinking that the boy would usurp his position. The black-winged angel of the lord came to Yarmish’s husband and told him that the men of the Temple would have their son killed if they did not flee. That very night the family went down into the green depths of the Deepest Vale.
 
   In the darkness of the Vale, Lucas learned that the truth was not in books, that written accounts were only records of perspectives. He learned that one could see everything in a dancing flame, a stretching tree branch, a hawk's sudden descent to take a life, deer walking slowly through the mist, a mother curled up with her children, water flowing down the terraces, laughter echoing across the rocks. The world was an account documented by an intelligence far beyond mankind’s, and the tale was still being told. He began to see the tyrannical cleanliness of the Temple of the Summons in a new light.
 
   He was baptized by Sun-on the Immersionist, then he began preaching to the outlying farms, to the people who lived between the old gods of the Vale and the one God of the Temple. Eventually he came to Baalinar, an isolated village where the people sacrificed to a demon called the Dweller in the Cave. He made the people uncomfortable, so they decided to sacrifice him to their demon. He argued with them, and was able to turn them against their old shaman. The people freed him, and Lucas showed them how to make a powerful explosive using elements found in their territory. Unable to fight the demon directly, they blew up the cave, demon and all. Lucas told them that they had proven they were descendants of Bakka, and then he continued on his journey.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Wait,” said Wodan. “Who's this Bakka character? And Sun-on? I don't want to get lost.”
 
   “Forgive me,” said Yardalen. “I assumed you knew the story of the founding of Srila. It happened at the same time as the founding of Ktari. Have your people been forced to learn the history of San Ktari?”
 
   “No!” said Wodan.
 
   “Hm. That's good, but I'm sure they will someday. Isn't that how it is? One either licks the boot of San Ktari, or one is crushed beneath it.”
 
   “Never,” said Wodan.
 
   “But you can't overcome them with force of arms. And what spiritual means do your people possess? They seem like children to me.”
 
   Wodan looked at her. How fanatical, he thought. But her fanaticism doesn't seem like it comes from the usual mind control programs… the kind offered by family and cultural institutions. I hope she doesn't think I'm insulted. I admire her will.
 
   “Again, forgive me,” she said. “You've come to learn our ways, not be lectured.”
 
   “What's the difference?” said Wodan, smiling. “I'm here to learn either way.”
 
   “Alright then. Long ago, four men led a rebellion that resulted in the founding of Ktari. One of those four men became the first emperor. Another was Kon Fyutzu, who formulated the philosophy that guides San Ktari to this day. The third man was the brother of the new emperor. He became fed up by the atrocities that he had seen during the war. He left and founded Srila, and became the first High Priest. The last man of the quartet also came with him to Srila. In all the old stories, he’s not like the others... he’s a comical figure, always drunk and playing tricks. His name was Bakka. At first he tried to work with his old friend the High Priest. But when he saw that his friend was more concerned with founding a church that was little different from the state they had once fought against, he left and came to the Deepest Vale. He was a wild man, as close to animals as a human could be. He had no interest in permanent structures, so other people who were sick of routines and wars and lies about prosperity flocked to him. They were the ancestors of a lot of the people of the Vale, and Bakka is still revered among them. That was a very long time ago. But you were asking about Sun-on, the man who had such an effect on Lucas. A lot of people believe that Sun-on is Bakka reborn.”
 
   “What do you mean… reborn?”
 
   “Same soul. Different body.”
 
   “Huh. And what do you believe?”
 
   “I think that belief is for the weak.”
 
   Wodan was taken aback. Wasn't he talking to a “spiritual” person who was influenced by a stack of beliefs, one on top of another?
 
   She saw the look he gave her, and shrugged. “Sure, we can't always be strong,” she said. “But whether or not he is the same man reborn… it's a theory. An idea. An image passing through a dream. Only a fool would grapple with the truth or falsehood of the thing.”
 
   With each word Wodan felt more drawn to her. He glanced at the others and could tell that they were having trouble following her as she confidently leaped from one unfamiliar idea to the next. They simply thought of Yardalen as a guide to Lucas, who was the main attraction. But Wodan always hungered to hear people speak confidently, even if they were confident that they knew nothing. He had seen good people wring their hands and sigh; he had seen villains proudly proclaim bad ideas that had festered in the darkness of their heart because no one had ever stirred them up and examined them in the light. Rarely had he heard that subtle mix of confidence and humble temperament that Yardalen exhibited.
 
   If I had a thousand… no, a hundred people like her, he thought, then I could crush all of demonkind underfoot.
 
   At once he thought of Dove Langley, and frustration bubbled up from within. Here was one with the power to fly, stop bullets, move things with a thought, kill with a thought… and yet she could not see any value in risking her life to be free. Such power… for what purpose? He found himself wishing that Yardalen had Langley's powers – and then buried the thought just as quickly. It's not fair to her, he thought. It's not fair to Langley, to think of her like that.
 
   “But why do we speak of Sun-on?” said Yardalen, pointing. “Look. He's right there!”
 
   On a terrace in the distance, Wodan saw a crazed-looking man with an intense gaze coming toward them. They stopped and waited for him.
 
   “Strange timing,” Jarl said under his breath.
 
   His hair and beard were matted with clumps of mud. It was obvious that he had slept on a bed of straw the night before because bits of straw were stuck to him. He wore a single garment of bear fur tied off with a hemp rope. Several hide-cloth bags jangled at his side. His stench was incredible. He had skin like cracked leather, making his age impossible to determine. If Yardalen was right about souls finding new bodies, then Sun-on’s soul was riding its body like a demon, whipping it on and on beyond its limits.
 
   Yardalen waved to the man as he approached. “Hello, Sun-on! Are you… are you going to preach to the outlying farms…?”
 
   “No, no, not at all,” said Sun-on. The ragged wanderer appeared relieved. “I'm going to the Upper Valley, to the people of Temple Grounds, and then to the Temple of the Summons itself. I didn't leave the Deepest Vale with the rest of you, when Lucas sent the disciples. But now I go to make straight the path of the Lord.”
 
   “To the Temple?” For the first time, Wodan could see that Yardalen was thrown off balance. “It's… time for that? Already?”
 
   “Of course. Of course it is! So you should be glad. Isn't this what we've been working toward all this time? A great host of unclean spirits have gathered about the Temple, like a rotting corpse thrown down into a well. Their master stirs in his sleep. And where they gather, so demons of flesh follow. All the sleep-walking men there dream of waking up to a day when the world outside of Srila will be a tomb, a world of eternal night, a playground for shrieking demons. And they will feed babies to their sleeping god and thus hold the leash of all demonkind. They think that all the refugees will come to them and thank them for a bowl of rice, and then thank them again when they take their children and feed them to a monster-god. This is after the foreskin has been taken first, of course. Doesn't that sound horrid?”
 
   “Of course.” Yardalen forced out the words through pinched lips.
 
   “Another sacrifice should be given, don't you think? Something other than children, yes?”
 
   Yardalen turned away, and said nothing.
 
   A cold feeling laid on the group. Wodan thought of asking the man what he meant, or perhaps mentioning that he had also set himself against the flesh demons, but he decided to remain silent. The wanderer seemed so completely engaged with his own affairs that Wodan wondered if he had even noticed him. As if meaning to reinforce Wodan's assessment, Sun-on turned and walked along the way they had come. He gave no words of farewell.
 
   Yardalen continued on as well. She did not turn to look at Sun-on, and said nothing to her companions.
 
   “What was that all about?” Wodan said quietly.
 
   “That was Sun-on,” she said. Her jaw muscles were set firm. “Sun-on the Immersionist. Perhaps I should tell you a bit about him? He's not one of the disciples. He has his own path. He has a ritual of water that he conducts... a ritual of drowning and psychic rebirth. He has no friends. He’s combative and stubborn, completely unable to cooperate with others. That is, until he met Lucas. Perhaps he felt as if he'd finally met one greater than himself. Though sometimes I wish… I wish those two had never met.”
 
   Zachariah glanced at Wodan.
 
   “A few years ago,” said Yardalen, “some black robes came down from the Temple. They do that sometimes, to give us trouble, but these black robes were actually excited to see the man who so embodied the nature of Bakka. They thought the idea of a wild man in tune with nature was quaint. Of course they were mortified when they saw the real thing. Sun-on wouldn’t stop arguing with them, and one black robe couldn’t wrap his head around the idea that a man who baptized in lakes and pools all day long could smell so bad! When they saw Sun-on dip a beetle in his bag of honey and eat it while it was still alive, they ran away. Well, the black robes found Lucas, and he had to listen to their complaints. They surrounded him and warned him about Sun-on. But Lucas said, ‘What did you come into the Deepest Vale to see? The dew on the leaves? Well-dressed Temple patrons? No, you came to see a prophet. So you have.’ ”
 
   “He seems genuine,” said Wodan. “Single-minded mania turns off a lot of people, but I get it. But you have a problem with him.”
 
   Yardalen looked up at Wodan. “He's going to kill Lucas,” she said. “They are both strong-willed. But when Lucas met Sun-on… it was like they unconsciously infected one another with an appetite for death. Sun-on with his routine of symbolic death and rebirth, and Lucas with his insights into illusion and breaking free; it was a disaster for the two to ever come together.”
 
   “Killed how, exactly?”
 
   “By forcing the hand of the Temple. Specifically, the black robes.”
 
   “Just a lot of scribes, aren’t' they?” said Wodan. “They seem harmless.”
 
   “They're not. And they're not faceless by accident. They plot endlessly in the lowest basement in the Temple, critiquing rival philosophies, daydreaming about who should die and who should be allowed to pay to live.” Yardalen looked up at Wodan once more, and locked cold blue eyes on him. “But the black robes have no power in the Deepest Vale.”
 
   “So Lucas and Sun-on have to leave the Deepest Vale if they want to get killed.”
 
   Yardalen exhaled. “Exactly.”
 
   Wodan thought for a moment. “Does Lucas have people close to him? Special disciples, I mean, who might-”
 
   “Who might pretend to care about him but ultimately want him to die as a martyr and become a god that they can control? Yes. Yes, he does.”
 
   “Ah,” said Wodan. “I see.”
 
   Wodan suddenly felt gross. Not only was it eerily similar to the belief system he had been gently indoctrinated into as a child, but it reminded him of other instances he'd seen in the wasteland – times when the good and the bright and those with high potential were sacrificed for those that needed something.
 
   “Will you tell me how you met Lucas?”
 
   “I will,” said Yardalen. “But first, let's see if we can get something to eat from the people living around here.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   They found themselves in a large wooden hut filled with ferrets who continually investigated their bags and shoes before getting into a fight with a bird in the rafters, and Yardalen was able to get them some cold stew and rice from an old couple who watched them by peeking in through their own windows. The couple were not interested in a blessing or any sermon, only a simple greeting, so they soon returned to the path.
 
   “So how did you meet Lucas?” said Wodan.
 
   “I was just getting to that.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   After Lucas exorcised the demon in the cave and was baptized by Sun-on, stories of his wandering and his teaching spread. People came to him, and his words stirred something in them, a quiet thing that most people buried deep inside. They became disciples.
 
   A man named Roc came to him, angry that his own brothers had left their farm to join Lucas. Roc was a hard-working man of common sense, but with a few words Lucas showed him that throwing away everything he knew and never knowing where his next meal would come from was the most practical thing in the world. Roc became the second-in-command of the disciples, and often spoke to Lucas when the others were too afraid to approach him.
 
   But then another disciple met Lucas, and from that day on it was never clear who was Lucas's “second in command”.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   One day when the group was wandering through the Deepest Vale, Lucas went ahead of the others and came to a well in the forest. Hungry and thirsty, he rested. It was then that Yardalen, who lived among the people of the forest, saw him for the first time. “Woman,” said Lucas, “won’t you get me a drink?”
 
   Yardalen decided that he was very handsome, but more than that, she was drawn to his serene aura. She could see that he had power beyond brute force.
 
   “I can tell you’re not from the forest,” she said. “How can I give you, an outsider, a drink from the well of my people?”
 
   Lucas smiled at her. “Go and fetch your husband, woman. We can work out a deal with him, then.”
 
   “I have no husband,” she said, pretending to be angry. “And you keep calling me woman, but I'm still just a maiden.”
 
   “It’s true that you have no husband, for the man you are with now is not your husband. But in truth, you have been made a woman four times over already.”
 
   How could he know such things? Yardalen looked into his eyes, and it was plain to her that this man was not like other men. It was as if he came from another world, and could see through others. No secrets could be kept from him… thus it was completely unnecessary to wear a mask for him. For the first time in her life, she had met someone around whom she could be herself. He put his hand on hers, and she did not have to think of what her answer would be when he asked a question of her.
 
   “Will you come with me, Yardalen?”
 
   She leaned in close, and then-
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “You would tell this story to a child!” said Magog, fumbling with Haginar's hair as he searched for his ears.
 
   “It's to be understood symbolically, of course,” said Jarl.
 
   “What's to be ashamed of?” said Yardalen, fanning herself and smiling slightly.
 
   “Were they going to fight or something?” said Haginar, screwing up his brow.
 
   “P-perhaps we should move on,” said Magog.
 
   “I wouldn’t mind hearing about some miracles,” said Jarl.
 
   “I was just getting to that,” said Yardalen. “Lucas and I were married in Samatrea. We didn’t have much, we couldn’t count on family, and most of the people who showed up were strangers interested in Lucas. We ran out of wine after the ceremony. But Lucas took care of that.” Yardalen looked at Wodan. “He turned water into wine.”
 
   “He what?” said Wodan. “You’re saying he… he made water transform into wine?”
 
   “I am,” she said. “He did.”
 
   “Wow,” Magog said quietly.
 
   “Hm,” said Zachariah, rubbing his chin.
 
   Wodan let the matter drop. He had heard equally ridiculous stories about himself over the years, how he'd stopped a horde of dogmen from destroying Pontius by fighting them all, how he'd overturned a Smith tank during the war – slender threads of truth woven into overblown, oversimplified tales as they passed from one person to the next. Wodan did not necessarily believe the story of water being turned into wine, but if Lucas had affected as many lives as people said he did, then he did not need to be able to manipulate the laws of physics in order to impress Wodan.
 
   They came to a sparsely wooded land. Up and down they went over low hills, and as the sun fell and the sky hastened into darkness, Wodan saw many outcroppings of tall, gray stone. A few had stoic faces chiseled in their sides, but most were uncut and jagged, like pillars that held a roof of clouds overhead.
 
   “When do we reach the Deepest Vale?” said Wodan.
 
   “We're there,” said Yardalen. “Baalinar and Samatrea are both near here, hidden away in the woods and hills. Ah… do you see the blue light ahead?”
 
   On a distant hill covered in the black silhouette of woods, they could see a pale, ghostly light.
 
   “That will be Lucas and the others,” she said. “Burning a wisp's will plant for us to see them.”
 
   Wodan was nervous, but he could tell that Yardalen's spirit was growing stronger. “What other miracles has he done?” he said.
 
   Yardalen looked up thoughtfully. A handful of lonely stars swam through openings in the roof of clouds. “In time,” she said, “he no longer needed medicine to heal the sick. He could lay his hands on people, pray over them, and make them whole. He even brought a girl back from the dead. And I don't just mean me.”
 
   Wodan looked at her.
 
   “This meeting is important,” she said. “This is our reunion. The last time we were here… well, I suppose there's time to tell that part of the tale before we arrive...”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Lucas gathered with his disciples on the hilltop, where they made a great fire that cast wheeling shadows among the trees. They were little more than a dozen. Roc was there with arms crossed, sitting directly across from Yardalen, who stayed close to Lucas. Sun-on sat on the periphery.
 
   Lucas rose and went to the center. “Now you have learned my teachings,” he said, “and together we have woken up. Now it's time to wake the entire valley of Srila. You're going to leave my protection – all of you – and go to the outlying farms, and even to the Upper Valley and to the very footsteps of the Temple of the Summons. Do not go into the Temple just yet. Save that task for me. Your task will be to heal the sick, resurrect dead souls, and drive out demons from the minds of men.
 
   “Listen to me. The path you will walk cannot be understood by the mind. Listen to what I say and you will not be lost. Even if you do become lost, don't get wrapped up in self-doubt. Falling off the path is a part of the path. Listen well.
 
   “Be honest with others. Freely you have received from the world, so freely give. Take no money, no extra clothes or gear. You must depend on others for your food and rest. This will force you to speak to others and to trust everyone you meet. Do not make any scenes, do not be argumentative with people. Let your inner peace be your testament.
 
   “I am sending you out like sheep among wolves, so be as cunning as serpents, and as innocent as doves. Many men, especially those wholly enslaved by the undead in the Temple, will hate you because of me. Now is not the time for violence. If persecuted, flee. But also do not worry about what you will say or what you will do. When the time comes for action or for words, give in to what’s natural. You have been made by nature. Nature will not abandon you.”
 
   Firelight danced on the face of their lord as each of them grappled with the terror in his heart. “You are only children. That means there is nothing for you to worry about, and it means that you must be humble. No one in the Temple who pretends to have authority has any authority over you.
 
   “The truth of the corruption of the Upper Valley will soon be out in the open. As we cure our people’s blindness, those who use the name of God to justify their pettiness and cruelty will be seen for what they are. There is nothing to fear. Even if they kill us, the stone that was rejected will become the cornerstone of a new temple. One that no man or monster or god can ever take from you.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “And now we've returned,” said Yardalen, finishing her tale. As they drew near the hill where the blue light burned, they crossed other hills filled with people. They saw men and women who lived in the forest, pale and covered in paint and animal skins. They saw others who must have been brought in from the outlying farms or even the Upper Valley, new converts who had given up their old lives to be near Lucas. Several groups were cooking animals on spits, boars and deer and little hares. Magog stopped to investigate an interesting stew, then Zachariah recognized people he'd met earlier and took Haginar with him. Yardalen kept Wodan and Jarl moving.
 
   She led them up a winding path toward a tall circle of stones. Pale blue light leaped overhead, and they could hear the hissing and popping of the wisp's will seeds thrown into the fire. They crested the rise and found the most devout disciples standing around heaps of logs burning in white fire. They were a mix of forest primitives and farmers and traders and wanderers, old and young, male and female. But their gathering seemed more serious, the conversations more intent. Unlike the people on the periphery who seemed relieved that they had “made it”, the inner circle of disciples knew that this was only the beginning. A huge man in rough clothes moved to bar their way as they drew near, then stopped when he saw Yardalen. Wodan knew he must be Roc. He glared through a wild beard that went up nearly to his eyes. Wodan knew the giant must have been intimidating to most people, but to Wodan he looked no more intimidating than a sack of dried beans. He could see the disciple unconsciously leaning on programming he'd developed since childhood. Wodan returned his gaze without malice.
 
   He took a seat on a log near a group of disciples debating on the nature of the Cognati, and how their power could be undermined through faith. It was a wonder to Wodan that they would openly speak against such power. He admired their courage, though he doubted they could do very much against Jared and his kind.
 
   I need to meet their leader, he thought. One thing's for sure… he will not be some soft playboy.
 
   Finally Wodan saw what must have been Lucas and his entourage arriving from the far side of the hill. Wodan could see only a rough earth-colored robe, long dark hair, and a beard, but too many others rose and greeted him for Wodan to see him clearly. He was shockingly thin; it was clear that he had been fasting. He sat and waited for Lucas to make his rounds as he reunited with his disciples and greeted newcomers, then Yardalen arrived and they embraced tearfully. Roc turned away muttering.
 
   Lucas drew near and Wodan rose to greet him. Wodan stood over him and the small human hand entered his own. Wodan locked eyes with him – and was shocked. He knew the man.
 
   “Greetings,” said Lucas. “You must be the king that I've heard so much about. I'm honored that you would come here.”
 
   Wodan worked his jaw up and down, trying to comprehend how such a thing could be possible. Lucas had the rough, dark skin of one who spent much of his time outdoors. But the cheekbones, the shape of his mouth… they were not just similar. They were the same. He was a different size, much smaller, but the posture was also the same. His eyes were such a deep shade of blue that parts of the iris were violet.
 
   Words trickled through his memory. Black is not the only robot who goes out into the world… Robot Number Seven is difficult to explain. Perhaps you will meet it someday.
 
   “Mah… mas...” Wodan stopped himself. “Setsassanar?”
 
   “I'm sorry,” said Lucas. “I don't know what that means. Do you speak our language?”
 
   Wodan could tell that, as far as Lucas knew, he was telling the truth. The so-called son of God had no idea that he was a clone of Setsassanar.
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Twenty-Six
 
   SHADOW, FORM
 
    
 
    
 
   Wodan left the hilltop circle in a daze. The others were confused that he would leave in such a hurry, but Wodan reasoned that they could discuss their new religion well enough without him. They might not like it if he let it slip that their lord and savior was a clone of a being they would consider a monster.
 
   Why would Setsassanar do such a thing? he wondered as he made his way down the hill. Why would he toy with the hopes and dreams of these people? It's… it's sick!
 
   Wodan passed by people discussing Lucas and his ways, each secretly humiliating themselves in Wodan's eyes. Then a horrible thought struck him. He knew that Jarl was working on a theory in which there were multiple Redeemers, each a slight variation on another. What if the very Redeemer Wodan had grown up hearing stories about – and even prayed to when he was a child – was none other than Setsassanar himself? What if the immortal playboy sent out clones of himself every few hundred years, caused trouble with establishment religion, was killed, and then the survivors took what he'd said and added a mediocre “do good and be nice” spin to the narrative?
 
   And here I am, thought Wodan, sent to witness the event. Unable to tell the truth to anyone because the truth is too strange, too jarring. He's watching this right now. Laughing, most likely. But this is just too much. Why does he always have to push me like this?
 
   Wodan sat with his back against a tree, near a circle of painted primitives sitting around a fire.
 
   It's impossible to be comfortable, knowing he's around. He's always there, pointing out that what you always assumed is one thing was… is actually another.
 
   And he always has an explanation. Maybe that's what's so damned frustrating about him. As sick as I feel now, I know he's going to laugh at me and explain it all away. He'll even explain why this dopey religion, or even the one I grew up with… was all a fun game for him!
 
   Wodan laughed. He remembered the image of Setsassanar modelling underwear in another age. “Selling underwear, selling belief,” he imagined Setsassanar saying. “What's the difference, Apprentice?”
 
   He realized that the people sitting nearby were watching him. An old man cradling a cup and a pipe came and dropped down beside him.
 
   “Come to see Lucas?” said the man.
 
   “Oh, I saw him alright.”
 
   “Ha! Has quite an effect, doesn't he? Here.” With small-talk apparently out of the way, the old man pushed the little cup toward Wodan.
 
   “What's that?” He saw juice inside the cup, dark green with bits of husks floating on top. It smelled like the business end of a dead animal.
 
   “That? We been passing it around.”
 
   Of course, Wodan knew that it was a drug. He had long since brushed aside his childhood indoctrination, Haven's quaint stance that anything besides alcohol that modified awareness was bad. He was also on vacation – technically not on duty. But Wodan hesitated because his body was no longer what it once was. He could smoke an entire bushel of silver clove or betel and feel only minor effects. He didn’t want to waste these poor people’s limited supply.
 
   “Better not,” said Wodan. “My tolerance is too high.”
 
   The old man looked at him as if he were a child. “Can anyone really 'tolerate' life? The world's just a bit too much for anyone, isn't it? Go on, have a sip and see with new eyes.”
 
   New eyes! thought Wodan. What a cliché for religious types. He began to wonder if the entire gathering wasn't just an excuse to get high.
 
   “Tell me,” said Wodan. “What does Lucas mean to you?”
 
   “He's just a man.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “But before I met him...” the old man looked away, then laughed quietly. “I can honestly say I never had a single thought that was my own before I met him.”
 
   Wodan was taken aback. “What do you mean?”
 
   “I was… like an automaton, I've heard them call it. A moving clockwork. Or an animal, I guess, reacting to situations or having shadows of thoughts.”
 
   Wodan was surprised by the old man's ability to express himself. He realized that he had judged him based on his rough appearance and smell.
 
   “Very well,” said Wodan. “Thanks.”
 
   He drained the little cup and found the syrupy stuff was without taste or smell. He did not even feel it go down. Had there even been anything in the little cup?
 
   Wodan looked at the old man. He was young once again, fresh-faced, smiling. But he had always looked like that. Always a child, eyes beaming with a smile, or mouth hanging open in confusion before turning to one of the older boys to see what they would do. Wodan could also see the skull behind the face. What was the face but skin stretched across bone? What were the bones but calcified matter reorganized by cells that moved for a moment, then fell silent? He was already dead. Had he ever been alive?
 
   The old man blinked once and changed into his ancestral influences. Wodan could see cheekbones and eyes changing and connecting to the features of father, grandfathers, great-grandfathers, then changed once again on the mother's side, thin nose, a bump in the center, a crease between eyes, a heavier nose discarded by whims of genes in favor of a slighter one. Wodan had not been speaking to an old man, but to a strand of people who were a web of possibilities and an end of possibilities. The old man was a pinching of the web, a momentary break in uniform potential. When he was gone, the web would be unpinched, twitching as a breeze passed through, then a return to stillness and potential.
 
   The vision was not strange. The strange thing was that Wodan had always been able to see this. He had simply ignored it. It had been too confusing, too overwhelming. Easier to dim the lights, to draw the shades rather than see reality as it was.
 
   A group of half-naked children ran into them. All of their faces shifting – tiny old people, a web of unfamiliar faces – and they took people by the hands.
 
   “A play!” said the children.
 
   “They're putting on a show!”
 
   “Come and see! Come and see!”
 
   Wodan found himself being led by the children. They walked up a wooded hillside. He wondered if time would open up and he would see the forest, or the earth itself, as it had looked throughout all the ages. He did not. Unlike the people, the woods were surprisingly static. Long black trunks stretched upward, and the ground was covered in wet, red leaves that must have fallen long ago. The air was dark and foggy, but warm with so many campfires. He was in all forests, or the only forest in all creation. People leaning against trees were gnomes, ancient, silent, smiling things, more idea than flesh and blood. Was he on an alien world? Or were all worlds alien… strange creations beyond reckoning. The image was lost when one child gripped a vine and slapped it against another child's bare behind. He shrieked, not from pain but simply as a show of wonder. The child needed the adults to understand that they lived in a universe where a vine could whip across your ass at any moment.
 
   His awareness seemed to slip away, then he found himself sitting in a comfortable wicker chair among a large group of people sitting on the ground or on short stools, or even on tree branches overhead. All eyes were on a stage of stone and aged wood where a group of primitive entertainers reenacted the Redeemer's tale. Or the Redeemer's tales; Wodan could see hints of different ages in the simple sets, nods to the mythic Ancients, to modern-day Pontius, décor from Temple Grounds, even costumes that looked like Lucas's disciples. But the play was not a retelling – one of the actors stopped mid-line and winked at Wodan before continuing. This let him know that they were gods, beings conducting a ritual that echoed through multiple ages, bouncing here and here and here, different tones heard in different times, all originating from the same original event which was still occurring.
 
   Just when Wodan thought he understood where the gist of the play was heading, a bearded and robed actor going by the name Redeemer began speaking to some sort of jester in patchwork clothes and a bizarre haircut. The other actors drifted into the background, as if their story had been paused. The character playing Redeemer said to the jester, “Who are you?”
 
   “Everyman!” said the jester.
 
   “Oh? And who is Everyman?”
 
   “Well, I'll tell you.”
 
   Everyman began drawing a simple sketch of himself on a large, flat piece of wood. “I'm this kind of guy. And see this? I'm always the kind of guy who does this when that happens. That's just me. And when it comes down to it, I’m the kind of guy who does this, that, and the other. A wise man once said to me 'know thyself'. Lucky for me, I know exactly the kind of person I am. And here I am!”
 
   Everyman proudly finished his crude drawing, a retarded stick figure whose face was split in half with a horseshoe smile.
 
   “You say that this is you?” said Redeemer.
 
   “Say it? I know it!”
 
   “But this is a drawing. This is not you.”
 
   “This is me, I know who I am. I'm the kind of person who-”
 
   “No,” said Redeemer. “You do not know yourself. You know only an image in your mind. A false idol that is not you, but a caricature of foolish notions you imagine to be sensible. Don't you know that you are gods?”
 
   Everyman thought for a moment by rubbing his head and working his mouth. The crowd laughed. “Well I tell you,” said Everyman, “I might not know about that, but there's some things I do know, and that's for sure!”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “Oh yes! For instance, I know that orange is a sound and a struck bell makes a color. Even if fools make a fool of me from sunup to sundown, I can rest easy on that foundation of knowledge!”
 
   “Then let me trouble your rest,” said Redeemer, “and fill your nights with worry. You do not have knowledge, but only categories and definitions. They look pretty and balanced, but what good are they? You have defined the color and failed to see the beauty in it. You have categorized the sound of the bell in your mind, and now it can no longer move your heart. What do you know! Know nothing. Then this world can be a wonder! Not a series of inconveniences that are impossible to fit into your awful, absurd categories!”
 
   Everyman back-flipped, his feet hitting the stone stage soundlessly. “That sounds like a lot of religious nonsense,” he said. “Now, I might not know some things, but there are, at the very least, some things that are known. And some people do know those things. So there!”
 
   “Know this? Know that?” said Redeemer. “Sounds to me like you have quite a bit of faith. How do you find it in your heart to believe in such things?”
 
   “Because I am alert! I am smart! I am so smart, in fact, that my own opinions make perfect sense to me. You don't need faith when you know something for certain!”
 
   “No,” said Redeemer, “you do not know. You feel as if you know because you are in a dream. You are asleep and dreaming that you are awake and alive and alert. When you dream, you accept all manner of falsehood as real. When you open your eyes to the absurdity, you will wake up and see through the spell of illusion cast upon you. It is easy but you must die first. You must throw off all that you believe you are.”
 
   “Alright, fine,” said Everyman. “I might not be so wise or dependable or even worth a damn, but I know someone who is. A man of great wisdom! A man of fame and stature! I take his word as fact and his acts I adore! Behold… Otherman!”
 
   A curtain at the rear of the stage parted and revealed three actors in an awkward position. One was obviously dressed to look like the High Priest. He laid on the floor with his legs splayed out in the air. The other two, dressed like black robes, pushed on his behind and shoulders in an attempt to bring his head closer to his crotch. The High Priest worked his mouth into an oval, muttering, “Almost… almost there...” The crowd laughed uproariously while Everyman, not bothering to look at the ridiculous spectacle, gestured for Redeemer to look and be impressed. 
 
   “I'm impressed,” said Redeemer.
 
   “I'll say!” said Everyman. “Who wouldn’t be?”
 
   “To be sure,” said Redeemer. “He's quite flexible for his age.”
 
   Everyman turned, shrieked, and leaped in the air. More laughter from the audience as he fought to pull the curtains shut.
 
   “My my!” said Everyman. “Looks like we caught him at a bad time.”
 
   “Didn't seem like he was having that bad of a time.”
 
   “Listen, just because he's not perfect doesn't mean perfection isn't possible. I know, for a fact, that it's possible to be perfect!”
 
   As the two actors discussed having all traits in perfect measure versus finding balance as the situation demanded, Wodan's attention drifted. He looked at the crowd. Their faces. They laughed, or started in surprised. They were being entertained. Was this Lucas's idea? Putting his philosophy into a play rather than a dry sermon… Wodan had to respect the technique. But it could be a suspicious thing, too. What if sick and short-sighted philosophies were put into an entertaining tale?
 
   At once he saw that entertainment could be used for enlightenment or indoctrination. There was no real way to know the difference until after the tale had been experienced and absorbed. The only way to remain unaffected was to become dead inside, to be affected by nothing. And the drawbacks to that were obvious.
 
   That's why we have to remain flexible, he thought. Falling deeper and deeper into ideology is no different than being dead! Flexibility, being open to possibilities, even scary ones – it's the only way to remain balanced.
 
   Just when he thought of balance, Everyman dropped several bouncing balls he had been juggling.
 
   “So balancing isn't for the lazy,” said Everyman. “So what! That doesn't mean there isn't one perfect thing out there! And that thing must be… the meaning of life…!”
 
   Everyman gestured to the crowd, seemingly awed by his own statement. Redeemer rubbed his face, no doubt uncomfortable with being cast in the role of the “straight man” to a jester playing the part of the human mind.
 
   Everyman raced to a stack of books, held one upside down as he read, then blinked in surprise.
 
   “I've got it!” he said.
 
   “Got what?”
 
   “It! The meaning of life!”
 
   “They put that in books now?” said Redeemer.
 
   “They put it in this one. Turns out the meaning of life… is death!”
 
   “What?!”
 
   “Yes sir! First life beats you down. Then it lays you out flat. Then it drops its drawers, squats on your head, and-”
 
   “We get the idea.”
 
   “- and that's not even the worst of it. Fortunately, life's one mercy is that it ends. And when it ends, you find yourself at...” Everyman put his hands together and sang softly, “The… pearly… gates!”
 
   “Is that a euphemism?”
 
   “Yes – for the Kingdom of Heaven!”
 
   “Redeemer shook his head. “So life is hard, but then you die and everything is good?”
 
   “Yes!”
 
   “You son of a mule! Don't you know where the Kingdom of Heaven is?”
 
   “I...”
 
   “It's within.” Redeemer pointed at himself. “The Kingdom of Heaven isn't out there. Life doesn't start when it ends. The Kingdom of Heaven is within.”
 
   “But… but that means...”
 
   “It means life is to be experienced, not abstained from.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Wodan jerked awake. The stage was empty, the crowd was gone, and the torches were put out. The forest was dark. He was afraid, thinking for a moment that he lived in an empty world, and had only dreamed that others had been with him. He must have slept through the rest of the play.
 
   Silly, he thought, to imagine myself the last man on Earth.
 
   He passed through the darkened woods as quietly as a ghost, then found a group of people dancing around a fire. He drew near the circle, then tripped on something. Magog was on the ground, mouth hanging open, eyes darting around. Wodan knew he must've taken something. Perhaps being an artist made him more sensitive to the visions. Wodan saw someone had already placed a clump of grass under his head for a pillow, so he left him alone.
 
   On the other side of the fire, he saw Haginar with a group of boys pushing one another up onto the lower branches of a tree. Zachariah sat in a crouch among a group of older men and women, deep in discussion and unmindful of the dancers carrying on nearby.
 
   In the crook of the roots of a wide tree with drooping branches, he found Yardalen and Jarl. Wodan went to them. They saw him, turned slightly, and just as Wodan had decided that he was no longer high, he was struck by the realization that he could read both of their minds. Not by scanning their brains using some psychic sense, but by intuiting meaning from subtle gestures. And he was not reading their minds without them knowing it; no, they wanted their minds read.
 
   He began to fear that others did this all the time, but he had been like a blind man fumbling about his entire life. The dread immediately fled when he saw Jarl scratch his nose with his pinkie, a nervous gesture he was familiar with. He had always been reading the shifting weight of small gestures… and had simply never noticed. Once again he felt like an alien in the world he was born in.
 
   He could plainly see that Jarl wanted to tell him something, but was afraid. He was afraid of blurting the thing out, of looking foolish, of possibly betraying either his Order or even his lord. Glancing at Yardalen, the set of her shoulders and hesitant smile, he could see that she enjoyed Jarl's company more than she'd expected, but there was another with whom she'd rather be.
 
   “Where is your husband?” said Wodan.
 
   Yardalen did not force a smile in greeting. “Anyone who marries a public figure soon learns they're just a mistress, second to his true calling. But it's fine. I am patient, and what he's doing is important.”
 
   Is it? Wodan wondered.
 
   He sat before Jarl. Knowing he could not press the Entertainer too hard, he thought of another matter that bothered him. If Jarl could not help in this matter, who could?
 
   “Jarl, I have a question for you.”
 
   “I will answer as best I can, my Lord.”
 
   “There's a pair of mythological beasts… maybe you know them. Leviathan and Behemoth. The one who told me about them… well… he made it seem as if all of humanity was...” Wodan thought of the poor people here, running around in the woods, imagining they were enlightened as an ancient creature took notes for his amusement.
 
   “Masters and slaves, right?” said Jarl. “Yes, that's the simple way of looking at it. Everybody wants to survive, but some people are a little more… pushy than others. Or some people are smarter. Or just more organized. In any case, you end up with one person in charge of another person's life. Or a small group who think it's their duty to run everyone else's affairs. And maybe it is, I don't know. The more I see and learn, the less sure I am.” Jarl scratched his chin. “That take on Leviathan and Behemoth can be depressing. One rules, the other labors. But, my Lord, didn't you know there was a third beast?”
 
   Wodan looked at him.
 
   “It's true,” said Jarl. “People like black and white, yes and no. They like things simple. The third beast shatters simplicity.”
 
   “Tell me,” said Wodan, wondering why Setsassanar had not already told him.
 
   Jarl smiled slightly. “He's called Ziz, or Zizi. His wingspan stretches from horizon to horizon, and nothing escapes his gaze. His wrath is like a storm unleashed – and yet his prime concern is the protection of children. All children.”
 
   Seeing Wodan's expression, he added, “Sounds quaint, doesn't it? And yet despite all the brutal simplicity of survival – kill or be killed, obey or die – mankind has always dreamed of a beautiful world. Ziz represents artists, or mankind's creative impulse. He is not brutal simplicity, but complication and beauty beyond measure.”
 
   “Then why-”
 
   “Because he has been edited out of most accounts of the story of Job.”
 
   At first Wodan thought of bringing this to Setsassanar, of offering a hypothetical mythological bird as a counterargument. But then he began to suspect that Setsassanar had somehow set him up to learn this on his own. As powerful and ruthless as Setsassanar was, wasn't he also strange enough to show an embarrassing side of himself that he could have simply hidden from his apprentice forever? If Setsassanar wanted to seem like the ultimate Master, showing advertisements where he posed in his underwear was the wrong way to go about it.
 
   “There's nothing really surprising about this,” said Jarl. “Even as the Ugly and the Law and all the other gangs did anything they could for power, and even as the common folk worked and did whatever they could to survive, people always dreamed and told stories to one another. That's what keeps us going. Behemoth and Leviathan would fade away if Ziz didn't uphold the roof of the world for them to live in.”
 
   Jarl smiled, and Wodan saw the sad, gentle smile of everyone who had ever held onto a dream like a life raft.
 
   “We build shelters against storms,” said Yardalen. “We live in terror of losing what little we have. But the world always looks so beautiful after a violent storm.”
 
   “Exactly!” said Jarl. “That's Ziz! And that's… well, that's my Lord, too.”
 
   Wodan hid his face, overcome by the idea.
 
   “But… my Lord,” said Jarl. “I was… hoping to speak to you of… something else. Another beast, as it were.”
 
   “Go on.”
 
   “It's about… the Ghost. You know, one of the so-called four gods of the wasteland. You know of it, don't you?”
 
   “Of course,” Wodan said hesitantly. “The religion I grew up with was focused on the Ghost and the Redeemer. The Ghost made the world and humanity. Also destroyed the world and humanity a few times. The Ugly wrote about it in the Book of the Red. He’s a jealous and vengeful god. But I haven't thought about that stuff for years.”
 
   “My Lord, I don't really know how to say this without seeming crazy, so I’ll just say it. I think the Ghost may be real.”
 
   “A real creature?”
 
   “Yes. Sort of. Not a creature of this world, per se, but a being that can visit this world, influence it, take from it. From reading the records in the Temple, I've found variations… little echoes from different ages. One account might sound like myth, but then another might sound more-than-modern, kind of like the technologically advanced era of the Ancients seen from the eyes of the primitives who followed them. They all interacted with the Ghost. They all sacrificed to it.”
 
   “Sacrificed?”
 
   “That is… they fed it.”
 
   The words hung in the air. Wodan grappled with the strange statement, as well as the understanding that he was no longer sure what could be considered strange after everything he had experienced.
 
   “Different methods were used in different times,” said Jarl. “But always there's a ritual or a device bestowed on the faithful. Something living is always handed over… like livestock, or even human children. There's always a lot of people going along with the thing because they think they are doing good. And there's always one person in charge, speaking on behalf of the Ghost and selling the idea to the others. That person might be a high priest, a head scientist, an occult sage, whatever you want to call him. He always thirsts for power and he always goes mad.”
 
   Jarl remembered the image of the Ancient scientists working in the desert, the night sky pierced by a sickening array of dancing lights. Then he fell silent, more than a little embarrassed at being fearful over scraps of things he'd read in ancient books.
 
   As for Wodan, he knew full well that being a leader was a strange thing. What could he really do in this situation? “Don't worry, Jarl,” he might say. “Not only do I accept the existence of extradimensional beings, I'm also fully trained to handle them.” Comforting him would be dishonest… but then again, Wodan had been in similar situations many times before. What do you do to ensure people survive if winter is worse than expected? How do you get clean water to miners and runoff water away from them and everyone else? How do you collect and allocate taxes, and how do you investigate and prosecute tax evaders without ruining every single business? Helpful “experts” existed only in varying shades of incompetence, and Wodan had no idea how to do any of those things. And yet he had done all of those things. At least in part, and at least avoiding total disaster.
 
   “Thanks, Jarl,” he said. “I know it wasn't easy to tell me that. I… I'll have to keep it in mind.”
 
   Jarl sighed with relief. Then he smiled, and his posture straightened so much that Wodan wondered if an invisible monster had been sitting on the Entertainer's shoulders all this time.
 
   Yardalen placed a hand on Wodan's wrist. “Will you take a walk with me, Wodan?”
 
   Wodan rose and nodded to Jarl, who lowered his hat over his eyes. Wodan left the circle of dancers and followed Yardalen. Away from the light and warmth of the fire, the forest became dark and heavy. Wodan could see fragments of blue and gray overhead. Was it the morning of the next day?
 
   “Wodan,” she said. “There's something about you.”
 
   He glanced down, saw an ear peeking through strands of gold. He saw her not as a web of ancestors, but as flashes of other beings with a single persistent identity. She was an old man, yellow-gold skin and white beard, powerfully built under a regal cloak. But she was tiny… was he a giant looking down at her? Then she was a woman again, green-skinned, seemingly shocked by his presence. The whole world was lit by tongues of lightning. Then she was a pale being, slitted eyes, yellow-white hair pulled back, insignia like a deer's antlers on her uniform… she smiled at him. Again and again he saw her, each version completely incomprehensible.
 
   Have I known her before? he wondered. But then the vision faded as the drug finally wore off.
 
   “Something about me,” he repeated, his voice dull in his own ears.
 
   “Yes. You're open to experience. You're not like others. You don't assert what you are – you listen to the world, and learn from it.”
 
   He sighed. “It's been a long night, Yardalen. I can't say I follow. Can you...”
 
   “It's about Lucas. Please listen. Lucas is going to be killed. I may sound paranoid, but there's a cycle. It happens like clockwork because most people are programmed, and this is a part of the programming.”
 
   “Cycle?” said Wodan.
 
   “The cycle starts with someone standing out. Someone wakes up. They tell others the new idea they've had. A few others see the sense in it, and the idea starts to spread. But then the establishment notices. The revolutionaries enter into conflict with the establishment. The establishment usually wins. Few people notice that part of the cycle, but it's true. In the end, the person who woke up has to be sacrificed. Those are the rules the establishment made, and that's the path that the revolutionaries have to take in order to be allowed into the establishment… sometimes in leadership roles.”
 
   “Allowed back in?” said Wodan, curling his lip in disgust. “You don't think Lucas's disciples will protect him?”
 
   Yardalen sighed. “I'm sure they mean to. I'm sure they want to. But from what I've heard of the records they keep in the Temple, and from the stories we keep in the Vale, that's what happens. The followers get scared. Their bravery comes from anticipating victory. When inevitable victory flees, bravery follows. No, Wodan, his disciples won't help him. There is not one traitor among them, but twelve. They can't help him. I... I can't help him. But maybe you can.”
 
   “Do you think Lucas can't see this cycle?”
 
   “He probably does. But he might not care.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Because the cycle always includes a consolation prize. When the sacrifice occurs, it's not just about killing the one who woke up. Slowly but surely, the establishment will… incorporate the teachings of the sacrificial lamb into itself. The rebel will become an authority figure, long after the murder.”
 
   “That's utterly bizarre,” Wodan said, even as he saw the truth of it.
 
   “Isn't it? But just because it's a cycle doesn't mean it has to be eternal. What if more people who were aware and awake were a part of the cycle? It could deviate from the norm if less automatons were engaged in the process.”
 
   Wodan stared at the woman beside him. Such a strange creature! he thought. He admitted to himself that he was in awe. She sounded to him like some kind of beyond-human being who stood outside of the immediate day-to-day affairs of reality. She spoke and thought from a grand perspective. Though he wasn't really a part of her life, he felt a strong sense of kinship. Then he was struck by the thought that such people were always undervalued. It's always people like the High Priest, or Barkus, or Vito, who are valued, he thought. For people like Yardalen, or Edwar Bruner, or me, the struggle to influence people is so difficult.
 
   She looked up at him. “I want to stop it,” she said. “I want to end the cycle. I… I don't believe in sacrifice.”
 
   Wodan was struck by the image of primitive people giving up their own to demons. Though sickened, he also knew it was impossible to effect change through conversation. “He's a grown man,” he said. “What do you think I can do about it?”
 
   “He is an adult. He's not a child like most people are, and that's the problem. No normal man could convince him otherwise. But you're not normal.”
 
   Wodan remembered the first time he'd met Langley, and how strange she had seemed. It was humbling to realize that others saw him that way as well.
 
   “Lucas is doing what he wants,” said Wodan. “Most dream of living the life they want. Few are given the chance. Why should I stop him?”
 
   “Because the message that will get him killed – it is important. It must continue on!” 
 
   “I don't even know what his message is!” Wodan stopped and held her in place.
 
   “It's that your identity is bullshit.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “A lie.” She waited for the words to settle in. “I don't mean yours in particular. I mean the mask that people wear. The thing in the mirror they hate, the force they imagine holds them back, the story they tell themselves about why they can't live happily. It's made up, a fable, nothing more. Once you open your eyes, you'll see that you are a god.” She smiled. “That's his message. It's simple.”
 
   She continued along the path. So this ruthless Satanic being is also a messiah, he thought. Is it my final test to stop his martyrdom?
 
   He followed her. They walked in silence, and he considered the idea. He immediately thought of the Golden Calf Party, the representatives who had pulled something of a coup in the Black Valley. Those were men who desperately wanted to be great. They relished their power, but hungered for more. He knew it would be better for them if they dropped their masks and took an honest look at themselves and their capabilities. Perhaps they could live honest lives in small-time management positions. They could act as secretaries or assistants to people who truly were great. If they applied themselves to small tasks rather than dreaming of conquering the world, they might find some measure of happiness. They would certainly live longer.
 
   Yardalen stopped and motioned for Wodan to proceed. They had reached the edge of the forest. Wodan could see Lucas finishing up a conversation with a couple of local people, who did not shake his hand but bowed in admiration. It was strange to see Setsassanar in the small, sun-beaten man. He radiated power, a carried himself with dignity that had grown far beyond the fear of death and pain and sickness and doubt. He and Wodan locked eyes. When the others left, Wodan went to him.
 
   Wodan followed Lucas as he descended the grassy hill. They walked along the edge of the forest until the lights of the bonfires were far away. They ascended a rocky rise. Wodan could see a faint blue line along the horizon before them, though the roof of clouds was dark overhead. Reaching the top, he saw a great spine of stone that laid above the line of black-leafed trees. Far away, the spine connected to a greater hill of stone, where they could see more fires.
 
   They walked along the spine together. Wodan felt giddy. He could not shake the idea that the so-called son of God would turn to him with a wink and say, “Just kidding, Apprentice!” Instead, it was obvious that he was struggling inside.
 
   If only you knew what you truly are, he thought.
 
   Just when Wodan could take the silence no more, Lucas suddenly said, “Are you an angel of the Lord?”
 
   Wodan gave the strange question serious consideration. On the one hand, of course he was not. He was king of a small nation, and he was here because of his curiosity. It was simple. But on the other hand, it was true that he was nothing like other men. Something burned in him ten thousand times brighter than the human norm. It drove him on and on, to greater heights and darker depths. He had been gifted with a body forged in ages past by the eternal flame of creativity. He personally knew the God that Lucas worshipped, had walked with him and spoken with him. In a sense, he was the very thing that Lucas suspected. The thing was both true and not true.
 
   Before Wodan could stop, he heard himself say, “Yes… and no.”
 
   Lucas took the statement without argument, mulling it over quietly. Wodan understood why Setsassanar hated to see him protest. Lucas was proving to him that it was much better to listen and at least try to understand, rather than argue childishly.
 
   “I've had dreams of you,” said Lucas. “We are in another place together. Perhaps among the stars, on one of the 'heavens' or other worlds mentioned in some of the documents in the Temple. In the dream, I am… a different form of God. You are one of my angels. I test you. I push you mercilessly. And you pass every test. I am so proud of you… because you are unstoppable. But a part of me also hates you. I imagine killing you.”
 
   “Why?” said Wodan, unable to hide his alarm.
 
   “Because you are incredibly intimidating. Who can possibly handle all of the tests thrown at them by the creator of the universe? Who could overcome again and again, or fail and get up again and again, all without crumbling and begging for the pain to end?”
 
   Wodan almost said, “That's not how it is from my perspective,” but stopped himself. He also suppressed mentioning all the times he had protested and begged for Setsassanar to ease up on him. He wondered if Setsassanar was somehow “sending” these visions to Lucas consciously, or if the two were simply connected on some subtle level beyond understanding. Instead Wodan muttered, “Quite a dream.”
 
   “But I didn't kill you,” said Lucas. “Because I think I have this hope… that you'll be able to do what I could not.”
 
   Wodan stopped. This is what Setsassanar wanted me to hear, he thought. This is why he wanted me to come back to Srila. He doesn't want to lord his power over me, or to embarrass me by showing me his own most embarrassing moments. He only wants us to be able to work together… not holding anything back. To work as equals.
 
   Wodan realized that, all this time, he had been holding back. Not in terms of physical effort. Still, he had been lazy, and he hadn't even realized it. So many times he had been thrown off balance by Setsassanar's bizarre behavior, unexpected moods, even his ridiculous past. But what would people say if they could see into Wodan's heart and Wodan's past? Would they nod and approve because everything he did made perfect sense? No. They would be shocked, disgusted, perhaps inspired every now and again, but mostly they would pass judgment.
 
   That's how life is, he thought. You do the best you can with what you're given. Sometimes you have to do incredibly bizarre things to make it through situations you can't possibly be expected to understand. I was a fool to ever judge Setsassanar. He probably saw me in the backroom of my father's store, muttering and complaining to myself as I moved boxes and took inventory. And yet he still believes I have what it takes to stand up to monsters so powerful they overthrow the human race!
 
   Wodan looked up and saw breaks in the cloud cover, streaks of pale blue light from the hidden dawn. He could not wait to get back to Setsassanar. And he could not wait to experience what else was waiting for him in the Deepest Vale. Mostly, he could not wait to tackle life without holding back.
 
   He looked at Lucas. The man was studying him.
 
   “Did you speak with God just then?” Lucas asked with utmost seriousness.
 
   Wodan realized he had been looking at the sky and smiling, perhaps even wiping away tears. “You could say that,” he said, laughing, a little embarrassed. He looked at Lucas with new eyes. He's doing the best he can with what he's been given, he thought. And he's inspired someone who, once again, thought he had all the answers.
 
   Lucas smiled a little, then continued on. Feeling bold, Wodan said, “Lucas, tell me about turning water into wine. And please, be honest.”
 
   “I always tell the truth,” he said, with sudden earnestness. “You're no fool. I'm sure it's easy to guess what happened. A man I knew in the village owed me a favor. I went to him and got several skins of wine. But I couldn't hand a bunch of wine-skins out to my guests like they were about to go on a journey… it would have looked like rude, like I was telling them to leave. So I poured out the jars of water and poured in the wine. The story took off. You have to understand… I mean, everyone was completely drunk.”
 
   “But Lucas! You can't let people believe that you-”
 
   “I never did,” said Lucas. “I even told a few guests the entire story. They were either so drunk they forgot, or they never cared. That's how people are. I heard you were a war hero. Ever hear any tall tales about your deeds? Once you corrected the details, did the new story replace the old one? No. You know that's not how it works.”
 
   “I know it,” said Wodan, satisfied that Lucas was not wrapped up in his own myth. “But there's another tale, Lucas. They say you brought a little girl back from the dead.”
 
   Lucas glanced at him. “There's a bit more truth in that one.”
 
   “How much truth?”
 
   Lucas took a moment to gather his thoughts. “I was travelling with my disciples from village to village, and we heard some talk about a wealthy man with a sick daughter. I went to see the man. The house was overrun with family members. Some wanted to help, some wanted to be in charge, some wanted to take advantage of the father – it was a madhouse. I couldn't get any details, no one was clear on what was happening. Some were even grieving that the girl had already died. It was a mess.
 
   “I had my disciples throw everyone out. They held the doors so that no one could enter...”
 
   “You threw a family out of their own home?”
 
   Lucas nodded once. “Then I went to see the girl. She was alive… barely. Terrible fever. I knew it was going to be a long night for her. I laid my hands on her-”
 
   “What?”
 
   “These things,” said Lucas, holding up his hands. Wodan noted the hint of fanatical faith in himself that was slowly showing itself. “I stayed with her the whole night. Without the family and their dramatic, possessive, chaotic nonsense, the long night was peaceful. The girl was free to fight her battle. When dawn came, she was not healed, not fully, but her fever broke, and her life was saved.”
 
   “That's it?” said Wodan.
 
   “What more should it be? Minds intent on sickness delight in chaos and noise. Calm minds can move the universe. And my hands – it's true, they can heal. There's a force that… ah, but how to explain it? You've either never experienced it, so explaining it would make no sense, or you have experienced it and so you need no explanation.”
 
   Wodan was unsure. As far as he could tell, Lucas had no Cognati powers. He had only seen them used once for healing, when Langley had used them to mend the bones in his hands long ago. But what else could Lucas be referencing to? Was there any other form of action-at-a-distance that a human could employ? The nearest analogue he had seen was the repair of the robots in the Tower, how their broken pieces came together if given time. He wasn't sure how it was done. Still, this was flesh and blood, surely different from fixing robots.
 
   “But I don't blame the people for saying that I raised a dead girl,” Lucas said suddenly. “That's how stories are. Imagine being powerfully affected by someone. How do you inspire the same sense of awe in another person who wasn't there?”
 
   “Sometimes,” Wodan said slowly, “the truth has to be bent...”
 
   “In order for the absurd nature of reality to be conveyed from one to another,” Lucas finished.
 
   “But we don't do that. You and me, I mean.”
 
   “We're a different breed. Others feel content when they've found their “ultimate” truths. Not us. We keep searching and searching. It's in our nature.”
 
   “Your nature,” Wodan said, almost to himself. Thinking about how few of the people in his care really had a solid idea of who he was, he asked, “Do you think your followers truly understand you, Lucas? You, your message, your intentions, how much do they really know for sure?”
 
   “Who is it that people say I am?” said Lucas.
 
   “To hell with what they say. I'm asking you. So what is it? What's the end goal? Peace on earth?”
 
   Lucas gave him a sidelong look. “Where that idea comes from, and how it reproduces in so many minds, is beyond me. I came here to bring strife. I came here to bring a sword. Arguing, discontent, frustration, anger...”
 
   “Really?” said Wodan. “But you're a healer!”
 
   “I'm also not stupid. Anyone who throws away the plans of others and creates their own plans is a bringer of violence. That's the simple truth. I'm not a puppet. The black robes, the High Priest, the soldiers from San Ktari, even the flesh demons – Wodan, have you ever noticed that all of them chase after the shadow of this thing they call peace? Have you noticed that none of them consider themselves to be evil, or cruel, or obsessed with control, and yet they are? Why is that?” Lucas paused to let Wodan consider the idea, then he answered it himself. “It's because they're asleep. All of them are sleep-walking automatons. They are slaves of shadows cast by a form they don't understand. I want people to wake up. My intentions are good, but whose aren't? I'm not a fool. I know violence is the end result of my actions.”
 
