
  


  
    
  


  
    Where belief defines reality, delusions are both strength and curse: The deeper you sink into madness the more powerful you become. But that power comes with a price. Your darkest nightmares hunt you at night. The face in the mirror hates you and wants to be free. Your fears manifest and plot your destruction.


    Bedeckt defined himself by the list of crimes he was unwilling to commit. It was such a short list. How could straying from it have gone so wrong?


    Now Bedeckt must undo the damage caused by wandering from his precious list. The Geborene god seeks to remake the world with his obsessive need for cleanliness and perfection, but Bedeckt is going to bring him down. Nothing can stop him. Not even death.


    The two friends he abandoned in the Afterdeath chase after Bedeckt, bent on revenge. Psychotic assassins hunt him. Something cold and evil follows, lurking in the clouds above, shredding reality with its delusions. Madness and sanity war, stretching and tearing the very fabric of existence.


    The dead shall rise.
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    For my loves,


    Emma and Charlotte

  


  AUTHOR’S NOTE


  This is a novel of manifest delusion. As such, the classifications of Geisteskranken (Delusionists) will probably mean little to you. At the end of the novel you’ll find a very short definition of each classification as well as a complete list of characters. Or, feel free to read and discover for yourself. Sometimes the difficult path is the most enjoyable.


  There is also more information to be found on the world of Manifest Delusions and the laws governing madness at: http://michaelrfletcher.com/beyondwiki


  Apologies to those who can actually speak German and/or Basque. I truly made a hash of your beautiful languages. The awesome Julia Kitvaria Sarene did her best to help me with fixing the German so it might be (less) painful to German readers. But in some cases, for whatever reasons, I chose to ignore her advice.
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  CHAPTER 1


  
    The mirror ever lies.


    —Im Spiegel, Mirrorist

  


  A monstrous old man, hewn and scarred from a long life of battles won and lost, stepped through the floor-to-ceiling mirror.


  A huge double-bladed axe hung in one fist, the tattered remains of mismatched chain and leather armour draped loose in places and stretched tight in others. The left hand, missing the last two fingers, opened and closed with the wet pop of ageing knuckles.


  Three men looked up from the table at which they diced. They didn’t look surprised, which was bad. The old man swept his gaze across the room, taking in the clean but minimal furnishings, glancing at the single door. The men, all dressed in white, were in between him and the way out.


  “Boys,” said Bedeckt. “Are you three alive or dead?”


  As they stared, a young woman in her early twenties stepped from the mirror behind him. “Wütend. Geborene,” Zukunft said, glancing back at the mirror. “I can see it now.”


  “That would have been handy to know earlier,” said Bedeckt.


  The Mirrorist shrugged slim shoulders, apparently unconcerned.


  Hopefully that means I don’t die in the next few moments, thought Bedeckt.


  Zukunft saw something in the mirror and said, “Oh. Don’t break the—”


  Screaming insensate rage, the three men rose from the table, working themselves into a blood-lust frenzy. Bedeckt—himself never far from a killing rage—stepped close, hacking his axe through the nearest man’s shoulder and deep into his chest. Eyes, one moment lit by flames of fury, opened wide in stunned disbelief.


  No one ever thinks their time will come.


  Bedeckt kicked the corpse free of his axe. Wütend, shite. He hated these psychotic berserkers; they felt no pain, always fought to the death. If he killed them before they reached full-blown blood lust, he might walk out of this room in one piece and not missing more fingers or teeth.


  The second man, already frothing at the mouth, scrambled to climb the table. Lost to the madness, he dropped his weapon. Hurling himself at Bedeckt, he wrapped himself about the big warrior, biting and tearing at his armoured throat with gnashing teeth.


  Bedeckt staggered under the weight. If he went down, he was done. They’d tear him apart—and this close, his axe was useless against the man grappling him. Dropping the axe, he hooked an elbow under his opponent’s throat, struggling to create room. The third man caught sight of Zukunft and chased after her. She fled, racing to keep the table between them.


  Zukunft spun as she danced away from her pursuer, skirts flaring to show a long expanse of thigh Bedeckt didn’t have the time to be noticing. She laughed, taunting.


  She’s keeping him busy. If she remained calm while being chased by a blood-lusted Wütend, she was more dangerous than he thought. Or crazier. Neither was good.


  Clawing fingers pulled at his armour, fighting to open a gap for sharp teeth. Damned woman was a distraction. She’d get him killed. Bedeckt drew a knife with his half-hand and drove it into his assailant’s soft belly. He stabbed over and over until the clutching fingers and snapping teeth lost their urgency and became weak pawing. Bedeckt dropped the man, pristine white robes now splashed crimson, to the floor. Seeing Zukunft still alive, still laughing and dancing, Bedeckt stomped his opponent’s head.


  Back popping like a damp twig on a fire, he bent to retrieve his axe. He stood, arthritic knees creaking and grinding, broad chest heaving as he sucked breath. Movement caught his attention and he saw a twisted shape cavorting and applauding in the mirror, its attention fixed on Zukunft.


  Her Reflection? It looked nothing like her. Shorter, its hair was darker. The shape was all wrong; it had none of her woman’s curves.


  Glancing at the Mirrorist, he saw her cease her dance and stand transfixed, staring at the mirror. The remaining Wütend, flailing his sword like a club, rushed after Zukunft.


  Bedeckt had an instant to react and Zukunft stood between himself and the Wütend. If she died, his plan died.


  He hurled his axe through the mirror.


  Glass shattered and Zukunft blinked. The Wütend landed on her, crushing her slight frame to the floor under his greater weight.


  Cursing, Bedeckt dove over the table, toppling it and landing atop the two. The air rushed from Zukunft’s lungs as his added weight crashed down upon her. She made a noise like that frog he stomped as a child, her mouth wide and gaping, incapable of drawing breath. The Wütend ignored Bedeckt like only someone manically fixated on murdering another can and head-butted her, his forehead crashing into her cheek and bouncing her skull off the floor. Rearing back, the man bared his teeth in a mad snarl. Bedeckt wrapped an arm around the Wütend’s neck and fought to keep him from leaning close enough to bite out the stunned girl’s throat. Snapping teeth cracked so loud Bedeckt thought they might shatter under the impact.


  The mad man, driven by psychosis-fuelled strength, leaned ever closer to the soft, exposed skin. Bedeckt couldn’t hold him back. Changing tactics, he threw his weight behind the Wütend, driving the man’s head down and redirecting it just enough to smash it into the floor beside Zukunft’s throat. Head met stone with a wet crunch. Lifting the man’s head, he heard the mad snapping of teeth. Damned Wütend never gave up. Fighting the man’s downward motion for a moment, he then once again added his weight to it. Half a dozen times Bedeckt smashed the man’s skull against the stone floor before the Wütend finally went limp. Dragging the corpse from Zukunft, he dropped it at her side. She stared at Bedeckt, numb with shock. Blood and bits of the Wütend’s shattered teeth spattered her face.


  With the killing done, Bedeckt knelt over Zukunft, uncomfortably aware of her proximity. He sucked wheezing breaths, waiting for his heart to slow. Gone was the day he could kill four times as many without being winded. He turned his grizzled head, a mass of scars, the left ear a misshapen lump, listening. He heard nothing but the drip of blood, and his own shuddering breathing. Squinting, he dipped a blunt finger into the blood pooling on the floor. Raising the finger to his face he stared at the bright stain and grinned.


  It was red. Real gutted-pig red. Not some faded grey red of the Afterdeath, but the deep red of sundered life.


  “Hells yes,” he whispered with fierce joy. “We did it.”


  Zukunft blinked up at him, eyes finally focussing. “By we you mean me,” she said. “I led you to Rückkehr, the one Mirrorist whose mirror joined the world of the living to the Afterdeath.”


  “I convinced him to send us back.”


  “You threatened to kill him,” she said, touching fingers to the bruise already appearing on her cheek.


  “That’s what I said.”


  Zukunft sat, straightening her shirt where it fell to expose the pale flesh of her shoulder. Her skirt, bunched around shapely hips, left her long legs bare.


  Bedeckt grunted and looked elsewhere.


  She laughed, soft breaths through her perfect little nose. “Been a while, old man?”


  Stehlen, the hideous Kleptic. In an alley. Rutting like drunken teens. Well, the drunk part was accurate at least.


  Bedeckt stood, nodding to the shattered mirror. “I saw a girl in there,” he said, as much to distract her as from real curiosity.


  “Yes,” she said, looking away.


  When she added nothing more he let it go. “Where are we?”


  “Selbsthass.”


  “Shite.” They were in Neidrig when they stepped into the mirror in the Afterdeath. He assumed they’d exit in Neidrig as well and sent Wichtig and Stehlen off to Selbsthass to give him a chance to escape. Why hadn’t Rückkehr mentioned this would happen? Had he not known? Damned Mirrorists. Another thought occurred to Bedeckt. “Why didn’t you warn me about the Wütend?”


  “I didn’t know,” she said. “When we were in the Afterdeath, I could never see beyond the moment we crossed over.”


  “And now?”


  “She showed me a little of the future,” she said.


  She? Mirrorists were an odd bunch. “And?”


  “I only saw as far as the moment you threw your axe into the mirror.”


  Zukunft stood in one lithe movement, unbending like a cat. Bedeckt looked everywhere but at her. No matter what her body said, she was a damned child. Though his definition of child seemed to change the older he got. Wouldn’t be long until everyone under thirty seemed like a kid.


  “Were they waiting for us?” asked Bedeckt. “Does Morgen know?”


  “I’m hardly the only Mirrorist who glimpses the future.” Zukunft shrugged. She didn’t look worried. “Maybe Morgen’s own Reflections told him. Maybe he can see into the future. He is a god.”


  Bedeckt didn’t want to think about that. His whole plan relied on Zukunft’s admittedly limited ability to see into the future. Her delusion would keep him one step ahead of everyone else.


  I can undo the damage I did killing the boy.


  Too late, Bedeckt saw how broken the child was, how damaged by his experiences. Morgen, the Geborene godling, was dangerously insane.


  The boy thinks he can make the world perfect and clean. And he was willing to drown the world in war and blood to make it so.


  I played my part in making him what he is. He’d make it right.


  Morgen had his obsession with cleanliness before meeting Bedeckt. But Bedeckt and his group of deranged criminal friends taught the lad darker truths. They taught him lies and distrust. They showed him the effectiveness of violence. He witnessed their broken interaction and learned from it.


  We poisoned him.


  Now, Morgen’s perfect world had no place for Bedeckt, no place for his friends.


  And I…I killed him.


  He never should have strayed from his list of things he wouldn’t do. He remembered sliding Stehlen’s knife into Morgen’s chest. The boy had been tortured and burned and Bedeckt told himself it was a mercy, that he was killing the lad to free him from pain. But the truth was he planned on using the boy-god once in the Afterdeath. Knowing he too was dying, Bedeckt saw how the future would play out. He killed the boy for purely selfish reasons and damned himself to a hellish Afterdeath. Not everyone suffered the same fate—there were special Afterdeaths for people like him.


  Dying and existing in a flat world of grey death showed him the truth. His choices, all the vicious choices of his life, led him there.


  And new choices, different choices, would take him somewhere else. The first step was escaping his past, and Wichtig and Stehlen were a part of that. He left them behind. Madness and violence followed them everywhere.


  Maybe redemption lay beyond his reach, but if he undid the damage done in killing Morgen, in straying from his list, perhaps the next time he died he might find himself in another Afterdeath. He was an old man. Death was never far off.


  The Afterdeath, defined by the Warrior’s Credo—those whom you slay must serve—gave Bedeckt control over the boy. He couldn’t do it. Using and harming children was on his list and straying from that list got him killed. Straying from that list started everything. He wouldn’t do it again.


  In leaving the Afterdeath and returning to life, Bedeckt lost all control over the boy. There was nothing but Bedeckt’s mad plan to curb the lad’s obsession. If Morgen saw the future, all bets were off. If he knew Bedeckt returned to life intent on stopping his quest to remake the world, he would turn the might of the Geborene church against him.


  You give yourself too much credit.


  Even with the Mirrorist’s help, Bedeckt wasn’t sure if he could stop Morgen. Only Zukunft’s insistence she saw a future where the godling was defeated—and her promise her Reflection would lead him there—gave Bedeckt any hope.


  Bedeckt smacked himself in the forehead. I am such an idiot. “Shite.”


  “What?” Zukunft asked.


  “You just told me you couldn’t see past the moment we left the Afterdeath.”


  “So?”


  “In the Afterdeath you promised you’d show me how to stop Morgen.”


  “So?”


  “You lied. You have no idea—”


  “No.” Zukunft stared at the blood pooling on the floor, watching it spread toward her. “She told me she knows how.”


  She again. “But—”


  “I believe her.”


  A Mirrorist should know better than to trust Reflections. Just as the manifestations of a Doppelgangist or Mehrere inevitably turned on their creator in a bid to become real, a Mirrorist’s Reflections were equally dangerous.


  It was too damned late for second guessing. This girl and her delusion were his only chance.


  Bedeckt thought it over. If Morgen saw the future, he would have left more than three Wütend waiting for them. Mirrorists always said the future wasn’t fixed. Perhaps Morgen put these men here to cover one possible eventuality. I suppose we could have come through any large mirror. The boy-god probably had people stationed at mirrors all over the city. Why didn’t he break all the mirrors but one, thereby controlling where we appeared? Bedeckt couldn’t answer that. Were the Geborene priests nothing more than a coincidence? Maybe they lived here. Three Wütend living together? It seemed unlikely.


  Her legs no longer exposed, Bedeckt could once again look at Zukunft. In the Afterdeath, her eyes were lifeless and grey. Now green shot with shards of gold and rust, they peered at him through a curtain of dark hair. She watched him watching her. Heart shaped lips quirked in the slightest hint of a knowing smile.


  “Yes?” she asked, lifting a dark eyebrow.


  “Where should we go? How long before Morgen sends Stehlen and Wichtig after us?”


  “The plan,” she said, “and perhaps you’ve forgotten because you’re a senile old bastard, was for me to use that mirror to see the next couple of days.” She nodded at the broken frame and shattered glass littering the floor.


  “And?”


  “You broke the mirror, even after I told you not to.”


  Bedeckt stomped to the shattered mirror, stooped with a groan, and collected a shard. He straightened, rubbing his lower back, and held the fragment out in offering. “Use this.”


  “Has to be an unbroken mirror,” she said.


  “Why?”


  “A sliver of glass…her heart…” Zukunft looked away. “Reasons.”


  Damned Geisteskranken. He heard Stehlen’s voice in his head: Already your plan is going to shite, old man. Stehlen would hate Zukunft the instant she saw her.


  Bedeckt stifled a laugh. The ugly Kleptic would want to kill him when she found out he left her behind. He pushed thoughts of Stehlen aside. She was a problem for later.


  “Once we get you a new mirror you can tell me what direction we should be travelling, and what I need to do next?”


  Zukunft watched him, eyes measuring. “You can still change your mind. We could go anywhere.”


  We? Gods knew what was going on in the mad girl’s mind. “Does it matter how big it is?”


  “The bigger the better,” she said, again raising an eyebrow.


  Bedeckt ignored the innuendo. “Of course.” No way could he carry a floor-to-ceiling mirror around the city-states without breaking it. “Doesn’t effect how far you see?”


  She shook her head, dark hair sweeping across her shoulders. “No.”


  “What about something this big?” Bedeckt help up his hands making a circle with his fingers about the size of her face.


  Zukunft shrugged, uncaring. “Good enough.”


  He stared at the fragments of broken glass scattered about the floor. “How about a steel mirror, one that won’t break?”


  Green eyes narrowed. “Has to be glass.”


  A reflection is a reflection. “Why?”


  “Because…” She closed her eyes and bit her bottom lip. “Because glass is sharp when it breaks.” She drew short breaths, her chest rising and falling quickly and Bedeckt was glad she couldn’t see him watching her. “Glass cuts.”


  “Fine,” Bedeckt said, dragging his eyes away. Damned Geisteskranken. “Let’s go.”


  Approaching the only door in the room, Bedeckt hesitated. He wanted to know what was out there before he opened it. The entire plan relied on Zukunft keeping him a step ahead of everyone and already he was walking blind. Leaning forward he listened, hearing the sounds of a busy street beyond. Selbsthass City. The heart of the Geborene Theocracy. The last place he wanted to be.


  Just survive long enough to get her a damned mirror. Whoever these Wütend worked for, they had failed. He was still alive.


  “You know,” said Zukunft, leaving the sentence hanging.


  “What?”


  “Breaking a mirror is seven years’ bad luck.”


  Bedeckt laughed, a humourless grunt. “If we live four days, I’d say we’re doing well.”


  Zukunft’s jaw tightened, her fists clenched.


  Was it something I said? He gestured at the corpses. “Search them for money.”


  She stared at him, face an unreadable mask. “How about you search them.”


  “There’s already blood on your dress.”


  “And if I get any more blood on it I’ll be taking it off altogether.”


  The dress, a green no doubt selected to match her eyes—though how she managed that in the greyness of the Afterdeath he couldn’t imagine—hung and clung in all the right places. Bedeckt turned his attention to the dead. Rather look at them than her, would you, old man?


  No, and that was the problem. “I’ll search the bodies.”


  Bedeckt hunted through blood-soaked pockets and money pouches without much luck.


  “You’re afraid of me, aren’t you?” said Zukunft, watching him.


  He straightened from the last corpse. It was a good thing he brought some coin. And having been out of Stehlen’s Kleptic presence for a week there was some chance he still had it. “Hardly,” he said. “I could crush you.” He made a fist with his whole hand, knuckles crunching.


  “You’re afraid to look at me.”


  He laughed, a derisive snort, and didn’t look at her.


  “I remind you of someone? A daughter?”


  “Gods, no.” Bedeckt returned to the door. “Let’s go.”


  “A lady friend from a really, really, really long time ago?”


  This time he turned to give her a dark scowl.


  “Is that it? A lover from—”


  “Do I seem the type to have lovers?”


  “Some women like big men. You’re scarred and a right mess, but not ugly.” She tilted her head, examining him. “Not completely ugly,” she corrected.


  “Thanks.” Bedeckt returned his attention to the door. The street beyond sounded utterly normal. Hopefully that meant there wasn’t an army out there waiting for him.


  “So what is it?” she asked.


  “You’re a child.”


  “A child? Hardly. I’m—”


  “When you’re my age you’ll understand.”


  “That’s not going to happen,” she said, voice cracking. “I’m Geisteskranken. I’ve died once already and I’m only twenty. I won’t see half your age.”


  Is she crying? He dared not look. His time with Stehlen and Wichtig hadn’t prepared him for tears. Even Morgen, the Geborene godling, hadn’t cried. “I…” Bedeckt didn’t know what to say. She wasn’t wrong.


  “And so I’ll live each and every day I have. If my time is short, at least I’ll have used it well.”


  Then what the hells are you doing here with me? For that matter, how had she ended up in the Afterdeath at such a tender age? She wasn’t bound by the Warrior’s Credo either. How had she managed that? Suicide? He hadn’t asked and he never would. He prayed she wouldn’t tell him. “Fine,” he said, still facing the door. “You’re all grown up.”


  “Ah, sarcasm. The defence of cowards.”


  “Cowards?” he said, pretending to listen to the street beyond. “If you had any idea what I’ve—”


  “You haven’t answered my question.”


  “What question?”


  “When you forget, you look at me like I’m a woman. But mostly you’re afraid to look at me at all. Are you missing more than an ear and some fingers?”


  He heard the teasing tone but still said, “No,” and was annoyed at how defensive he sounded. Gods, she played him better than Wichtig. Was she Comorbidic, Gefahrgeist as well as Mirrorist? That could be a bad combination: a self-centred psychotic who knew the future. She’d see the outcome of her manipulations.


  “Then why?” she asked, voice soft, pleading.


  It’s an act. It had to be an act. “I have a list,” said Bedeckt, in spite of himself.


  “A list?”


  “Of things I won’t do.” He laughed. “It’s easier than listing the crimes I am willing to perpetrate.”


  “Sometimes you don’t talk like the kind of man who slams another man’s head against the floor until his skull breaks.”


  What did you say to something like that? Thanks?


  “Looking at women is on your list?” she asked.


  “No.”


  “Then look at me.”


  Bedeckt turned to face her with a growl. “We have things to do. We need horses and supplies.”


  “Why am I on your list?”


  “I don’t hurt children.” He swallowed, remembering the feel of sliding Stehlen’s knife into Morgen’s heart. Liar. But lying wasn’t on the list.


  Zukunft opened and closed her mouth, changing her mind about whatever she first thought to say.


  She knows I killed Morgen. She knew they were here to undo the damage he’d done.


  She looked at him like she thought he was crazy. Or was that pity?


  Bedeckt swung the door open and stepped into the street and a crush of pedestrian traffic. Sane folks pushed and shoved on their way to wherever the hell people who had lives not involving theft and murder went.


  Bedeckt stopped and stood rooted. Selbsthass City in the Afterdeath was different from the Selbsthass City he and his murderous companions stole Morgen from, but this was different again. The streets had always been clean and straight, but now they were pristine, gleaming white. He blinked at the stones beneath his feet. Were they been white-washed, or replaced with white stones mined from wherever white stone came from? He remembered the people being softer and happier-looking than any city-state he previously visited; the bankers’ quarter of Geldangelegenheiten being the one possible exception. But these people, the crowd streaming past him, glowed with health. They were clean in a way no one was ever clean, their clothes crisp. He caught the scent of harsh soap and remembered Morgen’s obsession with cleanliness.


  Stupid bastards have no idea what they created in their designed god.


  “Stay close,” Bedeckt called over his shoulder.


  Zukunft, right behind him, put a hand on his shoulder, gripping it tight. Glancing back, he saw fear in her eyes and said nothing. Was it the city, the press of people, or something else? Perhaps returning to life was scary for some folks. Certainly it wasn’t something anyone ever expected to do.


  Bedeckt pushed his way into the crowd. Zukunft followed, her nails digging into the meat of his shoulder even through his chain armour. Everywhere he looked he saw Geborene priests, immaculate white livery worn over bright chain hauberk, polished swords hanging at hips. In the distance a massive wall towering ten times the height of a man surrounded the city. Men, white little dots, patrolled the top of the wall.


  “This is impossible. I wasn’t dead more than two weeks.”


  “What is it?” asked Zukunft, releasing her hold on him.


  “I was here—I mean in this city, the living version—not more than two weeks ago.” He waved his partial hand, trying to encompass the entire city and its population. “Morgen couldn’t have built that wall and armed and armoured his priests in two weeks.”


  “He’s a god,” said Zukunft.


  Bedeckt eyed the people around them. No one seemed surprised or impressed by the city they walked through. This wasn’t something new. They were accustomed to the changes. Or Morgen somehow changed them too.


  If he can do this in two weeks, nothing I can do will stop him.


  Zukunft increased her pace until she walked at his side, long legs carrying her in a smooth stride, swinging her hips in a confident strut. Gone was the terrified girl who clung to him a moment ago. Was this bravado?


  “What’s your thing?” she asked.


  “My thing?”


  “Delusion. What kind of Geisteskranken are you?”


  Bedeckt shot her another dark scowl and once again she ignored it. “I’m sane.”


  “Right. Your friends, Wichtig and Stehlen—”


  “They’re not my friends.”


  “—were both Geisteskranken. You surround yourself with the delusional. Sane people don’t do that.”


  “Horse shite. I know how to make use of them, that’s all.”


  “Sane people avoid Gefahrgeist for fear of being manipulated.”


  “Wichtig is a minor Gefahrgeist at best,” said Bedeckt, increasing his pace.


  Zukunft kept up. “And Stehlen? Minor Kleptic?” she asked, knowing the answer. “How did you ever keep money?”


  “I didn’t.”


  Realizing Zukunft had no trouble matching his pace, and that he’d tire long before she, Bedeckt slowed.


  “I don’t believe you’re sane either,” she said. Bedeckt saw her examining him from the corner of his eye. “And then there’s me.”


  “You’re useful. Part of the plan.”


  “And that’s it?” she asked. “Just part of the plan. No other reason to bring me along?”


  “None.”


  She grunted doubt. “And your choices—”


  “What about my choices?”


  “People don’t escape the Afterdeath.”


  “I have to stop Morgen. I…I killed him. My choices made him what he is.”


  She ignored this, shrugging it away like it was irrelevant. “Sane people don’t plan to have their friends chase them, intent on murder.”


  “Them chasing me isn’t part of the plan. Knowing Morgen might send them is. Wichtig I can handle, but Stehlen will kill me for leaving her.”


  “You abandoned her.” She said it like the word meant something special, something he didn’t understand.


  Is she angry I left Stehlen behind? Why would she care? “Whatever you want to call it. You’ll keep me ahead of them.” Thinking he could avoid Stehlen forever was purest madness and if Bedeckt was one thing, it was sane. “With you seeing the future, I can decide when and where we meet.” He hoped it would be enough. And maybe the boy-god wouldn’t send Wichtig and Stehlen to kill him. Maybe Morgen had no idea Bedeckt fled the Afterdeath intent on stopping his insane plan to cleanse the world of imperfection. And maybe Wichtig will learn wisdom and Stehlen will forgive herself for whatever the hells she did.


  “Still,” said Zukunft, “your choices are insane.”


  “Don’t mistake stupid for insane,” said Bedeckt.


  CHAPTER 2


  
    From each defeated foe, keep one small fetish. A finger or toe will suffice. Kill at least one fine horse and two dogs and keep those fetishes on your body at all times. GrasGott demands proof of your victories. Only those whose fetishes you bear will serve in the Afterdeath.


    —Warrior’s Credo (GrasMeer Tribes Version)

  


  Morgen, Ascended god of the Geborene Damonen, watched Konig bow and scrape. He loathed the domed perfection of the man’s bald head. The subservience was an act, fuelled by fear. This wasn’t even the real Konig but rather a Reflection who toppled the man from his mind and trapped him in the mirror from which it escaped. Morgen hated Reflections. They were liars, each and every one.


  Failure, once the original Konig, watched from a hand mirror. Acceptance—one of the original Konig’s Doppels—had carried that mirror, thinking he could use the Reflection trapped within for his own purposes. The Doppels were dead and gone, Konig nothing more than a Reflection, and what had been a Reflection now manifest in the flesh.


  Morgen wasn’t sure whether it was sad or funny that the new Konig often conferred with the failure imprisoned within the mirror.


  People don’t learn. They don’t change. Was it that they couldn’t, or did it never occur to them to try?


  Morgen glanced about the chambers. Once the Theocrat’s, they were now his. The deep and gaudy rugs had been removed and burned, leaving barren stone; thick carpets hid dirt and dust. The majestic tapestries had been torn down and dumped in some deep basement. The unadorned stone walls were so clean they glistened. He scowled at the top corner where wall met ceiling. Were those cobwebs hidden in the shadows? If the cleaning crews were slacking on keeping his chambers clean, what must the rest of the city look like? He must walk the streets soon. Filth and complacency were one and the same. A perfect world would take effort, but it was worth it.


  He checked himself in the tall brass-mounted mirror standing in one corner. His robes were pristine, white like only a god can achieve.


  Konig said something about the troops Morgen didn’t hear.


  “Stand,” said Morgen. He didn’t really want the man upright—Konig was a tall bastard—but was curious if the Theocrat’s robes would show signs of dust from the floor.


  Konig rose and stood waiting, staring down his nose at the boy god. His robes were clean.


  I don’t have to feel small, don’t have to be a little boy. I can be anything, look like anything.


  Morgen pretended to ignore the Theocrat and glanced at his hands, picking at the dried blood he found there. A manifestation of his guilt, it wasn’t real. His hands would never be clean, not until he rid himself of the infection left by his time with Bedeckt, Wichtig, and Stehlen. They ruined him, twisted an innocent boy, taught him to lie and cheat and steal.


  And murder. Don’t forget murder.


  The torture he suffered at the hands of Erbrechen’s followers killed any chance at sanity. The Slaver tried to break him and succeeded, though perhaps not in the way intended.


  Morgen winced as he once again felt Bedeckt’s knife slip between his ribs and puncture his heart. That remembered agony arose every time he thought back to that day. A taste of penance.


  I used him, took his chance at redemption. And even though the old warrior died shortly after killing Morgen, Bedeckt had not once tried to make use of that power.


  Why? Bedeckt wasn’t a good man, not by a long stretch. Why hadn’t he abused the hold he had on the Geborene god?


  Peeling more dry blood from his hands, Morgen pocketed the flakes so as not to create a mess. He noted Konig and Failure watching. They’re looking for something they can use, some way to bend me to their purpose. Though the original Konig had been a powerful Gefahrgeist, his escaped Reflection showed none of that strength. Did this new Konig not share that delusion, or did he simply hide it from his god? It ate at Morgen that he didn’t know and dared not ask for fear of showing weakness. Konig was a self-centred bastard. There was no way any Konig could differ.


  “Report,” said Morgen.


  “Troops continue to arrive,” said Konig dipping a quick bow. “We’ve run out of room in the city. The barracks are overcrowded. It’s impossible to keep them clean.”


  Clean. Konig chose his words knowing their effect. He seeks to manipulate me. But to what end?


  “And?” Morgen asked.


  Konig swallowed. Though he towered over Morgen, he somehow managed to appear small, broken. All an act, Morgen reminded himself.


  “The army has grown by almost ten thousand in the last two weeks” said the Theocrat. “The city’s sewer system was never designed for this.”


  “Here in life, or in the Afterdeath?” Morgen could flit back and forth between life and the Afterdeath at will—there were some perks to being an Ascended—but he had yet to leave the church in either reality.


  “Both.”


  “Improve it,” said Morgen.


  “That will take time. Months. The city already smells…ripe.”


  Ripe. His city must stink of shite and horses and men in armour. He remembered the smell of Bedeckt, the sour stench of sweat and ale and teeth that had probably never been cleaned. And Stehlen, her breath could topple a horse.


  “Move them out of the city,” said Morgen. “Camp them beyond the wall.”


  “And in the Afterdeath?” asked Konig.


  In the world of the living, Erdbehüter, a young Geborene priestess originally from the GrasMeer tribes, used her Wahnist delusions, commanding earth and stone, to build the walls of Selbsthass. In the Afterdeath the work lagged far behind, in part due to the time difference between the two realities, and in part due to the lack of Erdbehüter’s abilities. I should have her killed. She could build a matching wall around the Selbsthass of the Afterdeath. It bothered him that his two cities didn’t match.


  Though still in her early twenties, in forcing her to embrace her delusions to build the wall, Morgen caused grievous damage to her mind. Already she neared the Pinnacle.


  “Send Erdbehüter away on some make-work mission,” he commanded Konig. “I don’t want her cracking anywhere near my perfect city and making a mess.” He shuddered at the thought of the damage she could do.


  The Theocrat bowed.


  The thought reminded him of other Geisteskranken he wanted distanced from his city. “Send Ungeist and Drache away as well.”


  “What shall I tell them?”


  “Figure it out.”


  “Of course.”


  “Station the troops beyond the city limits in both realities,” said Morgen.


  Konig nodded agreement. “Another five thousand will arrive in the next week.”


  “It’s supposed to be ten thousand.”


  “People are slow to leave their farms. It’s autumn, the harvest—”


  “I don’t care,” snapped Morgen. “I said I wanted every man and woman of fighting age to be armed and armoured. At this rate, the snow will arrive before we’re ready to march. I want Gottlos taken before the year is out.” He’d played the war over and over with his toy soldiers, hunting for the cleanest win. He knew exactly how everything must happen. Already his perfect plan crumbled.


  Konig nodded again, calm and subservient as the real Konig had never been. “Twenty thousand men and women camped outside the city will put a serious drain on resources.”


  “I’ve planned for everything.” Morgen glanced at the hand mirror Konig propped on a table during every meeting with his god. Failure watched from within, eyes sharp, measuring. This was the real Konig. While his Reflection might have won its battle with the original, trapping him in the mirror and taking his place, it was the man in the mirror that Morgen feared. This man—or Reflection, or whatever he was now—had essentially created Morgen, shaping the beliefs of an entire city-state to make their new god. Sometimes Morgen wondered who the populace of Selbsthass believed in more: Konig, or himself.


  Failure might be imprisoned in a mirror, but Morgen knew the man was incapable of surrender. No doubt he still plotted to use and control the god he created.


  “We have company,” said Failure.


  Morgen turned, knowing what he’d see. A blond boy, as filthy as Morgen was clean, watched from within the tall brass-mounted mirror in the corner. Nacht, one of Morgen’s many Ascended Reflections, grinned stained teeth. His Reflections had plotted against him, used his ignorance, and played their part in his death. They—as much as Bedeckt and his friends—were to blame for his demise.


  “Where are the others?” asked Morgen. Most of his Reflections vanished after Ascending. Only Nacht remained, torturing Morgen with his corruption.


  Nacht grinned. “I, too, learned from our friends.”


  “They aren’t friends. And what does that mean?”


  “The other Reflections, they were competitors.”


  “So?” demanded Morgen.


  “I killed them all.” Nacht shrugged slim shoulders and wrinkled his nose. “Got something on your hands.” The Reflection’s hands were oddly clean.


  Morgen resisted the urge to check his fingernails. He knew what he’d find. “Go away. We’re busy.”


  Nacht was everything Morgen wasn’t. He wore his carefree grin like armour. Nothing touched him.


  “Bedeckt is gone,” said the Reflection. “He escaped the Afterdeath.”


  Morgen knew it to be true. Gone were the shackles of servitude enforced by the Warrior’s Credo. It must have happened moments ago or he would have noticed.


  “I know,” lied Morgen. “Now go away.”


  “I could leave,” said Nacht, flashing that annoying cocky grin which reminded Morgen of Wichtig, “but you’re going to need me in a moment.”


  “I don’t—” Morgen didn’t finish. His Reflection saw glimpses of possible futures. Nacht wouldn’t be here to bother me unless he knows something important. He feigned calm. I, too, learned from Wichtig. “Bedeckt is gone, he’s alive. Our bond snapped when he returned to life.”


  The dirty boy in the mirror licked his lips in anticipation, clearly enjoying whatever he thought he held over Morgen. “Bedeckt is an old man.”


  “So?”


  “What happens when he dies?”


  “He’ll no doubt return to the Afterdeath.”


  “And your bond, the Warrior’s Credo. What of that?”


  “What of it? It broke when he returned to life.”


  “Will it remain broken?”


  Morgen blinked at his Reflection. He had no idea. Would Morgen once again be forced to serve the old axe man? Even if Bedeckt hadn’t made use of his power over Morgen there was no reason to think he wouldn’t someday abuse that power. In fact, there was every reason to think he would.


  “I think not,” said Morgen. “The bond is broken.”


  “But you don’t know,” said Nacht. “Can you take that chance?”


  “That’s a nice try, but I know all about lying.”


  “Yes, Bedeckt taught you. He made you what you are.”


  Not quite true. Stehlen, Wichtig, and Erbrechen, the Slaver, all played parts in shaping him. But Bedeckt was at the heart of everything. It had been the old man’s idea to steal Morgen away from the Geborene and ransom him back like some prize pig.


  “I don’t need you,” said Morgen.


  “Even Ascended, I’m your Reflection. I see the future.”


  The mirror ever lies. If only he’d known that before. If only someone thought to warn him of the danger of listening to his Reflections. Everything would have been different. He wanted to torture Konig for keeping him blinded in ignorance. He wanted to crush the bug to the floor and watch him squirm, to hear the creak of his ribs and the groan of his bones. But this Konig, the one who stood waiting, was not the Konig Morgen wanted to hurt. That Konig, Failure, was safe in his mirror. If Morgen broke that mirror, the Reflection would appear in another.


  “And what do you see?” Morgen asked. He listened for lies, ready to dig the nugget of truth from the shite Nacht was no doubt about to spill.


  “Bedeckt brought a Mirrorist from the Afterdeath. She’s powerful.”


  “Why? How do her delusions manifest?”


  Nacht shrugged. “People will pursue our old friend, planning to kill him.”


  They believe killing Bedeckt will give them power over me. “And why tell me?” he asked, suspecting he knew the answer. Does Nacht want me to chase after Bedeckt for some reason?


  Konig, eyes wide, stepped forward. “You shouldn’t listen to—”


  Morgen crushed him to the stone with a thought. Even if this wasn’t the Konig he wanted to hurt, it felt damned good. “Don’t interrupt.”


  Konig whimpered from the floor, a pitiful wheeze.


  “Even if you don’t take that threat seriously, there’s more.”


  “More?”


  “Bedeckt plans on stopping you somehow.”


  Morgen laughed. “That’s ridiculous. If he wanted to stop me he should have done so here in the Afterdeath where he has some hold on me.”


  “The Mirrorist showed him something.” Nacht smirked and Morgen resisted the urge to punch the mirror. “That’s why he left the Afterdeath.”


  “What did she show him?”


  Again the Reflection showed that smug look.


  “You don’t know,” said Morgen.


  “As I said,” continued Nacht, “I might be Ascended, but I am still your Reflection.”


  Morgen understood. As a Reflection, Nacht still owed his existence to Morgen. “If Bedeckt finds some way of ending me, you’ll fall too.”


  “I wouldn’t put it quite like that,” said the Reflection, eyes narrowing.


  Of course you wouldn’t. Morgen gave Nacht his own cocky Wichtig grin. “You think I don’t have plans of my own?” He reached a hand into the pocket of his spotless robes and felt the warm wood of the figurines, toy soldiers of his three friends, carved by a witch-woman of the Faulig Forest tribes to the north. Caressing each one in turn, he knew exactly where the person they represented was. Were he to examine them he would see each in perfect detail, know their moods and physical states. The figurines changed as those they depicted changed. Wichtig and Stehlen were both in the Afterdeath, travelling toward Selbsthass, though not together. Interesting, Bedeckt left them behind. Why would Bedeckt do that? Why abandon his friends? They’re dirty and insane. Reason enough, he supposed. When Morgen touched the last carving he knew Nacht spoke the truth. Bedeckt was alive and somewhere in Selbsthass.


  “Bedeckt is in Selbsthass,” said Morgen.


  “How can you be sure?” Nacht asked.


  So you can’t see everything! “I’ll kill him now.”


  There was something in Nacht’s eyes, like Morgen was close to catching him at something. Had his Reflection already made a play against Bedeckt and failed? It would make sense. Why else tell Morgen unless Nacht already missed his chance at killing the old man?


  “He uses his Mirrorist to see the future,” said Nacht. “He’ll stay a step ahead of you.”


  “I’m a god,” said Morgen.


  “Who can’t see the future.”


  “But you can.”


  “True. But…”


  “But you won’t help me.”


  “I will tell you that you do go after him. Just not yet.”


  Not yet? “Why not?”


  “Your army is not yet ready to march and you don’t want to venture south without the united faith of your troops to support you.” Nacht shrugged his I-don’t-give-a-shite shrug. “Or maybe you have a better plan. I can’t see reasons.”


  Morgen understood. Reasons should matter. It was a failing that, no matter how powerful he became, he could never see the reasons underlying people’s choices. It was good to know his Reflection shared the weakness.


  Konig and Failure would try to kill Bedeckt just on the off chance it would give them control of the god they created. They were trapped here in Selbsthass, couldn’t leave without Morgen’s permission. Nacht had more freedom of movement, could flit from mirror to mirror, but was a Reflection and trapped within those mirrors. His ability to interact with reality was limited to manipulating people to do his bidding. They’ll all send people to kill the old man. They had few other options.


  Could Bedeckt’s Mirrorist truly keep him ahead of Morgen? That they escaped Nacht—and Morgen had no doubt his Reflection made an attempt on Bedeckt—suggested the Mirrorist was powerful indeed. If I’m drawn from the city on a prolonged chase, Failure and Konig will have a free hand here. He dared not leave them alone, at least not until he was prepared. I’ll have to send people of my own—people I can trust—to kill Bedeckt.


  “You’ve missed something,” said Nacht, grinning as if he knew Morgen’s thoughts.


  “What?”


  “Some of your people are actually my people.”


  “Ridiculous. Why would anyone follow you?”


  “Not everyone is comfortable with your ideals as to what is acceptable. And like you, I am a god.”


  “Lies.”


  “Some of your Geisteskranken are my Geisteskranken.”


  “You’re lying.”


  “Am I?” Nacht looked surprised, eyes wide with shock. “Does it not make sense that the polluted and broken of our religion might turn to me?


  “My religion.”


  Nacht’s pursed lips and hooded eyes bled smug.


  The bastard was right. Of course some of Morgen’s Geisteskranken, terrified of what Morgen’s perfect world might mean for them, would be drawn to Nacht. Who could he trust?


  No one. Stehlen, Wichtig, and Bedeckt taught him that lesson well.


  An idea sparked to life and Morgen bit the inside of his bottom lip to stifle his grin. The taste of blood reminded him of being kicked in the face by the Slaver’s followers and his chest tightened. Once again he felt Bedeckt’s knife slip between his ribs. The old warrior abandoned Wichtig and Stehlen in the Afterdeath. Stehlen would want to kill Bedeckt for sure. And Wichtig, as self-centred an arse as Morgen ever met, could no doubt be bought.


  Those two would be more than enough to deal with whatever Nacht, Konig, and Failure sent, and Morgen—with the help of the figurines—knew where they were at all times. They’d be easy to track, easy to kill later.


  I’ll send Bedeckt’s friends to kill him.


  CHAPTER 3


  
    The mirror shows me as fat and ugly and hairy. No matter how little I eat, no matter how much time I spend in the sun, my Reflection displays a chubby and pallid face, eyes drooping with misery. My friends say I’m wasting away to nothing, but I see their disappointment and disgust. This week I shall eat less and shave closer, scraping my face bloody and raw if need be. This week I shall stay in the sun longer.


    —Spiegel Lügen, Mirrorist

  


  Morgen left to walk the city in search of uncleanliness and disorder, and his Reflection, Nacht, faded away moments after.


  “That went well,” said Failure, grinning down at the prostrate Konig.


  Still wheezing, Konig rolled onto his back. “I thought Nacht was going to tell him everything. When he said people would pursue Bedeckt, planning to kill him—”


  “A distraction,” said Failure, hiding his hatred of the new Konig. The escaped Reflection used Failure’s Doppels—back when Failure was Konig—to replace him. But those Doppels were gone now, those weaknesses hewn from his soul.


  Konig rose to his feet with a grimace, keeping an arm tight to his ribs and breathing in shallow sips.


  Failure understood how his Reflections outsmarted his Doppels—catching glimpses of possible futures must give one something of an edge in all interactions—but was still appalled at his own failure to survive the plot against him.


  His vengeance would be total. But first he must set all the pieces in play, and for that he needed his Reflection. No. I am the reflection. He is real. He is Konig.


  The Warrior’s Credo: Those whom you slay must serve in the Afterdeath. If you slew a man who in turn killed ten others, those ten would also serve. Much of the Afterdeath was populated by roving armies of killers bound by the Credo. It would be Failure’s salvation. Bedeckt killed Morgen and, when dead, could have commanded the godling even though the warrior never had. Why, Failure couldn’t begin to comprehend. But with Bedeckt once again alive, it meant the old man could once again be slain. Of course killing him didn’t guarantee Morgen would once again serve as the Credo dictated. Everything depended on what the masses believed, and while the people of the other city-states were beyond Failure’s reach, the populace of Selbsthass was not. And they are well-primed for faith.


  “I need to talk with all the highest ranking priests still in the city.”


  “Why?” demanded Konig.


  “Because we have to make sure everyone in Selbsthass knows the man who killed their god and helped him Ascend has fled the Afterdeath.”


  “I don’t see why—”


  “The priests will spread the word that whoever kills him will have power over their god.”


  “You don’t really believe—”


  Idiot. “It doesn’t matter what I believe. When everyone in Selbsthass—the centre of Morgen’s power—believes what I want, it will become truth.”


  “I don’t think this will work,” said Konig, rubbing his chin.


  It matters even less what you believe. “It will. Please fetch the priests for me.”


  Konig smirked a very unKonig smirk. “I suppose I might humour you in this.”


  Failure bowed low. “Thank you.” He watched Konig puff up with his small victory. Imaginary though it was.


  They think me trapped and helpless. And in many ways he was. But not for long.


  Soon, Failure would conscript three of Morgen’s most powerful Geisteskranken, expropriate their will with his Gefahrgeist power. He’d own them. Erdbehüter and Ungeist were Wahnists, though manifesting very different delusions. Erdbehüter hated humanity, saw people as cockroaches infesting a perfect world. She thought she spoke for the earth, believed she could bring stone to life so it might crush its infestation. Ungeist was the self-proclaimed Geborene Exorcist and believed that within each person lay a core of evil, a demonic spirit. His delusions freed that demon, called them forth that they might claw their way from their fleshy prisons. It was a bloody process. Drache, a Therianthrope, was pure madness, cold and reptilian.


  Konig paced the room, right hand on his chin, the other cupping the elbow of his right arm. The fool pretends to think and plan. Failure knew it was an act. His Reflection, escaped from its mirror, was helpless. He’d laugh were it not living his life while he remained stuck in his mirror like the shallowest Reflection. It was torture, being so close to life and yet unable to touch it.


  I will be free.


  Failure pressed his hands against the glass of the mirror, staring out at the massive world beyond his prison. His Reflection and his wayward godling would be brought to heel. Selbsthass and the Geborene Damonen would once again be his.


  The ghost of a smile touched his lips and died a shrivelling death.


  With Gehirn sent away to Geldangelegenheiten to consecrate Morgen’s new church, the three most powerful Geisteskranken in all Selbsthass would soon belong to Failure. He’d use them to kill this Bedeckt character. Morgen and Nacht might harbour doubts as to whether killing Bedeckt would gain someone control over the godling, but Failure had none. And his beliefs defined reality. Being imprisoned in a mirror did nothing for his sanity. His delusions manifest.


  I will be free. I will be real.


  Konig eyed him for a moment as if he knew his thoughts, and then hurried from the room. The man was pitiful, he had nothing of what made Failure great. If this new Konig was a Gefahrgeist, his powers were beneath notice.


  Failure considered Bedeckt. What could some broken old man do to a god? Nacht’s crap about Bedeckt having a way of stopping Morgen must be a distraction. And Morgen, the fool, fell for it.


  Failure might be trapped in a mirror, but he could still turn his Gefahrgeist power against those beyond his prison. He’d enslave Erdbehüter, Ungeist, and Drache, and have them kill Bedeckt. When they returned, he’d command Morgen through them. Perhaps he could even order the god to free him from this mirror. Once free, he’d have no need of intermediaries.


  He contemplated his god. Morgen might be powerful, but he was still a naïve child.


  I made him. He is mine.


  [image: common1]


  From a tiny shard of broken mirror wedged tight in the corner where it was unlikely to be found or accidentally tidied, Nacht watched Konig and Failure argue. He exaggerated when he told Morgen some of the Geborene worshipped him. A few did, seeing him as an aspect of their god, but they were neither a large nor powerful group. They were, however, useful when it came to planting such spying devices.


  As a Reflection, he could only go where there were reflective surfaces to peer from, and they assumed that if they didn’t see him in the brass mirror, he wasn’t there. He’d tried stepping from a mirror, but doing so was like diving into an ocean. Unable to breathe beyond his reflected world, he drowned in reality. Someday that would change. Someday he would be the real Geborene god and not just an Ascended Reflection.


  But first Morgen must fall.


  And for that to happen, Nacht needed to get him out of Selbsthass, the centre of his power.


  It would be no great feat to trick the godling into leading his army to Gottlos in pursuit of the old man. It was what he wanted to do anyway. Why else spend so much time playing with those stupid toy soldiers? Morgen would march his army south. Fifteen thousand soldiers and thousands of horses, all eating and shitting and living, would lay waste to his beautiful and flawless rolling hills.


  I’ll show him the horrors of war. I’ll show him violence and death and filth. The Geborene god would be unable to see any of this as a fault in his obsessions and would embrace them all the more fiercely, desperate to fix the perceived flaws of nature. And therein lay Nacht’s escape, his victory. Obsession was madness, and embracing one’s madness led to the Pinnacle. Morgen thought himself a true god, above and beyond the laws governing reality. He wasn’t. He was a tortured and broken little boy, obsessed with cleanliness, order, and perfection.


  Nacht ignored the dark voice reminding him he too was a broken little boy.


  I’ll make him more powerful than he’s ever dreamed, and the more desperately he reaches for perfection, the farther he’ll fall. Nacht grinned at the arguing Konigs. When Morgen had seen enough carnage and devastation he would turn to his Reflection. Unable to face the harsh truths of war, he’ll give me his army. He’ll ask me to do his dirty work.


  Convincing Morgen that Bedeckt must die was easier than Nacht expected, and the hint that he couldn’t trust his own priests guaranteed his choice of assassins. Nacht would avoid Stehlen, she was far too unpredictable, but Wichtig would be easy to bend to his purposes.


  Bedeckt. What the hells was the old man up to?


  The Mirrorist Bedeckt travelled with somehow blocked Nacht. He saw little beyond a ruined farmhouse a few days in the future. To hide the future from him spoke volumes for the strength of her delusions. Blind as he was to the details, Nacht felt sure this path led to Morgen’s fall.


  Nacht skipped from mirror to mirror, flitting through possible futures until he found himself in the shattered shards of a broken window. He examined the remains of this long-abandoned farmhouse. The scene was peaceful, quiet. An empty home hung thick in dusty cobwebs, about to fall in on itself. Looking out the other side of his window, he saw the rocky mud fields of Gottlos. The sky hung low, ominous clouds threatening rain. No matter how hard he tried, he always ended up here.


  Were there no other possible futures?


  It doesn’t make sense. If there was one thing a Reflection knew, it was that the future was never fixed. How could the combined choices of all those involved, Morgen, Bedeckt, Stehlen, Wichtig, Konig, Failure, and fifteen thousand Geborene soldiers, all end at one place? Could this be the work of Bedeckt’s Mirrorist? No, she can’t be that powerful. Was there another power at work, did the elder gods—or whoever enforced the rules of reality—have a vested interest in the outcome of this mad little power struggle? Why would they? This was nothing new, nothing that hadn’t happened a thousand times before.


  Nacht looked back through the possible futures, seeing thousands of nested reflections as if turning two mirrors to face one another. This farmhouse lay less than a week away.


  The rickety door on the far side of the farmhouse slammed open and Nacht was back in Selbsthass. He never got to see who entered or what happened next.


  While the future was never truly fixed, he was accustomed to seeing countless possible outcomes. This inability to see past one moment twisted his stomach with fear. Could there be no future beyond that, or was some other Mirrorist blocking him? How powerful—how near the Pinnacle—would they have to be to do that? If that was the case, they’d be gone soon enough, removed from contention.


  Should I try and lead Morgen elsewhere?


  No, there was too much of what Nacht wanted on this path. The garrison at the Gottlos border, the battle at Unbrauchbar. Mud and filth and stained white Geborene robes. Madness and chaos and violence. All of it would push Morgen to embrace his obsessions, driving him ever closer to the Pinnacle. The Geborene god would become what he loathed.


  And if I did manage to move him somewhere else, I’d be blind. Nacht saw no other options, no other futures. This might or might not be the only future, but it offered everything he desired. His inability to see beyond it scared him. He felt like he sprinted toward an impenetrable bank of fog.


  This future breaks Morgen, and I will chance the unknown. If everyone else lived that way, unable to see even a few minutes into the future, then he could too. He wished he could see the moment the godling actually snapped. It must lay beyond that farmhouse.


  Nacht would bide his time. With Morgen dethroned from his own mind, his Reflection would wrestle control from the obsessive little shite. He’d wield Morgen’s power as it was meant to be used. Decay and chaos, death and destruction. These things were natural. Cleanliness and perfection could never last. Morgen’s theocracy was doomed. By embracing everything Morgen was not, Nacht would build the Geborene into something lasting.


  When I am real, when I have taken all Morgen is and made it mine, nothing will stop me. No god or Mirrorist will stand in my way.


  CHAPTER 4


  
    Those whom you slay must serve in the Afterdeath. Gather yourself an army of dead for what awaits is endless war.


    — The Warrior’s Credo (Verschlinger version)

  


  The consequences of his death and a lifetime of ill-thought choices chased Wichtig east. One ever-shrinking step ahead of his last bad decision, he rode toward Selbsthass City, home to the Geborene Damonen Theocracy and the god who killed him.


  Wichtig’s horse, a grey mare of even temperament and non-existent intelligence, checked over its shoulder as if to make sure Stehlen was not there.


  “It’s okay,” said Wichtig, patting its neck. “We left the horrid wench back in Neidrig.”


  He glanced over his own shoulder to make sure she wasn’t lurking nearby. He saw nothing of the ugly thief, but her Kleptic talents being what they were, he wouldn’t. It was a little odd that she hadn’t been around when Bedeckt sent him riding for Selbsthass. Were they finally cutting themselves loose of the murderous bitch? A glow of warmth touched Wichtig’s heart at the thought Bedeckt needed him for his plan—whatever it was—but not Stehlen. That would piss her off. The thought of her anger fanned that warm glow into a burning ember of satisfaction. He wished she were here so he could rub her face in it.


  “What do you think, horse, should I find her when all this is done?”


  The beast’s ear twitched about, searching for the source of the sound.


  “Stupid horse.”


  Wichtig examined the rolling muscles of its shoulders. It was a solid enough creature, dependable as only incredibly dull things can be, but he really should have chosen a different colour. The Afterdeath was a world of greys. Everything from the farmers’ fields to the tavern whores Wichtig couldn’t be bothered to bed looked like washed out versions, drained of life and colour, of their living counterparts.


  Come to think of it, how the hells did horses end up in the Afterdeath? Did they all end up here, or only the ones slain by those following the Warrior’s Credo?


  He’d heard so many variations of the credo it was hard to remember which he believed. All of them?


  “Horse,” said Wichtig, “if I stood you against a grey wall, you’d disappear. And that’s a damned embarrassing way to lose a horse. Even one as dim as you.”


  The horse glanced over its shoulder and past Wichtig, not even seeing him. Its ears flicked and perked, searching.


  “I’m right here, idiot, sitting on your back.”


  The half-wit beast returned its attention to the endless sea of grey.


  I should know better than to talk to a damned animal. This was the kind of sentimental shite Bedeckt did all the time. Much as he grunted on about his short list of ‘things he wouldn’t do,’ the old man was a softy at heart. A violent, blood-soaked, thieving, murderous softy.


  As Wichtig neared the Selbsthass city gates a dozen Geborene priests dressed in white liveries and polished armour blocked his path. They looked eerily similar, even the women. Not identical like Mehrere sometimes manifest, but like they all belonged to the same family. Did Morgen pick his guards based on appearance, or was the godling warping his foolish faithful with his delusions?


  “Where are you coming from?” demanded one of the guards.


  “What remains of Neidrig,” said Wichtig. “They’ve got this amazing cat god. You folks should really—”


  “Business in Selbsthass?”


  “None of yours.”


  Hands moved to weapons, fingertips caressing pommels in the eager hope of violence. Fools. No doubt these idiots did something stupid to get themselves killed in the first place. Here they were, about to repeat their mistakes.


  What was it Bedeckt always said about the past? Wichtig couldn’t remember.


  Rolling muscular shoulders, he felt the weight of the twin swords hanging there. The pommels framed his perfect face.


  “Name?” asked the nearest guard, glaring up at Wichtig, lip curling in a sneer of smug superiority. Which was ridiculous. This half-wit thug was decked out in boring white while Wichtig wore flashy and expensive clothes to best effect. Well, to the best effect possible in a world of grey.


  “I am Wichtig Lügner, Greatest Swordsman in the—”


  “Fine.” The guards separated, leaving him room to pass.


  “Fine?”


  They turned away, already ignoring him and his perfect hair. He shrugged philosophically. Apparently his reputation had spread, even here in the Afterdeath. Not bad considering he was only dead for two weeks. Killing a dozen or more Swordsman in that time probably helped.


  As Wichtig entered Selbsthass City, his good mood soured.


  Why the ever-loving hells does Bedeckt want to meet here? Neidrig, while a shite-hole and damned near depopulated by that Slaver—Wichtig never learned the fat slug’s name—would have been better. There were too many reminders here. This was where it all started to go wrong.


  Wichtig scowled at the perfectly straight streets, the utter lack of litter. Gods, it looked like someone actually scrubbed each individual cobblestone. The roads had always been clean, but this was insane. Ahead, he saw the looming edifice that was the centre of the Geborene faith. That, too, looked different. The castle he remembered was a lumbering, twisted, spilled guts affair. He remembered skulking about the strangely shaped passageways in search of Morgen, the god-child who would later knife him in the belly. That castle hadn’t looked like it was built by human hands. Not that this one did, but it looked far more disciplined. Had Morgen changed it, bent reality with his obsessive need for structure and cleanliness?


  Can a need for sanity reach insane proportions? The thought reminded him of Bedeckt and he shrugged it away. Morgen would get what he deserved. Bedeckt had a plan and, having died at Bedeckt’s hand, Morgen must serve the grizzled old goat. Wichtig grinned. Perhaps not justice for being stabbed to death, but a step in the right direction. He couldn’t wait to see the look on the little shite’s face when he realized Bedeckt could not be trusted.


  What did Bedeckt have in mind? The old goat was strangely vague, muttering something about escaping the Afterdeath. Did he not trust Wichtig? No, that can’t be it. He must have worried Stehlen would overhear; she had a habit of spying on her friends.


  Hopefully this one worked out better than the rest of Bedeckt’s plans.


  Wichtig rode through grey streets. This Selbsthass had none of the life and bustle of the version in the land of the living. He watched people shuffle about the daily grind of being dead. Strange how similar it was to being alive. Bent old ladies shopped in the market for grey fruit while crotchety old men drank dark coffee and grumbled about their knees in grey cafés lining intimidatingly clean streets. Wichtig wanted to piss on a wall to mar the perfection.


  Passing a side street, he spotted a half dozen white-clad kneeling priests—buckets at their sides—scrubbing cobblestones.


  I knew it!


  Bedeckt said to meet him at the Leichtes Haus. The name sounded familiar. Picking a street he thought he recognized, Wichtig pushed his horse forward with a nudge of his knees. When he spotted the tavern, he realized why it sounded familiar. They stayed at this inn when alive. With a quick grin, Wichtig remembered bedding that insatiable barmaid. What was her name? He couldn’t remember.


  Tying the reins off to the horse-rail, Wichtig entered with a flourish and a grin. Though the few bored looking patrons glanced up at his entrance, all immediately turned away, uninterested.


  Grey isn’t my colour. It was the only explanation. How else could they so readily ignore his stunning good looks and physical perfection?


  Slinging the matched swords from his shoulders, Wichtig dumped them on the table and dropped into a chair, slumping into a comfortable slouch. He watched the bar staff putter. Each and every one looked grey and familiar. He even thought he recognized most of the patrons. And then he understood. They were familiar. He had seen them before. When he and Stehlen last left the Leichtes Haus, dragging Bedeckt’s unconscious and bleeding near-corpse, the hideous Kleptic killed everyone. All the staff. All the patrons. She said it was to cover their tracks, so that no one could describe them. She’d lied. Wichtig knew she murdered all those people to hide the one death she really desired. Wichtig spotted the bar maid he bedded the last time they were in Selbsthass. She served a drink to a man who sat on the edge of his chair, face mashed against the tabletop, arms splayed about his head.


  Wichtig’s chest tightened with an odd emotion that might have been guilt were guilt not the kind of thing Gefahrgeist such as himself used to manipulate others. Stehlen had been jealous. Jealousy Wichtig understood all too well. Every woman wanted him, how could she not be jealous? But to kill a dozen people to annoy him? He’d no idea she was so madly in love with him. He’d been tempted to rut the murderous bitch, but shortly after murdering everyone in the Leichtes Haus, she bedded Bedeckt in some puke-filled alley. Probably a pathetic attempt to make me jealous. Since then, Bedeckt and Stehlen’s relationship had been strained. It didn’t help that the old goat killed her to save Morgen.


  Are everyone’s relationships this complicated?


  Probably. As long as women were involved, nothing was easy.


  The barmaid approached, beautiful if a tad ashen in complexion. No hint of recognition lit her eyes. No warm smile graced her lips.


  Hiding his hurt, Wichtig gave her a long, smoky look and said, “Hi.”


  “Drink? Food?” She didn’t look at him, dead eyes staring at the swords on the table.


  “Yes and yes,” he said, eyeing the curve of her arse appreciatively and making no attempt to hide his interest. He remembered how she fell into his lap the last time he saw her, laughing and teasing and giggling. “And maybe a little something else.”


  “Roast chicken and ale?”


  “Is it really chicken?”


  She shrugged and left.


  Wichtig watched the swing of her arse but couldn’t summon a lust for it. Death is a prophylactic. Maybe he’d find something to rut just to be sure he still could. Life—unlife, he corrected—wasn’t worth living without the fawning attention of women.


  Wichtig’s mood soured further as he sat waiting for his food. The service wasn’t this bad when these folks were alive. People use any excuse for laziness. Including death.


  He sagged back into his chair, feeling tired. Death is leaching the life from me. Perhaps he hadn’t lost his poetic edge after all. If Bedeckt’s plan worked, and they were returned to life, what would he do with his second chance? Should he continue his quest to be the Greatest Swordsman in the World? Maybe he should ride to Traurig, find his wife and son, return to his life as a poet of growing repute.


  I could make different choices this time. I could be someone else. Whatever he did, people would love him for it; he had that gift. Short-sighted fools like Bedeckt called him a minor Gefahrgeist, but Wichtig knew the truth. He was talented and he was damned good looking. Men and women alike were drawn to him, pulled in by his wit and charm. No matter what path he took, others would follow.


  Why did you write your best poetry after your shrew of a wife kicked you out?


  Wichtig shoved the thought aside. The past was useless, an anchor drowning you in an ocean of self-doubt and recrimination. If it couldn’t be changed, what was the point in remembering it?


  Damn it. What was it Bedeckt always said about the past?


  Those who live in the past are content to defeat it? No. That made no sense. Of course much of what the old goat said was meaningless shite disguised as wisdom.


  Gods I’m bored. He needed something to do, something to be. Was he still the Greatest Swordsman in the World if he was here in the Afterdeath? How long before the living forgot him? The thought sent a shiver of fear dancing cold fingers down his spine. Could there be anything worse than being unknown?


  A plate of meat that might have been chicken, if chickens looked more like cats, and a haphazard scattering of vegetable matter arrived with a pint of grey ale. Wichtig swilled the ale and scowled at the flavour. How the hells does something taste grey?


  Shoving the vegetables to the side of the plate—plant matter was what food ate—he wolfed down the chicken, spitting out the whiskers and claws.


  Those who regret the past are inept and defeated. Closer, but not quite. And it sounded a little too intelligent for something Bedeckt would say. Those who invent the past… Hmm. That had potential.


  Where the hells was Bedeckt?


  What if he arrived with Stehlen and that huge Swordswoman, Lebendig, in tow? And what was Lebendig to Stehlen? Were they lovers? Wichtig tried to imagine a soft moment between the Kleptic and the muscled Swordswoman and failed. He shuddered at the resulting mental image, all tongues and grubby fingers.


  Stehlen killed the Swordswoman back in Neidrig when they were still alive. Here in the Afterdeath, Lebendig was bound to the person who slay her. Imagine, being bound to serve a murderous bitch like Stehlen. Did Lebendig pretend to like Stehlen—trying to make the best of a bad situation—or did she see something in the Kleptic she genuinely appreciated? They seemed happy. Well, as happy as Stehlen ever seemed.


  He’d pity the Swordswoman but that, like any emotion involving other people’s well-being, was pointless.


  Thinking of Lebendig and how she was forced to serve Stehlen, Wichtig decided waiting in this boring city for the old man wasn’t so bad. At least he was free, unbound by the Warrior’s Credo. Why Morgen freed him Wichtig couldn’t guess. Not that it mattered. He had no intention of thanking the little shite who killed him.


  Gratitude. Another useless emotion.


