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Man, when perfected, is the best of animals, but when separated from law and justice he is the worst of all. Injustice armed is hardest to deal with; and though man is born with weapons which he can use in the service of practical wisdom and virtue, it is all too easy for him to use them for the opposite purposes. Hence, if he have not virtue, he is the most unholy and most savage of animals...
 
- Aristotle, Politics
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Chapter One
Sons of the Circle of Power
 
Two great cities, each opposed to the other. There was Haven, the island city, soft and newly wrenched free from its seclusion. There was Pontius, the wasteland city astride a nameless river, a constant battleground, an asylum of madmen, a nihilistic birthing place of killers. Neither perfect in goodness or evil, both full of hypocrisy and contradiction, both victim of a cancerous rot within the foundation. 
Our story concerns the heroes on both sides, great men who forged weapons, idols, ideals, from the dying fires of a world in its last days. And our story concerns the villains on both sides, men ready to profit from the blood of the heroes.
- from The Entertainers: Chapter Jarl: 33:1
*              *              *
He slept, and the nightmares were full of terrifying nonsense. He saw Guardians with skulls for masks, white armor dripping with gore, and when they raised their masks – hacked-off lips with more skulls beneath. He saw newspaper headlines that read, “Lost Son of Haven Returns!” and then, tucked away in the next day’s paper, “Correction: Young Hero Slain Due To Gross Misunderstanding.” He walked through a baking desert made of flecks of black glass, and the clouds were pure fire; he had a map made of melting wax and his body was made of the same, and after his scream died in his melting throat he could only make a pitiful gurgling sound.
Wodan snapped awake. No idea where he was - cave - desert - jungle, what’s that hissing? - he reached for a weapon, anything. Then, realization. But his heart would not stop its thunder.
He was in his room in Haven. Blue light peeked through the slats of his window. He saw books, papers, the sleeping monitor of his student computer. He would trade it all for one gun.
A week he laid in his room, sick and healing. Eventually he walked the gray halls in the mountains, lit by gas spigots that burned a dull bluish purple. Haven, land of his kinsmen; everyone that saw him flinched or offered smiles of pity. He saw the tapestries of the Forefathers in the Memory House, Aeneas marching from his burning home to face the lynch mob, Romulus in a tavern speaking to the elite and the rabble, Ares sneaking his naval troops through the mist in the Battle of the Burning Sun. The Exodus from the wasteland. The dark island that they found, their Haven. The sickness that killed their young. The science that overcame starvation. The pride of what they built, the nobility of being human. Others stood near and wondered at what he felt. And behind every face, he saw only the possibility of a killer.
*              *              *
Haven Mail Forum
From: Sevrik Clash, Head of Guard
To: A. Vachs, Prime Minister of Haven
Subject: the REAVERS
Prime Minister, I have in mind a plan to create within the Guardians an elite fighting unit. Only the best Guardians will be eligible for this unit, and even those will be harshly tested and culled until only the “best of the best” remains. This unit will be trained for stealthy reconnaissance, demolitions, combat, and leading regular Guardian units.
It is my opinion that Haven’s safe isolation cannot last forever. When the monsters come calling for their handout, I want us to be ready with some monsters of our own to greet them. It is for this reason that I would name this unit after the fighting heroes of legend who supposedly defended our species in ages past.
Another bonus: The existence of the Reavers will remind politically-minded “climbers” that they can only rise so far in my Guardians; as the Forefathers said, “There is no substitute for competence.”
I’m interested in your opinion.
-Clash
 
 
Haven Mail Forum
From: A. Vachs, Prime Minister of Haven
To: Sevrik Clash, Head of Guard
Subject: re: the REAVERS
Now just look at this, Sevrik!
Reave: 1. To seize and carry off forcibly.2. To deprive (one) of something; bereave.
And here it is from another dictionary – “To rob, plunder, or pillage” - !
This is simply too rough-sounding and goes completely against Haven’s good nature. A thing’s name, and how that name causes others to perceive a thing, are of paramount importance. We cannot forget the importance of our peoples’ viewpoints; if they don’t see us, and what we do, in a favorable light, then…? I suggest a new name for this elite unit of yours: The GOOF Troopers, or Guardian Order Of Friendly Troopers. People will associate this lighthearted name with charity or public service projects like childrens’ “scout” retreats, fund-raising for the disabled, you get the idea. Before you fret, remember that this is just the stuff that goes down on paper, which is what I’m interested in. I don’t care what the unit does in reality.
You have always been a little foolhardy.
Yours,
Aegis Vachs, PM
 
Haven Mail Forum
From: Sevrik Clash, Head of Guard
To: A. Vachs, Prime Minister of Haven
Subject: THE REAVERS
Dear Prime Minister Vachs,
The Guardians do not take orders from the Senate, only funding.
Cut our funding all you want. When the demon comes, we will defend you with our bare hands if we have to.
Sincerely,
Sevrik Clash
Head of Guard of Haven
ps anyone old enough to be a Guardian is old enough to vote
 
Text file created 07/01/588 FH
Text file intercepted 11/17/589 FH
*              *              *
One Year Ago.
They climbed up the side of Arloch some three hundred strong while the drill instructors rode in jeeps along the passes yelling at them through loudspeakers. They were nearly naked and carried slim boats and the wind whipped at them and sometimes caught in the hollows of the boats and came near to throwing them off the sides. They were all strong men and the going was easy at first, but the air became thin and the stone was cold and sharp and it was easier to cut a hand when it was numb, and when they were given no water for hours it was easier to dwell on the thirst than it was to pay attention to the climb. They were all there by their own fault. A few tapped out even this early and had to make their way to the jeeps, shaking, hearts full of failure. Yarek stayed on, clawed at the mountain, gripped his end of the boat, shouted out words to inspire his comrades. His skin was dark, his hair was wild and red, and he was a Guardian.
 
They went down the other side of the mountain on a cold bitch of a foggy morning. The lights of jeeps were all around them. The drill instructors had just remembered the horns on the jeeps and berated them in Morse code. When that game ran too long, they pitched buckets of cold water over their heads and splashed the walkers, then let the buckets tumble down to trip up those below. One man sprained his ankle but refused to tap out. Yarek helped support him, then passed him on to another. They were promised meat and water in the bay.
They reached the rocky bay. “Form a line!” shouted the jeep-riders. As the men tried to form up, the jeeps drove through them, honking loudly, and the weary Guardians stumbled about wide-eyed. “Form a god-damn line!” they shouted. “Didn’t you slugs learn this shit day-one in boot camp?!” Just when a coiling mass of a line started to form out of stern-faced Guardians, an instructor emptied a clip of his rifle into the air. The men jumped, cursing. “Screw this bullshit,” said one, but when he turned to leave Yarek grabbed his shoulder and turned him about.
“Don’t let’m phase you,” said Yarek, baring his teeth. “They’re playing a game with your head. They can’t really hurt us - just stick this out, man.”
“W’hell, alright,” said the Guardian. “But I’m gonna kill one of those desk monkeys.”
They formed up. A jeep skidded to a halt before them. “There’s your water,” said an instructor, smiling and pointing at the cold bay. “And if you’re lucky, maybe some fish’ll crawl up your ass! Get in!”
They ran in screaming lamely. The ice bit into their testicles and forced their lungs into tight bundles in their chests. It felt as if their masters were feeding them to the merciless world. The instructors shouted at them to get out, then to get back in, and while they threatened to kick out the last man in or out, they never did. Enough men left on their own. The day wore on and the hunger was maddening. Yarek rubbed his body under the water and told his teammates to ignore the hollow threats of the sadistic taskmasters. “You shut up, dirt-napper,” screamed an instructor. “You think you’re gonna waltz outta here alive ’cause you’re the pup of the top dog Guardian? You got a cushy desk waitin’ for ya once you tap out here, shit-heel!”
At sunset, a van rolled down the hill. Donuts and hot chocolate and blankets were brought out. Several instructors wrapped themselves in the blankets and, over hot coffee and donuts, discussed how the weather was expected to worsen during the night. They laughed and invited the men in the water to tap out and join them. “We got tampons and fresh panties for any of you that wants to quit,” an instructor shouted. “The rest of you dumbasses gets to push water for a few more hours.” Scores of men that had endured cold hell all day long pushed hard for the shore with newfound strength, and failure never tasted better to them. Yarek stayed on. His teeth chattered and he told the men around him to stay on. “When you’re a Reaver,” Yarek said, his voice raw, “you’re gonna get more pussy than you know what to do with.” Some of his comrades chuckled wearily.
That night they let the men sleep on coarse blankets. It seemed to Yarek that he had only just closed his eyes when guns starting going off, big machineguns that the instructors had snuck onto the beach somehow. Flares were going up, red, yellow, red, and Yarek saw the soft face of a buck-toothed lieutenant smiling in the light, eyes wide with pain-lust. They yelled at them, forced them onto the boats they had carried and made them paddle from one end of the bay to the other. They raced, over and over, and whichever team came in first in any race got a small handful of rations and a few extra minutes of sleep.
 
The next day over half their number was gone, and they did pushups and situps and broke down guns and put them together again and floated in the freezing water and never got more than a few minutes of sleep and time became a horrible mush in their minds. Some men with muscles like steel and bodies made for sport and for war broke down in tears and limped to the vans full of donuts in such a daze that they did not fully realize what they were doing until they woke up back in Haven. But in all the days of that hell, Yarek reminded himself that there was nothing for him in that soft world, nothing at all but empty honor and silly medals, and if he stuck with the nightmare he would come out the other side as one of the greatest warriors to brave the night of the world.
The waves were sickening one day in their little boats, and the men opened up packets full of paper and pencils - intelligence tests. A motorboat skidded by and an instructor with a loudspeaker shouted, “If you retards can’t remember that two and two is four when you don’t get to sleep half the day, then go home and shovel shit for a living! Donuts for the first boat team to finish. Die!” The men answered questions and filled in dots, and one man next to Yarek threw up bile onto his test. “Better’n you did back in school, right?” said Yarek, slapping him on the back.
They sat on a cold rock while the papers were graded and some men were kicked out for being retards, but when the outcasts got blankets and donuts they wondered if they hadn’t passed after all. A donut was thrown into the mass of fifty-or-so who remained and one man fell over and ate the thing off the ground, his arms dead at his side. “You better not go to sleep,” said another man, “or you’re gonna eat my dick too.”
“Be cool,” said Yarek. “There’s one big donut for all of us who make it. We just got this shit sandwich to eat first.”
Ages passed and the men were worn down and stripped of all psychological complications until those who stayed on seemed like silent madmen, simpletons, with only a hard center of burning will that brought them through. “Never seen a maggotier bunch of maggots,” said an instructor, speaking quietly through his loudspeaker. Even as a spectator, he was weary of the trials. “Worthless poop-wads. Disgrace to the Guardians. Gonna have to report back to base, this program isn’t working out. None of you are going to amount to jack-shit. Can’t believe this shit.” Then one day a great silver bell was unloaded from a van, and it was ringed with white roses and the skull of some kind of animal, and an instructor beat on the thing, and no one was yelling at them but the instructors were smiling, really smiling, and some men blinked and stared, and began to cry, and Yarek remembered his name. Hell Week was over. He was Lieutenant Yarek Clash, proud son of Sevrik Clash who was Head of the Guardians of Haven, and he had passed the worst test ever devised in that fair land. Now he would soon be a member of an elite unit that worked without medals and rank and false honor: The Reavers. He had endured, along with twenty-four others. Now their lives began.
*              *              *
Five Weeks Ago.
Overhead the peaks were jagged and thick, lords of the earth, timeless and cold and crowned with cloud and shadow. On a map it looked like there was one great valley in the center of the ring, but when standing on any mountainside there were only labyrinths below, cutting and twisting and intersecting. Beneath the majesty, darkness. A place for the meek to hide.
If one focused long enough, one could see long, thin stairways winding between windows, columns, and angled rooftops. There were bits of warm light that coiled about in broken segments. This cold place was home.
Luumis Lamsang staggered into Haven. His eyes were wide with mania, brown hair shitty with mud and even inhabited by beetles. His pale skin was checkered with bruises and scabs. His shirt was torn, and his ribs clattered against one another, visible, aching. He leaned against a wall, dragged his bony fingers across cold stone, and stumbled down a series of stairs. His dull eyes drifted from structure to structure. He thought of wombs gone cold, safety turned into stagnation. He mouthed the words, “Crumble… dust...”
Warm sounds from a restaurant – the scent drove him mad. His head wobbled before a window. The lights and colors inside were garish, vulgar compared to the outside, the men and women inside robed in surreal paintings. Only the jackets and cloaks were gray. He saw the image of a media forum’s broadcast, in which a kindly face and scrolling text silently repeated details on the news in Haven. Headlines floated across the screen: Guardians raid the Department of Research!
And also, hot on its heels:
Head of Research accused of tampering with the unborn!
Lost citizens nowhere to be found!
He sucked in his breath, hard, and it mashed up against his straining heart. Power struggles, chaos - and he was in the middle of it. For three days he had been outside of Haven, deep in the western forests, held immobile by Mother Earth. Trapped – but protected. Near death, but kept alive in Her womb. He would have to find a safehouse before some Guardian found him and stopped the coming revolution. While the trial he had endured outside of civilization had nearly killed him, he had returned to the land of decadence and greed, the great Iron Prison, and if he faltered in the mission She had given him then his soul would be forfeit.
*              *              *
Now.
Wodan laid in his apartment, recuperating from his recent sickness and ignoring electronic transmissions from well-wishers and reporters. He could not shake his mind from dwelling on dark thoughts. Devils and men-turned-monsters had tried to dominate his will and even murder him. The safety of his room seemed a mockery to him; someone had betrayed Haven. That person was out there, somewhere. His fists clenched over and over and he could not breathe. He spoke to no one, not even his dear parents. He could not get his mind off revenge. Not justice. Revenge.
He read the news and recent history and tried to sift through a thousand facts about the current political situation in order to find clues, then realized his knowledge of modern political trivia was woefully outdated. It all looked the same, all petty, the same power struggles under different names, different parties, different interest groups vying for attention. He had grown up reading tales of the Founding Fathers, of their ideals and their vision of Haven. That was the Haven he fought for thousands of miles to return to. Perhaps it was the media’s fault, but to find clues he would have to take action. It was difficult to know where to start when a thousand images of bloody revenge were clouding his mind and churning up sewage in his heart.
 
Finally he checked his mail. Garbage, garbage, garbage. Then:
 
Haven Mail Forum
From: Seloid Cramer, Secretary to Prime Minister Aegis Vachs
To: R. Wodan Kyner
Subject: Invitation!
You are cordially invited to a grand banquet to be held in honor of the survivor of the recent and unfortunate abduction and also for the brave men and women who returned him to us. Guest list includes leaders of government, military, academia and business. This casual-dress affair to be held at the posh Never Pavlov in the Ministerial Sector.
Details include...
 
Strange wording, he thought. Obviously a mass-mailing. 
As far as Wodan was concerned, it was time to party.
*              *              *
The training lasted one year. They were trained as snipers, how to stalk about the field invisible and silent, how to mesh with the environment, how to watch a human from the corner of the eye so as not to draw his attention, how to track man or animal, how to sit quietly for days when waiting for a shot, how to use the great .50 caliber rifle that could knock a fist-sized hole in an engine block, and how to put a tight group of lead into a moving target. They were trained as urban assault units, how to blend in by day and disappear by night, how to climb a building and rappel down it in seconds, how to cover a room and secure it, how to clean out a corridor without hitting a comrade, how to signal in the secret battle-language. They were drilled to master the techniques of close-quarters combat, how to disarm a foe, how to fight using a knife, a steel baton, a handgun, how to shatter ribs and twist joints and hit nerves and open throats as quietly as possible. They were taught to pilot all manner of boats and use underwater equipment, to arm and disarm all manner of explosive, to treat wounds, to make and unmake poisons, to fall from great heights and open a parachute at the last possible moment. They were taught to be masters of the art of war.
They stood in a dark chamber beneath the Guardian training grounds. They wore black robes and tight masks. Torches lit the black room. Yarek was at the head, for he had proven himself the most able of them all. A group of men in red robes lined with fur entered from a concealed door. “Kneel,” said one. His voice was distorted by some machine. The trainees knelt.
“Haven is the last,” said another distorted voice. “The only bright spot in a world completely covered in darkness. Her people are the only people in the world not given over to dementia, hopelessness, nihilism, barbarism. Haven must be protected at all costs.”
 
Another voice spoke. “There is a true devil in this world. He is a wolf. He does not yet know about Haven. But there will come a day when he must be fought. And it takes a killer to fight a killer.”
Another voice said, “In ages past the Reavers fought to defend humanity. They were nameless, powerful warriors, and we owe our lives to them. We are in dark times. It is time the Reavers rose again.”
“Take these vows!” None could tell which robed man spoke, but it seemed to Yarek that the largest among them, one who had the body of his own father, seemed to swell and shake with these words. “Swear that you will follow the orders given by the Head of the Order of the Guardians of Haven! His orders - and only his! Swear that you will fight any devil, or those that give aid to devils, to your last and dying breath!”
“We swear it!” shouted the Reavers.
“Swear that you will defend the land of Haven, spreading death to any that would harm Her!”
“We swear it!”
“Now take up the armor of the Resurrected Order of Reavers.”
They disrobed and put on their armor. Gone were the old uniforms, the shining white plastic armor with blue and yellow highlights. The Reavers wore dull black armor with form-fitting black knit cloth underneath. Their helmets were sheer jet such that no man’s features were distinguishable beneath the faceplate. There were no markings of rank save the red patch on Yarek’s breast, for he was Commander of the Reavers.
The last distorted voice spoke again. “And swear that you will hold true to the values of the men who founded this land... even if it means the overthrow of those who call themselves Her rulers.”
“We swear it!” they said, and the words echoed sharp and cold.
*              *              *
Five Weeks Ago.
Luumis pounded down cold food in Darel’s apartment. Staring ahead, intent, growling. Luumis looked like an animated skeleton topped with a wig made from dead rats. Darel watched him, bug-eyed, shaking his head. The apartment was warm and bright. Rich carpet, fine wood-paneled walls, but covered in filthy dishes and ash trays and clothes and empty bottles and drug paraphernalia and posters for various bands. Darel’s clothes were a mismatched patchwork of carefully practiced neglect, but his dark hair was cut evenly and his shoes were slick with polish. The monitor of Darel’s computer showed two people having sex Can Opener-style. 
“This is intense,” said Darel. “I thought you were dead for sure.”
“Can’t die, can’t be killed,” Luumis growled through his food. Then his eyes stabbed into Darel, and he said, “You knew I went hiking. Why did you think the Earth would kill me?”
“I mean, I thought the Guardians got you for sure,” said Darel. “You gotta pay me back for all that food, by the way.”
“Haven’t eaten in three days.”
“A little’s okay, but you’ve eaten a lot.”
“You know I’m good for it.”
Darel actually did not know this. Luumis stared at Darel as he forced in one last gob of greasy bread, then leaned over on the counter as he was overcome with dizziness. Sometimes he could not believe the pettiness of his brothers in the sacred Chaos Consortium, the underground movement dedicated to toppling the police-state in which they were imprisoned - the state which would, if it were not stopped soon, pollute and destroy this last bit of good green Earth. Luumis tried to say just this to his friend, but he only mumbled from exhaustion.
“What’s that?” said Darel.
Luumis raised his head and stabbed Darel with his bloodshot eyes. “Why didn’t you call anyone or have anyone come and look for me?!”
“We thought you got taken out ’cause they found out you were part of the rebellion.”
“So? What if I’d died?”
“Well, we had to assume that you were dead,” said Darel. “We have to accept that there will be casualties in this war.”
“I’ll make you a casualty, you punk bitch!” said Luumis. He put his head down again, then raised it up sharply. “Wait, you guys didn’t replace me, did you?”
“No. Nobody really wants to be secretary for the meetings.” Darel thought for a moment, then said, “Hey, I thought you said you couldn’t die-”
“Listen, I haven’t always been immortal, I just was at the end, and I am now because - ah, I gotta sit down, this is a long story. Where’s Michonardo?”
“Our fearless leader?” said Darel. “I bet him ten dollars he wouldn’t take a hit from the newest bong I just engineered. He’s passed out more than I’ve ever seen anybody be passed out before, ever, so I’m hoping he won’t remember the ten dollars.”
“I might need to borrow that ten from you,” said Luumis.
“You know you missed the mythophilosophy final exam,” said Darel, looking from side to side.
“Professor Matri can suck it as far as I’m concerned,” said Luumis. “Come on.”
They went into the main room and cleared off some couches to sit on. A young man that everyone called Merlin was there, shaking off crystals from a giant wad of brownleaf and dividing the stuff into smaller bags for distribution to his dealers.
“So, three days ago,” said Luumis, “I went hiking in the woods.”
“West or north?” said Merlin, not taking his eyes from the brownleaf.
“Far west,” said Luumis.
“That’s no pussy shit. I done that.”
“Toward the end of the first day I was climbing down this hill. A bunch of rocks came loose and I rolled down the whole thing, probably hundreds of feet. Fell in a deep-ass ravine. I was knocked out. When I came to, I had this giant rock on my leg. It completely pinned me down.”
“A boulder on your leg?” said Darel, slowly, eyeing Luumis’s legs.
Luumis’s hand darted forward and yanked up his pants leg. The left leg was indeed covered in one massive black bruise with a hundred yellow and purple tracers around it. Darel averted his eyes.
“I was trapped,” Luumis growled. “And with no food or water-”
“You went hiking without any supplies?” said Darel.
“Stop interrupting! Besides... I didn’t need any supplies. Nature had other plans for me.”
 
Darel laid back and Merlin raised one eye to Luumis. He continued. “That night I could see a narrow strip of skyline at the top of the ravine. I could even see the stars, great clusters of them. It got cold, but my hands were free so I covered myself in dirt and leaves. I would have slept better that night than I ever had before, because there were no humming machines around to distract me. Would have, except it was terribly cold, even with my dirt blanket. When I woke up my head was splitting because I was so thirsty, but luckily I had dug a small hole beside myself in order to get the materials for my dirt blanket. There was a little water at the bottom. I was able to dig more such holes... not as many as I would have wanted, but at least as many as I needed.”
While Luumis succumbed to a coughing fit, Merlin said, “Mother Earth provides, bro.”
“Damn straight,” said Luumis, wheezing. “I was there for three days, believe it or not.”
“I don’t believe it!” said Darel.
“Believe it!” barked Luumis. “At the time, I had no idea how long I was there. When you’re napping from boredom and not getting any food... it’s like my mind was breaking down. I thought I was going crazy. And the average person would say that I was crazy, considering what happened next.”
He laid down on the couch and took a long time in getting comfortable - not in order to be comfortable, but in order to annoy Darel, who was twitching in anticipation. Eventually he continued. “Near dawn on the last day I was there, some... thing was in the ravine with me. Crouching over me. At first I thought it had crawled in there very quietly. Then I got the notion that it had been in there with me the whole time, watching and waiting, and that idea nearly drove me over the edge. I screamed until my throat gave out. I nearly ripped my leg off trying to get out. When I was too exhausted to be afraid anymore, I looked at the thing. It was dark in there, but I could see its outline. It looked like a man. But not quite a man. It was very hairy, hairy all over. It was crouching over me, so I couldn’t quite see its legs. They seemed misshapen somehow. It was very strong, very muscular.
“I heard a voice. I thought that the thing was speaking to me, but I couldn’t see the outline of its mouth moving. It sounded familiar. I realized that the voice had always been speaking... we, all of us, have only lost the ability to hear it. The Voice comes from all over. From the trees, from the rocks, from all life that is a part of nature.”
“What did it say?” said Darel.
“I can’t remember the particulars. It... doesn’t use a voice like we do. The Voice did not say literal words, only left me with general ideas, notions, images, feelings. The Voice told me that the thing crouching over me was the Lord of the Hunt, and that I was worthy to meet him. Though it was dark there, I saw that the thing had horns. It seemed like they blinked in and out of existence... but I could see them. Long, curving, thick, segmented. They were huge. This thing, the Lord of the Hunt, was like a hand or a champion of the Voice. And it told me that I was to be another of its champions. An apprentice to the Lord of the Hunt.”
“And what will you do as its apprentice,” said Darel, turning the word into a sneer.
“Hunt,” said Luumis. “The Voice gave me a warning, Darel, and I’d like to give it to you too, so you don’t turn into one more casualty when the whole world comes to an end pretty soon. Wanna hear it? Or are you too busy watching televised infomercials created by a corrupt military-industrial complex designed to keep you complacent?”
“Hell...” said Darel.
“We’re listening, man,” said Merlin.
 
“The Voice told me,” said Luumis, “that I’m supposed to strike back at the system of oppression that we’ve been living in for generations. All the crap we’ve been doing like painting our own transmissions over commercials, hacking into government files, distributing pamphlets about the abuse of animals by the DoS/DoR, even that time we hijacked the lumber machines awhile back - it’s nothing compared to the next level I’m going to take things to. Years ago people found this land, and it was the last bit of good green Earth left, and we’re destroying it. I have to teach people that when they strike against the Earth, Mother Nature strikes
back. People are going to see my actions and wake up from their slumber, their decadence, their wastefulness, and return to balance with the Earth. When I get the attention of the DoS, they’re going to find out that they can’t continue scheming up new ways to exploit the Earth. They’re perverting life itself. Our pamphlets and pirate transmissions aren’t going to stop them. I am. The Entertainers have been distracting us with an empty culture; it was their job to give us culture, to give us meaning. They gave us nothing, but I will. I will teach people their place in this world. I will hunt down oppression. The Voice has told me that I am immortal. The worst that can happen to me is that the government can imprison me, even torture me, but even then I will be able to use my imprisonment as an opportunity to speak to the most powerful, most evil men and give them one last warning before they destroy themselves - and that warning is that they cannot use their powers to oppress the weak, but only to protect the Earth. And if they do not do that, they will be destroyed when the end comes. And come it will.”
“Woah,” said Merlin. Even Darel had never seen such fanaticism from Luumis, or from anyone in the Chaos Consortium. He stood silent.
Luumis continued. “Before the Voice was done with me, the Lord of the Hunt got right in my face, and I saw then that he had the face of a wolf. He is a wolf and he told me that I am a wolf, too, a lone wolf, and it is my job to find the moneychangers and the unbelievers and to scatter them, utterly, until there is only destruction and goodness left.”
“There are no wolves on the island of Haven,” said Merlin, quietly. “They were wiped out when the humans came.”
“That’s right,” said Luumis. “Wiped out, just like humans wipe out everything they touch. Humans left a vacuum where, before, there was life and goodness. But, my friend, Nature always balances itself out.”
“That’s heavy,” said Merlin.
Luumis coughed again. He was very sick from his ordeal. All of his mucus membranes burned in their own terrible way. He sank into the soft couch. “In the end,” he said, “this island will be a place of love. Unconditional love, which is really the only law of the universe. We could all learn a lesson from the outside world. To live in harmony with the good Earth, to limit ourselves, so that life can sustain itself.” 
Merlin nodded slowly, lowering his head.
“I felt the Earth shake,” said Luumis, his voice trailing off. “I passed out. When I woke, the stone had rolled away from my leg. I got up with a new purpose. Unconditional love, my friends. The unity of all things. There are no differences among any of us. We are one. And if we fight to the death for this, our intention will be our salvation.”
*              *              *
Now, Tonight.
 
Korliss rested in his bed. He was spent. He could hear someone singing in the streets below. The tension was gone; it returned in full force within a few moments. His muscles tightened and he groaned. He looked over at Mevrik lying beside him. She was relaxed, even smiling. He ran his hand lightly through her short hair. She did not respond. He gripped her hair, said, “Don’t fall asleep.”
She slapped his hand away playfully, but even still he winced at the great strength she possessed. They lay together for a while, wrapped in silk. Mevrik played her fingers across Korliss’s back. It felt terribly wrong. His breathing was labored.
“Go on and get it out of you,” she said quietly.
“I don’t know where to start,” he said.
“Pretend you never stopped and just pick up from there.”
“I was thinking about a student of mine,” he said. “He said something... about Haven... I don’t want to talk about this. I need distraction. Tell me about flying again.”
He felt her reluctance through his hands.
“I need distraction,” he whispered.
She thought for a moment. “Last week was the closest to any real danger I’ve ever been,” she said. “When we flew on top of those outlanders and scattered them. When we picked up the exile.”
“Can’t believe you brought him up,” he said, laughing dryly.
“You wanted into Pandora’s box, didn’t you?” she said. “Too late to shut it now. Anyway, he was completely soaked, just covered in blood. I thought he looked like a savage.”
“Did you think he was one of them?”
“Not for a second. The others were running around like idiots. Even those outlanders that we saved were pretty shell-shocked. Which is understandable. But not him. That little boy carried himself with...”
“Yes?”
“A fierce dignity.” She paused. “He was talking to my father like an old friend. Never seen another Guardian do that.”
Korliss sighed, then said, “I don’t think your father has too many friends anymore.”
“He never cared about that. But he does care about you, Korli.”
“People are talking... about a police state, Mevrik. They’re talking about the exiles being an excuse for greater Guardian control.”
“But we know that’s not true. You know it.”
“But why did he have Didi arrested? Your father thought Didi was the greatest man in Haven.”
“Only you and my father know why he did that.”
“And I can’t figure it out!” said Sevrik, shaking.
“Listen,” said Mevrik. “I know this is a big shake-up for Haven. But, for one thing, my father has thick skin, so I know you’re worrying about the state of things a lot more than he is. For another thing, I saw my father cry like a baby when he picked up that boy Wodi. He was happier than I’ve ever seen him before. You can’t fake joy like that - and that proves that he’s still the man you’ve always known him to be. He will always fight for as much power as he thinks the Guardians need - and not an ounce more. He has a noble soul, Korli, so as for why he arrested Didi... all I can say is that I know he has a plan and that everything will be put right in the end.”
Korliss was indeed comforted for the first time in many weeks. He hugged Mevrik close, and felt the roundness of her muscular, lithe body against his own flabby shell.
 
“So now that you know he’s okay,” said Mevrik, “I should probably tell him about us.”
“Good gods, woman!” said Korliss, twitching.
“You’re so easy!”
Calming, Korliss said, slowly, “Your father’s a very conservative man. Our age difference is so great...”
“I think it’s great, too,” she said laughing.
“You know what I mean, blockhead. He’d probably euthanize my wrinkly ass.”
They laughed together for a moment. Korliss lifted himself up. Mevrik idly poked at a roll of fat near his waist.
“Sometimes,” said Korliss, “I think that you think I’m soft. Like a child.”
“I thought you were the greatest firebrand I’d ever met when I was in your class,” she said without hesitation. “I have to deal with so many dullards every day, and here you were talking about heroes, about the philosopher kings that founded Haven. I loved you from the start. So stop fishing for compliments.”
Korliss sat still for a very long time. Mevrik could see his eyes widen slowly in the darkness. “Mevrik,” he whispered. She had to strain to hear him. “One of my students spoke with me. I’m not sure, not so sure anymore. What he said to me. The things I taught him. The things I didn’t teach him. What he may become. Mevrik, I think I may have done a very terrible thing.”
 
 



Chapter Two
The Living Scar
 
A room of corpse-colored granite sat in the middle of the labyrinthine fortress-cathedral of the Ugly in the wasteland city of Pontius, and in that room sat the Head of the Ugly. The room was illuminated by one window covered with a thin red sheet so that only the color of blood seeped through. Aged murals hung on the walls and showed scenes of demons frolicking on battlefields strewn with the forms of mutilated men with faces contorted in agony. A faded purple flag with the scarred skull of the Ugly hung on one wall, and about the face of the skull were the words
THE DEAD CANNOT BE SCARRED
In a corner of the room stood a man in black clothing. He wore a black mask and a thin, dark film covered his eyes. Because he moved his head infrequently, it was impossible to know where he fixed his gaze. He was one of the two Ugly who were called the Hands. One Hand was a master of poison, diplomacy, and infiltration. The other Hand was a master of combat, a destroyer of bodies without peer. Both Hands served the Head.
Before the window stood an uneven desk cut from a single slab of translucent, obsidian stone as smooth as glass. Behind the desk sat a beautiful man. His long, blond hair curled just where it reached his shoulders. His skin was smooth and pale, his features sharp, both commanding and serene, and he sat so still that only his blue eyes gave any assurance that he was not a likeness cut from marble. He wore radiant black robes, and the only feature that marred his perfect grace was a strange bulk concealed under his robes around his torso. His name was Boris, the mouthpiece of heaven on earth, a man worshipped by the Body of the Ugly, served by the Arms, and enforced by the Legs, for he was Head of the Ugly. He bore no scars like the rest of his clan, for he was the Living Scar.
Without moving his head, Boris said, “If ever I say the words, ‘We will always be friends,’ then you are to kill the man to whom I am speaking.” He spoke with the assurance of who is accustomed to shaping reality by words alone.
“Yes,” said Hand, his voice distorted oddly by the masking gauze and wire structure he kept in his mouth. Honorifics were not required of the Hands when addressing their lord. In accordance with their religion, not only did the Right Hand not know what the Left was doing, even the Head did not know the true identity of his own Hands. Though the Hands had no soldiers or servants at their command, it was said that the Hands were the two most dangerous men in the world. The power of the Hands was the power of death, and their authority came from men’s fear of death. The fact that Boris could control men such as these without them turning on him and swallowing him whole was a statement of power not lost on his underlings.
The door to the room opened and a group of men entered. They wore motley dark clothes of fine make, black with markers of red or purple. Their faces and hands were scarred and tattooed. The man who stood at the center of them was tall and wide, and wore armor suitable for the wastes, worn leather shod with plates. He had a great mane of black hair done up in a bun for the occasion. His stern, terrible face was scarred such that it looked as if a devil had chewed on it. One of the men with him announced, “My lord Boris, here is Happiness Joe Heffer, leader of the Left Arm of the Ugly.”
Heffer and the witnesses to the event bent their knees and bowed to Boris.
“Rise,” said Boris, “and get on with your business.”
Heffer cleared his throat and said through permanently clenched teeth, “My lord, you know that I have come to submit my petition to assume leadership of the Right Arm of the Ugly.”
Boris surveyed those gathered, then rested his eyes on Heffer. The leader of the Left Arm tried to stand as still as stone, as if giving evidence of his unswerving force of will, but his eyes jumped to the bundle under Boris’s robes. Something stirred there. Boris moved one hand to stroke the bundle, as if calming it.
“Then submit your petition,” said Boris, “using the only means that I can understand.”
Heffer extended his hand to one of the witnessing Ugly, who gave him a flat piece of wood and a hammer. Heffer approached Boris’s desk, glanced at Hand, then laid the board and the hammer on the desk. He unzipped his pants and removed his penis, then laid the thing on the board. He took a quick breath and braced the board on the desk with his left hand, then picked the hammer up with his right.
“Impressive,” said Boris, “but I would expect no less from any rank and file soldier.”
Heffer spun the hammer around in his hand, so that the flat end no longer projected downwards. Instead, the two curving, dull blades of the nail-removing end stood ready for business.
“I’m not screwing around here,” said Heffer.
Boris raised an eyebrow. “Proceed,” he said.
Heffer raised the hammer. The room became still, the air close and hot, and Heffer’s knuckles grew white as he braced the board. To Boris it seemed that the penis twitched once, feebly, a shy act of rebellion to preserve its structural integrity. The hammer went up slowly, Heffer readied his war cry - then the door behind them flew open and slammed against the wall.
They saw wild red hair, a tattered black cape, the tall shell of a man that still radiated the memory of great power. “Heffer, put that thing away!” said Barkus, leader of the Right Arm of the Ugly.
“My God, man!” said Boris. “Mother’s been worried sick!”
They watched as Barkus entered slowly, one of his legs shaking under his weight, the black sun tattoo on his face burning with intensity. Hand snapped his fingers angrily and one of the witnesses shook himself awake, grabbed a chair, and scooted it in front of the desk just as Barkus completed his sitting motion.
“Good to be back, brother,” said Barkus.
Boris nodded. This was the first time many of them had seen the serenity of his face broken by anything. His eyes were wider than usual, his head tilted forward slightly. During the long moment of silence they heard Heffer zipping up.
“Did Fachimundi tell you why I left?” said Barkus.
“He returned with a small cargo of nearly ruined human resources and babbled on some wild story about a rebel, an uprising, an escape,” said Boris. “He said you willingly sacrificed yourself and some of your best men to run off after a handful of rebels. He said you gave him permission to take a great number of valuable resources and to bury however many of them he fancied in the desert.”
“You didn’t have him killed, did you?”
Boris’s finely sculpted lips turned up into a snarl. “He did nothing to earn that reward.”
“You know I wouldn’t have left my post if I didn’t have good reason.”
“Tell me what I know, then,” said Boris, his tone condescending.
“There was a rebel among the slaves. I swear, brother, it wasn’t like anything I’d seen before. Not just anger, youthful energy, unwillingness to cooperate... no, those are shadows of the thing I encountered.” As Barkus spoke, it became clear to the others that he was half-mad from his trials, sunburnt and starved and dehydrated. Still, they hung on his every word. “I’ve always been able to break any animal or man, but anything I did to him only made him stronger. He infected some of the slaves; slaves that, without him, would never have been able to escape.”
“Why didn’t you just kill him?”
“I was fascinated by him. It’s one thing to inflict suffering on a people whose lives are defined by suffering, but I saw in him a chance to do something to another human being that I had not envisioned since I was a young man. To see him in pain, to see his face cry out for mercy, would have validated everything I thought was true. It turns out that it was a good thing I did not kill him, my brother.
“His escape nearly drove me insane. He killed many of my men and took one of my fingers from me. One of my favorite fingers. And so I rode with Wallach and some others and told Fachimundi to return here, after Sunport, without me - with orders to treat the slaves in such a way that the memory of the boy would be driven from their minds forever.”
“We lost a great investment in them!” said Boris, the words running together.
“You don’t understand how he infected those slaves,” said Barkus, leaning forward. “He was naïve like a child, but cunning like a man… but no, you can’t imagine it, not yet at least. But you will.”
At this the bundle in Boris’s robe twitched. Boris moved his hand to stroke the bundle. It made a soft mewling sound. Boris’s hand gripped the thing and cut off the sound.
“During our ride,” Barkus continued, “we stumbled upon some demons. They led us down into one of their caves, blindfolded, and a demon spoke to us. I do not care to relate everything that happened to me there. But they told me that they had reason to suspect that there were others like this boy, and that they wanted to track him as he returned to his homeland. They wanted him and his kin destroyed for much the same reasons that I did.
“But the demon lied to me,” said Barkus. His voice was raw, for he had grappled with understanding this idea for many dark nights, and enduring it was more than he could bear. “They sent a scouting demon with me and promised that it was an immortal warrior, and even promised that I was immortal as well, and that no one could stand against us. In the end, the devil betrayed me! Everything he told me - it was all lies!”
Many Ugly cried out in anger and fear. Some of them stumbled away from Barkus. Boris rose and cried out, “Get out! All of you, GET OUT NOW!” Barkus sat staring ahead as the other Ugly stumbled over one another to reach the door, shoving against each other to be the first to leave. Their voices echoed in the hallway.
“Hand!” shouted Boris.
He stepped forward, said, “The witnesses?”
“Have done their job too well!” said Boris.
Hand sprang forward past Heffer, who had stood still the entire time, and shot through the door with terrifying speed. Almost immediately, screams reached them from the hall: Cries for pity, the movement of feet, death cries, the dull thud of a body smacking against the wall. Then there was deathly silence.
Boris glanced at Heffer. Heffer exhaled slowly. He knew that the only thing that had spared his life was that he had not left with the others when he’d been ordered to do so.
Boris sat and nodded to his brother.
Continuing as though he had never stopped, Barkus said, “We went to Sunport and there I sold all our souls to Filius Bilch, all for one ship fast enough to follow the outsider to his homeland.”
“I don’t know if we can afford a war with Bilch right now,” said Boris, without emotion and without considering the nature of the deal his brother had made. He knew that any deal could be renegotiated at gunpoint.
“We followed them, all right, all the way to their island hideout. We killed many of them, but then the outsiders descended on us in overwhelming numbers in their terrible machines. They slaughtered us and the demon laughed at me for thinking things would come out any different. I hid from the massacre and ran to my ship. I saw it leaving me behind. I saw the flying machines of the outsiders dropping bombs. They destroyed what I thought was one of the world’s most powerful warships as if it were dry kindling.
“I wandered around the mountains without food or shelter... for how long, I do not know. The worst pain was knowing that the gods I had trusted my whole life had lied to me, had used me as I would use a common slave.”
“As one of the leaders of our faith,” said Boris, “why did you think that the gods would treat you otherwise?”
Barkus drew up for a moment, stunned. Then his face melted in exhaustion.
“That is why you will never lead the Ugly,” Boris said quietly. His face was full of black serenity. “Continue.”
“Without knowing what I was doing, I returned to the beach where we originally landed. I felt like I was trapped in a dream, I hadn’t eaten or slept in days. A devil came to me. It was like a fish, but it breathed air. It opened its mouth and I crawled inside. I think I wanted to crawl inside so that it would eat me. I wanted it to complete the process it had begun; I wanted to be turned into shit. But its gullet was wide and it did not swallow me. It took me away from the island. It swam for days, it seemed, and even regurgitated some stinking bile onto me so that I could eat. At one point I even kicked the thing. It opened its mouth a little, and the black ocean flooded in, and I was terrified that the monster would abandon me in that horrible darkness... I nearly drowned. I did not fight back after that.
“The thing spit me onto a beach in the middle of night. I had slept so much in the thing’s mouth that I found it impossible to wake fully. I would have fallen back into the water and drowned if not for the abuse the demon gave me whenever I came near it. I walked into the desert with no idea where I was going. I was ready to die... but the demons were not done with me yet.
“Another devil came to me. I remember a great gust of wind, then something huge blotted out the stars. I could barely see it in the dark, but when the thing landed I heard a crash like warships colliding. Thousands of pounds of meat and metal and bone, creaking and bending, great teeth grinding, the working of massive jaws... it’s normal for us to call the demon’s presence a god-like force in the wasteland, but this thing truly was a god! It lifted its wings and cast me into total darkness. When it spoke the earth shook.”
Boris and Heffer glanced at one another, then back to Barkus, who looked ahead into nothingness.
“The demon told me that he was an old god, older than any devil I had ever seen on the surface of the world. When I bowed to him he said that he did not need my worship, my awe, or my existence in any way. I was completely powerless. He told me that the gods had held a great council concerning the hidden land that my rebel had come from. He said that there were countless others like himself, more devils than man had ever dreamed, devils enough to eat the entire world a thousand times over - but, as it was now, they were taken up in some secret business of their own. He commanded the obedience of us, his faithful, in the undertaking of a crusade. Meaning - a war to destroy that haven of evil.”
They waited for Barkus to gather his thoughts. They heard something like a machine humming. The door opened suddenly and Hand returned, weighed down by a load of soggy heads. He hummed a tune distorted by his mouthpiece, dripping blood from his hairy burden all the while.
“Hand,” said Boris. “Some decency, if you will.”
Hand stopped humming. He crossed to the window. Heffer saw a red caricature of terror on one of the heads as it passed by. He cleared his throat involuntarily, glad that he was not a part of that collection. Hand maneuvered himself behind the red curtain. They heard a sickening crunch as Hand forced one of the heads onto a spike that hung outside the window. There were many such spikes, all visible from the courtyard and the distant avenue. They heard another sickening crunch, then a mechanical grunt of satisfaction.
“Go on,” said Boris.
“The great dragon,” said Barkus, “commanded that the Ugly put together an army and sail to the island, without giving a thought to the price it will cost us to do so. He said that all the generations of our order will meet their climax in that battle. We are to write as many blank checks as we need, break as many alliances and steal any materials we can. He said that we now exist for this purpose alone.”
Boris leaned back in his seat and exhaled loudly.
“I felt the same,” said Barkus. “I mustered up my courage and threw the devil’s lies back in his face. He showed no anger. He admitted that I’d been lied to and used. He said that it had been necessary in order to find the island’s location... and that I should be proud that I had been used by the gods for such a purpose.”
Boris waved a hand, eyes darting left and right, said, “To move all our people... to a place we know nothing about... to fight blindly against... brother, this is… did you say they had some kind of flying machines?”
Barkus nodded. “I threw that at him too. He said that in the coming days his kind would scout out the island, find out the extent of their strength, and probe for any weak points. He also said we would be given... reinforcements.” Barkus was reluctant to continue, but forced himself to continue. “This devil was like a god, I tell you. He himself will join us for the battle. He and three others like him! He said that we will not go there and knock at the front gates. He said we would sneak in through whatever back doors the devils find and that all of the powerful machines and technological contrivances of this people will count for nothing because we will slit their throats as they sleep. And while the demon counseled me that I was to give no mind to tomorrow, he also said that whatever advanced weapons we find in that place will be ours to bring back here.”
“Now, that is something,” said Boris, leaning forward. “Just imagine having the Smiths come here to lick our boots.”
“Yes,” said Barkus, nodding weakly. “The Smiths and their stranglehold on guns and machines could be undermined, their monopoly finally broken.”
“Lord,” said Heffer, “if we marched back to Pontius with that kind of loot, we could force the Smiths to stop supplying the damned Coil. Then we would be the undisputed masters of Pontius-”
“And we could knock over Filius Bilch in Sunport,” said Boris. “If we had his golden head hanging on the prow of one of our own ships, then the entire coast would belong to us.” He drummed his fingers along his desk, once, signaling the finality of a conclusion met.
Barkus turned green with sickness.
“Lord,” said Heffer, thrusting his fist to his chest, “the Left Arm would be honored to fight this war for you.”
“And,” said Boris, letting his word hang in the air, “so would the Right.”
Barkus’s head fell lamely.
Hand was covered in dark gunk by the time his work was completed. He returned to his corner and stood immobile once more.
“We have much planning to do,” said Boris, patting his bulge roughly. “We’re going to write a new chapter in the story of the Ugly. Anything else, brother?”
Without lifting his head, Barkus said, “When the monster was done talking to me, I was too tired to move, to speak, to think. It made some movement and I could smell cooked meat. It threw the meat before me and I ate. I ate it...”
“Well?” said Boris. “What of it?”
“It was so dark and I was so exhausted I didn’t think to look. But once I had gorged myself I felt around on the thing and I realized... that I had been eating a human arm.”
“Gods, Barkus, did you really have to go into detail like that?”
 
 