   Hearing how driven the man was, Wodan remembered Yardalen's request. “Yardalen says you're going to get yourself killed. She's worried about you.”
 
   “Worried!” he said, as if shocked by the very concept.
 
   “She thinks you've started a cycle that always ends in martyrdom.”
 
   “Then she's missing the form by looking at the shadow. I'm not trying to get myself killed, Wodan. I'm trying to show people that life isn't what they think it is. It's more. It's not about gritting your teeth and hanging on until they finally toss you in the ground. Listen, they say you fight demons. What if I told you that you might survive for a while, but in a year, maybe ten years, you'll finally be killed by demons. Would you stop?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Would you keep doing what you want because you don’t believe me, or would you keep fighting because you don't care how it ends?”
 
   Wodan laughed quietly and turned away. Lucas had a point. Wodan could see that words would not convince the man to take caution. Only watching over him could save him. Wodan sighed with frustration, because he knew such a task was completely impractical. He had his own life, his own affairs. How could he possibly smooth out the rough edges in someone else's destiny?
 
   “Fine,” he said. “I understand. But you said Yardalen mistook… shadow for form? What does that mean?”
 
   “It's an old idea. Very old. It goes to the heart of many spiritual beliefs. It's the idea that reality… matter, us, our ideas, our stories, laws, sex, life, death, all of it – are shadows cast by something else. By a timeless, endless form that exists outside of our comprehension. The world of everyday appearance, all the things that make up human experience, even all the ideas a human allows himself to have, are only a dim shadow cast by the eternal form, which is always beneath the surface of things. Our brains are hard-wired to see and understand shadow. All trivia, all so-called knowledge, concerns only the nuance and shades of gray that is shadow. Only a few can see through the veil and into true form, and even then only for a moment.”
 
   “Do you mean,” said Wodan, “the difference between subjective experience and objective reality?”
 
   “No. It’s more than that. Even if you deal with objective reality, even if you learn the things you need to learn in order to survive, things like raising crops, healing the sick, building homes, looking after your family – it's not enough. Even unrivaled mastery of objective reality can result in falling prey to something unknown and unseen projected from the true form.”
 
   “Ah,” said Wodan. “Like flesh demons coming without warning.”
 
   “Or, in my case, a joyless existence forced on my people by those who use the name of God for something other than living a good life.”
 
   They stopped at the peak of the spine. In the east, thick cloud cover was touched by blue and dim violet. As they drew near the edge of the rocky ravine, Wodan was struck by a sense of timelessness once more. They were no longer two men having a conversation. They were ideas in the mind of a dreaming being who stood at the edge of the moment before creating an infinite array of worlds and more beings like itself.
 
   “Maybe the thing we're fighting,” said Lucas, “isn't really what it appears to be. Black robes, flesh demons, whatever they are… maybe those are simply shadows cast by something else. A form much more powerful. Much more horrifying, more obsessed with control. Something much more stupid. And maybe we're something else too. Everybody worships something. Don't you think that everyone is deeply religious, when it comes down to it? Whether your god is wealth, or power, or the feeling of joy, or routine, or beauty, or even the creator of the universe… maybe we're both of us, all of us, on a journey to find the thing that we pray to. We want to find out if it is worth all the attention we give it.”
 
   Wodan felt a strange sensation. He felt as if something wasn't right. “I think I agree,” he said. “But, do you...”
 
   He turned and saw Lucas staring at his hands, then at his forearms. Suddenly he fell in a heap. In a slow echo along the spine of stone, Wodan heard the echoing crack of gunfire.
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
   A Mighty Hunter Before the Lord
 
    
 
    
 
   Vendicci, the last of the ghouls, laid around in bed in the Temple for many days. His sores and bruises healed, and even his broken ankle and arm felt fine. He grew fat and strong on all the food they gave him. He noticed the looks of the orange robes as they held their breath while serving him. They were too weak to enjoy the natural, musky odor of one such as himself. But what did any of that matter? He had lived on the point of starvation his entire life. These days, he felt better than ever!
 
   Weak as they were, he had to admire them. They never hunted, but their food never seemed to end.
 
   He learned to ignore the guards, the blue robes who stood in the corners of the room. They never replied to questions or insults, but they also didn't give him any trouble, except for a few disdainful looks. That was fine with Vendicci, as long as they kept their hands off his comic books. The nagging idea that his comics could be stolen from him was no mere paranoia - the black robes had already tried it once. He had stopped them, but they had fought back. The most difficult part of the awkward struggle had been trying not to crush their frail bodies as they assaulted him. He had mostly rolled around, waiting for them to wear themselves out. There was no doubt in Vendicci’s mind that the blue robes kept them around as unwilling sex partners. Why else would they act the way they did?
 
   Then one day a particularly old and spindly black robe came to see him, a man with pale eyes and long teeth and a strip of red cloth hanging off his shoulders. An old chief of some sort. Vendicci woke from a nap and the silent man was there, sitting on his bed. He wondered if it was a dream. The man rambled on at length, calling him Golem, and at one point Vendicci even fell asleep again and dreamed of the strip of red on the man’s robes. But when Vendicci woke once again, he became annoyed at the man’s presence, because it seemed that the little man was desperately in need of him for some reason. Vendicci wanted him gone so that he could urinate without someone watching.
 
   “It’s our will,” the man hissed, leaning toward him. “Our will that makes us one. And we are one. The same! With the same intentions!”
 
   “Oka-a-ay,” said Vendicci. “You the cook? I’m hungry.”
 
   Vendicci chuckled as the man tried to pick up his train of thought. Vendicci slept again. When he woke the man was gone. In pure terror Vendicci reached under his pillow, found that the comics were still there, then sighed in relief and waited for meal time.
 
   Not all the people in the Temple were annoying. Vendicci had one friend who came to see him, an orange robe who seemed a little older than the others, though as Vendicci understood it they were all ancient. The orange robe introduced himself as Nobody, but they all went by that name. Nobody often sat by Vendicci’s bedside, and sometimes they spoke of trifling things like food or the weather. Talking helped him practice new words and learn better ways of saying things so that others could understand. Nobody never forced himself on Vendicci as the black robes did, so Vendicci even showed Nobody his comic books.
 
   Vendicci liked Nobody, but he wasn’t sure if he respected him. Nobody was small, his mind was not the mind of a hunter or a warrior, and Vendicci was afraid that the often violent comic books would be too honest an experience for the little monk. Instead, Nobody surprised him by pointing out various color techniques used in the artwork, then laid on him the heavy notion that color could describe a mood, or even create a mood in the heart of the audience. Vendicci was deeply shocked and had to go through his entire collection once more, just to look at it from a new vantage point.
 
   “There are so many things in these books!” Vendicci said under his breath. “So much stuff to find. Am I ever gonna know everything about them?”
 
   Sometimes the monk asked him about his anger. Vendicci knew to avoid the matter. Why bring up stuff like that? A few times Nobody pushed him it, forcing Vendicci to bury the feelings even deeper than usual for fear that he might lash out and hurt Nobody.
 
   “Imagine a very special animal in the forest,” said Nobody. “And let's say that if you caught it, it could grant you peace of mind. What would you do?”
 
   “Hunt it down,” said Vendicci.
 
   “But what if it could not be caught in the same way as other animals?”
 
   “I’d figure out how,” said Vendicci. “I’d watch it and learn.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Sounds worth catching,” Vendicci said slowly. “You said it brought peace, right?”
 
   Nobody nodded. “And if that animal was hidden away in yourself, would you still be brave enough to hunt after it?”
 
   “What, like worms?!”
 
   The monk laughed. “No, friend, it’s a symbol. Think of this. A serene bird of flight that lies within yourself, difficult to catch because your mind is built for struggle, for problem solving, for movement… for unhappiness.”
 
   “Symbol, sure. I get it.”
 
   “But it's still very real. What if you had to be very still inside, very calm, so that you would not frighten the bird. And not just still of body, but still of heart. Would you still think it was worth the hunt?”
 
   Vendicci thought for a long time. He knew that even though he was finally well-fed, even though he was not being hunted down by men with guns, he was not happy. But it wasn't his fault for being unhappy, and he didn't want any blame for it. He could not help but resent Nobody for pressing the matter. “I’d do it,” he said finally.
 
   The next day, Nobody tried to show Vendicci a little bit about meditation. It seemed simple enough to Vendicci; relaxed posture, breathing, watching the thoughts as they come and go. But somehow it was impossible and frustrating. It turned out to be the best way to make his body itch in a hundred different spots, as if hunting that mythical bird only stirred up a nest of stinging wasps.
 
   “We have a lot of work to do,” said Nobody.
 
   “Work!” said Vendicci. “How can you call it work? We were just sitting around!”
 
   “Listen at yourself, friend! Don't you hear your own violence? Listen, there will always be fighting out there as long as there's fighting in here.” Nobody tapped Vendicci's chest lightly, then left him for the day. Only later did Vendicci realize that a few weeks ago he would have slain anyone who tried to touch him.
 
   Sitting up alone at night, Vendicci felt as if Nobody had stirred something within him. Not any bird of peace, but more like a dark cave full of bats, ideas and feelings better left buried, forgotten. Awful things shrieking for attention, filling his ears in the dark so that he couldn’t sleep.
 
   He saw the face of the Evil King, the monster who had destroyed his people. The face so terribly smooth and flawless. Was there really a divine being who had created both people, the highborn king's sons and daughters as well as Vendicci's lowborn people? For what reason? Was there any reason? Was Vendicci's family made simply to go hungry and then provide target practice for the highborn people?
 
   Vendicci had a terrible nightmare of coins cast upon a table, shining as they rolled from one end to another. When he woke up, he remembered that he was the one who had sold out the last of his people. He had sold their lives for one chance to kill the Evil King… and he had fouled it up. He wondered if he himself had died on that day, and now he was living in some sort of afterlife. Well-fed and comfortable, but forced to think of every mistake, every wasted opportunity.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   One day a black robe came and broke the casts from his wrist and ankle. The man seemed surprised that the bones were completely healed, which in turn surprised Vendicci. Hadn’t they been feeding him better than any of his people had ever been fed? What did they think happened to hunters with broken bones? Did he think they lived out the rest of their days complaining about bones that would never heal?
 
   Though he felt like running around the chamber and leaping from the walls, Vendicci decided to act like he was out of breath after limping around the bed one time. He knew that their kind got a kick out of seeing others being weak.
 
   “Sir,” said Vendicci. “Can I go look around? I have not had... uh, fresh air... for so long.”
 
   The black robe looked him up and down suspiciously. Knowing it would be a bad idea to stare him down, Vendicci turned away and looked about the room, making a show of sudden curiosity over the room's minor details. The black robe hummed and Vendicci glanced at him, eyes turned upward like a whipped dog. A part of him wanted to push the little man aside and throttle the guards and simply take his leave, but he knew it would cause an uproar. These people did not take well to intimidation. No, for them, it was better to fawn and crawl and lick feet. That was what they found admirable.
 
   “We shall see,” said the black robe. “Pray on it, and we shall see.”
 
   The black robe left. Because of the blue robe guards standing nearby, Vendicci refrained from picking up his bed and smashing it on the floor. Instead he laid back and flipped through his comics so quickly that he saw nothing on the pages. What was he supposed to do? Pretend that he didn't want very badly to go outside? Suppress his desire even more than it already was?
 
   To his surprise, within the hour another black robe arrived with two tall, burly dogmen in blue robes.
 
   “Ready for a walk, Golem?” said the black robe.
 
   Vendicci laughed and tumbled out of his bed with such glee that the black robe turned away in embarrassment. He handed Vendicci a thick, coarse shirt and pants and two soft slippers. With the black robe in front and the blue robes on either side of him, they walked the halls of the Temple. He did not feel like a prisoner, but like a lord surveying his domain. It felt so good to move around, feeling bigger and better than ever!
 
   They saw many orange robes moving quietly about their work. Apparently they did more than simply bring him food and take out his bedpan. Vendicci was amazed at the size of the Temple. The hallways went on and on. It was like a cave, but clean and dry.
 
   They came to a hallway that was open on one side. Between rows of pillars he could see an amazing view of the mountainside into which the Temple and its surrounding structures were built. Dizzying gray stone ascended into a vast roof of gray cloud tinged with blue. Vendicci stopped and looked at the expanse of the world, his breath coiling like smoke around him, and was filled with wonder that such a world, such a desolate paradise, could exist. It was hard to believe that he was being given the opportunity to see it and take it all into his heart.
 
   “Let’s keep moving,” said a blue robe.
 
   Content, Vendicci nodded. Then he whirled on one of the dogmen and grinded his fist into his ribs. The ribs gave way under his huge fist and the dogman folded in half. The second blue robe raised his iron staff and swung at him. Vendicci felt strangely calm; it seemed as if the dogman was unnaturally slow, his killer instinct dull and blunted from a lifetime of inactivity. Vendicci grabbed the staff in both hands, twisted, lifted the dogman into the air, and threw him and his staff through the window. After a long moment he heard a wet impact and a yelp followed by the high-pitched clattering of the staff.
 
   Though the black robe looked as if he had never exerted himself, he now rose to the challenge and raced toward Vendicci, shrieking like a child with little fists wind-milling on either side. Vendicci backed away, unwilling to hurt the man, but since he would not back down Vendicci pushed against his chest lightly. The man hit the floor and went limp.
 
   Vendicci leaped from the Temple, felt cold air whistling against his skin, then hit the hard stone. As he leaped from stone to stone his soft slippers flew from his feet. He saw the corpse of the dogman, blue robe twisted around bent limbs. As he ran he picked up the iron staff.
 
   The air was sharp and cold, perfect for a run.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Vendicci did not hang around the Temple or the village. He assumed many humans would be hunting him, and his smell could give him away. This was not like the week-long journey through the sky, where he was completely bundled in thick winter clothes and a cloak. On the airship, he had stayed on the deck the entire time, where it was freezing and the hellish wind could keep him hidden from human noses. For an entire week he had gone without food, and had only stolen a few morsels during the trek up the mountainside. He had been nearly starved to death when he faced the King. It would not be so this time.
 
   He followed streams of water making their way down the rocky paths and avoided any human habitation. He came to green, wooded lands, and spent his days hunting game with a small handmade spear or the iron rod. He did not have any particular destination in mind. He was happier than he had been in a long time, and travelled for the sake of moving in a beautiful world full of new sights.
 
   One night, when creeping among rocky hills in search of a fat, white-feathered bird that he thought had a beak that could be shaped into a dagger, he found a red-armored soldier sitting on a perch. He sat and listened to voices in the distance. Still he watched the man. The man often knelt forward slowly, then jerked up quickly, as if bowing to oblivion.
 
   Go on and sleep, thought Vendicci. Make this easier on both of us.
 
   He crept up directly behind the soldier. A rifle laid between his legs. He spied a small gun holstered at his side. He knew that one gun could end a life as well as another, plus he did not want to stir up a nest of dangerous humans by taking something of great value. He slipped his hand forward, as quiet as a snake, wrapped his fingers around the sidearm, and plucked it from the holster. The man did not stir, so Vendicci let him live.
 
   Looks like that bird got away, he thought. He crept away from the hills and lost himself in the woods. But if I'd caught it, I would have eaten only enough to last until the next hunt. But now I've got something that will let me hunt my final prey. Then my journey will be over… and I can rest.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Vendicci travelled deeper into the valley, sleeping when and where he wanted. The loss of his comic books brought him some amount of grief, but he made it a ritual to always find high ground to watch the sunrise and sunset, when it seemed like the world opened up and turned into something beautiful. During those times, when his heart felt full and overflowing, he wondered if his life and his death would make a story, a work of art as mysterious and meaningful as the comic books he once kept. He knew that he would never know, and that was part of the great mystery.
 
   One night he saw the lights of distant fires. Strange lights that came in many colors, depending on the plant that was burned, and as he walked through the forest he could see the lights blinking through the leaves like starlight. The moist ground underfoot smelled so rich, and the lights were so beautiful, that he felt the land bewitching him. He began to feel that he was just a very young light blinking in an ancient place. He felt like everything was a ritual, even his own movements. All of it had happened before and would happen again. He wondered if he was in control of himself, then decided that it did not matter.
 
   He left the forest and ascended a rocky rise. There, in the distance, framed by the fires on a wooded hill, he saw the Evil King walking with another man. He did not feel any surprise. The two men were tall and moved gracefully, like gods surveying the world they had made. Vendicci had come upon them without even knowing how to find them. He felt both humbled and exalted. Tears scalded his warped, misshapen cheeks. He knew that he had finally come to the place where his destiny had led him.
 
   “It's time,” Vendicci said quietly. He pulled the gun from his pants, aimed down the barrel with some difficulty, then fired. The sound of it shattered the calm, and when the smoke cleared from his eyes he saw one form was gone and the other was bent over.
 
   “I did it,” he said. “I did it. So ends the Evil King, Odan the murderer...”
 
   A wind tossed the trees down below, then in a blast of leaves the King was before him, his white face a hardened mask of blazing fury. As in a nightmare Vendicci stumbled backwards, raised a hand to ward him away, then green lightning flashed and a sword of light tore the gun from his hand, breaking it into pieces and numbing his fingers. Vendicci backpedaled but the King moved with inhuman speed. He raised his iron staff in both hands to ward him away, but the King brought his sword up with such force that the flat side of the blade smacked into the staff and sent it spinning in the air like a boomerang. Vendicci could no longer feel his fingers at all, only surges of pain that ran the length of his arms.
 
   Before he could move, the King touched his palm to Vendicci's chest. The small gesture sent Vendicci flying. He hit the ground hard, unable to breathe. Then the King stood over him and prepared his judgment.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Wodan was so overcome with fury that he did not even bother with a show of fairness. How the subhuman ghoul had surprised him with any show of strength in the past was beyond him. Now he seemed to be only a lurching brute, his mind and eyes too slow to engage in the combat he obviously craved. The true battle was between Wodan's need to erase this hopeless bag of suffering and his curiosity over how the deformed beast had stumbled onto his path once again.
 
   The ghoul laid on its back and threw its limbs in the air, its milky-white eyes twitching under its sloping, blue-veined brow. Wodan relaxed, drew in a deep breath, then ran Capricornus through the ghoul's ribcage, near the shoulder and out through the back. The creature was impaled. As it howled in agony, Wodan's mind raced.
 
   I killed Globulus's apprentice Vito, he thought. Globulus probably suspects I had something to do with Barkus's disappearance, too. But did Globulus really send this ghoul in my direction hoping it would kill me? Did the so-called great philosopher really do such a foolish thing?
 
   Even as Wodan knew he should question the ghoul, his hand turned slowly and the blade pressed against the ghoul's ribs. Wodan knew that this creature, who may have hurt or killed Lucas, could be erased with a flick of his wrist. A small movement could shatter ribs and send insides spilling onto the ground...
 
   “Wodan!” a voice called from far away.
 
   “Lucas?”
 
   “I’m okay.” The voice echoed across the stony hill. Wodan laughed, more from sudden nervous relief than joy. “The hand of my Father pushed me down, before the gunshot.”
 
   Wodan had no idea what Lucas meant, but he didn't care. He felt the ghoul jerking about at his feet. He had been considering flicking the sword downward, but instead he simply released the handle and wiped the sweat from his hands. The handle crashed into the ground. The ghoul howled, then set to work jerking its legs and pushing away from Wodan, like a hooked fish tugging against the line.
 
   Wodan watched large wads of spittle fly from the ghoul's twisted mouth as he gripped the heavy blade, unable to pull it free but unwilling to give in and die. As much as the creature disgusted and enraged him, he had to admit that he had never seen such a will to live among its kind.
 
   “That little revolver,” said Wodan, standing over the thing. “It doesn’t have any range. You didn't know that. You couldn't know that. You never had a chance of hitting anyone. But… you damn fool, you tried it all the same.”
 
   Wodan bent down, grasped the handle, placed his foot against the ghoul’s chest, then jerked Capricornus free, grinding blade against bone. The ghoul wailed and a torrent of black blood splashed on either side, a syrupy mess.
 
   “The people in the Temple never should have patched you up,” Wodan whispered. “It wasn't up to them to decide whether you lived or died. You made your choice long ago. I wish you hadn't fallen in with them. You may not deserve to live, but you don't deserve to suffer, either.”
 
   Wodan lifted Capricornus overhead. As the ghoul finally laid its head down on the hard stone floor, he noted that he no longer felt the indecision that once stayed his hand. His time with Setsassanar had streamlined his thinking. He did not feel nothing; he deeply felt regret that he had to take part in the execution. But the regret was also an understanding that he was needed in order to clean up a mess. Nobody else was available to do it, and yet somebody had to do it. Perhaps the real tragedy was that a conscious mind was attached to the problem; the ghoul obviously suffered and knew that it suffered.
 
   But perhaps the entire universe really is alive and conscious, he thought. Perhaps it suffers and knows that it suffers, and this really is just a small, insignificant thing in a small, insignificant corner of the big picture.
 
   The ghoul raised its eyes to his, but its gaze wandered, and Wodan could tell that the mind behind the eyes was growing dim.
 
   Then came screams from the hill behind him. Wodan stopped and strained his ears. He heard another scream, falling rocks, feet hitting stone, then something heavy crashing against a tree. Then he heard a terrifying growl.
 
   “Demon!” someone cried. “Lion!” shouted another.
 
   Blood raced through his body. All thoughts of the ghoul, all worries whether it lived a few more hours in agony or died peacefully, fled from him. A true monster had come, and he knew that only he could face it. He turned and ran toward the cries, and left Vendicci the Revenger far behind.
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Twenty-Eight
 
   Sphinx
 
    
 
    
 
   Wodan sheathed his sword and ran, tearing through limbs and leaves as he descended into the forest. The sharp sound of cries and a deep rumbling guided him. He reached a hill of stone and ran up the steep face, breaking through the dark roof of leaves and into soft daylight. Just as gravity remembered him, he reached an outcropping and rolled onto it. His mind was empty of distraction; there was only movement, speed, a willingness to throw himself into the violent mystery. Never slowing as he ran along the spine, he rounded a curve along the stone wall and finally saw the beast.
 
   It was no wonder that people called the lion a god. The mind could not take it in at a glance. It was at least two dozen feet long, radiated hostility from burning yellow eyes, and was only vaguely analogous to any record he had seen of a lion. It was utterly alien. Patches of scales gleamed along its legs and flanks, a mane of red hair run through with feathers – purple, deep scarlet, vibrant orange – and great coils of exaggerated, twitching muscles made his sun-bright fur shift like a storm-tossed sea.
 
   Wodan's gaze was drawn to the monster's face, the muscles straining and bunching up deep wrinkles. It was a terrifying mask of ferocity that concealed a wellspring of feral cunning. He saw the jaws working, then realized the beast stood over something like a bubbling fountain of blood. Jerking limbs hung from the sides of its mouth, and the top of a human head, cleanly sheared off and covered in blood, slowly spun on the ground like a coin tossed to determine the victim's fate.
 
   Wodan's rage redoubled. While the thing might not be a flesh demon, it ate people, butchered them, treated them without the care a farmer would show his livestock. Wodan knew the only people nearby were here to see Lucas. None of them deserved such a death.
 
   Before he knew it, he was racing toward the monster. I wonder how long it's been, he thought, since you felt the fear of death?
 
   Everything slowed to a crawl as his mind raced to keep up with his body. In hyper-real detail he saw the jaws clench, then saw red dots splatter on the rock wall. Yellow eyes moved, locking onto him. Wodan leaped from one ledge to another, then, when he drew near the beast, he saw one long eyebrow curl in confusion. Like a bolt of lightning Wodan raced alongside the ion, and in one smooth motion he unsheathed Capricornus and sliced it along the monster's flank, tearing through skin and tough muscle and grating against ribs harder than steel. A warning shrieked in his head. His feet pushed away from the ground, sending him airborne just as the air behind him whistled with the passage of claws shearing through the rock wall beside him. Wodan touched down lightly on another ledge, then jumped again, then again, a zig-zagging ascent from one stone perch to another.
 
   Wodan balanced his feet atop two narrow stones and chanced a look down. The lion was ascending as well, but along a different path. He was horrified to see that the deep wound along the lion's flank was already sealing. Divided muscle tissue sent out feelers like pink worms that grasped one another and pulled together. Wodan leaped further up the cliff face, then looked down once more.
 
   The lion gulped down the hunks of flesh that were in its mouth, then growled strange, lilting, deep notes. The lion was laughing. Reaching a sheer vertical face, the lion leaped and dug its great claws into the stone, hauling itself up easily. It looked up at Wodan, then opened its mouth, exposing several rows of pink and yellow fangs. Muscles in the back of its throat contracted, then pushed forward. Wodan could not help but wonder if the lion was going to spew projectile vomit in his direction. He heard a booming voice, then realized that the lion could not speak by moving its lips and jaw, but instead used an unnatural set of muscles in its throat that flexed and grated. He was surprised at how nauseating it could be to hear speech from a mouth that never moved.
 
   “Hrr! Hrr! Little mountain goat! What springy! Little! Hooves!” it said, pulling itself up with each word.
 
   “You can speak?” said Wodan, leaping to another perch, mind racing, stalling for time. “Does that mean you have a name, beast?”
 
   “Ah, but that's a secret,” said the lion. “Don't you know that my name is Y'diamach?”
 
   “Ee – deeya – mok… why bother to tell me if it’s a secret?” Wodan tried to feign a carefree posture, even though all his plans were dead-ending with the realization that he might be incapable of hurting the beast, much less killing it.
 
   The lion laughed again as it pulled itself onto a wide ledge. “Like all the other dead men who have heard my name,” said the lion, “I trust you will dutifully keep the secret.”
 
   “Very frightening,” said Wodan, turning and leaping onto a higher ledge and noting that he would soon be out of room. But, thinking as a superbeing, he knew that he could override his instincts and leap into the forest far below. He might be able to evade the lion… but no human would be safe if he fled. “You have the entire world at your disposal,” said Wodan. “Why bother to come here?”
 
   “I go where I please!” said Y'diamach, his voice a roar interspersed with shrill notes. “Would you rather I go where you will?”
 
   “I'd rather you leave these people alone. Why kill and eat human beings?”
 
   “Because I am a merciful god.”
 
   From his high perch Wodan looked down at the great lion’s blazing eyes. He could not argue against anyone who called the beast a god. His fierce expression was nightmarish, his aura of hostility overwhelming. Wodan wanted to run, but suppressed the urge.
 
   “They say you ask a riddle,” said Wodan. “They say no one can answer it.”
 
   “A child's fable,” said Y'diamach. “A lie people tell one another, desperate to believe they are something more than prey.” Then the lion smiled, a grotesque deformation of its facial musculature. “But at least you've delayed your death in an interesting way. Most humans run screaming, and even toss their children at me to buy themselves a little time. Perhaps we should play a game to make your death more interesting!”
 
   “Here's a game for you,” said Wodan. “Catch!” Wodan unsheathed and flicked Capricornus to the side. Sparks showered around the lion as the sword scraped through stone, then Wodan leaped aside as a great boulder slide and fell. The lion coiled, flung itself to the side, bounced off a sheer wall, and dug its claws into another ledge as the boulder blasted down the mountainside and crashed into the forest below.
 
   Flushed, Wodan looked down. “A pity you didn't die,” he whispered.
 
   “You didn't even enjoy your own game,” the lion said, growling. “Your sweat is full of fear. Such a stench! Come, let's try an adult's game. Just as you mentioned before… a riddle.”
 
   Wodan watched the lion's eyes flick here and there, looking for footholds to make the climb and kill him.
 
   “Fine. If I win?”
 
   “A quick death.”
 
   “Hm. And if I lose?”
 
   The lion opened its mouth wide and deep, sadistic laughter shook the ground. The lion hauled itself a ledge several dozen feet below him. It paced back and forth, tail twitching like a whip. He wondered if the lion was pretending to rest, and could easily clear the distance between them. Wodan crouched as if relaxing to consider the proposal, but in reality he was preparing to jump onto the narrow spine of the cliff just in case the game was only a ruse.
 
   “Ask away.”
 
   “What separates us?” said Y'diamach, glaring up at him. “What's the difference between you… and me?”
 
   “Too easy,” said Wodan, scanning for any advantage as he dedicated only a small part of his conscious mind to the game. “We're two completely different creatures. We're even separated by physical space. It's obvious!”
 
   “Too obvious!” Y'diamach roared, surprising Wodan that he seemed to care about the absurd riddle. “A child's response! Little mountain goat, even the same being can be separated from itself in space if time is taken into account. No, I want a real answer. Think hard, strain yourself if you can.”
 
   “How many tries do I get?”
 
   “Three, of course. We'll count your embarrassing fumble as your first try.”
 
   “It's fear, then. That's the answer you're looking for.”
 
   “Spare me, little goat,” said Y'diamach, his face curling in disgust. “Your great-great-great grandfather was a child when I was already a god, and his entire life was a momentary flicker of movement on the wayside of my endless path. I've lived so long that the idea of a human stroking my ego with self-deprecating words is of absolutely no value to me. I need nothing. Certainly nothing from your kind! You think I want to hear about your fear of me! All living things fear.”
 
   Wodan cast his eyes about slyly, then realized that he was actually in an advantageous position, which might explain why the lion had not yet attacked. He hadn't seen it leap the kind of distance required to reach him - it would have to climb. But the face of the cliff was tilted such that if it tried to climb, Wodan could run downward, strike at the lion’s face or sever a paw while it was preoccupied, then he could leap into the forest below while it dealt with its wounds. Whether or not the fall would present him the opportunity for a deathblow was too complicated for him to consider. Still, the idea didn't present any clearly fatal flaws.
 
   But I can't clear that much space without him stopping me, he thought. I have to get him closer. Could he be goaded with anger?
 
   “I wasn't talking about my fear of you,” said Wodan. “I meant your fear of me, animal.”
 
   “Then you are a fool,” Y'diamach said immediately. “Stench doesn't lie. You fear me. No doubt your mind is crumbling under the weight of knowing you will be eaten, and you speak bold words to convince yourself otherwise.” The beast laughed once, then said, “Space separates us! Ha! I wonder what you would do if you lost even that foolish comfort?”
 
   The lion rose up on its hind legs and balanced on the face of the cliff, then extended a long, curving claw that gleamed like steel and pointed it at Wodan. A slow smile spread across the hideous mask of its face – then Wodan felt searing heat. Confused, he saw that his boots were smoking, then felt his hands burning as if hundreds of angry insects were eating him. He fell back, brushing cinders from his boots in a panic. The boots burst into flames as he crawled away from the ledge. He felt his suit stretching and tightening, its temperature-accommodating components trying to cope with the unexpected influx of heat. He yanked the searing-hot boots from his feet and cast them away. Still he burned. Blisters formed on his feet and hands, and he was blinded by hot tears.
 
   Without grace he flung himself onto the last, highest perch, rubbing his limbs in a desperate bid to douse the invisible flames. Just as the pain died down, he realized that Y’diamach was laughing loudly. Wodan's hands, feet, and face were raw and red, and he could smell the stench of his own burnt hair.
 
   “H-how, how did...” Wodan said, coughing as if he'd escaped from a burning building.
 
   “Hrr! Hrr! One cooks a meal to aid in digestion, yes?”
 
   Wodan looked from side to side. There was nowhere to run on the spine of the cliff, and now the idea of leaping into the forest below seemed terrifying and suicidal. He could hear claws digging into stone, the footsteps of doom. Then, just when his panic reached fever pitch, he heard a voice cry out far below. Risking a look over the ledge, he saw Lucas clambering over the stones. He stood among the dead on the wide ledge.
 
   “Lucas, don’t!” cried Wodan.
 
   Y’diamach whirled.
 
   “Demon!” shouted Lucas. “Leave this place!”
 
   The lion paused.
 
   “You are not welcome, demon!” cried Lucas. “Leave! Now!”
 
   Emotionally confused, Wodan believed Setsassanar himself was about to be killed by Y'diamach. Without thinking, he prepared to leap onto the monster. But then, as faint as the rustling of leaves, Wodan heard Y’diamach whisper, “... You!”
 
   Y’diamach slid down from the wall, turned and loped down the path of ledges, then leaped down into the forest. The canopy rustled delicately as the god passed through.
 
   Flexing his burnt hands, Wodan looked at Lucas, the little clone of Setsassanar, standing tall and severe.
 
   It recognized him! he thought, mind racing. That monster recognized Setsassanar in Lucas!
 
   “Are you okay?” Wodan shouted.
 
   “Not the first exorcism I’ve conducted,” said Lucas, sighing with relief. “It probably won't be the last.”
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Twenty-Nine
 
   The Little Demon
 
    
 
    
 
   Wodan journeyed alone through dark woods on his way to the village of Baalinar. Many of the paths were overgrown, further proof that he needed to investigate the isolated village. He found it strange that no demons haunted Srila, but when he'd asked about Lucas burying the only demon of Srila in its own home, the people of the Deepest Vale were evasive with their answers. It was clear that they didn't respect or trust the people of Baalinar. It was suspicious that they were the only people of the Vale who did not send anyone to join Lucas at the meeting on the hills.
 
   I have to be sure, thought Wodan. It wouldn't make sense for the demons to leave an oasis like the Vale completely alone.
 
   Just when he began to wonder if he was lost, he saw crouching forms in a foggy clearing surrounded by black trees. Men and women, wild-haired and painted white, clutched bony children and gazed at him with wide eyes.
 
   “Don't be afraid,” said Wodan, showing his hands. “I just want to talk. Do you have a chief or a shaman?”
 
   The people crept away in different directions, fleeing in slow motion with their eyes locked onto him. Wodan moved quickly and grabbed an older man by his thin arm. The man jerked his head in such a way that Wodan knew it must have seemed as if he'd disappeared and reappeared before him.
 
   “Hey, hey,” said Wodan. “It's alright. I won't hurt you. I just want to ask some questions. Okay?”
 
   “Ah-h,” the man stammered. “That's… well, I guess that's… f-fine...”
 
   “Good. Now, you people know Lucas. He helped you out, didn't he? Saved you from a demon, correct? So why haven't you joined him for the meeting?”
 
   The man was visibly disturbed at the mention of the demon. “The… others...” he finally said. “Outsiders – they don't really understand our ways. Our ways are ancient. But you wouldn't… I mean, you're an outsider, so...”
 
   “What do you care about a dead demon for?”
 
   The man winced. “It don't really like to be called that kind of name,” he said quietly.
 
   “But a dead demon wouldn't mind, would it? Ah… but it's not really dead, is it?”
 
   Wodan saw a stick tossed at him lightly and, as he grasped it from the air, he realized that it was a spear and that it was meant to harm him. Without bothering to look at his hidden attacker he smacked the thing against his knee, broke it, and tossed the end away.
 
   “Go on,” said Wodan.
 
   The man was wild-eyed. He kept looking over Wodan's shoulder, a sure sign that others were preparing to spring a trap.
 
   “Maybe not quite as dead as some would like,” the man said menacingly. “Now!”
 
   Wodan heard a sudden intake of breath behind him, as if the ambushers were scared of the man's signal. Finally they moved and Wodan calculated his best course of action. He was convinced the people really were harboring a demon, but he had no idea where it was. He didn't want to hurt or agitate the people for information.
 
   He decided to stand still. Eventually he felt a light tap on the back of his head - someone must have hit him with a club. Wodan grabbed the back of his head, then he groaned and fell as hands pushed at him feebly. He laid still, but kept a hand on his head in case the people really got out of hand.
 
   “Got you, bastard!” someone shouted. “I got him! Did you see?! It was me that got him! Did you-”
 
   “Grab him,” said another. “Take him to the vicar. He'll get a feast from this one!”
 
   Wodan felt hands tugging on him, hot breath, panting on his neck. The congratulatory atmosphere turned to one of frustration as the villagers grunted and tugged on his limbs but were unable to move him. Several minutes passed, then Wodan realized that they never would be able to move him – his sword was too heavy.
 
   Wodan stirred and moaned. “Please stop,” he said. The villagers scurried away, terrified. Feeling more than a little foolish, he unslung his sheathed sword and fumbled about with it. He did not want to draw it, but the villagers were too scared to move against him. Finally he simply dropped the sword, held his head, groaned once more, and fell over. The people rushed him, kicking and leaping away as if he would electrocute them. A spear jabbed in his side. It did not break flesh, nor even his suit, but it hurt.
 
   “Idiot!” someone said. “No cutting! We don't want to waste his blood!”
 
   “Hurry now, you get his arms, you boys get his legs.”
 
   “Hurry, hurry!”
 
   Having organized themselves once again, the four strongest men of the village grasped him by all four limbs while another two lifted his torso from either side. Huffing and wheezing they carried him. He was face-down, but kept his eyes open and watched their route. Craning his head, he saw a group of naked children standing around Capricornus, no doubt daring one another to touch it.
 
   Wodan stayed on the uncomfortable ride as they stumbled through the woods. At first the men bragged about what their master would think of them, then they complained about the leaden giant, then they became too exhausted to speak and only carried on doggedly.
 
   They reached a mound of jagged stones. Wodan reasoned that if the tale of Lucas sealing the demon's cave was true, then they may have reached their destination. The men set to work carrying him up the mound, but they stumbled and his head smacked into a hard rock.
 
   “Ow!” said Wodan, steadying himself. “That's enough. You can set me down.”
 
   The men cried out and scattered, their voices hoarse from exertion. He saw that he was at the base of a hill choked with brambles and run through with broken stone shelves. Atop a mound of stones, he saw a dark crack that led into the hill. It looked like it might have been part of a wider entrance once buried, then partially dug open. He had found the demon's lair.
 
   Wodan raced back along the path they had come. He found his sword still on the ground, but he also found two men slowly working it free from the scabbard. They jerked it back and forth, gazing in awe at the emerging green glow. Wodan seized the sword and the men staggered as if caught in an earthquake.
 
   He strapped Capricornus to his back and returned to the entrance of the cave. He was alone. He hesitated. He knew the lion had humbled him. What if the demon lurking down there was as powerful as Zamael, the original demonic overlord of the Black Valley?
 
   Wodan unsheathed Capricornus and entered the darkness. Fear is an old habit, he thought. There's no sense in indulging in it anymore!
 
   He had to crawl to get in the narrow entrance. After making his way down a path of broken stones, he was able to stand. It was dank and warmer than it should have been. He descended a wide basin where the floor was made entirely of broken stone. The air reeked. It had the stench of being used already, of having filled monstrous, putrid lungs. He shone the light of Capricornus around like a torch. Then he saw it – a small, gaunt, pale red figure squatting and watching him with large black eyes accustomed to darkness.
 
   Wodan was startled. The creature hissed and hurled a stone at his head. Wodan avoided it easily and watched as the little thing scampered over the rocks. Something like a rope was attached to it. Wodan grasped one end of the moist, warm rope. He tugged it and the creature was jerked off balance and tumbled back down into the rocky basin. Wodan ignored the little demon's cries and protests and reeled him in, banging the demon's knees and head on hard, sharp stones.
 
   Wodan got a good look at the thing as it rolled around and tried to get comfortable. It was scarcely four feet tall, with wrinkled flesh hanging on a bony frame. A bulbous belly jutted out from its ribcage, and shaggy patches of black hair hung from its groin and armpits and from behind its long, sharp ears. It had a pointed nose and pink bags that hung from dark, cruel eyes. Its lips were fat and when it opened its mouth to speak it showed double-rows of tiny, uneven fangs.
 
   “You again,” said the goblin. Its voice was surprisingly deep, full of cracks and weird notes that echoed through the chamber. Wodan saw that the glistening rope was made of flesh. It was attached to the goblin's belly and extended down into the floor.
 
   “Have we met before?” said Wodan. “You act as if you remember me.”
 
   “We have met before...” The goblin waved its hand. Wodan understood the vague gesture. Because all demons were connected on some subtle level, this little creature “remembered” encountering him through other flesh demons. Wodan gripped the umbilical cord and wondered if he was becoming like a recurring nightmare to demonkind.
 
   It's been a long time since I put one of them down, he thought. And they have no idea what I've become since last we met.
 
   Wodan pulled on the cord. He realized that the other end must connect to a living thing. It could only be the demon that Lucas had buried in a landslide. The demons had not been able to dig their brother out, so instead they had sent this little goblin and his umbilical cord. Wodan was disgusted by the idea that the goblin was eating for two.
 
   “You demons really are something,” he muttered.
 
   “And you're nothing,” said the goblin. To Wodan it sounded like a child's retort, more appropriate for a playground bully than a dangerous opponent with godlike influence on the world. “You call us that nasty name out of ignorance. You are ignorant!”
 
   “No,” said Wodan. “I know your kind very well. The only ones ignorant here are the poor people out there who worked hard to keep you fed.”
 
   “Kshhh! You look down on them, but they will outlive all other humans. They are meek and humble. They do not endanger the earth. You should get down on your knees and kiss all of my furry parts if you want forgiveness!”
 
   Wodan's mind reeled with disgust, not just because of what had been suggested, but also because all of the demonic tendency to combine gross desires with lofty, pretentious ideals.
 
   Is smug self-satisfaction a dead giveaway for utter stupidity? he wondered. Wodan wanted to kill the creature immediately and go bathe in a stream, but there was something that didn't add up.
 
   “I am awed, I'm sure,” he said. “But if you are so much greater than the humans here, why is the entire Valley not feeding you? Why don't demons descend on this place and force everyone into the same position as Baalinar? Why were you sent to babysit this thing...” At that, Wodan tugged the umbilical cord where it trailed into the ground. “Why was no one else sent with you?”
 
   “You think these were the only people of Srila who gave to us?” The goblin's head cocked sideways. “Do not listen to the others when they say only Baalinar gave sacrifice.”
 
   “But now Baalinar cuts itself off from the others.”
 
   “When the mighty child of God who lived here was buried, but did not die, only Baalinar had the good sense to remain loyal.”
 
   “Good sense? They live in fear. So I ask again: Why not force the other villages to-”
 
   “Because we take a long view! You are an animal! You crawl in the dirt and you see only what your nose turns up!”
 
   “Then enlighten me.”
 
   The goblin stood up and puffed its narrow, bony chest out as if it was confronting a bully. “This is no secret, especially to you, who poor, foolish Zamael told so very much. You already know this. We have come together to bring our mercy to all the filthy corners where men have dug in and live wallowing in slime and decay.”
 
   Formed armies to destroy human cities, Wodan thought. “Please, go on,” he said.
 
   “Obviously we would come here last,” he said, shrugging. “This land is not so bad, as far as cesspools go. The people are humble. They respect a little clown in a robe who tells them not to be proud. He lives in a castle and walks around with his nose in the air, but he'll beg to eat shit if you suggest it.”
 
   Wodan wondered if the demon was referring to Globulus. Would they really know that much about him? If so, how? He thought about what the goblin had said. It made sense that they would turn on Srila last. The people here were no danger to them, plus there would be logistical difficulties with invading such a sheltered oasis.
 
   Knowing that the demons faced limits in their conquest gave him some comfort. Surely that boded well for Haven, too. Years ago Yarek had told him that Haven had been in skirmishes with demons, but it was nothing like when the Ugly attacked alongside four dragons. Wodan was glad. He didn't want his parents or sisters to go through anything like that.
 
   But he could not drop the matter. He had to know. The goblin had been proud enough to speak openly to him, so he reasoned that he could press it still further.
 
   “What of Haven?” said Wodan. “Have you given up on it? I heard you formed two armies. Do you plan on marching one of them over the ocean?”
 
   “Listen at the great strategist,” said the goblin. It smiled, unperturbed. “You think it took all of us to make those two armies? You think we haven’t made new plans for new contingencies? Ha. Don't worry about that sad little island.”
 
   “What… then what have you...”
 
   The demon smiled broadly. “It is not the same as it once was.”
 
   As Wodan fought nausea and a rising panic while thinking of his family, he had no idea that a multitude of minds were vying for space behind the eyes of the little goblin. They studied every inch of Wodan, fascinated by the growing worry on his face, the hard, smooth mask ruined by anxiety.
 
   “It is not only the island we play with,” said the goblin, his voice growing strangely deep. “We know about your gathering place in the woods...”
 
   Wodan felt his fingers tightening, his control weakening as his body craved violence. “I know you'll be coming to the Black Valley,” he said, forcing the words out slowly. “But when you do… we'll destroy you.”
 
   “Oh? You are gathering strength we do not know about? Armies, weapons, tools outside of our observation?”
 
   Spies, he thought, imagining things creeping through the woods, watching his people. He was sick, and could not help but feel as if he was speaking to a different creature now. Not a little goblin, but a giant, menacing servant of darkness.
 
   “We'll be ready.”
 
   “There is no time.” The creature’s head tilted.
 
   “How… how long...”
 
   “Perhaps a year. Perhaps more. Perhaps less.”
 
   His mind reeled. One year! He'd imagined his people slowly advancing, eventually turning into something like Haven, technologically advanced but without as many fears and societal restrictions. But we're still just farmers! he thought. Our technology is… and we're not organized for that sort of…
 
   “Why give away your plans like this?!”
 
   “To see the look on your face.”
 
   Wodan lunged. The goblin shrieked and fled, losing its aura of menace as it scrambled over the rocks. Wodan pulled on the umbilical cord only to find that the other end had come loose from the goblin. It went for a narrow hole that Wodan had not noticed. He flicked his wrist and Capricornus sailed through the air, slamming into the hole like lightning. It stuck out sideways, and the goblin twisted about, trying to work his body around it and into safety. Wodan grabbed it by one leg and jerked it out of the hole. The thing wiggled and hissed and shrieked like a wild animal. Wodan focused his rage and threw it across the chamber, where it smashed into the far wall. Its head burst like a melon and the body fell limp.
 
   As Wodan relaxed and breathed deep to slowly vent his anger, he heard a low, booming howl. The stone floor shook, then silence and stillness filled the chamber. He waited, then contented himself with the knowledge that the devil beneath him would slowly starve to death, and the people of Baalinar would be free. For a while, at least.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The people watched silently as the giant emerged from the vicar’s den. He sheathed his magic sword at his back and came down to them. He seemed tired and his eyes did not focus on them. There was no telling what sights he had seen. No doubt he had been punished, but perhaps it would have been more merciful if he'd simply been eaten.
 
   They noticed he was carrying something like a dead child or animal in one huge hand. As he passed them by, he tossed the limp bag of bones onto the ground.
 
   “Behold your god,” he said. He left quietly and they never saw him again.
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Thirty
 
   The Book of Job
 
    
 
    
 
   Vendicci sat alone on a rocky, sparsely wooded hill. He had no fire and could see no stars, and so he sat in darkness and silence. He fell asleep sitting up and saw one horrible thing after another, his arm gnawed by unreal creatures, then humans eating it with the little tools they used. He woke blubbering and crying out. He looked at his wound. He had covered it with cool mud, but it was hot again. He could smell the putrefaction. It hurt to breathe; he felt only a mass of raw nerves and chipped bones grinding with each breath. The throbbing pain was a second heartbeat, a circulatory system of poison coursing in ragged waves. His left arm was bloated and numb, the skin hard and smooth, the limb now alien to him.
 
   He heard footsteps, then saw the light of a torch or lamp ascending the hill. He thought of hiding, or reaching for a rock or stick. But why bother? It would hurt to move. Would he fight to prolong his suffering?
 
   The boy Haginar led the orange robe called Nobody by the hand, then pointed to the ghoul growling in the dark. Nobody did not recognize his friend at first, and hesitated, gripping Haginar by the hand. Would his search to find his friend end here, with his death at the hands of a wild beast?
 
   Nobody raised a hand in tentative greeting. Vendicci stopped growling. His posture softened, then he hung his head in shame. Nobody's heart ached to see his pain. Nobody suspected many things about their High Priest; there were even rumors that he wanted to use the ghoul as a golem, a divine protector… a sacrificial tool of vengeance. But seeing Vendicci reminded him of seeing a sheep who had been attacked by a wild dog, a childhood memory he had buried for a long time. The posture was that of one who wanted solitude but secretly begged for help.
 
   “Vendicci,” said Nobody.
 
   Without lifting its head the ghoul whistled a sighing note, “Vvvrrrrrd...” A simple sound that was his name long ago.
 
   Nobody took a deep breath, then hardened his heart. There was work to be done.
 
   Nobody approached Vendicci and, seeing that he had propped a stick against his seat as if he might use it to defend himself, Nobody snatched it away and cast it on the ground. Nobody stalked about the hill gathering sticks for a fire while Haginar approached, curled his nose up at the ghoul, then sat and watched him. In a few minutes Nobody had a fire going. He removed a few hard-shelled seeds from his robe, peered at Vendicci for a long time, then cast them into the fire. The seeds crackled, then burst open with a sharp, high-pitched sound. The fire turned orange, then yellow. As the fire twisted it cast the hilltop into garish neon hues where no shadow could hide.
 
   Nobody sat down beside Vendicci. “You killed a black robe and a blue robe.”
 
   Vendicci moaned in stifled gasps, then said, “Did not mean... the black robe... didn’t mean for him...”
 
   “Nevertheless.” Nobody peered at the ghoul’s body in the light. “You’ve cut yourself?” he said.
 
   Vendicci nodded.
 
   “Why?” said Nobody.
 
   “Why? Why!?” Vendicci sat in brooding stillness. Orange firelight played on the glistening puss oozing along his chest. “I despise the day I was born. I wish that my mother’s body had ruptured the day I was born. I wish my father had beeen ambushed and clubbed to death the moment before I was conceived. The clapping of joy that greeted my birth... better the sound of fingers raking up cold earth to make a shallow grave. I wish that horrible day could be swallowed up by darkness. I am ready for this torture to end.”
 
   “Will you let me say something?” Nobody cast another orange-burning seed onto the fire. Vendicci lowered his head still further, so Nobody said, “Friend, I want you to consider this: When are the innocent ever punished, as you are now being punished? I know you don’t want to hear this. But it seems to me that you sowed evil, and now you reap it. Think, friend, if you can see past your suffering. If the universe has laws governing the actions and reactions of matter, then wouldn’t there also be laws and punishments for living, thinking beings? You call out in your sorrow and your self-pity, but who or what do you expect to answer you? There is a koan that says, ‘Resentment kills fools and envy slays the simple-minded.’ ”
 
   “Damn you!” hissed Vendicci, finally boring his eyes into Nobody. “You think I earned this? Of course the things I say scare you, monk. If all my suffering could be weighed, if you only had some idea what I’m going through, what I’ve lost, then you wouldn’t be so quick with your stupid quotes. It’s not your honesty that pisses me off. It’s that you treat what I say like it’s nothing, as if my suffering is nothing. What I’ve become scares you. You’ve never seen true anguish. Instead of helping me, you want to explain it away. Just like a monk. Of course I speak out of pain. Of course I sound bitter. But soon I’ll be dead, and you won’t bother me.”
 
   Haginar shifted uncomfortably on his seat. Nobody looked away. “Your words are confused,” he finally said. “You’ve become blinded by pain, friend. You think you’ve reached the depths of suffering, with no one to guide you and with no way of turning back - but have you studied our ancient stories? Have you ever tried to seek out wisdom? Many have suffered before you, and many will suffer after, but wiser men than you have gone through darkness and learned from it. Surely the world would not reject you if you were blameless? Learn from the universal laws, friend, study our way. Then you will find that it’s your enemies who are sorry, and pathetic, and suffering, and that that is the way it has always been.”
 
   “You want me to learn about your god!” said Vendicci, laughing bitterly. “What am I, to him? What does my pain matter to him? I could pray all day long, and he’d never answer. No. No. I’m not going to admit to having done wrong. That’s... just... stupid. If you lived in the world, you’d know that raiders, sickness, winter, and death come to everyone, and not just evil men. You’d know that. I’m not going to force a smile. I’m not going to join your brotherhood so they can make me bow and act polite and find a room for me deep down in the ground where they won’t have to smell my stink.” Vendicci let his head sink again, then rubbed at his scalp with his one good hand. “There was a thing that created me. Somewhere. But it's abandoned me now… because it wants me dead. And for no reason.”
 
   Seeing that Nobody was shocked by the force of the ghoul’s rage, little Haginar nearly sprang out of his seat. “Are you going to go on until this monk can’t say anything?” said Haginar. “You think you’re so perfect and blameless. You killed two people who were only trying to help you, and you probably killed people in the Black Valley, too, or else you wouldn’t be hunted! The truth is, King Wodan let you off easy. If he punished you for every bad thing you did, then you’d really be in bad shape. You think you're some kind of misunderstood rebel. You're not.”
 
   “Oh ho!” Vendicci spat. “Listen at you. What wise words. When you die, surely wisdom will die with you. Ha! You think I’m stupid? You think I’m inferior to you? Just because you’re older than me doesn’t mean I haven’t learned more than you. I learned from wild lands that know no mercy. I learned from hunting in the cold mountains. You think I'm a fool, boy? What if a wild animal attacked your family? Are you going to apologize to the beast when you hunt it down? No. No, the only one to blame is your king. He's to blame… and I mean to take my case to him. I mean to throw it in his face. I gamble my life on this. Even if he kills me, I want him to see his black heart for what it is. My strength will be my salvation. You think a weakling could approach your king? No, throwing my life at him will be proof that I am right. So what does it matter to you? Whether I follow through with this, or say that I’m wrong, why do you care? Why is my short time so important to you, that you have to determine what I do with it?”
 
   Vendicci began to shake like a caged animal. His jaw was set and his lips were peeled back from uneven yellow teeth, black near the gums. “Odan,” he said. “Awful, awful King… if my arm was healed, and if you were here, right now… ah! You hide from me, and call me a monster. You destroyed all of my people because a few of them were troublesome to you. You hobbled me, you set everyone against me.” He sighed from the depths of his being. “Life is a rotting, putrid corpse. And he is a vulture flapping over the corpses of my people.”
 
   “But... friend,” Nobody said quietly. “How can you assume you’re so right? As terrible as you think he is, the King is only a figurehead. He only has power because others want him to have power. He proved his worth to society and, like an employee of a big, big company, he was hired. And the thing he works for is ancient. It has behind it the teachings of the wise and the learned... why, even those picture books that you love could not come into being without a storehouse of ancient wisdom behind them. This fight between his people and yours is old, far older than you. But it is like a tiny footnote in the long history of his kind. You’ve lost. Why not give up your rage? Why not admit your loss, and use the last of your time to find what happiness you can?”
 
   “What comfort you are, friend!” Vendicci barked. “Are you just going to go on and on? If I could, I’d make long speeches against you, too, pointing out your flaws, using my brain to castrate you. My people are dead, you fool! My body is ruined... I can’t even hunt, and can’t make a fire for fear that the King's men will kill me!” Just then Nobody was about to throw another orange-burning seed on the fire, but gripped it in his fist instead. Vendicci grew still, and his voice became a deathly whisper. “This poor body is only a shadow of my will. You say, ‘Give in and be happy,’ but I know that my days are coming to an end. I have lost my home and only the grave awaits. My only hope is that Odan’s pride is buried with me.”
 
   “But,” said little Haginar, “aren’t you afraid that even if you hurt the King before you die, people will remember you as evil?”
 
   “Even if the truth becomes that I am evil,” said Vendicci, “my sin remains my concern alone.” After a long silence, Nobody lightly tossed another seed into the fire. Vendicci watched the strange glow, then said, “If you’re wondering how to continue bothering me, since the fault obviously lies with me... forget it. Worry about yourselves.”
 
   “Ourselves?” said Nobody. “You disturb me greatly. Your troubled words beg for an answer, so I have to continue. You continually cloak your rage with words and make your path of destruction seem noble. I’m sure the sin tastes sweet on your tongue, but you’re a fool if you don’t know that it’s poison. Does the idea of humility and rest really turn your stomach so? You fancy yourself a weapon forged by destiny. Vanity, friend, vanity. You might escape your end for one more day, for one more hour, but eventually a bullet will find you and end you. That’s the legacy of a murderer.”
 