  Come to think of it, there weren’t a lot of useful emotions, unless it was other people feeling them.


  The barmaid brought another pint of ale, dropping it before Wichtig without a word.


  “Wait,” he said, when she turned to leave. “You died in this inn.”


  She stood still, only the set of her shoulders showing tension. She pointed at the bar. “Right there. She cut my throat, called me a whore.” She shook her head. “I never even saw who it was. She left me there, bleeding all over the floor.” The barmaid stared at her hands. “I tried to stop the blood.”


  That sounded like Stehlen, but why the whore comment? Was she really that jealous? Wichtig made a note to tease her about it later. In front of Lebendig. “Why are you still here? I’d be anywhere but here.”


  She shrugged, the slightest lift of shoulders. “It’s a job. Still need money.”


  The barmaid left. Wichtig again watched the swing of her arse, and again failed to summon any real interest. Still need money. She was right, of course. Why else would the Warrior’s Credo insist you bring wealth and weapons? Wichtig chuckled a humourless grunt. He died a pauper, Stehlen having stolen everything. He owed her for that.


  Yes, a day of reckoning, that’s exactly what I need.


  He gave Stehlen so much over the years, gifting her with his friendship and insightful advice. He couldn’t remember how many times he bought her drinks. He’d have his payback, but it would be foolish to rush into such an endeavour. The Kleptic, for all her faults and weaknesses, was dangerous. Simply killing her was the boring kind of vengeance a small mind like Stehlen’s would dream up. Wichtig knew his was no small and boring mind. He’d bide his time.


  ‘No one steals from me.’ Stehlen said that like it was the worst crime imaginable. Funny, considering how much time she spent thieving from her closest friends. What could he steal that would hurt her the most?


  Wichtig grinned and downed his ale.


  Lebendig.


  He laughed aloud and waved at the barmaid for another pint. No woman could resist his Gefahrgeist charms. I’ll bed the big Swordswoman, steal her away from the thieving bitch.


  The inn door swung open and a young man entered, dressed in white like one of those moronic Geborene priests, blond hair falling to his shoulders. Wichtig’s good mood soured. Morgen. Even though he somehow aged ten years, Wichtig recognized the lad.


  The godling strode directly to Wichtig’s table and sat across from the Swordsman. Was this part of Bedeckt’s plan?


  “Wichtig,” said Morgen.


  “Pig sticker,” said Wichtig.


  “We need to talk.”


  “More you than I,” said Wichtig. Careful, he reminded himself. This little shite is a god.


  “It’s Bedeckt,” said Morgen.


  Wichtig waved the boy’s words away as if they stank. Sure he was curious, but showing interest was a weakness. No one understood manipulation like Wichtig.


  “I see godhood has aged you,” he said.


  Morgen tilted his head to one side, examining Wichtig who in turn pretended not to notice the attention. “It’s all about expectations, isn’t it,” said the god, eyes hinting at the howling madness within.


  Ascending done little for your sanity, eh? The boy had been horribly tortured by a Slaver-type Gefahrgeist just before he died. Not that he was terribly sane before that. “The Geborene not so eager to follow a child?”


  Morgen shrugged. “I am their god. They made me. Their beliefs define me.”


  “Neat little trap,” said Wichtig. “A god and yet a slave.” He glanced at Morgen, pretending to spot something. “Got some dirt on your robes.”


  Morgen twitched, face twisting in disgust as he searched for the blaspheming smudge. Finding nothing, he scowled at Wichtig’s happy grin.


  “A slave in more ways than one,” said the Swordsman.


  Morgen took a calming breath. He examined Wichtig with eyes of impossible blue, the first real colour Wichtig saw since his death. The kid’s gaze jumped away like he saw things Wichtig could not. He never focussed on anything for more than a heartbeat.


  “A trick,” said Morgen. “Nothing more.”


  “Why do you look older than you are? You want your priests to respect you. Looking older is a trick to gain that respect. But their lack of respect is also a trick. Bend yourself to the expectations of others, and you will always be a pawn.” Wichtig grinned perfect teeth. “That is why I am free.”


  Morgen gave him a pitying look and Wichtig ignored it. You can’t manipulate me.


  “I’m sorry I killed you,” said the Geborene god.


  Wichtig kept his calm façade. Inside he felt the growing need to do violence. If I stab him here, will he die? “I think we finally learned what kind of person you are.”


  The young man’s shoulders slumped and he stared at the table top, picking at a small imperfection in the wood with manicured fingernails. “They were lying to me,” he whispered.


  “Well then, as long as it wasn’t your fault, I guess it’s all fine.” Arsehole.


  “Bedeckt is gone,” said Morgen, still entranced by the table. He found another imperfection to worry at.


  Wichtig watched. The godling’s need for perfection was a weakness. Such flaws were the pivot upon which Wichtig would tilt the boy. It was too easy.


  Then he finally heard what Morgen said. “Gone?” What did gone mean in the Afterdeath?


  Morgen shook his head, blond hair clean and straight, barely moving. Wichtig wanted to bury the little shite in a lifetime of hurt and blood.


  “He’s alive,” said Morgen.


  Wichtig blinked. “Alive?” What the hells?


  “He’s not here. Not in the Afterdeath. He is alive.”


  The old goat sticker left me here. He abandoned me. Wichtig understood immediately. His trip to Selbsthass was a distraction, nothing more. “I…” He couldn’t find the words. How could Bedeckt abandon me after all I’ve done for him? I’ll kill the bastard.


  “He abandoned you,” said Morgen. “Just like when the Therianthropes attacked you in Neidrig. He ran away, left you here. But that’s not all.”


  “Not all?”


  “He took a great deal of wealth with him. He robbed the Geborene.”


  Wichtig’s fists clenched tight. He’s rich and alive and I’m dead and poor. “How?”


  “He killed me,” said Morgen. “I had to obey.” The boy showed perfect teeth in a silent snarl of rage. “I trusted him and he betrayed me.”


  “Idiot.”


  Morgen’s lips cut a hard line, but he didn’t argue. “I want you to go after him.”


  Wichtig’s chest tightened but he maintained his calm and bored demeanour. “Why would I help you?”


  “Because you aren’t finished yet.”


  “Not finished?”


  “A dead man can’t be the Greatest Swordsman in the World.”


  “I’m the Greatest Swordsman in the Afterdeath,” said Wichtig. The words rang hollow.


  “Not the same, is it,” said Morgen. “Want to repay Bedeckt for abandoning you?”


  Wichtig shrugged this away like it was nothing. “I’m sure he had his reasons.” And I don’t give a shite what they are.


  Morgen leaned forward, staring into Wichtig’s eyes. It was disconcerting. People usually avoided eye contact with Gefahrgeist.


  “Still want to be The Greatest Swordsman in the World?” the godling asked.


  “I thought I might take up poetry,” said Wichtig.


  “I’m going to unite the city-states. One holy empire. Want to be the First Sword of the Geborene Damonen? Want to be loved and respected by the entire world?” Morgen locked eyes with the Swordsman. “Want to be worshipped? At my side, you will Ascend to be the God of Swordsmen.”


  God of Swordsmen. Wichtig breathed deep and let the air hiss out between his teeth. Of course he wanted all of that. And he knew Morgen knew he wanted it all. “You want Bedeckt pretty bad, don’t you?”


  “You have no idea,” said Morgen.


  “I have two conditions.”


  Morgen raised an eyebrow. “Yes?”


  “Wealth.”


  “As First Sword of the Geborene you will never pay for anything. Ever. And you will be paid more than you could spend in a lifetime.”


  “And I never die again. I don’t ever want to see this,” he waved as if encompassing all the Afterdeath, “again. Ever.” He sat tall, straightening his shirt. “I’m an artist, a poet. Grey is depressing.”


  “Agreed,” said Morgen.


  “I’ll need better clothes,” said Wichtig.


  Morgen dropped a pouch of coins on the table, conjuring it from nothing.


  “One last thing,” said the Swordsman, pocketing the coins, hearing the satisfying clunk of gold. “Stehlen.”


  “What about her?” asked Morgen.


  “She’ll be angry. And Bedeckt abandoned her as much as he…” Just like he abandoned me. He couldn’t say it. “She’ll be angry,” he finished.


  “You’re afraid of her.”


  “Of course not,” Wichtig lied, “but she might cause trouble for you here in the Afterdeath.”


  “I’m a god,” said Morgen. “She’s just a Kleptic.”


  Just a Kleptic? The boy was an idiot, but that was hardly Wichtig’s problem. She’d be stuck here in the Afterdeath and he’d be alive. It stung to give up on his plan to steal Lebendig from her, but this seemed a fair enough trade.


  “You’ll make sure the hideous bitch doesn’t come after me?”


  “Of course.”


  “I’ll do it,” said Wichtig. “You can really do it? You can return me to life?”


  “I’m a god.”


  “Aren’t there rules about that?”


  “Everyone believes a few special souls return from the Afterdeath to complete unfinished business.”


  Well, obviously Wichtig was a special soul and he had yet to achieve his destiny and become the World’s Greatest Swordsman. The boy-god made sense.


  “Bedeckt has a head start on you,” said Morgen.


  Wichtig snorted at the boy’s concern. “He won’t be hard to find. I’ll look in the first whorehouse and there he’ll be. Failing that, I’ll listen for the crackle pop of his knees.”


  “I still can’t see the reasons,” said Morgen.


  What the hells does that mean? “I know,” Wichtig said.


  “Reasons matter. Or they should. Especially for a god.”


  “Right,” agreed Wichtig, confused but playing along.


  “With every decision I might snuff someone’s chance at happiness or a better life. Or redemption.”


  “Such things are myths,” said Wichtig, thinking he finally caught a useful thread of the conversation. “Happiness is the kiss of a pretty girl, gone before you enjoy it.” He noted the boy’s blush. Unlike every other grey soul here, the god painted the world with his emotions. “Redemption is the honeyed bait or the switch lashing your back bloody. It all depends whose hands it’s in and what they want from you. As a god, you’d best be comfortable with both.”


  Flush fading, Morgen examined him with nervous eyes. The boy looked like maybe Wichtig brushed against an uncomfortable truth. Wichtig tried to remember what he said, but he hadn’t been listening to himself. He shrugged the thought away. No surprise the boy finds wisdom in my words.


  “I think the reasons people do things should matter,” said Morgen. “Maybe, if I knew those reasons, I might make different choices of my own.”


  “Basing your own choices on the whims and needs of others is foolish.”


  “I still believe in redemption.”


  Wichtig laughed. “You might be a god, but you’re still a naïve little boy.”


  Morgen leaned back in his chair. “Kill Bedeckt. I’ll give you everything you deserve.”


  CHAPTER 5


  
    Rotting heart, cut from chest


    Taste the cold of love’s last breath


    Stealing love but never rest


    No escape from living death


    —Halber Tod - Cotardist Poet

  


  Stehlen rode toward Selbsthass City, Lebendig Durchdachter at her side. A lifetime of murder and thievery and unrequited longing and she had to die to find love. She stole a glance at the Swordswoman, her gaze following the rolling play of muscles even the chain hauberk couldn’t hide. Lebendig was everything Bedeckt could have been, were he decades younger, not fat, smarter, better looking, more willing to show affection, and female. In a fair fight between Stehlen and Lebendig, the Swordswoman would win every time. Not that Stehlen ever fought fair. Fair was for idiots and Swordsmen. But not Swordswomen. Lebendig was different.


  Noticing Stehlen’s attention, Lebendig flashed a smile—something having far more to do with her pale eyes than her lips. Moving her horse closer, she reached out to lay a hand upon Stehlen’s.


  Stehlen caught a glimpse of Lebendig’s blanched strawberry hair and remembered the way it smelled of steel and sweat. Hewn short above the Swordswoman’s brow, her hair hung to her waist when not braided and tucked into the plain iron helm.


  “Never been to Selbsthass,” said Lebendig. “Got the impression our kind weren’t welcome.” She did the smile with the eyes thing again. “Even in the Afterdeath.”


  Our kind. We are one and the same. The thought glowed warm in Stehlen’s chest. “We aren’t,” she said. She turned her attention to the city ahead and the guards at the gate. “Bedeckt says he wants to meet at the Leichtes Haus.”


  Lebendig waited, knowing Stehlen wasn’t finished.


  She knows me so well, understands me. “We stayed there last time we were here. But in the living world.”


  Lebendig waited.


  “When we left I killed everyone. Every drunk. Every whore barmaid.”


  Lebendig’s eyebrow twitched at the word whore and her hand slid from Stehlen’s.


  “I had to,” said Stehlen. “Bedeckt was wounded, dying. I had to be sure no one would follow us.”


  Lebendig nodded once, accepting. Stehlen loved her for it.


  “Why does he want to meet there?” Stehlen asked. “Is it some kind of subtle message?”


  “If it were Wichtig,” said Lebendig, hesitating a moment before pronouncing the Swordsman’s name, “I would agree. But Bedeckt… He’d tell you what he wants you to know. It’s probably the only inn he remembers.”


  She was right. The old man might love planning jobs in infinite detail, but he was as subtle as a kick in the plums. Stehlen’s throat tightened at the memory of trying to suck breath past a crushed trachea. She still owed him that kick. And plenty more.


  They rode on in comfortable silence, approaching the western gate. Stehlen examined the guards out of habit. They were alert and ready, looking like they expected trouble, hands resting on sword pommels. These were no bored slouches.


  I could still kill them.


  They wouldn’t stand a chance. Men in such armour moved far too slow. They’d be dead before they knew they were in a fight. Really, was there a better way? Only idiots and Swordsmen warned their opponents they were about to be attacked.


  She stole another glance at Lebendig.


  Is she really different, or is that what I want to see? The woman had pursued the title of Greatest Swordsman…woman…person in the World. That doesn’t mean she shares other traits with Wichtig, does it? She hated the thought.


  Stehlen adjusted her sleeve, tucking a stray scarf, faded and pale with age, out of sight. She wore fewer than when alive and, somehow, that had something to do with the burly Swordswoman. Maybe someday I’ll throw away the oldest scarf, the one I took from mother. No. Not until she was punished. But being with Lebendig made it seem possible, not that she might finally be punished for her crimes, but that she might not have to be.


  You love her.


  Her chest hurt.


  But why would she love you?


  Why indeed. Stehlen understood her own reasons—even if she was uncomfortable examining them—but Lebendig’s remained a mystery. It wasn’t like she could just ask.


  She’s with you because she has no choice.


  No, that wasn’t true.


  Really? The Warrior’s Credo: Those whom you slay must serve. You killed her.


  And not even for a good reason. She killed Lebendig to annoy Wichtig, to steal something from him above and beyond mere gold.


  She has no choice.


  Stehlen ground blunt, yellow teeth. Lebendig would stay with her even if she were freed.


  Free her. Find out.


  She couldn’t.


  Coward.


  Stehlen shoved the thought aside. She was happy with Lebendig, comfortable in a way she never was with other people. Not even with herself. She thought about those nights she lay nestled in the woman’s strong arms, sheltered and protected.


  Do I love her?


  She knew the answer but shied from admitting it. Even to herself. Especially to herself. There was something about the woman that reminded her of—


  Shite.


  Bedeckt.


  In spite of their many differences, Lebendig reminded Stehlen of Bedeckt. It felt like a betrayal.


  Yet Lebendig was very different. She showed affection like it was a challenge to the world. A few days ago some drunk back in what remained of Neidrig commented on Stehlen and Lebendig’s relationship in snide tones. The Swordswoman cut him down without hesitation. One moment he was a snarky arsehole, the next, meat for the dogs.


  She really is brutally efficient with those swords, mused Stehlen. She’s gorgeous to watch. She showed none of Wichtig’s flare and showmanship, which was probably why Wichtig was the Greatest Swordsman in the World—Stehlen could admit that as long as the arse wasn’t around—and Lebendig was just great.


  But comparing Lebendig with Bedeckt hurt. I loved him and he killed me to protect that insipid little shite of a godling. And for what? So the little bastard could build a militant theocracy of obsessive arseholes? She’d heard from those who’d died after her own death that Selbsthass and Gottlos would soon be at war. It was only a matter of time before the grubby little kingdom fell before the directed faith of the Geborene.


  The guards stepped forward to block their way. Stehlen relaxed, suppressed the urge to steal from them or leave their corpses littering the immaculate street. Lebendig would handle everything. Her calm demeanour made such things so much easier, so much less violent.


  “Gentlemen,” said Lebendig, her large hands resting easily on the horn of the saddle. “We’re…” She trailed off as the guards glanced past her at Stehlen and parted to make way.


  Stehlen and Lebendig rode past unhindered and unquestioned.


  “What’s the point of having guards if they’re going to let the likes of us in?” asked Stehlen. “Who would they turn away?”


  Lebendig shrugged.


  Too easy. Something is wrong. Stehlen growled at her horse, urging it to take the lead. The beast’s ears flicked and twitched like it was afraid she’d hit it.


  The streets were straight, impossibly straight. They were clean last time she was here, but now every cobblestone gleamed like it was polished and shellacked. The city’s populace, fat and soft and clean, gave them a wide berth but otherwise ignored them. The buildings had all been painted white since her last visit. Every third person wore the white robes of the Geborene. She didn’t remember seeing priests outside of the temple last time. And the Geborene were armed, new swords hanging at their side, chain armour concealed beneath vestments. Pig-sticking religions. Stehlen loathed all who were so weak as to willingly sell their choices for the illusory safety of religious precepts.


  Stehlen saw the Leichtes Haus ahead and said, “There it is,” unnecessarily.


  Lebendig grunted agreement, gaze sliding from one fat citizen to the next like grease skittering on a hot pan. “No Swordsmen,” she said.


  Stehlen bit back the urge to say ‘good’ and nodded. Swordsmen were like rats. Every city-state had them. No doubt the idiots would be somewhere, lurking in taverns and boasting to half-wit barmaids about how amazing they were.


  A single grey horse stood tied to the Leichtes Haus horse rail. Stehlen recognized it. Wichtig was here. She saw no sign of Bedeckt’s horse. Immediately upon finding a beast large enough to carry his fat old arse and black enough to suit whatever passed for his tastes, Bedeckt promptly named it Kriegsgetier. He still whined about missing Launisch. Sentimental fool.


  Stehlen slid from her horse and tied it beside Wichtig’s. He must be waiting within, and Bedeckt had yet to arrive. She didn’t relish facing the Swordsman and his speculative glances at Lebendig as if he too wondered what the women shared. So far he hadn’t said anything and that made her more nervous than if he prattled on in his usual babble of petty Gefahrgeist manipulation. It meant he planned something, was saving his bile for something special. She hesitated to enter the inn with the Swordswoman at her side. Would Wichtig ridicule Stehlen? He had a talent for spotting weakness, no doubt an aspect of his Gefahrgeist power. Would he poke holes in her doubts, tearing them into gaping wounds? Would he feign happiness for her while carefully failing to conceal the pity in his eyes? Or would he not give a shite? All seemed equally likely. No matter what his surface reaction, she knew she couldn’t trust it.


  I should have killed him years ago.


  Lebendig dismounted and Stehlen’s head ached with pent tension.


  “Wait here.” Stehlen entered the inn without looking back, knowing Lebendig would obey.


  She has to, you killed her.


  The Kleptic pushed through the doors and stood just within the tavern. Her eyes adjusted to the dim light instantly. They always did.


  No one glanced up at her entrance. It was like she wasn’t there. No one even seemed to have noticed the door had opened. She spotted Wichtig sitting in the centre of the room. Idiot. Anyone with even half a brain sat with their back to a corner. She should walk up and put a knife in his liver as a lesson. A young blond man—a Geborene priest, judging by the white robes—sat across from Wichtig. The youth’s hair was a shock of gold in the eternal grey of the Afterdeath. They were bent in conversation, unaware she stood watching. Stehlen cut across the room to get a better look at the priest. Still no one noticed her. When she saw his face she stopped. Morgen. The godling wore the skin of a man of maybe twenty years, but she recognized him. Where Wichtig was ruggedly handsome, square jaw and dark eyebrows framing flat grey eyes and a perfect nose, Morgen was blandly attractive and immediately forgettable. His flesh, pale and pink, was an affront, much like his hair. He wore life like a badge, stood out in this place of the dead like he was better. She wanted to open him.


  Where the hells is Bedeckt?


  Stehlen examined Wichtig, taking in his broad shoulders and perfect hair, mussed, but intentionally so. He sat slumped in his chair, relaxed and confident, winking at girls and offering soft words as they passed. He did it unconsciously, not even caring that they ignored him. Only his eyes, cold and calculating, betrayed the lie. There was no one in all the world Wichtig wouldn’t betray for the slightest gain, no matter how fleeting. He was a bastard and she hated him and she wanted to rut him and she wanted to gut him and leave him to bleed out in a dark alley.


  A hot kernel of lust sparked to life.


  She remembered Morgen standing over her, watching her die. He looked curious, nothing more. Not scared or sad, just inquisitive as to what she felt. He could have saved her. It didn’t matter that she held a knife hidden, ready to kill the boy if he came within reach. He could have tried.


  Put a knife in the little shite.


  Stehlen ghosted closer. Would it work? If she opened his throat, would he die? He is a god. True, but he was no more aware of her than the rest of these wretches. The old wooden floorboards beneath her feet didn’t creak. No eye turned in her direction. A barmaid stepped around her without noticing. Stehlen blinked, pausing for a moment to watch the woman deliver drinks to a table and wander off back behind the bar. I killed her. She examined the rest of the room’s inhabitants. I killed all of you. Well, except Wichtig and Morgen. She might yet rectify that little mistake.


  When she first awoke in the Afterdeath after Bedeckt killed her, she found herself surrounded by an army of those she had slain. Why hadn’t these people been there awaiting her own death like the rest of her dead? They aren’t warriors, she noted. Did they not believe in the Warrior’s Credo? Was that all that saved them from an eternity of servitude? An interesting thought.


  Here she was, following Bedeckt’s orders because she had no choice. He killed her. If she could learn to believe differently—that the Warrior’s Credo had no hold on her—could she free herself?


  Do you want to?


  She avoided the thought.


  A crowd of people she killed following her around was creepier than she expected. After killing the dozen or so she wanted to kill again, she abandoned the rest. Not set them free of their need to serve, just wandered off and left them. Would they follow her here? She didn’t care.


  Stehlen glanced again about the inn. Here were these people, free from servitude, and what had they done with their deaths? Gone back to the same gods-damned tavern to get right back to drinking themselves to whatever followed the Afterdeath.


  What are you doing differently? Still following Bedeckt around like a bitch in heat.


  She had to, she had no choice. He killed me.


  But she was doing something different this time: Lebendig. Never before had Stehlen allowed someone to get so close. Never before had she trusted someone with so much.


  You only trust her because she can’t betray you.


  Stehlen’s teeth groaned in her skull and her jaw ached. She moved closer, standing behind the Swordsman, breathing his manly stink. She wanted to eat him. Even though she was plainly visible over Wichtig’s shoulder, the young godling failed to glance at her. He leaned close to Wichtig, muttering in conspiratorial tones. While the little shite hadn’t personally killed her, he was the reason Bedeckt had. Her hands itched for violence. Grab a fistful of hair and yank his head back, exposing that flawless expanse of soft throat. Drive the knife in hard and she could impale both arteries, one either side of the neck.


  He stole from me. He killed Wichtig, stabbed him in the gut and left him to die a slow and painful death. No one got to kill Wichtig except Stehlen and the little shite took that from her. No one steals from me.


  But that wasn’t all he took.


  Bedeckt. She could have been happy with Bedeckt. She thought back to that one night, that drunken tumble in an alley in Neidrig. Morgen ruined that, killed her one chance at happiness.


  What about Lebendig?


  Stehlen crushed the thought.


  Morgen stole her chance at being with Bedeckt. He was the reason Bedeckt killed her, was the reason she was here in this eternity of grey death.


  She owed the little bastard for that too.


  Killing Morgen was not enough. Murder wouldn’t balance the scales of justice. For that she must steal from him, something for each of his thefts. And then she’d kill him. God or no, I’ll be his death.


  What an arrogant shite, wearing a man’s body he hadn’t earned. A stupid little boy who knew nothing of the world. She imagined the surprise on his face when he realized she’d killed him.


  No one steals from me.


  Ignored by both men, Stehlen circled the table to stand behind the godling. He smelled of soap and bleach. Peering over his shoulder, she watched him pick flakes of blood from his hands, which he kept hidden from Wichtig’s sight. She understood. This was a manifestation of delusion, driven by the boy’s need to be clean and his guilt at the murder he committed. Guilt is a weakness. Even morons like Wichtig and Bedeckt understood that.


  Much as Wichtig poked at her for being a minor Kleptic, she knew the truth. She was powerful. She could take anything from anyone if she wanted it badly enough. Stealing lives was the ultimate theft.


  Someday they’ll catch me. Someday they’ll punish me for my crimes. It wasn’t fear, it was a prayer. Her entire life she’d been ignored, invisible. Someday they would see her.


  Stehlen took three items, small, wood and warm, from Morgen and pocketed them without a glance. It didn’t matter what they were, that wasn’t the point. They’d been his, and now they were hers.


  Hearing mention of Bedeckt and seeing the sudden spark of concealed hurt and rage in Wichtig’s eyes, she listened in on their conversation.


  Bedeckt, Morgen told the Swordsman, abandoned them here in the Afterdeath and returned to life with a sack of gold. Wichtig pretended not to care but grief and hurt were writ plain across his handsome face. Unlike Stehlen, his own Geisteskranken power did not seem to have grown.


  She listened as Morgen convinced the Swordsman to pursue and kill the old warrior. He led Wichtig like a man leading a stubborn donkey to water, tricking him with shiny distractions and promises that were—like all promises—lies. The man might be a Gefahrgeist, but Stehlen had never met anyone so easily manipulated. The boy wasn’t even subtle.


  Stehlen caressed the stolen items in her pocket. Content with her theft she returned to stand behind Wichtig. She preferred his manly scent to Morgen’s harsh cleanliness.


  “One last thing,” said Wichtig, pocketing the coins Morgen placed on the table before him. “Stehlen.”


  Out of habit, Stehlen relieved him of the extra wealth.


  What had he said? Fixated on her own thoughts, she hadn’t been paying attention. The blather of men and boys was seldom interesting. She replayed what snippets of conversation she heard. Morgen was sending Wichtig after Bedeckt but not Stehlen? That made no sense whatsoever. The idiot couldn’t find his own arse with both hands, a map, and two mirrors.


  “What about her?” asked Morgen.


  “She’ll be angry,” said Wichtig, and Stehlen felt the slightest warmth for the Swordsman. “And Bedeckt abandoned her as much as he…” That warmth grew. The self-centred fool was actually thinking of her? Was he upset at the idea of abandoning her? “She’ll be angry,” Wichtig finished.


  He hides it, but he really does care.


  “Are you afraid of her?” asked Morgen.


  “Of course not,” said Wichtig, clearly lying. “But she might cause trouble for you here in the Afterdeath.”


  “I’m a god,” said Morgen. “She’s just a Kleptic.”


  Wichtig knows not to underestimate me. Stehlen considered returning the pouch of gold.


  “You’ll make sure the hideous bitch doesn’t come after me?” Wichtig asked and that warmth died, strangled by hurt and hate. Stehlen barely managed not to knife the man right then and there.


  “Of course,” said Morgen.


  “I’ll do it,” said Wichtig.


  They prattled on but Stehlen wasn’t listening. I’ll kill them both.


  Realizing their conversation was coming to an end, she hurried to the entrance, thinking to tell Lebendig to take the horses around the back of the Leichtes Haus where Wichtig wouldn’t see them. She paused, hand on the door, glancing back to check she hadn’t been seen, and stopped. Wichtig was gone. Not gone like he somehow stepped out without her noticing—that was impossible. Gone like he’d never been there.


  Morgen remained, sitting patiently like he was waiting for—Me. He’s waiting for me. She remembered Bedeckt telling Wichtig and her—though he sent the Swordsman off first—to meet him at the Leichtes Haus. Here sat the little snot godling in his place. She remembered how easily they entered Selbsthass City. Morgen planned this. Somehow he knew they’d come here.


  Stehlen stepped out of the inn and flashed Lebendig a quick wink. The Swordswoman twitched an eyebrow. Where a man would have asked a stupid question she said nothing.


  Re-entering the Leichtes Haus, Stehlen banged the door open and strode within. Still no one noticed her entrance. Not even the godling. Grumbling, she approached Morgen’s table. The shite didn’t see her until she dropped heavily into the chair Wichtig previously occupied. It was still warm. Morgen glanced up, his eyes sad, and then not.


  And what is it that plagues you, my bland little godling? Guilt, perchance?


  “What are you doing here?” asked Morgen, calm and composed.


  You’re a good liar, but not that good. “We made good time,” said Stehlen, ignoring his question.


  “We?”


  Again she ignored his query. “Bedeckt said to meet him here. Said he had a job planned. The World’s Greatest Moron hasn’t made an appearance yet, has he?”


  Morgen shook his head, avoiding her eyes. Only Lebendig ever looked directly at her. Everyone else shied from her gaze with poorly concealed looks of disgust. Even gods.


  “Just as well,” she said. And now to sow some doubt. “He can’t follow the simplest directions. I’ve seen him get lost on a straight street with no intersections.”


  “Bedeckt is gone,” said Morgen as if she hadn’t spoken.


  Fine, let’s play that game. “Gone? Dead? Again?” She snorted, a nasal snork of amusement.


  “No,” said Morgen. “He’s alive.” Now he did look her in the eyes. “Unlike you.”


  “Returned to life? How?” Did Wichtig asked this question? She hadn’t been listening. Probably not, the fool never thought to question anything.


  “He killed me. I must obey his commands.”


  “I know how that is,” said Stehlen, feigning camaraderie. It felt awkward and false.


  “He forced me to return him to life. He said he wanted to be free of you and Wichtig. He said you were insane. Filthy.” There was no hint of apology in his voice. “He abandoned you here.”


  Stehlen’s breath came ragged with rage. Control yourself. He’s doing to you what he did to that idiot Swordsman. You’re smarter than this. God or no she’d kill the little shite, paint his world with blood.


  Not yet.


  “Bedeckt stole from you,” said Morgen, unaware or uncaring of how close he was to death.


  “Stole from me?” Stehlen asked, confused.


  “He killed you and then he left you here. He took from you the chance to avenge your death.” Morgen shrugged, his eyes bleeding insipid apology. “He abandoned you. Again.”


  “I’ll kill the pig-sticker.” The words escaped before she could snap her teeth closed. “No one steals from me,” she hissed. He’s manipulating you. It didn’t matter. Assuming Bedeckt really had left her here, Morgen wasn’t wrong.


  “Bedeckt is alive and you’re dead and he didn’t even try to bring you with him.” Morgen’s lip curled in childish anger. “He used me, used his power over me. He stole from the church. Gold. A lot of gold. He’s wealthy, fat, and lazy. And he left you here.” Morgen glanced at his hands, hidden beneath the table and his eyes narrowed, glazing with tears. “He took Wichtig with him and left you here.”


  The outright lie quenched Stehlen’s rage like a sodden blanket on dying embers. Morgen told Wichtig that Bedeckt abandoned him here. If he lied about bringing Wichtig with him, what else did he lie about? Was it all a lie? Was Bedeckt still here, somewhere in the Afterdeath? No, she felt sure that much was true. Bedeckt was gone. But what if he hadn’t abandoned her, what if that was the lie? Did Morgen return the old man to life just so he could send Wichtig and Stehlen after him? Why would he do that, why would Morgen return Bedeckt to life only to have him killed? Morgen said it himself: Bedeckt killed the boy. The Geborene godling was bound to serve in the Afterdeath.


  But what does returning Bedeckt to life achieve? And why send me? Trying to think this through was like trying to puzzle out one of Bedeckt’s shite plans. Stehlen’s head spun. Planning was for idiots. She didn’t need a plan, she needed to be smarter and faster than those she was up against.


  She eyed Morgen. That shouldn’t be too difficult.


  The godling underestimated her as all did. Of course Wichtig—self-centred, egotistical, and overconfident as he was—never thought to question the boy. Stehlen saw through the lies. I’ll save Bedeckt’s life, ruin the Geborene brat’s plans. One more theft, making her the winner.


  Stehlen’s breath caught and she stifled the urge to laugh.


  No, she wouldn’t save Bedeckt’s life.


  If I kill Bedeckt, he’ll have to serve me in the Afterdeath. And since the godling served him, she’d have control of the manipulative little bastard. Or would she? How did all of this work with Bedeckt having been returned to life? Did he no longer have power over the Geborene godling? She had no idea, the Warrior’s Credo never went into such detail.


  “Do you want to pay him back for his thefts?” asked Morgen.


  “You know the answer.”


  “Will you kill him?”


  “You know the answer to that too.”


  He watched her, gaze flicking about as if searching for some hint as to her intent. Dream on.


  “Promise me you’ll kill him,” said Morgen, “and I will return you to the world of the living.”


  This time Stehlen did laugh. “My promises are worth shite.”


  “Promise me anyway.”


  “I will track down Bedeckt and kill him,” she said. “After I repay him for his betrayals.”


  “Bedeckt is dangerous,” said Morgen.


  She spat on the table in front of Morgen and he raised an eyebrow at the black-flecked yellow phlegm.


  “Wichtig is the Greatest Swordsman in the World,” he said.


  “So we won’t have a sword fight.”


  “Promise me.”


  “On one condition.”


  Morgen frowned. “Yes?” he asked, tone guarded and suspicious.


  She knew how much he disliked change. His control, his belief he could make the world a place that made sense, was purest madness.


  “Lebendig comes with me,” said Stehlen.


  Sitting back, Morgen examined her, calculating. Was that a hint of a smile at the corner of his lips, gone before it was really there? He nodded. “Fine.”


  “I promise to kill Bedeckt,” said Stehlen.


  “And Wichtig?”


  “Definitely Wichtig.”


  “Time is different here in the Afterdeath,” said Morgen. “Though Bedeckt and Wichtig left not long ago, they will have a day or more head start on you.”


  Stehlen shrugged this away as inconsequential. “I’ll need money to buy horses and fund the hunt,” she lied, feeling the weight of Wichtig’s gold at her side.


  Morgen dropped a pouch of coins on the table between them and she scooped it away without thought. She closed her eyes, thinking of Bedeckt, contemplating what he’d do if returned to life with a sack of gold and the knowledge she would come after him once she discovered his betrayal. Bedeckt—like all fat old men—enjoyed the soft trappings of civilization. He’d go east to Geldangelegenheiten, the only city-state that wasn’t a festering pit of shite and bile. And since he’d know she knew that, he’d go south. To Gottlos.


  “What are the relations like between Gottlos and Selbsthass?” Stehlen asked.


  “War is coming,” answered Morgen as if the question were expected. “I will crush them. They shall worship me. I will make this a clean and sane world, one city-state at a time.”


  Pompous snot. “So, when I come riding out of Selbsthass…”


  Morgen made a show of looking her up and down. “No one will believe you are one of mine.”


  Because I’m not. “I suppose you’re right,” she said, hating the smug shite. I’ll drown your pretty theocracy in oceans of mud and blood. She flashed a sweet smile. It died when he paled and glanced away with a look of disgust.


  “Fetch your friend,” said Morgen.


  Stehlen stood and left the boy sitting alone.


  She found Lebendig outside, still mounted. The Swordswoman smiled with her eyes and the slightest hint of a nod.


  “Lebendig, my…” Stehlen wanted to say my love, but her throat strangled the word, “friend, I have a very special surprise for you.”


  “Does it involve killing someone?”


  Stehlen shot her a mock scowl. “Eventually.”


  “Wichtig?”


  “Among others.”


  “I like it already.”


  “There’s more,” promised Stehlen.


  “More people to kill?”


  “Well, yes, always. But that’s not what I meant.” She flashed a smile at the Swordswoman and her heart danced when Lebendig returned it. “Come inside. Don’t bother tying your horse, we won’t be coming back.”


  “That sounds ominous,” said Lebendig, dismounting. She checked the draw of her matched swords and nodded.


  “You won’t need those.” At least not yet. Stehlen held out a hand and Lebendig took it.


  They entered the inn together and no one was stupid enough to say anything and spoil Stehlen’s good mood. She led Lebendig to Morgen’s table and they sat across from the godling, Stehlen grinning, Lebendig guarded as ever.


  “We’re ready,” said Stehlen.


  Morgen blinked, looking confused and maybe a little sad like he wanted to change his mind. She heard him mutter something about reasons.


  CHAPTER 6


  
    If the vast majority of the population were not so utterly willing to subsume their own wants and needs, were they not so desperate to be led, freed from the burden of making real choices, there would be no civilization. But civilization only works—only exists—because there are those willing to step forward, willing to take on the burden of leadership. Civilization only exists because there are Gefahrgeist willing to turn their valuable talents to the needs of the masses.


    —Verborgen Liegt, Gefahrgeist Philosopher

  


  Morgen, god of the Geborene Damonen, sat alone in the Leichtes Haus, surrounded by Stehlen’s dead. Had she even recognized her victims? She’d shown no hint. Not that he expected remorse, but perhaps a flicker of… What? Regret? He tried to remember seeing any emotion on her other than hatred, suspicion, disgust, and self-loathing.


  Those could be acts.


  Morgen stopped picking at the table top and willed it to perfection. It was perfect. Flawless.


  If only people were so easily changed.


  Eventually. Once everyone believed in him. Once everyone in all the world knew he could make them perfect, make them clean, he would do that. High Priest Konig—Theocrat of Selbsthass—thought to make for himself a god he could control, a god he could twist to his own selfish Gefahrgeist ends. He mistook Morgen’s naivety for stupidity. Everyone did. He thought the boy’s sheltered upbringing would make him easy to manipulate. Morgen remembered how desperate he had been to please the High Priest and cocked a rueful grin at the perfect tabletop. Bedeckt and his friends ruined the Theocrat’s plans and set Morgen free. Well, almost free. Bedeckt killed Morgen, bringing about his Ascension to godhood.


  Cold pain stabbed through his ribs at the thought, sharp steel parting flesh.


  And those whom you slay must serve.


  Morgen remembered convincing the old warrior to slip the knife between his ribs. Even then he knew he couldn’t trust the man. Had anyone else survived Gehirn’s fire to do the deed, Morgen would have turned to them instead. And so he manipulated an old man who wanted to cling to the few things remaining on his precious list of things he wouldn’t do.


  What kind of man defines himself by the crimes he is unwilling to commit?


  He knew the answer: A man willing to commit every other crime.


  Could that sad little list have been Bedeckt’s path to redemption? Had Morgen blocked that path with his manipulation?


  Reasons should matter.


  But what of Morgen’s own reasons?


  He’d lied, of course. Lied to all of them. Even Bedeckt, the man who both killed and saved him. Funny, as it was Bedeckt, Stehlen, and Wichtig who taught him the art of deception.


  I’ll be the god humanity deserves.


  Was Nacht lying about Bedeckt’s reason for escaping the eternal grey of the Afterdeath? Was not returning to life reason enough?


  Why would Bedeckt work against me?


  Redemption.


  Morgen cracked a slight smile at the thought. No, not Bedeckt. He was as mercenary a man as any Morgen had ever met in his short life. He’d only plot against Morgen if there was something tangible in it for him. Had Nacht offered Bedeckt something to seek Morgen’s downfall or was all of it a lie?


  I told my own lies and I sent Bedeckt’s friends to kill him. And they would. Of that he was sure. Stehlen would never forgive Bedeckt for killing her, and she could never forgive him for abandoning her in the Afterdeath. In truth, sending Wichtig was unnecessary, a back up plan he didn’t expect to need. But the Swordsman arrived first—it was so annoying that these mortals couldn’t be moved like he moved his toy soldiers about the tabletop—and Morgen made the best of the situation. In all likelihood, Stehlen would catch and kill Wichtig long before the Swordsman made it anywhere near Bedeckt. Once the old man was dead and returned to the Afterdeath, Morgen would see his soul was moved quickly along to whatever came next.


  Morgen’s friends taught him well. From Wichtig he learned lies and deception, manipulation of even those closest to you; especially those. He learned thievery and a willingness to violence from Stehlen. As the deadliest of the deadly trio, she taught him the fastest way to victory was to kill before your opponent knew the fight started. Preferably before they even knew there was going to be a fight. And from Bedeckt he learned betrayal. Abandoning his friends in the Afterdeath was his most recent treachery.


  Morgen would win before his opponents—Wichtig, Stehlen, and Bedeckt—knew they were in a fight for their lives. Of course he stacked the odds in his favour. Trusting these devious deranged to kill each other in a neat and predictable manner would be insane.


  Where are you now, my friends?


  He reached into a pocket to caress the three figurines—one for each of his friends—carved as if pieces of some strategic board-game.


  And found nothing.


  Morgen stopped in the street and the dead moved around him, parting as if he were a stone in a river. Or a god.


  Had someone robbed him while he sat in the tavern? No, impossible.


  “Shite,” he swore in ungodlike anger. “Stehlen.”


  Could she have lifted the carvings without his noticing? Surely not. She might be a powerful Kleptic, but he was a god.


  There must be some other explanation. Had he left them somewhere? He might be a god, but he was still fallible. Sometimes he got distracted, sometimes he—


  Sometimes he got pick-pocketed. He saw no other explanation. Stehlen robbed him.


  He laughed, a mirthless chuckle tinged with fear.


  At least it’s Stehlen. She’d never figure out what the little carvings were and if she did, she’d use them to kill her friends. This might make it more difficult to find and kill her after, but he knew she’d come looking for him once she murdered her friends. Sometimes the most unpredictable people were the most predictable.


  Not what he planned, but not a complete failure of his plans either.


  Morgen noticed his Reflection, Nacht, face stained and bloody, watching from a nearby store window. The window was spotlessly clean.


  The end of everything you work for begins with one small mistake, said Nacht. You learned more than lies, deception, and manipulation from Wichtig.


  Morgen turned away.


  You learned some of his overconfidence too.


  He left it behind, feeling its blue eyes—identical to his own—on his back. Its words followed after him. One small mistake. Why did I bring the carvings to the meeting? He knew Stehlen was going be there and he knew better than to ignore the unassuming thief.


  Another filthy Reflection watched from another glinting store window. You know the answer, it said as he passed.


  “Horse shite,” swore Morgen, grimacing at his crude language. He learned too much from his friends; they tainted everything he was meant to be. He wanted to return to the Geborene church at the heart of the city and torture Konig for his failures.


  Ahead, he saw another Reflection, clothed in torn rags, and it bowed in mockery. You want to fail, Nacht said as he passed, shoulders hunched.


  From every window on both sides of the street, Nacht followed his progress. A thousand voices whispered and he tried to shut them out. His chest ached where Bedeckt slid the knife between his ribs to puncture his heart. It was a moment of mercy and, much as Morgen didn’t want to believe it, a moment of self-sacrifice for the old warrior.


  Again he heard Bedeckt’s burnt voice, the dry rasp of cooked lungs. ‘It’s on the list. I don’t kill children.’ The big man pleaded, begging Morgen for some other path.


  Morgen pushed Bedeckt into betraying what little honour the man possessed. The warrior slipped a knife into Morgen’s heart to save him from an Afterdeath of servitude to either Erbrechen the Slaver, or Gehirn, the Hassebrand who burned them both.


  “I don’t want to fail,” said Morgen, defying his Reflection.


  Have you ever noticed, said Nacht from another spotless window, how you still refer to them as friends?


  Noting the dried blood staining his hands again, Morgen picked at it, peeling away flakes and letting them fall in his wake like a litter of dead roses at a wedding. It didn’t matter that the blood wasn’t real, that it was nothing more than a manifestation of his own guilt. It didn’t matter that the blood always returned. His hands must be clean. If just for an instant.


  They weren’t.


  Morgen transitioned from the Afterdeath to the world of life and basked in the perfection of the streets, the white of his priests’ livery, so bright as to be near blinding. Here, in the land of the living, the towering wall around Selbsthass stood complete. For whatever reason, time in the Afterdeath moved differently. While two weeks passed there since his death, near a decade passed in life. Another small surprise for his friends to discover.


  He watched his people pass, unaware their god stood among them. Seeing a man bent with age, hands shaking with palsy, begging in the shadows of an alleyway, Morgen went to investigate. The beggar stunk of sweat and sour breath. He sullied Morgen’s perfect street with his existence.


  I’ll have my priests remove the man. He’d order them to kill the vagrant should he return to befoul Selbsthass.


  Turning away, Morgen walked the streets, returning to the church of the Geborene Damonen. He passed the priests guarding the entrance, remaining hidden from their sight. This ancient church, rumoured to have been built before the Menschheit Letzte Imperium, before humanity came to these lands, had changed in the last decade, shifting to meet the desire of the god now inhabiting its walls. The hallways, once bent and twisted, shrinking and growing seemingly at random, were now straight and true. Its walls, impossible monoliths of stone, once dark and stained from thousands of years under sun and rain and snow, had faded to a pale grey. Someday they’d be white. In the many basements, the accoutrements of countless dead religions lay piled in long abandoned catacombs. Statues of forgotten gods haunted rooms men had not seen in generations. Even Morgen, the latest god in residence, hadn’t seen the church in its entirety. There were rooms—entire sub-basements—which scared him, terrified the little boy he still in truth remained.


  Changing your flesh changes nothing.


  Morgen pushed the thought away. It wasn’t true. People reacted to the flesh. They listened in awe to the stupidity of a man where they ignored the wisdom of a boy.


  Morgen returned his thoughts to the basements. How deep did they go? Curiosity drove him to venture there when he could, which was rarely. Running a theocracy left little time for exploration. Were these human gods, or the gods of creatures now dead and gone? Had they been sane or mad? Certainly the building it had been before his Ascendancy seemed insane, with its perverse layout. Seeing how much it changed in the last decade, however, left him wondering if perhaps humans hadn’t built it after all.


  Like the world we live in, it reacts to our desires, changes to match our beliefs. What would it be when Morgen finally completed his task and united the world under a single god, a single religion of sense and sanity and rules and cleanliness?


  It will be beautiful, a testament to our achievements, a symbol of what a united humanity can achieve.


  The world bent to the desire and beliefs of humanity and Morgen would bend humanity into something better. Something perfect.


  Morgen entered the church, making his way up the spiralling stairs leading to Konig’s chambers. Was Nacht correct, had his plans truly gone to shite already? Again he grimaced in anger. Even his friends’ coarse language infected him. How long would it take to scrub such contamination from flesh and soul?


  Too many questions plagued him and unanswered questions were doubts. Why did Bedeckt bring a Mirrorist when he returned to life? What did the woman believe, and how did her delusions manifest? Perhaps she thought her mirrors were portals to other mirrors, and Bedeckt sought to use her to jump quickly from city-state to city-state. It would only prolong the inevitable. With Stehlen on his trail, nothing could save the old man.


  What if the Mirrorist had stranger, more exotic delusions? What if she believed mirrors were portals to other worlds? Could another Mirrorist reach a world of her creation? For that matter, were the worlds to be found through such mirrors the creation of the Mirrorist, or were they as real as this world? A troubling thought. If they were real, Morgen had enemies beyond counting, entire realities he’d have to bring to heel.


  These were problems for another day, he decided. No need to invent enemies when he had plenty right here.


  Morgen entered Konig’s chambers unannounced and smashed the Theocrat to the floor with a thought. He would never forgive the man for his failures and lies.


  Failure watched from his place within the hand mirror. Where the new Konig looked worn and tired, the Reflection looked like the Konig Morgen remembered, shoulders straight, eyes sharp.


  Walking to the massive window on the south wall he threw open the shutters, letting the autumn sun fill the room. Morgen had broken the new Konig’s will over the last decade and the man no longer took care of himself as he once did. The room stank of musty sweat and stale air. The young godling looked south, toward the Flussrand River, the geographical border separating Gottlos and Selbsthass. King Dieb Schmutzig of Gottlos refused Morgen’s attempts to initiate talks, and killed his diplomats–sending their still-raving heads back to the Geborene.


  A nice trick, that. Morgen wondered how he achieved it. Some Wahnist Geisteskranken in his court, no doubt. King Schmutzig, a tyrant and Gefahrgeist, made it clear: There would be no Geborene presence tolerated within Gottlos’ borders. And for that he must die.


  It didn’t hurt that Gottlos was small, rife with poverty and dissension, and unable to muster a real military force. If anything, the city-state was the perfect first opponent in Morgen’s Holy War. An easy kill. Something to blood the troops, swell their chests with pride. Remind them they were invincible, backed by a god.


  He’d played long enough. He’d moved his troops here and there across the board, getting a feel for command. He’d studied his cadres of the mad, insane men and women with the will to twist reality to their delusions. Geisteskranken like Gehirn, his favoured Hassebrand, were rare. Where she burned armies to ash, most achieved meagre effects at best, altering reality in an extremely localized area and effecting no more than a handful of people. Those few who could manipulate reality on a large scale were invariably too unstable to be reliable. He wished Gehirn were here. The Hassebrand would make short work of his enemies. Unfortunately, he sent her to Geldangelegenheiten with her lover, Eleve, himself a minor Hassebrand, to oversee the completion and consecration of Morgen’s new temple there.


  Morgen spent many nights imagining battles, dreaming his glorious Holy War. Now he was ready. Again he thought back to moving his wooden soldiers across the tabletop, playing at war.


  It was time to stop playing.


  “Konig,” said Morgen.


  The Theocrat whimpered from where he lay crushed beneath his god’s will, supine upon the floor.


  “Have you begun moving the troops out of the city?”


  Konig whimpered an affirmative from his place on the floor.


  “Prepare them to march. We’re moving ahead of schedule.” It was time to test the strategies perfected with his toy soldiers. Gottlos would fall and it would be clean and fast and perfect.


  “Who will lead them?” Failure asked.


  “Konig will lead.”


  “Best you don’t leave the centre of your power,” agreed Failure.


  Failure bowed low and Morgen glared at the Reflection’s bald skull. Was that a hint of a victorious smile? It bothered him that the Reflection agreed so quickly. Too quickly.


  Konig will be alone with the majority of my troops and most of my Geisteskranken. What if his lack of Gefahrgeist power was a ruse? What if he merely awaited exactly such an opportunity? With the troops beyond the Selbsthass border, Morgen would be unable to reach them. Konig might bend them to his purpose. Could he turn them enough that they’d invade their own country? Such action would end in failure but not before causing grievous destruction and a terrible mess. Quashing a rebellion would stall his plans for invasion for months, maybe years.


  Morgen glanced at the Theocrat still whimpering on the floor. How could he be so different from the original Konig. It must be an act.


  I’ll lead the troops. If Konig and his Reflection were so foolish as to attempt a coup in his absence, Morgen could return and crush it.


  “Perhaps I shall lead the troops,” said Morgen, watching Failure.


  The Reflection scowled, a flash of emotion gone before it was truly there. “Are you sure that’s wise? Beyond Selbsthass…” He shook his head, disapproving, and Morgen wanted to apologize for letting him down. “Your power will be reduced the further you get from your believers.”


  Morgen turned away from the mirror so Failure wouldn’t see the hurt. He crushed the desire to beg forgiveness. He’s manipulating me. Somehow knowing didn’t help. This man was the closest he ever had to a father. He glanced at the Theocrat prostrated on the floor. Failure wants me to send Konig. If the Theocrat failed, he’d be further reduced in power.


  On the other hand, the Reflection did have a point. Outside of Selbsthass, Morgen would be separated from the strength of his followers. Only the faith of his troops would support him. It would have to do. He couldn’t trust Konig and Failure not to pursue their own agendas.


  Did Failure want Morgen to leave, did he think that he’d be left in charge? Surely not. He must know Morgen could move freely, be anywhere whenever he wanted.


  At least that was true within the borders of Selbsthass. Those borders, made of nothing but the delusions of the sane, defined the limits of his power. On his own, he could not leave the Geborene city-state. Somehow he felt sure that with his army marching at his side, borders would not stop him. My belief will define reality and I am a god. But would he be able to return at will? Could he move himself between his army and the church? What if he returned home but was then unable to rejoin his troops?


  “Konig will rule while I am away,” he said.


  Failure scowled at the man whimpering on the floor but said nothing.
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  Failure allowed himself no hint of emotion beyond those he feigned until Morgen left to inspect his troops. “Get off the floor,” he told prostrate Konig.


  The loss of the deep and rich carpets still saddened him. The barren walls made the place look poor, neglected. He spent decades collecting those tapestries, spared no expense. Morgen had them dragged away like they were nothing, grimacing in disgust like they were filthy. The little bastard did it to hurt me. Left unchecked, Morgen would scrub the character from all the world. I wanted to make things better, to make for us a god deserving of our worship. Morgen ruined that, spoiled everything Failure worked for, when the boy became infected with the rot of those murderous thieves he fell in with.


  Konig rose with a groan, brushing himself off even though his robes remained spotless in spite of his pathetic grovelling. “I had to be sure he wouldn’t return.”


  Coward. “That went well.”


  Konig, finally happy with the fall of his robes even though they were wrinkled and in such a state the real Konig would never have worn them, seemed mollified. “So what’s next?”


  The fool had no thoughts of his own, following Failure’s every suggestion. Could a man who was once a Reflection somehow not know to distrust his Reflection?


  “I need you to do something for me,” said Failure.


  Konig studied the man in the mirror. “A favour?”


  “For you as much as I. If we don’t bring our god to heel, we’re both doomed.”


  The Theocrat nodded. “I feel myself crumbling. I’m losing—” He glanced at Failure. “Do you have any idea how much I hate you?”


  “Some.”


  “Ever think that making a god was a bad idea?”


  It was Aufschlag’s idea and Failure stole it, made it his own. He made the man Chief Scientist of the Geborene Damonen—put him in charge of his most important works—and Aufschlag betrayed him. I gave him everything. He remembered pushing the knife into his friend’s chest, watching the life fade from dull eyes. “No.”


  Konig snorted. He had none of Failure’s practised class or poise.


  What part of me is he? Failure couldn’t understand how this man came from his psyche. There must be some connection, something linking the two. If he could but figure it out, it might provide some point of leverage. And leverage was everything.


  “I need you to fetch three Geborene priests for me,” said Failure, hating his helplessness.


  “Can’t get them yourself?” said Konig, knowing the answer. He grinned at the Reflection, waiting.


  Failure hated that smirk. Men in positions of power should never grin, never show anything but calm control. This escaped Reflection was a fool. “You know I can’t,” he said. “Please, will you bring them here?”


  Konig shrugged, examined his unkempt fingernails. “Maybe later.”


  “Do it now—” Failure stopped, breathed calm. Here in his mirror he could do nothing. Konig was his eyes and hands in the world beyond. “If you don’t do it now we will never control Morgen. The choice is yours.”


  “Who do you want?” Konig asked.


  “Erdbehüter, Ungeist, and Drache.”


  Konig’s mouth fell open, his lips moving in mute disbelief. “Are…are you mad?”


  “They will—”


  “Morgen told me to send them far from Selbsthass on some make-work quest. He wants them far from the city before they—”


  “That’s why they’re perfect. They aren’t part of his cadre of Geisteskranken. They won’t be missed.”


  “They’re near the Pinnacle. Any one of them could snap!” Words rushed from Konig in a panic. “Morgen drove Erdbehüter hard to finish the wall. It broke her. Rocks move whenever she is near. Sometimes they crush people. She has no control. Ungeist…” He shivered, huddling his arms about his chest.


  “Calm—”


  “He looks inside you, sees the evil there. You know we have evil.”


  “I can handle—”


  “Your inner demons manifest. He sets them free. They claw their way out!” Hysteria tinged Konig’s voice, scaling it upward in pitch. “And Drache? She’s a gods-damned Therianthrope dragon! Her breath—”


  “Silence!”


  Konig sputtered to a stop, glaring at Failure. “You do not command me.”


  “Then control yourself. They are exactly what I need.” He didn’t want to tell Konig any more than necessary, but he needed the fool to understand. He shared the parts Konig would figure out on his own and hoped it was enough. “Bedeckt killed Morgen. They will kill Bedeckt for us. Through them we will regain control of our god.” Except there was no we, there was only Failure.


  “If they can’t control themselves, how can you control them?”


  It was a good question and one Failure dare not examine too closely. Doubt was weakness. “I can.”


  The Theocrat studied him, striking the pose—one hand on chin, the other holding that elbow—Failure always took when thinking. “Will your Gefahrgeist power reach beyond the mirror?”


  Another good question. Perhaps not as stupid as Failure thought. “Yes.”


  “I will be the go-between,” said Konig. “Once you’ve bound them, all orders will come through me.” He grinned at his Reflection. “I won’t have you turning them against me.”


  Failure growled frustration and argued but it was all for show. Allowing Konig to be the point of contact once Failure bent the three Geisteskranken to his will would serve as an added layer of protection should things go badly. Morgen would believe Konig acted against him.


  “What about Bedeckt?” asked Konig. “Nacht said—”


  “Lies and distractions,” snapped Failure. “Now please, fetch the priests.”


  Three priests, a dumpy middle-aged matron, a woman in her early twenties, and one short but surprisingly solid man, gathered in Konig’s chambers. The Theocrat stood behind them, arms crossed over his chest, face set in a serious expression like he might actually be thinking. Though all wore the white of the Geborene, nothing could hide the madness lurking behind their eyes, the rotting filth of their souls. They were perfect.


  Erdbehüter, a lithe girl with the long pitch-black hair and equally dark eyes of the GrasMeer tribes, twitched, gaze darting to the walls. “Worked stone is dead,” she said. “We killed it. Murder. The earth wants its revenge.” Where Morgen found this crazy girl Failure had no idea. She hadn’t been with the Geborene more than a year before the godling put her delusions to work building the wall surrounding the city. He must have subsumed her will to convince her to do something so clearly against her beliefs. I didn’t think he had it in him. The work broke her mind, shattered an already fragile sanity.


  Ungeist and Drache stood behind Erdbehüter. Failure had told Konig to bring them before the mirror one at a time. Ungeist, short and wiry with a receding hairline and limp brown hair brushed forward in a pathetic attempt to hide his growing forehead, stood like he was trying to be taller. Failure would have towered over the man when he was real. Shorter people were so much easier to intimidate. Drache stood a pace behind Ungeist, a matronly looking woman, soft and greying at the edges. The only thing surprising about her was how incredibly normal she looked. She could have been a librarian or someone’s mother. Except of course she didn’t have a nurturing bone in her body. She probably ate her young.


  Failure returned his attention to Erdbehüter. “And the earth shall have it,” he said, beckoning the Wahnist closer. She was one of those Geisteskranken who thought herself sane. She truly believed she did the earth’s bidding.


  She leaned in close, petite nose wrinkled as if confused by what she saw. “The mirror reflects a different room.” She glanced over her shoulder before returning her attention to Failure. “It shows the Great Hall.”


  Failure’s mirror forever reflected the room in which he’d been when imprisoned. The doors behind him lead nowhere, walking through them returned him to the hall. There was no escape.


  “Morgen has a very important task for you,” said Failure.


  When she made eye contact he locked her there, his Gefahrgeist will subsuming hers. This girl sacrificed much of her sanity to build the walls of Selbsthass. She’d do anything for her god, give her life in an instant. That was her pivot point, the fulcrum by which he would bend her to his will. As long as she believed she served her god, she would be malleable to Failure’s manipulations. And as the most loyal of the three, she was perfect. Loyalty is naught but emotion. And emotion was weakness.


  “Anything,” she said, staring into Failure’s flat grey eyes, unable to pull away.


  As always, partial truths were best. “A man killed our god. He must be slain before he can make use of his power over Morgen.”


  Her eyes widened. “But Morgen is a god.”


  “Even gods are bound by laws.”


  “Even gods,” she said.


  Failure gloried in his power. It felt good to once again influence the world beyond his prison. He’d bend these insane wretches to his will, send them to kill the man who murdered the Geborene god. If Morgen’s friends found and killed the man first, these three would hunt whoever survived. With Drache flying overhead, nothing could escape them.


  When Failure finished with all three, reduced them to tears of gratitude at the chance to serve their god, he added one last command.


  “Gottlos seeks to war against us.” He glanced at each in turn, making sure he had their attention. “Morgen leads the army south. You must get ahead of him, be his advanced guard. You must teach Gottlos to fear the Geborene.” Failure locked eyes with Erdbehüter. He used their own insane beliefs to bind them. “All the world shall bow before our god, man and tree and rock. You know this to be true.” And she did. She had no choice. “The infection shall resist. You shall be the Geborene Voice of Earth and Stone. Crush the unbelievers.” He turned to Ungeist, drawing his attention and spearing the man with his Gefahrgeist-driven need for worship. By distracting them with how much they desperately wanted to serve their god—how desperately they needed Morgen’s approval—Failure would bend them to his will. “They worship the old gods, those who abandoned us. You shall be The Geborene Exorcist. They are evil. Set free their inner demons.”


  Failure turned his attention to Drache. She looked like nothing, a middle-aged woman who might have been a mother or even a grandmother if not for the madness staining her eyes. Erdbehüter was the most important of the three. She would keep them together, keep them united in purpose. Her loyalty to Morgen allowed no less. But Drache was the most dangerous. When twisted into her dragon form, her breath shredded reality, left seething chaos. Nothing survived her rage. Her victim’s souls, ravaged by Drache’s madness, were torn asunder. Nothing remaining to escape to the Afterdeath.


  “Drache,” said Failure. “You must leave utter ruin in your path.” He knew she would no matter what he said. Granting her permission made it seem like it was his idea, like she owed him for his endorsement of her nature. “But you must not slay Bedeckt.” Would she even be able to tell who she was killing from above? Best to be safe. “When you find your quarry, Erdbehüter and Ungeist shall do the killing.” She nodded unhappy agreement but he left her no choice. Another thought occurred to Failure. If Ungeist freed Bedeckt’s inner demons, was that the same as killing him? Would Failure still be able to later kill Ungeist to gain control over the old warrior and in turn Morgen? “Erdbehüter, you shall kill Bedeckt. Ungeist is only to assist should you fail.”


  “I shall not fail,” she said, glaring venomous hatred in Ungeist’s direction. Failure didn’t care what history the two shared, as long as they obeyed.


  Ungeist looked ready to argue and Failure silenced him with a look. “These are the commands of your god.”


  All bowed their heads in acceptance.


  “You three approach the Pinnacle. You are unstable. Madness might take you at any time.” Three sets of eyes met his and he left them no room to disagree. “But it won’t. Your service to Morgen protects you. As long as you do our god’s will, you are safe. Fail him in any way, disobey my—his—commands in the slightest, and that protection shall end.”


  He owned them. It was easy, far easier than when he was alive. My Gefahrgeist power grows.


  When whoever survived returned to Selbsthass, it would be time to turn his attention to Konig. The man had to fall so Failure could replace him, become one again real. Until then, the pathetic wretch was useful. If things went wrong, Konig would be blamed. And Failure still needed him to manipulate physical reality.


  The Theocrat herded the Geisteskranken from the room, leaving Failure alone, trapped in his mirror.


  Even if the three Geisteskranken failed to kill their prey, it would be no great feat to turn Morgen against the Theocrat.


  My prison is my armour.


  Morgen would assume Failure had no influence beyond his cage and believe Konig was to blame.


  But there are many kinds of influence.


  CHAPTER 7


  
    From the first time you see your Reflection fail to mimic your actions to the moment you are dragged screaming into the mirror, you shall know no moment of peace.


    —Im Spiegel, Mirrorist

  


  Bedeckt and Zukunft claimed a table in the Leichtes Haus tavern in Selbsthass. Where Stehlen would have sat across from him so she could watch his back, Zukunft sat beside him. She even shuffled her chair a little closer and he felt the heat of her through his arm. If he moved away she’d ask why and so he stayed, uncomfortable and sweating even though it wasn’t particularly warm.


  Zukunft ignored him. Apparently unaware of his discomfort, she sat hunched over the mirror Bedeckt purchased. She’d also bought a new shirt and dress more fitting to the cool weather and free of blood. Both were the same green as the dress she wore in the Afterdeath.


  “Do you see them?” asked Bedeckt.