Chapter Three
Magnum Opus Prosequitur: The Great Work Continues
 
A figure in a black hooded cloak made his way through the gray avenues of Haven’s Ministerial Sector. Not as modern in appearance as Central Haven and not as colorfully desperate as the Commercial District, the Ministerial Sector held some of the oldest, grandest buildings in Haven. The cloaked figure passed by the fountain statue of Prometheus, who stood proudly along the edge of a slanting rock with broken chains at his feet. Bright red and orange lights shone from the fountain, representing the fire stolen from the gods and given to mankind. A close inspection revealed that the slanting rock covered any view of the lights from any height greater than street level. In Haven, no light was ever carelessly shone upwards.
The Never Pavlov was a wide three-story building full of meeting space for rent, bars, and moderately posh restaurants that Senators and their hangers-on often used to conduct their business. The cloaked figure ignored others gathered about the ornately carved entrance, then stood about awkwardly until he noticed a sign directing him to his destination. He followed a trail of stairs and gray halls interspersed with islands of warm lighting. He entered a large ballroom made of multicolored stone and shining hardwood floors that reflected the brilliant chandeliers overhead. The cloaked figure stopped in the foyer and watched the men in thousand-dollar suits with their wives and trophy wives and prospecting women in lengthy dresses glittering with gold dust. Tastefully attired butlers with benign, blank expressions hovered about clusters of people and distributed drinks.
The cloaked figure glanced at a placard and noted a bit that read, “... to honor the survivor of the Black Valley gauntlet and to honor those who continued the search for the missing…”
Two unarmored Guardians in shining white suits approached. Their short hair was plastered down on their thick faces. The cloaked figure noted the pistols hanging at their sides and stepped back.
“Your cloak, sir,” said one, extending his hand.
Dwarfed by the Guardians, the slight figure whipped his hands up and threw his hood back. His face was clear and pale, round but for his sharp nose and clear green eyes, and his hair was wavy and brown. He twirled his cloak off in one smooth motion, revealing his simple black suit and old-fashioned bowtie, the kind worn by laborers to funerals.
“Ah!” said the other Guardian. “The survivor.”
Wodan nodded once and extended the cloak. While one Guardian took it, another padded his sides, arms, legs, said, “Guess this isn’t really necessary. Just part of the job, you know.”
“I understand,” said Wodan, smiling.
He entered the ballroom. He saw many decorated Guardians mixing with other men who obviously held political power. Just then he saw none other than his favorite professor, Korliss Matri, stalking towards him at great speed. Wodan smiled in recognition, raised his hand, then was distracted by some loud ruckus behind him - and Korliss sped past him and into the foyer.
“Told you I’m here to photograph... this... historic occasion!” said a young man in shabby clothes. He had unruly brown hair, pale skin, was slightly taller than Wodan, and spoke with righteous indignation bordering on contempt. “Lay hands on somebody else, tyrant!” said the youth, pulling his leather bag away from the Guardians.
“I check everything that comes in, sir,” grated one of the Guardians as the other maneuvered behind the youth.
“Like hell!” said the young man. “Ever heard of freedom of the press? No?” There was a pause. “Probably not, right?” It seemed to Wodan that he was stalling.
“This one’s with me,” said Professor Korliss. “He’s okay, let him through.”
The Guardians backed away immediately. The youth glared at the professor, who folded an arm around him. As they left, Wodan heard Korliss hiss at the youth, “The hell are you doing here anyway, Mister Lamsang?”
The incident at the door exacerbated Wodan’s sense of misplacement. He may have been the very reason for the gathering, but no one spoke to him as he strolled from one end of the room to the other. The event did not seem real; he had fought and killed ghouls and raiders to return home, and now these suits only carried on with conversations begun in the Senate earlier that day. He saw a group of reporters, their cameras flashing as they huddled around a young female he could not make out. As she spoke and laughed the reporters laughed, too, and while something about her seemed familiar, Wodan shook his head at the whole thing and continued his lonely circuit.
Wodan came to a group of tall, thickset men with beefy jowls and hair plastered down. Most wore Senatorial pins on their shoulders, and a few wore the crisp white suits of the Guardian elite, complete with numerous medals and stripes over their hearts. All of them wore small cheap-looking red buttons. Some of the buttons read
GOING BACK HOME WITH PETER REMUS
while other buttons read
GOING BACK HOME
Wodan was intimidated by their masculine posturing, but he reasoned that if he was going to get any news about the plans Haven’s leaders were developing to protect the citizens from the Ugly and demonkind, these would be the men to hear it from. Wodan did not want to force his way into the group and go through a lengthy ritual of introductions, so he slowly walked by the group and listened.
The men definitely seemed to be discussing preparations for an attack, but unfortunately they seemed to think the invasion was coming from the University and the Departments of Science and Research. Instead of discussing luring demons into kill-zones and overwhelming them with air power, they wanted to turn the Haven of 591 FH into the Haven of 291 FH, or perhaps 191 FH, and create a utopia where the clothes, technology, religions, and ideas hearkened back to another era and were, in theory, much more simple.
Sounds fine for a theme park, thought Wodan, but if the Ugly invaded, I’d hate for us to try to fight them without armored gunships or long-distance artillery.
When the Stone Warren men started speaking of their disdain for Didi and how he’d perversely tampered with the genes of an unborn child, Wodan shook his head and walked away. Wodan preferred to wait for Didi’s trial before he passed judgment; unless the facts changed his mind, Wodan still considered Didi a hero and a pioneer.
Wodan saw another group of Senators and hangers-on. These men smiled as they argued, and were more animated than the Stone Warren types. They even had several women joining in the discussion, which seemed a rarity among red pins. The circle that Wodan approached wore blue pins that read
LET’S MOVE FORWARD - NOT FALL BEHIND!
Thinking that this group might be more interested in leading Haven into a new tomorrow with new ideas, Wodan slowed down and eavesdropped once again.
The Running Wind group seemed to be arguing about whether the people of Haven should be uplifted via new laws regarding race relations or economic sanctions against powerful corporations. Wodan knew that hundreds of years ago Haven had been plagued by racial prejudice; out of all the nations in the wasteland, it seemed to be the only one inhabited by a number of different races because it was founded by people from many lands. Soon after the people had pulled together to tame the land and beat the plague that was killing their unborn children, they had enough free time to hate one another based on skin color and fashion. Heroes and villains had fought on all sides. While it was true that no real solution to human difference had ever been found, there were no longer any hate-groups of any real consequence and Havenders seemed content to simply sequester themselves into racially-themed neighborhoods. This was not good enough for the Running Wind.
Wodan became incredibly bored listening to their discussion because he knew that the fastest way to solve the problem of racial prejudice was to stop pretending that the outside world did not exist: If the people of Haven knew that monsters with tentacles and fangs and wings were eating sacrifices of human children, slight variations in skin tone would suddenly seem a lot less alien. His own band of rebels in the desert had been composed of many different pigments, not to mention tribal affiliations that must have seemed important before the Ugly enslaved them all. If he had taken the time to make sure that every member of his band felt completely comfortable about everyone else’s racial identity, they would now be in Sunport with collars around their necks.
Still others in the group argued that economic justice was more important. Wodan listened in on this intently, because it was easy for him to see that it was in the best interest of the large corporations if the people of Haven continued spending their money on frivolous things rather than focus their energies on changing the world. Wodan knew enough about how things worked to know that the people who ran corporations didn’t care about the chances of demonic invasion ten or one hundred years down the road; they only cared about making large numbers become even larger numbers on the next quarterly profit report. As Wodan listened, he heard several of the people mention corporate lobbying, yet there was no talk of ending the practice of government officials receiving bribes from companies in exchange for political influence.
Even these guys can’t be trusted to govern without thinking of their pocketbook first! Wodan thought, leaving the group behind.
Wodan encountered another group of red-pinned Stone Warren men. Unlike the first group, these men seemed animated and passionate about what they were talking about. Obviously anyone who cared about the future of Haven would have to have a pulse, so Wodan listened in.
Immediately one elderly Senator, his face burning red with righteous indignation, shot spit from his quivering mouth as he stammered, “Porno-nog-raphia!” Whether this was the conclusion of his spiel or simply an incredibly concise indictment of modern culture was not clear. Wodan saw the other old men nodding in despair. A few young Senatorial hangers-on nodded, but winked at one another as another old man launched into a passionate speech about the evils of modern culture. Wodan was embarrassed to see that the old man was visibly sexually aroused by his own description of a degenerate culture speeding toward annihilation.
Wodan realized that it was better to wander anonymously than to fall in with any more spouters of dogma. Their discussions existed in a world of shades of gray between the extremes of paternal buffoonery on one side and feel-good idiocy on the other. He realized that the ablest man among them would have to be the man who walked the razor’s edge that divided back-scratching gamefulness and willful blindness, a man who could vomit the right keywords to the right people at the right times. There were no shades of gray in the wasteland. A few weeks ago, the only choices had been between death, survival as a slave, and the terrifying gamble of becoming a free man. He wondered if anyone in Haven could ever understand the world that existed just outside the confines of their pretty little ballroom.
His thoughts were interrupted. He saw Korliss slouching in a chair, sour-faced and twirling an empty glass. His long black hair was clasped in a bun. Immediately cheered, Wodan marched up and plopped down in the chair beside him. “Professor Matri!” he shouted, smiling.
Korliss blinked, then focused on him and smiled. “Mister Kyner! Late to class, as usual.”
“Ha! And just what the hell are they teaching here?”
“How to talk about an alternate reality. And how to pretend that it’s important, that it’s the only thing of any importance.”
“I kind of picked that up already...”
“And the only way to pass the exam,” said Korliss, baring his teeth, “is to copy from someone else’s exam.”
“Alright, I’m kind of tired of this analogy,” said Wodan, “but I did get here on time. You walked right past me when I came in, sir!”
“Hm,” said Korliss, frowning. “Sorry, Mister Kyner, but I had to defuse a ticking time bomb.”
“Alright, sir,” said Wodan, “I’m feeling out of touch right now and I’m not so sure that it’s only because I’ve been gone for a month. I didn’t come here tonight because I thought that Haven’s elite would be talking about me, I’m not that naive. However, I did think some things of importance would be discussed. For example, what’s this about Didi being arrested for tampering with the unborn? And did Sevrik really arrest him?”
Korliss nodded slowly.
“From what I’ve heard,” said Wodan, “you three were like a unit. I always thought of you three as the center of Haven. The prime movers, in a way!”
“We were,” said Korliss. “We still are.”
“So why aren’t you and Sevrik together right now? And why isn’t anyone talking about the fact that Haven’s brightest men are breaking apart? And, sir, I haven’t heard one single word, here or in the news, about the fact that Guardians, or men dressed like them, were the ones who took us away in the first place!”
“You’re the son of laborers, Mister Kyner. Yes?”
Wodan nodded, once.
“It’s like this. You come from a world where work must be done, where the ablest man is found for the job, where good work is rewarded with good pay, where endurance counts and where anything faulty does not pay. And while you were intelligent enough to get into the University, some of that prior environment is still in you.”
Korliss stared into the crowd. “I’m listening,” said Wodan.
“Mister Kyner, I know you looked up to Didi and Sevrik and I. But... this is the world that we built. These people,” said Korliss, waving his hand, “are speaking a language I taught them to speak.”
“That’s not what you taught me,” said Wodan.
“We knew that we had something in us that could change Haven, could change the world, even, but we needed power to make it happen! What kind of power? Political sway, Mister Kyner. We needed money and special privileges, and you can’t get that from a bunch of isolated politicians who are bickering amongst one another. You can’t form alliances with shifting groups who form today and fall apart tomorrow. You can’t get anything done - and that, I know you understand.”
“But how does the way things are now help anybody? All these blue and red pins, these ridiculous debates...”
“We taught the politicians to cooperate. We taught them that a group, with clear goals, could outvote any individual worried only about his piddling little constituency. Specifically, I helped form the first semi-stable political party. Didi profited greatly, in terms of funding for his research and his access to manpower. Even Sevrik was able to ride the gravy train, to get the things he needed to increase what he felt the Guardians needed.”
Wodan tried to interrupt, but Korliss continued.
“Then a rival political party was cobbled together, made up of the enfeebled individual Senators and discontent members of the party I helped form. Over the years, the two parties refined the points that defined them - by using their rivals as an example of what they were not. The parties developed their own languages, their own ways of thinking. Individuals no longer had any sway in the Senate; if a Senator wanted to do anything for his constituency, he had to be of one party or the other. Now, the Running Wind and the Stone Warren no longer consider reality when discussing their politics. They don’t have to. They consider what their teammates and rivals will think about a certain thing... then they all move one way... then they all move another way...”
“God’s death,” said Wodan. “Sounds like one big mess.”
“You’re welcome,” said Korliss, sucking on the empty glass.
“Listen, Professor Matri, I can’t exactly put Haven’s political situation to rights-”
“Why would you think that you’d have to?” said Korliss, jerking his head about.
“- because right now I’m trying to concentrate on finding the person or group that exiled me and the others. Sir, do you have any idea who could be behind it?”
Korliss settled down in his chair, his features melting with exhaustion. “There’s Sevrik over there,” he said, distractedly.
Frustrated, Wodan sighed loudly and bounced out of his chair. “I need to talk to him,” he said. Korliss did not move. Wodan walked away.
“Mister Kyner!” Korliss shouted behind him. Wodan turned. “You missed many of your final exams. Come to my apartment, two weeks from today, for your mythophilosophy final. Your graduation will be pending completion of that test, and that test alone.”
“One test?” said Wodan.
“It will be a very difficult test,” Korliss said darkly.
Wodan cut a half-smile, then continued on.
In the distance he saw Sevrik Clash. His white Guardian suit was stretched across his wide frame, and many of his medals curved outward around his great belly. His wild red hair looked as if someone had tried to comb it earlier, and his long beard was collected into a single gold ringlet that jingled beneath his chin. He was speaking to a tall man in a simple black suit that was affixed with a single red patch. The man’s stance, musculature, and dark face were greatly imposing, though he seemed to be deferring to Sevrik on some point of conversation. What struck Wodan was his red hair, which was woven in a series of braids that hung down his back and shoulders. It was not unlike Sevrik’s own red hair. A little behind the pair he saw a beautiful older black woman - Sevrik’s wife, he knew - speaking to a young girl in a white Guardian suit. The girl was very short, with wide shoulders and hips, with pale skin like Sevrik’s and short, black hair. Her eyes flashed to Wodan for a moment, then back to Sevrik’s wife.
Sevrik broke conversation and turned to Wodan, eyes widening. The other man turned to him slowly, and Wodan felt himself shrink under the strength of his gaze. His blue eyes were terrible, made all the more so by his fiery eyebrows and dark face. The two towered over Wodan. Wodan turned back to Sevrik and they both smiled involuntarily.
“Mister Clash, Sir,” said Wodan, “why did you have Didi arrested?”
Sevrik smiled, genuinely, though for a moment Wodan thought he looked like a wild animal. The other man did not move. Sevrik said, “Good to see you, too, Wodi. And I’m glad you came right out and asked it. So listen. Didi and I - and Korliss - worked together on something that was, despite its appearance, for the good of Haven. And I’m not worried now because I know that what will come out of Didi’s arrest and trial will also be for the greater good of Haven. Despite its appearance.”
“Good despite its appearance,” said Wodan, confused. “So it would appear… evil… to a certain type of person…?”
“Did you have to kill men to get back here?” Sevrik said coldly. The other man tilted his head slightly.
“I did.”
“Are you glad to be alive and home?”
“... Yes.”
“Well there you go.”
“So you think that popular morality falls short when it comes to necessity?”
Sevrik took a deep swig from his drink. Wodan saw the other man turn swiftly, then a young blond lady behind him laughed in surprise. The two chatted amiably. Wodan tilted his head, saw shining blond hair and huge breasts peeking over a green dress.
He shook his head and turned back to Sevrik. “Sevrik,” he said, forcing his will into his voice. “Those men who took us were in Guardian armor.”
“Do you think that I had a part in your disappearance?” He leaned forward. “I singled you out in the civilian self-defense class. We’ve spent hours together, and from what I’ve learned and know of you... I know you know me.”
“I want to say no,” said Wodan. “But I’m… keeping my options open.”
“Good,” said Sevrik, visibly relieved. “Any man who asks you to trust him is unworthy of trust.” He paused, then said, “How did you know who took you away?”
“Saul Hargis, one of the exiles, told me.”
“You never saw these Guardians yourself?”
“No... but I trust him.”
“You were in a life-and-death situation with him. I understand that trust can come out of that. But if you’re going to try to find out the truth - and I think you are just the sort of man who would try - then make sure you trust the evidence of your own eyes over another’s word. Always.”
Strengthened by Sevrik’s candor, Wodan lowered his voice, said, “What if I find out that it was you behind my murder?”
“Then you have a claim on my life,” said Sevrik. “And as a man, you must come and claim what is yours.”
After all the dishonesty he had heard that night, the openness of his meeting with Sevrik struck them both as unique, wonderful, and a little ridiculous. The two looked at one another for a moment, then smiled, then laughed. Wodan noted that even though the other red-haired man was speaking to yet another girl who had joined the conversation (brown-ish hair, blue dress, dangerously curving ass), he had tilted his head slightly to the side such that Wodan was sure he was listening to them.
The black woman and the young girl joined them. Sevrik smiled still more, then said, “Wodi, meet my wife Gunhilde!”
Wodan stuck his hand out, and the older woman shook it, smiling warmly. He liked her immediately. The wrinkles of her face were like deep veins of experience cut into the good earth.
“And my daughter Mevrik,” said Sevrik. “She’s a Guardian pilot.” The young girl looked up at Wodan sharply, but her smile seemed genuine. She looked much stouter than he.
Wodan attempted to say “hello” but he became hung up on the word, straining as if trying to repeat a haiku backwards.
“Wow,” said Mevrik. “What the hell did you just say?”
“Uh, just got a little nervous,” said Wodan. “Sorry.”
Mevrik giggled menacingly as she gripped his hand.
Gunhilde laughed lightly, said, “Wodan, are your folks here? I’d like to meet them.”
Wodan paused.
“Didn’t you tell your parents about this event?” said Gunhilde.
“No, I didn’t think they’d like something like this.”
“But all of Haven’s most prestigious people are here! Discussing things like art and politics, the state of things as they see them...”
“Yeah, it sounded boring to me, too!”
Gunhilde laughed raucously, happy that he was the sort to pick up on her subtle brand of sarcasm. She reached over, looped an arm around the tall, black-suited man with the red patch, and turned him around and away from the ladies. He furrowed his brow and smiled awkwardly for the first time that night. The gaggle of ladies stood and waited patiently behind the man. The resemblance between him and Gunhilde was obvious. Gunhilde continued, said, “Wodi, what did your parents think about your ordeal?”
He was taken aback when she mentioned the unmentionable, then he remembered that this silly party existed to commemorate that very nightmare. “I only talked to them a little... on the phone... uh, I was sick after I got back.”
“Wodi!” shouted Gunhilde.
“Uh...”
“Wodan, go and see your damn mother!” She paused, then said, “I’m serious. Wodi, I would give anything to see my mother, anything in the world, just one last time.”
“You’re right, I’m sorry...”
“Don’t be sorry to me. Make a date with your mama and apologize! All you kids, just complete idiots.” With that, she elbowed the great man, who jumped as if he were hit by a bullet. “This is my boy, Yarek,” she said. “Big badass Guardian, thinks he’s too good for his family now.”
“That’s not true, Mama,” said Yarek.
“Then what’ve you been up to all night?” said Gunhilde.
“You want grandkids or not, Mama?”
Wodan laughed and Yarek flashed him a look. Gunhilde released him and rolled her eyes. Yarek returned to the ladies in waiting.
Wodan stared at Yarek’s back. He heard the ladies giggling as the man whispered something that played off his mother’s maternal control of him. Wodan was impressed by his poise and his aura of power. He wondered what would happen if someone like him was unleashed upon the wasteland with all of Haven cooperating to back him up.
Wodan turned and saw that Sevrik had caught him watching his son.
Wodan was about to respond, but then he felt someone else watching him. His eyes flew just as the man looked away. He was a short, squat man, powerful looking but with a pale, sallow face and mean, puffy eyes of indeterminate color. His blond hair was cut very short, and he wore the fine white suit and medals of a Guardian. A man next to him was speaking to him, but the Guardian’s body was turned away so that the other had to speak to his side. The second man had black-and-gray hair, dark olive skin, and an unreadable face. He wore huge glasses that were so thick they turned his beady eyes into giant black portals. He wore the fine suit of a politician - the finest, in fact, in the whole room - but he wore no blue or red button or any decoration of any sort, save for a golden ring of office on his pinkie finger. Wodan felt a great aura of darkness radiating from the two men, and instantly felt a chill at his spine.
“Mister Clash,” said Wodan, without taking his eyes from the pair. “Who are those men?”
Sevrik turned the whole of his bulk, cleared his throat loudly, and Wodan thought he was going to knock him down. “Ah! Here we go,” he said. “The one in the suit is none other than Aegis Vachs, Prime Minister of Haven. The man who pulls the strings and makes the deals.”
“I didn’t recognize him at all,” said Wodan, amazed by his own ignorance. He vaguely recalled some ads when Vachs had run for Prime Minister over a decade ago. The ads had shown a man with coal black hair and without such absurd glasses.
“And the wunderkind in the Guardian suit next to him is Shem Udo,” said Sevrik, “Secundus of the Guard of Haven.”
“Wunderkind?”
“Yes,” said Sevrik, “because it’s a real wunder that someone like him could rise to the position of Secundus with nary a qualification or any real talent that exists outside of his resume.”
Wodan laughed as Sevrik glared angrily at the drink in his hand. “So Udo is a Guardian,” said Wodan. “Couldn’t you just get rid of him if he can’t hack it?”
“He doesn’t work for me.”
“But I thought you controlled all the Guard-”
“He’s the Secundus, boy,” said Sevrik. “If all Guardians worked for the Head of Guard, then that man would be the most powerful man in Haven. And you can’t have a situation like that
in a democracy, now, can you? The Secundus commands a third of the Guardians and operates outside my control. Third Force Guardians answer to the Prime Minister only. They don’t even have to deal with the Senate like I do.”
Wodan studied the pair intently. Aegis looked ridiculous, speaking nonstop with his unmoving face and huge, black eyeballs; Shem Udo, standing at his side, nodded over and over in a caricature of listening, but his head moved all around, studying first this suit, then that suit, then another suit...
A gong was struck. “Dinnertime,” said Sevrik.
The dinner was bone-wearily boring and Wodan admitted to himself, somewhere between the crème broulet and a “rousing” speech from Politician X, that he actually thought someone would speak about the horrors of the wasteland - its devils, its wicked men, its burning sun - and the fact that Haven was the last good place in a world that would destroy it if it got the chance. No such luck. There were speeches about unity, forward progress, something about tradition thrown in there, something else about community... something about the citizens being the candles placed about the holiday yucca tree...
Wodan woke when he realized that a group of red-pinned Senators were clapping, stomping, shouting, “SPEECH! SPEECH! SPEECH!” and that Sevrik was among them, clapping and laughing loudly. Many eyes, so many eyes, were on Wodan. His ears burned and threatened to melt. “Tales from the outland!” someone shouted near him, and before Wodan could protest, his feet picked him up and he was literally running toward the podium. He heard his fork ringing on the floor behind him where he had dropped it. He passed by a group of blue-pinned men who looked horrified, their mouths hanging open loosely.
He slammed into the podium and nearly knocked it over. Though the ballroom seemed wracked by the sound of applause, he was surprised to see just how many among the sea of heads simply stared ahead, waiting for what was to come. Wodan smiled, wondering what to say. He saw the bulbs of cameras flashing. One of the red-pinned Senators stood, swayed a little, said, “Mister Kyner, tell us about your time with Peter Remus!”
A streak of anger shot through Wodan, for he realized that nobody wanted to hear about the outside world - this was just a political stunt. But he remembered seeing Peter fighting against the ghouls, against demons, and remembered that the man had died doing so. He raised his hands for quiet, leaned into the microphone, and said, “Peter Remus fought to the best of his ability.”
The cheering erupted anew, louder than before. Blue pins leaned over to whisper to one another. Red pins clapped one another on the back. One of them shouted over the crowd, “Knew Pete would give ’em hell! Knew it!”
Sensing that all of Wodan’s statements might come out in similarly compact sound-bite size, a reporter jostled a rival cameraman out of his way, shouted, “Mister Kyner! Must be great to be back home. What got you through your terrible ordeal?”
Without thinking, Wodan leaned into the microphone and said, “I never lost hope, and I… I killed a lot of people.”
Now most of the cheering skidded to a halt. Only the drunkest continued to clap, then they realized that the moment had passed and fell silent. Wodan stared into the crowd.
“Listen to me,” said Wodan. “Am I supposed to say that it’s just swell to be back home, where I’m safe and sound? Someone with enough power to send seven citizens into the wasteland would have gotten away with it if I hadn’t fought and killed my way to get back here. That person could be in this very room right now. I aim to find out who did this, and why!”
In the terrible quiet that followed he heard someone say, “... son of a laborer...”
A woman laughed hysterically, then a few others joined her - partly to cover the noise of her hysteria, and partly to help one another believe that Wodan’s outburst was all a joke. Just then Aegis Vachs stood from the crowd. Without looking at Wodan, his face as calm as metal, he said loudly, “I think what Mister Kyner is trying to say is that...”
“I know what I’m trying to say!” Wodan shouted, then realized that his microphone had been turned off. The voice of Vachs carried through some remote microphone concealed on his person.
“... and we will all pull together,” Vachs said, as the crowd turned to bask in his calm, “in order to bring this investigation to its best possible conclusion...”
Vachs! thought Wodan. Aegis Vachs is Prime Minister because he’s the kind of man who didn’t sit in a coma when faced by my words. He stood up and re-presented his version of reality. Wodan burned his eyes into the man’s head as a Guardian touched Wodan’s elbow and pushed him gently from the podium. Wodan’s thoughts raced out of control, and he thought, I’ve got my eye on him! I’ll investigate everyone in this room if I have to!
Wodan jerked his arm from the Guardian and stalked over to the balcony. He and the crowd ignored one another.
Outside the air was cool and dry. Wodan lightly kicked the glass door shut behind him so as not to hear the sickeningly soothing voice of the Prime Minister. He leaned on the heavy stone rail and saw the muted lights of the Roundhouse, where the Senate debated, in the distance. The cobblestoned avenue below was empty. Something moved beside him. Wodan turned and saw a boy in a heavy jacket standing next to a bulky leather bag. His skin was pale, face angular - tortured, even - and his hair was brown and unruly. He realized it was the boy from earlier, the one that Korliss had helped in past the guards. Without looking at Wodan, the boy approached him, fumbled in his pockets, and stood next to him. He put a cigarette in his mouth. Still not looking at him, he said, “You got a light?”
“Sorry,” said Wodan. “I don’t smoke.”
Before Wodan could finish the boy had already pulled out a lighter and lit the cigarette with bony, shaking hands.
“I’m Wodan.”
The boy nodded a little, said, “I’m Luumis. Lamsang. We... we had a class together... at the University.”
“Ye-e-a-ah,” said Wodan. “With Professor Matri.”
Luumis snorted cynically. “Uh. I thought it was pretty cool. What you said in there.”
“Thanks.” Wodan leaned against the rail, easy and relaxed, and watched the boy standing uncomfortably.
Luumis hit the cigarette for a while, then said, “Those people are fools and they had it coming.”
“Had what coming?”
Luumis stopped, then glanced at his bag.
“Oh. What I said?” said Wodan.
“Mm,” said Luumis.
“I wouldn’t worry about them too much,” said Wodan. “Just children playing pretend.”
Luumis turned his head slightly toward Wodan, but kept his eyes averted. He said, “Did you really... get to see... the wasteland?” His mouth turned up slightly. “ ‘The place where all forms fall apart’ ?”
“I did.” What is he quoting?
“Were the people out there...” Luumis gritted his teeth, searching for words.
“Different and same,” said Wodan. “I guess tonight was a wake-up call for me. Really, there are small and mean people all over. You just have to do what you can to avoid them. It’s like my dad always said, you have to focus on the important people, not the mean-spirited, frustrating people. You know?”
Luumis’s face contorted bitterly. He jerked a thumb at the ballroom, said, “Aren’t those the important people back there?”
“There’s not a hero among them.”
“Heroes?”
“Have you listened to what the men here talk about? They’re Haven’s official rulers - and they obsess constantly about forcing tax money from their little fiefdoms, wasting the people’s money and energy on programs that look good on their resumes but, beyond that, are completely worthless.”
Luumis shook his head awkwardly, said, “Some social programs work.”
“They work exactly as they’re supposed to. Not to make things better for individuals, but to put a halo around a politician’s name.”
“It’s mostly those damned red pins, man. The Stone Warren party. People are ready for a change. You know those guys are more afraid of change than anyone.”
“I see what you’re saying,” said Wodan, “but I listened to people from both parties, and they both seemed pretty closed-minded. I’m not so sure the differences between them are anything more than cosmetic.” Wodan craned his head to the stars, then said, “I wonder if the Founding Fathers would have fought to escape the wasteland if they’d known that our future rulers would be dreaming of funneling money away from a working class just to support programs that would exist only to protect us from one another’s freedom? And then have those programs and their subsidiary laws enforced by a militant gang of well-meaning goons! From my perspective, it doesn’t seem like the wasteland is really that far away.”
“You know,” said Luumis, turning to Wodan slowly, “I spent a little time outside of Haven’s city limits myself. Not too long ago, I-”
Just then the door shot open and Professor Korliss Matri stepped onto the balcony. He clacked his golden cigarette case shut and lit a ridiculously long cigarette in one smooth motion. Wodan noted that Luumis bent down quickly, grabbed up his bag, and held it close to his person.
“Gentlemen,” said Korliss, forcing the smoke out. He glanced at Luumis, then said, “Mister Lamsang, I would’ve thought you’d had enough of this gathering by now.”
Why is he so interested in Luumis? Wodan wondered.
“I...” said Luumis, staring ahead.
Wodan cleared his throat, then said, “Luumis was just about to tell about the time he left Haven.”
Luumis smiled crookedly and said, “I did! I went hiking out west.”
“I’ve done that, too,” said Wodan. “Go very far?”
“Pretty far, yeah,” said Luumis, tilting his head oddly. “Way out there, man.”
Korliss jerked slightly, then recovered himself. It seemed to Wodan that Korliss was trying to fake an aura of composure that he’d suddenly lost. Luumis did not seem to notice. “Oh. Is that so?” said Korliss. “Interesting. When was this?”
“’Bout a month ago,” said Luumis.
“About a month?”
“’Bout a month. Maybe a little more. And gone for three days.”
Wodan chuckled, then said, “Around the time I took my little vacation, eh? Hope you enjoyed your trip more than I did mine!”
The cigarette dropped from Korliss’s mouth and he turned away from the pair just as Luumis smiled and said, “Enjoyment isn’t the word for it.” The door shut behind them. Wodan watched Korliss’s back as he disappeared into the crowd.
The two sat in silence. Finally Luumis turned and shuffled towards the door. He turned back to Wodan and said, “It was... good... to meet you.” Wodan noted that the boy seemed warmer than before, his demeanor less chaotic. He smiled awkwardly. The bones in his face and shoulders jutted out at all angles, like a child forced through some unnatural adolescence. Wodan smiled, nodded, then Luumis left him.
Wodan looked to the stars again but, feeling that the moment had long since passed, he went back inside the ballroom.
The dinner had broken up and people were milling in loud groups. Wodan sidestepped a group of smiling young men and reporters. He caught sight of a young woman among them and vaguely remembered he had passed such a group when he first entered the party. As he passed, the woman called out, “Wodi!”
He stopped. The group of admirers parted. The woman was radiantly beautiful, glowing, her smile and eyes shining with vitality. Her dress was flowing pink coiled with blue inlays, and there were jeweled ribbons about her neck, shoulders, and waist. Her hair was brown, highlighted in black and done up in a bun. Her lips were full, deep red, and curved in a wonderfully natural smile. And her teeth were - crooked.
“Rachek?!” Wodan shouted.
“My hero!” said Rachek, his friend from the wasteland. “I’ve been wanting to give you the biggest ‘hello’ all night long, Wodi.”
This woman, dressed in all manner of finery and worshiped by men all night long, was the same filthy freedom fighter that he’d trusted and cared for in the wasteland. Blinded by flashing cameras, the two embraced and crushed one another, overcome with joy and laughing uncontrollably.
As they parted, Rachek caught sight of something behind Wodan. She craned her neck. Wodan turned. Just then he saw Prime Minister Aegis Vachs in the distance, alone. Wodan noticed that he was pigeon-toed and his hands hung limp at his sides, completely immobile, ridiculously awkward, but his face radiated great power. Behind his huge glasses, one of his great black eyes shut, slowly, then stayed shut in caricature of a wink. Wodan started backwards, disgusted. He turned to Rachek. She caressed the man with her eyes, delighting in the wonders of a shared secret.
There was indeed a twinkle in her eye.
*              *              *
Korliss ran through the streets of Haven, huffing and wheezing. He found all his theories falling apart, shattered under the weight of reality. He had to talk to Didi, now, no matter what. The implications of what Lamsang had said...
If he was outside the range of the beacon, just as the other seven were, thought Korliss, then he could potentially be our Project! The superbeing!
His lungs burned and dragged him down, but still his feet tore down the avenues.
One such as Lamsang, to whom we gave no special teaching, no real direction. A bitter, angry boy beaten down his whole life, torn by ambition without talent, full of emotion without meaning... and then, in time, to inherit the power of a god!
The thought terrified Korliss. He had to speak to Didi. They must have the two boys brought into the DoR immediately, without pretense of any kind, and have them tested to find out once and for all if one of them was Project or if Project had died with those in the exile.
He saw the tall entrance of stone that led to Didi’s house, where he was imprisoned. He saw Guardians in full armor standing on either side the entrance. They jerked in alarm at his rapid approach. Korliss slowed but did not stop, throwing his long hair back and smoothing his robes angrily.
“I am Professor Korliss Matri,” he said, “and I present myself to see if I may visit.”
One masked Guardian swung his rifle to the side, then said to the other, “Check his ID.” Korliss could not see through the Guardian’s tinted visor whether or not he was looking at him or at some hidden Guardian posted nearby, gun in hand, ready to shoot.
Korliss extended his identification and swallowed heavily. Often the more powerful men in Haven, if awaiting trial, were kept within their homes rather than in jail. But the stinging condition that followed this custom was that the accused must remain alone in his home, completely without visitors, save for one person whose name they gave to their jailors; the name of the visitor was not broadcast, so each potential visitor had to visit and, more often than not, be turned away by the Guard. House arrest usually caused insult to much of the accused’s family and friends, so it was often said that this sort of plush internment was more harsh than sitting in a small concrete cell where one could be comforted by loved ones.
One Guardian held a flashlight to Korliss’s ID while another consulted a small computer hanging at his waist.
“Well?” said Korliss. “Am I the one who may visit Didi?”
“It checks out,” said one Guardian. “This is Korliss Matri.”
The lead Guardian turned to Korliss, then said, “I’m sorry, Professor Matri, you have not been named as visitor to the accused.”
Korliss turned away quickly and hunched up his shoulders like a child forcing down a good tantrum. Then he whirled on the lead Guardian and said, “Did he let Sevrik in? Did he choose him?!”
Am I out of the loop?
“As per the custom,” said the Guardian, “I cannot say yes or no. However, the Head of the Guardians has not chosen to present himself to the accused.” He waited for a moment, then said, “But those detained under house arrest can send and receive nearly unlimited electronic communication.”
Can’t trust that, thought Korliss. Not anymore. Not after what happened...
Korliss left the stone entrance, feeling more alone and lost and cut off from his old friends than ever before.
Will the boys both be killed, then? thought Korliss. To erase the work of our hubris?
Or is it too late even for that?
 
 



Chapter Four
Guns of the Just
 
what do you know??? Looks like THE DOVE has struck again! We think that Haven may decide its time to rethink its stance on such issues as wage slavery, destruction of the enviroment, and other such stances on such issues.
for so-called “civil”-ization has always had a THE DOVE hiding in its shadows, ready (and willing!!) to balance the equation between man and Nature. We hail the justice of Nature, which fools call the “wasteland”, because its there were the un-real State cannot survive for long. Nature, Wasteland, one and, the same, the place where all forms fall apart......
if the people don’t rise up, if the politicians don’t do something to change things, then more people are going to die.
Love!,
the DOVE
- Excerpt from a letter sent to several newspapers in Haven on the same day that the Telarius Chemical Company was bombed - 6/1/589.
*              *              *
Night fell on the southern stretches of Haven. Old apartment buildings in a sorry gray neighborhood sat atop a hill cut in angular patches. They were not hundreds of years old like the stately manors of Central Haven, but were old by decades; decrepit hovels built for laborers working the quarries and then later abandoned by the more mobile workers. Places of decay inhabited by those just barely alive.
Two white vans, each labeled MASBY BROS. PAINTS AND MORE, drove by an apartment building called 312 Housing. The lead van turned across the street and parked opposite the building. Its driver rolled down his window, lit a cigarette, and watched as the second van turned its lights off and rolled into the alley beside 312. The man sucked on his cigarette, then thumbed a tiny radio cupped in the same hand. “Unit Two, in position,” he said quietly. He heard men checking equipment behind him.
The second van rolled into the shadows behind 312 Housing, then came to a stop.
Across the street, atop another apartment complex, two men in black, form-fitting armor lay beside a pile of debris. One cradled a long, sleek rifle. He fixed a scope to the top of it while the other spoke into his helmet radio. “Unit Three, in position,” he said. If they moved, they could see the front entrance to 312 Housing as well as Unit Two’s van. They remained immobile, listening to the engines of the vans humming in the valley below.
On another rooftop, overlooking the alley, two more men, also dressed in black armor, crouched in the shadow of a utility shed. One carried a rifle identical to the sniper across the street. This sniper and spotter had been there since the day before, waiting, watching. The sniper cracked open the faceplate of his helmet and swallowed a pill that would sharpen his senses. His spotter said, “Unit Four, still in position.”
Several blocks away, in the north-east, two men walked together and passed a bottle back and forth. They passed under open windows where they heard screeching televisions, arguments, children running.
“Nothing’ll be better than the X5, in terms of customization,” said one.
“Who gives a shit about customizing?” said the other, a younger man in rough laborer’s coveralls. “I just want a machine that’s dependable. None of that customized shit ever lasts for long.”
“Sure, if the user doesn’t know how to handle his programs,” said the first, chuckling. He scratched his beard, passed his watch near his mouth, and said, “Unit Six, in position and moving, no walkers.”
Blocks away, in the south-east, three men stood on a corner near a busy grocery store, just outside a lantern’s ring of light. Customers going in and out eyed them warily, but the three were large and imposing hard-faced men. One spoke into his watch. “Unit Seven, in position, crawlers but no walkers.”
Not so far away, in the south-west, two men in laborer’s clothes sat on a stoop playing tarot. A young man passed by them, eyed them, then continued on. When there was distance between them, the two nodded, rose, and followed. “Unit Eight, in position and moving,” said one. “Tailing a walker approaching Unit Two.”
In the first van, the smoking man at the wheel said, “Let’s have some readings.”
In the back, three men in sleek black armor, without helmets, pored over sets of computers. Two men sitting shoulder to shoulder watched a display that showed the innards of 312 Housing; most of the building looked blue and black, while moving bodies showed in warm reds and yellows. They both held microphones to their ears. “First floor, hallway is clear,” said one. “Second floor, I’m seeing someone in the hallway... moving back and forth. Third floor, all targets clustered in one room. Fourth floor... uh, fourth and everything above, no occupants.”
“All I’m getting is television chatter,” said the second. “Uh, music playing on third floor is turned way up, I can’t make out any voices at all. Not a damn thing.”
The third turned a dial, listened with a headset on one ear, said, “There’s a Guardian unit patrolling Third and Q... Third and P, heading away from us. Just chattering. We’re in the clear.”
Behind 312 Housing, in the second van, Yarek Clash, armored but without helmet, sat with nine other black-clad men. He stood and said, “Listen. According to our intel, the third floor of this building is the Dove’s headquarters. His men occupy the whole floor. We don’t know what he looks like or what he sounds like. We do know that he’s the biggest name in terrorism in Haven. Even if he’s not up there, everyone associated with him deserves to die. We’re going to ghost through the first and second floor, and then bake every shit-heel we see on the third. Does anyone have any problems?”
The Reavers adjusted their equipment, loaded their weapons, and fastened their helmets.
“You killers ready to rock?” he said, fastening his mouth open into a wide snarl.
The Reavers slapped fists to chests in silent salute.
Yarek nodded to a man nearby. This man glanced at his team: four men, including the driver, each armed with large automatic rifles, silencers fixed to their ends. The man glanced back, said, “Unit Five, back-up assault, ready to move anytime you need.”
Yarek nodded, glancing at the four men on his team. They all carried wicked knives sheathed at their sides and cheap-looking firearms, the kind carried by laborers, all fixed with sleek Guardian silencers. Only one among them carried a high quality automatic rifle strapped to his back. His Reavers nodded one after the other.
Unit Two signaled: No change, man on second floor still pacing the hallway.
“Unit One, moving out,” said Yarek, slapping his dark helmet into place.
The door of the van opened and five shadows slipped into darkness, soundless, crouching. They lined up against the rear wall of 312 Housing. One man stalked to the back door and sprayed oil from a small canister along the door’s hinges, while another man placed a small tool against the door knob, inserted it into the keyhole - then jerked hard, counterclockwise, and the door popped open. The door cracked open without a squeak. The five filed inside quickly.
The hallway was lit with sparse, dusty bulbs that cast a sickly sheen on the greasy yellow-tiled walls. The five stalked silently on padded boots, crouching, guns held slightly aloft. Yarek, in the lead, checked the sound-proofing on his neckpiece, then said into his helmet radio, “Check that stairwell, that body on the second floor.” A Reaver behind him slunk ahead and sprayed the hinges of the stairwell door with oil.
The Reavers stopped by the stairwell door and crouched. Their helmet ear-pieces clicked, hissed, then they heard, “Second floor, someone still pacing the hallway... slowing down. Standing beside doorway of... the apartment he came out of, I think. Stairway cleared. Third floor, still the same.”
Another voice came over the com-link, said, “Unit Eight. Walker approaching Unit Two, heads up.”
The driver of the van in front of the building shot his glance to the far window, saw nothing, said, “How fa-”
“Two blocks, around the bend, two seconds and you’ll see-”
“Stay chill,” said Yarek over the com-link. “We’re lucky there’s been this little disturbance.”
The driver saw a man walk around a well-lit corner. The driver adjusted his arm, feeling the bulge of his silenced automatic handgun resting along his midsection. He had never killed before. As Yarek’s second, he had the authority to call the operation off at any time. But he reminded himself that he had other powers as second-in-command, so he said, “Unit Three, keep your trigger on this fool wandering up H Street.” Far above, sniper and spotter crawled to the edge of their building.
Satisfied, Yarek opened the stairwell door and the Reavers poured inside. Iron stairs crawled up the long well in sharp angles. Harsh white light cut through handrails but left patches of gray shadow dripping down corners. They stalked up the stairs single file, approached the second-floor landing, then -
“Body on second floor running to stairwell door!” came the cry. “Running! Scatter, hide!”
Before he was finished, two Reavers ran ahead of Yarek to the stairs above. Yarek grabbed the handrail of the landing and leaped over it. He saw two Reavers in the rear running below.
The door grinded open loudly. A thin, gray-haired man in a raggedy suit pounded down the stairs, shouting, “I’m gonna do it! Gonna do it! Nobody gonna stop me this time!” He took the stairs two at a time. Yarek hung below the second-floor landing, one hand fixed to the side, two feet braced against the bottom side of the stairs. He stared down at the man. His free hand gripped his handgun. Despite his acrobatic feat, despite the rush of his wild leap, despite the fact that the man was only a few feet from him - his breathing was calm and deep.
The man kicked open the stairwell door on the first floor. He ran into the hall. As the door slowly swung shut, a Reaver in the shadows beneath the stairs swung into view. He held a gun trained on the back of the man’s head. “Gonna show ‘em I won’t be stopped!” the man shouted from the hallway. The Reaver sidestepped, closed the door with his free hand, then whirled onto the stairway before the man had a chance to look back.
Yarek holstered his piece, swung out from the landing, and pulled himself up. The Reavers who had run to the third-floor landing helped him over the side. Yarek leaned over the landing and saw the last Reaver leave his hiding place from the lower level. “You! You ran down to the basement,” he said. The Reaver looked up, nodded. “Our heat sensors can’t pick up anything below street level. We don’t have any intel on who could have been down there.” He paused, said, “It might have looked like a good place to hide, but cut that shit out and trust your brother’s intel.” The Reaver nodded once. While the five regrouped, Yarek said, “Unit Two, how’s that walker outside?”
The driver realized he had become fixated on the idea of killing the man walking down the street. To watch him, to study his movements, and to know that a sniper had death centered on the top of his head... just then the man walked up the steps to another apartment building. He played with his keys, turned once to look at the van - even looked into the eyes of the driver! - then entered the building. The driver exhaled, said, “He’s gone. Unit Three, ghost out for a while.”
A Reaver behind him cleared his throat, said, “All the bodies on the third floor are dispersing. Moving slow. Fourth floor totally clear, I suggest you chill there a minute.” He watched as the red-yellow blurs of Unit One floated up to the higher landing. The Reaver studied the screen, said, “I’ve got... four bodies... they’re going into one room opposite the one they were in. They’ve stopped. They’re just floating around. Okay, two in the hallway. Three... okay, two again. They’re next to each other, end of the hall, away from the stairwell. In the original room, I’ve got... six... seven? Hard to tell, say seven bodies. Staying put. More heat signatures; they must be turning on televisions or computers. Now the two in the hall are slowly making their way to the... no, they’ve stopped.”
He heard Yarek’s voice over the com say, “So that’s seven or so in the target room, two in the hall, four in the room opposite.”
“Right.”
“Any sounds at all? Any idea what they’re saying?”
“Sorry,” said the second intel Reaver in the van. “They’ve got music turned up loud. I think they’re doing it on purpose, paranoid about bugs, it’s not like party music or anything. I can’t hear anything.”
The third intel Reaver said, “Guardian radio channels say they’re nowhere near. Repeat, no Guardian units in the area.”
“Then let’s get ready to rock,” said Yarek. “Unit Five, get in position to cut the power if I need it.”
In the alley behind 312 Housing, a Reaver stepped out of the van and stalked over to the power box on the side of the building. He produced a pair of heavy plastic wire cutters and tore off the lock on the box. He crouched, ready to cut the wires that routed the building’s electricity at a moment’s notice.
*              *              *
The two men wore rough-knit clothes and had full beards. One wore a laborer’s winter jacket with the sleeves cut off. The album Sounds of the Outland blared in the hallway.
“Pretty sure he’s holding back on us,” said one. “I’ve seen him get like this before, and in a way it’s good. Tightening security, probably because he’s about to make another hit. Maybe something big. But also...”
“Holding back, like what?” said the other, nearly shouting over the music.
“Like not letting us in. Like we’re supposed to be in his inner circle, guarding his life even, but when he starts talking nonsense a lot of the times-”
“The man speaks in riddles. S’just the way he is.”
“No, well I mean yeah, but also I think he does it ’cause he’s afraid. Afraid some little plan he’s got isn’t gonna work out. But then when it does, I mean, he’ll just come right out and tell us what he was doing, what he was gonna blow up or who he was gonna kill. All riddles aside. That stuff’s just bullshit, man... he’s not as much of an enigma as he puts on, and you’ll see that after you’re with him a while.”
“But all we gotta do,” said the other, after a pause, “is protect his life. So he changes Haven for the better. I mean, if we don’t-”
The first man jumped, startled. The second whirled and saw that the stairwell door was open, and they’d never heard it open because of the music. Strange, hunched forms blacker than the shadows in the hall glided forth. Arms extended, a flash. One man saw his comrade jerk awkwardly, blood spattered in the hall, then he fell limp and his head hit the floor with a terrific firecracker sound. Suddenly the other man remembered the gun at his belt, reached for it, heard the hiss of silenced bullets, and felt his arm go numb. One bullet, then two, smacked into his head and shattered his skull, splattering brains along the wall.
The Reavers ran and stopped at two doors on either side of the hallway. Yarek paused for a second and wondered whether they should cut the power to the building or leave it on. On the one hand, they could switch to night vision, drop everyone in the confusion, and remain completely safe themselves. On the other hand, people on the lower floors would make calls to the power companies, then hang around outside talking and drawing attention. Any Guardian cruiser rolling by would definitely be curious.
“Lights stay on,” said Yarek. He signaled to two men and pointed to the door across from them. Two others crouched on either side of the nearest door. “On my mark,” Yarek hissed into his com-link. He braced himself, then kicked the door open. The other door was kicked open almost simultaneously. Yarek and two Reavers ran into the room.
Yarek’s mind, sped up by adrenaline, took in the room at a glance. He saw filth scattered on the floor, newspapers and blueprints tacked on the walls, bare mattresses on the floor, desks covered in documents, televisions blaring. The men in the room were raggedy, hard-faced, whirling in astonishment. One man sat at a desk facing the door, his face covered in a haggard beard, and he wore a ridiculous purple hat with a white brim and pom-pom on top. Alone among the conspirators, his eyes glared with hateful fury. Yarek ran forward, gun held high, shot twice into the chest of a man standing nearby, and saw the man jerk and fall. Yarek saw one man raise his hands, saw two others, guns in hand, whirl and immediately splatter blood onto the wall behind them. Another man dived for a couch and pulled a shotgun from under its cushions. Yarek turned to him in time to see another with a metal bat running at him. The man swung the bat, Yarek threw his right elbow around, caught the thing on his armored forearm, then leaped forward, slammed his elbow into the man’s face, whipped his left arm around and caught the man in a headlock. He pointed his gun at the man with the shotgun. The man hesitated for a moment - Yarek aimed, pulled, saw the man’s eye explode, his nose shatter, saw the blood cascade down onto his shirt. Yarek whirled around, keeping the smaller man before him for cover.
The other two Reavers pulled the man with the purple hat from his chair. One kept his gun on his head while the other patted him down. His eyes twitched. Yarek stuck his gun to the gut of the man in his grasp, pulled the trigger, felt his gun jerk, then felt the man go limp. He released him, then popped open the chamber of his revolver and began to reload.
“What’s going on in that other room?” said Yarek.
In his ear, a voice said, “Three dead, one prisoner. We’re coming in.”
Yarek reached up to his helmet, then peeled back the dark visor just enough to reveal his mouth. Each set of Reaver armor was an enclosed unit; so much so, in fact, that they were not made for communication with non-Reavers.
“Are you the Dove?” said Yarek.
The man in the purple hat grimaced, coughed, then shot an eye at his captors before he said, “Hunh! What?”
Yarek pointed his revolver at the man’s head, said, “You the Dove?”
“Dove...?” said the man, eyes twitching about the business end of the revolver.
“Look at this shit,” said one of the Reavers. He nudged a pile of open boxes with his toe.
“Yeah?” said Yarek.
“Looks like we got enough goods here to make some decent homemade bombs.”
The man squealed hysterically. “All of those things are perfectly legal!”
Yarek turned back to him.
“Okay, I need to explain,” said the man, swallowing hard.
“Think you already have,” said Yarek. He squeezed the trigger. The man’s head jerked back, then his body bent and slapped into the floor. His knees jutted into the air, spasming and knocking against one another. The Reaver nearest him bent down and watched the red flow out of his head.
“Get a picture of his face while you’re down there,” said Yarek, smirking. He turned to the other Reaver. “You, get some pictures of the room.”
“On it,” said the Reaver, working the wrist controls for his visor camera.
Static in Yarek’s ear, then, “Unit Two here. Listen, we’ve picked up some Guardian chatter and a cruiser might be heading this way. Just passing through, but we’ve got these fake license plates...”
“Fine,” said Yarek. “We’ve dropped all the hostiles, you guys swing around the block or something. Don’t want any curiosity from them. Unit Five, you stay behind the building and get ready to pick us up.”
“Knock, knock,” said another voice on the com-link. Yarek turned to the door and saw the other two Reavers enter with their prisoner. The man was solidly built and had a scruffy beard. They led the man into the middle of the room. The man glanced down at the body of the man with the purple hat, then locked his eyes on Yarek’s red patch.
“What’s up?” said Yarek. He snapped his fingers at one Reaver, then pointed at a television. The Reaver went around turning the televisions off, one by one, until a heavy silence sat in the room with them.
“Says he’s an undercover Guardian,” said a Reaver.
“Did you check his-”
“Here,” said the Reaver, just as an image imposed itself on Yarek’s vision. He read the Heads-Up Display and saw a photograph of the same man, beardless and short-haired.
“He-e-e-ell...” said Yarek. “Lieutenant Guardian Carlo Sytem. Pleased to meet you.” Yarek’s lips curled into something like a smile.
Sytem nodded once. A thick line of sweat trickled down his face.
“Undercover, huh? Now I wonder… why didn’t we know about you?” Yarek’s flat tone made it obvious that he already knew the answer.
Sytem looked Yarek’s armor up and down, swallowed, said, “I’m a Third Force Guardian... assigned to infiltrate terrorist cells.”
Yarek nodded slowly, said, “Third Force, led by the Secundus of the Guard and answerable to the Prime Minister. As opposed to the Main Force, led by the Head of Guard, answerable to the Senate.”
Sytem, alarmed by the uncalled-for exposition, glanced at his captors quickly. The gesture seemed panicky, like a cornered animal.
Yarek smiled wider, bared his teeth, and said, “Third Force... a third of the angels in heaven...”
“What are you?!” Sytem blurted suddenly. “I... I remember hearing about some special training, some elite corps, I - I - I thought it was just some kind of Ranger unit, I-”
“Be quiet,” said Yarek.
“I - I had no idea you guys would be like... like this...”
“Don’t worry about what we are,” said Yarek. His voice was loud, cutting. He spoke with the finality of a commander. “But you! Answer me - was that man the Dove? That man there?”
“I... don’t know,” said Sytem.
“How long you been with this terrorist cell?”
“Fuh... five months... six...”
“And you don’t know if it’s the Dove or not?”
“He was just Nicholas to me.”
“Don’t care what name you knew him by. By his actions, was he the Dove?”
“Uh... he was very secretive... I just procured materials... protected him...” Sytem was beginning to swing his head about, as if near some kind of nervous breakdown.
“So you Thirds knew about this cell,” said Yarek coldly, “but you didn’t do anything about it except help them gather materials?”
“Gathering... in...tuh... intel...” Sytem swallowed, over and over.
“A terrorist cell picked this area because it was mostly uninhabited. They needed secrecy for their business. But if there had been more people in the area, our job would have been a lot harder. How you Thirds found out about them is anybody’s guess. I’m guessing you don’t even know that yourself. We found out about them because some laborer tipped off a Main Force unit. Within a few days, we cleared them out. That’s the way things are going to be done from here on out.”
“Doing... it’s my job...” offered Sytem.
“Your job?” said Yarek. “Haven pays you to aid terrorists? The system stuck you down into one of the cracks in the bureaucracy - and you, you dumb son of a bitch, you probably don’t even know why. Because you didn’t need to know why, the bureaucracy didn’t need to tell you why. It just needed to keep tabs on one of its blind spots, with no regard for you as a person. Such a shame. Have you ever read any books on self-actualization and honest means leading to good ends?”
“Have I… I… what?”
“What are we going to do about this guy?” said a voice on the com. “He’s seen us.”
Yarek paused. Sytem leaned his head down, shaking. It seemed to Yarek that he was fighting back tears.
Yarek stepped forward quickly. Sytem jerked his head up. He saw Yarek’s teeth shining.
“The fact of the matter,” said Yarek, “is that you were probably a decent person.”
His foot shot out and slammed into Sytem’s knee. The man cried out and fell to the side as Yarek twisted around, stood over the man, and forced his own knee into the small of Sytem’s back as he hit the floor. He put his gun to the back of the man’s head and pulled the trigger. Bits of brain and face spread out across the floor. Yarek was reminded of a childhood incident of spilling an entire bowl of steaming soup. Yarek jerked his visor down into place. The Reavers filed out of the room.
They took the stairwell back down. On the first floor landing, Yarek said, “Unit Two is still out avoiding cruisers, so we don’t have any intel about who’s in the hallway. Let’s ghost for a minute and-”
The stairwell door flew open. “I did it!” screamed the gray-haired raggedy man, the one they had narrowly avoided before. “I knew I could do it if I-”
He stopped suddenly, eyeing the killers in black crowding the stairwell.
“Who!” the man shrieked.
Yarek raised his revolver and fired it into the man’s head.
Someone exhaled loudly into the com-link.
“Bound to be casualties,” said Yarek.
 



Chapter Five
The Circus of Belief and the Conspiracy Junkies
 
In an apartment complex inside a mountain in the northwest, Wodan sat with his parents. The home of the Kyners was warmly lit and decorated with religious knickknacks and shelves full of books from the Holy Series. Wodan’s mother hurried back and forth from the kitchen to the dinner table, forcing food into her smiling boy, while his father beamed at him from across the table, asking trivial questions just to hear the sound of Wodan’s voice. Wodan was happier than he had been in a very long time.
Wodan’s parents were very old. Even his sisters were many years older than he; he was an accidental pregnancy. Rather than have an egg inseminated by the DoS Makers of Mothers, Mrs. Kyner had had her little Wodi-zygote taken by them post-insemination and held until a clean bill of health could be assured. This was not unheard of in Haven, as the terrible Pharaoh’s Curse disease did not afflict all newborns, only a few, and fewer still with each generation. Still, she had been taking medication to prevent just such a pregnancy, which Wodan knew because years ago one of his sisters had revealed this to him during a cruel game she called Time for Truth. She had also told him that he was adopted, that people treated him nice because he was dying of cancer, and that people told him he was smart because he was actually retarded.
Wodan’s father Walter was short, like his son, but solidly built. He had thick, rough laborer’s hands, which Wodan studied as he ate and listened. “So why didn’t ya come an’ see us sooner, boy?” said Walter. His voice was a strange combination of high-pitched coarseness, a lilting growl not uncommon among laborers, especially in that area. “You wasn’t gone long enough, you thought you needed another week away from home?”
“I’m tellin’ you, I was sick!” said Wodan.
“Well now, I hear you been well enough lately to rub elbows with all kinds of high an’ mighty types.”
“I was undercover, Papa.” Wodan looked down at his own hands, like unformed copies of the father’s. Smaller, softer, with inheritances from the mother. If they were ever going to be strong, he thought, they would have become so by now. “Really, I’m trying to figure out who exiled me.”
The father hummed, then looked away.
“I know,” said Wodan, looking down at his food. “It sounds ridiculous.”
From the kitchen, his mother said, “Any clues, Wodi?” in an attempt to boost her son’s morale.
“No, nothing really,” said Wodan. “To be honest, I don’t think I really know how to go about solving a mystery.”
“You remember Girardo?” said his mother.
“Yeah! That detective on television. He always acted nice and senile when he was interrogating crooks, then tricked them into giving themselves away.”
While his father snorted in a kind of laughter, his mother said, “Maybe you could try something like that.”
Wodan leaned back, put his hands on his head, and said, “I don’t even know who to talk to, though! I halfway thought I’d get some sort of information out of that dinner party I went to. Gods, there was nothing to find there but a lot of nonsense. I feel like I wasted my time, Mama.”
“Speaking of wastin’ some time, boy,” said Walter, “we’ve got this rally to go to in a few.”
“A what?”
“Didn’t we tell you?” said his mother. “There’s a bi-i-i-ig political rally going on in this sector tonight. Tomasino himself is going to be there!”
“Yeah?”
“A-a-also,” said Walter, “there’s gonna be some big big preachers there. Guys like Brother Hinny, Benny K. R. Seniorswagger, Fawney King, and even-”
“Wait, is it a political thing or a religious thing?”
“No difference anymore, boy,” Walter said knowingly.
“I don’t know how much more crazy I can handle.”
“Politics is just as crazy as religion, son,” said Walter, slowly tapping a copy of the Holy
Series.
“It might be fun,” Wodan admitted, “but I’ve got some serious detective work that needs doing.” Wodan felt like a fool as soon as the words left his mouth.
“You’re a Kyner man, alright,” said his mother. “As hard-headed as your Pa. You need to get dressed up if you’re going to this thing with us.”
Wodan’s mother, Ruby Eulabelle Kyner, stood and watched her son from the entrance of the kitchen. It often amazed people to know her true age; just like her son, she seemed much younger than she actually was. She had a glow of vitality that added strength to her smile. Because she was a nurse, she was often mistakenly thought to be Walter’s live-in caretaker.
“You know,” said Walter, “if you don’t have an idea where to start, then you might as well come on down to this rally with us. Think about it, son! If there’s people out there tryin’ to get you, they might send someone to tail you. All you gotta do is look out for someone suspicious. Then you turn the tables on ’im. Hide in a garbage can and wait for ’im to go past, then jump on his back and drag ’im into an alley. Then you tie his ass down to a chair… a sturdy chair, you know…”
While Walter fumbled for words, Wodan laughed and said, “I’ll need to set up a chair beforehand, then, right?”
“Then you start interrogatin’ him, find out what he knows. ‘Who sent you!’ You know, that sort o’ thing.”
“I can at least go there and scope out the chair situation,” said Wodan, laughing. “I’ll set up a grid and get one in every alley. Alright, I’m in.”
*              *              *
Father, mother, and son walked the underground avenues. On the way to the rally they passed Walter’s grocery, the Kyner’s Buy’n’Save Valu-Mart. Product and advertisement vied for window space, and a young employee nodded resentfully to Walter as they passed. Walter had been a laborer his whole life; a story circulated that he had been caught working one of his father’s textile looms at the age of four. Walter’s father could not seem to keep him out of the dangerous, low-paying environment. Officially, the matter had been hushed up out-of-court. Walter met Ruby shortly after her parents died and left her a small inheritance. Walter used the money to buy their first business, a filthy restaurant with a filthy room in the back that he and his wife lived in. The living quarters were coated in layers of grease, and were so filthy that Ruby, unwilling to touch any of the bed’s linens, slept on top of Walter. Years later, Wodan worked in his father’s various enterprises, stocking, mopping, cleaning meat saws, arranging and re-arranging, and taking orders from his father and gritting his teeth and counting the days until he could attend the University.
Wodan wrapped an arm around his mother as they walked, and both laughed at Walter’s antics. His father was stiff-backed and walked on the balls of his feet, continually peering into the windows of his rivals’ stores, critiquing them in a stream of endless chatter.
Wodan had lived in the same neighborhood, even the same apartment, for the first twenty years of his life. It was comforting to see the trees in Slim Park, lit by sunlight brought by mirrors from aboveground. He saw the same old men sitting on the steps of the pharmacy, talking and tapping their canes and awaiting their fix. He saw the churchmen and the black robed Sisters Grave waving the cross-and-circle at the poor and the lame. All of this was familiar. Still, he felt like this place was no longer home, and never would be again.
They heard the clamor from blocks away. Thousands talking, hundreds shouting. The rhymes carefully designed to be heard above the rabble were so many in number that, in the sea of interference, they all sounded like
Mu ma-ma!
Mu ma-ma!
Mu-ma, ju ma, mu-ma-ma!
They saw people holding hand-made signs, people marching in circles, people standing on crates, on tables, on other people, shouting and waving copies of holy books. And cheering, endless cheering. They reached an intersection and Walter pointed excitedly while Ruby inhaled sharply. Wodan saw that a stage had been erected. On it were many well-dressed churchmen. One of them, the famous preacher Dr. G. J. Wadd, was crumbled up into a loose heap. Two well-dressed men held him up. His microphone dangled loosely in his hand, which shone with many glittering rings. A woman stood nearby, and said, “Now, the Ghost is fixin’ to take him to places he’s never been, places that even he cannot fathom. I tell you, in the coming days, you’re going to see limbs reattached, arms and legs reattached just minutes after gettin’ whipped off,” and then a sonic wall of cheering poured over Wodan.
“I’M GONNA WANDER AROUND A BIT,” Wodan screamed to his mother, but she stood transfixed at the sight of the holy ones, and did not hear him.
*              *              *
Wodan wandered through the crowd, marveling at the strength of the wild energy crackling in the air. What would happen if we set this power loose on the world, Wodan thought, instead of channeling it into a political arena that never really changes?
He came upon a strange looking, wizened figure dressed in a bright red and yellow robe, a green turban topped with a rainbow feather, and weighed down by numerous gold chains jangling on his chest.
“Agmar!” Wodan shouted, touching his shoulder.
The old man jerked as if attacked, then smiled at his friend. He grabbed Wodan’s shoulders and shook him, excited because they had not seen one another since they had come out of the wasteland together.
“Gods below, Agmar, that is some nutty get-up!” said Wodan.
“This old thing?” said Agmar, running a finger along the length of one of his chains. His robes were so overpoweringly bright that he could have immediately been declared a god of the dreamworld out in the wasteland; in Haven, he could put a thousand clowns out of business. “They set me up real nice, boy, talking at the University and whatnot. Figured the least I could do with the money was try to look decent.”
Wodan immediately felt bad, for he had made no effort to see his outland friends in over a week. He worked his mouth, thinking to tell a story about his sickness, but Agmar waved a hand at him and said, “Can’t hear a thing, Wodi, these ears’ve never been around craziness like this before. Let’s just walk around awhile, alright? Enjoy each other’s presence.”
Wodan nodded, relieved. They moved on.
They came to a stage surrounded by people who applauded at regular intervals. In the center of the stage stood a tall, handsome man with chiseled features and immaculate blond hair. Overhead, a sign read
 