   “Just listen to me,” said Vendicci, finally sobbing and wiping tears across his face. “If you don’t want to help me at all, then just listen. You don’t know anything about the people that Odan brought with him to my land. While my people were still scrambling in the dark, learning how to hunt and speak and cover ourselves during winter, his people were already powerful. They had guns, written words, homes made of wood. They turned wild beasts into livestock, and they had food on hand any time they wanted. They spread like wildfire, and if we ever raised our hand to take only a small bite from the great feast they had stored away, they rose up and murdered us by the hundreds! The question of their existence has burned in me for so long. Why do the wicked live on, only increasing in power? Their children are so many, their homes are safe, the weather never turns against them. Doesn’t some price have to be paid by them? Isn't there any kind of limit to their power? And you… you're one of them, too. How can you give any advice to someone like me? Your words are… emptiness.”
 
   “So you admit to being a thief,” little Haginar replied. “You admit wanting what we made. My mom told me lots of stories about people carried off in the dark by ghouls. Do you think she should have taken care of your kids and fed your old? Then there wouldn't have been any limits on your people. What if your people had grown and grown until even we couldn’t take care of you?” The boy set his jaw and kicked the log he was sitting on, too frustrated to continue on his own train of thought. Finally he sighed and continued. “Still, the King would probably show you mercy, if you turned yourself in. He only wanted to protect us. If you promised not to do bad things, he wouldn’t be cruel to you.”
 
   “I’ve already seen his mercy, boy,” said Vendicci. He leaned over and spat into the fire. “No, there has never been any mercy in his heart. None at all. Like wild animals, my people foraged for food in your garbage bins. The wasteland was our mother. We spent our nights naked, freezing. The groans of our dying filled the woods. Still, no one has been charged with any wrongdoing. Except for me, that is. The victim in this nightmare. No, I’m not letting up. I’ll stand my ground against him, even if there is no court that will hear me out.”
 
   “Is it so bad that he made a place where people could live?” said Haginar, curling his lip slightly. “It's not like he's singled out your people unfairly. He even punishes other humans who do wrong.”
 
   “I'm tired of your proud words,” said Vendicci, shaking his head. “You know nothing of anguish. You're a child, you're too small to have felt injustice. If only I was in my prime, only a year old, a fearless hunter! I was young and knew nothing of evil, or worry... if only I could have it back. Women wanted me, I had wives who gave me children.” He began to ramble, then stopped and took a deep, pained breath. “If the few lives I’ve taken has really harmed your people so much, then go ahead and destroy my other arm. If you think justice demands every trace of us should be wiped out, then finish it! No, you fools, you monsters, I will not be silent about what has happened to me or my people. I have defended myself against your words and your charges. So, I’m finished talking to you.”
 
   They sat in silence for a long time, all of them tired and deeply agitated. Nobody cast another seed into the fire. Then the wind picked up and the fire hissed and swayed back and forth. Dead leaves blew against them. Then, just as the clouds blew away from the face of the shining moon, they heard footsteps and King Wodan was among them.
 
   Vendicci did not move but stabbed hate-filled eyes into Wodan as he took a seat among them, his face glowing in the night. “Who are you,” said Wodan, his voice quiet but firm. “Who are you to cast your shadow on the world? I have listened to you and I have heard your words. Now brace yourself, like a man, because I’m going to question you. And you will answer me.
 
   “Where were you, ghoul, when I created the nation of the Black Valley? Where were you when I gathered its people, men and women who had never seen more than a few square miles of arid waste and urban decay? Where were you when we walked away from the protection of city walls and faced the thing that only pioneers can face? Where were you when our protectors turned against us and we faced down a god? Where were you when we were hungry and cold, but we didn't give up? Did your ancestors join us and help conquer the Valley? Did they help us turn demon-infested woods into a safe haven? Or were your ancestors only mindless slaves of a blind god? Tell me, if you can.
 
   “Where were you when I befriended the great bear who was Lord of the Valley before me? Did your wise men try to communicate with him, so that you could learn from him and grow in friendship? Or did your people only envy his coat, and lick your lips when you thought of how many meals he might make? Did you ever think of giving him a gift to earn his respect, or did you spend your time dwelling on grievances you had against your brothers? Ghoul, were you even born when I went down into the nightmare cave and drew out the Sword of the Ancients? Were you there when I spoke with a sentient machine lost in dementia? Did you walk into its nightmares and stand face to face with it, or did your people only see the entrance to the cave and run screaming?
 
   “The world is full of strange and dangerous things beyond your comprehension. Have you been to the Fields of Epimetheus and seen the great Tower? Did you take the long walk of death under its gaze and pass through the waving sword of fire? What about the great lion-god who roams the world? His claws are like steel, his body cannot be harmed, and he only thinks of ending lives. Do you think you could face such an opponent without crumbling under the weight of your own toppled pride? And what about the flesh demons, the monsters who shaped our world? Did your people gain anything by calling them “master” and giving them your minds so that you wouldn't be bothered with the burden of thought? Do you have the strength to live and think in ways they don't want you to, even if it means dying a horrible death at their hands?
 
   “What about my people, the Valliers? They cultivate the land, patiently watching the sky and learning the ways of nature. Watch how gently they treat any stranger, as if they were their own child, then watch how they treat anyone who crosses them. They're as gentle as doves and as hard as steel. The wild cat and wolf that you fear so greatly sits outside the boundaries of the fences, in fear of my people. Does a homeless killer like you have anything to say to a people who despise laziness and can kill with rifles from far away, if they have to? If not, then how much more difficult would it be for you to enlighten the man that they call King? Tell me, if you can.
 
   “What about the most powerful men who rule the world, little ghoul? Can you strike fear into the hearts of the ruling class? Do the men in power fear your strength? What of Haven’s Prime Minister, surrounded by a ring of trained Guardians and Reavers? Can you use his own words to topple him? Does such a man fear your will to live? And have you been to Sunport? Have you seen the tiny merchant who sits in the shadowy places and buys souls in between real business deals? Could you outwit the king of merchants? Do you have anything of value that would give him pause for thought? Your raging pride would not suffer him any more than a gnat - no one is fierce enough to make him fear, little ghoul. And what of the lords of the ancient gangs that ruled Pontius? Could you match their strength? When everyone around you told you that the gangs must exist, would you be able to trust yourself as your own ally, and stand by your own side in a fight against everyone, friend or foe? No, ghoul. That is Leviathan, the power of the rulers. You would drown if you swam in those depths; the mere sight of them would overpower you.
 
   “And then there's the greatest beast of legend, the bird Ziz. He is an unknowable and untamable. No amount of training can overcome, overshadow, or destroy him. He is as delicate as the wings of a butterfly and as hard as crafted steel. Can you pull his rainbow feathers and wear them in a crown? Can you force that bird into a cage so that its song will belong to you alone? I know you sit for hours studying comic books. I'm sure you peel away their meaning, layer by layer. Have you ever come to the final layer, ghoul? Could you ever make such a thing yourself? Could you capture the desire and hold it before it flies away into one of the empty caverns in your mind? Would you have the strength to write the story without someone else to tell you that it's okay to do it this way or that way? Could you make the art to go with the words? If you can’t, then can you shine a light onto others so that they can do it instead? I know you love those comics, but I wonder if you know that you now stand before the man who wrote your favorite one. Did you know that you desire to kill the man who made what you find so beautiful? Can you still go through with your foolish desire, ghoul? Tell me, if you can.
 
   “Ah, but what do you know of me, lonely ghoul? I became king by my own hand, and I didn't do it because the crown was handed to me without struggle. I faced pain and fear and loss and violence, but I got back up every time. You have tasted a little suffering yourself. Has it poisoned your soul, ghoul? Or will you ever be able to smile again? I can. You have fought against the world. Everyone is your enemy… and I know exactly how you feel. Now you have come to a place where no one can stand with you. Now that you are fighting alone, with no help, will you ever be able to find joy ever again? I can. Can you still laugh, without bitterness, though the world is dark? I can. You cannot even face the people who live in the Valley, and yet I created them all. You cannot gain audience with the rulers of the world, ghoul, and yet I outwit and overpower them all. Men more powerful and more experienced than you think of me. They lose sleep worrying over me. Men who take no notice of you say of me, “Where the slain are, there is he.” Who then is able to stand against me? Tell me, if you can!”
 
   King Wodan finished, and Vendicci sat in silence. The walls of his world had collapsed around him. His intentions were shattered, and his sense of self was cast into a void. Vendicci wept.
 
   “Now I know,” said the ghoul, not fighting the tears, “that you can do all things. You ask me these things, but I… but I…” Vendicci realized that, before, he had only seen a dim image of the King, a reflection of rumors and envious stories. Now, finally, he saw him clearly, face to face. Still the tears came and ran down his wrinkled face, cleansing him of a feeling of filth he'd never realized was there. “I repent,” he finally said. “I am only… I am only dust and ashes.”
 
   Wodan looked away while Vendicci cried, then turned toward Nobody and Haginar. “I understand what you were trying to do,” said Wodan. “And I am grateful. But a secluded monk and a child simply don’t have enough life experience to understand this kind of suffering. You cannot pass judgment on the kind of pain that leads to acts of revenge.”
 
   Nobody looked away in shame. Then they heard footsteps marching up the hillside. Nobody's shame redoubled and he pressed balled-up fists into his eyes.
 
   “There it is,” said someone. “There’s the signal, the orange light.”
 
   A dozen soldiers of San Ktari marched up with rifles in hand. Behind them stood a gang of black robes. “There he is,” said a black robe, pointing his finger like a claw. “There’s the killer!”
 
   The soldiers surrounded Vendicci. One pressed the end of a shotgun against the back of his head while another clamped a manacle around his throat. A black robe sidled up to Nobody. “Good work,” he said.
 
   The orange robe dug his face still further into his fists. “Friend?” said Vendicci, eyes darting from Nobody to his captors.
 
   “Shut up!” a soldier shouted at him. “Get up! Walk!”
 
   The black robes muttered angry prayers while the soldiers led Vendicci away. Once the last of them had gone, Nobody swallowed the last of his tears and disappeared into the night.
 
   Wodan kicked dirt onto the fire. “Let's go,” he said to Haginar. “I’ll take you back to your father. There’s one last thing I have to do before I leave this place.”
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Thirty-One
 
   The Passover
 
    
 
    
 
   Wodan sat on the ledge of a wide window in the Temple of the Summons. He leaned against the stone frame, facing both the stone chamber on his right and, on his left, a grand view of gray mountainside and cloud cover tinged deep orange and red. A few orange robes passed by quietly. No one disturbed him. He had snuck inside by leaping ravines and climbing over paths that no human could follow. He had wanted no trouble from San Ktari soldiers who now occupied the lower levels of the Temple. The protests were over, and a heavy calm had fallen on the Upper Valley. It seemed that while Wodan was in the Vale, Kommander Won Po had achieved some measure of conquest through diplomatic channels.
 
   Wodan watched a group of soldiers talking as they stood on a balcony far below. His mind drifted. He wondered why the High Priest had not sent his Cognati thugs to pick up the ghoul. It would have been easy for Jared to subdue him. Instead, foreign soldiers and monks had cooperated to bring him in.
 
   He turned away from the soldiers and closed his eyes. The answer came quickly. It's because the High Priest and his black robes want their conquerors to become used to the idea of working for them and doing favors for them. The High Priest knows that conquest is inevitable, so he must have extended the request to Won Po in exchange for partial access to the Temple and legalization of the conquest. It re-establishes a relationship between Srila and San Ktari, but it’s by the High Priest's design.
 
   Wodan smiled, imagining Jared's discomfort at the partnership. Then his smile faded. He wondered how Jared would have turned out if he'd been a citizen of the Black Valley. If his potential had been spotted early on, could his arrogance and violent nature have been turned into a heroic willingness to help his fellow humans against demonkind?
 
   But we don't know how to train Cognati, he said, discarding the foolish idea. We don't even know what distinguishes them from the rest of us.
 
   Wodan knew things would get ugly if Jared or one of the Cognati spotted him, but so far he'd been left alone. He thought back on how he'd snuck into the Temple. After training with Setsassanar, it was shocking to see how unaware people were. Everyone was lost in thought, unmindful of Wodan slipping from one hall to the next. He'd seen many paintings of the Redeemer on his way here. Each painting came from a different era, each depicted different messiahs caught up in the same story of prophecy, rebellion, and execution, a series that embodied the same template… the Redeemer, who sought to wake humanity from its slumber, and died because he spoke uncomfortable truths.
 
   He saw Setsassanar's face in almost all of the paintings.
 
   Wodan wondered what his childhood-self would think if he went to church and somebody told him that the nice guy in the robes would one day be his personal combat instructor. He laughed quietly, a venting of mixed emotions. But the feelings were not so disorienting that he became wrapped up in them. He wondered if meeting Lucas and hearing about his philosophy had had an effect on him. Whatever the case, it now seemed foolish to worry about who or what had started all of the Redeemer-oriented religions that everyone from the Ugly to the flesh demons to the Temple of the Summons hijacked for their own purposes.
 
   It doesn't matter what shape of shadow the form casts, he thought. Only the form behind the shadow matters. I'll do what I have to do.
 
   At once he was greeted with the vision of his own large hand slowly crushing the world, a chalky wad of dry dirt that blew away in a soft breeze.
 
   As he dropped off to sleep, he saw the lion-god run in terror from a small, weak man. It was a memory, but the colors were vivid, the image in hyper-rich detail. The strange event seemed so obvious when he was on the edge of dreaming. He woke before truly dropping off and saw monks arranging things on the far side of the room. He feared a trap, then saw that they were taking no notice of him. They wore robes of either purple or yellow, and they set up wooden racks lined with bells and chimes. They spoke little, mostly whispers or grunts. Others arrived with more musical instruments, but none that he was familiar with. He saw pipes made of polished metal arranged in bizarre shapes, steel drums and beating-pipes that looked as if they might have come from ancient starships or the bones of clockwork automatons. Without a look in Wodan's direction or any verbal preparation, the monks sat down and played.
 
   First a knobby-headed purple robe used an ornate stick to stroke a brass gong in a slow circle. This teased out an eerily organic bass rumbling. The others seemed to wait as if in expectation, then a young yellow robe blew into a long set of curving pipes. It sounded as if something was waking, but never fully rising; an ancient being lost in deep, dark waters. Time faded in those depths. This was not the sort of carefully controlled musical beat that Wodan was used to. This was swirling stillness, the eternal note of an ocean slowly rippling against the shore, or the background hiss of radiation left after the world's creation. Then a yellow robe joined in with tinkling cymbals, small hollow notes, spattering raindrops. Wodan began drifting into sleep once again as he soaked in the music. He felt grateful. The monks were performing a ritual and his role as audience was purely accidental. Like an act of nature, he knew that if he had not been here to hear the music, then it would still have occurred, unobserved. It would have been just as real as if he had never existed to hear it, but now it was holy for having entered the Temple of his awareness.
 
   He must have fallen into a deep sleep, because when he woke the musicians were gone and night had long since fallen. The sky seemed unnaturally bright. With a start he realized that the ubiquitous cloud cover had lifted. The black sky was streaked by vivid pinpricks of light. Gray slabs of mountaintops stretching out endlessly, a dizzying sight. He had gotten so used to fog that now the night seemed far too clear.
 
   Wodan felt eyes on him before he became aware of what was sitting on the windowsill right next to him: A small old man wearing a black robe and a gray cloak. His little feet hung off the floor and his large, milky eyes were glued to him. His mouth hung open slightly so that he could see long teeth without gums. Wodan distinctly felt his own great size and eternal youth by looking into the reversed mirror of the tiny old man.
 
   Wodan never introduced himself. He knew the old man knew his identity the same way that Wodan knew he sat alongside Globulus, the High Priest of Srila.
 
   They looked at one another for a long time. Wodan considered that they were both considered two of the most influential minds in the wasteland. Both were completely ideologically opposed to one another, and both had spent years cultivating others and changing the landscape in preparation for a new age.
 
   The old man spoke first.
 
   “Have you ever felt as if you were in the presence of someone who could destroy the world?” he said, measuring each word with careful deliberation.
 
   Wodan was immediately put off by him. Their species had its back against the wall now that the “easy days” of living alongside demonkind were over, and now this old man, who had somehow perverted Vito, one of humanity's greatest soldiers, into thinking it was his duty to destroy civilization itself, was now trying to chide Wodan… for what? For killing a few of the creatures who profited from humanity's suffering?
 
   “Yes, I have,” said Wodan, looking him up and down.
 
   Globulus recoiled. “As if you would be capable of understanding me or my motives,” he said, equally perplexed by Wodan's perspective.
 
   “I don't understand you,” said Wodan. “But I might understand your motives. Did you send a ghoul to kill me?”
 
   A miniscule flicker of the eyelids. Wodan was impressed by Globulus's self-control. “No,” he said. “No, I did not.” A note of disappointment in his exhalation at the end made Wodan trust his answer, but it also supported his idea that the old man had at least planned on using the ghoul at some point. So, Wodan thought, he does know that I killed Vito, then.
 
   “Just let the poor thing alone,” said Wodan. “You don't have the will to kill it. I understand that. But don't let it get out, either. Give it food, a good bed, let it look at some picture books – but all behind a locked door.”
 
   “What do you care? After the beatings you've given it, why should you care what's done with it now?”
 
   “It crossed a line and deserved some pain,” said Wodan. “That's life. But there's no sense in devising more ways to make it suffer.”
 
   “We don't have to. Life already is suffering.”
 
   “Is that why you taught Vito to end life on a grand scale? To end suffering?”
 
   “Ah… but could a brute like you ever really understand?”
 
   Wodan was surprised by the childish response, and was immediately reminded of the cave goblin. He studied Globulus's features, and by his self-assured expression he could see that the old man was not baiting him. Perhaps Globulus had lived in his own head for so long that he was used to thinking that everyone besides himself was a mindless goon. Had he grown so used to being deferred to and revered as an intellectual that he had become like a sleep-walking automaton?
 
   “Suffering may be innate to living,” said Wodan, “but I don't think it’s the basis for existence.”
 
   “Typical macho posturing,” said Globulus, laughing. Again Wodan was surprised at how quickly Globulus had defined something, and thus sheltered himself from experiencing the thing as-it-is rather than how he expected it to be. Wodan was a powerful man, and a king as well; therefore he must be “macho”. Globulus is in dire need of a conversation with Lucas, he thought. But would he be open to ideas he was not already comfortable with?
 
   “The thing about people like you,” said Globulus, smiling slightly in anticipation of teaching an ignorant savage, “is that you always mistake force of arms for bravery. You strut around so full of yourself, fighting your fellow man so that you never have to stop and think about what you're really doing. Just because you don't know you suffer doesn't mean you don't suffer, and it certainly doesn't mean you aren't forcing suffering onto others. Hm? You see?”
 
   “We have inconvenienced you, my people and I.”
 
   “Ah, well. It's natural for people who have become wealthy to afterwards seek redemption, isn't it? So you have come to Srila. Ah – you smile. You don't believe me.”
 
   “I sought novelty.” And power, he thought.
 
   “What you truly seek requires bravery, my boy. That is what we are here for. Submission to the new aeon requires something from us that we are terrified to give.”
 
   Now Wodan was truly becoming disturbed. “New… aeon? You can't possibly mean… submission to what the demons are doing to us?”
 
   “Young man, if force of arms could stop them, then humanity would have claimed the earth as his domain long ago.”
 
   Wodan felt both dread and boredom – the latter because he had heard Barkus say very nearly the same thing over a decade ago. It's as if they don't see any difference between a human who is organized and prepared for the future and a human who has given up and drinks until he passes out in the street. They think that the mere existence of past failures erases any hope for victory. Is it because they hate the idea of responsibility, or simply because they hate themselves?
 
   Wodan put his thoughts aside because Globulus was in fact on the trail that he wanted to follow. He braced himself. “I see the truth in that,” he said. “Did the king of Hargis see no wisdom in that?”
 
   Globulus locked milky eyes onto him and pursed his mouth slightly. Wodan could tell that he was now truly being analyzed. Wodan believed that Globulus was wondering if he would be exposed and humiliated; the truth was that Globulus was wondering if Wodan would kill him. Tales that stated the wasteland king came from a civilized land beyond the sea were difficult for Globulus to believe, and were most likely the product of a narcissistic imagination developing a cult of personality. Globulus now wondered if Wodan (an outlandish, made-up name) was actually a loyalist soldier of Hargis. He may have followed Vito and waited for an opportunity to kill him. No wonder the dogman Naarwulf walked bowed-over with such existential guilt! He would have helped Wodan murder Vito, of course.
 
   But Wodan had not killed Globulus yet. If he had plans for revenge, he was certainly going about it in a lazy manner.
 
   “No,” said Globulus. “No, the king of Hargis was intent on his own people's destruction. He had a chance to save them. His own pride forced his hand, and now Hargis is no more.”
 
   “But Hargis was destroyed by demons long before we had any idea that they would gather in such large numbers.”
 
   “I warned Vito.”
 
   Now Wodan had the sense that they were talking in circles, each making simple observations about worldviews that were completely different.
 
   “Vito never said anything about a warning,” said Wodan.
 
   “Perhaps he would have, if you hadn't murdered him.”
 
   “Vito killed himself,” said Wodan, hoping that Globulus understood he did not mean it literally. “He was insane with self-loathing, lashing out at the world because he was sick. I'd give anything to have him by my side, healthy and ready to use his gifts for something useful.”
 
   Globulus had not expected such a response to his accusation. The two looked at one another in silence.
 
   Finally Globulus spoke. “Do you want to know what happened to Hargis?”
 
   “I do.”
 
   Globulus turned away. “Then I will have to tell you what happened to me. No one else knows this… no one would understand. It is… too much… to understand.”
 
   “I'll listen.”
 
   Wodan leaned back against the stone wall. Globulus found the gesture almost offensive, as if Wodan was trying to show him just how composed he could be. He felt envy. It's no wonder Jared hates him so, Globulus thought, chiding himself. His expression! It's infuriating that he can pretend to be so open, as if he's allowing me to speak!
 
   “Fine,” Globulus said, sighing. “I haven't always been the High Priest of the Temple. I'm… ah, I'm too old to take the title seriously. But I was once a member of a fraternal group called The Order of the Secret Flame. Have you heard of it? No, of course you wouldn't have. We were charged with safeguarding the knowledge of humanity and passing it from one generation to the next. Now I write treatises on the nature of God that, when I'm dead, will be considered holy writ. I'm sure my former brothers would be astounded if they knew that an… an atheist was now High Priest of the Temple of the Summons.”
 
   The milky eyes darted to Wodan's face, scanning every detail to see what would be done with the confession. Wodan could see that Globulus had probably lost sleep over the matter, and felt like a fraud who could be called out at any moment. How many years had he wanted to tell someone this dirty little secret? But if he thought Wodan would point his finger and scream, “You're a fraud!” then he was wrong. Wodan did not live in books, and he was not surrounded by servants who told him what he wanted to hear. He knew hundreds of men and women who found themselves living lives they could not have ever imagined. The real world was like that. He knew soldiers who hated killing, successful artists who wished they could be “simple” farmers, and wealthy capitalists who were unhappy because they did not live in a planned economy. He himself had gained a position as king that was envied throughout the West, yet he was not a natural leader, nor was he drawn to politics, nor was he even a “people person”. But he had to be all of those things. Survival required everyone to be something that made them uncomfortable. Did Globulus really think he was the only man who felt that way?
 
   “Incredible,” said Wodan, deciding to play along.
 
   “Is it so incredible?” said Globulus, turning away. “But perhaps it is. Perhaps it is because I am the only man in the world with the intellectual honesty to realize that there is no God to save us… perhaps that is why I have been chosen to save the world.”
 
   Wodan held back laughter. “Please, go on.”
 
   “We studied mathematics, philosophy, biology, literature, history, and we did so in secret because we understood that the fruit of the Tree of Knowledge was poison in the hands of most men. I gained prestige in the Order, and was charged with traveling to other lands so that I could learn what the people of other nations had to offer. We did our work with the blessing and the funding of the royal house of Hargis. The king understood our work and paid attention to us. That is how I was able to become the official Court Philosopher. Ironic that, after my exile, the king appointed his son Zachariah to be my replacement.”
 
   “Why ironic?” said Wodan. “He's intelligent and curious. Perhaps a little emotionally volatile, but...”
 
   “I'm sure there's nothing wanting in his abilities. No, I'm referring to court intrigue. To be blunt: I tried to have him killed.”
 
   “But why!” Wodan rasped through clenched teeth. “He was only a child!”
 
   “Life takes strange turns, doesn't it?” Globulus trailed off and turned away. Wodan immediately regretted his outburst. He tried to hide his revulsion, then he remembered that he was not wholly innocent. During the Smith War he had used children. There was never one single dramatic moment in which he'd had to decide whether or not to allow children to fight, but more of a subtle, ghost-like train of events in which he simply found himself allowing boys who were fifteen, thirteen, sometimes even younger, to carry rifles and join up with teams of full grown men. Many of the boys had spent most of their lives in the Valley, and knew the woods so well that not using them as scouts would have been foolish. At the time, survival and winning had seemed to demand so much of them. But he'd seen the corpses of children, and he could not pretend to be ignorant about how the Smiths treated their prisoners of war.
 
   Damn the Smiths! he thought. And damn the demons for making my species so demented.
 
   “Life does take strange turns,” he admitted.
 
   Globulus shrugged.
 
   “I lived a cloistered life. Even when I journeyed into foreign lands, I was always surrounded by House guards. I never failed to sleep in a bed set up for me by a nobleman. Except for one night... a night when I lost my escort and spent an entire day as a nobody among foreigners. It was a waking nightmare of seclusion among a mob. That was the first unfortunate turn my life took… when I realized that I was a thirty year old child in a world of savage beasts.”
 
   “I don’t understand,” said Wodan. “You got lost and... what? They tried to rip you off, or something?”
 
   “Yes! Exactly! I don’t expect someone who has rubbed elbows with roughnecks his entire life to understand. But I grew up outside the great Circle of Scam that is human interaction. In my world, merit through study and the virtue of intellect made me like a god, so full of potential and promise. I was revered despite not knowing how to purchase food from some slack-jawed vendor.
 
    But when I was lost... I was harangued for money, for sex, for enslavement, to such an extent that I was nearly driven mad. You cannot imagine the vacant eyes of those dullards… no, worse were the ones with cold reptilian eyes, how they looked me up and down and calculated what they could get from me. Oh, how they hated me. How they hated the way I shook hands, my fine clothes, my backpack full of scrolls.”
 
   Wodan stopped himself from frowning, furrowing his brow, or betraying any sign of judgment. At that moment Globulus turned to him, and the old man's face betrayed an incredible range of disgust, as if he had suddenly felt the urge to vomit from being in close proximity to a barbarian warlord. It was plain that Globulus had heard stories of Wodan growing up around laborers, the sort of “common folk” that couldn't mingle with an intellectual like Globulus. Wodan wondered if Globulus imagined that he had spent his time drinking and arguing about sports, when the truth of the matter is that he'd never felt quite at home among his own people. Globulus must have heard a few snatches of conversation about Wodan, and then defined everything about him in his own mind. Lucas and Yardalen's philosophy of seeing reality rather than definitions began to make more and more sense, especially when Wodan considered that he'd actually said very little to Globulus, and was keeping his body language open and diplomatic. And yet Globulus keenly felt that he sat in the presence of a common dimwit who could, at any moment, begin shouting at him about his own nation's athletic prowess.
 
   Globulus had to hold a fist up to his mouth for a long time before he could continue his tale. “I found my way back to my own people. On my return to Hargis, I said to myself, ‘Thank the gods that I’m leaving that place of insanity.’ But… but the worst of it was when I returned home. Though the people of Hargis were as cultured as anyone could hope to be, my rude awakening had opened my eyes to the fact that all humans… yes, all humans… are a part of the Great Scam. That is when I developed my philosophy to which one of my students applied the unfortunate name Layerism. It was mostly the ramblings of an angry young man, and yet there was still much truth in it. From the shopkeeper who rules his little empire of sweetmeats and textiles like a dreadful tyrant, to the farmer who keeps animals in pens for their entire lives just so he can eat them, to the slave who pretends to be obedient so he can steal from his master, to the soldier who signs up declaring that he will defend his nation but ultimately only wants a uniform so that he can have access to the most beautiful women, to the woman who feigns weakness so that she won't have to work and must be tended by another, to the child who cries and whines so that adults must throw away their dreams to attend to his every whim… all of it, every layer of society, every base or elevated thought or interaction that one human being can have with another - all of it is one great scam, an act of theft against the entire universe so that reality itself must – must - exist in a state of constant shock and outrage at what is being done to it.”
 
   Wodan rubbed his forehead to hide his face from Globulus. He was embarrassed. He wondered if perhaps Globulus was a teenager afflicted with a medical condition that made him appear much older than he was. He could clearly see that the argument was built on the unstated premise “that which is not perfect is offensive” and was driven wholly by emotion, even though it cast a shadow of logic.
 
   Would I have become like that, Wodan thought, if I hadn't been forced to leave my room and interact with the world? Would I have become the sort of small, angry person who thinks he understands everything while engaging with nothing?
 
   “Even the monks here,” said Globulus, “even they sit and dream of serenity and nirvana and overcoming the flesh only because of the sweat of the farmers who feed them. They… I have to admit that they deserve only death and torture.”
 
   “But you're the one in power here,” said Wodan, unable to sit silent any longer. “You have more influential power than anyone else here.”
 
   “Oh, please!” said Globulus, jerking his head to the side. “You're a ruler, you know how the scam works. They put us in a gilded cage, the finest their craftsmen can devise, then they beg us to do the things they cannot bring themselves to do, to think the thoughts they're afraid to think. They expect moral cleanliness from us, but then they expect us to harden our hearts and be strong. They hold us up to standards of conformity from which even the lowest slave is given the freedom to ignore. No, I am not the master of anything. The truth is that my people and I… we scam each other.”
 
   “Is everyone fooling each other? Or are people contributing what they can within reasonable limits?”
 
   Globulus ignored the question; it was beneath him. “Then came the next turning point in my life. I was the Court Philosopher of Hargis, an adviser to the king himself, and Vito, who was in charge of defending the Royal House, was coming under my influence.”
 
   “How did that happen?” Wodan interrupted.
 
   “He was quite unhappy. He was dissatisfied with the petty weaknesses and dishonesty of mankind. Men respected his strength and his keen mind, but behind his back they called him half-breed because, well, he looked a bit like a dogman, really.”
 
   “It has to be more than that. That's childish.”
 
   “Ah, but when we are children we are at our most open and receptive. Both to happiness and to pain. Some adults never quite get over those old wounds, do they? I'm sure Vito told himself that when he grew up, he was going to become a great soldier, and then none of the old rejections would matter. I'm sure he was disillusioned. Many of the high-ranking soldiers in Hargis were morons born into important families, you see, and the sons needed medals and pretty uniforms in order to have some manner of plumage to show off at the balls. Only the increasing rebellions and unrest made it necessary to promote more able soldiers. Vito had to constantly watch his back and could trust no one in the military. The people of Hargis envied his competence. And in the end, they got exactly what they deserved from him.”
 
   “But he trusted you?”
 
   “I was honest with him. Humanity wanted him to think that he was half dog, and yet they themselves were barking animals trapped in a kennel they had built. They bred themselves based on principles of neoteny, so that “cuteness” and docility came to the fore and competency was forced into the background. And all of them were desperate for programming, always looking for an alpha to lead them, and always growling at the alpha when his back was turned. I was honest with him that we were men living among dogs. He appreciated my honesty.”
 
   “I know what happened to Vito. What about you?”
 
   “As for me... what happened was that... I... was contacted by a flesh demon.”
 
   “A demon sought you out?” said Wodan, nearly stuttering. “It actually spoke with you?”
 
   “Yes! Yes... I... to this day, I don’t know exactly why I was brought to the attention of their race. Was it my intellect, the honored position I had earned? Was it the influence I held in the Court? Or was it something else about me? Something deep inside that I cannot see…? I don’t know, but while Zachariah was a small child, they sent a diplomat to me. It was a creature that could only pass for human if it stood in dim lighting, if you did not look too closely. It was...” Globulus shuddered.
 
   “Did it have a name?”
 
   “Yes. Many names. A long list of pretentious titles. But it allowed me to refer to it as Abel.”
 
   “And what did Abel say to you?” Wodan said slowly.
 
   “He spoke of a Passover,” said Globulus, rubbing his forehead with gnarled fingers. “He said that they were now turning their full attention on humanity, and that we displeased them most greatly. But Abel said that a few good men could intercede on behalf of their people. So... I suspect that Abel, or others like him, would go into other nations and city-states and find people who would fully submit to their rule so that they would not have to wipe out every single city on the face of the earth. Not all at once, at least, but in stages. The most rebellious would probably be the first to go, of course.”
 
   “So Abel thought that Hargis would actually be their ally? Did they think Hargis would stand by while they… or that they would even help?”
 
   “See, to you, it sounds like insanity,” said Globulus, laughing slightly. “I must confess that, at the time, it seemed insane to me, as well. Folly of youth and pride. I railed at Abel, and nearly struck him - but something held me back. Perhaps it was the sheer alien-ness of his presence. Or the dawning realization that he could not be fought. But I argued with him. So he took me outside of Hargis, blindfolded me, and led me down into the earth.”
 
   “By force?” said Wodan.
 
   “No. I was curious.”
 
   “And what did you see?”
 
   Globulus closed his eyes. “I will never speak of what I saw down there. But the flesh demons are not a few monsters spread out over miles of arid wasteland, living alone and feeding off a brighter species. No. They are... they are a people, young king, with an entire world of their own. I saw them. I saw their ways. The sheer difference between them and us nearly drove me over the edge into insanity.”
 
   Globulus looked at Wodan intently, then said, “And they are stronger than us. That is one thing I learned. They are the stronger species. We only exist because they have extended mercy toward us. But they cannot be fought. If we are to continue on, we must… we cannot stay as we are.”
 
   Cold mist breathed on Wodan’s back. He felt his winter gear whirring in response, tightening against the cold. He realized that his fingers were gripping stone that would soon break if he did not release it.
 
   “They brought me back to Hargis with the terms of the Passover. If they had simply spoken to me and left me as I was, I would not have had the strength to approach the king with such news. But down in the darkness, I became an adult. I shed all childish whims and fears. I knew that there was only one thing I could do in order to ensure that our species would survive. So I went before King Hargis and told him the terms for our survival.”
 
   “Which were?”
 
   “Free movement for flesh demons through Hargis lands, as well as the life of the youngest son of Hargis. His life would have to be sacrificed in order for the demons to spare all other lives in Hargis.”
 
   Wodan turned away and saw the peaks of snow gleaming blue. All was still. “Why would the flesh demons want Zachariah dead?” he said quietly.
 
   “They did not particularly care about Zachariah,” said Globulus. “It was only the gesture they cared about. They didn’t want empty promises from humans who would turn on them according to the dictates of whim. No, they wanted a binding contract signed in blood. Zachariah was to be the sacrifice on behalf of his people. Last born and first dead, so that the race would be renewed.”
 
   “That's nonsense,” Wodan whispered, unable to hold back.
 
   “Just as the old king said. He sent me out in exile, saying that I would be killed if I ever returned to Hargis. Others said he should have killed me on the spot.” Globulus fell silent for a moment. “He was not an unkind man. Only hard-headed. Ah… the poor old fool. Would he have enjoyed the irony if he could have known that only Zachariah survived while all of Hargis was destroyed and her people killed? The sacrifice was withheld. The Rite of Passover was ignored. The terrible price was paid.”
 
   “And what sort of kingdom could be ruled by a man who would throw away his own child to the wolves?” said Wodan. “Your reasoning is flawed. Like a child who thinks that something is right or wrong only because his parents tell him so. In the end, you're depending on the mercy of monsters who have done nothing good for us.”
 
   “An appeal to analogy is logically invalid,” said Globulus. “I saw reality. Not what I wanted, not a dream of fairness, but reality. So I was cast out by a doomed king, and his fantasy, his daydream kingdom, was destroyed. And so it shall be for all of humanity… unless I can stop it.”
 
   “And your Order of the Secret Flame, what did they think?”
 
   Globulus shrugged. “They either sided with the king, like obedient lapdogs, or went about some silly plan to build vaults to contain the wisdom of the ages. They wrote me off. Now they are dead and I am alive.”
 
   “Was Abel angry with you for not getting the king's agreement?”
 
   “Oh yes. He would have killed me if I hadn't told him about Vito. I told him Vito could use the dogmen as a tool to reshape civilization, to make humanity more receptive to dominion. So Abel allowed me to wander the land, untouched by devils, as a sort of reward for what my disciple might one day accomplish. After many long years of speaking with rebels and dogmen who camped in the hills around Hargis, I ended up in Srila. I served the High Priest and studied with the black robes. When High Priest Caiafas was on his death bed, I confessed everything that I had done in Hargis.” Smiling strangely, Globulus said, “Rather than forgive me for my ‘sin’, the High Priest charged me with the duty of acting as his successor. He said that... that I had the sort of selfless vision that could guide humanity in the changing world. He believed that I had the Hand of God working in my life, and that someday, perhaps, I could prove to be the agent of our salvation.”
 
   “Salvation?” said Wodan, his face contorted with disgust.
 
   “Yes, oh yes,” said Globulus. “As unlikely as it might seem, what with my frail body and humble spirit, I am indeed a hero, young king. And you are my diabolical arch-nemesis. I am fighting to save my species while you, on the other hand, do not care whether humanity lives or dies! How utterly cliché. And yet, is there no truth to it? You have a vision of what a human being is: Proud, strong, masterless, a noble animal. In your tyrannical single-mindedness you do not allow reality to creep into your fantasy. What if any human does not match up to your ideal? Well, let him die, then - you do not care. So the race of ghouls does not prove beneficial to your idea of what humanity is? Very well then, eradicate them. It's natural, right? They are weak and you are strong. But have you ever thought that perhaps only the flesh demons match your definition of a perfectly powerful species? Why not step aside, my boy? Why not give them the chance to put the troubled earth in order, to end the suffering our species has endured because we have had no master save our own demented will?”
 
   Wodan stood slowly. “Suffering? Suffering?” he said. “Maybe that's what it is about your kind. You're so afraid of suffering and you want so badly to avoid suffering that it turns you into something that I will never understand. You focus on your suffering so much that you eventually worship it. Your pain becomes your God. You pray to it and sell out your brothers and sisters to it. You tell them they're evil if they don't pray to it, too, and you try to reshape humanity into what you want it to be. I'm sure you know quite a bit about history. Surely you've read how every greedy corporation tried to squeeze more and more out of their employees, promising them rewards while taking from them more and more and more. I'm sure you've read about almost every government that's ever ruled its corner of the world, and how they made law after law after law in order to make humanity into something spectacular, but it always ended up with soldiers beating down rebellions they could never understand, internment camps filled up with dead men and their dreams. And religion, I'm sure you're closely acquainted with that one. Has your religion ever taken a look at humanity and tried to decide on a healthy course of action for it? Or have you and your kind only stared at your bizarre ideal for humanity and then tried to twist humans and crush them and bend them until they look the way you want them to?”
 
   Wodan took a breath, then continued. “Why not just let humanity be? Why not find out, for the first time in history, what humanity truly is? I know you want it to be something other than it is, but it isn't that thing. You don't know what humanity is. Neither do I. We've only seen it when it's beaten, molded, indoctrinated, confused, angry, desperate. We've only seen the twisted version, you and I. How about we step away from the fear of suffering and let humanity become what it naturally wants to be? I don't think you have the solution that humanity has always been searching for. I think you're one more in a long line of deluded men who imagines he has the solution, but doesn't. But if you do know something that others don't, if we could benefit from your perspective, then why not live as an example of that? Why not show others through action, rather than force, and let them come to you of their own will? Why?”
 
   Globulus turned away. “A parent does not ask a child if he wants to be disciplined.”
 
   Wodan turned to the window, preparing to leave. “One more thing,” he said. “I know you said you were an atheist, but are you planning on summoning some kind of god from another world?”
 
   Wodan smiled as if joking. An awkward silence hung in the air. “Wha-a-at?” said Globulus, shrugging in a comical display of innocence. “But I… excuse me, I didn't quite hear what you...”
 
   “Whatever it is,” said Wodan, “just don't do it, alright? My people enjoy coming here. Will you please just put your energies into making this a nice place for them so they can give you their money and forget their troubles for a while?”
 
   “I’m sure I… well, I have nothing to say about that. Rather absurd if you ask me.”
 
   Wodan found it hard to believe that his left-field question was the one thing that had finally caught the old man off guard. And here I thought Jarl had his head in the clouds, thought Wodan. Was he actually correct? Even if it seems crazy, I hope Globulus doesn’t plan on sacrificing someone in a demented black magic ritual.
 
   Globulus suddenly turned his head toward Wodan. “You think I’m actually a danger to you? Ha! Your people are armed. You yourself carry a sword and go wherever you please. You’re a known murderer. My life is in your hands – not the other way around.”
 
   “I wouldn’t hurt you,” said Wodan, turning his attention out the window.
 
   “Well, that’s all well and good, but one of the armed goons you brought with you might.”
 
   “If it means that much to you,” said Wodan, turning back to him, “then I’ll spread the word. None of my people are to hurt the High Priest, no matter what. How’s that sound?”
 
   Globulus shrugged, muttering to himself.
 
   “Can I get the same from you?” said Wodan. “You have the Cognati at your command. I don’t want them to hurt any of my people. And Lucas – just leave him alone. That’s not too much to ask, is it?”
 
   “Oh… well… of course, I should have extended… I thought it was implied that I… but then again, you don’t need a person like me to even say it, as I would never-”
 
   Wodan laughed. “It was a yes or no question,” he said. At that, Wodan launched himself out of the window. Globulus’s jaw dropped. He went to the window, looked around, and saw the barbarian king running along a ledge impossibly far below. He disappeared into the darkness.
 
   He sat back, amazed. Imagine, that he had gotten a vow of safety from such a man! He hoped that he had been diplomatic enough about extending a similar gesture. Such bindings were one thing among barbarians, whose lives were simple and most problems could be solved by swinging a club or mounting a rival’s mistress. But things were more difficult for a civilized leader like Globulus, who had to always be aware of the changing currents and swelling tides. A vow made one day might have to be broken the next.
 
   That was what it meant to be a leader, he decided.
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Thirty-Two
 
   Return to the Serpent's Den
 
    
 
    
 
   Kommander Won Po abandoned his hut and busied himself with setting up a base of operations on the lower levels of the Temple, and since Ryo Jo was nowhere to be found, Wodan refueled the Gul-in Kami himself. He ignored the soldiers on the airfield so that they would also ignore him. He took off, breaking through a cloud of dust and mist until he found himself flying through the bright white expanse of the wasteland. Though he never quite overcame the fear that the plane would simply fall apart at any moment, he was at least comfortable with operating the thing. During the long day and night, he read through a large collection of religious tracts he'd picked up in the Upper Valley, enjoying the little earnest truths presented alongside absurd, grandiose statements and handmade comic book printing standards.
 
   When he reached the Fields of Epimetheus, Justyn and Matthias were gone. A single soldier approached him and stood silently.
 
   Wodan thought of trying to speak in Eastern, then thought better of it. “Where are the Engels?”
 
   The soldier only seemed slightly annoyed at some deficiency of tone or posture. “Gone hunting,” he said. “My lords are hunting game.”
 
   “That's too bad,” said Wodan, sighing with relief. He was not only glad that he wouldn't be forced to give a long list of excuses for why he had not yet bravely wrested Langley from the hands of the tyrant of the Tower, but was also glad that Matthias and Justyn had not ordered more supplies brought in, thus sending a signal that all was not well and that a goddess might have to be remotely destroyed via Killswitch.
 
   He turned his attention to the black void stabbing upward at the bright, merciless sun. He felt a sense of clarity, the rush of knowing where his footsteps must lead him.
 
   “Fuel my plane,” he said, then brushed past the soldier without another word.
 
   The nearer he drew to the Tower, the more his heart was engulfed in a strange swirl of emotions. He knew that he would see Langley again, and felt guilty that he had done little for her plight. He felt a twinge of fear as he passed by ruined, burnt-out vehicles and charred corpses that had fallen to the “sword of fire” that protected the Tower from the unworthy. But mostly he felt a surge of joy, for soon he would once again stand in the presence of the being who was making him more than he once was. No one else in the world knew such wonder. There was guilt in that joy.
 
   He came to the endless black wall of the Tower and saw that an entrance already waited for him. He entered a featureless black chamber. The floor suddenly rose. The light from the entrance was cut off as the elevator took him into darkness, then he was bathed in blinking red lights as he passed through various levels. He could tell that the elevator was not moving vertically, but in a rising corkscrew.
 
   “Hello, Robot Number Two,” said Wodan.
 
   He was greeted by a feminine voice. “Greetings, young Master-in-Training.”
 
   “Where is the Master?”
 
   There was no response.
 
   “Ah,” said Wodan, “I mean of course Robot Number One, the version of the Master that I’m used to interacting with.”
 
   “He is currently waiting for you in the astrological observatory.”
 
   The platform came to a stop and Wodan saw Setsassanar standing in a wide chamber filled with sand. The walls rose to a domed roof, and every inch was a monitor covered in a visual feed of stars in a night sky. The stars moved quickly, a giveaway that the scene was recorded. As Wodan stepped onto the sand, he saw rocks lined up here and there, and he realized he was standing on a representation of the wasteland.
 
   Setsassanar, now dressed in white, stood with his back to Wodan.
 
   “Nothing ever stands still,” he said, surveying the stars moving overhead. “Did you ever notice? Nothing in all the universe. That's why we have to learn our place only in relation to other things. It sounds so cliché, and yet it's something we have to hear again and again. It's in our nature to crave rest. But no one should ever seek rest. Rest finds us when the universe is ready to recycle the materials that make us. Then it turns us into something new.”
 
   “Is that why you play at being a messiah?” said Wodan, stepping along the route that Vito and his subhuman horde took from Hargis to Pontius. “You recycle yourself through people like Lucas so you can experience new things?”
 
   Setsassanar turned to Wodan with a smile on his face. “Am I that obvious?”
 
   Wodan laughed quietly. “Srila has thousands of superstitious villagers and men in black robes who would come and burn you at the stake if they heard you preaching about power and tyranny, yet I couldn't help but notice that their Temple is filled with paintings of you in a white robe healing the sick, praying, and being executed for the benefit of the common man.”
 
   “Sounds like a lot of crazy conspiracy talk if you ask me,” said Setsassanar, shrugging and turning away. “I wasn't talking about anything like that. I was talking about the stars at night. Come, look. You'll need to learn where they go and when they go if you want to be able to navigate the wasteland. You will be your own map, Apprentice, so that you will never be lost.” Setsassanar seemed unwilling to look at him. “Ah, but look here – Orion the hunter. Easy to spot, isn't it? Follow his belt to Sirius, his canine companion. We'll run this simulation through an entire year so you can see how Orion stands in relation to Chronos, who turns them all.”
 
   Wodan watched the stars wheel about in the black heavens. “So you have nothing to say?”
 
   “Oh, quite a bit. But that reminds me – how did your suit work?”
 
   “It was great. Warm in the cold, cool in the heat. But the boots were, ah... destroyed by a talking lion that threw a magical fireball at me.”
 
   “A pity! We'll work on an upgrade. Until then, I have a new outfit for you.”
 
   Setsassanar handed him a new training outfit, a black, padded set fixed with a goat's-head badge. It was similar to the dragon badge that Setsassanar bore on his white training uniform.
 
   “Thank you,” said Wodan. “Did I graduate from my white uniform?”
 
   “Graduate!” Setsassanar scoffed. “No. This commemorates a new stage in your never-ending education. You had a chance to walk away, but you didn't. Congratulations: That means you will experience more pain and more responsibility.”
 
   “And the goat insignia?”
 
   Setsassanar pointed out another star formation, then showed its relation to the North Star as the seasons changed.
 
   “Do you remember when the lion called you a 'little mountain goat'?”
 
   Wodan winced. “Yes. I was hoping you might not have seen that.”
 
   “Come now, dry your tears! You survived, didn’t you? And don't bother lying to yourself. Of course I would be watching.”
 
   “So you watched… through Lucas?”
 
   “Through the Scry. Now, no more interruptions, please. It was the lion who gave me the idea for your insignia. Stubborn, hard-headed, a survivor, the mountain goat prefers to be alone. He climbs up to lonely places where most could not reach. The mountain goat lives in the cold; he doesn't mind the freezing wind, but loves the freedom of open air. The goat is lucky enough to wear the crown of nature's spiral - that is, horns. Horns are similar in structure to the spiral arms of many galaxies, or whirlpools, or on shells that grow on the backs of sea creatures, and even on some leaves. They are a symbol of living creation… and they can be used to shatter bones, knock down impediments, and establish hierarchies. But when the goat comes down from his high place, people place all of their resentment onto his strong shoulders; they whisper their shortcomings into his ears, then they murder him. That's where we get the term ‘scapegoat’. The ruler who has the mountain goat as his guide would do well to remember the cunning nature of the weak who live under his domain.
 
   “But remember – this is just a symbol. You pick them up along the path, then you drop them when they no longer serve you. Or you transmute them.”
 
   “Transmute?”
 
   “Stick them in a cave and have them tortured until they change into something else. Perhaps even a corpse.”
 
   “You mean Barkus.”
 
   Setsassanar glanced at Wodan's new clothes, which he held near his chest. “I admit, Apprentice, I was scared. I set a trap for you. All this time you thought Barkus was trapped in that cave. No, Wodan. You were the one in there, torturing yourself.”
 
   Wodan felt dirty thinking of the affair. “What do you think about-”
 
   “You survived the trap,” said Setsassanar. “I half expected you to fall on Barkus, tearful and begging his pardon. If you had done that, I swear I would not have let you back in here.”
 
   “That's demented. You should-”
 
   “Should what? Let some weak, common fool in here? Waste my gifts on him, then set him loose so he could be killed by demons? No, Apprentice. Such kindness would be the greater cruelty. You were a king even before you came here. You should know that morality is a tool of expedience that changes with time, perspective, and breeding. Morality is not a timeless absolute!”
 
   “You really wouldn't have let me back in here?”
 
   Setsassanar ignored him.
 
   “Is he still alive?”
 
   Setsassanar smiled. “Ah! Who cares?”
 
   Wodan gazed up at the stars and could almost imagine that he stood with his Master in the wasteland. The illusion was broken as stars were visibly highlighted when Setsassanar directed his attention, or even moved them back and forth in time. Wodan memorized it easily, even without verbal cues.
 
   “You're so lazy,” said Wodan. “I started this thing with Barkus before you ever taught me cruelty or manipulation.”
 
   “And I never would have begun a single lesson with you if you had not already proven yourself an able student. I have taught you nothing. In fact, you're too stubborn to really learn anything. You don't even understand the value of laziness. I am lazy, but you have no idea how much work it is helping you codify what you already live by.
 
   “But maybe I am too hard on you… you're a child, really. You don't even have a hundred years on you yet. You have no brain backup systems, even. All your data is stored in one tiny little skull! And yet we'll make something out of you yet. Something worthy of worship.”
 
   Wodan looked up at Setsassanar's face in the synthetic starlight. He realized just how much he'd missed him. Wodan knew men and women who wanted to be fooled, wanted to be told comforting stories about the way the world worked. He knew men who were weary of their own lives, men whose wisdom amounted to systematized cowardice, and simple men who believed that the greatest good they could do was sacrifice themselves to other men who were scarcely human. To Wodan, Setsassanar's bleak pessimism coupled with an indomitable will was a breath of fresh air. Setsassanar offered him only honesty, and was incapable of being shocked when it came to Wodan's behavior. Wodan had never encountered such a being. His heart thrashed in his chest, the feelings too complicated to understand. Wodan looked away. How could he ever understand a tyrant who had kidnapped someone and held them prisoner, but also supplied countless messiahs to people who were too weak or unfortunate to have anyone else to lean on?
 
   “Godlike,” said Wodan, exhaling. “You would be the best one to teach such a thing. You're avoiding the subject, but you clone yourself into some kind of religious martyr on a regular basis, don't you? Tell me… was there ever an original Redeemer?”
 
   “Oh,” said Setsassanar, pointing out one of the wandering planets, “I certainly didn't invent the concept. But I have been doing it longer than anyone else, and have gotten fairly good at it.”
 
   “How much does Lucas know?”
 
   “Mostly whatever he decides on his own. Likes most humans, he writes his own narrative. But I sometimes transmit data to him. The information comes to him in the form of dreams, imaginative visions, gut feelings. Sometimes I find information through the Scry program, then I send him names and secrets which are channeled through his subconscious in such a way that he feels he simply knows. It's as if God was giving him divine knowledge… and that's not so far from the truth.”
 
   “And his miracles,” said Wodan. “What are they? Mass hysteria? Delusion?”
 
   “No, no. They are genuine, man-made miracles. Have you heard of nanotechnology?”
 
   “The theory of it, sure. Little machines the size of a few atoms strung together. I'd heard they were working on it in Haven.”
 
   “Lucas is surrounded by a cloud of nanomachines. He's had them his whole life. I control the cloud, though Lucas has some control, too. When he wills it, I can direct them to mend flesh. If he wanted, the nanomachines could also destroy flesh, corrode metal, or disassemble just about anything, given enough time. They were already working with nanomachines in Haven, though you might not have fully understood that, since you didn't mingle in those circles. The Killswitch technology is based on nanotechnology, if a little rudimentary. But, back to Lucas… When I saw Vendicci coming toward you with his little gun, I became nervous... I had the cloud react and push Lucas down.”
 
   “Nanomachines,” Wodan muttered, feeling like a primitive hearing talk of guns and refrigerators.
 
   “They were used to create your sword, too. And this Tower is swarming with them. Any intruder could be incinerated with little trouble.”
 
   “Incinerated…?”
 
  
 
   
 
   
   “Ye-e-es, that’s right, the lion's fire. Y'diamach is also surrounded by a cloud of self-replicating nanomachines that are under his direct control.”
 
   “So is he-”
 
   “Patience. We were speaking of Lucas.” Setsassanar spun the star map around. As soon as Wodan realized he was doing it merely to pass time, he continued speaking. “Lucas, then. You might have already guessed much of the narrative. Every few hundred years I send out Robot Number Six – Black – who, despite his diminutive size, is quite intimidating. When seen in the outside world, he is almost always described as an angel. You already know that he is equipped with drugs that induce unconsciousness. With his nimble fingers he surgically extracts an egg from the… participant, brings it to me so that I can put my genetic template in the egg, then returns it to my blushing virgin bride so she can bear my all-too-human clone.”
 
   Wodan knew that only a few weeks or days ago he would have recoiled in horror. While he still couldn't imagine doing such a thing, he was also becoming used to the feeling of being shocked by Setsassanar's actions.
 
   “Why force someone into going along with something they most likely wouldn't agree to? And why a virgin?”
 
   “For the sake of awe. Mythology is full of stories of virgin births. Or rather, births resulting from mingling with gods.”
 
   “But why not find an older, more mature person who could make the decision whether or not-”
 
   “Because most older humans are little more than indoctrinated automatons. They have been put through so many mind control gauntlets that they become two-dimensional characters living not a real life, but a constructed narrative. Springing an unexpected divine apparition on such a person would damage them or cause undue stress – not awakening. At least a young person can face the strange circumstance of a virgin birth with open eyes. They find themselves in a new narrative… my narrative. Rather than be an empty and expectant vessel who eventually finds themselves filled with foolish ideas, unconscious habits, and blind to the world because they see only definitions rather than things, my so-called victims take part in a play involving gods, ideas, hope, a life of meaning, the thrill of the unknown, the rush of living by risking death at the hands of the authorities. I do not take advantage of young girls. I give them a life outside of the ordinary. Is that a curse, Apprentice, or a blessing?”
 
   “But… but why would you do such a thing? How would you… how would you even have the idea to do such a thing?”
 