  “Shush.”


  When he sent Wichtig and Stehlen away, hoping to make good his escape of the Afterdeath, he told them to meet him here, in this tavern assuming its counterpart existed in the Afterdeath. It was the only one in Selbsthass he knew the name of. If Morgen was going to send the two after Bedeckt, this was where he would most likely intercept them. Counting on the insane to be predictable is crazy.


  Knowing when and where the two came through from the Afterdeath wasn’t critical to Bedeckt’s plan, but more information was always better than less.


  If they don’t come through here, you’ll never know if they’re coming after you.


  “Found them,” said Zukunft, peering into the mirror. “They’ll be here tomorrow.”


  Bedeckt grinned satisfaction and broken teeth. He couldn’t have planned it better. Leaning closer, he glanced over Zukunft’s shoulder. Twisted shapes and colours swirled in the mirror and he saw nothing of use. “Looks like someone shat bloody diarrhoea in a whirlpool,” he said.


  Zukunft snorted. “I only see what she wants me to see.”


  Again this mysterious she. Bedeckt decided not to ask. She wouldn’t tell him anyway. But it didn’t bode well that the Mirrorist thought there was someone else in the mirror who controlled what she saw. “Will she let me see what she’s showing you?”


  Zukunft gnawed on her bottom lip and glanced at Bedeckt. “I’ll ask.”


  She said nothing and Bedeckt waited as she gazed into her mirror.


  “Is he nice?” she said, darting another glance at Bedeckt. She laughed and returned her attention to the mirror. “No, I don’t think so.”


  While she stared at the mirror, listening intently to something he couldn’t hear, Bedeckt ordered another pint, his fourth. Ale in the Afterdeath never tasted this good. Zukunft’s first pint remained untouched. The thought of letting it go to waste bothered him.


  “Do I what?” Zukunft asked the mirror, sounding surprised. “No. Well look at him. He’s old.”


  “Thanks,” said Bedeckt.


  “He reminds me of…no, I know he was never like that. More like what Daddy could have been.”


  Daddy? Shite, no. “Never mind,” said Bedeckt. “I don’t need to see the mirror.”


  Zukunft turned the mirror so Bedeckt could better see its surface. “She says she has something to show you.”


  “Why?”


  “I think it’s a test,” said Zukunft.


  Fantastic. I’m being tested by something this deranged wench is hallucinating in her mirror. “Show me.”


  The mirror’s surface swirled, a writhing puke of blood and shite and vomit. Shapes took form, at first vague and liquid, but coalescing as he watched. He saw broken limbs, twisted to impossible angles, jutting from churned mud. Eyes, bright and blue, watched him. Morgen. I know this scene. The fat Slaver tortured the boy, trying to break the godling’s will.


  “This is the past,” said Bedeckt.


  “No, she only sees the future.”


  “I’ve seen this before.”


  Zukunft shook her head and turned the mirror back to herself. She stared into it. “There’s a family. A band of Geisteskranken—they’re led by a Mirrorist who thinks he speaks to the One True God in his mirror—will catch them. The Geisteskranken make the father watch as they rape and murder his wife and son.”


  “One True God?” He remembered hearing about something like that long ago in Geldangelegenheiten.


  “They’re Täuschung,” she said as if that explained everything.


  Bedeckt recognized the name. “That’s ridiculous. The Täuschung are one of those timid religions preaching an Afterdeath of peace and tranquillity. They claim that once everyone believes as they do we’ll all Ascend to become gods or some such horseshite.”


  “She says that’s the lie they tell to hide the evil madness at the heart of the religion.”


  She again.


  “She says they believe this responsive reality is a prison and that suffering will free us. They’ve hallucinated their own hell, some kind of mass delusion. It’s called Swarm. Torturing people is part of making sure their souls end up in the Täuschung hell.”


  That made as much sense as any religion. Maybe Morgen and his Geborene weren’t so bad. At least the boy wanted things to make sense. Bedeckt could appreciate that, even if he didn’t like the lad’s methods.


  “And this One True God?” he asked.


  “He enforces the rules of our reality. He’s supposed to be our jailer, even though they believe he never interferes.” She shrugged. “Doesn’t make much sense to me.” She laughed, a soft sound, and rested her hand atop his right hand, massaging the ridges of scar with her thumb. “But then it is a religion.”


  Even drunk Stehlen would never interfere with that hand. The right being his whole hand, it was always left free and clear, ready to reach for a weapon should the need arise. What kind of life had Zukunft led that she could be so blissfully unthinking?


  Not everyone expects to have to kill someone every moment of every day.


  Bedeckt pulled his hand free and Zukunft gave him a pouty moue of pretend sadness.


  “Some deranged arseholes are going to torture some folks who are stupid enough to get caught,” said Bedeckt. “Why show me?”


  “Your list.”


  Why the hells had he told her? It was stupid. “It’s a list of things I won’t do. There’s nothing on there saying I have to race off and save every damned idiot out there. It’s a shite world. Shite things happen.” Again he saw Morgen, shattered limbs sticking from the mud. He remembered his rage at the thought someone did this to such a pure soul. And how did that turn out? Yet that rage bubbled once again. Bedeckt ground his teeth and Zukunft shifted her chair a little farther away.


  “You said you don’t hurt children.”


  “I’m not hurting that boy.”


  “You’re allowing him to be hurt. Your inaction will doom his soul to the Täuschung hell.”


  “I can’t save everyone.” Down that path lay madness and failure.


  “You don’t know about everyone. You don’t have a chance to save everyone.” Zukunft’s green eyes never left his.


  Let them die. Not my problem. “This,” Bedeckt nodded at the mirror, “this is definitely going to happen?”


  “There are too many people with too many choices for anything to be fixed.”


  “So it might not happen?”


  Zukunft stared at him.


  To hells with that family. “We have to go to Gottlos,” Bedeckt said.


  “It’s almost on the way,” said Zukunft.


  Almost. Bedeckt remembered Morgen, mind broken from pain, begging him to end his life. No one would be there for this boy. He’d never understand why these men did such horrible things to his family. Bedeckt’s knuckles cracked as his half hand formed a meaty fist.


  Hadn’t Zukunft said something about this being a test? Shite. He understood immediately. If I don’t do this she’s not going to help me.


  “If we leave now we can stop this?” he asked.


  “Maybe.”


  She wanted him to endanger an already tenuous plan for a gods-damned maybe? On the other hand, without Zukunft and her Reflection there was no plan. She’d promised to show Bedeckt how to stop Morgen, but beyond that he knew nothing. It was entirely possible this whole side trip was part of whatever the Reflection saw. Maybe he had to do it. “Why does she,” he nodded again at the mirror, “want to test me?”


  Zukunft looked away, watching a couple at another table lost in their own discussion. “It doesn’t matter.”


  The sight of the boy, broken and tortured, stayed with Bedeckt. We’re not going off on some wild chase because the boy reminds you of Morgen. “Can you see what happens to Stehlen and Wichtig if we go after the boy?” He cursed himself for asking.


  “They’ll get ahead of us,” said Zukunft.


  That wasn’t all bad. Following behind Stehlen and Wichtig might actually be better than being pursued by them. He wouldn’t mind having a little more control over when they finally met. If Stehlen found him before he was ready, she might kill him before he had a chance to explain. She might kill you any way.


  “Tell me who she is,” said Bedeckt, gesturing at the mirror.


  “This isn’t when I tell you.”


  “Do you know when you do tell me?”


  Zukunft shook her head.


  Gods-damned Geisteskranken. And yet you keep choosing to travel with them. They had their uses, but madness left them unpredictable. There was no plan without this girl’s ability to see into the future. If she—or whatever she hallucinated in her mirror—wanted him to go after this boy, then perhaps that’s exactly what he should do. He needed her, and if she needed this…whatever it was…then he could give it to her.


  Sure you’re not justifying a bad choice?


  Bedeckt slammed back the last of his pint. “You going to drink that?” he asked, eyeing her still untouched pint.


  “No.”


  Then why the hells did she order it? He took the mug in his half-hand and drained it in a long swallow.


  “Ale makes you fat,” she said.


  Bedeckt glanced down at the gut hanging over his belt. “It makes me happy.” He scowled at her. “And wasting money makes you poor.”


  “Sure thing, Daddy,” she said.


  Daddy? You didn’t actually think she found you attractive did you? Snarling, Bedeckt rose, his knees popping, the muscles in his lower back feeling like someone crushed them in a vice. “We need horses.”


  Gods he missed Launisch, his old war horse. What a fine beast that had been. For a moment he considered asking Zukunft if she could find where his horse was, but decided against it. There were already too many damned distractions.


  The horse trader knew Bedeckt was in a rush and took full advantage. Cursing the man and his offspring for a thousand generations, Bedeckt left with two barely passable mounts, saddles looking older than he was, and very little coin.


  They rode through Selbsthass City, toward the southern gate. The colossal wall grew ever more impressive as they approached. He didn’t like it. Belief defined reality, but this wasn’t possible. He’d been dead only two weeks, not nearly enough time to convince an entire population of the wall’s existence. Even in this responsive reality men built walls by hand. Belief was too fickle, too difficult to guarantee. It was far easier to build structures of wood and stone than delusion.


  And yet no one paid the wall any attention.


  It must have been here for years.


  Bedeckt approached a merchant selling fruit, Zukunft following.


  He gestured at the wall with his half hand. “How long has that been here?”


  The merchant blinked up at Bedeckt—still mounted—and decided answering was the quickest path to getting rid of the brute. “The wall? Almost eight years.”


  Bedeckt turned his horse back into the street. Eight years. That wasn’t possible. He was here less than a month ago and there’d been no wall.


  The proof of his inaccurate belief towered over him and Bedeckt, as sane a man as ever walked the earth, accepted the evidence before him. Somehow years passed during the brief time he spent in the Afterdeath. He grinned. It would piss Wichtig off that his reputation had no doubt faded—maybe even been completely forgotten.


  Gods knew what might have changed, what mad new religions may have been birthed by the febrile minds of man. It did mean Selbsthass had been preparing for war for longer than he thought. It also meant Morgen had more time to build his power base than Bedeckt liked. What other city-states had the Geborene spread to?


  The crowd of pedestrians thinned and Bedeckt saw more and more armed priests, often travelling in squads. The city looked calm, peaceful. He couldn’t imagine what these roving bands of armed priests did. He saw no signs of dissent or poverty. Even Geldangelegenheiten, with its mad worship of gold, had vagrants and beggars. Here, Bedeckt saw no one who didn’t look well fed and gainfully employed.


  With the sun high the streets were blinding white and impossibly clean considering how many people travelled them. Bedeckt felt filthy, like he somehow soiled this beautiful city with his presence. Judging from the looks he received, a fair number of the city’s population felt much the same. Some part of him wanted to scuff a cobblestone with his boot and then hide somewhere to see who came to clean it and how long it took before they arrived.


  “It’s a gorgeous city,” said Zukunft, riding alongside Bedeckt. Her skirt, hiked up to allow her to straddle her horse comfortably, showed more thigh than Bedeckt felt ready to deal with. “I’ve never seen anywhere quite so…clean.”


  “It’s their damned godling. He’s obsessed with cleanliness. Used to wash his hands until they bled.” Bedeckt, thinking of how Stehlen would react to the new Selbsthass, spat at the street earning himself a fresh batch of disdain and disgust from those around him. He laughed at them and they found something else to be disdainful about. If he wanted to mark one small cobblestone, Stehlen would want to drown this place in blood and filth. Gods pity anyone dumb enough to show her their disapproval.


  A squad of Geborene priests in clean white liveries watched Bedeckt and Zukunft, eyes hooded and suspicious. When the two passed and the priests made no move to intercept, Bedeckt released the breath he held. It’d be damned typical to get thrown into jail before they even made it out of the city.


  Bedeckt imagined Wichtig saying, That’d pretty much rut your stupid plan, wouldn’t it old man?


  What the hells was he doing? Running off to rescue some child so… So what? So this deranged Mirrorist would continue helping him?


  You know that isn’t the reason. At least not the entire reason. Damned list. Why don’t you cross those last few things off? Why not embrace the foul shite you are and admit there is no crime you aren’t willing to perpetrate? Stehlen would be disgusted with him. He knew what she’d say: You’re afraid this pretty piece of arse will think less of you if you don’t rescue the boy. You’ve gone soft. And then she’d call him an idiot and she wouldn’t be wrong. Bedeckt ground his teeth and growled under his breath. Without Zukunft, he had no chance of stopping Morgen, no chance at undoing the damage he did the child. No chance at—he killed the thought. One step at a time. Rescue this damned child so she’d show him what he really needed to be doing. He could only hope she hadn’t lied about everything. His gut soured at the thought.


  Zukunft remained impervious to his mood, stroking her horse’s nose as she rode and cooing nonsense at it. “I’m calling him Prächtig.” she announced. “What are you calling yours?”


  “Arsehole.”


  Zukunft pursed her lips as if contemplating his answer. Finally, she nodded and said, “Great name.”


  “We didn’t have enough coin to buy much food,” said Bedeckt, changing the subject. “We’ll have to hunt.”


  “I’d wondered why you bought a short-bow,” said Zukunft. “Are you skilled with it?”


  He wasn’t. He hated the damned things. More often than not they broke before he killed anything or the bowstring got wet or stretched. This one looked more like a piece of tree than a real bow, but it would have to do. The arrows, sharpened sticks at best, would be useless for anything bigger than an underfed rabbit. Even then Bedeckt didn’t relish the thought of chasing a wounded animal if he didn’t land a killing shot. A real bow and iron headed arrows were beyond their means.


  “I’ll do the hunting,” said Bedeckt. “You’ll do the cooking.”


  “I will? Why?”


  “I figured—”


  “Figured what?” No expression marred her features.


  “Cooking is woman’s work.”


  She tilted her head to one side, examining him like he was something unpleasant she’d stepped in. “Do you know how to build a house?”


  “What? No.”


  “But that’s man’s work.”


  “I’m not that kind of man.”


  “Well, I’m not that kind of woman.”


  Bedeckt decided not to ask what kind she was. “So I’ll do the hunting and the gutting and the cooking?”


  “Yep.”


  “And you?”


  “I’ll watch.” She smiled sweetly. “And critique your cooking. If it’s red meat, I prefer medium rare.”


  “Do you know how to start a fire?”


  Zukunft raised an arm, wrist bent at a dainty angle. “Ring the bell.” She pretended to shake a small bell.


  “Huh?”


  “And then when the servant arrives, instruct him to prepare a fire.”


  Was she joking? Bedeckt had no idea. He knew nothing of her past. No reason she couldn’t have come from a family of wealth and means. It would certainly explain a lot.


  The Geborene priests at the southern gate let them through without comment or question. If anything, they looked pleased to see them leave.


  The road south led to Unbrauchbar, a shite-hole of a city on the Gottlos side of the Flussrand River. Bedeckt had been there once before. It was in Unbrauchbar he first decided he and his pitiful gang of thieves—if Stehlen and Wichtig could be called a gang—would steal the Geborene god-child. The plan was to ransom him back to the theocracy for exorbitant quantities of gold. Like most of Bedeckt’s plans, this one quickly went to shite. Though they kidnapped the boy, Bedeckt almost died during their escape. And that was just the beginning. Wichtig, the self-centred moron, thought to make use of Morgen to further his dreams of being the Greatest Swordsman in the World, and tried to manipulate him. Then, instead of trying to buy the boy back, the Geborene Theocrat sent assassins after them. This time Wichtig did die, though Morgen, making use of whatever delusions and insanities he possessed—and Bedeckt shuddered to think what neuroses polluted the boy’s mind—brought the Swordsman back from the Afterdeath. To say the plan went south after that was being kinder than Stehlen would ever be. But that moment, seeing Wichtig alive and once again entangled in his selfish Gefahrgeist schemes, planted an idea in Bedeckt’s mind.


  Death, Bedeckt knew, was not far off. He died back in Neidrig, while they were trying to steal the god-child. Morgen brought him back from the dead. Seeing someone return—knowing it was possible—he began making plans for his return before he died again.


  It all depended on this woman, this Mirrorist. No matter how sane she seemed, Bedeckt reminded himself she was not. She was broken, mad. Delusional. She believed the impossible, and her delusions manifested. She suffered several delusions, all pertaining to mirrors. He wondered if this meant she was Comorbidic—and likely already approaching the Pinnacle—or if all this neatly fit into the Mirrorist classification.


  Finding a Mirrorist who believed mirrors were a gateway between life and the Afterdeath was the first step. He expected the search to take months, years even. He was dead less than a week when Zukunft found him.


  ‘I am who you’re looking for,’ she said. Thinking her a whore—and a pretty one at that—he made a rather unseemly offer. She laughed and explained that she knew the future and could lead him to the Mirrorist whose mirror led to the world of the living.


  ‘I can lead you to what you seek,’ she said. ‘I can show you how to undo the damage you have done.’


  How had she known? He pressed her for details and she smiled that cryptic smile women wore when they knew more than you and wanted you to know it. He remembered watching her watching him.


  Bedeckt had asked why she was still in the Afterdeath if she knew where this Mirrorist was, and again she refused to answer. Not having much choice, he dropped the subject. He still worried. What was in this for her? Why did she seek him out? Why did she offer her assistance? Motives mattered and she refused to share hers. Not that he was particularly forthcoming about his own. She didn’t seem interested, never asking, never pressing him as to his reasons. Did she already know them, or did she not care? He didn’t much like either possibility.


  Since their first meeting, their relationship changed. Realizing how young she was left him plagued with doubt. She was a child, and people around him tended to end up dead. Tended? He couldn’t think of a single soul who’d survived his company. This time, his opponent being a god, he figured there was a lot more death in his future. He’d send her away if he didn’t need her so bad.


  Damned list.


  People like you shouldn’t have lists, shouldn’t have a code or ethics or morals. Life was too harsh, too dangerous for such delusions. If there were true gods—something above and beyond the Ascended delusions of humanity—they didn’t much seem to care what heinous crimes people perpetrated upon one another.


  People like Bedeckt took advantage of the weak, stole from the wealthy and stupid, and left a trail of dead in their wake. Gods, how many had he slain without a thought. Guilt? He laughed at guilt. Guilt was a tool for manipulating morons, nothing more. He darted a glance at Zukunft, watched the easy roll of her hips as she rode, the curve of her breasts, the way her hair fell about her shoulders.


  Damned list.


  Poets and story tellers always went on about how terrible that first kill was, how it haunted people. Bedeckt laughed every time he heard that. Such utter shite. Murder was nothing. Sure, he’d always remember his first kill, but only because it was his father. The old bastard reached for that belt one too many times, not realizing how large his little boy had become.


  Bedeckt snorted at the thought and Zukunft flashed him a smile of full lips and green eyes. He ignored her, pretended he hadn’t seen the smile.


  Not once in all the decades since had he felt an ounce of guilt over his first kill. If anything, Bedeckt decided he should be grateful. That first kill taught him how easy it was. It taught him violence wasn’t the final refuge of the stupid, but rather the final refuge of a man unwilling to lose. People who backed down from fights lost. They were taken advantage of, beaten and robbed. They were weak, victims.


  Bedeckt was never going to be a victim again. He proved it to his father. He proved it to himself.


  She’s using your damned list to manipulate you. Doesn’t that make you a victim?


  “What are you thinking?” Zukunft asked.


  “I was wondering how long it would be before you asked what I was thinking.”


  She laughed his words away and eased her horse closer. “Have you made a decision? Where are we going?”


  “I need more information. Can you look into your mirror while you ride?”


  Zukunft nodded.


  “When do we meet with Wichtig and Stehlen?”


  Pulling the mirror from its place in her saddlebags, she unwrapped it and stared into the surface. After an annoyingly long wait she said, “I don’t know.”


  “In the Afterdeath, you told me you saw the future.”


  “Not quite true, but close enough.”


  “So?”


  “I can’t see everything everywhere all the time,” she said. “I only see what she shows me.”


  “She?” Bedeckt tried again.


  Zukunft ignored the question. “And what she shows is changing. Becoming more focussed.” Her brow furrowed in frustration. “She used to show me more. She’d show almost anywhere I wanted. Now…” She glanced at him, eyes measuring. “She shows me you.”


  He didn’t want to know what that meant. Damned Geisteskranken never made sense. She’d probably become infatuated with him as some kind of father figure and that infatuation manifested as a limit to her Mirrorist powers. He shuddered at the thought of what that said of her real father.


  “Can you see us meeting Wichtig and Stehlen?”


  “No. I know if we go after the boy, they’ll get ahead of us.”


  “And if we don’t?”


  “They’ll be behind us.”


  Bedeckt growled in frustration. Fine, he’d play along with her mad delusions. “If I rescue this boy, will she,” he nodded at the mirror in Zukunft’s hands, “show me what I need?”


  Zukunft shrugged. “Eventually.”


  He imagined Stehlen’s look of disgust. She’d spit and say, That plan didn’t take long to go to shite.


  Bedeckt thought back to his brief time with Zukunft in the Afterdeath. Back then her visions of the future were detailed and exact. She showed him exactly what he needed to escape death. And now she was near useless. Weren’t Geisteskranken supposed to become more powerful as their delusions grew in strength? Did this lessening of her power mean her mind was somehow healing, and if so, why? Was it her time with him? Ridiculous. Being with me isn’t good for anyone’s mental health. Or was something subtler, more insidious, happening? Had his presence perhaps triggered some catastrophic collapse, a final mad rush toward the Pinnacle in some manner he didn’t understand?


  Remembering Morgen saying he never saw his own future in his Reflections, Bedeckt asked, “Can you see yourself in there?”


  “Never.”


  Bedeckt sighed. Perhaps if he rescued this damned boy, whoever Zukunft thought was in the mirror would be more willing to help.


  “What do you think we should do?” he asked, curious.


  “We have to at least try.”


  He didn’t bother to ask why. She’d have some platitude about how the attempt mattered more than the success. What utter shite. Any attempt ending in failure was nothing more than a failure. He imagined Stehlen’s mocking voice: Nice grumpy old man philosophy, old man.


  Bedeckt grunted. Just give her what she wants and then we can get back to the plan. “Which way is the boy?”


  She gave him a smile sadder than he expected. “East. We’ll find him tomorrow.”


  “We’re going east, Arsehole,” said Bedeckt.


  “Pardon?”


  “Talking to my horse.”


  Bedeckt wheeled Arsehole around. Zukunft followed, clucking and nudging her horse forward until she again rode alongside Bedeckt.


  “I thought I might change my horse’s name,” she said.


  “Too late,” said Bedeckt.


  The sun fell and clouds scudded in from every direction. The temperature dropped as Bedeckt called a halt and announced they’d make camp.


  “Fetch wood for the fire while I—”


  “No no no,” Zukunft said, retreating as if threatened. “Wriggly things live in fallen trees,” she said, as if it explained everything.


  Bedeckt shrugged and fetched wood. When he returned, he dumped the wood at Zukunft’s feet and massaged his lower back. “Can you ready this for a fire?”


  “It’s dirty.” She showed him dainty hands, wiggling clean fingers at him as if he’d care.


  “Can you lay out the camp as I light the fire?” he asked.


  “Of course. How does one lay out a camp?”


  “Look for rocks and hard lumpy things and move them from wherever the sleeping rolls will go.”


  “Sleeping rolls?”


  Bedeckt drew her sleeping roll from her saddle bag and dropped it at her feet.


  “That looks awfully thin,” she said.


  “It’s enough.”


  “I get cold easily.”


  Bedeckt grunted his apathy. “I’ll light the fire. If you can make sure it stays lit while I hunt—”


  “Don’t bother. You won’t catch anything. Tonight we’re eating whatever food you purchased.”


  “How do you know—”


  Zukunft looked at him like he might be a little dull.


  Grumbling, he set about lighting the fire. Once he had a decent blaze, he dug food from his saddlebags and shared it out.


  They ate in silence, Bedeckt ignoring Zukunft as she watched him through the flames. She didn’t eat so much as nibble. Bedeckt, raining crumbs upon his gut, wondered if perhaps she shared a little of Morgen’s obsession.


  When she finished, she belched happily and grinned at Bedeckt.


  “It’s getting cold,” she said, huddling her arms about her and shivering dramatically.


  “It is.”


  “This sleeping roll looks pretty thin,” she repeated.


  “It is.” It was all they could afford.


  “We could share one,” Zukunft said. “For warmth.”


  “I’m still hungry,” said Bedeckt, rising with the usual crackle of arthritic knees. “I’m going to see if I can find something to kill.” He stalked off into the night without looking back.


  “Have fun,” he heard her say, voice soft, with a hint of what might have been mocking laughter.


  Bedeckt didn’t find anything worth eating but killed something anyway. On the way back to camp he tripped and fell on the bow, snapping it.


  CHAPTER 8


  
    Ancient kings and queens—those who ruled before the rise of the Menschheit Letzte Imperium—were buried in tombs lined with gold and piled deep with jewels. Their personal guard, favoured servants, dogs and horses were buried alongside them to serve and entertain in the Afterdeath.


    Do they rule there still?


    —Geschichts Verdreher - Historian/Philosopher

  


  Morgen, the smug shite, leaned back in his chair and said, “Better grab your swords.”


  Wichtig collected his matched blades from the table and Morgen was gone. Wichtig, unwilling to show his surprise, lifted an eyebrow, glancing about the tavern. The boy might be a god, but he couldn’t resist showing off, trying to impress the man who—


  Is it a little brighter in here?


  Blinking, Wichtig turned to the bar. A man he didn’t recognize worked behind the counter. Had they changed shifts without his noticing?


  A barmaid approached his table, young and pretty, with a spattering of pale freckles beneath blue eyes. He wanted to write her eyes a poem. Her breasts too.


  “Can I get you a pint?” she asked, eyes lingering and appraising.


  Wichtig flashed his best smile, the one that melted women and made men want to smash his face. Of all his many smiles, this was by far his favourite. “Please. And your name is?”


  “Reinigen,” she said, and spun away with a flip of golden brown hair.


  She’s certainly friendlier than…Wichtig searched his memory and came up empty. Whatever her name was. Death really stole the life from some people.


  Gold hair. Blue eyes.


  Wichtig examined the other patrons in the tavern. They seemed happy, fat and prosperous.


  Something…


  Reinigen brought him a pint of amber ale with a frothing head and sat it upon the table before him. She smelled of fresh baked bread and beer and scented soap and he wanted to rut her more than he wanted to rut anything since…since he died.


  Wichtig caught her hand in his, caressed the softness of her skin with his fingertips. Lifting it to his nose he breathed deep of her scents, eyes closing in pleasure. Her hand was warm and he felt the beat of her heart.


  “Can I help you?” she asked. She made no effort to retrieve her hand.


  “You’re alive,” said Wichtig in wonder. “So alive.”


  She stared at him with those amazing blue eyes, watching as he grabbed the pint and downed it in one go.


  “Flavour,” he said, slamming the empty mug to the table. “Actual flavour!” He licked his lips. “Food. More ale.”


  She coughed politely and he realized he still held her hand.


  He released her. “Sorry. What was your name?”


  “Reinigen,” she answered.


  “Of course.”


  She left to fetch his order and Wichtig slid his fingers across the tabletop, feeling the grain of the wood. He breathed deep, enjoying the scents of a tavern common-room. Ale, sweat, cooking food, wood, and the stale breath of gods knew how many patrons past. It was beautiful, the most amazing smell. His nostrils flared at the thought of burying his face between the barmaid’s thighs and what he might scent there.


  I had no idea it was so amazing to be alive! All of this, the scents and the colours, each and every sensation, he’d taken it all for granted. Never again! He would sample and enjoy every pleasure life had to offer. Gods only know when I might die again. And death was shite.


  This time he wouldn’t squander his life chasing foolish goals.


  When the barmaid returned with a plate of food and another pint, he stuffed as much into his belly as he could manage and savoured every sip of ale. After, stomach stretched and uncomfortable, he sat back and contemplated his future. There were important things he put off doing for far too long. He needed to find his wife. Would she still be in Traurig? Probably. And Fluch, his son. He needed to see his son again, to hold the precocious little brat in his arms and smell that baby smell.


  He’s not a baby any more.


  Right. Wichtig left them almost five years ago. Fluch would be a little boy, getting into little boy trouble. Wichtig grinned at the thought. I’ll make a wonderful father. No man who hadn’t died and returned to life could bring the perspective Wichtig had to fatherhood. No more chasing dreams, no more petty crime. Morgen could stick pigs. Bedeckt might have abandoned Wichtig—and that still stung—but it didn’t matter. He was wealthy. He’d return to his family a success. His wife would have to admit he’d been right all along.


  Grinning in triumph, Wichtig reached for the pouch of coins.


  It was gone.


  “Shite,” he said. The little bastard tricked me somehow. But how, and why? He must have known Wichtig would notice the money was missing once returned to life. What then did the godling want? Did he think Wichtig would still pursue Bedeckt and kill the man? Why would he? He hadn’t been paid. It didn’t matter he’d already decided to betray the boy, that was irrelevant.


  No matter what angle Wichtig viewed it from, he couldn’t see how Morgen benefited. Unless…


  The boy must be afraid of me. He must have sent me here to stop me from doing something important in the Afterdeath. But what would Morgen expect him to do once he discovered the money missing? Did he think Wichtig would give up and go away? Did he think the Swordsman might still kill Bedeckt in hopes of payment? Would the boy pay him if he killed the old man? What about the lad’s other promises, First Sword of the Geborene and all that? Was all of it a lie?


  He’ll assume I’ll abandon the quest. That meant Morgen’s promises of wealth and fame were shite.


  Wichtig thought of Fluch and his wife. Shite. He couldn’t return now, penniless and without prospects. That would be embarrassing.


  Bedeckt. Somehow everything revolved around the old man. Wichtig would have to find him. Whether to kill him or not was a decision he’d make later. The bastard betrayed and abandoned him, but if he was wealthy, perhaps Wichtig could settle for robbing him. Or robbing and then killing.


  I should have asked Morgen more questions. Where had Bedeckt started in this reality? Had he sat right here in the tavern, or had he been returned to life while back in Neidrig? Why the hells hadn’t the boy thought to tell him this stuff? Come to think of it, could he trust anything the boy said? Yes, he decided. Morgen was a shite, but not bright enough to lie to a Gefahrgeist of Wichtig’s calibre. At least not about everything.


  Wichtig scowled at his pint mug, empty once again. Why did Bedeckt not bring me with him? Why leave me behind? His gut soured and tightened; must be something he ate. Wichtig bit his bottom lip, eyes hot and wet. How could he abandon me? Abandoning Stehlen he understood. She was a murderous Kleptic bitch. You couldn’t trust her as far as you could kick her and she was ungodly ugly to boot. If Morgen told Wichtig that Bedeckt fled the Afterdeath simply to escape Stehlen, he would have believed him.


  But Wichtig?


  I was his friend. His only friend. How many times did I save his worthless hide? And what do I get in return? Nothing. Bedeckt could have used Morgen to return them all to life. Selfish bastard!


  The barmaid returned, flashing blue eyes and an expanse of freckled thigh. She stopped at his table, placing a hand on his shoulder. “You all right?”


  He dragged his sleeve across his face in rough anger. He considered flashing his favourite smile but decided to play up the hurt angle instead. Women loved that kind of thing, they couldn’t resist nursing wounded birds.


  “Fine,” he said, being sure to let her know with the tone he was anything but.


  She rubbed his back comfortingly and he flexed so she felt the hard ridges of muscle.


  “Are you sure?” she asked.


  “A friend, an old friend, a dear old friend…” Wichtig decided to change the story. Being abandoned made him sound pathetic—as much as they loved wounded birds, women loathed weak and pathetic men. And getting all emotional about an old man seemed a little suspect. “She’s dead.” He held her with his flat grey eyes, willing her to need to comfort him. Knowing she would.


  “That’s awful! Was she—was she your wife?”


  Wichtig considered playing that angle and abandoned it. “No. Just an old friend. I came to visit. I was going to stay on her estate. I had no idea.”


  “I understand,” she said, and he knew she was already thinking about where he would spend the night. “Another ale?” she offered.


  As long as he couldn’t pay for it, he might as well. “Please. What was your name again?”


  “Reinigen,” she answered.


  “Sorry,” he said, looking forlorn. “A lot on my mind.”


  She squeezed his shoulder again before leaving and he noted the appreciative widening of her eyes as she felt his solidity.


  He was definitely going to kill Bedeckt. Not for Morgen, but for what the bastard did to him. He’d take everything the old man had and leave him dead. It’s past time he learned to respect me. I am the Greatest Swordsman in the World and he pretends he could take me in a fight. Wichtig was through allowing that insult to go unanswered. I’ll warn him before I kill him. I want him ready. I want him to know what’s coming and why. He’d play with the old goat, disarm him a few times. Bedeckt would understand how thoroughly Wichtig outclassed him in every possible way. Then, when Bedeckt lay in the dust, fat and wheezing, Wichtig would kill him.


  When the barmaid returned with his pint Wichtig was dry eyed and cold with rage. He hid that away. Emotion was weakness, one of the first lessons he learned as a child. He remembered being passed back and forth between his parents as he grew up, living with one for a few months before they tired of him and sent him back to the other. He remembered how much it hurt each and every time. He remembered the day he realized he was nothing to them beyond a means of hurting and punishing the other. He learned to master the game they only played at and worked them against each other, manipulating and twisting their emotions to his own benefit. In the end, when he sold his father’s favourite horse—a thoroughbred stallion—to buy himself a used lute, his father hadn’t even complained. The man looked sad, like he finally understood how utterly he failed at fatherhood.


  Years later, after the birth of his own son, Wichtig swore never to make his father’s mistakes. He would be a better father. As soon as he could return with wealth and fame. Maybe he could force Morgen into granting the Geborene title he promised. That would be impressive enough.


  “Was there a man here recently?” Wichtig asked the barmaid. “You’d remember him. Big. Lot’s of scars. Missing one and a half ears and two fingers. He’d have noisy knees and be lugging about a big axe.”


  She nodded, eyes wide. “Did he kill your friend?”


  Wichtig blinked and then, having already forgotten most of the story he wove a moment ago, realized what she suggested. Perfect.


  “Yes,” he said. “He killed her. I have to hunt him down. He must pay for his crimes.”


  “He was here yesterday,” she said. “Sitting right there,” she nodded at Wichtig, “In that very chair.” She bit her top lip, turning it pink. “He drank a lot. He was here with a woman.”


  A woman? Stehlen? Had Bedeckt brought Stehlen and left Wichtig behind? “Was she ungodly ugly?”


  “No. Quite the opposite.”


  Definitely not Stehlen then. “Did he say where he was going?” he asked without hope.


  She shook her head. “But he did ask what relations were like with Gottlos.”


  Gottlos. Bedeckt was returning to where all this started? Why?


  “Then I shall have to go after him,” said Wichtig, straightening in his chair and striking his best heroic pose. He heard her intake of breath.


  “He looked dangerous,” she said. “Scary.”


  “He is. But I am not worried. For I…” Wichtig paused for dramatic effect. “…am the Greatest Swordsman in the World.”


  “You’re not Kurz Ehrfürchtig,” she said.


  “Who?”


  “Kurz Ehrfürchtig. He’s the Greatest Swordsman in the World.”


  “Nonsense.”


  “He is. Everyone knows it.”


  “I’ve never heard of him,” said Wichtig.


  She shrugged, looking apologetic, which annoyed the shite out of him.


  “I’m Wichtig Lügner,” he said. “You must have heard of me.”


  Her petite nose wrinkled. “Maybe. But that was a long time ago. You can’t be him. He’d be old now, in his thirties. Anyway, I heard he died in Neidrig a decade ago.”


  “Well I did,” snapped Wichtig. “But I’m back.”


  Her eyes widened. “Back from—”


  “Back from the dead,” agreed Wichtig, wondering if he could fit this in with the rest of the horse-shite tale. He’d lost the thread almost the moment he started talking. The facts don’t matter, he reminded himself. Particularly as he hadn’t said anything factual to begin with. Honesty, he found, rarely improved a good tale. She didn’t seem to notice any inconsistencies. “I have unfinished business,” he added because that seemed like the kind of thing people back from the dead would say.


  Wichtig slammed back his pint and stood. He wobbled a little. How many had he drunk? He couldn’t remember. “This Swordsman?”


  “Kurz?”


  “Yes. Where is he?


  “He’s usually at the Fehlerhafte Turm. It’s not far from here,” she said.


  The man pretending at being the Greatest Swordsman in the World was right here in Selbsthass? Truly the gods smiled upon Wichtig. Well, maybe not all gods. Wichtig grinned at the girl. “What’s your name, my love?”


  “It’s—”


  He waved her to silence. “Where is the Fehlerhafte Turm?” he asked. When she pointed east, he said, “I’ll be back in a moment. I must regain my title.”


  Spinning, he strode from the room. With luck she wouldn’t notice he hadn’t paid until he was well clear of the inn and lost in the crowd.


  Wichtig sobered the moment he exited the Leichtes Haus.


  He glanced up and down the busy street. Bright and colourful signs advertised various shops. The sky above was an impossible deep blue reaching from horizon to horizon. Only the best weather for Selbsthass. He tested the air and, though it didn’t stink as much as most cities, he still caught the scents of horse shite, sweat, and refuse. He loved it. These people were so alive.


  He turned to the horse rail and frowned. “Where the hells is my horse?”


  Wichtig hurried into the street, putting some distance between himself and the inn.


  Stupid child. Morgen hadn’t thought to warn him his damned horse would not return with him. Thoughtless idiot. Well that was inconvenient. He’d have to purchase—Shite! He remembered he no longer possessed the pouch of gold. How the hells was he supposed to get a horse and go after Bedeckt?


  Wichtig walked, long strides carrying him away. He’d deal with the horse problem later. First he’d kill this pretender. It rankled that some up-and-comer he never heard of strutted around calling himself The Greatest.


  Had Morgen said something about time passing differently in the Afterdeath than it did in the world of the living? He couldn’t remember; he hadn’t been listening. The wee shite tended to blather on. The barmaid—whatever her name was—said he’d been dead a decade. In that kind of time his reputation might have faded.


  Might have?


  Wichtig tried to remember the name of a single swordsman from a decade ago and drew a blank. That was bad.


  “Shite-arse pig-rutting son-of-a-whore!” Years building a reputation, countless duels, and all for nothing! I’ll have to start again.


  Wichtig spotted the Fehlerhafte Turm, yet another tavern in a far too clean city where everything looked much the same. He angled toward it, thinking as he walked. If the common people no longer knew he was the Greatest Swordsman in the World, how good would he really be? Should he turn around? Maybe this wasn’t the best time to discover he was no longer—


  Wichtig stopped in the street and people cursed as they shoved past him. He ignored them. If he wasn’t the Greatest Swordsman in the World, what was he?


  Nothing.


  The day I am nothing is the day I die.


  All he had to do was kill this—damn it, he couldn’t remember the man’s name—and everyone would know, once again, Wichtig was the Greatest Swordsman in the World.


  Slamming the door open to ensure he got everyone’s attention, Wichtig strode into the tavern and struck a heroic pose. The light, he knew, would catch the red in his hair just right, glint off the iron grey of his eyes, and frame him in a cloak of chalky gold from the road dust. Too late he remembered the insane cleanliness of the streets. Annoyed, he shrugged the thought aside. A small loss. The rest of his pose would suffice.


  “A Swordsman,” drawled a well-dressed man sitting at a table surrounded by a coterie of wealthy idiots, not one of whom looked to be armed. The Swordsman, a pair of swords peeking out over his shoulders, looked lean and muscled.


  “The Swordsman,” corrected Wichtig, scowling at the man’s richly embroidered shirt and knowing how drab his own looked in comparison. He really should have stopped by a tailor first. “Are you…?” What the hells had the wench said the Swordsman’s name was?


  “Kurz Ehrfürchtig,” said the Swordsman, nodding. “In the flesh and twice as deadly.” He grinned perfect teeth and Wichtig noted the lack of scars. This then was a skilled Swordsman. “And you?” Kurz asked.


  Wichtig bowed deep, a flawless flourish of gorgeous hair backed with his favourite smile. Kurz no doubt now wanted to kill him.


  “Wichtig Lügner,” he answered, watching Kurz’s eyes for a hint of recognition and happily catching it. “Ah, I see you’ve heard of me.”


  “Heard you died kissing the arse of some Slaver in Neidrig,” said Kurz.


  Wichtig chuckled, enjoying the moment to come. “Hardly. I was slain by a god.”


  “Oh?” asked Kurz. “And which god was that?”


  Wichtig pinned the Swordsman with flat grey eyes. “Yours.” He let a slow grin of utter superiority grow as he spread his arms wide, knowing how this showed off the ropes of hard muscle. “May he strike me down if I lie.”


  The Fehlerhafte Turm drew a collective breath, waiting. Even Kurz remained still and quiet.


  “No?” asked Wichtig, rolling his shoulders and lowering his arms. “You know I speak truth,” he said, confident his Gefahrgeist need for respect would convince them. “Your god killed me and your god returned me to life.” He shrugged like it was nothing. “Sometimes special souls return from the Afterdeath,” he said, repeating Morgen’s words. “To conclude unfinished business.”


  Kurz stood, tall and lean. “You blaspheme. I shall punish you.”


  “I’m not here for a spanking,” said Wichtig. “Your god returned me so I may complete my destiny to become the Greatest Swordsman in the World. He named me First Sword of the Geborene.” It was fun not to have to lie. At least not completely. “I suggest we take this outside so as not to make a mess of this lovely floor.” Wichtig raised an eyebrow at the intricate rugs lining the room. Who the hells put rugs in a tavern? And how did it not stink of spilled ale in here?


  “Come,” said Kurz to his followers. “This shouldn’t take but a moment.”


  “Shouldn’t take but a moment?” Wichtig called over his shoulder as he exited the inn. “That’s the best you can do?” He shook his head in genuine disappointment. “In my day, back when shites like you were still in swaddling, Swordsmen knew how to have a fight.”


  “I take it a lot of talking was involved,” quipped Kurz to chuckles and guffaws from his admirers.


  “Damned right,” snapped Wichtig. “Win the crowd, win the fight. If you don’t know that, you’re already dead.” He nodded to the mob following Kurz from the tavern “And judging from the forced sound of their laughter, you’ve already lost them.” A lie, but the doubt was sown. Insecurity—and Wichtig had no doubt the Swordsman possessed plenty of that, why else would he be a Swordsman?—would do the rest.


  Unsheathing his blades, Wichtig stood relaxed and ready, waiting for Kurz. He watched as the man drew his own blades with a showy flourish and stretched and bounced around, warming up. Wichtig didn’t move. His stillness, perfect confidence, and apparent utter disregard for his opponent would do more good than any stretching.


  “Are you finished yet?” asked Wichtig when it looked like the Swordsman was about to complete his warm-up regimen. Best to capitalize on every opportunity. This way, when the man stopped, it would look like he did so out of embarrassment.


  Kurz nodded and snarled but remained quiet.


  How this idiot became the World’s Greatest Swordsman, Wichtig would never understand.


  “One last thing,” said Wichtig, holding up a hand to stall the beginning of the duel as Kurz stepped toward him, swords falling into a guard position. It would look like he hesitated, and the people might for a moment doubt him, but the punchline would be worth the risk.


  “What?” demanded Kurz, swords held at the ready lest this be some trick.


  “Do you have much coin on you?”


  “Plenty,” bragged Kurz. “More than—”


  “Good,” interrupted Wichtig. “I need to buy a horse when I’m done here.”


  Kurz attacked. At first it appeared to be a mad frenzy, but Wichtig recognized the practised patterns for what they were. This man had studied with the Verzweiflung Palace Guard, the elite who defended the bank’s inner-most treasures. Wichtig laughed. He too once whored his talents to the Verzweiflung. They named him First Sword and paid exorbitant sums. He only left because it was so damned boring and he rarely got to kill anyone. That and his wife wanted to get out of the city for some reason, move into the country.


  Wichtig circled, defending. “You’re quite good,” he said.


  Kurz grinned white teeth and feinted.


  “I think you’re better even than I am,” said Wichtig, drawing the crowd in with his admitted weakness. He’d have to play this just right. Luckily Kurz knew nothing of manipulation. The fool became the World’s Greatest Swordsman on talent alone. Poor bastard.


  Kurz followed, swords dancing that same pattern all the Verzweiflung Palace Guard learned, though admittedly faster and smoother than Wichtig had ever seen.


  “Interesting,” said Wichtig.


  “Oh?” asked Kurz, backing Wichtig away with a flurry of attacks.


  “You studied with the Verzweiflung Palace Guard.”


  “The best in the world,” said Kurz, dancing through his pattern with flawless grace.


  “Quite. Two problems.”


  “Oh?”


  And here it came, that moment when Kurz would feint with the left sword, looping it in an apparently over-reached swing while the second blade made a lightening fast stab at Wichtig’s belly. It was difficult pretending he didn’t know exactly where each attack would land. Only Kurz’s speed and skill made the deception even possible. Wichtig ignored the feint and parried the stabbing blade. With a twist of his wrist he sent that weapon skittering to the street. Ducking under the wide swing, he drove both his swords into Kurz’s torso and released them, stepping back to admire his work.


  Kurz stood, transfixed.


  “You never progressed beyond the patterns,” said Wichtig.


  Teeth gritted, Kurz stepped toward Wichtig, his remaining sword rising. Wichtig held his ground, praying the man would drop. He lifted an eyebrow in mock curiosity, like the approaching man was a passing interest and nothing more.


  “And you rely on skill,” said Wichtig, the last word dripping disgust. He tsked, shaking his head. “I am backed by the faith of the people. I am backed by my faith in myself. I am backed by the very god you worship. What is skill in the face of all this? Fool.”


  Kurz coughed a bubbling and bloody sigh and collapsed at Wichtig’s feet. Wichtig withdrew his blades as the body toppled, timing it so it looked as if the dead man simply returned them to their rightful owner.


  “I assume we are agreed that I am the Greatest Swordsman in the World?” Wichtig asked the gathered crowd.


  They nodded.


  “I think some applause is in order,” said Wichtig.


  They applauded.


  “Good. Spread the word.” He grinned, wiping his blades on Kurz’ corpse and sheathing them with a flourish. “I’m back.”


  After searching Kurz for what wealth the man carried Wichtig went in search of better clothes. He wasn’t dead and saw no reason to dress like the dead. Grey was a fine choice when everything looked grey anyway, but now he wanted something bright and colourful. Something highlighting the red in his hair and yet not distracting from his eyes. When he paid the clothier he was surprised to find his money pouch still full of Kurz’s coin.


  See what happens when you leave Stehlen behind? It was nice to not be robbed every time he had more than two coppers to rub together.


  Next he went looking for a horse. It would wipe out what coin remained, but that was fine. There would be other Swordsmen to kill. And he could always stoop to a little petty theft, should needs demand.


  Unwilling to ask for directions, he found the stables by following his nose.


  The stable-master paraded horse after horse before Wichtig and nodded in knowledgeable appreciation when the Swordsman selected a white stallion with an angry look in its eyes.


  “Strong horse,” said the stable-master. “Can run for hours.”


  Wichtig ignored the man. He chose the horse because he knew how good he looked riding the beast.


  “I’ll need everything else as well,” said Wichtig. “Saddle, everything. Long journey.”


  The stable-master grunted agreement, cast an appraising eye upon Wichtig, noting the new clothes, and disappeared into the stables. He reappeared with a gorgeous saddle and matched saddlebags, swirling designs worked into the black leather. It would look perfect on his white horse. Wichtig nodded and paid without haggling. The stable-master saddled the animal and filled one of the saddlebags with grain.


  The horse looked at Wichtig like it wanted to drag his guts free with its teeth and scatter them about the pristine cobbled road.


  “Good horsey,” said Wichtig, swinging easily onto the beast’s back.


  He rode through Selbsthass toward the southern gate, enjoying the easy roll of the horse’s shoulders beneath him. This, he decided, was a fine creature indeed. Judging from the way men and women watched him pass, he must look stunning.


  A breeze caught his hair just so.


  Wichtig reached forward to stroke the animal’s ears and snapped his hand back when it tried to remove his fingers.


  “Nice horsey,” he repeated. “I like you. You have fire.”


  He thought of Bedeckt’s monstrous black destrier. He couldn’t remember its name. The old man showered the horse with more love than he spared for his friends.


  Why does Bedeckt name his horses?


  It made no sense. Wichtig had owned so many horses he couldn’t possibly remember them all. Half the time they died in battle or fleeing a fight gone sour. Sometimes he lost them in bets, or sold them so he could eat or buy clothes. More than once he left them behind when abandoning one decaying city-state or another because, yet again, one of Bedeckt’s plans went to shite.


  It was strange how Bedeckt grew attached to beasts of burden but was an utter shite to his friends.


  I wonder what the old goat gets out of it? It must be something. Bedeckt was as mercenary a man as Wichtig ever met.


  “I’m going to name you,” Wichtig told his horse, curious to see if he’d get whatever Bedeckt got out of the strange deal. Would he become emotional about the beast, needing to feed it apples at every opportunity? He couldn’t imagine that happening. Maybe the horse would become more agreeable if Wichtig pretended he cared what happened to it.


  “I’ll call you Ärgerlich,” Wichtig said, naming the beast after a poet he knew back in Traurig.


  Ärgerlich ignored him.


  CHAPTER 9


  
    Before the Menschheit Letzte Imperium there were thousands of gods. Every copse of trees had its own Ascended spirit jealously guarding its patch. Every pond held some mad demigod. It was a world of numen. When the Menschheit Letzte Imperium united mankind under one rule there was but one religion, the Wahnvorstellung. With the fall of the Imperium that religion changed and fragmented over the ensuing millennia. Three thousand years ago we had twenty gods and now we have hundreds. And the number is growing.


    How can this not signify our descent?


    —Geschichts Verdreher - Historian/Philosopher

  


  Stehlen sat in the Leichtes Haus, holding hands with Lebendig. Morgen disappeared and she knew immediately she was alive. She felt different, like somehow death removed many of life’s pressures. What was the point of worrying when you were already dead? Looking back, she couldn’t decide what really changed. When dead she still needed money and food. She still felt the night’s cold and the warmth of her lover. Sure everything may have been a bit faded, a little grey, but she couldn’t find much separating death from life.


  She glanced about the tavern. The dead—her dead—were gone. This Leichtes Haus was populated by happy people in bright and clean clothes. And too much sticking white. Stehlen felt drab and filthy in comparison, grey and grotty. She wanted to kill them, splash the tavern in her colours, the screaming sanguine of chaos and bloody violence.


  Really? What are you going to do, rush out and buy some bright clothing? That was the kind of mindless self-absorbed shite Wichtig did.


  Lebendig gave her hand a squeeze and Stehlen flashed a quick smile. Her lover’s skin felt warmer than it had in the Afterdeath.


  Stehlen’s smile died when she noted Lebendig’s look of confused uncertainty. Wanting to ask what was wrong but unable to frame the question in a way that didn’t sound desperately pathetic, Stehlen remained quiet.


  What are you afraid of? If anyone says anything, I’ll gut them on the spot. Escaping the Afterdeath changed nothing. Anyone mocking her happiness—anyone poking at her choices—would die. Painfully.


  Stehlen squeezed Lebendig’s hand in reassurance. The big woman was death with her swords and yet retained a softness Stehlen would forever love and never understand.


  Lebendig offered a distracted smile of her own.


  “I don’t see the World’s Greatest Moron anywhere,” said Stehlen, hoping this would move them back to safer ground. She flared her nostrils, tasting the air. The Afterdeath may have been a pale imitation of life, leached of colour and flavour, but life stank. “I thought we’d find him chatting up a barmaid.”


  “Morgen said time was different here,” pointed out Lebendig.


  Stehlen nodded. “I wonder how much of a head start he has.” She and Lebendig sat with Morgen moments after Wichtig’s departure.


  A pretty barmaid with blue eyes appeared at their table and Stehlen hated her. “Can I—”


  “Piss off,” said Stehlen.


  “Wait,” said Lebendig, reaching out to catch the girl’s arm.


  The barmaid, having no other option, stopped. “Yes?”


  “Was there a man here recently?” Lebendig asked. “You’d remember him, he’s prettier even than you.” She released the barmaid’s arm.


  The girl blushed and Stehlen wanted to drain the blood from her rendering such pretty blushing impossible.


  “He was here yesterday,” said the barmaid. “Sitting right where you are.”


  Lebendig withdrew a coin from her pouch and rolled it deftly across the knuckles of her thick fingers. “Did he say anything?” she asked, catching the coin between thumb and forefinger and holding it aloft.


  The girl nodded, eyes locked on the coin. “Said he was the Greatest Swordsman in the World.”


  “Oh that shite again,” snarled Stehlen. The idiot would never give up his quest. Not even death would stop the fool.


  “He said he was going to Gottlos,” the barmaid added, turning her pert nose up at Stehlen. “He said he was going to hunt down the man who killed his friend.”


  “Killed his—” Stehlen laughed, a dank nasal honk. “Let me guess, he’s chasing an old man with lots of scars and maybe half an ear. If he hasn’t lost that too.”


  The girl nodded, licking her lips and eyeing the coin. “He left without paying and his meal and drinks came out of my pay.”


  “Typical,” snorted Stehlen.


  Lebendig merely watched the barmaid, waiting.


  The girl frowned a pretty frown not even wrinkling her forehead as she desperately searched her memory. “He went after Kurz Ehrfürchtig, the Greatest Swordsman in—”


  “Please tell me this Kurz killed the idiot,” said Stehlen.


  The girl shook her head, hair swishing about slim shoulders. Stehlen wanted to touch it, to bury her face in the soft curve of neck and breathe deep her warmth. Feeling her own face flush with warmth, she pushed the thought away with a sour pang of guilt. Noticing a pink scarf partially concealed beneath the girl’s collar, Stehlen knew a very different hunger. She avoided looking to see if Lebendig noticed.


  “He killed Kurz,” said the barmaid. “Everyone is talking about it.”


  “Shite,” swore Stehlen. “Anything else?”


  Small fists clenched, the barmaid’s eyes turned, pleading, to Lebendig. “He said he was Wichtig Lügner. I know that name. He used to be the Greatest—”


  “Yes, yes, we know,” said Stehlen. “Anything useful?”


  “Everyone is saying he is Wichtig, returned from the dead.”


  “That’s hardly—”


  Lebendig handed the barmaid the coin and sent her off with a nod.


  “What did you pay her for?” demanded Stehlen, still angry with herself.


  Lebendig shrugged. “She needed it more than we.”


  “What the hells does that have to do with anything?”


  Lebendig shrugged again and gave her that smile she saved for those moments when she thought Stehlen had done something cute.


  Pretty sticking rare smile, thought Stehlen. Still, it warmed her. Even if she didn’t understand it.


  Stehlen and Lebendig split up. The Swordswoman, with the money Stehlen somehow managed not to steal from her, going in search of horses and the Kleptic asking around to be sure Wichtig went south toward Gottlos. They agreed to meet at the southern gate.


  Following the Swordsman’s route through the city was easy. The idiot made a point of stopping often to brag and tell everyone who and what he was. The fop stood out in a crowd of fops. Bedeckt was more difficult to trace, but Stehlen wasn’t worried. Wichtig would lead her straight to the old man.


  Once she was sure Lebendig had left the Leichtes Haus, Stehlen returned. She relieved the pretty barmaid of her scarf and everything else, leaving the common room floor slick with blood. Half a dozen patrons and the bartender shared the girl’s fate. Best that no one lived to describe the two women or pass along their interest in Wichtig or what they learned of his destination.


  Morgen sent Wichtig to kill Bedeckt and herself to kill them both. She saw no reason to believe he wouldn’t send someone else after her. It’s what she’d do, were she the kind of pathetic worm who didn’t do her own killing.


  Noticing the monstrous wall this Selbsthass had—which the one in the Afterdeath lacked— Stehlen put it down to the difference in time. Here they had ten years to build the thing. That they spent the time doing just that spoke volumes of their insecurity.


  Stehlen made sure the pink scarf was tucked well out of sight before meeting Lebendig at the gate. The Swordswoman had an uncanny knack for noticing things Stehlen preferred hidden.


  The two women rode south. The Swordswoman—always laconic—even quieter than usual, answering Stehlen’s attempts at conversation in grunts and abrupt gestures.


  What the hells is wrong with her? Had she seen the scarf? Was she angry with Stehlen for killing everyone in the tavern? I did what had to be done. She wanted to explain but what if it was something entirely different bothering the big woman?


  Stehlen wanted to reach out and touch Lebendig, to hold her hand, but couldn’t bring herself to chance rejection. Instead she made one more attempt at conversation.


  “Bedeckt always named his damned horses. He had this big brooding brute of a war horse he called Launisch.” Stehlen laughed, a forced snort. “He always talked to it when he thought no one was listening. Idiot.”


  “Named mine Ross,” said Lebendig, stroking the animal’s neck.


  Stehlen watched Lebendig ignore her for half a mile, wondering what to make of that. The woman seemed neither angry nor tense, just distant, lost in thought.


  Gods, why do I always fall for the thoughtful types? In her experience, introspection led only to misery.


  Stehlen glared at the back of her own horse’s head and its ears twitched like it thought she was about to tear them off. It was an ornery and ill-tempered beast, always eyeing her with distrust. She had shite luck with horses. Hers were always irritable creatures, prone to violence and likely to make a dash for freedom if she didn’t tether them to something solid.


  Why would I name this stupid beast?


  She remembered Bedeckt asking her to fetch Launisch apples and make sure the horse was properly brushed and groomed. That alone was worth killing him for.


  He treated that damned horse better than he treated me and I— She couldn’t even think the word love, much less say it aloud.


  She added that hurt to the ever-growing list.


  CHAPTER 10


  
    A thousand times the city-states came against us, and a thousand times we threw them back. They say this like it was our great victory. It was not. We now speak their harsh tongue, our own long forgotten. Our children run away, seeking adventure in stone cities. Where once we chose the sane to lead us, we now mimic the madness of the city-states. They won this war a thousand years ago.


    —Weisheit, War Chief of the GrasMeer Krähe tribe

  


  Erdbehüter, Geborene priestess and living embodiment of the will of the Mother Earth, sat at her fire, warming her hands. She watched Ungeist flail about with his tent. The incompetent tit still hadn’t managed to erect it. She preferred to sleep under the sky as the Earth Spirit intended.


  The moment they left the city walls Drache twisted into her dragon form and hadn’t been seen since. With any luck they’d never see her again. It bothered Erdbehüter that the dragon, soaring high above the clouds, was beyond her reach. Of course it was only a matter of time before the deranged bitch tipped over the Pinnacle, never to retake her human shape. She’d be an animal and Mother Earth had nothing but love for her many creatures. Even those born of madness. Humans, however, were a curse on the Mother’s flesh, a devouring rot.


  Erdbehüter tossed a few more branches on her fire. She examined Ungeist through the flames. Though short, he was a tight-wound bundle of muscle. They’d been together for a while, almost a year, before she realized how incompatible their desires were. Their similarities bound them together—they both loathed humanity—but their differences were too great to ignore. Ungeist had no love of the earth. He didn’t understand that while people might be infected with inner demons, they were themselves an infection. But what really ended their dalliance was the way Ungeist acted like he owned her. And she went along with it, without noticing, for most of a year. It was an insidious type of slavery, happily abandoning one’s choices to another. Letting him decide everything was so easy.


  She thought back to her childhood on the north-eastern edge of the GrasMeer. Hexe, the old wise woman, wrinkled and collapsing in on herself like a plum left too long in the sun, selected Erdbehüter to be her successor. The tribe celebrated for a week, feeding and waiting on Erdbehüter’s every need. They told her that, when she came of age, she’d have her pick of the tribe’s young men. Tapfer’s broad shoulders and flowing black hair would be hers. She’d never hunt or butcher meat unless she wanted to. The tribe would pitch her tent every night, bringing her wood and lighting her fire. All the world’s wisdom would be passed to her from Hexe. She’d lead the tribe, settle all differences. Her word would be law.


  And then they stripped her naked and buried her up to her neck in the hard soil of the grass plains.


  She remembered Hexe crouching before her. The old woman stank of sweat and dirt and horses, her beady eyes sunk so far back in her wrinkled cheeks Erdbehüter had to assume they were actually there.


  “And now we must break you,” the crone said.


  “Why?” asked eleven year-old Erdbehüter.


  “You’re already cracked,” said Hexe. “I see it in your eyes. That’s why I chose you. But we must break you open.” She tapped a wizened finger against Erdbehüter’s forehead, between her eyes. “You’re trapped in here.”


  An ant crawled up Erdbehüter’s neck and she imagined snakes, long and dry, coiling about her limbs beneath the soil. “How long will it take?” She felt pride at how little her voice shook.


  “As long as it takes.”


  “I’m not scared,” she said, hoping to impress Hexe.


  “Then you’re a fool,” said the old woman. “This will scar you to your last day.” Hexe stood then, grunting as her ancient knees creaked. She left without another word.


  For a week they fed her sips of water—barely enough to keep her alive in the GrasMeer sun—and she ate whatever insects came within range of her mouth. Otherwise, the tribe ignored her. People she grew up with walked past without so much as a glance, no matter how she begged. She would not exist until the trial broke her mind and they dug her out.


  Early in the second week she pretended to lose her mind, babbling and drooling what little spit she had. She ranted random thoughts, screaming them as loud as her parched throat allowed. Hexe stood over her, watching for half a dozen heart beats, before grunting and wandering away. Somehow the old woman knew.


  Two days later she thought some burrowing creature found her toes and was devouring them. She screamed and screamed and was ignored. Eventually her voice gave out and she screamed in silence. Something with a thousand thousand legs crawled circles under her hair as if deciding where to lay its eggs in her flesh.


  Late one evening, near the end of the third week, Mother Earth spoke. It told her of the days before it became infected with humanity. It spoke of strange and ancient creatures, less than myths for ten thousand generations of man. It said mankind hunted them to extinction, decimating the great forests, and crushing the world beneath worked stone.


  As her tribe lay sleeping, the spirit of the world gave her purpose. Erdbehüter would be the voice of earth and stone. She would command the bones of the world. Humanity was an infection and Erdbehüter would scrape it from the flesh of the Mother.


  That night she dreamed of rocks pushing up from the unforgiving soil of the GrasMeer. Boulders, larger than the biggest tent, tore free and rolled screaming through the centre of her tribe’s temporary village. Later, when peace and silence once again claimed the air, she knew this was what the world was supposed to be. No one spoke. No one planned for tomorrow or worried about yesterday. The stars spun overhead, looking down upon an earth free of disease.


  Erdbehüter slept then.


  She woke as the earth pushed her free, gave birth to her, spilled her from a warm womb of maggots and damp soil. Nothing remained of her tribe, no hint humans polluted this hill. The horses’ corral had been sundered, splintered wood littering the ground. The beasts, still in tune with the spirit that birthed them, were untouched.


  She’d taken a horse, ridden it north toward the city-states. Starting where the infection ran unchecked made sense. She would call the forth the bones of the earth, crush the works of man, return the world to its natural state. Somewhere south of Abgeleitete Leute, she fell afoul of a Slaver-type Gefahrgeist. She travelled with the band of enslaved followers for months before the motley group caught the attention of a newly Ascended god. Morgen burned the Slaver to ash—he had an unmistakable hatred for the breed—and those few who survived his cleansing fires joined the ranks of the Geborene Damonen. The godling took a special interest in Erdbehüter, brought her under his wing. He told her of his plans for a perfect world, showed her how it was one and the same as the world the earth spoke of.


  “Humans are lost animals,” he said, and she saw the absolute rightness of his words. “With your help I will make them perfect animals.”


  She gave herself to him then, promised her soul and all she was to his service. Sometimes she even thought she did it of her own free will.


  “Rutting tent!” Ungeist kicked the heaped pile of fabric, glowering at the mess. His listless hair, usually combed forward to hide his receding hairline, hung limp and greasy.


  Poles jutted at random angles, and the tent looked to be upside-down. The armpits of his white robes were stained yellow with sour sweat. He glanced at her through the fire and she saw what he was thinking.