Senator Tomasino!
The people’s choice in 592!
“… and perhaps worst of all,” said the man, “many Senators see nothing wrong with funneling a laborer’s hard-earned money into a clandestine cabal who would tamper with the lives of the unborn. At the head of this cabal is a secretive little man who plays at being God and works with complete impunity. Many turn a blind eye to his evil in exchange for the drugs and opiates and promises he hands out. But I will not!”
He seemed to be in his mid-thirties, which was very young for a Senator. His voice was gentle but firm, borderline paternal and with just a hint of vitality. Wodan saw that even though Agmar had stopped near enough to hear the speaker, he looked about and was completely uninterested in the rally. Wodan turned to another old man and said, “Excuse me, who is this man?”
“Must be kidding!” said the old man. “Boy, that’s the Senator Tomasino!”
“Oh yeah?” said Wodan. “You like him?”
“Like him? Shit fire, son, this young buck is goin’ to the top!”
“Top? Of what?”
“He’s runnin’ for Prime Minister!” The old man waited for Wodan’s face to melt into pure joy; when it did not, he continued. “If you ask me, Peter Remus gettin’ killed was the best thing that could happen to the Stone Warren. The man was a total bottom-feeder, and if he’d been our man running for Prime Minister, the Wind would have walked all over us. Plus, he didn’t even really embody what makes us us, you know? Sure, he might have been in the Senate for a long time, but you can’t polish a turd and expect somethin’ amazing to come out of it. You know, truth be told, I freakin’ despise Peter Remus.”
“Wow,” said Wodan. “So this is the new guy, huh? Who did you support before Tomasino?”
“Peter Remus.”
“You know, I actually met–”
“Hey listen kid, can I tell you somethin’? You look like the type who wouldn’t come down on someone, even if they said somethin’… crazy.”
“I guess we’re all kind of crazy, when you get down to it.”
The old man considered this for a moment, then said, “Here’s what it is. I think I saw an angel the other night.”
Wodan looked the man up and down. He seemed reasonable enough, but Wodan could feel a wellspring of hysteria bubbling just below the surface of the man. He was terrified at what he’d said to Wodan, which Wodan found odd considering the nature of where they were.
“Is that a fact?” said Wodan.
“Nothin’ but! And it was beautiful, so beautiful!”
“So what did it look like?”
“She! It was a woman... I was out walking the Reaches, north face of this very mountain. I was alone. I sat real quiet for a while, just worryin’ about money an’ pussy, and when I got up I saw this figure whirl on me. Well, I think she was just as surprised as me. She had skin pale as salt, but she was glowin’ like starshine, I shit you not!”
“Could it have just been some hot chick?”
“There’s more!” he said, shaking Wodan violently now that his floodgates were open. “She wore white, dazzling white, but her wings were black, and thin, and all fluttering, like. Same color as her hair, black, man, I tell you, black like...”
“Coal?”
“No...”
“Flock of ravens?”
“Not quite...”
“Midnight?”
“On a moonless night, yeah! And she was armed, man, armed for war! Big guns, real dangerous.” He paused, then said, “But she was hot, you’re right, no doubt about it. Breasts like... they was covered, but still... and hips, yeah, those too! And a face just sculpted out of liquid marble...”
“You should’ve been a writer,” said Wodan.
Agmar butted in suddenly, and it seemed to Wodan that he was very angry. “That wasn’t an angel, you old fool!” he said. “If you ever read your scripture, you’d know what an angel looks like. You’ve been looking at too many pictures! I’ve seen the pictures you people have of angels. Little babies with wings...? Total nonsense!” Agmar’s lips contorted venomously. “The angels of the Lord... they’re like monsters, beasts that speak, beasts that kill! Man, they’re more akin to demons than anything your people have ever imagi-”
“You shut your mouth before you embarrass yourself!” the old man cried. “I know what I saw, and I saw an angel!”
“It was a hot chick, you stupid old man!”
“You think I don’t know the difference between a holy warrior of the blessed Redeemer and some outta control piece o’ tail, you cantankerous old fool?!”
“Woah, guys!” said Wodan. “Let’s calm down a minute!”
“To hell with this,” said Agmar, his red face clashing with his green turban. “I’m going to leave before I have to put some old man on the ground and hurt him.”
Wodan had never seen Agmar so infuriated. Before he could stop him, his friend disappeared into the crowd.
Wodan sighed, then said, “So, this angel…”
“I don’t know anything about it,” said the old man, shaking his head as he turned and left in the opposite direction.
*              *              *
Wodan entered a dimly-lit Guardian surplus store. The tumult of the crowd softened into a dull, bass roar. Only decommissioned equipment was sold here, old-fashioned helmets and bulky armor, most gone from white-and-blue to yellow-and-gray. A grizzled vet in a military vest leaned over a case full of knives. Wodan looked about, but saw no guns. He started toward the man at the counter. The front door chimed and Wodan saw a young man in disheveled clothes but with a neat haircut enter. The young man glanced at Wodan, then quickly turned to a nearby shelf of canteens.
“Do for ya?” said the vet at the counter.
Wodan was about to ask about the knives, then noticed a light flickering in some curtained-off backroom. He heard the voice of a narrator.
“What’s that?” said Wodan, pointing.
“Mmn,” said the vet. “Some guys been working on a documentary... about the state and a secret war against its citizens.”
“No kidding?” said Wodan.
“Head on back, if you want.” The vet pretended not to look Wodan up-and-down, then turned away. Wodan parted the curtains and entered.
The room was dark. Several men sat around a television. Several of the men were dressed in old Guardian vests, jackets, and boots. A man with a pony tail and goatee standing to the side saw Wodan, then did a double-take. He divided his time between watching Wodan and the documentary.
The documentary was finishing a segment about the Guardians’ role in Haven’s history. There was a bit about the early pioneers, about the formation of the Guardians to protect against outsiders and demons. The pioneers had worked hard to escape the wasteland, and were wary to the point of paranoia regarding the outside world. There were sketches of old pioneers and the first Guardians, men wearing blue-and-white vests and yellow skull-caps, riding horseback and hunting wolves with automatic rifles. There was an old, grainy photograph of a hard-faced farmer posed beside a fence. A young Guardian leaned beside him. Dead wolves laid across the top of the fence, side to side, tongues hanging out of their mouths. Just as Wodan became interested, the segment ended.
The young man with the neat haircut parted the curtain and entered, letting in a glare of light. He blinked and looked around warily. He saw Wodan, then took up a position away from him.
Is he following me? Wodan wondered, thinking about his father’s ridiculous interrogation scenario.
The narrator spoke about a man named Rudy Seaver; Wodan vaguely remembered something about him in the news, years ago. The documentary showed images of Seaver, unshaven and wearing rough-looking clothes. He lived in the Northern Reaches, in the wooded foothills, where there used to be a lot of farms before the bovine plant came into widespread use. There were interviews of neighbors. “Frankly... the man was an asshole,” said one. “But he didn’t deserve what he got.”
Wodan searched his memory. What was it about him... nothing. He watched.
The man had a wife and a baby. Neighbors admitted that the man became withdrawn and paranoid. Anyone who had the misfortune of talking to him had to listen to a long diatribe about how the government was robbing him. He bought many guns, some illegally, and said that he would train his child in the use of them. He raised some crops that didn’t amount to much. In the last year of his life, he refused to pay any of the taxes that he owed to the government. He cut himself off from electronic communication, then threatened a taxman who came to his residence, and even pointed a gun at the man as he was leaving.
“Well, if he was using a government road, and I know he did,” said a neighbor, “then he shoulda’ just paid his taxes. He wasn’t makin’ nothin’, anyway, he woulda’ got most of it back, you know?”
Seaver attended gun shows. A man who was known to be an undercover Guardian approached Seaver about purchasing illegal firearms. Seaver humiliated the man in public, drawing a crowd as the agent retreated under a withering hail of laughter. Apparently, this was the last straw. Guardians surrounded his home and took up positions in the foothills. Seaver’s dog was shot and killed, then a neighbor was accidentally shot as well. Seaver locked his door and refused to come out.
“We announced our presence,” said a young Guardian, clad in white armor, with trees behind him. “Said we were going to take him in, and had the right to search his home, by court order.” The man chuckled harshly, said, “He propped open his door a little, then sent a shot right near some of our guys. Hell, I heard it. I heard it.”
For days the Guardians laid siege to the Seaver home. Rudy Seaver, in the midst of his paranoia about government control, had gathered a stockpile of food, water, and ammunition. He could last for weeks if the Guardians didn’t make a move, and within days a small army of reporters camped beside the Guardians.
Then one day, people heard Guardians shouting, “Incoming! Incoming!” and many ducked for cover. A group of Guardian snipers fired on the home. Rudy Seaver’s child was shot and killed in that volley. His wife was struck in the head. She laid in a corner of the cabin, screaming for days before she died. Eventually Seaver ran from his home, firing blindly. Wodan saw blurred photographs of the man, face contorted like a monster. He was blasted from all around, dead before he hit the ground.
Later it was found that a Guardian Colonel, Tristema Brown of the Third Force Guardians, had given an order to the sniper squad - to fire at anyone who showed so much as an eyeball through the blinds of the window. A Guardian sniper had seen someone in a window and alerted his teammates. Their bullets had killed Mrs. Seaver and her child. In all the confusion, other Guardians, who believed they were being fired upon, also fired on the perceived threat. The truth was not known until well after Rudy Seaver was dead.
When this information was leaked to the press, Colonel Tristema Brown, despite his defense that he was trying to bring the matter to a just and timely conclusion, was stripped of his rank and forced into early retirement. 
Wodan stared at an image of the fallen Guardian. Who stripped him of his rank? he wondered. The documentary didn’t say. Before the segment ended, there was a shot of Rudy Seaver lying in a heap, gun in hand. While Wodan felt sorry for the poor bastard, another thought tickled at the back of his mind: Didn’t the downfall of Colonel Brown prove that, overall, the government had tried to act justly in the matter?
Now there were shots of a large wooden compound on a clear field. A voice with a laborer’s accent read some verse from the Holy Series about the end of the world. The man with the pony tail who stood beside the television spoke over it, and said, “Now, check this here part out, boys. This is the real stuff.”
Under the spiritual leadership of a man named Cyrus Jebediah, a group of families gathered beyond the Reaches on the northern coast. They built a home there, and studied Cyrus’s interpretations of the Holy Series. He believed that the visions of doom included in the apocalyptic chapters of the Series would happen within his lifetime, and so his people prepared themselves for the coming of their Lord. To that end they gathered great stores of food, water, medical supplies - and guns, so that they could defend themselves from the agents of the devil when they made war on the Lord’s chosen few.
Information made its way to Guardian ears: The followers of the Jebediah Branch are stockpiling weapons. They are religious nuts who believe the world is going to end. That is a bad combination. A Guardian unit with authority to search the compound was turned away, peacefully but firmly. The next day, the compound was surrounded by Guardians armed for war.
“These Guardians were Third Force,” said the narrator. “Members of a unit trained to handle the flow of illegal firearms and drugs.” There were shots of white-armored troops sitting on tanks, leaning on machineguns, and shouting into loudspeakers. Helicopters circled the compound. The siege stretched on.
Reporters gathered on the scene, even more than at the Seaver home, perhaps drawn by the promise of blood after the Seaver incident. They camped alongside the Guardians, and even played cards with one another. They rode with Guardian aerial units and shot footage of the compound from above. An audio communications link was established with the Jebedians, for they were online, and even had their own electronic site.
Reporter: Why won’t you just let the Guardians inspect your compound?
Cyrus Jebediah: Because we shouldn’t have to let them in. They’re there to protect the people, okay? And we just want to be away from all that, okay, that whole mentality. We want to study in peace, do our business in peace...
Reporter: And that business includes stockpiling weapons?
Cyrus Jebediah: There’s that word, stockpiling! You could say any gun dealer “stockpiles” guns. Hell, man, any grocer “stockpiles” foodstuffs. We buy ’em and sell ’em and man, that’s just our major cash crop, okay? And we pay our taxes like any grocer, we render unto Caesar like we’re supposed to, and we just want to be left alone, okay?
On the eighth day of the siege, a Guardian climbed atop a tank and said into a loudspeaker, “Cyrus Jebediah, we are coming in!” Camera crews set up shop as Guardian infantrymen rushed the compound. Armored men climbed onto the rooftops while others with battering rams rushed the doors. Wodan watched in fascination as windows were broken with rifle butts, then flash-bangs were thrown in, blasting like little stars of disorientation.
Cyrus Jebediah: What the hell are they doing out there?!
Reporter: Th-they’re... Cyrus, they’re coming in now!
Cyrus Jebediah (voice pitched high): You talk to ’em! Get ’em to stop! Before we have to! There’s... hell, man, we got kids in here!
No one knew who shot first after the flash-bangs were thrown, but the Jebedians fought against the Guardians. Wodan saw a soldier on a sloping roof near a second-story window. He angled his rifle inside, then fired. The windowsill and roof chipped violently as someone returned fire; the Guardian fell backwards and rolled away. A soldier covered him while another leaned under the window, awkwardly hung his rifle over the windowsill, and emptied his clip within.
I can’t believe this happened in Haven, thought Wodan. Where the hell was I when this was going on? All he remembered in the news was something about a group of crazies gathering guns in some remote area, and that they fought with Guardians. He had no idea they had been... human.
The battle went badly for the Guardians. Some died, some were injured. No Jebedians were killed, though some, including Cyrus himself, had been shot. An order went out, and the Guardians withdrew.
The nature of the siege changed after that mishap. Guardian Main Force units came to assist the Thirds at the siege. Some said they came to clean up the mess the Thirds had made. Wodan saw images of a short, powerfully-built Guardian in a fine, white suit full of medals. He was blond-headed, sallow-skinned, and barked orders at Guardians who scurried around him. Wodan recoiled as a name flashed on the screen:
Shem Udo, Secundus of the Guard, Head of the Third Force Guardians
Wodan remembered the man from the dinner party hanging about Prime Minister Vachs, nodding and ignoring him. Now, to see him shouting orders, to see him in charge of a group that had fired at men, women, children – citizens of Haven - filled him with burning revulsion.
But the next shot surprised him. Among a cluster of Guardians sitting in the shade of a tank, he saw a Guardian sitting cross-legged, his legs armored in white, his upper body stripped down to a woolen undershirt that bulged against massive muscles. One powerful arm held a rifle vertically, its butt on the ground. His skin was dark, his hair was wild and red, but shorter than when Wodan had met him in person. The man’s face was hard and focused, intent to the point that it seemed he meditated on death, hatred, and all things black and evil. Wodan recognized him before his name flashed on the screen:
Lieutenant Yarek Clash, Commander of RX9 Rangers, Main Force Guardians
Son of Sevrik Clash, Head of Guard of Haven
What kind of man is he? thought Wodan, his heart racing. And where was Sevrik during all of this?
The Guardians were pissed. There were shots of troops aiming down the sights of their rifles at the compound. A flag that flew on the grounds, white with a yellow cross-and-circle and golden crown, was pulled down and burned. A dog wandering the compound was shot in the middle of the night; no one knew who did it. Psychological warfare was begun in earnest. Every night, giant spotlights glared at the compound, and huge speakers blasted trite pop music and the tortured screams of animals being slaughtered. Family members of those living on the compound were allowed to visit one day. A mother was interviewed for the documentary. She said, “It was terrible in there, but they was holding up. As I was leaving, I was getting looks from all the Guardians. Like I was some kinda traitor. And I heard one, as I was leaving, an’ I swear, he said, ‘Hope they said their goodbyes.’ And they was just laughing.”
A young girl who left the compound years before spoke before a Senate committee concerning the Jebediah Branch, which was now referred to as the Jebediah Cult. She said Cyrus had pressured her to have sex with him, and had done this to other girls in the cult. She was sixteen, legally still a child. Cyrus was called a rapist and a pedophile, which Wodan remembered pretty well, as it had been in the news alongside tales of the cult’s general weirdness.
In a grainy video, Cyrus sat on a mat with other men and women. His side was bandaged. He had lean, cut features, and long, curly brown hair and thick glasses. He spoke, and often put his arm around a young woman near him. Cyrus removed his bandage and showed the hole that the bullet had put in his side. His was visibly tired, but smiled despite it.
A reporter behind the camera said, “What about the charge that you lead a cult, Cyrus?”
Cyrus smiled, shook his head, said, “The Redeemer himself started a “cult,” and it might’ve looked funny to the people at the time. Well, I guess it must have, ’cause they killed him. Just like there’s people trying to kill me and my people. So what if we look funny to the majority of people? Well, our Lord, he was set to die for his beliefs. Reckon we are, too. I just thought the demons that were going to attack us was going to have horns and fangs. Prophecy’s funny that way!” He laughed.
Summer raged. The heat became stifling, the air deathly dry and windy. A strange order went out: The majority of Guardian units were to pull out, and all media personnel were to pull out with them. The order was sudden, without precedent, and there was no time to argue effectively. One team of reporters was allowed to remain with an aerial unit, and they documented the end of the siege.
A small force of Guardian tanks and infantry charged the compound. While the helicopter rose too far to make out the specifics, they could see that the compound was on fire. The Guardians had little chance to attack, for the Jebedians, seeking the culmination of their end of the world prophecies, had set fire to their home, thus fulfilling the apocalyptic words of Cyrus. Haven breathed a sigh of relief, for the crazies were dead.
But there was one bit of uncontrolled data, amazing because of the fact that it was largely ignored. One of the cameramen aboard the Guardian helicopter had thought to bring a camera that recorded heat signatures, rather than one that only recorded light visible to the human eye. What that camera recorded was horrifying. A tank outfitted with a flamethrower, upwind of the compound, rammed a wall, knocked it down, then torched the building. The tank barely had time to back out before the fire, pushed on by the dry wind, consumed the building. Worse still, Guardian infantrymen, covered by tanks, surrounded a concrete section of the compound. Footage clearly showed muzzle flashes from dozens of rifles, over and over, flashing, killing.
The footage was circulated. It was quickly rebutted: The so-called muzzle flashes were reflections of sunlight glinting off the arms and armor of the Guardians. And the fact that this particular video was sensitive only to heat rather than light - proof that there were guns firing into the building - was somehow not enough to convince the majority of the populace that many of its citizens had been murdered by their own Guardians. The media had already reported that the Jebedians were crazy, then moved on to something else. But the facts of the video, as shown in the documentary, were that the Jebedians had fled into the concrete bunker to avoid the fire, and there a hundred thousand bullets had torn through, from all sides, and had slaughtered them all, man, woman, and child. No Guardian commander took any sort of fall, though the massacre was far more outrageous, far more wicked, than the Seaver incident.
While the documentary went into more detail on the massacre, Wodan felt as if the volume was slowly turning down. Now his exile seemed far less outrageous. As dreadful as the thought was to him, perhaps it was just business as usual. The business of statecraft. The business of erasing reality. The business of murder.
Wodan felt trapped in the dark room, mind spinning out of control. He saw Aegis Vachs at the dinner party, yellow face wrinkled and monstrous, whispering to Shem Udo. “If Wodan Kyner passes his University exams, it could bring my administration down! I want him dead!” He saw Shem Udo standing before Sevrik Clash, who said, “Wodan Kyner? Dead? Sounds like a plan to me. But we can’t just shoot him, that would never work. Let’s have some Guardians dump him off in the middle of nowhere.” 
Wodan choked down vomit as his stomach lurched violently. Before he knew it he was through the curtain, running through the store, then stumbling across the street. The crowd was still there, chanting, mumbling, screaming, the press of them terrible, hot. Wodan pushed through them. Someone shouted behind him, indecipherable from the roar.
Wodan continued on, breathing deep to keep from passing out. He heard the voice of a young man shouting, “Kyner! Kyner!” Wodan turned as someone ran into him. It was the young man with neatly combed hair, from the Guardian surplus.
He was following me! Wodan thought, heart racing. He clenched his fist, fully prepared to kill the young man in the middle of the avenue.
“Y-you’re the exile, right?” said the youth. “R-Romana Kyner, right?”
“Wodan! My name’s Wodan!” he shouted, then immediately felt sorry for his curtness. He extended a hand slowly.
The youth did not seem to see his hand. “I’m Darel. I… listen... uh, I heard about you. Listen, man, would it be cool if I got your mailing address?”
“Electronic?” said Wodan, warily.
Darel paused for a long time, then said, “Of course!”
“Do I know you? We have classes together?”
Darel looked around, seemingly distracted. “Uh. Yeah, yeah.”
“With Professor Matri?”
Darel continued looking around.
“Alright,” said Wodan. “Here, let me write it down.”
Darel nodded and left as soon as he had it. “Nice to meet you, too, asshole!” Wodan said when he was sure that Darel was out of earshot.
Confused and angry, Wodan wandered around. He bought a pig-stick from a street vendor, then sat on the edge of a fountain and ate the thing without tasting it, feeling more dejected with each bite. Just as he got up, his mother approached. He tried to force a smile, but failed.
“You’re not having fun?” said his mother.
“Mama,” he said, “I don’t even know where to start.”
“Investigation not going as well as planned?”
“Umph,” he said, looking away. “It’s not that, exactly... I mean, no, it isn’t... but...”
“Well, lookit this,” said his mother, reaching into a bag at her side. She pulled out a small electronic device. She spoke as she turned the thing around in her hands. “You remember how Girardo always talked into a little audio recorder? And anytime he questioned someone, he’d be like, ‘Now, could you say that into the recorder, please?’ And then right near the end of the show, he’d play back something someone had said, just some little inconsequential thing, and then his eyes would light up!, and it’d be that one little thing that helped him solve the mystery.”
Wodan’s anger melted a little with each word.
“And lookit this,” she continued. “Here’s a little plug-in... and a little wire, and you can plug this into your computer... download, upload any kinda audio file you want... see?”
“Oh, Mama...”
“I just picked it up in the area... I thought it might help, I dunno...”
Wodan thought of the families in the Jebediah compound. Mothers, sons. His heart ached to be near his mother, to see her and her small gift. “Oh, Mama! This is perfect!” he said, and hugged her close.
*              *              *
Wodan returned to his apartment near the University late that night. He could have stayed with his parents, since the semester was over and he technically had no reason to be near the University. Still, he had to be alone, and his parents did not question that. 
He fell on his bed and stared at the ceiling. On a whim he rose, went to his computer, and checked his mail. Amidst a flood of junk mail, he found something utterly strange:
Haven Mail Forum
From: Darel Juniorswerth
To: R. W. Kyner
Subject: I need to see you in person
 
Peter Remus
Mercule Hermann
Iduna Deira
Salem Jules
Marlon Ziello
Luumis Lamsang                                                        
Saul Hargis
 
Look familiar? 
Anything different?
Yours,
Darel
 
 



Chapter Six
For the Love of a Whore
 
Pontius baked in the midday sun and Sellers Square was full of shoppers and dealers fanning themselves in the unending ritual of haggling. Edwar Bruner rode a horse on his two-horse cart. His cart was piled up high with a tarp, a basket large enough to fit several men, and two heavy iron tanks. The sellers in the market eyed him warily, for their territories had already been marked and agreed upon by morning arguments, and they would not easily suffer more competition. Edwar stared ahead and ignored them, his face a mask of determination.
Edwar was a tall man with a high brow, his thin brown hair pushed straight back. He was in his late thirties, with wrinkles hanging about his mouth and across the sides of his large gray eyes. His wrists were thick, his hands large and strong. He wore a rough brown jacket nearly as long as his legs, which dangled near the ground. He made for the center of the square. The crowd parted.
He yanked the reigns of his horse, leaped from the saddle, and jogged to the back of the cart. He grabbed a bunch of tarp in his hands and pulled the entire mass of stuff from the cart in one smooth motion. The iron tanks clattered noisily on the pavement. Some people jumped away, glaring at him.
“Clear out!” he yelled, his voice booming and deep. “I’m about to do some technology.”
He busied himself with unfolding the tarp and adjusting the tanks. His movements were sure. A dark-haired youth seated on a bucket watched him and smiled.
Children ran up to Edwar, shrieking and touching the tarp and aping his movements. “Scat!” said Edwar. “No money for you. Scat!” They backed away, but watched from the sidelines.
Edwar inspected the large basket. “Earth,” he said to himself. “Earth is first... earth, the heaviest. Earth, the lowest. What we’re going to upend today.” He unrolled the coils of rope that attached the basket to the tarp. He tapped himself unconsciously, then said, “Water, that’s next, that’s me. We’ll fit that inside the earthly cradle...”
The dark-haired youth sitting on a bucket spoke up from across the square. “My!” he said. “Nice day for doin’… whatever the hell it is you’re doin’. Isn’t it?”
Without looking, Edwar said, “I don’t have any money, sorry.”
The tarp was spread out flat. People gathered around the scene. Edwar rolled the heavy iron tanks near the tarp. “Primary,” he said to one. “Backup,” he nodded to the other.
“Edwar!” shouted a voice. “Damn your thick head!”
Edwar turned and saw a bearded man who wore a red bandanna and black apron. Two men similarly dressed stood behind him. Each wore a heavy pistol at his side.
“Smiths,” said Edwar, voice thick with disdain.
“We gave you the chance to join us, and you turned us down,” said the Smith. “So what d’you think you’re up to now, doin’ Smith work?”
Edwar bent to adjust the iron tanks. “I’m not doing Smith work at all,” he said. “The way I see it-”
“Doesn’t matter!”
“The way I’ve always seen it, is that the Smiths just sit on technology. Copy it half the time, worship it the other half. But you boys never create anything new, do you?”
“You’re a smart man, Edwar. That’s why we wanted you. And that’s why you’re not going to do anything in public without our protection. It could be dangerous.”
“Join you?” said Edwar. “Your kind wouldn’t know your own asshole from a hole in the ground, unless it was in a blueprint passed down from some Ancient creator, like myself.”
Edwar turned a heavy bolt atop the primary tank. He could hear the hiss of compressed air. He craned his head upwards, said, “Air. Next of the elements. Light, very light, has the property of rising.”
“Name’s Edwar, is it?” said the dark-haired youth. He sat opposite the Smiths, with Edwar between. “Looks like you’re up to something special, and you’re not getting the appreciation... and reward, that you justly deserve.”
Edwar ignored him.
“Edwar, I represent a group that appreciates men like yourself. Men of vision, men of ability. Why, if you’re up to something special, and I think that you are, then perhaps you’d like to meet the group I represent. They could set you up very nicely, if your work proves to be-”
“You Coil maggot!” screamed the lead Smith. “You’re about to get your head blown off, you shit!”
“I wouldn’t draw steel if I were you,” said the Coilman. “Just because you don’t see the gray serpent of the Coil flag flying overhead doesn’t mean we don’t run this city. Know your place. We’re everywhere.”
“Your brains are going to be everywhere,” said the Smith, reaching for his gun.
“I’ve got comrades with guns on your head right now.”
“You’re bluffing,” said the Smith.
“The Coil bluffs when it has to. The Coil kills when it has to.”
“Bullshit,” said the Smith, but he still pulled his hand away from his gun. Another Smith pulled a radio from his belt and said, “Need backup in Sellers Square, we’ve got Coil, numbers unknown, need backup.”
Edwar pulled a knife and a black stick from his wagon. Unfazed by the argument, he paced around the iron tank, then said, “Fire. Last of the elements. Lightest, always climbing. Higher than the others. The element to contain and control.” He stopped, staring down at the pressurized air tank. He raised the knife and held it over the black stick, then cried, “The element I have to steal!” His blade struck the black stick, sparks flew, and there was a blinding flash of white light and heat. The crowd screamed and fell back. The Smith and Coilman drew guns.
A great plume of flame danced above the iron tank.
Edwar laughed, rich and deep, and all the care on his brow melted away.
He crawled to the tank and adjusted a bolt. The flame shrank. He lifted the tarp and held part of it over the flame.
“Just what the hell are you up to?” shouted the lead Smith. They held their guns on the Coilman, who held two pistols drawn. Edwar stood directly in their line of fire. A Smith looked to the side and saw that another plain-clothed man had a gun pointed at them. The new gunman exchanged a signal with the Coilman. The Smith wheeled his head around, paranoid.
Minutes tip-toed by the doorstep of violence. The gunmen watched as, magically, the tarp began to rise, to fill out, as some mysterious, invisible substance filled it. Edwar’s smile grew and grew, hovering on mania. There was silence in the Square. Everyone watched, barely breathing. Sellers held goods outstretched, buyers balanced coins in still hands, their eyes and mouths hanging open. They had been prepared to ignore the gunfight. They could not ignore this.
Suddenly the tarp made a great fwump sound and bounced into the sky. A great cry went up from the crowd. The tarp fell back to the earth, but it retained its news shape: It was like an uneven sphere, sides bulging, pregnant with some god. Edwar gripped the opening, yanked it down, and held it over the iron tank.
More Smiths ran up to join the others from behind, their faces grim, full of anger - then they stopped, copying the same slack-faced amazement as the others.
The great sphere pulled away from Edwar, rising unsteadily. The ropes attached to the iron tanks pulled taut, then lifted them off the ground. Edwar leaped into the basket. Soon, the entire balloon was in the air. The basket danced about, then rose and lifted Edwar with it. Edwar pounded the sides of the basket in triumph, laughing like a madman.
*              *              *
Before the Invention of the Airship
Edwar Bruner sat in Nadir Gentleman’s Theatre, itching in his fine suit and sipping his fine drink. Colored torches lit the stage and rubbed against the glitter and sweat on the servant girls. Scarred guards stood in the shadows of pillars. Finely dressed men drank and chortled and shook hands strangely, and while he felt lonely, he knew he had never been in a finer establishment.
He had been in debt for his entire life. He was an inventor of unwelcome devices and a discoverer of nature’s principles among a superstitious people. But his latest venture - dog breeding and training - had, within a few generations, produced fighting animals that gained him some renown among the Ugly who worked the arenas. Now he was making money, but because his clients moved in circles about which he was clueless, many of his debts were simply disappearing, even without an exchange of money.
The lights dimmed, conversation dimmed, and actors took the stage. It was a familiar story: The Sound of a Wish. The actors moved about slowly in their decorated robes, each of their painted faces a work of art. The main character, Agamemno, was played by an actor owned by a very powerful Ugly clansman, a man who was said to have the Head’s favor. The man chanted his lines, deep and slow, and moved as if the air was leaden. It was difficult to breathe. In the play, he was a cellist, and planned to sell his soul to a devil so that he could outplay a rival and win the heart of a noblewoman.
The noblewoman Figurina made her appearance. The actress was tall, stately, with a long nose and wide, red lips. Brown hair in a bun, streaked with white. Face painted white, blue whirls extending around her black eyes. She chanted lightly, whirled her arms slowly, shook glitter from her gold-laced black robes. She chanted the words
How to win my heart
If there is one better?
How to move the world
Without some infernal lever?
Edwar could not take his eyes from Figurina. How did she balance shoulder, elbow, wrist, knuckles, like the stem of an underwater flower? How did she chase all the light away from those black eyes, make it form a halo about her neck, her shining chest, those blunt-fanged teeth? She stomped the ground, lifted the hem of her dress to stomp, to chase away her suitor, and her thighs were wet, and shook with the pounding. Edwar saw the saltwater splash onto the stage. Agamemno cowered before her, lowering himself to the ground. Just when Edwar did not think he could handle the sight of her any longer, she slowly rotated her upper body, then pivoted on some point and spun, terrible, terrible, slowly, and the fold of her gown parted just so, just so, so that he could see the inner edges of her breasts, shining, wet, bouncing with each rotation.
Edwar rubbed a hand on his forehead. He glanced around and noticed that every man in the room had some sort of erection tent-poled against his pants. Then Agamemno cried out
Mercy! Mercy!
Only down below 
Will I find relief,
Only ’neath the shroud 
Will I find rest!
Figurina laughed and bounded away, relishing Agamemno’s pain. Agamemno called upon a devil. A wide screen was lit from behind. Shadow puppets danced upon reds and yellows, wicked-looking horned things laughing and shrieking. Agamemno and his cello were blessed, but only blessed so long as they stayed together and remained as one.
The world dimmed around Edwar; only the play existed. Agamemno destroyed his rival, who actually seemed the better man overall, though a bit haughty. Agamemno’s cello began to crack in places. A string broke; Agamemno got a new string, but the blessing left him. His fawning critics turned on him. Agamemno replaced the string with a bit of his own intestines. The power returned, though he could no longer eat. Figurina fell in love with him. Edwar wanted him to die. Part of the cello’s casing cracked entirely. Agamemno replaced it with a strip of his own skin, but then he had to replace the part every day with fresh skin. Someone high in the rafters dribbled thick, red liquid onto the actor. Another string broke; more intestines came out. The neck of the thing rotted out; he had his tongue removed, stretched out, dried, and placed onto the neck of the cello. Figurina licked at his feet, now covered in the red syrup. The bow of the cello was stolen by his rival, then the dishonored rival killed himself; Agamemno tore the skin free from one arm so that he could run his bare bones along the strings, and made a horrid sound that all agreed was pure angelsong. The actor who played Agamemno stripped, revealing a white, chalky suit, the skeleton that was Agamemno. He was covered in blood. Figurina loved him for his sacrifice. Finally he threw away the cursed cello and revealed his true self to his love, the part of him that loved her, and she was disgusted, then apathetic, for in the end there was nothing left of him.
The curtains fell. The crowd stared ahead, dumb with shock. Edwar ran to go backstage. He found a door hidden in a dark alcove and went for it. A scarred man whirled on him, stuck an elbow against his throat and a fist in his ribcage, and threw him against a wall with arms like iron. The scars, the wrinkles on his face, never moved.
“Wrong way,” said the Ugly.
“Uh!” choked Edwar. “I bred the dogs... uh, Meat Crusher... and Wolfkin... and another, I think your clansmen renamed it... uh, Last Dog You Fight...”
“Shit, man!” said the Ugly. He smiled and released him. “Them boys is killers. G’on back.”
Edwar went backstage, a dark, wooden set of hallways, actors stinking of sweat, milling around, laughing. Edwar threw his eyes around wildly.
He saw the actress who played Figurina sitting on a lonely chair, still in makeup. His stomach lurched horribly; the single drink he’d had now stank like rot in his mouth. He went toward her, saw her turn to look at him, he stopped and looked at someone else, then gritted his teeth and continued toward her.
He never remembered what he said to her, never quite remembered her reply. She looked as if she had once been some sort of ideal, long ago. Now limp, now tired, now worn down, tired in her core. Her smile seemed so used, and his heart ached to see it. She told him that she was a slave to none other than Utrecht Sera, that vicious warrior who was leader of the Right Leg of the Ugly. A torturer, a genius. The fact that she bore no physical scars terrified Edwar. She was a prostitute, and named the price by which he could have her. The figure was ridiculous, was probably made up by her on the spot. He agreed to pay the amount. She pointed to a man nearby, a short man in a fine suit but with no ears on his head. He was her protector, a man who handled her finances but answered to Sera.
He went to the Ugly. The man said he would need a down-payment at least. The considerable amount of money Edwar carried was nowhere near enough. He tried to call on a favor, mentioning that his canines had helped several clansmen, then he realized the dog-fighting Ugly were nobodies to the pimp even as he rambled on. He stopped. The horrible longing must have been in his face, for the Ugly scratched at his nose, then said in lieu of a down payment he could have the whore if the pimp was allowed to watch, for if Edwar was indeed a gentleman, as he claimed, then he must understand that all property was fluid, all borders intangible, and perhaps he could be called on for payment at a later time by his friendly debt-keepers. Unsure of the nature of the scam, and really not caring, he agreed. He went back to her and sat beside her. She looked at him. He removed a handkerchief and lightly applied it to her cheek. He wiped the makeup away just below her eye, then wiped her chin. The flesh yielded. He slowly wiped the mask away.
The three went to a small hotel and registered under Edwar’s name. They never turned the lights on; the moon shone through the window. She led Edwar to the bed. They laid down and he placed a hand on her belly. There was a commotion in the hallway, and Edwar was only dimly aware of the fact that the pimp cradled a gun in both hands and listened at the door.
The Coil were in the hall.
Edwar realized there must be some plot to kill the pimp, Sera’s man, and perhaps the pimp wanted to be near the whore and the dog breeder so that he could use their lives as bargaining chips should the Coilmen find him. But none of that mattered to Edwar; the only thing that mattered was stroking her belly under her robe and looking into one another. Realizing that they might soon die, she told him her theory that the living had to create and cultivate a soul before it could be judged or recycled or enjoy an afterlife in the first place. His face took on such a serious expression as he considered this theory, then she laughed, then he laughed as well and kissed her neck, her ear. He told her that she could sleep for a while, if she was tired. In answer, she parted her robe to the navel and felt of her own breasts. As he kissed her belly they could hear the pimp kneeling to peak under the doorway, cursing loudly, his gun held high as if he thought that contact with the floor would make it inoperable.
Footsteps pounded back and forth across the hallway as the two stripped and sucked on one another’s tongues. He rolled onto his back and pulled her on top. She slipped him inside, then made a strange yelp as she plopped down and rode him more back-and-forth than up-and-down, tickling her insides.
The pimp rose suddenly and pointed his gun at the door, convinced that the Coil killers were drawing near. The two rolled over, she dug her fingers in between each of his ribs, starting from the top and working down, while he held her shoulders down, lifted himself, and pounded away. Her breasts bounced and nearly flopped loose from their moorings. The two started yelping like small dogs. The pimp went to look for a place to sit down, his suit soaked in sweat, then Edwar came as she made some intense wheezing sound.
He collapsed and stared at the white streaks in her hair; not the remnants of makeup, but dead mutations. They held each other close and talked in broad strokes about the nature of their lives. They were disappointed not with their lives, but with others. They could smell smoke from the pimp’s cigarette. Edwar asked her why she acted in plays; she answered that it was because Sera knew she hated the stories they told in Pontius. He became cross with her, because he realized that every woman he had ever met had been sad. Near some kind of breaking point, even. What could he possibly do to change that? Was he supposed to change the world?
Fortunata, that was her name. It even sounded like Figurina, the role she played.
*              *              *
In the next few days, Edwar Bruner decided that he would change the world.
*              *              *
The hot air balloon hung high in the air above Sellers Square. Edwar heard a sharp crack below and looked down in time to see the first Coilman spinning, holding the side of his head. His knees slammed into the pavement, bits of his head toppled through his fingers, then he fell. He saw Lawmen in denim running down the street. Plainclothes Coilmen fired on the Smiths from the alleyways. One Smith grabbed his gut, fell on his behind, and fired blindly into the air. Edwar heard a bullet whiz by his ear. The Lawmen yelled “Freeze!” even as they fired on the Smiths, who withdrew and fired as they went, shattering windows that peppered glass on the crouching civilians. Smith reinforcements charged from another street and fired at the Lawmen. Both groups hunkered beside buildings and behind fruit carts. Dozens of eyes glanced up to Edwar, waiting for him to drop something terrible on their heads.
“My name is Edwar Bruner!” he shouted, driven nearly insane by the height and the sound of the guns. “I declare myself King of Sky Land! Stop your fighting before I stop it for you!”
“That man belongs to us!” someone shouted from another street. He saw a group of armored Ugly racing down another street. They carried shotguns, and they looked so wild that Edwar knew they could only be berserkers from the Leg of the Ugly. They hunkered down, firing and pumping their shotguns, their teeth clattering like rabid animals. The Lawmen and Smiths cursed and dug into their cover. While a few Coil tossed their guns and laid down among the civilians, most had already retreated.
Edwar watched as the three groups pounded away at one another, black gunsmoke hovering over them, blood and bodies falling. He was reminded of one of the nauseatingly brutal dogfights he had seen, the beasts gnawing at one another’s faces, throats, the blood splattering onto the arena floor. One Smith passed a device to the front of their line; another Smith bit the thing and tossed it at the Ugly. There was a terrible explosion, pieces of men flew up in a cloud of dust, then fell among the civilians.
Some Lawmen maneuvered around and behind the Smiths, but were caught unawares by a group of skulking reinforcements. They fired one into another, then ran about blindly, bumping into one another before withdrawing back to their original positions. The exchange went on for so long that Edwar began to think that they had forgotten him. Then he noticed that one Ugly, a man who seemed to have some authority, spoke into a radio without shouting. A gray-bearded Smith did the same. Finally the Smiths and Ugly regrouped and turned on the Lawmen. Some Ugly and Smiths broke away, moved down alleyways, and came up alongside the Lawmen. The Lawmen were drilled from three sides. One Lawman in a blood-spattered denim suit, with blood gushing from the side of his head, produced a loudspeaker and shouted, “Shit! God dammit!” and the Lawmen immediately abandoned their cover and fled the area.
The Ugly and the Smiths left their dead and ran to the center of the Square.
“Edwar Bruner!” shouted the Ugly who had been on the radio. “Edwar Bruner! I have been authorized by my master, Utrecht Sera, leader of the Right Leg of the Ugly, to negotiate a contract with you! Please take advantage of this cease-fire to come down and speak with us.”
*              *              *
If Edwar thought that all of life’s disappoints would make him strong enough for his later trials, he was grossly in error. His air ship, and the principles that made it work, the proper functioning of which had given him such joy, were now caressed by horrid, scarred hands. He met the great Utrecht Sera, a man whose face was scarred by fire beyond human recognition. He stayed in this monster’s grand villa with an entourage of Smith journeymen, and together they negotiated the gift of the air ship, and the principles by which it worked, so that it could be properly used by these earthbound devils.
The quarters he stayed in were very nice, and if he ever tried to leave, he would be killed. 
He began to drink heavily during that time. He smashed many things in his room, including a vase that was several hundred years old, without any memory of doing so. The Ugly sent him a beautiful slave woman. She listened to him speak for half an hour. Convinced that his words were a new torture devised by her masters, she ran from the room screaming and begged to go through anything, anything but that.
He had told some lies to the Smiths who were sent to study his principles. When the new airship did not work properly, three giant Ugly came into his room, stripped him of his clothes, beat him with sticks and whips, then made him drink, and drink some more, since he liked to drink so damn much, and then left him when he was finally puking. Every man has his breaking point, he learned, and he had passed his up long, long ago.
Days passed. He caught a glimpse of several airships being built in the yard. They were all of different sizes. The Smiths were trying variations on his original theme.
Once he woke in the night and saw a man dressed entirely in black from head to foot. The man did not move. Edwar slowly pulled his blanket over his face. He knew the man was his executioner. Like a vulture, waiting.
Edwar became pathetic. The Ugly eventually left him unattended. They reasoned that he could find his own booze in the kitchen, so why should they keep getting it for him?
One day he walked into the yard, sipping a drink, and saw several large airships there. Many Ugly patrolled the grounds. He looked down at one of the deflated balloons. There, the purple skull-and-bones looked back at him.
He woke up one morning. The black man was back. “Tomorrow,” said the man. His voice was mechanical, distorted. “Tomorrow, I’m going to take you up in one of your wonderful machines. I’m going to give you a drink. And you will drink it. And it will be your last. But you will see the sky, one last time.”
“It was never about being in the air, you monster,” Edwar said miserably. “It was about rising.”
Later that day, an Ugly guard brought him a piece of paper, unfolded. The illiterate lout left him alone. The note read:
I love you. Tonight I’m in the high tower. 
Please come see me Ed.
- Fortunata
Something desperate and hungry grew in Edwar’s mind, and he could not shake its power. The rush of the gamble, the kind where you have nothing but everything to lose. The sun set and he sat in darkness and he wondered how long he should wait. He went down to the kitchen and nodded to a cook with a collar about his neck. He stuffed a bag with meat, with bread, with coffee, with a skin of water and a skin of wine. He went outside. There were even more airships than before, and some of them were very large. He saw a Smith staring up at the stars. Edwar stood beside him, looked up, and saw a balloon descending. It set down and a Smith stepped out, glowing and happy.
“Set it down perfect, did you?” said the other. “My turn.”
“Mind if I join?” said Edwar.
The Smith said nothing, so Edwar tossed in the bag and climbed in after it. The Smith, old and wrinkled and with scraggly beard, worked at the air compressor and they rose swiftly.
Edwar put his hands around the man’s neck, squeezed hard, and the Smith fought back, but not hard enough, and the dead man fell and Edwar tugged the air-catch chutes, caught wind, and flew to the highest tower he could see. He saw no open windows, then saw a figure waving from the top. He felt his face stretch with a smile. He closed the air-catches and bounced the basket right off the tower. Moved around it, above it, then dropped a sand-bag on a rope down to the tower and climbed down easily.
Fortunata wore a glittering dress as bright as the sun, and her hair was down, and her face shone in the moonlight with a mask of tears.
“Baby,” he said, “I got your note!”
They heard cries from far below, then terrible, furious screaming. Fortunata wrapped her arms around him, kissed the back of his neck, again and again, and with his strong hands he pulled them both into the air, climbing the rope that seemed to hang loose in the sky itself. They fell laughing into the basket, and kissed and laughed over the sound of gunshots far below.
They took off. Edwar threw fire into the balloon, rose higher still, and maneuvered south.
“Where will we go, my love?” she whispered from across the basket.
“South, south, farther south,” he said, manic with joy. “Across the desert, through the demon lands. We’ll go to the Kingdom of Hargis, where there are no Ugly.”
They disappeared into the black of night. They sailed amidst islands of cloud shining by moonlight. The stars swam alongside them, the only creatures great enough to accompany them on their journey. Together they picked up the body of the dead Smith, tipped it over the lip of the basket, and dropped it down through the darkness toward the earth far below.
 
 



Chapter Seven
Information Wars
 
Today I’m going to see the Prime Minister. I can’t wait!
-from Rachek’s Red Diary
 
Wodan woke on the last day of his twentieth year. His room was pale and blue, comforting. He had a long to-do list and was determined to use the entire day to squeeze out any information he could. He was determined to find the key piece of data that would put everything into place.
Before he rose, he could feel the remnants of a dream. In the dream, he saw a map, the same map that had been left with him when he was exiled. The wasteland, the valley, the river that led to Pontius, Haven so far away – he saw the details glowing in neon-rich detail. He remembered the childishness of the thing, how distances were shrunk or exaggerated, and how the thing was imbued with the enigma of why it existed in the first place.
Just as the dream slipped away, he saw the cave in the valley. He had suppressed the memory for a long time, but it bubbled up from below when he slept. He remembered terror, and riddles, and images of Didi hobbling about and investigating the cave many years before. And there was another man, too, a cruel looking white-haired man in scientific attire similar to Didi’s. Just as Wodan wondered why both of them would have been trapped in the same vault, the memory slipped away once again.
Wodan forced himself out of his comfortable bed. He was determined to make the day matter.
*              *              *
Prime Minister Aegis Vachs and Secundus of the Guard Shem Udo sat in Vachs’s study. His bookshelves were lined with hardcovers, histories of Haven, encyclopedias, political treatises, many of them hundreds of years old. The lights were dim, and a recording of stringed instruments played in the background. Both men were drinking fine brandy; while Vachs took small sips and cast his eyes about as if considering the drink’s every nuance, Udo mechanically raised his glass and drank without expression, as regular as an automaton.
“Fine, fine make on this stuff, right?” said Vachs, flicking his glass with a forefinger. “Comes from one of those old fashioned spirit makers, an operation in the east end.”
“Hm!” said Udo.
“Fine stuff. Helped them out of a bit of a fix, seems some upstarts were really putting them in a pinch. They’ve sent me a case of this stuff every Yuletide since.”
“Well,” said Udo.
“Just a good reminder,” said Vachs, “of how things get done.”
“Yeah,” said Udo, nodding and casting his gaze around the room.
“So my wife,” Vachs said suddenly. Udo’s ears burned deep red.
“Chipper?” he said, as if he were completely unfamiliar with the woman.
“So my wife,” said Vachs. “She’s been very, very busy with the Ladies’ Decency Union. Shem, do you know about this crazed music the youth are listening to these days?”
“Nnn...” said Udo, shaking his head a little.
“It’s called heavy metal, if I’ve heard right. Just horrible stuff! Lyrics like you wouldn’t believe, and you can’t even hear them half the time. And people just pounding away on “instruments,” if you can call them that, like brazen junkies. And you should see the album cover someone showed me. There was a... gods, I can’t even describe it. So Chipper, she’s concerned about certain excesses that have been allowed to develop. And, you know, it’s a major concern...” He took a thoughtful sip, said, “With stuff like that going around, it’s no wonder people are so violent, so thoughtless!”
Udo had zoned out for a bit, but came back once he realized Vachs was finished. He nodded as he pulled a humongous cigar from his case. He did not chew on the thing, but rather suckled on the end of it.
“You’re a little worried about things, old friend,” said Vachs.
“Hnnnn-n-n,” Udo wheezed.
“Just a little longer, friend,” said Vachs. “Before you know it, Didi’s trial will be here and gone, and he’ll be living in comfortable retirement. And his little pea-pod pea, that lout who’s always given you so much trouble, he’s going to retire with him. Comfortable and forgotten, the both of them. And we’ll have our own boys in their place.”
“Mm, worried about his pup,” said Udo.
“Now why would you waste a word on him?” said Vachs. “We’ve use for that one yet!”
*              *              *