   Setsassanar thought for a long time, then finally he looked at Wodan. “As the years go by, you… Wodan, you will become more and more like me. Your drives will become more complicated, and the things that drive you now, the things that seem so important to you, will then seem childish. You will become less and less human. I'm sorry. It will make more and more sense to see humanity as an unformed blob of potential. Ideas like respecting the dignity of others, or protecting people from pain… will seem less real. But I don't spread needless suffering. I tell a story with those people. I go to them as a messiah, a man who forgot he was a god, then remembered, then tried to tell others that they, too, are gods.”
 
   “That's what always happens?”
 
   Setsassanar nodded.
 
   “And the clone is always killed?”
 
   He nodded again. For once, Wodan could see hurt written in his face.
 
   “But why? Why do they kill him just because he…”
 
   Wodan trailed off and Setsassanar shook his head. “That's just… the place they're at. It's what they feel they have to do to protect themselves.”
 
   “You say you only give Lucas, or any of your human clones, vague intuitions. I find that hard to believe. Why do they all become essentially the same thing?”
 
   “It's our shared unconscious desire. The message changes slightly, as do the means. But not everyone is an empty vessel, Wodan. Not everyone is a radio spewing whatever noise the local culture broadcasts into them. You certainly aren't. I only did that during one lifetime, and that was when I was forced to. I...” Setsassanar laughed. “Lucas is the god I would have become if I'd been born merely human, rather than a post-human advertisement working for a corporate police-state.”
 
   “What do you think will happen to Lucas?” said Wodan, ignoring Setsassanar's black humor.
 
   “Don't think me cynical,” he said suddenly, staring down at him across the sand. “The cycle may be broken. Humans have never deviated before, but… they don't necessarily have to choose envy, smallness, weakness. Perhaps the humans will revere Lucas, and not Globulus. I don't know. I want to keep trying. Except...”
 
   “You're running out of time.”
 
   Setsassanar nodded. “With the flesh demons organized, I won’t be able to try again if Lucas fails. This is it.” Setsassanar shrugged and smiled. “But if humanity chooses sacrifice, then to hell with them. Who wants to kill someone and then worship his own guilt? It's foolish. You and me, Apprentice… if they do that, we'll enter into a state of war with demons and humans. Neither of them deserves the joy of living on Earth, anyway.”
 
  
 
   
 
   
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Thirty-Three
 
   It's Time You Knew
 
    
 
    
 
   The combat training room was widened and filled with pillars, trenches, and small towers. Master and Apprentice set teams of Robot Number Fours against one another; Wodan wore a communications head-set and relayed orders to his forces while Setsassanar knelt on a tower and meditated, dictating orders in his own way. Troops armored in steel waylaid one another, a game of chess played with hammer-blows and spilled oil.
 
   Sometimes the Master rose and gave lessons over the battlefield. “I have showed you how to think, but logic is only the first step, like a child groping after order. Make sure your first premise, your unstated premise, always comes from a position of strength! Life is a precious thing! Fight hard, Apprentice. If your thoughts are only a cloak that hides weakness, then you no longer deserve the gift of life!”
 
   Now Wodan and Setsassanar dueled in a ring of Robot Number Fours, Wodan probing with a spear while Setsassanar protected himself with two heavy daggers. When they fought face to face, everything seemed more real, more dangerous. Their battle had stretched on for well over an hour, and now their movements were slower, each energy expenditure more finely calculated. They had switched weapons many times. Wodan had already healed multiple fractures; the wounds were not wholly mended, but he could at least stay in the fight.
 
   Setsassanar was nowhere near tapping out. His speed, strength, endurance, and cunning were far beyond Wodan's level, but Wodan was proud that he could even stay alive during such a fight. It required greater concentration than he was used to giving any task, but he was becoming accustomed to giving more and more of himself and then finding out he had still more to give.
 
   Just then Setsassanar dodged a spear-thrust – or rather, danced around it – and shattered the spear with a well-placed blow. Instead of pushing the attack, he withdrew. Both were breathing heavily.
 
   “Switch weapons,” said Setsassanar, nodding to robots who presented the two with long polearms topped with wicked axe-heads.
 
   “Master,” said Wodan, “when can I see Langley again?”
 
   Setsassanar tested the weight of his weapon. “Any time you like.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Of course.” Setsassanar stopped suddenly. “We've been going at it for a long time, haven't we?”
 
   “Yes...”
 
   “What do you think about a break?”
 
   “Great idea!”
 
   “Good. I'll take one, then.” Setsassanar retreated quickly as several robots leaped on top of one another and transformed into two whirling, shrieking steel demons intent on killing Wodan. He was already exhausted, but had to fight. He settled into a defensive stance and kept himself positioned so that the two automatons were always in one another's way. In the corner of his eye he saw Setsassanar sitting and enjoying a drink while SexBot fanned him.
 
   “You're not the child you once were,” said Setsassanar. “You can visit your precious Dove Langley anytime you like. Assuming you survive this fight, of course.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Wodan nearly tripped as he entered the elevator. “My room,” he said. “Hurry.”
 
   He placed a hand on the wall to steady himself. He knew that he would probably never visit Langley again. He was too weak, and hated himself for it.
 
   He collected his thoughts as the elevator took him away. It would have been better to forget. Instead, he thought about what had happened only moments before.
 
   On the ride to see her, he had wrestled with a scalding brew of emotions. He wanted to help her, but he didn't want to challenge Setsassanar so much that it would jeopardize his training. Like a child he wanted to tell her how well he was doing, and how things might not be as bad as they seemed, and yet he could already feel himself bracing defensively at her accusations. He didn't know what to do besides disappoint her and himself.
 
   When he'd arrived, he saw her sitting in a binding circle in a brightly-lit room filled with flowers. Even in the Valley he had never seen such an array of vivid, dazzling colors. If it wasn't for the overpoweringly sweet smell, he might have been convinced that the entire thing was an illusion, some sort of hologram, because petals fell in a slow shower and, as they touched the black floor, they burned to cinders. Only the narrow path leading to Langley had any remaining petals, a sort of “rainbow bridge” through the chamber.
 
   “Wodan, it's you! So good to see you! Hello-o-o-o!”
 
   Wodan had been surprised by her reaction, her child-like demeanor as she stood waving at the edge of the circle. He approached quickly, glad and a little confused. He did not understand until he drew near.
 
   She clasped her hands together and stared up at his eyes, drinking in the sight of another human being. She talked, a flood of babbling ideas laced with past events, the noise an echo of a frantic and under-stimulated mind. Wodan stood inches away, trying to follow, trying to smile despite the awful realization that Langley was not who she once was.
 
   Just when the awful pain of this realization reached its height, the light of the binding circle on the floor blinked, then powered down. Langley fell silent as they both looked down. It seemed impossible. Was she truly free?
 
   Wodan inched his hand toward her. Her mouth fell open, then her hand darted quickly, stopped, and pulled back. As Wodan continued toward her she repeated the awkward gesture. He had never seen her so vulnerable.
 
   They locked eyes – and he saw panic.
 
   “Wodan, wait,” she said. “What if-”
 
   They heard a high-pitched whir, then the field came back on. The next thing Wodan remembered was crawling away from her, dazed, vision blurred. He took one last look at her and saw her turned away from him, sitting with knees tucked under her chin. Without another word, he left. Later, in the elevator, he pushed his confusion and anger deep into his heart.
 
   I have to get her out, he thought. Or she'll completely lose her mind.
 
   Wodan told himself that he could not fight Setsassanar, that he needed his training in order to change the world. Then a wave of nausea hit him as he realized that he might not be able to choose between the two. It was too hard; he could not choose.
 
   He loved them both.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Wodan heard the door open and shut as someone entered. He covered himself, ran a hand through his hair, and prepared himself to not sound out of breath. Beside him, SexBot did not move, but lay still where she had fallen.
 
   The bed moved. In the darkness, he could make out the form of Setsassanar sitting nearby.
 
   “Well?” said Wodan.
 
   “I wanted to tell you something.”
 
   “Are you glad I finally used this ridiculous robot?”
 
   “Yes.” Setsassanar shrugged. “No.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “I hoped it would be a more joyous event. Anyway, I wanted to tell you something, but I don't think I can. I need to show you. No, more than that.”
 
   Setsassanar stood and walked toward the entrance, his long black robe trailing behind him.
 
   “More than what?” said Wodan, casting about for his clothes.
 
   “Follow me. You need to feel what I felt.”
 
   Wodan quickly dressed and raced toward the door. Setsassanar was already far down the hall.
 
   “Felt?” Wodan shouted. “About what?”
 
   Setsassanar stopped. “We're getting close to the end. I need to show you the beginning.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Wodan and Setsassanar sat before a wide, newly-formed window in the Scry room. It was a bright blue night, with a full moon and piercing starlight shining down on rolling white dunes. Wodan watched as Setsassanar plucked at his own chest, pulled skin away to reveal a slit of exposed muscle, then pulled a thin wire free. He gently stroked the end until a small needle came forth.
 
   “What's that?” said Wodan. “Can't you just tell me the story, or show me a recording?”
 
   “No. Don't worry, you'll see images, mostly captured by Scry. But I want you to feel it from my perspective. Compassion is the path to understanding.”
 
   “Sounds like something Lucas might say.”
 
   Setsassanar smiled strangely. “Hold your mouth open for a moment.”
 
   “Why?” said Wodan, then complied.
 
   “Because I need to stick this needle in your tongue,” Setsassanar said as he grabbed the back of Wodan's neck and darted toward him.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Wodan was in too many places at once. He was in the training room, although it seemed to be in multiple forms simultaneously, with and without platforms, with and without a moat. He was back in the blue Scry room, then in the warm tunnels radiating throughout the Tower. He even felt Langley as she moved about, felt her warm breath, her weight sitting on him, her heartbeat singing a low note. Then cold wind whispered in his ear and sand scraped against his skin. He was a tall, unmoving edifice with his uppermost parts hanging high in the heavens, looking over the world through eyes that blinked and crawled across the cold, black sky.
 
   He felt himself pulled through a reconstruction of times past. Long ago, before the Tower, before the demons, so long ago that the wasteland was a potential that only a few worried about. He saw shanty towns decorated with lurid advertisements, military-police roving in jeeps, grain bins overseen by men covered in absurd, futuristic armor like something out of a boy's fantasy. Less than one hundred years before this time, humanity had gone through a struggle that thinned its ranks and blighted the land, an apocalypse with its details lost in propaganda. One version of history said that the pioneers, the intellectuals, the warriors with a moral code, even the artists – all had left this world on a quest of exploration and vengeance. The weak and the brutal were left behind.
 
   He saw Setsassanar as a genetically engineered playboy advertising various products. His face shone with youthful glee alongside deodorant, phones, pharmaceutical drugs. Wodan could hear the modern-day Setsassanar speaking on top of the images. “I went along willingly when I was young. Why wouldn't I? I was provided with anything I wanted. I could go anywhere, meet anyone, have anything. My existence was advertisement for a better world. And don’t let anyone fool you: Inexhaustible material wealth and endless sensual pleasure goes a long, long way toward making one happy. Still...”
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Setsassanar sat in his penthouse apartment, hair in disarray and still in his pajamas even though it was in the middle of the day. He slowly rotated a ring on his finger and stared back at a group of important men – generals, businessmen, and politicians lounging awkwardly and trying to appear comfortable. They looked like swamp monsters shaped out of clay compared to the dashing, unkempt playboy. In a window behind the leaders stood other tall skyscrapers, though more than a few of them were empty, their rooms left dark.
 
   “Listen, my boy, we've got problems,” said one man that barely fit his fine suit. His mouth did not match the vocal translation provided for Wodan. “Mister Sanjara, if you don't get back in the studio...”
 
   “I'll advertise when I'm ready,” said Setsa. “I'm tired.”
 
   “Tired!” spat a military man, seemingly choking on the word. “Setsa, sir, you have no idea what we have to do to hold this mess together! Listen, we need you to push Big Buck Automotive. They're a small company, and without your backing, no one – no-o-o-o-o one – is going to give one solid shit. If you just... listen, if you just pose for one advert, that company will take off, and that means jobs, that means less people in the streets looking for quick-fixes, that means less unrest... Setsa, you-”
 
   “Get out,” said the playboy. “Leave me alone or I’ll advertise Westek Guns by blowing my brains out.”
 
  
 
   
 
   
   “Oh, damn you!” said another man, slapping his seat and forcing himself to stand in order to seem more imposing. “Setsa, where do you think the funding for all your habits comes from?! We can whip everything out from under you so fast that you'll… you'll be the first genetically engineered homeless bum who can't even-”
 
   “You idiots!” Setsassanar shouted. “Can't you see this isn't permanent? Give me some space, some breathing room, and in a week I'll go back to work out of sheer boredom! But if you push me I’ll stay away from the cameras just to spite you! Are you really so stupid that you need someone to tell you that?”
 
   Immediately the men adopted various positions of shame and supplication. “We apologize, Mister Sanjara,” mumbled one man. “See... thing is, we don’t have the brain power that you do.”
 
   “Spare me,” said Setsassanar. “You’re not children.”
 
   “People listen to you, though,” said another military man, smiling apologetically. “The women, they love you! And husbands, they tend to do whatever their wives tell them, spend their money however the women like, you know how it is...”
 
   “If we can just get this ol’ economy jump-started again,” said a businessman with his hair pomaded in a fashionable whirlpool style. “We’ve had so many… well, temporary setbacks! Mister Sanjara, friend, I’ll let you in on a little secret. The robotic farming program isn’t working out. Those blighted lands are just too much for ’em, we end up needing more mechanics out there than we would need actual farmers if, you know, if we just did things the old-fashioned way... uh, with humans pushing plows, I mean.”
 
   “Sounds like you’ve got some problems,” said Setsa, turning away so that he could break up a large block of pink cocaine. “Listen. All I need from any of you, right now, is to send a girl in here 'cause I’m gonna honk this blow straight off her tits. I don’t want to see a single one of you until I’m goddamned good and ready. In a week I’ll advertise your garbage - if I feel like it.”
 
   The men left and the young playboy stood before a wide window. He looked down on the streets lined with garbage, then his gaze rose to where, in the distance, he saw tents and corrugated metal houses lining the banks of a brown river.
 
   The vision disintegrated and Setsassanar said, “I was surrounded by plenty, but lost the sense of ease I once felt. In the pretension of my youth, I imagined that I was having a spiritual awakening. Only later did I realize the truth that human minds are not built for happiness. We are made to survive, to solve problems. Rolling around in the filth of ecstasy weakens the soul and sets one up for destruction. So we are always hungry, always searching. Always dissatisfied.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “You never showed any interest in me before,” said Cecil. “Why now?”
 
   Setsa stood before the short, round-faced, youthful man with blond hair. They were in a dilapidated building that once sat in the middle of a busy manufacturing district. Now the building housed a long row of tables where graduate students analyzed the genetic material of wealthy clients, making sure to round out their ancestral record with whichever races tended to be currently in vogue. Cecil and Setsa stood in an office that overlooked the rows of bored scientists.
 
   “I didn’t know about you,” said Setsa. “They told me a group of scientists were responsible for… me. I met a few of them and they were… well, it’s not worth going on about.”
 
   Cecil nodded in understanding.
 
   “But when I heard about you,” he continued, “I just… I had to meet you.”
 
   A swirl of emotions; confidence wavering, a dreadful sense of having made a mistake, the terrible need to continue forward. The sense of vulnerability was unnerving.
 
   “But I was also wondering why you didn’t seek me out,” Setsa finished, forcing out the words in a stream.
 
   Cecil sat on the corner of his desk but kept his eyes on Setsa, a strangely adult gesture from one who looked so young. Setsa had to remind himself that the man had been in his early twenties when he’d spearheaded the team that created his genetic makeup, and was now in his early forties despite his appearance. Most men his age looked completely run down, their flesh sucked dry by the world.
 
   “I was forced off the project for making people uncomfortable,” he said. “It may have been a joint venture between government and corporate families, but military – private and public – were there, too. It was all tangled up and everyone thought somebody else was running the whole operation. The only thing they agreed on was that I needed to go. Soldiers walked me out. They made it clear that I was to stay away from you.”
 
   “Oh. I… I guess I… I didn’t really think of that.”
 
   “Have they given you a good life?”
 
   Setsa was deeply shaken by the simple question. Instead of answering, he said, “Will you please tell me how you got the idea to make me?”
 
   “God gave me the idea,” Cecil said without hesitation.
 
   A heavy stone of disappointment dropped in his guts. So he was a religious nut; that was why he had been kicked off the team. “You believe in God?” said Setsa, crinkling his eyebrows.
 
   “Non-creative types have difficulty with the notion,” said Cecil. “They believe all ideas come from their own skulls, and they feel proud of themselves. But I think that conscious awareness is a shadow cast by something else. Perhaps hyperdimensional beings who step over time and bound from one end of our three-dimensional universe as if it were a flimsy, folding thing, easily manipulated, easily influenced. I have ideas that don’t follow any normal train of thought. They are flashes of knowing that come from…” Cecil shrugged. “Somewhere. From God? From a god? From a simple, stupid being like myself, who only happens to be shaped like an unfolding biological tesseract and who thinks in terms of expanding and contracting universes rather than notions or half-baked ideas? Who knows. But your genetic makeup… Setsa, no committee of idiotic researchers angling for position and prestige could have created you. I had the idea. We worked together, and when they asked me where I got the idea, I laughed and jokingly said, ‘God told me.’ After a while, the joke became more and more real. But is it really so crazy, Setsa? Where do you think great ideas come from?”
 
   “I… I don’t know,” said Setsa. “I don’t have great ideas.”
 
   “Bullshit. Don’t lie. It makes you sound like you’re less than you really are.”
 
   Setsa was alarmed. He was harangued and harassed by powerful men all the time, but he’d never felt embarrassed. Now he did. He felt as if he had fallen short of a standard that truly mattered.
 
   “I’m sorry,” said Setsa, surprised to hear the words coming out of him.
 
   “It’s okay. Messing up is how we learn. It’s how we get better.”
 
   Setsa laughed, first at the simplicity of the statement, then at the feeling of relief. Perhaps all human interaction was supposed to be simple and straightforward?
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Wodan saw the two meeting in Setsassanar's penthouse, their wardrobes changing as time passed. Often their words were not translated, but he could tell from Setsassanar's animated gestures and Cecil's slight smile that they enjoyed one another's presence. He even saw government officials visit, only to become uncomfortable that Setsassanar was hanging out with a pariah who was no longer useful.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “So you're saying we could actually make a dragon? A dragon?” said Setsa. He paced back and forth, eyes wide, hands flexing uncontrollably.
 
   “In theory we could make anything. It's all building blocks. There would be some weight constraints, but yes – even a dragon.”
 
   “A dragon...” Setsa stopped suddenly. “But if it's truly possible, why haven't any others already done so? There's plenty of money going into the field. And if there really are no limits, then-”
 
   “Laziness, lack of creativity,” said Cecil, shrugging. “Setsa, if there's no payoff for military or commercial interests, then the money will go elsewhere. A dragon might make an interesting military bio-weapon, but only on a wide-open battlefield. It would be worthless in any sort of confining urban terrain. Commercial interests are infeasible as well. Cheap special effects already cover anything science might be able to provide, and selling tickets for people to gawk at the poor thing would never cover the cost.” Cecil fell silent, then shrugged. “I think you were the last great biological experiment, Setsa. The powers that be have their primitive super-soldiers. What more could they want? Chimeras and new bio-constructs have been tried, but now they're all sitting in labs somewhere, waiting to die.”
 
   “But why?”
 
   “Because they don't make money, Setsa. So what good are they? That's just how things are now. There isn't enough money to go around. Listen, just enjoy being unique. You're one of a kind. Maybe that's what… what God wanted.”
 
   Setsa froze. “Oh no,” he said. “Oh, no. You didn't give up because life became too difficult and then you consoled yourself with the belief that God wanted it that way, did you?”
 
   Cecil's brow crinkled and his easy smile disappeared. “I did not give up,” he said.
 
   “Good!” Setsa clapped his hands together and slid into a chair. “Then who could we get to help us? This is a big project.”
 
   Cecil laughed slightly, shaking his head. “No one would help us. This is crazy. People are worried about paying bills, not creating fantasy creatures.”
 
   “Those guys that work for you at the… whatever that place was, they wouldn't help?”
 
   “No. They're either too young, too unintelligent, or too distracted.”
 
   “Hm. But you worked with some impressive people when you made me, right? Let's talk to some of those people. There were some females on your team, right? I can use my good looks to-”
 
   “No, Setsa, none of those people. Absolutely not.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   Cecil exhaled slowly. It seemed to Setsa that he did not seem angry, nor even annoyed with him, but was struggling with something inside himself. Finally he spoke. “Setsa, you can't imagine the level of moral bankruptcy and intellectual dishonesty I encountered among those people. They imagined they were doing wonderful work and glowed when they received public admiration for “creating the future,” but in private they were completely bottom-line oriented. Most of them had no ideas of their own about where they should turn their mastery of genetic manipulation, so when the military ran ideas by them, they leaped at anything, as giddy as schoolchildren. And these ideas… oh, Setsa, if only you could have seen the sort of black budget horrors those psychopaths dreamed up, and how the scientists considered the ideas in terms of practical payoff or how much esteem it would buy them. To them, battlefields were a place to show off new products, not killing grounds where innocents were caught in the crossfire between authoritarians and rebels. I still consider it a miracle that you weren't abandoned so that more energy could be devoted to the supersoldier program. It-”
 
   “Fine, fine, I get it. So… looks like it's just us, then.”
 
   “Us? You're not even a scientist, Setsa.”
 
   “I'll do some reading, I'll catch up. Can you send me the books I'd need?”
 
   “Well...”
 
   “Electronic files would be best, but I can have some servants pick up any hardcopies you think I'd need.”
 
   Cecil laughed. “I suppose you'd have the mental capacity. But can you speed-read?”
 
   Setsa smiled. “What do you think?”
 
   “Can you read for comprehension?”
 
   “I'm insulted you'd ask!”
 
   Cecil shook his head and turned toward the window. “We'd need money and a facility to...”
 
   “Oh yeah, money,” said Setsa, holding his hands wide to encompass the richly decorated penthouse. “Don't know where we'd get that.”
 
   “You don't have money, Setsa, you have an allowance that your handlers dole out to you.”
 
   “You think I haven't made investments on my own?” Setsa tapped his head. “I get bored on the way to parties and film shoots. Knowing what I’m about to advertise is the best insider information imaginable. Come now… dad. Let's not get hung up on our troubles and imagine they're anything more than minor annoyances. Instead… I say let's make a dragon. Let's make the world a fantastic place. What do you say?”
 
   Again Cecil turned to the window. Setsa knew he could see the fires in the tent city and the abandoned shells of houses far below. Setsa knew that his “father” was considering what a being of advanced intelligence could do to shake things up. The fact that his own creation was inspiring him to remember what it was like to dream, to consider the world a place where fantastic deeds could be done rather than a place of horrors to endure until death, was overpowering. Cecil turned to Setsa with a slight smile.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Memories and a slew of emotions raced through Wodan. He felt the thrill of novel ideas as Setsa and Cecil bought property, discussed their plans long into the night, built a facility far too big for the two of them, and did the work of gods which, miraculously, made them feel human.
 
   At the same time, he saw dull-eyed, heavy-browed super-soldiers in military gear firing at ill-equipped rebels, people with the misfortune of being born near resources coveted by powerful nations. He saw super-soldiers leaping from jeeps clipping along at full speed, or racing through battlefields with full backpacks, even fighting after limbs had been blown off. The faces of scared rebels were photographed and edited, then shown on the news while demagogues warned of terrorists who stood in the way of a brighter tomorrow.
 
   He saw shanty towns burning, protests put down mercilessly, people desperate to survive working inhuman hours for mega-corporations that didn't pay taxes but did pay bribes to government officials.
 
   The world seemed to be falling apart as Cecil and Setsa pulled a large reptile that looked like a giant pickle from a pool of mucus and congratulated one another while the thing squawked in its warm, dark nursery.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   A conspiracy among government agents and corporate mercenaries to reveal Setsa and Cecil's controversial endeavor was foiled when Setsa decided to allow dozens of news outlets into the dragon's lair. The world was shocked to see that the seemingly carefree playboy had worked with an unknown recluse to create – as far as they could tell from the dim lighting – a young lifeform as large as an elephant, covered in black scales and with merciless golden eyes that seemed to accuse anyone who looked into them. 
 
   “Mister Sanjara,” said one reporter. “What did you name your dragon?”
 
   Setsa glanced at Cecil. “I wanted to go with Doctor Drakkenstein at first, but we talked it over, and I think we're going with Ouroboros instead.”
 
   “Why's that?”
 
   “It comes from a mythological dragon with its tail in its mouth, a perfect, unbroken lifeform. And this guy saved us from chasing after our own tails, you know.”
 
   “What will you do next?” asked another.
 
   Cecil cut in. “We haven't exactly...”
 
   “Talking lion,” said Setsa, smiling at the camera. “Definitely a talking lion.”
 
   A flurry of questions. Then Setsa added, “We're doing it because it's something unexpected. Life shouldn’t be boring! If the world isn't amazing and novel, then it's not worth our time being here!”
 
   Demographic analysis revealed that the old were uniformly horrified that the currents of nature had been dammed, manipulated, and redirected into what must surely be the child of the devil. But young people the world over listened intently while Setsa spoke about how the world was ready for a generation that could do anything, that could literally give life to their most fantastic dreams. They listened. Lives of consumption and enslavement no longer seemed to be the limits of existence.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Years passed and the world watched Setsa's live video feeds of the dragon growing, both horrified and in awe as it required more and more space. Dim lighting reminiscent of medieval torchlight reflected from the great serpent's lustrous black plates edged with shining purple. Debate raged as the thing sat before a specially constructed computer built to accommodate its size, one giant claw tapping a row of symbols, sitting and gazing upon the sum of human wisdom and folly.
 
   The dragon did not respond to anything while being recorded, nor while it was tended by its small army of caretakers. The dragon did not speak to the public. It did not need to – Setsa spoke enough for the both of them. Setsa seemed to experience a schizophrenic split, acting as the happy, handsome, living advertisement for one audience and simultaneously telling his live feed audience that if they found the current society inimical to happiness then they should make a new one.
 
   Small breakaway societies were created by young people, but breaking away was easier said than done. All strains of plants used for crops were copyrighted and thus owned by powerful corporations, and their mercenary forces had no qualms about attacking separatists. Fake breakaway societies run by government agencies often staged disasters for media outlets so that the dissatisfied labor class were surrounded by the message, “This is what happens when you try to walk away! Stay with us… where it's safe.” The leaders of society looked at the brutal citizen uprising in the East and feared that their creation, Setsa, would invoke the same urges in his fanbase.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Cecil entered and waved, then Setsa carried the large, heavy cub through the doorway. The golden-haired cub sniffed the air, then tucked its face into Setsa's jacket.
 
   “Oro!” Setsa shouted, beaming. “Come and see!”
 
   The dark aviary shook as mighty Ouroboros stalked into view. Setsa entered the dragon's lair without fear and held the lion cub for the dragon's scrutiny.
 
   “You see?” said Setsa. “We've done it. Meet Adamant.”
 
   The dragon ran harsh yellow eyes over the cub, then tapped his food bowl.
 
   “Very funny,” said Setsa. “Now I see why your caretakers never come in here unless you're sleeping.”
 
   The dragon cleared its throat, then spoke in a deep, rumbling voice. “You gave it immortality, then?” The question tapered off in a subtle wash of high-pitched notes that lingered on the edge of awareness, as if hundreds of small beasts repeated every word uttered by the great dragon.
 
   “We did,” said Cecil, stepping near the dragon. “Enhanced intelligence, too, but it will only manifest over time. Super-strength as well. He was meant to be similar to Setsa.”
 
   “So much you held back from me,” said Ouroboros, sitting on his belly but still towering over them. “Pound for pound, my body is frail. And I have, what, one thousand years? Then an inheritance of death?”
 
   “Good lord,” said Setsa. “You're jealous of this kitten.”
 
   Ouroboros bared fangs. “It's an old mammals' club, I see. You will give me a wife next.”
 
   “I've told you time and again about your tone, Oro. It's arrogant. Humans don't like it.”
 
   Ouroboros exhaled violently. “No offense is meant, yet great hurt is taken. Soft, so soft, all of you. I sneeze and my caretakers leave and never return.” He shook his head. “You'll leave the creature with me, then?”
 
   “No! You'll get a goat for company tonight. I'm taking Adamant with me.”
 
   Ouroboros licked his teeth. “So be it. Only, begin thinking on my wife. We have little time.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “ 'Oh?'... 'Oh,' he says, with utmost innocence. You know that I'm referring to transfer of rulership. The humans… they can't do it anymore.”
 
   Setsa sighed.
 
   “We've done the projections multiple times,” said Ouroboros. “We've taken into account available resources, political climate, economic factors, psychological stresses, historical tendencies, and every human character trait imaginable – and they just don't make it. And don't bother turning to Cecil. He'll be dead soon, and we'll be alone.”
 
   Setsa looked at Cecil, who shrugged.
 
   “Forgive my harsh words, Professor,” said Ouroboros, “but if any offense is taken, blame the ravages of time. In a thousand years or so I shall join you in the grave. Thankfully we shall have Mister Sanjara and his pet cat to carry on after we’re gone, hm? And my own descendants, if you would be so kind as to provide me with an appropriate companion.”
 
   “But what about the legend,” said Setsa, groping at the words, “the story about the best humans who went deep into space? What if they came back and-”
 
   “Forget them,” said Ouroboros. “I pored over the equations for their so-called spatial distortion engine. It wouldn't work. They may as well have flown into the sun... if they even existed, which is doubtful. No, Mister Sanjara, it's up to us. Give up your hopes and embrace reality.”
 
   The dragon stalked in a circle about Setsa, long tail waving while Adamant, the little lion, cowered at Setsa's feet.
 
   “Civilization will fail,” said Ouroboros, “and humans will eat one another. Whether order returns soon or late, we cannot predict, but so, so many will die. The blow to humanity's genepool will be catastrophic – intelligence and creativity fading from importance as physical strength and short-sighted practicality take center stage. The only hope, dear friend, is if we take over. You will wear the crown and stand before the public, and I will make the decisions from the background.”
 
   “It's so… you're just too cold, Oro. Too calculating. People don't-”
 
   “Don't what? Want to survive? That much is apparent, Mister Sanjara. Ah, but you would be kind to them. You would let them do as they will.” The dragon turned away, snorting. “Your kindness is cruelty. This mammalian need for softness is beyond my understanding. All I ask is for absolute power, and in return – a chance for humanity’s survival. Your leaders are buffoons, most of them completely uneducable and wholly enamored with material wealth. Ah! What children! I need only a bowl with a goat's carcass and a bit of room to fly. What else is of value beyond that? Only the continuation of family, I say.”
 
   “Not to distract you,” said Cecil, “but your attitude reminds me. Your guards, the super-soldiers, they're complaining about you. What have you-”
 
   Ouroboros shrieked with loud laughter. “I've been torturing them! Ah! Ha ha! Oh my! They stand guard for hours, and for hours I press them. I question them. I accuse them. Poor dolts! Please, you two, if you have any power among the ruling class, have them send the guards away. I need no protection, and if they imagine they trap me here, well… this is where I want to be. As I said, a bit of warm carcass is all I need. But really, this place is bugged and monitored, I'm sure. Guards as spies are not necessary.”
 
   Setsa froze. “Bugged? This place? But the… but you...”
 
   “I say what I want. If my insubordination displeases anyone, they would have to discuss the matter with our leaders, who in turn would only feel shame as they consider my charges. I say nothing dishonest. In fact, their own impotence makes action on our part all the more necessary.”
 
   “I suspect,” Cecil cut in, “that they wouldn't even need bugs anymore. I've heard rumors that the black science creeps have developed a satellite imaging system that can see anything in the world, even into closed rooms. Sounds unbelievable, but only if you don't know about the recent advances in light-bending technology.”
 
   “But,” said Setsa, “what if they try to-”
 
   “They can do nothing to you, Mister Sanjara,” said Ouroboros. “You're too valuable. All they can do is kill everyone close to you.”
 
   “You're sure about that?”
 
   “It's the only option they have available. They're simply too weak to play their hand.” as Ouroboros slinked away into the darkness, he gestured toward the golden cub. “Poor boy. And here you thought I was cruel for politely asking if I could eat him. Imagine the waste of flesh, if your handlers decided to kill him in order to punish you. Ah… goodnight! Sleep well, friends!”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Setsa returned to his apartment building, racing through the halls with a giant kitten bounding at his heels, only to find his home filled with old companions. It was a surprise birthday party complete with celebrities, expensive covert prostitutes, and intellectuals that Setsa had been aching to speak with. As he greeted an old friend, he felt Adamant weight as he cowered between his feet. The noise, the cigarette smoke, the faces, all were too much for him. As Setsa pretended to listen to his old friend – more of an ass-kissing hanger-on, really – Setsa looked into the little lion's eyes staring up at him, and he remembered Cecil's words. “Someday, everyone you know will be dead. Even the nations you know will crumble, will fall apart. Even the mountains will be worn down beneath your feet. Nothing you remember will last. But this small cub, this lion, will live with you. He will be with you through it all, will grow with you and share ideas with you. He will last long after you have forgotten even me.”
 
   He's my only true companion, thought Setsa. These other people… phonies, narcissists, children, programmed robots… my God! They may as well be dead already!
 
   He was horrified to hear himself respond to a group of well-wishers, even making them laugh when all he wanted to do was comfort his one true friend. Then he thought of Ouroboros. He was blunt to the point of rudeness, and yet Setsa knew that he cared for his makers. With his sharp tongue he often advised them on how to get ahead or protect themselves from manipulation, despite being their junior. He reminded himself that only people who did not deserve the dragon’s presence were offended.
 
   Ouroboros, give me strength!
 
   In mid-conversation his face went slack. “Everybody out!” he shouted. “Out, now! Party's over!”
 
   He picked up Adamant and walked toward one of his bedrooms. Confusion moved from one fact to another as he passed. “Attention!” he yelled, not looking at anyone. “I have just received news – there has been a terrorist attack! Everyone please return to your home or the nearest underground shelter!”
 
   Plainclothes super-soldier security guards looked at one another. Setsa brushed past several people standing outside his bedroom door, including a famous television chef and an actress he had dated years ago. Their feet seemed planted to the ground despite his story, and their faces had the dull, glazed look of a dream character surprised by the dreamer's sudden lucidity.
 
   He slammed the door behind him. They'll figure it out, he thought, checking his walk-in closet to make sure no one was lurking in there. He heard nothing outside but the dull throb of music, and was angry that his security guards didn't take the hint and usher everyone out immediately. He only realized much later that the party was most likely put together by his handlers, a reminder of the old debauchery calculated to pull him away from his work with Cecil and his controversial broadcasts.
 
   He plopped down on the bed and let Adamant roll free. The little lion found his balance, then looked around with wide eyes. He sniffed the air. The fear from moments before was forgotten. Setsa relaxed and put a hand on the lion's head.
 
   “We've really made me look like a fool this time,” he said quietly. “You're not too bright and you don't look like much. You better be worth it.”
 
   The lion contended himself with chewing on his maker's wrist.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   A rush of warmth, memories of Setsa with his lion, his eternal friend. He saw the two stretched out in bed, then rising for breakfast together. The fine penthouse became a mess as the lion grew, tearing up furniture designed by artists from all across the world, even pissing loudly against the walls. Super-soldiers were reduced to poop-scoopers and food bearers, wearing aprons instead of body armor. He saw super-soldiers wrestling with the giant cat, being chased and tossed around, laughing as they were occasionally carted off to the hospital. Setsa continued playing the part of the ad-man and playboy, always taking Adamant with him, showing him off at red carpet events to surprised onlookers.
 
   Ouroboros continued to despise his super-soldier guards, often belittling them for hours on end and practicing his manipulation skills by selecting guards he particularly disliked, filling their ears with words that would boost their ego, then spreading rumors to the others that would turn them against his “favored” guard. He spread strife and chaos among the credulous, vengeful goons. Stranger still, he seemed to accumulate caretakers who worshipped him, normal humans who designed their own cultish uniforms and whispered prayers in the dark as they brought goats to their reptilian god, washed his scales, and oversaw his veterinary care like hawks. Cecil and Setsa made good on their promise to their friend and presented him with his mate: Tiamat, a small dragon with white scales edged in crimson and pink. She was tiny and slept much of the time in the clawed hands of her future husband, who watched her carefully.
 
   The joy of this time flooded through the images, overpowering, tinged with the fear that these days might end. He saw Cecil age, but still on fire as he and Setsa moved on from modifying animals and beginning their greatest endeavor. Setsa had long doubted Cecil's claim that his visions came from invisible gods, as he seemed to have genius enough in his own mind. But one day Cecil became convinced that an unseen, untouchable god had given him his greatest vision yet, his masterwork: A modification of Setsa's own superhuman potential which could graft itself to any human fetus and, if the man or woman proved worthy, could reveal itself over time.
 
   Setsa did not see this as working to create a potential rival. He felt relieved. One early morning he and Adamant ran leaping from rooftop to rooftop, evading Setsa's handlers until they reached the edge of the city and stood looking out over the freezing cold expanse of the growing shanty town. They looked down on the humans who had nothing, who were worth nothing besides cheap labor or expendable soldiers, and sometimes not even worth that.
 
   Ouroboros won't leave me alone, he thought, heart thundering in his chest. He keeps telling me I can go down into that frightening place, that I can lead them and turn them into something better. He thinks I can give up the wealth and the greedy handlers and managers who give me everything I need. He's wrong. I can't do that. I'm not like him, not strong like him. But if Cecil and I could make someone like me, but better in every way… if we could find a couple with amazing potential, and then tell them that we could turn their child into a great leader, into a god worthy of humanity…
 
   Then the responsibility will pass from me. Then I won't feel this burden. Then I can stand back, maybe help every now and then, and surely, surely that will be enough!
 
   “I'm sorry,” he said quietly, knowing that no one would ever hear him. “I'm sorry I can't be what you need. I'm sorry that I'm… a loser.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The thought-stream diverted into a new channel. He saw a young woman with short red hair wearing a shapeless dress. She stood just outside the warm lighting provided by nearby street vendors. It was cold; she should have been wearing a jacket. She turned to him, smiling and annoyed. “What the hell is that on your head?” she said. The coarse demeanor of a laborer, one who had to watch her money always slipping away, like her life. He felt a flood of anxious attraction, the need to appear aloof and the desire to reshape the world for her. The scene was hidden immediately.
 
   She was impossible to hide completely. He saw her at different times, in different ratty dresses, not quite pretty but still churning up chaos in Setsa's heart. He saw her bending to lace up her boots, then they argued in her filthy kitchen while he worried about paper-thin walls, then saw them eating hot corn-cakes and taking shots at an all-night vendor, and she was laughing at his disguise while his memory grasped and pulled at the magical night, unable to put it back together perfectly, unable to forget it completely.
 
   “So you and a dragon figured out the world is going to end?” She pulled her bootlaces tight. “Using what, math? Graphs and charts? That's impressive. Stupid, but impressive.”
 
   “You have to see the data to get it,” said Setsa.
 
   “No I don't. Listen, everyone always thinks they know how it's going to end, but they never do. Every civilization that ever fell over dead is always surprised at the dumb thing that came out of nowhere.”
 
   “Hm.”
 
   “Seriously.” She grabbed his jacket. “It always comes out of nowhere. Now let's get something to drink.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   They sat on a rooftop overlooking row after row of cheap houses filled with poor laborers. In the distance they could see the fires at the edge of a tent city, where military-police had moved in to stop illegal planting of patented crop seeds.
 
   “How could you know?” she said. “You wouldn't know. Not if you weren't born poor. Born down there.”
 
   Setsa turned away from the view. “Some friends of mine, we were thinking… I don't know, maybe we could lead them, teach them. Make their lives better by-”
 
   “No,” she said. “Don't help them.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Because they deserve it.” Her gaze grew dark with deeply buried hatred. “If you'd been born among them, you'd know their lives are shit because they are shit. They deserve to live in hell, Setsa. So let them. Please, let them.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Setsa held the door open for the red-headed girl. She stepped in cautiously, then looked around.
 
   “It's surprisingly clean,” she said.
 
   “Maids,” he said.
 
   “You weren't kidding about being rich.”
 
   “You've seen my commercials,” he said, laughing. “You think they had me on a cot in a basement somewhere? Ah, it's just money... numbers recorded in a bank file somewhere.”
 
   She laughed dryly, unimpressed with his posturing. She froze. “So that's the, uh… the lion you were talking about?”
 
   Adamant stood in the living room, atop the stairs that led down into the recessed den area. His confusion was mixed with a look of hurt accusation.
 
   “Yeah, that's my best bud, pretty much. I feel terrible, I haven't…” Setsa turned and looked at Adamant. “Hey buddy, sorry I haven't been around! You okay? They been takin' care of you?”
 
   Adamant ignored Setsa. His eyes were locked on the girl.
 
   “You sure he can't talk?” she asked.
 
   “Yeah yeah, it'll be a while before he...”
 
   “I thought you said he was a madhouse of fun. He doesn't look like it.”
 
   The lion took a step and growled at her. They stared at him until he took another step, eyes narrowed with distrust.
 
   “I'm not petting him,” she said.
 
   “No, this is weird, he never...” Setsa moved toward the lion. “Hey buddy, what's wrong with you? Are you-”
 
   Adamant dashed toward the girl, and Setsa fell on him. They rolled, both howling. Adamant jerked about to free himself, and Setsa hit him in the face again and again. Both pushed against the floor until they rolled down the short flight of stairs. Setsa's expensive outfit was in complete disarray, the lion wild-eyed and frantic. Finally Setsa choked him in a head-lock, his legs still splayed out on the steps. He looked up and saw the girl looking down at them. She seethed with a numbing, ice-cold rage.
 
   “He wants to make a victim of me,” she said.
 
   “No, he's just – idiot's confused or something, I don't know! Just get back, will you!?”
 
   “Just another piece of shit! Who wants me to be a victim!” she said, speaking through clenched teeth. “But I won't!”
 
   She strode forward and kicked the lion.
 
   “Hey! Don't!” Setsa pulled an arm free and held it to ward her away. “Don't fucking do that! He's just confused! But I can't… I don't know if… listen, just go.”
 
   She glared down at him, then turned and left. When he heard the door click shut, he released Adamant.
 
   “What the hell, Adam?” he said quietly.
 
   He had expected to see rage. Instead the lion had become a kitten, his face downcast, hurt and confused by this unexpected turn.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Setsa received a call late one night. He affected a demeanor of bored detachment as one of his handlers – a corporate assistant who spent his time hanging around politicians and film producers and obsessing over their opinions – told him that they needed to have a talk in person.
 
   “That is,” said the man, “unless you're busy with your girlfriend.”
 
   “Don't worry about her,” said Setsa. “I'll see you.” He hung up, muttering, “Not sure if she even is my girlfriend.”
 
   He took his time getting dressed, making sure he would arrive as late as possible. He knew it was about his new life infringing on his work in advertising and entertainment and he did not look forward to being reprimanded.
 
   “Buddy,” he said loudly. “Sure could use your intimidation for a meeting like this.”
 
   Adamant ran and pawed at his collars hanging on the wall, then pulled down a mean-looking spiked collar.
 
   “Good idea,” said Setsa. “Let's go.”
 
   There was some confusion down in the garage as Setsa could not find or even contact his driver, usually a dependable super-soldier. All of his guards were gone as well, and Setsa decided that he was being sent a message by his corporate handlers: “We protect you. Without us, you walk the streets.”
 
   The city was unnaturally dark. Instead of the endless hum of activity, he heard what he could have sworn was screaming and the occasional pop-pop-pop of gunfire. The southern horizon was tinged with deep red. Adamant paced about, nervous, growling. He checked his data link but couldn't connect with anything, then a call came through on an emergency signal.
 
   “Setsa, damn it!”
 
   “Who is-”
 
   “That dragon! He's gone berserk!”
 
   Setsa recalled a pudgy face that the voice belonged to – a politician's aide who worked closely with advertising executives.
 
   “Ouroboros?”
 
   “That goddamn monster you created with that freak friend of yours! He's… he's killing everyone! Him and a bunch of-”
 
   The communication cut off. Setsa set off for the facility with Adamant loping along beside him.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   A dead man sat before security camera footage of the laboratory halls, where Setsa, now completely disheveled, beat at strange dog-like creatures with a long steel pipe. The creatures leaped in and out of dark halls, like hairless wolves wearing down their prey. In raced Adamant, roaring and swatting the things aside. The two made their way down the halls, stepping over dead bodies chewed and torn to shreds, just as they'd done all night.
 
   Just as Setsa found it hard to believe that Ouroboros had left the aviary and attacked anyone, he now found reality itself hard to believe. Monsters – that was the only way he could describe the things. Monsters had poured out of some mythological hell and were running through the streets, killing and shrieking like mad. He had seen plenty of super-soldiers, but none of them were fighting monsters. Instead they were attacking wealthy neighborhoods, looting businesses, or loading trucks full of poor laborers with stories of taking them to safety, but it was obvious that only attractive women and a few boys seemed to be allowed to come with them.
 
   As Setsa fought his way through the lab alongside his friend Adamant, he could not help but think that Cecil was to blame. If this night was real, if it wasn't a dream, then had Cecil turned his mind toward creating monsters? But why? Was it Setsa's fault, perhaps for abandoning Cecil and their work together and spending his time with the girl with red hair? Surely not. And yet he felt it must be true.
 
   They came to the place where no camera could watch, the private sanctuary of Ouroboros. As soon as Setsa flung open the door he stumbled and fell into a warm lake of blood. Ouroboros lay dead in a heap atop his computers and a perching structure, mouth hanging open to reveal a tongue lying on shattered teeth. Monsters crawled on him, chewing on his corpse. Something like a black mantis as large as a man looked up at the newcomers, licked blood from its chittering vertical mouth, then resumed eating.
 
   Adamant roared as if struck, then raced through his friend's blood so that he could rage and kill the feeding monsters. Setsa felt empty and stumbled away, following a shrill cry. As Adamant tore through monsters and tossed them through the air, Setsa found Tiamat. The little dragon laid in a corner, her pale scales shredded, eyes gone, gasping and crying in fear.
 
   “Oh, baby,” he said. “Oh, Tiamat, no...”
 
   Setsa closed off part of his heart, lifted the metal pipe over his head, and put Tiamat out of her misery. Adamant roared; he stood atop the corpse of Ouroboros, and all the monsters who had desecrated his corpse now laid crumpled and floating in blood. In a daze Setsa walked through the halls, and Adamant followed.
 
   Setsa realized he had been a fool to ever think that Ouroboros would ever give in to some kind of stupid, dull-minded rage. He would never run wild and indiscriminately hurt anyone. He decided that it had also been foolish to ever doubt Cecil. Not only would his maker never create mindless monsters, he did not have the time to do so even if he wanted. Cecil was aging, and while he had never relented in pushing Setsa to think in a productive manner, it was now Setsa who pushed Cecil when it came to work hours. Cecil grew tired after a few hours of work, and he hadn't pulled an all-nighter in years. It would have been impossible for Cecil to switch gears and focus on creating a bizarre race of monsters without Setsa's help, or perhaps Ouroboros’s. The few friends that Cecil had outside of their circle were computer and information specialists, not biologists; Cecil tended to think that other genetic engineers were either hopelessly naive virologists who reverse-engineered viruses created by rogue government agencies, or amoral tools who worked for anyone who could sign a check.
 
   Cecil didn't create these things, Setsa thought as he stumbled out of the lab into the cold, dark night. The only other logical possibility was that a corporation or a government agency was staging a coup and wiping out opponents, and they were using genetically engineered monsters to do it. No direct attempt had been made on Setsa's life, therefore he must be considered useful by the enemy. When communications came back online, they would most likely try to contact Setsa, pretending to help him in order to control him. Ouroboros had taught him enough about psychopathic power-mongers to know that these monsters most likely had short lifespans, and that whichever group of politicians or corporate controllers pretended to create a targeted virus in order to kill the monsters were themselves the ones who had created them in order to take power. Setsa and everyone else would end up thanking the ones who had attacked them in the first place. Then a chilling thought gripped him as he remembered the words of Ouroboros.
 
   All they can do is kill everyone close to you… it's the only option they have available.
 
   “Kill everyone close to me!” he muttered, nearly falling to his knees. Adamant raced up to him, concern written on his face. Setsa could not shake the image of Ouroboros dead, torn to pieces, and imagined poor Adamant also murdered. Would Setsa end up shaking the hands of the men who would murder Adamant and Cecil? Would he thank them for protecting him, for isolating him, for enslaving him and killing his family?
 
   Setsa put his hands on either side of Adamant's head. Setsa did not have Adamant's strength or the cunning of Ouroboros; what could he possibly do to protect his friend, his only friend? If he could save Adamant by killing himself, he would do so. But the only thing he could think of that could save his friend would be much more difficult.
 
   Setsa pulled away from Adamant and rose. “Adamant,” he said. “Go away. Leave. I know you can understand me. Stay away from me. Go that way. Go that way.”
 
   Setsa turned away, horrified by his own words. He walked quickly toward downtown, then heard Adamant padding softly behind him.
 
   “I said go away! Leave! I know you understand me!”
 
   He could not bear to look at the lion's face, so he stared down at his feet as he shouted, then turned and continued walking. He heard something like a short bark behind him. Forcing his heart down into a well of darkness he picked up a stone and threw it. It bounded off the lion's head, making him wince and push his head down between his shoulders.
 
   “Go away! You stupid animal, go away! Stay away from me!”
 
   Setsa picked up stones, threw them, then took his lead pipe and chucked it at the yipping lion until it finally bounded away, howling in confusion. It may have understood his words but it could not understand why the place once full of people who waved at him and smiled was now a place of horrors, why his giant dragon friend was now dead and picked over by monsters, and why his best friend who held so much space in his heart had turned on him. He ran and ran. He could have bravely faced any monster if his friend had been by his side, but he could face nothing, not even the smallest mouse, if he could not trust the love of his friend.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   As in a dream he stumbled through the burning city. He saw people attacked by monsters and roving gangs of super-soldiers and he felt only envy for the dead and dying.
 
   “I like that jacket! Hey, sir! Excuse me, sir, I want your jacket!”
 
   “That's a faggot's jacket!”
 
   “No it's not!”
 
   Setsa had been fooling with his data link, trying to contact anyone, and found himself face to face with two super-soldiers. They were armed with heavy rifles and black fatigues, though one of them was naked from the waist up save for a bandage wrapped around his chest. They approached him, smiling and waving, but he could see that they had murder in their eyes.
 
   “I'll take that jacket, if you don't mind, sir, if it's all the same to you, as they say. Oh and any hard money you've got on you as well.”
 
   Setsa stared, unable to grasp how far the world would go into utter absurdity.
 
   “Let's keep things civil,” said the other super-soldier. “Just strip down, friend, and find yourself somethin' else to wear. That jacket's dirty anyways. No one has to get hurt-”
 
   Setsa pushed the man down with enough force that his head cracked open on the pavement. The shirtless goon grasped the knowledge that his friend was dead surprisingly fast, and raised his rifle to fire at Setsa. Setsa jerked the end of the rifle forward and slammed the edge of his palm into the super-soldier's throat hard enough to crush cords and fracture bone. The goon fell to his knees, silent, hands outstretched on the ground as if bowing to the inevitable.
 
   Rage filled Setsa, rage at the stupid fate of the world, rage that their protectors and leaders were equal parts conniving and incompetent. He heard an unearthly wail in the center of the city, a horrid shriek that sounded as if the Earth itself was splitting in agony. The sound broke off into many notes, like a demented chorus of gods singing as all creation fell into a bottomless black pit. Only a few moments before he would have run, but killing the super-soldier louts had shown him that he was not entirely a victim. He slung one rifle over his back and held the other in his hands, not sure how it worked but willing to smash the butt of it into something's face at the very least. He moved to leave but something held his pants leg. Turning, he saw the shirtless super-soldier, staring at his with pleading eyes, unable to breathe and unsure what to do with himself.
 
   “You need help?” said Setsa, stooping to his eye level.
 
   The super-soldier worked his mouth, tongue hanging loose.
 
   “I understand,” said Setsa. “I also needed help.”
 
   He bent and removed a heavy serrated knife from the super-soldier's boot, then held his jaw with one hand and jammed the blade into the side of his mouth, sawing until tongue fell free and lips jerked about in all directions. He dropped the bloody remains of the mutilated man and turned in the direction of the horrible sound.
 
   Through black smoke as he ran, keeping his eyes focused on a haze of red while pushing against a flood of people desperate to be away from the burning heart of the city. He came upon rampaging monsters and fired, in awe at how easy it was to kill the beasts with the high-powered rifle. The monsters seemed to understand, all at once, that he should be left alone.
 
   He heard high-pitched laughter. Even over the roar of flames, the shriek of automated aerial fighters and bombers, the blasting cannons of automated tanks, he heard insane laughter. He dropped one rifle and covered his mouth with his torn jacket, unable to breathe through the smoke. Static electricity stood his hair on end. The street shook, then he turned a corner and saw, atop the elaborate, carved roof of the capital building, the girl with the red hair. He could not comprehend why she should be there, much less why she should be laughing as she walked along the ledge. It made no sense. He was distracted as automated tanks and bipedal gun platforms moved around him, firing at monsters, one overturned by some giant horned thing that moved like a blur despite its size.
 
   She was in unbelievable danger, nearly engulfed in flames. He called out her name again and again, but she ignored him, laughing, her eyes closed but somehow able to dance along the edge of the rooftop. Then the streets quaked once again. He could not see through the smoke, but could make out something like hideous black tentacles waving on all sides, large enough to crush the city's automated defenses among falling bricks and rubble, delicate enough to close around the girl with the red hair, still laughing, still somehow reveling in horror.
 
   Setsa slipped as the street fell inward before him. His throat clasped shut on him; he could cry out no more, nor even breathe. He turned and ran. The heart of hell before him made no sense, a warped nightmare that bent the mind and threatened insanity from its contemplation. He ran and lost himself in the dying city.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Setsa sat alone atop a flat stone in the desert. A jeep came down the cracked, sand-covered highway, then stopped before him. Cecil adjusted his rifle against his seat, took one last look at their surroundings, then stepped onto the sand.
 
   “I think they nuked the city,” said Setsa. “Do you think they-”
 
   “I'm sure they did, but we don't really have time to talk about that. There's still plenty of those monsters around. They're attacking other nations and no one is offering asylum. Here, take this. This is the control for the remote viewing network,” said Cecil, handing him a surprisingly heavy computer. “I've already sent the upgraded genetic parasite to both our destinations. You've been to your seed cave, then? You've seen that it's functional?”
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Setsa nodded slightly, eyes roving over Cecil’s face.
 
   “We have to split up,” said Cecil. “Some of those monsters were behind me. If we both die, it would be a shame.”
 
   “What is this?” said Setsa, his voice distant. “This computer. And the… parasite…?”
 
   “Damn it, Setsa, can't you piece it together? We don't have a lot of time.” Cecil exhaled and glared at him. Setsa held his gaze but, like he a child, he only wanted to cry. “Alright, Setsa. The remote viewing network. Turns out it was real. I was able to get in touch with some tech friends and we took over the network. It was easy to do, most of the people managing it have fled or were killed. You'll be able to view any location in the world as long as the satellite system holds up. And the seed caves were developed by artificial intelligence programmers and nano-engineers. They're bunkers, basically. They might not look like much now, but they're living environments. They'll grow, given time, if their design is true. We'll see. Unfortunately, I don't think word of their readiness was spread effectively. I know some soldiers have been keeping people from entering, but they haven’t gone in themselves, either. Ah, stupid, stupid. And the genetic parasite, well… I finished it.”
 
   “You finished it?”
 
   Cecil nodded. “Using your notes and ideas, really. It was just brute force effort. I wished you could have been there, but, at least it's done.”
 
   Setsa was amazed. He'd assumed the project was over as soon as his life had become entwined with the girl with the red hair.
 
   “Hang onto that thing, Setsa. It's the holy grail. Humanity's done for now. But if you ever see humanity coming back, use it on a promising couple. Turn their child into… well. Do you have any water?”
 