  “No,” she said.


  He moved closer, sitting just beyond arm’s reach. “No what?”


  “No to everything.”


  He raised an eyebrow, giving her that hooded look she’d fallen for. “No to—”


  “I’m not erecting your tent for you.”


  “How about erecting—”


  “No. We’re not sharing a sleeping roll.”


  “But it’s the most natural thing for a man and a woman to do.” He gestured at the night sky, bright stars stabbing holes in darkness. “We are animals. We must give in to the urges of animals. Otherwise…” He left the rest unsaid, a challenge to her beliefs.


  He knows me too well. He had a talent for talking his way between her thighs. While not a Gefahrgeist, he was still a skilled manipulator. All part of being a priest. Ungeist often travelled and proselytized, spreading the word. She wondered if he really believed or only served Morgen because it suited him.


  “There is a stone about the size of your horse buried in the soil beneath your arse,” she said.


  He glanced down, rubbed at the dirt with his fingers. “No need to—”


  “If you try and touch me it will squish you like the bug you are.”


  Ungeist nodded, glanced back at the ruin of his tent. “Were did we go wrong? I thought we were happy.”


  “You were happy,” she said. “You decided everything for us. We always did what you wanted. I followed.”


  He shrugged. “In every relationship someone must lead. You never seemed interested in leading. Don’t be angry at me that you are a born follower.”


  “I’m not,” she said, keeping her calm. “Many times I tried to take the lead but you ignored me.”


  “You weren’t forceful enough.” He shook his head. “Too quiet. You want me to lead.”


  “I do not.”


  “Every herd has its alpha. At the top of every flock and pride and school is a single animal.” Ungeist met her eyes and much as she hated to admit it, part of her wanted to rut him beneath the stars. “It’s natural,” he said. “It’s right.” He tilted his head to one side and offered the slightest shrug of apology as if to soften his words. “But you are not that animal.”


  “The earth speaks to me, tells me of its need. My work leaves no room for following a man.”


  “And Morgen?”


  “He’s a god.” She couldn’t quite explain how the Geborene godling was different. His purpose was hers. Though it never said as much, somehow she was sure the earth wanted her to follow him. Or had he told her that?


  Shuffling closer, Ungeist reached for her thigh.


  He never listens. Everything she said went through him like a fish through water. “Squish,” she said, pinching thumb to forefinger. “Like a bug.”


  The earth beneath him heaved and Ungeist ceased his advance, frowning in petulant annoyance. He glanced at the horses tethered nearby. Their eyes rolled as they looked skyward.


  “Drache must be up there,” he said. “She scares them.”


  She scares me too. Drache was the perfect animal, a flawless killer. In her dragon form, no hint of morality or human emotion tainted her.


  “I’ll mount you like a stallion,” Ungeist said. “You know how much you enjoy that. We’ll rut like animals in the filth. We’ll bite and scream and claw.” He shuffled closer. “Drache can watch.”


  A terrible wind flattened them both to the earth and scattered Erdbehüter’s fire, blowing bright embers everywhere. One of the horses screamed as claws the length of short swords sank into its flank and dragged it kicking and thrashing into the sky. The two remaining horses tore their tethers free and bolted into the night.


  “Shite,” whispered Ungeist from where he curled in a desperate attempt to make himself a smaller target.


  A fine mist of warm blood rained down upon them, staining their white Geborene robes red. Chunks of something sodden fell nearby.


  Ungeist tore his gaze from the sky. “We’ll find the other horses in the morning,” he said, pawing at his eyes to wipe them clean. It sounded like an order rather than a suggestion.


  “No,” she said. “Drache would only eat them.” A trickle of horse gore ran from her hairline and past her right eye like a sanguine tear. She touched her face and found it slick. Her fingers came away crimson and warm with spilled life.


  The embers Drache’s wings scattered about their camp caught and Ungeist’s tent went up with a roar.


  The man flinched, suddenly lit orange in flickering flames. “Shite!” Attention jumping from the inky sky above to the inferno of his tent, he looked lost. Scared.


  I like him better this way.


  It wasn’t an urge to protect or mother, but rather the desire to take advantage of him in his weakened state. Could she keep him like this, keep him in a state of nervous terror? With Drache above, it shouldn’t be too difficult.


  “I’ve changed my mind,” Erdbehüter told Ungeist. “I am going to rut you.”


  He glanced at her, lips moving as if struggling to make words. “Are you mad?” He gestured at the sky. “She’s up there. She might…she could…at any time…” He waved his hands miming being torn from the earth, “Whoosh! You’re gone!”


  There are worse ways to die than feeding the perfect predator. Erdbehüter smacked the ground at her side and found it a bloody mud. “I’m going to rut you in the muck. I’ll be on top.”


  Desire got the better of him and he moved closer, his eyes already taking on that measuring look he wore when trying to decide how to win.


  “And if you try and control this,” she said. “Squish. Like a bug. You’ll do what I want when I want.”


  He swallowed and nodded and she knew he was trying to convince himself he won. She didn’t care. This wasn’t about him.


  Later, as Erdbehüter rode Ungeist like only a woman from the GrasMeer can ride a man, grinding and screaming and clawing at his chest, Drache dropped the remains of the horse close enough to shower them with steaming guts. It wasn’t until morning that Erdbehüter wondered whether the Therianthrope tried to kill them.


  CHAPTER 11


  
    The philosophers study this responsive reality, muse at its underpinnings, admire the laws governing insanity. They don’t dig deep enough. If reality is delusion, everything is an illusion. We are not what we think we are.


    Flesh and bone are myths, constructs of delusion. Are they our constructs, or the products of the reality in which we exist? Is this it, or is there something beyond, some greater truth?


    What all seem to ignore is the laws which aren’t laws, those axioms which define our world and yet are mutable, susceptible to delusion. Objects fall downward, drawn toward the centre of the universe, their natural place. Everyone knows this. And yet, a single powerful Geisteskranken can change this fact, if just for a moment. When the Geisteskranken dies, or leaves the area, objects return to their natural behaviour. Is this a reality reasserting itself, or the beliefs of the masses once again defining local laws? I have attempted to study the phenomenon but my own existence taints the very reality I wish to study.


    It’s circular.


    We are doomed to ignorance.


    —Vorstellung - Natural Philosopher

  


  Bedeckt rode east. A cold wind blew from the north, presaging colder days ahead. Zukunft trailed behind, huddled in a shawl as if winter had already arrived.


  She’d looked into her mirror that morning, asked questions and sat in silence, skirt hiked to expose the shapely thighs of her crossed legs. Sometimes she nodded as if listening and her face moved through an array of expressions. Bedeckt paced circles around her, trying to look at everything else.


  Finally, she muttered something under her breath and stuffed the mirror back in its bag with angry, jerky movements.


  “What?” he demanded.


  “Nothing,” she answered.


  Since then she’d been quiet and uncommunicative.


  Bedeckt didn’t like it. What had she seen? Why wouldn’t she tell him?


  If we get there and the damned boy is dead… Bedeckt pushed the pace and Zukunft followed without complaint.


  The clouds, which appeared on the previous evening, darkened, became heavy and pregnant with the threat of rain.


  “I hate the rain,” said Bedeckt, and Arsehole grumbled agreement, ears flicking.


  Zukunft, who spent most of the night complaining of how cold she was, shrugged and said nothing, hiding deeper in her shawl.


  The sky was a smear of rotting iron. Time ceased to have meaning as the sun and all hints as to its location disappeared. Though he felt sure it couldn’t have been much past noon, it looked and felt more like early evening. Hunching forward in the saddle, he tried to shield himself from the wind clawing away all warmth.


  This is shite. I should be in a warm tavern with a warm woman—he shoved away the thought of Zukunft unclothed—and plenty of ale. He felt old and the cold seeped through his clothes and deep into his bones. I am old. If he gave up this life of violence, ate well and drank less ale, he could expect what, another fifteen years before he once again found himself in the Afterdeath? Fifteen years. That was nothing. The last decade was a blur of violence and petty crime, whores and ale. Gods, he felt like he’d been forty just yesterday.


  And if you gave up this life, what then?


  What would he do? He had no craft, no skills beyond brutality. Could he purchase a stable of whores and find someone to run the business for him?


  With what? You’re broke. Again. As always. This time he didn’t have Stehlen to blame.


  “We’re close,” said Zukunft.


  Bedeckt blinked, again aware of his surroundings, and reined Arsehole to a stop. With Launisch he’d have achieved the same result with a subtle squeeze of both knees, but this animal was not trained to such cues. Gods, he missed that horse.


  They followed a trail left by the caravans travelling between Selbsthass and Grunlugen. A sparse forest of towering trees, their leaves showing the first blush of fall, clung to the rolling landscape. Beneath the trees tangles of gorse and nettles made do with what light they received. Ahead the land rolled into a valley where some unnamed river flowed south to meet with the Flussrand. Bedeckt travelled this route before, but not in decades. Hopefully the bridge crossing that river still stood. With the Geborene becoming militant and threatening holy war with their neighbours, he wouldn’t be surprised if someone had sunk it.


  “How close?” he asked, whispering.


  “Close.”


  Bedeckt listened. He heard nothing above the usual sounds of the wild, birds and animals going about their daily business of killing and eating and rutting. If there was a family being murdered nearby, they were awfully quiet about it.


  “Are we early?” he asked. “Did we get here first?”


  Zukunft drew her mirror out and stared into it. Scowling, she shrugged.


  Gods-damned useless Geisteskranken.


  Bedeckt examined their surroundings. There were too many hiding places for his liking. If the Täuschung priests saw them coming, they could be lurking behind heavy shrubbery or even watching from up a tree. His back itched with the feel of watching eyes. Did someone have him in the sights of their crossbow? Sliding from the saddle, Bedeckt crouched low, trying to make himself a smaller target.


  Want to be a smaller target, try being less fat.


  Zukunft remained mounted and he hissed, gesturing for her to dismount. If she brought him here so she could get killed, he’d kill her.


  The forest remained quiet, but not too quiet. Were there men lurking about, it should be quieter. Bedeckt eased his axe from where it hung over his back and handed Arsehole’s reins to Zukunft.


  “Stay,” he said.


  She nodded, eyes wide.


  Still crouching, Bedeckt crept forward. His knees groaned complaint. Off to his left, the land sloped down and he followed, looking at the shrubs, darting glances up into the trees, and examining the dirt path. He saw no fresh tracks. No one had come this way in some time. He couldn’t decide if that was good or bad.


  I should hear something. The Täuschung. The family. Anything. Was the Mirrorist wrong? Were they in the wrong place or had the delusional wench misunderstood whatever she saw in her mirror?


  And then he smelled it, the all too familiar stench of torn flesh and opened guts. They weren’t early, they hadn’t arrived before the family or the murderous Täuschung. They were too late.


  Bedeckt followed the razor tang of blood, no longer concerned with ambush. He found the family at the bottom of the valley, the husband bound to a tree by his own intestines. The wife he found staked to the ground, crudely hewn stakes driven through her wrists and into the hard earth beneath. Her legs were spread wide, ankles lashed to two more stakes. Pale skin shone white where not smeared with mire and blood or darkened with mottled bruises. Her clothes, slashed away, lay in a crumpled heap. She glistened, flesh damp with dew. In the centre of the clearing sat a sodden ash-pit, all that remained of a long dead fire. The Täuschung took their time here, stayed the night. The wreckage of their revelries, no doubt the meagre possessions of this family, were strewn about as if scattered by an enraged child.


  Bedeckt’s skull throbbed. His chest tightened, each exhalation a snarl ground out between clenched teeth. His hand gripped the axe.


  He surveyed the shattered camp. He saw where the Täuschung slept, exhausted from their evening’s entertainment. He saw the tracks where they left the next morning, returning east.


  They followed these people for this, he realized. Gods-damned religions. He wanted to crush every fool without the strength of character to turn their back on the endless pantheons of mad Ascended. What could they possibly believe that justified this? Even Bedeckt, with his short list, wouldn’t have done this. Sure, he’d steal. Kill even, should the need arise. But this was senseless, wanton destruction and torture for no purpose beyond savage pleasure.


  Bedeckt heard Zukunft approach, leading the horses. She gasped as she entered the clearing, a small sound of appalled terror and revulsion. He ignored her, pacing a wide circle around the remains of the fire. Finding the torn and bloodied clothes of a child of no more than a dozen years, he stopped.


  Where’s the boy?


  Spotting an area of dirt broken by signs of a struggle, he saw small foot prints heading off into the forest. Larger, booted prints followed.


  “Where’s the boy?” Zukunft asked, voice shivering.


  Bedeckt said nothing, following the tracks. He heard her trail along behind.


  It didn’t take long to find the boy. He hadn’t made it far. His pursuers caught him no more than a few hundred strides from the camp and finished their grizzly work. Each of his fingers were broken and stuck out at impossible angles. Each joint, his elbows, knees, shoulders, and wrists, were bent until the bones popped. They used him, repeatedly and viciously. He looked exactly like Morgen when the Slaver’s drones tortured him.


  This looks staged. Why would anyone do that?


  Bedeckt’s stomach churned. A low, rabid snarl filled his skull. His vision pulsed in and out of focus, a sanguine curtain of rage slamming each thought to numb stupidity.


  Behind him, Zukunft collapsed to the forest floor, weeping, face pressed into her hands.


  “Get up,” he said. “We’re going.”


  When she didn’t rise he lifted her and carried her back to the horses, cradling her against his chest so she wouldn’t see and knowing she’d already seen. He boosted her into the saddle, placed the reins in unresponsive hands. He collected her shawl from where it fell unheeded in the dirt and placed it over her shoulders.


  “We were too late,” she said, voice flat. “Not even close. Why did she show me this?”


  “Doesn’t matter,” said Bedeckt, mounting his own horse.


  Eyes staring, she muttered what sounded like some sort of prayer under her breath. She reached for her saddlebags, pawing ineffectually at the bindings. Bedeckt stopped her.


  “I need to know,” she said. “I need to ask why.”


  “Later,” said Bedeckt. “We’re going.”


  She nodded, her hands falling loose at her sides. “Unbrauchbar,” she said.


  “No,” said Bedeckt. “We’re going east.”


  She turned, eyes searching his face. “Why?”


  Lightning lit the sky with a deafening crack and the heavens vomited torrents of wind-driven rain.


  “I’m going to kill them.”


  CHAPTER 12


  
    The Reflection, trapped in the mirror, watches and waits for the Mirrorist’s fall. When the Geisteskranken finally reaches the Pinnacle, the Reflection steps from the mirror, becoming real and taking the Mirrorist’s place. Most often the Mirrorist is then trapped in the mirror, themselves becoming a Reflection awaiting the fall of the Mirrorist.


    If they may change places back and forth so readily, is either ever truly real?


    —Langsam Brechen - Philosopher

  


  As the sun set to the west, Wichtig reined Ärgerlich to a halt to watch. He hadn’t been dead long, but he missed the beauty of a good sunset. The horse, lacking the soul of a poet, ignored the scene and nibbled at the lush grass between its front hooves.


  Not that this is a particularly good sunset.


  The sun slumped behind the horizon like a fat man sinking into an over-padded bed, arse flattening and spreading as it sank from sight.


  The temperature dropped quickly and Wichtig soon regretted not spending the remaining dregs of daylight in search of wood and kindling. Though well within the borders of Selbsthass, and thus in an entirely civilized landscape, Wichtig hated the night. Particularly beyond the confines of a city. Particularly when alone.


  As he searched what passed for a forest—little more than a copse of manicured looking trees growing in impossibly neat rows—for firewood, he realized he forgot to buy a sleeping roll or blanket. Once he got the fire lit, he realized he also forgot to pack much in the way of food. Like the sleeping roll and blanket, that too was with the horse he left in the Afterdeath.


  Not that it mattered. After having purchased the clothes and new horse, little remained of Kurz’s money. He couldn’t have purchased much more than a few meagre supplies anyway. Though he did wish he had thought to do that.


  Wichtig cursed Morgen. What was the little shite up to, offering wealth and fame and privilege and stealing it back before returning him to life? Could it be that what you carried from life to the Afterdeath didn’t necessarily make the return trip? Maybe the godling brat assumed the money would stay with Wichtig and, for whatever reason, it hadn’t. Wichtig thought about his swords. He acquired them both in the Afterdeath and they made the trip. Why would gold be different?


  If the old gods were an unknowable mystery, aloof and distant, the new ones weren’t much better.


  Huddled close to the fire, Wichtig wrapped himself in Ärgerlich’s blanket. It smelled like horse arse sweat but was better than spending the night shivering and waking with a sniffle. Wichtig wrinkled his nose in distaste. Sick people were disgusting. The horse glared barbs of hatred in his direction and he ignored it.


  The sounds of the night grew in volume. Something made a whistling scree scree noise while something else whined and snuffled, sounding like it was trying to claw free of deep mud. Trees groaned and creaked like Bedeckt’s knees, moaning like old men.


  Sticking forests.


  Maybe he should saddle the horse and push on, try and find a town. Somewhere with a bed and food and ale and women. He’d been this way before but couldn’t remember there being much in the way of towns. Somewhere south ran the Flussrand River, dividing Gottlos and Selbsthass. He remembered there being a tower or garrison there, though he couldn’t recall which side of the river it was on. Too far away, he decided. The river was at least a day’s ride from here and he didn’t relish the thought of spending an entire night and day more in the saddle. Beautiful as it might be, the damned thing was uncomfortable. His nethers felt like Stehlen spent the last eight hours kicking them. Did Bedeckt feel like this after rutting her in that alley in Neidrig?


  Wichtig hoped so.


  A cold misting of rain fell, glistening on the horse blanket like tiny jewels. He grinned at Ärgerlich’s scornful regard until the rain soaked through the blanket and set his teeth chattering.


  Sticking forests.


  Throwing more damp wood on the fire, he shuffled closer. He hadn’t slept beyond the comforting walls of a tavern since— Since that lying shite of a god brat killed me.


  Wichtig remembered the icy thrust of steel sliding deep into his guts as Morgen stabbed him over and over. He still owed the boy for that. Returning Wichtig to life hardly made them even. Someday the boy would suffer. And if he thought he could use Wichtig and then renege on his promises of wealth and fame, he was damned well wrong.


  Wichtig grinned a feral snarl at the fire. I’ll get what’s mine, or he’ll get what’s his.


  Maybe both.


  The little god-boy will never manipulate me. Could never outsmart me.


  Wichtig laughed, a grunt which turned into a chest-racking cough. Shite, no. He was too good looking to get sick.


  Pulling the stinking horse blanket tighter, he curled into a foetal ball and slept.


  Wichtig awoke to the snake hiss of steel on leather. A young man knelt over him, a knife, blade bright and sharp, clutched in his fist. Reddish brown hair fell about the youth’s shoulders. The lad grinned rage, his teeth straight and white and perfect. Struggling to free his arms, Wichtig found himself trapped, wrapped tight in the damnable horse blanket. Memories of awakening to find Morgen crouched over him, one of Stehlen’s vicious knives clutched in a shaking fist, froze him more effectively than any bad weather could. This young man’s fist didn’t shake.


  “Five years,” said the youth. He couldn’t be much more than fifteen years old.


  Wichtig licked his lips. He didn’t stab me right away. Either he’s an idiot, or he wants something. He thought about it. Or both, he decided. “Five?” he asked.


  The young man nodded, flat grey eyes pinning Wichtig. “Five years I have hunted you.”


  Hunted? That sounded bad. Wichtig tried to shrug apologetically but the horse blanket allowed him little freedom of movement. “Sorry. I’ve been dead.”


  The lad wasn’t impressed. “Soon you’ll be dead again.”


  “I don’t seem to have much luck with children,” said Wichtig, stalling and trying to figure out why the youth looked so damned familiar.


  “Maybe you should stop abandoning them.”


  Abandoning? “What are you talking about?”


  The boy leaned close. His breath stunk like death. “You left us. Coward.”


  “Left you? Look, boy, if I bedded your mother in some alley and you’re my get, fine. I didn’t know you existed. I didn’t abandon you. Whatever you think, whatever your whore mother—”


  The boy stabbed him Not deep, but deep enough to cut his words off in a sob of pain. Nostrils flared, the young man leaned in as if to inhale his torment. He twisted the knife, drawing a ragged gasp from Wichtig.


  “You know who I am,” said the boy.


  The tip of the knife still embedded in his flesh, Wichtig ground his teeth against the agony. He stared up at the handsome face above him. Perfect hair. Straight teeth. Broad shoulders. The youth looked like—


  Wichtig remembered Morgen saying time was different in the Afterdeath. He remembered the barmaid in the Leichtes Haus saying she heard he died a decade ago.


  “Fluch?” Wichtig asked. “I was on my way to you. I’m coming home.”


  “Traurig is east of here, not south,” said Fluch twisting the knife and easing it deeper.


  Wichtig, trapped and wrapped tight, unable to escape the agony, moaned. “There are things I have to do first,” he said. “Unfinished business. And then I’m coming straight home. Your mother—”


  “She’s dead. Died two years ago.” Again the knife twisted, probing deeper.


  Wichtig craned his neck, seeing Ärgerlich and wondering if he could get the horse to do something to distract the boy. Ärgerlich didn’t even seem to notice Wichtig was being stabbed. Sticking horse. “I couldn’t return a pauper. I needed money to support—” Had Fluch said she was dead? Wichtig’s mind whirled, struggling to fit this into his world. She couldn’t be dead, she was an unstoppable force of angry sarcasm and degrading barbs. She cut up everything he tried to do, no matter that his intentions were pure, that he was only trying to be successful so she could live in a nice house. “I wanted you to be proud of me when I returned,” said Wichtig, hating the whine in his voice.


  “Proud?” demanded Fluch, eyes wide with disbelief. “You abandoned us. Slunk off like a drunken gutless shite.”


  Drunken? Fluch was too young to have been aware of that. His mother must have filled his head with lies. “You wouldn’t understand,” grated Wichtig. “I love—loved your mother. But we…but we…” But what? How to explain to this boy his mother was a harpy, that she never believed in Wichtig, never believed he’d be great at anything. He remembered how she told him to pick something—anything—and then stick to it. She didn’t understand. How was he to know his destiny? It wasn’t until years later, after he met Bedeckt, he came to understand he was to be the World’s Greatest Swordsman.


  “But what?” Fluch demanded.


  “You were a kid, you wouldn’t understand.”


  “I’m not a kid any more,” Fluch screamed into Wichtig’s face, spraying him with spittle and the damp stench of rot.


  Gods this kid has awful breath. Had no one taught him the basics of hygiene? Wichtig remembered how his wife continually picked at his wardrobe, muttering her embarrassment at its sad state. It wasn’t until years later he discovered the effectiveness of fine clothing. Could she have changed that much? He couldn’t imagine it.


  “As soon as I’m finished with Bedeckt—”


  “You’ve never finished anything in your life.”


  Now that did sound like his wife. Wichtig opened his mouth to speak but the boy yelled overtop of him.


  “Useless cunt! And now you’re hunting your only friend, planning to kill him. And for what? A pretty title and some gold? You never learn. You’re a selfish coward!”


  “He’s not my friend, he abandoned me!”


  “Being the Greatest Moron in the World means more to you than all your friends and family combined!”


  Greatest Moron? That sounded more like Stehlen. Wichtig blinked, stuttering in confusion. Had the Kleptic found the boy, somehow sent him after Wichtig? No, she was dead. And thank the gods for that!


  “Once Bedeckt is dead,” swore Wichtig, “I was going to come for you. I promise. We’ll be together—” The knife twisted in his belly, writhing in his flesh like something alive.


  “Your promises are shite.”


  “I swear,” said Wichtig, not sure if he was lying. That had been his intent, had always been his intent, but circumstances always arose that stood in the way of his return.


  Fluch stood, eyes wide and round. The knife was gone from Wichtig’s belly, but he saw nothing in the boy’s hand.


  From somewhere far off he heard the nickering whinny of a horse. The sound bounced around him as if he lay in a deep crevice. Twisting as much as he could within the confines of his blanket, he searched for Ärgerlich. The horse was nowhere to be seen. A deep fog, thick and blue, obscured everything.


  “He’s coming,” said Fluch, glaring hatred at Wichtig. “You’re lucky your puke stain of a godling watches over you. I could drink the last of you now and the world would be a better place.”


  Wichtig’s guts felt hollowed and disemboweled like they’d been sucked empty.


  He knows about Morgen? Wichtig pawed at his belly and his hand came away free of blood. He stared up at his boy, but Fluch looked different now, strangely vague, like maybe his hair wasn’t quite as Wichtig remembered nor his eyes so grey.


  “Fluch,” said Wichtig, confused, “I’m coming home. I promise.”


  Fluch came apart like mist in the morning sun.


  Wichtig awoke shivering, cold and damp. His throat felt raw as if he spent the night screaming. The horse blanket lay in a crumpled heap at his side. He coughed, spitting thick phlegm, and sat up. He felt weak, drained and dizzy. The morning air raised goosebumps on his arms.


  Ärgerlich stood where Wichtig hobbled him. The horse glared barbs of loathing at the Swordsman.


  “Piss off,” muttered Wichtig. “You have fur. Or hair. Or whatever it is horses have.”


  Ärgerlich blew a fart of derision with his lips.


  “Hello?” Wichtig called, pushing to his feet with a deep groan of pain. His guts felt like they were being stirred with an egg whisk. “Fluch?”


  Where the hells is the boy?


  Wichtig noticed the sodden ash remains of his fire and icy fear trickled from the back of his skull to the base of his spine. He slept without a fire? Sticking hells.


  The last time he let a fire go out, albtraum visited Stehlen, Bedeckt, and himself. They almost died. Wichtig lifted his shirt and stared at the puckered wound in his belly. That’s no knife wound. It looked like what you’d expect to see after one of those blood sucking snakes in the Salzwasser Ocean far to the south had its way with you.


  What had Fluch said at the end? Something about a god? The conversation seemed dreamlike and wispy. The more he struggled to remember the foggier it became. My boy. Wichtig’s chest tightened and a fit of coughing doubled him over. Staring at the ashen remains of his fire, one word echoed over and over in his dull and sodden thoughts: Albtraum.


  Fluch said something about a god watching over him. “Morgen?” Wichtig called.


  Nothing.


  Had the godling come to his aid? Had Morgen chased off the albtraum as it fed? He stared at the wet horse blanket lying in the mud. He’d fallen asleep thinking of Morgen. He’d fallen asleep remembering how he awoke trapped within his sleeping roll and how the bastard stabbed him in the guts. He remembered the suspicion Fluch knew more than he should. The albtraum must have sucked those memories from Wichtig’s mind as it fed, gaining sustenance not only from his blood, but also feeding upon his fears. Wichtig shivered in disgust at the thought of being penetrated by something alien. Was this what rutting was like for women? He shook the thought off, unwilling to examine it further for fear of what it might say about him.


  He felt foul, dirty and violated.


  Raped.


  He remembered the stink of death on his son’s breath.


  No, not my son. That was nothing more than a nightmare given flesh. Don’t think about it. Avoiding self-examination was such an ingrained habit—the first line of defence in a world out to crush him, really—he took it for granted. It was the only wise course in a mad world. You’re doing it again, avoiding thinking about—


  “Piss off,” he told himself.


  He stood straight, fighting the urge to keep probing the puckered wound with his fingers and failing. The damned albtraum was lucky it fled. He’d been about to figure out its evil little ruse and kill the foul thing. He ground out a snarl, coughed, and spat more thick phlegm.


  The albtraum must have realized who it was messing with. The Greatest Swordsman in the World was not some fool to be drained dead by a foul slug. He shuddered at the thought of whatever wormed at his innards and turned on the horse.


  “Little enough sticking help you were,” he said.


  Ärgerlich ignored him.


  Wichtig nodded to himself as he slung the wet blanket across the horse’s back and threw the saddle on top. That was the only explanation. Morgen had nothing to do with the monster’s flight. The godling was a useless lying little shite. It was impossible that Wichtig could owe Morgen his life.


  Feeling the need to relieve himself, Wichtig leaned against a tree. He pissed blood.


  Joints aching, he mounted Ärgerlich and pointed the beast south. He narrowly avoided the horse’s attempt to bite him. Too tired to think up a worthy insult, he settled for ignoring it.


  Fragments of his conversation with Fluch returned as he rode. He remembered the boy’s disgust with his plan to kill Bedeckt for money.


  That’s hardly fair. How many times had Bedeckt told the Swordsman he’d kill him the moment there was a profit in doing so? Anyway, it wasn’t just money. He was doing it for his family. With fame and fortune, he could finally return to his wife and child. And it was a lot of money. Assuming Morgen hadn’t lied about that.


  Assuming the shite didn’t lie about all of it.


  The albtraum had it all wrong. Not surprising it failed to understand the depth of emotion Wichtig felt for his family. The damned thing was a stupid worm, a figment of delusion manifesting to feed on fear and doubt.


  And blood, thought Wichtig, again fingering the wound in his belly.


  If anything, the albtraum proved Wichtig right. If the Swordsman didn’t love his family so much—if returning to them weren’t the most important thing in all the world—the stinking creature would have found some other topic to pick at.


  Feeling marginally better, Wichtig nibbled at what little food he had. Yes, the albtraum was wrong about everything.


  Time crawled past like a thousand regrets drowning in blood and guts and an infinite ocean of lies and deceit. Wichtig wobbled as he rode. Someone did a shite job of tightening the girth straps. Was that what they were called? He couldn’t remember.


  Upon reaching the Flussrand River, Wichtig promptly toppled from Ärgerlich’s back. He lay groaning on the cobbled bridge, staring up at the beast, which in turn glared down at him.


  “Why do you hate me so much?” Wichtig asked.


  The horse was too angry to answer.


  “I bought you that beautiful—albeit incredibly uncomfortable—saddle. The lovely blanket…” From down here he saw where the wet blanket chafed the beast’s back raw.


  “Shite. Sorry.” He laughed. “Why didn’t you say something?”


  Weak from blood loss, Wichtig lost consciousness.


  CHAPTER 13


  
    Your system for the classification of Geisteskranken is flawed. Even your attempt at sub-classifications is a failure. There are as many flavours of Gefahrgeist as there are people. The term Gefahrgeist—used to denote Geisteskranken craving worship—not only ignores what drives the need, but also fails to take into consideration the many ways in which that need might manifest. One Gefahrgeist becomes king, while another the kingdom’s torturer. One starts a new religion while the other vies for rank within the Wahnvor Stellung.


    Labelling something does not mean you understand it.


    Give up.


    —Umtrieb - Gefahrgeist Scientist

  


  Stehlen and Lebendig followed Wichtig south through rolling hills and lushly verdant farmlands. The never saw the Swordsman, but witnessed the melancholy remains of his passing. Something about the thought of Wichtig travelling alone made Stehlen’s bottom lip tremble and her eyes sting, but only when Lebendig wasn’t watching. Without Bedeckt’s guidance, the idiot would wander lost, forever distracted, forever chasing a goal doomed not to last beyond the next pretty smile or glint of coin. And what would Bedeckt do without Wichtig to distract him from his memories and old man miseries?


  And you?


  What would she do without Wichtig and Bedeckt? Stehlen stole a glance at Lebendig. Happiness seemed a possibility for the first time.


  You’re not going to find happiness chasing after those two idiots. Be honest with yourself. Stehlen stifled the urge to laugh. When had honesty—even with herself—ever been desirable?


  Perhaps Wichtig isn’t the only coward.


  She glanced over her shoulder, looking back toward Selbsthass. No, there was nothing north for her. Religion left her uncomfortable. Bedeckt might spout his old man wisdom about how guilt was useless, how it was a tool for controlling the foolish, but he didn’t understand. Some childhood scars were too deep to outgrow. Some lessons you never forgot. Some crimes were unforgivable. Some people could never be saved, never be redeemed. That each and every religion offered exactly that twisted her guts with sickness. They were liars offering false promises. They had to be.


  Perhaps she’d never earn forgiveness. But maybe some day, if she took enough, she’d earn her punishment. The thought that she rode free—the world ignorant or uncaring of her crime—contemplating happiness, left her wanting to retch the bile of her soul.


  Stehlen leaned away from Lebendig and spat bitter phlegm.


  She blinked, surprised. How long was it since she last spat? She had, she realized, stopped almost immediately after meeting Lebendig. Not that the Swordswoman ever commented on it or disparaged the habit. Darting a guilty glance at Lebendig she saw the woman lost in thoughts of her own.


  What is she thinking about?


  She’d ask, but then Lebendig might tell her and she wasn’t sure she wanted to know.


  Wichtig is not the only coward.


  With an utter lack of drama, the endless grey sky opened like blood leaking from abraded skin. Though it never quite managing a proper fall of rain, Stehlen and Lebendig were soon soaked through. After stopping to don the oiled cloaks they purchased in Selbsthass, they continued on in silence. Stehlen took some small pleasure in the thought of Wichtig riding in this icy misting in one of his pretty shirts. She imagined him shivering and cursing the sky, unable to understand he was to blame for his misery.


  They rode alongside an endless forest of trees growing in straight lines. Stehlen couldn’t decide if this was a comfortable silence, an uncomfortable one, or something else all together. Maybe the discomfort was hers alone.


  The forest, trees too tall to be new saplings, enthralled and disturbed Stehlen. Were they here last time she rode this route? Were they planted this way—and why would anyone bother?—or was this a manifestation of Selbsthass’ obsession with order? Neither were particularly happy alternatives. The godling’s doomed attempts to hurl himself against the inevitability of decay was sad. Or pathetic. Or both.


  Stehlen spotted the scattered remnants of Wichtig’s camp. The fool slept in the mud. Stopping at a sodden pile of ash, she dismounted and bent to sniff at it. “Typical.”


  “What is?” asked Lebendig, alert and ready for trouble.


  Stehlen loved her for it. The Swordswoman never let her guard down, not for an instant. Except…Stehlen sighed. Except when the two were intimate. Which they hadn’t been since escaping the Afterdeath.


  “No scent of animal fat on the fire,” said Stehlen. “Wichtig forgot to purchase supplies before leaving Selbsthass.” Then she remembered taking his money and laughed. The fool would have wasted it on pretty clothes and women anyway. “We’re less than half a day north of the Flussrand River,” she said. “There’s a bridge there we can use to cross into Gottlos.”


  “You’ve been here before?” asked Lebendig.


  Stehlen nodded.


  Lebendig raised an eyebrow, waiting.


  “We met a priestess in Unbrauchbar,” she finally said when the silence stretched long. How the hells does she do that to me? “She told us about the Geborene god. At that point, he was a boy, a stupid little shite.” She laughed. “He hasn’t changed. The priestess, I killed her.” She shrugged, remembering the scarves she took from the girl as she died, bleeding from a cut throat, in the dark alley. “We came through here on our way north to steal the boy.”


  Lebendig watched her, expression unreadable.


  “It’s pretty much when everything went to shite,” said Stehlen.


  “Not everything turned out badly,” said Lebendig.


  Not yet. Stehlen remounted her horse. “Let’s go.”


  She turned the beast south, following the tracks left by Wichtig’s stallion. Lebendig rode at her side.


  Hours passed, Stehlen wondering what she would do when she found the Swordsman. Judging from the tracks they followed, Wichtig wasn’t riding particularly quickly. If they pushed the pace, she and Lebendig could catch him by nightfall. Maybe sooner.


  So why are we riding so slowly?


  “What are we doing?” asked the Swordswoman, distracting Stehlen from her thoughts.


  “Following Wichtig.”


  “Why?”


  “Morgen wants me to kill him.” Stehlen flared her nostrils and spat, knowing she hadn’t really answered the question. “And Bedeckt.”


  “What’s the plan?”


  “Plan?” Stehlen snorted. “You sound like— No plan.”


  “Are we going to kill them?”


  Stehlen nodded. I think so.


  As they neared the Flussrand River, the hills stretched and flattened. Though still rich with life, the land faded from deep green to something pale as if nearing Gottlos poisoned it. As the sun set the cold mist which plagued them all day, finally lifted. She caught sight of the tower jutting from the Gottlos side of the river like a blunt cock trying to rut the sky.


  No doubt built by men, she decided. A woman would never build something so obviously and ridiculously phallic. Only men stumbled about littering the landscape with monuments erected to their little stickers. Such colossal insecurity. She imagined women building domed breast-like structures and laughed.


  Lebendig glanced at her, an eyebrow lifting in query.


  “Looks like a cock,” said Stehlen, nodding at the tower. “Why don’t men ever build anything that looks like a set of teats?”


  “They do,” said Lebendig. “The grassland tribes build domed reed huts and go as far as to mount woven nipples on the roofs.”


  “We should go there,” said Stehlen, joking.


  Lebendig nodded agreement and the Kleptic understood what the Swordswoman hadn’t said: We should go there instead of where we are going.


  If she asks, I’ll go.


  Lebendig said nothing.


  As they reached the river, Stehlen saw the remains of a second tower, long toppled and buried by centuries of dirt and growth, lying alongside the first. A matched pair. She reined her horse to a stop at the apex of the stone bridge and sat staring at the standing tower. There was something in there she wanted.


  “We’ll stay the night,” she said.


  Lebendig remained motionless, studying the bridge, looking into the muddy stone-strewn landscape of Gottlos and then glancing over her shoulder to frown at the greenery of Selbsthass. If she heard Stehlen she gave no sign.


  Stehlen dug her heels in, urging her horse forward. Lebendig followed.


  Two guards came out to meet Stehlen and Lebendig. One looked old and lean like a strip of leather left too long in the sun, eyes lit with a glint of humour. The other appeared to be nearing middle age and sported a paunch hanging low over a pair of skinny legs. The fat one looked nervous. The old one held his over-sized halberd in such a way as to say he had no intention of using it for violent purposes.


  “Reason for visiting Gottlos?” demanded the fat man.


  Stehlen laughed and spat at his feet. “No one visits Gottlos,” she said as he scowled at the mucus smearing the stone between his well-worn boots.


  “The mad god’s minions are unwelcome here,” he said, glancing at Lebendig as if maybe she might step in and make everything better.


  The Swordswoman looked at him as if he were a bug she considered stomping.


  “Mad god?” Stehlen asked, guessing the answer.


  “The minions of Selbsthass—”


  “These aren’t his,” interrupted the strip of sun-faded leather.


  “Could be a disguise,” said the fat one, scratching at his stubbled chin with blunt fingers.


  The old man gave him a sceptical look. “Well have fun then,” he said, already turning away.


  “They could be spies.”


  “I don’t see any damned spies.”


  “Have any rooms available?” asked Stehlen. “It’ll make spying on you a lot more comfortable if we can do it from somewhere dry.”


  The old man turned back. “Have money?”


  Stehlen grunted. “Some.”


  “You been paid this month?” the old man asked the younger. “That’s what I thought,” he said when the other shook his head. “We have a room.” He nodded at Lebendig. “Swordswoman?”


  Lebendig glanced at the matched swords hanging from her hips.


  “No one worth killing here,” he said. “Gutting old men will do shite-all for your reputation.”


  Lebendig shrugged like maybe she didn’t completely agree. It was as close as she ever got to cracking jokes. Stehlen wanted to flash a quick grin at the woman to show her appreciation of the humour but spat instead. If I smile and either of these idiots looks sick, I’ll have to kill them both.


  The old man led them into the tower. “It ain’t much,” he said over his shoulder, “but it’s dry.”


  The fat one followed with a look of dejected acceptance.


  “Food?” asked Stehlen.


  “The only person who likes Faulfett’s cooking is Faulfett,” said the old man, nodding at the man trailing them. “But I suppose it’s better than stale trail bread and dried meat.”


  Stehlen and Lebendig were shown to a small room that probably doubled as a cell. The door, heavy wood banded with iron, looked like it would hold back an army. Were it not impossible to keep Stehlen in or out of anything, she might have worried. As it was, the guards showed little interest in their guests beyond a curious look when the men realized there were women present. They then promptly decided Stehlen and Lebendig were either unattainable, unapproachable, or more likely, undesirable.


  Once the door closed behind them, the two women stood in silence, examining the room. Grey stone dominated and Stehlen wondered if perhaps this was all a cruel lie and she was still dead. The corners hung thick with dust-clogged spider webs and the corpses of the spiders who built them.


  A huge fireplace stood barren and caked black, a pile of split logs and tinder ready and waiting at its side. Lebendig removed her steel helm, allowing long braids of strawberry blond hair to fall free. The Swordswoman had none of the curvy softness Wichtig looked for in a woman. Stehlen loved her for her undisguised strength, for the way she ignored the judging looks of men as if she didn’t even see them. The Kleptic watched as Lebendig threw a few logs in the stained alcove. Once she had a roaring fire and the room’s harsh cold was blunted, the Swordswoman stripped out of her wet clothes. She hung them from the rusty grill keeping sparks from leaping into the room.


  Stehlen sat on the lone cot admiring the roll of hard muscle beneath pale and freckled skin, the criss-cross slashes of scar, many long whitened with age. Some few newer scars, ridged and pink, the Swordswoman earned fighting at Stehlen’s side in the Afterdeath. Stehlen adored each and every one of those scars, saw them as badges of love. She bore more than a few of her own badges. Thinking of scars reminded her of Wichtig, and she snarled and spat into the fire. Somehow, no matter how bad things got, the fool always managed to escape unscathed. As if there weren’t enough other reasons to hate the idiot.


  As Lebendig passed Stehlen on her way to fetch dry clothes from her pack, the Kleptic reached out a hand to caress a strong flank. Lebendig shook her head, eyes saying not now. Stehlen hid her anger at the rebuke. Was something wrong or did the woman not feel safe here? Stehlen opened her mouth to ask and then closed it.


  Once dressed in dry clothes, a dull brown shirt and matching pants, all loose and allowing freedom of movement, Lebendig sat beside Stehlen, far enough away no part of them touched.


  “Things have changed,” said Lebendig. “We’re not dead.”


  “I know,” said Stehlen. “We should celebrate. We should get drunk and rut.” Again she reached a hand toward Lebendig and again the woman stopped her with a look. Stehlen bit her bottom lip and nodded as if she understood.


  “I need some time,” said the Swordswoman.


  That sounded bad. “Time?”


  “We’re not in the Afterdeath any more.”


  “Though you’d never guess for how grey the last few days have been,” joked Stehlen. “Remember how that first bite of food tasted after leaving the Afterdeath? I want to taste you like that.” She trailed off seeing the Swordswoman’s bruised look.


  “Those whom you slay,” whispered Lebendig.


  Stehlen scowled, feeling her lips curl back to expose yellow teeth. “Must serve in the Afterdeath,” she finished the catechism.


  “We’re not there,” said Lebendig, examining Stehlen for her reaction.


  “I already said—” Stehlen blinked. “Oh. You’re no longer bound to me. I forgot. I thought—” You thought she wanted to be with you? Fool! Stehlen clenched her jaw so tight she thought her teeth would explode. She blinked again, refusing to look at her lover, praying her eyes remained dry. Never show weakness. Say something. Tell her you don’t need her. Tell her to go stick goats. Stehlen’s throat seized shut. She could hardly draw breath.


  “I don’t have to serve,” said Lebendig. “I don’t have to be here. I can leave any time I want.” Touching Stehlen’s chin with a strong hand, she turned the Kleptic’s face until they locked eyes. “I could kill you if I wanted to, and I do kind of want to. You killed me, cut my throat to annoy that pretty fop you’re in love with.”


  “I’m not—”


  Lebendig silenced her with a slight narrowing of her eyes. “That’s not an easy thing to forgive, even if our time together hasn’t been entirely unpleasant.”


  Stehlen turned away, stared down at hands clenched into fists. Forgiveness? Stehlen crushed the urge to laugh, bit down on the mad cackle with sharp teeth. Forgiveness was the last thing she deserved.


  “So?” You’re leaving? You’re leaving me? If the Swordswoman stood to leave, Stehlen wasn’t sure what she’d do. Would she cut her down, or watch? No one steals from me.


  Stehlen turned to again face Lebendig. The Swordswoman’s eyes were rimmed red, her cheeks stained with tears.


  What does that mean? Why sadness? Why tears? Stehlen dared not let hope set her up for the inevitable crush of disappointment.


  “So?” she said again. For the first time she hated how calm she sounded. Now, when she wanted them, when she needed them, tears were nowhere to be found. She couldn’t cry. Her face betrayed no hint of the anguish within. What the hells is wrong with me? Why could she not admit to her emotions? Something deeper than simple fear of rejection stopped her but she couldn’t begin to understand what. Something deep in her past.


  Lebendig looked away, stared at the clothes steaming on the grill before the fire. “I still feel—You and I, we—It’s different now. I have a choice,” she finished in a rush.


  Stehlen stood, sucking breath past her constricted throat, trying to decide what to say. Should she tell Lebendig she loved her? She should tell her to get out?


  She left without a word, closing the door behind her.


  Alone in the hall, still dressed in her sodden clothes, Stehlen shoved her fists in her pockets to keep them from shaking. Her right hand struck something warm and wood. Startled, she withdrew what she found there: Three toy soldiers—the tallest about half the length of her longest finger—carved from dark mahogany. She examined the first soldier, a scarred old man, still muscled, but with a paunch. Her breath caught. This was no toy soldier. It was Bedeckt, carved in such detail he seemed to stare at her as she held him before her eyes. Glancing at the other two, she recognized them immediately. Wichtig and herself, carved in equal detail.


  Holding Bedeckt closer, she examined the toy. It perfectly captured the warrior, not only physically—down to missing fingers and hewn ears—but also the man within that tub of scar tissue. His doubts and fears were writ plain in his eyes, his iron sanity and fluid morals.


  Swallowing uncomfortably, Stehlen returned the toy to the pocket she drew it from and lifted the next, Wichtig, for inspection. Like Bedeckt, this carving was a flawless realization of the Swordsman. She saw Wichtig’s impeccable good looks and utter confidence in his physicality. And it was all undermined by eyes bleeding self-doubt, self-loathing, and the knowledge he was unworthy of all he possessed. The toy leaked fear. Fear of consequences, fear of responsibility.


  Where are you? she wondered, and knew he was here, somewhere in this very tower.


  Stehlen slid it into the pocket alongside Bedeckt. They can keep each other company.


  Hesitating, she held the last carving clutched in her fist. Don’t look. Put it back in the pocket.


  No, that was exactly the kind of cowardice she expected from Wichtig.


  She examined the carved statue, repulsed by its pinched and jaundiced features. A perpetual sneer of disgust and loathing stretched thin lips. The eyes, narrowed shards of yellow hate, cast harsh judgement and found the world wanting. The toy looked like it contemplated violence, ready to tear at anything daring offend it in the least.


  Stehlen sneered at the toy and realized her own expression must perfectly mimic its. She held it at arm’s length, wanting to throw it away, wanting to smash it to the ground and stomp its insults to dust, wanting to burn it to ash and then piss on the ashes. She was too scared to dare any of that.


  Who could love this?


  No one. No one could love such a vile person.


  The toy looked frightened and alone, desperate for love and knowing itself to be unworthy.


  And ugly. So gut twistingly horrid.


  I can’t be that ugly. She thought back to the superb accuracy of the Bedeckt and Wichtig carvings, how they captured every aspect of the two men, internal and external. Could only mine be a flawed representation?


  She remembered all the times men—even those she considered friends—blanched and turned away from her smile.


  Burn the sticking things. Burn them all.


  She wouldn’t. She knew she wouldn’t. She couldn’t. For all the skill evinced in these carvings, there was something deeply wrong with them; not in the artistry, but in their very existence.


  The toy Stehlen sat warm in her hand.


  It’s not a toy. She took them from Morgen. The godling shite these made for a reason, and not to play with. She thought of the boy he had been. Or maybe they are to play with. Maybe he doesn’t know the difference, thinks we’re all pieces to be moved.


  One thing scared Stehlen more than the idea of Morgen having them made to begin with: The thought of someone other than herself possessing them.


  Stehlen grinned malice at the toy and it hated her right back. Morgen wanted the men dead and spoiling the bastard’s plans was worth more than anything he could offer in return. That didn’t mean the two idiots wouldn’t die—they abandoned her in the Afterdeath, after all—but they wouldn’t die until their deaths were of no use to the Geborene god.


  Stehlen slid the carving into her pocket alongside the others. She’d keep them safe.


  At least for now.


  CHAPTER 14


  
    Self-loathing is the natural state for humanity. We know there is something wrong with us. We are at war with ourselves, and it’s a war we are doomed to lose.


    —Unknown Gefahrgeist

  


  Morgen walked the streets of Selbsthass looking like a young man in his early twenties. He wore the alabaster robes of a Geborene priest and the populace paid him no attention. Beneath his feet white cobblestones shone bright in the sun. Everything he touched, every stone and pebble his feet came into contact with, became pristine and pure. He did it without thought. The buildings, bleached and regularly scrubbed free of blemishes, sat in perfect rows. At each corner, he stopped and glanced back down the street, checking its perfection. His hands, ever busy picking flecks of dried blood from his fingers, had been trained to pocket the flakes rather than dropping them on the ground where they might mar the purity of his city.


  After spending the morning inspecting his army, now camped beyond the great wall, checking uniforms for stains and wrinkles, he left moderately pleased. The troops were ready to march, excited to spread the word of their god to the filthy and ignorant. They knew in their hearts they were doing the world a holy service. Morgen would save Gottlos from its miserable existence and make it part of the Holy Empire of Selbsthass. First thing in the morning, he’d lead them south.


  The cadre of Geisteskranken were less impressive. They stood alone or in small ragged groups, twitchy and flinching at everything, apparently unable to form neat lines like the rest of his soldiers. Most of the insane had great difficulty maintaining an acceptable level of cleanliness. Were he not sure he’d need them and their host of delusions, he’d leave them behind. Better yet, he’d do away with them altogether; they would never change, were likely incapable.


  The thought raised some interesting questions. Why were the sane so easily led while getting a Wendigast to wash their damned hands was near impossible? Were the masses more capable of seeing and understanding Morgen’s goals because they weren’t distracted by insanity? Or was there something more? If enough sane were gathered together and convinced of something they could manage subtle changes to reality, but alone they were helpless. Perhaps that inability to define reality made them more willing to follow someone who could. It was like reality wanted him to unite all humanity and bend them to his purpose. It made sense: All things strove for perfection, why not the very fabric of existence?


  “What will you do with your Geisteskranken once you have made your perfect world?” asked Nacht from a store window as Morgen passed.


  The godling glanced at his Reflection, noting the caked filth of his hair, and stopped. “What do you mean?”


  “They’re imperfect, you can’t deny that.”


  Nacht was right. There was no place in a perfect world for deranged women and men who might twist it into something less perfect.


  “You’ll have to get rid of them,” said Nacht. “You’ll have to do away with these imperfections. Even those who have served loyally.”


  “With all the world worshipping me I shall be able to heal them of their delusions.”


  “Perhaps,” said Nacht, sounding unconvinced. “And if you can’t?”


  “Nothing will stop me from making this a perfect world.”


  “That’s what I wanted to hear,” said his Reflection.


  “Why?”


  “When you are there, at the end and this world is flawless and clean and sane…”


  “Yes?”


  “Where will your place be?”


  “I don’t understand.”


  “You are yourself a Geisteskranken. Perhaps one of the most powerful Geisteskranken ever as you are capable of whatever your believers think you can do.”


  “So?”


  “Your obsession with cleanliness and perfection isn’t sane.”


  Morgen eyed his Reflection. “The result will be.”


  “And where in that result is there room for an insane little boy?”


  “With the faith of all the world behind me I will be perfect.”


  “So you’ll lose this obsession? In a perfect world, will you be sane?”


  Would he be? Would there be need for delusion in a perfect world? “These are questions better asked when I have achieved my goals.”


  “Don’t want to think about it, do you,” said Nacht. “In a truly perfect world there is no need for a god to tell everyone what to do. They’re perfect, they’ll do it on their own. But you don’t want to lose your power. You like playing god, moving men like toy soldiers.”


  His Reflection struck too close to the mark, left him uncomfortable. “There is much work to be done before we get there.”


  “You won’t give up your power. In the end, you will be the one imperfection in your perfect world.”


  Morgen stalked closer to the window, glaring hate at his dirty Reflection marring its pristine surface. “Still seeking to make me doubt? It won’t work. All this…” he waved his blood-caked hands at the Reflection, hating their eternal stain, “all this is nothing. A distraction.”


  Nacht grinned. “You’re right.”


  Morgen blinked in surprise. “I am?”


  Nacht sprang from the window, tackling Morgen and dragging him to the street.


  Morgen wheezed as a knee crushed into his belly. No longer did he look like a young man. His Reflection somehow negated his disguise. The two boys wrestled, one clean and white, the other caked in filth. Equally matched, neither could gain advantage.


  Rage built in Morgen’s gut. He was a god, not some brat to roll in the street. He could burn cities with his delusions. He could bend reality to his will. Fire built in him, screaming for release. He’d burn this odious stain to ash.


  “Careful,” grunted Nacht in a strangled voice, face mottled as if he couldn’t breathe, “you’ll scorch your pretty white cobblestones.”


  That stopped him. The two lay on the street, Nacht on top, ignored by the pedestrians of Selbsthass.


  “Get off me,” said Morgen “You can’t hurt me and I can’t hurt you.” Not yet. He’d find a way.


  Nacht rolled off him, and lay on his back, twitching as if drowning. He watched as Morgen rose to stand over him. The Reflection showed no fear, just a maddening grin.


  “What were you hoping to prove with that,” demanded Morgen.


  “Nothing,” Nacht wheezed. He pointed an annoyingly clean finger at Morgen. “You have something on your robes.”


  Morgen glanced down and saw a dark smear, not much larger than his own thumb, staining his chest. He willed his robes to perfection. Nothing happened.


  “Won’t work,” said Nacht. “And any set of robes you wear will bear the same mark.” In a blink he was back in the window, once again a Reflection. “It’s not real. It’s a manifestation of delusion. A little reminder of your imperfection.”


  His fingers caked with dried blood, Morgen resisted the urge to pick at the offending blemish. “I hate you,” he told his Reflection, voice shaking. “I hate you so much.”


  “I’m not real. It isn’t me you hate.”


  CHAPTER 15


  
    I hear voices.


    I have one whispering in my left ear, telling me to give alms to the poor, to protect the weak, and to love and respect my husband.


    The voice in my right ear suggests I should take that bribe and use it to buy glücklich leaf. It says I should cudgel that homeless man to a boneless paste for puking on my boots after I spent hours polishing the damned things. It thinks there’s nothing wrong with rutting my husband’s brother.


    In the centre of my skull I hear my voice. It’s small and confused and rarely offers advice. It’s not terribly useful.


    I hear voices.


    Who doesn’t?


    —Verwirrung - Geldangelegenheiten City Guard

  


  Bedeckt and Zukunft rode through tilled fields covered with manure for next spring’s growth. Zukunft sat hunched against the icy downpour, sodden blanket pulled tight in a futile attempt to stave off the cold. She shivered so hard Bedeckt thought her bones would break. When he suggested they stop and light a fire, she refused.


  Why the hells did Zukunft—or her Reflection, it hardly mattered—send him on that pathetic rescue mission? If she saw the future, surely she knew it was doomed to failure before they took the first step. How did this further his plan to stop Morgen? Had she lied about everything?


  Did she intend on helping him at all?


  What was in it for her?


  He’d been a fool.


  Bedeckt didn’t feel the cold. Rage warmed him. He had many targets for that anger. Zukunft for bringing him to the site of the murders for no apparent reason. Her damned mirror for telling her there was a chance at saving them. The Täuschung priests, however, would bear the brunt of his fury.


  He’d kill them first. Then he’d deal with Zukunft and her damned mirror.


  The world grew dark, charcoal grey, drained of colour. Far to the west, hidden behind a wall of impenetrable cloud, the sun sank beneath the horizon. Beneath the horses’ hooves, the trail churned to mud, each step sounded like a sucking chest wound.


  The village, a farming community of half a hundred souls, sat perched on the side of a long and shallow hill. The first few buildings they passed were simple homesteads, single story buildings of hewn logs and mud packed into the gaps. Rough wooden shutters, lashed closed against the rain, shook and rattled in the wind, sounding like they might tear free at any moment. Smoke guttered from ragged holes in roofs, snatched away by the tempest.


  They rode past a mill, closed and battened against the storm. A smithy sat dark and empty, its forge cold and dead. The town’s streets were muck and manure, rising above his horse’s fetlocks. Ahead Bedeckt saw a church, the first storey constructed of rough fieldstones, the second of warped wooden slats hammered into thick beams. For a moment his thoughts swam in blood, but this was clearly a Wahnvor Stellung church. He bit back the bile of anger. Its still lurked beneath his flesh, ready to burst free.


  An unnamed tavern sat in the centre of town, gold light leaking through cracks in the shutters. Only a rough carving of a pint mug above the door told Bedeckt what it was. Muted voices, strangely subdued, came from within.


  Dismounting, Bedeckt approached the door and stopped, half-hand held against the rough wood surface. The axe hung in his right hand, water dripping from the tip of its blade to fall at his feet. He heard Zukunft slide from the saddle.


  “Wait here,” he said without looking.


  Bedeckt shoved open the door and strode in, letting it swing closed behind him. Four farmers sat gathered about a table, their clothes sheathed in mud, backs hunched and defensive. In the far corner, hidden in shadow, sat three dim figures. All eyes turned to him, watched the drip drip of water from his axe’s bright blade. On the farmers’ faces he saw hope, like he might save them from something.


  “Get out,” Bedeckt said to the farmers, rolling his shoulders and hearing the crunch of arthritic bone and muscle.


  In a heartbeat they were gone, the door slamming behind them.


  The three in the corner stood, unhurried. One stepped into the light. Face pocked with acne scars and a straggly attempt at a beard, the man looked whip lean and mean. He grinned bad teeth and pocketed a small mirror.


  Zukunft had said something about a Mirrorist.


  “The One True God told me you’d come,” said the lean man, drawing a slim-bladed sword. His eyes screamed madness.


  The One True God. What shite. The only person who really knew where we were going—


  “Shite,” he muttered. Zukunft’s Reflection. Could it have somehow tricked this Täuschung priest? Had it led him into a trap? Too rutting late now.


  Bedeckt moved around the intervening tables, eyes locked on the three. He said nothing; the axe would speak for him.


  The other two stepped into the light and Bedeckt understood the farmers’ unease. Both men were Befallen, their flesh infested with parasites. Their faces writhed as swarms of tunnelling bugs crawled beneath the surface. They drew blades matching that of the Mirrorist.


  “The One True God says we are to send you to Swarm,” said the lean man. The three spread out so as not to hamper each other’s movement. “He said you’d find the message we left and follow.”


  A maggot crawled from the nose of one of the Befallen and fell at his feet. All three shrugged their cloaks aside, exposing matched hauberks beneath. They looked confident.


  They were waiting for me.


  His rage subsided, replaced with cold calculation. Had Zukunft led him to this intentionally, or was this the work of whoever she hallucinated in her mirror? Did it matter?


  Bedeckt stopped, resting his half-hand atop the back of a heavy wood chair, and waited.


  The priest glanced past Bedeckt, toward the door. “Where is the Greatest Swordsman in the World?”


  Bedeckt grinned death. Their idiot god told them he still travelled with Wichtig? Did this mean Zukunft was not to blame? Did some other power work behind the scenes to manipulate him?


  The three priests stopped, waiting. Finally, one said, “He’s supposed to be here.”


  The Mirrorist waved the man to silence. All three looked less sure of themselves.


  “The child was for you,” said the lean man, struggling to regain composure. “You recognized that scene?” He advanced and the others followed, crouched and ready. “Did we get it right, the broken bones?”


  You got it right. And now they’d pay.


  “That Geborene—”


  Bedeckt threw the chair at the Mirrorist and followed in its wake, swinging his axe at the nearest Befallen. The man lifted his sword to defend and Bedeckt hacked through it like it was a blade of grass. He cleaved the Befallen from shoulder to sternum. A morass of maggots, beetles, and worms spilled from the gaping wound to fall writhing at the man’s feet. The Befallen stumbled back, feet slipping in spilled blood and crawling insects, and fell dead to the floor, his skull striking stone like the gong of a muted church bell.


  As Bedeckt spun to face the second Befallen, fire lanced a hole in his gut, just beneath the ribs. You’re slowing down, old man. Bedeckt retreated, his half-hand clutched against his side. Blood pulsed between his fingers with each beat of his heart. He dared not look to assess the damage.


  The Befallen followed, teeth bared in a savage snarl showing gums infested with pallid grubs, face twisting and squirming from within. A glistening white worm pushed its way free of his lower eye lid, distorting the eyeball, and lay stuck to his cheek.


  “Without the Swordsman,” wheezed the Befallen, breath wretched with rot, “you’re nothing.”


  The man lunged and Bedeckt batted the thin blade aside with his axe, retreating and grinding his teeth against the pain tearing his side. He heard no bubbling of breath and prayed that meant a lung hadn’t been opened. That was a little low for the lungs, old man. He put steel in your belly.


  The Befallen followed, taunting Bedeckt with words barely heard.


  Damned idiot, facing three men alone. Perhaps thinking he had fifteen years before once again setting foot in the Afterdeath was a little optimistic. The Mirrorist extricated himself from the chair Bedeckt threw and circled in the opposite direction, hoping to flank the axe man.


  Bedeckt pushed a chair between himself and the Befallen and the man kicked it away with a scornful laugh. The axe felt heavy, hung low. Any lower and he’d be dragging the damned thing.


  Why am I here? How did I let this happen? The damned list, it’s things I won’t do. There’s nothing on there about racing around trying to rescue every god-damned child on the planet because I feel guilty about—


  Guilt. Bedeckt laughed, shaking his head, and the Befallen scowled in confusion. Apparently having your intended victim laugh with you was less entertaining. A long trail of blood followed Bedeckt. He couldn’t remember the last time he bled so much. Even back in Selbsthass, when they faced that Mehrere guarding Morgen’s chambers—


  The door to the tavern slammed open, breaking Bedeckt’s thoughts. From the corner of his eye he saw Zukunft, soaking wet, shirt and skirt hugging every curve. A slim, long-bladed knife sat tucked into her belt. The Befallen saw her too, his mouth opening, eyes widening in surprise.


  Distractions are death.


  Bedeckt killed the man. Hurling himself forward and raising the axe in a scything upward swing, he cleaved into the man’s groin up to his navel. The Befallen dropped. The axe, blade caught in bone, tore from Bedeckt’s hands. Bedeckt slipped in his own blood, staggered, and fell. Scrabbling to draw a knife, he dragged himself away from the Täuschung priest who followed, gaze darting between Zukunft and Bedeckt.


  “Are you the Greatest Swordsman in the World?” the lean man asked, glancing at the girl and frowning in confusion.


  Bedeckt laughed, choked short by a cough of pain. He felt wide open, like his guts might spill forth. Half-hand keeping his insides in, one hand clutching a stupid little knife while simultaneously trying to drag himself further from the madman.


  Zukunft, gorgeous and soaked to the skin, stood without a hint of fear in her eyes.


  “Yes,” she said. “I am.”


  “But…a woman?”


  Zukunft shot him an angry look, green eyes flashing. “And why not?”


  The Täuschung shrugged. He turned away from Bedeckt, his attention on Zukunft. Sinking into a fighter’s crouch he shuffled toward her, poised as if expecting attack. “No scars,” he said.


  “No.”


  “You don’t have a sword.”


  “Don’t need one.”


  Reaching up Bedeckt gripped the side of a table. When he tried to pull himself to his feet, the table, a top-heavy oaken monstrosity, came down upon him.


  Zukunft ran a hand through her wet hair, clearing it from her eyes. She looked ready, unworried.


  She should be worried. The girl had no idea of the danger she was in.


  Bedeckt rolled to his belly and, his hands and knees sliding on blood-slicked stone, again tried to stand. “I’m here,” he managed to say between gritted teeth. They ignored him. Run, you stupid girl, run.