Wodan kept his long black cloak on in the hospital. He saw the doctors lurching ahead in their grim work, heard echoes of coughing and, in doorways cracked open, saw old people, feeble and limp, knees bent upwards and mouths hanging open.
Wodan entered a room. It was dim, and the figure in the bed had many machines, many wires, all about him. Wodan saw dark hair, stitches, a mound of bandages. There was a regular sound, an electronic bip... bip... bip...
Wodan stood over him. “Brad...” he said, and felt a black gloom spread over him. The youth he had led from the wasteland, the youth who had reminded him so much of his friend Marlon, was now laid up here, his body shattered. Wodan leaned on the bed railing, his throat constricting.
Suddenly the electronic heartbeat stopped, turned into a fatal beeeeeee and Wodan jerked backwards. Brad’s mouth fell open, slowly, his body tensed.
“Brad!” shouted Wodan. “Bra-a-ad!”
Brad convulsed once, then relaxed. Wodan could not think over the terrible digital death-note, his heart pounding in his ears.
“Help!” Wodan screamed. “Somebody!”
Brad’s head fell over, his tongue flopping out of his mouth. “I’m… dying...” he croaked.
“No! Don’t die!” said Wodan. “Brad, you - he-e-e-ey, wait a second...”
Brad leaped up, laughing maniacally, then grabbed Wodan’s arm and shook him. He pulled a bundle of wires from under the sheets, flicked a switch, and the lights came on.
“I had you good!” shouted Brad. “You putz, man!”
“You son of a gun!” Wodan laughed. “I wish you were dead, you punk!”
Brad leaned forward and the two hugged.
A nurse came in, said, “He’s been doing that to everyone that comes to see him. I’m surprised he still gets visitors.” She busied herself with fixing the connections Brad had unplugged.
“Yeah,” said Brad, “they was gonna take the heart machine away from me after I came out of it, but I begged ’em to let me keep it. Turn it off, though, willya?”
The nurse turned off the machine, winked at the two, then left.
“See her?” said Brad. “Me an’ her, you better believe we were gettin’ hot an’ heavy the other day.”
“You did not!” said Wodan.
“Alright, well, not yet, but it’s inevitable, man.”
Wodan studied Brad’s face patch.
“Man, they had to take an eye out,” said Brad. “Some buckshot got right in there. Can you believe that? But I’m gonna have some sweet scars once they get this thing off.”
The two joked and laughed for a while. Brad mentioned seeing Rachek on television, and the two talked about how incredibly hot she looked in Haven attire.
“You know it’s my birthday tomorrow?” said Wodan. “Gonna be twenty-one.”
“Gonna call you Ol’ Wrinkly Nuts, man! Time for a party, I say.”
“I look pretty grizzled, right?”
“A party, yea-a-ah. Maxil was in here an’ told me the city set us all up in one house. Ain’t seen it myself, but I’m outta here like tomorrow morning.”
“Yeah?”
“Yeah. I been ready to go, though, it’s boring as hell up in here. But anyway, I got this thing on my bed where I can talk to anyone, anywhere...”
“Telephone?”
“Yeah! So I’ll use that thing and talk to the others. To get things set up, man. We’re gonna have a party!”
*              *              *
Several Nights Ago.
Aegis Vachs sat with Rachek in Hello, I Think I Love You, one of Haven’s most exclusive restaurants. She wore an exquisite gown of maroon velvet that he had bought for her. Every man glanced in her direction whenever they could; all agreed that her shining, uneven teeth outshone the finest dinnerware that money could buy. Vachs blinked his giant black orbs tenderly towards her.
“Of all the regal affairs of state, my lady,” he said, “I think this evening with you has been the most wonderful duty ever required of my station. You are quite so lovely, my dear, that it makes me wonder what else the outside world has to offer our humble people!”
Rachek laughed brightly, said, “I’m glad to be here, too, Aegis. I’ve had such a time since I’ve been here.”
“The pleasure is Haven’s,” he said. “And mine.”
“Life here is... like a dream! I owe so much to... to him, for bringing me here.”
“To who?”
“To Wodi, of course!” she said, smiling, leaning forward. 
Aegis caught a split-second glimpse of her cleavage, looked upwards, said, “Oh, yes...”
“You’ve gotten the chance to meet him, right?”
“Of course I’ve met him! We’re on very good terms. He’s going places, that one is.” It was then that Aegis remembered who she was talking about.
She leaned back and sighed. “He really is a hero. I never thought I... would ever...”
“But let us not forget to add,” said Vachs, “that to be a hero is a conditional thing, m’lady. Why, one man could seem quite unassuming his whole life. Then, on a day when others require him to rise to the challenge... the little man, timid else-when, could overcome anything!”
“You think?” she said. “Cause I never really saw anythin’ like that where I was from.”
“Times are different in our land, m’lady. Conditions, you see, are quite different. The state requires of its citizens that they, hmm, relax some of the more virile functions that individual members are known to express. From time to time. To give breathing room, as it were, to the rest of us. Do you like the ring?”
She held out her fingers. “I adore it! How it shines!”
“It’s just a little thing,” said Vachs. “A small gift from the people of Haven.”
*              *              *
The phone bleated, over and over. Agmar cursed, rose. He picked up the receiver and held it to his head upside down. He scrunched up his eyes and pushed his ear into the thing. “What?” he yelled. “What? Can’t hear... can’t... what? Who is this? Who? Grad? No, I don’t know a Grad. Sad? Not really, no. Iliad? Haven’t gotten around to reading that one yet. I’m sorry, I can’t hear you... I’m sorry, I can’t hear you! Goodbye! Good! Bye!”
Agmar hung up the thing and sighed from the nuisance of it all. He went back to his room, which was lit by a single yellow smudge of candlelight despite the electric light nearby. He saw the book in the corner. The thing that ate up his time, his energy, his mind. He picked it up. Heavy, with yellow pages full of handwriting, full of footnotes. And the pictures, small, disturbing, shapes of people, shapes of creatures. Alien. He felt the cover with his fingers as he read. Leathery, hard, brittle. No doubt it was made from the skin of a man who had died long ago.
It was the Book of the Red, dropped by an Ugly priest who had lost a finger to a bullet. Wodan had seen him pick the book up but had, thankfully, let the matter drop.
He read aloud, just under his breath. “And if your eye should cause you to sin, pluck it out, throw it into the sand. If a hand should cause you to sin, saw it off, cast it to the wolves. And if another member should cause you to sin, cut it off, tie a stone about it, throw it into a well... for a thing unwanted can be gotten rid of, an unwelcome thing can be made to disappear...”
*              *              *
“I wisht you’d just consider it,” said Walter Kyner. He sat with Wodan on a bench just outside his grocery.
“Goodness, I dunno,” said Wodan. “I mean, I can’t really say I have an alternate plan.”
“See! You’re goin’ to University, but don’t plan on teachin’. See?” He pointed to the grocery, said, “Man’s got to have a plan for how he’s gonna live his life. How to earn his keep. Now, we’re gettin’ fierce competition from Pelmer’s, they get higher volume an’ can afford to charge less. Honestly, business has been bad. But!” And here his wrinkled face shone with life. “Pelmer an’ his wife what run the place, they’re gettin’ old, an’ never had any blood to pass the store on to. They only got a few years left in ’em, really. An’ you’re gonna graduate ’fore you know it. So I’ll set you up as a manager at my place. Run anything you want, I know you can do it. Boy, I’ll be blowed over if you weren’t the best dang worker I ever had...”
Wodan blushed and laughed.
“An’ I know I was hard on you, an’ you might feel sore for it. But I was younger’n you when I had my first store. An’ I’m older’n my own Pa was when he passed on. Son, you work for me in the store, and then when the time comes, an’ the Pelmers are ready to move on, we’ll buy their store. Call it Kyner’s. Call it Wodi’s if you want! But it’ll be yours. An’ you can make an empire from it, if you want, I mean, I know you got big dreams, an’ all...”
Wodan sat in thought.
“Remember how you used to drive that truck fer me? Even ran it off the road a time or two... but you was good at that job, still.”
Something about the whole thing seemed a little farfetched in terms of its mediocrity, and Wodan couldn’t really take it seriously. Tutored by the great Korliss Matri himself, survived the horrors of the wasteland and seen friends die... and then he would move on to manage a grocery store?
“Pelmer’s is a big store,” Walter said, somehow gauging his son’s thoughts.
“Well, listen Pa,” said Wodan. “I’ve got some things to work out today. Gotta get to the bottom of some things. But...” and he looked at his father, smiled a little, said, “I’ll think about it, alright?”
*              *              *
Aegis took me to a luncheon to see a lot of Senators. Boy, it was really something! I thought they’d never get tired of talking to me. And he was just all smiles. There was a leader of some big coal company there, and you should have seen the way he listened to Aegis! I said we should bring my friend Maxil next time, it would be great to hear him say something mean/funny to all those big wigs. But I think Aegis just wanted to be around me.
-from Rachek’s Red Diary
*              *              *
The sky was sharp blue, and a light snow was falling. Wodan walked through the University grounds, his cloak held close. He saw the apartment house ahead, nestled among others. He was very nervous.
He climbed the stairs, picking his way over a legion of empty bottles. He found the door and rapped twice. Darel cracked it open almost immediately. He wore a rough shirt with some band’s name on it, a pair of sandals, hair gelled neatly. He looked cross, and his mouth worked nervously. Wodan entered.
There were even more bottles and more empty wrappers than in the hall. Wodan paid little heed to the filth; he kept papers scattered about his own room. Back when he had a cat, it hid under the papers, tunneling about before a good pounce. Those days were long gone.
“Darel, right?” said Wodan.
The boy nodded, then crossed over to his computer and sat before it. He turned away from Wodan.
“Okay,” said Wodan. “So, what’s up with that list you sent me?”
“I’m going to tell you some things,” said Darel. “Secret things. And I know you’ll keep these things confidential, because we have mutual enemies.”
Wodan had a feeling that the boy had made up the statement hours before and had been practicing it all morning. Wodan could tell he was trying to act tough and confident, like a character from a movie. “Mutual enemies?”
“I’m a member of a group called the Chaos Consortium. What we do, specifically, is none of your concern. But I have been privy to information that does concern you.”
“A group?” said Wodan. “Who’s your leader?”
Darel was visibly thrown off balance, then chuckled harshly. “That would be Michonardo. He’s passed out in the back room. It’s kind of funny... I dared him he couldn’t chug more Cogito Brand than me, and the damn fool staked his claim of leadership on the bet. I let him win, but guess what? My bottle was full of water! He got the spins and just puked all over the shower.”
Wodan laughed, said, “Some leader!”
“Guy’s great, just great,” said Darel. He realized he had strayed from the script. “Anyway... so, I guess you could say I’m the information broker of the group. I’m all over the net. Half the mysterious personalities who’re out there gathering intel and making statements, well, they’re actually me.”
“Is that so?” Wodan smiled.
“Yeah,” said Darel, leaning back. Something like self-assurance filled him.
“So you found something about me? About my exile?”
Darel turned around and navigated through his computer’s programs. “It was a year ago. November the seventeenth... I’ll never forget it. I got real ambitious and hacked into Professor Korliss Matri’s account.” Darel stopped suddenly, then said, “You know he’s real thick with Sevrik Clash, the top Guardian, and Didi, head of the DoS/DoR, right? Thick as thieves? You knew that?”
Wodan held his head back. Does he want me to try to impress him, the way he’s trying to impress me? “I know they cooperated a lot, back in the day.”
“Cooperated? Hell!” Darel forced out a laugh. “Man, those guys ran Haven at one time. If it wasn’t for Matri, there wouldn’t even be such a thing as Party rule. The Senate had to make up a position for “majority leader,” the Senate Voice, just for Aegis Vachs. Believe me, Vachs would’ve been washing bedpans if it weren’t for those guys. And because of all that, the DoS/DoR and the Guardians got more funding than they ever did in all of Haven’s history. And that’s allowing for inflation, too, mind you.”
“Hm. So what happened on the seventeenth of November?”
“Oh. So, I thought about hacking into Clash’s account, but he’s got a Guardian account. And they got protection all their own that is pretty serious. I even tried to hack into Didi’s, but man, if there’s anyone who’s better at comp-tech than me, I think it’s him. So, I hacked into Matri’s account. And I got a ton of old emails he’d sent and received over the years. Not only that, but I was able to use his connections to find emails sent and received by both Didi and Clash!”
“No kidding?” said Wodan, guarded.
“Believe it, man. Korliss Matri was the weak link.”
Darel brought up a massive text document.
“Mind if I have a look?” said Wodan.
“Be my guest,” said Darel. “It might take a while, though. Want a drink? Smoke?”
Wodan shook his head and took Darel’s seat from him.
An overpowering excitement seized Wodan as soon as he saw the document and all the names. It was a massive document, years in the making. Wodan breathed deeply to calm his heart, then plunged into the sea of forbidden data.
*              *              *
Sevrik Clash sat in his office. Photographs of his old units and his family lined the walls. A Main Force general sat with him. He was older than Sevrik and completely bald. Both wore ornamented white suits. Yarek, dressed in black and without decoration, sat to the side. He had said nothing to the general, had barely even acknowledged his presence, for the entire morning. They listened to Sevrik’s computer where Wodan’s voice was rambling on, at length, about the nature of the Ugly.
The general spoke over the recording, said, “Clash. This boy, you know him. He’s trustworthy?”
“I know him,” said Sevrik. “He’s a good boy.”
“You think this is something we should worry about? Some of them did make it over here. They crossed the sea just to get killed by us.”
Sevrik leaned back thoughtfully. “In Haven’s twenty generations,” he said, “we’ve never had to deal with the outside world. To us, the wasteland, which, as far as we know, is the entire outside world, has always been a looming theory. A threat, sure, but still just a theory. The thing is, before someone can invade, they’d have to scout the territory.”
He paused for a moment, then continued. “From what we’ve heard about these Ugly, they seem like a suicidal bunch. Just crazy enough to make moves against a stronger foe. Still, they must be run by people who aren’t suicidal - people who profit from the group’s continued existence - and those leaders aren’t going to blindly throw their followers into a war with as many unknown variables as Haven has for them.”
The general nodded his head. “From what we’ve seen, and from this boy’s account, their technology seems pretty pathetic. I don’t know how they could scout our land without us knowing about it, much less invade.”
Yarek cleared his throat. The general gave a start. “It’s not our advanced tech that’s going to repel them,” he said. The general caught a glimpse of the cruel fire in his eyes, and looked away.
*              *              *
Wodan read. There were old messages from Didi to Aegis Vachs, who was then Senate Voice. Vachs seemed to be Didi’s Senatorial connection, a man he spoke to only to procure funding for the Department of Science and, after it was formed, the Department of Research. The tone of these emails was usually not professional. In many of them Didi seemed half-mad, making sweeping references to grandiose things. At one point Didi mentioned a theoretical virus that could “spread happiness” to all life on earth, then the idea was dropped without further discussion. Didi referenced the creation of some sort of “ultimate weapon.” Vachs often made half-hearted replies, like a bureaucrat covering his ass rather than replying outright to any statements made.
Didi rarely made direct references to anything particular that he was doing. He wrote of his ambition, and Wodan could very nearly track his development from research assistant to junior scientist to scientist to Head of the DoS, then founder and Head of the DoR. He seemed unstoppable, a man completely wrapped up in himself and his wild dreams.
Sevrik’s emails had letterheads with his rank and office clearly displayed, and the text of his emails was always curt. Wodan wondered if he had been promoted so quickly, had even become the Head of Guard itself, simply because he was a man that it was easier to obey than to command. Professor Korliss wrote hundreds of emails to students concerning his diverse studies. These emails tapered when he became Department Head of Humanities, then increased sharply when he gave up the position in order to focus on teaching again, some ten years ago. Wodan realized that many of these emails were over twenty years old, and some of the earliest ones were nearly forty years old, putting the three in their... sixties? Wodan hadn’t realized they were so old. None of them seemed old.
Wodan looked through Vachs’s emails to the three, then found a series of emails he had written to other people. There was nothing at all incriminating. In fact, they were boring to read, and noteworthy only because the man could speak without saying anything. Wodan whizzed through these messages when they came up. Wodan found some emails between Shem Udo and Sevrik; sometimes, Udo seemed barely literate; other times not, and these Wodan assumed a secretary wrote for him. Sevrik treated the man dismissively, confident that Udo could offer him nothing. There were no emails regarding the Jebedians or Rudy Seavers, which seemed odd.
He found references to a Project between Didi, Korliss, and Sevrik, the three men who supposedly once “ran” Haven; according to Darel, that meant that they had funneled a lot of money out of the government. Wodan did word searches and looked up everything he could find about Project. He found nothing but references to the thing, but no clear definitions. Many of the references were simply places or times where they agreed to meet in person; it seemed they usually agreed to meet at Korliss’s home to discuss the thing in person. There was something about an “ultimate weapon” which began some thirty years ago, and went on vaguely like this for several years.
Wodan re-read a lot of the emails from that time. What interested him most was the way they discussed humanity in general, as if the species itself was some project-in-development. Vachs, Udo, or the scientists who wrote to Didi - none of them ever wrote in such terms. They were data in, data out, or just idle chatter.
On the one hand, the three men seemed like giants, men unrivaled in position and scope of thought. On the other hand, they seemed to live shadowy double-lives, doing some things in secret and other things in public to get what they wanted from small men like Aegis Vachs and Shem Udo. Wodan remembered something from the dinner party, something Sevrik had said. Something about some good coming out of Didi’s upcoming trial, because of something they had worked on... Wodan was determined to piece the truth together. Why would a scientist, a mytho-philosopher, and a warrior cooperate on something so secret and so far-reaching that it could affect all of humanity? Finally Wodan stumbled on a message made some twenty years ago, and the strangeness of the thing chilled him. It was addressed to Didi from a man called only Childriss, and in great bold letters it said simply
DIDI I’M GOING TO KILL YOU
Wodan did a word search, but found nothing else about Childriss in the entire record.
“Darel,” he said. “Who’s this man Childriss?”
He heard Darel shift behind him, grunt, then he said, “No clue, man.”
Wodan turned quickly. He saw Darel sitting on a low stool, nursing a beer. He looked incredibly sleepy. There were empty cans around him. “You don’t know about this?” said Wodan, pointing at the large letters.
Darel blinked, squinted, said, “Oh-h-h, that. Yeah, it’s kinda weird. That email account was opened and closed on the same day. S’far as I know, that’s the only email that was ever sent from that address.”
Darel looked at a clock. “We better wrap this up soon,” he said. “You gotta get outta here before Psycho gets home.”
*              *              *
Several Days Ago
“You idiot. You fool. You waste of skin, waste of my time. I can’t believe the depths of your stupidity!”
Luumis Lamsang stood before Nicholas, shoulders drooped, jaw clenched, feeling truly horrified by his inability. Feeling as if he were betraying the simple, true, warm moment that had caused him to turn away from the mass murder he had, only yesterday, committed himself to.
He worked his mouth slowly, trying to apologize.
“I don’t want to hear it, you incompetent idiot!” Nicholas snapped.
Luumis glanced upwards. He saw the man sitting at the desk. He was leaning forward, face scrunched up like melted plastic, eyes blinking rapidly, ears flaming red. The ridiculous purple cap he wore, with its white pom-pom on top, jerked back and forth on Nicholas’s head. The scruffy brute behind him stalked back and forth, arms folded, staring at Luumis. This was the man sworn to protect Nicholas. This man was probably a murderer. Luumis wondered if the man would be ordered to kill him.
“So,” said Nicholas. He tapped the bag on his desk. “We went to all the trouble to find out where all those fat-cats were going to be, we set you up with a bomb small enough to not be noticed but big enough to kill every scumbag in the place, and you say you went a-a-a-all the way out there - and then didn’t do shit?”
“I, uh,” said Luumis. “Uh, I mean, I did go in, at least...”
“You did what?!”
“I snuck in,” said Luumis. “To the dinner party. I just... I wanted to see what they all looked like, what they were doing...”
“Fool! Where’d you hide the bomb while you were partying with those bourgeois devils?”
“I t-took it in with me...”
Nicholas slapped a hand to his forehead. “You incredible retard,” he said quietly. “You were carrying an explosive device strong enough that the very possession of it could get you probably twenty years in prison, and twenty years for every person associated with it - that’s me, dimwit! - and what did you do, but rub elbows with wealthy criminals in a place crawling with security? Why aren’t you dead yet? Why haven’t I killed you?”
Luumis decided, at that moment, that Nicholas was not the Dove. The Dove, by his writing and his acts, had proven himself to be a great man, a man who fought for justice, a man strong enough to commit so-called “crimes” against an evil state. He was a warrior who fought in the name of love. But this guy Nicholas? He was a prick, a mean little soulless asshole who reveled in the fact that he was degrading Luumis. The Dove would instantly see the mark on Luumis’s soul; this dickwad Nicholas was oblivious to the greatness that burned inside Luumis. Even if Nicholas was possibly lucky enough to work for the Dove, Luumis felt sorry that the Dove had to work with such people.
“Tell me, Lumi,” he wailed. “Tell me what I’m supposed to do with someone like you!”
“Gimme another chance,” said Luumis, weakly. He felt like crying.
“And let you get caught with this thing?” he said, glancing at the bag. “Lumi, a kid like you...” he waved his hands in the air in tight little circles. “I know your kind. You kids, you come in here with a lotta big talk about making the world a better place, but when it comes time to blow up a bunch of stuff, you just can’t go through with it. Worse, you’d probably get caught and end up getting me thrown in prison while-”
“Other kids come in here?” said Luumis. He thought that Darel found out about this chapter of the Dove’s revolution only because he was such an extraordinary hacker.
“No, I mean, well, Lumi, that’s just not the point, now, is it? The point is...”
Luumis listened to the man berate him for at least half an hour, maybe longer. Eventually, when it was obvious that Luumis felt so bad that he could not speak, could barely even think, Nicholas threw him a morsel: He would let him activate the bomb at a power plant. “Not the nuclear plant. Not even a big plant, mind you,” said Nicholas. “I’d hate to see you embarrass yourself too much, but this’ll at least get us some air time. Is that alright, big boss man? Think you can handle that?”
Luumis nodded lamely. His legs ached very badly. No one had offered him a chair.
“Get out of here,” said Nicholas. He pushed the bag to the edge of the desk.
Luumis picked it up. It felt heavier than ever. He glanced up at the guard’s eyes. He seemed very strong. Luumis wished that... no, he would show them. He might not look like it, but he was incredibly strong, stronger than any of them. They were just cogs in a machine, no different from the people they despised. But Luumis - he was the Lord of the Hunt.
*              *              *
Today, not so good. Met Aegis’s wife today. Ugh! Then, just when he got rid of her, I met his secretary. Double ugh! Now Aegis isn’t the best looking man in the world, but he’s got a good heart, I think. His secretary was the opposite. He was handsome like one of Haven’s movie stars, but I think he’s some kind of snake on the inside. He looked at me like he just wanted me to disappear!
-from Rachek’s Red Diary
*              *              *
“Alright, old-timer,” said Maxil, “it’s way past time for you to get some sun.”
Agmar looked up from the floor, his eyes bleary. Maxil stood in the hallway, legs apart, every inch of his five-foot frame severely commanding.
“Nuh!” said Agmar, turning back to his book.
“Agmar, you’ve had your face in that book for over a week now. Rachek’s forgotten you exist, I never see you, and Brad says he’s coming back tomorrow and I don’t want him to see you crouching in the corner like some kinda retarded psychopath...”
“I’m busy, boy,” said Agmar, not looking at him.
“Listen, old man.” Maxil entered the room. Agmar glanced at him and saw that his hair had been neatly cut. He wore some sort of suit, very simple, but nice. Maxil stood before him a moment, then sat on the bed nearby. “Agmar, you’re not taking full advantage of all the stuff this place has to offer. If Wodi had talked about half of what’s goin’ on here, I wouldn’t have believed him. You know what I did today?”
Agmar grunted.
“I signed up for classes at their University. I’ve sat in on a bunch of classes, and the city’s gonna pay for this stuff for a whole year for me. Agmar, you wouldn’t believe what they’re teaching! Stuff that makes the Smiths look like idiots, man! I signed up for classes on introductory calculus. I bet you don’t even know what that is, old-timer! Also I signed up for, uh, “Literature From the Sixteenth Generation,” which is like... oh man, I don’t even know where to begin. Just stories like you wouldn’t believe!”
Agmar turned a yellowed page. Maxil saw a small caricature of a bent-over figure with hollow eyes in the corner of the page.
“You know it’s snowing outside? But the sun is shining so bright, and the clouds... come on, Ag, let’s go see it! We’ll head to a market and...”
“In a minute,” Agmar said quietly.
“Brad says Wodi’s up and about. Remember, he was sick? Well, I got his address, so we can go... are you even listening?”
“Mn,” said Agmar. “Saw him already.”
“When?”
“Uhhhh...”
“Don’t know, do you? You don’t know anything but that book anymore, do you? You’re actin’ like some kind of primitive who’s never seen a printed page before! What is this crap, anyway?”
Maxil bent over and grabbed Agmar’s shoulder. Agmar pushed the boy away, said, “Primitive?! Not me, boy, I’m not the one who’s deluded! I’m not the one who’s being used! Them, boy - they’re the ones in the dark!”
“Them, who?”
“Them!” said Agmar, pointing all around. “These people, their silly beliefs... Max, boy, listen, they’re no different from the so-called primitives in the outside world! N-no different! They’re beliefs... my God, man... it’s set up in just such a way, it’s a... a work of genius... an evil so old, so all-encompassing... no way out...”
Maxil shook his head, wide-eyed. “Man, what are you talking about?”
“Just leave me alone, Maxil, just leave me alone...”
*              *              *
“Psycho?” said Wodan. “Who’s that?”
“Oh, just this guy in our group,” said Darel. “Name’s Luumis.”
“Luumis Lamsang?”
“You know him?”
“I had classes with him. We met the other night. He’s a little weird, but not...”
“Oh, man,” said Darel. “You better believe the guy’s a real nutball. A total nutcase. A real ticking time-bomb.”
“Darel,” said Wodan, “it’s time you told me about the list of names you sent me. I thought the list was going to be in the emails. It’s not.”
“No...” said Darel, finishing off another beer. “No, it’s not.” He went to a drawer and sifted through its contents. “That list... it only exists in hard-copy.”
“Let me see it,” said Wodan. His heart began to thunder in his chest.
Darel handed him a piece of paper covered in a pale stain. In a strange handwriting, both flowery and spidery, Wodan read:
List of People who have to Die
Peter Remus
Mercule Hermann
Iduna Deira
. . . Salem Jules
. . . Marlon Ziello
. . . Luumis Lamsang
Saul Hargis
“This is ridiculous,” said Wodan, pushing the thing away, ignoring a thousand alarms screaming in his head.
“You should probably leave before Luumis comes back,” said Darel.
“Why should I care if he sees me here?” said Wodan, burning inside.
“Cause you, like, took his place, man. He might be mad...”
“Took his place? Everyone on this list is dead, and he would be, too, if I hadn’t... but Darel, this thing is ridiculous! What the hell is this?! ‘List of people who have to die’... what the hell is that?!”
Darel shrugged and took the paper from Wodan, holding it carefully.
“Darel! Tell me now, be honest, did you make this crazy thing up? Did Luumis?”
“I didn’t, I can promise you that.”
Something was flaring in Wodan, some instinct - he was missing something.
He tried to get his mind back on track, and said, “Darel, you can tell me if… did you… I mean, this note, it’s okay if you-”
“I didn’t make it up, man, I promise!”
“Who did?”
“I don’t know!”
“Where’d you get it, then?” said Wodan. “How’d you come by this ridiculous thing?”
“Luumis found it,” said Darel.
Wodan took the paper from him again and studied it. He was missing something.
“Where’d Luumis come by it?” said Wodan, quietly, stabbing his eyes into the thing.
“Wouldn’t tell me,” said Darel. “He wouldn’t say. But after he found that thing, he got pretty paranoid. He used to spend a lotta time away from here, who knows where. He went hiking like a month ago. Really, I think he was just hiding from whoever made this list.”
“Went hiking,” said Wodan, full of darkness. “Around the same time I went hiking. Around the same area, I bet.”
“West woods?” said Darel.
Wodan nodded slowly.
“Shit, man... you know, you kinda look like Lumi.”
“I need to talk to him,” said Wodan, looking up from the paper. Something about it was still tugging at his mind, a detail calling for attention.
“I dunno man, Lumi might get pissed I showed it to you.”
“Who cares if he gets pissed? If this thing is real, then he owes me. He owes me big.”
“And if it’s fake?”
“No harm, no foul,” said Wodan, gritting his teeth.
“Alright, whatever,” said Darel. “If he’s gonna get home, it’ll be soon.” He led Wodan to the main room. The two sat across from each other on beaten-up couches. They looked at one another, then looked away. Minutes stretched by. It was already later than Wodan liked. It soon grew dark outside. Snow piled up in the windowsills. Darel put on a record, some kind of stoner music that droned on. Half an hour crawled by. Darel drank part of another beer, then laid his head back and snored lightly. Wodan rested his eyes. An hour, an hour and a half. It didn’t seem Luumis would be back anytime soon. The energy Wodan had drawn from the strange situation left him in stages until he could no longer easily remember what he was doing there. He heard a guttural moan from the back room, then a yawn. He heard someone stirring. Unwilling to explain the situation to a new face, especially one with some kind of weird “authority,” Wodan rose and left the apartment.
*              *              *
The sun was setting as Luumis approached 312 Housing. Depression and rage wrestled in Luumis’s heart. He had half a plan to give Nicholas the finger, set the bomb, and run like hell. Blow all those bastards up...
He had gone to the power plant earlier in the day. He had asked someone about a job so he could scout out the place on the sly. A foreman told him they weren’t hiring, and Luumis had thought, I’ll show you who’s hiring and who’s not, clutching the bag at his side. Then he’d made the mistake of talking to someone on his lunch break. The guy had seemed alright enough. Some of his friends had joined them, and they all ended up talking. About sports, family troubles, then someone mentioned a new movie... after that, there was no way Luumis could set the bomb. Just no way.
The memories raced through his mind as he walked through the third floor hallway of 312 Housing. He saw no one. The place was completely silent. He knocked, waited, then went into Nicholas’s room. The place was dark and empty. He flicked on a light. He saw tape on the floor arranged in the patterns of bodies. Red stains on the floor and walls.
“Now what in the hell?” said Luumis.
He went back into the hallway. More taped impressions of dead men. He went into the next room and saw more of the same. He went to the stairwell and noticed a limp, torn yellow tape trailing to the floor which read, “DO NOT CROSS DO NOT CROSS DO NOT-”
Luumis realized that they were all dead. They had probably been killed by the Dove and his men, for being jackasses. He felt a great weight rise up from his heart, felt joy contort his face strangely. He jogged lightly down the stairs. He headed for a subway station. The bag at his side felt nearly weightless.
*              *              *
“Now you’ve got an excuse to get out of the house,” said Maxil.
“Wait... what?” said Agmar, looking up from the book. He realized then that Maxil had been talking for a while.
“Some guys are here to spray for rats,” said Maxil. “Reference what I was saying two seconds ago for further details.”
“Why would... what are they spraying on the rats?”
“Agmar!” said Maxil. “It’s something Havenders do, apparently. Some government types are here, and they say everyone in Haven has this crap done. Dudes come in, spray some kind of poison around the corners or whatever, and rats end up getting in it and die eventually. You weren’t listening at all, were you?”
“Well, kind of...”
“So we have to stay out of the house for a couple of hours while they spray, which gives us an excuse to see the snow outside. Cool?”
“Not really,” said Agmar, rising slowly and taking the Book of the Red with him.
*              *              *
Wodan took a train to his parents’ home, his own childhood home. He did it before he realized what he was doing. He could not get the absurd list out of his mind. Something about it hammered at his mind, insistent. He could have switched trains and returned to his lonely apartment, but he was so exhausted and frustrated that he decided seeing his parents was the only thing that could help. He could not remember any episodes that showed Girardo running to cry to his parents, but he was too beaten down to care.
His parents were not at home. All was dark. He heard his cat Tomkins meowing, padding toward him. His mother had brought him here after Wodan’s disappearance. Wodan knelt and petted him in the dark. Tomkins brushed his legs, mewling softly. Wodan left to see if his parents were at the grocery. He felt that he needed them badly right now. Just to see his father, to hear his mother’s voice...
*              *              *
Luumis sat on the train and refused to move as he passed up the stop for the University grounds. His unease only grew as he drew closer to the mockery called “home.” There was no way he could listen to Michonardo wax philosophical as he grew more and more drunk and forgot the basic rudiments of language, or listen to Darel brag about his technical knowledge using terminology that was way over his head. He felt better as the train sped north. The train took a sweeping curve under the mountains around the northern laborer’s section. Finally Luumis grew tired of sitting and got out at a random stop.
*              *              *
Wodan walked the wide halls of stone, looking at the shops. Some were still busy, and wouldn’t close for another hour or so. He planned to see his parents, hang out at the store for a minute, then leave with them and stay with them for the night. He saw Kyner’s just ahead. Even from this distance, he thought he could hear his father’s high-pitched, raucous voice. He felt warm and smiled.
*              *              *
 
Luumis stalked around the laborer’s area. He looked at the bright stores and their gaudy wares. He saw the workers just whoring away, saw people walking around, staring ahead. What were they thinking? Anything? Were they capable of thought? Something light and airy bubbled up in Luumis. It mixed with the dull burn that always accompanied him, that gnawing feeling. He used to call it anger, then stopped calling it anything once it had settled in and he’d gotten comfortable with it.
He started to laugh at the people. Only a few gave him curious looks. Others just kept milling around, clogging up the streets. He passed by a window and saw his reflection. So short, wiry - ugly! He glared at it. He decided not to look at anyone after that. Everybody was ugly, and he was sick of it. Sick of it all.
He saw a store up ahead. He saw some inbred laborers milling about. On a whim, he went inside.
*              *              *
Wodan went in and saw his father immediately. They hugged quickly, and Wodan smelled sweat on his father’s shoulders and neck.
“Come to take over, boy?” said Walter, laughing lightly.
“Thought I’d hang out a bit,” said Wodan, smiling. “Where’s Mama?”
“She went by Pelmer’s next door, just chattin’ them up. I’ll be done in a little, Wodi. I’ll let th’others worry about the closin’ stuff.”
“Okay! I’ll just kick around some.” The two parted and Wodan browsed around. He saw diapers, cereal... peanut butter... really, the idea of taking over the store didn’t seem so ridiculous. After what he’d seen today, maybe taking over a grocery store made more sense than anything else. Wodan entered the backroom, where things were gray, without decoration, and sat down on one of the cardboard boxes. He leaned back and closed his eyes.
*              *              *
Luumis ran from the store high on adrenaline. He flew by the people, legs pumping. Air whipped at his face. Effortless, effortless, and fear mixed with it all, it was a supercharged high, never felt anything like this, never before-
His hands pumped up and down, back and forth, empty. The weight of the terrible death-bag was gone.
*              *              *
“Lock yourself away in a secret place,” Agmar read aloud. “Pray your desire to God. Reveal your wishes to the Him. God and God alone can judge the sincerity of your wish; God alone can make it reality.
“For to be able to make a prayer come true is to be God. To transform a wish into reality is to be God. Your hands prevent action. Your eyes blind you to truth. Only God can make evil disappear; only God can replace evil with righteousness.”
Agmar and Maxil sat on a park bench. Snow collected on granite columns and on their gray cloaks. Maxil looked away from his friend.
“A prayer is a set of words,” said Maxil. “You can’t affect reality by words alone.”
Agmar grunted.
“And it’s moral laziness to just wish something bad away,” said Maxil.
“That’s not true,” said Agmar. “Just listen to this part.”
*              *              *
Wodan heard his father’s muffled shout, something like, “Hey you! What’s the idea?” He rose, thinking his father might need some help. He exited the back room and made his way down an aisle - then there was a terrific concussive force, shelves and colored boxes leaped in a wash of violence, then silence, eyes shaking in his head, a wrenching pain, then darkness.
 



Chapter Eight
Red Book
 
Days Ago.
Aegis Vachs took Rachek to the Memory House. Six Office Guardians, unarmored Third Force soldiers trained to protect the Prime Minister at all costs and answerable only to Shem Udo, walked with them. Rachek was amazed at the grand statues, most of them at least five hundred years old, which showed the Founding Fathers, regal men in rustic wear with their hair tied back. She saw murals of the delving of the Department of Science, of the hunt of the wolves and, finally, the great slaughter of the pigs and salvation of their children. Journalists and cameramen hovered around them, listened to Rachek speak of outland ancestor worship, and laughed politely. Vachs spoke as if he had prepared speeches. But Rachek noted that he often laid his giant black orbs on her, and she knew that his time with her was more than just a photo-op.
Night fell and Aegis took Rachek to the upper floors, to his own Ministerial office, and onto the balcony. They looked at the stars. Haven was the only city in the world where the stars shone sharp and clear at night, just like in the wasteland.
Her eyes to the stars, Rachek felt her heart swell, full to the brim with love for this land and then set overflowing with the events of the day. Aegis placed his hand lightly on hers and turned his face to her. Stars reflected in the giant eyes of the most powerful man in Haven, twinkling promises from the dark emptiness.
He led her back into his office. The lights were dim, the red carpet dulled to crimson, warm, like some coagulating passion hardened to a scab of lust. Aegis led her to a couch.
“Hundreds of great men have parked their behinds here,” he said, nodding to it. Just as she glanced at it, he leaned forward, darted his hands out and laid them on her waist. He kissed the side of her face awkwardly. Before she had the chance to give in and go along with it, he stuck his tongue in her mouth and wiggled it around. Her dress was form-fitting silk and his hands pushed around her plump waist, then down to her butt, his hands two bony mice hungry for the trap.
He pushed her down onto the couch and straddled her. With a few practiced movements he yanked off his tie, jacket, and shirt. He looked her in the face, fully prepared to tell her with one Executive Glare just what was going to happen to her. He was shocked to the core to see her staring back, eyes wide, mouth spread in a feral grin. He was more used to mouths hung open, slack, eyes closed and eyebrows turned down in sensual resignation. But this one - her skin glowed like molten bronze, her earth-brown hair fell loose like nature unfolding. He paused, unsure of the script. Suddenly she slapped his sides, grabbed a handful of meat on each end, pulled herself up and licked the loose folds of skin around his wrinkled torso.
He pushed her dress down around her midsection and felt her breasts near his crotch. He thought of all the degrading acts he had done to others before, even on this very couch, but could think of no real way to get back on the script - then she pushed him roughly and unzipped her dress with intimidating ease. She was not at all like the skinny girls he’d wowed and powed with his Executive Power. She was plump - borderline fat! - and the meat on her brown thighs shook as she wrestled with him and jerked his pants down around his ankles.
As she turned and leaned over the side of the couch, she grabbed his wrist and pulled him onto her.
“Come on, come on!” she growled, and he slid into her from behind.
“Uh!” stammered Aegis. “U-u-uh!”
Not moving to her liking, she arched her back, held his sides, then pulled and grinded into him. Her hair shook and her ass bounced wildly as she forced him into her, over and over, so hard that his glasses ratcheted up and down, smacking him in the face before they flopped off entirely, exposing his beady eyes scrunched up in ecstatic confusion.
She would not slow down, only sped up and even began growling like an animal. He felt himself losing control, about to blow. “P-perhaps we sh-should try... uh!... a more... hef!... a position less... ah!”
“Shut up!” she screamed.
He cried out, burst inside her, then pushed both his hands against her ass in order to break free. He flopped backwards, gasping for air. He saw her curl into a ball, one hand between her legs working fiercely. Soon she twitched, bit into the couch, slowed her hand, and her breath came in long, deep groans.
*              *              *
Wodan woke and found himself stumbling about in a dark world. He approached a light ahead. He stumbled over a shelf, caught his foot, tripped. Something white on the ground, a liquid spreading around his hand. There was no sound. He choked and coughed painfully, ribs burning, too much dust in the air. Nutrimilk cartons broken all around him, pouring out. Saw a man walk by him, staring ahead, blood running down both nostrils. Wodan stood up, felt dizzy, then sat down in the milk.
He dimly made out the sound of voices, some kind of alarm.
He remembered a grenade going off in the wasteland... remembered being on a mountainside, hiding in a crevice while grenades went off below. Where was he? Were the Ugly here? He tried to piece it all together. This was worse than any grenade... an explosion, that was what had happened. He was in his father’s grocery store. An explosion!
He focused and saw that the light was coming from the stone hall outside. The store seemed to be in ruins, food and boxes everywhere, shelves lying flat or tilted over on one another. Cracks in the far wall. Wodan remembered his father, then pushed himself up. Felt nausea and terrible dizziness. Forced himself to walk, kept veering to the right, legs refusing to obey.
He went into the brightly-lit stone hall. People were running about, eyes wide, gathering somewhere. Wodan saw his father sitting on the ground, dazed, his comb-over hanging over the side of his head. Someone stood over him, a hand on his shoulder. Wodan tried to run, then collapsed onto his knees before his father.
Walter turned to him slowly, said, “Wodi? What you doin’ here?”
He seemed to be speaking through layers of gauze. “WHAT?” shouted Wodan.
“You stopped by to visit,” said Walter, nodding. “Someone was trying to steal something... I yelled at him... then...”
Wodan leaned forward, touched his father, yelled, “ARE YOU OKAY?”
Walter nodded dumbly.
“WHY WOULD SOMEONE BLOW UP OUR STORE?”
The other man spoke to Wodan. Walter pointed. Wodan turned and looked.
He saw a long column of devastation. Kyner’s had suffered little compared to other shops. The epicenter of the blast was a great mass of fallen granite, purple and gray, a giant corpse. People climbed atop the rubble, shouting.
“Pelmer’s,” said Walter. Wodan could hear him, but also a great ringing was building in his head. “Somebody went an’ blew up Pelmer’s.” His eyes went wide. “Wodi! Wodi! Your mother was in Pelmer’s!”
Wodan remembered in a flash. He leaped to his feet, his movements sure. He ran by rows of blackened stores, each filled with dark, drifting mist, dull movement inside. Saw the rubble ahead, saw that the weight of the entire earth had crashed through the vacuum where Pelmer’s had been. Nothing could survive that. Not a blast like that. Not a cave-in like that. No survival possible.
Wodan jumped onto a great block, then leaped from it onto the loose rubble. Horrible aching, the knowledge too terrible, eyes clouding, he lifted rocks, threw them to the side, then someone shouted near him because he was nearly hit. Wodan bent, dug his hands into a huge stone, channeled the unnameable horror grinding in his chest, lifted the thing, threw it to the side, and heard it crack below him. He heard someone at his side shouting, “YOU! YOU! YOU!” and when the man grabbed his shoulder roughly, Wodan pushed him without looking at him and heard the man tumble down below.
Wodan glanced to the side and saw an entire hill of rubble above him. He was only on the periphery. There was no way he could clear it out, not even a fraction of it.
He realized a siren had been going off near him. Strong hands grabbed him from behind and threw him. His shoulder and back hit the ground, hard, but he spun and was immediately on his feet; he felt nothing except for the horror of the unnameable thought. He saw Guardians moving on top of the rubble, and saw the flashing lights of their cruisers. He glared at the one who had thrown him. The man Wodan had pushed earlier shouted at the Guardian, “That’s him! That’s the boy who set the bomb! I saw him! He was running, others saw him, that’s him!”
The Guardian was on him and, without thinking, Wodan pushed at him. The Guardian was twice his size, but stumbled back and nearly fell. Wodan ran to the rubble, then felt his foot catch as a gloved hand grasped it. He fell. The Guardian climbed on top of him, cold armor biting into his back, strong hands holding his arms, a knee digging into his back, the weight crushing his spine. Wodan screamed in pure frustration, a terrible ache that promised to shatter his own ribs.
“Son of a bitch!” he heard the Guardian growl. “Psycho’s gotta come back to the scene, huh? Gotta see what you done, huh? Son of a bitch, I swear!”
“Get offa him!” said a woman’s voice, firm and commanding.
“He’s resisting arrest, ma’am!” said the Guardian. “Get back!”
“My son did no such thing!” hissed the voice.
Wodan yanked his head around, saw his mother, her face drenched in blood, hair slick and black. “Mama!” he screamed, wriggling with new intensity. As the Guardian gripped his hair, he yanked his head free and smacked it into the ground.
“Well now ma’am!” yelled the Guardian, struggling.
“My boy was helping clear the rubble just a second ago, didn’t you see any of that? And what have you done to help, except get in the way?” Wodan had never heard her voice filled with such fury.
“Suspects... I have to… detainment...” stammered the Guardian.
A Guardian standing in the rubble, stripped down to his waist, called down to them, said, “The fuck you doing down there?” Other Guardians had already formed a line and were passing rubble down to one another.
“Uh, had a suspect... I mean...” said the first Guardian.
“Fucking get over here and help out!” shouted the commanding Guardian.
The first Guardian rose and hopped away from Wodan.
Before Wodan could rise, his mother embraced him. They were both sobbing uncontrollably, the blood on her face sticking to his cheek. How horrible it was to know that she could have been taken from him so easily, and like a dream to have her given back to him. 
*              *              *
Wodan went home with his father while his mother went to the hospital. She had already left Pelmer’s and was far from the blast, but a piece of stone had struck her in the head. She was treating others less injured than she was long before any Guardians or medics arrived. Not only that, but she had seen the skinny, brown-haired boy who had run from Pelmer’s just
before the blast. Many had seen him and were being questioned at the blast site and at the hospital. The same boy had been seen at the nearest train station, cackling madly. A picture from compiled testimony was being drawn up.
Wodan collapsed in his bed. He listened to his father moving about in the next room. There were wild thoughts with little to focus on. He looked at the clock. It was past midnight; his birthday. He fell asleep with Tomkins sitting on his chest, kneading his heart.
*              *              *
Sevrik stood outside Didi’s mansion, sun pink on the horizon, white cloak whipping about in the wind and snow. Yarek stood at his side, heavy black cloak hanging limp, hood drawn. His eyes pierced the two shorter Guardians standing at the door.
Sevrik stepped forward, said, “I, Sevrik Clash, Head of Guard, formally present myself to visit Didi under house arrest.”
One Guardian coughed slightly, said, “Sir, uh... you were not, uh... selected. That is, uh, to visit... the detainee...”
“Quite an awkward situation,” said Sevrik, “to deny your superior.”
Yarek stepped forward. The two Guardians shrank within themselves.
“Don’t worry,” said Sevrik, pushing out a great smile. “I’m not going to compromise your duties!”
The two Guardians laughed politely, loud and awkward.
Sevrik turned away from them. His smile melted immediately, face molded in frustration. “Come to the DoR with me, son,” he said. “If you want.” He walked on.
Yarek stood before the two Guardians, huge and immobile, glaring darkly.
*              *              *
Seven Months Ago
“So if we compare the stories of Agamemno with Machina, what comes out?” Professor Korliss Matri walked among the students, throwing his eyes about. “What jumps out immediately?”
Saul Hargis cleared his throat, said, “In Machina, the writer was obsessed with showing cause and effect. All the variations on the Agamemno story are about subverting that, about making a wish and having it come true.” Saul leaned back and scratched his chin thoughtfully. A young black-headed girl across the room tingled with delight to hear his voice.
“True,” said Professor Matri. “But you could’ve gotten that just by knowing the title of this course. Did you even do the reading?”
“Of course!”
Laughter.
“Okay, that’s all true. But what about the protagonists, the results they got. Did the hero of Machina really accomplish anything?”
Silence.
Saul spoke up again. “At least Agamemno got the girl. For a while. And he defeated his rival, too. The hero of Machina was constrained by his own understanding of cause-and-effect. He had to act in a realistic manner, because he knew there was only so much that one man could do. In terms of working in reality.”
Luumis Lamsang stabbed Saul with his eyes, then stared at the black-haired girl. How in the world to get her mind off that know-it-all...?
“Constrained by reality,” said Professor Matri. “ ‘Nature, to be commanded, must be obeyed.’ ”
“Yeah,” said Saul, nodding. “But Agamemno, in cheating reality, in having his wish fulfilled, paid a price, lost the girl, lost himself, lost everything. Guess nature has a way of balancing itself out.”
“But what does that have to say about the role of a hero? How does he know when he can and can’t hero-it-up?”
He always did this, Luumis thought, shaking his head. He always ran his mouth and the class just ended up being between those two. And the dumb bitch right beside him couldn’t get enough of it!
Blood pounded in him and, before he could stop himself, Luumis said, “But at least Agamemno did something - did something great. He didn’t just wander around worryin’ that if he touched somethin’, it might go wrong ten steps down the road. He did something.”
There was a terrible silence. Luumis could see that the girl beside him was annoyed.
“Isn’t that like the superman? Like what you told us?” said Luumis, quietly.
*              *              *
By the time Wodan woke up the next day, the first day of his twenty-first year, Luumis Lamsang was the only subject of the news. He’d been identified by numerous eyewitnesses in the laborer’s sector and on the train, and his train ticket had been bought with a student account card. Questioning of roommates revealed that he was absent that night and that he had been fascinated with terrorism. Sifting through fingerprints at the train station matched those in his room. There were stories about his upbringing, an unknown father, a mother who died of Neural Carbon Accretion, a disease that drove its victim mad before it killed them. Questioning of distant relatives gave a snapshot of a withdrawn childhood, unhappy times spent in school, and even a possible use of violent video games. The death toll was already in the high teens, and it was believed that there were more victims deep in the rubble. The boy was now a fugitive.
Wodan threw his black cloak about his shoulders and trudged through the snow to the Guardian training grounds.
Rudy Seaver. Cyrus Jebediah. Seven exiles.
He clutched his mother’s audio recorder in his pocket. Just like Girardo, Mama, he thought as he entered a visitor’s welcome center.
Guardians in white suits tickled keyboards and chatted on telephones. A man at a desk near the entrance nodded at Wodan, said, “Welcome. What can I do f’you?”
“I need to make an appointment with Sevrik Clash,” said Wodan, standing before the desk. The man’s demeanor shifted immediately. He grunted a noncommittal note.
“It’s very important that I speak with him,” said Wodan.
“Why’s that?” said the Guardian secretary, his tone flat.
“I need to ask him some questions.”
“Well, believe it or not, the Head of Guard is a fairly busy man.”
“I’m Wodan Kyner, the exile. Sevrik killed men to save me.”
“Yeah, well, that might be true, but it doesn’t mean...”
“Can I at least make an appointment?”
“Suuuuure...” said the Guardian secretary. He began writing on a piece of paper. Wodan waited. More scribbling. Wodan turned his head slightly and looked at the paper. He could just barely make out a W, the word Clash nearly given up halfway through, a question mark, then a series of loopy X’s. Wodan glanced at the man, who moved to cover the paper. Wodan turned suddenly and left the visitor’s center, grinding his teeth.
*              *              *
Today, Aegis went crazy. He told me he loved me, but when I didn’t say anything, he got on his knees and begged me to love him forever. I didn’t know what to do. He kept going on about showing his real self to me. He kept saying he could do things for me, that he could make any problem disappear. It was really scary. I think it was a mistake to go as far as I did with him. What am I supposed to do about this?
- from Rachek’s Red Diary
*              *              *
Sevrik stalked through the stone halls of the Department of Science. Scientists and junior scientists turned away when they saw him or avoided him entirely. He went down deep and, on a whim, stopped by the Makers of Mothers. The hallway was darkened, with stone walls of dark gray. The scientists wore black and had strange darkvision glasses that covered much of their faces. These were trusted men who held in their hands the future, the unborn. These men cast their face toward Sevrik, their jaws tightened, their eyes unreadable. Sevrik understood why they treated him this way; the fact that Didi had done the unthinkable, had possibly tampered with an unborn, did not override the fact that Sevrik had arrested one of their own, a leader that they respected and admired.
There was talk among politicians and among high-ranking Guardians about disbanding the Makers entirely. Pharaoh’s Curse, the disease passed from mother to child that killed the young shortly after birth, and which had nearly crippled the first few generations of Havenders, had itself most likely been wiped out. It could not pass to a child if it spent the first few weeks of life outside of its mother and within the safety of the mechanical wombs kept by the Makers. No evidence of the disease had been found within the past few generations; it may have gone the way of the wolf and the pig. In light of Didi’s arrest over an act of biological blasphemy, the Makers might be forced into extinction as well.
Sevrik stopped by the door to Didi’s old quarters. He thought about saying the pass phrase to enter, but felt ridiculous for thinking of it. He knew many of the computers that had been inside were now with Didi, imprisoned in his home. Even the Killswitch, the tool that they would use to destroy the god they created should it become a monster, had been moved. There was no reason to go inside.
Sevrik walked to a room marked Demonology. He entered. The room was dark, save for a large cylindrical vat lit with green lights. Several scientists pretended to ignore him.
Sevrik approached the vat. Inside floated the remains of a flesh demon. It was stretched out, incredibly tall, a gray mockery of the shape of a man. Its legs were squat and crooked, with long hooked toes. Its arms were long, as was its torso. Not much remained of the torso; it had been blown to pieces by the bandits it crossed the sea with. There had been some sort of betrayal. The creature had no reproductive organs; it was a mule like any other demon they’d ever studied. The eyes of the thing were dull and yellow, and its mouth was tiny. Membranes like gills stretched from the corners of its eyes down to the base of its fat cheeks, some sort of powerful olfactory sense. A hound dog. A scout.
Sevrik had never liked that they brought the thing here. In his youth he had flown with Guardians and scientists into the wasteland to kill and study demons. The things were known to communicate with one another, somehow, over long distances. It might not be safe to keep the thing here. Sevrik decided that his Reavers might have to take the thing away themselves, burn it in a ship and cast the ashes into the sea. But it was probably too late for that to do any good.
Your trial is coming soon, old friend. Investigators have already combed through the Maker files; combined with what I’ve told them, I assume they have enough to put you away forever. You have a choice to make. You must explain the facts exactly as they are. You must make them acceptable to the people of Haven. Either that, or go down, and possibly take me down with you. Haven’s lines of defense would be weakened in a way that no lawyer hungry to make a name for himself could ever understand.
Sevrik thought of Didi implicating him in an act of revenge. If there was enough to implicate Sevrik in a crime of “biological treason,” would Yarek have what it takes to either kill or disqualify the power-hungry but incompetent Shem Udo and take control of the Guardians – all of the Guardians - during a time of crisis?
I’m not afraid of this band of savages called the Ugly. Their fanaticism makes them dangerous, but ultimately they are no threat to our land. Still, they brought a demon with them. If one of them knows us, chances are good that more do, too. We may find ourselves under assault by the devil himself.
Didi, I had no time to explain to you why I did what I did. The world is changing. A line was drawn long ago, and now that line has been crossed. If the devils of the wasteland come in force, then only a god of flesh backed by warriors loyal to him has any hope of stopping them. I wonder, Didi, if you have the strength of will to make the people of Haven understand that terrible, ultimate truth.
*              *              *
Yesterday Afternoon
The sun rode high and bright and Luumis sat with a group of uniformed laborers eating their lunch.
“So, three slangers go into a bar,” said one.
“Go into one?” said another. “When do them sumbitches ever leave a bar?” They laughed, and he said, “You already tol’ that one, anyway, ’bout the twelve-inch pianist.”
“I never heard it!” said a third.
“I got another!” said the first laborer. “So this kezar kid goes up to his dad-”
“They’s tight with their money!” said another.
“Yeah, I know, I’m tellin’ this joke... anyway, kid goes up to his dad, says, ‘Dad,’ he says, ‘Dad, can I have five dollars?’ Dad says, ‘Four dollars? Whadda ya need three dollars for?’ ”
There was an uproar of laughter from them all. Luumis’s face broke into a pained smile. He glanced at the leather bag.
One of the laborers turned to him, said, “Hell, kid, you don’t want this job, any-who. Sucks a mean one, it does.”
Luumis looked down, blushing.
“You go to school, right? What’cha gonna be?”
“I take, uh,” said Luumis, “I got a lot of classes in mytho-philosophy...”
“Wassat?”
“It’s like... we like, study different stories, sorta. I dunno.”
“Stories? Like writing,” he said knowingly. Others nodded. “Gonna be a writer?”
“I’m not very good at writing,” said Luumis. “I dunno.”
“Hell, go inta journalism,” said another. “None of them can write, anyway! Nothin’ truthful, no how!”
Laughter from some, and even Luumis chuckled.
“There’s money in that, though,” said the joke-telling laborer. “You stay outta here, stay in school, believe me.”
Another laborer, older than the others, jogged up to them. “Cut th’chatter!” he yelped. “Guys, ya’ll’re never gonna believe the shit happened to me last shift.”
“Here we go!” said one no older than Luumis.
“Okay, so I worked night shift last night, right? Pullin’ a double. Not gonna believe what I saw...”
“Prob’ly seein’ double!” said one, tilting his hand back in drinking motion.
“This ain’t funny, now! Okay, but I saw this dog... well, I thought it was a dog. Walkin’ on all fours, it was. Now this was out by the bins, round back, right? It was just sniffin’ around. So I toss a rock at it, cause, why not?, right?, an’ I yell git! Now this thing turns to me... and I shit ya’ll not, it’s got two damned horns! It opens its mouth...”
“Yeah, right.”
“... and its got a row o’ fangs like some kinda monster! And its eyes were all yellowed up, like a cat’s. It bounded away, just as graceful as y’please. I ran like hell.”
“You was ti-i-i-ired or somethin’, man!”
“Hell, son, tired don’t make you hallucinate! I tell you I saw some kinda monster snoopin’ around the plant, and I ain’t lyin’!”
Many of the men laughed, though some among them knew the old one well enough to know he wouldn’t cry devil. But he did drink, and the end-of-break bell rang, and so they filed the story away in their minds. Luumis shook hands with them, said it was good to meet them, and he even meant it somewhat, then he left that place to go see Nicholas.
*              *              *
Wodan entered a Guardian bar. He saw wood paneling, televisions playing sports or news, and hundreds of photographs of noteworthy soldiers. Some Guardians played video games in the back, while some others, half-armored or wearing rough white suits, sat at the bar laughing loudly. Wodan sat at the bar some distance from them.
The bartender approached, said, “ID, man.”
“Can I just get a nutrimilk?” said Wodan.
The bartender raised an eyebrow, then poured a glass. It was then that Wodan remembered he was now old enough to drink. He considered having one; the way his silly investigation was going, it probably wouldn’t hurt.
He sipped at the milk and considered the past few hours. He had found out that Third Force kept some sort of administrative building at this very camp. He had tried to get an interview with Secundus Shem Udo, for he had seen the man at the Jebedian compound shouting orders. The secretary had been an even bigger prick than the one before, and had stated outright that Udo would not care to spend time with some kid who had nothing to do with the chain of command. Wodan had been halfway relieved, too, for Udo had seemed like a lout at the dinner party. But as soon as he left the administrative building, he felt defeated. To think that he’d even been planning on “interrogating” the Prime Minister today, too. What nonsense!
“You know,” a Guardian said loudly, and Wodan knew he was speaking to him. “You know the DoS takes a piss in every gallon of nutrimilk, right?”
Several at the bar laughed, and Wodan felt his ears burn.
Wodan decided to play along. “I don’t know about piss,” he said, “but there are some subtle fecal notes in this batch, I think.” Seeing that he was game, several nodded at him as they laughed.
“I know you!” said a female voice. One of the Guardians broke from the group and approached him.
It was Mevrik Clash, Sevrik’s daughter, Yarek’s sister. Short, rounded, black hair flattened from her helmet, eyes lit with drink and good times. She wore form-fitting white linens, the stuff Guardians wore under their armor. The winged insignia of a pilot shone on her breast. A handgun bounced at her wide hips.
“Lady Clash!” he said, smiling broadly. “I’m Wodan, if you don’t remember...”
“I remember,” she said, smiling. Her teeth looked like fangs. “Dad is always talking about you.”
“Does he?” said Wodan, crinkling his eyebrows with suspicion.
She pulled up a nearby stool, plopped down heavily, and said, “So what brings you here?”
“I came to interrogate your dad. Try to beat some info out of him.”
“The hell?”
“It’s not like that! I’m after Shem Udo, too. I’m on an unstoppable mission of vengeance, you see, tracking down whoever exiled me.”
Both of them laughed.
“You should interrogate my brother Yarek, too. You know he’s the leader of a special ops unit, the Reavers, right?”
“That’s nothing, I’ll drop his ass with one of these,” he said, chopping the air with his hand. Even as they laughed at his false bravado, Wodan still made a mental note about the Reavers.
Wodan felt his mood brightening immediately. She had the same charismatic aura as her parents, both benign and aggressive.
“Wodan, shouldn’t you let the Guardians worry about the detective stuff?”
“Mevrik.” He stuck a finger in his milk and twirled it slowly. “What kind of civilian populace depends wholly on its authority figures to get things done?” He turned to look at her. Her face looked very clear and piercing, and he had to ignore his instinct to look away. “You know how those things get filed away, how they disappear. When I came back to Haven, I was interrogated as if I was the bad guy. Now, what sort of leads are being followed up on? Any? Is anyone even talking about the exile anymore, or is Luumis Lamsang at the top of everyone’s list? Unless those in authority are directly involved, or directly insulted as in the case of Rudy Seaver or Cyrus Jebediah, then I don’t think the establishment can be counted on for much help. I can wish all I want, but ultimately, I’m the only person who can help me.”
She turned away and stared at nothing for many long minutes. It was so like her father, this trait of mediating in the very middle of a conversation. To those who enjoyed unbroken conversations, it seemed rude. Wodan drank his milk in peace while Mevrik thought about what he had said.
“Wodan, how is your detective work going?”
“Horrible. I tried to get an appointment with Sevrik and Udo. Failed on both counts.”
“Want me to get you an interview with my father?”
“No. It’ll happen. Or maybe it doesn’t have to happen.”
“You’re right.”
“About what?”
“The Seaver thing, the Jebedians - that was a big mess that never should have happened. It was before my time, and my father never talks about it. I know you think it was Guardians that took you and the others away, so it probably all seems like the same big mess. What are you going to do next?”
“I dunno... probably nothing today.”
“Why say it like that? I can tell you’re thinking something else.”
“Well, I thought maybe I’d get an interview with... well... uh, Aegis Vachs... but since I didn’t have any luck today, maybe today’s just... you know, it’s just bad timing...”
He realized she had been cutting into him with her eyes. The terrible gaze of a Clash had the power to make anyone’s bullshit fall apart even as it came out.
“Then you should do it,” she said. “If you were planning on doing it, you should do it.”
Wodan clenched his jaw. It felt like such a simple solution, to follow his will. Luck, bad timing, good timing – were those just excuses?
“You’re right,” he said. “I will.”
A hard little smile bent one corner of her lips, and she patted his shoulder roughly.
“Oh, yeah,” he said. “I’ve got this audio recorder thing... my Mama gave it to me.” He pulled it out and turned it on. “Where were you on the night I was abducted?”
She leaned into the mic, said, “I didn’t do it.”
*              *              *
Seven Months Ago.
“Cause and effect are ineluctable forces of reality,” said Professor Korliss Matri. “It’s all quite unfair, especially when you’re dealing with outland stories like Agamemno’s. His wishes wouldn’t work in real life. But without cause and effect, there is no reason, there are no hard principles of reality. Our science would be groundless. Without cause and effect and the reason on which it rests, we never would have found the means to fight Pharaoh’s Curse, and Haven would have been wiped out long ago. The wasteland would have won.”
Professor Korliss stopped, then added, “So why is Machina such a boring story, then?”
The students laughed politely. Wodan leaned back and smiled.
“What’s so funny back there, Mister Kyner?”
“Uh... well, Luumis was right. The protagonist in Machina didn’t do anything!”
Luumis twitched in his seat.
“A good point,” said Korliss. “Machina was written some fifty years ago by someone who had grown cynical concerning the magic that was lost because of our reliance on technology. Your own generation is very much a product of this man’s so-called cutting-edge thought. Science, he said, was man’s ultimate rape of nature, making the ineffable impure by forcing the great mystery into a box and labeling it neatly.
“Machina has a protagonist, but it has no hero. You see? Because a hero cannot follow cause and effect from A to B to C. Any cog in the machine can do that. Do you hear me? Any cog in the machine can do that. And perhaps even should do that. But a hero? A hero must make intuitive leaps. And he must do them well.”
“Intuition?” said Saul, loudly. “That sounds like whim!”
“Whim is the disregard for cause and effect, Mister Hargis. But, according to the ancient philosopher Aasimov, intuition is the cognitive faculty for taking in a great amount of seemingly unrelated data and then unconsciously drawing something out of it. Intuition draws something out that a cog cannot see; a cog cannot see the machine for the gears. A hero must have the ability to see the body as a whole - and then, to see the bit that doesn’t fit, the cancer, the villain - and rip it out. Mister Lamsang was correct, to some extent...”
Luumis couldn’t believe how hard Professor Matri was actually trying to humiliate him. Why was he going out of his way to do this in front of everyone, including the dark-haired girl?
“... in that a hero must do something great. We can say that intuition is a high-end cognitive function. We have to call it that; we’re coming at it from a rational framework. Ultimately, we don’t know what it is. It is an ability of greatness. But villains, too, can be great, as well as small and mean. Power, coupled with whim, can help a villain overcome the boundaries of reality, and can fulfill his darkest wishes... for a while. Such a villain could appear to be a god, a superman even.”
“So,” said Saul, “what can the hero do, in that case?”
*              *              *
Six Months Ago
Luumis Lamsang pounded through Professor Korliss Matri’s apartment building. He was not quite sure what he was doing, but he was filled with the sense that he had to talk to the man. It was obvious that he was coddling several of the students, being intolerably “buddy buddy” with them, but any time Luumis said anything, he was given a verbal beating in front of everyone. The same thing had been happening all of his life. It wouldn’t seem so intolerable, but Matri seemed like a hypocrite for doing it. All his talk of heroes and greatness... it was bullshit! He was even doing some weird tutoring thing with Saul on the side. Were they sucking each other off, or what? The way things were going now, Saul probably wouldn’t even have to take the final exam!
The door to Matri’s apartment was already cracked open. Luumis guessed this was a part of his “open door” policy... what a jackass. Luumis entered and closed the door behind him.
He couldn’t believe how nice the place was. It looked like some kind of museum, with nice paintings and little statues everywhere. Even the curtains covering the window looked grand and theatrical. The hardwood floors were so shiny he could see his double staring up at him, jaw hanging open, wild hair already losing the combing he had given it for this confrontation. He felt terribly out of place, out of his league. He saw a heavy desk nearby. Luumis was overcome by a strange notion, a memory of childhood games. He ran to the desk and crawled under it. In the darkness down beneath, unseen, he felt safe. He felt the power of having some kind of advantage. Why, if he waited, and he heard Saul and the professor talking, perhaps ridiculing him behind his back, he could leap out and point his finger and scream at them for…
Someone knocked on the door, then pounded violently. He heard footsteps from further back in the apartment.
A woman’s voice: “You said you’d leave the door open!”
Korliss’s voice: “I thought I did!”
The lights in the room dimmed, then winked out. Luumis heard Korliss say, “You gonna arrest me, or what?”
He heard something weird, a light, wet smacking, then chuckling. Something hit the couch.
Inspired by the darkness, Luumis swung about and stuck his head around the corner of the desk. A soft blue light peeked through the curtains. Korliss was on the couch. A Guardian woman stood over him. Her lean, form-fitting armor gleamed in the blue light. She was short, but thickly built. She put a hand to the gun at her side. Luumis wondered if he should run. What was she going to do?!
She unfastened her gunbelt and let it drop. She unfastened her helmet, wagged her head, then dropped the helmet. It was difficult to see her face. Hard cheeks, cutting blue eyes, short black hair, skin blue in the light. Her lips were thick and imperious. “Take off your clothes!” she barked.
“Officer, I don’t want any trouble!” said Korliss.
This is insane, thought Luumis.
Luumis watched his professor shrug off his robe. The Guardian woman eyed her prey up and down. She slowly unfastened buckles below her breast. Her breastplate came loose, front and back peeled away, clattered to the floor. She unloosed her hip guards, then her boots. Luumis wondered if she simply wanted to keep the blood off her armor, then she unfastened her cloth tunic and let it slip away. Luumis’s heart was racing so fast that he was sure they would hear it. He never would have found her attractive in her armor; her shoulders were just too wide. But her body was amazing, sculpted like some kind of statue. The line of her neck traced down to rising chest, small breasts with nipples hardened like black diamonds, smooth belly heaving with her breath, wide hips capable of crushing granite and turning it into superheated goo. He saw Korliss working at something near his waist – he was probably unsheathing a knife to defend himself. Luumis had no idea Guardians worked like this. He wondered if he would get to see someone die, and put a hand on his own crotch.
Suddenly the Guardian dove onto the couch. Korliss screamed, “Police brutality!” and they wrestled desperately. The assassin giggled, obviously enjoying her work. Eventually Korliss pushed her up, had his hands on each of her breasts, and she began wiggling her powerful hips from side to side, quickly, like a rabbit nibbling on a carrot. The Guardian woman gave a deep sigh, then began hopping on Korliss, driving the life from him bit by bit. Korliss ran his hands along her body, her legs, her heaving belly, back up to her breasts, desperate to find some weakness in the killer. Luumis put his hand in his pants, then pulled his hand away suddenly. He could not be a party to this. He had to do something! He stood up, limbs shaking. There was a light switch nearby. He gathered his resolve, then hit the switch.
The lights came on, harsh and glaring. Luumis saw the sweat on the woman’s body. She glowed. He saw her breasts bouncing. She immediately flicked a hand out, hit a switch on the wall beside her, killed the lights, and said, “I want ’em off!”
“Fine!” said Korliss. “Make up your damn mind, woman!”
The two continued their struggle and Luumis was powerless to stop it. He had been ignored. He was nothing, not even a person. He could do nothing to stop anything. Filled with anger and self-loathing, he reached into his pants and jerked bitterly. There was nothing he could do. He might as well enjoy it.
The Guardian bounced harder. Korliss slapped her ass, her legs, and made terrible groans. The Guardian woman gave vent to a series of high-pitched squeals, each successive squeal drawn out longer and deeper. Luumis couldn’t take it; he might be an insignificant gnat, but even he could now see that there was nothing more beautiful than murder; upon realizing this, he reached out for a piece of paper to spew into. The cries of the killer and victim ground into his ears as he felt the release take him. They would not shut up. He stumbled away from the desk. He turned a corner and walked out the door. Nobody made any moves to stop him. Nobody noticed him at all.
*              *              *
 
Made the mistake of telling Aegis about my diary. I just wanted to show him that I trust him, even after he’s been acting like a nutcase. He keeps giving me the cold shoulder, then begging me to forgive him. Anyway, he was not happy about the diary. He kept talking about people getting the wrong idea. I think he thinks I’m going to sell it to the news. Does he have any idea that some people like keeping private things private?
- from Rachek’s Red Diary
*              *              *
Wodan pushed through the snow in the Ministerial Sector. All was still and quiet. The sun was setting. The ground shifted into pink, then orange.
Wodan passed up the Memory House and went around to a side entrance. He entered and shook off his cloak. All was glaringly white in the administrative section. He glanced at a clock and winced - he would have to hurry. Rachek and the others would be waiting!
While fumbling with his cloak, a young man in a black suit approached him. His hair was blond and neatly combed, his features aquiline, his lips thin and long. His blue eyes slid about, then locked on, over and over, in a disconcerting manner. “May I help, sir?” he said politely.
Wodan nodded, said, “I’m Wodan Kyner. Where can I go to ask about an appointment?”
The young man nodded, then said, “I recognize you. I saw you at the dinner party held in your honor. To be honest, I was a little self-conscious about approaching you.” His voice was very smooth, but cold. He kept a slight smile on at all times. “My name is Seloid Cramer, personal secretary to the Prime Minister. I was just heading out for a while, but I’m glad you caught me before I left.”
“Oh-h-h,” said Wodan, unsure of himself. “Good to meet you.”
Cramer tilted his head to the side, turned, and Wodan followed. Cramer kept his hands locked behind himself. He took sure, measured steps. They walked past secretaries, cubicles, humming machines. They walked up a set of winding steps, carpeted red, then down a corridor of marble.
They entered a quiet office. There was a dark wooden desk, almost black, with a giant red rug laid on a patterned hardwood floor. The wall was undecorated except for the Seal of Office on the far door. They seated themselves on either side of the desk.
“Who can I get you an appointment with?” said Cramer.
“Well, I was hoping... sometime, if it’s alright, to see… the Prime Minister.”
“I’m sure Minister Vachs would love to have a talk with you, Mister Kyner.” Cramer pulled his lips apart, showing teeth. His lips were blood-red next to his perfectly white teeth. A tuft of soft hair fell over his brow. A hand darted up and moved the hair back before Wodan even noticed.
Cramer brought up a file on his computer and studied something. Wodan glanced at the desk. He saw doodles on several pieces of paper.
“I can get you something a week from today,” said Cramer. “How does that sound to you?”
“That’s great!” said Wodan. “Any time is fine.”
“Noon, then?”
Wodan nodded.
“High noon it is,” said Cramer, chuckling.
Wodan craned his head, said, “Did you make these pictures?”
Cramer nodded absentmindedly while he typed in the appointment.
Wodan touched a page, then rotated it. Saw a winged monkey, some kind of knight. Stars. A plane crashing. He saw another picture peeking out from under the others.
“A nervous habit,” said Cramer, not looking at Wodan. “I used to go to an art school. I wanted to be an Entertainer.”
“Hmm,” said Wodan. He pulled out the larger picture.
A printer hummed and Cramer leaned back. He turned his eyes to Wodan.
The picture showed a tree and its roots, done with meticulous cross-hatch shading, all in pen. There were names of politicians on the branches, names of businesses on the roots. The name Aegis Vachs was placed on a fruit near the tree’s center. The picture had obviously taken hours to make, perhaps days.
“How long have you been a secretary, Mister Cramer? To Minister Vachs, I mean.”
“Mm. Five years now. Going on six.”
“Would you say that you two are very close by now?”
“Very.”
“You made this picture?”
“I did.”
“And do you like your job?”
“My job is my life,” said Cramer, smiling so wide that his cheeks lifted up, but somehow his eyes remained open.
“This is a very nice picture!” said Wodan, handing it back to him.
The realization slid into Wodan. There was no surprise, only certainty. Gentle. All-consuming.
“You know,” said Cramer, “technically, Minister Vachs is in-between appointments right now. If you really like, maybe I could get you a little face time with him right now?”
“Thanks,” said Wodan. “I think I’ve seen enough for today.”
The map left in the wasteland for the exiles to find. Each location labeled with a spidery, loopy script. Long lost, but never forgotten. The Kill List shown to him by Darel, the list Luumis had found. That spidery, loopy handwriting. This picture on the secretary’s desk, a tree that bore fruit, labeled with the names of the powerful. All of them were done by the same artist.
Seloid Cramer, Secretary to Prime Minister Aegis Vachs. That smile, blood-red, cold.
It was the smile of a killer.
*              *              *
Seven Months Ago
“Since a villain can wear the same trappings of greatness as a hero, all the little cogs in the machine can just as easily fall in line with him,” said Professor Korliss Matri. “In that case, when evil has all its paperwork in order and bears legal legitimacy, but in secret it subverts the law in order to fulfill its evil wishes, then the hero must take on the trappings of darkness. He must break the law to create justice. He must separate himself from the herd of men who, by their unwitting labor, support evil. The hero must go down, alone, and live solely by the power of his own virtue. He must risk becoming a devil to fight devils.”
The class grew deathly quiet.
 