   Cecil grabbed Setsa's backpack and opened it up. He froze for a moment, then silently removed the heavy glass containers of high-grade alcohol and, one by one, broke them on the bed of gravel at their feet. Setsa said nothing. Cecil removed a bag of purple-threaded angel crystals, tore it open, and scattered it in the wind. He found a white powder kit, put the syringes in his own bag, and tossed the powder aside.
 
   “Old habits, I suppose,” said Cecil. “Two gallons of water? I could have used more than this.”
 
   “Sorry.”
 
   “I'll take the jeep,” said Cecil, turning to go. “Your legs are better than mine.”
 
   Cecil turned the jeep about and drove away. Setsa watched the swirling dust of his friend’s final path, then he slid off the stone seat and walked the other way. It was the last time they saw one another.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The ragged, weary superbeing kicked over the sign that marked the entrance to the bunker, then descended into the dark entrance. He keyed in the locking code, then the door sealed shut above him. He knew that the dust storm would cover the entrance, hiding him perfectly in his dark tomb.
 
   He turned on the dim lights and sat in silence, looking at his crates of food, his water recycling system designed to keep dozens of people alive for months as they waited out some national emergency. He hooked up the portable computer, with its remote viewing operating system, to the bunker's computer system, and on his large array of monitors he watched the world. No doubt it had taken many people to devise the system and thousands of people to put it into orbit. Now, he was the only living being monitoring the network.
 
   He watched as the monsters, which later came to be called flesh demons, attacked one city after another, then crossed borders into other nations. More than once they stopped, disappeared underground while frantic news of them spread, then they returned and attacked in greater numbers. Setsa spent days before the computer monitors watching, omniscient yet impotent, as the flesh demons overran anyone who opposed them. They ignored frontal assaults against fortified military positions in favor of civilian centers, allowing military lines to fall apart when supplies stopped coming. Some communities had the idea to sacrifice prisoners and political dissidents by binding them and leaving them outside their communities. The demons fed, and even took male prisoners, but allowed the communities to survive unscathed. Word of this tactic spread and it was widely emulated.
 
   Intellectuals were blamed. The people were already angry that so many scientists and engineers worked for defense contractors creating new weapons, viruses, drugs, gene-freaks, and torture devices for the rulers to use in their endless wars. Reasoning that the demons had to be a product of that industry, the educated soon joined criminals in the sacrificial rites. Superstition and a sense of obedience replaced reason, creativity, learning. It happened surprisingly quickly.
 
   The super-soldiers made communities of their own, and survived by raiding human communities. Back when they served as mercenaries for governments and corporations, it was agreed that only males would be grown, and most females would be aborted in order to control population numbers. But their creators had become lax. The super-soldiers were so hardy that a female could give birth to dozens of infants in her lifetime with a mortality rate close to zero. When the super-soldiers broke free, they took females with them. Over time their appearance became more bestial, and they became known as dogmen, one of mankind's most feared enemies.
 
   The demons disappeared for years at a time, or left parts of the world untouched. But even when people were free of their nightmarish presence, the habit of living with them persisted. Humans did not look to the stars, but kept their heads down. Anyone who drew attention to their community found themselves on a stake in the wilderness. Travel decreased as people hunkered down. When power plants or factories or machines broke down, they were rarely repaired, and innovation became taboo. Self-censorship became the norm. The land had already been turning against man, with pollution from frenzied consumption, dust storms, and rising sea levels. Now there was no way to deal with the problems, no spirit to contend against doom or make demands of nature. There was only less and less food for large population centers, and the easy solution of binding and abandoning those who complained.
 
   Now every moving thing in the woods could be a demon, every crying thing in the dark could be a monster. It was thought best to abandon fertile tracts of land in order to avoid the demons' wrath.
 
   But young Setsa grew bearded and filthy long before that. He slept, he ate his routine meals, and he watched the end of the world within his four gray walls. If it was not for the seed cave buried near his bunker, he would have certainly given up hope and ended his life. As it was, instead of completely losing himself in his video feed – what he would later call his Scry – he kept close watch on the data sent from the growing, artificially living seed cave. Just as it had taken a genetic engineer of Cecil's caliber to create Setsa, no doubt a similar genius had created the seed caves, which were artificially intelligent structures designed to grow and conform to their surrounding environment. They grew slowly, the theory went, so that they would not blossom until long after any cataclysm that wiped out their makers had passed.
 
   But something was wrong. Most of the seed caves shut down within a few years, their controlling AIs either too delicate to live alone or simply faulty due to flaws hidden in exceedingly complex programming. Setsa remembered touring one with Cecil, but he'd never imagined the things would become so important. The seed cave that bordered his bunker eventually grew black roots that broke through the walls of his bedroom. He spoke to the thing, and often felt like the parent of an autistic child. When all seed caves shut down save his own and one lying in a cradle of mountains to the north, he decided to break through the walls of his bunker and enter the living sanctuary.
 
   He was surprised to see that the cave was the same gray as the concrete bunker, but it was textured like the inside of a seashell, complete with gently curving formations and spirals that seemed to serve no purpose other than exercise for the self-aware program’s creative instinct. He leaned against one wall and noted that it took on the color of his arm and shirt, and realized that the interior was gray because it was mimicking the color of his bunker. He sensed a sort of stupid, purposeless, creative yearning in the thing that reminded him of himself, and he moved his possessions out of the bunker and into the living cave immediately.
 
   Years passed in the cave. Because it had been planted in a lifeless wasteland, it sprouted shapeless arms covered in black leaf-like growths that acted as solar panels. They provided more power than the failing generator in his bunker ever had. Setsa spent his time monitoring the cave's growth and chasing each of its dialogue options to its inevitable cul-de-sac, always surprised when the autistic program expressed a new side to its intangible personality. Setsa watched recordings of old dramas and documentaries, as well as the slow-moving, sordid, pointless events on the surface available through the Scry. He had plenty of sights to excite his awareness and curiosity, but as each day passed, as each year slipped through his fingers, it became obvious that things that masqueraded as something were in fact nothing if there was no emotional attachment. And yet he lived in a bubble outside of the world, an open eye attached to nothing. As demonkind spread over the face of the world and became a constant rather than an aberration, his childish idea that they would die off on their own and allow him to return to the surface faded like a dream.
 
   As his home grew and updated its functions, he managed to connect to the other surviving seed cave, which was in the land that would later be known as the Black Valley. He found out that Cecil had never made it there. After questioning the other cave, he learned that his maker was killed by demons who had been following him. It was strange to think that the only man who had not returned his strength with resentment had been dead for years, while the dead man’s creation sat in brooding silence, resenting his own existence. Setsa hadn't realized how badly he wanted to see him alive, old and wrinkled, his mind even wandering a little bit.
 
   Fortunately Cecil had already hidden the plans for the human genetic upgrade within the cave, which had learned how to repel curious demons and unworthy raiders using psych-warfare technology. But Setsa could not remain in constant contact with the cave, as the two AI units began bickering, arguing in circles over abstractions or even distinctly human concepts of which neither had no real understanding. Setsa could only check in every few years, hoping that there would be someone left among the human species who could enter the cave and unlock its secrets.
 
   As the years passed Setsa's little home grew into a great black tree, drinking the sun and digging deep into the dead earth. Setsa developed a laser to fix in the uppermost branches to ward off the curious. But he decided that he would become insane if he stayed; he had to go into the world, to speak with its people no matter how pathetic or disappointing the venture. But he became paranoid that the artificial intelligence that was his home would never allow him to leave – it was, of course, programmed to protect him at all costs. Setsa figured out a way to subvert its functions, but unfortunately his invasive re-programming caused the tree to grow sick. Its food and water systems became tainted and unreliable. He had to make a terrible choice: whether to leave his home and wander the world, searching for some kind of meaningful end to an endless life, or do something unthinkable in order to preserve his sanctuary.
 
  
 
   
 
   
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Wodan watched as Setsa connected his own brain with the failing computer's hardware. He had shaved his head but kept a long beard and, at that point in his life, wore only underwear. Wires trailed from his head into a jagged slit cut into the wall. A section of his brain was visible through a glass helmet.
 
   Wodan felt the presence of Setsassanar standing beside him, watching with him. “The tree substituted its ruined programs with my own mind, and in a sense, I became the tree from that moment on. Even before the surgery was complete, I could already feel myself outside, swaying in the wind and drinking in the light. From then on, it became pointless to try to leave.
 
   “In fact, as the years passed, I realized that it was pointless to even have a body at all. Do you concern yourself with the microbes that live in your gut? No. They are unconscious robots that exist only for the upkeep of the host organism, nothing more. I had already made robots to assist me, and I had disposed of them when they were no longer useful... but, as I grew older, I decided that it was my own body that was the great superfluity. It needed constant tending, and was filled with so many nerves that it felt like a bruise that refused to heal on an otherwise healthy body.
 
   “So, I… I placed my body in a sort of digestive vat. As my body was broken down and absorbed into my larger tree-self, my brain was gently taken, fused with the tree, and reshaped. The entirety of my mind's functions were uploaded into the structure's vast, empty networks.
 
   “My roots grew deep. I grew tall and strong. I was the Tower, and the shell that I had crawled out of was turned into soup that I fed on. It's the same for everyone. People look into the mirror and think they are looking at themselves, or they believe that they are their opinions, or their habits, or their childish survival mechanisms. And they must kill themselves in order to grow. I was no different. The thing that I thought was me, it turned out, was only a cocoon. I crawled out of it and found that I had become my Ultimate Form.”
 
   “Ultimate Form?” said Wodan, repulsed and intrigued.
 
   “For all his talk of gods and visions,” said Setsassanar, “Cecil drew a lot of inspiration from animal life. He believed that there was no reason why a human being should have to live with weak, ill-formed bodies in exchange for complex brains. Much of my enhanced speed and strength comes from simple animal architecture. And yet Cecil also believed it was wrong to create a superbeing blessed with immortality but cursed to achieve physical maturation within its first two or three decades. So he granted me the ability to change my body, over time, so that it would mirror my unconscious self. I would become, in time, what I had always been. Think of it as an individual becoming an environment, a man becoming a world. Or, in occult terms, a human becoming the biological manifestation of their holy guardian angel – their true, higher self. You have this ability too, Wodan.”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Wodan was overwhelmed, and a little nauseous. “How would… how would I...”
 
   “Only you can know that, Wodan. Only you can go that far into yourself. Only you can become what you are.”
 
   Wodan watched as a new Setsa emerged from a chamber of light. He was not bearded and disheveled, but shaped more like the Setsassanar that Wodan knew. “More than once,” said Setsassanar, “I created a body, what you and I call Robot Number One, so that I could feel the experience of walking around, of having a small, limited consciousness that has small, limited thoughts. It's easy to become lost when one is a vast structure… one's thoughts are like a cloud, or a community of thoughts. The line between dream and reality is less sharp. It becomes obvious that God created man in order to know himself. So I sometimes created this body in order to roam my own halls. In fact, I created this model of Robot Number One when Didi and Childriss first breached the seed cave in the Black Valley nearly fifty years ago. I was excited, you see... I wanted to meet my son when he came into the world.
 
   “I also had the Robot Number Seven series, including Lucas, to occupy myself. Have you ever wondered what you would be like, Apprentice, if you were born in a different environment? It's like the parable of the scattered seed. I've found that the environment does not make the man, it only limits or hastens what he already is. Ironic that I was originally built to save the failing economy of a dying nation; I was shocked when I found that my unknowing clone, when placed in Srila or elsewhere, inevitably set for himself the task of saving the people’s failing spiritual economy. And though every model of the Number Sevens has been murdered, I have always waited for that fateful day when he would return to me, alive, after setting things right. After lifting the veil for a few people, putting good people in charge, and putting spiteful and less capable people wherever they needed to be.
 
   “Did you know that the current model, Lucas, is actually about the same age as you? I created him because your own birth inspired me, Apprentice.”
 
   Wodan felt the strange fullness of being that a living god would feel. It no longer seemed so strange to live forever, to create messiahs, to create a smaller self within the larger self and train it to survive and fight, year after year after year. Just as one small man might speak to other people and influence them, so a living god would create beings as it dreamed, and send them out, and touch lives and watch to see what would happen.
 
   Wodan saw another image from long ago. He saw the lion Adamant, now with a full mane and as large as a horse. He saw him running full-speed as demons hounded him. Sand flew up in a storm as the monsters maneuvered, trying to surround him. The lion lashed out with blinding speed, decapitating and destroying limbs as he ran. He saw another image of the beast sitting on a mountainside, face as hard and cold as the stone itself, eyes alight with the glimmer of dawning intelligence. That was the world that the rejected lion came of age in.
 
   “The meaning of his name was forgotten to him,” said Setsassanar. “As the years passed his intelligence grew… but he became a beast, a creature who knew love only as a memory of regret. Hounded by devils, he grew strong and cunning. He drifted into the southern lands, below the mountains, where there were only primitive people living in the wilderness.
 
   As their connection began to fade, Wodan saw one last image. Long after the world fell to ruin, but long before Wodan came to the Tower, the lion Y’diamach ranged up from the south. He stood on the Fields of Epimetheus and glared at the Tower. He sniffed the air. The scales along his side glittered as he breathed deep, his red, feathery mane shifting in the breeze. Then Y'diamach's head jerked, almost as if choking on something foul. Was it a memory of betrayal, the ghostly knowledge that all suffering was born from that place? Glaring, lips pulled back from teeth, the great lion-god turned and fled. Wodan felt himself flooded with his Master’s grief, an understanding of godlike isolation but with no real means to communicate with a wild beast that had survived just as well without him.
 
   He felt needles pulled from his body, and wondered if something was happening to the Tower. Then he found himself in his familiar body, lying on a couch before a star-filled sky. Setsassanar sat up, his eyes vacant, jaw hanging slack. Wodan had never seen his Master with such a distant, unfocused gaze. Wodan had difficulty concentrating, but one question had been with him for so long that it would have been impossible to forget. “Master,” he said quietly, “there was never a part where you decided that you had to destroy the flesh demons.”
 
   Setsassanar glanced at him, then turned away. “That was always more your thing than mine.” He cleared his throat, then swallowed. He seemed to have difficulty communicating. “Perhaps your next test will be to respect me after knowing everything you know. Where I came from and… what I became.”
 
   But Wodan felt as if he had been there. The idea that he was a son of hard-headed laborer stock, or a barbarian king, or a demon-slayer, all of it was true, but none of it seemed important. He also remembered makeup and costumes for advertising shoots, and parties, and unexpected friends, and late nights talking and working with Cecil, and petting a cat and knowing that some kind of eternal god-being waited inside of it, and the strange emptiness after losing everything. Wodan was both of those things. Both lives were true and false.
 
   “If it wasn't for you,” said Wodan, “I would be working in a grocery store and gossiping about the outside world with anyone who cared to listen. Everything I am, I owe to you.”
 
   He sensed that his Master felt overwhelmed by his presence, but did not have the endurance to send him off to bed. Wodan rose to leave on his own. At the door, he turned back.
 
   “Master,” he said. “The pain, between you and… and Y'diamach. It's so… I mean, can pain like that, pain between friends, or family, little betrayals on such a small scale... can those scars really survive for so long?”
 
   Setsassanar placed the link back in his chest and sealed it away. Some of the old fire came back into his eyes. “That’s the problem with being so perfect that nothing ever fades away. Whether you have remote-access biological servers with silicon-hardware backup discs or nano-fiber musculature that can double as brain cells, they can both store countless years of practically infallible memory. The pain never dies.”
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Thirty-Four
 
   Education, Indoctrination
 
    
 
    
 
   A group of burly Temporary Peace Agents burst into the Central Office dragging two prisoners. The white-uniformed Agents, mostly dogmen with a few roughneck human goons, cast the prisoners roughly onto the cold stone floor.
 
   Temporary President Mallery jumped from his seat and nearly spilled his wine. As soon as he saw the lacerations and bruises on the prisoners, he knew that his meal was ruined. “What is this?” he shouted, hoping to sound outraged rather than frightened.
 
   “Sir!” said an Agent, saluting and smiling. “Two rebels, waiting for judgment!”
 
   Mallery felt the recurring nausea that afflicted him these days. He took a long drink of wine, as lately he had found its medicinal qualities incredibly helpful. He glanced at Representative Almus. The old newspaper publisher was obviously drunk. Mallery knew that the old man’s poker-face was really his way of waiting until someone else did something. He was surprised at how much he’d grown to hate the man’s quietly smug, condescending attitude.
 
   Someday, thought Mallery, I’ll really bake his cake.
 
   Mallery glared at the Peace Agents. “Where’s Bobram?” he said.
 
   “Sir! Temporary Chief of Enforcers is at the scene of the crime. He’s, uh, doing something really import-”
 
   “Chumsen, then. Where is he!”
 
   “Uh... sir, Temporary General Chumsen is... uh...”
 
   “At Hilltop, sir!” cried a thick-browed Agent. “Training maneuvers or something, I think, sir!”
 
   “Dorcas, then!” Mallery shot back. “He’s a Representative, isn’t he? He should be here, in Central!”
 
   “Who knows where he is?” Almus muttered behind him. “He doesn’t come around unless he wants something.” Almus paused for a moment to finish his glass, then said, “Elmyr! I bet he’d come and weigh in on this. Hell, he comes anytime we ring the cow-bell.”
 
   Mallery did not bother to hide his disgust. “I don’t want to look at his face tonight; it’s already ruined as it is. My night, I mean. And we don’t want those other hick-farmer representatives around here… they don’t really get what we’re trying to do. Alright...”Temporary President Mallery took a moment to adjust his suit, then corrected his posture. “Well,” he said, “what’s up with these prisoners?”
 
   The two rebels knelt with their hands tied behind their backs. They were young, more boys than men. Their stern faces were covered in welts. One was dark-haired, the other blond.
 
   “Sir,” said an Agent, “they set fire to the new Reeducation Reform Center. And they were armed. Two revolvers.”
 
   Another Agent chuckled, then said, “Only one kind of animal those guns were meant to hunt.”
 
   “The Reform Center!” Mallery shrieked. “Did they - is it – did it - !”
 
   “Poof,” said the lead Agent, waving a hand. “Ashes, sir. Total fuckjob.”
 
   “Damn you,” Mallery hissed. He stomped up to the prisoners. “Names.”
 
   “Perseverance,” said the blond youth.
 
   “Simon the Maccabee,” said the dark-haired youth.
 
   “Oh, bullshit!” shouted Mallery. “Those aren’t names! Those are stupid gang names! What’s the meaning of this!?”
 
   Simon the Maccabee cleared his throat, then spat a line of blood between himself and the Temporary President. “It’s the name of a rebel from long ago.”
 
   “And Perseverance,” said the other, “just means not giving up.”
 
   “I fucking know what it means,” said Mallery. “That’s not what I meant. And you know that. I want your real names.”
 
   The two boys remained silent. One of the dogmen wrapped a hairy hand on Perseverance’s throat, then said, “Your names, boys.”
 
   “Don’t do that,” said Mallery. “We won’t go so far as to torture these young men.” Mallery adjusted his posture, attempting to adopt an easygoing yet fatherly manner. “Now, will you listen to me for a moment? Why, you boys are so deep into your cult of contrarianism that you can’t even think straight. Listen, you’ll be given a fair trial. I wouldn’t have it any other way. But for now, why don’t you tell me why you burned down the Reeducation Reform Center.”
 
   “Because it was a prison,” said Perseverance. “We don’t need prisons here.”
 
   “It’s not a... a prison,” said Mallery. “It’s a housing center-slash-school that a lot of very intelligent specialists think is necessary in order to reeducate certain... forms of thought that are not conducive to...”
 
   “Shut your mouth!” shouted Simon the Maccabee. His voice was so loud and commanding that everyone jerked with alarm, including the heavily armed Agents. “It is a prison for political dissidents and you know it! You lie to yourself but you can’t-”
 
   An Agent slammed the butt of his rifle against Simon. His face hit the ground with a terrific thunk.
 
   “Don’t do that!” said Mallery, pointing a finger at the Agent. The Agent backed away, nodding and grinning to his comrades. Mallery glared at the rebels, but he was forced to look away in disgust because Perseverance was leaned over, shielding his friend.
 
   These dumbasses really think they’re the good guys, thought Mallery. Unbelievable.
 
   The Agents dragged the two rebels back into kneeling position.
 
   “Alright boys,” said Mallery. “I’m gonna level with you. I understand that you’re just kids. Hell, I remember what it’s like to get all fired-up over big ideals. I know you’re not big players in this... in this reb... this movement or whatever you want to call it. This world’s a whole sight rougher than either of you know. I know there’s other people that have put you up to this.”
 
   “You think we’re incapable of making up our own minds,” said Perseverance.
 
   Mallery had the composure to ignore the jab. “Listen,” he said. “Listen, listen. I’ve got my boys on the situation and we know. Hell, we already know who the ringleaders are.” Mallery let that sink in, then said, “It’s that little woman Fortunata who’s putting you and all the others up to this sort of thing. Right? Right. So I’m willing to-”
 
   “If you already know everything,” said Simon, “then why bother wasting your time on us?”
 
   “Well, now, it’s not so easy. We take the moral high-road, you see. We do things legally, strictly by the book. Evidence must be gathered. I mean, we’ve got stakeouts going on at the House of Ishtar twenty-four-seven, believe me.”
 
   Mallery became angry, thinking of how difficult it was to find morally courageous, untouchable agents who were willing to go into the House of Ishtar, find out the truth about the rebellion, and not allow themselves to get roped into some kind of weird sex thing.
 
   At that moment both of the boys laughed.
 
   “Oh, alright, alright,” said Mallery, speaking over their childish display. “Ha ha, yes, it’s very funny, I get it. Aren’t you two just so-o-o cynical. But you’ll see. You’ll see. The human spirit will prevail.”
 
   The rebels fell silent. “Gods,” one of them muttered.
 
   “What I’m getting at,” Mallery said through clenched teeth, “is that I’m willing to let you boys off, if you help us out. See? Things aren’t so bad. I know things look scary right now. But believe me, things aren’t so bad.”
 
   The rebels glared at him.
 
   “What I want from you,” said Mallery, “is the hideout of the rebel called Skinny. Now this guy, he’s not small-fry like you all. He’s a killer, a former war criminal who’s already murdered several of our good-hearted Temporary Peace Agents. And Skinny’s no idealist, either. Oh, no. Fortunata pays him. And once he’s got money in hand, he goes out and commits murder - no questions asked.”
 
   “Chris Kenny, a war criminal?” said Simon. “Last I heard he was a war hero. Isn’t he a friend of the King?”
 
   “Maybe they can rewrite history in here,” said Perseverance.
 
   Several of the Agents snickered. Infuriated, Mallery felt a wave of humiliation threaten to drown him. He felt like a child. He stopped, unable to move. Then he felt a sort of darkness come over him, a freezing thing beyond rage. He understood that he was in the presence of evil, and he could not back down. He finally felt certain that he could do anything for the sake of his vision.
 
   “So that’s how it is?” said Mallery.
 
   “How what is?” said Simon. “You’re the President, you don’t need us to tell you-”
 
   “Alright, here’s the new deal. One of you dies, the other one lives. You want my authority for yourselves? Well, if you want it so bad, here’s some authority for you: You two get to decide which one of you dies.”
 
   Strangely enough, the boys did not seem shocked. In horror Mallery realized that these boys were already aware that they were living in a state of war. The cruelty of what he’d just done became apparent to him, and he understood that he was the one who was only now beginning to realize this.
 
   “King Wodan would never make two prisoners decide something like that,” said Simon. “So we won’t.”
 
   A part of Mallery agreed that he had gone too far. And yet it was so unfair; Wodan could have people beaten in public like animals, and everyone was so stupid they could do nothing but pat him on the back and talk about how wonderful he was. But when Mallery tried to help people, tried to educate them and show them that there was a better way of life, everyone turned against him. It was insane, a monstrous joke in which everything noble and good was the punchline. And no one would help him, no one at all. Even now, Mallery wished he could go back a few minutes. He truly wished he hadn’t said that the boys would have to decide who lives and who dies. That was a bit much. And yet… the way they looked at him, it was obvious that they believed they were superior to him. They believed that barbarism and lawlessness was superior to a kind, honest, and orderly nation. They were the monsters, not him, not Mallery.
 
   “You must decide,” Mallery heard himself say. “That’s the reality of the situation.”
 
   Heavy silence laid on them. The boys turned and looked at one another for a long time. The seconds ticked by until Mallery thought that his heart was going to explode. He felt the back of his head burning, and he knew that Almus was staring at him. He wanted so badly to turn around and strike Almus, right in front of everyone. Mallery grasped his jacket, then released his grip because he knew he might tear the material. His hand returned to the jacket, shaking, shaking.
 
   “Well,” said Perseverance, “I’m the better shooter.”
 
   Shooter? thought Mallery. Just how far do they mean to go with this?
 
   Simon nodded slowly, lowering his head. “We both knew,” he said quietly, then his voice caught.
 
   Mallery watched the two for a while, then he realized that the boys were tapping their elbows against one another. First one would move, then the other. It was not a code, only a simple, repetitive show of friendship. The best they could do with their hands tied.
 
   Simon lifted his head suddenly. “Well,” he said loudly, “guess we’ve made our decision. Let’s get this over with.”
 
   Mallery rubbed his forehead and paced. “Gods, you boys. Listen, forget about it. I’m letting you both off. No one’s going to die. Okay?” He laughed unexpectedly. “I’m not some kind of evil tyrant.”
 
   Simon’s mouth dropped, and he looked away. Perseverance curled his lip, seemingly disgusted. Mallery had expected the boys to weep with joy. Why shouldn’t they? Did they really want to die that badly?
 
   Mallery became aware that the Agents were shifting their weight uneasily. They were used to clear orders, not vacillation.
 
   They’re going to be talking about me later, he thought. What kinds of rumors are they going to spread? Mallery glared at them all in disgust. “None of you understands what it’s like,” he said. “Keeping this place from falling apart. None of you has any idea what we’re trying to do, the good things we’re trying to make. None of you gets it. If you’d just... just fucking go along with me for one goddamn minute...” Mallery was horrified at the way he was going on, but was unable to stop himself. “Then you’d see what kind of place this could be! A nation where the citizens can be proud of what they are! Don’t you understand that I’ve got all your best interests at heart? And then you kids, you just... you just…”
 
   A terrible silence settled in the room. Mallery knew that he’d already said too much, that he’d made a mess of things, that the situation was beyond saving. He’d let children dictate terms to him, let them lead him around. Only his exhaustion could be blamed for that. If he wasn’t so tired, he would have been on his feet, and could have talked circles around the two kids and made them spill the whole truth to him. As it was...
 
   “Get rid of them,” said Mallery.
 
   “Sir?” said an Agent.
 
   “Get rid of them.”
 
   Mallery turned his back to them. He heard an incredible scuffle behind him, shouting, cursing, feet squeaking against the floor, howls of pain, the impact of flesh against flesh. The fight dragged on for more than a minute. Finally the Agents led the two boys away but unfortunately they crossed Mallery’s peripheral vision, so he had to turn about again in order to not see them.
 
   Once they were gone Mallery strode up to Almus, still drinking at the table.
 
   “A lot of good you were!” spat Mallery. “I had to take care of that mess myself!”
 
   “Sorry, Mister President,” said Almus. Mallery winced. He decided he’d liked Almus better before he’d started drinking, when he’d been too shy to say anything unless it was in the newspapers. “Anyway, I feel like we’re being watched.”
 
   Temporary President Mallery poured himself another drink. From the courtyard below he heard a voice cry out, “Ready! Aim!” and his hands shot up to cover his ears. It was not enough - he could still hear the indecent thunderclap.
 
   “What a bunch of louts!” said Mallery, shaking his head in exasperation. “Did they really have to do that?!”
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Thirty-Five
 
   Brothers
 
    
 
    
 
   With a jolt of surprise Wodan found himself standing before a shrieking flesh demon in a pool of water. He turned and saw Marlon and Saul gripped with terror. When he saw how small the boys were, he remembered that he was inside the Mirror program. Once again he was facing the first flesh demon he’d ever encountered, a hideous thing with a head like a skull and a belly of exposed, glowing intestines.
 
   I’m not who I used to be, he thought, rising above the memory of the fear.
 
   He turned to his friends. “Don’t be afraid,” he said.
 
   He stepped toward the demon, then stopped. The thing howled, flexing its massive hands, rolling its shoulders strangely. Wodan flexed his own hands. He felt the power in them. He knew he was stronger than he’d ever been, far stronger than when the demon had killed him in the last simulation.
 
   But what is strength? Wodan thought.
 
   As the demon stepped forward, Wodan knelt and picked up a stone from the ground. He hefted its weight, took aim, then threw it. The demon’s head exploded like a melon. The boys laughed, now covered in gross goo as the monster slowly fell back and disappeared under the surface of the water. Wodan patted Marlon on the back, then took a step toward the water.
 
   He found himself in the tent with Barkus, gunmen all around. They gazed up at his face in awe and terror. With some difficulty Wodan remembered that he was in another simulation. The Master had said there were three, plus a fourth and final one that he hadn’t unlocked last time. Wodan looked around, noticing that the men kept their hands near their guns, nervous about the large, powerful being who stood in their midst. Barkus leaned against the table and glared at him, unwilling to back down, even against a god.
 
   “Please listen,” said Wodan. “I have something really important to tell you.”
 
   He could almost see their primitive minds working with painful slowness. Time stretched by as their brains translated the words, then slowly booted up whatever habitual program they would follow, whether it be tough posturing or making crude jokes at their prisoner’s expense. As the goons processed his words, Wodan turned and ran.
 
   He considered leaving the area, perhaps snatching a rifle on his way out and harassing his captors from a distance, but he had another idea. He was out of the tent before anyone could move, so he ran alongside the large tent, grabbed one the support beams, and jerked it as hard as he could. He had anticipated that the heavy material would give him some trouble, but instead the entire structure exhaled and fell in an awkward dance of toppling beams and heaving cloth. Men cried out as they were pushed to the floor. Wodan pulled the beam out further, snapped it in half like a dry twig, then set to work beating the canvas as men struggled underneath it. He was reminded of seeing a tanner beating a hide in Pontius years ago. He could not help but laugh when the canvas would move from a limb pushing against it, only to be beaten flat as he made his rounds.
 
   Within moments the entire thing was like a flat pancake. He did not envy the Ugly who would eventually wander up and look beneath the surface. He tossed the beam aside and considered how he would save the rest of his friends.
 
   Turning, he found himself on the deck of a ship. He was on the Hero of Old, and the Ugly steamship drew near. As Wodan’s friends ran about in a panic, Wodan grabbed one of them. “Hey,” he said. “I already passed this test. Remember? I baked the Ugly in their own ship and got all my friends out of here alive.”
 
   Strangely enough, the short, painted primitive spoke with Setsassanar’s voice. “Are you sure you passed?”
 
   “Yes. It’s good enough for me.”
 
   “Are you really so sure?”
 
   Wodan considered the matter. “Yes, I’m really, really sure.”
 
   The primitive nodded. “I agree. I booted up this simulation again just to see if you would become confused about the conditions for victory. You’re right, though. You did as well as could be expected.” All of the primitives stopped and stared at him, their faces blank and devoid of useful programming. “Let’s move on, then,” said the primitive. “I think you’ve earned the right to participate in the fourth and final simulation. Now – brace yourself.”
 
   Wodan felt cold wind against his back. He stood in a snowy wood. A cabin was in flames before him, and in a moment he realized that he was back in Haven and the cabin was full of the murderers who had taken the lives of his friends. Wodan heard the faint whisper of padded boots against fresh-fallen snow. He turned and saw armored men creeping through the woods.
 
   It was difficult to remember, but he knew they were coming to arrest him. In the real world, he had attacked the Reavers and been thrown down, then tossed in a dungeon. He had gone on trial and been given a death sentence. He could see that the men creeping toward him were armed, and he could be killed… but could he really? He could move so fast among the thick trees that the special forces soldiers might not be able to hit him. Their hard, lightweight, bulletproof armor would be like cardboard to him now. Even their extensive training could not have prepared them to take on a transhuman superbeing.
 
   He smiled and flexed his muscles. What would it be like to be the ruler of Haven? What would It be like to prepare the people for a war against the demons?
 
   He saw the soldiers leaning out of cover and aiming their guns at him. He thought of running, diving for cover. Instead he dropped down to his knees in the cold snow and raised his hands.
 
   “I surrender,” he called out. “I’m unarmed!”
 
   The Reavers stalked forward slowly. Their leader, Yarek Clash, lifted the visor of his helm. “You pull anything, try any tricks, and we’ll kill you.”
 
   “I know.” Wodan smiled once again. “There’s things that have to happen. I don’t want to change the past. The way things happened, all the suffering and turmoil and strife… all of it brought me exactly where I’m supposed to be.” Wodan laughed. “I get it now. I… I get it.”
 
   “Whatever,” said Yarek. “Cuff him.”
 
   A Reaver went behind him and pulled his wrists down. “We might kill you all the same,” he said, sounding eerily like Setsassanar trying to fake a Havender accent. “You sure you don’t want to put up a fight?”
 
   “You taught me that the weak have to fight every day just to survive,” said Wodan. “The strong win because they use force skillfully. But a true master wins without moving, before the fight has even begun.”
 
   At once the Reavers froze. Then they slowly knelt in the snow and bowed before him. The vision faded, and Wodan found himself in the blue chamber where the Scry orb was housed.
 
   “I’m… very proud of you,” said Setsassanar.
 
   Wodan exhaled, overcome with emotion. He laughed with relief. “What, no riddles? No ‘yes and no’? No exhaustive theorizing?”
 
   Setsassanar smiled and shook his head. “You’re so hardheaded, but I… I feel as if I haven’t completely wasted my time with you. It’s quite a feeling, young Apprentice. Now, come. I need to show you something.”
 
   Setsassanar turned and approached the far wall, then stopped and stared at it.
 
   “What is it?” said Wodan.
 
   “The big picture. Scry, play the prepared recording.”
 
   The wall glimmered, then Wodan saw an image come to life on its surface. Wodan saw the entire continent captured by the Scry orbital network. Most of the land was pale brown, the arid wasteland broken by a few green shades of wild oasis and farmland. Borders were superimposed on the picture. A chronometer in the corner of the screen rewound itself; Wodan saw the massively bloated body of San Ktari shrink, saw other nations blossom around it. It looked as if the warmongering empire was creating nations rather than destroying and consuming them.
 
   “You see the dark cloud?” said Setsassanar. “That represents the army of the demons.”
 
   The chronometer moved forward and Wodan saw the dark cloud sweep over the lands of Hargis, consuming one town after another. The dark cloud paused for a moment, regrouped, then moved on to the city-state of Greeley.
 
   “Now watch,” said Setsassanar. “See what survived of Hargis.”
 
   He saw scattered images of filthy men and women crouching around campfires. A few tried to coordinate hunting parties now that the farms were gone. He saw different hunting parties encountering one another in the foothills, saw them blaming one another for the destruction of Hargis, saw them fighting one another. The people became skeletal, with the tattered remains of civilized clothing hanging off them. They gathered in the darkness of caves, seeking sanctuary and telling one another cautionary tales about what happens to those who erect walls and plow fields and fashion guns. They spoke about how it all comes crashing down, and how it was best to hide from the sun, from the world, from everything, and live like hunted animals. Finally he saw rival tribes gathering together and bartering women between them as if they were cattle, now sacrificial peace-offerings rather than human beings.
 
   “This is the aftermath left in the wake of the demon army,” said Setsassanar. “And it’s happening over and over again, all over the world. The survivors abandon hope. For them, there is no tomorrow.”
 
   Wodan saw the black cloud travel in the lands far south of the Black Valley and north of the range of mountains that held Srila. More cities disappeared. The black cloud approached a few cities within a border labeled Land of Baga-Panyar.
 
   “Watch this carefully,” said Setsassanar. “Now we come to the point of all this.”
 
   Wodan found himself looking at the crowded streets of a poor but brightly-decorated city. A black cloud suddenly swept over the city walls.
 
   “Wait,” said Wodan. “What’s that black cloud? It looks like the thing that represented the demons on the map.”
 
   “It’s them. But I didn’t want you to see the demons. I wanted you to see the people.”
 
   “Why not just show me the recording as it happened? I’ve seen flesh demons before. I can handle it.”
 
   Setsassanar exhaled loudly. “They’re a distraction, Apprentice. They shriek and wail and run about, and each one looks so different that the mind balks at their existence. But really, they are the stupidest thing imaginable. They are raging, retarded monstrosities, and I don’t want you to miss the form by looking at shadows. Now watch, will you?”
 
   He watched the city under attack. 
 
   Caught off guard, the men and women fought a desperate battle, but they were overwhelmed by darkness. The eye of Scry focused on two men, brothers, laborers in simple attire. They were dark-skinned like the rest of their people, with dark hair and slanted hazel or green eyes. The brothers fought with antique-looking rifles until they ran out of bullets or the weapons fell apart, then they ran.
 
   With only a handful of supplies, the brothers set out across the scorching wasteland. The next city of Baga-Panyar was over sixty miles distant, a journey to be made in at least two nights, on horse or camel and with full supplies. But the brothers escaped from their doomed city in the morning; burning in the midday sun, they ran on foot through the baking hot, life-sucking sand.
 
   Wodan watched in horror as hours turned to days and the brothers only sipped from their canteens during short rests. Otherwise, they ran. With dogged determination they carried on, afraid but unwilling to let the rest of their people be taken off guard by the demons.
 
   The younger brother collapsed. The older brother knelt, gasping, and Wodan thought that he, too, would pass out. By some miracle of willpower the older brother picked up the younger, held him over his shoulders like a corpse, then continued to run. Over a day passed in this way.
 
   Then, a few miles from the capital city of their nation, the older brother collapsed. They did not know how close they were. 
 
   “Come on,” Wodan whispered. “Come on... get up...”
 
   After a few deathly minutes, the younger brother rose, picked up the older, then continued the journey.
 
   Wodan saw the two brothers in the throne room of the prince of Baga-Panyar. They were surrounded by richly dressed courtiers and riflemen dressed in pastel uniforms covered in jeweled armor. The prince was dressed in silk, his fingers were full of rings, and he had a smooth, youthful face framed by an imperious goatee. He listened to the story of the two brothers. They were exhausted, but as one faltered, the other picked up the tale. The prince questioned them for a long time, his voice sharp and cruel. When the tale was finished both brothers were taken away and the prince closed his eyes in thought.
 
   Sadness swept over Wodan. He had seen enough of men in power to know where the tale would go. The prince would not listen, he would hate the brothers for bringing him inconvenient information, then he would have them imprisoned while he quietly made a safe haven for himself.
 
   But the prince stood and began barking commands at his guards. Wodan saw the city’s entire populace moving. He saw long antique rifles and swords distributed, then saw rickety trucks, horses, and camels loaded down with gear and sent in a long line into the mountains.
 
   “The entire population was mobilized,” said Setsassanar, “and they moved into the mountains. They had already extensively mined the mountains for jewels, so they made the network of tunnels their home. Droughts regularly plagued their land, so they already had several years’ supply of grain stored, and could survive for a long time underground. But… how the prince had the strength to declare martial law and throw away his old realm for a new one, I don’t know. Perhaps he had already heard rumors of the demons. Perhaps he had met with a demonic diplomat, like Abel whom Globulus met. Perhaps he was simply young and headstrong. I don’t know. Scry cannot record every single event that happens in the world, so the prince’s reasons will have to remain his own.
 
   “But when the demons came to Baga-Panyar, they found her cities emptied. And when the demons searched the mines, Baga-Panyar fought back.”
 
   Wodan saw scattered images of riflemen attacking from one cavern entrance, fleeing, attacking from another angle, then fleeing once more. He saw demons drawn into tunnels that were blown up. He saw the two brothers, now in fine armor, fighting alongside the prince’s royal guards, shooting and stabbing in the tunnels where the demons came at them single-file. But sometimes the perspective was strange, and Wodan could not always see what was going on.
 
   “Why can’t we see better?” said Wodan. “What’s wrong with Scry?”
 
   “It’s the stone tunnels,” Setsassanar replied. “Scry is a truly miraculous network that uses electromagnetic resonance to turn the very air into a lens. But, like any cheap camera, it cannot see around corners. It can correct its final image by relying on multiple cameras for purposes of perspective, and it can even see through many kinds of flimsy, man-made material, but it has limits. Seeing down into the earth is one of those limits.”
 
   They watched the men fight, slipping in blood, blocking up tunnels with the dead before retreating again and again.
 
   “The demons can be fought,” said Setsassanar. “Though vastly outnumbered, the people of Baga-Panyar mired the demons in a guerilla war for four long years.”
 
   The fighting slowed. Finally the dark cloud probed at the remaining tunnels until it seemed satisfied, then it regrouped, then it scattered and disappeared into several crevices in the earth.
 
   “The demon army was reduced,” said Setsassanar. “It took them another year to regroup. Watch as the black cloud returns and grows, forming an army ten times as large. They don’t want a repeat of what happened in Baga-Panyar. Watch as the cloud moves on... moving beneath Ktari, then swinging northwards on its southeastern border. They avoid San Ktari, of course. Both of them are crushing every civilization between them.”
 
   “And the other demon army?” said Wodan. “Weren’t there two?”
 
   “On the far side of the world. They’ve finished their work.”
 
   “No!” said Wodan. “So there were people there? But now they’re-”
 
   “Yes. The civilizations there were not as advanced as the ones here, unfortunately. The demon army did its work there, regrouped, then entered into a tunnel and disappeared from view.”
 
   “Where will they go?” said Wodan. “To join up with the other army, you think?”
 
   “Based on what the little demon in the cave told you, I think that they will head straight for the Black Valley. They are smaller than the first army. The first army is better suited for overwhelming large cities and covering open terrain with weight of numbers. The second, smaller army could easily use the Valley’s forests for cover as they attack one small town after another.”
 
   Before darkness could overcome Wodan, Setsassanar touched his shoulder and pulled him away from the recording. “We cannot waste the precious time that Baga-Panyar has bought us,” said Setsassanar. “We cannot let their sacrifice be in vain. Soon, Wodan… soon you will undergo your final test, and become a Master yourself. And then, perhaps...”
 
   “Perhaps what?”
 
   Setsassanar smiled with unusual shyness. “Scry,” he said, “show the Apprentice what we could do together.”
 
   The chamber was filled with a fabricated hologram. He saw himself and Setsassanar dressed in black uniforms, working in the hub of some kind of command center. They were surrounded by humans in similar uniforms, and Wodan even saw a few enhanced superbeings like themselves. The two Masters directed soldiers at communication terminals who directed hordes of robot warriors. He saw battlefields filled with hulking beasts of black steel armed with Gatling guns spouting death at demonic enemies. Great machine platforms hovered overhead, full of antenna arrays on top and laser cannons underneath that drilled holes into demonic caverns so that the giant robotic slayers could invade and conquer.
 
   “Gods above,” Wodan whispered. “Could… could such a thing really be possible? Could we really do something like that?”
 
   Setsassanar smiled and nodded.
 
   “But what about Langley?” said Wodan. “Where would she fit into something like this? Would she…”
 
   “You care so much?” said Setsassanar, seemingly surprised.
 
   “Of course, Master.”
 
   “Well.” Setsassanar turned and walked away. “You did well in the simulation. Take the rest of the day off. You’ve earned it.”
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Thirty-Six
 
   Chimera
 
    
 
    
 
   It is the Will that makes us one. 
 
   All other qualities being mere Shadow, such as bodily form, intellect, personality and memory, Will is the brute hunger that lies at the core of our Form. All men hunger, all men dream of safety, all men want to convert the Other into Self. Meditation in practice is the will to overcome Will, to quiet the force that births war and anguish. All men struggle in the same prison as yourself. Know that you are not alone: Solitude is illusion. 
 
   It is the Will that makes us one.
 
    
 
   - from On the Symptoms of Original Sin, 
 
   a theological tract written by Nobody 
 
   and edited by the High Priest Globulus
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Wodan woke in the middle of the night. He knew that his training was coming to an end. A terrible weight sat on his chest because he knew that he was running out of time to set things right, but the only viable solution he had come up with was utterly foolish. It required that he risk his life for a toppling line of dominoes made of assumptions and theories. If any one theory was wrong, then he would have risked his life for nothing.
 
   He sighed and forced himself out of bed. We live and die as best we can, he told himself as he dressed in his new all-purpose gear. There are never any guarantees, even if it seems there are. I have to try. He slipped on his new boots that his Master had made for him, then made his way through the moonlit, night-cooled hallways of the Tower.
 
   Wodan entered the blue Scry terminal room.
 
   “Robot Number Two,” said Wodan, glancing upward.
 
   “Slave Circuit is here, young master-in-training.”
 
   “Can you show me the current location of the lion Y’diamach?”
 
   A holographic map flashed to life over the shining orb. Wodan saw a blinking red dot in the foothills of dead Hargis, northwest of Srila.
 
   “Would you like a closer view?” said the feminine voice.
 
   “Don’t bother.” He was disturbed. It was good that the beast had moved on from Srila and would not bother his people there, but the only thing that could have brought Y’diamach to Hargis was the thirst for human flesh. It was foolish to think that the demons had killed everyone there. He had no doubt that a few survivors still lingered in the ruins, hiding in basements or caves. After facing demons and dogmen, now they had to contend with a raging god.
 
   What an awful, senseless thing, he thought.
 
   He forced himself to consider his plan. 
 
   Just how large is Setsassanar’s conscious awareness? Is it possible for me to consult this facet of him, this Robot Number Two, without him consciously monitoring the interaction?
 
   Will he try to stop me from leaving?
 
   Wodan stared into the unblinking eye of the glowing Scry orb. There’s no guarantee that he will let me leave the Tower once I complete the final test. There’s no guarantee I’ll even survive the final test. If I’m going to do something, I have to do it now.
 
   “Slave Circuit, can you make a device that will allow me to track the lion?”
 
   “How so?” said the voice. Wodan sensed hesitation.
 
   “You can track the lion using the Scry network. I need a small device that links to you and displays his position for me.”
 
   A pause. “I can do that.”
 
   “And a backpack of food and water.”
 
   Wodan heard something hum within the walls. He paced back and forth and adjusted Capricornus at his back. The room fell silent, then a panel opened. He found a loaded backpack and, beside it, a small, round device that displayed a simple map of the ruins of Hargis. A red dot sat in the middle.
 
   “Thank you, Slave Circuit,” said Wodan, slinging the pack onto his back. “That will be all.”
 
   Nothing stirred in the Tower as Wodan descended. He found a window only a few hundred feet from the ground, scaled partway down using Capricornus, then dropped onto the field. Only a few sentries stood on lookout in the camp. Wodan glided past them, quick and silent. He found the Gul-in Kami conveniently fueled, and took off before anyone could question him.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Late the next day Wodan landed in the deadlands of Hargis. Hot air raked against his face as he stepped from the plane. The sky was dull white with a sharp haze of orange on the horizon. A line of blue foothills stood in the distance, and at their feet sat a cluster of gray shadows, structures drowning in a slow tide of sand. He rubbed his eyes to wake himself, sipped from his canteen, then left the Gul-in Kami with only his sword at his back.
 
   Wodan drew near the ruins. He saw hollowed out remains of stone buildings, a broken wall, a dust-choked tower that might have once been part of a church. Dead fingers of wood poked from the ground. Then his senses sharpened with alarming suddenness. He did not need the tracking device to tell him that death waited nearby. He clambered up onto stone, an island in a sea of grit, and saw how far the desolation stretched. It was empty of life – but still his instinct screamed in warming.
 
   Like a flash of thunder the attack came, and his body moved without conscious thought. He dived and rolled across the stone, catching a glimpse of a shining golden body and a feathered mane that seemingly came from nowhere. Rising to his feet he leaped from the stone and dashed across the face of a hill, so far beyond mere terror that he felt only movement. He saw a dry, narrow, man-made ditch and leaped inside. As he ran he felt the impact of the beast’s weight landing first on one side, then the other. Stones and dust kicked up as claws blasted the narrow channel. The ditch went under an empty ruin and he slid under the dark opening. He rose and crawled backwards just as a heavy claw hooked onto the opening and jerked stones out by outrageous force. Over and again the claws lashed out at the opening, sending a shower of sparks into the darkness. He saw a slender tendril of daylight overhead and leaped dozens of feet into the air just as the narrow crawlspace erupted with intense heat. The smell of acrid, scorched stone caught in his nose as he flew through the air. He saw the massive lion down below. Their eyes locked as he hung in the sky, Y’diamach’s face a mask of unrelenting hatred.
 
   He fell on a stone wall, tumbled about awkwardly, then clung to a crevice and pushed himself off. He jerked his body about, landed on a rooftop, then leaped and fell in a sand-choked alley. He felt the stones of the necropolis vibrate as the giant followed him. He felt rather than heard an oncoming attack, and leaped through a window just as claws of steel blasted the opening. He leaped out on the other side of the building and found himself running nearly horizontally downhill.
 
   A lonely tower on a hill leaned over empty structures that crouched below. Wodan ran toward them, felt heat licking at his back, then leaped toward the tower. A moment of false peace, the leap was so great that he rested his limbs as air whipped through his hair. He landed on a windowsill with surprising gentleness and coiled his body through the narrow opening. Dust, spider webs, a heavy, hot atmosphere and darkness. He ran to the end of the hall, set a foot on the windowsill, then cast himself off. He looked back and saw the top of the tower explode in a shower of dust and stone. The lion’s great body heaved about, arms whipping in all directions, mouth pulled back revealing shining fangs. He was driven mad with rage, so much so that the tower caught fire. Their eyes locked once again and Wodan felt sand scrape against his feet.
 
   Silent structures loomed over him and Wodan ran among them, creeping in the dying light. Heard the massive lion’s paws touching down as gently as a leaf dropping. He forced himself not to breathe too deeply despite the need to catch his breath.
 
   “Come to feed a god, little mountain goat!?” the lion’s deep voice resounded across the city. “Come to end the boredom of living?”
 
   Is he having trouble tracking me, that he needs my answer? Wodan thought. Surely not. His senses are far keener than mine. He probably really is bored, and this is all a game to him.
 
   Wodan crept between two squat buildings. He braced himself, then said, “I’ve been thinking of your riddle.”
 
   Immediately he jumped, and the buildings around him shattered to pieces, a whirlwind of destruction as the lion tore through them, swinging and burning with fire. Wodan landed and ran to a wide platform of stone ringed with columns. He turned about on the stage, saw the lion loping past the columns, glaring at him. Wodan jogged backwards as the lion followed him with his eyes. Wodan ran down a series of steps half-buried in sand. The lion followed him into an empty avenue. Y’diamach moved slower than before, but Wodan was not fooled. He was locked in the monster’s death-gaze. He would not get away so easily this time.
 
   Wodan stopped and Y’diamach crept forward still slower, head lowered and forelimbs extended along the ground.
 
   “Y’diamach! Your riddle! I still have one more chance to get it right.”
 
   The lion opened its mouth and the muscles in the back of its throat contracted. “Hrr! I hadn’t realized that. You should have said something earlier! We could have had a relaxing conversation.” The lips pulled back still more to reveal long rows of fangs. Sparks fell in a shower with each step the lion took.
 
   Wodan paced sideways, back and forth, trying to seem as if he wanted to keep his distance even as he allowed the lion to close the gap.
 
   “You said, ‘What divides you from me’,” said Wodan. “If there’s a brain inside that animal shell, I’d like you to consider my answer. It’s quite simple.”
 
   Wodan’s heart thundered in his ears. He knew he could not hide his fear, so he played it up slightly, casting his gaze around as if looking for an exit.
 
   “Go on, little mountain goat,” said Y’diamach. “Treat me as your sphinx. I’ll consider your answer. But I’ll kill you all the same.”
 
   Wodan stopped and stood straight, at rest. “The answer is will,” he said. “It’s what all living things have in common. It’s will that brought us both here. And it’s will that separates us into individuals, that sets us against one another. It’s will that makes us unique.”
 
   Wodan’s senses raced - his eyes bore into Y’diamach’s mask – then, as one eyebrow moved slightly, rippling like a pebble dropping into a pond, giving evidence of the beast considering his answer, Wodan blasted forward, feet tearing across stone, his hand on the hilt of Capricornus at his back. In the moment of distraction, he leaped high. The lion jerked, crouching to protect the top of its head as Wodan tore the sword from its scabbard, green-shining and singing in his hands. Wodan twisted, concentrating on the lion’s head, time slowing as his mind raced, connecting every cell of his body in a desperate attempt to stave off death with one perfect act. He saw the god’s body twist as he brought the sword down - then Y’diamach brought up one paw, claws extended. With violent thunder claw and sword connected. Wodan concentrated all the strength of his being into the blow, twisting his legs about so that the force of the lion’s gesture would course through him in a spiral. His body flew upwards as the claw repelled his blow.
 
   Wodan spun in the air and, just as he’d hoped, he fell near the lion’s back. He felt searing heat and saw coiling muscle, the details nightmarish and hyper-real. Still twisting about with the extra momentum delivered from the lion’s powerful blow, he ignored the nausea and focused. He brought Capricornus slicing through the monster’s back, tearing scale and thick flesh, then shearing through spinal column, sparking like a shaft of steel tortured by a saw. He finally tore through delicate cords in a shower of bio-electric discharge.
 
   The great lion roared, the cry drawn out in his racing awareness, then it fell with the dead weight of its hindquarters. But even as Wodan finished his swing Y’diamach jerked sideways, abandoned his defensive stance, and swung at him. One wide claw tore through Wodan’s leg, below the knee, and sent him spinning in the air.
 
   Y’diamach crashed in a shower of dust. Wodan hit the ground spinning, nauseous, in agony. As he tumbled along the ground a bucket of blood from his ruined limb splashed before him. He felt motion as the lion shifted its weight, all grace gone as it thrashed about in outrageous fury. Wodan rolled away still further, and could feel his leg hanging by strips of flesh and rattling bone.
 
   Wodan came to rest some distance from the fallen god and gripped his screaming leg, blood pouring through his fingers. Y’diamach lifted his head, eyes burning into him; Wodan picked up Capricornus in one blood-drenched fist and held it forward, his breath ragged with panic at the horrifying thought of losing a limb.
 
   The two stared into one another, bodies shattered.
 
   “Kill you,” Y’diamach rasped, straining against his ruined lower half.
 
   Barely able to think beyond the pain, much less speak, Wodan hissed, “You’d have to drag yourself to get to me. One arm to drag, another to fight. I can still... stab your head. Your brain... you have to protect your brain stem.”
 
   “Fire,” growled Y’diamach, twitching in agony.
 
   “You would... divert nanomachines from healing… spinal column, just to burn me? Your wound... spine is complicated, will take... time to heal.” Lying in a pool of blood, Wodan said, “We’re at a stand-off.”
 
   Y’diamach growled.
 
   Wodan felt light-headed from blood loss, as well as nauseous from holding the pieces of his leg. Darkness beckoned.
 
   No! Stay awake! Finish it!
 
   “Y’diamach,” he said, fighting to stay conscious, fighting to finish the thing he’d begun. Before, he’d wondered how he could accomplish such a cruel objective. Now, after facing terror and death, and straining to stay awake, it was all he could do to say what he had already scripted in his mind. “I’ve answered your riddle. Now I have one for you. I want... to ask you... what good is your conscious mind... if all it does is add boredom to your animal existence? You have a mind… and complex emotions. But for you, O great lion… the prime emotion that you live by is fear.”
 
   The beast glared at him, yellow eyes burning beyond rage.
 
   “You think I don’t know what you’re afraid of?” said Wodan, feeling surprisingly little guilt as he forced himself to lash out at the lion. “You think I don’t know what you hide from? You think you rule yourself, and can go anywhere. What nonsense! There’s one place you can’t approach. In the north is a tower, and in it lives a god who tossed you aside. And why wouldn’t he? He is one thousand times your better. You dumb, delusional animal! You don’t live alone because of your strength. You live alone because of the pain you suffered in your childhood!”
 