  The Täuschung priest circled, moving ever closer to Zukunft who appeared to watch nothing but his feet. Her lips moved as if counting. He stepped forward and she drew the knife tucked into her belt, causing him to pause. When he saw she remained standing exactly as she had, he resumed his approach.


  Bedeckt flailed at a table leg, trying to make noise, desperate to distract the Täuschung priest. Still they ignored him.


  The priest feinted with his sword and Zukunft didn’t flinch, didn’t even seem to have noticed, so fixated was she with his feet. Bedeckt coughed blood, marvelled at how dark everything had become. He pushed himself to his knees. He saw the Täuschung priest lunge forward in a blur of speed as Zukunft, still watching his feet, said, “There.”


  The Täuschung priest stepped straight into Zukunft’s blade. She didn’t stab him so much as hold it so he might impale his eye socket on it.


  The man grunted surprise and crumpled.


  Bedeckt did the same.


  CHAPTER 16


  
    Anyone remember Pfeilmacher? He wrote those awful books about a reality that was fixed, unresponsive to the beliefs of man. They were drivel. I met him years after reviewing his novel and he was a lumbering beast, with flesh like one of those armoured swamp creatures with all the teeth. He said the reviews of those who themselves wrote nothing of value no longer bothered him, that he’d become inured to rejection. I told him I thought his second book was worse than the first and he cried, his skin growing even thicker.


    —Richter Kritik - The Geldangelegenheiten Literary Review

  


  The sound of some poor bastard’s moaning woke Wichtig from his slumber and stopped the moment he cracked his eyes open. He couldn’t move, not even turn his head.


  I’m paralysed! That sticking horse threw me and broke my spine and I’m crippled!


  He’d kill the beast.


  Wichtig’s toes felt cold and he wiggled them. Then he wiggled his fingers. He felt the cold grit of stone beneath his bare arse.


  Straining to sit, he felt a band of something across his forehead. Not paralysed, he was bound and helpless.


  What the hells?


  The bridge. The tower. Weak from the albtraum attack, he’d fallen off his horse.


  The Gottlos border.


  “Shite.”


  Not to worry. He’d explain the mistake and be on his way.


  Really? What mistake? They’ll think you’re working for the Geborene and you are—were—whatever. You’re working directly for their god. Or maybe he was. He wasn’t sure.


  “Well, they don’t know that.”


  Obviously he’d have to lie. He’d smile and joke and flatter and charm his way out of this little mess. He’d been in far worse situations than this. Again Wichtig tried to move and again he failed. Whoever trussed him to this stone table did a very good job. Rolling his eyes to the side, he caught sight of blood runnels running the length of the table. His balls, already shrunken and chilled, tried to crawl into his belly.


  “Shite, shite, shite, shite.”


  He closed his eyes searching for calm. It wasn’t there. Calm was gone. Calm had packed its bags and slunk off to hide somewhere safe.


  Fine. He didn’t need calm to be charming. A little extra incentive, that’s all this was. He’d be so rutting charismatic they’d beg apologies and offer to help gut his stupid horse.


  He breathed deep to relax his nerves. At least the sniffle seemed to be gone. He might be trussed to a table and helpless, but that was hardly call to be disgusting. It was a small thing, but it was a sign that things were swinging back in his favour. How could the fates not love him? Whatever the fates were. He’d never been clear. Were they gods or something stranger?


  Wichtig examined the room as best he could. Cracked and filthy stone walls. A stone ceiling resplendent in ropey strands of thick cobweb. The rather unnerving presence of blood gutters. There wasn’t much else to see. An empty fireplace, filled with even more cobwebs than the rest of the room, looked like a mouth twisted in a rictus of terror. A mottled collection of sagging candles jammed into empty wine bottles coated thick in dust lit the room with wavering light. There were no windows and Wichtig couldn’t begin to guess whether it was night or day. Was he unconscious for a few minutes, hours, or longer? He felt weak, but that could be hunger or the lasting effects of whatever that damned albtraum did to him. Against one wall was another table, wood and simple, its surface empty.


  He drew a slow breath through his nose and caught the sour scent of sweat and fear.


  Nothing to worry about. Naked and cold and stinking like a man about to piss himself in terror, these were all minor impediments to a man of Wichtig’s charms.


  Something long with more legs than Wichtig could possibly count skittered across his exposed belly and he screamed.


  The door to Wichtig’s cell swung open and whatever was on his belly scampered away.


  “I thought I heard a girl’s scream,” said the first man entering the room. He was a fat and dull looking beast with a face like week old porridge and eyes that wouldn’t have looked out of place on a boar were they not so widely spaced.


  A second, older man entered behind.


  “Greetings, gentlemen,” said Wichtig, flashing his second best grin. Not the one that made women swoon and men loathe him—that one was all wrong for the occasion—but the one that made everyone think he was their best friend. “Forgive me if I don’t get up.”


  “Is he being funny?” asked the dull boar.


  “It’s called bravado,” said the other, a thin and wiry old man with bright eyes. “It won’t last.”


  Neither looked particularly imposing or dangerous, but Wichtig decided that when one is strapped to a table, anyone not lashed to a table seemed a little intimidating.


  “Actually,” said Wichtig, “I was trying for charming.”


  “A Gefahrgeist?” asked the old man. “That’s what he’s for,” he said, nodding at the man beside him.


  Wichtig rolled his eyes to take in the fat one. He didn’t look like much. “Him?”


  The lean one nodded, inspecting the strips of leather binding Wichtig to the table. “He’s too stupid to be charmed.”


  “I’m right here,” said the other.


  “He’s so dumb I think he’d even be immune to a Slaver’s influence.”


  “I’m standing right beside you. Hello?”


  “I think it has something to do with his utter lack of imagination.”


  “I’m imagining myself smacking you.”


  “If you manage to charm me, he’s supposed to kill me.”


  “Which I will do happily.”


  “That’s a pretty shite plan,” said Wichtig. “If he’s that dumb he won’t notice you’ve been charmed. If he does notice, you get killed.” Frowning in mock thought, he said, “And then the idiot might think you’ve been charmed and kill you when you’re perfectly fine.” He wished he could fix his hair or strike a pose better than naked and strapped to a table. “Were I you,” he said, “I’d kill him before he does you out of confusion.”


  “Believe me, I’ve thought about it,” muttered the old man.


  “Have you been charmed?” asked the fat one, eyeing the other suspiciously.


  “Do I seem charmed?”


  “I’ve charmed him,” Wichtig told the fat man. “And in a moment I’ll tell him to kill you.”


  The old man punched Wichtig in the mouth, knocking out a tooth the Swordsman promptly swallowed with a mouthful of blood. Head ringing, Wichtig spat a red froth, most of which rained back down upon his immobile face. “Ow.” He felt about with his tongue, trying to discern which tooth he lost. Hopefully not one of the front ones. He didn’t want his smile ruined by—


  The old man hit him again, mashing his lips and shattering another tooth. This time Wichtig managed to cough the fragments out instead of swallowing them.


  “I don’t think he’s charmed,” said the fat one.


  Wichtig had to agree.


  Swallowing more blood, he said, “I’m having an off day.”


  “It’s about to get a lot worse,” said the old man rubbing his bruised knuckles.


  Missing his two top front teeth, Wichtig wanted to tell them that when he got off this table he’d kill the two of them. He wanted to tell them he’d do it slowly, carve them piece by piece. He wanted to explain how terrible a mistake they’d made and how his vengeance would be awful and final, like the kind of thing the old gods did when they wiped out entire cities by raising the ocean.


  Instead he said, “Pleash don’t hit me again,” lisping wetly though the gap in his teeth.


  “You should wear gloves if you’re going to do things like that,” said the fat one.


  The old man nodded agreement. “You must be the stupidest spy ever,” he said to Wichtig.


  “Shpy? I’m no damned shpy. I’m a Shwordshman. I’m the Shwordshman! I’m Wishtig Lügner, the Greatesht Shwordshman in the World!” Gods he wished he could sit up or at least wipe some of the blood from his face. “I killed Blutiger Affekt, the greatest Shswordshman in that shite hole Unbrauchbar.”


  “Blutiger? That was over a decade ago,” said the old man. “You’d have been, what, twelve or thirteen? Liar.”


  Damn, he’d forgotten. The last thing he wanted to explain was how he died and the Geborene god returned him to life. “I killed Kurz Ehrfürchtig in Shelbsthash jusht a day ago. Fetch me my bladesh and I’ll teach you shome mannersh!”


  “I told you he came from Shelbsthash,” said the fat one.


  “Selbsthass,” corrected the other. “He’s missing teeth. You are not. Yet.”


  The fat man shrugged. “You never listen.”


  The old man ignored him, looking thoughtful. “Blutiger, he died around the same time everyone in that church was murdered.”


  “And the Unbrauchbar guard were turned to ash.” said the fat man, nodding. “People still talk about that. Remember that wagon, the one with all the smoke that we didn’t see?”


  The old man shuddered at the memory. “King Schmutzig is still angry about that. Replacing those guards cost a fortune in weapons and armour.”


  “Wasn’t that a Geborene church?” asked the fat man.


  The old man ignored him. “We’re days away from war. The King will want to know what this spy planned.” He leaned close to look Wichtig in the eyes. “Assassination, perhaps?”


  “War?” said Wichtig. “Why the hellsh didn’t Morgen tell me there wash a war heating up. Shtupidest god ever!”


  “Stupidest spy ever,” said the old man. “Swordsman my scarred arse. Look at him. Not so much as a shaving nick. If ever I saw a Geborene priest it’s this idiot. He’s perfect.”


  “There’s the missing teeth,” pointed out the fat one.


  Again the old man ignored him.


  “While it ish true, I am perfect—” began Wichtig.


  “Was perfect,” said the fat man helpfully.


  “—I hardly think—”


  “He embodies everything they stand for,” said the old man.


  “—While granted I’m—”


  “He’s even clean,” said the fat one as if this alone were damning evidence. “Well, before you hit him.”


  “Because I have shtandards of physhical—”


  “I bet he bathes,” said the fat one with a look of disgust.


  “Definitely Geborene,” said the other. “Let’s get Schnitter.”


  The fat one looked confused. “I thought she was gone.”


  The old man shook his head, his lips wrinkled in distaste. “Nope. Though there’s a little less of her than there was.”


  “Schnitter?” asked Wichtig, confused and wondering if maybe the blows to the head left him concussed.


  “You’ll see,” said the old man.


  “And then he won’t,” added the fat one.


  The two men left Wichtig alone in the room.


  Well that didn’t go quite as well as I’d hoped.


  He replayed what he could remember of the confusing conversation. Schnitter was a woman, he remembered that much. Okay, that was his out. He’d be fine.


  Never met a woman I couldn’t charm.


  CHAPTER 17


  
    The Afterdeath is something of a misnomer. We know for a fact the Schlammstamm tribes believe their souls are carted to the great grasslands in the sky by some horse god, the Ausgebrochene of the Gezackt mountains hide their souls in dolls made of their own excrement, and the Basamortuan think their blooded warriors live on in Borrokalaria. In truth, I’m not even sure that those who die in Geldangelegenheiten go to the same Afterdeath as those who die in Unbedeutend.


    The one thing all have in common however is the belief that there is something after whatever comes next.


    —Langsam Brechen - Philosopher

  


  Stehlen wandered the tower’s halls unseen. She let herself into locked rooms and took whatever trinkets caught her attention, often discarding them in the next room she broke into. Finding a brightly coloured scarf in what looked to be a female guard’s room, she wrapped it about one bony wrist, tucking it up her sleeve and out of sight. The scarf smelled nice, like springtime flowers damp with dew.


  Meandering alone in a long stretch of hall unmarked beyond its proliferation of cobwebs, she thought back to her reunion with Bedeckt in the Afterdeath. She remembered his awkward hesitation as he offered her the scarves he took from her dead body. Somehow he knew how important they were to her, even if he didn’t understand why.


  Her fingers played at the ragged edges of the oldest scarves she wore hidden up her sleeve. They were mother’s and Stehlen carried them since leaving home.


  You owe Bedeckt for that.


  She blinked and a tear leaked from an eye.


  It was almost enough to make her want to forgive the bastard for abandoning her.


  She brushed the tear away on a filthy sleeve and bared yellow teeth at the empty hall.


  But not quite.


  Maybe she’d find some way of repaying him his one kindness before she killed him.


  I’m not crying for that undeserving sack of cat turds.


  More tears came and she hissed in anger as she swiped again with the sleeve. More tears. She couldn’t stop them. They flowed like a hot river of anguish and shame and anger. Unable to see, she stopped and leaned against the wall.


  He doesn’t deserve my tears.


  But she couldn’t stop. Her shoulder shook with spasms of loss and she punched the wall over and over until her fist felt broken and blood seeped around the sharp stones embedded in the tattered flesh of her knuckles.


  Bedeckt always trusted her, even though he knew she was untrustworthy. She knew he knew she stole from him. Not once did he confront her or even comment on it. He accepted her for what she was in a way no one else did.


  No one but Lebendig, she corrected.


  She always knew where she stood with Bedeckt. She understood the limits of what he’d accept and what would push him to violence. Bedeckt was as predictable as the stones of this wall. Lebendig… Stehlen was less sure. Something blinded her to what the woman thought.


  And you’ve never dared steal from her. Was because she loved the woman, or was it fear of rejection? What if she avoided stealing from the Swordswoman because she couldn’t trust how Lebendig would react.


  If you truly loved and trusted her you would have stole from her? You’re not making any sticking sense.


  Stehlen turned her back to the wall and slid down into a crouch. Elbows on her knees, she leaned her face into her hands, feeling the blood of savaged knuckles commingle with tears. She couldn’t stand the thought of Lebendig leaving. It was too much to take. Too much abandonment.


  “Kill her before she leaves.”


  Listen to yourself.


  Stehlen tried to drag her fingers through her hair and gave up when they became entangled in the matted chaos. She’d kill the woman after she left. Anything else was madness. And then, after Stehlen killed Lebendig, the Swordswoman would once again be forced to serve in the Afterdeath. Was it Wichtig or Bedeckt who joked that he should spend more time killing people he liked so as to have friends in the Afterdeath?


  Stehlen rose to her feet, eyes cold, face tight with drying tears and blood. A streamer of snot hung swinging from her nose and she wiped that too on her sleeve leaving a smear of brown and yellow. Squaring her shoulders, she set off down the passage, grateful no one stumbled across her during her moment of weakness and wishing someone had so she could kill them for it. Upon finding the kitchen, she stood unnoticed in the door, listening to the two guards she previously met discuss a stupid Geborene spy imprisoned in the tower’s dungeon.


  “The idiot doesn’t even have a single scar,” said one. “How could he be a Swordsman?”


  “He is missing those two teeth,” said the other.


  The old man sighed. “I knocked those out, remember?”


  The fat one shrugged.


  “Anyway, once Schnitter gets through with him he’ll be nothing but scars.”


  “Or he’ll be nothing,” said the fat man.


  The two looked ill, like they’d eaten something rancid.


  Stehlen grinned and turned away, leaving the men to their dinner. No doubt that was Wichtig they had in the basement. The thought of that perfect face being marred lit a glow of warmth in her chest. For once this cruel shite storm called life made sense. She thought about finding Wichtig, mocking his stupidity at being caught by a couple of morons.


  No. Later. A few scars would give the vacuous windbag a little character. Anything that pretty needed to be damaged. Whatever happened to him was far too long coming.


  Tomorrow she’d find the Swordsman.


  Stehlen returned to her room, slowing as she approached the door. She hesitated, afraid of what she might find within. Had Lebendig already left? Would the room be cold and empty? Clenching her teeth, she pushed the door open and entered.


  Lebendig sat perched on the corner of the single cot, sharpening her swords. She glanced up and nodded at Stehlen. There was something in her eyes. Was it happiness?


  Is she glad to see me? Was she worried I wouldn’t return?


  Stehlen thought about the horrid wood carving, the vicious yellow eyes, the stained teeth bared in a perpetual snarl. No, Lebendig couldn’t be happy to see that. No one could love such a face. No one could love what lived under that skin. And yet here she was, waiting for Stehlen. Did she have some secret agenda? Could she be working for Morgen, yet another level of control and manipulation? Or did she simply await her own chance at vengeance? Stehlen killed her, after all.


  Stehlen attempted a smile and Lebendig returned it with a glint of humour and, for the first time, Stehlen wished the woman was as talkative as Wichtig. The windbag’s endless spew of inanity might be annoying, but at least she always knew exactly what was on his mind. Lebendig could be thinking anything behind that mask. Was she nothing more than a superb actor, or did she truly love Stehlen?


  Setting her swords aside, Lebendig stood. She reached out a tentative hand to lift Stehlen’s battered knuckles for inspection.


  “A fight?” she asked, face unreadable.


  “With a wall,” said Stehlen.


  Lebendig nodded as if this were a perfectly reasonable answer. “It lost?”


  “Of course.”


  Lebendig didn’t mock Stehlen as Wichtig would have and didn’t ask if she killed each and every one of the tower’s inhabitants as Bedeckt would have. Stehlen loved her for it.


  The Swordswoman pulled her to the cot. “Lie, down on your stomach,” she said. “You’re tense. You need a back rub and an orgasm.”


  Later, as the two women lay naked and spooning, Lebendig’s muscular arm encircling Stehlen as if she’d protect her from all the hurts of the world, the petite Kleptic felt warm and safe. She’d find Wichtig in the morning and either rescue or kill him, depending on her mood.


  She snuggled deeper into the big woman’s arms and slept the dreamless sleep of an innocent child.


  CHAPTER 18


  
    War isn’t insanity, it’s the base state for all reality. Plants war for sunlight. Animals war for food and water. Wolves battle to decide who leads the pack. All life is struggle.


    Peace, now that is insanity.


    —General Misserfolg, Selbsthass

  


  Riding a flawlessly white stallion draped in crisp white livery and looking like a man in his early twenties, Morgen led his army, fifteen thousand men and women, south. He glanced at the offensive stain besmirching his own white robes. Nothing he did, no amount of scrubbing or cleaning or directed delusion would erase that smear. He even changed robes, but the new ones always had exactly the same discolouration. Nacht, that goat-sticking arsehole, fouled him with his delusions. Morgen rubbed the horse’s forehead where there had been a dark patch of hair. The animal hadn’t been quite perfect and he’d improved it, bending his will to the task to forever erase that imperfection.


  If only people were so easily adjusted.


  Why is that? Why can I make a tabletop perfect or erase a small patch of dark hair on a horse with the slightest desire, but people require convincing?


  Clearly it was some underlying rule of reality, but not one he knew of. Had he discovered a new law? He’d have to look into this later, when he returned victorious from Gottlos.


  The difference between people and tables was clear enough: Tables were inert. As inanimate objects, they required little convincing to change. The difference between horses and people was less apparent. Both were alive, both had their own desires. Horses might be trained, but they possessed a will of their own. And yet making his horse perfectly white was easy and changing the skin tone of even the most devout Geborene priest was not. Even after Morgen managed the feat, the woman returned to her natural skin tone once beyond his immediate sphere of influence. He’d been disappointed. The perfect, porcelain-skinned priestess gave him hope he could change all his followers, do away with their countless blemishes and imperfections.


  Perhaps if I first convinced all Selbsthass that the woman’s skin was perfect, the alteration would have held. And therein lay the conundrum. People were so damned difficult to convince. And the older they were, the deeper they were mired in their assumptions and expectations. If only everyone could be like—


  Children.


  That’s why Konig worked with children to build his god. After his Ascension, he learned from Konig and Failure that there had been many attempts at creating a god and that the others ended with the child either committing suicide or collapsing under the weight of their delusions. Why was Morgen different? Was I just the most easily convinced? What did that say about him? The first word to mind was gullible, but that was viewed as a weakness not far removed from stupidity. I’m not stupid. But the Theocrat, all the Geborene priests, Bedeckt, Wichtig, and Stehlen all lied to him and it wasn’t until the very end he saw their perfidy for what it was. Could he be gullible and not stupid? Did innocence and inexperience explain everything? I’m not stupid.


  But how could he be sure?


  Morgen spotted Trottel, an unimaginative moron whose sole task in this army was to shine boots, a job he was remarkably good at. Moving his horse closer he caught the man’s attention.


  “How go the boots, Trottel?”


  The idiot, shining General Misserfolg’s spare riding boots as he walked, grinned up at Morgen. “Good. Very shiny.” He leaned close to examine Morgen’s boots and nodded happily when he noted their perfection.


  How could he ask Trottel if he thought of himself as stupid without insulting the man? An idea occurred to him.


  “Trottel,” he said, leaning low so no one would overhear. “Who do you think the stupidest person in this army is?”


  “General Misserfolg,” Trottel said without hesitation.


  Morgen glanced at his General. The man was a military genius. No one ever beat Misserfolg at chess or any strategic game. If Misserfolg’s an idiot we’re in trouble. Luckily, Trottel was definitely an idiot.


  “Why do you say that?” Morgen asked.


  “He’s in charge. Only a fool wants that much responsibility.” Trottel shrugged and spat on the General’s boot before scrubbing again at the offending smear.


  Responsibility makes the man. Konig said that and the Theocrat was no fool. “And yourself?” Morgen asked, hoping not to cause offence. “Do you consider yourself intelligent?”


  “Yup,” said Trottel, attention locked on the boot.


  “Why is that?”


  “I clean boots.”


  “Yes,” said Morgen. “I know.”


  “No responsibility beyond boots. People will want to kill the General. But me? No. Everyone needs clean boots.”


  If the fool thought anyone in the shite-stain that was Gottlos cared about the cleanliness of their footwear, he was in for a surprise.


  Morgen moved his horse away. Trottel, clearly stupid, thinks himself smart. He decided he shouldn’t be surprised that idiots didn’t have the wit to see their own stupidity. But how to know the difference? How could Morgen know whether he was smart or a fool. I don’t feel stupid. Trottel probably didn’t either.


  After pondering the idea further, he decided he must be smart because no one in Selbsthass believed he was a stupid god. His priests worked to convince the population of his perfection, and how could a perfect god be anything less than intelligent? Come to think of it, he was probably more than intelligent. Wouldn’t a perfect god be a genius? Looking back, he certainly felt a lot smarter than before his Ascension.


  Morgen stood in his stirrups, surveying what he saw of his army. White carpeted the land. It was beautiful. Fifteen thousand men and women, all geared for war. Even the thousands of support personnel and beasts of burden wore liveries of white. Were he willing to wait a few more days the numbers would have swollen to perhaps twenty thousand. As his spies reported that Gottlos couldn’t field more than six thousand, this would do. He’d been patient and now it was time to act.


  By the end of the first day, he barely managed to get his troops out of Selbsthass and the army was stretched out over damned near fifteen miles. It was an embarrassment that General Misserfolg couldn’t match what Morgen achieved when playing with his toy soldiers. A professional soldier should be able to do better than a little boy. Perhaps Trottel was correct in his assessment of the general.


  Late in the day, as the setting sun disappeared behind a wall of clouds, Morgen watched in horror as his troops dug latrine holes and defensive trenches, scarring the perfection of the Selbsthass landscape.


  Morgen snapped his fingers to get General Misserfolg’s attention. He pointed at the offending soldiers. “What are they doing?”


  “Digging—”


  “I can see that. Why?”


  “Fifteen thousand soldiers make a lot of…” He glanced at Morgen. “We have to put the waste somewhere. Better buried than—”


  “They’re tearing up the ground! Can’t they carry it?”


  “Carry the leavings of fifteen thousand soldiers?” General Misserfolg looked at Morgen like he thought the godling had lost his mind. “We have not the horses and wagons.”


  Seeing he was no longer needed, the General turned away to do whatever it was he did when not bellowing commands at underlings.


  Horses. Morgen had one thousand mounted cavalry. He shuddered to think about the mess the beasts were leaving behind. And then there were the teams of horses pulling the supply and hospital wagons. As if on cue, his own horse farted and loosed stream of steaming urine and an impressive mound of shite. This damned animal was further from perfection than he realized. There was much still to be done. Someday his followers would no longer need to do such indecorous things as crapping and pissing. The old gods must have been disgusting creatures, obsessed with filth, to make such flawed creatures. Morgen would do better.


  Nacht’s face grinned at Morgen from the mirror-perfect blade of a nearby soldier.


  War is a filthy undertaking, said his Reflection.


  “It doesn’t have to be.”


  Experienced with war, are you?


  “I’ve played all the war-games, tested my strategies—”


  With toy soldiers. Nacht gave him a pitying look. Look around you. See any toy soldiers here? Your toys don’t shite and piss and bleed and scream when they’re wounded. They don’t miss their families. They aren’t worried that, if this little war isn’t over fast enough, they won’t make it back to Selbsthass in time for the harvest.


  “Nice speech,” said Morgen. “War is like anything else. I can improve upon it.”


  Going to make the perfect war, are you?


  Morgen couldn’t help but feel he missed something in that strange question. “I war in cause of perfection. If I—”


  Have to get your hands dirty along the way, then so be it?


  That was not what he was about to say. “So be it,” he agreed.


  There’s a Mirrorist blocking me, said Nacht. She’s very powerful.


  “I don’t care. I don’t need you and I certainly don’t trust you.”


  I still see glimpses of possible futures.


  “Go away.”


  King Dieb Schmutzig knows you’re coming. Unbrauchbar is now a walled city.


  “Walls won’t stop my Geisteskranken.”


  True, agreed Nacht with a toothy grin. It will get…interesting in Unbrauchbar. Educational. But you won’t make it to Gottlos.


  “Nothing can stop me.”


  One thing can.


  Morgen eyed his Reflection. “And that is?”


  You.


  CHAPTER 19


  
    If there is a golden centre to the city-states, it’s Geldangelegenheiten. If there is a shite-stained cancerous underbelly, it’s also Geldangelegenheiten.


    —Anonymous

  


  Zukunft nudged Bedeckt with a toe and he stared up at her from the tavern floor. Did she look even better from down here? Certainly this angle did interesting things to her breasts. Her nipples, erect from the cold, looked like they were trying to escape the damp shirt.


  She raised an eyebrow, noting the objects of his attention. “You’re bleeding.”


  Bedeckt did his best to look somewhere else but his eyes betrayed him. “I need a doctor. Someone with battlefield experience.”


  “In this town? I doubt it.”


  How could she be so damned calm?


  Bedeckt moved his hand, exposing the wound.


  Zukunft paled. “Shite,” she said, eyes widening.


  Exactly what I wanted to hear. Gods, he was so thirsty. “Get me ale,” he said from the floor. Sitting up to drink seemed like too much effort and he figured he’d upend the flagon over his open mouth. With some luck most of it would wind up in his belly. Hopefully it wouldn’t all leak out the hole in his side.


  “Wait here.”


  He watched as she dashed to the bar, searched behind it, and returned with several crusty rags stinking of stale beer, and a bottle of something cloudy and foul smelling.


  “I don’t think—”


  She pressed the rags into the wound, soaking them in blood. “Hold these in place,” she said.


  Bedeckt did as commanded, trying not to think about how filthy the rags were. What were they last used to mop up? Puke, probably.


  Again Zukunft stood and Bedeckt envied how quiet her knees were. Not to mention the shapely curves of her calf muscles. Stupid old man. This time she went outside, leaving him alone with the corpses. Going to be one soon. She returned in moments, kicking the door open and leading her horse into the room. What the hells is the horse going to do?


  Throwing the saddlebag opened, she searched through it, cursing, and scattering her few possessions about the floor. Finally, she drew out the mirror, and stood staring into its surface.


  “You lied,” she said to the mirror, eyes widening in fear and understanding. “You have to save him.”


  “Stop it,” said Bedeckt. “You’re a shite Mirrorist. Your visions of the future—”


  “Shut up,” she said, without glancing in his direction. “I have to see.”


  Nodding to whatever she saw in there, she placed the mirror atop a table, using a mug to prop it up. After once again searching the saddlebag, she drew forth a set of needles and twined thread.


  “No no no,” said Bedeckt when she turned to face him.


  “I can do this,” she said.


  “No.”


  “It’ll work.”


  “Just like saving that boy—”


  “Shut up.”


  Zukunft bent at his side, her hair falling across his face and tickling his nose.


  “You smell like a wet dog,” he said.


  “Don’t distract me.”


  “That’s the wrong kind of thread.”


  “It’ll work.”


  Something deep within was damaged. This wasn’t a simple surface wound. “I’ve sewn myself closed enough times to know—”


  “Shut up.”


  Biting her bottom lip, she pulled his hand away from his side, examining the wound. He felt exposed, open. Cold.


  “Rings of your chain armour are driven into the wound,” she said. She set about digging them out with her fingers, dropping them, one at a time with a dull plunk, on the floor at Bedeckt’s side.


  “Get them all,” he said through gritted teeth.


  “Get better armour,” she said. “They’re rusted.” Then she splashed whatever was in the bottle she brought from the bar into the wound and he was on fire. It felt like she rammed a white hot poker into his guts.


  “Sticking cunt bitch whore,” he said between clenched teeth and she shushed him again.


  He whimpered as she sewed, cursed her family for a dozen generations each time she tugged rough thread through tender flesh. He swore she’d serve in the Afterdeath when she tied the thread tight, and screamed when she finished by emptying the rest of the bottle over the ragged wound.


  It was the worse sewing job he’d ever seen.


  “Remind me not to let you fix my pants,” he said, breathing in shallow gasps.


  She ignored him, sat staring into her mirror. “Did it work?” she asked whatever she saw in its surface. Her face crumpled in misery. He didn’t need to ask.


  I don’t want to die.


  Zukunft returned her attention to Bedeckt. She laid one hand upon his chest as if she meant to stop him from rising. “You will never touch me, will you?”


  He stared at her in confusion. She couldn’t possibly want that. Could she?


  She leaned close, hovering over him, her hair falling about his face like a sodden curtain, blocking out the rest of the world. Reality was gone. Only Zukunft remained. There was nowhere else to look but into her desolate face. Her eyes, welling with tears, were filled with dread.


  Bedeckt, head spinning, his own eyes watering from the agony searing his side, had no idea how to answer. He wanted to tell her she was a damned child and that he didn’t hurt children. No matter how much of a shite human he might be, there were a few things he would not do. But he knew himself and she was painfully beautiful.


  Get a grip, old man. Still he hesitated.


  What did she want to hear? Why the hells did he care?


  “You can,” she said, blinking back tears. “Just reach up, right now.” A bead of water hung from the tip of her perfect nose and then fell to land on the crushed ruin of his.


  “No.”


  “Why not?”


  Women. If Stehlen was impossible to understand, Zukunft was something else altogether.


  “I’m stained,” he said. “Spoiled. Ruined. Broken. Shite, think of every word you can to describe an awful man and that’s me.”


  “You have your list.”


  “Stick the list.”


  “Then touch me.”


  “No.”


  She gave him a smile of gut wrenching misery and tears fell. He tasted salt. She leaned in and kissed him, her mouth open, tongue touching his lips. She pulled away to look him in the eye when he refused to return the kiss.


  “I’ll live?” he asked, having already seen the answer in her face but desperate for a distraction.


  Zukunft cried harder, sorrow distorting her features, tears raining down upon Bedeckt’s upturned face.


  “Find the innkeeper,” said Bedeckt. “Maybe—”


  “Long enough,” she said.


  Long enough? Long enough for what?


  “We have to leave,” she said. “There’s a farmhouse.”


  “A couple of days, and then we’ll…”


  Zukunft shook her head, eyes pleading. “We have to leave now.”


  “I can’t,” said Bedeckt. “I can’t ride. It’ll kill—”


  “You have to.”


  “Why?”


  She stared down into his face, shaking her head enough to move her hair against his face. She doesn’t want to tell me and hates herself for what she’s asking.


  “If we don’t leave now,” she said, “you’ll be dead before we reach the farmhouse.”


  “If we leave now I’ll—”


  “What you want—your means of stopping Morgen—it’s there.”


  How badly did he want that? What did he want more, redemption, or a few more years of life?


  You’ll be dead before we reach the farmhouse.


  Dead. She stanched your wounds with filthy bar rags, sewed you shut with string from gods knows where, splashed strange alcohol in the wound; what the hells did you think would happen?


  She was wrong. Her damned mirror and whoever she thought was in there was wrong. “If I rest here,” said Bedeckt. “A few days.”


  Zukunft lay her face upon his chest and shook with sobbing anguish. “I’m sorry.”


  I’m dying? No. Not again. Not so soon. “What’s at the farmhouse?”


  “Your friends.”


  “I don’t have—”


  “And me.”


  “Your mirror lied about the boy. We never could have saved him. It’s lying again.”


  “She knew this would happen. All of it.”


  “She?”


  “My little sister,” Zukunft said into his chest. “This is why she wanted us to come here.”


  “So I could die?”


  “She wants to teach me a lesson.”


  What the hells is my death going to teach Zukunft?


  “I killed her,” said Zukunft. “We argued. I pushed her through a mirror. Shards of glass fell, one slipped between her ribs. She took hours to die and I sat with her, holding her hand.”


  She shook, uncontrolled sobs racking her thin frame, pressing herself into Bedeckt’s chest as if he could somehow make everything better. He raised his half-hand, stopped short of touching her. He didn’t want to die. He knew the Afterdeath, understood the grim helplessness of what awaited. There was no redemption there. Not for him, not for anyone. Those souls earned their fate. They weren’t the kind of people who suddenly turned their lives around and became good. And what came after? Bloody battles were even more common in the Afterdeath, with none of the decent souls around to forestall the madness. Still, he hesitated to offer comfort. What are you afraid of, old man? You’re dying. You know you are.


  Bedeckt held her tight, ignoring the agony in his guts.


  His friends. “The farmhouse,” he said.


  “We have to go,” Zukunft said, voice muffled. “Your friends will be there. Your answers.”


  Answers. Morgen. “Something bad happens there,” said Bedeckt, not quite asking.


  “My sister wants me to go.”


  “But we don’t have to. We’ll go somewhere else.”


  “She showed me the future.”


  “Damn it, girl.” How could he make her understand? “You’re Geisteskranken. You’re delusional. Your sister is dead and gone, you’re imagining all of this.”


  “My imagining it makes it true.”


  He couldn’t argue with that. “But if she means you harm, we have to ignore her. She can’t force us—”


  “Your friends will die there if we don’t go.”


  Abandoning friends isn’t on the list. To hells with them.


  Bedeckt remembered the night he and Stehlen shared in that dark alley, the drunken rutting. He remembered her face, that moment in the Afterdeath of unexpected softness, when he returned to her that motley collection of scarves. He remembered how Morgen once said Wichtig looked to Bedeckt as a father, desperate for encouragement or a kind word. Bedeckt had laughed and mocked the boy god’s naivety.


  “I don’t have friends,” he said.


  Zukunft kissed him on the cheek and stood. “I’m going.”


  “Why?”


  “I killed her. I deserve whatever happens.”


  “It will be better if I’m there?”


  “I don’t know,” said Zukunft. Her eyes said, not for you.


  Fate was horse shite. Anyone who thought they knew the future was mad.


  Bedeckt stared up at this beautiful and deranged girl. Every part of him wanted to close his eyes and sleep. Lay here on this tavern floor until he awoke somewhere else. He felt old, more ancient than mountains.


  She killed her little sister. So what? It was an accident. Guilt plagued her, broke her mind, drove her mad. Just another damned Geisteskranken.


  “Help me up,” he said.


  Bedeckt leaned heavily against the bar. A tankard, emptied and refilled three times, sat half full within reach of his half hand. He’d sent Zukunft to the stables in search of leather and straps with which to bind his belly. If he wrapped his gut tight enough, perhaps he might manage to stay upright and in the saddle long enough to—


  Long enough to what? Die?


  The tavern door swung open and Zukunft strode in dragging behind her a tangle of leather straps stolen from gods knew how many saddles. It must have been raining hard, as once again her shirt and skirt were soaked through and clinging to every curve. Bedeckt felt bad enough he didn’t care and had no trouble ignoring her.


  Hefting the straps, she dropped them atop the bar. Like her, they were sodden.


  “Old men hate the rain,” Bedeckt said.


  “Old men hate everything.”


  He couldn’t argue.


  Ducking behind the bar, she returned with several more bar rags and another bottle of alcohol he didn’t recognize. Laying the rags—which looked worse than the last lot—flat, she poured the booze over them.


  “That would have done more good in my gut,” said Bedeckt.


  She patted his belly. “I think there’s enough in there. Lift your shirt.”


  Bedeckt obeyed, lifting both the shirt and the torn chain armour beneath. Her eyes widened as she examined the hashed crisscross of pale scars sheathing his torso. She reached out a finger to touch a particularly large scar running from his left nipple down past the belt of his pants. She pressed, feeling the ridges of hard muscle beneath the fat of his belly.


  “I bet you used to be something,” she said, not at all talking to him.


  “Something.” He grunted. “I am what I have always been.”


  “You must have been amazing when you were my age,” she said in wonder, gaze roving his body as if drinking him in.


  “Amazingly stupid,” said Bedeckt, uncomfortable.


  She ran soft fingers across his chest. “Is there any part of you that hasn’t been cut?” She looked up at him, lifting an eyebrow, and he became aware of how close she was. He felt her warmth, smelled her sweat. “Maybe I should look you over, find out for myself.”


  Bedeckt’s face flushed hot. What the hells? How did she do that to him?


  “The straps,” he said.


  “Rags first,” she said.


  Zukunft helped peel the blood-soaked remains of his shirt away and dropped it on the bar with a wet plop. Next she helped him shuck the tattered remnants of his chain shirt and Bedeckt did his best to ignore the gaping hole torn in its side and the flaking rust of the many bent rings.


  His torso naked, Zukunft pressed the booze-soaked bar rags over top her crude stitches. “Hold these in place.”


  Once Bedeckt had them held where she wanted, she wrapped his gut in strap after strap. He groaned in pain as she cinched each one tight. Once finished, she stepped back to examine her handiwork. Overlapping bands of leather bound his belly tight. She touched a hand to the wounded side.


  “Feel that?” she asked.


  “No.”


  She pressed a little harder. “That?”


  “A little.”


  Zukunft pressed harder and he grunted in pain.


  “It’ll do,” she said. “Let’s see if you can stand.”


  “I’ve been standing the entire damned time.”


  “Without leaning on the bar.”


  After downing the last of his pint, Bedeckt pushed himself from the bar and stood, weaving only slightly. “Good as new,” he said, grinding his teeth to stop from whimpering.


  “Your new is shite.”


  “I think you’re going to have to help me to the door,” he said. “And I’m not sure if I can mount a horse.”


  “Anything else you’d like to mount?”


  “Woman, this isn’t—”


  “Oh ho! So I’m a woman now?”


  “Girl,” he said. “I’ll tell you what’s shite: Your timing.” You’re off by several decades.


  She offered a sad smile and he realized she was on the verge of tears.


  “Sorry,” she said, voice quiet. “Lean against me. I’ll help you.”


  Bedeckt staggered to the tavern door, Zukunft supporting much of his considerable weight. Glancing over his shoulder he saw the stain of his blood. It was too large. Far too large. He couldn’t believe he ever had that much blood inside him.


  It isn’t in there any more.


  CHAPTER 20


  
    Give me one hundred Verschlinger Wendigast who will obey orders and I will conquer the world.


    —General Misserfolg, Selbsthass

  


  The cold tinkle of metal on metal woke Wichtig. He groaned, his throat dry. Sinuses choked with blood, he’d fallen asleep with his mouth open. He felt like he’d gargled dust.


  Everything will be fine. I’m the Greatest Swordsman in the World. Morgen will watch over me. The damned god-brat needs me.


  “Calm,” he whispered, “Be calm like the—”


  “Shut up.”


  “Huh?”


  The voice was feminine. If there was a woman in the room, he was as good as free. Wichtig rolled his eyes, trying to see who spoke. The previously empty wood table was now littered with bright and shiny implements of horror. Knives and hooks and surgical instruments for spreading flesh and bone were laid out in loving care, aligned perfectly.


  A slim figure stood at the edge of his peripheral vision, face and body shrouded in whispers of spidery gauze.


  “You sleep heavily,” she said, voice nasally and hollow.


  “Tired,” he said. “Small run-in with an albtraum pretending to be my son.” He wasn’t sure why he told her that, but manipulation often depended on laying a groundwork of subtle facts and watching to find which was the emotional trigger.


  The woman didn’t seem to care. “I am Schnitter,” she said.


  “Wichtig Lügner,” he answered. “The Greatest—”


  “Yes, yes.” She shuffled closer, moving with a lilting limp, and smiled down at him. The gauze offered hints of the twisted nightmare face within.


  “You are pretty,” she said. “Shame about the teeth.”


  “I did look better with them,” he said, enunciating carefully so as to avoid the embarrassing lisp.


  “I meant that it was a shame I didn’t get to take them,” she said, reaching a hand up to caress Wichtig’s cheek. “But the rest will be mine.”


  He couldn’t drag his gaze from that hand. The smallest and middle fingers were gone, severed at the first knuckle. Noting his attention, she lifted the other hand. The first and ring fingers were missing, surgically removed. None of the remaining fingers had nails; red and raw, they looked to have been recently yanked free.


  She smiled at whatever she saw in his face.


  Wichtig eyed the stumps of her missing fingers with distaste. “They fell off?”


  “Of course not, my pretty.” She leaned close. “I removed them.” She shrugged again, the slightest lift of shoulders. “I am optimizing myself, cutting away the unneeded.”


  He blinked up at her, struggling to understand. “Optimizing?”


  “And I will do the same for you. I shall pare you down to the barest of essentials, nothing superfluous.”


  Feigning calm, Wichtig offered a world weary sigh. “So you’re going to torture me.” He was impressed with how bored he managed to sound.


  “No, my pretty. Of course not.” She seemed genuinely upset by the suggestion. “What a terrible thing to say. I’m going to improve you. I’m going to—”


  “Optimize me.”


  “It’s rude to interrupt,” she admonished.


  “You interrupted me.”


  “Don’t be childish, my pretty. You shall be perfection, a core of humanity and nothing more. Imagine the freedom.”


  “Yes,” he said. “I’m imagining it. I’m guessing I’ll still end up dead.”


  Again she looked appalled at his words, like he called her the worst names imaginable. “I would never kill another living thing. I’m a vegetarian, you know. I care deeply about all life.”


  “Well this life wants to keep all its bits, necessary or not,” said Wichtig.


  “Once they’re gone you’ll understand how much better off you are without them. It’s my gift.”


  “Keep your damned gift. I’m no spy and if you torture me, of course I’m going to admit to being a spy.”


  “So you admit you’re a spy?”


  “No. I’m saying if you torture me I’ll admit to being one.”


  “You’ll only admit it if I torture you?” she asked. “Fine.”


  Schnitter retreated in shuffling steps and stripped away the gauze to reveal the damage beneath. Many of her wounds remained raw, angry and puckered. Her breasts, carved away, were ragged rolling scars of torn flesh tucked within itself and crudely sewn shut. Her left leg ended in a stump, a simple wood prosthesis strapped into place. The leather chafed her slim hips bloody. Squares of flesh, cut away over many years, left her a patchwork quilt of pain and smooth unblemished flesh.


  Schnitter removed the gauze covering her face last, exposing a grinning mouth devoid of teeth. She stuck her tongue out at Wichtig. It was trimmed it to a nub, leaving just enough to speak coherently. Her eyebrows and hair looked to have been yanked out by the fistful, the exposed skin inflamed. Her eyes were beautiful, the most amazing dark brown.


  And then he saw the gaping and wheezing pit where her nose should have been. Mucus leaked from the hole.


  That explains the voice, he thought numbly. His mind stumbled, trying to fit the pieces together. Anywhere she hadn’t maimed herself, she was flawless. If she’ll do that to herself… He shied from finishing the thought. Unable to look away from the heart-shaped face, Wichtig realized what he saw.


  “You were beautiful,” he said. “Why?”


  The Körperidentität, ignoring his question, turned to examine the table of utensils. Wichtig saw her ears too were cut away leaving lumpen scars in the side of her head. People hacked Bedeckt’s ears off while trying to remove his huge wooden chunk of a skull, and still his looked better than this.


  Finally, she shrugged. Snot leaked from her gaping sinus cavity. “What is beauty?” she asked. “What is beauty worth?”


  The questions were so unfathomably stupid, Wichtig was left stunned. He blinked at the ruin of her face, seeing hints of what she had been. “It’s everything.”


  “No, my pretty,” she said, voice coming from the pit of her nose as much as it did her mouth. “I’ll show you the truth.” Selecting a set of what looked like garden shears, Schnitter shuffled around Wichtig to stand at his feet. “Are you a spy?” she asked.


  “No.”


  She rolled his smallest toe between her fingers and he tried to clench his feet into fists.


  Gripping the toe, Schnitter asked, “What does this toe do?”


  This isn’t happening. Morgen, stop sticking about! Come and rescue your First Sword! “It plays an essential role in fine balance,” he said through clenched teeth.


  “Balance, my pretty?” She nestled the toe between the cold blades of the shears and applied enough pressure to trap it there. “That only matters if you have legs.”


  “I’m a spy,” said Wichtig.


  “I know. For the Geborene god?”


  “Sure. Whatever you want.”


  She watched him, staring up the length of his body, ignoring its physical perfection. “Good,” she said.


  “So no need for torture, right?”


  Schnitter sniffed, and wiped at her leaking sinuses with a bare arm leaving a smear of mucus and pus. “This pointless toe offends me.”


  “How about we leave the useless toe where it—”


  Schnitter clipped the toe off. Even missing fingers, Wichtig was surprised by her strength. And then a raging inferno of pain washed away all thought. Wichtig screamed, thrashed about as much as his bonds allowed and howled insults, threats, and promises at the mad woman.


  She waited patiently until he wound down and lay panting and gasping, face spattered in spittle.


  “I’m going to kill you,” he promised.


  “With what?” she asked.


  Not wanting to suggest her next target, the Swordsman chose to remain quiet.


  Schnitter held aloft his toe, again rolling it between her remaining fingers. “See how ugly this little thing is?” she asked.


  “I want it back!”


  “Not for long,” she said. “Soon you won’t even miss it.”


  Shuffling back to her table of toys, she selected a steel bowl and dropped the toe within. “Arschloch will enjoy this.”


  Wichtig’s foot screamed agony, sent pulses of heat up his leg. The foot felt hot and swollen. “Who?”


  “My dog.”


  “Your dog?” he screamed. “I’ll kill you and your rutting dog you…you…you gods-damned dog sticker.”


  Schnitter offered a look of surprised hurt. “That’s not nice. What has Arschloch ever done to you?”


  “Aside from eating my sticking toes?”


  Frowning into the bowl, she collected a fistful of gauze, and shuffled back to Wichtig’s feet.


  “I’m sorry,” he said. “I’m sure it’s a very nice dog.”


  She ignored him and wrapped his foot. When finished, she struggled back into her gauzy clothes and left him alone, bound tight to a stone table.


  Wichtig struggled with renewed vigour, pressing himself against the thick leather binding him to the table. There was no give and he remained helpless.


  “I’m sorry,” he screamed. “I’m so sorry!”


  Silence answered.


  “Don’t optimize me. I like me. What’s left. I can make you happy,” he promised.


  Silence.


  “What is beauty worth?” he called out, his voice ringing off the stone walls. “I get it now,” he lied. “I understand.” He swallowed, his mind a blur of panicked thought. “Even though you’re—” No, that wasn’t right. “Even after what you’ve done to yourself—” No, that wasn’t quite right either. “After all you’ve optimized,” he said, liking the sound. “You’re still beautiful. I see it now.”


  The door swung open and Schnitter returned. The bowl, still clutched in her partial fist, was empty. “You do?”


  “Yes.”


  “Good. You have so many useless bits.” After stripping back to her naked state she limped to the table and selected a saw, nodding appreciatively at its glinting beauty. “The right tool for the job,” she said. Shuffling closer to stand at the table, she examined him with the eye of a carpenter deciding what to cut away to expose the statue hidden in the wood.


  “All the beauty is already on the outside,” said Wichtig. “I’m nothing inside.”


  “Nonsense.” She eyed his manhood, shrunken with fear. “No use for that.”


  “You could have uses,” Wichtig promised, doing his best to leer lustfully at the ruin of her face.


  “No,” said Schnitter. “I could not.” She glanced meaningfully down and Wichtig was glad he couldn’t see whatever was between her legs, hidden by the edge of the table. “You decide,” she said. “Lips, ears, penis, or balls?”


  “Go to hell.”


  She laughed, prodding his manhood with the flat of the saw’s blade. His balls did their best to crawl up into his belly.


  “Can I tell you a secret?” she asked.


  “Please,” he said. Please keep talking. Talking is not sawing. Talking is good. Just keep talking. Anything was better than discussing what she’d saw off next. Gods, which would he chose? He’d be hideously ugly without his lips, and losing his ears wouldn’t be much better. He shuddered at the thought of looking like Bedeckt. Without your balls, it doesn’t much matter what you look like. Maybe Morgen could heal him. If he got out of this alive, Morgen would make him whole again. Everything is fine, he told himself. Nothing to worry about.


  For once, he didn’t believe himself.


  “We’re already in hell,” Schnitter said as if sharing some deep truth. “Look around you. The world responds to our desires, but whose desire does it respond to most strongly? The mad. The deranged. Why are the beliefs of the sane worth so little? Why can I bend reality but those stupid guards can’t?”


  “Hacking someone’s toes off hardly constitutes bending reality,” said Wichtig. “Any idiot can do that.”


  She scowled, head tilting to one side. Something leaked from her gaping sinus pit. “Like a child, you sway back and forth between promises and threats.” Dragging the wooden lump of her leg behind her, she stood at Wichtig’s side. Tapping his smallest finger with the saw she said, “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves.”


  “I’m a Swordsman,” said Wichtig, pleading. “I need that for a good grip.”


  “Fingers are only of use to those with arms.” She gripped the finger, prying it out from the others. “Let’s start here.”


  “Let’s not.”


  Wichtig twitched and screamed as she sawed his finger off. After holding it aloft for examination, she tossed into the bowl.


  Terrified, Wichtig retreated into sarcasm. “Guess I won’t need two swords any more.” His life, everything he was and ever could be, drained from the wound in his hand. If she took his ability to hold a sword, she took everything. What was he without that? Nothing. That’s all I’ve ever had. Severing his fingers killed Wichtig more effectively than if she drove a knife into his heart. Or sawed off all his limbs.


  Carved tongue jutting between pink and ragged gums in a look of rapt concentration, Schnitter sawed off the next finger. Even as he screamed Wichtig thanked the gods she took another finger from the same hand rather than starting on the other.


  When finished, she tossed it into the waiting bowl and stood panting, gasping for air.


  She’s tired. Sawing through bone isn’t easy. She’ll need a break. Wichtig held his breath. His left hand was soaked in blood from the severed fingers. If she left him alone, with blood as a lubricant, he might work free of his bonds.


  “That was difficult,” she admitted.


  Thank gods.


  “Something easier this time,” she said.


  “No.”


  Then she hacked off his left ear and tossed it into the bowl.


  “Arschloch will eat well tonight,” she said. “But she needs something soft.” Schnitter grinned gums at Wichtig and leaned in to grip his manhood in strong fingers. “What shall we do about this useless thing?” She squeezed hard and Wichtig screamed. Lifting the saw, she licked her lips with hewn remnants of tongue, staring as if entranced.


  Wichtig fainted.


  CHAPTER 21


  
    Never tell a friend what you would conceal from an enemy.


    —Basamortuan Proverb

  


  Stehlen slid out from under Lebendig’s arm like a Kleptic departing the scene of a crime. Once in the hall, she picked a direction at random and wandered. She had no idea where Wichtig was but knew she’d find him. If she wandered lost long enough to become annoyed, she’d start killing people until someone told her where the idiot was.


  Bedeckt would spend days planning this and still get lost.


  She couldn’t decide which she preferred, finding Wichtig quickly and easily, or after much bloody mayhem. Shrugging the thought aside as irrelevant, she picked a corner at random and found herself staring down a long set of stairs disappearing into the tower’s basement.


  Too easy. She contemplated ignoring them, but that was stupid and she preferred to leave stupidity to the men.


  Stehlen descended, relying on her nose and ears to warn her of trouble. The stairs ended in a long cobwebbed passageway lined with iron-studded doors. A lit lantern hung from a hook by the last door. Below the lantern lay a massive hound, wrapped thick in muscle.


  This was definitely the kind of place she’d keep a Swordsman.


  The hound raised its muzzle, iron grey and painted red with blood. Sharp eyes searched the hall. Ears perked for sound, nostrils flared as it sought to catch the scent of whatever woke it. Stehlen watched the beast until it grunted and once again lay its massive head upon its front paws. She’d seen bears with smaller skulls than this dog.


  Sliding a knife from its hidden place, Stehlen approached the animal. She never understood why people insisted on using animals as guards. The beasts only noticed important things. Since there wasn’t a Kleptic alive who thought they were worth of anything, and belief defined reality, guard dogs inevitably failed to notice them. The animals were only useful for keeping out the kind of people who were unlikely to want to steal from you.


  Stehlen stood over the hound. It really was a fine beast, the perfect killing machine. Well, perfect for killing rabbits and the like. Probably fairly effective against Swordsmen too. Up close she saw the criss-cross of scars hidden beneath thick fur once black and now going to grey with age. An old killer, this one. It had seen many battles and survived, much like Stehlen. She felt a warm camaraderie for the hound and wanted to stroke it behind the ears. She wanted to wrap her arms around it in a tight hug.


  She killed it instead.


  Knowing it was not locked, Stehlen pushed the door open and stepped over the dog’s corpse. The room beyond was a stone cell lit with the slagged remains of a dozen candles jammed into empty wine bottles. A naked woman stood with her back to Stehlen, clucking quietly to the World’s Greatest Moron who lay, unconscious, strapped to a stone table. Another table—this one carved wood—sat against the far wall, lined in neatly arranged implements of torture. This woman shared some of the Geborene god’s obsessions with neatness.


  The room reeked of fear and blood, a deep, back of the throat cloying stench.


  Stehlen studied the naked woman, noting the amputated leg and missing fingers. The remaining foot sported only the largest toe, the rest were cut away. Even the woman’s hips seemed somehow shaved down.


  Körperidentität. There weren’t many breeds of Geisteskranken that disgusted Stehlen, but this was one. Even Befallen, with their infestations of parasites and bugs crawling under their skin, were preferable to this self-abuse. She understood the desire for punishment, knew it all too well, but abusing one’s self instead of earning it was cheating.


  Stehlen glanced past the woman and noted one of Wichtig’s feet was bandaged as was his left hand. His left ear was cut away.


  He always did want to be more like Bedeckt.


  The woman lifted a saw and Stehlen realized she had a rather firm grip on Wichtig’s cock.


  Stehlen decided there were limits as to what other people were allowed to do to her friends. The only person allowed to carve Wichtig up was Stehlen. This was exactly the kind of theft that angered her most.


  “Leave that,” Stehlen said.


  Releasing Wichtig, the woman turned. Her chest was a mass of ill-healed scar tissue. A dark and gaping pit, sniffing and snivelling in wet slurps, was all that remained of her nose. The woman—what remained of her—looked calm, unafraid.


  “You are?” asked the Körperidentität.


  “No one steals from me,” said Stehlen, ignoring the query.


  “He’s yours?”


  Interesting question, Stehlen decided. Yes, he is mine. Bedeckt too. She would do as she chose with them. She examined the woman, naked and ruined and reeking of infection run riot, and decided she didn’t like her. And she definitely didn’t like the damage done to Wichtig’s beautiful body. “Everything is mine. Just a question of whether I’ve taken it yet.”


  “Kleptic,” spat the woman.


  “Körperidentität,” Stehlen spat back.


  The woman lifted her saw, showing Stehlen the bright edge stained red with Wichtig’s blood. “You have so many useless appendages,” she said, hobbling closer. “Let me take them from you. Let me optimize your mortal coil.”


  Stehlen grinned yellow teeth and the woman blanched. “I know you, Körperidentität.” Her own knives hung loose in her hands, thirsty. “I see so much you no longer need.” Stehlen slid closer. “I know you want to be rid of them. They’re a curse.”


  The Körperidentität hesitated, licking her lips, eyes wet with tears of longing.


  Stehlen took the saw from the woman and examined the blade. Finding it wanting, she tossed it aside. “Your fear holds you back. Your fear betrays you. Let me make you what you want to be.”


  “I have to feed Arschloch first,” said the woman.


  “The dog? I’ve already carved that unnecessary flesh from your life.”


  Crying, the Körperidentität leaned her face into what remained of her hands. Slim shoulders shook as she sucked wet sobs of air into her sinus cavity.


  Stehlen watched desire and fear do battle. “What is it the doctors always say?” she asked. “Oh, yes. ‘This is going to hurt.’ ”


  CHAPTER 22


  
    The vast majority of the populace is completely sane and unable to alter reality. At least on their own. Bring a crowd together and convince them of something (through advertising, religion, politics, economics, or any other popular mass delusion) and they become—as a group—capable of defining their reality. The sane are not powerless, far from it. In fact, the sane define most of this reality. Almost anywhere you go things fall down, night follows day, politics is real and important, and there’s somewhere to go after you die. Almost.


    The sane are even capable of countering, or nullifying, the beliefs of the deranged.


    —Vorstellung - Natural Philosopher

  


  With Zukunft pushing on Bedeckt’s arse with all her strength, he was barely able to mount his horse. Arsehole seemed none too pleased at his return and nickered his complaint, rolling huge eyes to glare at him.


  “I don’t like it either,” Bedeckt told the beast.


  He waited, swaying in the saddle, as Zukunft collected what food she found in the tavern. The rain let up, but her clothing still clung seductively to every curve and swell.


  Fool. Bedeckt turned Arsehole south west, pointing the horse in the direction of the bridge at the Gottlos-Selbsthass border. The town remained quiet as they rode out, the horses plodding through the deep shite and mud. If people watched from windows, Bedeckt didn’t see them. His world collapsed to a narrow tunnel of focus.


  “It’s sad,” said Zukunft. “You’re obviously wounded and yet no one offers aid.”


  “If you saw us from your bedroom window,” said Bedeckt, “would you venture into the rain?”


  “Yes,” she said. “We always offered shelter to those in need. Father…” She sighed, closing her eyes as she bowed her head. “Anyway, you look scary, but you’re a big kitten.”


  “That,” he said, “I am not.”


  The sun rose, warming their backs as they rode. The leather straps, already wrapped tight, tightened as the leather dried. Bedeckt didn’t complain. They were all that kept him upright and in the saddle.


  They rode west. To either side the trees glistened emerald green, sparkling with dew in the morning light. The world smelled alive and healthy, rich and deep. Birds danced circles around them, dashing near as if in competition to see who dared get closest to the riders. A rabbit, fur lightening to the white it would become once winter arrived, watched them, ears perked and twitching. Bedeckt imagined how good it would taste with mushrooms and onions, cooked in dark ale, with a dozen pints to wash it down. The rabbit wriggled its nose and disappeared into the brush.


  “I love rabbit,” he said.


  “Me too,” said Zukunft. “I used to have one. His name was Blacky. He was so friendly. He used to—”


  “I bet he tasted great.”


  She shot him a mock scowl. “We didn’t eat our pets.”


  “Pets.” He laughed, a pained chuckle turning into a fit of coughing. When it subsided, he continued. “Only the wealthy have pets. Everyone else keeps animals for food or breeding. Either way, they have to be useful.”


  “I wouldn’t say we were wealthy.”


  “Only the wealthy say that. Everyone else knows they’re poor. How many bedrooms did your home have?”


  He watched her counting in her head.


  “A couple,” she said.


  “Did you share a room? Did each of your servants have their own room?”


  She didn’t answer.


  “That’s what I thought.”


  Zukunft turned green eyes on him. “This is where you share your terrible story of crushing poverty and how it shaped you? This is where you blame the past for everything you are today?”


  Bedeckt bit down on a sharp reply. He thought back to the one room shack he shared with his parents. He remembered hiding under his blanket, watching his father beat his mother each night. He remembered the first time he tried to stop his father and the thrashing he received, his first scars. And then he grinned, remembering the day he realized he was bigger than the old man.


  “That’s a scary smile,” Zukunft said.


  “I’ve made my choices and here I am.”


  “That’s true of all of us.”


  Yes, but not everyone is willing to take responsibility for their choices. “I’m an old man with bad knees and a bad back.” He touched the bound wound at his side. It was deep. He’d seen enough gut wounds to know this wasn’t something he’d survive. “I’ve thrown away a lifetime of chances and opportunities to be a decent man. But you, you’re still young.”


  “Even the young bear the scars of their crimes.”


  “Ride away,” he said. “Turn your horse and go. Ride for wherever you left your family. Your sister, it was an accident. They’ll forgive you.”


  “It’s not their forgiveness I need,” she said.


  “She’s gone. Dead. What you see in the mirror, it’s just your imagination, your guilt. Go to your parents. They’ll forgive you and you’ll learn to forgive yourself.”


  “No.”


  Bedeckt growled in frustration. Why did he keep trying? He knew logic was of little use when confronting Geisteskranken.


  “Why are you doing as she asks? The mirror ever lies. Every Mirrorist knows that.”


  “She wants her vengeance and I’m going to give it to her. Whatever she wants me to suffer, I shall suffer.” Zukunft glanced at him, eyes damp. “And she wants you to play some part in that. I think it’s because I…”


  “You what?”


  Zukunft shrugged. “Men are swine.”


  Having rutted more than his share of whores, Bedeckt couldn’t argue. Even now, here he was using her to get what he wanted. She—or her imagined sister—would show him how to stop Morgen, how to undo the damage done in straying from his list. Thinking about it now, he wondered why he ever thought this would work.


  “You plans are shite, old man,” he whispered, thinking of Stehlen. He could almost hear her voice. She’d laugh at him. Mock his stupid list, ridicule his foolish quest for redemption. If you want to undo the damage you did to the boy, she’d say, then go kill the little bastard.


  Beneath the leather straps and bar rags his gut felt hot and damp. Something leaked from under the bindings and trickled down his side. Each time he closed his eyes vertigo swept through him and he weaved drunkenly in the saddle.


  “I think she wants me to understand betrayal,” said Zukunft, interrupting his thoughts.


  Then your sister has chosen well.


  They rode on in silence.


  Ahead, Bedeckt recognized the hill and spotted the remains of the family’s ruined camp. The father, who’d been bound to a tree by his intestines, was gone, no doubt dragged away by the forest’s carrion creatures. He glanced at Zukunft. She rode, back stiff, eyes fixed forward.


  “And who better to teach you of betrayal than me,” he said.


  Zukunft didn’t look at him. She spoke, voice tight. “She showed me. You abandoned Wichtig when the Therianthropes attacked in Neidrig. You killed Stehlen. You left them both in the Afterdeath.”


  It was all true. But why should Zukunft be disappointed in him if she knew his past? Disappointment implied expectations. Did she think he could save her, that he would?


  That’s not why I’m here.


  Bedeckt thought about the way she kept him off balance, one moment flirting and suggestive, the next distant and cold. What am I to her? Did she do it on purpose? Was it an attempt at manipulation, or was it unconscious, a defence of some kind?


  You know what you are. You know what you look like. You’re a fat old man. You’re missing an ear and your nose is flatter than the southern grasslands. You’re a mess of scars.


  The flirting, it had to be a distraction. She was young and beautiful and she knew it. She could have any man. If she was with him, it was because— It’s because she’s using you.


  But what for? And what exactly did she expect?


  She’s Geisteskranken, he reminded himself. She’s crazy, probably self-destructive. She’s plagued by guilt and wants punishment. She must think I will be instrumental in that punishment.


  Zukunft stayed with him because she knew he’d betray her.


  They rode on, Bedeckt staying in the saddle through sheer force of will.


  When the sun fell toward the horizon, Bedeckt raised his head, looking about in confusion. He only closed his eyes for a moment and the day died. Zukunft rode ahead, his own horse following hers without guidance. Thankfully her clothes were dry and hung loose.


  “Camp,” said Bedeckt, voice a dusty croak. “Ale.”