“But let us not forget the little cogs,” said Professor Matri. “In our rush to give the hero our allegiance, after-the-fact, let us not forget the little cogs of the machine, who helped to feed the evil. It’s easy to point fingers. It’s so easy. But isn’t it really the fault of the villain if he fools those taught to follow? They are not at fault. They are not to blame.”
Professor Korliss stopped suddenly, then said, “Or are they? What do you think, Mister Lamsang?”
*              *              *
“... so what has before been called a timestream is in actuality a now-ness is-ness flux-ness, a morphological nexus of sameness, an agreed-upon madness labeled sanity as such, a slice of possible experiences far removed from bestial simplicity evidenced by the fact that the same science-thought which gives us the creation of the watch cannot in any satisfactory sense prove the existence of the thing it measures, yet perhaps not without,” Aegis Vachs snapped shut the book, then said, “The Theory of Tomorrow. Wonderful stuff, eh, old friend?”
Shem Udo sat with Vachs in his study, elbows on knees, running his hands through his hair, again and again.
“Yes?” said Vachs, annoyed, already preparing his counter-banter.
“Should’ve seen the way Sevrik treated me today,” said Udo. “Just intolerable. And that monster of his, shadowing him. A man can’t even think with that thing around.”
“Well let’s see if this philosopher has anything to say about your problem,” said Aegis. He opened the book and read, “... like an intangible promise-world, no different from quaint post-biological elysiums, so also is that potential non-nowness non-experience thought of, not the least insofar as much of its presence rests in our verbiage, on agreed-legitimate lexicons of shared blindness, from whence nothing can ever be drawn, but unto which all things go, another assumption of which is that this belief-entity is supposed to place one further up in the hierarchy of organisms, and yet, if not from utter belief in this particular non-experience, from whence can we draw the prime motivation for insanity, unhappiness, and the like, which besets our particular biological substratum,” and Vachs snapped the book shut again. “With a few words, friend, the man has erased our conception of the past, present - and best of all - the future. Now that’s the sort of man we should be working with, Shem old friend!”
Whether or not Vachs was actually trying to distract him from his problems, or was just lording over him the fact that he did not understand the book, mattered little to Udo. His thoughts were a jumbled mess of annoyances either way.
“Treats me as replaceable,” said Udo. “As if Haven would fall apart without him.”
“All parts are replaceable. Don’t forget, friend, we’re counting on that. Also…” Vachs glanced at his wristwatch dramatically. “Any minute now, many, many problems will be gift-wrapped and ready for delivery unto the void.”
“Hm.”
There was a sharp knock at the door. Aegis made a sound. The door opened and Seloid Cramer entered. Vachs had lived for years with the cravenness of everyone around him and had long accepted it as a fact of reality. Udo did not fear him, though, and this Vachs attributed to lack of intelligence. Cramer, also, kept a certain quiet poise when around the Minister. This Vachs attributed to pure, frigid emotional detachment. He made sure to keep them both very close to himself.
“What is it?” said Vachs.
“Someone to see you, sir,” said Cramer. “A dear friend.”
Vachs caught the code. He sat up and nodded. Udo caught that Vachs had caught some kind of code, so he sat up also and smoothed his uniform.
Darel entered. He wore a fine sweater, the existence of which he hid from his friends. His hair was slicked down, all control, hard like his clenched jaw. But the eyes blinked, often and rapid, and Vachs smelled the fear before the boy had even gotten through the door.
“Derek!”
“Darel.”
“Darel!” said Vachs. “Come and sit with us a minute, old friend.”
Darel sat across from the two. He felt like a meal laid out before starving kings. “Sirs, I’m going to make this brief, if that’s all the same to you.”
“Of course, lad. I’m sure we’re all busy men here. After a long day of listening to politicians blow smoke up each other, it will be a nice change of pace to deal with someone direct. Forthright, as it were. Don’t you agree, Secundus Udo?”
Udo’s eyes were locked onto the boy. His malevolence was evident, and Darel looked away immediately.
“Alright,” said Darel. “Listen, when the Guardians catch Luumis Lamsang, I want him to get set up in a nice psychiatric ward.”
“Of course!” said Vachs. “The boy is obviously troubled, and, by my word, will receive the best treatment that Haven can provide.”
“Sir, I’m not talking about lifelong isolation in some prison cell, or about getting drugged up in some padded room where he doesn’t even know what’s going on. I’m talking about... about the kind of place a wealthy person’s kid would go, if he were sick. Someplace where he can rest. Sirs, I’ve... I’ve already heard stuff in the news about the death penalty.”
“We haven’t exercised the death penalty in generations!” said Vachs. “And we wouldn’t. It’s barbaric.”
Darel shook his head, hard, said, “After this stuff with Didi, when people started talking about execution, it’s like the dam was broken. Sir, you must hear things, more things than I do. I know they’re talking about killing Luumis for what he did!”
“Don’t presume to understand anything that I hear,” said Vachs.
Vachs let a terrible silence fill the room. Darel shifted in his seat. He realized what he was doing, stopped, then began tapping his foot. Udo slowly leaned back and touched the fingers of both hands together and stared over the tops of his hands at the boy, a gesture he had seen a superior do and had copied for many years.
“So,” said Vachs. “There is the matter of give and take.”
Darel nodded slowly. “I was thinking... that since I was the one who found out about the Dove and told you, and that I’m pretty sure Luumis fell in with him and got the, uh, got the bomb from him most likely, which, well, I thought you all were going to do something about the Dove, but didn’t, then I was thinking that maybe to wash your own hands, since it was kind of on you all that Luumis was able to get stuff from the Dove when the Dove shouldn’t have even been operating any more, maybe that you could just clean up after Luumis as a way of making up for not taking out the Dove a lot sooner.” He leaned back and inhaled loudly.
“But the governing body of Haven is not connected to the Dove in any way.”
“I made all of our initial communications electronic,” said Darel. “And I made sure I got compensated through a real bank account, too. That leaves a trail, sir, and I can make that trail pretty obvious to a lot of people. I can do that very easily.”
“Well,” said Vachs.
“Not only that,” said Darel, “but there’s other things I’ve given you, too. Information that you did follow up on. Information that I didn’t realize was so important at the time... but I’ve known for a while now that it’s information damning enough to bring this whole administration down.”
Silence again. None moved until Vachs clapped his hands together, turned to Udo, and said, “Well, old friend, the boy has us in quite a difficult position!” Udo turned away and rested his chin in hand. “Darel, I must say, it took quite a lot of guts to do what you’ve done tonight. In a way, you remind me of myself!”
Darel smiled cynically.
“Would you mind if my associate and I were to have a moment to confer with one another?”
Taken aback, Darel nodded and stood awkwardly.
“If you like,” said Vachs, “you can rest a moment in the anteroom with my secretary.”
“Uh, do you have a restroom nearby?”
“The door opposite the one you entered, my boy.”
Darel lurched past the pair, fumbled the doorknob, then slammed the door behind him. They heard the lock click into place.
The two sat in silence for a moment. Aegis leaned over the arm of his chair and stared directly at Udo, a maniacally carefree grin contorting his entire head. His massive pupils were slitted in something like good humor.
“Obviously,” said Vachs, “we cannot negotiate with terrorists.”
“Ah.”
“And it is far above the nature of this administration to haggle with some little boy over the price of bread.”
“Mm.”
“You know what they say, Udo?”
There was a pause, then Udo realized that Vachs was actually asking him if he knew what they said. 
“What.”
“They say that if you want something done right, you’ve got to do it yourself!”
“Un.”
“So why don’t you go in there and make your motherland proud?”
*              *              *
Darel’s hands shook, his head ached, and he could barely breathe. He ran cold water.
I did it, he thought.
He looked in the mirror. He knew that no one would ever know what he’d done, and how difficult a thing it was to accomplish. Everyone was talking about Wodan Kyner, how he’d been in a gunfight or something when trying to get back into Haven. Darel had been intimidated to meet him, but once he’d seen him in person, he could tell that there wasn’t anything high and mighty about him. Anybody could point and click and shoot somebody down if their back was to the wall. That was nothing. Darel smiled, thinking that he’d just faced down the Prime Minister and his personal goon – and won.
You think you’re pretty bad, Wodan? he thought. I’ll show you badass.
As he stuck his hands into the cold water, he glanced at the door and mouthed the word, “Pigs.”
The door flew open with a terrific crash. Darel screamed out in terror and felt the exact moment when he began to teeter over the edge and into madness. Udo came through, mouth contorted in rage, huffing like a mad animal, face purple, fingers bent like steel girders. He kicked the door shut behind him. Darel stumbled backwards. Udo was on him before he could do anything, hands locked about his throat, unbreakable, all powerful. He could not breathe, head nearly exploding from the pressure. Udo lifted him up, choked him with one hand, then adjusted the water in the sink. Udo swung Darel about like a rag doll and smacked his head into the wall. Steam rose and mixed with the black spots in his eyes. Over and over he told himself that this simply could not be happening. Udo lifted the boy and stuck his head into the sink. Scalding water, burning like molten steel, pain like he never thought possible, a nightmare. He lashed out weakly, kicking, elbowing, but could not stop the monster crushing him. His mind suddenly shifted, disconnecting itself from overloaded nerves. Perhaps this was a nightmare, and now he was waking. He felt a strange sense of relaxation, then oblivion.
*              *              *
“You dirty slut! You dirty, filthy cunt! Who’s a dirty, rotten cunt?!” said Udo, pumping away. “You are!”
Chipper Vachs laid flat on the bed, legs open, hands holding breasts from bouncing too much. Her mouth hung open, slack.
“Aegis Vachs’s wife!” he grunted. “Missus Aegis Vachs! Dirty slu-u-ut!” He gritted his teeth and grunted, body frozen in mid-thrust. He zipped up and stepped back.
“That was nice, dear,” she said bitterly.
*              *              *
Today is Wodi’s birthday. We’re going to have a party!
- final entry from Rachek’s Red Diary
 



Chapter Nine
Make a Wish
 
Night fell on a wooded park. Wodan sat on a fallen trunk, dangling his feet and making patterns in the snow. He arranged the web of data spinning in his mind.
He knew that Seloid Cramer had written the Kill List and had drawn the map for his exile. Seloid Cramer worked for Prime Minister Vachs, who was connected to Shem Udo, who was probably connected to the very Guardians that kidnapped the seven exiles. Luumis Lamsang had gotten a copy of the list somehow, and in his madness he had nearly killed Wodan’s parents. He was not sure of Lamsang’s connection with the rest.
On the one hand, it seemed preposterous. He was not sure why exile was chosen over outright murder - or even, why murder or exile or anything was necessary in the first place. It made sense for Peter Remus, who was Vachs’s political rival, but not for the others. There was no clear connection.
On the other hand, the gross mistreatment of seven citizens was not so ridiculous when he thought about Haven’s crimes against Rudy Seaver and Cyrus Jebediah. The men had broken laws, true, but Haven had peaceful ways of dealing with lawbreakers. People had been killed and, even though the information was there for anyone to see, the men behind the murders had gotten away with it.
And then there was Sevrik Clash, the powerful man who had tutored Wodan. What was his connection to the Seaver and Jebediah incidents? Wodan had to admit that he still trusted the man. He did not trust Yarek. He had none of the warmth of his father.
The biggest question of them all, the most worrisome detail, was, of course, what to do about the whole thing. What should - what could - one man do? Wodan shook his head as he looked down at his hands. He was not even a man. He was, in many ways, still just a boy.
But that was not entirely true. He had fought devils in the valley, killed men in the wasteland, even sacrificed his life in a gamble to save those he loved. He had survived against those odds. Still, he was frail when compared to practically any trained Guardian. What was he supposed to do? It’s not like he could break into Vachs’s mansion with guns blazing. There was nothing superhuman about him.
Wodan knew that he was, all things considered, a fairly smart person. Perhaps he was smart enough to know the difference between the things he could change and the things he could not. If the blame for the Seaver and Jebediah incidents could be laid on Shem Udo – and Wodan hoped that they could – then perhaps the best thing would be to go directly to Sevrik Clash. Sevrik was a military man with no love for Aegis Vachs. If anyone could do something about this mess, perhaps he was the man to do it.
The moon rose, full and wondrous, and Wodan realized he was going to be late for his own birthday party. He looked at his watch – he was already late! He hopped off the trunk and sloshed toward the stone avenue. A great hope rose in him. Finally, finally, he would see his friends! He realized then just how much the weight of the mystery had been bearing down on him, drowning him in its insistence. His heart could beat freely, knowing that he could see his friends without feeling as if he were shirking his duties. Early tomorrow he could contact Sevrik and let someone else worry about these things for a change.
He jogged through the streets. In a flash he understood that he had overcome a great hurdle. He had done his part in solving the mystery of a power struggle; now, his part was over. He had overcome a great trial. His childhood was over, and it was now time to prepare for the next chapter of his life: Helping his father clean up their store, and then learning what he had to learn so he could successfully take it over! If he was still worried about the future of Haven, he could always write a book that employed his unique perspective as a Havender who had some experience with the outside world. Perhaps Professor Korliss could help him with a project like that!
Things are really falling into place, Wodan thought. He got lost on the way to his friends’ house, but he did not worry. Eventually he was able to find a familiar street, then he picked out a winding road that led away from the city proper and into the privacy of the foothills where his friends lived. He slowed down as he walked uphill. Trees stood on either side of the road, adding a sense of privacy and quiet solitude. He could see his breath in the chill air.
He saw a wooden house with a gray-shingled roof. It stood alone on a hill. Warm lights shone in the window. He doubled his pace, fearing that his friends might doubt that he cared about them due to his lateness. He saw tracks in the snow, proof of habitation, and his heart raced.
The door was already cracked open. He stepped inside, nervous and joyful, ready to shout out a greeting.
But he was greeted by a scene of utter horror.
*              *              *
The house was covered in blood. The carpeted floor was drenched in black, with the spent shells of ammunition lying everywhere. Wodan slowly stepped inside.
Brad sat in a wheelchair, head leaned back, mouth open, covered in blood. Maxil laid nearby, face down on the floor. Wodan touched him; he was cold. Wodan’s feet squelched in the blood. The hem of his cape drank it up. He felt his chest caving in, heard himself crying in great sobs. He saw a table filled with brightly colored presents. A cake. He took another step and saw Rachek flat on her back. Part of her head was missing, face mutilated. She was dead, they were all dead. Wodan drew away from the bodies, overcome by fear and horror and revulsion, all conscious awareness lost, heard himself screaming again and again, grasped the sides of his head to shut it all out.
He leaned against a wall, telling himself to breathe. This was surely a dream. He would wake up. He must wake up. Bracing himself against a wall, he walked down a hallway to be away from the bodies. Saw a room with no lights on. Terrified, he flicked the light switch on to snuff out the darkness. He saw Agmar sitting up, leaning against a wall, eyes staring ahead blankly. The wall around him was covered in bullet holes.
Wodan blacked out for a moment and found himself in a room. He was sitting on a bed crying uncontrollably. There were brightly colored clothes in an open closet, pictures from magazines tacked to the walls. Rachek’s room. On a small dresser, saw a little red book, a pencil. He picked up the book, sobbing and aching terribly to know that it had belonged to her. A small thing, now the most important thing in the world.
Fear, horrible fear, gripped him again. He got on the bed and lifted his feet from the floor. He saw that he was spreading blood everywhere. He realized he could be trapped in the room if he obeyed the fear. He pushed himself from the bed, leaned against the doorway, and pushed himself back into the hall. Went back into the room with... with Rachek and the others. On the far wall, beside the entrance, he saw blood smeared in a pattern. He stopped, gripped by cold. On the wall, the blood said
REAVERS
Wodan’s fear vanished. The tears ended. He felt heat inside his chest, burning, a great halo of cinders cast off from a will set fire. The heat overtook his mind and burned away everything, leaving only pure clarity.
Wodan left that place of death and returned to the avenues of Haven. He would finally go to the place he had feared to go before, the place he had not even allowed himself to think of. He would go to the home of a fallen god.
*              *              *
Two Guardians stood before Wodan. His cape was covered in clumps of filthy black snow.
“Stand aside,” said Wodan.
“What makes you think you may enter?” said one of the Guardians, his voice echoing behind a steel mask.
“Let’s see some ID,” said the other.
Wodan raised a hand and pointed to his own face. His face was a mask but his eyes burned hot.
“It’s the exile,” said a Guardian. “It’s him, alright.”
“Fine,” said the other. “Romana Wodan Kyner, you may enter.”
The two Guardians parted. Wodan entered Didi’s mansion.
 



Chapter Ten
Pigs in the Shape of Men
 
The mansion was so dark that Wodan had to run a hand along the walls to guide him. He followed a pale ghost-light down a hall, then up a set of stairs. He saw purple light at the end of a hallway. Flashes of green. He removed his hand from the wall and let his cloak cover his body.
Wodan entered the room. It was large and full of great disarray and was lit by the programs of several computer monitors. Wodan saw Didi sitting in the middle of the room. He was small, coal black, wrinkled. His face was unreadable. They stared at one another for a moment.
Wodan cleared his throat, then said, “Everyone in Haven drinks nutrimilk, but not everyone has seen an actual bovine plant. I saw them on a field trip. And now I finally get to meet the wisest man in Haven. A man so wise he figured out how to be the first man executed in many generations.”
“I haven’t had my trial just yet,” said Didi, shaking his head. “That lies ahead. Right now, it’s time to speak with a flesh god.”
“You think you’re a god?”
“What I am, or am not, no longer matters,” said Didi. “I was referring to you.”
Didi’s voice was clipped, almost mechanical. In the silence that followed Wodan heard the hum of the machines, pulsing, a heartbeat.
“I wonder why you named me as your visitor,” said Wodan. “Was there something you needed to tell me? Something inspirational?” Wodan laughed without humor.
“I can do far better than that,” said Didi. “I can give you the data you need to inspire yourself.” Didi extended an arm to a nearby seat. Wodan crossed the room and sat near the man.
“Korliss Matri, Sevrik Clash, and I have been friends for many, many years. Our common bond was our thirst to create something wonderful, a golden idol that reflected our own need to deify ourselves through action. We saw the condition of the world through clearer eyes than others. We saw that there are terrible monsters who govern all life and that the majority of men survive only because they have the sense to hide. Or, worse yet, they ally themselves with the dark forces of this world and become puppet-lords of this communal sacrifice that is ‘the real world’.” Didi paused, then added, “Don’t make the mistake of assuming that I speak only of the wasteland.”
Wodan said nothing, so Didi said, “Korliss is a philosopher. Sevrik, a warrior. The bulk of my science concerns biology. Wodan, if the three of us wanted to create something powerful, together, what would that thing be?”
“A superbeing,” said Wodan.
Didi nodded slowly. “How did you know that?”
“I saw some intercepted emails. I saw messages that you sent to Aegis Vachs concerning funding for a great Project. I saw his rejection. I saw communications between you and the others regarding meeting times and places. You three had already accepted great amounts of money from the government. To continue your Project, there would be no need for official funding earmarked for such a specific creation.”
“Quite true,” said Didi. “Though I doubt that any normal man would draw such a conclusion, even with all the data that you had at your command. Not unless he heard the whisper of the god in his own veins.”
Wodan was silent.
Didi continued. “We did not accept demonic ownership of the world. In practice, that means that we did not accept the moral code passed down to us from the demons and their kind. To be meek, to sacrifice, to be humble, to revel in peace, to glorify martyrdom; you must understand that these virtues must, must be practiced by the majority of men in order for evil to continue as it does. Evil does not live by its own virtue, but by the tolerance of others.
“And so, we three uttered the greatest blasphemy. We rearranged the four-letter genetic code of an unborn child so that he might one day become a superbeing. A superbeing smarter, faster, and stronger than a normal man. A being of war, and with a will strong enough to wage war on the demon itself. A living god capable of upending the status quo of this… this hell-planet.”
“But how could you assume that this superbeing would even want to fight against the flesh demons? Didn’t you run the risk of creating some kind of apathetic genius content to play the stock market and get rich? Or just push people around?”
“In that, we trusted Korliss. He resigned from his post as head of the department of humanities at the University and took back his old post as professor. He taught virtues long forgotten since the time of our Founding Fathers. Pride in being human. Strength, in exercising your abilities. Objectivity, in trusting yourself over the word of another. Nobility, the idea that a man can become a king. Self-worth, and the anger that comes about naturally when one sees clearly that a duller, and far crueler, species commands this world. All those virtues have been demonized by popular morality. Can you not say, Wodan, that you like strength over weakness?”
“You think I feel the way I do because... because I was that person that you changed? But what about the fact that...” Wodan opened his arms and pushed his cloak open. “Look at me, Didi. I’m no superbeing. No more so than you or anyone else.”
“I will explain. What if you had been born a thousand times more powerful than anyone else? Would you not have looked down upon your mother, your father, your teachers? Would you not have become a cruel and wicked being, lonely and bitter, worse than any devil in the wasteland? I arranged the letters in the book of the superman’s life such that he would not attain true power until he had grown to maturity as a man. Only experience can make an organism grow in any healthy way. All else is cancer, a thing not meant to exist.
“The virtues you have are yours because they are yours by nature’s decree. You are a survivor, made so through millennia of natural selection and twenty-one years of surviving among other survivors. So, no, you are not a superman. Not yet.”
“Why did you not tell me this earlier?”
“Because I did not know that you were the one. We were afraid that even if Project started out weak, we would still treat him as a little prince. He were afraid that he would bide his time until he could exact revenge on all those who did not fall down in obeisance to him. I set things up in such a way that we would not know who Project was until he had grown into his role. And until then, Korliss would teach his philosophy to the willing, and Sevrik would teach his warcraft to the able. Even if the superbeing never came about, if I had messed up somehow, then we would still give Haven one of its greatest generations.”
“And how do you know that this thing is me? Does it have something to do with my exile?”
“I don’t know. But you have a one in three chance, Wodan, and yes, I do draw those odds from your exile.”
“Saul and Marlon?”
Didi nodded slowly, said, “I have a machine called a NeuSen Array… a “neuron sensor array”. It gave a readout of Project’s mind, so long as he did not leave Haven for too long. I tuned it to the superbeing’s biological resonance as I changed his unborn self. As long as Project lived, my NeuSen would show the pattern of his thoughts.”
“You could see what Project was thinking?”
“I could not. I could only see the readout. You see, I did not invent the Array. I discovered it. I have no idea how to unlock its full capabilities.”
Wodan thought for a moment, then said, “The cave in the valley! I saw some sort of projection of you, a younger you! And someone else, too, a scientist of Haven, a white-haired man.”
Didi seemed taken aback. “You have been to the cave,” he said, dully. He rubbed his forehead for a moment. “A terrible place. But, yes, that is where I found the NeuSen. That... and other things.”
“What other things? And who was that other man?”
“The other discoveries I made are no concern of yours. Not yet, they aren’t. And as for the other man... soon, all of Haven will know who he is. He will be my sacrificial lamb.”
Wodan prepared to ask another question, but Didi gestured for silence. “A beacon tuned to microscopic emitters in the body of Project alerted me that he was outside of Haven when you and the other two potentials found yourselves in exile. Sevrik set himself the task of finding Project and searched the entire island. The NeuSen said that Project lived, but we knew that the Array’s connection with our Project would be lost after three days of absence from Haven. That is relevant because we had vowed that Project’s modified genes would never mix with the demon’s.”
“Mix? How do you mean?”
“I have studied the genetic makeup of our overlords, Wodan. All demons are mules, males without the ability to mate. Did you know that? And there’s more: All demons are really only half-demon. Half their heritage is contributed by other organisms.”
“From what other organisms?”
“From any organism imaginable. Wolves, for example. Or pigs. Even... even from humans, Wodan. This demonstrates further proof of their mediocrity: They are only a half-species, incapable of any sort of greatness unless it’s contributed by another. That means that if the modified genes of our Project had mixed with the devils, the outcome would be devastating. True genetic apocalypse, Wodan. The monstrous cruelty of a flesh demon mixed with a god.”
“You were willing to risk that?”
“I was not. Sevrik was. You see, Project also had in his body a series of near-nanomachines set to incinerate their host should I activate my Killswitch. You see that ridiculously big, red button on that device over there? If the superbeing ever got out of our control, we swore we would kill it. The risk was simply too great.”
Wodan felt faintly ill.
“I believe that was part of the reason why Sevrik had me arrested,” said Didi. “He knew that I was going to kill our Project as soon as the NeuSen Array went black on the third day. He believed that the benefit of the superbeing’s continued existence was too great to throw away, and that we were too old to start again. He had me physically removed from the Killswitch. As soon as you returned, he had the Killswitch transported back to my home.”
“You said that’s only part of the reason why he stormed the DoR?”
Didi shook his head and laughed harshly. “My friend is a great idealistic fool sometimes. I think he went to that extreme because he has some damned silly notion that I’m going to come right out and announce to all of Haven that a potential superbeing exists in its fold, and that we should do all we can to fall in line behind it, train it for some great war, and then attack the flesh demons as one people.” Didi let his smile drain slowly from his wrinkled face. “Sevrik underestimates the weakness of the common man. I have no desire to be a martyr to assuage the sense of worthlessness and guilt that defines the existence of most men.”
“Didi, why are you telling me all of this now?”
“You already know the answer to that, Wodan! The nature of the game has changed. You were exiled with two other potentials. Those boys who had nothing else in common with you. Someone knows what you are, what you have the potential to become. The time for secrecy, at least in that area, is over.”
“It’s been over for a while now. I know that Aegis Vachs’s secretary wrote the original list with the names of the exiles on it.”
“I assumed Vachs had his hand in it,” Didi said matter-of-factly.
“But there’s something else that I don’t think you realize. My chances of being this superbeing are only one-in-four. Luumis Lamsang was on the original Kill List. It turns out he was far outside the borders of Haven during the first three days of our disappearance.”
“Lamsang!” said Didi. “The terrorist?”
“The terrorist.”
Didi rose unsteadily from his chair, gripping the handrail. Wodan rose and held his arm. Something felt strangely appropriate about the gesture.
“Help me to my worktable,” said Didi. “It is time to find out once and for all if you are indeed my Project.”
Wodan laid down on a metal table while Didi prepared a syringe. Didi pushed a button on the side of the table. It hummed.
“What is this thing?” said Wodan, rising.
“It will take a picture of the inside of your body. Be still.”
Didi rolled up a sleeve on Wodan’s arm. In the sudden silence, he saw his friends lying dead in the dark woods at the foothills of Haven. The bite of the needle did little to distract him.
While Didi drew blood up into the syringe, he said, “Korliss and Sevrik are men of ideals. They’re good men… with strong ideals. But ideals, when judged by the cold universe, can be wrong. Do you understand? I am a man who studies life; life, by the order of the universe, is the most interesting thing in existence. Life may try all roads and meet with failure on many fronts, but life is never wrong. Korliss could, perhaps, explain this a little better, but our time is short. Just remember, Wodan. Life itself is never wrong.”
“I won’t forget,” said Wodan.
Didi pressed a cloth to Wodan’s arm and removed the syringe. Wodan saw that it was full of blood.
“How long?” said Wodan.
“It will take a while,” said Didi. “And even when I have the results, I can only hope that we will be able to speak in a medium that allows for honesty.”
“What do you mean?” said Wodan, getting up from the table.
Didi stopped his work for a moment, looked down, then sighed. “What I mean is... Wodan, why have you not yet mentioned the murder of your friends, the outlanders?”
They sat in silence. Wodan listened to the hum of the machines, watched lights blinking on strange machinery. He wondered if any of the equipment here had some use in his creation. Did they play some role in replacing Romana Wodan Kyner with… something else?
“It’s not your problem,” said Wodan. “I didn’t come here to lay my problems on you. I just wanted to speak with you.”
“But did you come here, so late in the game… because you knew this was your last chance to speak with me?”
Wodan rose and paced the room, but did not answer. Didi fell into a chair and rolled to a computer monitor. As Didi worked, he spoke. “When people first came to this island, there were wolves here. The men cleared woodland to raise crops and livestock. Imagine the fear of those people, living in a new land, always wary that some devil would creep out of the dark or fall from the sky and devour them. Eventually the wolves came out at night to slaughter their pigs and cattle. The barking of wild animals in the night must have sounded like shrieking devils; those people had no idea what was in the darkness. But when they found out exactly what sort of animal opposed them, they were furious. They took up arms. They hunted down every wolf on the island. They killed them down to the last downy-haired pup, and drove them to extinction. Imagine generations of meekness, and suffering, and turning the other cheek - and the eruption of violence that would have followed.”
“There were also pigs on the island,” Didi continued. “A special breed native to the island. The organs of these animals were similar to human organs, and early scientists learned to use these organs to replace human ones. We had skin, pancreas, lung, even heart transplants within a few generations. But the pigs also had huge litters of piglets - perhaps twenty or thirty per birthing. For some reason, the pigs did not overrun the island, and it was not because the wolves hunted them. You see, Wodan, nine-tenths of the piglets would inevitably die. The pigs carried a terrible disease, and would have gone extinct if a genetic mutation had not allowed them to birth so many. We think now that the pigs were developed by the Ancients as a means to harvest replacement organs for humans. But because our organs were the same, the founders of Haven soon contracted their disease. Even eating the flesh of a pig was enough to transfer Pharaoh’s Curse. Most of the children of Haven died. Our third generation was very nearly our last. Many thought that the gods of this world had cursed them for their pride. They began to believe that it was impossible to escape the wasteland.
“But our scientists stayed the course. They discovered that the pigs were the root of the disease. They uncovered the cannibalism inherent in the feasts. They devised a technique to protect the unborn from the disease.”
He grew quiet. “Go on,” said Wodan. “I want to hear the rest.”
“And then,” said Didi, “the people of Haven slaughtered the pigs.”
Didi ran a program on his computer, then enlarged the image for Wodan to see. He saw grainy black and white images of Maxil talking with Agmar. There were many videos, each from different rooms in the outlanders’ home, playing simultaneously. He saw Rachek walk down a hallway, then enter her room. She flopped down on her bed. Didi fast-forwarded the images, then stopped when he saw Maxil pushing Brad through the front door in a wheelchair.
“What the hell is this?” Wodan screamed.
“Video footage hidden in Guardian archives.”
“Didi, why would they be taping my friends?”
“I suspect that, tomorrow morning, the official story will be that they did it for the protection of the outlanders, to guard against possible prejudicial violence. Or even that they did it to protect the people of Haven from the outlanders themselves. They probably came to the home of your friends under some innocent pretext, then installed miniature cameras in the walls.”
“And the real reason?” said Wodan, grinding his jaw, chest on fire.
“We will know that soon enough, I suspect,” said Didi, “because this footage was meant to be discovered. This footage was not filmed and stored to a secure computer through a hard-line. It was, instead, recorded to a supposedly secure website. Strange, is it not? Few people know more about securing electronic databases than me. Fewer still know how to exploit the weaknesses inherent in any cybernetic system. I have known of this footage for some time. But tonight, just before you arrived, something happened with the security coding of this footage. Someone changed it in a very subtle way so that any business or government organization that employs hackers who make regular network patrols would be able to “discover” the footage on their own. Because of that change in security, I think the footage was meant to be discovered. Why the footage was ever recorded on the web in the first place, rather than on a secure hardline, could easily be lost in the shuffle.”
“Play what happened tonight,” said Wodan.
“Are you sure you can handle it?” said Didi.
Wodan saw Rachek instructing Maxil in their kitchen. There was no audio, but Wodan could tell that she was trying to coax the boy into helping her bake a cake. Maxil tilted his head and Wodan could tell that he was responding with his trademark hard-headedness. Wodan could see Brad laughing from the next room, rolling about idly in his wheelchair. Agmar ignored them all, his face in a large book. Wodan nodded slowly. Didi fast-forwarded the video.
On the video, Wodan saw the front door fly open. Guardians in black armor poured in, automatic rifles raised. Maxil whirled in terror. The guns fired in silence. Wodan cried out as the boy fell. Brad lifted himself awkwardly, then his chest opened up and he fell back in his seat. Wodan wept openly. Rachek stood frozen in her room. Black-armored soldiers rushed in. One in the front hit Rachek in the belly with his rifle-butt. She immediately pushed him into the others and, with a superhuman burst of strength, rushed out of the room. Another caught her by the arm and whirled her about; they crashed into the floor, thrashing and kicking. Disgusted, Wodan saw the soldier working at the zipper on his pants. Another soldier stood over the pair, watched their struggle, then shot Rachek in the head. The other Guardian leaped up and, while holding his pants up with one hand, seemed to be arguing with the one that shot Rachek. Others stood about while the two argued.
Two Guardians further down the hall turned on the light to Agmar’s room. He sat with a book in his lap, mouth hanging open as he watched them. One Guardian casually lifted his rifle and sprayed him. He stepped forward and looked down at the book for a long time. He picked it up, then the two filed out of the room. While the others argued, the Guardian with the book tapped their leader on the shoulder and held up the book as he spoke. The leader nodded, took the book, then pointed to Rachek’s body. One Guardian bent over Rachek, dipped his gloved hand into the wound on her head, then went to a wall. He went back and forth, from the wall to Rachek, and painted the word REAVERS. The black-clad killers studied the design for a while. Wodan counted their number to be about twelve. They filed out slowly.
Wodan felt weak. He bent down and laid his head on the edge of the desk, waiting for the tears to end. Didi did not touch him.
After a few minutes, Didi said, softly, “Wodan, you have gone through terrible experiences. You are a boy of exceptional ability and sensitivity. I... Wodan, I like you very much. I hope that I have indeed given you a greater destiny than is allotted for most men. I hope that I have not lost my own son in the bodies of Saul or Marlon. I hope that I have not birthed a monster in Luumis Lamsang.”
Wodan rose suddenly, his face streaked, eyes shining hard like cut diamonds.
“Then I’m afraid I’m going to disappoint you, sir,” said Wodan, “because Luumis Lamsang’s little tantrum is going to look like child’s play compared to what I’m going to do.”
“What do you mean?” said Didi, as Wodan walked away.
“First you kill the wolves,” said Wodan. “Then you kill the pigs. Remember? And I’m going to start by killing Yarek Clash.”
 



Chapter Eleven
Wolf Slayer
 
Wodan followed the trail of his own footsteps in the snow. He returned to the lonely house of the dead and saw snow churned up all around. He followed the white chaos to a concealed slope where the footsteps gathered, then disappeared. Tread marks led into a pass. Wodan had passed by this very trail on his way into the house an hour before, but it meant nothing then. Now it meant everything. Wodan followed the trail.
The cold did not bother him as he wound his way uphill. He went deeper and deeper into the woods. Tall black trees with sparse, bare branches hung overhead. The ground was covered in snow shining with moonlight, its perfect brilliance marred by the path that was cut into the earth. Many paths crossed and intersected, but the scarred path was always there to guide the way.
Snow began to fall again, a light mist of crystals. He picked up his pace. The path widened and met with other trails. For a moment he thought a large number of vehicles had passed through the area, and his heart sank when he thought he would lose his prey. After circling the intersection, he realized that there were only two vehicles, but one had driven in circles around the intersection, then forced the other into a snowy embankment. Animals at play. Both vehicles resumed their course through the forest path. Wodan followed.
He saw a small wooden structure with a glass front. A sign on the structure read:
CAMP FRIENDLY RESTING RESORT
INQUIRE ABOUT OUR LODGING HERE!
He lost track of the hours spent on the forest trail. Only near the end of the trail did he begin to feel a depression that cut into his will. A weak anger, an identification with victimization that clouded his resolve. Then he heard noises ahead, faint, like a dance of ghosts. When he heard laughter, the slate was wiped clean again. He felt a hard, shining lucidity. He hurried his pace.
He saw a wooden hut in a clearing. He knelt behind a tree and watched. He saw two open-topped Guardian jeeps parked outside near a small fire that had nearly burned out in a great mound of ash. He could see light from a window in the cabin’s side, then movement. A pop song began playing loudly; he heard cheering inside, laughing. The song had a fast, electronic beat. The voice of the singer was feminine and mediocre.
All my life
Running for your love
All my life
Searching for your love
Love, love, love
O-o-oh, your love
 
On and on, mindless. He crept low through the clearing and hid behind one of the jeeps. Empty bottles of alcohol littered the ground, the floorboard of the jeep, the hood. He saw several piles of black armor inside the jeep. He pulled out a helmet and studied the thing. He scratched at the black and saw dirty white paint underneath.
All it takes is a little paint, he thought, to turn Guardians into killers?
He heard wrestling inside the cabin, the impact of bodies smacking into a wall, then raucous laughter.
Among two large gasoline canisters in the back of one jeep, Wodan found several packets of rations. He tore into the silver packets and forced them down. He tasted a dried nutrimilk powder base mixed with something like hamburger meat, then felt a surge of energy. He developed a plan.
He crept to the other jeep and peered inside. He saw more of the black armor, but also some strange metal discs. He picked one up and saw a label on one side. He gazed at the cabin, then crept over to the dying fire. The thing read:
GLADIATOR MINE
1. SET ON GROUND, COVER
2. PULL CENTER TAB
3. DO NOT DISTURB!
Wodan felt a rush swim through him, for there were quite a number of the things in the second jeep. He turned back to the first jeep, then saw more equipment in the distance. He moved out of the light and saw a large machinegun propped on a tripod in the snow. In the distance he saw tree trunks that had been torn up by the thing. He crept over to it. While the machine looked complicated, he was glad to see that the drunks had already loaded a long belt of bullets into its side. Several empty belts, empty bullet shells, and mounds of broken glass littered the area. He saw two black rifles propped up against a tree. They looked more complicated than those he had used in the wasteland. They had straps, so he picked them both up and hung them on his back. He lugged the machinegun near the jeep closest to the cabin, then dropped it heavily. He was amazed nobody heard him. The drunken clamor continued.
He found a pack full of rations, dumped it out onto the ground, then filled the pack with mines. He went over to the gasoline canisters and felt of one. Empty. Pushed the other and felt it slosh heavily. He hauled it out of the jeep. His heart began to beat mercilessly. He felt dizzy. Knelt down for a moment and braced himself against the jeep. Deep breaths. He exhaled superheated steam. Leaned his head back, closed his eyes. Reminded himself of the image of Rudy Seaver shot down, people crouching in terror in the Jebedian compound. And the bodies of... of his friends, cold and silent, taken away from him forever. He reminded himself that a human had the right to hunt and kill rabid vermin.
He grabbed the gasoline canister, stood up, and sneaked across the clearing to the cabin.
He knelt by a window. The shenanigans were very loud now, the tasteless music overwhelming. He heard some chant inside, deafening. Curiosity tickled at him. He rose and peeked in the window. Inside he saw smashed furniture, naked and half-naked bodies hopping about. Two beefy men wrestled below the window. One licked the other’s neck, laughed, then drove an elbow into his side. Most of the men stood in two lines and faced one another. They hopped into the air and slapped their palms against one another’s, and with each bounce they shouted, “TEAM! WORK! TEAM! WORK! TEAM! WORK!” with their genitals bouncing in time with their chant. Another man, blond, muscular, and covered in militant tattoos, sat on an overturned bookcase and licked the final drops from a bottle while another man knelt before him, faced buried deep in his teammate’s crotch, his head gyrating wildly. Overcome by the weirdness of the scene, Wodan hunched down again.
He felt fear creeping back into him, so he tore off the top of the gasoline canister and sloshed the liquid against the side of the cabin. The splashing of the liquid seemed impossibly loud to him, but was drowned out by the sound of drunken shouting. Moving to the rear of the cabin, he saw a narrow back door. He doused the wall in gasoline. He stalked to the far side, saw another window, crouched low, splashed the area, then felt the canister growing light. He gathered his resolve once again, rushed to the front, poured the rest of the gas on the wall, on the doorstep, then tossed the canister to the side.
He ran in a low crouch to the first window again, rifles and bag clanging at his side. He could barely believe that the drunk murderers could not hear him. He wondered if Yarek Clash was inside; he had not gotten a very good look. He wondered if Yarek, and possibly some others, might be deeper in the woods? He decided that it would be best not worry about it. He removed a mine from his bag. He set the thing on the ground, beneath the window, pulled at the tab in the center, and heard the thing give off a telltale click as it activated. He placed a second, then a third, covering the area around the window. He ran to the back door and set several mines there. Ran to the window opposite the other and gave it the same lethal treatment.
Struck by an idea, he ran to one of the jeeps. He cast his empty bag to the side and picked up the rest of the mines. He stuck one under one jeep’s gas pedal, then primed the thing. He tucked another in the folds of the passenger seat, then under the seat, then another in the jeep’s rear. He gave the second jeep the same treatment. The place was now a kill zone.
Suddenly the front door flew open. Wodan heard shouting as he dove behind the nearest jeep. Heart racing, about to burst, his whole plan ruined, he froze in terror. He heard laughter and wondered if he had, in fact, not been caught. He remembered that the heavy machinegun was positioned in front of the door, that it would be seen and then it would all be over. He tried to watch from under the jeep, but the snow was piled too high.
Drunken voices shouted at one another, laughed, ran away from the cabin, and the door shut loudly. They did not notice the machinegun at all.
“Cold as shit!” shouted one.
“Shut, mouth shut, pussy!” slurred the other.
Wodan stalked to the side of the jeep and peered around the edge. One held the other in a headlock as he dragged him to the edge of the white clearing, then tossed him to the ground. The one standing was the blond tattooed man. Mist clung about him and rolled off his heaving muscles. He was completely naked. Wodan saw a fierce wolf staring at him from the man’s muscular back, coiled ink-lines of barbed wire around his arms, and on his butt he saw a tattoo that read
SNAKE DEVOURER
Wodan watched the two wrestle about before they disappeared behind a mound of snow. Their words slurred into nonsense, then stretched out into gasps. Wodan knew that the time had come. He slowly unslung one of the rifles from his side, stood from his hiding place, and trudged through the snow to the two dangerous lovers.
He walked by the dying fire and picked up a stick that glowed a dull red on one end. He turned casually and tossed the thing at the cabin. Heard the heavy thud
of contact. He turned back to his prey and continued walking. Heard a rush of air, then light cast his shadow before him.
Wodan climbed the rise of snow and saw the men below, one pounding on the other from behind. Wodan glared down at them and raised the rifle. They did not see his long shadow dancing along the black trees. He pulled the trigger. There was a deafening crack, the blond man slid out of the other and fell on his back, face contorted in agony. The other looked back in alarm. Wodan fired again, the man’s head was whipped to the side, face hanging from skull, blood splattered onto the snow; Wodan fired again and the man fell to his knees and collapsed into the snow. The blond man backed away on his elbows. Wodan shot several more times, snow splattered as he missed, then several bullets ripped into the man’s gut and chest, spraying black blood along snow and pale skin. Wodan turned and ran to the heavy machinegun, snow flying before and behind him.
Screaming from the cabin. The front door pounded open. One half-naked man saw Wodan immediately, then turned aside and ran into the snow. Just as others came up behind him, Wodan leaped before the machinegun, wrapped both hands around it, tilted it upwards, pulled the trigger, then felt a great rush as the thing barked out fire, jumping in his hands and biting chunks of wood from the cabin. The men before the door were flung back, torn to pieces, shrieking in agony. The entire cabin was on fire and Wodan could barely see for the glare of the machinegun. The place was alight like the throne of Hell.
He stopped firing. Smoke drifted away from the firing zone. The dead were piled up in the doorway, pieces of raw meat steaming on the ground, the doorway chipped away as if a giant had punched his fist through. Men screamed inside, shrill and high. Wodan turned to the man who had run away earlier, saw him huffing and tripping through the snow. He lifted his rifle and aimed at his back. Fired. The man swung around, yelped. Wodan fired again. The man fell, shaking strangely. Wodan fired into the area again, then again, until the rifle ran empty. Wodan cast it to the side. The man lay still; a plume of steam gushed from his face in one swift torrent, then there was stillness.
Wodan turned back to the fire. The fear he felt before turned into a scream in his head. Now, as the dancing fire cast hideous shadows on his face, as the stench of smoke filled his lungs, he felt a terrific rush, a singing in his blood, in his cells.
There was a high-pitched popping sound from the rear of the cabin, panicky shouting, and Wodan realized someone had tripped the mines at the back door. Wodan growled and shot into the cabin with the machinegun. He glanced at the belt feeding into the machinegun and saw there was not much left.
Minutes passed. Wodan sat, breathing hard, mind racing, wondering if they were all dead. Smoke poured from the open doorway. He heard a window shatter on the side. Heard coughing, groping movements, multiple men shouting. Wodan rose and moved to the side. He saw smoke pouring from the window, saw a naked man leaning over the side of the window, another pushing from behind. The man was streaked in black, face and neck red, the muscles contorted oddly. He leaped down, stumbled - then the ground shot up around him, in a nightmare-flash Wodan saw the man’s arms come apart, flesh ripped from face, neck bursting apart, and the man flew back against the cabin in a shower of red. The mines were so loud that Wodan fell in the snow. The man behind the window disappeared from view again.
Wodan pushed himself up from the snow and ran back towards the machinegun. Pops and whizzes erupted from the cabin as the ammunition inside began to cook and ignite. He ducked low. On his way back to the machinegun he saw three naked men running from the front door, coughing violently, as black as devils. One man held another who kept his eyes closed, mucus and vomit streaming from his mouth. The man in front held a handgun, his eyes contorted with rage. Tears clouded his eyes, but he saw Wodan, screamed, and shot at him. Wodan heard the bullets smack around him; he veered away from the machinegun and dove behind a jeep. He remembered the mines there and, as he heard bullets smack into the jeep, he scurried away from the thing. He ran into the trees, heart pushing fear throughout his body. He leaned against a trunk and unslung the second rifle, his last weapon, from his back.
He peered around the tree trunk. While one dragged the other, the third peered into the woods, screaming like mad and firing randomly. His gun clicked. He cursed and threw the thing to the side. Wodan whirled around the tree, aimed and pulled the trigger, but his rifle did nothing. The man saw him and shrieked. Wodan wondered if his rifle was empty. He felt about for the safety switch, but it was not in the same place as on the wasteland rifles. The man stumbled towards the machinegun. The other pair dragged themselves to a jeep. One of them forced his limp comrade into the passenger seat, then a sharp explosion from the hidden mines jerked the men apart in a violent blast.
Wodan fumbled at the rifle. He found a lever and pushed it. The clip fell out. Wodan reached down, pulled it from the snow, then felt that it was empty. The cabin roared as part of its side gave way and collapsed, sending up a great plume of fire and black smoke. The last man hauled up the machinegun, whirled it around, and stumbled towards Wodan. Wodan fell behind a tree, arms over his head, then the machinegun roared and punched the tree, scattering wood on his right and left. The bullets stopped.
Wodan realized the thing must be empty. He peered around the side of the tree. He saw the man lying on the ground, still. He wondered if a stray bullet from the cabin had felled him. He rose unsteadily, bracing himself against the tree. His cloak whipped about him. He felt a strange instinct, then whirled about.
Terror gripped his spine – men armored in black stalked towards him with weapons drawn. They wore white cloaks that fluttered like the wings of avenging angels. They advanced slowly, then stopped. One moved ahead of the others, then lifted a gloved hand and unlocked his helm. He removed it and dropped it in the snow. Wodan saw the terrible face of Yarek Clash, his yellow eyes stabbing through him and crushing his will.
Wodan knew there was no way he could fight them all. Still, he ignored the fact of inevitable defeat, fought against the man’s gaze, then cried out and rushed through the snow at him. Wodan felt as if he were running downhill, leaped into the air, brought a knee forward and slammed it into Yarek’s chest. The Reaver stood like a rock; Wodan fell back and felt cold snow bite into his back. Before he could make another move he felt strong arms wrap around his neck, pinning him down. He saw black boots gathering in the snow around him, then there was darkness.
*              *              *
Seloid Cramer trudged through the cold avenue past the limits of Haven, clutching his white-furred cloak. He reached the drop-off point and cast his eyes about warily. The tracks of a heavy vehicle lay before him. There, to his right, was a bag. He opened the thing and removed a book.
Strange. It was much larger than he expected. It was red, as it was supposed to be, but the thing was covered in ornate, horrid designs. He wondered if the girl was some kind of artist. He opened it.
His heart fell. The book was a handmade manuscript with different styles of handwriting and macabre pictures along every margin. There was no way the book was some dumb bitch’s diary. He shook his head, face burning. It was the wrong book entirely. There was no way he could go back to the house, by himself, to find the right one; it was too late and too dangerous for that. He put the book back in its bag, stuffed it under his arm, and walked away.
Failure. Failure! But he’d give it to Aegis all the same.
 



Chapter Twelve
Lucifer Bound
 
Sevrik Clash walked through the Lower Depths. The black walls were dank and lit by cobwebbed, yellow bulbs. He could smell mold, sweat, shit, the cloying atmosphere of resignation. Yellowed eyes followed him as he passed. He descended a stairwell to the deepest level. Here all the cells were open and unoccupied. All save one. He nodded at two Reavers in the hall. He stopped at the only lit cell and looked down at Wodan. The boy looked back, then nodded slowly.
“Looks like I finally got an interview with you,” said Wodan. “Did you come to see a real life cop killer?”
Sevrik sighed, picked up a stool from another cell, and sat down. “What a situation,” he said.
“Did you-”
“Just be quiet for a minute,” Sevrik said harshly. “Just listen, son.”
Wodan brushed hair from his eyes, nodded.
“Didi wrote me a message just after you left. You’re lucky I was working late. I got my boy Yarek in and we found the video footage that Didi showed you. I’m sorry that you had to see it. I just wished you had seen it as it really was, not as it appeared to be. Wodan, those were Third Force Guardians posing as Reavers. It was a unit called the Hell Hounds. While they’re not black ops, not off the books by any means, they do dirty work for Shem Udo. The Hell Hounds recruit a certain kind of person - unambitious, amoral, and able to keep a secret.”
Wodan raised his hand slightly. Sevrik sighed and nodded. “Did they have anything to do with Rudy Seaver? With the Jebedians? And what about you? Sevrik, I know Yarek was at the Jebedian compound.”
“Mevrik told me you were curious about those incidents. So, here’s the truth. You know that Guardians killed Rudy Seaver, his wife, and his child. It was a Hell Hound who cried out a warning on that last day, and they were Hell Hound snipers who shot his wife and child in their home. When Rudy ran out, gun in hand... it was impossible to separate Hell Hound bullets from anyone else’s. The Hell Hounds had orders to end the standoff before it got out of control. Orders that, I’m sure, came from Shem Udo. The Guardian who took the fall for that one was a former Hell Hound sitting behind a desk; he’d fallen out of favor with Udo, and retired into semi-wealth.
“As for the Jebedians, it was Third Force Guardians who tried to shut them down. Honestly, Wodan, I would have left them alone. They were no harm to us. But the investigation became a siege, which snowballed until the media were all over it. I sent my men, including my own son Yarek, who was a Ranger at the time, in order to help with negotiations. But it would not have looked good for Udo if I had cleaned up a mess he made. We argued about it for days. Eventually I agreed to pull my men out; I was willing to let him stew in his own shit soup. I thought that I might be able to replace him with a man of my own. But he pulled something unexpected, something so evil that I never saw it coming. As my men pulled out, most of his did, too, and forced out the media. The Hell Hounds stayed behind. They destroyed the compound, and they murdered the families who lived there.”
“Why didn’t you have Udo hanged?” said Wodan.
“I tried.” Sevrik paused for a moment, then said, “That was when I learned something terrible about people, Wodan. Maybe it was something that I always knew, on some level… maybe that’s why I always felt a little… well, superior to most people.”
“What was it?”
“I saw that the Senate, the Prime Minister, and even a lot of the people in the media were glad that that whole thing was over. There was no outcry from the civilians, either. It was like… like the slate had been wiped clean. When the people at the Jebedian compound were killed, Haven breathed a collective sigh of relief. Isn’t that strange, Wodan? Nobody cared that men and women and children were murdered, that families were destroyed. They were abnormal, they were different, so morality did not apply to them. I wanted to crush Shem Udo after that, but I had no leverage. All I had was raw data, which proved worthless. I suspected that another Hell Hound commander would take the fall for the murders. But none had to. Not anymore.”
“Sevrik,” said Wodan, “that map I told you about, the one given to me and the other exiles. It was drawn by Vachs’s secretary, Seloid Cramer. I... when I saw the footage... I really thought it was the Reavers who...”
“Wodan, I suspect the Hell Hounds kidnapped you and the other exiles.”
“Also, Sevrik, I saw the original Kill List, which Cramer wrote. My name wasn’t on it - it should have been Luumis Lamsang!”
“I see,” said Sevrik, nodding slowly. “But you do look like him, Wodan. And you’ve already said you weren’t carrying any ID. But listen. I think Peter Remus was the main target. He was a rival of Vachs, and Vachs uses Udo like an attack dog. Why the rest of you were included in the exile, I don’t know. I’m sure the Hell Hounds sent you to the wasteland. But they didn’t count on your will or your strength, they didn’t count on you coming back home. And when you dropped the bomb that it was Guardians who exiled you... investigations began, and Vachs and Udo got nervous.”
“And he sent them to kill me, knowing I would be at the party?”
“No... no, I don’t think so. They could have easily waited for you to arrive. They could have taken you by surprise. No. I think the Hell Hounds were sent to retrieve this.” Sevrik removed Racheks’s little red diary from his pocket. “We found this on you. The footage shows them retrieving some kind of book, but I think it was the wrong one. Vachs sent the Hell Hounds to kill Rachek, specifically, because her book tells of an affair she had with Vachs. They sent them to kill, and recorded the kill, and set things up so that some of Udo’s Third Force boys could “discover” the footage, then send in some of their own men to kill the Hell Hounds. They had kept secrets before, but the secret of the exile was a political secret, much too valuable to leave lying around in the heads of a bunch of flunkies and murderers. They had to die. Proof of this lies in the fact that an “eliminate with extreme prejudice” order went out to several Third Force units, who were preparing to descend on that cabin in the woods. But because of Didi’s warning, my Reavers got to you first.
“If Didi hadn’t warned me, Yarek would not have been able to get to you first. Can you imagine the hell you would have gone through otherwise? A cop killer thrown in among hateful prison guards! They would have been worse than the rapists and murderers in the other cells.”
Wodan nodded slowly. “Thank you. And thank Didi for me.” He looked away for a moment, then said, “Why did they pretend to be Reavers?”
“There are not many official records about my Reavers. For Udo, a best-case scenario would be that his Third Force men would kill the Hell Hounds, reveal the footage to the media, and the media would totally accept the fact that my Reavers were the killers. Facts stating otherwise would only trickle in later, too late for me to salvage anything. Yarek would be imprisoned, the Reavers would be decommissioned, and I would’ve been ousted by Udo. In a worst-case scenario for Udo, I would’ve proven that they were not my Reavers, but the stench of corruption would still hang about them, and about me; facts would be jumbled with media buzz-words, and I would lose popularity, influence, and funding. Udo would be a hero for killing a murderous band whose orders were completely off-record.”
“What does the diary say?” said Wodan.
“Your friend Rachek wrote in detail about her affair with Vachs. That, combined with media attention on their public friendship, their frequent outings... it casts a bad light on him. I’ve released all of this to the media.”
“Will Vachs be impeached?”
Sevrik pursed his lips, moved his head in a slow circle, then exhaled. “I doubt it. Already his masters of spin are working on the whole thing. A primitive with a fragile psyche latched onto him and fantasized about mingling with a powerful man; she said the wrong thing to a patriotic Guardian unit, who hatched a plot of revenge to kill her and the other outlanders… they were misguided nationalists who feared the wasteland’s influence on the people of Haven. That sort of thing.”
Wodan felt a hot rush of anger and smacked the wall with his fist. “God’s death, Sevrik, they’re going to get away with murder! Again, Sevrik!”
“Calm down, son!”
“How can they be so untouchable?!”
Sevrik reached through the bars of the cell, grabbed his shoulder, said, “We’ll get them, son. We will.”
“How?!” said Wodan, hanging his head in his hands, shaking, impotent.
“Wodan, evil like this cannot continue indefinitely. I will not allow it.”
Wodan felt tears burning through his eyes. “Can you do anything to them... before... they have me killed?”
Sevrik leaned back. How did the boy know they were planning on the death penalty?
“I... I don’t know,” said Sevrik, quietly. “They’re rushing your trial. It’s going to be before Didi’s. Vachs has approved placing a conservative Judge on your trial, as a “concession” to the rival Stone Warren party. A former Guardian, even. It... it doesn’t look good.”
Wodan saw the weakness in their civilization. The hypocrisy. In order to remain safe, one had to allow and accept small injustices every day. Eventually the thing grew and grew until civilization itself became an act of genocide. It took a certain sort of person to stand against that, but that person would eventually find themselves outside of civilization. In a state of nature… no, in a state of war. When that happened, the road to justice and injustice were both paved with blood.
*              *              *
State of the Polis Address
Aegis Vachs had met a lot of stupid people in his life. He’d also met a handful of clever individuals, but he was beginning to believe that the Book of the Red was the first self-aware entity he had ever met. He found little pleasure in its lovely, lovely pages, but he did find… was it enlightenment? How angry, like a child, he had been when Cramer had given it to him, in lieu of the silly little thing he had wanted. His boys worried so much about his fling with the outland girl... what was her name? Ah, Rachel. How silly. He had looked down on the book, thinking it a tribal artifact. How wrong he’d been!
It taught him nothing new, but that was the very thing about it.
The pictures were dreadful. They were nothing compared to the words.
“On the duties of the Levi, the priest class,” he read. “They are the only ones who may approach the Holy Tabernacle. Any lower class who gains access must be put to death. Any sheep who sees the slaughter or the rites of sacrifice will bleat in panic and will spread the panic to others who have not seen. Anyone who gains access to the tabernacle who is not a member of the priest class must be put to death. The safety of the herd is paramount. This duty is holy. For the Levi is the hand of Leviathan. The mouth of the Beast must not know from whence comes the food, for the slaughter is a vision too-much in its essence.”
And there, a picture of a woolly animal, throat slit by a pair of hands holding a knife, the blood rushing out. The face of the sheep looked vaguely human.
“A prayer is a wish,” he read from another part. “He who wishes is a man. He who wishes, and is denied, is a man. He who wishes, and another fulfills his wish, is a great man. He who wishes and his wish is fulfilled, he who hears a wish and makes it reality, that is a God. That power belongs to God. A wish is a word. The word is with God, the word is God. In the beginning was the word. The word became reality. He who makes a word, then makes it real, is God. For the word is God...” the text rambled on, and Vachs understood every bit of it to the core of his being.
And in the margin, a caricature of a man half-dancing, half-prostrating, before some sort of terrifying creature.
He had never made a list of the virtues he admired, nor had he catalogued his own moral code. But to be so repulsed by a book, then to have it confirm one’s own unspoken code of living... this is, he thought, a form of enlightenment. A form of insanity. He was reminded of the truth he had always known.
“The world is senseless. No joy is lasting. To be sane is to be dead, to be dead to the world. To go on living is an act of insanity. To be powerful is to revel in insanity. It is God’s alone, to direct reality. He alone is clean in his will. To feel joy is madness...”
On, and on, and on.
“One class to lead, one to say the word, one to direct. Another to enforce, to force the word into reality. To force the world to conform with the word. And yet a third, the larger part, to honor and obey and serve, in holy submission.”
Holy submission. He thought of all the programs designed to increase voter turnout. When the dullards vote, razor-sharp virtues cannot be a part of political debate. How could they? Only a constant worry about safety, how safe is the world, how safe will I be, where are the wolves, please help me, that person looks like a wolf, et cetera. How mediocre were the two most powerful parties... he thought of how Shem Udo knew about the Dove, had kept him alive, had kept tabs on him. What a great agent of fear. How easy it was to seem a paragon of safety when you fought against such a controlled agent.
Three classes of people? Aegis thought of Haven. There was humor! He had just written a note to himself to use the term “moral disarray” in his State of the Polis speech, in order to snag a few conservatives not willing to back up... what was his name? Timosina? Now, how crude – but how effective - that term sounded. Moral disarray! The right, the left, one hand not knowing what the other was doing. The world seemed so scary to the common citizen – but there was no real moral disarray, none at all! Pigs, wolves… sheep. No, it was far from disarray. He laughed, remembering that he’d allowed a conservative Judge to work on the case of… what was his name? Weedmo, the cop killer.
It was perfect! Everything, just… perfect.
 