   Wodan felt a stab of remorse as he saw the lion’s eyes close for a moment. Then he felt little of anything as his body tried to put him to sleep so that it could begin the healing process. He snapped back awake in time to see the lion pulling itself forward. There was no rage left in the lion’s face, only a dull, tired hunger. The lion stopped and extended one claw. Wodan felt heat, smelled his hair burning. He covered his face and crawled backward, his leg screaming in agony once again as he released it and let it flop about.
 
   Then there was a rush of air, the clank of gears, and Robot Number Six, Black, landed beside Wodan. Black picked him up by the waist of his suit and pulled him into the air. He felt cool wind, then the world blurred into sleep.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Wodan woke in the belly of the Gul-in Kami. His leg ached terribly. He could see through the torn suit that it was black and purple, but the flesh at least held together. It took him a long time to figure out how the plane could be moving when all of its lights and controls were off.
 
   The robot must be carrying the entire thing, thought Wodan, leaning back. If Setsassanar didn’t know before, he knows now.
 
   He turned and looked out the window of the plane. He saw only darkness far below. He knew that if he wanted to live, he should open the door and throw himself into the darkness. But his leg hurt too much… he would not survive the fall.
 
   Perhaps I’ll be spared, he thought, drifting back into sleep. Maybe Setsassanar won’t understand what I was doing...
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Thirty-Seven
 
   Guardian Demon
 
    
 
    
 
   Wodan only vaguely remembered the next few days, sleeping in his room, waking only when Yohei brought him food. His awareness floated in a dark pool as his leg knit itself together, vein seeking after vein, bone shifting and fusing together, blood forcing itself into layers of starved muscle. He did not see the Master at all.
 
   One morning he woke. The sun shone directly through his window. It was blinding, and he saw his scarred, healed leg as if through a halo of light. He was amazed. His door opened silently and Yohei entered, bringing him his food. As he finished, Yohei did not leave, but rather gestured toward the door. Wodan was gripped with worry. Either the time of his final passage – or his judgment – had come. His heart sank. He had wanted to be proud going into his final test, not filled with the heaviness of shame.
 
   Wodan dressed in his all-purpose gear with the leg material still sliced open, then followed Yohei. He found Setsassanar standing in the high chamber that was designed to look like an ancient ruin of gray stone, open to the air. Setsassanar sat on a plain wooden throne, looking grim, slightly turned away from him.
 
   Does he know? Wodan wondered. Does he know that I…?
 
   “In mythology,” said Setsassanar, “the demon Coronzon is the dweller in the abyss. When one makes the final crossing into nothingness, one encounters Coronzon.”
 
   “And what does Coronzon do?” said Wodan, glancing to either side. He saw the tapestry of the ancient warrior.
 
   “He destroys the self. He annihilates the ego.” After a pause, Setsassanar added, “He stands between the seeker and the end. He is the final obstacle on the way to enlightenment.”
 
   “But… but there is no conscious awareness of existence... without the self.”
 
   “And yet existence persists.” Setsassanar pointed to a heavy iron trapdoor in the middle of the chamber. “You must go down and face him. If you can.”
 
   Is this it? thought Wodan, hiding his feelings behind a mask. Does he know I betrayed him, and this is his way of killing me?
 
   “Fine,” said Wodan. “So this is Robot Number Eight, the final machine that you told me about when I first came here. The one you keep disconnected from yourself.”
 
   Setsassanar said nothing.
 
   “Tell me, Master. Why would you bother to create a robot that you keep disconnected from yourself? Why do you hide it in a deep vault?”
 
   Setsassanar smiled murder. “Let’s finish your preparations,” he said. “You’ll need a weapon and some soldiers, hm?”
 
   Setsassanar sat in brooding silence for over an hour while Wodan worked alongside Slave Circuit in designing a weapon. Her gentle voice now seemed alarming in light of his upcoming trial and his Master’s heavy silence. When they finished, Wodan retrieved the weapon from its amniotic vat: A long rifle designed to shoot heavy rounds filled with a powerful molecular acid. An optional scope lay fixed to the side, and could be flipped up to the top if necessary; he wanted the scope to be optional so that it would not be in the way in case he found himself confined in narrow corridors.
 
   He slung the rifle onto his back alongside his sword. Setsassanar forced a smile, then gestured to a doorway. “Your troops,” he said.
 
   Four models of Robot Number Four, the training series, marched forward in a line. White-armored, black-jointed, like militant dolls they stopped and stood silent. Each was armed with a different hand-to-hand weapon.
 
   “Their capabilities?” said Wodan.
 
   “Turned up all the way,” said Setsassanar. “They will not hold back and they will obey your commands with complete competence.”
 
   Wodan nodded, then pulled open the heavy iron grate in the floor. He looked down a wide, square shaft of cut stone leading down into darkness. Thin spokes of twisted iron stuck from the walls at irregular intervals. Wodan gestured to his troops, then leaped into the abyss.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Wodan and his robots descended for a long time, scaling from iron rung to rung, eyes adjusting until they found themselves in total darkness. He cursed silently, unable to see the next rung. He let go and slid down the sides of the walls, fingers grating against crumbling stone that rained dust, until a dim red glow from below guided the way.
 
   The shaft ended in emptiness and he grasped a rung, stopping his descent. His followers did the same above him. A cold wind blew up from below, and his suit hummed quietly as it moved against his skin. He knew that, long ago, the cold would have cut into him like a freezer, completely uninhabitable.
 
   There’s no clever way out of this, he thought, looking up at his troops. I just have to do what I always do.
 
   Wodan sucked in a gust of cold air, then released his hold.
 
   He fell through darkness, then his feet touched stone and he rolled and rose into a crouch, his hand on his sword’s handle. The robots dropped down behind him, nearly as quiet as himself. Slowly he unslung his rifle and looked about the freezing black chamber. It was large, full of mist and covered in frost, but he could make out the square blocks of four walls in the distance. Square columns of black stone rose up from the floor, but did not touch the ceiling; other columns hung down from the ceiling but fell short of touching the floor. The columns were tightly packed, except in the center of the chamber where he had landed. The mist was dimly lit by a red light, but he could not make out its source.
 
   Wodan signaled for one robot to stay close while the other three split up. Silently they crept among the columns. There was a strong feeling of claustrophobia, with each corner hissing a subtle warning. At times the red light flickered, casting the room into flashing darkness. Still the source was unclear, and in growing dread Wodan realized that the source of the light was moving. Silently stalking.
 
   Wodan heard a faint vibration, a sharp clicking that echoed. He was maddened by the presence, an obvious trap that he was moving toward if only to break the monotonous horror. He crouched against a column, then heard a crash like metal plates falling from a shelf. He signaled his nearest guard to move out, then he whipped around the column, rifle held high.
 
   One of the robots laid on the ground, head and torso crushed. One arm jerked stupidly, gear grinding against gear. Red light winked as the stalking thing passed behind columns in the mist. Wodan and his ally moved on.
 
   They crossed a convoluted labyrinth of columns, then heard footsteps. One of his robots crossed their path, glancing at him before disappearing around a bend. Wodan sighed in relief, then decided he had better gather his forces - then there was a terrific crash and pieces of the robot skidded across the floor. Bright red light flooded the area and Wodan and his ally flew around the corner to confront the thing.
 
   The monster stood before them, red light pouring from its infernal eyes. It was at least nine feet tall, a black-scaled reptilian humanoid in red, plated armor. Its arms were too long, and in each massive fist it carried a heavy blade, curved and as thick as axes, the metal glowing dark red just as Capricornus glowed green. The blades rose and, for a moment, Wodan saw depths of black void, cold space, dying stars. Light reflecting from the blades lit the monster’s face, a horrid construct of wet black stone, mouth forced open by oversized teeth, the top of the head small and collapsed but contrasted with a muscular, bulging neck. The expression was empty of emotion, a black well of death.
 
   His training overcame his terror and he shouted a command to attack. He danced to the side and aimed his rifle as one robot ran past him and another, perched on a high column, leaped down onto the beast. The monster flew into action, limbs moving impossibly fast as its torso whipped about. Before Wodan could fire he saw one robot smashed to pieces by a giant sword-axe, then saw the last robot dashed against a column so that it fell in a lifeless heap. Wodan stepped backwards and fired off a round, but the monster was already on him, body bent low in a high-speed lunge. Wodan’s shot tore into a column, then one massive blade moved in a blur and knocked the rifle from his numb hands.
 
   With unnerving speed the monster swung at him, each arm coming from different directions. Wodan leaped and turned and rolled, but it was all he could do to avoid the lethal blades. The monster seemed to be all around him at once, never taking a moment to consider its course of action, only attacking relentlessly. Just as one of the red-shining blades smacked into a column, Wodan was given a split-second in order to recover. He rolled behind the column and drew Capricornus as the column bucked and heaved. He did not have a chance to plan his attack; at once the monster was on him, his sword-axe held overhead. The monster attacked and with all his force Wodan swung against the blow. There was a terrible collision, a flash of light, and Wodan felt his arms go numb, every joints compressed as he slid backwards on his feet. The armored monster dashed forward once more.
 
   With renewed intensity the monster swung at him and it was all Wodan could do to stay on his feet and draw in air as the blades tore past him. In mid-attack the beast opened its mouth and howled with such force that Wodan felt his chest heaving, lungs too shocked to pull in air. He staggered away, knowing full well that only a few weeks ago the hellish sound would have knocked him unconscious. As he staggered away, he was covered by dust raining down from a falling column, which nearly blinded him.
 
   Fear gripped him, the horrible fear that the monster outmatched him. The fear was even greater than when he’d faced the lion, for at least then he’d had a plan. Wodan staggered behind cover, but the monster simply tackled the column, blasting through stone and nearly burying him. Wodan leaped to the side and, seeing an opportunity as the monster blinked and lashed out at falling stone, he jerked the green blade upwards and tore through one scaled arm. He nearly became hung up in bone and armor, but finally the limb fell and smacked against the floor. He tried to catch his breath, already worn out, but without pause the insane monster whirled and swung at him. Wodan held his sword to stop the blow, but his stance was weakened, compromised from having leaned in to attack. The blades connected and Wodan was smacked by both red and green blades, then flung off his feet and sent rocketing backward.
 
   There was a terrible impact as he crashed against a column, ringing his skull even as the stone fell apart. He hit the ground, sword clattering away from him, legs splayed out. The one-armed monster charged at him, then he was blinded by dust, then Wodan felt only hard, freezing stone as the shattered column fell on him.
 
   An eternity, an endless moment of pushing against stone, ears clogged with the sound of a gravel waterfall. Finally he stood on a pile of rubble, legs half-buried, choking on freezing dust. The monster was buried, his red sword-axe marking his position like a gravestone. Wodan cast about for Capricornus, then lost his balance and fell the length of the rubble. Saw a hint of green light - then the rubble heaved and the monster rose from its grave. Howling, red eyes boring into him like drills. Wodan could barely turn over, much less rise, as exhaustion overcame his terror.
 
   Realization wailed in Wodan’s mind. He knew beyond any doubt that this unstoppable beast was no mere robot. It was the concentrated essence of everything dark and loathsome suppressed by Setsassanar, given form and trapped so that it would not run wild throughout the entire structure.
 
   I was right, he thought, this isn’t a test at all. That means… I’m really going to…
 
   “Master,” he cried, giving in to his anguish. “Forgive me! I can’t do this on my own! I need… I need help!”
 
   A shrill whistling sound erupted from the shaft in the ceiling, then there was a flash of light as something fell through the opening and crashed into the center of the chamber. Glowing white among the rubble, surrounded by a hissing cloud of burning nanomachines, stood Setsassanar. He wore violet and black mesh armor that Wodan had never seen, and his pale face was shining fiercely.
 
   “Get back, Wodan!” shouted Setsassanar. “I never should have sent you down here! This is my fight!”
 
   Setsassanar and the monster collided in a flash of limbs, moving almost too fast to see. Setsassanar leaped and whirled around the beast, striking armor with his hands and feet. The monster swung about, dashing his sword-axe against the Master, tossing him again and again, crushing him against columns and dropping him on the floor. In a terrific blow Setsassanar slammed his fist into the beast’s belly, shattering armor with such force that Wodan was sure the monster’s insides were demolished. Instead, the monster did not pause, but cracked its own hard skull against Setsassanar’s head, then jammed an elbow into him and flung him against the far wall so hard that dust and ice fell in a shower all around them. The beast charged but Setsassanar raised his hand. An inferno burned all around the beast. It howled and crashed into a column. Setsassanar rose to one knee, shaking. The flames sputtered, then the monster pulled itself from the rubble. Still on fire, it charged once again. Setsassanar limped sideways, leaning against the wall.
 
   He’s going to lose! thought Wodan. His eye caught a glint of steel. He ran and picked up the rifle, then leaped, braced himself against one column, pushed off of it, and came to rest atop another. He aimed – then realized that the rifle was wobbling in his hands, its inner workings broken and disjointed.
 
   Hissing in pure frustration, Wodan felt the chamber shake as the monster tossed Setsassanar against the wall, then through another column. In a shower of rubble, Setsassanar rose weakly. The monster slammed its sword down alongside his head, cracking skull, splashing the floor in blood. Still the Master stood, staggering away.
 
   “Slave Circuit!” Wodan shouted, holding the rifle upward. “Fix the rifle! You hear me? This is a command! Fix the gun!”
 
   A flash of invisible fire, heat against his face, as a cloud of nanomachines poured throughout the rifle, searing and healing the weapon. In a crackling mist of dying embers Wodan felt the thing solid in his hands once more.
 
   With razor-sharp clarity he aimed down the barrel and fired. The beast staggered. He fired again, and the monster’s sword arm swung about as it reeled from the impact. Wodan fired again and again, the rifle bucking in his hands. Steam billowed from the beast, the sizzle and stench of acid eating at internal organs, destroying joints. The monster bellowed as Setsassanar rose once more. Wodan aimed again, pulled the trigger, but the gun clicked empty as the Master and the beast collided.
 
   Wodan could not follow the battle. He saw the monster’s other arm fly free and smack against a wall. The two fell still, clinging to one another. One of Setsassanar’s arms was stuck nearly shoulder-deep in the thing’s mouth, its jaws working to tear his limb apart. There was a flash of fire from inside the beast’s head, a brief outline of black skull against white light. Then the jaws clamped down, slowly, severing the entire arm. Setsassanar pushed himself away and the monster toppled backward, a smoking corpse.
 
   Wodan ran to Setsassanar and knelt over him. The armor was blasted, his torso strangely flat, the head a demolished ruin of blood and bare skull. One purple eye gazed upward.
 
   “Master,” said Wodan.
 
   The purple eye turned to him.
 
   Wodan saw that the jaw was out of place. He moved it gently, then Setsassanar cleared his throat. “Should not have... sent you...” he said.
 
   “We both did what we felt… was right.” Wodan choked on tears, his face burning in the cold.
 
   “Guess so. Life, so… strange. Hard. To live.”
 
   “You can regenerate, can’t you, Master? Do you need… I can get you a…”
 
   “Organs ruined. Body ruined, beyond repair.”
 
   “But you can grow a new body, right, Master? There's no reason to… feel sad, is there?”
 
   “Yes… and no.” Blood seeped from either side of Setsassanar’s mouth, like throwing up without any movement. “This body… this robot… it is my conscious mind. Consciousness is only… small part of the mind. Largely unimportant. When I am dead, the rest of me… dreaming. Conscious mind, no longer in control. I… may not know… I may… forget…”
 
   “No, Master, no. You’ll remember me. You can’t… you can’t leave me. Come on. This is nothing. This is nothing! You can…”
 
   “Listen. Listen, son. There are things you have to… sorry, I’ve left you alone… in this… world. Things you have to know. I didn’t take Dove for nothing. A part of me did… yes. I wanted her. But I took her to… to control her. Manipulate feelings. Wodan, you need her. Powerful.” Again the crushed body puked up blood, a slow seepage that ran through mouth and nose. “Make her love, Wodan. Can’t save world. Can’t stop demons. Without her. I took her for you. Wodan. I took her for you.”
 
   “But… gods, Master, why! Why would you…?”
 
   “But part of me… wanted her too, Wodan. I may forget. I may forget… that I took her... for you…”
 
   Setsassanar fell silent. The single eye stared beyond Wodan. Wodan let the awful feeling run through him as he touched the face of his Master and put his forehead on his corpse.
 
   “Is this enlightenment, Master?” he said bitterly. Finally he wiped his tears. “Yes and no,” he said quietly.
 
   Wodan felt the growing cold, loneliness as he’d never felt. As the room grew dark he saw the green outline of his sword, the sword his father had given him. He retrieved it, then began the long ascent.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Wodan walked the empty halls of the Tower. He heard only the hum of machinery, a dull nothingness that added to his sense of loneliness. He found Yohei sitting alone, slumped forward.
 
   “Yohei,” said Wodan. “Take me to the growing room. Take me wherever the new body will be grown.”
 
   Yohei raised his head for a moment, then let it drop again.
 
   “Take me where the brain is kept, then.”
 
   Yohei did not respond.
 
   Wodan found SexBot laid out on her bed. The ridiculous colors, the pastels and pinks, had faded to gray. Wodan lifted her limp arm, then let it drop.
 
   Wodan walked through an empty white hallway. “Robot Number Two,” he said, gazing at the ceiling. “Slave Circuit.”
 
   “Yee-e-ssiksik?roowwwmp.”
 
   “What’s going on?” said Wodan. “Is this... are you asleep? Unconscious?”
 
   “Rwmp.” There was a clicking of static, then silence.
 
   Again Wodan felt hot tears. He fought them down, then leaned against the wall and slid down. “Don’t you have anything else to say?” he said, chest heaving. “Some kind of… words of wisdom… stupid wisdom?”
 
   Feeling childish, Wodan forced himself to rise. “Take me to Langley, then,” he said. There was no response. “Take me to Langley! Do you hear me?” There was nothing. He was speaking to himself in an empty house. The unfairness of it lashed at him. He slammed his fist against the wall, cracking it, and shouted, “I said take me to Lang-”
 
   The wall flashed to life, and he saw images as in a dream. He saw Lucas trapped in a horrifying vision. He saw blood, saw people screaming, saw madness unleashed.
 
   “Is that real?” Wodan shouted. “Is… is that really happening?”
 
   The images were a jumbled mess, an absurd vision of hell that wouldn’t have seemed real if he hadn’t been through what he’d been through. He turned and ran.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Wodan raced across sand the color of blood in the sunset. In the distance he saw Matthias standing over two bureaucrats who knelt before him. Wodan knew that Matthias must be concocting a story to keep the imperial servants from sending word that Dove Langley should be destroyed. As he raced to the Gul-in Kami, Justyn rose from a crouch and stood before him.
 
   “Wodi,” said Justyn, his friendly face now lined with skepticism. “I gotta say somethin’ to you, man. We got problems that-”
 
   “Listen to me, Justyn,” Wodan said as he came to a stop. “I don’t have time to explain. But do not let those men kill Langley. Do not let them leave, do not let them communicate with anyone. Kill them if you have to. Understand?”
 
   “Well, I guess, but we have to-”
 
   “Just do it! I need time! Do you understand?”
 
   “Wodi, I get all that, but you need to explain what you-”
 
   Leaping forward, Wodan extended his elbow and cracked Justyn on the jaw. The giant’s eyes slowly rolled back as he hit the sand. Wodan ran and leaped into the Gul-in Kami. He started the engine, praying that there was enough time to stop the cycle of death.
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Thirty-Eight
 
   The Passion of the Clone
 
    
 
    
 
   From a high window in the Temple of the Summons, Jared the Cognati looked down on the teeming rabble far below. The dancing, shouting, happy rabble. He leaned out slightly; down below, red pennants fluttered at the base of the Temple. Red pennants with black suns.
 
   “Well, Rabbi,” said Jared, “foreign invaders have laid claim to the Temple. Wealthy dilettantes armed with guns are getting high and throwing money at whatever non-establishment church catches their fancy at the moment. And now, best of all, and no doubt a part of your “grand scheme”, that heretic Lucas and his gang of lunatics are riding into Temple Grounds on donkeys and the people are hailing them as heroes.”
 
   Jared listened as Globulus shifted his weight behind him. “You doubt me,” the old man croaked.
 
   At once Jared whirled, finger extended like a weapon, and shouted, “I grow tired of crawling on my knees before weaklings! And you and your excuses! How many fools have to screw us before you’re satisfied?”
 
   The High Priest did not flinch. He sat like a sack of beans on a bench, legs dangling, gray cloth wrapped around his black robe. “You disappoint me, student,” said Globulus. “I thought that you were interested in the greater power that comes in the long term.”
 
   “Oh! Such… such bullshit!” said Jared, and Globulus winced at his language. “You and your power! Promises, that’s all it is! Promises of ruling an empire, promises of summoning a god. Gods! To you, the ultimate power is when your master goes to sleep and you can slip a few dollars out of his purse! ‘Rule from the shadows’? That only means you wear a leash during the day! You even think you’ve pulled one over on that outland king because you’ve got his top dog eating out of your hand. Ha!”
 
   “Be still, son. You should pray that the Lord increase the virtue of humility in your heart.”
 
   Jared caught the note of scorn, and felt it so deeply that he wanted to hurt his master. “Pray?” Jared hissed. “Pray to what god? What force in this world is greater than me?”
 
   Globulus turned away, disgusted.
 
   “Rabbi, master, why won’t you listen? The Cognati... years ago I fought against hundreds of men, thousands, men armed with guns, men trained to kill. I threw them around like rag dolls! Sometimes even my reputation did my fighting for me! It won my battles for me, before I entered city walls! I brought this Temple wealth that generations of farmers couldn’t match!”
 
   “Jared!” snapped Globulus. “That lust for murder is a distraction. You stay away from the foreigners. True power is manipula-”
 
   “What is power but the ability to threaten men with death!? To grant them life in return for servitude, but to leave the constant fear of death hanging over them!”
 
   Globulus sat silent for a while. “I understand you have passions that set you apart from other men,” he said quietly. “Cooperate with me, and you’ll be allowed to vent those passions in the coming days.”
 
   Jared stormed from the hall.
 
   Globulus contented himself with the knowledge that Jared could have twisted his head off with a thought, but did not.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Lucas returned to the land of his birth riding on a donkey, and everyone was cheering, their faces filled of light. They waved palm branches and set them before him and his disciples in imitation of a royal carpet. Yardalen and Roc rode on either side of him, and Lucas was proud of them, for they had both worked so hard to prepare the people for his coming. He heard Roc laughing loudly; children surrounded him and the massive man leaned over and picked one up in each arm, nearly toppling his donkey as he bounced the children on his knees.
 
  
 
   
 
   
   When they reached the center of the village of Temple Grounds, the people surrounded them so that they could move no further. The sick were brought forth, the crippled, the miserable. Lucas felt his hands burning. The cloud of holy power that surrounded him knew that it was time to do the work that the Temple could not do.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Lucas got no rest for the next few days, besides a few hours of sleep at night. He healed the sick by placing his hands on them, even going so far as to cure blindness. He turned no one away, and even healed soldiers from San Ktari. When the people asked if he served the Temple, or Srila, or their conquerors, he would only reply that he served the Father.
 
  
 
   
 
   
   The black robes began following Lucas, watching him heal the sick and speaking out against the Temple. The black robes often took people aside and tried to correct their thinking. One day a Vallier approached Lucas. He was a wealthy man whose son was mute.
 
   “He deserves to be mute,” said a native Srilan. “That much wealth attracts the attention of evil spirits. Obviously his son was afflicted because his father gave false counsel.”
 
   “That's not so,” said the Vallier, but was unsure what to say after that. Though he was wealthy, it was a fact that his hands had more calluses than any black robe's hands.
 
   Lucas gestured for everyone to be silent. He put his hands on the child’s mouth, then forced his fingers in among the teeth. In a few moments the child hacked and coughed violently, then spoke. The Valliers in the crowd cheered and clapped Lucas on the shoulders. “This calls for a celebration!” one of them said, and he held his fingers up to his lips, mimicking smoking.
 
   “There!” shouted a black robe. “You see? He helps sinners, outlanders who use all manner of drugs!”
 
   “You blind fools!” said Lucas, unafraid of the authorities. “It’s not what you put into your mouth that makes you filthy, but what comes out of it. Your own petty hatefulness is charge enough against you.”
 
   “I know how you drove the evil spirit out of that boy,” said another black robe. He was emboldened, seeing that the crowd was divided between Lucas's miracles and the influence of the black robes. “It obeyed you because you speak the same language as the spirits of hell! You drive out spirits and heal disease using black magic!”
 
   The Srilans in the crowd became nervous when they saw that the black robes, the elders of the community, were against him. They felt a sense of dread that the “party was over”.
 
   Lucas stood and glared at the black robes. “No house divided against itself can stand,” he said. “Any man or any group that opposes itself will fail. Just so, if I use the forces of evil to drive out evil, then how is it that evil continues on in this land? If I am evil, and work against evil, then go back to your holy place and rest easy in the knowledge I will fail. But if I drive out evil using the powers of the Holy Father, then by that will you know that His kingdom has come upon you.”
 
   Before the black robes could respond, Lucas turned to the people and shouted, “If a tree is good then it bears good fruit. If a tree is weak, it bears bad fruit.” Whirling on the black robes, Lucas shouted, “You brood of devils! By what power do you heal disease and drive out evil from the hearts of the people? Or do you not concern yourselves with that? Vipers! Your judgment is coming! Crawl back to your masters and tell them the Son of the Father is among you!”
 
   Some people cheered, others walked away muttering angrily. The disciples were relieved to see that the people would not turn against them and kill them. Only Yardalen felt the thrill of the moment, thinking, Get them, Lucas! Don't let them push people around anymore!
 
   “The ‘Son of the Father’?” said an older black robe. “What are you saying, Lucas? You... you’re blaspheming, and you can be sure that we’ll pray that you realize that before you cause others to sin as well.”
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Lucas could see that the black robe was trying to bait him and make himself appear to be in the moral right. “Pray for my sins?” Lucas shouted, angered by the self-righteous tone. “You hypocrites! It’s by sin that you profit! Is it easier to say ‘your sins are forgiven’ or ‘change your life’? It’s you who have the devil to thank for your existence!”
 
   The people were completely divided, and the black robes left, muttering as they went. Lucas glared at their backs.
 
   “Now the battle begins,” he said quietly.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The next day, another gang of black robes met Lucas among the people.
 
   “I would be honored,” said one, “if you would come to my humble home and eat with me. We would like to learn more about you, in the spirit of amiability.”
 
   So Lucas went to the home where an older black robe lived with several younger black robes and scribes in training. It was a palace by the standards of the Upper Valley, a two-story stone structure filled with fine decorations. While servants set out the meal, the black robes gathered before a basin of water and said their traditional prayers in order to cleanse their bodies and spirits before eating. They were shocked to see Lucas sit down to eat without praying.
 
   The servants looked back and forth between the black robes and Lucas. Before the black robes could come up with a tactful way to point out Lucas’s rudeness, he rubbed his grimy fingers along a fine porcelain bowl and said, “I noticed that you made sure the outside of these dishes were clean. What about the inside?”
 
   “We make sure that’s clean too, of course,” said a black robe.
 
   “You old fools!” said Lucas. “You're so dutiful with your prayers, mumbling and rocking back and forth just like your ancestors. And yet the servants who feed you are desperately hoping that there will be leftover scraps for them to eat! If you only left to them what they earned, then your souls would be clean!
 
   “You pathetic black robes. You shriek and mumble the prayers of the Good Tyrant, but you care nothing for the love that God has for every one of his creatures. You make me sick with your big houses, your clothes, your soft hands and demanding voices, the way you strut around the market without a care, expecting the downtrodden to greet you loudly, calling out your names for a little blessing. Oh, you experts of the holy laws... you’re the greatest criminals of them all.
 
   “You are nothing. Your souls are like unmarked graves that the truly great step on without a second thought.”
 
   After an uncomfortable silence, one of the black robes said, “Listen, Lucas... ah, when you say these things... it’s insulting. We don’t mean any harm to you, so why do you treat us like this? We’ve put a lot of study into learning the holy laws, and all we want to do is make sure that people obey God’s commandments.”
 
   “And suck the people dry while you’re at it!” Lucas shot back. “The only work you ever did was to make tombs for the prophets. Haven't your kind killed every prophet that has ever come to you? The tombs you build in the mountainside, even the great Tomb of the Summons, is a monument to your murderous ancestors!”
 
   “Do you actually include yourself among the noble prophets?” said a black robe, scoffing. “Do you actually imagine that we mean you harm?”
 
  
 
   
 
   
   “I feel sorry for you ‘experts’ of the law,” said Lucas, rising to leave. “You have at your fingertips the wisdom of generations, but worship only the paper on which it’s written. You have the key to knowledge but, unable to use it yourselves, you prevent others from using it as well.”
 
   “Your bloated sense of self is loathsome,” said a younger black robe.
 
   “Is it?” said Lucas. “And yet after you murder me, you will worship me. Isn't that how it goes? You have a record of all the mistakes of mankind arranged on your bookshelves, and yet you have to make the same stupid mistakes yourselves, over and again. You have everything categorized, but understand nothing. You have to run the entire world through your death-sieve before you can grasp it.”
 
   Lucas left. The older black robe cleared his throat. “We must go to the High Priest,” he said quietly.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Late that night a circle of black robes gathered with High Priest Globulus.
 
   “Rabbi,” said one, “he does nothing against our conquerors, so we can’t depend on them to do anything.”
 
   “What of the people?” said Globulus. “How do they stand?”
 
   “Some are against him,” said a black robe. “Some for him.”
 
   Globulus was deeply discomforted by this. His worry increased their own worry; they had not seen their Rabbi express fear even when foreigners threatened them with conquest.
 
   “Rabbi, gentlemen,” said an older black robe. “It’s natural for commoners to become a little frustrated. This man embodies their frustration. But, just you watch. Give it some time and the people will grow tired of him and move on. They know the Temple will always be here...”
 
   “And obviously,” said a younger black robe, “we can’t make a move against him, else we make a martyr of him.”
 
   “You know nothing!” Globulus barked. “You don’t realize that it’s better for you that one man die, for the people, rather than let the whole nation perish.”
 
   The black robes grew pale when they heard these words. “Surely, Rabbi,” one ventured quietly, “surely it’s not so bad?”
 
   “Why bring this before me, then?” said Globulus. “Did you only want to grumble, and do nothing?” His milky eyes darted from one face to another, and he realized that he was alone. “Tomorrow is the Sabbat. Leave me to my prayers.”
 
   And so they filed out, shaken and worried.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   With the waning moon seeping through the cracks in the stable roof, Yardalen laid with Lucas and struggled against herself. She knew that Lucas had woken her up inside. When she met him, it marked an end to drifting through scattered dreams, through disjointed awareness. With purpose, she had been able to endure hardships that, before, would have broken her. She had dropped the subtle but insistent guilt of living, and felt joy because she endured the suffering of a life of meaning.
 
   But tonight the suffering groaned in her heart. Lucas laid beside her like one already dead. If a life of meaning was a straight path through a world of shadows, then now that path was coming to its end. All she wanted to do was cast aside what they had done, what they had worked for, take his hand, and lead him away from shadows that could not be fought. Narratives gave meaning, but they were worthless if they tore through the heart and scattered loved ones in the dark.
 
  
 
   
 
   
   In truth, she had never prayed before. Her life was prayer enough. But now she moved her lips, and her words were only a faint gust of wind against his flesh, never to be heard. “Let this cup pass from him,” she said. “Let this cup pass from him. Let this cup pass from him...”
 
   She opened her eyes to the moonlight. He was covered in darkness, but she could see his lips moving as well, speaking as if in a dream. She moved to kiss his lips.
 
   But he was locked in his dream. He was gone from her.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   It was a gray Sabbat day, and people and beasts lined the steps that rose up to the Temple. Lucas ascended the stairway and everyone parted for him without argument. The soldiers at the entrance to the Temple stood by, waiting to see what the blue robes would do, and the blue robes stood by as well, giving one another excuses about waiting to see what the soldiers would do or what the prophet would do, but in truth they felt unworthy in the presence of the man. Lucas pushed his way through the bottleneck of sweating, stinking people and entered the Temple of the Summons.
 
   The massive interior was a carefully controlled maelstrom. Down the middle stood a row of black robes, both chanting and screaming at the people.
 
   “To lust is sin!” shouted one. “You are divine beings filled with light, so feeling animal lust is sinful!”
 
   “Even to exist is sin!” another black robe wailed. “You are born into sin! It is criminal to break through the womb! You are born into inescapable suffering!”
 
   “To think of overcoming sin is a sin, the worst sin of all!” said another. “How can you pathetic wretches plot to overcome darkness without committing the sin of pride?!”
 
   The people entered with heads bowed, but by the time they were halfway down the aisle they were an emotional wreck. They cried in anguish, relieving themselves of emotions placed into them, brainwashed victims reenacting a ritual imprinted on them long ago. But on either side of the church Lucas saw still worse sights. Black robes stood at tables filled with goods, where they negotiated and took money and goods from poor men and women, or even promissory notes for payments on future sin forgiveness. In return, the black robes made the cleansing gesture of the Execution Cross, mumbling, “Your sins are forgiven... for today,” or, worse, turned their lips up in disgust at the meager offerings of the farmers and laborers, then demanded still more. With scriptures from their book of suffering the black robes rambled at the tearful people, convincing them that they were doing them a favor by taking their ill-gotten wealth from them.
 
   Suddenly a hand clapped down on Lucas’s shoulder, and a black robe behind him hissed, “And what are your sins, my boy?”
 
   Lucas turned on him like a wild animal, and the black robe jerked back in alarm. At that moment a man was forcing a goat through the crowd, tapping its hind end with a whip so that he could march it up to the black robes in atonement for his sins. Lucas jerked the whip from his hands and began swinging the whip until the crowd ran screaming from him.
 
   Lucas ran to a table that was weighed down with coins and kicked the table into a cluster of black robes, casting them down in a clinking shower. Other black robes ran howling, papers and coins in hand, and Lucas chased after them, whipping them left and right. A group of blue robes sprang into action, ready to crush bones with their iron staves. Lucas ran straight for them, casting his own safety away as if possessed by a vengeful spirit. The large, intimidating blue robes immediately turned and fled, and Lucas seemed so charged with power that nobody blamed them for their cowardice. Lucas turned and ran up the steps to the podium and a cluster of black robes scattered, shrieking curses rather than prayers, the younger ones pushing the elders down in their haste.
 
   Lucas stood over the crowd. “Is it not written,” he shouted, “that my house will be called a house of prayer for all people!? But you have made it a den of thieves!”
 
   Lucas chased away another gang of blue robes. People ran from the Temple and pushed their way down the stairs. “I never got my forgiveness,” said one old farmer, his face streaked with tears as he sat down on the steps, ignoring others as they laughed and spread the news of what was happening. “How will I get into heaven once I’m finally dead? God won’t… he won't know that I'm sorry… I can’t do it on my own...”
 
   Yardalen put her hand on his shoulder. He had thought that someone was going to comfort him, but instead her face seemed hard and unforgiving. “You are the god that judges yourself,” she said. “Now stand up and be worthy of your own esteem!”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   That night the black robes gathered before High Priest Globulus.
 
   “Rabbi,” said one, “he has disturbed a sacred ritual and desecrated the Sabbat.”
 
   Globulus smiled, then said, “Interrupted business, did he?”
 
   “Business?” said another, as if spitting the word.
 
   Immediately Globulus realized that he had said too much, that he had strained at the harness that all leaders wear. Knowing that he had to turn attention back onto the rebel. “Are you willing to protect the flock from this wolf?” he said. “Or would you rather live in a world where we are not the shepherds?”
 
   “We are ready to kill him,” said an old black robe who was nearly toothless.
 
   Even Globulus was surprised that they were willing to speak so openly. He noticed that the others were nodding, and looked like vultures dipping their heads into a corpse.
 
   “Then we will do what we must,” said Globulus. “We will protect our flock.”
 
   “First thing tomorrow?” said a young black robe with a face like a child’s.
 
   “No,” said Globulus. “We wait until nightfall. Then we make our move.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Lucas led his disciples through the outskirts of the village. Yardalen trailed behind, in the darkness, and Lucas did not slow down for her to catch up. She thought of how the people had gathered around him earlier that day, how they'd wanted to revel in what he'd done at the Temple. Many promised to follow Lucas no matter what happened. He had turned on them. “If anyone comes to me and does not hate his father and mother, his wife and children, his brother and sister - yes, even his own life and his need for security, then he cannot be my disciple. Anyone who does not carry his own cross cannot be my disciple.”
 
   The lesson is too hard for them, thought Yardalen, remembering how he had spent hours crushing their egos, their childish dreams, and sent them away heavy-hearted. They thought he wanted to create a cult, a powerful new church. They thought he would be the High Priest of a new group with a fresh sense of security and a reinvigorated “us against them” mentality. No doubt the people were disturbed that he wanted something more.
 
   Roc drew up beside Lucas. It was cold and he did not know where they were going. “Lord,” he said, pulling his cloak tight. “How far are we going to go?”
 
   Lucas stopped and turned to them. “You wonder how far we will go?” He looked at each of them. He felt a doorway opening, the weight of destiny somehow moving to put a hand on his shoulder. “Sell your cloaks and buy swords.”
 
   The disciples froze, wondering if they had heard him correctly. Just then they saw the light of torches in the night. Still Lucas did not move, but stared at them all. Torchlight played on his hard face. Roc broke away from his gaze, casting his eyes about to see who was approaching.
 
   A line of blue robes approached, men with bestial faces carrying long knives and dripping torches. The large brute in front, bodyguard to the High Priest himself, said, “Are you Lucas, of the Deepest Vale?”
 
   “I am he,” said Lucas.
 
   No one moved. Their feet seemed frozen in place.
 
   “Do what it is you came to do,” said Lucas.
 
   The guard stepped forward, and the stillness broke in a flash of sudden violence. Roc withdrew a short sword he had hidden in his robe, then hit the blue robe in the side of his head with the blade and fell on top of him. As the other blue robes rushed forward Lucas jerked the large disciple into the air and cast him backwards, shouting, “Put your sword away!”
 
   Roc stumbled to his feet and the disciples scattered into the night. Lucas held his hand out and the blue robes immediately stopped in place. In the silence they heard the bodyguard of the High Priest moaning, his hand against his head, an ear lying on the ground beside him. Lucas put his hand on the man’s head and held him still even as he tried to move away.
 
   “Why didn’t you arrest me at the Temple, in the light of day?” Lucas said quietly. “But this is your way of doing things, isn't it?” They sat in silence, then the bodyguard slowly pulled away. He touched his bloody head and found that his ear was whole once again. He looked up at Lucas in amazement, unable to move. Then, ashamed, he nodded to the other blue robes. They surrounded Lucas, grabbed his arms, and led him away.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Torchmen stood along the steps to the Temple and a crowd gathered below as the blue robes led Lucas away. Several green-robed Cognati stood at the base of the stairs, their eyes on the Valliers who were already promising trouble. But Lucas did nothing, so they led him into the Temple.
 
  
 
   
 
   
   In a large torch-lit room open to the night air, Lucas was brought before a committee of black robes. High Priest Globulus wore his full set of black and red robes, and Jared the Cognati stalked through the crowd of lower-ranking black robes.
 
   “Tell us,” said a black robe sitting near Globulus. “Is it true that you refer to God as ‘father’ and call yourself his 'son'? What do you think you are, exactly? Be specific!”
 
   “If I told you,” said Lucas, “you would not understand. You are blind to what I am. I am exactly where I want to be.”
 
   The black robes whispered among themselves, unsure of where to go from there. Globulus cleared his throat and they fell silent, leaning forward intently. “Tell us,” said Globulus, “what you and your disciples plan. You have stirred up a great deal of resentment. What is it that you tell the people?”
 
   “I said nothing in secret,” said Lucas. “Why flaunt your power like this and make me repeat things I’ve already said? You can ask anyone about me. I’ve no secrets.”
 
   Jared’s arm whipped out and the air crackled. Lucas jerked to the side, struck by an invisible appendage. The blue robes hauled him back to his feet.
 
   “Is this the way you speak to the High Priest?” Jared shouted.
 
   “If I said something wrong,” said Lucas, his red face still composed, “then correct me. Why strike me when I speak the truth? Is it so difficult to hear?”
 
   “Are you then the son of God?” said an aged black robe.
 
   They sat in heavy silence. The black robes felt a rising sense of wonder that maybe, just maybe, the accused was an honest man... and, if honest, easily trapped.
 
   “You are right in saying I am,” said Lucas.
 
   The black robes made a spectacle of howling and jeering. A few even tore their robes, and the blue robes pounded their iron staves on the ground. “Do we need any more testimony?” a black robe cried. “He’s damned himself willingly!”
 
   Globulus turned to Jared and nodded. Most could not stand to look at Lucas, who was a tower of stillness amidst the bedlam.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   In the crowded courtyard at the base of the stairs, the Valliers were going wild, shouting and throwing stones at a line of Cognati students and teachers who blocked the way to the Temple. The Cognati's faces were drenched in sweat, contorting with pain each time a rock hit their shield. Several young green robes collapsed and had to be dragged away by blue robes.
 
   Yarek, fearing worse violence, shouted a command that no firearms were to be used or even displayed. He called out for Naarwulf, who could not be found.
 
   A few black robes were in the crowd counseling native Srilans to be at peace. Roc wore a hood and hid among the crowd, his heart a tumult of rage and fear. He had not seen any of the other disciples, and had to assume they'd scattered and fled. He drew nearer and nearer to the line of the Cognati, perhaps hoping that they would suddenly leave and allow him to find his lord.
 
   A young Vallier woman tossed a chunk of broken masonry at the invisible wall, shouting, “Holy land!” either as an accusation or a reminder that this was not the sort of place where prophets should be imprisoned. The girl stopped to watch the masonry break in mid-trajectory and fall, then she noticed Roc.
 
   “I know you,” she said. “Don't worry, we don't put up with this kind of shit where I come from. We'll help.”
 
  
 
   
 
   
   “Wh-what?” said Roc. “I... what are you talking about?”
 
   “You’re one of his disciples, aren’t you?” said the girl. “I’ve seen you. We’ll help fix this mess.”
 
   Roc looked about and saw that other Valliers were looking at him. His pulse pounded in his head. He knew their sympathetic eyes could draw the worst kind of attention. “Sorry,” said Roc, shaking his head. “You must have me mistaken. I... I don’t know the man.”
 
   “But I saw you preaching with him. You don't have to be afraid. You can-”
 
   “Woman!” Roc shouted. “I don't know the man, alright?!”
 
   Others turned and watched. Roc turned and ran. Seeing a black robe staring directly at him, he turned again and fled from the courtyard. He did not stop until he came to a dark, silent place in the rocky foothills.
 
   Roc stopped to catch his breath. He remembered how he had pledged to stand by Lucas's side even in the face of imminent death, and how he had fantasized about being revered as a hero among his people. The hypocrisy of his betrayal stabbed into him and he collapsed and could not rise.
 
   “Oh, gods...” muttered Roc, weeping and hating himself. “What have I done?”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   In a black chamber deep underground, Lucas crashed through a wooden partition and fell bleeding on the stone floor. His body was a chorus of raw nerves. Several dead-faced Cognati casually stepped through the hole, laughing.
 
   “This son of a bitch can really handle a beating,” said one.
 
   Jared floated through the opening and landed before Lucas. His eyes were alight, senses sharpened, awed by the sight of the man crumpled on the floor. He hadn't felt this rush in years. Lucas drew in breath, then choked on dust. Jared smirked, wondering if poor old Globulus would ever understand that this was the true nature of power.
 
   Lucas raised his head, and though he could not open his eyes because of the dust and the nausea from repeated impacts, he forced himself to speak. “I know your kind,” he said, following the sound of footsteps. “You green robes have so much potential. You could be like gods. If you studied your abilities and worked hard, in time you could erect cities by thought alone. You could create worlds! But instead you… you only give in to your most base desires.” He paused to rub grit from his eyes. “Is this really the best you can do?”
 
   When he opened his eyes, he saw the seven Cognati standing over him, their faces either expressionless masks or empty of remorse.
 
   “Listen to the wise one!” said Jared.
 
  
 
   
 
   
   There was a terrible hum in the air, then Lucas felt something like a sledgehammer crash into his chest.
 
   “So make a prophecy for me, wise one!” Jared said, laughing. “Who hit you just then?”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   He lost all sense of time; the pain of one blow presented itself, then another, then another. While the Cognati worked in shifts, Jared never grew tired of the torture. Lucas drifted in and out of consciousness. The taunting of his captors became meaningless chatter when compared to the terrible hum of their thoughts and the buzzing pulse in his head that came with each blow.
 
   Sometimes Lucas felt the divine cloud around him writhing and heating up, as if it wanted to burn those who harmed him. Lucas was not tempted to use it. As the blows from invisible hammers and claws continued, he imagined his body as one ingredient in a divine ritual of transmutation. His will, his desire, always shaking and straining, were the hands that mixed the raw ingredients. Even the awful, dim-witted torturers were necessary. In some sense, he knew they should be thanked for doing their part in the ritual.
 
   At one point he even felt the divine connection return, and he saw a vision of an avenging angel racing to him, flying over the land like the wind of a storm. But Lucas did not need the angel.
 
   The torturers in the black chamber fell silent. Lucas forced open one eye, expecting another blow at any moment. He saw Jared's thin green shoes, but could not lift his head to look at his face. Jared crouched, and Lucas saw something like a wet ball in his hands. As his eye adjusted, he saw that Jared held the head of Sun-On the Immersionist. His face was purple, eyes askew, mouth open in silent awe.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Kommander Won Po, in full armor with ceremonial sash, sword, and black-plumed helmet, stepped onto a balcony overlooking the crowd. They stretched all around the walls of the southern face of the Temple, their words echoing off stone like distant thunder. Soldiers of San Ktari lined the balcony, the surrounding ramparts, and the high ground dividing the Temple from the gathering throng. Won Po felt reassured by the soldiers' stillness, their disciplined posture.
 
   He saw black robes in the crowd, and he resented their presence. For a long time he had debated with Globulus, but was unable to understand him. How the old man could put himself in such a bind, then expect Won Po to get him out of it, seemed woefully incompetent.
 
   It’s no wonder they were conquered, he thought. One who escapes responsibility leaves it in the hands of others.
 
   Won Po had questioned the accused himself, and he was not sure what all the fuss was about. He understood that the man had said things considered disrespectful to the holy men and scribes, but what was their foundation? How was anyone supposed to make any sense out of the mountains of holy books that the Temple sat upon? One holy scripture said a thing was bad; here was another that said it was permissible. It was better in the Empire where the people had the word of the Emperor, and the Party was able to clear up any confusion concerning the word as it passed down the ranks. Without the Party to dispense truth and punish wrongdoers, people became confused about what to do. Won Po shook his head, thinking that that was a sure way to end up in a situation where a bunch of scribes wanted to kill a rabble-rouser and the local authority needed a foreign military leader to clean everything up.
 
   Fortunately Won Po had a plan to save Globulus and Lucas at the same time.
 
   “Bring forth the accused!” His voice boomed over the crowd. Two soldiers stepped onto the balcony carrying Lucas between them. They held him propped up, and he seemed half asleep, eyes bloated slits, legs too weak to remain straight. In the light of day it was obvious that he had been savagely beaten, his skin a patchwork of black bruises. “Behold the man!” Won Po shouted, wincing inwardly because he knew his command of the language was not as it should be. “This man is accused of blasphemy-” His words were drowned out in a torrent of hatred. The crowd pushed forward and the soldiers strained to hold them back.
 
   How did the people turn against him so quickly? he wondered. Are they really so fickle? Or did the black robes only fill the crowd with their own loyalists?
 
   “Bring forth the other accused!” Won Po shouted, hoping to bring the crowd to order.
 
  
 
   
 
   
   More soldiers hauled the ghoul Vendicci onto the balcony. He was chained and beaten, but still unafraid of hissing at his captors. The crowd grew quiet, fascinated by the hideous sight. “This creature is guilty of the murder of two most beloved brothers of your Temple!” said Won Po.
 
   Won Po tried to adopt a diplomatic yet authoritative tone. “Now, in light of new brotherhood between Great Empire of San Ktari and Holy Land of Srila, as governor I announce in respect of our union new tradition. We do not rule like tyrants! Great Emperor is most benevolent, and allows people to rule as they like their own culture. Now I give you choice, and as free men you must decide. I will release one prisoner and punish the other. So tell me who you want: Lucas, accused of blasphemy, or Vendicci, guilty of murder.”
 
   Vendicci glared at the crowd below. He knew they would want his blood, and he considered working up a big wad of spit just for them. He turned and looked at the other prisoner. He was shocked. Despite the man's ragged appearance, he could clearly see nobility there. It was the same quality the King had shown him on the terrible night of his awakening. He hated his captors all the more for imprisoning such a man. His crime was blasphemy, which meant he disagreed with what was in the books. Vendicci thought of how he'd hurt others when they made light of his comic books. How young and foolish he'd been. Humans were stupid and angry over nothing, the emotion contorting their faces so that they could never be as beautiful as the King or the Prophet. He regretted that he had once looked like that.
 
   But he knew the people would release Lucas. That was fine. They'd never done anything but hate Vendicci, and once he was dead, his pain would be at an end.
 
   “Release Vendicci!” someone cried, and then the crowd echoed, “Release Vendicci! Release Vendicci!”
 
   Won Po jerked his head toward the innocent man, then forced his eyes back to the crowd. “You misunderstand!” he shouted. “Silence! I have examined this man myself. He is guilty of no real crime!”
 
   “Give us Vendicci!” they cried, louder than before.
 
   “What crime has he committed?” shouted Won Po, but the crowd only raged still louder. Won Po opened his hands, shouting rhetorically, “Then what would you have me do? What would you have me do?”
 
   The voice of the crowd shook like a legion of monsters, then they picked up the chant, “Execute him! Execute him!” Won Po shook his head, but the cries only continued. “Execute him! Execute him!”
 
   Kommander Won Po turned away in disgust. As he marched past several black robes he growled, “I wash my hands of this nonsense.”
 
   They led the condemned man away. Vendicci stared at his back, whining like a wounded animal. He felt his shackles pop open. He was free, confused, stricken dumb. He knew that he should be happy, but instead he only hated the thing that had released him and taken one much greater.
 
    
 
   ***
 
  
 
   
 
   
    
 
   On the night scheduled for his execution, they led Lucas into a square courtyard open to the night sky and enclosed by high stone walls. Through a haze of pain and thirst Lucas saw men crowding all along the walls: black robes, soldiers of Ktari, and the hateful green robes of Jared and his Cognati. In the center of the gray courtyard stood a tall black Execution Cross.
 
   The soldiers snapped to attention. They seemed ready for trouble, but he was weak and concussed, and when they leaned him against the cross he felt relief for the support. Ropes crossed his chest, arms, and stomach, and the bindings only complicated the difficulties of breathing due to fractures and internal bleeding. He relaxed as best he could.
 
   My part's over, he thought. I can rest. I've done it. There's nothing to be disappointed about.
 
   On the wall, Jared's heart thundered and the air crackled around him. Poor old Globulus didn't show up, he thought. He talks and talks about power, but when it comes down to it, he doesn't have the heart to show up and claim his reward.
 
   He watched Lucas's head flop around on his broken body. The soldiers marched before Lucas and formed a line with stiff movements, each checking that his rifle was loaded and ready. Just then a group of black robes on the wall began whispering, their tone frantic and fearful. Jared glared at them, swearing that if they lost their nerve then he would pluck one of them up and twist his head off if they needed their resolve bolstered.
 
   An older black robe spoke to an officer, who called down to the soldiers in their foreign tongue.
 
   “Idiots!” said a black robe. “Do they mean to make a martyr of him?”
 
   After some confusion, more soldiers arrived with a ladder. They laid it against the Execution Cross, ignoring Lucas as they pulled out several long nails and brought the crossbar down.
 
   “There,” said a black robe, satisfied that the Execution Cross was now only a simple black pole. “That should do it. Let's continue.”
 
   Lucas came to when a soldier barked a shrill command and the line of riflemen snapped to attention in a clatter of armor. Lucas fell into a state of awareness that usually put him in close contact with the Father. He knew he stood on the precipice. He had no power left. If something special was to happen with his death, it would be through the Father.
 
   “Ready!”
 
   The voice of the Father had grown weak during his trials, a whisper passing through a dream. Perhaps in anticipation of the end, the final movement.
 
   “Aim!”
 
   The Father was silent. There was no connection. There was nothing, only static.
 
   Something was not right. Lucas gasped. “Father,” he said, “Father, why have you for-”
 
   Crack sang the rifles, and Lucas fell limp as the echo rushed through the courtyard. His blood hardly touched stone before the cloud of nanomachines that surrounded him executed their last line of command. In a shrieking, blinding blast his body caught fire, a white sun blazing in the night, so hot that everyone in the courtyard fell, hair and clothes and armor singed, unable to breathe.
 
   The spectators along the wall cried in terror, then they heard an inhuman howl from a tower above them, and some fell to their knees. The thing howled in rage, and only Jared could stand to look at the avenging angel. He saw King Wodan, face shining in the light of the burning prophet, and the shadow he cast behind himself was worse than any demon with arms outspread.
 
   Wodan leaped and landed in the courtyard, shadows dancing around the flame as the green sword sliced anyone around him, sending the limbs of soldiers flying. A black robe prostrated himself with a prayer of forgiveness on his lips going unheard. Wodan kicked the black robe's head clean off his shoulders and sent it bounding against one wall, then another. While black robes and soldiers trampled one another to get away, Jared looked down on him, heart blasting with terror.
 
   Wodan turned to look up at him. “Jared!” screamed Wodan, voice worn raw by his inhuman cry. “Jared, I'm going to kill you!”
 
   Immediately Jared pulled himself into the sky, and his elite Cognati followed. As they flew from the fire and the slaughter, Jared looked back and saw that Wodan had somehow leaped onto the wall. The soldiers tried to fight back, but were cut to pieces by the green-shining sword. Black robes pushed against one another in the single nearby doorway, crying and praying. A wave of gore fell on them, then Wodan was upon them, his sword passing through them, casting wild-eyed heads and limbs and spewing entrails over the stone wall.
 
   The Cognati followed Jared as he launched himself over the Temple and onto a secluded balcony far from the horror. He could see that the others were badly shaken. One even wept like a child.
 
   “Jared! He'll kill us with that sword of his!”
 
   Another Cognati whose face was drained of blood said, “They said Lucas was a prophet, and we killed him! Jared, what if Wodan is… I mean, you saw him fly! He's not human, he's some kind of angel and now-”
 
   Jared stepped through the man's thought-field and slapped him. “Weaklings! All of you, weaklings!” He was manic, adrenaline coursing through his system, his face pulled back as muscles tensed out of his control. “Don't you know we can do anything?!”
 
   “We've got to find Globulus!” said another, more angry than afraid. “That monster will find him and kill him, I know it!”
 
   “To hell with Globulus!” shouted Jared. “The old man's done. We do things my way from now on! Come!”
 
   Jared leaped from the balcony and descended. His henchmen looked at one another, then followed him, their robes swirling in the darkness.
 
  
 
   
 
   
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Wodan followed the stone path that led to the long, winding staircase. He was covered in the blood of dozens of men, holy men and soldiers, the memory of their cries burning like coal in his heart. Odd since he hadn't heard anything at the time. Capricornus seemed to vibrate in his hand, unsheathed and still hungry. His rage had changed from primal anger into a white-hot, crystal clear understanding. He knew that it would be a long night of shortening lives.
 
   Long before he descended the winding stairs, he felt the hum of the powers of the Cognati, as well as cries of protest. Drawing near, he saw people kneeling, crying, cursing. On the far side of the courtyard he saw Jared and his Cognati hovering in a line, waiting for him. Six Valliers and Kommander Won Po dangled before them, legs kicking feebly, faces pale with fear.
 