  “We only have water,” said Zukunft, reining her horse to a stop.


  “Shite,” said Bedeckt as Arsehole stopped of his own accord.


  He sat watching as Zukunft slid from the saddle with unconscious grace. She stood, rubbing her arse.


  “I think I’d rather walk. My backside will never be the same.” She turned as if displaying it. “Has it changed shape? Is it flat now?”


  What happened to ‘men are swine?’ “A few more days in the saddle and it’ll get easier.”


  “A few more days and I’ll be permanently bow-legged.” She giggled. “Though that might be useful, eh?”


  Bedeckt ignored the question, looked at everything but her.


  “Are you going to stay on the horse all night?” she asked.


  When he slid from the saddle his knees buckled, dropping him to the hard earth. Arsehole stepped away daintily, as if disgusted by the show of weakness. Bedeckt couldn’t blame him.


  “Stay there,” said Zukunft. “I’ll make the camp around you.”


  One moment cold and angry, the next mothering and caring. Was this a manifestation of her insanity, or a woman thing? So many times he’d wondered whether there was a sane woman on all the earth. He remembered mentioning it to a favourite whore. She laughed, said women wondered the same about men.


  Zukunft set up the camp around Bedeckt, helping him onto a blanket and joking about him copping a feel while she did. Bedeckt remained quiet, grinding his teeth against the pain in his side. He felt hot, his face flushed and sweating even though the sun was setting and the air cool.


  Zukunft gathered kindling and felled branches for a fire and Bedeckt showed her how to light it with a flint and tinder. She learned quickly, taking pride in her accomplishment. For once, Bedeckt stilled the sarcastic chiding that bubbled up demanding release. It was a good skill, a useful skill. She earned her pride and shitting on it was the action of a small man.


  With the fire lit, she dug a meal of dried meat and hard bread from her saddle bags and shared it out, asking if he needed her to chew it for him first seeing as he had so few teeth. He feigned anger and she laughed, seemingly comfortable and at ease. She sat next to him, close, but not so close as to touch him. After removing her boots, she stretched her legs out and wriggled her toes at the fire, sighing at the warmth.


  “Gods,” said Bedeckt. “The stench of your feet could kill a bull moose from a thousand paces.”


  Zukunft swatted his shoulder. “Arse. Anyway, I’m surprised you can smell anything over your own stink. When was the last time you bathed?”


  “It was before I was killed,” said Bedeckt.


  “Well you smell like you’ve been dead for weeks.”


  They fell quiet then, Bedeckt aware of the heat pulsing through the wound in his gut, Zukunft staring into the fire with haunted eyes.


  “Your plan,” she said.


  “What about it?”


  “Back in the Afterdeath I told you I could show you how to…to get what you want.”


  “You were lying?”


  “No.” she showed her teeth to the fire in a grimace. “You’ll get it. But—”


  “That’s all I ask.”


  “You said the plan was for me to use my mirror to see the future so we can be one step ahead of everyone until…until she shows you.”


  Close enough. There had been no mention of the sister until after they escaped the Afterdeath. “Right.”


  “You haven’t asked me to look in the mirror.”


  I don’t need your damned mirror. I know what’s going to happen: I’m going to die. “I no longer trust your mirror.”


  “Well I do.” Zukunft dragged her saddle bag closer and retrieved her mirror. After unwrapping it, she stared into its surface, eyes darting as they followed whatever they saw. When she finally blinked tears fell, cutting tracks through the road dust caking her face.


  “She used to show me so many futures,” Zukunft said. “She showed me a thousand possibilities and how to arrive at each.”


  “And now?”


  “I see no possibilities. I see one future, one end.”


  “Throw it away,” said Bedeckt. “I’ll shatter it for you.”


  “There’s a farmhouse,” she said, still staring into the mirror. “I see nothing beyond the farmhouse. It ends there.”


  “It doesn’t have to. The mirror ever—”


  “It does.” She wiped at her tears, smearing her cheeks. “I think I die.”


  “You think?”


  “She won’t show me the very end.” She shook, shivering. Fresh tears fell each time she blinked.


  She’s scared. She thinks her sister will finally take her vengeance at the farmhouse. And yet he couldn’t stop her from going. If he was healthy, if he was strong, he’d throw her over a shoulder and carry her away. Now all he could do was follow along and watch. He felt pathetic, helpless. Weak. He lived his life being strong, unafraid to take risks. He was daring, if not heroic. Though he ran from any fight guaranteed to end in death and failure, he stayed for many where the outcome was in doubt. He’d always been strong.


  And now?


  Bedeckt spat into the fire, feeling sweat bead his face and forehead. The fire seemed dim and far away.


  Zukunft stared at the mirror, entranced. “Your friends are going to be there too,” she said. “They’re in danger. Something is following them. Something cold, evil. It’s in the sky, above the clouds. Wings bigger than the sails of the biggest ship, sheets of snake skin. It vomits insanity, melts flesh from bone with its madness.”


  “Geisteskranken?”


  Zukunft nodded. “Teetering at the Pinnacle, about to lose control.” She laughed, a sob of fear. “Gottlos will fall before the war even starts.”


  “Good,” said Bedeckt. “War is the part where all the poor people die to protect the interests of wealthy arseholes.”


  “Sometimes it’s about protecting something. A way of life. Freedom.”


  “The people of Gottlos aren’t free,” said Bedeckt. No one is free. “King Dieb Schmutzig is a Gefahrgeist, a self-centred bastard. The city-state is ruled by half a dozen of the wealthiest and they’re all Geisteskranken. Most are Gefahrgeist. They own the lands. They own the farms. They own the food and the people.”


  “But they rarely make use of that power,” she said. “Gottlos might not be wealthy or prosperous, but by and large the peasants are left alone.”


  Left alone, like that was the best they should even hope for. Bedeckt laughed. “The peasants. Spoken as someone who doesn’t count herself among them.”


  Zukunft flushed with embarrassment and fidgeted. “We were wealthy. It’s not a crime. My father worked hard—”


  “You owned people.”


  “We owned the land. Peasants… People worked it for us.”


  “Did your father have the right to punish them as he saw fit?”


  “He was always a just man,” she said, defensive.


  “No doubt,” said Bedeckt. “Did he ever hang criminals?”


  She glared at him, seeing the trap. “Sometimes.”


  “He had power of life and death over them. That’s ownership.”


  Zukunft pursed her lips, tilting her head to one side to examine Bedeckt through slit eyes. “What you do with that power matters. The Geborene god will not be some distant Gefahrgeist too wrapped up in his own life to bother the peasants. He demands worship. He wants to rule over everything and won’t stop until he does. He’s mad and his delusions are more dangerous than those of some self-centred arse.”


  “That’s why I’m going to stop him.” He no longer felt so sure. What could one dying old man do against a god?


  “The Geborene Theocrat thinks he controls her,” said Zukunft.


  “Who?”


  “The flying Geisteskranken I mentioned. He’s sent her for you, but she’s going to kill thousands. Tens of thousands. She’ll lay waste to cities.” She looked at Bedeckt then, eyes hollow. “She’ll bring down several city-states before she cracks. She’ll hand that insane boy-god most of the world and destroy what little remains when the Pinnacle takes her. Unless someone stops her.”


  Someone. Not me. I’ll be dead. “And she’s following Stehlen and Wichtig?”


  She nodded, damp eyes never leaving his. “She’s hoping they’ll lead her to you.”


  “They’ll be at the farmhouse.”


  “She’ll be there, in the clouds. There are two others. Wahnists, I think. They too ride the edge of the Pinnacle.”


  A Wahnist suffered false beliefs. That could mean anything from thinking they were petunias to believing they had god-like powers over life and death. Most thought they were someone more important than they were. The chances that’s what the Theocrat sent seemed pretty sticking slim.


  “What are you going to do?” asked Zukunft.


  “Get some sleep,” said Bedeckt, easing himself back with a groan.


  She watched him for a dozen heartbeats before stretching languidly, allowing her shirt to fall open and her skirt to rise suggestively exposing her legs.


  Bedeckt, in too much pain to give a shite about some cleavage and a flash of pale thigh, grunted and rolled over, turning his back to her.


  “I saw you watching, old man.”


  “Your feet are killing me,” he said.


  Zukunft threw a chunk of bread at him.


  CHAPTER 23


  
    Time is a delusion. We think it’s fixed but—if you think about it even for a moment—you’ll realize it isn’t. You’ve no doubt noticed how time seems to move slower when you’re bored, right? That’s because it does! Belief defines reality. I’m moving to Grunlugen, easily the most boring of the city-states. Once there, I’ll find the most boring work I can. I’ll live forever!


    —Anonymous

  


  An old man wandered out of the Gezackt Mountains armed with nothing but a sturdy stick and the kind of bad attitude only people who have lived longer than they hoped or wanted, are capable of. Behind him, on the far side of the mountain range lay madness. Millions of years of trapped decay—fish in a stagnating pond, feeding off the foul sludge of decay, rutting and giving birth, and changing nothing—followed in his footsteps. He’d always been a little mad. Mad enough to hunt impossible goals and dare impossible feats. Mad enough to face impossible odds, and mad enough to win each and every time.


  Mad enough to be great.


  Madness was a thing of the past, the armpit stain of a town he walked through on his way home.


  He remembered meeting the oldest god face to face, looking into those ravenous lunatic eyes. He saw its weakness and laughed.


  And then he killed it.


  Or had he? He wasn’t sure. Some things don’t die.


  The old man walked into an unnamed mining community several weeks north of whatever was left of Auseinander. Had that been this life? He couldn’t remember. Maybe the city was there, maybe it was gone. Maybe these Gezackt Mountains weren’t his Gezackt Mountains and everything here was different. He’d seen that before.


  Spotting a tavern, little more than a lean-to with a couple of overturned boxes for a bar, the old man squared broad shoulders unbent by age and approached. With no real door to enter, he strode up to the bar and dropped his walking stick upon it. Four rough men sat about a fifth, much prettier man sporting a pair of matched swords. They waited on his words like he was an elder god returned to save humanity from the unending shite of life. A Swordsman and his coterie of witless followers. The old man knew the type.


  “Ale,” he told the cripple behind the bar, ignoring the men. They noticed him but couldn’t fit him into their pecking order. His tattered clothes, shredded from his passage over the mountains and unwashed in months, said he wasn’t important. Something else said he was.


  The cripple shifted in his chair and shook his head. “Kartoffel,” he said.


  “Kart awful?” The long scar running from the old man’s right ear, across his lips, and ending on the left side of his chin tightened his words, giving them a strange accent.


  “Potato mash,” said the cripple.


  “Fine.”


  The cripple poured liberal splashes of something milky yellow with black flecks floating in it into two steel mugs. He shot one back himself before sliding the other in front of the old man. Then he closed his eyes and looked like he was about to be ill.


  The old man raised the cup and thought of even older friends. Were they dead, long dead, or ancient history?


  The pretty man joined the old man at the bar. His hips were slim, his shoulders wide, and he moved like a cat. “You look older than those mountains,” he said, nodding toward the peaks to the north. “But you still move well.”


  “Piss off,” said the old man.


  “A feisty old fart,” joked the Swordsman.


  “Piss off,” repeated the old man. “Or die here in this nameless armpit.”


  The Swordsman raised a perfect eyebrow and struck a perfect pose. Sunlight, red and gold, lit him like he glowed from within with holy light. “I am the Greatest Swordsman in all the World. I came to this…armpit, to kill a man. He fled before I arrived,” he said, conversationally, “and I’m a little—”


  The old man made a wet fart with scarred lips.


  “I warn you old man—”


  “Begone.”


  “I’m already in a foul mood—”


  Eyes of hammered iron turned on the Swordsman. “Me and my stick against you and your pretty swords.”


  “Hardly a fair fight. You wouldn’t last—”


  “Fine. Piss off.”


  Twin swords hissed from their scabbards and glinted cold. “You,” said the Swordsman, “are a dead man.”


  The old man lifted the steel cup with his left hand—the one missing the last two fingers—and drained it in one gulp. Collecting his walking stick and holding it like a sword, he turned. “Ready?” he asked.


  When the Swordsman lunged, the old man disarmed him, shattered his wrists. The young man collapsed to his knees, eyes streaming tears, staring confused at the ruin of his life’s work.


  “I am the Greatest Swordsman in the World,” said the old man, huffing in old man annoyance. Spinning his walking stick in nimble fingers, his flat grey eyes grew distant, lost in endless seas of time. “In this reality,” he said. “In the one across the mountains. In the one on the far side of the Salzwasser Ocean. In the reality on the far side of the Basamortuan. I am the Greatest Swordsman in all the Worlds.”


  “Who?” begged the Swordsman.


  “I am—”


  Wichtig woke.


  He lay sweating on cold stone, the pain in his foot dwarfed by the pain in his left hand. The room sounded strange and lopsided and he remembered Schnitter sawing his left ear off. Wichtig blinked and hot tears trickled from the corners of his eyes. He drew a deep, sobbing breath and was surprised to find his chest unconstrained. Testing his legs and arms, he found himself freed of bondage.


  He sat up. Naked, he was unimaginably happy to see his best friend still nestled between his legs. Hearing the laboured wet intake of breath, he turned and saw Schnitter lying on the floor. Wichtig blinked, trying to fit the scattered pieces into something making sense.


  Schnitter was everywhere. Her limbs—both arms, and what remained of her legs—were stacked neatly in a corner, blood pooling around them. Her wounds, where the limbs had been cut free, were expertly wrapped. The Körperidentität’s throat had been opened and her vocal chords surgically removed. Some strange instrument held the wound in her throat open so she could breathe. It was strangely bloodless. He saw Schnitter’s jaw perched atop the table of knives and barbed hooks. Her tongue lay beside it.


  He listened as she drew another wet breath through the yawning chasm of her opened throat. The wound looked somehow sexual, like a nightmare version of what lay between a woman’s legs. Wichtig shook the image away and stared into the gaping sockets where Schnitter’s beautiful brown eyes had been. Wrapped in bandages, she looked like a potato with a head.


  “What the hells?” asked Wichtig.


  Swinging his legs off the table, he stood with a whimper when the foot with the severed toe touched the floor. If he felt bad after his encounter with the albtraum, he felt a thousand times worse now. He felt dizzy from blood loss, hungrier than he could ever remember feeling.


  Wichtig breathed deep and lifted his left hand to examine the damage.


  No way around it, no changing reality no matter how much he wished he saw something different; the last two fingers were gone. The bandage wrapping his hand was soaked through with blood. The stain was a dark and evil looking brown.


  I should change these bandages.


  He couldn’t bear the thought of seeing his mutilated hand. And what if it started bleeding again and he lost consciousness? He already felt like he might collapse at any moment. If he passed out after removing the bandages, he might bleed to death.


  No. This was not how Wichtig Lügner, the Greatest Swordsman in the World, died.


  You’ve already died. Knifed in the gut by a little boy. Does it get any worse than that?


  Summoning courage, Wichtig glanced down at his foot. It too was bandaged, the material stained through with brown blood.


  You’re going to have to change these bandages eventually.


  Sure, but not right now.


  Wichtig reached up to scratch at an itch and caught himself lifting his damaged hand out of habit. None of this was real. It couldn’t be. How many Swordsmen had he killed without suffering a single scratch? When he and Bedeckt and Stehlen entered the Geborene church to steal Morgen, they battled the boy’s Mehrere bodyguard. Wichtig, surrounded on all sides by multiple copies of a single very skilled Swordswoman, walked away unscathed.


  He stared at his hand, imagining the missing fingers were still there, willing them to be there.


  You’re no Halluzin.


  Again Schnitter’s optimized form drew his attention.


  How?


  She couldn’t have done that to herself, could she? Were her delusions so powerful? No. Someone must have bandaged her wounds to keep her alive. She would have bled to death otherwise. Now she’d take days to die. Maybe longer. Dehydration and starvation would be her end unless someone came along and either ended her suffering or found some way to feed her through her open throat.


  He knew his preference.


  Maybe I’ll stay here and feed her myself. I could keep her alive for years.


  No, that wasn’t his style. Anyway, feeding a potato woman sounded terribly boring no matter how much she might be deserving of his vengeance. It wasn’t so bad. His manhood remained and his hair would cover the missing ear. He was still ruggedly handsome. The ear might even earn him some extra attention—and who couldn’t use more attention?—if he invented a good enough story. Perhaps he saved a princess—


  “Wait.” I was thinking about something before the ear. What was it? He blinked down at Schnitter. “Who did that?”


  Maybe rescuing a princess wasn’t the best story. Women hated competition and if Wichtig told a girl he rescued a princess, well of course he rutted her after. What if he lost the ear saving a family member? That was better. Women loved men who gave a shite about family.


  Schnitter coughed a fine mist into the air above her.


  “Damn it! Who did that to you?”


  It was like trying to remember how much money he had when Stehlen was around. Damned Kleptic.


  “Morgen,” he said. It must have been Morgen. The godling must have finally stepped in and saved him.


  Wichtig examined Schnitter. No, Morgen would never do this, it was too messy. The boy might kill the woman, but not like this. Someone wanted Schnitter to suffer. Someone punished the woman. Was it because of what the Körperidentität did to Wichtig?


  Could it have been Bedeckt? No. Bedeckt would have hacked the bitch into pieces and left her for dead. What Wichtig saw here bordered on art.


  “Morgen,” Wichtig whispered, afraid someone beyond the door might hear. “If you did save me, you took your sweet time. You should have come sooner while I still had all my gods-damned fingers. Arsehole!”


  Suddenly cold, his skin puckering with goosebumps, Wichtig turned a complete circle. He saw no sign of his clothes.


  “Shite.”


  Even Schnitter’s gauzy wrappings were gone. Cursing, Wichtig selected one of the longer knives from the table of surgical instruments. Clutching it in his whole hand, he limped to the door. He pressed his ear to the wood, holding his breath as he listened.


  Nothing.


  Wichtig pulled the door open, ready to explode into a frenzy of violent action and praying he wouldn’t have to. The hall was empty but for the corpse of a large hound. Wichtig wanted to kick the beast for eating his toe and fingers but to do so would mean either standing on the foot missing a toe or using that foot to do the kicking. Both sounded painful. He settled for spitting on the beast and again thought of Stehlen. Gods he was grateful she hadn’t seen this. She’d never let him live it down.


  Limping and shuffling and whimpering, Wichtig made it to the stairs. He stopped to lean against the wall and catch his breath.


  Gone was his grace and poise and perfect balance. Get in a Sword fight now and you’re a corpse.


  “Sword fight? I don’t even have a sword.”


  Wichtig limped up the stone stairs, throbbing agony pulsing the length of his leg. At the top, he stopped to stare at the gore spattered corpses of half a dozen naked guards. Not one bore a single weapon better than the knife he already held. Weren’t they been armed with swords last time he saw them?


  For a moment he wondered if the Gottlos garrison had something about fighting naked. Then he remembered the guards wearing worn and threadbare liveries of Gottlos.


  An hour later, Wichtig was sure every single person in the garrison with the exception of Schnitter and himself, was dead. The old tower stunk like an abattoir, the floor slippery with blood and spilled organs. A tornado of violence cut through this sleepy outpost.


  Everyone dead. It reminded him of Stehlen.


  Could she have followed him from the Afterdeath? Had she saved him?


  That made no sense. She’d have gloated.


  And you did leave her behind in the Afterdeath. She’d kill you for that for sure.


  The psychotic Kleptic was incapable of such subtlety.


  This isn’t subtlety, this is mayhem. This is Stehlen’s style of— Where the hells are my swords?


  Wichtig limped through the tower in search of clothing and weapons. What was he thinking about before going in search of his swords? Why the hells were all these corpses naked? Had whoever killed them stolen their clothes? Who would do that? And where were their weapons? He stepped over the corpse of a naked serving girl, her throat opened.


  Stehlen.


  Had she escaped the Afterdeath to protect Bedeckt? He couldn’t imagine Stehlen protecting anyone.


  No, if she was here, alive, she was no longer bound by the Warrior’s Credo and forced to serve the old goat. Just as likely she’d kill the old man for killing her.


  Why, then, didn’t she kill me?


  She wanted to rub it in his face. She found him and saved his life, punished the woman who did this to him, and left him naked and unarmed except for a silly little knife.


  She stripped the corpses and hid their weapons to keep me naked. The Kleptic bitch was gloating.


  “I’ll kill her.”


  But if she left Wichtig alive, it was because she wasn’t finished yet. She’d always been jealous of his talents, of his relationship with Bedeckt. If she wasn’t going to protect Bedeckt from Wichtig, the only reasonable answer was that she was here to kill the old man first.


  Nothing else made sense.


  “She has no idea who she is up against.” She should have killed Wichtig when she had the chance.


  Wichtig stopped again, leaning against a wall to rest and catch his breath. All this whimpering was exhausting. I have to think this through. Intelligence and cunning were his advantages. Stehlen was mayhem personified, but her unwillingness to plan was her weakness. She was predictably unpredictable.


  He thought about how unreasonably angry Stehlen got every time someone killed someone she wanted to kill. She must want to kill Bedeckt before I kill him. That left two clear choices: either Wichtig killed Bedeckt first, or saved the old goat from the Kleptic. A surprisingly difficult choice. Beating Stehlen at her own game was worth an awful lot, but then Morgen promised fame and fortune.


  Really? What are the shite’s promises worth?


  Here was Wichtig, alive and broke and naked. Where was the god? Where was the promised wealth and fame?


  Morgen could stick himself. The god deserted Wichtig and he’d pay for that. If Wichtig decided to kill Bedeckt, it would be in spite of the godling’s desires.


  Giving up on the search for his swords, Wichtig instead went looking for a way out of this bloody tower. He found the main entrance and one of his swords leaning against the closed door.


  Where was the other sword?


  Wichtig swore and spat. What use are two swords be to a man with one working hand? He cursed Stehlen, now sure she was behind the butchery.


  Once outside the tower, he found the garrison midden pit, a score of strides across and filled with clothes and weapons swimming in a briny sea of shite and piss and assorted other detritus.


  Still naked, he stood staring. Should he dare the pit, swim out and rescue a pair of pants and a shirt? There was a laundry room and tub within the tower. He could scrub the clothes into some semblance of cleanliness. He might not achieve anything like his usual sartorial splendour, but anything was better than wandering the world naked.


  He glanced at his bandaged hand and foot. The thought of immersing them in this swill of bodily waste turned his stomach. If he wandered into the midden, he had no doubt it would only be a matter of time until someone was removing his gangrenous limbs with a saw.


  Surrendering to the obvious, Wichtig gave up and hobbled to the stables. Within he discovered his beautiful white stallion, Ärgerlich, was gone. As was the gorgeous and uncomfortable saddle. The only remaining mount was a tan sway-backed mare. The beast was saddled. A single filthy sheet—stained yellow with fluids Wichtig didn’t want to think about—sat neatly folded upon the saddle.


  The horse, slightly crossed-eyed, watched Wichtig with dull stupidity as the Swordsman removed the blanket and wrapped it about his waist as a long skirt. It wasn’t much, but it gave him some small feeling of control. A naked man was a thing of mockery. A man in a bed sheet, armed with a sword and a bad attitude, was to be feared.


  I’ll kill the first person to comment.


  Wichtig searched the stable. Stehlen hadn’t left him a pair of boots. The Kleptic bitch probably tossed them into the midden along with everything else.


  Fine. That’s fine. I’ll use this. She’s only fuelling my desire to beat her. She’ll see. I’ll repay her a thousandfold for her little games.


  Wichtig mounted the horse, cursing the pain and awkwardness of doing it one handed. So many tasks he once took for granted he’d now have to relearn.


  He didn’t even want to think about sword fighting. As often as not he fought single-handed anyway, but he still always knew that second sword was there in case things went badly. Swords broke. They got caught in bones.


  You’re the Greatest Swordsman in the World. Nothing can stop you.


  “I’m going to call you Blöd,” he told the horse as he nudged it out into the courtyard.


  Blöd glanced over her shoulder, looking either at Wichtig or somewhere behind him.


  Wichtig pointed the horse south and dug his heels in.


  CHAPTER 24


  
    Put a score of people in a room with nothing to distract them. Confine them there, and they will make it their hell. This is the basis for Swarm.


    —Zerfall, Gefahrgeist, Founder of the Täuschung

  


  Stehlen stood over Lebendig, watching the big woman sleep. She admired the steady rise and fall of her chest, the sweep of strawberry blond hair. The Swordswoman was an unstoppable force of nature. A mountain with will. A tornado with direction and intent. Gods she was beautiful.


  And you are hideously ugly.


  The Kleptic pushed the thought away, shoved her doubts back into the filthy recesses of her soul. She touched Lebendig’s shoulder and the woman’s eyes snapped open, instantly alert.


  “We have to go,” said Stehlen.


  Lebendig grinned up at her, teeth straight and white and strong. She caught Stehlen’s hand in her own and Stehlen remembered how fast the woman was.


  “What’s the rush?” asked Lebendig.


  “Wichtig. He’s here. I want to be gone before he’s ready to leave.”


  “Are we going to kill him on the road?”


  Was that a glint of excitement in the big woman’s eyes?


  “No,” said Stehlen. “We’ll follow.”


  Lebendig examined her for a long moment. Then she sighed and shook her head.


  Is she disappointed?


  “He’ll be easy enough to track,” said the Swordswoman. “Let’s break our fast first.”


  Stehlen glanced away, uncomfortable and not knowing what to say. “There’s no one to cook for you. We might as well eat as we ride.”


  Lebendig sat up, allowing the sheets to fall to her waist as she stretched muscular arms above her like one of those big desert cats. “Where’d they go?”


  “Here and there.”


  Lebendig raised an eyebrow and said “Kind of scattered about?” with a hint of a knowing smirk.


  “Kind of,” said Stehlen.


  “But all ending up in the Afterdeath?”


  “Most likely.”


  “Did they have much money?” asked the Swordswoman. Her question expressed simple curiosity and had none of the angry undertones Stehlen always heard from Bedeckt and Wichtig.


  Stehlen shrugged.


  Lebendig threw the sheet aside and stood, exposing the corded muscle of her legs. Glancing about the room she spotted the crumpled heap of her clothes. “Okay. Let’s go.”


  Stehlen and Lebendig, concealed in a copse of stunted trees on the Gottlos side of the bridge, sat astride their horses watching Wichtig ride south upon his sway-backed mare.


  Lebendig nodded at the third horse—an ill-tempered and proud white stallion—they had taken from the garrison stables. “That was his?”


  “Yes.”


  The stallion’s saddlebags were crammed with stolen wealth.


  “Why is Wichtig wearing a bed sheet?”


  “I threw all the clothes in the midden pit.”


  “Funny.” Lebendig watched the Swordsman ride from view. Even from here they could see he wobbled unsteadily in the saddle. “Why didn’t you kill him?”


  “He’s an idiot.”


  “Dangerous idiot.”


  Stehlen shrugged. “I took everything he had. Eventually he’ll figure out it was me. He’ll know, once again, I have beaten him.”


  “Why do you care what he thinks?”


  The question froze Stehlen, caused her nostrils to flare with anger. She spat.


  “You left him a sword,” said Lebendig.


  “Only one.” The other she wore strapped across her back.


  “Stehlen?”


  Stehlen turned to face the Swordswoman, saw concern in her eyes. “Hm?”


  “If we’re going to travel together, we need to talk about the why.”


  Stehlen’s heart froze and her jaw ached. She closed her eyes for a few heart beats before opening them and asking, “Why we’re together?”


  The Swordswoman’s eyes softened Stehlen’s heart. “We know that. I mean why we are travelling at all. Where are we going? Why are we going there? What are we going to do when we arrive?”


  “I’m a Kleptic.”


  “So thievery will probably be involved.” Lebendig flashed a smile so fast Stehlen almost missed it. “I already knew that.” She nodded in the direction Wichtig had ridden. “Why are we following him.”


  Is that jealousy? Could Lebendig be jealous of Stehlen’s past with Wichtig? Stehlen wanted to reach out and touch the Swordswoman, to crush any doubts the woman may have. She couldn’t. Her hand never moved. Her mouth refused to open. Speak. You have to say something. Don’t let her think you don’t care.


  “I’m going to kill him,” said Stehlen.


  Lebendig gave the tiniest hint of a shrug and Stehlen had no idea what it meant. Was it disbelief or acceptance?


  “But first we follow,” said Lebendig. “He’s leading us somewhere?”


  “Yes.”


  The Swordswoman pursed her lips, nodded curt approval. “What’s the plan?”


  Stehlen laughed, a nasal snort of derision. “I can’t tell you the plan because I don’t have one. I’m going to follow Wichtig to Bedeckt because I know the idiot will lead me right to the old bastard. When I find them, I want them together.”


  “Why together?”


  “Don’t know. I’ll decide that when the time comes. I’m intentionally not making a decision.” Stehlen swallowed and pushed on. She never told anyone any of this and it felt odd to share such a deep part of who she was. Wichtig would have mocked and Bedeckt would have looked at her like she was mad. “Decisions are pointless because you never know when you’ll need to change your mind and if you’ve already decided something, you’ll make a liar of yourself.”


  “But you’re a Kleptic,” said Lebendig. “I thought lying—”


  “Taking has nothing to do with lying. I never lie. Or I always lie. I don’t know. I can’t decide. And if I don’t decide, I’m not lying.” Stehlen drew a slow breath and let it out in a sigh. Contemplation left her uncomfortable, reminded her of Bedeckt and his continuous spew of old-man philosophy. Self-examination is pointless shite. “I don’t think I’m a very good liar,” she admitted, “and yet, when I tell the truth, people don’t believe me. What’s the point?” She watched the Swordswoman, gauging her reaction, waiting for disgust or disbelief. She saw neither, just calm acceptance.


  “So there’s no connection between Kleptics and lying?”


  Stehlen grimaced. “I lied about that.” When Lebendig laughed, she added “But mostly I’m lying to myself.”


  The Swordswoman nodded, accepting. “He’s out of sight. Shall we follow?”


  Stehlen dug her heels in and her horse set off with a disappointed grunt, twitching its ears away from her glare.


  Lebendig clucked to her own horse and quickly caught up to ride alongside Stehlen. “Try not to lie about anything important,” she said.


  “Okay,” said Stehlen, unsure if she lied.


  “When we find Bedeckt, what then?”


  Stehlen thought about her promise not to lie. At least not about the important things. This was important, at least to Stehlen.


  “Bedeckt saved me once. The World’s Greatest Moron and I were attacked by albtraum as we slept. Bedeckt saved us both. He didn’t have to. I wouldn’t have. I owe him.”


  “So you feel you owe him—”


  “And then he killed me to save Morgen, the Geborene godling.”


  “So you owe him for—”


  “I don’t know.” Stehlen’s jaw felt like it would explode. Hissing, she spat again, a thin stream of yellow phlegm. “Bedeckt… He is—was—my…” She stole a glance at Lebendig. “My friend. I want to kill him, but Morgen wants him dead so I want to ruin whatever his plans are. I’m torn. How do I get what I want?”


  “What do you want?”


  “How the hells would I know?”


  CHAPTER 25


  
    Madness, defined and limited by unbreakable laws, is clearly not madness at all. Our reality is the result of careful thought and planning. This world was built, designed. This is our prison. Until we are cleansed, until we have suffered for our forgotten sins, we shall remain chained. The Täuschung shall free humanity to once again take our place among the gods.


    —Zerfall, Founder of the Täuschung

  


  The rising sun warming their backs, Erdbehüter and Ungeist stood atop a long sloping hill looking down upon a sleepy farming community of a dozen homesteads. The Geborene priests’ white robes, first stained red with blood, were now smeared black and brown. No hint of white remained. With the rising of the sun, the sky opened and vomited a torrent of rain upon them, leaving both soaked through. Water fell like it was a hammer, and Erdbehüter a nail it wanted pounded into the Gottlos muck. Was the Earth Spirit angry? Or was this cleansing rain a message: Scrape free the infection.


  Even miserable and staggering with exhaustion, Ungeist still had the energy to ogle her through her filthy and sodden robes. She ignored him.


  A corral built of logs, suffering decades of damp-rot, held a dozen goats and sheep prisoner. Erdbehüter resisted the urge to command the earth to tear down the obstruction. Fences were a sin against the Earth Spirit. All creatures were meant to roam free.


  And what was that you built around Selbsthass for your god?


  That was different. Morgen did the Earth Spirit’s bidding.


  He builds cities. He made you wear clothes. He wages war. Animals don’t war.


  Why did she think Morgen served the Earth Spirit?


  Because he told you. She remembered him explaining how they worked to the same purpose, how they both strove for a perfect world. It all made sense at the time. Now, however, it was difficult equating Morgen’s spotless cities to the earth and mud of nature.


  I made him a gods-damned wall! What the hells was she been thinking? A wall! And now she—


  “It would have been faster to pass through Unbrauchbar,” complained Ungeist, interrupting her thoughts.


  Erdbehüter blinked at the priest, trying to recall what she was thinking about. It had something to do with Morgen and what she was doing out here—


  “We could have slept in a real bed,” he added, wiping water from his eyes.


  “A bed?” She wasn’t sure what she was angrier about, the assumption she’d share anything with him, or that she’d be enticed by the trappings of civilization. Civilization, that was it! I was thinking about cities and walls and—


  “We could have shared a bath.”


  Hair plastered to her skull and caked in mud, Erdbehüter felt cleaner than she had in months. Dirt washed away the stink of civilization, reminded her what she was: an animal.


  Ungeist did that thing where he pretended to look into her, as if he knew her thoughts and hungers.


  “There are over one thousand souls in Unbrauchbar,” she said, ignoring his attempt to seduce her with his eyes. The thought of rolling him in the muck and rain appealed, but this was neither the time nor place. “Most of them sane. They would have nullified your delusions, left you powerless. What if we ran into trouble? King Schmutzig must have spies there by now. He knows war is coming.”


  “My delusions?” Ungeist pulled his attention from her tits. “And yours?”


  “I am sane. I do the Earth Spirit’s bidding.”


  He tilted his head back, opening his mouth to collect water before spitting it out and saying, “Can you ask the Earth Spirit to let up on the rain?”


  “Earth Spirit. The sky is dead to me.”


  Ungeist shook his head, grunting a low laugh. “Earth spirit. Sure. Totally sane.”


  Erdbehüter showed teeth in a feral snarl. “Careful. Just because the world’s insane manifest their madness doesn’t mean everyone who can change reality is crazy.”


  He rolled his eyes. This was no new argument. He was incapable of seeing the difference between insanity and serving the Earth Spirit. “Fine,” he said, gesturing toward the village. “I’m starving. We’ll purchase food and new clothes here.”


  They never found their supplies after Drache ate their horses. Half-starved, Ungeist looked like a wild animal, unshaven, hair a matted tangle. The dragon hadn’t dropped below the cloud cover in two days, didn’t even land to sleep.


  “You have money?” Erdbehüter asked, knowing the answer.


  Ungeist growled something under his breath about flying cunts.


  She turned away, examining the log farmsteads, the rolling hills and rocky soil struggling to push out whatever the farmers grew. How many trees did they slay to make this horror? “This used to be grasslands once.”


  Ungeist grunted his apathy.


  “The Faulig forest stretched all the way down to the Flussrand River. Everything south of that was the GrasMeer.”


  “Stupid horse stickers,” said Ungeist, knowing she was from the GrasMeer tribes and their reverence for horses.


  She ignored the jab. Aside from a muscular body, he had little else to offer. Odd that it took so long for her to see it. A decade or more her senior, he seemed so wise when they first met. Age and wisdom and intelligence are unrelated, she decided.


  “Where are we?” Ungeist asked.


  “Look at the rocky soil. See the endless mud? See how the plants all look half dead? Note the decrepit state of those houses. Even the goats look depressed.”


  “Gottlos.”


  “Gottlos,” she agreed.


  He flashed a smile of strong teeth in her direction and she remembered a bit of what she saw in him. As animals go, he’s a fine specimen. She resisted the urge to press her fingers into the hardness of his chest. I’ll make him come to me.


  Ungeist set off down the long slope, stride purposeful. Every step squelched in the mud and his footprints filled instantly with murky water.


  “What are you doing?” she asked.


  “Bringing the word of the Geborene to the unbelievers.”


  His fists clenched and unclenched and the set of his shoulders changed. He stood taller, straighter. He moved with iron purpose. She knew that look. He used to walk like that all the time, but the last year bent him. Morgen and Konig—or his Reflection—made hard use of their Exorcist. Executioner might be a better title. He might not yet be broken, but he slid a little closer to the point of snapping each day.


  It’s the Pinnacle. He’s losing control. Morgen worked all his Geisteskranken priests hard, drove them to the edge and then—wait, hadn’t she been thinking about Morgen earlier? Walls. Spending his cadres of Geisteskranken. I made him a gods-damned wall, encircled the entire city! And it was easy.


  After the Earth Spirit gave birth to her, pushed her from the soil womb of the GrasMeer, she’d been weak. For the next year she was capable of little more than calling pebbles to life. She practised and grew in power, but it wasn’t until Morgen asked her to build the wall of Selbsthass that she truly understood her power.


  Asked? He asked, but she didn’t remember having a choice.


  The wall. Civilization. Did Morgen truly work to the same purpose as—


  “Are you coming?” Ungeist called over his shoulder.


  Erdbehüter followed, annoyed at having let him take the lead but knowing she was safer behind him. Sensing her anger, the earth shifted beneath her feet, ready to do her bidding. If he turned his madness in her direction, mud and stone would rise up in her defence. It was so easy now.


  A shadow passed by far above the clouds, momentarily darkening an already gloomy day. The down-draft from Drache’s colossal wings staggered the two Geborene. She flattened the surrounding plant life and made waves in puddles of dark filth water as she swept past. Erdbehüter divided her attention between watching Ungeist and searching the clouds in case the dragon decided to drop something.


  Ungeist marched to the closest farmstead and pounded on the door, rattling it on its hempen hinges. Why was the fool knocking? Strange how some aspects of civilization were so hard to shake.


  A farmer opened the door, blinking in the early morning light, half-starved and thinner even than Ungeist. He showed none of the Geisteskranken’s muscle. The man looked the Geborene priest up and down, clearly struggling to make sense of what he saw. Spotting Erdbehüter his eyes widened in understanding.


  “Can’t spare much,” the farmer said. “But there’s some broth and potatoes from last night. I’ll ask my wife to—”


  “I see such darkness in your soul,” said Ungeist.


  “What?”


  “You’ve done terrible things.”


  The farmer shifted uncomfortably. “Well…”


  “There’s a demon in you.”


  Erdbehüter felt the earth heave beneath her feet. This town was an affront to the Earth Spirit. The pitiful goats and sheep imprisoned in their corral begged to be freed, she saw it in their eyes. She couldn’t speak with animals, but the Earth Spirit told her of their need. The ground in front of her rose and parted as a stone the size of a grown hog rose to the surface. Too big to easily move, the antecedents of this village’s residents buried it, shutting it away from the sun for centuries. No structure would stand before its rage.


  “I shall exorcize you,” Ungeist told the farmer. “I’ll free your inner demons.”


  Drache’s shadow swept over the town and Erdbehüter remembered Konig’s last words: ‘You must leave utter ruin in your path.’ Or was it his Reflection? It should matter but didn’t.


  Why am I here?


  Konig said she did Morgen’s bidding, but she hadn’t seen her god since making his wall.


  The wall.


  Civilization.


  As with Morgen’s requests, she had no choice but to obey Konig’s commands.


  The farmer screamed as something clawed its way free of his chest in a bloody explosion. Drache sank through the clouds, banking and approaching, massive jaw hinged wide. Seething chaos, soul twisting madness belched from that cavernous maw, shredded the fabric of reality.


  Throughout the sleepy town rocks and boulders pushed from the earth, screaming their anger. She’d crush these crude shacks. Every structure—every trapping of civilization—would go back to the mud.


  It was easy.


  It was so easy.


  CHAPTER 26


  
    During the Menschheit Letzte Imperium, all the world worshipped a single god. From the Gezackt Mountains to the Basamortuan desert, every single soul bowed before the god of the Wahnvorstellung, a deity named simply, God. Think about it. Every man, woman, and child believed in this one god. Though the Wahnvor Stellung still reigns as the single largest religion, it is a fragmented ruin of what it once was, sundered by a thousand schisms.


    What happened to God? Was he diminished by the collapse of the Imperium and the resulting schism within his church? Did he himself splinter to become the many gods the Wahnvor now worship?


    Or has he given up on us?


    —Geschichts Verdreher - Historian/Philosopher

  


  Bedeckt woke stiff and gripped in a fist of agony. His guts were on fire and sweat streamed in rivers down the crags of his features, soaking his shirt. Thin fluid, stained pink and yellow leaked from under the leather straps wrapping his gut. He caught wafts of decay, thick and sour, the tell-tale scent of an infected wound. He’d smelled it a thousand time before, but never on himself. It was an awful stench, the precursor to a terrible death. Men took days—sometimes weeks—to die from gut wounds.


  I’ll end it myself before it gets that bad. If, that is, he had the strength.


  Once again, Zukunft helped him into the saddle. She watched with guarded eyes, measuring.


  She’s waiting for you to fall dead, old man.


  “I’m fine,” he said.


  “I saw you looking at my arse,” she said, with no hint of humour. “Horse rutting swine.”


  So one of those days then.


  Bedeckt dragged Arsehole’s reins, turning the beast south west.


  “Wait,” said Zukunft. “Let me check your wound.”


  “I’m fine.” He dug his heels in, and Arsehole grunted in complaint but started forward at a slow walk.


  “You’re not fine,” Zukunft said as she mounted her own horse and followed. “You’re sweating and you’re pale.”


  “Rough night,” he said.


  They rode through the day, Bedeckt blinking sweat from his eyes and flinching at the shapes and shadows dancing in his peripheral vision. When he turned, there was never anything there. His chest squeezed tight, crushing his lungs, and he breathed in shallow gasps. Zukunft watched but remained quiet.


  He drank often and they stopped at every stream to refill their water skins. Nothing slaked his thirst. He felt dry like the Basamortuan, wrung out like a bar rag.


  The world tilted with Arsehole’s every step. Bedeckt closed his eyes, willing it to still. When he opened them again, he blinked stupidly at the sight.


  Gone were the rolling hills and lush forests of Selbsthass. Sparse vegetation, stunted plants and tufts of grass just the green side of grey jutted from rocky soil.


  “Where?”


  “We crossed the bridge into Gottlos a few hours ago,” said Zukunft.


  “Right,” said Bedeckt. “I forgot.”


  “There was a tower at the bridge,” she said.


  “Gottlos garrison. I’m surprised they let us past.”


  Zukunft examined him, head tilted to one side, gnawing on her bottom lip. “There was no one there. The place was swarming with crows. It stunk of death.”


  “Perhaps the war with Selbsthass has begun,” said Bedeckt. Though why Morgen would order the death of a garrison tower and not follow it up with an attack into Gottlos, Bedeckt couldn’t guess. Still trying to make Geisteskranken make sense, eh, old man? Perhaps expecting logic from a mad little boy wasn’t the sanest—


  “I am sane,” growled Bedeckt.


  “Pardon?” asked Zukunft.


  “Nothing. What were we talking about?”


  “You haven’t said a word in hours.”


  “Thinking.”


  “You’ve got cat turd face,” said Stehlen. “And your plans always go to shite.”


  “Shut your festering gob,” said Bedeckt.


  “I didn’t say anything,” said Zukunft. “Maybe we should stop for the night. Sun’s going to go down soon anyway.”


  He glanced around. No sign of Stehlen anywhere. Had he imagined that?


  “We can ride a bit farther,” said Bedeckt. Then he fell off his horse.


  When he next opened his eyes Zukunft had built and lit a fire and sat curled up against him. His guts felt like someone filled them with vipers, doused them in lamp oil, and then set them alight. A helping of bread and dried meat and a water skin lay before him and he ignored it all. The thought of food left him nauseated. The flickering fire danced shadows everywhere, brought the rocky landscape of Gottlos to demonic life. Stunted trees writhed as if draped thick with angry snakes. Rocks pulsated, swelling and shrinking as if they drew breath. Eyes glinted in every crevice, watching, searching for weakness, waiting. Bedeckt bared broken teeth at them in a silent snarl of defiance.


  Tucked in against him, Zukunft snored gently, exhausted. For a moment he considered waking her, telling her to move away and sleep somewhere else; he didn’t.


  Bedeckt examined his side as best he could without awakening the Mirrorist. The bar rags were gone, replaced by his own sleeping roll, and again wrapped tight underneath layers of rot-encrusted leather straps. He was glad he hadn’t been awake to see the state of the wound; sometimes not knowing was better.


  Sweat still poured down his face and even through the new wrapping he caught the scent of decay.


  Changing your bandages changes nothing. You’re still dying.


  He imagined Morgen’s disgust. “When was the last time you washed that sleeping roll?” the boy-god would ask, his face puckered with distaste.


  Bedeckt choked down a laugh. It, like himself, hadn’t been washed since his death some weeks ago.


  The reflection of flickering fire caught Bedeckt’s eye. There, within arms’ reach, lay Zukunft’s mirror. She must have been staring into it before she curled up against him and fell asleep. The mirror’s surface, glinting shards of the fire beyond it, seemed to bulge and stretch as if something sought escape. Bedeckt watched with numb curiosity.


  Small fingers, fingernails broken and chewed, ragged and tattered, hooked over the mirror’s rim. A hand pushed free of the viscous surface, reaching out of the mirror to claw at the rocky soil. Bedeckt watched, some deep part of him screaming that this was wrong, that he should do something.


  Smash the mirror, wake Zukunft, run away. Anything.


  Instead he waited.


  Why not. One end is much the same as another. And I am tired.


  The questing hand found purchase and used it to drag yet more of itself free of the mirror’s surface. Bedeckt glanced about searching for his axe with no real hope of reaching it. When he spotted the weapon hanging from Arsehole’s saddle on the far side of the fire, he gave up.


  A dozen heartbeats later a small girl of perhaps ten years sat by the mirror, staring at him with huge, dark eyes. She wore a white nightshirt marred only by a slash of bright crimson over her heart. A shard of glass, dripping fresh blood, jutted from her chest.


  Checking Zukunft, he saw she was still asleep. What the hells? I’m no Mirrorist. This didn’t make sense. She must be dreaming, he decided. That’s it. She’s dreaming and I’m seeing the results because…because… He gave up, unable to figure out the why of it.


  “I’m dreaming,” said Bedeckt.


  “All life is a dream,” said the girl. “We never wake up.”


  “Piss off,” said Bedeckt. “You’re a damned fever dream.”


  “My name is Vergangene,” she said.


  “Piss off, Vergangene,” repeated Bedeckt.


  “I tell you so you know it’s not a dream.” When he stared at her she continued: “You can tell Zukunft and she will confirm it for you. As she has never mentioned my name, you will both know this is real.” She laughed, the open, unembarrassed laugh of a child. “As real as anything,” she added. The girl glanced at the mirror. “Oh, you’re not going to mention this to her.”


  “I don’t believe you.” But he did. “It was an accident,” he said. “When Zukunft pushed you, she didn’t mean to kill you.”


  Vergangene ignored his words. “You’re dying,” she said.


  “Crawl back into your damned mirror. Leave her alone.”


  “We aren’t supposed to come back. Death is supposed to be final.” She shrugged petite shoulders and flashed an impish grin. “But it’s all falling apart.”


  “And yet here you are, dead and telling me death is supposed to be final.”


  “I didn’t die,” the girl said, staring up at Bedeckt, eyes reflecting the flicker of flame. “Zukunft was never a Mirrorist. It was always me. When she pushed me into the mirror and that shard cut me, I thought the mirror would steal my soul, swallow me up.” She blinked, her eyes now bottomless pits of black. “And it did.”


  “It didn’t,” said Bedeckt. “You’re dead.” He nodded at Zukunft, cradled in his arms. “She’s delusional and you’re nothing but a Reflection. You seek to shatter her mind so you can escape your prison.”


  “You’re wrong. I don’t want to escape. I never could deal with reality.” Vergangene huddled her arms about her and shivered. “I’m safe in there.”


  “The mirror ever lies,” said Bedeckt. “And I am not some foolish little girl.”


  “You’re a foolish old man.”


  “I won’t let you hurt her.”


  Vergangene smirked. “Really? She’s on your list now?” Those empty eyes knew him. “She’ll get you killed. Turn back. Ride for Abgeleitete Leute. There’s a Geisteskranken there who can save you. You don’t have to die.”


  “More lies,” said Bedeckt, his heart thumping in his chest. I don’t want to die. Leave this delusional girl and ride east. Don’t be a fool. “You want me to abandon her.”


  “Look in the mirror,” said Vergangene, pushing it closer. “I’ll show him to you. I’ll show you exactly where he is. I’ll show you the scene where you arrive, at the edge of death. I’ll show you leaving, whole and alive, free to continue doing what you do.”


  She’s lying. But what if she wasn’t? He didn’t want to return to the Afterdeath. Not now, not ever. How long will you last in the Afterdeath before someone kills you there? Whatever lay beyond the Afterdeath scared him even more than the Afterdeath. “Perhaps I’ll take this mirror east with me,” he said, watching for her reaction.


  Vergangene shrugged, unconcerned. “I am in whatever mirror my sister carries.”


  “If I go east, if I save myself…”


  She leaned close, watching him with expectant eyes. “Yes?”


  “What happens to…” He wanted to ask about Morgen, about his plan to undo the damage he’d so carelessly done the child. “What happens to my friends?”


  “Men like you have no friends. You abandoned them in the Afterdeath.” She barked a mocking laugh of derision. “You pretend sanity, but you are deluded in the extreme.”


  “Guilt is for fools.”


  “Your words,” she said, “not mine.”


  He glanced away, staring into the fire, watching tendrils of flame. “And I am sane.”


  “How many of your choices have been made because of the guilt you pretend not to feel?” she asked.


  “Horse shite,” he said, fidgeting.


  “You let Zukunft distract you on the merest chance you might save the boy and his family. Why?”


  “It was the only way—”


  “You decided that. You never actually asked.”


  She examined him, eyes dancing and flickering like the fire they no longer reflected.


  She’s looking for weakness.


  “Why did you try and save Morgen from the Slaver?” Vergangene asked.


  Bedeckt grunted a sour laugh. “Look how that turned out. The wee shite wants me dead.”


  “Only because you don’t fit in to his nice, neat world,” she said. “You told Wichtig you would use your power over Morgen to make you both powerful and wealthy. But you didn’t. You didn’t even try. Instead you fled.” She sat back, sucking at her teeth. “Guilt,” she said.


  “It was a shite plan,” said Bedeckt. “It wouldn’t have worked. He’s a god.”


  “Even gods are bound by rules,” she said, and he knew she was right. “It’s time to be the man you pretend to be.” Her eyes caught the fire, sparked to life, became nuggets of molten metal. “Be the cold and uncaring killer. Abandon my sister. Save yourself.”


  “The mirror ever—”


  “Want to see your death?” she asked. “You can’t save your friends. Something cold and reptilian and evil follows them, far above in the sky. It’s waiting for them to find you.” Her eyes burned holes in him. “Your finding your friends may well be what kills them.”


  “May well be? You sound less than sure.”


  “Prophecy is hypocrisy,” she said. “This thing in the sky, it will end you forever. It will incinerate your soul. Nothing will survive to see the Afterdeath.”


  That didn’t sound as bad as she probably meant it to. Whatever lay beyond the Afterdeath scared the hells out of Bedeckt, but nothing? It was difficult to be afraid of nothing. Sitting here, guts skewered, drowning in his own rot, nothing sounded pretty damned good. Nothing sounded peaceful.


  Bedeckt closed his eyes, watching the Reflection through narrow slits. She’s trying to manipulate you. That ancient rage bubbled, hidden beneath a calm façade. Everyone and their gods-damned delusions wants a piece of Bedeckt Imblut. He’d give them a piece, see if they enjoyed the flavour of rot and death.


  “I’m not staying with Zukunft to save her,” Bedeckt said, grinning at the little girl. Any real child would run screaming. The fact she didn’t reminded him who and what she was. “I don’t care what happens to your sister. My list only says I won’t harm her. And I’m not saving Wichtig and Stehlen out of guilt. I need of them. I have plans beyond—”


  “Your plans are shite, old man,” said Vergangene, sounding like Stehlen. “You should know that by now.” She turned, dipping her feet into the mirror’s surface as if it were a puddle. “You doom yourself.” She slipped into the mirror, somehow, impossibly, fitting.


  With one foot Bedeckt flipped the mirror upside down.


  “One of the most powerful Geisteskranken I ever met,” said Vergangene, voice muffled, “didn’t even know he was a Geisteskranken.”


  “Most Geisteskranken don’t realize they’re insane,” said Bedeckt.


  “Sane people don’t talk to mirrors.”


  Bedeckt stared at the overturned mirror, chest tight. He couldn’t breathe. The world pulsed sheets of red agony, threatening to shiver his skull apart, shred everything he was.


  “One more word,” he said. “One. More. Word.”


  The mirror said nothing.


  It was, after all, just a mirror.


  CHAPTER 27


  
    A man washed up on the shore near Müll Loch. He was alone, though his ship was clearly meant for scores of crew. He wore purple robes and told us he was a wizard from the Empire of Mashtrim. We tolerated his madness until he blasted our church with lightning. Then we opened his ribs to the sky and hung him by his intestines.


    —Vornig, Wahnvor Stellung Priest, Müll Loch

  


  Stehlen woke wrapped in Lebendig’s strong arms. The sleeping roll they shared held them like twin caterpillars in a cocoon. She hadn’t meant to sleep here. Usually she returned to her own sleeping roll after any intimacy, but last night, after all her doubts and fears, she hadn’t wanted to leave. Lebendig didn’t seem to mind.


  The Swordswoman slept on, breathing deep and heavy, the way Stehlen imagined a dragon would breathe.


  Stehlen’s heart kicked in a moment of fear when she saw the guttered fire. Seeing the dawning of a new sun, the sky black above, but fading to the deepest blue near the horizon, she relaxed. They spent the night without a fire and no albtraum came. Lebendig’s iron sanity protected them.


  Crawling from the sleeping roll and stretching like a cat, Stehlen turned and nudged her lover with a toe. “Time to get up,” she said.


  Lebendig swore and scowled, but rose to stand naked alongside Stehlen.


  The Kleptic admired her body, the interplay of muscle and the way her skin glowed, pale and freckled. Lebendig noticed the attention and made no move to cover herself, instead taking the opportunity to nod approvingly at Stehlen’s own nakedness.


  “Probably unwise,” said Stehlen.


  “Hmm?”


  “Us sleeping naked, all wrapped up in that sleeping roll.”


  Lebendig shrugged. “Can you imagine what we’d do to anyone who dared bother us?”


  True enough.


  The women dressed quickly, the Swordswoman donning her chain hauberk and tying her hair in intricate braids to tuck it up beneath her helm. Stehlen wore pants of soft leather and layers of increasingly large shirts, all designed to hide what was beneath; mostly knives and stolen scarves.


  “You should wear armour,” said Lebendig, gesturing at Stehlen’s many scars. White lines crisscrossed her body, often overlapping. There wasn’t much of her that hadn’t been cut.


  “Slow me down,” said Stehlen.


  “Could get hurt.”


  “Get hurt all the time.”


  “And?”


  “And?”


  Lebendig huffed in mock annoyance and set about breaking camp while Stehlen saw to the horses. Wichtig’s big stallion stomped and strutted and puffed its chest to make strapping on the saddlebags difficult. Stehlen whispered in its ear, explaining what she’d do to the beast if it didn’t behave. The horse’s ears lay flat and it stopped moving and released the held breath.


  Facing the horse, her back to Lebendig, Stehlen drew the three wood carvings from where she hid them. The carving of herself she didn’t look at, immediately shoving it back into the pocket. She glanced at the carving of Bedeckt. The old axe man looked exhausted and ill, pale and haggard. Worry wounded his eyes, stained them with something that might have been madness were he not the sanest arsehole she ever met.


  “Cat turd face,” she whispered to the carving before returning it to its pocket alongside the other. The carving of Wichtig looked drawn and tired. Red rimmed eyes stared in fear. Its arms were wrapped tight around its torso as if shielding itself from attack. The carving showed no wounds beyond those the Körperidentität inflicted.


  “Rough night?” Stehlen asked the statue in a whisper.


  She wondered if the Swordsman made good time and knew Wichtig was half a day south of them. She could almost picture his surroundings. Why can I see—?


  “We’ll hit Unbrauchbar before nightfall,” said Lebendig, interrupting her thoughts.


  Stowing the carving with the others, Stehlen saddled the remaining horses.


  Clouds filled the sky, hung low and fat, threatening a cold rain. Stehlen grinned at the thought of Wichtig—wearing nothing but his stained bed sheet—huddled against the weather.


  “You seem happy,” said Lebendig as she swung into the saddle.


  Stehlen waved at the sky. “It’s a beautiful day.”


  The Swordswoman gave the clouds a doubtful look, shrugged, and nudged her horse into motion.


  A frigid misting of rain fell as they rode south toward Unbrauchbar, allowing the horses to decide the path and pace. They were in no hurry, and every time Stehlen thought about Wichtig she knew exactly where he was. The idiot wasn’t moving very fast, which was unusual for Wichtig. For all his endless spew about being an artist and a poet, she never once saw him slow or stop to admire a beautiful scene. Not that there was much to look at in Gottlos. Unless one had a finely-honed appreciation for endless dirt and stones.


  Gods, Wichtig is such an arse.


  And what a fine arse he had too. You could bounce coins off it. She thought about the way his broad shoulders tapered down to a slim waist, the way the sun caught the red in his brown hair. And the way he stared at her with those flat grey eyes every time he desperately wanted her to believe something stupid. How many times had he offered to bed her? She knew each and every offer was yet another pathetic attempt at manipulation—aimed at her or Bedeckt—but still regretted never taking up his offers, insincere as they might have been. He may have been trying to use her, but she’d have been using him just as much.


  Feeling a little warm even in the icy rain, Stehlen darted a guilty glance at Lebendig. Her lover looked to be lost in thought, staring off into the distance.


  The ears of three horses perked.


  “They heard something,” Stehlen said.


  The beasts veered right, their pace remaining lazy.


  Lebendig stood in her stirrups to get a better look. “I don’t see…oh—”


  “What?”


  “There’s something…” Lebendig glanced at Stehlen, saw the hand reaching for a weapon and shook her head. “Not like that.” She flashed a quick smile. “Can you have an oasis outside of the desert?”


  An oasis? What the hells was Lebendig talking about?


  The horses followed a winding gully sinking between two large hills of mud and rock, their hooves squelching with every step. As they rounded another bend, Stehlen saw what Lebendig meant. There, a few hundred strides deeper into the valley, lay a lake surrounded by a copse of perhaps a score of healthy trees. It was the first green Stehlen saw since leaving Selbsthass.


  “We can get out of the rain,” said Lebendig, gesturing toward the trees. “Shelter until it lets up.”


  “This isn’t going to stop any time soon.”


  “Be nice to be dry,” said Lebendig. “If only for a while. We in a rush?”


  Stehlen glanced south, thinking about Wichtig. He still had only half a day on them. He’s moving slow too. Returning her attention to the Swordswoman she said, “No rush.”


  Lebendig did that smile with her eyes thing and pushed her horse into the lead. Stehlen followed, watching the easy sway of her lover’s hips. It would be nice to be dry. Maybe they could find enough wood to have a fire. More than anything, she wanted to sit at Lebendig’s side, say nothing and hold hands. She wanted to escape herself, forget her fears and doubts. Forget the hideous figurine carved in her likeness. Her fingers itched with the need to examine it again.


  Throw it in the fire. The thought left her shaking with fear.


  “Gods,” said Lebendig, glancing over he shoulder. “You’re shivering!” Dismounting, she led her horse under the nearest tree, a towering oak.


  Stehlen followed, grinding her teeth to still the shivers. “I’m fine,” she said, sliding from the saddle. No rain fell beneath the tree. Soft grass flowed around her ankles in hypnotic waves, moving to a breeze she couldn’t feel.


  Lebendig ignored her words, drawing a towel from deep in a pack and bustling about Stehlen like a doting mother. The Swordswoman set about drying Stehlen’s hair with the same efficient energy she brought to a sword fight, buffeting the much slighter Kleptic.


  “Does towelling dry usually leave bruises for you?” asked Stehlen.


  “Shut up,” said Lebendig, working on the tangled mat of hair. Finally, she stepped back, examining her handiwork with furrowed brows. “Shite.”


  “What?”


  “I accidentally made a clean spot on your face.”


  “Oh, ha—”


  Lebendig ducked her head, dropping a quick and warm kiss on Stehlen’s lips, silencing the Kleptic. “Now strip.”


  Stehlen raised an eyebrow. “Really? Again? Here?”


  “You’re soaked through.”


  “So are you.”


  “The cold doesn’t bother me.” The Swordswoman slapped a muscled shoulder. “More meat. You…” She nodded at Stehlen’s thin frame. “Bone and leather.”


  “You make me sound so appealing,” grouched Stehlen.


  “You know I like it. Now strip.”


  While Stehlen peeled her sodden clothes off, leaving only the oldest most faded scarves wrapping her wrists, Lebendig collected wood and lit a fire.


  The Swordswoman took Stehlen’s clothes and nodded at the crackling flames. “Sit.” Without waiting to see if the Kleptic obeyed, she set about hanging the damp and threadbare clothes on the nearest low-hanging branches.


  Stehlen grimaced at the stained state of her clothes. Gods, how old were those leather pants and that shirt? What colour was it when I first stole it? Purple? She remembered thinking it might distract people from the sallow yellow of her complexion. Now the shirt was a uniform grey, darkening to something almost green near the armpits. It was long past time to steal another shirt.


  After Lebendig stripped away her own wet clothes, she sat at Stehlen’s side. She held her hands to the fire, thick fingers spread wide. Her swords lay sheathed on the ground at her feet, within easy reach. “It’s warm here.”


  It was. Warmer than Stehlen expected. “The trees must shelter us from the wind.”


  Lebendig nodded, watching Stehlen awkwardly try and ring the water from the many scarves hanging from her wrists. “That’d be easier if you removed them.”


  Stehlen folded her arms, trying to hide the scarves from sight. “No.”


  “Sorry,” Lebendig said, attention once again locked on the fire.


  Shite. I hurt her. Lebendig had seen the scarves a thousand times and never commented on them. Stehlen licked her lips, trying to figure out what to say and struggling to ignore the part of her screaming, they’re mine they’re mine!


  “They’re just scarves,” she said, knowing how pathetic the lie must sound.


  “Some look new,” said Lebendig, eyes sliding closed as she lay back in the grass, enjoying the warmth of the fire.


  Stehlen no longer felt quite so warm. The comfort of this little oasis faded and once again she felt the damp wind of the world beyond. She shivered, huddling her arms tighter even though Lebendig was no longer looking. How can she be so comfortable?


  “You took some from the garrison at the border?” the Swordswoman asked.


  Stehlen stared at Lebendig. Don’t ask me this. You can’t ask. You know not to ask. Why now?


  A content smile lit Lebendig’s strong features as if she basked in the sun. “Did you take them from men or women or both? What do they mean to you?”


  The bright edge of the knife in Stehlen’s hand caught the Kleptic’s attention. She focussed past the blade on her naked lover. She’s helpless. It would be nothing to kill her, so easy. She’ll be mine again. Truly mine, bound by the Warrior’s Credo. Lebendig would never hear her coming. Stehlen knew how to kill painlessly, just as she knew how to cause grievous wounds that took days to kill. She’ll feel nothing.


  “I notice,” said Lebendig, eyes still closed, “that new scarves come and go. But there’s one, faded and falling apart, which pre-dates them all.”


  Bedeckt would never ask about the scarves. In all the years they travelled together, he never once acknowledged their existence. Wichtig might mock her about them, but even he knew not to push it. Teeth pulled back in a rabid snarl, Stehlen stood over her lover. Ask about that scarf. Ask. The knife felt hot in her hand. I need this. She needed to steal, to take what wasn’t hers and possess it. Completely. She needed blood. She’s picking at your past, at your deepest wounds. We could have been happy together but she doesn’t want that. She’s stealing it from you.