Chapter Thirteen
Cheer Up, Barkus!
 
Red clouds twisted into dust devils and dragged their claws through the sands of the wastes. The sky shone deep purple. Black clouds licked at the falling sun, slowly snuffing it out, promising cold. Scarred soldiers marched while commanders in motley armor shouted orders. Fires spurted in the distance, and hundreds of zeppelins swelled and shook. 
A group of muscular slaves bent under the weight of a heavy wooden platform. They wore collars about their necks which were connected to wooden hooks placed around the platform. A group of Ugly stood atop the platform surveying their army. A map was laid out before them, held down from the wind by two kneeling slaves. Boris, dressed in shimmering black robes, pointed and whispered, “I should like to see those Smiths over there.”
An Ugly nearby screamed out, “You! Take us there!” Immediately a slavemaster with a long stick ran to one edge and smacked it loudly. Men groaned beneath the platform, then it shuffled across the field.
Barkus stood beside his brother. He looked tall and lean, and a black cloak hung limp from his shoulders. Happiness Joe Heffer stood on the other side, armored in dark leather shod with spiked iron and tufts of black fur jerking in the wind. His bodyguards glanced uneasily at the motionless Hand nearby.
Boris looked down at the map. The two slaves holding it down averted their eyes and prayed for invisibility. Barkus and Heffer joined him.
The map showed an island, a ring of mountians, a city. Key points marked in red. Hordes of arrows in blue and green. Four wide orange circles with chaotic radial lines extended. The map was labeled
Haven of Infidels
“Here, in the northwest,” said Boris, pointing. “Several power stations that must be bombed from afar. Immediately. One of these things is powered by something unnatural. We’ve been warned to stay away from the area completely once the area is demolished. Other power generators, small, coal-based, extending down here... here... here. Hit as many as you can. This will darken their city. That is of prime importance.”
Heffer nodded. Barkus looked about idly, then back to the map.
“Most of their soldiers, vehicles, and weapon stockpiles are stationed in the east, here,” Boris continued. “Bomb this from afar before you move in. Barkus, you will oversee this. They may scatter like dogs. They may put up fierce resistance. You, brother, know to fear their weapons. That’s why this is your area. Ultimately, whether you land or remain airborne is up to you.”
Barkus stood silent.
“Heffer, you land in the south... push your way up north and tear through the center. Angle your troops eastward, though, to help Barkus if you can. The center contains their political apparatus and more soldiers than in the north. Smiths are going to bomb that area before you hit it. They’ll be shaken. Run over them and crush them.”
Heffer nodded, curling his lips apart.
“The gods did quite a job in scouting the enemy’s land,” said Boris, tapping the map with his cane. “It would be a shame if we let them down now.”
“If we let them down...” Barkus said quietly.
“I think our reinforcements will soon arrive,” said Boris, turning away from his brother. He stroked the bundle under his robes, which meowed pathetically.
The wooden platform drew near some zeppelins, slaves moving boxes, Smith overseers shouting and speaking into radios. Heffer pointed to a group of slaves moving a heavy, cylindrical metal object. “Beautiful,” he said through clenched teeth.
“Smith bombs,” said Boris, nodding. “If the zeppelin is our gun, that is its bullet. Who knows how long the Smiths have been sitting on this technology? Gentlemen, we may be looking at one of the greatest artifacts the Ancients have to offer us.”
They watched the shells being loaded into the zeppelins, then Boris turned to face them. “The entire Right and Left Arm will be taking part in the assault. That means you two will keep the majority of whatever technology you find there. Conceal as much as you can from the Smiths that accompany you; we’re already massively in debt with them because of this operation, and I want to have enough resources left over to knock Filius Bilch out of Sunport after this.”
He glanced quickly at Barkus. Barkus’s flat gray eyes did not waver, but they also did not challenge.
“You’ll be reinforced by some of Utrecht Sera’s men, Leg berserkers who should prove useful. If you need fodder, use them first. Sera’s one of us, but we don’t want him knowing what we bring back, either. Still, he probably has spies in both of the Arms, so don’t do anything that will blatantly piss off any of the helpers.
“I’ve given you as much of the Body as I can spare. Those boys will be desperate to prove themselves. I would give you more, but I know the Coil, and maybe even the Law, will move against me as soon as you go. I’ll need enough men to hold them at bay.”
“We’ll have to hit their air fields quickly,” said Barkus. He seemed distant. He alone was not convinced that victory was assured. “I’m the only person here who’s seen their power at work.”
“I wouldn’t worry so much,” said Boris, smiling wickedly, face glowing in the dying light. “You will have… other reinforcements with you.”
A tremor of suspense had been writhing in the troops and slaves. Rumors of a divine manifestation had been spread. Eyes were constantly diverted to the horizon. Boris laid a hand on Barkus’s shoulder and, in that moment, the wind shifted suddenly. Shadows passed over the sand and dust kicked up into the air. A shrill cry went up from many zeppelin riders. The eyes on the horizon should have watched the skies.
Four great dragons crashed into the earth. Men ran screaming, trampling one another, praying in confusion to the terrible gods among them. The dragons were quivering towers of muscle, thickly armored, serrated wings flapping, reptilian eyes flashing like iron on the forge. Boris raised his hands, laughing, screaming, “Hail! Hail! Hail!” and, on a whim, Barkus turned his radio on and held it to his brother’s mouth so that others could hear his laughter.
The first flesh dragon was red. Great muscles quivered on its flanks like maggots on the dead. Its face was full of fury and its mouth stretched wide to show uneven rows of teeth. Sparks fell in a shower from its mouth as it scraped its coarse tongue along the roof of its mouth, then electric flashes danced along its teeth and neck, then down its arms, causing the sand to jump with static charge as it gripped the sand. The dragon whirled on an ammunition crate that a group of slaves had abandoned in terror; the dragon opened its mouth wide in a terrible howl, then a bolt of lightning arced forth and incinerated the thing in a great explosion.
The second flesh dragon was black, covered in long scales and spikes like thick swords edged in dark blue. It tucked its short wings at its sides, then charged back and forth in a blur. Its mouth was held shut by restrictive tendons and its eyes glowed a sickly, piercing yellow. It suddenly stopped its whirling charge and tensed up, then the spikes along its sides rose up fiercely. The sand was blasted in a wide circle as many long spears shot from the beast and embedded themselves in the earth, shaking with violence.
The third flesh dragon was long and serpentine. It coiled about itself, scales flashing dark green and black. Its mouth came open, its thick, wet tongue rolled out like a fat worm, then it vomited out a dark, sticky mist. The monster disappeared in the black cloud. The mist rolled about, expanding, then suddenly the beast shot forth in a strange coiling charge. A group of men scattered before it, but the dragon slapped one man aside easily, shattering nearly every bone in his body.
The fourth flesh dragon glared at the Ugly horde imperiously. Its armored hide was thicker than the other dragons’ scales. It was dull brown highlighted with flecks of gold, and its eyes burned red. It sat on its haunches and flexed its powerful wings slowly. Great claws on its fingers extended from sheathes, in and out. No one could see even an inch of space between its scales, but the flesh dragon offered no show of strength. Thus it seemed stronger than all the others.
The Ugly horde gathered around the monsters in a wide ring, fearing to draw near but inspired by the divine appearance. They knew that the gods themselves had come and would lead them to paradise – then give them the means to destroy paradise. The new and glorious ritual filled them with wonder. They raised their fists, fired their guns in the air, and cried out, “VICTORY! VICTORY! VICTORY! VICTORY! VICTORY! VICTORY! VICTORY! VICTORY! VICTORY! VICTORY! VICTORY! VICTORY! VICTORY! VICTORY! VICTORY! VICTORY! VICTORY! VICTORY!”
Boris turned his brother and said, “Our faith was tested when it seemed like the gods had all but retreated from the wasteland. But look, Barkus! Here are their most powerful kin, ready to ally with us! We are entering a new age, brother. A new world! We have survived where others could not. We have made compromises. We have lost much. I know your faith has been shaken. You know them to be monsters, more so than any other saint in our ranks. But now daring is called for, brother. Once, we lived in the shadow of the demon. We lived by their edict, we adopted the virtues from their book. Now, we must follow their example. By their example must we live!”
Boris held Barkus’s arm with one hand, then cast his other hand over their screaming army, their zeppelins, their hideous gods. “A new world awaits us. This will be an age of pioneers! We must map out unexplored cultures to take from, to extinguish! We must find new ideas to snuff out, new enemies to crush alongside the old! Will we be masters of the new world, Barkus? Will we continue as we are now, slaves and little masters of little slaves? Or will we risk? Just like when we murdered father so long ago. Will we risk?”
 



Chapter Fourteen
Trial of the Superman
 
A crowd gathered in the snow about Debate Focus. Granite pillars draped in blue streamers framed the wide, rounded pit of stairs that led down to the court. Here, hundreds of years ago, political and cultural debates were held in public; because of the acoustic setup, anyone could be heard speaking from the center. These days, Debate Focus was used to bring justice to the greatest criminal cases. Brightly colored clothes peeked out from cloaks of gray, white, and black as the crowd milled about, awaiting the spectacle that the media had dubbed “The Trial of the Superman”.
*              *              *



Wodan laid in the dungeon for a week. He fell sick the first day, not unlike when he first returned to Haven, but his symptoms were not as bad. They had supplied him with some books from the Holy Series, which he ignored, as well as pens and paper, on which he drew idle sketches. Two black Reavers sat outside his cell. He had said hello to them, once, but they ignored him, and so he ignored them in turn. The food was bland, but he developed a taste for it. He came to know his sink, his stool, his toilet, his cot. He realized that the prison stank just like the back rooms of all the grocery stores he had worked in; places of stagnation and decay. He meditated in an effort to release his rage. He slept much of the first day.
His sickness soon departed. On the second day he began to exercise, mostly push-ups and sit-ups. He held the bars of his cell from behind and did leg lifts. He consumed the food as soon as it was brought to him, often handing the empty tray back to the attendant before he could leave. He took short, deep, dreamless naps. He often wondered why the two helmeted Reavers never spoke to one another; they sometimes looked at one another, nodding as if pantomiming speech. He wrote letters to his mother, to his father, and to Professor Korliss.
On the third day, or perhaps the fourth, he heard the voices of Guardians in the hallway. Wodan’s heart blasted when he realized they were Third Force Guardians. Even before they approached, they demanded to see the prisoner and launched into a spiel about paperwork and the presence of the Reavers being a breach of jurisdictional parameters. The Reavers immediately lifted their visors and shouted a barrage of challenges and rebukes. The Reavers approached the gang of Third Force goons and, even though Wodan could not see what was happening, he could hear the sound of a struggle, pushing, cursing. Wodan’s terror left when he realized the Reavers were laughing during the entire struggle. The Third Force Guardians left in a rage, then returned seconds later with promises of violence, then left again as soon as the Reavers turned back to them. Wodan could hear the goons shouting as they retreated up the stairwell.
The two Reavers returned, lowered their visors, and resumed their silent vigil. Wodan was amazed that the two fighters had manhandled such a large gang of men. He used the adrenaline from the encounter to stretch out his exercise routine. Exhausted, he turned to his cot and drew detailed diagrams of the power structures of Haven: Vachs and his cronies, Sevrik and Udo and the Guardian forces, Didi, some of the inventions of the DoR, the Makers of Mothers, then made an outline of some of the teachings of Professor Korliss Matri. He made detailed notes on whatever strengths and flaws he could find in the structure.
On the next day, he increased his exercises even further by finding muscles that were not sore and finding ways to push them. As he worked, the Reavers took off their black helms and talked to him. They were quite amiable. They said they had spoken to Yarek Clash himself and received permission to speak to Wodan, and even to sneak him some protein and energy bars. Wodan talked to several shifts of the fighting men. Most of them seemed simple in their ambitions and direct in their ideas, which inspired Wodan greatly. He often joked with them, despite his situation, and their laughter echoed off the dank stone dungeon. That night Wodan wrote a short story incorporating the personality and ideals of the Founding Fathers in the bodies of forest animals.
On what was to be the last day of his imprisonment before his trial, Wodan stopped in the middle of his exercises. Why should he bother to exercise? He knew Aegis Vachs was most likely doing everything in his power to have Wodan executed. What was the point of exercising if he would soon be dead?
What’s the point of lounging around if I’ll soon be dead? he thought. He continued his exercises.
His exercises didn’t turn him into a superman, but he was surprised to see small improvements. He threw some punches and one of the Reavers, a bearded man with a topknot, told him to rotate his body rather than throw the whole of his weight forward. He showed him how to hit with the two large knuckles of his hand so that he wouldn’t damage the knuckles of the pinky and ring finger. Showed him how to swing with his elbows, around and to the front, or out and to the side, and said that even a little guy could devastate a foe’s jaw with such a maneuver. Wodan remembered that he’d heard similar things from Sevrik Clash, long ago, but the lessons meant so much more now. Wodan told the men how he had killed a small, wild dogman in the wasteland, and how he had fought against ghouls with Marlon, his Guardian friend.
*              *              *
The Prosecutor walked about Debate Focus and gave his opening speech. He had enormous cheeks that grew pink from the cold. He spoke as if he were auditioning for a theatrical production, and his body often froze in place while his eyes darted about, forcing the audience to wait with bated breath while he came to a decision concerning some turn of phrase.
“... a victim of a superman complex, a wild animal who considers himself above the law. And we are all at fault for this. We know that he spoke to the imprisoned Head of the DoR, a man who considers himself to be a god above any sort of civil or natural law. Who knows what was said that night? Who can say how an already confused young man had his mind perverted still further? And even before then, he was a victim of our broken University system. He fell under the influence of a professor who actively teaches that young men and women should subvert the law and resent authority… that they should respect nothing and follow the wisdom of no one! This is a school that arms terrorists with the psychological weapons that they need, as evidenced by the young outlaw Luumis Lamsang, who is a sort of “comrade-in-arms” to the accused. If you take a headstrong young man from the world of theory and academic depravity and put him in the real world, where could he go? What could he do with his violent impulses? Would he go to the Guardians? Even there we find embodiments of the very opposite of their name, as evidenced by the fact that the top dog has a son who leads a pack of black-clad assassins who answer to no one and have no official paperwork that anyone can scrutinize in any way...”
Much, much later, the Prosecutor turned directly to the jury and said, “We are dealing with a young criminal whose mind was shaped by a mysterious cabal that wants to undermine the very foundations of Haven! But here, ladies and gentlemen, here, we have the chance to say NO. To stop the evil in its tracks. And maybe, just maybe, to push it back into the darkness from which it came.”
From the sidelines, Wodan began to have a giggling fit. He hunched his face into his sleeve and pretended to wipe his nose. Then, not wanting people to think that he was crying, he hardened his face and stared ahead. Just then the Prosecutor threw both arms into the air during some sort of climactic pronouncement and Wodan snorted loudly, shoulders shaking uncontrollably. He looked down at his body, at the black sweater of a prisoner with numbers in gray stitched in front. You’re a prisoner, Wodan thought, stifling his laughter. This is serious!
*              *              *
Luumis Lamsang laid in the basement of 312 Housing, the very same apartment building where he had gotten the bomb from Nicholas. He had been there for nearly a week, living on years-old cans of abandoned cat food; the place looked like a group of felines had prepared for some kind of nuclear winter by stockpiling magazines and chicken-flavored slop. On the first night of his exile, he had made the mistake of trying to sleep in the wild and had nearly frozen to death. He was only just now recovering from a hacking cough. He had found a perfect cave that night and, limbs nearly frozen, decided to build a fire. He realized he had no idea how to build a fire, then decided that armored assassins would probably see the smoke, anyway. He focused his anger on the Guardians as he stumbled back into town just before dawn. There were even Guardians at this very building, but the fools were too dumb to cover anything but the doors, and so he had been able to slip into a broken window that led directly to his current refuge. It was here that Father Industry had given him his bounty of slick, mucus-drenched Kitty Vittles.
His frustrations from that first night infected, and even killed, the joy he had felt in setting off the bomb. He had nightmares all night. After waking, he was struck by an overwhelming thought: The fact that he had lied to Darel about the visions he had when he was trapped under the boulder, over a month ago, had been so powerful that even he, Luumis, had believed them. He had not considered the visions of the Lord of the Hunt to be a lie, not really, because the understanding imparted by the falsified vision had been about truth. But Darel, that prick, would not have believed those truths if Luumis hadn’t dressed them up a little. Yet his words had been so powerful that they had reshaped his own psyche. The Voice, the Lord of the Hunt, even the divine charge given to him, his destiny as Nature’s Chosen One - all of it, really, was taken from a mishmash of stories he’d read or seen in movies. But he’d still followed through, despite Nicholas’s weakness and constant whining. He had still overcome against all odds. In realizing all of that, he himself was overcome, and could not rise from the floor for the entirety of that first day in the basement. He just laid there, knowing.
Days went by. All was repetition. Lying about, eating cat food, snarling at the suspiciously long list of ingredients on the side. He found a hoard of fashion magazines, curled up and stiff with mold. He grew to hate the faces inside, smiling, beautiful, designed to fool the masses but blackened with spores of mold that only he could see. And it was cold. Always, always so cold.
One night he could not stand the inactivity. He snuck out of the window and trudged through the snow to his old apartment. He had to see Darel and confer with their leader Michonardo. He vowed to tell them just what he thought of them, now that he had dared to do the sort of thing they could never even imagine. He saw, in the nick of time, that there were Guardians standing about the apartment. He climbed the fire escape of a nearby building, thinking that he could leap to the roof of the apartment. When he reached the top, he saw that the roof was impossibly far away. He moved about until he could see into Michonardo’s window. The light was on. Squinting his eyes, he could see that Michonardo was passed out in his bed, cradling an empty bottle. He threw a small stone, but it was no use, their leader was completely passed out. Luumis collapsed in despair. Before he realized what he was doing, he had already made his way back and was in the middle of climbing back down into the damned basement. He passed out, then woke up in a cold sweat when he realized he had left a trail of footprints all the way to his lair. He rose and saw that fresh-fallen snow had covered his tracks. He had been forgotten.
A week, perhaps more, passed. Sick of the repetition, he achieved a new emotion beyond despair, a thing that no mortal man could ever feel, much less name. He was horrified by the realization that the cat food would last for months, if not years, for he had hardly put a dent in the supply. He went up the stairs and into the hallway, then found a newspaper in front of a door - with his picture on the front page! He stole it and returned to the basement.
When he opened it, he wailed in agony when he realized the picture was not of him - it was that jerkoff, Wodi! “Trial of the Superman”... not his trial, but Wodan’s!
The crassness! The absurdity of it all!
He read the article, rage boiling, freezing, then boiling again. On the very day after Luumis had made his Great Statement, his “explosive” counterpoint to a banal society, Wodan had to steal his thunder by sneaking up on some Guardians and killing them practically in their sleep. What was worse, he had motive. Motive?! A superman complex?! Any dumb dog could have a motive to eat or take a shit. Revenge - simple, silly, human, organic revenge! Motive! Hah! A god destroys on pure whim! The common man cannot understand him! Try, you little fools, try to understand a true superman! And find yourselves driven mad by the understanding!!!
Luumis fell back into the nest he had made for himself. Frustrated and forgotten, utterly forgotten. He whipped off his pants and jerked off to one of the fashion magazines so that he could go to sleep and enjoy oblivion, at least for a while.
*              *              *
The Prosecutor circled Yarek Clash on the witness stand. Yarek sat immobile, hood swept back from his black cloak. Twin jets of steam shot neatly from his nostrils at regular intervals.
“Mister Clash... er, should I call you by rank?”
“I have no rank. Mister is fine.”
“Mister Clash, can you tell us a little about your special Guardian unit?”
“No, I cannot. That information is classified.”
“Mister Clash, would you tell us how you came by information regarding the assault on the Third Force unit by Mister Kyner?”
“You mean against the Hell Hounds.”
“Yes.”
“I cannot. That information is classified.”
“Interesting. Can you tell us what you saw when you approached the scene of the massacre?”
“No, I cannot. That was a Reaver operation and information about it is classified.”
“I see. And can you say anything concerning allegations that you have been giving the accused preferential treatment in the dungeon?”
“Yes. I made sure he was protected by a Main Force Unit because I didn’t want him to be raped by Third Force personnel.”
A gasp went through the crowd.
The Prosecutor swung about, caught the jury and the crowd in the sweep of his voice, and said, “And what, I wonder, is it about the nature of your character that would cause you to say that Third Force Guardians would molest a prisoner?”
“Because all Third Force Guardians are homosexuals,” Yarek said loudly.
A great burst of laughter erupted from a group of laborers and Guardians in the crowd. The Prosecutor glared at Wodan, who was caught in a fit of laughter as well.
*              *              *
The Prosecutor leaned against the stand amiably and gazed up at Seloid Cramer.
“Tell us a little about yourself, Mister Cramer.”
“I’m the personal secretary to Prime Minister Aegis Vachs.”
“And do you like your job?”
“I love it,” said Cramer, smiling coldly. His blond hair bounced lightly in a gust of wind.
“And how, in your estimation, was the state of Mister Kyner when he approached you on the night of the murder?”
“He was in an agitated state. He could barely form a full sentence, and even tripped over words that went beyond a monosyllable. He asked many aggressive questions about the Prime Minister that, frankly, made me a little uncomfortable.”
“Did you feel that you were personally in danger?”
“No... not exactly. But I feared for the life of the Prime Minister. Mister Kyner seemed a bit of a conspiracy theorist, really. A boy confused about the difference between fantasy and reality. At the time, I thought that his unfortunate stint in the wasteland had addled him. I truly hoped that he would find some peace. Even now, I feel that he can be socially readjusted if given proper psychiatric care.”
“That’s quite a merciful opinion, Mister Cramer, which I’m not sure the rest of Haven feels. That is all, thank you, Mister Cramer.”
“Thank you, sir. May I return to work now?”
*              *              *
Wodan was called forth. He felt a harsh clarity of vision as he walked through Debate Focus. His chains clanged about loudly, echoing unmercifully. He took his seat on the elevated podium and saw hundreds of faces and eyes burning into him. The Prosecutor stood directly in front of him, but cast his face to either side.
“Mister Kyner, can you tell us why your fingerprints were found on several firearms at the scene of the massacre?”
“When you touch something,” said Wodan, “it leaves an imprint. No one’s hands are perfectly clean.”
“Mister Kyner, there were a number of dangerous, explosive land mines, designed to destroy human bodies, placed all around the scene. It was only luck that spared the lives of Third Force investigators from falling into any of your nefarious traps! What do you have to say about this?”
“They were very good traps.”
“Mister Kyner, what on earth were you doing at the scene of the massacre?”
“I went there to kill Guardians.”
A great wail rushed through the crowd.
“Why?” the Prosecutor cried out.
“Because they murdered my friends,” said Wodan, gritting his teeth. “I brought my friends here so that they could be free. And now they’re dead.”
“Free!? Like how you think you’re free to do anything - even take a human life?”
“Those so-called Guardians abandoned their humanity long ago. You’ve seen the video! Who in their right mind breaks into someone’s home and kills four good, innocent people? Those men were vermin. They deserved to die. Instead of trying to have me put to death, sir, you should be giving me a medal.”
A terrible silence followed. The Prosecution turned his back on Wodan and held his arms out at his sides.
“The Prosecution rests.”
*              *              *
The white-haired Judge turned to the jury, said, “Ladies and gentlemen, go and make your decision. I want you to come back with a verdict of guilty.”
The jury left and returned in a matter of minutes and handed the verdict to the Judge.
Wodan was brought in chains to the center of Debate Focus by two Guardians.
The Judge rose, said, “Romana Wodan Kyner, the jury finds you guilty.”
A great clamor from the crowd - gasps mixed with cheers.
Wodan remained erect. He felt nothing save something like a bolt of lightning thrashing from the crown of his head down to his feet, holding him erect. Even though his eyes were sharp and alive, his face was a mask, as if the body’s occupant had already left.
“This court,” said the Judge, “deems that you are to be hanged by the neck until you are dead.”
The outcry from the crowd was so mixed as to be unintelligible. Wodan faced front. A thousand eyes raced along every inch of his body, but saw absolutely no reaction. He decided that he had already washed his hands of Haven. There was nothing in the entire land that he cared for. He was gone.
It was at that moment that he picked out the faces of his mother and his father in the crowd. Wailing, clasping one another, faces melting like in a nightmare. Wodan stumbled back. His father crying, “Son! Son!”
Wodan remembered his father’s gentle knee, how he balanced on it as a child, how his father’s strong arms held him while Wodan pretended to ride a horse. Warm laughter, his home, mother wiping away his tears after his first day of school, telling him that he could make it through. He knew that all those moments would be wiped away, sterilized, dead forever, and then anguish rose up and overcame him and he cried out, “Papa! Mama!” and stumbled forward, pulling against the chains, then Guardian hands grasped him and hauled him away.
 



Chapter Fifteen
Battle of the Black Snow
 
Wodan did pull-ups on a bar that the Reavers installed in his cell. He considered the conspiratorial web of death that limited all living things. He dropped to the floor and flexed the small, tight muscles in his arms and chest. He might not be an unstoppable warrior, but today he was stronger than he’d ever been before. Today was the day he was going to die.
He had spent much of the night before talking with the Reavers, near insanity. Today they said little.
Suddenly one of them received a transmission. The topknot-wearing Reaver stepped forward and extended his hand into the cell.
“It’s time,” he said. “I’m sorry, man. I hate this shit.”
Wodan shook his hand and felt his throat tighten unmercifully. He nodded at the man. They left him.
Minutes later two Third Force Guardians and a priest arrived. The Guardians were armed with long rifles. They stared at him coldly.
“No deus ex machina for you,” said one of the Guardians, his voice muffled by his mask.
Wodan’s sadness fled as soon as the man spoke. “You better call for backup,” said Wodan.
“Oh ho ho! You hear this shit? The mouth on this cocksucker.”
“Stop that!” said the priest. “You boys are forgetting that you have a solemn duty to uphold. The way a man conducts himself in the face of evil shows the true measure of his character.”
“You know what, Padre?” said one of the Guardians. “How ’bout you take a walk for ten minutes so we can, uh, adjust this little asshole’s character.”
The second Guardian laughed as he inserted a key into the lock. Wodan stood back, preparing himself for the worst. The key turned in the lock – then the entire dungeon shook. Wodan felt himself rise, as if by magic. He rotated slightly. Dust and mist shot from the walls on either side and kissed his skin, then the floor leaped in a dance of violence and Wodan was cast onto the ground. 
*              *              *
One of the Guardians propped himself up on his elbows, coughing on the dust that filled the hall and clogged his mask. “What the hell?” he muttered. “The hell just happened?” He saw the priest facedown beside him. Something tapped his helmet. He looked up - and saw the boy pointing a rifle at him. He stared, trying to make sense of it. He felt about for his own rifle, but couldn’t seem to find it. He saw his buddy getting up slowly, legs shaking. He was still armed.
He pointed at the boy so that his buddy could waste him. It took nearly a full minute for his buddy to wipe the dust from his visor and finally remove his mask entirely. He saw the boy, saw the rifle. He ran like mad back down the hall. The first Guardian joined him, accidentally kicking the unconscious priest in the head as he made his escape.
As they ran up the spiral staircase shouting themselves hoarse for reinforcements, the lights flickered, then went out.
*              *              *
Wodan felt his way through the darkness of the dank hallway. The walls vibrated, groaned, deep heartbeats like some beast rising from the earth. He walked into an open door and felt about until he found a spiral staircase. As he climbed out of the Lower Depths, he heard the screams and cries for help from prisoners abandoned in the dark. He found a block of pale light full of dust motes.
He came to a door with a square window. Peeked inside, saw no one. He entered. The room was dark save for three flashlights standing on their ends, shining upwards. Desks, papers scattered on the floor, chairs upturned. Rows of cabinets along a wall. Wodan leveled his rifle at the far door, grabbed a flashlight, and backed up to the cabinets. He found one marked with a K, opened it, and sifted through the items inside. He found a bag with his name on it, then pocketed the audio recorder his mother had given him. He took a flashlight and sidestepped to another room. The screams of the prisoners above and below were overwhelming, but he saw no one. His light bounced harshly as he searched the rooms. He found a room built like a cage full of Guardian armor and guns. The door was shut tight.
This is it, he thought, heart racing. There’s no reason to hold back now. They were going to kill me anyway.
He aimed the rifle at the door’s heavy bolt, covered one ear, and fired. There was a terrific explosion and the high-pitched whine of sheared metal. The door clattered open and Wodan entered. He kicked off his prisoner’s sandals and put on the smallest pair of heavy Guardian boots he could find. He donned a heavy black cloak. He found a rifle that was shorter than his own and decided it was probably some sort of automatic rifle. He slung it onto his back. He looked at the rifle he already had; it was exceptionally long, and the clip was so short that he assumed it was a single-shot deal, most likely a high-powered armor piercing weapon. In a flash, he knew that the Guardian escorting him to his death had brought the thing only because it looked imposing, as it would have been completely impractical within the confines of a narrow hallway. This realization did little to help his opinion of Third Force Guardians. Wodan found clips of ammunition that might fit both guns, stuffed them into a bag, then slung it onto his back. Any armor pieces he found were far too big for him, but the idea of wearing Guardian armor seemed repulsive to him anyway.
He ran from the room and followed his bouncing flashlight through an abandoned hallway. The endless screams slowly receded into a shrill echo on the edge of his awareness. They haven’t stopped me yet, he thought. This is my chance!
He came to a door with a flashing yellow light on the other side of a window. Hints of red shone through. There was too much dust for him to see through the glass. He cracked the door open, peered within, and reeled at what he saw.
The doorway led to a scene of ruin. He was almost sure it was noon, but a great darkness had enveloped the world outside the prison. He saw fallen concrete, bent steel girders, men climbing on the ruin and shouting to one another as they passed debris back and forth. Much of the dungeon was gone, demolished, knocked over. He saw a Guardian haul a man from under the wreckage, body limp, limbs bouncing. Wodan stepped outside and looked around. Saw darkness above, yellow light peeking through tears in black clouds. A cold wind kicked up, carrying dust that caught in his eyes. In the distance he saw a flare of red, then heard a concussive blast. Another blast struck nearer, and the earth trembled as the wave passed. He heard a man far above shouting, “Under attack! Under atta-a-a-ack!” Wodan trudged through filthy black snow and sidestepped away from the scene. No one paid him any attention.
While the rest of Haven was probably scratching their heads, Wodan knew exactly what was happening. He knew that the wasteland had come to his rescue.
*              *              *
Minutes Ago
Sevrik Clash stomped into the Guardian Command Center, barking orders before he was in the room. Rows of communications personnel spoke into headsets, read computer displays, typed and sent data nuggets all at once. White-uniformed Guardians at radar displays ran back and forth, shouting at comm men. Sevrik had been called back from the hanging at Debate Focus to see the greater noose descending.
An Aide ran to him with a bundle of printouts, said, “Sir! We picked up blips to the south, points S-7, S-8, S-9, uh, through S-54, moving north. We sent scout ships, but lost them all! Photographs got us this.” Sevrik grabbed the printouts, saw a black cloud hovering over the sea. It drew nearer in each printout. Saw stills of flashes, arcs of lightning. In the next to last, saw a great blur. Was he looking at wings? In the last printout he saw the unmistakable image of something reptilian, jaws open, teeth flashing in a jagged blur of motion.
“Demons!” shouted Sevrik. “Get me a line to the Secundus. Now! Get another line to Yarek, any line. I want all my commanders talking to me now!”
A comm man screamed at a radar man who screamed at another radar man who screamed to Sevrik, “Blips are spreading northeast, northwest, others north-”
Sevrik pointed to the flat table-comp in the center of the room, said, “Bring it all up on the holomap!”
“Sir, I’ve got the Secundus on a line!”
“Speaker-phone!” Sevrik shouted to the side. He snapped his fingers at an aide, said, “I want every unit scrambled, all commanders contacted at once and I want them to prep their units for Invasion Situation One!” The aide rushed off.
Lights shone over the table, then formed into a vertically-projected map of Haven with floating red dots superimposed. Rushing from the south, dividing, forming three sweeping tentacles.
A deep voice crackled on an open line, said, “Sevrik! What’s all this chatter going on?!”
“Secundus Udo, we are under attack. We have visuals of aerial demons, and countless more radar blips spreading from the south. I need you to prep your boys for Invasion Situation One!”
Silence over the line.
“Inv-Sit One means your Third mans the south and I take the rest! We form a ring of defense!”
“I know that!” Udo shouted, lying.
“How far are you from your Command Center?”
“I... I don’t know, I’m on, uh, let me just-”
“Give me control of your communications people until you get there,” said Sevrik. “I need them up and going now.”
“A-a-ah, I’ll have them up, just give me a second to get out of here and-”
Sevrik snapped at a comm man to close the line, then said, “Open a line to the Secundus’s Command Center.”
“Units taking fire! Points W-”
Sevrik glanced at the map, saw red blips hovering over the western mountains, flashes from reported firefights. More units joining those, others sweeping around to the northwest. There were units rushing in from the east almost as quickly.
“Sir!” shouted a communications man. “Units taking fire from... from zeppelins!”
“What?!” said Sevrik.
“Th-that’s what they’re saying!”
“What kind of armaments?”
“Heavy bombs, uh, long range explosives. Medium-sized arms, machineguns. They’re... okay, we’re dropping them almost as fast as they can send them. There’s just so many of them!”
“What about demons? Any reports?”
“None, sir!”
The lights in the room flickered, dimmed, then went black. Cries in the darkness, then dim red back-up lights bled into the room. The holomap remained black.
Sevrik saw comm men staring at their dead monitors, mouths agape. “What the hell just happened?”
“Sir!” shouted a comm man on a telephone. “They just blew up the nuclear plant in the northwest. And... their bombers are getting through to other plants in the west.”
Sevrik broke the terrible silence. “I need a hard line to all of my commanders. I need... get me Tarius, my man in the north. Top priority!”
“He’s calling now,” said an aide, and Sevrik rushed to pick up the phone.
“Listen, Tarius,” said Sevrik. “They just took out the nuclear plant near you.”
“Sir, I’m sorry,” said the tinny voice on the other end. “I had my boys all over it, it’s just that-”
“Don’t worry about that now,” said Sevrik. “You did what you could. Listen, I don’t know which way the wind is blowing, but I don’t think you’re going to come under much fire in that area. I need you on population control. Get those people deep in the mountains, as far underground as you can get ’em. I have no idea what condition the plant is in, but we might have radiation to worry about. They knew exactly where to hit us. Just keep your people safe, but be ready to move if I call.”
“Yes, sir!” the voice hissed through the static.
Sevrik hung up, saw the aides standing all around him. The shouting, the stench of panic.
Against men and
demons, he thought. And they knew exactly where to hit us.
*              *              *
Minutes Before That
 