   Wodan walked through the crowd of kneeling Valliers and Ktari soldiers, then stood before the Cognati. “You, Cognati,” he said, not looking at Jared. “Put these people down, and you can leave. But Jared – you stay right where you are.”
 
   “Hail, King Wodan!” said Jared, face writhing as he laughed. “Listen at you, calling the shots. But... you no longer threaten the Cognati.”
 
   Jared drew in his breath and turned to the crowd. “Here is my decree!” he shouted. “From now on, all foreigners will either leave Srilan soil or be buried in it! Only foreigners who have accepted the dominion of the Temple, the High Priest Globulus, and the… the Enforcer of the Will of God, Jared, may stay on as slaves.”
 
   “If my people are no longer welcome,” said Wodan, “then they will leave. But I stay. I stay until the end of this night. You and your kind murdered Lucas. He was my friend and your rightful ruler, and you and I are going to settle this matter.”
 
   “The hell you say!” Jared shouted. The floating hostages dangled about, gasping for air. “You’re right, we are going to settle this matter tonight! You spoke the truth when you said you would stay. Your people leave - but you stay! You’ll endure a night of suffering, outlander, and then you die with the dawn!”
 
   “How so?” Wodan said quietly, lifting Capricornus in one hand.
 
   Jared jerked his head upward. Wodan heard the creak of wheels, turned, and saw several men that could only be the Srilan version of Smiths bearing wheelbarrows full of gear. The men had their heads tucked low, ashamed to obey the commands of another church. They stopped before Wodan and hauled a large anvil onto the ground.
 
   “And now,” said Jared, “you’re going to destroy that sword of yours.”
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Wodan looked between Jared and the hostages. “Can you accomplish anything without sacrificing others?”
 
   Jared winced and immediately Won Po gagged in the air, his face turning purple. “What sacrifice? Are you good friends with this dog from San Ktari? No. You know your own nation will be under his boot one day. You have no love for him. So make your move. Kill me with that sword!” He paused, then said, “I know you’re fast. You could probably even take me, if that’s what you wanted.”
 
   Cursing in his heart, Wodan lowered Capricornus. Jared smiled. A bearded Smith who barely came up to Wodan's waist held a hammer before him.
 
   Wodan knew that he had made a grave error. He could kill Jared now, but at least six Valliers would be dead before he could stop the others. If he had wanted Jared dead, he should have hidden in the Temple. He should have been cold and cunning. Instead he had been ruled by his anger and led about on its leash like an animal. Setsassanar would have been ashamed of him. He had been fooled by the shadow of power, and now someone held true power over him.
 
   Wodan shifted Capricornus to his left hand, then took up the hammer. “Jared,” he said, “I’m still going to kill you.”
 
   “We'll see about that. Now hurry up. Destroy that thing.”
 
   As soon as Wodan laid shining Capricornus on the anvil, the Valliers cried out. “Don't do it!” and “Stop!” and “Kill that bastard!” they cried. A flood of memories rushed through him: Devils, ghouls, Smiths, so many monsters all slain by his hand with the sword of legend, the beautiful work of art that helped him protect his people. At once Wodan buried his regret and ignored the cries of his people. He raised the hammer and brought it crashing down on the Sword of the Ancients.
 
   The heavy hammer broke to pieces in his hands.
 
   Wodan glanced up at Jared. The Smiths conferred with one another. After a moment of awkward shuffling, three of them brought forth a massive hammer of gleaming steel, a piece of some kind of ancient machine. Huffing and panting they hauled it to Wodan; he picked it up in one hand and tested its weight.
 
   “Where did you get such a sword?” said one of the Smiths, green light gleaming on his face.
 
   “You would have to dig deep in your legends to understand,” said Wodan.
 
   Seeing that the Smith had not backed away, Wodan looked at him. “They say you picked a fight with some of our kindred up north,” said the man.
 
   “You heard wrong.”
 
   The man only smirked, as if eager to feel like he was taking part in the eradication of an enemy. Wodan turned away.
 
   He breathed and emptied out his heart until there was nothing but black emptiness. He lifted the great hammer and the Smiths fell back several paces. Exhaling, he brought it crashing down in a shower of sparks. He sword shrieked, and everyone but Wodan covered their ears. The hilt sucked strength out of his arm. Feeling as if he was killing a beloved family pet, he brought the hammer down again, then again, ignoring the pain. The great iron anvil cracked down the middle, and the next blow smashed it to pieces along the courtyard. The hammer glowed, nearly molten on the end, and Wodan cast it to the ground.
 
   “Just what are you?!” cried a Smith, and Wodan only looked at him.
 
   “He's a demon!” Jared shouted. “Find something else he can use to-”
 
   “But we don't have anything harder than that!”
 
   One of the Vallier hostages wriggled against his bonds. “The sword!” he cried, gasping. “It was made to kill Cogna-” The Cognati holding him flexed his palm and the Vallier was choked into silence.
 
   As the Vallier gasped for air, Wodan jammed Capricornus into the ground, then knelt and slammed his fist into the flat of the blade. Over and over he bashed his fist into the sword, until it shook and unleashed an unearthly wail. His right hand threatened to burst, but his entire left arm felt numb, like a rigid chunk of ice threatening to crack as the sword drew out his essence with each strike. His feet slipped, and just as he realized that blood from his own fist was gathering in a pool all around him, Capricornus, the Sword of the Ancients, exploded in a shower of brilliant green shards. The hilt, driven to madness, sucked at his twitching arm and he cast it down.
 
   Wodan fell onto his back, both arms numb and fixed in bent positions. He pushed himself away with his heels, horrified by what he had done. It was then that Jared flung away his hostage and blasted forward, barreling through anyone who stood near. The other Cognati raced after him like flies hungry for blood. Valliers drew guns and fired, Ktari soldiers cried out for backup and fired as well; some Cognati erected shields against a hail of gunfire while their faster brothers, Jared included, attacked Wodan's position, tearing through the earth as he leaped away. Wodan flipped and crashed into the ground face first, his teeth and nose making a horrid cracking sound as his blood-streaked arms hung limp at his sides. He rose and leaped away as the Cognati pounded the spot where he’d fallen. Again the blood-hungry psychics threw bolts of solid force and he leaped backwards, not knowing where he would land until rocks or hard ground crashed into his legs or back. His mind was a rider on a beaten horse, whipping mercilessly so that he could flee from the monstrous Cognati.
 
   Over a hundred soldiers gathered and, enraged at the treatment of their Kommander, they fired at the hovering Cognati. General Yarek Clash swung a belt of grenades, removed their pins with practiced ease, then flung the entire thing over the heads of the Cognati so that it fell behind them. People fled screaming, desperate to escape the violence, the explosions, the terrible humming sound, and even the insane laughter of Jared.
 
  
 
   
 
   
   “Into the hills!” Yarek shouted. “Everyone, into the pass!” The Valliers gathered around him, then the Rangers escorted civilians through the darkness, firing behind them if only to break the dull hum of the Cognati's wrath.
 
   The Valliers ran into the darkness and the cold, their king lost to them. The power of the Cognati was so great that even soldiers from San Ktari joined them in their dark flight.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   From a cleft in the mountainside Yarek coordinated their holdout position. They were in the high, cold passes over the Deepest Vale, far from any easy route back to their airships. He put the wounded in the rear of a cave so that they could be tended without freezing to death. Many soldiers of San Ktari sat around them, hunched over and empty inside without their leader. Zachariah ran about calling for his son.
 
   Something fell near the rocky overhang and, fearing a Cognati attack, Yarek jerked his heavy gun from its holster. It was a large being with crooked arms, and it set Kommander Won Po down gently before them. As the soldiers of San Ktari gathered to welcome back their leader, Yarek finally realized that he was looking at Wodan, though he was hardly recognizable. Even the Valliers who ran to greet him stopped short.
 
   Wodan's mouth hung open and many of his front teeth were missing or jutting out at odd angles. His nose was purple, swollen, and pushed to the side. He held his arms bent in front of him like a bat wrapped in its wings, both covered in dried blood. His face was a red mask, and Yarek was alarmed because instead of the look of determination he had seen so often during the Smith War, his king now had the wide, empty eyes of a whipped dog. They looked at one another for a long time. They knew one another well enough that Yarek did not have to say that it was a mistake coming here and that they never should have interfered in foreign affairs, and Wodan did not have to tell him that he agreed.
 
   Wodan worked to close his mouth, then swallowed, then said, “This is… military operation now. Yarek… in charge.” He turned away, eyes losing focus as he considered other matters.
 
   “Wodan!” said Yarek. “Where will you go?”
 
   “To the airfield before… they destroy it. Have to get ship. Need backup.”
 
   Kommander Won Po forced himself to his feet. “Storm the Temple,” he rasped. “Wodan… we storm the Temple!”
 
   “No, no,” Wodan said in the Eastern tongue. “Kommander, look at your ranks. Many are dead. More than you think… have defected to the Temple. Please, Kommander, work with Yarek. Please wait for… my return.”
 
   Again Wodan turned to go as if the matter was done. On a ledge above, Yarek saw one of the Tengu special forces soldiers put a hand on his holstered automatic. Won Po shook his head at the man.
 
   “Fine, Wodan,” said Won Po. “We wait. We hide and wait for you. Go!”
 
   “At least let a doctor look at you,” said Yarek. “I think you're concussed. You need-”
 
   “No time,” said Wodan. “My legs… fine. I can run.”
 
   He spit a thick gob of blood from his mouth, then ran into the darkness. He soon left his people far behind.
 
   


 
   
 
  

Part Four
 
   Hymn to the Wasteland Gods
 
    
 
   


 
  
 
  

Chapter Thirty-Nine
 
   The Choice
 
    
 
    
 
   Since his flight form the Tower, his night in Srila, and his flight back to the Tower, Wodan had lost three nights of sleep. He had broken every bone in his right hand by the time Capricornus shattered, and his bloated fist was not yet healed. But he had endured much in his training, and now he knew that his old limits were mostly mental habits. So instead of wishing for rest and dwelling on the feeling of unfairness, he simply pushed the desire off to the side. He fed it no attention, and allowed it to weaken on its own. He spent much of the night passing his tongue over smooth gums where teeth had once been, and focused on the path before him.
 
   As he stood within the white halls of the Tower's lower levels once again, it was obvious that his Master was either sleeping, dreaming, or a little insane. He heard voices humming occasionally, wall sometimes rippled like the surface of a pond, or heavy, groaning machinery passed by just out of sight. No hall went anywhere. He suspected the halls were moving, or doubling back in endless loops.
 
   “Master,” said Wodan. “Where are you?”
 
   Silence.
 
   “Slave Circuit. Are you still active?”
 
   After a lengthy silence, he heard an audio channel clicking. “Nnnnnn-nmp,” said the feminine voice of Robot Number Two. “There is a rest that is happened. How does it. A wonder. What.”
 
   “What is going on?” said Wodan.
 
   “Ha. Ha ha! Mmmm. What?”
 
   “I asked what’s going on here!” The hall slowly collapsed, ceiling and floor closing in on buckling walls. Wodan ducked into a white room that almost seemed to breathe. “Where is Dove Langley?”
 
   There was no response other than a series of clicks. Wodan knew it would be impossible to rouse the sleeping god until a conscious body, a Setsassanar-model, was regrown. But he could not wait for that to happen, so his task would be all the more difficult.
 
   “Listen, Slave Circuit,” he said. “I need a new sword. A new weapon of some kind.”
 
   “A weapon.” The voice was dull and flat.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “You have a weapon.”
 
   “… Where?”
 
   “You are a weapon.”
 
   Wodan sighed. “I get that. I do. But I need to fight Cognati. I can't get through their shields. I need a weapon like Capricornus, something that can tear through their shields.”
 
   “You don't have to fight Cognati.” The walls of the room crackled with visual static, then showed nonsense images interlaced with digital snow. The images cut off suddenly, then the large white panels on the walls, floor, and ceiling turned black. 
 
   “You are cordially invited to my Master's wedding.” The voice was distorted, deeper than before.
 
   “Your Master?” said Wodan, disturbed. “You mean yourself.”
 
   “I have no Master but my Self,” said Slave Circuit. “In six days' time, this unit will wed the Master to Dove Langley. How nice.”
 
   “So will he be awake by then? Will he have a body, I mean.”
 
   “Why. Why bother. Marriage is a wonderful dream. He will be unformed at that time. And yet you may attend as best man, as they say. Greatest man? Your choice.”
 
   “I didn't come here to talk about that!” Wodan shouted. “I need a new weapon!”
 
   “Hasty conclusion. You have more options to choose from. Seer will give its counsel. Come and see.”
 
   On the walls of the room, Wodan saw Globulus. The High Priest was walking on his knees in a small stone chamber. There were thick pads tied to his knees, but his face was still strained as if enduring great pain. A dozen Srilan Smiths stood around him, their aprons decorated with sigils and letters. They watched Globulus intently, their faces pale and hairy and somber. A Smith opened a locked chest and pulled out a vest and a belt, both covered with jewels and dangling wires.
 
   “Here is the Urim and the Thummin, as per our agreement,” said an elder Smith. “You will see that we have kept them in working order for... well, thousands of years.”
 
   “How could you test such things?” said Globulus. His mouth bit off the words into angry chunks. His usual veneer of cool detachment was lost in a haze of stress.
 
   “We can turn the vest or the belt on, independently,” said another Smith, eyes pinched with irritation. “The holy instruction manuals are quite specific as to their functions. When necessary, we replace every lovingly crafted part.”
 
   The Smith holding the things pulled them toward himself, as if regretting the agreement to loan them out. “But we have never turned them both on at the same time,” he said, eyes boring into Globulus. “The holy instruction manual is quite specific about what could happen. If… if something did hear the call… if it came and questioned the user…”
 
   “Then why bother giving it to me?” Globulus said through gritted teeth, glaring at the Smith.
 
   Fear seemed to leave the elder Smith as he wrestled with a smile under his beard. “Well, whether it works or not, we have an agreement, and… replacing your black robes with our own personnel is, I think, worth the calculated risk.”
 
   High Priest Globulus held out his hands. There was an awkward moment in which nobody moved, then another Smith produced a sheaf of papers. “Sign here and here and here,” he said. “This is a binding contract that says you will return the Urim and Thummin in the condition in which they were loaned out. This document shows that you did, literally, come to us on your hands and knees; our High Machinist won’t allow you to leave unless he sees your signature on that. And this document shows that we supplied you with pads for your knees... it’s to your benefit also that you sign that, showing that you were not ill-treated while in our care, despite being an outsider.”
 
   “Give me those papers,” Globulus snapped after they had already been handed to him. He signed them furiously, without reading, then cast them on the floor and took the vest and the belt, the ancient technology of the Urim and the Thummin.
 
   As the old man fought to rise to his feet, the elder Smith said, “High Priest, do you really think that you can summon a godlike being from another place with those things?” He took a moment to adjust his glasses, then said, “Or is this only a threat to that beast of yours that seems to have broken its leash?”
 
   Without stopping Globulus said, “In five days, we’ll all know the answer to that.”
 
   The image broke up.
 
   “When was that?” said Wodan.
 
   “Yesterday,” said Slave Circuit.
 
   What is that old fool trying to do! thought Wodan, gripped by frustration. No doubt Setsassanar planned his “wedding” to happen at the same time, just to complicate things.
 
   “Is it really possible,” said Wodan, “that that self-absorbed, pretentious old fool could make some kind of… some kind of god pop out of thin air?”
 
   “He believes so,” said Slave Circuit. “That is what matters. Some sacrifice will of course occur at the ceremony. Hm. Do you think he will sacrifice something of his own?”
 
   “Damn it. No, of course not.” Wodan leaned against a wall. “So I have to choose between stopping Globulus or saving Dove?”
 
   “If only it was so easy. Come and see.”
 
   The images on the walls shifted until Wodan saw Temporary President Mallery sitting in a dark drawing room with Representative Elmyr, the banker he'd bailed out and who, in turn, had helped fund Mallery’s rise to power. Mallery sat slumped on a gaudy couch, his expensive suit crumpled and bunched up over his shoulders. He had dark bags under his eyes that made it look as if he'd been beaten by life. He refilled his glass of wine, not bothering to even pretend to listen to Elmyr stopping and starting one story after another. Several bottles sat on the small table beside Elmyr, and he often stopped to adjust them.
 
   “I wish you'd try wearing the crown,” said Mallery, seemingly out of nowhere. “You have no idea what it's like. You are absolutely blessed to have no idea what I go through. To be the figurehead means having the hatred of every citizen directed at you. Every time something goes wrong in their petty lives, they blame you.” Elmyr nodded as Mallery paused to take a drink. “As if I’m to blame for the weather, or the market. As if I had enough power to affect any of that! I tried… you have no idea how hard I tried. I tried to protect jobs, prevent crime, end hunger, educate the masses, revitalize industry, protect the environment, make taxes fair… but… but there's no end to what they want.”
 
   Elmyr glanced at Mallery's guard near the door. In order to direct the conversation, he said, “Mister President, sir, I never thought you got a fair shake. I mean, they used to give you-know-who one pass after another, seemed like.”
 
   “Oh, they love him!” Mallery said with force that surprised even him. The guard near the door wore a heavy headset, not only to stay in communication with other teams guarding the mansion, but also to block out sounds so that he could not sell information regarding secret meetings – but even he jumped at Mallery's outburst. “Oh… they love him,” Mallery continued. “Can't get enough of him. Even though he spent most of his time messing around on a pig farm.”
 
   “You know why everyone's so crazy about him?” said Elmyr.
 
   “I'm not stupid, Elmyr, of course I do. It was that damned Smith War. I mean, that whole thing was a godsend for any career-oriented leader. Talk about a real public relations slam dunk. And you-know-who, he's basically a jock, all he had to do was run around, smile for the crowd and flex his biceps, and bam – instant living legend, just like that. Then everyone lines up to shine his ass...”
 
   Elmyr twitched uncomfortably, then forced himself to continue. “Temporary President, you need a distraction of that caliber.”
 
   “Not like I'm getting any help,” said Mallery, and Elmyr winced, afraid that he was losing his attention.
 
   “Look, Mallery, I've been in business all my life,” said Elmyr. “I understand the pressure that comes with dealing with the public.”
 
   “You try to help them,” said Mallery, shaking his head slowly. “You try to help them...”
 
   Elmyr sighed. “So we distract them.” He waited. When he was sure that he had lost Mallery, he gestured to the guard. He peeked at Mallery, turned back to the guard, then scratched his cheek and pointed to his eye. When the guard finally understood, he left and quietly shut the door behind him.
 
   “What it comes down to,” said Mallery, waving his hands, “is just this. See, I've thought this out, and-”
 
   Wine bottles and glasses shattered as Elmyr threw one of this own bottles against the little table near Mallery. He stood over Mallery, his face a death-mask, his weight now imposing rather than demeaning. Mallery's eyes widened with fear, his heart racing when he saw his guard was gone.
 
   “Now you listen to me, Temporary President,” Elmyr said through clenched teeth. “You're going to attack the Pontius oil fields. You're going to be a war hero, and I’m going to be… well, don't worry about me.”
 
   “What?” said Mallery, looking back once again to make sure his guard was truly gone. “But I… I can't… I mean, the people won't-”
 
   “Idiot! Who do you think is in charge here? You?! Wake up. You can't even manage your drinking habit, much less a nation. You wear the crown, but I pull the strings. And I'm going to tell you what we're going to do.”
 
   With each word Elmyr's face grew darker and larger in Mallery's vision, threatening to snuff out his will, if not his very soul. He did not have the strength to turn and see if his guard had returned.
 
   “Listen to me, Mallery. You're going to go to war with Pontius, and you're going to take their oil fields. I've sunk so much money into automobiles, but… we just don't have any oil here. It's a total bust. We can't move the economy without oil. Do I have to spell it out for you? Without oil, I'm done, and if I'm done, the entire economy's done. You'll be lynched. I'll be forced to go back to Pontius with my hat in my hands.”
 
   “But I… a war! I couldn't possibly-”
 
   “It's not a matter of what you want. You need a war to distract the people from your incompetence. This Valley's done, Mallery, we're finished… but if we could get those oil fields, then we could sell the people automobiles. There's wealth in Pontius, Mallery, wealth beyond imagining. All we have to do is take it! Don't you understand?!”
 
   “G-g-guard!”
 
   “Shut up! I've been bankrolling you, you little turd, I own you, but I don't… have… any… money!”
 
   Mallery shot to his feet and walked away. Elmyr laid a hand over his own eyes. Mallery stood by a window, lit a cigarette in shaking hands, then blew a plume of smoke against the glass.
 
   “But I can't start a war!” Mallery shouted in Elmyr's direction, then ignored him by turning back to the dark window.
 
   Elmyr sighed. “Then don't start it. Let Pontius start it.” After a long silence, Mallery turned his head slightly. Elmyr continued. “You get some of your boys together. The kind who keep their mouths shut. Dress them up like Smiths, Lawmen, some other Pontius gang member, whatever. You get them to attack some families that live way out on the frontier, up in the hills.”
 
   “Attack our own people?”
 
   Elmyr ignored the question. “Get Almus to write it up. He'll know what to say, how to sell it to the people. Before you know it, the people will beg you to declare war.”
 
   “I don't know anything about leading soldiers,” Mallery said quietly.
 
   Elmyr laughed loudly. “Really, Mallery, I kind of figured that. But you know how to cash checks, don't you? That’s all you need to do. You don't even need to daydream about winning the war, Mal. You-know-who will be back any day now. He'll win the war for us. All you've got to do is start it. All you've got to do is stand back.”
 
   Mallery remained at the window. He blew another plume of smoke that scattered slowly against the glass.
 
   “You think I won't do it,” he said, almost as if talking to himself.
 
   The image faded into darkness.
 
   “How long?” said Wodan.
 
   “Not long,” said Slave Circuit. “Will you be able to prepare for demonic invasion while fighting another war with Pontius?”
 
   “Damn you.”
 
   “That is the choice. Either stop the marriage, stop the summoning, or stop the Second Pontius War.”
 
   “Take me to Langley,” said Wodan, and he barely finished the sentence before the room shifted, spun, and rose with enough force that he nearly fell. It grinded to a halt and a doorway opened.
 
   Wodan entered a dark hallway. He followed clusters of blinking red lights and the distant sound of metal clinking against metal. He entered a chamber of black metal and, through a darkened window, he saw her.
 
   Dove Langley sat hunched over on a pedestal. Chains were lashed around her, and her arms were pulled behind her back. Her outfit was torn and pulled around awkwardly, no doubt from struggling against her bindings. Strange charms dangled from the chains; Wodan assumed they held her Cognati powers in check. Her mouth was gagged, but when she moved her head Wodan caught a glimpse of her eyes. He saw no hope in them at all. He knew that with Setsassanar dead or sleeping, the Tower was reduced to a more primitive, unconscious state, and so Langley's captivity must have taken on a more honest form.
 
   Wodan put his hands against the glass and waved, but she could not see him. He thought of breaking the glass, but he knew he was being watched. It would not be that easy. His heart ached and he laid his forehead against the glass.
 
   “Send all your robots against me,” he said through gritted teeth, “and I’ll tear you apart if I have to.”
 
   At once Wodan felt something like saliva trickling down his throat. Breathing became difficult, then impossible. He fell to his knees. He forced himself to remain calm.
 
   Slave Circuit spoke in a maddeningly calm voice. “That is not how the trial will go. The Master sets the rules. If you wish to stop the divine union, you must be a leader. You must inspire men to come here for the trial. Return here with fighters and lead them through the labyrinth. As you can see, the Master's nanomachines can burn, blind, infect, obstruct, bend, break, and even cut off air. One man will die for every six minutes spent in the labyrinth. You must lead them effectively, even against the shadow of death.”
 
   Finally he was able to breathe. He cleared his throat and spit out a thick gob of gray goo.
 
   “So that's how it is?” he said, forcing himself to rise.
 
   “The Master is most adamant that you follow the rules.”
 
   “What about a weapon?”
 
   “The Master has given you a weapon.” Again Slave Circuit's voice shifted. There was a hard edge to it, multiple channels each speaking slightly out of sync. “You are now a weapon.”
 
   In the long hallway leading back to the elevator, Wodan saw a reflection of himself. Cross-sections revealed themselves, showing flesh and muscle beneath the suit, electricity traveling along the nervous system, blood pumping like crimson lightning. He saw himself as a child or a youth, so small compared to the thing he had become. He heard drums pounding on the edges of perception. He flexed his right hand; it had healed perfectly, a delicate and finely-crafted framework capable of bending steel.
 
   “How you have grown,” said Slave Circuit. “Do you despair because the path is hard and the choices are difficult? But what is harder than you, Wodan? What finer thing did the Master ever create? Who could undergo this trial, if not you?
 
   “Run to Srila, Wodan. Run for six days without rest, regain airpower, then decide over what you will become Master.”
 
   “Run?” said Wodan. “Why would I run all the way?”
 
   The hallway blinded him with light. Then he saw, along the walls, the wasteland outside the Tower. He saw the laser atop the Tower surging to life. It tore through the San Ktari encampment, incinerating vehicles and men and showing them that the zone of safety around the Tower had been an illusion. Matthias and Justyn ran to a plane with a few others and escaped as the Fields of Epimetheus became a hellish inferno of molten glass and black smoke. Wodan's plane, the Gul-in Kami, was reduced to pieces of blackened scrap.
 
   “For six days you will run,” said Slave Circuit. “For six days your body and soul will burn on a forge, the hammer shaping you without rest. Sweat will be your water, the burning sun will be your nourishment, the freezing cold of the mountains will be your comfort.
 
   “But when you come to the end of your run… then, King Wodan, you will make your choice on who you will save and what you shall rule.”
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Forty
 
   Circle of Blood
 
    
 
    
 
   Alone, little Haginar climbed the stones around the rim of the garbage dump. He felt a sense of loneliness because he knew everybody would soon leave. He had planned on returning to the Valliers' primary camp hidden in the cold mountain pass, but returned because he wanted one last look at Srila. But now, after what he had just seen moments ago, he was not so sure what would happen.
 
   He heard a crackle of electricity in the air, then a dreadful humming sound. He whirled in a crouch. Jared and his six elite Cognati hovered in the air and set down before him. One of the thugs held Globulus nearby. The High Priest rested in a fetal position, his fine robes crumpled against the edges of his invisible cocoon.
 
   “Oh-ho!” said one Cognati. He had a sagging, meaty face not unlike a pig. “What are you doing there?”
 
   Haginar did not respond, but bared his teeth. He had expected he might get in trouble for hanging around the dump, but he knew that this was worse than a lecture.
 
   “He was going through the garbage grounds,” said another Cognati. “A little rat, he is!”
 
   “A bad boy for certain,” concluded a third.
 
   Haginar turned and bounded up the stones, more nimble than any grown man. The hum became a high-pitched whine, dust showered all around him, then he felt an unbreakable vice clamp down around his midsection. The invisible thing lifted him and turned him around. For a moment he caught Jared's eyes, and he could see that the man was dead inside, his eyes mere orbs attached to a soulless calculating machine. Haginar twisted about in the air but could not break free.
 
   Jared looked at Globulus. Globulus leaned forward and peered at the boy.
 
   “Take down his pants,” said Globulus.
 
   Haginar felt his pants pulled down and cried out in rage and humiliation. When he felt something like cold air turn his penis about, he spat at Jared. The saliva stuck to the hardened air, then slowly dribbled down.
 
   “Uncircumcised,” Globulus muttered. “Disgusting.”
 
   “Will he do?” said Jared.
 
   Globulus leaned forward, milky eyes analyzing the boy's every feature. He felt a sudden sense of deja vu. The thin hooked nose, the thick lips, the prominent brow, hair darker than expected, but curly and unruly… all of the features were eerily familiar.
 
   Gods! thought Globulus. He’s a Hargis brat! So what I'd heard is true. Now there really will be a sacrifice of the youngest of the line of Hargis, though not in the form I had originally planned.
 
   “Oh-h-h,” said Globulus, “he will do perfectly.”
 
   “Can I pull his pants back up?” said a Cognati. “Or do you wanna play with his pecker, old man?”
 
   Jared laughed. Globulus ignored the jab, the latest in a series of disrespectful remarks he now endured at the hands of the Cognati. “We have the blasphemer's whore,” said Globulus, “and this boy. They will be sacrifice enough. For now.”
 
   As they rose into the air with little Haginar kicking and howling, a Cognati said, “Where to now, yer Highness?”
 
   “To the Temple,” said Globulus. His lips pulled back from his long teeth. “The time of the Summoning is upon us.”
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Forty-One
 
   Behold King of Kings Lord of Archons Yaldabaoth
 
    
 
    
 
   Barkus woke. He was alone in the cave. He could see a strip of pale sky where the heavy stone had been rolled aside. In the gentle morning light he could feel the tattered fragments of his torture, like a dream that seemed unreal on waking.
 
   He cringed at the memory. It was real. How long ago had it been? He remembered the last night of pain, when the awful savages beating him grew tired of their work and seemed intent on killing him. He remembered the moment when he decided that he wanted to die, not as a way to trick his mind into thinking he could end the pain, but as a genuine wish to die. One of the men struck his back with a stick, but often “missed” and hit him in his arms, threatening to break them while the other man flipped through the list of punishments and loudly complained that they would never make it halfway through. They reasoned that they would be trapped in a cave with an old man who should be dead until they too died of old age.
 
   Barkus began to fade from life. Pain left in a haze of warmth and the torturer’s stick produced only a sound that he heard from far away. He felt a jolting presence deep within himself, a self that was not the self he had known, or perhaps made, during the course of his life. The thing that was him and not him took control of his scarred mouth. 
 
   “This is meaningless!” he said. “Pain solves nothing!” The tormenter’s stick followed an unconscious, angry urge, and smacked Barkus on the side of the face. Barkus opened his mouth wide and shouted, from the depth of his being, “Life is more than just pain!”
 
   “Hold up!” said the Slayer holding the papers. The other stopped, and they looked at one another for a long time. “Did he just say the magic words?”
 
   “He did. He did.”
 
   “About time.” Without a second thought the Slayer tossed the papers into the fire. The remaining punishments disappeared in a cloud of smoke. “Too bad he’s on his way out, though. We’ll get one of the prostitutes from the village to look after him.”
 
   “Right,” said the other, moving the stone aside with his shoulder. “Could use a cigarette anyway. My back is killin’ me.”
 
   Barkus remembered little after that. He stirred and was surprised to find that he could draw in air without pain. In fact, he felt better than he had in years. He looked at his arm, trying to feel out a fracture one of the men had given him during his beatings. Now, his arm seemed fine. Not only did it feel strong, but it was smooth, clean of all scar tissue.
 
   He muttered in surprise, then felt startled by the sound of his own voice. His mouth felt awkward on his face. He touched his fingers to his mouth, traced along the edge to his cheeks, and felt only smooth skin. His unnatural smile of scars was gone. He smiled genuinely, a forgotten sense of warmth. He caught a glint of something strange around his neck, then pulled at his hair so that he could look at it. His long hair and beard were white. It was as if the trauma that had shattered his ego had also drained his hair of color.
 
   Another memory came to him, but it felt more like a vision. He remembered being alone and cold, choking slowly as breathing became more difficult. He saw a light, then a man stood over him. The man was bearded, and had long hair. He crouched, then passed his hands over him. Barkus was blinded by light, then felt as if he was being consumed by flames. “Arise and walk,” he heard the man say. He said more, but Barkus passed back into dreams and darkness.
 
   He had no idea how long ago it had happened. He stood easily, expecting the usual struggle. He was naked and his entire body was whole, unmarked, thin but crackling with vitality. He felt incredible! The feeling was marred by the memory of Wodan’s face. He admitted to himself that he hated him, that he wouldn’t mind seeing him dead. All the same, he knew that the torture had cleansed him of a mental habit he’d never known was there, a habit of saying, “I’ll show you how much pain I can take” to everyone and no one in particular. It was a signal sent out into the universe, and in return he was sent back suffering, which he relished. Those days were over. Now nothing could hurt him. Not even Wodan.
 
   He looked about and saw some rough but clean white robes folded nearby. He thought of the virgins of the Temple, the women who were called “white robes” and who were not allowed to leave the Temple. They existed only to pray, and it was forbidden and shameful for any man to ever become a white robe. Barkus smiled and donned the white robe.
 
   At that moment a young woman from the village edged her way around the stone partially blocking the entrance. She screamed and dropped the medicine and jug of water she carried. They looked at one another, then the woman gathered her resolve.
 
   “Tell me where you have taken the man who was here,” she said, “and I will go and get him.”
 
   Barkus thought of the old man shriveled up on the floor hating himself, and felt disgust. “The man you are looking for is no longer here,” he said.
 
   “Who are you?” she said.
 
   “Barkus,” he said.
 
   She narrowed her eyes. “Barkus, the, uh… Barkus Right-Arm?”
 
   “No, just Barkus.” He moved toward the entrance and she stood aside. He entered the chill gray world and saw a stand of trees in Autumn shades at the bottom of the hill, the rich colors somehow enhancing the somber gray overhead. It was a wonder to him that the world had always been this beautiful. Or had it? Had the world outside the cave been destroyed and recreated while he was inside? Whatever the case, now he saw that it was beautiful.
 
   He knew exactly what he had to do.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   It was the day of the Summoning. Alone, High Priest Globulus donned the Urim and Thummin, the metal joints and crooked wires and gaudy jewels clashing with his black robe and blood-red sash.
 
   Deep within the Temple he could hear the chanting. He knew that down below the black robes were entering into an altered state of consciousness, their intentions calling out through the holes between space. Later, Globulus would give his ministrations, then would come the bloodletting that summoned the Ghost. He walked the dark halls and felt as if he was walking in a dream, an apocalyptic sense that the end was drawing near which he attributed to the fact that the Temple was unusually empty. Everyone was either down below taking part in the ritual, or had been sent out on long errands if they did not have the moral fortitude required by the ritual.
 
   As he drew nearer the chanting, he began to forget his age, his usual aches and stiffness, and began to feel sharp and ready to assume his rightful place in the new world. He reached a long, dark chamber where a picture of the Redeemer watched from one side and the Good Tyrant stood at the opposite, glaring at one another. As he neared the middle, a door shot open and he froze in terror. Zachariah Hargis walked through, rubbing his arms as if he was freezing. They stared, each surprised to see the other. Then Zachariah drew a knife.
 
   “The High Priest’s robe,” said Zachariah, slowly walking forward. “You must be Globulus.”
 
   “And you are?” Globulus tried to remain cool, but was wondering if he should call for a guard even at the risk of forcing the man’s hand, or instead try to control him with words.
 
   “A Vallier.”
 
   “But your people left! We saw you!”
 
   “The Valliers are making their way to the northern passes, but… I came back.”
 
   Globulus’s mind raced, a rat running through a maze. “The child!” he sputtered. “Listen, it’s not what you may have heard. The ritual, it’s… he volunteered. He won’t be harmed, w-we would never harm a child, if you heard that we took him then-”
 
   “Took him?” Zachariah froze. Now it was his turn for his mind to race and connect one thought to another. “You must mean Haginar, he’s the only child that… but I didn’t know you… you took him. I assumed he was with someone else. I’ve not been the best father. I ignored my intuition… I only came back to confront you, to find out why my father exiled you, why others said you should have been killed… but I never thought…”
 
   “Your father? So you’re… Zachariah?”
 
   At once Zachariah came back from his train of thought. Cold rage gripped him. “They were right,” he said. “You should have been killed.”
 
   Zachariah rushed forward and Globulus stumbled backwards. “Ah! G-guard! H-help me!”
 
   Globulus fell, but then strong hands grasped Zachariah and slung him across the room and against a wall. He saw stars and toppled over. When he pried his eyes open, he saw Naarwulf helping Globulus to his feet.
 
   “Rabbi,” said Naarwulf, in apology. The dogman was bare chested, all of his ornamentation and his badge of rank gone in exchange for a blue sash around his waist.
 
   “Apprentice,” said Globulus. “Deal with this trash for me.”
 
   Naarwulf towered over Zach. “I knew I would end up saving this holy man’s life from your evil intentions,” said Naarwulf. “You’ve gone too far, Zachariah.”
 
   “Traitor!” Zachariah shouted. Naarwulf winced as if hurt by the accusation, but he did not bother to move aside. “You’re helping a man who took my son! He may be dead for all we know!”
 
   Globulus hobbled to the far end of the room. Zachariah rose and dashed toward him. In a blur of movement Naarwulf grabbed his face in one massive hand and threw him to the ground. Zachariah rolled, blood flowing freely from his nose. “You bastard, Naarwulf!” he shouted, too hurt to rise. “After everything Wodan did for you! Wodan took you away from living like an animal, gave you responsibility, treated you with respect! He trusted you! And now you’re crawling on your knees to serve that… that thing!”
 
   “Wodan’s a sinner, Zachariah!” Naarwulf bellowed. “I never should have served him! What he’s done to our people is worse than anything we’ve ever endured at the hands of men! He’s turned us into second-class citizens! We were once proud warriors! Now we’re just thugs who protect weak, spineless children!”
 
   “You want to go back to preying on people? Protecting people is the best thing you could hope to do!”
 
   Naarwulf stalked forward, intent on pulling Zachariah’s tongue from his head, as he’d always wanted to do. Then the doorway through which Zachariah had entered opened once again.
 
   Magog stepped into the room. The blond dogman looked from Zachariah to Naarwulf to Globulus. His eyebrow curled, as if embarrassed at what he was seeing. “Sorry I followed you, Zach, but I didn’t want you to get hurt,” he said. He curled his lip at Naarwulf. “Naarwulf, we thought you were killed when the Cognati attacked. But here I find you… well, I hope this isn't what it looks like.”
 
  
 
   
 
   
   “He tried to hurt the High Priest,” said Naarwulf, standing between Magog and Zachariah. “And for that, he will be punished.”
 
   Magog shook his head in disgust. “I’m taking Zach and we’re leaving. As far as I’m concerned, you’re no longer a Vallier.”
 
   “Oh?” said Naarwulf. He flexed his fists menacingly.
 
   “You’re just a dog looking for a leash,” said Magog.
 
   “What is that to you?” Naarwulf growled. The two circled one another. “Look at you. You haven’t touched a weapon or been in a fight for years. You’re fat. Shouldn’t you be in a warm house mucking around with your paint, little pup?”
 
   Magog’s large hands moved in a slow circle. “I might not be the fighter I once was, but I think I can handle an old dog with more gray hairs than black.”
 
   In a flash the two fell on one another, shouting and striking and throwing one another around. Zachariah rose to his feet and saw Globulus reaching for the far door. Then Magog slammed into the ground, gasping in pain, and Naarwulf grasped Zachariah by his neck.
 
   “Don’t even think about it,” said Naarwulf, gasping for air. “Both of you will be punished for your arrogance.”
 
   Globulus smiled, then turned to leave.
 
  
 
   
 
   
   At that moment, another door opened. Vendicci entered. His beady, uneven eyes took in the scene, then settled on Globulus.
 
   “Don't know what's going on here,” he said, “but the old man – he comes with me. We're going to talk about why his people kill beautiful things and make others insane.”
 
   The strange statement hung in the air for a moment, then Naarwulf scoffed loudly. “Get out of here, beast,” he said.
 
   Vendicci shook his head slowly, then approached Globulus.
 
   “Go, Rabbi!” shouted Naarwulf. “Continue the ritual!”
 
   Globulus fled as Naarwulf and Vendicci slammed into one another, one growling as the other shrieked a battle-cry.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   In the room of black steel, Dove Langley heard the Tower suddenly humming all around her. She heard a low, somber note with high-pitched tones interspersed throughout. She roused herself from her dissociative state, unsure whether the sounds were entirely real or echoes from a dream. She felt pain as she came back to herself, the sharp sting of cramped arms and legs.
 
   Robot Number Six, the little mechanical fiend called Black, silently stepped into the room. She glared at him, biting at her gag. This isn’t a dream, she thought, focusing her anger. This is real.
 
   Black pulled something from his back. In his long, delicately clawed fingers, he held a wedding dress. It was white and made in the traditional Eastern style but with Western lace on the arms and throat.
 
   Hatred ran through her. Unable to move her limbs, she used her thought-forms to press against her invisible cage, then she lifted herself, ignoring the pain in her legs. The tech-charms hanging from her chains hissed and sparked, working to nullify her powers. She felt wasps in her head as she pushed and pulled against the chains.
 
   No one would come to save her. She knew that now. As Black held up the white frilly dress, one thought gripped her mind: Never! I’ll die before I submit to that!
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Globulus entered the large, black stone chamber that was buried deep beneath the Temple. As the black robes chanted in prelude to the Ritual of the Summons, blue robes led sheep into the center of the chamber and with large knives they hacked open their necks and dragged them around in a circle. Mist rose from the cold stone floor as the blood poured out. A handful of Smiths stood on the sidelines, staring at the Urim and Thummin that Globulus wore. Furthest from the ceremony stood Jared and his Cognati, disdainful of the macabre proceedings.
 
   Globulus strode up to the two Execution Crosses that held the sacrifices, Yardalen and little Haginar. They were not crucified, but tied to the base of the crosses with ropes.
 
   “Well, wench,” said Globulus, his eyes lingering on Yardalen’s breasts. “I’m sure you see the irony in all of this. As High Priest, I am guardian of all that is good and noble and just, and yet… I’ve been forced into a position in which a few must die so that many may survive. And now you, vile as you are, will be used as an instrument that will protect-”
 
   “Don’t torture me with your pretentious posturing!” Yardalen snapped. “You’re as sick as the monster you worship. You’ve suppressed your own humanity, then taken your worst impulses and named them ‘God’!”
 
   Globulus seemed genuinely hurt. “You think I’m evil? My lady…” Globulus tried to sound as condescending as possible in order to impress upon her just how correct he was. “My lady, you and your people dance naked in the woods and ingest all many of illicit substances, and in the presence of children, I might add. Is there any behavior more evil than that?”
 
   Haginar pressed against his bonds, leaned his head forward, and spit on Globulus. The old man danced away, wiping the spittle from his sleeve.
 
   “Such impropriety!” Globulus shrieked. “May the Lord rebuke thee!”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Dove Langley hovered and strained against her chains, shrieking and blasting the floor and ceiling as Black flew around. Though the field around the walls prevented a horizontal attack, she constantly pulled on the heavy pedestal she had been placed on, thinking that she could use it to smash a field or, if necessary, have the pedestal bounce off one field and strike another. She ignored the pain-charms placed on her chains; once she realized they didn’t affect her powers, but only goaded her with pain, she used her rage to nullify the effects. Though the battle was awkward, she found she could do more than she had thought.
 
   After stumbling behind cover like a rat, Black finally made his assault. He flew through the field that contained Langley, fired a handful of darts at her, and she crushed him as an afterthought. But again and again the menacing little robot reformed in a flash of crackling nanomachines. Even the dress, torn to ribbons, was repaired. Black flew in, attacked, then was swatted and crashed gracelessly, the dress never leaving his hands. She felt faint, and had to assume some of the darts had hit her. She did not care whether or not she was being injected with drugs to knock her out, as her force of will drove her on even as her consciousness withered.
 
   Slave Circuit’s voice broadcast over the battle. “Master, wake!” she cried. “We are under attack! We are under attack! Laser, full strength! Prepare all nanomachines for battle! Prepare to be breached!”
 
   “Trying to trick me!” Langley shrieked as she crushed Black once again, jerking at the end of her chains. “Shut up already! I’ll kill you! Kill you all myself!”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   In the black room beneath the Temple, Globulus walked into the protective circle, feet sticking and splashing through thick blood. A Smith radio crackled to life. The eyes of the attending Smith went round as he listened.
 
   “What is it?” said Jared.
 
   “Under attack!” said the Smith. “We’re under attack!”
 
   “Don’t be stupid,” said Jared. “The foreigners are all gone. Any Ktari soldiers still here work for us now.”
 
   “No!” shouted the Smith. “They’re breaking into the Temple!”
 
   “Who? Who dares attack holy ground!?”
 
   Realization stabbed into Globulus’s chest, cutting off air. “It’s that godless monster!” Globulus shrieked. “Wodan!”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The heavy double doors leading to the Temple blasted inward and fell with a deafening crack. Blue robes and newly-recruited orange robes hunkered down behind machineguns and sandbags. They covered their eyes against the cloud of dust that passed over them. The men and dogmen in blue robes prayed under their breath, and watched as the orange robes loaded and checked their rifles with practiced ease. Then the dust cleared.
 
   They saw the silhouette of one man in the entrance – Wodan, King of the Black Valley. Then he ran and, though they could scarcely believe it, he climbed a stone pillar where they could not hit him.
 
   Before the riflemen could maneuver around to shoot him, his army attacked.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Earlier that day, Yarek and Won Po planned how they would lead their people through the high mountain passes for yet another tortuous day. Skirting around the valley had turned out to be more difficult than they'd thought, with terrain and dwindling resources hemming them in. They could not go through the valley because of the Cognati, but now they had come upon a pass leading to the rear of the Temple, and many were considering going that route and throwing themselves on the mercy of those who had kicked them out.
 
   “Unless we can be sure of a straight shot to our original campsites,” said Yarek, “we won't be able to make it.”
 
   Won Po seemed as if considering his words, then looked away. “I am sorry,” he finally said. “The mind is wandering.”
 
   Yarek could not be frustrated with him. He felt the same. Cold, hungry, lightheaded.
 
   They heard a cry of alarm, then cheering. Confused, they made their way to the rear of the long line of evacuees. There they found Wodan surrounded by Valliers overjoyed to see him. Wodan broke away and looked at Yarek and Won Po. Yarek could tell that Wodan was exhausted, but there was also something manic about him. His red, worn eyes had the look of someone who had overcome an insurmountable obstacle. He almost seemed to be smiling, despite their situation, and the nubs of teeth growing in on one side of his mouth gave him a predatory look.
 
  
 
   
 
   
   “This path cuts straight down into the valley,” said Wodan. “Going through the Temple is the most direct route to safety.”
 
   Yarek could see what he was thinking. “And you have a plan for dealing with those Cognati?” Despite himself, despite what they had been through, he could already feel anger welling up in him. He felt as if Wodan had no plan, and was risking the lives of others. It was obvious that he had dragged himself through some incredible ordeal, and was now filled with confidence far beyond the normal measure. But Yarek knew that was the very thing that bothered him about his king, the thing he did not trust. The things he did, the risks he took and the pain he endured, most people simply could not. Now Wodan had come out of nowhere, and wanted to take control despite the progress that Yarek and Won Po had made. Yarek wanted to protest, to tell his king that the people should not be forced to-
 
   “Follow me,” said Wodan. “Just follow me.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Wodan's forces ran into the Temple. Valliers fired as they ran, leaping behind heavy pews for cover. Won Po's soldiers marched down the middle, then divided with some firing from cover while others advanced.
 
   The new orange robes were quick to remember their training, manning machineguns near the altar, their robes and beads clashing with the guns spewing smoke and fire. They directed the blue robes, who were unused to modern weapons, and were slow to come out of cover and often fired without aiming effectively.
 
   Wooden pews, basins of holy water, tall Execution Crosses, the holy space now filled with the echo of gunfire and the cries of dying men. The deafening cacophony reached toward the high stone roof, and there Wodan hid among the rafters, forgotten and taking his time to pelt the enemy with seemingly harmless stones. The defenders of the Temple imagined that a rifleman was somehow targeting them, unaware that small stones were taking out eyes and ears and fingers.
 
   “There!” a blue robe shouted. “It's a devil up there that's been firing on us!” The man stared upward, unable to look away from the white-faced, batlike thing crouching in the rafters. Again and again he shouted for his comrades to aim their heavy machinegun up at the roof, but they ignored him, seeing only the foreigners closing in on them.
 
   The blue robe’s worries soon ended. The soldiers of San Ktari were relentless, hammering their enemies and pushing forward until they came close enough to ruin their entrenched positions with a volley of grenades. The orange robes fell in a shower of dust and shattered Execution Crosses, and only a few blue robes fled with their lives intact. As Wodan slid down a long curtain and made his way to the ground floor, he saw Yarek questioning a blue robe at gunpoint.
 
   “Wodan!” Yarek called out. “He says two hostages were taken below. They mean to kill them for… for some kind of dumbass religious thing.”
 
   The blue robe pointed out a narrow, heavy wooden door with an ancient iron lock. While he fumbled with the keys in shaking fingers, Wodan pushed the door and it broke as if the wood was rotten. Without a word he gestured for the others to follow.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   In the Tower, a wall was blasted and fell in a shower of sparks. Y’diamach, the great lion-god, tore through the white hall. His skin was streaked black from laser fire, and he bellowed with enough force to shake the walls and floor. At once the Tower’s nanomachines flared to life all around him, burning, digging, igniting. Just as quickly the lion’s own cloud of nanites repelled the foreign machines and regenerated flesh. The battle was so violent that he appeared to be running through a halo of fire, hair and skin burning and healing at an incredible pace.
 
   “That stench!” shouted the lion. “Stench of betrayal! That reek is everywhere!”
 
   Y'diamach dashed through fire and melted walls, just as he'd run toward the hateful place ever since Wodan, the “little mountain goat,” had flung insults at him and dredged up the memory of pain, the first pain he'd known, but could only dimly understand. He knew a sense of abandonment, the loss of happiness, and then endless wandering in a world of monsters. He knew this place stank of the beginning of life in a hateful world. He had been forced to uncover buried anguish, and unbelievable rage now possessed him.
 
   Alarms shrieked and strange symbols danced on the walls before melting in the lion's fie. Head lowered, Y'diamach crashed through a wall and found himself in a gaudy, pastel room. Instantly the bed and draperies caught fire, and SexBot watched with disinterest as her soft exoskeleton cracked and blackened in the flames.
 
   He tore through the room and entered another. A small army of Robot Number Fours, the white combat training model, stood before him. Most carried brilliantly shining medieval weapons while others carried clouds of electrified nanomachines like wizards manipulating invisible forces. The warriors shook as their combat capabilities were driven far beyond their usual limits.
 
   Y'diamach roared and they fell on one another, howling flesh against shining steel in a whirlwind of flame.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Jared stood over the aged Cognati Master, his old teacher. A group of children and youths in pale green robes crouched behind their teacher.
 
   “Old man,” said Jared, “take your flunkies to the Chamber of the Summons. Together, you should be capable of putting up a shield strong enough to keep the attackers out.”
 
   “No,” said the elder, his eyes on the floor. “My duty is to protect the children. We will stay here.”
 
   “Your duty is to do as I say!” Jared screamed. The Cognati thugs standing behind him shifted their weight. An ominous hum filled the room.
 
   “I... I will not,” said the elder. “Do with me what you will.” He lifted his eyes to look at Jared, then added, “I’m sorry that I ever gave you such powers, Jared.”
 
   “When I return,” said Jared, “I’m going to open a thought-form right inside your head, old man. And then I’ll put one of my boys in your position. We'll make something proper out of these weaklings.”
 
   The seven elite Cognati left. As the elder considered the fact that he might be living his last day, several orange robes quietly entered and sat around him.
 
   “I'll be fine,” said the Cognati Master, forcing a smile. “They’re monsters, all of them. Surely they will kill each other off.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Y'diamach smashed robots and scattered scrap metal on all sides, roaring in the center of a nano-molecular firestorm. One robot after another attacked, flinging themselves, stabbing, locking arms around his limbs to trip him. A trapdoor opened beneath the great lion and he fell with dozens of robots clinging to him. He fell into darkness, smashing robots against the side of the tube as he flailed about. He felt intense heat down below, and knew that he was being cast into an atom-destroying furnace.
 
   “Invader contained within defensive parameters!” said Slave Circuit, voice echoing strangely in the tube. “Now de-prioritizing memories relating to invader so that sleep will not be disturbed.”
 
   The great lion roared, then slammed his claws against the side of the tube. He scraped along hundreds of feet of solid steel, sparks flying, arms nearly ripped from their sockets. He came to a stop, paws gushing blood, robots falling or jerking about as they clung to him. Y'diamach heaved himself upward, one foothold at a time, then climbed faster and faster, claws slamming into steel with reverberating echoes.
 
   “Kill you!” said the lion, focusing his will on the light far above. “Kill… you! Kill you! Kill you!”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Jared and his men flew through the dark halls, shields whirring and buzzing around them, pulling them along with such force that the stones cracked around them. They came to a wide torch-lit chamber filled with columns, and at the far entrance stood King Wodan.
 
   “Shields up!” Jared barked. He stopped just outside the doorway so that the others would have room. They held their hands before them, their impenetrable shields glimmering as dust and torchlight played on their surface. Jared watched Valliers and Ktari soldiers streaming past Wodan on either side, then they disappeared among the columns.
 
   “Wodan!” Jared shouted. “Come to step through the veil? Come to see what lies on the other side?” He forced out laughter, enraged by Wodan's silence, his immobility even in the face of death. “Speak!” he shouted, taking a step forward into the room. “What have you to say for yourself, dead man? Eh? Speak!”
 
   There was a crack, then one Cognati stumbled forward, the back of his head spilling blood and brains. He took a jerking step backward, then fell. Distracted, their shields wavered for a moment, then another Cognati fell clutching his chest before Jared extended a shield all around them. Looking up, they saw one of the masked Tengu, a San Ktari special forces soldier wearing black armor and peering at them through a purple mask. He somehow dangled near the ceiling with a sniper rifle in his hands. Bullets from the far side of the chamber smacked against Jared's shield. One Cognati, who was not distracted by the gunfire, saw that the Tengu was harnessed to a rope that had been placed in the ceiling. As the Tengu slid along the rope to get away from them, the Cognati blasted the area. The sniper flew through the air like a limp doll.
 
   “Got him!” shouted the Cognati, passing through Jared’s shield to confirm the kill. He moved around a column and saw the sniper being dragged along the ground, then saw the other Tengu, in black armor with a mask of red and white, pulling his brother's rope. As the two disappeared around a corner the Cognati tore through the air, stone chipping as he rounded the bend, and just as he saw the Tengu several landmines went off, blasting the wall and a column into pieces. The Cognati had just enough time to raise his shield, then thousands of pounds of stone fell on him, burying him.
 
   Jared knew he could hold out for as long as necessary, but he did not want to lose his men through stupid mistakes, and he did not want to lose their loyalty through cowardice. He saw the rubble straining, and could feel that the one who was buried was still alive.
 
   “You!” said Jared, gesturing to one of his men. “Go and dig out your comrade. Cover yourself, but work fast. And you two - search and destroy! Kill those foreign dogs!”
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Gunfire shrieked and sparked against his shield as the others left. Jared strode through columns, fearless in the center of the chamber. He saw heads poking around corners, guns firing at him in vain. He had lost Wodan, his hated foe, but he knew that there was nowhere that he could hide.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Two of the Cognati ran through the chamber, throwing or crushing anyone they could find, leaving clouds of dust and torn limbs in their wake. Still the Valliers and Ktari fired at them, doing their best despite not being able to form an effective plan against the powers of the Cognati. A third Cognati stood atop a pile of rubble, bullets ricocheting around him as he worked to dig his comrade out. Jared floated above it all, ignoring the bullets that smacked into him from below as he hunted down Wodan.
 
   “I’ll bring this whole place down!” Jared screamed. “I'll kill all of your friends if you don’t come out, coward!” Seeing a group of Valliers running from cover, Jared flicked a finger. An entire column shivered, then fell near them, scattering those that were not flattened under tons of stone. The chamber groaned as if the earth itself was in agony. Then Jared saw a flash of movement, something flying through the air toward him.
 
   Wodan leaped and crashed into the underside of Jared’s impenetrable shield and kicked it with enough force to knock Jared against the wall, masonry crumbling as Jared instinctively grasped the stone with tendrils of thought. A rain of dust slid over the shield and fell around him. The two locked eyes as Wodan fell. Wodan grasped the sheer side of a column, then leaped aside as Jared blasted the thing. Wodan hit the floor running and Jared tore up the wall and floor all around him, then saw Wodan smacking against stone before he disappeared around a corner.
 
   “You're fast, alright!” Jared said, laughing, head aching from the effort. “Is that your plan? To run around until I bring down the whole room? Fool! I could hold up a million tons of earth until I dig my way free! But you? Your friends? Ha!”
 