  “No one steals from me,” whispered Stehlen.


  “Hmm?”


  Stehlen blinked at the knife in her hand, the edge a hair from Lebendig’s throat. She was crouched at Lebendig’s side. The hairs on Stehlen’s arms stood straight, her sallow flesh puckered by goosebumps. Blissfully ignorant of how close to death she was, Lebendig breathed slow and deep like she enjoyed scents Stehlen couldn’t smell. How can she be so comfortable?


  Though she felt the cold wet breeze against her skin, the grass beneath the tree didn’t move. It all leaned in her direction. Glancing over her shoulder, she saw the grass there also leaned toward her. Removing the knife from her lover’s throat she held the edge against her arm. The grass pulsed, straining toward her. That’s not enough. Cutting yourself is no escape. You’ve done it enough to know. She stared at the arm, so laced with scars she couldn’t remember which ones she’d caused. It wasn’t enough. Cutting was only a temporary relief. She gave it up long ago. It was better to cut others.


  Your throat. Do it right. Do it here and you’ll be free of everything. Forever.


  Do it here. The grass pulsed again, straining in her direction like it might pull itself free of its roots. Here.


  It has to be here.


  Standing, Stehlen slashed the knife across her forearm, opening a long gash.


  She blinked, glancing again around the clearing. “Where are the horses?” Blood ran from her arm and the grass beneath her writhed as if fighting over the falling droplets.


  Lebendig shrugged. “They probably went to the lake to drink.”


  Rage drove a cold spike into the back of Stehlen’s skull. Stupid whore! Instead of gutting Lebendig she cut herself again, another long slash. “You didn’t hobble them?”


  “They won’t leave.”


  The Swordswoman was right. Shelter, water, and grass. The horses wouldn’t leave. Looking down at Lebendig, she saw the grass near the Swordswoman bent toward her. The nearest stalks caressed her skin. Where they touched, Stehlen saw thin lines of blood.


  Blood. She pinched the wound in her arm, spilling more of her own blood to the ground. The grass there went berserk. She tried to step back but something held her foot. With a snarl she yanked it free leaving a bloody footprint in the grass. Checking the bottom of her bare foot she found it spotted with hundreds of pinprick wounds. But there was nothing below her foot other than…the grass. Tearing her other foot free she ran for her boots. She left a trail of bloody footprints. Balancing on one foot at a time she yanked her boots on. “Get up!” she snapped at Lebendig.


  “It’s nice here,” said the Swordswoman reclining in the grass. “I can’t remember the last time I was warm and dry.” Lebendig grinned, eyes still closed. “You didn’t tell me about the scarves. Was it your mother’s?”


  Boots on, Stehlen kicked her in the ribs. Hard. Lebendig grunted in startled pain but didn’t roll away.


  Eyes open, she stared up at Stehlen, blinking in confusion. “What the hells—?”


  Stehlen kicked her again. “Get the hells up!”


  “Thieving cunt!” Lebendig reached for her sword and discovered it lay beyond her fingertips.


  Stehlen kicked the sword farther away as Lebendig struggled to lever her torso off the ground and failed. Grabbing the Swordswoman’s ankles, she dragged the woman from where she lay and flipped her onto her stomach. As she feared, her lover’s back was a bloody mess of thousands of tiny pinprick holes. Lebendig screamed as the pain hit and Stehlen released her, backing away.


  The Swordswoman touched her back and stared at her bloody hand. “What the hells?”


  “Stand up now or I’ll kick you again.”


  Lebendig pushed to her feet, pale and unsteady. “Why am I bleeding?” Her eyes focussed on Stehlen. “You kicked me!”


  Stehlen, naked except for her boots and scarves said, “You asked about my scarves.”


  “I did? I… I wouldn’t…”


  “Put your boots on. Fast. They’ll get your feet.”


  “They?” Lebendig asked, hobbling to her boots and stepping into them. She collected her swords, tossing the scabbards to the ground and looking for an enemy.


  “The grass,” said Stehlen, gesturing at the Lebendig-shaped bloody stain. “There’s something here.”


  The Swordswoman shivered, only now feeling the cold. Blood ran from her back, sheathing her torso in a slick sheen of sanguine. “I feel weak. Tired. I need to lie down. Need to get warm again.”


  “Lie down and I’ll gut you myself.”


  Lebendig glared at her but nodded. “It’s like…I know I shouldn’t but every time I get distracted I just want to lie down.”


  Stehlen understood. Her knife felt heavy in her fist. She should put it down, lie in the grass. Rest. She cut herself, bringing the world into sharp clarity.


  “Collect our clothes,” said Stehlen. “I’ll find the horses.” Lebendig nodded, her eyes slipping closed in a languid blink. “If you’re lying down when I get back, I swear I’ll kill you.”


  Lebendig focussed on her. “You’d like that, having me serve again. It’s what you want.” Her swords rose in challenge. “Try and—”


  Stehlen killed the flash of rage and hurt by cutting herself again. She took Lebendig’s swords away and handed them back sheathed. The big woman blinked at the scabbards in muddled confusion.


  “It’s this place,” said Stehlen, spitting at the grass. She showed Lebendig her bloody arm. “I’ll cut myself to nothing before I hurt you.” Then she turned away, stalking to the lake, careful not to let the grass touch flesh.


  She found the horses, drained and empty husks of dry flesh stretched over bone, by the shore. Grass entwined them, burrowed into eyes and flesh, knitting them to the soil. In another hour, they’d look like small hills. Stehlen saw the ground surrounding the lake was misshapen and lumpy. Countless thousands of grass mounds dotted the shoreline.


  “What are you?” she asked, neither expecting nor receiving an answer. Was this the burial site of some long dead god, or perhaps a numen, an Ascended spirit bound to this place by the worship of man. Whatever it was knew enough to work Stehlen’s emotions. “Were you human once?” She tried to imagine an eternity tied to a copse of trees because the humans in the area worshipped you as a local spirit. Or had this been a regular pond at some point in the past? Had the ignorant fears of humanity manifest something evil here after some poor moron drowned in the shallow waters?


  The pond looked warm and inviting, long, tickling tendrils of grass waving below the surface. Naked except for her boots, she could step in, wash away a life of pain and misery. There was no need to go on. Why follow Wichtig and Bedeckt? They never led her to happiness in the past, why would this time end differently?


  Stehlen cut herself again, hissing as the knife parted flesh. “Because I have Lebendig,” she told the still waters. This time it would end differently.


  Shivering, Stehlen cut the saddlebags from the horses. Throwing them over her shoulders, she returned to find Lebendig beyond the oasis of trees. The Swordswoman, now dressed in her sodden clothes, was pulling on her chain hauberk. Blood soaked through her shirt and she looked weak and pale with exhaustion. She weaved drunkenly like she might collapse at any time.


  “We should burn that place to the ground,” said Lebendig.


  “No.” Stehlen couldn’t explain the sadness she felt. She understood this oasis of helplessness. She lived her whole life—ever since she took her mother’s scarf—at its edge. Someday it would have her. Someday she’d lay down in the grass and be nothing.


  But not today.


  She hadn’t earned forgiveness. Never would, in all likelihood. Until she was punished for her crimes, there would be no rest, no respite.


  Lebendig gave her a searching look and dropped it.


  Stehlen dressed, ignoring the pain of her slashed arm. Blood fell in an endless patter from her fingertips. Pulling her shirt on, she tucked the scarves up the sleeve and out of sight.


  The Swordswoman pretended not to notice, checking the hang of her scabbards. “This will slow us down,” she said, shrugging the hauberk into place. She sagged under its weight like it was too much to bear.


  I’ve never before seen weakness in her. The thought of losing Lebendig left Stehlen sick and empty. No one steals from me. Nothing and no one would take Lebendig from her.


  Lebendig glanced at her, face etched hard with pain. “Wichtig has a head start on us.”


  Stehlen hefted her saddlebag, settling it on her shoulder. Wichtig still wasn’t much more than half a day ahead of them. “He’s not moving very fast.”


  Lebendig lifted her own saddlebag with a grimace. “How do you know?”


  “He’s wounded.” Stehlen shrugged, unsure why she was so sure. “And he’s an idiot.”


  “He must know we’re following him.”


  “He should, but this is Wichtig we’re talking about. Something shiny or pretty probably distracted him.”


  With a weary sigh Lebendig set off south and Stehlen fell in, walking at her side.


  She looks awful. Weak.


  “Thank you for kicking me,” said the Swordswoman.


  “My pleasure,” said Stehlen.


  “I’m sorry I asked about the—”


  “Don’t mention it.”


  “I never would have—”


  “I said don’t mention it.”


  CHAPTER 28


  
    Hundreds of thousands of years from now, all the world shall be an endless desert, the sands stained red by the blood of gods and humanity. Those few survivors shall huddle in the last bastion, a city of circular walls. The remaining gods will see humanity for the danger it is and shall weed out insanity the way we breed chickens for docility and stupidity.


    —SieSieht DasEnde, Mirrorist

  


  Wichtig rode south, Blöd, the sway-backed mare, hating him every step of the way.


  What the hells is the point of naming these things? He didn’t remember past horses bearing such grudges. He never gave the damned beasts a second thought. Somehow, this was all Bedeckt’s fault.


  His left hand pulsed hot agony up the length of his arm. Lifting the stained brown bandage to his nose, Wichtig caught the sickly sweet perfume of infection. The foot with the missing toe felt just as bad. He didn’t want think about the mess Schnitter made of his ear. Was infection even now creeping into his brain? He shuddered at the thought.


  Adjusting his bare feet in the stirrups, he felt the warm drip of blood where they were chafed raw.


  Stehlen must have killed the garrison troops. Who else would do that? The clothes in the midden pit. His horse gone. A single sword left to match his single functioning hand.


  Damned Kleptic.


  Now he knew it was her, it was easier to remember. Though sometimes the thought still slipped away.


  Horrid bitch could have left me some sticking boots.


  But why didn’t she kill him? She must have a reason. Was it so she could torture him further? That made too much sense. The only reason she hadn’t killed him was because she wasn’t yet finished with him.


  Well, that was her mistake.


  Wichtig glanced nervously about and cursed. What was the point? She was a damned Kleptic and a powerful one at that. He’d never see her if she didn’t want to be seen.


  He thought about Schnitter, butchered like a pig and yet carefully bandaged to prolong her suffering. A trickle of something unpleasant like spider legs dance down his spine. Stehlen was in the room with him while he lay naked and helpless. She was with him for some time. One didn’t carefully carve and bandage a woman in minutes.


  Gods, the things she could have done to me. He felt soiled. She could have— No, no. Don’t even think it.


  Why hadn’t she done something? He left her behind in the Afterdeath. He couldn’t even argue he didn’t deserve punishment. Hells, he’d have killed her if she abandoned him. Could it be pity? Could Stehlen have seen him lying there, scarred and ugly and taken pity on him? Hope and disgust did battle. If she pitied him, maybe she wouldn’t kill him. And yet he was disgusted at the thought of being an object of pity.


  Avoided the mirrors in the tower, didn’t you?


  “Shut up. It’s not that bad.”


  Unbrauchbar was close. He’d find some women and charm them into bed. That would improve his mood, crush any and all thoughts of pity. He was fine. Better than fine. Bedeckt always blathered on about adversity either strengthening or breaking people. Well no one was stronger than Wichtig. Missing fingers? Pah! He was better than ever. I’ll cut a swath through the would-be-Greatest Swordsmen, leave a trail of bodies. Everyone would know his name.


  I’ve been complacent. It’s time to ensure my place in history. It’s time to carve my place in the anus of time.


  Was that the right word? Wichtig shrugged as he rode. It seemed right. Bedeckt would know.


  Wichtig thought of the old goat’s hewn and hoary skull, the mass of layered scar tissue rendering his wooden block of a face damned near incapable of expression. He swallowed painfully when his eyes again strayed to his bandaged left hand.


  Bedeckt.


  Gods, imagine going through life looking like Bedeckt.


  Wichtig shivered. Morgen could heal this. The little bastard better.


  He brought me back from the dead. A few missing fingers and an ear will be nothing.


  He remembered how Bedeckt refused to let Morgen to heal his scars, how he said they were a part of who he was, reminders of past mistakes. This was different. These scars weren’t due to Wichtig’s mistakes, they were just something that happened, unavoidable. Bedeckt’s an idiot. Wichtig scowled at the brown gauze wrapping his foot. Should he keep that scar, a little reminder?


  “No,” he said. “I’ve always been perfect. I’ll be perfect again.”


  The day crawled past like a beggar with broken knees. The sun, exhausted from its climb sank gratefully toward the western horizon, seeming to gather speed as it fell.


  An hour before nightfall, Wichtig reined Blöd to a halt and screamed bloody murder at the world when he slid from the beast’s back and the foot with the missing toe touched ground.


  “Enough sticking pain. It’s gone. I know. Enough!”


  The entire foot ached like a horse stomped on it. Webs of hot agony lanced up his calf muscles and into the knee. Limping and whimpering, Wichtig hobbled about gathering a pile of sticks and twigs, enough to keep a fire going all night. The thought of being visited by an albtraum tonight left his eyes stinging with tears of fear.


  Sticking mind rapists.


  His gut twinged and tightened around the puckered wound where the albtraum penetrated him.


  Just don’t think about it.


  Wichtig cried in gratitude when he found a flint, tinder, and char cloth in Blöd’s saddle bags.


  Night took forever. A thousand years of flinching at shadows and throwing more wood on the fire. Every time Wichtig’s eyes drifted closed his own scream of terror snapped him awake. Shapes danced sinuous horrors where the flickering light of the fire did battle with the dark. Sometimes Wichtig caught glimpses of Fluch, a young man, full of rage, hunting the father who abandoned him.


  “I didn’t abandon you,” the Swordsman whispered each time his son coalesced from the writhing dark. “I had to leave. You’ll see. You’ll be proud.”


  Fluch didn’t look proud. He looked like he wanted Wichtig’s blood.


  What had the boy’s mother told him in Wichtig’s absence? What lies?


  When the eastern horizon showed the first hints of morning, Wichtig again cried in gratitude, cursing the night between sobs, and screaming his victory over the night.


  Blöd glared loathing as the Swordsman dragged himself, whining and cursing, into the saddle. Once mounted, he sat blinking sweat from his eyes. He felt terrible, nauseated and dizzy. His left arm and leg throbbed, shoving muddy heat up his veins. The left side of his face, where his ear should have been, felt like it had been held against a hot fry pan. He swallowed thick bile and barely managed to stop from tumbling from the horse’s back.


  Turning Blöd south, Wichtig nudged him into motion.


  The beast set a slow pace and Wichtig, focussed on staying in the saddle, was too tired to complain. Each plodding step the hateful animal took sent waves of fire through Wichtig’s body.


  When the squat walls of Unbrauchbar loomed over Wichtig, he stared at them slack-jawed for a score of heartbeats, wondering where the hells he was.


  When did Unbrauchbar get a wall? Not that this one looked particularly impressive. It looked like the hurried work of drunken bricklayers, none of whom consulted the others regarding height and width. Parts were built from whatever stones they found laying about while others were crafted from kiln-fired bricks. Even those bricks, varying in size and colour, looked like they came from a dozen different kilns.


  He always heard Unbrauchbar was a shite hole, but this was a shite hole gearing for war. Groups of armed men patrolled the misshapen wall, glaring down at all who approached. They’d be more intimidating if they weren’t so old and shabbily dressed. Grubby and decrepit as they were, this was still a city ready for a fight. Wichtig laughed at the thought of Morgen’s troops marching up to these filthy walls and being stalled by the fact not one of them was willing to get dirty. The little shite would learn, but no doubt only after he killed half his troops trying to find the clean way of winning a dirty war.


  Straightening his back and striking the best heroic pose a stained bed sheet and blood and rot crusted bandages allowed, Wichtig approached the main gate. The gathered guards glanced at him, taking in his sorry state. Their gaze lingered on his bare feet, chafed raw from the stirrups, and then moved to the single fine blade tucked into the sheet tied around his waist. They waved him through without question.


  If Morgen’s smart, he’ll send an army of filthy vagrants to invade Gottlos. They’ll be invited right in. The battle could be over before it began.


  Wichtig spotted the familiar press of a crowd gathered around something interesting. Men and women shoved and pushed, vying for a good view without getting so close they might accidentally be stabbed. Still mounted atop Blöd, Wichtig caught sight of the two Swordsmen standing at the centre of the circle. They had yet to clear steel and were bragging and mocking. They looked clean and soft. Young and unscarred.


  Poncy pig stickers.


  Wichtig swung gracefully from the saddle. And collapsed in a heap at Blöd’s hooves. The horse ignored him, but several of the Swordsmen’s followers noticed his sorry state and took the time to laugh, pointing him out to others. The words beggar and pitiful rang in his ears. He heard them mock the fact he carried a blade.


  Wichtig pushed to his feet, glared hatred at those watching. “I am Wichtig Lügner, the Greatest…” They turned away, forgetting him.


  He stood, looking at the backs of those gathered to watch the duel. I’ve never seen a crowd from this angle. He was always at the centre. That’s where he was supposed to be. That’s where he belonged.


  The noise of the crowd rose as one of the Swordsmen said something witty or scored a particularly brutal insult.


  Wichtig couldn’t hear what was said. He couldn’t stand it, being out here, ignored. He needed to be near the centre.


  Cursing, he shoved his way into the crowd. Shuffling and stumbling, he elbowed and snarled at any who dared glower in his direction. The way they averted their eyes and stepped from his path assuaged his ego until he remembered how filthy and ugly he must look. Gods, the missing front teeth. Was that pity he saw and not fear?


  Finding himself at the front of the crowd he felt marginally better. He listened as the two Swordsmen bragged like children.


  Wichtig felt awful. His head swam from the stench of the crowd, sour sweat and the lingering exhalations of thick spice and rotting teeth. Someone shoved him from behind, a sharp jab in his kidneys. The crowd. The pitiful boasts of boys. Being ignored.


  It was too much.


  Drawing his sword, careful not to cut the bedsheet and drop it to his ankles, Wichtig stepped into the centre of the ring. Thankfully his knees didn’t give out and drop him to the street.


  He glared blearily at the two Swordsmen who in turn regarded him with the kind of curiosity usually reserved for a particularly interesting lump of snot.


  Wichtig raised his sword and waved it in their direction. “Come on, you pathetic lickers of goats,” he said, enunciating carefully to avoid lisping through the gap in his teeth. “I’ll do you both.”


  One of the Swordsmen, tall and slim with long arms that would give him an appreciable reach advantage, loosed a theatrical sigh. The crowd laughed, their amusement fuelling Wichtig’s rage.


  “I suppose we have a moment before I kill this midget,” said the tall Swordsman nodding at his shorter opponent. “You are?”


  Standing tall and trying not to grimace at the pain radiating from his left foot, Wichtig said, “I am Wichtig Lügner. The Greatest Swordsman in the World.” He sneered. “Not some boasting boy.” Thinking of Stehlen, he spat bloody phlegm at their feet.


  “Never heard of you,” said the tall Swordsman, eyeing the smear of spittle staining his previously clean boot. “Begone before I—”


  “Wichtig Lügner?” interrupted the shorter man, though were he not standing beside this towering moron, he would have been perfectly normal height. “I saw you fight Blutiger Affekt when I was a kid.” He examined Wichtig’s sorry state, eyes doubtful and maybe a little disappointed. “You were why I became a Swordsman. I heard you were dead.”


  Wichtig grinned, warming to the work ahead even though, more than anything, he wanted to find a soft bed. “I was. I’ve returned to teach you what it is to be a real Swordsman.”


  The tall man barked a harsh laugh of scorn. “Look at you. You can barely stand. You’ve been annoying and smelly and I’ve been patient. That’s at an end. Go away.”


  Wichtig stumbled and only stopped himself from falling by grabbing one of the people gathered to watch the violence. Pushing himself upright he said, “Draw, coward. You, both of you. You’re a disappointment.” He spat again, and wondered why there was so much damned blood in it. “You’re children.”


  The shorter Swordsman still eyed him with something torn between doubt and worship.


  “Shildren?” said the tall Swordsman with an evil grin. He drew steel. The sword went on forever, took years to clear its scabbard. “What happened to your teeth, beggar? Someone knock them out for being a mouthy shite?”


  Gods, with those arms and that sword he could stab someone in Neidrig. Wichtig resisted the urge to cover his mouth with the remains of his left hand. To do so would be to acknowledge the bastard scored a point. Instead, he grinned wide and proud. “Our scars are reminders of the mistakes we’ve made,” he said, remembering Bedeckt saying something similar. “You shall not live long enough to gather scars such as mine.”


  “You’ve been gone a long time,” said the shorter swordsman. He sounded apologetic and that angered Wichtig more than the tall bastard’s mockery. “No one here has heard of you. You’ll die. There’s no way you can defeat both of us. Look at you. You look awful. I remember how handsome and perfect you were. You look like you’re about to fall over.”


  The little shite is trying to undermine my confidence, Wichtig realized with a start. He’s afraid!


  “That’s better,” said Wichtig. He felt the tension leak from his body, his pains fading. This was familiar ground. “A fine attempt at sowing seeds of doubt.” He dared a flamboyant bow, praying he wouldn’t topple to the ground. “But you made a mistake.”


  The Swordsman looked confused. “Really?”


  “Now everyone here knows you’ve heard of me.” Wichtig laughed. It was false humour, but sounded perfect. Confident. I am the Greatest Swordsman in the World not because of my skill with blades. This is where I excel. “Everyone knows you are afraid of me,” he said. “Everyone knows I’ve returned from the dead.” He leered at the crowd. “Why would I do that unless I had a destiny to fulfill? Are you so good with your swords you can defeat destiny?”


  “Yes,” said the second Swordsman, drawing his sword.


  Wichtig faced two men with drawn blades.


  I’ve faced odds a thousand times worse than this and come away unscathed every time.


  Why then was he so scared?


  Wichtig’s left hand closed into an awkward and misshapen fist and he longed for his second sword. In truth, he only really carried two swords for the way it looked. He liked the symmetry they provided, peeking over his broad shoulders. He rarely drew the second sword.


  It’d be damned useful now.


  The two Swordsmen advanced. Wichtig retreated, circling away. When they scowled at each other, manoeuvring for position among themselves as much as they moved against him, Wichtig realized what he saw. They’ve never fought alongside someone before. Both Swordsmen wanted to kill Wichtig and they got in each other’s way.


  Changing direction, he circled to put the shorter Swordsman between himself and the tall one. When the taller man snarled an annoyed insult at the shorter, Wichtig attacked in a mad flurry of stabs and slashes, forcing the closer man to desperately retreat and back into the man behind him. Wichtig killed the shorter man with a thrust to the throat the instant he was distracted by contact with the other.


  The Swordsman went down, coughing and bubbling and clutching at his torn throat as if he might stop the blood pulsing from between his fingers.


  The taller Swordsman shoved him aside, uncaring. He watched Wichtig, eyes measuring and unafraid. “He was only in my way,” he said, advancing.


  “You can tell yourself—” Wichtig grunted in pain as his opponent’s sword stabbed into his left shoulder. Shite. I thought he was too far away for that.


  Again Wichtig retreated, weaving a defensive web of steel. Knocking aside several attacks, he realized this was never going to work. The man was so far beyond Wichtig’s reach he had no chance of scoring a killing blow.


  “That idiot thought you were a great Swordsman. Look at you. Your knees are shaking. You’re bleeding like a gutted hog. I see terror in your eyes.”


  “That’s not terror,” said Wichtig, batting aside another long-reaching attack. “That’s boredom.” He laughed at his opponent’s baffled look. The big fool was lost for words. But it was bravado. Wichtig had been tortured and maimed yesterday and hadn’t slept last night. He couldn’t remember the last time he ate. He tired quickly. His sword arm felt leaden. His heart pumped cold porridge through his veins.


  You’re going to have to take a chance. Gamble you’re faster, better than this long-limbed freak.


  A thousand sword fights and not once had he been so much as scratched. His shoulder pulsed pain, leaked blood down his chest. Prior to this one, he corrected. Why the hells did he get involved in this stupid fight? What was he thinking? Facing two Swordsmen in his condition was madness. He could barely breathe. It felt like the gathered crowd sucked up all the air and held it trapped in their lungs. Wichtig blinked as his vision shrank, a collapsing tunnel of red and black.


  Again the long limbed bastard attacked. Again Wichtig stumbled away in retreat.


  “Drop your sword,” said the towering Swordsman—Gods, has he grown even taller?—”And I’ll let you live.”


  Let me— Stunned, Wichtig lowered his guard, mouth falling open. He wobbled unsteadily. Was that pity? Did this stupid slow-witted monster of a man pity Wichtig?


  Wichtig screamed and hurled himself at the Swordsman. The giant bastard was as strong as he was tall, and knocked aside Wichtig’s frenzied attacks.


  Wichtig didn’t give a shite. He pressed on, pushing forward, driving the Swordsman back. He spat and screamed incoherent rage, all thought of defence gone. He’d break this giant, crush him to the ground, chop him down like a gods-damned tree.


  The towering Swordsman lifted his thousand strides of steel and Wichtig saw his opening. He ran his sword into the man’s guts as the giant brought his sword slashing across Wichtig’s face.


  As if in a dream, Wichtig felt skin part like silk before razor sharp shears. The grating of steel on bone rang through his head and his lips fell open in a way they never should. Fragments of teeth were crushed from his mouth to spatter nearby onlookers.


  The guard of his sword struck hard abdominal muscles and stopped. Wichtig leaned his forehead against the man’s chest, his grip on his sword all that kept him on his feet. The bastard was solid like stone. In what remained of his collapsing peripheral vision, Wichtig saw the gathered people staring, mouths and eyes open wide, breaths held in an expectant hush.


  Did I miss?


  Wichtig gave his sword an experimental twist, watching with detached interest as the Swordsman toppled backward and Wichtig’s sword slid free. He stared in dumb confusion at the length of blood and gore-smeared steel he held.


  The hush of the crowd broke—exploded like an enraged hive—and people were congratulating him and cursing him and offering ale and sex.


  This is it. This is where I belong.


  He drank it in, swam in adulation, inhaled worship. Then he crawled around on his hands and knees in the spill of guts and searched the bodies of his defeated foes for coin. His face hung open and gaping, his sundered lips swinging like the tattered ends of old curtains.


  When I meet that tall bastard in the Afterdeath, I’m going to kill him again.


  The inside of his mouth didn’t feel any better. Top and bottom, teeth were missing or broken and jutting at odd angles. He leaked blood at a terrifying rate, his chest slick, the front of his bed sheet—how the hells did that stay in place?—more red now than yellow.


  Once Wichtig gathered what coin he found, he took the shorter man’s sword, the giant’s far too long to be useful. He didn’t know why, he wanted two swords. Just needed something of his old perfect symmetry. Using a nearby man to pull himself to his feet, he stood weaving as if drunk.


  “Get me into that tavern and I’ll buy you a drink,” he said. Or some wet and gushing flappy-lipped version of it. The man understood and helped him into the nearest building, propping him in a stool at the bar.


  Wichtig slammed the sword and a coin on the bar, enough for several rounds, and then grabbed the man’s shirt. He pinned him with flat grey eyes, hiding his pain beneath layers of bravado and a fear of showing weakness. “Get me a surgeon and there’s more.”


  The man nodded once and disappeared out the tavern’s front door.


  Pushing himself straight, striking his best regal pose—the World’s Greatest Swordsman holding court—Wichtig tried to straighten his shirt and then remembered he wore only a gore-spattered bed sheet around his waist. Leaning heavily against the bar, he waved over the bartender.


  “Ale,” he said.


  “All we have is Kartoffel.”


  “Cart offal?”


  “Distilled potato mash.”


  “Fine.” Why did that sound familiar? Wichtig shrugged the thought away. When the beverage arrived, he didn’t so much drink it as throw it at his mouth. A decision he instantly regretted. It felt like someone doused his face in lamp oil and set it alight.


  “Again,” he said, torn mouth turning the words into a sopping slur. He caught sight of his reflection in the filthy brass mirror mounted behind the bar. He was slashed from his right ear and across his lips to the left side of his chin. Wiping at the blood, Wichtig caught a flash of pale white and saw the giant’s sword had grooved the bone on its way out. “Am I pretty?” he asked no one and fell off his stool laughing. When he managed to regain his seat he found the bar quiet, everyone staring at him. “What?” It sounded more like whaff.


  A Swordsman, young and bulging with muscle, stood at the door. He had eyes only for Wichtig who turned away to find his next awful drink awaiting him on the bar. He threw it in his mouth and hissed at the pain, spattering the bar in a red mist. His eyes ran with tears and he laughed, the choking sobs of a mind unwilling to accept what has happened.


  “You,” said the young Swordsman, striding toward Wichtig. “You killed Arg Groß?”


  Wichtig had no clue what the idiot was raving about. “Go away. Busy.” Talking sprayed more blood.


  The Swordsman approached Wichtig to stand sneering at his side. “I’ve killed dozens of Greatest—”


  Wichtig killed him with the sword lying on the bar. The dead Swordsman toppled, taking the sword with him. Wichtig, deciding he’d never make it back into the stool if he tried to retrieve the weapon, threw back another drink of searing agony. The pain kept him awake, meant he wasn’t yet dead.


  The man Wichtig sent returned with a surgeon—an old man, himself looking dangerously intoxicated. Wichtig paid the man and dumped the rest of the coin gathered coin into the shaking hands of the surgeon.


  “Fix,” he said, gesturing at his face with his partial hand.


  The cutter, surprisingly deft for a man so clearly well into his cups, caught Wichtig’s wrist and lifted it for a tentative sniff. His nose, bulbous and deep pored, slashed red and blue with broken veins, wrinkled in distaste. “Rot,” he said. He stared at Wichtig, blinking as if struggling to focus for several heartbeats before saying, “Got a room?”


  Wichtig took a couple of coins from the surgeon and tossed them at the innkeeper. “Now I do.” He grabbed the drunken cutter by the shoulder. “You’ll have to help me.”


  The innkeeper directed them to a room, and Wichtig and the surgeon—clutching a bottle of Kartoffel to his chest—stumbled up the short and leaning staircase. The Swordsman wasn’t sure who leaned on whom more.


  Once in the room, the surgeon sat him in a rickety chair and laid out a bag of assorted instruments, reminding Wichtig of Schnitter’s tools of torture, though not as clean.


  The surgeon splashed Wichtig’s face with more Kartoffel before the Swordsman could explain he already did that downstairs, and then drank several pulls while Wichtig blinked tears from the harsh alcohol stinging his eyes.


  “Ready?” said the old man.


  “Yes,” lied Wichtig.


  With a brackish belch the old man set to work. First he sewed Wichtig’s lips with a length of catgut. Each tug of the needle felt like claws tearing at Wichtig’s reality. The missing ear was bad, but this…


  Take away his beauty, his physical perfection, and what was he?


  Wichtig tried to ask the surgeon what beauty was worth but the old man told him to shut-up.


  Finally, tying off the ends of the thread, the surgeon sat back and examined his work, nodding as if pleased. “Don’t talk for a while,” he said.


  “Arse,” managed Wichtig. His lips felt like someone sewed two dead cats to his face. He laughed, a mirthless chuckle causing the surgeon to give him an uncertain look. Cat turd face. That’s what Stehlen always calls Bedeckt when he has something on his mind.


  With a shrug the old man set to unwrapping Wichtig’s left hand. He tutted as he worked, complementing whoever did the bandaging and cursing them for not cleaning the wound first. When he peeled the last away, the sour stench of infection filled the room, clogging Wichtig’s nostrils. The Swordsman spat salty bile and averted his face, afraid to look.


  Wichtig weaved in and out of consciousness as the surgeon worked, carving away dead and rotten flesh. The old man paused often to either pour Kartoffel down his own throat or splash it on Wichtig. When he finally shrugged at his handiwork and declared whatever remained of Wichtig’s hand clean, he sewed that closed with thick strands of catgut. By the time he worked on Wichtig’s foot, the Swordsman was numb with drink and mumbling songs he remembered from his childhood.


  How was it he’d been a poet for years and now couldn’t remember a single one of his own poems? He wrote some of the more popular ones down. Did his wife still hold those as mementos, or had she tossed them in a fit of anger?


  Women are so sticking unpredictable, he decided. But then that’s why we love them.


  Stehlen. Now there was an unpredictable woman. Shouldn’t that mean he loved her all the more? It made sense but Wichtig doubted its veracity. Who the hells could love that murderous bitch? And yet someone did. He thought back to how Lebendig looked at the little Kleptic. Stehlen murdered the Swordswoman and yet Lebendig fell in love with her killer. Lebendig must have nefarious plan for revenge. It was the only sane explanation.


  Sane. What a gods-sticking joke.


  The surgeon stood and squinted down at whatever he did to Wichtig’s missing toe. “Done,” he said, reaching for the Kartoffel and finding it empty. “Just in time.”


  Wichtig watched the old man leave, and tried to decide what to do. The bed beckoned. He felt like he could sleep for a thousand years and still wake tired. He lifted his hand and stared at the fresh white bandages. His old bandages lay strewn about the floor, dark and stained and stinking. Gathering them in his whole hand, he tossed them out the open window. Sounds from the tavern below leaked through the floor, muffled and insistent. What are they talking about? Were they still discussing his fight? Were they talking about him?


  I have to know. Discarding his bloodstained bed sheet, he selected a fresh one from the bed and wrapped it about his hips.


  Better.


  Jaw clenched against the pain, Wichtig felt his way to the stairs, one hand always pressed against the wall for support. He descended slow and careful, unwilling to spoil his entrance by falling perfect arse over scarred face.


  As the tavern’s patrons caught sight of him they fell silent and he graced them with a flourished bow only slightly less gorgeous for his need to keep a grip on the stair railing. The inn exploded with applause and cheering and offers to buy Wichtig drinks.


  Much better.


  Limping to a table far from the bar and its mirror, Wichtig collapsed into a chair. Each time someone brought him a cup he nodded and said nothing, gesturing at his ruined lips if anyone tried to drag him into conversation. Already drunk, the night became a blur of faces and words. Maybe kartoffel wasn’t as bad as he thought. Maybe everything was going to be okay. Maybe once the stitches were removed the scar would give him a more rugged air. Maybe.


  Hadn’t he been thinking about finding a woman when he first rode into whatever town this was?


  Unbrauchbar, some part of his booze-soaked brain offered up. Too drunk for a woman. And he didn’t want to see what he knew he’d see in their eyes. He thought back to all the times he flinched away from Stehlen’s smiles, and poured more kartoffel down his throat.


  Is that me now?


  Someone said something funny and Wichtig couldn’t remember if it was him. Probably.


  Anger. Harsh words. Steel and blood and more kartoffel and someone lay underneath Wichtig’s table keening like a stomped kitten. Wichtig rested his sore foot atop whoever it was.


  More faces, some so young they didn’t need to shave. Bright eyes, eager. Swords and daring words bragging of future deeds.


  Missing toe forgotten, Wichtig danced. Steel slashed red with blood. Schnitter said she would optimize him and maybe she did. Maybe she pared away a little of the extra flesh. He didn’t need it. He was faster now. He danced and spun like a darting fish in the lake, liquid and beautiful. His fresh bed sheet once again stained red he stared at the half dozen swords laid out on his table like trophies.


  Where the hells did those come from?


  Wichtig drank the kartoffel someone put in front of him.


  When was the last time he ate?


  Pain.


  Everything hurt.


  His foot. His hand. His head.


  Specially his head.


  What the rutting hells is that stench? Puke? Had someone puked on him?


  Wichtig cracked an eye open and groaned. He lay sprawled on the floor in a gelid pool of kartoffel vomit. Rolling over he found himself staring up at Morgen’s face, reflected in a stained window. The boy looked down at him with interest. He was young again, like Wichtig remembered him before the wee shite Ascended.


  “Guh,” said Wichtig, his lips leaden and puffy.


  “Rough night?” asked Morgen, raising an eyebrow.


  “What took you so long?” Wichtig tried to say.


  Apparently understanding, Morgen grinned his happy little boy grin and Wichtig realized the kid was filthy, his hair caked with dirt, his clothes stained and crumpled.


  “You’re a mess. Reality catching up with you?” said Wichtig around his ruined lips. The kid looked messy, but oddly happy. I don’t remember him ever looking this content.


  “Funny, coming from you,” said the boy, taking a long moment to examine Wichtig. “Especially now.” He grinned again, showing brown teeth. “Anyway, I’m not Morgen.”


  CHAPTER 29


  
    How fortunate for Gefahrgeist that the people they rule don’t think.


    —Geschichts Verdreher - Historian/Philosopher

  


  Morgen watched Bulle, a lumbering behemoth of a man towering eight feet in height, return across the bridge at the Gottlos border. A double-bladed war axe most men couldn’t lift rested on one massively muscled shoulder. The axe was clean, unbloodied, and Bulle seemed calm. Not that it was easy to read the facial expressions of a bull. Sweeping horns, capped in dull iron inscribed with mystical runes, protruded from his monstrous skull. A mane of coarse hair, so black as to be oily blue, hung past shoulders damned near as broad as Morgen was tall.


  A rare breed of Therianthrope who long ago partially twisted into his animal form—his torso was human, if impossibly large—and then stayed there, Bulle spotted Morgen and approached. When he arrived he dropped to his knees, prostrating himself before his god. Morgen never asked for such obeisance, but it seemed to make the Therianthrope happy.


  Sitting back on his haunches, Bulle looked down at Morgen, waiting. He never spoke first.


  “Report,” said Morgen. He’d sent the big Therianthrope to scout the tower on the Gottlos side of the bridge. The man ran inhumanly fast, making it near impossible for archers to target him.


  “The garrison held a dozen guards and maybe twice that in support staff, husbands, wives, and family.”


  “They didn’t give you any trouble?”


  Bulle shook his head, iron-clad horns cutting figure eights through the air. “They’re dead.”


  Much as Bulle was capable of it, charging into a tower and killing dozens of armed guard wasn’t his style. Particularly without clear orders to do so.


  That’s more Stehlen’s style. Thinking about the Kleptic left him feeling dirty, infected. He picked dry blood from under his fingernails, pocketing the flakes without thought. “How did they die?” he asked. “Was this the work of Geisteskranken?” Did someone else war with Gottlos?


  The Therianthrope shrugged, grunting through the heavy cast-iron ring piercing his nose. “Most had cut throats or were stabbed in the back. Some were killed while sleeping.”


  Damn, that did sound like Stehlen. She would have come this way, but why kill everyone?


  “There’s more,” said Bulle, rolling huge shoulders, bone and muscle rumbling like low thunder.


  Heavy clouds blanketed the sky, a cold mist of rain fell without surcease. The Geborene god, shielded by the belief of his followers, remained dry. Morgen nodded for him to continue.


  “The corpses are all naked. Their clothes and the garrison’s food supplies and weapons were thrown into the midden pit.”


  The wind shifted and Morgen caught the gagging back of the throat stench of rotting bodies.


  “General Misserfolg,” said Morgen, turning to find the man waiting at his shoulder. “Send the men in. Bury the dead. Occupy the garrison. We’ll clean it up before we move on. It’s part of Selbsthass now.”


  Misserfolg bowed, but his eyebrows said he wanted to voice an objection.


  “Yes?” demanded Morgen.


  “This will delay us. We should march on. We could be in Unbrauchbar tomorrow and the capital two days after.”


  Morgen turned on the General. “March on? Leave this mess? This…” He gestured toward the tower and its reeking dead. Where Selbsthass was rolling green hills, everything south of the Flussrand was dirt and rock. “I told you this is part of Selbsthass now.” And I’ll make it perfect.


  “The longer we give King Schmutzig to prepare—”


  “You’re telling me you’re okay with Selbsthass being filthy.”


  “Well, no. It’s not really Selbs—”


  Morgen smashed General Misserfolg to the ground with a flicker of will, pressing him into the mud until the idiot’s choked groans cut off. “Did I not say this is Selbsthass now?”


  The General made a mud bubble, his chest heaving, feet twitching and kicking.


  “Did I not just tell you this is Selbsthass, you goat rutting whore!” He leaned down to shout at the back of the man’s head. “Selbsthass shall be perfect! Always! Everywhere! Here! In the Afterdeath! Do you understand me?”


  Morgen drew a calming breath and released the General. Misserfolg rolled onto his back, coughing and blowing mud from his nose.


  “Do you know why you’re not dead?” Morgen asked.


  Misserfolg stared up at him, eyes widening as he saw Bulle move forward to stand at Morgen’s shoulder. The Therianthrope held his monstrous axe in one hand, ready should Misserfolg prove dangerous.


  “You’re not dead,” said Morgen, “because I do not want to be served in the Afterdeath by incompetent fools.” He swept his gaze across the gathered masses of his troops. They stood in tight ranks, lines perfect, ready to cross the bridge at his command. My command. “You are relieved of duty,” he told Misserfolg. “I will lead this army.”


  Misserfolg made no attempt to rise, staring miserably up at the god he failed, eyes filling with tears. Morgen knew a moment of pity and crushed it. Konig would never allow himself to be swayed by such weak emotion and the Theocrat was the most effective ruler he ever met.


  That’s not true, said Nacht, flickering into existence in an oil-slick puddle.


  Who, then?


  Erbrechen, the Slaver.


  I don’t want to— But Nacht was gone again.


  Erbrechen Gedanke, the Slaver-type Gefahrgeist who enslaved Gehirn—once Konig’s Hassebrand and now Morgen’s. The bilious slug ruled his swarm of near-mindless followers with his unshakable need for worship. Morgen didn’t share that need, but saw the appeal. If the Geborene obeyed every command perfectly, weren’t left to misinterpret his words, he could achieve a world of perfection much faster. Morgen frowned as he wrestled with the idea. People were clearly flawed and regularly made flawed decisions. Would removing the possibility of making imperfect choices move people closer to perfection?


  Who then would make decisions? I am not yet perfect. And he needed his followers to believe in his perfection to achieve it. Did that require more free will than a Slaver-like level of control would allow? Would mindless devotion be a flaw? His mind chased the idea in circles.


  He glanced down at Misserfolg still whimpering and sobbing in the mud. A powerful Slaver, Erbrechen wasn’t particularly good at leading. He tended to forget his followers, allowing them to starve or go months without bathing. Morgen could do better.


  Practice makes perfect, said Nacht, once again watching Morgen from his mud puddle.


  I thought you were gone, said Morgen, disappointed.


  Keeping an eye on Wichtig. He’s having a rough time.


  Why do you care? Morgen asked.


  Nacht shrugged, sending ripples through the murky puddle. I like him. But that’s not why I returned. I want you to think about what I said.


  Morgen thought back. Practice makes perfect?


  Yes.


  So you returned to spew clichés at me.


  Nacht laughed, showing stained teeth. Think about it.


  I was thinking about how I would be a better leader than Erbrechen.


  You were thinking about how you’d be a better Slaver than Erbrechen.


  I wasn’t… He stared at Misserfolg sprawled in the mud at his feet. The former General did not dare to remove himself from Morgen’s presence without express permission. Even Bulle still stood rooted, axe ready, unwilling to move or act or interrupt his god’s thoughts. How long had Morgen stood here, staring at Misserfolg? It didn’t matter. He was their god and they would wait.


  Misserfolg is already not far from one of Erbrechen’s drones, said Nacht.


  Morgen bit his bottom lip, tempted and torn. Erbrechen was evil.


  Is slavery bad if it’s for the better good? Nacht asked. Anyway, you are no Erbrechen. You’re nothing like him, could never be like him.


  That was true. Morgen had no interest in ruling a civilization of mindless slaves. He remembered his earlier thoughts, back when he sat in the Leichtes Haus talking with Wichtig: Reasons mattered. If he stole the will of his people he took their reasons. Much as he hated to admit it, he must leave his people their flaws. At least until he had the power to make them perfect while still leaving them choice.


  Morgen glanced at his Reflection. I will not enslave my—


  Of course not. But a cadre of people you control utterly, who you could trust because they were absolutely loyal…that would be useful.


  Morgen hesitated.


  No one needs to know, said Nacht. They’ll be your spies within your own priesthood.


  Why would you suggest this? Morgen eyed his Reflection. Don’t trust him. The idea seemed sound on the surface, but what did Nacht get out of it?


  My desires are not what you think, said Nacht.


  You want to replace me, to be the original.


  Morgen’s Reflection laughed, a boyish giggle. Okay, they are what you think. It’s my method you don’t understand. Won’t until it’s too late.


  More manipulation, growled Morgen.


  No. Honesty. I’m not going to take control, you’re going to give it to me.


  Why?


  You’ll see. But you need to retain control of our church—


  My church.


  —until it’s time. Konig and Failure plot against you.


  Of course they did. Sometimes it seemed like the whole world wanted him to fail.


  Failure is a Gefahrgeist, said Nacht. He already has his own people—priests he’s taken with his power—working to his ends.


  The Reflection flashed that cocky grin again, the one reminding Morgen of Wichtig. Where the hells was the Swordsman? It frustrated him that he lost his figurines. He felt small here, his power limited. Perhaps he shouldn’t have left Selbsthass. Was leaving the core of his power—the people who believed in him—a mistake? Was this what Konig and Failure wanted? Did they trick me? What were the ungrateful bastards up to back in Selbsthass? He should return, crush their stupid plans. But if he did, would he be able to return to his army? The political border between Selbsthass and Gottlos existed only in the minds of the people of the two city-states. It was no more than the common belief of man. Could it stop him, trapping him once again in his city? If he left and Nacht remained with his troops… His head hurt with the need to make a decision and the lack of information that would make the perfect choice possible.


  They’ll never expect you to have spies, continued Nacht. They know you’re too trusting. And they’ll never expect you to turn the full force of your Gefahrgeist power against your people. Your power dwarfs Failure’s. Anyone you enslave will remain forever yours, no matter what Failure tries.


  They underestimate me, said Morgen.


  No, said his Reflection. They have your measure. They’ve only underestimated you when you do something beyond their expectations.


  The smug bastard was right. I’ll enslave a couple of Geisteskranken and send them back to keep an eye on Konig and Failure. It ate at him to agree to his Reflection’s plans. Even when the filthy goat-sticker was right. Especially then.


  Remember what I said about practice? asked Nacht.


  Practice makes perfect.


  Right. You’ve never enslaved anyone before. You need to practice. It must be done right. Perfectly.


  Misserfolg still lay in the mud at Morgen’s feet, waiting to be told he was allowed to leave. The man looked pathetic. His uniform, usually so clean and crisp, was spattered in muck. Dejection haunted his eyes.


  Yes, said Nacht. He’s perfect. No one will think twice if you keep him at your side.


  Morgen knelt at Misserfolg’s side, placed a hand on the man’s shoulder. “Will you help me?” he whispered, pushing his will—his need—against the man’s sense of self.


  Misserfolg abdicated all responsibility for himself, his life and choices, in an instant. Morgen felt dirty, stained. But it felt good too. Misserfolg worshipped Morgen, but now he needed his god.


  Morgen remembered the Slaver and his grubby followers. “You will bathe everyday,” he breathed into Misserfolg’s ear. “Once in the morning, once in the early afternoon. You will eat three meals a day.” He thought back to Erbrechen telling a man not to shite in front of him. “You will defecate in the latrine ditches like everyone else.” At least until Morgen solved that messy insanity.


  Morgen stood and scowled at the mud now staining his white robes. With a flicker of will they were clean again, except the stain Nacht left. He turned to examine the Gottlos garrison across the bridge. It was time to cross, to get the bodies buried and clean up what was no doubt an utter shambles. He glanced at his army. How did one get fifteen thousand men and women—including over one thousand cavalry—to traverse a bridge barely wide enough for two mounted soldiers to cross side-by-side?


  Forgive General Misserfolg, suggested Nacht. They will see you as magnanimous.


  I am.


  “Stand,” Morgen commanded Misserfolg, who scrambled to his feet, desperate to please the god he worshipped with absolute devotion. Perfect loyalty. “I’ve decided to forgive you for questioning my commands.” Misserfolg burst into tears of gratitude, blubbering like a child. “Stop it.” Misserfolg blinked away tears and stood at rigid attention. “You are still my general. You will lead my army.”


  Misserfolg bowed low. “Yes, my god.”


  “Get the troops over the bridge and into Gottlos. Bury the bodies in the tower. Clean everything. This is Selbsthass now. I want it spotless.”


  “It will be perfect.”


  Sticking right it will be. “We’ll leave a skeleton force to occupy the garrison when we march on Unbrauchbar.”


  Bowing again, Misserfolg spun away, shouting orders. Morgen returned his attention to the bridge. Made of head-sized field stones, the structure was thousands of years old pre-dating both Selbsthass and Gottlos. He had no idea who built it.


  “It’s too small,” he mused. With Gottlos soon to be part of Selbsthass, he needed something more than a crumbling ancient bridge uniting the two.


  Wait, said Nacht, as Morgen was about to cross the bridge.


  Glancing at the Reflection in its puddle Morgen said, “For what?”


  Stay here until after the army has crossed. There’s something I want you to see.


  Morgen considered ignoring his Reflection but couldn’t be sure if that wasn’t what the bastard wanted.


  “Fine.”


  Hours later, when the last of the Selbsthass army crossed into Gottlos, Morgen stood at the apex of the bridge, staring back into Selbsthass. He blinked and tears fell. Dried blood flaked from his hands as he habitually picked at them.


  As far as he could see the ground was torn, shredded by the passing of fifteen thousand soldiers and thousands of horses. In marching to war he despoiled his beautiful Selbsthass. We haven’t even fought a battle yet. What have I done?


  “This is nothing. I can fix this.” Morgen willed the rolling hills back to perfection.


  Nothing happened.


  Morgen understood. Standing atop the bridge, he was no longer in Selbsthass. The belief of his followers stopped at that illusory border.


  Only the faith of my soldiers maintains me now. He felt small, weak.


  Thinking that once back within the sphere of influence defined by his worshippers he could repair the damage, he took a step toward Selbsthass. He stopped. The faith of his followers defined the boundaries of his influence. Outside of Selbsthass, few worshipped the Geborene godling, though the temple in Geldangelegenheiten would soon change that. There was more than one way to wage war.


  If he crossed into Selbsthass and wasn’t able to once again return to Gottlos, he’d have to call his army back and cross with them. It was their faith that allowed him to cross that border. At the least, it would be embarrassing, an admission of weakness. Of need. At the worst, they’d see it as imperfection. He couldn’t let his troops doubt in him.


  Is that what Nacht wanted? Had his Reflection tried to trick him into being caught helpless on the wrong side of the bridge?


  Turning his back on the travesty his soldiers made of beautiful Selbsthass broke his heart. How could a quest for perfection cause such devastation? The damage would have to await his return. It felt like failure.


  When he stepped off the bridge and onto the churned earth of Gottlos, cold rain fell upon him. In moments he was soaked through, icy water trickling from his hair and into his eyes. I am less on this side of the river. But how much less? Certainly the faith of fifteen thousand soldiers was nothing in comparison to the combined belief of the entire populace of Selbsthass. He willed himself dry and nothing happened. In half a dozen steps the hem of his white robes was stained dark with mud. I should go back, return home. Could he trust General Misserfolg to conquer Gottlos without him?


  Yes.


  But could he trust the general to do it right, to make it perfect?


  Morgen sighed, running fingers through damp hair. No.


  He wiped away his tears as he approached the garrison tower. Here on the Gottlos side of the river the stench was even worse. Even when alive, the Gottlos soldiers did a piss-poor job of maintaining their posting. The place was a wreck, the ancient tower looking like it might fall in on itself at any moment.


  Fifteen thousand holy warriors of Selbsthass will make short work of this. We’ll be back on the road tomorrow. The thought calmed him. By the time Misserfolg found him to report the discovery of a Körperidentität alive in the basement, his eyes were dry.


  “I want every stone scrubbed,” he told General Misserfolg. “Tomorrow we march on Unbrauchbar.”


  CHAPTER 30


  
    I didn’t steal it, I borrowed it without telling anyone.


    No, I’m not going to give it back.


    —Anonymous Kleptic

  


  Stehlen and Lebendig walked south, the Swordswoman setting a slow pace. The Kleptic once again wondered whether this was a comfortable silence or an uncomfortable one. Was Lebendig angry, too tired to talk, or lost in thought? Stehlen wanted to ask, but if the silence was comfortable, doing so would probably ruin it. Should she reach out and take her lover’s hand?


  No. She couldn’t face the possibility of rejection.


  She remembered wanting to kill Lebendig at the oasis of trees. Had whatever numen or local spirit called the place home influenced her thoughts? Or was it own desire? Certainly having Lebendig bound by the Warrior’s Credo would simplify everything.


  “Your arm,” said Lebendig. “You’re still bleeding.”


  “I’m fine.” The pain felt like punishment.


  “We should look at it.”


  “We should find Wichtig.”


  “Stehlen.”


  Realizing Lebendig stopped, Stehlen turned to face her. Gods she looks terrible.


  “I need to stop.” Lebendig looked down, bared teeth at the ground. “I’m tired.”


  “We can rest here for a bit,” said Stehlen looking everywhere but at her lover.


  “When we find Wichtig—”


  “I’ll take care of it.” Her chest tightened with fear and some emotion she didn’t feel ready to face.


  “I can still—”


  “I know. We’ll deal with that later.” Wichtig would butcher her in this shape.


  Lebendig was quiet for a moment. Then she asked, “This can’t be the whole world, can it?”


  Grateful for the topic change, Stehlen wasn’t sure she understood the question. Did the Swordsman mean this little moment of reality, the two of them following an idiot Swordsman—the man Stehlen loved and could never have? “Why not?”


  Lebendig frowned, her eyebrows coming together as she struggled to put the thought into words. “It’s too small.”


  “You ever travelled from one end to the other?” asked Stehlen. “It’s got to be more than a thousand miles. That’s two months of hard travel.”


  “I’ve heard stories of strange people crossing the Gezackt Mountains or washing up on the shores of the Salzwasser Ocean,” said Lebendig. “People who can’t understand our words, who speak something different. They suffer strange delusions unlike anything we’ve seen.”


  “You don’t have to invent fanciful stories of distant lands to hear of strange delusions,” said Stehlen.


  “I knew a sailor who swore she saw a dragon. Her ship was pushed off the usual trade routes, far out into the ocean.”


  A sailor. Stehlen swallowed a hard nugget of angry jealousy. “The result of some Halluzin,” she said. “There are no monsters that did not spring from the minds of men.”


  “I’m ready,” said Lebendig, straightening. She looked like hell but her eyes were sharp.


  The two walked on in silence.


  CHAPTER 31


  
    I love that moment when you see it in their eyes, the dawning understanding that you have absolutely and utterly rutted their lives. It is the most delicious meal you will ever taste. And the more complete the betrayal, the better the flavour.


    —Geschichts Verdreher, Gefahrgeist

  


  Wichtig, sprawled on the floor in cooling ponds of his own vomit, stared up at Morgen’s reflection. It wasn’t just the grime of the glass making the boy look dirty, his face looked like it’d been rubbed in mud. “You’re not Morgen?”


  “No.”


  He closed his eyes, feeling something sharp grit into his back. I probably puked up one of my own swallowed teeth. “Then piss off.”


  “His Reflections Ascended alongside him,” said the Reflection. “He’s broken. We all are. Even you. Especially you.”


  “I’m staying with piss off, Morgen.”


  “Call me Nacht.”


  “You’re another damned albtraum aren’t you,” said Wichtig, opening his eyes to glare blearily up at the boy. “Come to finish what you started?”


  “I chased it away. I saved you.”


  “It wasn’t Morgen?”


  The boy laughed, holding up a hand to admire the dirt-encrusted fingernails “He wants you dead. Why else would he send Stehlen after you?”


  Stehlen? What is he going on about?


  The tower. The slain guards. All the clothes and weapons tossed in the midden. Why was that so damned difficult to remember?


  “I knew it was her,” said Wichtig. Why didn’t she kill me? “That was her at the border tower.”


  “Of course,” sad Nacht. “She’s following you.


  “Why didn’t—”


  “She wants you to lead her to Bedeckt.”


  “I’ll kill her first,” said Wichtig.


  Nacht laughed, a sour and mocking sound that should never come from a small boy. “Don’t be silly. This is Stehlen. You’ll either never see her, or if you do it’s because she’s killed you and she doesn’t care what you see.”


  “Shite,” swore Wichtig. He wanted to brag about how he’d outsmart her at every turn, but felt crushed and beaten. He was too tired to rise off the floor, never mind fight the most frighteningly dangerous person he ever met. Sprawled in puke, Wichtig examined the Reflection. He was everything Morgen could never be. But was this good or bad for Wichtig? This little bastard wants something. The Swordsman decided to wait. It wasn’t like he had plans beyond the floor anyway. Apathy, he decided, is a lovely bargaining tool.


  “You killed a half dozen of the best Swordsmen in Unbrauchbar tonight,” said Nacht.


  “I think I remember two.”


  “You’re very drunk.”


  “Don’t feel drunk.” He felt no pain. Had this little godling shite healed him as Morgen once healed Bedeckt?


  Wichtig licked his lips and tasted blood and catgut stitches. He lifted his left hand and glanced at the bandage there, now stained by fresh blood. Whether his or someone else’s, Wichtig had no idea. The fingers were still missing.


  “Am I dreaming?” Wichtig asked.


  “No,” said Nacht. “I’m here to offer you a deal.”


  “If you’re really a god like Morgen, how are you here? I heard gods were limited by the boundaries and borders of their faithful. We’re not in Selbsthass any more.”


  “Morgen crossed the bridge into Gottlos just moments ago,” said Nacht with ill-concealed impatience. “And I’m not a true god, not yet. Not until—”


  “Not until Morgen is dead.”


  “Yes.”


  “What’s the difference between you and an albtraum?”


  The boy stared down at him as if he couldn’t believe the sheer balls-out temerity of such a question. “Power. I am the Reflection of a god.”


  Wichtig blew a mocking fart with rubbery lips. “A mad god.”


  “All gods are mad.”


  Wichtig waved this away as if wafting a foul stench from his presence. “Don’t care.”


  “You have to save Bedeckt from Stehlen,” said Nacht.


  “You already don’t think I can kill her.”


  “You and Bedeckt together…maybe.”


  Maybe. Wichtig kept his doubts to himself. “That’s it? That’s all you want?”


  “Of course not.” Nacht stared down at Wichtig, eyes measuring. “What do all Doppels want? What do all Fragments want?” Nacht grinned stained teeth. “What do all Reflections want?”


  “To be the original,” said Wichtig.


  “You will help break Morgen for me.”


  “Kill a god?” Wichtig uttered a sputtering laugh. “If anyone could do it, it’s me. But I think not.”


  “I said break. And I said help.”


  “Still, piss off.”


  “I have Morgen’s memories from before we were separated. I remember you. You were perfect, handsome and strong and flawless.”


  Excitement ran sparks dancing down Wichtig’s spine. I’ll manipulate this little shite and get exactly what I want. Wichtig pushed himself to his feet. Straightening the blood and puke-stained bed sheet, he struck the best heroic pose possible in this condition in this room.


  “What was it Bedeckt always said?” Wichtig asked the boy. “Life eats you and shites your well-chewed remains into the Afterdeath.”


  “I don’t remember him saying that.”


  “I probably made it up,” said Wichtig, bending to collect his bloody sword from the ground. “I made up most of the smart stuff I think he said.”


  “I’ll make you whole,” said Nacht. “I’ll make you beautiful and flawless again.”


  Wichtig remembered Schnitter. “What is beauty worth?” he asked.


  “Interesting question coming from you. What is it worth?”


  “Everything.” He cocked an eyebrow at the boy. “Why should I trust you. Morgen said he’d—”


  “Morgen hates you. If he didn’t, he never could have killed you. Everything he promised is a lie. You disgust him. Even when you were perfect on the outside he knew how much rot there was within.”


  “Ha! And you’re basically him. Why trust—”


  The boy interrupted him with a theatrical sigh. “I’m his Reflection, his opposite. I love everything he hates. I want everything he loathes. To me, you are perfect. The beauty on the outside masking the sick shite within.”


  But that exterior beauty was gone, replaced by thick ridges of raw scar tissue and missing fingers and ears and teeth. Wichtig hid his hurt. I have redeeming qualities. It wasn’t his fault most people were too stupid and narrow-minded to see them. He gave so much of himself to his friends. No one appreciated him and this little shite of a god was no better than the boy whose delusions birthed him. I’ll outsmart the smug little bastard. I’ll outsmart them all. Wichtig would use this Ascended Reflection to his own ends, get everything he wanted, everything he deserved.


  Something in the god’s words bothered Wichtig, something about Nacht being Morgen’s opposite. That sounded important. It would tell Wichtig of the boy’s intentions and motives if he could figure out what that something was.


  “Tell me exactly what you want,” said Wichtig.


  “Stehlen must not kill Bedeckt. If she does, Morgen wins and you,” the boy thrust a dirty finger at him, “lose.”


  “I can handle Stehlen,” Wichtig said.


  “There’s more,” said Nacht, grinning that smug grin Morgen always tried to hide. “Konig sent two of his Wahnist Priests after Bedeckt. They’ll return to Selbsthass and he’ll kill them, ensuring they—and all they’ve slain—serve him in the Afterdeath.”


  “Wahnists?” Wichtig snorted in disgust. “Some fool who thinks he’s the King of Geldangelegenheiten shouldn’t be much of a problem.”


  “Ungeist is the Holy Exorcist of the Geborene. He believes within every soul lurks a demon.”


  “So?”


  “He drives the demons out.”


  “Again I ask, so?”


  “They claw their way free. It’s a rather bloody process.”


  “Oh. Lovely. And the other?”


  “Erdbehüter believes the earth is alive,” said Nacht, watching Wichtig for reaction. “She believes she commands dirt and stone. She built the new walls and towers and roads of Selbsthass with her delusions. Both teeter near the Pinnacle.”


  “Put a foot of steel in a Wahnist gut and you have a Wahnist corpse,” said Wichtig. “They won’t be a problem.”


  “And there’s Drache. She’s a Therianthrope.”


  “I hate Therianthropes,” said Wichtig. Neidrig. He swallowed as he remembered the dry scales of a thousand snakes closing about him, crushing the air from his lungs, squeezing the life from his throat. There’d been scorpions and a massive bear too. He shuddered at the memory. That was the first time he died.


  “This one is far worse than what you’ve seen,” said Nacht with an evil grin.


  “A foot of steel—”


  “She flies a thousand yards above the earth, watching and spying for her Geborene master. Her delusions melt flesh from bone.”


  Wichtig shrugged, pretending uncaring calm. “I’ve never met a woman I couldn’t charm.” He imagined Schnitter’s grin, the gaping maw of her open sinus cavity. How had the Körperidentität ignored his considerable charisma?


  “She is without emotion, reptilian and cold. Your limited Gefahrgeist talents will have no effect on her.”


  You are a fool, boy. You set me a task and tell me it’s impossible. You think by making it seem impossible, I’ll be unable to refuse. Well no one uses Wichtig Lügner.


  Bad as the Wahnists and Therianthrope sounded, they were not his worry. What kind of an idiot intentionally got into a fight with Stehlen? If she wanted them dead, he was damned sure they’d end up dead. Of course he would never admit this to Stehlen. Or anyone. He’d have to outsmart her. Or be far away. Or maybe, when he was once again beautiful, he’d kill the Reflection and Morgen and help Stehlen kill Bedeckt. The old goat abandoned them both in the Afterdeath. That should be worth something.


  “Make me whole,” said Wichtig, “and I’ll go find the old bastard.”


  “No,” said Nacht. “I’ll make you whole only after you save Bedeckt.”


  “Oh,” said Wichtig, pouring hurt from his eyes like he’d been stabbed in the heart. “You don’t trust me?”


  “Of course not. Even you don’t trust you.”