Barkus flew over the mountains in his massive troop transport zeppelin. Ugly all about him chanted war cries, buckled on heavy armor, and passed around rifles and shotguns and grenade launchers. Ugly and Smith warriors at all perimeters slapped belts of ammunition into heavy machineguns. A Smith warmaster kneeled below him and shouted to a Smith navigator as he marked their progress on a map at his knees. Barkus looked to either side, saw the air thick with zeppelins swooping in from the east.
For the first time in weeks, Barkus was filled with a lightness of heart, the sure knowledge of the fact that he and all those around him were going to die. His face stretched of its own volition, accentuating the smile carved into his face. Finally, his troubles would be over. What a relief!
It was true that the onslaught of the flesh dragons had been impressive. In his first foolish assault on Haven, he had seen the terrible black airships, wings like blades of steel whipping above them... he shuddered at the memory. Seeing the handful of airships that, somehow, knew they were coming in from the south had brought back that old fear. But the dragons had dispatched them easily - how the dragons dwarfed those helicopters, and even moved faster than them! But Barkus knew, by data gained from demonic scouts, that the Havenders had more airships sleeping on concrete beds all along the eastern front. Barkus knew that those things could easily outfly their silly zeppelins, legion that they were. How foolish this whole invasion seemed. It gave him hope that, at last, his laughable existence would be put to rest.
A great cloud of darkness roiled beneath his fleet; two dragons, the coiling serpent who produced the sickly fog of war, and the one covered in long projectile spikes, would assist him. He thought of their plan to race across the mountains, bomb the airfields, and destroy as many of their armored gunships as they could. Whether or not they succeeded in blasting the enemy airships – and, really, he was betting on absolute failure - he would land as many of his ground troops as possible, would hit as many of their armories as he could, and would even assault their main encampment of troops, if he could. How foolish, he thought; the very idea that they could knock out a superior enemy’s command center.
He laughed aloud and stepped on the Smith’s map as he stalked about, furred wolf-cloak whirling about in the wind. Mistaking his fatalistic amor fati for overwhelming confidence, his troops mimicked his laughter and raked knives across their own faces and arms to produce the adrenal battle-chemical hidden within all bodies. What fools!
He thought of Heffer flying up from the south. Heffer had with him the berserker elite of the Right Leg and the two dragons which seemed the more powerful. That, combined with his own troops and his Smith bombers, gave him an insufferable confidence. He actually thought he was going to walk away from this alive. Barkus knew that he had a big surprise in store.
Barkus and his forces raced over the foothills on the far side of the ring of mountains. He wondered why they had met with no resistance. Could it be that, despite the advanced technology and weapons of the enemy, they had... grown soft? Had six hundred years outside the cycle of death and survival in the wasteland reduced them to fat, blubbering children? Were the wheels of their bureaucracy grinding against one another? Barkus frowned a little. If they had to be provoked before they would rise up, so be it. He would push them to the very edge. Then he would leap into the abyss himself. The last thing he wanted to do was conquer Haven, then spend the rest of his miserable existence worrying about the Smiths or the Coil or the Law taking what he had rightfully stolen.
“Barkus!” shouted a Smith communicator perched over his radio apparatus. “Our boys in the west just annihilated their main energy producer! The mystery plant has been destroyed!” A great cheer tore through the command zeppelin. They heard tiny echoes in the wind as the information spread.
Barkus turned away and glared down at his boots. Just moments before, he was getting reports that Body Ugly and the Smiths in the west were taking incredible losses... the guns and rockets of the enemy were dropping zeppelin after zeppelin. Men were dying by the dozens. Reports were coming in every few seconds with death tolls that had to be in the hundreds.
“We’ve dropped one of their coal plants!” cried the young Smith. “Wait, wait… two of them! We just took another!” Energy coursed through the zeppelin at a wild fever pitch.
Barkus stomped about and looked for someone he could take his rage out on.
The Smith navigator shouted some code to the Smith at the map, who turned to Barkus, shouted, “Approaching main enemy airfield, seconds from arrival!”
“Bombs ready!” Barkus cried, so loud that he felt his throat would burst. He turned on an Ugly warrior, screamed, “Get those bombs ready now, dogs, before they can launch their ships! Kill in the name of the Lords of the Earth!”
He leaned against the front of ship and glared at the opening valley below. He shook with anger and stabbed his eyes into the hateful landscape so that he would not have to see the buffoonish animals all around him.
Dying might not be as easy as he thought.
*              *              *
Now.
Joe Heffer ran down the stone hill cradling a large automatic rifle, armor clanging heavily. Scarred troops ran on either side and behind him. Wild shirtless berserkers with submachine guns in either hand and axes strapped to their tattooed backs raced ahead, screaming mindlessly, voices torn raw by the drugs coursing through them. A young Smith near him lumbered under the weight of the massive radio set, antennae shivering overhead, the squawking sound of victory blaring from it.
“We drew first blood!” Heffer shouted in his booming voice. “First blood against a staggered enemy! Move, you dogs, move, move, move!”
He wondered at the lack of aerial resistance they’d met. Either Barkus had hit them but good, or these peaceniks were softer than he’d thought. He remembered how Barkus had whined about their air power. Such a coward! The land that had broken Barkus would make Heffer a blood-drenched hero. He would gather renown and tech and arms from this conflict, and would sweep back into Pontius a savior, or even a god...
He and his Ugly reached the outskirts and faced squalid gray buildings. Masses of berserkers and Left Arm Ugly were already there, hunkered against buildings, firing ahead, changing clips, firing grenades, shouting into radios. Heffer’s radio man tapped his shoulder and pointed to a wide building off to the side, the one that others had already marked for him. They ran toward it.
It was dark inside. Ugly with torches saluted him with raised fists. He saw blood on the walls, on the floor, civilians lying facedown or propped up, mouths hanging slack. Heffer signaled some Ugly, who joined him and his radio man as they climbed the winding stairwell.
They stepped onto the roof and found more Ugly standing with binoculars. Ahead, a great cloud of black smoke choked out the light, coal and the embers of destruction thrown up from the destruction of the energy plants. The black cloud was lit from beneath by intermittent flashes of zeppelin bombs. Heffer took some binoculars and scanned the avenue ahead and below. White and blue-armored enemy were loading shells into artillery, then leaping away as the things shook and ejected empty shells; over and again they repeated the process. A giant, armored machine rolled up, then was joined by another behind it. The heavy machines were gray and deadly looking, with long barrels that blasted, shook, and belched smoke into the air. He looked back at his own men. He saw chunks of buildings disappear and collapse, saw the avenue shatter and fly into the air. Ugly were tossed into the air and fell like limp sacks of meat. They maneuvered around buildings, crouching, gathering like ants, firing their guns over and over.
He slapped his radio man, said, “Get those dogs to maneuver around that way, west of their line, they’re just gonna get torn up! Forget that area there, God dammit! They-” He glanced at the central avenue, saw a line of tanks rolling forward to back up the others. Three more... four more, blasting in a line beside the first two. Saw his own Ugly crouching, firing, then retreating to either side. As the tanks blasted, pieces of berserkers rained down on all sides. He saw white-armored infidels cheering, running forward, shooting their long rifles.
There was a flash of lightning. Several blinding arcs slammed into the ground, then a cluster of Guardians flew into pieces. Smoking chunks scattered on the blackened ground. Two great dragons fell into the square, shrieking at such a pitch that Heffer staggered back even at this distance. The towering monsters whirled about, impossibly fast. Lightning arced from the mouth of the red dragon as it twisted its head about in a line; Guardians were torn from the ground and sent flying, the ammunition from their guns igniting in the clips. The dragon’s huge, dark brown brother reared back imperiously, then charged forward and slammed into the side of a tank. The heavy tank buckled, scraped along the ground, then was tossed into the air. The dragon lowered its horned head again, slammed the tank again as it hit the ground, continued forward, and pushed the ruined hulk into a second tank, then into a third. Guardians all around the dragon ran, firing their guns and tripping. Sparks showered along the armored flanks of the dragon, but the gunfire went unnoticed as the dragon pushed one tank into another, bending them, throwing them to the side and onto their backs. Guardians desperate to help their friends raced forward. The massive tail of the beast swung about, knocking men over and smearing them into the ground in long streaks of blood and sausage. Heffer could barely pull his eyes away from the incredible sight, but just as he did so, he saw the red dragon, further in the distance, as it vomited bolts of destruction toward a line of artillery; great explosions rocked the area and caved in the sides of buildings. Guardians ran in panic, and many disappeared under falling concrete.
The Ugly below Heffer cheered, then charged ahead. The few Guardians who had run into side avenues were overwhelmed by berserkers. The Ugly filled the avenue and retrieved Guardian guns. They fell on men who removed their white helms and begged for mercy; Heffer saw nearly a dozen scalps and red-stained axes waving in the air. Heffer knew that most of the difficult work of leading was over. Now the southern part of Haven belonged to a horde of shrieking saints hungry for blood.
*              *              *
Secundus Shem Udo and his white-suited entourage ran from South Front Command. Guardians in jeeps signaled to them, waving wildly.
“Worthless!” shrieked Udo. “Work with the power out? Damned hell!”
“I’ve got Sevrik Clash on the wire!” shouted a tech, forcing a radio into his face as he lumbered into the jeep.
“Dammit all!” Udo gritted as he took the radio, shouting, “Sevrik, I’m calling a full retreat from the south, there’s just too-”
“Don’t do it!” Sevrik shouted on the other end. “Udo, we’ve got to hold this ring or they’ll be hitting us from all sides!”
“Well I think they already are!” Udo shrieked. The wheels of the jeep squealed and the thing shot forward. “There’s just waves and waves and they’ve got some kind of demons hitting all our artillery-”
“They’ve already reached your artillery?! Are you okay?”
“I had the artillery at the front! But they’re heading this way right now, so-”
“That artillery has a range of miles, Shem! You’re pulling out too soon! Just - damn it, Shem - give me command of your forces! I’ve already got my boy on the line. Shem, I’m going to send you my Rangers and my Reav-”
“Too late, Sevrik, man, it’s too late! I’m heading into the center, going to form a perimeter around the Ministerial Palace. I’ve got to protect the Minister!”
Udo heard a strange gurgling sounds on the other end. “To hell with the Prime Minister! Article 17, Udo, in time of war the shadow government assumes control. That’s us, Secundus! Ministerial apparatus has nothing to do with it!”
Udo hardly knew what Sevrik was talking about. All he felt was the wail of frustration exploding in his brain, the terror from hearing his commanders shrieking from the radios in the command center, blaming him, expecting him to do something miraculous to save them. Then the terrible silence as the fog of war consumed them.
“Udo, do you realize how many civilians there are in the south?”
“Not my men, not anymore! Sevrik, you do what you have to do, and I’m going to do what I have to do, and let’s just leave it at that.”
“You fool! Either get back to your command center or give me control!”
Shem Udo clicked the radio off and threw it at the tech’s chest, who fumbled to catch it. The jeeps sped north, where a great black cloud churned overhead.
*              *              *
Mevrik Clash’s jeep churned up the snow and fishtailed around a curve in the pass. The pilot beside her braced a foot on the dash, face pulled to one side as the jeep flew uphill at suicidal speed. Her mind was a crystal-clear blur of white, body moving unconsciously, a soldier locked perfectly in the surreal world she had been trained to inhabit.
She rounded the last bend, a blind curve, and laid on the horn. Sideswiped the open barbed wire gate, tore the thing free, heard it grinding and pulling at the rear, heard a rear tire explode. She skidded to a stop at the edge of the burning ruin of the airfield.
Coils of smoke rose from the hulks of shattered gunships and troop transports. Guardians ran to and fro, firing into the air, while others with .50 caliber machineguns fired from turrets. The darkened sky was clouded with zeppelins overhead, payloads dropping, exploding in concrete showers all around, men screaming, radios bleating unintelligibly. Jeeps wove about the airfield while Guardians in the back fired into a coiling black cloud that danced about the field. Mevrik leaped from the ruined jeep and heard the other pilot running beside her. She saw great black wings extend from the fog, a massive dragon leaped forth, a mountain of sword-covered flesh slammed into one jeep and flipped it into another, spilling Guardians onto the concrete. The beast glared, spreading terror with its gaze, then folded its wings and arched its back; there was a blur, then the jeeps all around it were skewered as enormous spears of death slammed into the concrete. She saw sparks, wheels flying, men impaled or smashed into the ground by the black, quivering stakes. Mevrik stopped and grabbed her co-pilot. The flesh dragon charged ahead, straight into a machinegun nest, ignoring bullets as it collided with sandbags. When it lifted its black head she saw twitching men skewered all along its neck and chest. The black fog rolled about the dragon, covering it once more. An explosion nearby jolted her awake.
She saw a jeep full of lightly armored Guardians peeling away from the airstrip. She cried out, waving to the men. The jeep grinded to a rolling stop just ahead of her. She saw Guardian pilots from Wing-8, rivals to her own unit.
“The hell is going on!” she screamed, running toward them.
“Main airstrip’s finished!” said one.
“Finished!” She could not believe it. The staging grounds for Haven’s fleet, the pride of all Wing units… gone.
“We’ve got no communications from Strips Three, Four, or Six!” shouted another. “We’re headed to Five right now, see if they’ve got anything we can use.” This was a man who, last week, she had called a punk bitch in a Guardian bar because he and some others from Wing-8 had sugared the gas tank of her unit’s transport vehicle.
“Where’s the rest of your unit?” said the first, as she clambered onto their jeep.
“No idea,” she said. “Let’s go!”
She looked back as they sped off, the jeep weighed down by highly-trained, useless pilots. She saw a long, serpentine demon sweep out of the fog and knock a rumbling tank onto its side like cardboard. The mouth of the thing stretched open, then a noxious black smoke sprayed forth, covered the scrambling Guardians on the ground, snuffing out the sound of their screams.
*              *              *
Wodan trudged through black sludge. Unchecked fires raged in the aftermath of the plants’ destruction in the west and had spread to storehouses; a great, black, swirling cloud hung over Central Haven, casting it into darkest night. Wodan could see the shadowy outlines of buildings, the flash and rumble of bombs dropping before and behind him. The headlights of jeeps and tanks flew through the streets, ignoring him. Through flashes of red he saw the panic of civilian faces peering from windows.
The Ministerial Palace lay ahead, alone in the square, huge and imposing. On the street he saw the outlines of Guardians moving about sandbagged road blocks. A large tank idled nearby while jeeps moved all around. He leaned against the side of a building and studied the encampment. He suspected Aegis Vachs was underneath the building, guarded in some bunker.
The more he watched, the more he realized that getting in would be impossible. There were too many Guardians, too many eyes on alert, too many massive spotlights swinging around the square. Just then Wodan remembered his friends on the ship, laughing and cheering when they saw Haven on the horizon. Rachek, Brad, Maxil, Agmar… he saw their faces clearly, so happy to be at the end of their long and difficult journey. Nothing, nothing, was impossible.
Wodan stalked away from the square.
He would have to come up with a plan if he was going to kill his pig.
*              *              *
The Smith radio man shouted to the Smith at the map, who made marks with his pen before shouting, “Barkus! That’s six airfields wasted! And the primary air strip has been ground into dust! Enemy is retreating through the passes!”
Barkus watched smoke rising from the fires far below. “Fine, fine,” he grated. “Order troop transports to set down, anywhere, wherever they are. How are the others doing?”
The radio man conferred with the mapper, who eyed Barkus sideways. “Western front blasted all of the small plants, and did even better than we planned,” said the Smith. “But our western forces were devastated after that.”
“What are they doing?” said Barkus, eyes glinting.
“Drifting around the city. Dropping their payloads wherever. No troops left to speak of.”
“Too bad for them!” said Barkus, chuckling. “And Heffer?”
“He smashed through the southern front! His boys are going wild, making their way through the city. Quite a bloodbath, they say!”
“Arrogant prick,” Barkus said, spitting over the side. “Navigator!” The Smith jogged over to Barkus. “We’re going to set down by one of their armories. A big one, mind you. I don’t care how heavily it’s defended. Order that troop transport over there to land with us.”
The Smith navigator nodded, then conferred with the radio man. Barkus began to despise the solidarity between the three Smiths. He marched to the other side of the ship and looked at the troop transport he had in mind. He couldn’t make out any movement within. Many zeppelins were clustered all around.
“Barkus!” shouted the radio man, grating on his nerves. “Getting reports of enemy helicopters taking off at points south of us!”
Barkus nodded, said, “Okay.”
Barkus snapped his fingers behind him, said, “I want that troop transport ready to rock, Smith.”
“I know, but I’m not getting any answers from them.”
“What?”
He raised his binoculars. He saw movement on the troop transport; strange black forms stalked about the platform, crouching, passing things between them.
“Enemy onboard!” screamed Barkus, pointing at the far transport.
Heavy machineguns and grenade launchers on the sides of the infected troop transport opened up, firing all around. Barkus crouched, then peered over the side. He saw another zeppelin’s balloon contort, then flare up suddenly as it was torn by bullets. Another zeppelin, a huge bomber, exploded violently. The trees far below shone white for a moment. Then another zeppelin burst into flames, then another.
“Blast that thing!” screamed Barkus. “It’s been infiltrated!”
Zeppelins all around turned slowly, then fired on the other. Barkus saw the movement of Ugly troops rushing up from belowdecks. The black-clad killers ran and leaped off the sides of the ship. He counted ten or more black forms falling, arms outstretched. Suddenly the infiltrated zeppelin exploded into a tremendous fireball, killing dozens of Ugly troops within. Only one of the black killers fell limp through the air; the others held their bodies into X shapes. Just before they hit the trees below, small parachutes popped out of their backs and jerked them to a slow fall. They disappeared into the trees below. In the end, seven of Barkus’s zeppelins were in flames, spiraling slowly towards the earth below. Hundreds of troops and thousands of dollars of explosives had been destroyed.
“What the hell were those monsters?” Barkus shrieked.
*              *              *
Three Third Force jeeps tore through the streets, packed full of Guardians running to save their lives from the Ugly horde. They heard a strange demonic chorus of savagery echoing along the avenues to their left. The Guardians looked into the darkness as they sped through an intersection and saw dozens of Ugly on a rampage, firing guns into windows and kicking open doors. They heard bullets whiz by their heads as they passed. The Third Force Guardians thanked the gods they were leaving those
brutes behind.
A great shape flew overhead. Their hearts sank as a gigantic red flesh dragon slammed into the road ahead and tore up concrete underfoot, scraping its wings against buildings on either side and shattering windows as it turned to face them. One jeep braked, turned hard, and flipped. The Guardians inside saw the street rise up in slow motion, then they fell hard and scattered and saw the jeep flipping overhead. Another jeep braked, fish-tailed, and slammed into a building sideways and sent up a shower of sparks, men hanging onto its sides desperately. The foremost jeep had no time to react, for the dragon was already lurching forward, massive hand thrown forward. The jeep collided with the reptilian hand, men flew forward, glass everywhere, bodies shattered on the street at inhuman speeds. The men thrown clear were the lucky ones; the dragon squeezed the jeep and a few inside, battered nearly senseless, felt the crushing power of the monster’s claws as it bent metal and crushed steel. Tires exploded and the dragon threw the hull to the side.
The dragon stepped toward the flipped jeep and its staggering crew, licking its mouth and sending sparks raining onto the street far below. One Guardian helped his friend to stand, shouting, “Get up, man, get up!”
Several Ugly rushed past their dragon god and ran to the jeep idling with its side against a building. Its driver lay back, limp. A rider shook his head stiffly. Three Guardians in the back rose stiffly and called out to another who had fallen to the street below. At once they saw the Ugly bearing down on them, calling out madly. The three in the back unslung automatic rifles and fired down on the attackers, tearing up body after body; the savages crashed to the ground in bloody heaps with others tripping and sliding over one another. The Guardians emptied their clips into the savages. They could hear lightning spew forth across the avenue and friends screaming horribly. The remaining Ugly ran to open doorways, then fired at the jeep. A berserker among them dashed forward, screaming, axe in hand. He leaped off the bumper, flew through the air, and tackled all three and sent them flying over the back. The Guardian in the street, unable to walk back to the jeep, emptied his handgun into a doorway, heard bodies fall, heard bullets fly by his ear, then felt the armor and bones at his chest shatter. He fell limp.
Only two Ugly were left to creep from the open doorways. They glanced about suspiciously, then charged at the dazed Guardian survivors and clubbed the men’s skulls to mush with the butts of their rifles. They paused to rest, then felt a great spray of blood splash onto them; nearby, their berserker comrade hacked up the remains of the other Guardians with wild swings from his battleaxe.
“Got a jeep after all!” said one, peering within. “Shit was worth it! Oh, oh, oh, looks like that ain’t all we got!” he said, pulling a shoulder-mounted rocket launcher from the jeep and hefting it in the air.
“Ni-i-i-ice!” said the other. “You better give it here, before you hurt yeself!”
“Suck on it, punk!”
“I lost friends! I deserve recompense-ations!”
The berserker ambled up to the two to join in the argument, shouting, “I know for a fact that you din’t even know those guys, you little shit!”
There was a sharp crack. The berserker stumbled back. He turned slowly, black rushing down his face as it bubbled from his open head. He slapped into the ground, blood splashing out before him. The two other Ugly looked around wide-eyed. Their dragon god had already moved on. One crouched and leaned against the jeep while the other sidestepped through the dark. Just when they saw movement further down the street, another shot rang out and the sidestepping Ugly twirled about and fell to his knees, gripping his chest.
Wodan ran forward, long rifle held under his armpit. The Ugly fired a submachine gun in his direction. Wodan ran sideways, then crouched behind a building. He peered around the side and saw the Ugly clambering into the jeep. A second Ugly still knelt on the ground, hand on his chest, wheezing. Wodan raised the rifle to his eye and aimed. Fired once, the rifle kicked, then fired again blindly. The Ugly in the jeep fell on the ground, hand on his ass, screaming and kicking, pushing out a trail of blood behind him.
Wodan ran forward and kicked the submachine gun out of the way. He picked up the rocket launcher, then climbed into the jeep. The wounded Ugly screamed at him below. Wodan stared ahead - and saw the great red dragon in the distance, lightning arcing from its mouth. The smoking hulk of a vehicle lay behind it, with dead, smoking Guardians scattered about. The monster was immense, impossibly huge. It turned sideways, scaly face lit by the shower of sparks falling like froth from its hellish mouth. Wodan had never seen a devil more terrifying. His hands shook as he put the jeep in reverse, scraped it along the building, and turned it about in the street. He heard a dull thud behind him and realized he had just run over the Ugly he had shot in the chest. He angled about and drove forward, making sure the twitching pile would not give him any more trouble.
He put the jeep in park, hefted the rocket launcher onto his shoulder, and faced the giant flesh dragon.
Wodan aimed and, when he pulled the trigger, he realized it was one of the dumbest things he had ever done. The rocket pushed through the air, slowly, unwilling to return, and Wodan could clearly see the light from its hind end casting light and weird shadows around the darkened square, on high walls and open windows and even on the scales of the towering lizard. Red, shimmering. The rocket hit and flared white. The beast shut its eyes and was nudged sideways as bits of scales from its long neck clattered along its shoulders and tinkled delicately on the street below.
Wodan dropped the launcher and flung himself into the driver’s seat, threw the gear, and stomped the gas. Heard tires squeal - then heard the bone-shattering cry of the great lizard threatening to blast his skull to pieces, even saw windows shatter on either side of the avenue as he turned, hard, and flew into a side street. The wind whipped in his face.
The fear was mind-numbing. Pushed the jeep harder, faster. Glanced back, saw for a moment the dragon rounding the corner, charging on all fours, throwing up concrete all around. He faced forward, heard the pounding of the thing behind him. Closer, too close. Checked the sideview, saw it shaking in a blur.
The dragon tore up the street in its run, gathered speed, extended its wings in a tight arc, leaped and caught wind, then flew ahead and nearly overtook the jeep. Grated its tongue once, hard, shot sparks that ignited the terrible thunder in its gullet. Wodan turned onto another street and leaned over as he nearly flipped the jeep. As soon as he heard the thundering stop, he turned again. The tires smeared black on the road and nearly ignited as he scraped along the ground. Wodan braked just as the tail end of the jeep slammed into a dead light post; the jeep tore the thing from the ground, then he hit the gas once again. From a distance, the lightning of the dragon lit the ground all around the intersection. Wodan felt the hairs on his head stand up, crackling, as the area behind him was demolished. As the dragon flew by the intersection, it shot out an arm, grabbed the side of a building at the corner, and flung itself around, tearing up the side of the building and flinging glass and bricks all around as it tried to stop its flight. The dragon crashed into the ground. Parked vehicles hopped into the air and were shattered by raining debris. The dragon continued chasing the jeep. Further ahead it saw a huge building covered with spotlights. It saw a line of enemy soldiers firing at the jeep. The dragon charged.
*              *              *
Prime Minister Aegis Vachs sat in the dimly lit bunker with the Book of the Red stretched out on his knees. Seloid Cramer sat at a battery-powered computer terminal, monitoring Guardian transmissions from its radio connection. Six white-suited Office Guardian bodyguards stalked about, fingering shotguns and automatic handguns.
Vachs cleared his throat dramatically, then read, “Then the Ghost saw that the wickedness of man was great in the earth, and that every intent of the thoughts of his heart was only evil continually. And the Ghost was sorry that He had made man on the earth, and He was grieved in His heart. So, said the Ghost, ‘I will destroy man whom I have created, and also beasts, whose insides he has touched, even creeping things and birds of the air, for I am sorry that I have made them.’ Indeed the earth was corrupt, for all flesh had been corrupted by man.”
The Guardians seemed disheartened, and glanced at their Minister suspiciously. He continued. “And the Ghost said to Noah, ‘The end of all flesh has come before Me, for the earth is filled with violence through living. And behold! I will destroy violent flesh with the earth.’ ”
Suddenly Vachs laughed lightly, and clapped his hands together once. Just then there was a pounding at the steel door. An Office Guardian rushed up to it, gun raised.
“Let me in!” cried a voice.
“What’s the password?” said the Guardian.
“This is Shem Udo, goddammit! The Secundus!” said the voice, pounding frantically.
Vachs nodded to the Guardian, who turned the massive handle at the door’s center. The steel door slid open slowly and Shem Udo pushed the Guardian to the side. A train of young Guardian tech and comm men entered behind him. He glared about angrily, face pink, and shouted, “Where’s Chipper?!”
“How should I know?” said Vachs quietly, serenely. “What do you care, my friend?”
“Get that goddamn door shut!” Udo shouted behind him, as the Guardian was already locking the door in place.
“How goes the battle?” said Vachs lightly.
“Battle?! It’s a goddamned slaughter! I ordered what was left of my men to form an impenetrable perimeter around the Ministerial Palace.” Udo paced the room nervously, flexing his fists and glaring at the floor. “Aegis, you know Clash ordered me to abandon you to those jackals? You know that?!”
“No,” said Vachs. “No, I did not. How petty.”
“Yes! A petty power-play. Unbelievable! Un-be-e-e... labbabel!”
“Shem! Get a hold of yourself. You’re starting to speak gibberish again.”
The radio squawked terribly just as they felt a dull vibration shake the bunker. Seloid Cramer leaned forward to hear. A strange sort of current seemed to run through the room, tickling their necks and cooking sweat from their brows.
“A demon is attacking the Palace,” said Cramer, voice clipped and sharp. “It’s one of the giants we’ve been hearing about.”
Udo reached at his side, felt nothing, then grabbed a radio from a tech. “The hell is going on up there!” he screamed.
“... tore through... meter... was nothing! Lightning... shooting lightning!” said a tinny voice, garbled with static.
Udo’s jaw twitched up and down.
The radio cleared for a moment, then the voice said, “We’re inside, sir. I’m setting up men at all the windows, sending units to all floors to fire down at the thing. Gods, it’s huge!”
“Fire at it from the windows!” Udo screamed. “I want that thing brought down! Now!”
“We’re on it, sir! I-” The voice yelled commands at someone else, then another.
“Get back on the radio, goddammit!” screamed Udo. “How did that thing know to attack us here? At our most valuable location?”
“Uh, some civilian was running from the thing, it just happened to attack here, was all. I’m sending men to...”
While they listened to the unit leader on the radio, Cramer lifted his head suddenly. Furrowed his brow, scratched his chin. “Sir!” he said to Vachs. “We need to find out what that civilian looks like!”
Aegis shook his head to quiet the boy, then thought better of it, said, “Shem! Ask him what the civilian looked like.”
“Stop!” said Udo, interrupting the technical details. “You, what did the civilian look like?”
“Uh,” said the voice, distracted. “Brown hair, s’about all I could make out. We got no lights anymore, sir, and now our spotlights are-” There was a high-pitched bleating of static on the far end, then the wail of a signal dying.
“Sir,” said Cramer, “we already know that the dungeon’s been blasted, so...”
Vachs realized he had no idea that the dungeon had been blasted. Probably Cramer had mentioned it earlier.
“... I think it might be that boy, that murderer, come to make an assassination attempt.”
“Lormis Lamdrang,” said Vachs knowingly. “So it’s come to this.”
“No, sir, the boy they called the “superman” - Wodan Kyner!”
“You think he got out of the dungeon? Gets a bit of freedom and look what he does with it!” said Vachs, laughing.
“What of it?!” shouted Udo, trying to drown out the laughter.
Vachs held a hand up to silence Cramer, then said, “Friend, I’m not going to have some killer stalking about upstairs just waiting for us to open this door so he can have a clear shot at Haven’s favorite man. Now go up there and make sure it isn’t him.”
Udo stared at him. He pointed at the door, said, “But why don’t we just-”
“Kill him!” hissed Vachs. “Now!”
“God dammit,” spat Udo. He felt at his empty holster, then held a hand out to a tech who gave him a handgun. “Well, I’m going to take your bodyguards, then.”
“Fine.”
“They answer to me, anyway, you know!”
“Fine, I said. I’ll be safe in here.”
The six Guardian bodyguards lined up. Udo pointed at the tech and comm men, four in number, and said, “You’re coming, too.”
They glanced at one another, then swallowed hard.
As they filed out the door, Vachs turned to Cramer and smiled slightly. He reached into his jacket and produced a long revolver.
“Mister Cramer. I won’t be seeing that boy any time today.”
“Yes, sir,” said Cramer, taking the revolver. “I’ll give him the brush-off.”
*              *              *
The great armored brown-and-gold flesh dragon strode through a darkened avenue, black snow falling through a spotlight waving behind him. In his wake rode a troop of Ugly in commandeered jeeps and sitting atop a scorched Third Force tank. They had met with no resistance in this part of the island, not far from the center, and they idly shot up windows and signs and chanted praise to the god before them, noblest of all dragons.
A rocket spat just over the dragon’s head from a side street, smacked into a dead light post, and sent chips of metal raining down. The Ugly cried out as the dragon whirled about, growling a deep bass that rumbled in their chests. It bared its teeth and stalked ahead. The jeep with the spotlight shot ahead, took the turn, then braked. An Ugly in the back repositioned the light ahead.
Far down the street they saw a lone figure dressed in sleek black armor with a jet black cloak flapping about. The figure slowly knelt, picked up another rocket, then loaded it into a launcher. The figure stood tall, unmoving.
The dragon took slow, heavy steps. The Ugly remained behind and shouted at the figure. It slowly unlatched its black helm, removed it, and dropped it into the filthy snow. Yarek Clash glared at the invaders.
Strapped to his back was his heavy-duty automatic rifle, a gun so heavy that many men could not lift it without assistance. Grenades hung from a cord at his side, nestled against his legendary handgun Teufelmorder. A grappling-hook gun was tucked into one boot; his wicked combat knife was sheathed in the other.
“Tired already?” said Yarek. “Your god looks weak to me.”
The Ugly redoubled their foul curses. One even raked a knife across his face in quick horizontal lines, full of the glory of his lord. The flesh dragon kept its steady pace. Cracks spread through the pavement with each footfall, booming louder as it drew near.
Thin wires stretched across the dragon’s face and pulled taut. Incredible, deafening explosions tore through the buildings on either side of the dragon as it set off tripwires, blinding the beast and battering its armor with a shower of rubble. The dragon recoiled in fury and swung its tail so violently that it tore through the jeeps behind it, obliterating Ugly bodies and shattering the spotlight with a violent crash. The dragon backed up shrieking and shaking its head, and even bashed the tank into the side of a building with such force that its occupants were knocked unconscious. Twelve Reavers on rooftops on either side of the avenue fired heavy machineguns onto the dragon. Yarek raised the launcher, fired his rocket at the beast, dropped the weapon and ran forward at an angle and unslung the heavy rifle from his back even before the rocket hit the dragon in the face. The rocket exploded in a brilliant flash; the armored monster screwed its eyes shut, lifted onto its hind legs, and cried out so loudly that several Ugly passed out. The few who were left standing turned and fled, screaming in terror.
Yarek fired armor-piercing round after round into the belly of the thing as he ran, leaping over chunks of rubble and finding his footing based on instinct alone. The thing glared down at him from high above, then let the top half of its body descend slowly. Yarek ran under the thing. He had no idea whether his or the other Reavers’ bullets were having any effect. His gun clicked empty. He leaped into the air just as the monster’s forelegs slammed into the earth, throwing up slabs of concrete all around; Yarek hit the ground, slid, and rolled under the thing’s back legs. Yarek dropped his rifle, grabbed his bundle of grenades with one hand, then leaped and grabbed onto a thorny hind leg with his free hand. The dragon danced about and Yarek strained his entire body to hold on. He could feel the vibrations of rockets smacking into the monster’s back. He bit pins from grenades, spat out mouthfuls of metal, then wrapped the entire cord of grenades around a scale and pushed off. Landed on his back, rolled, and scurried away. He ran toward a building, looked back, saw the dragon glaring down at him, mouth opening ominously, row upon row of teeth flashing in the rocket-fire kissing its back. The grenades exploded near the dragon’s belly and it crouched in pain.
When the dragon pushed itself back up, Yarek saw that the leg was whole; sprained, at best. The dragon sidestepped, glaring at him with eyes full of hate. Yarek glanced to the side and saw a Reaver lowering himself down the side of a building on a line; the fighter released, fell, and landed on the battered tank. Instinct gripped Yarek and he leaped to the side, rolled, and was back on his feet just as the dragon’s horned head slammed into a building nearby, tossing concrete and dust into the air. No other man in Haven could have avoided the dragon’s charge, but Yarek knew that even he could not dance with this monster for very long.
*              *              *
The jeep screeched to a halt in the middle of the airfield and Mevrik and the other pilots hopped out. Guardians in and out of armor ran about fueling and shouting. Her heart rose at the sight of the intact helicopters; tears streaked down her face as two of them rose heavily and angled towards the north. The field was small, its ships few - but they were there, a last hope.
She saw an Attack Eagle Gunship on the periphery with a fuel truck backing away from it. Guardians stood clustered about it. Gunners, she hoped. She ran toward the thing full tilt, flew past the crowd, then shouted, “Who wants to take on a god?!” Saw a blur of confused faces, then two men immediately stepped from the crowd, a grizzled half-armored northern country-boy in a sleeveless shirt and a sleek looking Guardian in sunglasses. They climbed inside the gunship and checked the ammunition feeds on the massive machineguns at either port. Mevrik realized she didn’t even have a helmet as she kicked the engine on and strapped herself in.
“Hope ya know how t’fly this thang,” said the country boy. “Cause I sure as shit kin shoot, girl.”
“I’m gonna fly it right up some demon’s ass,” said Mevrik, “so you get your trigger finger ready for it!”
The sunglasses Guardian smiled wickedly and said, “Let’s send these bastards back to hell.”
The heavy gunship rose into the air. Others rose to join it, blades spinning, dark armor shining, the last of Haven’s aerial forces.
*              *              *
Wodan hid in the darkness of the Ministerial Palace and listened to the chaos of Guardians screaming, gunfire, and boots stomping above him. In the dark he saw flashes of white light, then the terrifying burst of demonic thunderclaps - the wild blows of the dragon as it attacked the entire building.
The Palace shook as the dragon climbed, eager to find him, willing to kill anything that moved.
Pale blue emergency lights flickered on. Wodan was on the first floor, which was called the Memory House. Noble statues towered over him, stoic faces drawn in regal lines. A memory of better times, now the center of the whirlwind of chaos and murder. He heard water showering on the floor above as emergency sprinklers worked to douse fires.
Wodan slung the long rifle onto his back, then gripped the smaller automatic rifle. He rose and stalked about cautiously in the dim light. Now that he had gotten into the Palace by distracting the Third Force Guardians with an enraged dragon, he was unsure what to do. He knew that there must be a way into the bunker where Vachs had to be hiding.
He swung around statues, around corners. The place was full of rooms and hallways. Paintings of the Founding Fathers silently stared out from the blue. He heard the cry of the dragon, felt his skin prickle again. He could hear Third Force men occupying stairwells and the upper floors, but they seemed content to leave the Memory House vacant; perhaps they did not want the dragon’s fury to extend to Haven’s priceless relics. He went down many small hallways, heart racing. Perhaps twenty minutes or half an hour passed in this way as the building shook from all sides. He tried another hallway, then found a door at the end, ajar. He went in.
The hallway was long and made of black stone. A door stood at the end. Just as he started down the hall, he heard voices from the other side. Shrill complaints, then an overriding, barking voice. He thought about running back down the hall, then froze. The door opened suddenly. He saw white-suited Guardians with shotguns. They were distracted, then their eyes fixed on him. Wodan raised his rifle and fired a burst into them, then bolted from the hall.
*              *              *
The Guardians fell back like dominos and knocked Udo onto his back; Udo fell into the tech and comm men, who rolled halfway down the stairs before they could stop. Only Cramer leaped to the side and hugged the wall in time, nostrils flaring.
“The hell just happened?!” shrieked Udo.
“Infiltrator!” barked a Guardian. “Situation is red!”
“It was him,” hissed Cramer. “I... I saw him!”
One Guardian helped Udo stand while others stood over a fallen companion who stared upward, red spreading across the chest of his fine suit. Udo lumbered forward and watched the man’s eyes dim. He picked up the dead man’s shotgun.
A tech man sat in the doorway, clutching his leg and hissing between breaths. “Not trained for this,” he said, shaking his head. “I’m not trained for this!”
Udo’s hysteria melted slowly. His face relaxed. He raised his head slowly, said, “You’re right, you’re not trained for this sort of work. Tech and comm personnel, hand out your guns to the rest of us.”
The shaken men complied. Cramer eyed Udo, tilting his head.
“Now,” said Udo. “The rest of you, use the tech boys as shields. We’re going out there.”
The men cried out. An Office Guardian seized a comm worker by the arm and hauled him forward. A tech man stalked down the stairs loudly and screamed, “Screw you, sir! Screw your ass, man!”
Cramer glared down the stairwell, said, “If you don’t get back up here, it’s desertion.”
“Desert your ass, man!” shrieked the tech, throwing his middle finger up behind him.
Cramer raised his revolver and fired once into the man’s back. He toppled over and flopped down the stairs.
The Guardians stared at the scene, dumbstruck. The tech personnel looked about, faces white, shining with sweat.
“Nothing like getting your hands wet, eh, son?” said Udo, smiling for the first time in weeks. “Let’s go.”
The Office Guardians pushed two of the tech personnel into the hall, guns held before them. The hall was empty. They pushed the human shields forward. Udo walked behind them and cocked his shotgun loudly.
“Try to be quiet, sir,” a Guardian hissed over his shoulder.
Cramer brought up the rear. He cast one last look at the tech with the wounded leg. The man laid against a wall taking shallow breaths. The tech returned the look, then parted his mouth sadly. Cramer smiled, then left the man alone.
*              *              *
Wodan breathed deep and knelt against the wall of his vantage point. He heard footsteps emerging from the hall. He gripped his rifle, swung around the corner – and saw two men emerge slowly, hands upraised, with gunmen behind them. Wodan hissed and whirled back around the corner. Gunshots rang out, blasting the wall nearby. Wodan retreated further down the hall. He heard men screaming behind him, then a Guardian shouted, “Get back here, you little shits! That’s desertion!”
Bastards! Wodan thought. They were using humans as shields!
Wodan flew down the hall and heard feet pounding behind him. Came to a bend, whirled about, fired rounds behind him without aiming, then took the turn. He came back to the great hall of the Memory House. The serene face of a Founding Father standing over a fountain in the surreal blue light stood in sharp contrast to his own terror at being outnumbered, outgunned, and outmaneuvered. Panting, Wodan ran among the statues, turning wildly. Heard the sharp crack of handguns, the roar of a shotgun, twice, three times, and heard statues chipping behind him. He feinted right, then swung left at a tall statue with its arms outstretched; with a piercing snap the arm fell and shattered on the floor. Wodan dove into a hall, rolled against the wall, and raised his rifle. He saw forms scurrying on the far side. He lowered his rifle and ducked into the wide hallway.
Flashes of light glinted outside as the dragon’s assault continued. Wodan saw sparks raining down through a line of windows. A sharp report of gunfire hit his former position at the entrance to the hall, then a window shattered and sprinkled the floor. Wodan reached a bend in the hall, then stopped as he realized it led back into the main room of the Memory House where his enemies were already gathered. He turned, heard shouts behind him, then turned and ducked as Guardians entered the hall and fired at him. He was surrounded.
Just then, there was a deafening roar and the entire floor shook as the wall exploded and the red dragon forced his way through.
*              *              *
Out of the five Office Guardians, only the one in the rear saw the terrible eyes of the red dragon fixed on his comrades as they charged ahead. He watched in horror as the walls buckled and caved in. Lightning tore through the great hall, shattering statues and melting the ceiling and vaporizing flesh. He saw a giant red arm churning up piles of rubble, even saw a comrade’s charred head and spine clinging to a mesh of scales. The Office Guardian blasted his combat shotgun at the arm, over and over. The thing was not immortal; chunks of skin tore free and blood sprayed in great bucketfuls on the floor. He could see that the great monster was already wounded by the red smears left by the arm’s passage; he had no doubt that scores of Guardians in the upper floors were filling the monster with bullets.
He saw his three remaining comrades stumble away from the remains of the ruined hall, eyes and mouths in perfect O shapes, their clean white suits now covered in soot and blood. Then he saw a black blur from the ruined hall’s other entrance, the flash of a cape, and flashes from an automatic rifle that cast light on a wicked face contorted into a death-mask. As the boy fired on them, one Guardian was struck and arched his back unnaturally. He kicked his feet forward and fell backwards, head smacking into the ground so hard it left a spiderweb on the stone floor. Another Guardian’s head jerked sideways from an impact wound, but the third companion ducked into an open doorway.
Then the boy’s eyes flicked towards the Office Guardian who had been watching the entire time. He felt frozen, and lifted his handgun lamely. The boy fired and he felt something kick in his guts. The boy hissed like an animal, then tossed his empty rifle to the floor and ran among the statues. The Guardian fell to his knees, unable to move.
He heard something heavy strike the building, then saw cracks spreading along the ceiling. The entire Palace shuddered, then a great chunk of the ceiling fell in a shower of dust and shattered pillars and water. The torrent of debris tore through the floor, missing him by only a few feet.
*              *              *
Only two Office Guardians remained. One peered around the doorway and saw that the red dragon had left. A gaping hole in the Palace showed black snow falling through endless night. He saw his comrade crouching near a pile of rubble that had torn a hole through the ceiling and floor. The Guardian looked about, then approached his comrade.
“You get hit?” he said.
“What do you think?” said the other, holding his belly. “Hurts like a motherfuck!” Suddenly he remembered their situation, and added, “The kid, h-he went that way, man!”
The other nodded, knowing full well that it was up to them to protect the Minister. He grabbed a fallen comrade’s handgun, held it alongside the other, and raced down the hall where his friend pointed.
The wounded man forced himself to stand. He propped himself up with his shotgun, then limped forward. Was sure the bone was chipped - no way could a gunshot hurt this bad otherwise. He felt dizzy. He heard gunfire ahead, small arms, a rifle – then silence.
“What’s going on!” he shouted.
“I got him!” came the reply from his comrade.
“Say again?”
“I got him! The kid’s dead!”
*              *              *
Seloid Cramer left the others to do his own hunting. Shooting the tech earlier had given him an unbelievable rush. Now his usual cool had kicked back in - only more intense than ever before, like a block of ice in his chest. He was filled with both a sense of inevitability and the feeling that anything was possible. It was the same feeling he got when Aegis Vachs benefited from his assistance. He could shatter the world!
He stalked about. He avoided the others, thinking that Wodan would probably choose the least likely spot to hide and attack from. Eventually he heard a gunfight, shouting, and felt a shudder run through the Palace. When he heard someone say they had killed Wodan, he felt his heart sink.
On a whim he jogged back to the stairwell that led to the basement. He opened the door and saw the wounded comm man still lying on the floor, holding his poor leg. The man looked up at him, face ashen and weak.
“You know what,” said Cramer. “I’ve got a bad feeling about you, and I don’t want you coming back to make trouble later.”
“Not... going to do… anything,” the man muttered.
Cramer felt his heart singing, alive and filling him with power. He put the revolver to the man’s forehead and pulled the trigger. The thing kicked in his hand and in a terrific jerk of violence the man’s head caved in and changed the wall into something indescribable. While Cramer caught his breath, the man keeled over on his side.
*              *              *
Mevrik Clash flew with six gunships beside her. Chatter on the radio said that a legion of Ugly were pounding the Main Force training grounds and were threatening the Command Center itself. Apparently a line of artillery in the north had been the only thing holding the Ugly back, but two dragons had decimated the line. Backup artillery units were hidden in the woods nearby, but were waiting for the dragons to leave so that they could set up. The dragons were chasing infantry from the area, and were biding their time. Sevrik was ordering units from the western front to draw inward and stop invaders from rampaging in the center. Civilian casualties seemed unending.
Ahead and to the left, Mevrik saw hundreds of zeppelins from the eastern front hanging over the city. Bombs dropped continually. Rage bubbled up in her, clouded her mind, sharpened her instincts.
“Let’s sweep and hit some of those,” she said.
A voice on the radio said, “Thought we were gonna get those dragons.”
“Who’s ranking leader here?” she asked.
Pause, then, “Are you?”
“No,” she said. “I don’t know who is.”
Harsh chuckling, then, “I don’t know either, I don’t think any of us is. You wanna hit those zeps?”
“Yeah!” she said.
The gunships swerved and accelerated. The slow-moving zeppelins hovered into view. Pinprick-lights from machineguns barked along their sides. Mevrik buzzed past one and saw it bob unsteadily in her wake. She felt more than heard the massive machineguns on either side of her ship open up. She could dimly make out the whooping holler of the country boy. The gunships took a high-speed swoop through their ranks and zeppelins exploded one after another in their wake. They spun and dropped slowly, with invaders leaping to their deaths or clutching at heaving prows. A bullet smacked into her windshield and spiderwebbed it. A massive zeppelin full of motley invaders hung before her, so she swerved and buzzed right past the behemoth. Guns blazed from her sides and, in a flash of heat and violence, the country boy shouted, “We got her! We got her!”
The seven gunships raced ahead with a trail of zeppelins burning and crashing into the ground behind them.
“Calling any Wing units,” said Mevrik. “Any other Wing units, please respond. We’re going to hit the dragons on the eastern front. Any assistance would be much appreciated. Over.”
The voice of her father crackled over the radio. “Girl, I think you all are it. Over.”
*              *              *
In the Memory House, the wounded Guardian limped towards the hallway. He couldn’t wait to see the boy’s bloody carcass, a job well done. He rounded the turn.
Ahead, he saw his comrade kneeling, hands behind his head. Wodan stood behind him, long rifle held before him.
“Sorry, man,” said the kneeling Guardian.
“Son of a bitch!” screamed the wounded Guardian.
Wodan’s high-powered rifle barked. The wounded Guardian’s nuts blew out the back of his pants and smacked loudly on the wall behind him. He wailed, staggered back, then another blast tore through his intestines and flung handfuls of coils out behind him. The kneeling Guardian lunged forward and rounded the bend as another round tore into the wall beside him. Wodan walked to the edge of the hall, saw the man running ahead, then raised his rifle and blasted him in the back. The Guardian fell, slid along the floor, and came to a stop.
Wodan heard the sound of a radio. He walked towards the center of the great hall, now a scene of chaos and devastation. A voice echoed through the hall, grunting, demanding backup.
“We need backup, too,” said the radio, weakly. “Sir, there’s nothing left... monster tore through us. Gave it everything we had... you should see this place, there’s nothing left, can’t believe the whole building hasn’t collapsed.”
“Who is this?!” barked the voice.
“Uh... Private Samuels, sir... I - I don’t know where my commanding officer is. My whole unit’s dead, I don’t... the dragon’s gone, it left, I think, but... I don’t know if there’s anyone... I mean, Third Force is, it’s… it’s fuckin’ wiped out, sir...”
Wodan strode toward the hole in the ceiling, saw girders and columns jutting up from the floor, water raining down from above. Shem Udo stood directly across the gap. The two eyed one another. The shotgun shook in Udo’s hand. Pink boiled up into his face. Blond eyelashes quivered with hatred.
“Drop the gun,” said Wodan.
The two stared at one another.
Wodan sidestepped to a pillar and laid his back against it.
“Put the gun down,” said Wodan. “We’re going to go see Aegis Vachs.”
Wodan felt metal press against his head. Seloid Cramer rounded the pillar to his right, lips quivering into a smile, said, “Hah! Drop your gun, dipshit!”
Dread seized Wodan’s guts. To screw up, when he was so close...
He let the rifle clatter to the floor, glaring at the young man. Saw in horrible detail his soft features, his neatly combed hair. To be tricked by such a soft office lackey. He heard Shem Udo across the gap, laughing and clapping, snorting at the end.
“I’ve already killed two men today,” said Cramer. “It’ll be three once I blow your brains out, you criminal!”
Wodan seethed, heart twisting with rage. His arms flexed at his sides. Just then, with a gun at his head, he remembered that today was already appointed to be his day to die. He had nothing to lose.
“I wonder,” said Wodan, “just how strong you are.”
Just as Cramer said, “Huh?” Wodan smacked his left hand against Cramer’s wrist and sent the gun crashing into the pillar. The gun fired, deafening Cramer. Wodan saw the young man’s look of surprise frozen in minute detail as he leaped forward and brought his right elbow up and around, smashing into his soft face. Again and again Wodan’s fists tore into Cramer’s ribs; when he felt the office lackey buckle, he brought his knee up and folded him in half. Just as Wodan dived for his rifle, he heard the pillar chip overhead as Udo blasted it with his shotgun. Wodan lifted the rifle, aimed, and saw Udo retreating among the statues. He glanced at Cramer to make sure that he was unconscious, then ran after Udo.
He ran among the statues. He threw his back against one, then peered around the edge. He heard someone sobbing.
“Come out!” Wodan shouted. “Don’t make me kill you!”
The sobbing stopped. Silence. Then a great, sloppy inhalation, a wheeze. “Don’t kill me...” said Udo, far away.
Wodan crept from his hiding place. “I won’t,” he said. “And I don’t want to. Just come out. All I want to do is talk.”
The crying redoubled. “Don-n-n-n’t kill muh-me...”
“I’m serious, I just want to talk!” Wodan knew exactly where he was now, in a corner concealed by a wall. Wodan leaned against the wall.
“I c-can hear you!” Udo shrieked. “Oh God! Oh GOD!”
“Don’t worry,” said Wodan. “I’m going to sit here until you come out.” Wodan waited for the man to relax, then whirled around the wall, weapon raised. He saw Udo kneeling, shotgun held at his side. Tears, real tears, streamed down his shining, pink face.
“Drop it and get up,” said Wodan.
Udo raised the gun slowly, shaking terribly.
“Drop it,” said Wodan. “There’s no reason for anyone else to die. You can keep living.”
When Wodan said that, Udo closed his eyes and relaxed. The words felt real to him. He dropped the gun.
“You work for me now,” said Wodan. “I rule Haven from now on. You do as I tell you. Understand?”
Udo nodded, relieved. Another person would worry about things from now on.
“You’re not the one who has to die,” said Wodan.
*              *              *
The great dragon tore up the avenue as it sidestepped Yarek, eyeing him, mouth pouring superheated air. Gunfire and rockets poured down onto its back, but the powerful armor deflected everything. Yarek sidestepped, hunched over. Focused. Breathed in, breathed out. At his core, he knew that his whole life was focused on this moment - to come face to face with the most powerful force this evil world could throw at him. And whether he lived or died, he would know that he had fought with everything he had.
Suddenly the dragon charged and roared such that the earth shook under his great clawed feet. Yarek dived to the side, rotated, slammed into the buckling concrete on his back, sliding on his armor. He saw the horns tear into the earth where he had been, saw stone peel up under the beast’s head. Yarek reached back, tore his grappling gun from its sheath, and fired. The hook bit into the scales of its neck. Yarek drew the line taut, lifted himself onto his feet, prepared to make his move - but the dragon whipped its head about and lifted him from the ground, jerking the gun from his hand as he went flying.
He crashed into the ground and his head was jarred, knocking him senseless. He was barely aware of the dragon charging again, impossibly fast. He rose to his feet, then fell back onto his knees. Just then the commandeered tank shot forward and blasted the dragon in the side of its face, staggering it; the tank fired again and the monster crashed into a building. Concrete poured down onto the monster, burying it. The Reaver in the tank fired again, then again. Yarek forced himself to stand, then made his way toward a building with unsteady, lurching steps. Amazingly, the armor of the beast was scorched, but unscathed. It shifted under the concrete and flexed its limbs. Its tail whipped up, thrashing furiously.
Yarek ran into an apartment building and flew up the stairs. Head ringing, ribs burning with each breath. He realized, around the third floor, that he was running on a sprained ankle. He ignored the pain and focused on the battle.
He saw Reavers on the fifth-floor roof firing massive machineguns, loading belt after belt. Yarek leaned over the side. He saw the dragon rising despite the shells of the tank slamming into it. Yarek tapped a comrade on the shoulder. The man lifted his visor.
“Tell them to stop firing for a moment,” said Yarek.
The man nodded and clicked his visor back into place.
Yarek took a deep breathe, braced a foot on the edge of the roof, then pushed himself off and into the air.
Wind whipped about him and pulled back his face. Time slowed down in a wash of adrenaline. He slammed onto the neck of the dragon and grabbed whatever he could. Whipped a leg around, then braced himself against the scales. The dragon shuddered under the tank’s assault, then lurched forward and almost threw Yarek free. Yarek held onto the impenetrable scales as the dragon head-butted the tank again and again, grinding it against concrete. Between each assault, he hauled himself forward. 
The squeal of bending metal was sickening, the motion of the dragon nauseating. Yarek pushed himself forward, higher, grasping handholds and gripping with his legs. Finally the dragon left the tank and spun around the avenue. Yarek pulled himself over the crest of the dragon’s head, saw the long horns coiling far above him.
The dragon roared and it slammed its clawed hand into a building, tearing concrete and scattering Reavers. With an incredible effort Yarek hauled himself over the monster’s head and found himself holding onto its brow. He peered over the side and felt his stomach lurch as the thing whirled about again. But he had seen it - the dragon’s eyeball.
He hardened his will, focused his strength, tightened into a coil - then launched up and over and jammed his open palm fingers-first into the center of the eyeball. In an instant of horror he realized that the eyeball of the thing was as hard as pure diamond - but as his hand slid to the side, he followed through with the motion, forced his hand between eyeball and socket, drove it in past the wrist, then up to the elbow. The dragon shrieked horribly, a high-pitched squeal from Hell itself, and slammed its eyelid shut, nearly crushing Yarek’s thick arm. It whipped its head about and Yarek was thrown wildly. He fell against the dragon’s face, shaking like a ragdoll. But his arm was held secure, trapped, and with a tremendous cry he slammed his other arm into the flesh beside the other side of the eyeball.
He felt hot breath blasting against his dangling feet as he grasped the round ball in his hands. He held on as tightly as he could, then lifted his feet up and braced them against the dragon’s cheek. Felt an incredible shock as the dragon slammed its head into a building and buried the horns within, nearly crushed him between skull and concrete. The dragon freed its head, backed away, and whirled. Yarek’s hair, drenched in sweat, whipped about his face. The dragon froze for a moment, blinded. Yarek arched his back, heaved, cried out, shook, then felt the great orb come free with a tremendous wet popping sound. Yarek pushed off with his feet and pulled until several feet of dripping wet cord hung between the eyeball and the dragon’s head. Suddenly the thing lifted onto its hind feet, howling in fury, and Yarek desperately held onto the slick eyeball as the buildings disappeared beneath him.
The dragon arched its back and beat its wings. Yarek gave one last look at the red, hate-filled eyeball, then released and pushed off into the air. Time slowed around him. He reached to his side, seized his massive handgun Teufelmorder, and aimed into the hole where the eye had been. The great wings spread outwards. Yarek fired one shot straight into the brain of the dragon. The empty shell spun free in a rush of smoke.
Felt himself falling, falling, slowly. The dragon’s head arced away from him. He heard the bullet ricochet within the skull, tearing a trail of destruction through the monster’s brains. The wings began to move inward, slowly - then they rushed as time sped up, Yarek felt gravity take hold and he picked up speed as he fell. Kicked up his foot, grabbed his wicked combat knife, and twisted about as a wing came towards him. As he fell he stabbed into the hard leather of a wing, cutting a line all the way down, slowing his fall. He came to the end of the wing, fell free, slammed into the ground, then felt and even heard several bones shatter. The air was knocked out of him and replaced with searing pain.
The dragon fell backwards and crashed into the earth. Yarek Clash, the dragon slayer, passed out as the great flesh dragon died.
*              *              *
The black fog heaved and rolled in the trees ahead of the gunships. Mevrik glanced below, saw fields of devastation, pools of red, chunks of filthy armor, tanks crushed or impaled by long, wide black spears, some so thick and powerful that they held the smoking machines off the ground. Row upon row of wasted artillery, pieces smashed into rubble. Reports of two dragons running wild in the area, wounded but seemingly unstoppable.
Other reports told of legions of invaders pounding the training grounds. The footsteps of doom were upon the Command Center, with no backup possible.
“FL-Six Artillery!” the radio screamed. “We’re in the woods, mile or so north of Com-Center... hell, lost track of where we are, we keep moving, but those dragons are almost on top of us! How the shit can they see us?”
“They can smell you,” said Mevrik. “They’re animals. Just lay low, dig in. Backup is here.”
She tucked the gunship’s nose and flew hard right over the roiling cloud. She streamed over it and whipped the gunk about in her wake. The six behind her divided and flew around, hoping to get a shot at something, anything. Mevrik turned in a wide curve and saw the gunships swooping by.
“Fire into it!” she screamed.
Just as the sunglasses Guardian blasted into the cloud, she saw the blur of the great spikes rushing by the gunships, light glinting off their trajectory. Heard a deep rumble, a growl, even over the noise of the engine. She swooped low and curved about the thing. Clouds whipped apart, and she saw the armored face of one of the beasts, wide spears curving about like a mane, glaring sulfur-yellow orbs full of malevolence. The dragon screamed, mouth open impossibly wide, and dove forward. She couldn’t believe how fast the dragon was, something so big shouldn’t move so fast - she tucked her nose and drove the gunship forward in a suicidal dodge. Felt the wake of the dragon’s wings pushing from behind; she turned and raised the gunship awkwardly, nearly scraping the treetops. The great black dragon hovered just above the trees, wings spread out in what seemed to be a hundred yards at least.
“It’s out!” she screamed. “Hit it!”
Before anyone could react, the beast hunched forward in the air and blades launched from all sides. A pilot on the radio screamed, “I’m hit!” She followed through with her turn, saw a gunship smoking, spinning, falling. Mevrik saw two gunships flying about the dragon, guns flashing, with the others moving in from behind them.
The dragon rose slowly into the air. She turned to join the circle, said, “Don’t let it get back in that smoke!” as the noxious cloud moved toward the battle. Felt the vibrations of a gun at her port opening up. Bullets flashed off the dragon’s blades, bouncing them and sending up sparks. But some penetrated, sending clouds of pink mist exploding in little puffs about the monster’s chest, shoulders, and neck. The dragon raised a clawed hand and flexed; in a blur of spears, one gunship jerked off-course as it was run through with massive blades of black and blue. The gunships continued circling, firing continually. Torrents of blood ran down the blades and poured down into the black mist rolling just below them. The dragon flipped in the air. The tail flew above its head, then arced downward and slammed into a gunship, shattering steel and glass. The ship was flung down and tore through trees as it crashed violently.
“Ah’m ’bout outta ammo!” shouted the country boy behind her.
“Hit those wings!” she said, coming around to the dragon’s back.
She slowed, nearly coming to a dead hover. The beast quivered in agony as sparks and blood flew from the great tendons at its back, then one wing jerked. The dragon gave vent to an overpowering cry, hunched over, and shot quills in every direction. Mevrik was showered with glass in an impact that sent the gunship reeling; one giant blade was run through the front of the ship, sideways, and embedded itself so close that she could have touched it. The gunship jerked and rolled about and she fought to stop its spin. The black dragon crashed into the trees and flung up a shower of black mist as it rolled downhill.
She finally righted the gunship. The controls wobbled loosely, but were still responsive. The engine was alive, but the fuel meter was dropping fast. She shouted behind her, “Everyone okay?”
“No!” shouted the country boy.
She turned and saw that a giant spear was lodged in the ship. Saw the bottom half of the sunglasses Guardian, still strapped to the seat, blood splashing onto the deck and on his gun. The country boy was staring at the sight, flecks of blood splashing onto his face.
“Get his goddamned ammo!” she screamed. “Do it, soldier!”
The country boy sprang to action, unbuckled his harness, and hung onto his seat as he fumbled his way across the wobbling gunship.
Mevrik wondered how her heartlessness must have seemed to him. She was surprised at how little the awful sight affected her; the only thing she felt was an intense, desperate need to throw herself at the demons, to kill them, to not give in until either she or they were dead.
“I cain’t get at his ammo,” said the country boy. “Why don’t I just take his seat?” He unloosed his comrade’s harness and kicked the lower half off into the blue. He pushed the spear to the side as much as he could, then plopped down into the blood-drenched seat.
“Glad we’re on the same page,” said Mevrik, turning the ship about for another pass.
She saw the beast lurching through the forest, tearing up trees, three gunships circling it, blood streaming down its face. It flapped one wing in a warding gesture and shot quills all around. It was making for the mist, desperate to hide in the sanctuary its companion provided. Mevrik reached the thing just as it fell into the spreading blackness.
“No! No!” she shrieked. “God dammit!”
A pilot’s voice came over the radio. “Keep firing into that fog, we’ll draw it out again.”
“Who has enough ammo for that?!” she spat.
There was silence.
An unknown voice came over the radio. “Attention all Guardian units. This is Reaver Number Nine. Reaver Yarek Clash has just killed a dragon. Repeat - Yarek Clash just killed a dragon. They are not immortal. They-” The voice continued on.
“Gunships, hold your fire,” she said, teeth flashing psychotically. “I’m going in!”
She swooped low and slowed down. Air whipped about her. Black gunk gathered on her skin, choking her.
“Hell is dis shit?” the country boy grunted behind her.
She maneuvered about until they were within total darkness. It was nearly impossible to breathe, the stench overwhelming, like rotten fruit, sulfur, burnt hair. She had no idea how close the trees were. Glanced at the fuel meter – it was bouncing on empty.
Suddenly she saw spears bouncing, then the fog was pushed back and she saw neckline, jaw, teeth, all moving parallel to her. She hovered, swung about, and shouted, “Fire! Don’t aim - fire!”
The country boy unloaded round after round. Blood splattered into the gunship and hosed down both gunner and pilot. The monster wailed and staggered out of view. Total blackness enveloped her. Conscious thought fled her mind; she intuited direction, how the beast staggered, position of its head, where it had been – and where it was going.
“Hang on!” she screamed, then pushed the gunship forward, angled left, and tucked the nose until the thing was nearly vertical. They slammed into something and felt a terrible shriek fill the gunship, the shrill cry of metal grinding on metal. A river of blood poured in through the open windshield as the gunship slammed into the dragon’s head, impaling itself on spikes and chopping into the thing’s neck with its blades. Mevrik felt herself flipping upside down, then they slammed into the earth with giant demon-bones shattering all around them.
Mevrik never passed out from the impact, only rested against her harness, upside down. Waited for her stomach to relax. Opened her eyes and saw spikes lodged all around her. She strained against her harness and saw the country boy pressed to the back of the gunship, body run through, dripping blood upwards from her perspective. She coughed on the black mist, unlatched her belts, and braced against the shattered cockpit. It took many long minutes to climb out of the ruined ship.
The black mist departed and the air grew clean. She was a mess, covered in black, smeared with blood, uniform torn beyond recognition. She fell, exhausted. Then, towering above her, she saw the body of the flesh dragon, mouth hanging open, head bent and caved in, the gunship resting below, lodged in its ruined neck, smoking and covered in gore. She heard rumbling in the distance as the dragon’s companion took flight and abandoned it.
*              *              *
Wodan approached the gaping hole in the center of the Memory House. He looked over the side and saw lights flickering below. Water splashed onto his shoulders. Aegis Vachs peered up at him from the rubble. The man yelped, then scurried down a tunnel.
Wodan motioned to Udo. Udo bent down and cradled Cramer in his arms. The young man was limp, completely lost in a dream.
“Get down there,” said Wodan, nodding to the hole.
Shem Udo scrambled down a thick, broken girder. Wodan leapt easily from surface to surface, without hurry, then bounced off a chunk of granite and landed in the pool below. He sloshed through the pool and entered a stone tunnel, then waited for Udo.
They continued on until they came to a dark stone chamber lined with dying bulbs. A generator hummed nearby. Prime Minister Aegis Vachs sat in a chair in the center of the chamber, staring at the arrivals with careful poise, chin resting thoughtfully in his hand. Wodan recognized the carefully selected pose as a ploy to help him forget the ridiculous position he’d seen the man in only moments before.
“Well,” he said, dramatically. “So good of you to join-”
Wodan raised the rifle and blasted a hole in the wall near Vachs. The chamber echoed with the passage of thunder as dust and plaster rained down onto the Prime Minister’s fine suit.
“Cut that silly tone and sit on the floor,” said Wodan.
Shaking, eyes wide and watery, Vachs rolled off the chair and plopped down on the cold floor. Wodan saw a computer nearby running on its own power. It was connected to a radio set. Wodan turned the device away from Vachs, then opened programs while Udo sat on the floor away from Vachs. He avoided Vachs’s eyes and concentrated on holding Cramer near his breast.
They waited a while, then Vachs said, “Young man, what are you doing over there?”
The radio clicked off, then the computer produced a sound of gentle stringed instruments. A song in minor key. Wodan turned the volume down.
“Just some relaxing music,” said Wodan, standing. “While you make your confession.”
“Why would I confess to anything?” said Vachs. Wodan saw by the man’s eyes, his upturned brow, that his question was genuine. He wanted to talk, but was unsure why he should.
“If Haven survives this,” said Wodan, “then I’m going right back into the hole I came out of. I’m still scheduled for an execution. If Haven doesn’t survive... then none of us do. We’ll wait for the hangman together.”
Aegis blinked his huge eyes. Finally, he nodded slowly.
“Aegis Vachs, did you mastermind the exile of the seven citizens of Haven?”
“Yes,” said Vachs, almost before Wodan could finish. He breathed in deep, said, “Yes!”
Wodan nodded. Vachs continued. “You would understand, if you ever climbed beyond the lowest rung of the social ladder, that life’s problems do not disappear the higher you go. In fact, they get worse. The higher you go, the fewer people you can trust. The air thins out... some nights, it becomes nearly impossible to breathe. I know how it is with you labor types. Your dreams are simple. A decent home, a nice automobile, some status, a woman who won’t cheat on you too much. Let’s be honest, boy, that’s the extent of a simpleton’s ambition. And the paths he can take to get those things are clearly defined, well-trodden, and completely understood by the people surrounding you. You don’t have to go far to learn what you need in order to get what you want. But as you go higher… who do you think I had to go to in order to learn how to become Prime Minister? Is there a class one can take, a counselor one can ask? I had to figure it all out on my own, and to do that I had to rub elbows with other people dreaming of prestige and accomplishment. Can you even imagine? Just the shallowest, hungriest people, the most base sort of hangers-on clinging to you, demanding incessantly...”
“So then you decide some people have to die?” said Wodan.
“It’s not like that! Let me finish.” Vachs tore off his glasses, blinked tiny eyes that he glued to the floor. “A man goes his whole life full of dreams. And as you grow old, my boy, you find out it becomes impossible to make any dream a reality. There are simply too many people against you. But I… I wanted to come to a place where I could make my dreams come true. Where I could make a wish - a reality! It’s the same with all men, I’m no different, only I climbed better than the others. Only I saw the shadow-play on the cave walls of the Senate, at the dinner parties, in the drawing rooms of influential men. Only I went farther than they could... and they hated me for it.
“And politics was perfect for me,” he said, changing his tone lightly. “As lonely as it was, the higher I rose, the closer I came to my ideal - to make a wish and reality coincide! Others beneath me, how they shouted and cried out to one another on the Senate floor. Demanding, begging, threatening. And how I could whisper a thing, just whisper it, into the right ear - and I always knew the right ears - and suddenly, men would rush here, men would rush there, would fall over themselves and sell out in any way they could in order to accommodate my whims. Statecraft is the highest art, young man, and I am the master artist.”
“So there were people you wanted to wish away?” said Wodan. “Is that why you set up the exile? Was Peter Remus the main target?”
“If you want to state it like that... in a manner of speaking, yes. Yes, yes! On all counts! Peter Remus was a buffoon, a stuffed-suit that the Stone Warren was going to throw at me in a desperate effort to get rid of me. Remus was like a child, the Warren boys would kiss his ass one minute and he thought he was the king of the world, then they’d chide him on one point and he’d fall to pieces trying to be what they wanted him to be. The fool never had a chance of winning against me as Minister-”
“Then why have him exiled?”
“Okay, alright, he did have a chance. There’s a lot of provincial, backwards, religious sentiment coming out of the laborers these days. But... I wasn’t going to let him have his chance.”
“So you wished him away?”
“I made a wish and he disappeared,” said Vachs. His eyes darted to the big red book at the far side of the room.
“What’s that?” said Wodan.
“Uh.”
Wodan recognized the book, said, “You got it from my friend Agmar when you were trying to get Rachek’s red diary, didn’t you?”
Vachs nodded.
“Tell me about that,” said Wodan.
“It’s nothing, really... a side issue. She said she’d written a lot of foolish things in there. Private matters concerning our relationship, which I didn’t want people talking about. They ended up finding out, anyway. And in the end it didn’t matter. The affair, well, you know, it didn’t matter that people knew.”
“But you had her killed anyway?”
Vachs nodded.
“Say it!” Wodan screamed. “Out loud!”
“Yes! I had her killed. She was bothersome!”
“Just like you killed Seaver and the Jebedians. And you had the Hell Hounds set up to be killed, too, by Third Force Guardians who would “discover” that taped footage. They were all bothersome.”
“I wished them away,” said Vachs, forcing laughter. “Guess I’m the worst man in the world, eh? Just everything you hate, all neatly packaged in the body of one person. You hypocrite!” Vachs leaned forward, screwing his little eyes into Wodan’s. “Do you have any idea how many political dissidents have died under less progressive administrations than mine? How many petty drug dealers?! Who are you to judge me? You’re a blood-hungry murderer!”
“This isn’t about liberals and conservatives to me,” said Wodan, ice in his voice. “People have died unjustly at the hands of every sort of government imaginable. The two of us can’t be compared. I’ve never sent someone else to do my killing for me.”
Udo hunched over Cramer and held his head gently.
“Anyway,” said Wodan. “Let’s talk about me, the murderer, the exile. I want to know, Aegis, why you chose the particular people that you did. Peter Remus makes some sense. Why the others?”
Vachs leaned back, smiling sickly. “I was just one of the conspirators. You haven’t gotten us all, boy. You’ll have to ask the other conspirator
if you want the rest of the story.”
*              *              *
The Reavers lifted Yarek, then placed their homemade stretcher under him. All at once his mouth twisted into a snarl. He opened his eyes painfully.
“You guys still alive?” he said. “We win this war yet?”
One smacked his helm and the visor shot up. “We’re fine, man. And no, we haven’t.”
They heard a loud booming across the avenue, then felt the earth shaking. They turned and watched the intersection. Yarek lifted his head weakly, blood draining from his face.
A great red dragon rounded the corner. It braced its shoulder against a building, shattering half a dozen windows. It glared at them through the darkness. Blood splashed down onto the streets in thick lines and splattered in heavy puddles.
A Reaver cursed loudly.
“Take him down just like we did the other one,” said Yarek, eyelids drooping heavily.
*              *              *
We are some of the oldest among the beings who rule this world. There is no more seed left to create more of our kind. We are worthy of a worship even beyond that deserved by the rest of our kindred.
We were passed over for the gathering of the Coagulation, the growing tide of the two great armies who will usher in a new aeon. We are unique and ancient and powerful, and this spared us conscription in that gathering. We are not fodder.
But we took part in this emergency invasion. We failed to drive them to extinction, for now, but we have done great things. We have bloodied their psyches and the nightmare of knowing that we exist will never give them rest. The great battle is over. The siege has begun.
Now - it is time for us to leave.
*              *              *
The Reavers produced what weapons they had and covered the body of their fallen leader. The dragon’s wings lifted, blowing dust and snow that covered the fighters. The wings flapped, spraying great bucketfuls of blood. The red dragon rose, then disappeared into the darkness above.
“Look at that bitch run,” Yarek wheezed. “He must’ve heard about the Reavers.”
*              *              *
Barkus stalked about the field of dead Ugly, boots squelching in thick goo. He glared at the remains of blasted white armor. Ugly ran back and forth carrying loads from an armory to several grounded zeppelins. The Smith navigator, radio man, and warmaster oversaw, shouting and twitching nervously.
“The dragons are leaving!” shrieked the radio man. “Gods below, they’re actually leaving
us!”
“Big surprise,” said Barkus, smiling genuinely. “Didn’t see that one coming!”
Pale-faced and round-eyed, the radio man dropped his headphones, said, “And there’s tons of units pouring in from the west, slamming into Heffer’s men! They’re... aw, blast it all, a handful of enemy airships are coming in from the east, dropping our zeppelins at the center. They... I don’t know how, but they can apparently see our units in the dark!”
An Ugly warrior ran up to Barkus, sweat streaming down his face. He saluted with a hand covered in blood, then said, “Sir! Looks like we’ve loaded up the last of the tech and the weapons.”
One Smith rolled up his map, nodded to the radio man, said, “Let’s get out of here, then, Barkus.”
Barkus unholstered one of the massive handguns at his side, said, “Wait a minute - does this gun look clean to you?” and, swinging around, he blasted the Smith straight in the face. Chunks of raw ground beef sprayed from the man’s hollowed head as he fell backwards.
“Barkus, you - !” screamed the navigator. Hopping sideways, he awkwardly drew a submachine gun.
Barkus unholstered his other gun, pointed them both at the man, and fired. The Smith leaped into the air, landed, and spasmed in a death- twitch.
The radio man raised both arms, said, “I w-w-won’t say anything about the tech!”
“Of course you won’t!” said Barkus, blasting off both of the man’s arms. He fell backwards, howling. An Ugly nearby whooped, rushed over, drew his knife, and ground it into the Smith’s neck.
“God damn Smiths pricks,” said Barkus, turning to the zeppelins. His men cheered loudly.
Barkus climbed a rope ladder and clambered onto the deck of his ship. The heat of the fires welled up overhead, then the ship shook and lifted under him. He watched the foothills shrink beneath him. He was leaving Haven again. He was wiser than before and less disappointed with the world. No longer betrayed, moaning about his fate. Now, he was a betrayer himself. He was filled with a certain lightness, an almost-painful buoyancy. “Those who seek to save their lives, shall lose them,” he quoted. “And those who seek to lose their lives shall find eternal life.”
He thought of Heffer for a moment.
“We must live by the demon’s example,” he said quietly. “You were right, brother.”
He felt at the scars around his mouth, felt the shape of a smile.
It felt so real!
*              *              *
The two remaining dragons glided over the mountains. The sea stretched out before them. The long, serpentine dragon felt the tickling communication in his mind and understood what was happening. He flew ahead of his lagging brother.
The red dragon flapped his wings slower, slower. Wavered left, then right. Saw the sea ahead, then saw dancing black spots. He recalled the face of the boy who had insulted him. The boy had come at him with nothing. The boy had led him to his last battle. He wondered if the boy had been crushed under all that fine marble. He rested his wings. The sea was shining, brilliant, a winding path of endlessly dancing stars. He was oblivious by the time he crashed into the water. His brother flew on.
*              *              *
Luumis Lamsang climbed up from the basement. The hallway was pitch-black. He had heard the rampage above, the screams of killers and victims. He crouched for hours listening to faraway explosions. He ran a thousand scenarios through his mind but none of them seemed likely. Despite all of his talk about the fall of Haven, none of it seemed real now that the end of the world was apparently in full swing.
Luumis saw still forms lying in the hallway as he crept by quietly. Many doors were open, splintered and cracked. He saw smashed televisions and broken glass glittering past the open doorways. He saw more people lying in the darkness of the silent apartments. In one apartment he saw a naked woman on the floor. He went in and stood over her. Her face was covered in blood, legs twisted awkwardly. He left.
In the lobby, a faint light shone in through the windows. A man propped against a wall stirred suddenly - Luumis leaped away, screaming frantically. He ran outside.
It was dark outside, too, and he was confused about the time of day. He saw a glimmer of blue sky in the distant horizon, but had no idea what that meant. The silence was broken by shouting and feet pounding on the pavement. He turned and saw a dozen armed men in motley armor hauling ass towards him, faces and arms full of scars and tattoos. Luumis did not know it, but the man leading them was Joe Heffer, leader of the Left Arm of the Ugly. His lips were pulled back from his yellow teeth, and his eyes were wild.
Luumis ran back inside the apartment building, leaned against a window, and watched the Ugly run by. So these were the bringers of the end of the world! Suddenly he heard tires squealing so loudly that he thought a car was inside the lobby. A jeep full of Guardians swung around a curve, tearing up the road behind the Ugly. A Guardian manned a heavy machinegun atop the jeep; Luumis watched in fascination as the thing blasted, shaking and eating up a dancing belt of ammunition. The Ugly were thrown up into the air, blood sprayed onto the window before Luumis, then the men slammed into the ground more meat than alive. Heffer screamed a savage battle cry and flung an empty rifle at the jeep as it whirled around. The gunner rotated and fired into Heffer’s torso and blew the side of his head off. A Guardian passenger slapped the side of the jeep, then the driver hit the gas and they all held on as it swung about and flew down the road in another direction.
Luumis was amazed at the sight of the killing. He was horrified, but he also wished he could have watched his bomb go off earlier, just to see what the people would become. He realized that the dying man propped against the wall had been speaking to him; it was the same man who’d caused him to scream earlier.
“What!” Luumis shouted.
The bloodied form shifted, said, “I was sayin’... if they come back, I’d probably play dead, best thing t’do, really...”
Sickened by the idea of listening to the fool ramble on about his ideas and the personal philosophy that guided him through an invasion, Luumis ran back outside. He crouched low over Heffer’s body. Amazing - the man’s clothes, the stuff falling out of his head, the cheap looking tattoos - just amazing, that such a creature could exist. How Haven must be shitting its pants right now, doing everything to preserve its status quo! He saw a blade sheathed at Heffer’s side, gulped, squinted his eyes, and quickly pulled the blade free. He hopped away from the dead man. The blade was long, wide, and notched with gutting marks along one side. It looked ridiculously wicked. Luumis ran back inside.
The man started prattling on the very second Luumis had a foot inside the doorway. And he’d thought this was going to be difficult!
Luumis dashed forward and stuck the blade into the man. He was surprised at how hard the rib cage was, for the blade bounced back immediately. The man jerked, wailing as if he’d actually been hurt. Luumis drove it forward again, tore in between ribs, forced the thing in even though the man was shaking and wailing and throwing his arms about. Grinded the blade in, nearly to the hilt, and even felt the far side of the man’s rib cage. His wails were maddening, intoxicating. He tried to yank the blade free, then the shrill cries redoubled. Luumis dug a foot into the man’s side and yanked, but the blade was caught on something. The man laid his head back, groaned, and threw up onto his own face. Luumis yanked again and, with superhuman effort, he tore the blade free. The sound was sickening and the blade seemed to be covered in snot. Exhausted, he stood over the man as he rolled about feebly, groaning and trying to gather the strength to complain about his problems.
Strangely enough, it took the man well over half an hour to die. Every time Luumis thought he was dead, he would kick him and the man would inevitably groan or cast an arm about feebly. Always the same, stimulus and response. Luumis could not summon any sort of remorse; the longer he watched, the more he despised the man.
He wiped the blade on the man’s leg, then tucked it into the back of his pants. Felt it cold and hard against his ass, reassuring. He left the apartment building and walked along a dark avenue in the direction Heffer had come.
Three Guardians jogging up a side street stopped when they saw him. One pointed a rifle in his direction. Luumis stopped and lifted his hands. The Guardian lowered his rifle.
“What’s going on?” said Luumis, lowering his hands.
“S’incredible!” the Guardian shouted behind his mask. The sudden amiability was like a smack in the face. “All the invaders around the Command Center just got waxed! The dragons left and we were able to line our artillery up and… and we just drilled those invader bastards! It was touch-an’-go, but ol’ Clash, he didn’t sweat it for a second! Cool as hell the whole time, man!”
Dragons? Command Center?
“Zeppelins are comin’ down all over the city! We got gunships zoomin’ around, man, tearin’ the hell outta them bastards!”
“You should go back indoors,” said another Guardian. He waved to the others, and they jogged away.
There probably was not much time left; it looked like he had already missed most of the show. But there was one thing left to do. He would have to hurry.
*              *              *
Soft-stringed violettas played inside the bunker, warm and out of place amid Aegis Vachs’s clapping and cruel laughter. Wodan sat down beside the computer, body limp, mind drowning in nightmare-data.
“I think that one got him!” said Vachs, leaning forward and back as he laughed. “Think we got him with that one, Shem, old boy!”
Wodan turned to the computer suddenly, silencing the music and closing down several programs. “Yea-a-ah,” said Wodan, sighing. “Alright, I admit, that was a surprise. You got me. Got me good. Guess there’s one more thing I have to do.”
“Aww, turn the music back on,” Vachs said in mock disappointment. “That was Rigolette’s Second... one of our boy Cramer’s favorite pieces!”
“I just played that stuff randomly,” said Wodan, “because I wanted to distract you from what I was doing at the computer.”
“Come again?”
Wodan unplugged his audio recorder from the computer, said, “I was streaming the feed from my recorder to my family’s web domain and sending the link to as many people and organizations as I could think of.”
“Recorder? Streaming?”
“I was taping your confession and putting it on the datanet. It might now be in your best interest if Haven was wiped out by these invaders.” Wodan stood suddenly, picked up his rifle, and walked toward the exit. “Because if there is a Haven tomorrow, you won’t be a part of it.”
Vachs leaped up, fists shaking at his sides. He took a quick step forward, then stopped. His mouth bent horribly, and he screamed, “Who do you think you are? Fucking Girardo?!”
Wodan disappeared in the darkness of the hall. Vachs whirled on Udo, shouted, “Shem, slap that worthless piece of shit Cramer and get him up, get him on that computer, find out exactly where that audio feed was sent! We - we might just be able to patch this up! Shem!”
Udo cradled the bloodied boy in his arms and gazed down at his face. “Let’s just rest for now,” he said softly. “Let’s just rest.”
 