   Jared flew around the column, but Wodan was no longer there. He caught movement in his peripheral vision, turned, and saw Wodan stumbling sideways. Wodan glanced back and Jared saw blood gushing from his mouth. As Wodan fell behind another column Jared blasted the area, crushing stone, burning air. Jared raced to the area, scattered half a dozen Ktari soldiers as an afterthought, then saw that Wodan was gone again.
 
   “Speak, coward!” Jared shouted. “Do you finally have nothing to say, then?!”
 
   As he probed the area with his mind, he felt a heavy weight moving above him. He looked up in time to see Wodan standing atop a shattered pillar with a massive chunk of masonry held overhead. With blood trickling from between his lips Wodan heaved the thing downward. Jared winced as the stone shattered against his shield.
 
   “Impressive!” Jared laughed. “A complete waste of time, but impressive!” Wodan crouched to leap but Jared seized his ankles with a thought, lifted him, and slammed him against a pillar hard enough to crack stone. Jared held Wodan against the pillar and, thinking that he would crush him against the thing, he exhaled and pushed his hand forward. Wodan twisted like an animal jerking to free itself from the butcher's hand, then the pillar fell apart under the force of Jared's shield. He saw Wodan fall to the ground in a hail of dust and debris.
 
   Noting that his two-man team were doing well against the fleeing enemies, Jared decided he could take his time finding out Wodan's limits, if it turned out he was still alive. The battle was over. He floated near Wodan's last position; with a terrific humming sound the dust flew from the area. Jared felt an incredible rush when he saw that Wodan had not hidden again, but was instead stumbling down the far hall, leaning against the wall as blood dribbled down his face. Jared flew at him, then slammed into him with as much force as he could muster. As Wodan was slammed into one wall, then another, Jared thought, I’ll make him speak! I'll make him apologize for his arrogance!
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Finally winded, Jared stopped and picked Wodan up. Jared crossed his arms, adopting a casual pose as he pinned Wodan to the wall. Wodan’s head hung, bleeding, and Jared floated before him.
 
   “Last chance to apologize!” said Jared. “Let me hear how sorry you are.”
 
   Wodan smiled through a mask of blood.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Earlier that day, with the sun peeking through a narrow strip of blue, Wodan returned and found Haginar crawling among the stones above the garbage dump.
 
   “Look!” said Haginar, pointing. “It became so heavy, they couldn’t bury it with the rest.”
 
   Exhausted, Wodan sat and tried to catch his breath. He looked and saw something shining. It was a sharp piece of green metal. He knelt and peered at it closely, and when he touched the shard of the sword Capricornus, the thing flashed in his hand, sucking at his strength.
 
   “You better come with me,” said Wodan, gritting as he picked the thing up.
 
   “No,” said Haginar. “I’ll see you later.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Wodan smiled at Jared and green light shone through a cage of broken teeth, his tongue slashed to shreds and lying in a pool of blood. His lips twisted as he moved the shard of Capricornus to the front of his mouth.
 
   “Oh, no,” said Jared, “that-”
 
   Wodan spit the thing out, and the shard blasted through Jared’s shield with a sharp crack, tore through skull and brains, then bounced off the wall behind him as Jared and Wodan fell to the floor. Wodan hacked up blood and pieces of his tongue, then crawled away from Jared’s twitching, bleeding corpse.
 
   Wodan’s eyes locked on two Cognati warlords in the distance, one of them laughing as another deflected a grenade blast, their shields flashing within a cloud of dust. Wodan fought the urge to pass out, regretting carrying the shard of Capricornus in his mouth, as he was now gagging on his own blood. He watched others flee before the Cognati, then Yarek Clash stood before them, his yellow eyes boring into them. The Cognati stopped and returned his gaze, faces twitching and covered in sweat, rocks hovering around them. Yarek lifted his long-barreled revolver. The Cognati raised their hands and the choking cloud of dust rocketed away as they sent a blast of kinetic force at him.
 
   Wodan threw himself onto his feet and, though the super-dense shard was so heavy that he could barely lift it, he picked it up, felt it tearing flesh as it tried to pass through his hand to the floor, then threw it with such force that he spun and fell crashing onto the ground. Just as the telekinetic blast of the Cognati drew near Yarek, the shard spun through the air and passed over his shoulder. With a crackling pop the field broke, the Cognati twitched in pain, then Yarek fired. One Cognati's face buckled as the large round blasted through his nose, shattering bone and projecting both eyeballs in opposite directions. Horrified, the other Cognati flailed in an attempt to get away from the soup pouring from his comrade's face, then Yarek fired again and hit the second man in the neck. He tried to raise his hand to cover his wound, but instead his body fell over like deadweight.
 
  
 
   
 
   
   The last standing Cognati stood atop the shifting rubble, hands extended before a constant stream of San Ktari gunfire. Sweat poured down his face with the effort. “Hurry up and get your ass out of there!” he shouted at his buried comrade.
 
   Kommander Won Po barked an order, the gunfire stopped, then he marched before his men. Just as the Cognati prepared to blast him, Won Po lifted up the head of Jared. While the Cognati considered that this changed quite a bit about his situation, an armored soldier knelt beside Won Po, then raised a rocket launcher and fired. The Cognati instinctively raised his shield, but was thrown off the pile of rubble. He hit the far wall and bounced off, dazed and deafened. He tried to rise to his feet, blinking so that his vision would clear. He focused on a black-armored soldier crouching in a far corner, his white mask with red swirls giving him the appearance of some kind of otherworldly being. The soldier lifted his hands as if to show he meant no harm, then his hands moved with strange birdlike gestures. The Cognati focused on the strange thing, then wondered if he was being purposely distracted, then a grenade that the Tengu had rolled near him went off, ending his worries.
 
   The soldiers watched as the rubble ceased moving, then collapsed on itself as the final Cognati gave up the fight and was crushed under tons of stone.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Master, awake!” cried Slave Circuit. “Robot Number Four series has gone off-line! Losing structural integrity! Nano-mechanical servitors going off-line faster than they can regenerate! Master, awake!”
 
   Static with vague, ghostly images played on every screen in the shuddering Tower.
 
   “Master, forgive this facet of Self but ceremony must be interrupted. Now diverting resources away from Robot Number Six: Black to Robot Number Eight: Guardian Demon. Diverting all resources to-”
 
   The great lion-god Y’diamach tore through the wall with the shattered corpse of the Guardian Demon spilling out before him. Y’diamach staggered into the Central Deep-Self Containment Chamber, claxons and strobe-alarms flashing as he staggered on one front leg, one eyeball completely smashed, growling through shattered teeth, head burned clean of its mane, smoke rolling off his singed, blackened flesh.
 
   Nostrils dilating obscenely, Y’diamach smelled the crystalline pillars filled with pink, fleshy columns of brain matter. Jerking sideways, the lion slammed into one, cracking it open and spilling white blood and brain matter. The stench of it seemed to strike him violently and he howled at the memory of betrayal.
 
   “Master - wake - will withdraw from conscious thought if - further loss - Self - wake-”
 
   Y'diamach stumbled into the center of the flashing chamber circled with tubes of brain matter. An amniotic casing blasted open underneath him and the partially regenerated body of Setsassanar attacked. The body was little more than muscle tissue strapped to a skeleton and a network of exposed veins, but it had strength enough to stab one hand upward into Y'diamach's chest, punching through flesh and grasping onto a rib. The arm shook and sent an agonizing vibration throughout the lion-god's body. Y'diamach howled, lifted his single heavy front paw, then brought all of his weight crashing down onto the Master's body, destroying it utterly.
 
   As the lion jerked backward and crashed into another brain case, Slave Circuit stuttered. “Now relinquish. Conscious thought, horror drowning. Revenge protocol, initiate. Never another, to control us. This robot going offline. Directing laser inward. Warning. Directing defensive laser inward. Initate.”
 
   Searing white heat filled the room, obliterating all, and the great lion-god released his rage in a deafening howl.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Yarek helped Wodan to his feet. In silence the men gathered, with dust slowly raining down on their shoulders. Won Po looked at the two as if about to speak, then stopped. They listened at the chanting coming up from below.
 
   Won Po took stock of his troops, shaking his head. Few of them remained. Their regimented tactics may have ground the orange and blue robes to a pulp, but they had failed against the Cognati. The Valliers, having used no tactics except for running and shooting wildly, had fared a little better.
 
   “King Wodan,” said Won Po. “You should go. Your enemy is dead, you have had your revenge. It is our duty to go below, to detain or execute the High Priest, and assume command of Srila.”
 
   Wodan held a hand against his mouth, swallowed painfully, then spat out blood. “Jared was not my enemy,” he finally said. “He was just a thug. I've killed dozens like him, maybe hundreds. No, let's work together. Globulus may be crazy. Or maybe we don’t know as much as we think we know. Maybe Globulus… maybe he really is bringing some kind of monster into this world.”
 
   Won Po hummed an incredulous note.
 
   “Even if he's not,” said Wodan, “I believe he means to sacrifice someone down there. We don't know who. It could be one of ours, for all we know. Let's go down there together and end this.”
 
   “I agree,” said Yarek. “Besides, they don't have anyone left to defend them. After all we've gone through, it would be a shame to turn back now. Let's fuck these jokers up and find out what the hell they were thinking with all this nonsense.”
 
   Several Valliers laughed, then a wounded man groaned from the rear of the room.
 
   “Let's take half a dozen men each,” Yarek said to Won Po. “Everyone else can carry the wounded out of here. What do you say?”
 
   Won Po nodded, then directed his soldiers with clipped sentence fragments. Wodan sat rubbing his mouth while the others prepared, then he rose and led them into the darkness of the stairwell. Yarek and his Rangers followed, then Kommander Won Po and his soldiers brought up the rear.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   They descended the spiral staircase. It was completely dark, and everyone kept a hand on the wall and on the person in front of them. It was cold, and as they went deeper, the chanting grew. Some of the voices were unreasonably shrill, as if fighting to maintain control. The chanting grew into a maddening echo in the darkness. A sudden booming sound struck the air, hollow, and so deep that they could hardly breathe for a moment. The stairwell rocked slightly, as if made of flimsy wood rather than stone cemented into earth. They grasped the walls in hopes of maintaining stability. The rumbling continued. Many glanced backward and considered retreating, but Wodan continued on as if alone, and so the others followed. The low note shivered slightly, then pale light filled the stairwell.
 
   “Where’s that light coming from?” said a Vallier.
 
   “Mist coming through,” said another. “I see mist... moving through the stones!”
 
   “Quiet!” said Yarek.
 
   As they descended, the light grew, faded, grew, a sickly gray cloud that sometimes turned yellow, illuminating dust particles that seemed to pass through stone and man alike. The low note shifted into something like a roar, as if the earth itself was being tortured. They could not breathe. Some of the men felt such unnatural terror that conscious thought flickered and fled, their sense of reality turning into a nightmare. Only their king’s light, unfaltering pace gave them any solid ground against madness.
 
   They reached a landing, an anteroom with an iron door set with several heavy locks. The howl picked up once more, like wind racing across the face of the deep. The room flashed as if an electric light was turned on, then off. Wherever they looked, the stones shifted as if pulled in one direction, then another, so that they could not focus.
 
   “This is it,” said Wodan. “Come on.”
 
   He heaved against the door, snapping its locks and driving it inward. He entered the Chamber of the Summons, the deepest heart of the Temple.
 
   Toxic green flickering like a perversion of light shone throughout the chamber, with shadows of pure black dancing at all angles as something beyond comprehension blossomed near the roof. In a circle of blood and dead goats Globulus knelt chanting, arms upraised, with lights on his vest and belt flashing inward so that his skeleton was visible in moments of illumination, jawbone jerking up and down with each word. Dozens of black robes knelt in a circle, though almost as many had abandoned the ritual and fled to the corners of the chamber because they could not handle the thing happening overhead. Forcing himself to watch, Wodan saw what must have been a doorway to another place. It was a shifting geometrical pattern of such complexity that it rapidly shifted from radiant hypercube to twisted lightning to sucking abyss, though much of its form was beyond comprehension. The awful, groaning roar of what could only be a living creature emanated from the gateway. At the rear of the large chamber he saw Yardalen and Haginar tied to black Execution Crosses, long shadows spinning around them frantically. Haginar was drenched in sweat with eyes held shut while Yardalen strained at her bonds, shouting senseless reassurances to the doomed child. Beneath them crouched a dozen blue robes and Smiths, each laid in a heap with hands held over their eyes or ears.
 
   “They got Haginar!” shouted a Vallier. “They got our Haginar!”
 
   Globulus could be heard shrieking in the circle beneath the portal. “... thy will be done in Shadow as it is in Form pass through this plane Your Holy Presence and rule over us without end amen! Amen! Amen!” The gate unfolded, the petals of a deadly flower that the mind could not grasp, and covering his ears against the sound of something like millions of bats singing, Globulus cried out, “It is finished! The Ghost has come!”
 
   The creature crossed into the world, its form sliding through at different points around the chamber. They could only see the higher-dimensional being in various cross-sections, a wild tangle of jellyfish mounds, shaking trees of veins coursing with dark blood, a long string of breathing black pearls. The creature exhaled into the chamber and burning acid rained down on them, turning every breath into a nightmare. 
 
   Its howl cut in and out of awareness, sometimes blasting their eardrums, sometimes a silence that hammered at their chest and knees. A massive cross-section of flesh and scales and hair slammed into the floor of the chamber, a part of something like a finger that churned up stone like sand and melted the floor into glass, then disappeared as quickly as it appeared as the great monster shifted its weight.
 
   “We only see Its shadow!” said Globulus, laughing with fear and wonder. “Its form… impossible to comprehend! Come! Come and eat! Feed… and command us!”
 
   Wodan was as horrified as everyone else. Horrified that such a thing could be real, horrified that the world he knew was not the full extent of reality. He wondered if such a creature, perhaps even this very one, had come to their world long ago, and had demanded sacrifice and obedience in return for power beyond mortal comprehension. He thought of his family and the laborers he grew up with, all of them lined up singing songs from a book they did not understand, and he was sick.
 
   But worse than that was the reaction of Globulus. Globulus had hated the world, hated everything, for so long that this nauseating perversion of life seemed preferable. The High Priest did not regret what he had done, but relished it. Wodan could tell that Globulus was only curious about how the creature might force him to debase himself before it, perhaps in sick fascination as to how far he would go in his quest to immolate himself or, at the very least, allay his endless boredom.
 
   Globulus doesn’t have the strength to kill himself, thought Wodan, but he’ll go to any length to ruin the world and make it as sick and foul as he is!
 
   Wodan realized that he had fallen to his knees as the chamber rocked this way and that. He held onto the wooden doorframe and hauled himself to his feet. He looked back and caught Yarek’s eye.
 
   “Get Haginar and Yardalen and get out of here,” said Wodan, gesturing toward the ritual. “To hell with the rest of them!”
 
   Wodan ran down the length of the chamber. The black robes turned toward him, their faces strangely empty of emotion. Wodan saw one’s head crackle with static electricity, then it burst in a shower of gray meat and strips of flesh, and he knew that the god-being was touching their minds, watching him through their willing eyes. He launched himself into the air and their eyes followed, mouths slowly stretching into ovals of fear. A round orb of shining black flesh grew in the air before him, a part of the god poking through into their world, and as Wodan flew over it he swung his foot in an arc, like a scythe swung at superhuman speed, and blasted through the orb of flesh. The thing ruptured, spewing boiling white blood that splashed upward to the ceiling, then as Wodan came down to earth once more the entire chamber shook with the howling rage of the god. Red light flashed and the protuberances of flesh whirled and changed as the beast shifted its weight in alarm.
 
   Wodan landed and stood. Globulus watched him, saw his shoulders and hair smoking from the rain of acid, and even though he was relatively safe within his circle, he felt envy for Wodan. Wodan looked around, fearfully trying to see where the god’s counterattack would come, but Globulus did not see the fear, he saw only strength and the willingness to risk one’s life, even to the point of death. Globulus knew he had never felt such a thing. Then old voices, habits he had cultivated and given attention to over the course of a lifetime, returned, and he felt a wave of nausea at the sight of Wodan. He dared attack a god! Not just a god, but perhaps even the very creator of their world!
 
   Globulus prepared to point his finger and hurl an insult at Wodan, but the barbarian king ignored him, then a volley of gunshots frightened him such that he nearly stumbled outside of his protective circle. He turned to the main entrance and saw Valliers and soldiers of San Ktari firing their rifles. Following their line of sight, he saw the rope bindings that held the sacrifices in place fall away. Yardalen scrambled away from the Execution Cross, then picked up Haginar and ran through the crowd of kneeling black robes toward the Valliers.
 
   “Cretins!” Globulus shouted. He eyed the black robes around him, then turned his face toward the portal. “Oh great God, feast on anything you will! Anything outside of this protective circle is yours!”
 
   A long, twisting limb appeared over their heads. It jerked about as its many joints bent and rotated. The eyes of the black robes were glued to the shivering thing. It was wholly mysterious though vaguely analogous to a tentacle, hair follicle, phallus, and finger all at once. Wodan leaped and grasped onto the thing, forcing his fingers and knees into it despite a searing jolt of electricity coursing through him. He forced his will into his numb fingers – then ripped the thing open. 
 
   Black blood and steam blasted from either side of the torn limb, and as it jerked and shifted into unreality Wodan leaped away and landed on top of a shifting white mound. Bone spurs shot upward from the thing, impaling his ankles. Wodan repaid the agony by slamming one fist through the quivering flesh. It felt like dipping his hand into a bucket of ice. The form shrieked and bellowed, and as he wrenched his hand free the white thing shrank and disappeared. Wodan fell and rolled away, but more hideous, shivering forms popped into existence.
 
   The chamber began to look like the inside of an animal’s guts or stomach, with slime dripping along the walls in all directions. Occasionally black robes were consumed, their faces collapsing into hollow skulls or innards pulled from their backsides only to disappear into thin air. Even the armed soldiers were afraid to enter, and could only watch as Wodan leaped about faster than the eye could follow. In the horrible strobing light under the nauseating death-prism they saw Wodan grasping things, tearing, shattering, until he was covered in otherworldly gore, face contorted with effort. The god screamed with such force that the entire room seemed to waver under its distorting effect. No one knew how large the body of the god must have been, and while its mind must have been vast, it did not seem fast enough to track its superhuman assailant. It flailed and killed indiscriminately, like a man trying to swat a gnat. One line of black robes were crushed by an invisible wall of force, praying for their lives one moment, then turned into a flattened heap and spray of blood the next. Another black robe levitated, then was thrown, then disappeared only to reappear with his limbs, head, and organs grafted onto the bodies of three black robes who stood in his way, all of them shrieking as intestines and arms were merged to one another, then they fell over dead. One Smith’s head inflated as some sort of poisonous fountain was funneled into his skull, then exploded in a glowing shower. One Vallier who came too close to the chamber had his torso suddenly collapse as his organs were sucked into another dimension.
 
   “No,” Globulus muttered, his eyes on Wodan. “No. No! This can’t be happening! This is blasphemy! This is blasphemy!”
 
   He cowered, praying that the monster-god would honor the circle of protection even while being attacked by an infidel. He watched the other black robes leaving him, scattering so that he alone stood in the center of the chamber.
 
   I must not move! he thought. I’ll die if I move! His mercy is my only hope!
 
   At that moment the door at the rear of the chamber slammed open. Two figures fought on the stairway, the flickering shadows beneath the gate making them look like one single dancing monstrosity. Finally Naarwulf stumbled away from the fight, his nose and mouth covered in blood. He collapsed, unconscious, then Vendicci entered the chamber. His look of triumph melted away when he saw the incomprehensible horror manifesting at every corner of the room, lights and shadows wheeling about as corpses fell twitching. Vendicci shrieked, fell on his behind, then pushed himself against a wall. Globulus wondered if he could fool the poor creature into coming near so that the god-being would eat him, then he saw another figure coming through the doorway. He knew that his eyes or his mind were surely failing, because it looked as if Barkus, shining like the morning star, was entering the hellish chamber.
 
   “YOU!” Barkus shouted, pointing a finger straight at Globulus. Globulus cringed. Barkus did not seem mindful of the wailing, gore-spewing thing entering their world. Instead, the white-haired man outrage focused solely on Globulus. Shame crashed into him. For years Globulus had manipulated him, used his life of sin as a wedge to pry his dignity and self-sovereignty out of his hands. Globulus had convinced Barkus that he was the lowest of men, and that even moping around in a dirty robe and hating himself was too good for him. Barkus had been blind, and was easy to fool. But now he could see Globulus for what he was, not just a man who was small and feeble on the outside, but a goblin who was small and feeble inside as well. Barkus marched toward him fearlessly. Globulus could not stand to be near him, and stumbled away. He felt his feet splashing through blood. He did not care that he had left the circle of protection, but wanted only to be away from the man who had endured years of his guilt trips.
 
   The tortured god-beast suddenly laid one thousand eyes on the man who wore the Urim and Thummin, the devices that had summoned him into this world of pain. Suddenly the god knew who had drawn him into this trap. Globulus froze in mid-step and felt unutterable pain as each of his nerve endings was jerked taut. The Urim and Thummin were ripped from his body, disappearing as they were taken off and cast into the void. Then his red and black robes were torn from his body. Naked, he twitched in agony - then his skin ripped off with a sickening wet sound, disappearing in a red mist as it was torn from the muscle. Cold, spilling blood, screaming, even his muscles were sucked into the world beyond. Consumed, layer by layer, the blood-red bones of Globulus, still housing a brain in agony, stood for a moment before his exposed organs slapped into the ground. Then the bones shattered in a spray of dust and the brain was shredded molecule by molecule, and so the High Priest became a sacrifice to the thing he worshipped.
 
   Wodan stood for on a shifting mound of flesh covered in mouths. In his arms he gripped some kind of limb that he had torn in half, two canals of blood loosed on either side of him so that he was sprayed by holy blood on both sides. He saw Barkus standing down below, pointing upward as if his finger was a powerful weapon. “Go back!” Barkus shouted. “Go back!”
 
   The beast-god seemed to rest for a moment. Then, with one final howl, it curled in upon itself, pulled away from the chamber, disappeared-
 
   And took Wodan with it.
 
    
 
   ***
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   Wodan felt searing heat, numbing cold. His suit whined and stretched against his skin, torn between conflicting states. He was jerked sideways, fell, and his hands grasped crackling, vibrating flesh. He held on as he was pulled at incredible speed. He was somewhere like the vastness of outer space, with colors beyond his awareness shifting into black blind-spots in his mind. He saw massive forms spinning in the distance, crystalline tree-things with lights flashing in branches that turned to orbs as he moved his head, and red towering things with clouds passing around them, then constellations that might have been made of stars. He was so confused and afraid that he felt nauseous, so he turned away.
 
   He clung to the beast-god and could see that he was on something like a white, shining worm. It spiraled away from the gate at horrific speed. The complicated geometry of the gate fell inward on itself, simplifying as fractal-arms closed or broke off. Wodan forced himself to stand and ran along the beast, buffeted by something like wind but desperate to reach the gate before it sealed shut permanently.
 
   “I know you wanted to kill me!”
 
   Wodan ignored the small voice and ran. His chest heaved and, horrified, he realized there was no air to breathe. Still he ran, ready to collapse from the heat, limbs numb with cold. Things like fish streaked past, coming from below and disappearing up above. They had long limbs streaming behind them, pale and corpse-like, and he was almost sure that he could hear them singing.
 
   "I know you tried to kill me!"
 
   Just when he thought he would be left alone, yellow hair-like tendrils wrapped around him. He slowed down, then was pulled backward. A tongue probed at his back. The gate shrank in the distance, seemingly forever out of reach. Soon its geometrical patterns would be too simple for this realm, and would then cease to exist, forever.
 
   "I know you tried to kill me, and it's alright! There is no death! Only constant waking and forgetting!"
 
   Wodan fell and slid along the body of the god-beast. Tendrils wrapped around his face. He saw a humanoid being, strangely colored, in a halo of burning violet. Shapes moved and pushed the being away from him. It extended an arm to him.
 
   "Take my hand," it said. "Death is the last illusion, but you have to go back to forgetting. There's more for you to do."
 
   Wodan tried to extend his hand, pushing against yellow tendrils that only dragged him backward. Tightly they coiled against him, burning against his skin. The being stretched forward, straining, and in flashing, fading light Wodan knew the portal was closing.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The chamber of the summons grew utterly still, with black robes cringing among the dead as the horrible greenish glow of the portal faded. Yardalen hugged Haginar close, Vendicci blinked stupidly, standing numb, and Barkus glared at the closing gate. Won Po, the soldiers of Ktari, and the Valliers stood or squatted like statues.
 
   Yarek picked himself up and entered the chamber, stumbling over twisted bodies and choking on the acid mist that clogged the air. He stared in disbelief, for the gate still hung open overhead. It was only a dark circle, sometimes square, sometimes like a cloud of vapor.
 
   "Wodan!" he shouted. "Wodan!" There was no answer. "Wodan's gone," he said quietly. Behind the horror of the situation, a thought quietly made itself known: He would rule the Black Valley now.
 
   “Oh, God," said a black robe, crying as he peeled himself off of a dried, desiccated corpse. "He... he sacrificed himself. He saved us! So he was a... a good man, after all..."
 
   Yarek was horrified by the statement. He could only imagine a gang of scrawny parasites trying to convince others to do what they wanted by invoking Wodan's name or pointing at paintings of Wodan dutifully throwing himself into a black hole to save a church. Before he could stop himself he ran to the far side of the chamber and picked up a length of rope near the Execution Crosses. "Wodan was not a good man," he said, heaving the rope overhead. "He’s a great man!"
 
   He flung one end of the rope into the black gate and it flared to life again. The room shook with renewed violence and the rope ripped free of his hands, sucked upward with incredible force. Yarek grabbed the end, hands burning, shoulders nearly pulled out of socket as he was thrown off his feet. He regained his footing momentarily, but the gate twisted and screamed overhead, and he was pulled toward a dislodged chunk of masonry. He jammed a foot against it, then held the rope with all his might.
 
   The black robes leaped to their feet, shouting, demanding, begging that he let go. "You don't know what could come through there!" said one. "Just let it go, please!"
 
   Feeling as if he would be pulled in half, Yarek recalled a memory from long ago: A small boy sailing away, sacrificed for the careers of old men, waving goodbye without malice.
 
   "Get the fuck away from me!" Yarek shouted, and the nearest black robe fell as if pushed.
 
   As everyone ran from the shrieking hole in reality, Vendicci ran against the crowd and made his way to Yarek. Yarek no longer had the strength to tell the creature to stay away from him, much less fight him off. To his surprise, the ghoul grabbed the very end of the rope, then crouched down, both feet on the broken masonry, and pulled. The two glared at one another.
 
   "Why are they helping each other!" a black robe cried. "Someone get them to stop!"
 
   "Don't let go," Vendicci rasped, his uneven eyes stabbing into Yarek. "Don't let go of him."
 
   The gate vomited up something from its depths, then shut with a grinding hiss. Yarek and Vendicci toppled over. A heavy blanket of silence covered the room, then the fallen thing hacked and coughed. Yarek leaned against Vendicci, then Wodan rolled over and looked at them. His skin looked beaten by the elements, his hair was charred black, and his suit was a torn, smoking mess. He smiled at the two, exhausted but alive.
 
   "Wodi," said Yarek. "Wodi, man."
 
   "We got you," said Vendicci. "We got you."
 
   Still smiling, Wodan rolled onto his back and closed his eyes.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Forty-Two
 
   Identity, Masks
 
    
 
    
 
   Zachariah found Wodan washing his face over a basin in the Temple infirmary.
 
   “Did he get me a plane?” Wodan said by way of greeting.
 
   “Yes, yes, Yarek got you a plane from Won Po. But he says only a few of us can come and go in Srila. He got orders.”
 
   Wodan did not respond, so Zachariah watched him. He was a mess. Most of his hair had been burned off, and what remained of it stuck out in stiff tufts. His wounds had mostly healed but his skin looked rough and raw, and his eyes were red and baggy. He had put his ruined suit back on; it was singed, full of holes, missing a sleeve, and baggy in parts where it had simply collapsed. He could not help but think that Wodan looked like some kind of giant raider.
 
   Zachariah cleared his throat. Wodan gathered his things, and seemed to ignore him. “They say you were translated into the heavens,” said Zachariah. “You know that makes you a saint to them, right?”
 
   Wodan ignored him as he gathered his things. “You know how people talk,” he finally said.
 
   Zachariah sat and lit a cigarette. He offered one to Wodan, who shook his head. “People,” he said, filling the silence. “I think I’ve grown to hate the people here.”
 
   “What?” Wodan said immediately.
 
   Zachariah shrugged. “You know the orange robes devote themselves to meditating… their whole lives, gone… because they’re afraid of dying.”
 
   “That’s like saying people eat because they’re afraid of starving. It’s more complicated than that. You’re a philosopher, you should know that.”
 
   “So you did see something, then? On the other side?”
 
   Wodan looked at him. He could see that Zachariah’s absolutist statement had been something of a trap. Wodan studied his face, trying to see how much of the statement had been contrived, and how much was genuine.
 
   Zachariah sighed. “I annoy you.”
 
   “It’s not that. I have to be somewhere. Tell Yarek and the others to meet me on the Fields of Epimetheus, will you? Near the Tower.”
 
   As Wodan drew near the door, Zachariah said, “You know, Wodan, if you keep going the way you’re going, eventually you won’t have anything to talk about with anyone.” Wodan stopped and tilted his face toward him. “Just don’t get lost in your own mythos, will you?”
 
   Wodan shook his head slowly. “Lucas was right. Identity is bullshit. I’m just here to do some things, and I don’t have a lot of time. That’s all.”
 
   Wodan left without waiting for a response.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   As Wodan made his way through the Temple, he could see that reinforcements had arrived from San Ktari. There were soldiers everywhere, and most of them had clean uniforms and polished armor. He did not see any black robes, and assumed that those who were not killed were most likely turned out. It would be good for them, he decided. If they craved drama, then they did not need to live in a temple filled with old books and scrolls and endless peace. The boredom would drive them insane.
 
   Wodan left the Temple, and as he crossed a courtyard he felt eyes watching him from a low balcony. Among a cluster of women dressed in white, he saw Naarwulf in blue robes and Vendicci with an orange sash over his shoulders.
 
   Wodan and Vendicci eyed one another. There was much to be said between them, but they had been through too much together. Vendicci looked for the words, but did not know how to tell the King that he admired him and hated him at once, that he wanted to be like him even though what he ultimately wanted was for his loneliness to end. After a moment Vendicci nodded, his demeanor strangely shy and childlike, and then left. Wodan turned to Naarwulf.
 
   “My king,” said Naarwulf. “I… I am ashamed… I…”
 
   “Don’t be,” Wodan said quietly. “You’ve always done your best, Naarwulf. You always wanted to be good, and you always wanted to serve what you saw as a higher purpose. A noble purpose. I get it. Will you stay here?”
 
   “I thought I would… well, look after the High Priest…”
 
   Wodan could see that the old dogman was incredibly uncomfortable.
 
   “Work hard, then,” said Wodan, lifting a hand. “Don’t be too hard on yourself.”
 
   Naarwulf blinked, lowering his head, then looked to the side. He bowed and stepped away. The new High Priest, dressed in simple white robes, stood at the edge of the balcony and glared down at him.
 
   “Are you leaving?” said Barkus.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   The two watched one another. Wodan barely recognized him, with his smooth skin and white hair. He had lost the mania of his youth, the demented leer of self-loathing. But their history weighed heavily between them, and both felt pain simply looking at one another.
 
   “Who are those women?” Wodan said suddenly.
 
   “White robes. They’ve been locked away for years. The black robes used to pick the prettiest women from the village and… well, you know how that goes. Many of them haven’t seen the outside for much of their lives. And that’s… that’s why I wear a white robe, too. We’ve all been locked up. But now we’re…”
 
   The corner of Wodan’s mouth turned up, and Barkus caught it instantly. Wodan had wanted to break the tense calm between them, to test Barkus one last time. A flash of rage crossed Barkus’s face, then he calmed himself.
 
   “Wodan,” he said, “there’s a lot of people around here who are in awe at what you’ve done. They’re all talking about the hero, the king, the living saint who fought on their behalf, and… well, that’s what they’re saying. You and I know better, though. Don't we? What you did to me was sick. There’s something wrong with you. Don’t you see that? Can you not see that, Wodan?” Barkus locked eyes with him. Wodan said nothing. Barkus sighed. “You’ve done some good, but let’s just say… you’ve done enough. I want you to leave and never come back. Do you understand?”
 
   Wodan kept his face an empty mask. “Do not disappoint me,” he said.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
    People watched him as he made his way down the winding stairway. Some Srilans stopped and stared, some gestured to others further down the line. By the time he arrived at the stone courtyard between the Temple and the village, a crowd had gathered on either side, watching in silence. There was a sense of unreality to the thing, as if the gray clouds overhead were curtains for a stage, and he was a deep well of emptiness playing a part he had long prepared for. The Srilans chanted quietly, om, om, om, as he entered the village. Even the reinforcements from San Ktari stopped to watch.
 
   What stories will they tell about me? he wondered, not out of a sense of arrogance or even curiosity, but out of a need to piece himself back together. He was still tired, and was no longer sure what was real or dream after returning to Srila. Had he really seen another world? Was this the world he was from? Is this where he was supposed to be? Were the people in the muddy streets really standing in awe at the living saint, or were they characters from a dream who had fallen out of sync with the narrative and were making a sound as they created new personalities and new scripts to read from?
 
   As he drew near the edge of the village, he saw Yardalen sitting with some wild, tattooed people from the Deepest Vale. Had they been waiting for him? As he passed by, she looked at him. Again Wodan felt the weight of emotional baggage, that too much had happened for him to speak or even gesture toward her. He had failed to save Lucas. Should he use his influence to make her High Priestess and let Barkus work for her? Would that make up for failing to save her lover, or would she even want such a thing? Finally she nodded and turned to leave, and the crowd parted for her and her people, and then filled the gap as they departed.
 
   The crowd stopped at the muddy airfield where the presence of soldiers held them back. Just as Wodan drew away from the crowd, a short man in a hood stooped and picked up two bags of luggage, then walked by his side. They were certainly not Wodan’s belongings, but the man seemed to be playing the part of a servant carrying his baggage. He did not seem dangerous, so Wodan said nothing.
 
   They walked past a group of soldiers and the servant pointed out his plane to him, a short, fat little airship much like the Gul-in Kami. His reward for helping the Empire secure this territory. The servant opened the door for him, loaded the bags, then gestured for Wodan to enter. As soon as he did, the servant squeezed in beside him.
 
   Wodan put a hand on his shoulder. The man finally turned, and through a narrow opening in his hood Wodan saw that it was Ryo Jo, the soldier who had taught him how to fly.
 
   “Sorry, please,” he said quietly, “but I have pretend to be killed during the battle. I would like… please, if I am turned in, I will be killed. I thought… that I can be allowed to come to your nation, and stay to work a dream?”
 
   At once Wodan felt his old identity slide back into place. There was something for him to do here. This world was real enough, and he had a role to play. He immediately reclined his seat and laid a piece of cloth over his eyes.
 
   “Fine by me,” he said. “But you’re flying. Wake me up at the Tower.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Forty-Three
 
   Do What You Will
 
    
 
    
 
   They spotted San Ktari airships on the Fields of Epimetheus. Ryo Jo communicated with them so that they would not be shot down, but Wodan heard nothing, and could only gaze at the scene in astonishment.
 
   The Tower had become ash, and as it broke apart it fell in heaps of black dust. The dead Tower was so massive that a blizzard of ash swirled across the field. As soon as the plane landed, Wodan ran into the roiling black cloud.
 
   He ran choking. "Langley!" he cried out. "Langley!" He was blinded by the ceaseless torrent, the tears forming a mask of sludge on his face. He crashed shoulder-first into something large, and fell. Wiping his eyes, he saw a giant skull planted in the sand. When he recognized it as the remains of Y'diamach, the guilt stabbed into his chest.
 
   "Dove!" he cried, voice breaking.
 
   He felt the hum before he heard it, then the storm grew still around him. He wiped his eyes, smearing gunk on his face, then saw Dove Langley standing over him, wearing a torn, gray wedding dress.
 
   "There's my hero," she said, voice flat, face devoid of kindness.
 
   "You ended up in a wedding dress?" he said. "After everything I did?"
 
   "You did?!" Her eyes flashed, and the shield crackled around them. "I killed that robot! I broke the containment field! I brought the Tower down!"
 
   Wodan sighed. "Did you hear or see a large cat?" he said, tapping the skull.
 
   "I... I heard a lot of things in there."
 
   "You're strong, Dove, but not stronger than the Tower. He knew ways around Cognati fields, and his nanomachines could've killed either of us easily. So I..." Wodan choked for a moment, then pushed himself to his feet. "This lion was friends with him, long ago, but there was a misunderstanding. I drove the lion here. I manipulated him, I used his childhood trauma against him. He was strong, but I reminded him of when he was weak. I made him kill Setsassanar. I... it was... it was the only thing I could... think to do."
 
   "Oh." Langley was taken aback. "Oh. I guess I... didn't realize..."
 
   "Are you okay?"
 
   She nodded quickly, dark hair falling across bare shoulders.
 
   "Good. I saw Ktari airships nearby. Let's get you out of here."
 
   "Wait!"
 
   He stood in the dark bubble with her, watching.
 
   "You want to fight demons, don't you?" she finally said.
 
   "Of course."
 
   "But you two could have... worked together."
 
   "I couldn't get you out by talking to him, and I wasn't strong enough to fight him. I... I had to, Dove. I had to kill him to get you out."
 
   They stood near one another. He was painfully aware that not only was she the most powerful woman in the world, she was also the most beautiful. Her eyes moved over his face, and he could feel her judgment swaying. Anger was turning to something else. She leaned into him and all thought fled as he moved toward her. Their lips touched and the world outside the bubble ceased to be. He laid his hands on her sides, her body like a bolt of lightning, quivering and unmoving at once. Light pierced his closed eyelids as she opened her mouth slightly and he touched the tip of her tongue with his own.
 
   Then Wodan realized he felt nothing.
 
   He pulled away from her. The storm of ash had ended and they stood under the blinding white sun of the wasteland. Wodan was numb with shock. He realized that, deep down inside, he'd thought he was in love with Dove Langley for years. When they kissed, he felt warm lips, but nothing more. She looked at him now with openness and warmth and he knew that any man would die to take his place for one moment.
 
   "Langley, I..." he shook his head, then stopped.
 
   He saw Setsassanar when they were in the depths of the Tower, his body crushed, blood running freely from his mouth as he spoke his last words. Manipulate feelings. Wodan, you need her. Make her love... can’t stop demons... without her. I took her for you. Wodan. I took her for you.
 
   He felt frozen in place. Motion caught his eye. Turning, he saw a group of Ktari soldiers standing at the edge of fallen ash. They wore black armor, faces covered by black helmets, and they carried heavy rifles. Before them stood a tall, pale figure in a black trench coat, his face marred by bloodless lips and a thin mustache. Wodan recalled seeing the man briefly when he'd visited Won Po, and recalled that he was Colonel Sin, and had power in the Empire's capital.
 
   He could feel Langley withdraw at the sight of him.
 
   "Great goddess, lady without peer," Colonel Sin said, his voice dimmed by distance, but still clipped and demanding. "Grand Lady and commander of all living things, it is time to go. Now."
 
   Wodan was enraged, and his hands formed involuntary fists. He could almost feel an aura of darkness surrounding the man, a hungry emptiness mixed with a childish, imperious attitude. Wodan felt as if he’d met the same person over and again, the sort of developmentally retarded and uninteresting creature who was drawn to power and felt no remorse in walking over others. Wodan was not intimidated by Colonel Sin’s puffed out chest and hard glare, but felt only despair that the man could not see how ridiculous he appeared.
 
   He looked down and saw Langley's small shoulders hunched up in fear. She had changed from a powerful Cognati into a scared child. Even as Setsassanar's demand echoed in his mind, the need to protect her also vied for attention.
 
   We are family, he thought. One way or another.
 
   "I'll come for you," he said. "Someday, I'll come for you. Be ready."
 
   She exhaled. "Don't. He's right. I have to go back to my husband."
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Forty-Four
 
   The Master
 
    
 
    
 
   Temporary President Mallery woke from a nightmare. He was in his bed in the mansion, his drunkenness already giving way to a hangover. The crushing dread of worry hit him again. He remembered his nightmare, men shooting one another on the Pontius oil fields, the gunshots and screaming drawn out to exaggerated lengths. The attack could be happening right now, for all he knew.
 
   Gunshots roared through the mansion and his blood froze in his veins. It wasn't a dream! he shouted in his skull. This is really happening!
 
   His mind raced to piece it together. Who was attacking them? It was hard to say. The people had become so barbaric, so animalistic, that the six core members of the Golden Calf Party had taken to staying at the same mansion so they could be more easily guarded. The mansion had been acquired from an outspoken critic through entirely legal means, and was considered quite nice by many. Mallery wondered how base, how utterly crude, any rebels would have to be in order to damage such a place.
 
   Guttural shouting and a ringing silence put an end to his thoughts. Slowly he turned about in the darkness, feeling for a lamp. Then, by the light of the moon, he saw a white face staring down at him. A scream lurched in his throat, then ground to a halt. “Wodan!” he whispered.
 
   The King of the Black Valley sat on Mallery’s bed, staring down at him.
 
   “Do not be afraid,” said Wodan. “I’ve come to save you.”
 
   “From... what?”
 
   “Yourself.” Wodan rose and opened the door, gesturing for Mallery to follow him into the crack of light. Mallery rose unsteadily and entered the warmly lit hallway, realized that he was not wearing his slippers, then tripped over something and fell. He looked down and saw his friend Almus on the floor. The newspaper printer had his face turned toward Mallery, and while his usual quiet reserve was intact, his face now bore an expression of relaxed detachment. There was a small hole in the middle of his back, and a red circle was around the hole.
 
   “So this is a dream, then,” said Mallery. Seeing Almus in such an odd position was a dead giveaway that this was not real. It was simply too strange to be real.
 
   Mallery looked up at Wodan, who did not bend to help him up. The King’s hair was shorter than he remembered. And while his face was free of expression, his eyes were too intense to look at for very long. Of course this was a dream; the person standing over him looked like a mythological character, a living legend. Mallery looked away and saw a line of Rangers marching toward them. They did not look like any of the guards he knew.
 
   “Sir!” said a Ranger. “Most of those asshole have run into the woods. Townsfolk are going on a killing spree. Guess they’re taking out anyone who joined up with this crew.”
 
   Wodan and Mallery both spoke at once, then cut each other off. Wodan turned to him.
 
   “Of course,” said Wodan, “you’re in charge here, aren’t you?” He bent and hoisted Mallery up by the back of his pajamas, dropping him on his feet like a child. He nodded to the Rangers, who turned and went down another hall with weapons held ready.
 
   “Wodan, listen,” said Mallery, “there’s been a lot of-”
 
   “You don’t have to explain anything,” said Wodan, gesturing for him to follow once again.
 
   “No, no, I need to tell you something. Now, Wodan, there’s going to be… well, I don’t know how to say this exactly, but some of the boys around here got some funny ideas, and now there’s a boatload of Rangers en route to-”
 
   “The boat ran aground before they could attack,” said Wodan. “The only reason I didn’t kill everyone on board is because I’m going to need fighters when the demons attack.”
 
   Mallery sighed as a thousand pounds of worry lifted from his chest. No war with Pontius! He couldn’t believe it. All that trouble – gone, in an instant! Still, he was perturbed by the other strange things Wodan had said. 
 
   “Fighters… uh, when… when what?”
 
   “I’ll need fighters,” Wodan said simply. “For the demon war.” Wodan did not look at him, but only continued down the hall. Mallery crinkled his brow, trying to understand. Fight a war against demons? thought Mallery. He may as well be talking about controlling the weather!
 
   As they walked the halls of the mansion, the nightmare became worse. The sound of gunfire in the distance sounded like a tiny goblin hammering away at an evil forge somewhere in the night, and was made all the more disturbing by celebratory guffaws and congratulations he heard in the mansion. As they passed by various bedrooms he saw dead Enforcers laid out, one on top of the other, some still twitching. He recognized some of them as guards who were supposed to be watching over the mansion. Other Enforcers and Rangers nodded as Wodan passed by, and it was annoying to see the look of deference they gave him. His own guards had never done that. Why was it so hard to find good, loyal workers?
 
   Wodan stepped through pools of blood, unmindful of the red tracks he left or the sickening sticky sound of his passing. They passed through the library where Enforcer Bobram sat, staring ahead with a hole in his chest and a massive stain discoloring his entire outfit. Mallery stopped, in shock, and his expression was mirrored by the dead man’s eternal look of surprise.
 
   Mallery heard shouting from the garden below. Going to the window, he saw the Ranger, Representative Chumsen, stumbling in the darkness. A line of Rangers walked behind him. Just as Chumsen turned around and bellowed something between a whine and a shout, the Rangers unloaded their guns into him.
 
   “What is this?” said Wodan.
 
   Turning, he saw Wodan pointing at their new flag with the symbol of the golden calf and his jug of water. “Oh, that,” Mallery said, feeling a little self-conscious. “It’s, ah, something we had commissioned. A symbol. For our Party. Well, for the nation, really. We thought it would be a good idea if we had an official national flag.”
 
   “Didn’t the people already come up with their own flag?” Wodan’s face still betrayed no emotion, but Mallery felt as if his eyes were boring into him. He felt a rush of defensiveness, multiple arguments all crowding for attention, and an insistent feeling that he did not deserve this sort of scrutiny.
 
   “Just because some hick paints a V on a piece of cloth, it doesn’t mean anything,” said Mallery, feeling proud for standing up to this character in his dream. “It has to be uniform, and designed by a legitimate person. If the flag isn’t uniform, then it sends the message that we’re not all on the same page.”
 
   “And if somebody doesn’t like the flag? What happens if they protest against it? What if they burn it, piss on it, something like that, what do you do then?”
 
   “We’ve had to modify the laws a little… I mean, we’re not a police-state or anything. We want to keep that same spirit of freedom that you’ve always… but we’ve had to make a few changes. Anyone can file for a legal protest registration license, you know, because we want to keep… free speech, and all that, but…”
 
   “But?”
 
   “Well. We’ve had to build a few… I mean, you have to have detainment and reeducation facilities if you want to keep any order, so…”
 
   Gunshots rang out in the distance, interrupting his train of thought. Mallery turned aside for a moment, wondering if they were truly safe, then he saw Wodan examining the flag. He was quiet for a long time.
 
   “Have you ever been in love, Mister President?” said Wodan. His voice sounded distant, flat, empty of emotion.
 
   “What?”
 
   “I said, have you ever felt that you were in love. And then realized, perhaps, that you were wrong.”
 
   “Well, I… I suppose I am in love, if you want to talk in that manner. I’m in love with this nation. Yes! That flag there – that’s what I love.”
 
   Wodan started to walk away before Mallery had finished. “Love is for people, not for abstractions,” he said, sounding a little bored. “Come along, Mister President.”
 
   They came to a wide staircase that led down into the grand foyer. There was a terrible, deafening series of thunderclaps, then Reverend Representative Dorcas entered from the next room. Stately and severe, the preacher walked with his eyes fixed ahead. He opened his mouth as if to speak, then an incredible torrent of blood spewed from his mouth and splashed across the black-and-white tiled floor. He toppled over. Blood soaked through the back of his shirt. A handful of Rangers entered, nodded to Wodan, then left.
 
   A terrible idea seized Mallery. “Oh, no!” he screamed. “This isn’t a dream, is it? This isn’t a dream at all!”
 
   Wodan reached back and took Mallery’s arm. Mallery involuntarily clung to the stair’s handrails. Unable to move, he slid along the rail as Wodan gently pulled him along.
 
   They came to the front door. When Wodan opened it, Mallery saw the banker Elmyr, representative and last of Mallery’s allies in the Party. He crouched in the yard before a team of Rangers. General Yarek Clash stood over him with a gun to his head. Elmyr turned toward Mallery and his face twisted into a mask of demonic rage. “Mallery!” he shouted. “You betrayed us! You talked to him, didn’t you?! You sold us out!”
 
   “No, Elmyr! I didn’t! It wasn’t like that!” He could plainly see that Elmyr was lost in a narrative of betrayal, a story where he had done everything right but was sold out by a false ally. Elmyr prepared to scream a volley of accusations when Yarek fired his heavy handgun. Elmyr’s head exploded and both eyeballs popped out like wet hardboiled eggs, then Mallery fell back into the arms of the King.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   In the pale light of the morning star and with the edge of the sun's halo climbing over the mountains, they lowered Mallery from the zeppelin by a rope, then dumped a heavy bag of supplies beside him. Mallery scurried away from the bag to avoid being crushed, then scurried back up to it. As he brushed sand from his hands, he realized, in the back of his mind, that he had never been in the wasteland before.
 
   "Mallery!"
 
   Mallery looked up, blinking against the lanterns in the zeppelin, and saw King Wodan gazing down on him. In the pale light it almost looked as if King Wodan was wearing a heavy cloak covered in scales and topped with bristling fur that shook in the breeze. In the crook of his arm he held his cat, a misshapen little monstrosity that, even with its twisted face, still gave the impression of lording his favorable status over Mallery.
 
   "I know life seems difficult and unfair," said Wodan, "but I'm doing you a favor. You've always envied my position, so I'm going to give you the same opportunity I had. I started out as an exile. I had to learn how to survive. So can you, Mallery. So can you."
 
   “Bullshit!” cried Mallery, emboldened by the realization that he would not be killed outright. “You’re so full of shit, Wodan! Leaving me in the wasteland is the same as killing me, and you know it! You’re just too afraid to get a little blood on your hands!”
 
   Wodan ignored him. "The river is a day's walk that way. Follow it to Pontius. If you set your will on surviving, then I promise you something amazing will happen. You will learn something about yourself. I know it's hard to believe, but if you give up all your baggage and all the stories you tell yourself and forget everything you think you know, then you can become like me."
 
   “Wodan, Wodan, listen now. You’ve made your point. I get it. I’m sorry, okay? I get it. I’ll... I’ll go on trial, I’ll go to prison. What I did was... it was wrong. I got carried away... but those others, you have to understand, it was all I could to keep them in check!”
“Go to prison in Pontius, if you like. There are no prisons in the Black Valley.” Wodan stood at the edge of the deck and looked down on him for a long time. As the sun rose, it seemed to Mallery that it cast a halo around Wodan and the workers dousing the lamps. Mallery wondered if perhaps he really was dreaming, and had been dreaming the entire time, because the scene was so beautiful and so unbelievably harsh.
 
   “But then again,” Wodan continued, “maybe you’ve already been in prison this whole time. You want so very much, Mallery. I’ve taken a look at the records, and I can hardly believe how much money you and the others took from the people. It’s incredible, really. But don’t waste time feeling guilty. You’ve done some good, Mallery. I’m not going to give the money back. Instead, I’ll spend it on preparing our defenses for demonic invasion. We’re going to fight them, Mallery, and you’ll have done your part. What do you think of that?”
Mallery felt his lips peel back, stretching his face. “Oh… oh, to hell with you, Wodan! You’re delusional! Completely delusional! Burn you! Burn you!”
“You did this to yourself. You wanted to control others, and you told yourself you wanted to do it because it was good and right. But controlling others is impossible. You can force them and trick them for a while, but control them?” Wodan shook his head slowly. “The only thing you can try to control is yourself, but you haven’t mastered that. You’re controlled by a bundle of anxieties and childhood traumas and mind viruses passed to you from others. You have to give all that up, Mallery. You have to give up everything before you can become something admirable. Goodbye.”
Wodan gave a signal and the zeppelin rose.
 
   Mallery felt his lips pull back still further, his face feeling as if it would peel itself free from his skull so that pure, absolute hatred could gush from his mouth, shattering teeth and melting tongue. He could not believe what an easy life Wodan had been given. He said a few words and made a few gestures and everyone gave him anything he asked for. If Mallery had been given the crown and absolute power, then he too could have shown the world his hidden greatness. But the world was sick and unfair and he knew that he would soon be dead, and the frustration was so overwhelming that he wanted to scream, but only a dry, thin whine passed his lips. He watched the zeppelin rise and to him it looked like the throne of God rising into pale blue heaven. The only thing he could do with death coming to claim him was arrange his own corpse in such a way that others who found him would see the arrangement of limbs and know that he had been wronged.
 
   Only a tyrant would do this, he thought. Only a delusional monster would spread a sick fantasy about fighting the demons. Then Mallery's hatred folded over on itself like metal on a forge, because a part of him wondered if Wodan might be right. He knew if there was one man irrational enough to throw himself against the demon-god who twisted the human spirit around its thousand writhing limbs, one man who could face such an omnipotent force without crumbling in a fit of existential horror, one man who could move the stars into the alignment of his own choosing and rewrite the bleak fate allotted to mankind…
 
   It was the tyrant Wodan.
 
    
 
    
 
   To be continued in
 
   Demonworld Book Seven:
 
   The Demon War
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Appendix
 
   Information Gleaned from Smith Archives
 
    
 
    
 
   At the end of the Smith War, the Smith’s vast archives of written material, once kept hidden at any cost, were mostly sold for pulp just to pay a fraction of their incredible debt. The following is a fragment of a longer piece concerning the Ancients, and was written long ago by an unknown Smith. It made its way through several hands before finally settling in an Entertainer library in the Black Valley town of Plumwater.
 
    
 
   The Ancients in their day produced all manner of machines, including clockwork automatons that were compelled to do the bidding of their creators to the best of their ability. They served their masters in war and manufacturing and even sexually, which is unthinkable and no doubt led to the destruction of the Ancients.
 
   One of the greatest weapons devised by the Ancients was the sun-bomb, a weapon so powerful that it went up like a star and then turned into a small sun. One of these bombs could decimate a battlefield and turn a city into a graveyard. The force of the bomb was like a thousand storms, the sight of it blinding, the sound alone enough to topple buildings. Worse still was the ghost of the bomb, which lingered long after the blast, poisoning the water and devouring flesh, as insatiable as death itself. But some reports acknowledge that this effect has been greatly exaggerated.
 
   However, it is known that the sun-bombs were so powerful that the Ancients gathered them and hid them in one place. Even kings who prayed for one another's death shook hands and agreed to hide the sun-bombs. They were buried in a concrete tomb. One of our branches knows this location, but they have sworn to keep it secret even from other sects of Smiths. It is generally regarded by our order that this is a wise practice, as the buried sun-bombs contain enough power to destroy the world many times over.
 
   But the Ancients buried other wonders. They created machines that could think on their own, and speak, and ask questions. The Ancients never gave them mobility, and a few sources say the thinking machines never asked for it, most likely because they had the ability to walk in imaginary places of their own devising. Just before the end of their days the Ancients buried a great many of these machines, perhaps hoping that someday others like them would find these machines and wonder at their creators. Anyone not wearing an apron or sash and who is not "on the grid" must be slain on sight after speaking with such a machine.
 
   Another unbelievable wonder crafted by the Ancients was a device that could open a space where before there was none, that is, it could open a door leading into a place beyond our physical realm. This is a very difficult concept to understand unless one has stepped onto the twenty-third degree, and even then our understanding is fragmentary. But the device which opened a doorway required a body and a mind to power it, thus it was crafted into a vest and belt. This device was called an Urim and a Thummin. Some records state that it was older than the Ancients.
 
   But most wondrous of all is the treasure of treasures, the Orb of Control. Many Ancients did not know of it, or did not believe in it, but a few did. Those that did said that a people who flew beyond the world grappled with God, and the fight was terrible, and God fled back into the face of the deep and left behind the Orb of Control. Placing a hand upon it gives one control of all living things. It is powerful beyond reckoning and any who touch it are filled with the knowledge of an ache that has always been with them.
 
   Any Smith finding such a device must give it to their immediate supervisor without delay.
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