Chapter Sixteen
Final Exam
 
Wodi hasn’t visited us yet. It’s been almost a week! But I know he’s busy trying to figure out who kicked him out of Haven in the first place. And if anyone can get to the bottom of it, it’s Wodi!
- from Rachek’s Red Diary
*              *              *
Professor Korliss Matri watched the fires of the zeppelins burning in the dark from the roof of his apartment building. The flash of gunfire, the blinding flare of the balloons, and then the slow, winding descent. He watched the smoke from hundreds of ruined buildings rise into the dense cloud of black smoke overhead.
“Even if Haven survives this day,” he said softly, “in the long run, this is the end of Haven.”
The fire escape ladder shook and clattered against the side of the building. A shadowy form clambered over the side, then landed quietly before him. The figure was armed with a long rifle, a sniper’s weapon.
A gunship passed overhead, engine roaring. An explosion far behind cast red light on the side of Wodan’s face, eyes wide and hard, mouth clasped shut, wind from the gunship’s blades whipping his hair and cloak. Then darkness.
Wodan raised his rifle, then tossed it to the side. He pulled the audio recorder from his pocket and threw it aside as well.
“Teacher,” said Wodan. “I’ve come for my final lesson.”
“I cannot give you the mercy of a final lesson.” Korliss watched the dark figure’s approach. “Nature, in her cruelty, demands that you never stop learning... so long as you live.”
“I might die yet, before this day is done.”
“Then let me finish the story that Vachs began, while you’re still alive to hear it.”
Wodan stopped before him.
“About a year ago,” said Korliss, “I found that some of the data on my computers had been plundered. An anonymous student’s computer was used in the theft. I suspect it was a boy named Darel Juniorswerth. I’ve heard he is a very good hacker.”
“And he used your ports to infiltrate Didi’s.”
“Did he? That makes sense. Anyway, not long after that, I was called into the Prime Minister’s office. He made allusions to information that had passed between Didi, Sevrik, and me. He even hinted that he knew about our Project. But he only hinted. That, combined with Shem Udo stalking about the office, was terrifying - the idea that I had no real way to determine exactly how much he knew, you see. Did he know about our plans to create a superbeing? If he did, then did he know about our plans to topple not only his regime, but even the very bureaucratic democracy that is the system of governance in Haven, and to put in its place a genetic king? I wondered if he understood that we three practically governed Haven… if only from the shadows.
“Fearful as I was, I railed against Vachs, and even shouted at that brute Udo. I was like a hero from one of the stories that I teach from. But the pair remained amiable. Sickeningly so. Later, I even had dinner with Vachs. He thanked me for all the work I had done in setting up the political Party system. That was something I had done years ago, when I was younger, more headstrong... more foolish. He made veiled references to Haven’s current political mire, and I became convinced that he was sure that all of Haven’s problems were my fault. I was convinced that he was saying that my intentions, no matter how good, had in some sense undone the work of the Founding Fathers. But he said nothing concrete, he made no clear statements that I could refute. After that, nights of peaceful, dreamless sleep were a thing of the past.
“A few days later, I was invited to a Running Wind political party. Many professors were there, the scene itself was not new to me. Vachs and I had drinks together in a private corner. He seemed slightly drunk, and made references to political fiascos... and to things that could have become fiascos, that could have ended weaker administrations. He referenced problems that he had made disappear, problems that could not touch him. And Udo was in the background the entire time. Later, Vachs gave a speech regarding the equality of all men and the moral injustice of placing any one man over another. He also mentioned that it would be a mockery of man’s moral nature to place an ideal in the body of any one person. I realized that he had never been drunk at all. As he gave this speech, he stared at me the entire time. I knew then that he had been able to draw the existence of the superbeing out of the harmless bits of data that Darel had given him. He knew.
“My suspicions were confirmed later. Vachs and Udo came to my home. There Vachs laid out for me that he knew that Didi and Sevrik were part of a conspiracy to oust him or, if not him, then the next justly-elected Minister of Haven. He said he knew that I had been privy to much of their plans and that Didi and Sevrik might even condescend to me by saying that I was a part of their conspiracy. I was frightened at his persistence - and frightened by Udo’s presence - and I denied having ever worked with them. I was not so heroic that night... I was only adamant that I had never done anything to threaten Haven in any way. The worst part was that the matter was dropped, we had drinks, and I sat, exhausted and silent, while Vachs rambled on about his dreams of being able to make wishes come true for the common man, the “true ruler” of Haven.
“For days I was torn up about the matter. Even teaching my specially selected pupils seemed a farce, a crime, and the few times that I saw Sevrik or Didi in those days... their words seemed like so much tripe, like little boys gossiping about their parents. It was even worse when I joined in, because I felt like a hypocrite, a liar, a half-man who would be anything for anyone. I also realized then that I… I hated Didi. He was my opposite. He always said little, but spent his time working and creating. I began to believe that he was not even human. Then I questioned my own definition of what a human was, and wondered if I was even human. I certainly did not feel human any longer. And if Didi was a great man, then I... I was a maggot.”
“What are you talking about?” Wodan said loudly.
“I taught only with words!” Korliss shouted. “But Didi... he was a man of action! He was even a real criminal! It was Didi who, without remorse, destroyed an unborn child and made him into something else! All I could do was talk about it! Much less stop him! I babbled on and on all day long about heroes and villains, and then at night I bit my pillow and pretended at having some sort of sorrow... but all I felt was emptiness and regret! Don’t you understand? Somewhere deep inside, I wanted to destroy what Didi had made!”
“That’s bullshit,” said Wodan. “You’re not being honest with yourself! I understand that you must have been jealous of Didi’s accomplishments. Who wouldn’t be? He’s a great inventor. He can become so completely absorbed in making things or learning about things that he doesn’t even seem aware that he’s been sitting in a dark room, alone, for days on end. For a people-person like you, I’m sure Didi can seem like someone who has something that you lack. But, sir, that’s not true at all! It’s your job, your role, to be a teacher. You can convey ideas and inspiration in a way that no one else can! Even if you could never literally be a hero yourself, do you realize how many people have been inspired toward heroism because of you? Your work is especially important in an age when heroism seems outdated, as it does now – just when we need it the most!”
Wodan circled Korliss, and said, “I understand jealousy. When I was in the wasteland, I always looked up to Marlon. He was stronger than me, a survivor, a natural leader. I had always been content to wallow in solitude. When I was with the other exiles, there were plenty of times when I could have spoken up or contributed an idea, but I didn’t. I didn’t have to, because I could rely on Marlon. But just because I was envious, that didn’t mean that I was evil, or that I wanted him to - what’s so funny?”
Korliss shook with uncontrollable laughter, his shoulders hunched strangely. Wodan stopped circling him and immediately Korliss pivoted and turned about so that he faced away from Wodan. His laughter stopped, turned into a fit of sobbing, and then he sucked the tears back into his nose. “Marlon Ziello,” he said, “the great warrior, the slayer of demons! Mister Kyner… Marlon was one of the victims who I chose to kill.”
Wodan stood, numb with shock, while Korliss composed himself, rubbing his face on the hem of his robe. “Vachs made me a proposal. We could, he said, wish away the things that plagued us. I was so full of remorse for the hubris of my youth that I jumped at his offer. No, no, that’s not true... I went to his office and begged him to leave me alone, to forget the matter, to believe that the meetings with Didi and Sevrik were the imaginings of tired old men. I crawled on the floor before him, in tears, desperate to shut the thing up in a closet, to seal up the whole matter and just forget it, to wish it away. Vachs sent me away. His secretary called me the next day and told me to make an appointment for a visit from the Prime Minister.
“Vachs visited my home and spoke with me at length. On and on he droned, taking turns crushing my ego and building it up, enforcing my sense of guilt and then belittling it, telling me that there was nothing to fear and then telling me that he was the ultimate thing to fear, stripping me layer by layer until I was so exhausted it felt as if I no longer had any sense of self. Only his words seemed real any more. Udo stood nearby the entire time, drinking my wine, and their lap dog Seloid Cramer watched us with those cold eyes of his. Vachs said that, together, we would make some troublesome people disappear, and our problems would disappear with them. Without a word from me, I felt myself going along with him.
“He said that Peter Remus was a festering boil. He would be the prime target. As he talked in his strange, flowery way, I became hysterical. The whole thing seemed so unreal, and yet it was something I could not escape, something... that I did not want to escape. Vachs seemed quite relieved once he’d settled on the matter of murdering Remus. I wanted that relief, too. I admit it, I wanted relief... from life. But the memory of my life’s work was still there, nagging me, torturing me. I made a “stand” against Vachs then. I said that I would not go along with outright murder. He could not quite grasp the idea that neither I nor Didi nor Sevrik had any idea whose genes we had tampered with-”
“Why didn’t Vachs just have Remus murdered on his own? Why tie that together with an attack on some young person whose genes had potentially been altered?”
“Because the entire plot was political in nature. Vachs wanted rivals out of the way. And not just for himself, but for politically-minded younger men that he’d groomed to rule after his retirement. I think that he could have had Remus killed on his own and not included me at all. But he has a sort of give-and-take mindset, you see. Not trade, it’s not about trade. It’s about giving and taking favors, or sinning together, and trusting one another with the potential for blackmail. He wanted me to reveal who this Project was very, very badly. And I would have, too, because Vachs had chosen well when he picked me as the weak link between Didi, Sevrik, and myself. Vachs is, you see, a master of human weakness.”
“It has to be more than that,” said Wodan. “This is all theoretical. Murder is concrete.”
“Ah, but Vachs is a master of confusion, isn’t he? He told me that real life is confusing, and that a bureaucracy, by its nature and by the nature of the people who work within it, is not equipped to handle a mystery chock full of the absurdity that is human life. If one man goes missing, one can find clues, study motive, then wrap the thing up all in one neat package and imprison the aggressor. Peter Remus goes missing: Who is his rival? Who has that rival been speaking with lately? How can the rival be tracked, studied, and trapped? You see? But if a group of people go missing, all for wildly unrelated reasons, then reason itself would not be sufficient to track down the aggressor. His plan was to invalidate reason from the very beginning, because reason was his prime enemy in this nonsensical plot.
“After he admitted that he would murder Remus, and anyone with the potential to stand against him, even a defenseless child... as I said, I stood up to him. I didn’t have the power to stop him, and I knew it. I knew how weak I was, and he did, too. So...”
“So you gave him the idea of an exile.”
Korliss nodded. “That I did. I told him that if a Havender was sent into the wasteland, it would be the same as murdering him. He immediately gave in. I was surprised. I was filled with confidence. When he asked me who I would like to have disappear, I was struck by the absurdity of it all. So I picked an old man named Salem Jules.”
“Why him?”
“Years ago, when I was a young professor full of self-righteous nobility, he was a janitor at the University. Jules mocked me one day, called me some name I can’t even remember. I’m sure that my haughty sense of self was plainly written all over my face, and that’s why he chose to ridicule me. He did it again, too, when I was in the presence of a peer that I admired. I was struck by the terrible notion that anyone at any time, no matter how low his station in life, could mock me no matter how far I rose. In idle moments, I sometimes thought of beating the man. Physically, I mean - striking him in the face. Of course, I was horrified that an idle cretin could cause a professor to fantasize about violence.
“So, almost as a joke, I picked Jules - but Vachs went along with it. He seemed to understand without any explanation. After that the whole thing seemed even more ridiculous, like a dream. Why not go along with it? So Vachs said it was his turn to pick again. He picked Doctor Mercule Hermann. Vachs said that this man, drunk at a political function, had engaged in a debate with Vachs when he was still Senate Voice, the majority leader. Doctor Hermann, normally soft-spoken, said that it was interesting to him that a doctor, a biologist whose work was useful, could actually hold less esteem than a politician, whose sole occupation was to talk for a living. Vachs humored the man at the time, but he secretly swore that he would destroy him someday. As he explained this, I was struck by the smallness of both of us, how petty our motivations for murder truly were. I was just like him. A monster.
“It was my turn to pick next, and Vachs impressed on me the idea that he wanted a Project potential to be thrown into the mix. I chose a lad for whom the idea of superhuman strength terrified me, a boy whom Sevrik had told me about. I chose Marlon Ziello, a lout for whom even normal human genes were a waste.”
Wodan was grateful for the darkness that hid his face from his teacher. He was ashamed to listen to his beloved mentor debase himself so thoroughly. This was the man who taught Wodan about Haven’s Founding Fathers and why their conflict was not just a series of names and dates to memorize, but was a real-life illustration of the battle between freedom and tyranny, perhaps even good and evil. No one had ever given Wodan such a gift before. Now, hearing him speak of his own petty jealousies and immoral drives threatened to destroy the very ideals that Wodan held dear.
“Vachs’s third choice was Professor Iduna Deira, an educated woman who was no threat to him in any way. He had nothing against her, really, except that he was tired of seeing her face in the news and tired of reading her political essays. Her disappearance would only further muddle the clues that connected Remus to Vachs and to the nature of the plot in general.”
“But that makes no sense!” said Wodan, railing at the senseless stupidity of the entire affair.
“Think about it, Mister Kyner. Professor Deira was a true progressive. She utterly believed in the ideals that she wrote about and spoke about. How annoying would that be to you if you were a political figure who was supposed to be the embodiment of those ideals, but ultimately, at your core, you believed in nothing?”
Korliss let that sink in, then continued. “For my final choice, I picked Luumis Lamsang, a dull-witted sociopath with absolutely no potential. If he turned out to be our superbeing, the world would be damned by one more psychotic brute. I tried with him, at first. He included in one of his University papers the idea that he thought of himself as a heroic “lone wolf”, rehashing a cliched image of a “badass” that only reinforced his own shortcomings. I corrected his self-defeating metaphor by telling him that a wolf, in some sense, is a parasite that lives off the lives of others and profits from the work of human farmers, and a lone wolf is actually a weak or lame wolf that has been driven out of its pack because it is unable to contribute its fair share. I understand the drive to break away from the pack, in a manner of speaking, but Luumis needed, more than anything else, to make friends and find his place in society. If he turned out to be our Project, I can only imagine him using his strength to force his twisted ideals onto others, forcing us into a new dark age. He thinks that all humans are evil because he himself is weak and spiteful. He proved this beyond any doubt when he became a terrorist and a murderer.”
“He nearly killed my parents,” said Wodan.
“I... I actually felt good when I chose to have him exiled. I think that I was afraid that he was the perfect embodiment of my own teachings. A hero unafraid to take a life in the name of an ideal.”
“But the Hell Hounds took me, instead, when they gathered the exiles.”
“You do look so much like him, Mister Kyner. You really should carry proper identification on your person. Funny, though, how the universe has a way of working itself out.”
“But there was one more victim.”
“Yes! The night went by so easily once we got started. Then Vachs... he truly is evil, Mister Kyner. He chose the last exile. In his sick and twisted mind, it made sense for him to choose someone close to me, someone that I loved dearly. He chose Saul Hargis. I had hoped, with all my heart, that he was Project! His intelligence, his grace, his sensitivity! He is even descended from a long line of wasteland kings - did you know that? He was the sort of pupil who inspires a teacher to teach! Vachs knew about our private lessons, our online communications... and he took him from me! He wanted me to understand that we were not equals in this partnership. He wanted me to know that he could hurt me, could hurt me anytime he wanted! How I begged him to forget the exile, to just drop the matter so we could grow old and die and be forgotten! He laughed at me as I prostrated myself on the floor. Laughed at me, a professor full of heroic ideals. While I cried on the floor of my own home, his secretary took notes, promised to leave the exiles with a map and supplies, and even dashed off a copy of the list of exiles we had come up with.”
“The ‘List of People who have to Die’,” said Wodan.
“Yes!” Korliss shrieked. “It was all so ridiculous, a nightmare, and it wouldn’t end. I left the thing on my desk for months, in plain sight, I wanted to be caught so badly. I wanted to be caught so that someone else would correct my mistakes. Eventually, I even lost the list. Nobody, Mister Kyner, nobody stopped us. Nobody stood up to the evil.” Korliss sobbed uncontrollably. “It was a wish, and we were allowed to follow through with it. To make a wish is to show a desperate need to minimize cause and effect... to admit one’s weakness in the face of an uncaring universe... to make life easier via pure whim...” Korliss fell to one knee before Wodan, body shaking as the sobs tore through him. “It is evil. Evil as
pure laziness.”
Wodan stood over his fallen teacher. He watched as the confession washed his psyche, tearing evil from good. He wondered if there would be anything left of the man there was before, so long ago.
“I wonder,” said Wodan, softly, “how Luumis Lamsang ended up with that list.”
There was a sudden clanging sound behind them. Wodan whirled about and saw a clumsy shadow falling over the fire escape and onto the roof. There was a great flash of red in the distance, then they saw Luumis rising, saw him produce a long, wicked knife, saw his face contorted in hatred, the reflection of red fires burning in eyes shining with tears. He opened his mouth, lips quivering, and screamed out, “I grabbed that paper to jerk off into it!” and as the light snuffed itself out he dashed forward, low to the ground, knife glinting in the dark.
Korliss and Wodan both sprang towards one another, each thinking to save the other, and even wrestled awkwardly as Luumis collided with them. No one could see in the absolute darkness, they only felt the press of limbs and hot breath. Pushing, tripping, nearly falling. Korliss felt the blade bite into his stomach, then felt an all-consuming pain and could no longer breathe. He grabbed the attacker’s hand and pushed the blade deeper into himself. The hand tried to pull itself free, but he used the last of his strength to hold the blade inside, to hold the pain of living within himself. His hands became slick as blood gushed onto his arms. The hand yanked again and again, and eventually it slipped through the blood and freed itself from Korliss’s grasp - but Korliss held the blade tight in both hands as he fell and rolled away from the fight.
He heard the boys wrestling in the darkness, both growling like wild animals, saw shadowy limbs jerking, flailing, rolling about, heard them barking, heard a head slam into the ground, then they rolled and one was on top of the other. One of them shrieked in agony, then the sound stretched out into something nightmarish, a high-pitched bleating that was cut off by wet gurgling. He heard the sound of flesh tearing. One form lay silent and still.
Red flashes in the sky, one after the other. Korliss saw one of the boys crouching over the other, mouth hanging open, panting like an animal, blood dripping from his face and pouring from his mouth and hanging from his chin in thick lines. The other boy’s eyes were open in death, his face and chest covered in blood. His neck had been torn out, utterly beyond repair, blood bubbling and squirting from arteries ripped open by the teeth of his killer. The survivor cast feral eyes onto Korliss before darkness covered them again.
Korliss was horrified. The survivor moved toward him and, even though Korliss was no longer afraid of death, the idea that the monster would touch him was so repulsive that he forced himself to back away on his elbows. He was cold and too weak to move; he shut his eyes because he knew that his student Luumis had killed Wodan and was about to…
Warm hands held Korliss and braced his head tenderly. Korliss felt the simple warmth of human connection and, despite the cold coming to claim him, he knew that it was Wodan who held him. He reached up, hand shaking, and touched Wodan’s cheek. He stroked Wodan’s face and could tell that the boy was crying bitterly, but he could not feel any tears as his fingers slipped in blood. It was a great mystery to him that someone could be so tender toward him, but still do such an awful, unthinkable thing in order to survive. Had the poor boy been trying to protect him? He heard his own hand fall beside him, but felt nothing.
“You’ve gone,” Korliss whispered, unable to breathe. “You’ve gone… far beyond your teacher. Your mind, Wodan… your mind... is a weapon.”
Wodan laid his hand on his teacher’s forehead.
There was something he had to tell him. It was so hard to concentrate. Korliss sucked in a breath, one last gasp, then said, “But against your soul... the demons themselves... contend in vain.”
Then, finally, he rested.
 



Chapter Seventeen
The Trial of God
 
Sevrik Clash reigned as Head of Haven during the reconstruction. The Senators debated among themselves concerning the nature of the upcoming Emergency Election as bodies were dug up from the rubble and families grieved. Currents of electricity were restored, spreading first to the wealthier areas and then trickling, slowly, to the poorer ones. Scientific investigators found that there was virtually no leakage of radiation from the demolished plant in the north. And by Sevrik’s decree the murderer Wodan was allowed to stay with his parents, to help them rebuild and to wait for the judgment against him from the new Senate.
Sevrik and his daughter Mevrik stayed with the Kyners on several evenings. Mama Kyner was honored, bustling about the pair as she doted on her son. She never asked questions about the fate of her son, nor about his crimes. Papa Kyner rambled on with Sevrik about the troubles of underlings, and the two old men bonded easily, complaining warmly about the shortcomings of lackeys and the need to “go it alone,” and Wodan listened happily to them. Mevrik, who had proven herself a hero in the battle, seemed full of a quiet sadness. Wodan sat with her often on the Kyner’s stone balcony, watching the city and the sunset over the mountains. They sat in silence usually. Only once did she ask about Korliss Matri. Wodan told her only that his last action had been without hesitation, his last moment without cowardice. She seemed satisfied by this.
Many evenings went by like this. Nobody directly asked them why Haven’s temporary dictator would spend his time with poor laborers. Only Wodan knew, in his heart, but he held no ill will towards Sevrik for what he knew was to come.
Most of the talk in Haven revolved around the strange outcome of Didi’s trial, which the media called “The Trial of God”. It was the trial which proved to be Wodan’s own death sentence.
*              *              *
On the seventh day after the battle, construction crews moved about the periphery of Debate Focus, where crowds gathered for some distraction from the chaos. Sevrik Clash stood in the crowd, surrounded by Guardians. He beamed, knowing that the truth would come out, that his friend would shock Haven and redeem the crimes of their circle by casting the light of a new morality upon them. Thus would Haven be saved; thus would Korliss Matri be remembered as a hero.
“You, Didi,” said the Prosecutor, “have been charged by your own friend Sevrik Clash with the crime of tampering with the unborn. How do you plead?”
Didi sat at the stand, small, blinking in the harsh light of the winter sun. “Not guilty,” he croaked.
Sevrik frowned and his eyes widened.
“I would like to keep this short,” said Didi. “I am allergic to the light, you see, and the dust in this area is making it difficult for me to breathe.” He signaled to a junior scientist, who set up an audio player and a visual monitor before the Judge. The assistant elected a file on his small computer, and a low-quality, fuzzy audio file played. The crowd strained to hear, for many words were missing altogether.
Voice of Didi: So you mean to do it? You’re actually going to tamper with the genes of an unborn?
Voice of Another: Of course! You _____ can you, Didi? I mean to do it. No one can stop me.
Voice of Didi: It is a crime, you know.
Voice of Another: It’s a crime for the slave to tamper with his master’s business! Breaking a law devised by slaves, for slaves! Hah! I’ve never been afraid of such nonsense. You know that, Didi, so ______
Voice of Didi: What if I tried to stop you, Childriss?
Voice of Another: _______ now, wouldn’t it? Nobody can stop me, Didi. Out of feeble human flesh, I will make a god.
“The voices you are hearing,” said Didi, “are my own and that of a colleague, Doctor William Childriss.” The junior scientist turned on the visual monitor. As the screen warmed up, an image of a man emerged. His face was stern and severe, with cruel eyes and hair as white as the moon. In the crowd, Wodan gasped - it was the same man he had seen with Didi in the terrible cave in the valley, in the holographic record.
The junior scientist played another audio file.
Didi: Did you do it?
Childriss: I did indeed! I _______ and gave a child the potential to become a god. Now you must wonder which of the two of us is a coward, Didi, and which of us _______ ? Hah!
“My colleague had gone mad with power,” said Didi. “He told me about his criminal plan before he followed through with it. I only wish that I’d had the bravery to stop him. I admit I did not take him seriously. But after he followed through with his plan, well...” Didi signaled to the junior scientist, who played another audio file.
Childriss: You son of a bitch, Didi!
Didi: I’m going to turn you in, Childriss. You will answer for your crime.
Childriss: You ______ , Didi, you son of a bitch!
You can’t do this!
Didi: Your only other option, Childriss, is to leave Haven, forever. To leave here and never come back.
Childriss: Didi, I - I’m going to kill you! I’m going to kill you, Didi!
Didi: These conversations are being recorded, Childriss, and will come to light in the event of my death. Besides, how would _______ , if I were dead?
Childriss: You son of a bitch, you ______ ... I swear to you, Didi, someday I will kill you!
“I suppose,” said Didi, “that Guardian Clash has told the court Prosecutor that he and I often spoke about the creation of a superman. Really, this was only a game among us. I was only repeating things which I heard Doctor Childriss say. The whole idea was never more than hypothetical to me. I am only sorry that Guardian Clash took our talks a little too seriously.”
The Prosecutor stood hunched over, whispering fiercely with his assistants, who nodded to him and whispered into telephones hurriedly.
Didi leaned back, said, “I threatened to turn Childriss in for what he’d done, and he left Haven. The man was insane and power-hungry, as you can clearly tell from the tone of his voice, if not his claims. He dreamed of having the power to control a human life, and that sort of thing can only be done in the wasteland, not in our good nation. That is where my colleague sent himself, a self-imposed exile.”
Didi crossed his hands in his lap. The Prosecutor mumbled incoherently, then said, “Well, sir, there is the nature of the low quality on those audio files. They shall have to be combed over.”
“You may study them in full,” said Didi. “They are quite legitimate.”
An assistant tugged on the Prosecutor’s arm, whispered, then the Prosecutor nodded and said, “Didi, it seems that this man Childriss was a rival as well as a peer of yours, was he not? That he was, in fact, a strong runner to become Head of the DoS. Is this not true? And it seems that after he left... you assumed leadership of the DoS! Is this not true?!”
“All of those statements are true,” said Didi. “And so, what of it? Should I have let him go without punishment because he had the chance to lead our Department of Science?”
The Prosecutor shook with rage and glared at his assistants as the crowd murmured. “Well, there is still the matter of your strange conversation which affected the lad who went on to murder a unit of Guardians. Did you not fill his head with a lot of talk about being a superman? A creature above the law? What do you have to say about him?”
*              *              *
Wodan and Sevrik walked along an avenue in the southern reaches. A train of Guardians followed behind. A squat, thick submachine gun clattered at Sevrik’s side.
“I told my parents not to hate you for this,” said Wodan.
“I wish they would,” said Sevrik, darkly. “But I think your parents are too good to hate anyone.”
They walked in silence for a while. Then Wodan said, “So Didi’s going to remain Head of the DoS/DoR?”
“Oh, yes,” said Sevrik. “He completely vindicated himself. But the Makers of Mothers are going to be abolished. This generation of children in their keeping will be the last to come through them. Pharaoh’s Curse is most likely gone, anyway.”
“So, no more supermen.”
“No... never again. The work of our circle is over.”
Wodan pointed at the construction crews and asked about the reconstruction.
“We’re going to redesign Haven. We always thought that the mountains would provide us a barrier... and they would, against invasion by sea or land. We never really expected a bunch of savages to attack by air! Our air power, our electricity, they were completely vulnerable. Also, from now on, we’ll only have one Guardian Force, with one Head. I was, at least, able to get the Senate to agree to that.”
They drew near the foothills of the mountains.
Sevrik cleared his throat, said, “Because of your efforts, Vachs and Udo have been forced into wealthy retirement.”
“Too bad for them!” said Wodan, laughing.
“Indefinite house arrest is the best you can hope for against men with connections like they have.”
“What about Cramer?”
“Who?”
“Seloid Cramer, Vachs’s secretary.”
“Oh, him. Lifetime imprisonment, I think it was.”
“What?” Wodan shouted. “That’s terrible! He was just a tool, Sevrik!”
“He should’ve known better than to be a tool for such a man, Wodan.”
“Why didn’t Vachs use some of his connections to get him a lighter sentence?”
“Vachs used up every favor he had to get every last Running Wind Senator to push me for one thing. And they pushed me hard. They were willing to concede on anything else. Some Running Wind Senators even agreed to not run in the Emergency Election, which is expected to go bad for them, anyway. They pushed me hard for one thing.”
Sevrik faded into silence. Then he said, “Tomasino is expected to win by a landslide. Looks like we’re in for a conservative Prime Minister, Senate Voice, and a heavily-conservative Senate.”
“Haven deserves it,” said Wodan, darkly. “If they’re not begging to be dominated one way, it’s another.” He thought for a moment, then said, “So, that point they pushed you on, that Vachs was so desperate to get. Is it about what we’re doing right now?”
“It is.”
Ahead, at the opening to the pass in the mountains, they saw Yarek Clash squatting on a high ledge, black cloak jumping in the wind. He stared down at Wodan.
*              *              *
“It was most wise of the Prosecutor,” said Didi, “to place young Mister Kyner’s trial before my own. His guilt would only help make my own seem more evident, I’m sure.”
Didi faced Wodan in the crowd, then said, “But a man can make a plan, can have a perfect to-do list, and still face surprises. You see, if life copied itself perfectly, mutations would never arise. Evolution requires that mistakes be made.” His words did not seem to make sense. Wodan knew that he was referring to the Kill List, but...
Didi gestured to the junior scientist, who displayed an X-ray diagram of a human body.
“The night that I spoke to young Mister Kyner, I was concerned that he might be the one that Professor Childriss tampered with. I ran a series of tests on him. Mainly, a blood test and an X-ray. I studied the results... and I found that he was quite normal. His amazing abilities and tenacity - and even his antisocial behavior, which the court has, unfortunately, found so vexing - are the result of natural selection. Childriss’s sick dream of creating a monster out of a man have not affected young Mister Kyner, it seems.”
Sevrik gasped aloud. Wodan felt disappointment tainted by relief.
“And these tests are all open for critical analysis,” said Didi. “The legitimacy of my claim can be verified by another.”
“So...” stammered the Prosecutor. “You mean to say, he’s not… well, a freak?”
“Human,” said Didi, “all too human.”
There was silence in the court.
“Furthermore,” Didi continued, “As much as this civilized land would like to see that young man hanged in the name of good taste, it is my duty to add this: My X-ray analysis has revealed a cancerous tumor in the young man’s stomach, and it is my professional opinion that this malignant growth will kill him in the next few years.”
Wodan threw his eyes down, face burning. He felt hundreds of eyes running over him.
“Now, sir,” said the Prosecutor, “such details are... they should not be... it’s, I mean, it’s not right for you to give such personal information in a... in a trial of...”
“You wanted him dead,” Didi said coldly. “And so you will have your wish.”
Didi rose from the stand and walked away from the court. Guardians looked about in confusion. One rushed forward and grabbed Didi’s arm. Sevrik pushed through the crowd, shouted, “Unhand him! Unhand him!”
The crowd parted and formed a ring around the two. Didi looked up at Sevrik, said, “Why should I stay here any longer? I have already proven my innocence.”
“Didi, how could you?” Sevrik hissed at him, leaning close. He whispered, “This was our chance to come out! To show Haven what we’ve done, to make them accept it!”
“Sevrik, my good friend, in the demon’s world, only the common man can walk about in the day. Only the slaves can enjoy the sunshine and the light.”
“But... but, Didi…”
Didi backed away slowly, and as he turned away he said, “Don’t you know, friend? Our kind can never
leave the shadows.”
*              *              *
Yarek Clash hopped down from the ledge, surprisingly graceful despite the cast on one leg. He stood over Wodan, dwarfing him. Their black cloaks stood out against the more common white and gray. Yarek glanced down at the serial numbers on Wodan’s dungeon sweater, his macabre joke.
Wodan did not turn away from his piercing gaze. “They’re calling you the Champion of Haven.”
Yarek nodded slowly. “And they’re calling you... the Exile.”
Wodan nodded. Mistaking this for his cue, a Guardian strode forward awkwardly, said, “Former citizen Romana Wodan Kyner! The Senate has decreed that you be stripped of your Traditional and Family name and of all the benefits of citizenship. You are to be-”
“Get out of here!” Sevrik bellowed. “He already knows that, fool! Get out!” The Guardians backed away. “I’m going to take him to the beach myself. Go!” The Guardians saluted quickly, then ran. Sevrik went up to a waiting jeep and said to the driver, “Take a walk.”
Wodan had not taken his eyes off Yarek the entire time.
“What will you do, Yarek?”
“Prepare for the next invasion.”
“Concentrate on repelling demonic invaders. Don’t worry about the Ugly.”
“Why’s that?” said Yarek, furrowing his brow.
“Because I’m going to wipe them off the face of the earth.”
Yarek’s mouth opened slowly.
“I’m just kidding,” said Wodan. “Lighten up.”
Yarek smiled slightly, said, “You’re... alright.”
Sevrik started the jeep. Wodan and Yarek climbed in. They rode through a pass in the mountains. Suddenly Yarek pointed at a low, wide ledge, and said, “Wodan! Is that-”
“It is,” said Wodan.
Yarek looked down at Wodan. That ledge was the site of the first battle with the Ugly. Strange, the boy seemed so small...
“What will you do, Wodan?” said Sevrik.
“I’d like to find that man Childriss,” said Wodan. “I’d like to see a certain cave in the valley, where I was originally exiled. I’d like to kill all the Ugly. But, really... I’m just going to try to survive. I don’t know, Sevrik. I don’t know what I’m going to do.”
“You know,” said Sevrik, fumbling. “Didi said... he said something, to me... I mean, your... your cancer, maybe it’s... I dunno, some kind of... like, a special-”
“No,” said Wodan. “I’m normal, Sevrik. Just another human, doomed to die like any other.”
 



Chapter Eighteen
Leave
 
The three stood on the beach and looked at the corpse of the great red dragon. Birds covered the curved mantle at the top of its head, and danced and squawked along its long, twisted back. A broken wing rose and fell along the waves, peaceful, slow. The sun was high and bright, cool in a blue sky.
Wodan was filled with a terrible longing. Felt his jaw ache, and fought against it. He pushed the image of Mama from his mind. He slowly released his breath.
He realized that Yarek had been staring down at him for a long time. Wodan turned to him slowly and looked up at him.
“Yarek, I... admire you, too,” Wodan said suddenly.
Yarek stepped back, mouth open. His eyes burned. Sevrik and Wodan walked ahead.
“This little boat,” said Sevrik, pointing. “It’s a good little vessel. My Reavers put some beacons in Sunport, across the ocean. The boat’s controlled by computer, it’ll take you all the way there... and then sink itself. There’s a backpack... food, water... stuff like that...”
Sevrik stopped suddenly. Keeping his eyes off Wodan, he raised his voice awkwardly and said, “Now, the Senate wanted you to have only your Personal name and the clothes on your back. But I figured I’d give you a couple of presents, you know...”
He produced a small bag and opened it. Coins of gold and silver glittered inside, and a few gems sparkled in the light. “Payment... for services rendered to Haven, I guess. You can use these, you know... barter, negotiating, and such...” He thrust the bag into Wodan’s gut, and released it. He would not look at Wodan.
He pulled the submachine gun from his side, said, “Watch how I break this down.” He took the gun apart, put it together. Broke it apart again, slower. He put the pieces in a slim case, then handed it to Wodan. “You can use this for negotiations, too, I reckon.”
“Thank you,” said Wodan.
Sevrik stood, then finally looked Wodan full in the face. His soul was tortured. Breathing heavily, eyebrows quivering. “I... Wodan... so... sorry...”
Wodan felt his heart tearing apart again, face burning. “Don’t,” he forced out. “Just shut up, old man. Alright?” He ground his jaw into his skull, blinked, and swallowed the terrible feeling.
Sevrik turned away and watched the sea. Wodan turned, saw Yarek watching in the distance, dark and immobile, cloak shivering in the wind.
Wodan walked toward the sea. Dropped the bag and case into the boat, pushed the small boat into the water, then climbed in himself. The boat coughed and jumped as it started. Wodan felt a cool spray as it hopped its first tiny wave.
Wodan watched the pair on the beach. Shrinking, falling away. He was filled with an overwhelming hope, waved at them, and Yarek was the first to wave back, and Wodan smiled, real and true, and let the tears come through, and he shook with the hope of it all. Then he turned ahead, crying so hard, and he was rising with the waves, climbing. The sea stretched out before him and continued on forever, wide as the world and full of infinite possibilities, but was never as great as the rending joy in his heart.
 
To be continued in
Demonworld Book Three:
The Floyd Street Massacre
 
 



Appendix 1a
Cast of Characters
Haven, the Island City
 
Brad - From the Charou-chek tribe, a flatland people of the wasteland who regularly sacrifice humans to a devil called Tower of Skulls. Helped Wodan escape from the Ugly. Has been in over seventy-five fistfights in his life.
Tristema Brown - Fallen Third Force Guardian Colonel who brought the Seaver incident to a timely conclusion.
William Childriss - The sacrificial lamb, the outcast angel. Takes upon his shoulders a great sin, and goes to a lonely place.
Gunhilde Clash - Wife of Sevrik Clash. She’s no trophy wife; has a solid head on her shoulders and a warm heart in her torso.
Mevrik Clash - Daughter of Sevrik Clash, younger sister of Yarek. She is a Guardian Air Pilot with clearance to fly the XYZ Series Attack Eagle Gunship, fastest armored helicopter in the Guardian arsenal. Only one pilot is required to fly it, and it has ports for gunmen on either side. 
Sevrik Clash - Aging Head of Guard of Haven, answerable to the Senate. Founder of the Resurrected Order of Reavers. One of the three men who worked to change the value system of Haven.
Yarek Clash - Son of Sevrik Clash, older brother of Mevrik. Commander of the first class of the Resurrected Order of Reavers, a covert ops Main Force Guardian unit. He is thirty years old.
Seloid Cramer - Secretary to Prime Minister Aegis Vachs. Has dedicated his life to his job as few people ever do.
Iduna Deira - Professor of political philosophy at the University, sole female among those who died in the Exile Incident.
Didi - Elder scientist, Head of the Department of Science (DoS), founder and Head of the Department of Research (DoR). Has been charged with the crime of tampering with the unborn, with trial pending. One of the three men who sought to change the value system of Haven.
The
Dove - Terrorist responsible for the Telarius Chemical plant bombing, the Clearily Bank bombing, and the Andover Manufacturing office bombing. Always writes to online and hardcopy news sources to claim responsibility. Claims that all civilizations have a Dove figure who, at the height of civilization’s decadence, brings the elements of nature back into balance. “And He will never stop! until the corruption at the heart of Haven is burnt away, like, inthe sterilyzing heat of the wasteland!” - from a letter sent by the Dove to various media sources after the Andover bombing.
Agmar Epemi - A former wanderer of the wasteland. Has been to many of the port cities on the northern coast, has been as far east as the fringes of Imperial San Ktari, as far south as the cold, vast mountainscapes of Srila, and so far west that he came to lands where there were no civilizations at all.
Founding Fathers – Six hundred years ago, these legendary men from diverse walks of life led many families out of the brutality of the wasteland and secretly established the island city of Haven. The modern liberal Running Wind Party claim that the Founders believed the state was a tool that could be used to enrich the lives of its citizens. The modern conservative Stone Warren Party claim that the Founders escaped from religious persecution in the wasteland so that they and their people could practice their own traditional beliefs. Others think that the Founders believed the state was a parasite - necessary, but still a parasite - and that it should remain weak so that more vigorous aspects of society could blossom. Many statues, paintings, and relics of these men are on display in the Memory House, which is the first floor of the Ministerial Palace.
Girardo - Famous television private detective whose show played from 577-582 FH, but is still shown in reruns. Girardo was a very nice older man who often bumbled about, always one step behind the game, until the last scene when he would inevitably “get his man.” Often butted heads with hard-nosed Guardian Lieutenant Burt Barker, who hated it when Girardo stumbled and knocked over things at the crime scene and revealed clues missed by official investigators. Some of the more popular episodes include “Girardo and the Case of the Ivory Phoenix,” “Girardo and the Murders at San Reale,” and “Girardo and the Cult of the Sanguinarious Dysfunctionalum,” the latter of which was a two-part episode. Fans prefer episodes from the first three seasons, before the actor who played Girardo became overweight.
Saul Hargis - Young University student who was singled out by Professor Korliss Matri for special tutoring. Though his body died in the Exile Incident, his brain lives on in the body of a demon called Blindness.
Mercule Hermann – A biologist and medical doctor who worked for the DoS Incubators, the Makers of Mothers. Died in the Exile Incident.
Cyrus Jebediah - Leader of the Jebedian Branch, lived with several families on the coast beyond the Northern Reaches. Had his own views on the exciting apocalyptic bits from the Holy Series.
Salem Jules - Elderly laborer of odd jobs who died in the Exile Incident. Body was host to a number of ailments, the worst of which was damage to his liver from living too hard at the bottom of the barrel.
Darel Juniorswerth - Young student at the University, specializes in computer science. Works as a hacker for the Chaos Consortium, but not on Thursdays cause he has chess club and it’s not fair if he has to miss that when it’s not like Luumis isn’t out all the time doing something.
Mama Kyner AKA Ruby Eulabelle Kyner - Wife of Walter “Dick” Kyner and mother of Wodan. Has worked in and managed many of her husband’s businesses, and is now a nurse in the northern laborers section. A firm believer in the power of optimism. Has two daughters who are nine and twelve years older than Wodan. She loves her son very, very much!
Papa Kyner AKA Richard Walter Kyner - Called “Dick” Kyner by many of his employees, this man has owned numerous grocery stores, general stores, farm supply stations, a small coal distribution plant, has worked in several used automobile lots (all of which he left in an angry huff), and even worked as a preacher teaching lessons from the Holy Series in the northern laborers sector. In his younger days he was filled with a sort of brooding drive, not unlike ambition, which often aroused him to anger. He was very hard on his son Romana Wodan in those days. Has since calmed down in his old age.
Romana Wodan Kyner - Young citizen of Haven and lone survivor of the Exile Incident. Called Wodi by family and friends. Very amiable and sensitive. A loner who enjoys working on art projects.
A note on names: All Havenders have three names. The first is called their Traditional Name, and is usually taken from a historical character from the time of the Founding Fathers of Haven. The second is called their Personal Name. It is either made-up or taken from a story, and is meant for common use by the individual. The third is the Family Name, passed through the patriarchal line. Going by one’s Traditional or Personal Name goes in and out of fashion.
Luumis Lamsang - Young student of the University, member of the Chaos Consortium.
Korliss Matri - Elder professor of the University, specializes in mytho-philosophy. One of the three men who tried to change the value system of Haven. 
Maxil - Former slave of Filius Bilch, wealthiest merchant in Sunport. Has a razor-sharp wit and even sharper tongue. Was beyond fed up with the brutes and dullards of the wasteland. Haven is just the place for him!
Michonardo - Leader of the Chaos Consortium, an older kid who’s been in the University for years. Is constantly in a state of hilarious inebriation. He scored unbelievably high in many standardized intelligence tests. Lives under pressures that people like you and I cannot understand.
Nicholas - Leader of a terrorist cell. Wears a hat that, he says, represents his royal gift-giving nature. Could he be the Dove?!
Rachek - From the Tii’ipi tribe, a mountain-dwelling people of the wasteland who constantly move to avoid a demon called Blood Skies. Suffered many cruel indignities at the hands of the Ugly before her escape, and is now making the best of her time in civilization.
Peter Remus - Conservative Judge and ex-Guardian who died during the Exile Incident. Was going to receive the Stone Warren Party’s official endorsement to run for Prime Minister in 592 FH.
Rudy Seaver – A man who refused to pay taxes. He was audited with extreme prejudice.
Carlo Sytem - Third Force Guardian undercover investigator and bodyguard of Nicholas, a terrorist.
Tomasino - Young conservative Senator who might be running against Aegis Vachs in 592 FH. To have any chance of winning, he needs the official endorsement of the Stone Warren Party, rival to Vachs’s Running Wind. To run as a member of any party other than the big two is to admit defeat before the race has even begun.
Tomkins - Giant male tabby owned by Wodan. Answers to Tom, Big Tom, Old Tom, Sad Tom, and Tim-Tam-Tom. Currently staying with Walter and Ruby Kyner.
Shem Udo - Secundus of Guard of Haven, answerable to the Prime Minister. Commands all Third Force Guardians, called so because they compose a third of Haven’s Guard. A man of few words. He doesn’t consider Aegis Vachs his boss, he considers him a friend.
Aegis Vachs - Prime Minister of Haven, head of the Running Wind Party. Has served eleven years of his twelve-year term, and plans to run for a second term. Previously served as Senate Voice. A man of many words, each more wordily than the last. He doesn’t consider Shem Udo an employee, he considers him a lackey.
Chipper Vachs - Wife of the Prime Minister. Is now leading the Soften Your Heart campaign, a movement whose ultimate goal is to censor “certain excesses” that have been allowed in heavy metal music. In the meantime, she is content to have parental advisory warnings placed on album covers. Works closely with ex-Entertainer Sven Bewards, a wealthy artist whose web site advocates censorship by artists for artists, “so that the government won’t have to do the work for us.” An essay they wrote together states that “video game players are aurally bombasted by the same speed metal that soldier-killers listen to before they go on a hunt-and-destroy spree amongst human prey. It makes one pity one’s race.” Together, they are developing a philosophy called Prudism. In her past, Chipper actually worked with conservatives on the Pants On program, and the anti-drug campaign Just Say Never. If this information were ever found out by her current liberal peers, her career would be destroyed.
Marlon Ziello - Young Guardian who died in the Exile Incident. Was picked out by Sevrik Clash for special training.
 



Appendix 1b
Cast of Characters
Pontius, the Wasteland City
 
Agamemno - Protagonist of a well-known wasteland story. Proved true the Forefathers’ saying, “There is no substitute for competence.”
Barkus - Leader of the Right Arm of the Ugly, middle child of an Ugly who was once its Head. Hacked off part of his face into the shape of a smile in order to gain his position. Lost much of his vitality and charisma due to his defeat in the mountain passes of Haven.
Boris the Living Scar - Head of the Ugly, youngest child of an Ugly who was also once the Head. Carries a strange bundle under his robes. He is quite handsome.
Edwar Bruner - Manic-depressive man who refused to join the Smiths gang and copy designs passed down from the Ancients. He wants to create something new.
Fortunata – A semi-classy prostitute and slave of the Ugly. Plays the character Figurina in the well-known story of Agamemno. She is not happy with the life that fate has given her.
The Hands - Awe inspiring dealers of death who protect the Head of the Ugly. Possibly the most dangerous individual humans in the entire world. Their training is intense; many who have tried have died, their skulls smashed to greasy bits or insides eaten through with acid. They cover their entire bodies in black so that no one will know who they are. One is a master of combat, the other is a master of poison, stealth, and assassination.
“Happiness”
Joe Heffer - Leader of the Left Arm of the Ugly. A mighty warrior. Ironically enough, he is not a very happy person.
Utrecht Sera - Leader of the Right Leg of the Ugly. His face is covered in horrible burn scars.
 
 



Appendix 2
Chronopolitical Errata
 
556 FH - Professor Korliss Matri breaks taboo and unifies many progressive Senators into a Party, who argue among themselves before voting as one. Individual constituency-bound Senators, and even the Prime Minister, cannot compete effectively against the Rabbit Party when allocating tax funds. Funding to Guardians and Department of Science is increased manifold. Aegis Vachs is a young Rabbit Senator. Old ideal of weak governance replaced by the ideal of a state that “gets things done.” A young professor claims that Matri resurrected the idea of Party rule from the wasteland, where brute force and strength of numbers are more important than individual reason, creativity, or will.
568 FH - Newly-formed Stone Ridge Party, made up of conservative elements and discontent Rabbits, take many seats from Rabbits. Another conservative Prime Minister holds office. Aegis Vachs tempers liberal views, becomes Senate Voice.
580 FH - Liberal Rabbit Party dissolved, replaced by Vachs’s Running Wind Party. Aegis Vachs is elected to position of Prime Minister. Stone Ridge loses many seats, many of its members discredited. Remaining conservative element forms Stone Warren Party.
590 FH - The Exile Incident.
591 FH January - Now. Senator Tomasino makes a bid for Stone Warren endorsement to run against Prime Minister Vachs in 592.
Years are given in FH, which stands for Foundation of Haven.
Prime Ministers have twelve-year runs in office and can be re-elected once. A Senator may be re-elected perpetually. A Senate Voice is a majority leader, a representative of representatives. Sometimes the title of Voice may be given to a minority Party leader, by the Prime Minister, in exchange for political favors.
 



Appendix 3
The Gangs of Pontius
 
(Best if read after Chapter Two: The Living Scar.)
 
The Ugly. Possibly the most powerful force in Pontius. Their granite castle is the largest structure in the city. Their troops, mostly young men marked with self-inflicted scars, roam the streets looking for trouble. (On the weekends, city jails are packed with screaming Ugly youths; Monday mornings are filled with bleary-eyed Ugly turned out into the streets.) They run many protection rackets on small and large businesses, but the main part of their income comes from the flesh trade: enslavement of debtors, the contracting of forced labor, and prostitution. There are many laws in Pontius that regulate the treatment and care of slaves - however, since slavery itself is illegal in Pontius, the Lawmen can force their way into Ugly safehouses and records whenever they want; city judges and Lawmen exact a heavy graft on Ugly profits whenever they can.
The Ugly are divided into a body. The multi-segmented Left and Right Arms sweep out of the city and into demon-controlled territory to capture fresh slaves. The Left and Right Legs are made of the most battle-hardened troops, who run to fight wherever battles occur; their berserker elite fight against Lawmen, the Coil, business mercenaries, slave uprisings, dogmen, even if outnumbered. The Body is composed of the Ugly youth, young men ready to give up their lives as worthless individuals and live with meaning - meaning as handed out by the Head of the Ugly, who is the ideological master of the Ugly and is guarded by the terrible Hands.
They follow the tenets recorded in a sacred book called the Red Book, the Book of the Red,
the Leather Book, or simply The Book, of which there are as many versions as there are handmade copies. The Pontius court registry lists the Ugly as a tax-exempt religious organization.
Their flag is a scarred skull-and-bones on purple background.
 
The Coil. Sworn enemies of the Ugly. Masters of subversion, invisibility, and exploitation. They have no visible quarters and no public figurehead; they rule in the shadowy niches of society. Their finances are difficult to track, but they may be the wealthiest gang in Pontius. The majority of their income comes from protection racketeering. They quietly demand money from businesses and wealthy individuals, and those that don’t pay have their homes and stores burned to the ground. They are a parasite on society - but even the city government pays them protection money, for the Coil has shown itself willing to burn the very foundations of society into ash. They also make and distribute most of the illegal recreational drugs in Pontius, and run many speakeasies.
Some say they have no headquarters and that the majority of businesses in Pontius operate as Coil safehouses. Still others believe that three aged Master Thieves govern the Coil and its businesses from a bunker thousands of feet underground. Many of these rumors spring from the fact that the Coil are incredibly elitist - the higher echelons carry themselves like lords. Lords of other people’s effort and other people’s property.
The Coil often use their economic influence to employ a group of mercenaries called Cognati. The gangs of Pontius fear these southlanders greatly, for they are said to be wizards who can read minds and kill with a thought.
Coilmen in the field wear either plain clothes or the garb of whichever group they’ve infiltrated. In their secret meetings, they wear fine black suits tinged with strips of dark green or gray. Their flag is a gray four-legged snake, sometimes eating its own tail, on a background of black or green.
 
The Smiths. Their power is their monopoly on technology. They preserve the blueprints and techniques for the creation of steel, engines, guns, radios, paper, medicines and poisons, etc. They sell their products and warranties to businessmen and gangsters alike. They are treated with much honor; crossing a Smith means missing out on necessary technology. They are led by men who understand the techniques of statecraft, and can ensure the welfare of the Smiths who do the actual work of studying and creating the technology of the Ancients. It is rumored that they have vast underground vaults full of advanced technology, the make and use of which has been gone from the knowledge of men for thousands of years.
Since the Smiths power is monopoly, and since that monopoly rests on adherence to absolute secrecy, no true Smith would hesitate to kill one of his own should he be suspected of revealing clan secrets. “Without ownership of the Secrets,” say the Smiths, “we are no different from any other starving wretch.” Overall, their monopoly is not resented; the logic of their clients being that the technology in use has kept the powers of Pontius in balance, and to use forbidden technology, which the Smiths are said to keep in their vaults, could arouse the curiosity of the demon. The gamble of the new is not worth the risk.
The Smiths wear skullcaps or bandannas of red or white, and black aprons, cloaks, or robes. Their flag is a golden gear on a black background.
 
The Law. Their power is the power of invulnerability. Without the power of the Law, the gangs of Pontius would drown the entire city in bloody violence. The Law collects great amounts of money from every Law-abiding citizen and business. Though their income is regular, it is far less than the Coil fortunes. Lawmen regulate drug traffic, slave traffic, public disturbances, and enforce non-Ugly religious traditions. Farmers outside of Pontius city walls can pay for the Law’s protection from humans and demons.
Their main headquarters is Precinct Zero, a giant, square structure built above a dungeon that houses the city’s worst psychopaths, and is situated near Cathedralia, where the city’s rulers make decisions concerning the Law. While less in number than the Ugly, each Lawman is better trained than the Body of the Ugly. Regular Lawmen wear traditional denim; high-ranking Lawmen and detectives wear suits. Black and blue are the colors of the Law.
 
 
The Entertainers. More a cult than a gang. The nature of their power is as mysterious as the nature of their secret beliefs. Whatever the case, the fact is that people - artists, philosophers, dreamers - disappear from the routines of “real life” all the time. Sometimes they come back, hollow and strange and unreceptive to the things we hold dear. Sometimes they never come back at all.
These are the pillars that uphold and feed off the body of Pontius: Religion, business, science, law, art.
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