  “Well then I don’t trust you,” Wichtig said, mustering stung indignation. “How do I know you’ll deliver on your promise?”


  “I love what you are. Serving you serves me.”


  That at least made sense. People only did what was best for them. As long as their interests were intertwined, the boy would keep his word. And you’re in a shite bargaining position.


  “Fine,” said Wichtig. “I’ll need money, and—”


  “You must do this on your own. Hardship shapes the man.”


  Shapes the man? Wichtig blinked at the boy. “My life hasn’t been hard?”


  “You flee every real challenge.”


  “I fought countless duels to become the Greatest—”


  “You use that to avoid your real fears. Death is nothing. Responsibility, that terrifies you.”


  “Sticking great. A little boy telling me of responsibility. What the hells do you know?”


  Nacht shrugged, flashing a mocking smirk. “Do as I say, and you’ll get everything you deserve.”


  Didn’t Morgen say something similar? “I’d better! If you’re lying—”


  “I know. That’s why I like you. You’re predictable.”


  “I may surprise you yet, you little shite.”


  “If Bedeckt dies, I’ll give you to the Täuschung.”


  “Huh? The tie-what?”


  Alone in the room, Wichtig curled on the floor in agony. There was no sign of the boy.


  How did I get here? Wasn’t I standing?


  His ruined hand screamed. His missing ear throbbed. His face felt like it had been dragged behind a fast horse from Sinnlos to Geldangelegenheiten.


  Crawling into the empty bed, Wichtig passed out on the stained sheets. He dreamed of scars ridged like savage mountains, cavernous ravines cutting through once flawless flesh. He dreamed of blood and destiny, swords and worship. He dreamed of killing friends and gods.


  He awoke haunted.


  What did a man do when he achieved his life-long quest?


  What did a man do upon achieving his destiny?


  Wichtig swung his legs off the bed. He sat, a filthy and stained sheet wrapped about his hips, staring at the sword lying on the floor.


  “I am Greatest Swordsman in the World.”


  It wasn’t a brag. He wasn’t trying to convince himself or anyone else. It was fact.


  “I am the Greatest Swordsman in the World.”


  He scowled at the sword, its blade caked with drying gore and blood and clumps of hair. He didn’t know when or how it happened. Maybe I’ve been the greatest for years and not known.


  “Now what?”


  What the sticking hells was he going to do now? He never thought beyond the quest.


  Well, not everyone in all the world knows I’m the greatest. That mattered.


  “So I’ll wander the city-states killing Swordsmen until all the world—” He remembered his dream about the scarred old man wandering out of the Gezackt Mountains, remembered the missing fingers. He was on the far side of those mountains, killing. Why?


  “Because there are people over there who don’t know—” Wichtig’s breath caught. They didn’t know he was the greatest and you can’t truly be the Greatest Swordsman in the World unless all the world knows.


  All the world.


  Wichtig sighed with relief. I’m not finished. There was more he must do before he…


  Before what? Before he returned home? Saw his wife and son? Before he could be a father?


  ‘You use that to avoid your real fears,’ Nacht said, referring to his quest to be the Greatest Swordsman in the World.


  Gods. You couldn’t trust them. They always knew what to say to cause the most pain, to plant the deepest seeds of doubt. If Nacht wanted Wichtig to question himself, then the best thing Wichtig could do was remain steadfast. He would believe in himself blindly and wholly, never questioning his destiny. Or his decisions.


  I’ll show that little shite.


  What was doubt but fear?


  I fear nothing.


  Wichtig stood with a groan and only managed to stop from falling by catching himself on the wall. When he bent to retrieve his sword he vomited sour drool down the front of his already disgusting bed sheet.


  “Shite.”


  He stood, weaving, staring at the naked steel in his hand.


  “Shite.”


  Stumbling to the door, Wichtig shoved it open with his half hand. He stood with his forehead pressed against the wood of the jamb while the room spun and he coughed dry racking heaves and spat bloody phlegm and shards of teeth. His head felt like someone held the left side in a bed of hot coals most of the night. After trying several of his vast repertoire of facial expressions, he gave up.


  So, this is why Bedeckt always has that block of wood expression.


  Gods, with his good looks gone, was he going to have to rely on his wits to bed women?


  Damned good thing I’m so sticking witty then.


  Wichtig limped down the stairs and into the common room, blood drooling from the left side of his mouth.


  The room fell silent, all eyes on Wichtig. Adjusting his bloody bed sheet, he struck his best heroic pose, though he did have to cling to the back of a chair for support. Where was the applause he got last night? Or had he dreamed that? The inn’s patrons stared at him, waiting.


  Will people treat me differently because I’m ugly? Just thinking the word ugly hurt. Normally people fawned over him, men and women alike.


  Wichtig watched them watching him. Was that fear in their eyes?


  Fear is okay. Spotting a pretty woman with a low cut blouse showing plenty of cleavage, he shot her his best cocky smile, the one that—


  The smile died on his face as she blanched and turned away.


  He remembered doing that to Stehlen, sometimes on purpose—to hurt her—because her smile was so goat-sticking hideous.


  Wichtig’s stomach rumbled and he realized he was ravenously hungry but seriously doubted his ability to keep food down. Collapsing into the chair hed held for support, he lay his naked sword on the table and waved at the innkeeper.


  “Food,” he said when the man approached.


  “On the house,” said the innkeeper when he dropped a plate heaped with sausages and fried potato in front of the Swordsman.


  Wichtig nodded like it was expected but was secretly relieved. This bed sheet and sword were all he owned.


  He stared at the food, stomach grumbling its desire while simultaneously threatening upheaval and all-out revolt.


  Go back to bed.


  No. The sooner he found and saved Bedeckt—the thought of saving the old goat’s life gave him a grin of dark pleasure—the sooner he’d be beautiful again. Being hideous was hardly ideal, but he wouldn’t let it bring him down. If Stehlen could make it through each day looking like a jaundiced sow’s arse, he’d survive a few scars. As long as he knew it was a temporary situation.


  Wichtig ate slowly, shoving the food to the back of his mouth where he could chew with his molars—which seemed to have escaped damage—and waited after each swallow to see if the food would revisit. Foul belches aside, it seemed to stay down. As he finished the last sausage and mopped at the pooled grease with a crust of dark bread sharing both flavour and consistency with sun-dried horse manure, a young woman approached his table. Wichtig glanced up, noting the horrendously old sword hanging at her hip. The leather wrapping the pommel, tattered and worn thin, looked to be older than the girl, though it was impossible to guess her age. Either she hadn’t yet hit puberty or had and would never be called ample. Stehlen would like this one. She wore a motley of leather armour made up of pieces from a dozen different eras and regions. The armour didn’t look like it would slow a blunt stick, never mind a good sword. Wichtig, who scorned armour as the refuge of cowards and people too stupid and slow to get out of the way of their opponent’s attacks, found himself rethinking his position on the topic. I would like, he decided, not to get hurt again. I have scars enough.


  The young woman stopped at Wichtig’s table and bowed low, waiting.


  “What?” demanded Wichtig, in no mood for a fight.


  “Sir, everyone is saying you are Wichtig Lügner, the Greatest Swordsman in the World, reborn.”


  “For possibly the first time ever, everyone is right.”


  “I am young,” said the girl. “But I really am very good with a sword.” She swallowed, no doubt realizing she was bragging to the World’s Greatest Swordsman, and added, “For my age.”


  If the fool draws that sword, I’ll puke on her. Wichtig stared the girl down with flat grey eyes, turning his Gefahrgeist power against the lass. Go away.


  The kid didn’t even seem to notice. “I’m fast.”


  “Show me how fast you can piss off.”


  “And I can learn, sir.


  “Can you learn to piss off?”


  “Uh. Sir?” She licked her lips, dark eyes glancing about the room as she noticed she was now the centre of attention. “I wish to apprentice with you,” she said, forcing the words out in a rush. Then she thought for a moment and added a quick, “Sir.”


  Apprentice? Since when did Swordsmen take apprentices? Did this idiot think being a Swordsman was like joining any other trade? Welcome to my bakery! Today I’m baking a fresh batch of death! Wichtig grinned at the thought and the girl retreated a step. The kid was an idiot, but maybe Wichtig could make some use of her first. Maybe the moron had a few coins he could relieve her of.


  “You can pay?” asked Wichtig.


  “No, sir, I—”


  “Then piss off.”


  “I will care for your sword and armour, sir.” The lass blinked at Wichtig’s bed sheet, her mouth opening and closing. She soldiered on, looking increasingly unsure of herself. “Um…I…will care for your horse, sir. I will keep your camp. I will guard your back while you sleep. I will—”


  “You’ll keep the damned fire going?” Wichtig hated how desperately hopeful and childishly scared he sounded.


  “Big and bright,” said the girl, nodding so fast he thought her head would fall off. “I’ll cook your meals, wash your—”


  “Done,” said Wichtig. “What’s your name?”


  “Opferlamm, sir.”


  “Don’t call me sir, reminds me of my father.”


  Opferlamm nodded, apparently not trusting herself not to add a sir to whatever else came out of her mouth.


  “You have a horse?” Wichtig asked.


  “No.”


  “We’ll get you one.” Wichtig thought for a moment. “Go to the stable and see if mine is there. It’s a cross-eyed sway-back tan mare. If it ignores the name Blöd, it’s mine.”


  Opferlamm opened and closed her mouth, nodded, and bolted for the door. She was back before Wichtig could swallow the crust of bread he’d been working about the remains of his teeth.


  “It’s there,” said Opferlamm. “Tried to bite me.”


  “Yep, that’s mine. Give me your sword.”


  Opferlamm placed her sword reverently in Wichtig’s waiting half hand, doing her best not to stare at the missing fingers.


  Wichtig scowled at the pitted blade and she made a frightened squeak, though whether from the face or his disappointment in the sword, he couldn’t tell. “This is the shittiest kitchen steel I have ever seen.”


  “It was my grandfather’s,” said Opferlamm. “He died in the—”


  “With a sword like this, no wonder he died.” Wichtig dropped the sword on the table and when Opferlamm reached to retrieve it added, “Leave it. We’ll get you something better.”


  “You’ll buy me a horse and a sword?” Opferlamm did her best not to look sceptical and Wichtig ignored it, trying not to let it sting.


  “Hells, no,” said Wichtig, pushing to his feet. “Follow.”


  On the way out, he passed a young man with a sword laid out on the table before him. The youth refused to meet his eyes. There was something familiar about him, but Wichtig couldn’t figure out what. Had he given the lad the sword last night while drunk? Unsure, he let him be. He’d find what he wanted outside.


  Leading the young Swordswoman into the street, Wichtig glanced about until he saw what he was looking for, a Swordsman leading a horse. Wichtig limped to intercept, Opferlamm following.


  “You,” said Wichtig, waving his half hand. “You’re a Swordsman?”


  Predictably the idiot puffed up, swelling his chest in an attempt to look big and scary. Swordsmen these days are such a disappointment. No finesse.


  “I have killed—”


  “Perfect,” interrupted Wichtig, lifting his sword in open challenge.


  The Swordsman glanced around, confused. “Er…shouldn’t we gather a crowd first? No one is even paying attention.”


  “I’m in a rush,” said Wichtig.


  “What’s the point in killing you if no one sees it?” asked the Swordsman, genuinely dumbfounded. “I don’t even know who you are. You don’t look worth killing.”


  “I’m Wichtig Lügner, the Greatest Swordsman in the World. I am definitely worth killing.”


  The Swordsman paled and for the first time since returning to life Wichtig felt a little better. Now that was the right damned reaction to facing Wichtig Lügner.


  “You killed a half-dozen Swordsman better than I last night,” said the man, moving his hand carefully away from his sword. “I don’t want to—”


  “Fine.”


  Wichtig stepped in and killed him with a thrust to his heart. It was perfect. Steel didn’t so much as touch bone. Withdrawing the blade, he waited patiently as the man blinked stupidly at the neat hole in his chest, said, “Hey,” and crumpled to the street.


  “Take his sword,” Wichtig said. “And get his money purse. We’re broke.”


  Opferlamm nodded and dropped to her knees to search the corpse. “Is this right?” she asked over her shoulder.


  At least she obeyed before asking. “Are you questioning me?”


  “No, sir!”


  “Good. Where do you think Swordsmen get money? You think we work a job on the side in between bouts of practising and killing?”


  “Didn’t think,” said the girl, holding up a small and threadbare purse.


  “Your lessons begin now,” said Wichtig. “What mistake did you make?”


  Opferlamm stared at him, brow crinkling in thought. “I’m unarmed. I should have gone for the sword first. Got the purse second.”


  Wichtig nodded in appreciation. The girl has potential. “Then get the damned sword.”


  Opferlamm sheathed the sword in her old scabbard and eyed the far better one belted to the dead man’s hip. “I think—”


  “Thinking is a Swordsman’s worst enemy,” said Wichtig. “We are creatures of action. Does this mean you should be a moron? No. You must be so clever thought is unneeded. In an instant you must see what needs doing and do it. If you chose wrong, tell everyone whatever happened was exactly as you planned it. Note how quickly I killed this man. No thought. I saw need and I fulfilled that need. Had I stood around thinking about it he might have stabbed me first, or even run away. And then where would we be?”


  “Wearing a bed sheet?”


  “Don’t be a smart arse. His horse and sword are yours. The boots, pants, and shirt are mine. As is that scabbard you’re eyeing. Now strip him.”


  “There’s a hole in his shirt,” said Opferlamm. “And it’s covered in blood.”


  Wichtig peeled away his bed sheet, letting it fall to the street. Subtly flexing, he stood naked, waiting. His face might be a mess, but he couldn’t help but grin at the way women stopped whatever they were doing to admire his body. Opferlamm stared for a moment before stooping to strip the corpse.


  “At least it’s not my blood,” he said as she handed him the clothes. “Go get my horse. Once I’m dressed, we’re leaving this shite hole.”


  Opferlamm left at a sprint and returned moments later with Blöd, already saddled, in tow. The horse seemed happy enough until it spotted Wichtig.


  How the hells can a horse scowl?


  The two mounted their horses and left by the southern gate, riding for the capital of Gottlos. It wasn’t until Unbrauchbar dwindled from sight that Wichtig realized he forgot to ask around after Bedeckt. Stick it. The bastard would never stay in such a dump for long. The wealth and whores of the big city would draw the old goat like…well, like old men to whores. Anyway, Wichtig caused enough of a stir in Unbrauchbar that if Bedeckt was in the city, he’d come looking.


  Would Bedeckt even accept Wichtig’s help? What if the old man thought he was better off dealing with Stehlen on his own?


  “Stubborn bastard,” Wichtig muttered.


  “Pardon?”


  “Do you have friends?” Wichtig asked.


  “There are some boys back in the town where I grew up.”


  “Wrong.”


  “Oh. Uh…” Opferlamm’s brow crinkled in thought.


  The kid has too little control of her face. They’d have to work on that. Being a Swordsman wasn’t all killing idiots and bedding wenches. Manipulation was critical, and facial expressions were a big part of that. Wichtig scowled, feeling the still-healing wound slashing across his face stretch tight.


  “I have one friend?” said Opferlamm.


  “That sounded like a question.”


  “I have one friend,” repeated the young Swordswoman.


  “Who?”


  “My sword.”


  “Don’t be an idiot. Steel loves no one.”


  “Is it me?”


  “Was that a question?”


  “It’s me.”


  “Wrong. You are your enemy. You will get in the way of what you want to be.” Again Wichtig pinned the girl with flat grey eyes. “I am your only friend. I will look out for you. I will keep you alive until you are able to do that on your own. I will supply you with weapons and horses and wisdom.”


  Opferlamm looked doubtful, which meant she wasn’t an utter moron. But the thought was planted, and for now that was all Wichtig wanted.


  “What are you going to call your horse?” asked Wichtig.


  “I…what? I should name my horse?”


  “Of course you should name the damned thing.”


  Opferlamm rode well, rolling with the stride of her horse, brow once again giving away her thoughtfulness. “Sturm?”


  What a terrible name. “Perfect.”


  “Where are we going?”


  “Gottlos, the capital. We’re going to save an old friend’s life.”


  “Was he your teacher?”


  “Hardly.”


  “But I thought—”


  “What did I tell you about thinking? My lessons are not for people like me, they’re for people like you. The wise have no need for wisdom.” Wichtig nodded appreciation. That, he decided, sounded particularly wise.


  “What are we saving him from?” Opferlamm asked.


  Wichtig shrugged. “Not much.” He let the pause grow long before adding, “Just the most dangerous woman I ever met.” He grinned at the girl, baring broken teeth and feeling his face pull tight. It hurt but was worth it to see her face pale. “And a god,” he added. “We have to save him from a god.”


  “Sounds like fun,” said Opferlamm.


  “My apprentice,” said Wichtig, “I see great potential in you.”


  “Are we going to practice with the swords soon?”


  “No.”


  “I really am quite good,” said Opferlamm


  “Only brag to people who aren’t better.”


  CHAPTER 32


  
    It is a misconception that Therianthropes always manifest as animals. While the Feral—complete transformation into an animal form—is the most common, there are five distinct manifestations. The second most common form is the animal head mounted atop a human body. The human head mounted on an animal body is an extremely rare manifestation but not unheard of. Anthromorphic Therianthropes retain a human body but with animalistic head and limbs are also quite rare. Probably the most misunderstood form of Therianthropy leaves the suffering looking completely human but possessed by an animal spirit. Such manifestations are often misdiagnosed as Wendigast, Wütend, or even Wahnist.


    —Aufschlag Hoher, Previously Chief Scientist of the Geborene Damonen

  


  Night fell like a bucket of black tar. The rain slackened but did not let up. Erdbehüter was beginning to think she might never again see the sun. Her Geborene robes, pristine when she left Selbsthass, were unrecognisable. Ungeist, crawling around in the muck, hunting out stones and tossing them aside to clear a comfortable spot to sleep, looked no better. On all fours, hair thick with muck and jutting in every direction, he looked every part the animal. In the last two days they ate anything but bugs and twigs, and what few root vegetables they could dig up.


  Their relationship, tenuous after leaving Selbsthass, awkward after she rutted him in the mud, ultimately devolved to seething hatred. At least on his part. She couldn’t summon the energy to hate him. He was pathetic.


  Ungeist stopped tossing stones around and stared at her with hungry, feral eyes. Already brittle when they left Selbsthass, unleashing the inner demons of all those farmers cracked him wide open. He made no effort to care for himself and did whatever she commanded. He doesn’t trust himself to make his own decisions. He did, however, whine continually about whatever task she set him.


  Ungeist, sprawled in the mud like it was the most comfortable bed, watched the skies. “If Drache drops a cow,” he said, “I’ll eat it raw.”


  The Therianthrope reminded Erdbehüter of a cat. A huge, evil cat. Drache liked to play with her food, sometimes dropping it several times before it died. The sound a horse made after being dropped from a half-dozen strides off the ground was terrible.


  Ungeist giggled and picked at the scabs covering his arms, opening fresh wounds. He’d crawled through a bramble bush, chasing a rabbit he had no chance of catching, and torn long wounds over most of his exposed flesh. Erdbehüter watched as he eyed a scab, licking his lips. She watched hunger and disgust do war. Hunger won. He ate the scab


  Ungeist noticed her scrutiny and flashed a bent grin. “Meat,” he said.


  Worm. She looked forward to watching him devour himself. He clawed at his chest, teeth bared in pain, leaving red rents in the flesh. He frees the inner demons of others, but his own are trapped.


  “Dig deeper,” she said.


  Ungeist stopped pawing at his chest and stared dumbly at his bloody fingernails before sucking them clean. Cleaner, she corrected.


  He watched the sky, blinking away the rain pooling in his sunken eyes. She couldn’t tell if he was crying. He pointed east and she saw a monstrous shape streaking toward them.


  “She’s coming to eat us,” said Ungeist. He didn’t sound scared, didn’t even bother sitting up.


  Drache flew past at maybe twice the height of a man, the powerful downdraught toppling Erdbehüter into the mud. Ungeist laughed as she wrestled with the torn remnants of her Geborene robe before once again regaining her feet. She ignored him and stared west.


  “She’s seen something,” she said, squinting into the dark.


  Without warning, all the rocks, from the smallest pebble to man-sized boulders, headed west, following the Therianthrope.


  “The Earth Spirit wants us to follow,” said Erdbehüter.


  “Rut the Earth Spirit.”


  Again she ignored him and set off after the stones. Ungeist swore as a fist-sized stone ran over one of his hands. He scrambled to his feet to follow after her.


  The two Geborene Geisteskranken blundered about in the dark, tripping over themselves and each other until Drache lit the world with the twisting chaos of her breath.


  “What the hells?” said Ungeist.


  Erdbehüter blinked away purple after-images sketched hard on her eyes. Hell inscribed on steel, she’d never forget that vision. She struggled to make sense of what she saw. The world has gone mad.


  “There are thousands of them,” said Ungeist.


  “That’s the Gottlos army,” she said. In the brief moment Drache’s madness lit the world bright she saw thousands of tents and men. There has to be at least five thousand people in that camp. No chance Gottlos could muster much more than that. This has to be their entire army, geared for war and marching north. “They’re marching on Selbsthass.”


  “King Schmutzig is a fool if he thinks he can take the fight to Morgen,” said Ungeist.


  Erdbehüter agreed. Warring with a Geisteskranken—no, a god—in the centre of his power was insane. The King of Gottlos was reputed to be a powerful Gefahrgeist. Did he think himself powerful enough to sway the populace of Selbsthass away from their god?


  “Shite,” she swore.


  “What?”


  “Morgen was going to bring the troops south once they were ready.”


  “So?”


  “The plan was to cross at the bridge by that run-down garrison on the Gottlos border.”


  “So?”


  “That’s well south of here. Schmutzig is sneaking his army past Morgen. He’s going to attack Selbsthass while Morgen is invading Gottlos.”


  “That’s insane. He still can’t win.”


  “Morgen won’t destroy Gottlos, but Schmutzig will raze Selbsthass to the ground.”


  “Shite,” said Ungeist, shuffling forward to stand beside her. “That’s the whole Gottlos army down there?” He didn’t look scared. If anything he looked excited, like the proximity of thousands of enemy soldiers thrilled him.


  Rocks and stones continued to roll past Erdbehüter on their way toward the camped army. The Earth Spirit’s message was clear.


  Drache made another sweeping pass, breathing death and madness on the soldiers beneath her. In the moments of flickering light, Erdbehüter saw boulders crushing men and women and horses. The very earth came alive to smite its foe.


  Erdbehüter saw the Gottlos army camped beside what looked to be an abandoned farming community of a half-dozen homes in varying states of decay. For some reason, they made no attempt to occupy the buildings even though a couple still had roofs. They seemed to have given the place a wide berth, though she saw no reason to avoid the place. Must have some history, she decided.


  Again she remembered the words of Konig’s Reflection, Failure, ‘You must leave utter ruin in your path.’


  Utter ruin. The Earth Spirit rose up against the enemies of Selbsthass. Erdbehüter’s knees gave and she crumpled to the mud. Shame overwhelmed her. Morgen and the Earth Spirit are united in purpose. I was wrong to doubt. She knew what must be done.


  The Earth Spirit screamed its orders into Erdbehüter’s brain. Crush the humans. Kill everything. Churn that pitiful camp to nothing. And beneath everything, Failure’s command pulsed through her thoughts like molten stone.


  Utter ruin.


  “I’m going down there,” she said, setting off toward the camp. When Ungeist hesitated she added, “There are seven thousand men and women here, each with their own inner demons.”


  She heard the Geborene Exorcist grunt and set off after her.


  “I have to set them free,” he mumbled. “I have to set them all free.”


  CHAPTER 33


  
    We are each living a story. What many of us are too afraid to admit is that we are the authors of our story. You are living the life you chose for yourself. You are living the result of each and every one of your choices. If you are letting others make decisions for you, you are allowing them to write your story. Do they have your best interests at heart?


    If you are unhappy, whose fault is that? Don’t like your life, go write yourself a better one.


    —Fassbar Einfach, Philosopher

  


  Grey world. Grey skies blotted by grey clouds. Grey dirt pocked with ugly grey rocks. Grey plants gnarled and twisted clung to grey life.


  I’m dead.


  Bedeckt remembered the battle at Sinnlos where he lost his fingers and the wedding ring he wore for years as a reminder. Now he wasn’t even sure what it had been a reminder of. Better times? Stupid mistakes? He remembered fleeing that war, leaving men behind who called him friend, abandoning them to their deaths. Gods, what a stupid war that was.


  They were all stupid wars.


  He fled in Neidrig too, leaving Stehlen and Wichtig to the Therianthrope assassins. And they killed the Swordsman, dragged him to the ground and choked the life from him.


  Stehlen later found Bedeckt drinking himself to death in the shittiest tavern Neidrig—a city of shite taverns—had to offer. She saved him from himself, dragged him from his misery, pretended his betrayal was nothing. Then she pulled him into an alley and rutted him in the filth. She was so alive, so fierce with joy. She even washed her hair after. He was too cowardly to contemplate what that might mean.


  And then you killed her and abandoned her in the Afterdeath. Gutless pig sticker.


  Bedeckt weaved in the saddle, Arsehole’s rolling gait threatening to dump him on the ground. He clung desperately to the saddle’s pommel willing himself to remain mounted.


  I’m dead.


  “So you’re dead,” said Stehlen, riding alongside him on a grey gelding with dejected eyes. “Quit bellyaching.” Her eyes looked like piss-holes in snow, yellow and angry.


  “Sorry,” he said, unsure what he apologized for. Maybe everything.


  She spat at him and he almost fell out of the saddle when he flinched. “I see you found a curvy arse to follow,” she said, showing yellow teeth. “You abandoned me for that,” she nodded in Zukunft’s direction, “and haven’t even rutted her yet. Pathetic.”


  “Not like that,” he said.


  “How is it then?”


  “You’re alive. Trying to kill me.” He grinned, wobbling in the saddle. “All part of the plan,” he lied.


  “Your plans are shite old man,” she said. “You know I’m going to kill her, right? To punish you. It’ll be your fault, of course.” She looked away, glared hatred at the back of her horse’s head. “Then I’ll kill Wichtig. The idiot’s death will be your fault too.” Stehlen glanced at him. “Great plan.”


  “I know,” he said. “And then you’ll kill me.”


  “No.” Stehlen sagged. “I love you.”


  Bedeckt snorted laughter and caught himself before toppling from his saddle. He looked around in confusion, not recognizing his surroundings. The horses had stopped and stood shuffling nervously. Zukunft stood beside her horse, stroking its nose. He realized she was whispering his name and had been for some time. Stehlen was nowhere to be seen.


  A few strides ahead, two men blocked the path with their own horses, two mangy beasts with mad eyes. The men stood ready with drawn weapons.


  “I didn’t see them until it was too late,” said Zukunft, eyes begging forgiveness.


  Both men wore the livery of Gottlos, grey on green, but their uniforms were burnt and blood spattered. The larger of the two caught Bedeckt’s eye. The man was huge and carried a rusted iron cudgel that looked older than Bedeckt. His eyes were dead, devoid of emotion. He stared at Zukunft, never blinking.


  The other, carrying a longsword and bearing the markings of an officer, had eyes only for Bedeckt. The man looked haunted, hollowed by some recent horror. He’s seen death and it broke him.


  “Greeting, good soldiers of Gottlos,” he called to the two men. Then he whispered, “Did your sister show you this?” to Zukunft.


  She shook her head. “She only shows me the farmhouse.”


  The man with the sword spat and said, “Won’t be Gottlos for long.”


  Bedeckt nodded his understanding. Keep them talking. Kill when the chance arises. “War,” he said.


  “Holy war. Nothing can stop the Geborene Geisteskranken. Three of them attacked my troop.”


  The dead-eyed man stared at Zukunft, licking his lips with quick flicks of a wet tongue. He watched her like she was a meal and he starving. Bedeckt wanted to chop him down, split him open, empty him into the dirt.


  “How many did you lose?” asked Bedeckt, pretending to be at ease.


  The officer dropped his gaze and Bedeckt knew that look: Shame.


  “Ran away, didn’t you,” he said. “Left them to die.”


  The officer met Bedeckt’s eyes and bared his teeth. “Things, demons, clawing their way out of my men, tearing them open from the inside. The gods-damned ground rose up against us. I had six thousand men but…you can’t fight…”


  “Sounds bad,” said Bedeckt not bothering to hide the mockery.


  “And they have something following them.” The officer glanced at the sky, eyes flinching from the shadows lurking in the clouds. “It’s big. Killed hundreds in a single pass.”


  “War is tragedy,” agreed Bedeckt. “Now, if you’ll step aside.”


  The officer focussed on Bedeckt, his eyes hardening. “I don’t think so.”


  Bedeckt, still mounted, squared his shoulders and glared down at the man, filling his voice with as much confidence as he could muster. “You don’t want this.” He rested a hand upon his axe.


  “It’s not about wants, right Kot?”


  The big man with the iron cudgel and dead eyes pulled his gaze from Zukunft. He looked dumb with hunger, a hulking brute of a man. He shook his head once and returned his attention to the girl, licking his lips again.


  “Can’t exactly report back to the king, can I? No.” The officer looked past Bedeckt. “I hear Geldangelegenheiten is civilized. If you have money. I can sell your horses. That’s a start.” He nodded toward Zukunft. “If Kot doesn’t accidentally kill her, I can sell her too. Or whatever is left.”


  The man was too calm. He knew Bedeckt offered no real threat. What was this, kindness? Pity?


  Bedeckt ground the remains of his teeth in anger and gestured at Kot with his half hand. “And him? You think he’ll be welcome in the clean streets of Geldangelegenheiten?” He spoke loudly to be sure the big brute heard. “You’re really going to share your ill-gotten gains with a commoner?” He forced a laugh. “Hardly.”


  “Killers are welcome everywhere,” said the officer, “as well you know. Kot will do fine.”


  Remembering an earlier conversation with Zukunft, Bedeckt really did laugh this time. “Zukunft, we have a nobleman here. He’s one of your people. The classy ones. The wealthy elite. He left six thousand farmers and peasants to die and now he’s running away.”


  “He’s not one of mine,” said Zukunft, hiding behind her horse, watching Kot over the beast’s back.


  “Geisteskranken,” snarled the officer, angry. “Something in the gods-damned skies. We couldn’t even see it. It rained death.”


  “Coward,” said Bedeckt. “Funny how little nobility there is in the nobility. Gutless wretches with a sense of entitlement. Thinks he was born to a life of luxury, like it’s owed to him. I’ve killed so many damn officers I can’t even remember most. Step aside, boy.”


  The dead-eyed monster didn’t seem to have heard a thing Bedeckt said. Small unblinking eyes, spaced too far apart, remained locked on Zukunft. Kot groaned soft hunger and reached a hand in her direction as if she’d come to him because he wanted her.


  The officer studied Bedeckt. “You look like you were once something. There was a time when you would have scared the shite out of me,” he admitted with no hint of embarrassment. “But that time is gone. You’re old. You don’t look like you have much life left in you, old man.”


  Bedeckt thought about driving his horse forward, slamming through this little blockade. But Zukunft was dismounted. He’d be leaving her behind.


  Do it. Better yet, turn around and run away. Ride east. Find that Geisteskranken Vergangene said was in Abgeleitete Leute. He realized he never asked Zukunft if that’s what her sister’s name really was. It didn’t matter now.


  “Get off that horse,” said the officer, “and we’ll let you walk away. We have no use for you. No one wants to buy a broken old man.” He grinned, flashing straight white teeth. “You can even keep that monster axe. Just walk away, old man. Go find a nice tree to die under.”


  Old man.


  No one wants a broken old man.


  Bedeckt’s skull groaned, his teeth grinding like stone on stone in his head. Rage. Red, unending, bloody rage. Pulsating anger. He breathed death. Pain was nothing. He would crush this self-important little bastard. And Kot—he hated the way the brainless brute stared at Zukunft. Bedeckt wanted his eyes, wanted to feel their jelly squish between his fingers.


  “Not much life,” said Bedeckt, “but there’s a whole lot more death in me.”


  The officer shook his head in chagrin. “You should have left when you had the chance.”


  Bedeckt hefted his axe and grinned murder.


  And then Arsehole shied and he fell off, landing in the mud on his wounded side and splashing his vision with arcs of fire. His skull filled with the taste of lightning.


  The officer strode forward and kicked Bedeckt in the face, sending a tooth spinning into the muck. Bedeckt pushed himself out of the clinging mud with a roar of rage and the officer kicked him again, smashing his nose and knocking another tooth down his throat.


  The world went black as he collapsed into the suffocating mud.


  “Stupid old man,” he heard the officer say. “I think I killed him.” He sounded distant.


  Someone kicked him in the wounded side but he didn’t feel much beyond the impact moving his body. He remembered working in a butchery as a youth, the rubbery way pig corpses reacted to being hacked apart.


  Cold silence.


  Damp earth sucked the warmth from half Bedeckt’s face, pressed mud into his mouth. He tasted soil and blood. Something moved beneath him, wriggling and wet against his cheek.


  Sounds of struggle. Screaming. Tearing fabric. A girl, pleading, begging. She was fighting, clawing and kicking and biting. He knew those sounds. It wouldn’t help. The brute was huge.


  The mud on Bedeckt’s face felt good, cool and relaxing. He wanted to sink deeper so it covered his ears. He didn’t want to hear any more. Surrender. Who knew it felt so good?


  The ravenous grunting of a starved man about to feed.


  Zukunft screamed. It was the sound someone made when they were opened wide, their guts spilling out onto the floor. Gods, how many times have I heard that very sound?


  An eye cracked open of its own volition.


  Kot pinned Zukunft to the ground, her torn clothes leaving her exposed. She clawed his face and throat repeatedly, gashing deep furrows in his flesh. The big man didn’t care. He bled profusely. The brute didn’t seem angry, just focussed.


  Bedeckt watched as Kot forced her legs open and she kicked and screamed and begged and fought. Kot’s face, fixed in dumb concentration, didn’t change as she clawed another gash in his neck. Pushing himself between her thighs, the big man fumbled with his breeches. His gaze never left Zukunft’s face.


  The officer stood watching, his back to Bedeckt. “Don’t kill her,” he said. “I’m not sticking dead slash.”


  Bedeckt’s eyes focussed on something nearer: The haft of his axe. It was right there, within arm’s reach. Spitting mud and blood and fragments of teeth, he collected his axe and stood.


  “Get off her,” he said through his crushed nose.


  The officer turned, raising an eyebrow. “Thought you were dead, old man. Should have stayed down.” He drew his sword, calm and unhurried. “This time you will.”


  He lunged, stabbing, and Bedeckt caught the blade in his partial fist, pulling it aside.


  Bedeckt grinned ruin and chopped the man down, splitting his skull and neck to the breast bone. The corpse toppled away, dragging the sword with it. Three feet of razor sharp steel slid through Bedeckt’s hand like fire.


  Kot stared at Bedeckt from atop Zukunft, small eyes unblinking. He grunted once and stood. Grinning—for the first time showing emotion—he stooped to collect his cudgel.


  Shite. The idiot looks happy. That’s the last thing Bedeckt wanted to see. Apparently Kot liked killing even more than he liked rape.


  Bleak fear shredded Bedeckt’s rage like a tornado through a tent village. Emptiness and devastation remained in its wake. He’d seen men like this before. Kot felt no rage, needed no killing frenzy. He never lost control. Kot was a cold, calculating killer. He’d snuff a man as soon as crush a fly and with the same lack of empathy.


  Bedeckt’s axe hung heavy, tried to drag him back to the mud. His knees wobbled, threatened to give.


  I’ve been run through the gut, kicked and beaten. I can’t fight this man, he’ll end me.


  Bedeckt glanced at his side. Fresh blood leaked from under the leather straps binding his filthy sleeping roll over the wound. His own gore soaked him from armpit to knees. If he couldn’t smell the festering rot it was because that damned officer kicked his nose flat. Again. His head rang and buzzed, a hollow bell filled with swarming hornets threatening to drown his vision in black.


  I can’t stand against this mountain.


  Kot took his time approaching. He stepped over Zukunft, ignoring her as she kicked at him and grabbed at his legs, trying to slow him. He was stone, a wall of muscle with a hunting cat’s single-minded will to kill. Nothing would deflect him from his purpose. Bedeckt knew this man, knew his kind. Such a monomaniacal fixation defined its reality.


  This was exactly the right fight to run away from. He’d done it dozens of times, more than he could count. He ran in Sinnlos, and ran from the Therianthropes in Neidrig. Sometimes, running was life.


  Bedeckt glanced over his shoulder and knew helpless anger. Thick mud sucked at his boots. Kot’s attention was fixed. The bastard would follow. No way an old man with bad knees and a festering gut wound would outrun him. Returning his attention to Kot, he saw Zukunft huddled in the muck, collecting together the torn rags of her clothes. Once the brute killed Bedeckt, he’d return to have his way with her. He’d kill her. Not on purpose, and through no malice or forethought. She simply wouldn’t survive his attentions. Kot would literally rape her to death.


  “It’s on my list,” said Bedeckt, hefting his axe. Gods it was heavy.


  Kot cocked his head but said nothing as he moved closer.


  “You don’t hurt women,” said Bedeckt. “You don’t hurt children.”


  Kot looked confused, like he couldn’t possibly see the point of such a list.


  But protecting women and children was never on the list.


  Was it on the list now? Bedeckt didn’t know. The list had somehow become blurred, indistinct. It was supposed to be the few things he wouldn’t do, the few crimes he would not commit. It was easier than listing the ones he would. How had the stupid list brought him to this?


  “Guilt, you goat-sticking moron,” said Stehlen.


  “Shush,” said Bedeckt and Kot finally blinked, pausing in his approach.


  “This is the best chance you’re ever going to get,” said Stehlen. “Turn and run you stupid old drunk.”


  “I can’t,” said Bedeckt.


  “Why not?” she demanded.


  “Nowhere to run. Nothing to run to.”


  Kot watched Bedeckt through narrowed eyes, suspicious.


  “More stupid old man philosophy,” said Stehlen. Then she spat on his boot.


  Bedeckt threw his axe with deadly precision.


  Kot ducked under the throw. Again expressionless he resumed stalking his prey. Tiny eyes watched Bedeckt, alert for tricks.


  Sorry, that was it.


  The cudgel, a bar of solid iron with a jagged and rusting iron head the size of Bedeckt’s meaty fist, swung in Kot’s hand like it was nothing. The brute grinned, clearly imagining what Bedeckt’s brains would look like spattered all over the nearby trees. He stopped two paces from Bedeckt, easily within killing distance. He examined Bedeckt’s skull as if deciding which part to hit with an eye for causing maximum carnage.


  Lunge now, while he’s deciding how to kill you.


  Bedeckt drew his long knife with his half-hand, fumbling, and dropping it at Kot’s feet. He’d drawn that knife that way a thousand times and not once dropped it. Glancing at his hand he stared in dumb fascination at what remained. Where the hells is my finger? He hadn’t felt its loss. Another part of me gone back to the mud. His forefinger and thumb were all that remained.


  “Won’t matter soon, old man,” said Stehlen over his shoulder.


  Bedeckt snarled in anger and dove at Kot, thinking to tackle the big man to the mud. The bastard would still beat him to death, but at least his brains wouldn’t paint the trees. His left knee gave as his feet slid in the muck and he landed on his knees at Kot’s feet, staring at the big brutes undone belt buckle.


  Kot raised his cudgel. Bedeckt watched strands of murky water fall away from the iron head in swirling pirouettes, soon to be commingled with his own blood and grey matter.


  The brute grunted an interrogative “Hmn?” and stared down at Bedeckt, finally blinking a second time. Small eyes narrowed in dim confusion. Zukunft stood behind Kot, a small knife buried in his lower back. She twisted it and he said “Oh.”


  “Now is the time to get your knife,” said Stehlen.


  “Knife?”


  “The one you dropped in the mud. It’s right in front of you.”


  Bedeckt looked down, spotting the gleam of bright metal. Using his whole hand, he grabbed the knife and drove it into Kot’s belly. He dragged the blade sideways, spilling the man’s guts into the sucking mud and splashing himself with gore and blood.


  Kot remembered Bedeckt and returned his attention to the old man, still showing no more emotion than mild puzzlement.


  Blinking through a haze of blood and viscera, Bedeckt clubbed the big man in the back of the knees, dropping him. Crawling through Kot’s innards, he climbed atop him. Grabbing the brute’s head, Bedeckt slammed it over and over against the ground beneath. He crushed it to the ground until the back of Kot’s skull became soft like moss.


  “He’s dead,” said Zukunft. “You can stop.”


  Leaning close, Bedeckt whispered into the corpse’s ear, “When I find you in the Afterdeath, I will kill you again. I’ll follow you to whatever waits after that. I’ll kill you there too. Anywhere your shite soul flees I will follow.”


  Rolling off the dead man, he lay sprawled in the mud. Sink in. Sink away.


  “Are you hurt?” asked Zukunft.


  Bedeckt coughed a groan of laughter. “Gods yes.”


  “I mean worse than you were,” she said.


  “Still yes,” he said. He cracked an eye open and glanced at her. Red washed his vision a bloody smear. “You?”


  “I’ll survive.”


  That makes one of us.


  She laughed then, a mad cackle tinged with hysteria. “You’re bleeding all over the place. Gods, your face.” She crawled to his side, lay in the mud beside him. “And I thought you were ugly before.”


  “Ah,” said Bedeckt. “The callow honesty of youth.”


  “Just because you saved me from being raped and my clothes are tatters,” she said, still giggling and fighting back choking sobs, “doesn’t mean you can ogle my arse any time you want.”


  “Fine. Anyway, I think you saved me.”


  Zukunft lay her head on his chest. “So you owe me one then, right?”


  “I guess so,” said Bedeckt. “I guess so.”


  “Good.” She rose to her feet, as graceful as ever. “Let’s get you back on your horse.” She held out a hand as if offering to pull Bedeckt from the clinging muck and he stared at it.


  “Thought I might lie here for a moment,” he said.


  Zukunft shook her head. Her hair, caked with gore and mud, clung to her face and he wanted to wipe it clear. “We have to go,” she said.


  With her help, he made it to his knees and stopped there to rest, panting and wheezing. He glanced sideways at her. “Have my choices been sane?”


  “What choices?”


  “Staying with you.”


  Zukunft pursed her lips, examining him. Something behind her eyes retreated, grew hard and distant. “I’m going to get you killed. I told you it ends badly. I told you I murdered my sister and she wants to punish me. I told you I want her to. You’re a stupid old man. You follow me like a love-lorn puppy, hoping I’ll let you stick me. I’m using you and you know I’m using you. What sane person would stay with someone like that?”


  “I’m sane,” said Bedeckt.


  “Fine,” she said. “Get on your damned horse.”


  CHAPTER 34


  
    I can no longer pretend the future doesn’t terrify me. The philosophers say that, in this responsive reality, we are the authors of our own fate. Could there be a more damning curse? I look at the choices I have made and I see that I have carefully constructed my own failure.


    —Pfeilmacher, Wahnist Author

  


  Saddle bags thrown over their shoulders, Stehlen and Lebendig entered Unbrauchbar via the north gate. Lebendig staggered with exhaustion and Stehlen pretended not to notice.


  Those guarding the walls studiously ignored the two women. No one was dumb enough to mistake them for servants of the Geborene. Everywhere they saw the signs of a city-state preparing for war. Men and women in uniform lounged against walls, eyeing pedestrians with the cocky hauteur of soldiers who have yet to see battle. Those buildings closest to the unimpressive wall showed signs of having been raided for construction materials to build that wall. Instead of clearing the remaining wreckage to create a killing zone, the hollowed shells of homes and shops were now populated by the city’s dispossessed. The largest of the structures—it looked to Stehlen to have once been a mill—was set aside as a hospice.


  They know once the war starts they’ll have wounded and decided to keep them by the wall so they be the first to die when the defences fail. She wasn’t sure if whoever planned this was a genius or an utter idiot.


  Glancing down a side street, she saw a score of rough iron cages leaning against walls. Each contained a corpse and a sign labelling the occupant either a traitor or a Geborene spy. Ignored by all, a dog worried at the leg of the corpse in the nearest cage. It gnawed through the knee and escaped with the rest of the leg. The cages were built to hang, but she saw nowhere to hang them from. More brilliant planning, no doubt.


  Stehlen darted a narrow gaze at each tavern they passed until she found the right one.


  “That one,” she said, stepping over a naked corpse as she crossed the street. The dead man had a neat hole over his heart.


  Lebendig followed without comment.


  The tavern was abuzz with talk of the return of Wichtig Lügner, the Greatest Swordsman in the World. The gathered men and women eyed Stehlen and Lebendig as they entered, and then wisely decided against bothering them. The Swordswoman claimed a table and collapsed into a chair with a groan while Stehlen approached the bar.


  Dropping a coin on the pitted surface, Stehlen caught the innkeeper’s attention. When he approached, she grabbed him by the wrist and pinioned him with eyes bleeding yellow rage. He swallowed and squeaked.


  “The idiot was here,” she said.


  “Idjit?”


  “Wichtig. Swordsman. Idiot.”


  “Wichtig, he was here. Right here in this very tavern. I served him—”


  Stehlen dragged the man closer and breathed on him until he shut up and looked woozy. “How long ago did he leave?”


  “Not long.” The man shrugged, helpless. “Hour?”


  She released him and he retreated. “Did he kill that man lying in the street?”


  The innkeeper nodded. “And half a dozen others. All while so drunk he could barely stand and wearing nothing but a bed sheet.”


  “We’ll take a room, food, and ale,” said Stehlen.


  “Of course,” said the innkeeper. “No ale though. Got kartoffel.”


  “I’m not drinking that shite,” said Stehlen. “Get ale.”


  “But…” Meeting her eyes he trailed to silence and nodded. “Ale.”


  Returning to the table Lebendig selected, Stehlen dropped into a chair. She sat across from the Swordswoman, as she always did with Bedeckt, to cover the angles and watch her back. She should go to bed. Get some sleep.


  “He was here,” Stehlen said.


  Lebendig nodded and gestured at the stained floor. A lot of blood had been spilled in this room, and spilled recently. The sweet rusting stench of rotten iron tickled Stehlen’s pinched nostrils.


  “That was his handiwork,” said Stehlen. “He left not long before we arrived.” Was Wichtig improving? Did more people now believe in him? She contemplated facing an improved Wichtig. It’ll be nothing. I’ll still gut the stupid bastard. She’d kill him before he finished bragging.


  “Shall we go after him?”


  Stehlen gnawed on her bottom lip, chewing until she tasted blood. Then she spat. Lebendig looked like she might slump out of the chair and pass out on the floor. “We’ll go in the morning.”


  “Nice to sleep in a bed,” said Lebendig.


  Stehlen nodded agreement. It’d be nice to do other things too. Things that were less comfortable on the hard ground. Things Lebendig probably wouldn’t survive in her current state. “We’ll buy horses in the morning,” she said.


  The innkeeper arrived with food and ale and fled back to the safety of his bar. Then, when a preening soldier demanded ale, he clubbed the man with an axe handle and tossed the limp and unconscious body out of the inn.


  An hour later they took a room on the rickety second floor. Lebendig, who crawled straight into bed the moment she shed her armour, lay sleeping. Stehlen stayed with her for a while, watching her breathe and trying to understand the sour feeling in her own stomach. How could watching someone sleep be so terrifying?


  She’s mine. I don’t want to lose her.


  Too tense to sleep, she returned to the common room and sat in the corner, ignored and unseen by all. Every now and then someone would approach her table, thinking to claim it, only to turn away and go elsewhere with a look of dull confusion.


  Lebendig had been uninterested in intimacy, not that Stehlen tried. Was the Swordswoman distant, or merely tired? Was she angry about something?


  Go to the room and talk to her. Ask. She’ll talk to you. She loves you. She’s still here. She’s still with you even though she doesn’t have to be.


  Talk. What a waste of time. When did talk solve anything? Action. Action changed things. Talk clouded issues, made everything more confusing.


  Hidden in the dark, Stehlen bared her teeth in a snarl.


  Digging into her hidden pockets, she caressed the three carved toys. She found Bedeckt by feel.


  Why did men have to be such a gods-damned nuisance?


  Really? You doing any better with women?


  Stehlen spat.


  If you are incapable of having a relationship with men and women, maybe you’re the damned problem.


  Stehlen touched the Wichtig carving. Her brows furrowed as she felt the ridge of raw scar marring the perfect face, slashing from right ear to the left side of his chin. She imagined those beautiful lips she so often dreamed of tasting. Not so beautiful now.


  Stehlen slammed her fist on the table top. Nearby drunks jumped and wondered what caused the sound. She spat again as if she could rid herself of the foul taste in her life. Wichtig is an idiot. He deserved whatever happened to him. It was long past time someone spoiled those good looks.


  Sadness dragged at her heart as if struggling to drown it in the acid of her belly. When she blinked, tears ran, cutting tracks through the dirt caking her face. She drew forth the figurine and studied the battered visage, the bruised look in eyes. For the first time ever Wichtig showed tattered edges of defeat. This face did not wear doubt well.


  Good looks were all the man ever had. Sure, he was tolerably skilled with a blade, but it was the boyish charm, the odd innocence of the heroically stupid, that defined him. Of course, all of that was only true for those who somehow ignored the flat grey eyes, the utter death of true emotion. The eyes spoke the lie. Wichtig, no matter how handsome, was a Gefahrgeist. He cared not one wit for any other than himself. He used people and tossed them aside. He was a selfish bastard.


  And yet you miss him. You sit here staring at this stupid carving feeling sad that he has been marred.


  “I’m only disappointed I’m not there to rub this in your face,” Stehlen said to the carved Wichtig.


  The carving looked scared, like it knew she followed in his steps.


  This was wrong. All wrong. She couldn’t imagine Wichtig developing character, becoming more like Bedeckt with his old man philosophy and wisdom based on decades of ill choices. Wichtig couldn’t show doubt, he was too damned stupid to be afraid of anything. Nothing was ever supposed to hurt him. That’s who he was.


  He’s supposed to drift through life, aimless and thoughtless and learn nothing.


  Stehlen growled. This was her fault.


  Had I gone after him earlier I could have rescued him before that bitch carved his fingers and ear.


  She’d thought it funny to wait.


  Now she hated herself. And she hated Wichtig for making her hate herself. He was a manipulative bastard. Not once in all the years she knew him had he let up for a moment. Every breath, every word, every look was an attempt at manipulation. He didn’t even care what he got out of it. As long as he felt he won in some small and stupid way, he was happy.


  Stehlen remembered the time Wichtig convinced her to wash her hair so she’d look better for Bedeckt.


  These feelings of guilt were no doubt nothing more than the lingering effects of Wichtig’s Gefahrgeist powers. He wasn’t even here, and he was still manipulating her.


  “I’m going to kill you,” she told the carving. “And then I’m going to find you in the Afterdeath and rub your smug face in it.”


  Maybe after that she’d kill him again.


  Two men at a table nearby talked about Wichtig in the awed tones of complete idiots discussing other complete idiots. Stehlen decided to insert herself into the conversation and see if she could learn anything worthwhile.


  Bedeckt would have bought the men a round and fascinated them with stories of past deeds real and imagined. Wichtig would have charmed them into buying him round after round. Stehlen had no idea how to do either. Instead, she dropped into an empty chair at their table and glared rage until they noticed her.


  Thinking of Wichtig she said, “Buy me a drink,” to the less ugly of the men. He swallowed, eyes wide, and nodded.


  The three sat in awkward silence as the innkeeper brought Stehlen a glass of kartoffel, recognized her, and hurried back to the bar to fetch her an ale.


  The men stared at the ale in awe, licking their lips.


  “Names,” said Stehlen.


  “Geil,” said one.


  “Säufer,” said the other.


  Silence returned. The two men darted glances at her, making flitting eye contact.


  “You were talking about Wichtig Lügner,” she said in an attempt to rekindle their conversation.


  They nodded, eyes never leaving her ale.


  “He killed people, here in this inn?” she asked.


  Again they nodded in unison.


  “You were here?” she asked.


  Nod.


  “Tell me about it and there’s ale in it for you.” She whistled a sharp blast at the innkeeper and gestured at the two men.


  “He killed half a dozen Swordsmen one after the other, right here,” said Geil as his ale arrived.


  “He killed one without even leaving his chair,” said Säufer.


  As the two men sipped their ale with a reverence she couldn’t begin to understand, she took a moment to appreciate what she achieved. Wichtig’s ability to manipulate was no great thing. She achieved the same thing. It was easy. And here I am getting information and I haven’t even killed anyone. She felt quite pleased with herself.


  “Word is,” said Geil, setting his mug down, “Wichtig returned from the dead to save his oldest friend.”


  “Where did that word come from?” asked Stehlen, guessing she already knew. Even when sober the Swordsman couldn’t keep his mouth shut.


  “He was staggering drunk. Kept screaming at people. Attacked an empty chair at one point,” said Säufer.


  “Killed it for sure,” added Geil.


  “Right,” agreed Säufer. “Dead. Said he had to save his friend from some mad and vengeful god—”


  “Like there’s another kind,” said Geil, lifting his pint to sniff appreciatively at the contents before taking the smallest sip, just enough to wet his lips. “I haven’t had ale in—”


  “Vengeful god,” repeated Säufer, annoyed at the interruption. “Had to save him from a god and some hideous assassin wench.”


  Säufer’s teeth clacked shut as his eyes met Stehlen’s. She saw his brain working, trying to decide if he should say something else, change the topic, or make a run for the door.


  “If you stand,” she said with a sweet smile that drained the colour from his face, “your friend will be finishing your pint.”


  “I…”


  “Huh?” said Geil, confused. “I can have his pint?”


  “You—shite—you’re the assassin,” said Säufer.


  “Are you saying I’m hideous?” So much for not killing anyone.


  “You’re no beauty,” said Geil, “but I’d stick you. My wife— What?”


  Säufer shook his head, raising his hands to show they were empty and he offered no threat. As if killing unarmed idiots was on Stehlen’s list of— Shite. Bedeckt and his damned list. I have no list. There is nothing I won’t do. Honour and ethics were a weakness. Stehlen considered killing this idiot to prove it.


  “I’m no assassin,” she said.


  “Of course not,” said Säufer. “I never. I didn’t mean to.” He licked his lips. “I’m not very smart.”


  Smarter than you know, thought Stehlen, deciding not to kill the man. At least not yet.


  Stehlen waved at the innkeeper to bring another round of ales. It was a strange feeling, this magnanimous not killing people thing.


  “Um,” said Säufer.


  “Hmm?”


  Säufer nodded in the direction of a slim man sitting alone at a table. A sheathed sword lay on the table before him. “That was the second last man to face the World’s Greatest Swordsman.”


  Stehlen watched the Swordsman, noted the haunted look in his eyes. “He’s still alive.”


  “Wichtig told him if he removed his sword and never put it on again,” said Geil, “he’d let him live.”


  “He’s been sitting there ever since,” said Säufer. “I think he’s afraid to touch his sword.”


  Stehlen left the two men and sat across from the Swordsman. When he didn’t notice her she kicked him under the table.


  The Swordsman twitched, looking around, confused.


  “Right here,” Stehlen said.


  Red rimmed eyes, bleary and unfocussed with drink, found her. Has he been crying? Amazing. What must it feel like to have a dream crushed?


  Have you never had a dream stolen from you?


  No one stole from Stehlen.


  Bedeckt. Once you dreamed you and he could be together.


  Stehlen bared yellow teeth at the Swordsman. “Wichtig used to lay his swords out on the table. Just like that.”


  The Swordsman watched her.


  “He’d pretend to be drunk and hope that some idiot would come along and challenge him to a duel.”


  The Swordsman darted a glance at his sword and pursed his lips. Picking up his mug of kartoffel, he used it to nudge the sword farther away as if afraid to touch it.


  “Gods,” said Stehlen. “Bedeckt’s cat turd face is spreading like an epidemic. You’re actually thinking.” She shook her head, tutting. “Swordsmen don’t do that. You should know better.” She pushed the weapon across the table, closer to the Swordsman. He leaned back in his chair to maintain distance. “Wichtig is gone,” she said. “Go on, take your sword.”


  “I have seen death,” he said. “His name is Wichtig Lügner. He was so drunk he kept falling over. He was white from blood loss. White.” The Swordsman gestured at the blood-stained floor. “Half that is his. Nobody—” The Swordsman finished his kartoffel in a long pull and scowled at the mug, eyes distant. “You spend your entire life practising. You fight duel after duel, working your way through the local Swordsmen. You’re good. Better than everyone. You leave home and travel the world, fighting and killing and growing a reputation and you know people have heard of you. One day you realize it isn’t a dream. For the first time you know you are one of the best. You know it.” The Swordsman slammed his mug to the table, shattering the clay and slashing his hand open. He stared at the blood running from his clutched fist. “The Greatest Swordsman in the World,” he said, watching the blood pool on the tabletop. “One day it’s not some impossible goal, not some distant and unachievable dream. People talk about you. People say it might be you.” He laughed, opening his hand to expose the deep gash. “You can feel it, you know.” He darted a quick glance at Stehlen. “You feel their belief. It’s a drug. You begin to crave it. To need it. You chase this stupid dream so that you’ll be great, so you’ll be admired and remembered. So people will look up to you. So your father will say he’s sticking proud of what you’ve done with your life. You don’t realize you’re a slave to the damned dream until it’s too late.”


  “You like to listen to yourself talk,” said Stehlen.


  The Swordsman, staring at his hand, didn’t seem to hear. “I watched him kill. I can’t imagine what he’s like sober.”


  “Swordsmen are worse than fishwives for gossip,” said Lebendig dropping into an empty chair, startling both Stehlen and the Swordsman. Her hair hung long and loose, a waterfall of strawberry blond. Though she still looked exhausted, her eyes were bright. “Wichtig is a pretty thing, nothing more.”


  Gods she moves quietly. That feline grace was part of what Stehlen loved about the big woman.


  “Pretty?” said the Swordsman. “Gods, no. Someone cut him bad. He killed all those Swordsmen with fresh stitches still hanging in his face.”


  “You see scars on me?” asked Lebendig, leaning close to the Swordsman.


  Stehlen knew that, though Lebendig’s face was free of scars, her body told a different story.


  He sneered at her, lips curling in disdain. “You’re no contender. You could never be the Greatest Swordsman in the World.”


  Lebendig’s eyes went cold and a chill crept down Stehlen’s spine. Never forget what she is.


  “Oh?” said Lebendig. “And why is that?”


  “You’re a woman.”


  Lebendig pushed the sword on the table toward the Swordsman. “Care to pick this up one last time?”


  How long has Lebendig been watching me?


  “I don’t kill women,” said the Swordsman, sitting back and crossing his arms. “Not even big ugly ones.”


  Lebendig caught Stehlen’s arm by the wrist before she managed to put her knife in the arse’s throat. How do I keep forgetting how fast she is?


  “No,” said Lebendig. Glancing at the Swordsman she said, “Outside. Now.”


  Stehlen stole a glance at her lover, measuring. Can she fight in this condition? Should I stop her—keep her safe—or help her?


  “It doesn’t matter,” he said. “Wichtig is it. He’s the best. He’s the Greatest Swordsman in the World. The title is taken.”


  Maybe Lebendig will feel better after killing this idiot. Certainly taking her rage out on some unsuspecting fool always improved Stehlen’s mood. “We’re going to kill him,” she said to the Swordsman. “And then the title will once again be up for grabs.” She winked at Lebendig. My love, I will give you what you need. And if Stehlen needed to step in and help kill this idiot, Lebendig would never even notice. “After all you told me,” she added, “you’ll give up your quest when you’re so close? So you saw someone better. So what? He’ll be dead in a day. Then what?”


  The man made no move to reach for his blade. If anything, he seemed more frightened by the weapon than before. His bottom lip trembled. “No,” he said.


  “Step outside with my friend,” said Stehlen, “or I’ll kill you right here.”


  He shook his head and tears ran down his cheeks. “I don’t want to. I’ve seen death. It’s ugly, it’s violent. I don’t want to die. I want—I want to see my mom.”


  Stehlen felt filthy, soiled by the man’s weakness. I’m going to kill him.


  “Leave him,” said Lebendig, somehow knowing her thoughts. “He’s done.” Her eyes, moments ago iced with death, were sad. She looked to be near tears herself. “He’s brittle now. Like kitchen steel.” She sighed, a sound of disappointment, regret, and relief.


  “I will never understand you,” said Stehlen.


  Lebendig gave her a wan smile. “I know.”


  “Killing some idiot Swordsman would make you feel better.”


  “True.”


  “So?”


  “Not this one.”


  “Another?” asked Stehlen, hopeful. Let me make you happy. Let me give you what I can.


  Lebendig laid her hand atop Stehlen’s. “I have a favour to ask,” she said, eyes searching Stehlen’s.


  “Anything.”


  “When we find Wichtig. I want to kill him.”


  No. Gods no. “Why?”


  “He hurt you.”


  But that wasn’t the entire truth. Stehlen saw it in the Swordswoman’s eyes. There’s something else, something she doesn’t want to say. Somehow this was a test, but Stehlen couldn’t understand how or why or what the right answer was. If I say no, will she think I doubt her ability, or will she think I’m protecting Wichtig?


  “No more than I’ve hurt him,” Stehlen said. While Wichtig’s abandoning her in the Afterdeath hurt, she would have done the same to him. If just to rub it in. Was that why he did it? Did he leave her there so he could later brag about escaping the Afterdeath first? She wouldn’t put it past the idiot.


  “Let me kill him,” said Lebendig.


  The Swordsman watched, wisely remaining silent.


  “I don’t want to make a promise that might later make me a liar,” said Stehlen.


  “You doubt me.”


  “No.” You’ve never seen him fight. And Lebendig was nowhere near at her best.


  Lebendig nodded once, sharp and angry, and stood. “I’m going to get some sleep.” Spinning, she stalked for the stairs, anger turning her lethal grace into a loud stomping exit.


  When Lebendig was gone from sight the Swordsman said, “Wichtig would butcher her in a heartbeat.”


  Stehlen put her knife in his eye and gave it a rough twist, scrambling his brain. After lifting his coin she left the tavern. She needed to walk off her confusion and rage.


  Over and over she visualized Wichtig and Lebendig fighting, pitting what she knew of their talents against the other’s. Lebendig, she thought, is the faster of the two. While Wichtig moved with a Swordsman’s grace, Lebendig danced with flawless economy. And yet, wherever his enemy’s swords were, Wichtig was not. He fought like he knew well in advance where each attack would land. Lebendig fought like she created art where Wichtig fought to be the Greatest Swordsman in the World.


  I hate that stupid title. No doubt some idiot man dreamed it up.


  She loathed to admit it, but Wichtig was the best swordfighter she had ever seen. And by the sound of it, he was even better now.


  She fingered the carving of Wichtig hidden away in one of her concealed pockets. He’d changed. His eyes were haunted. He was scarred. The Wichtig she knew could never have been hurt. He walked through every dangerous encounter they shared and not once got scratched.


  Shite, he even came away from being killed by Therianthropes without a mark. Gods she hated him for that. We should wear our choices and lives for all to see. It’s only honest. Not that anyone ever accused Wichtig of honesty. Or Stehlen.


  Turning a corner, Stehlen found herself on the street lined with corpse-filled cages. A young woman, still very much alive, sat huddled in the one nearest the Kleptic. Seeing no one else on the street, the woman called to her, begging for help, pleading her innocence and offering all manner of improbable payment. Stehlen strode past, not sparing the woman a glance.


  “Lebendig fights for herself,” Stehlen decided, turning another corner. “Wichtig fights for fame.”


  No, that wasn’t quite true. Wichtig fought for fear. He feared being unknown. He was terrified of being forgotten.


  If Stehlen allowed Wichtig and Lebendig to fight, what then? If Wichtig killed her lover, she’d have to kill him.


  But what if Lebendig kills Wichtig?


  The thought left a sour taste and she spat at a beggar who stared in mute hurt as she stalked past.


  Still in a foul mood, she returned to the inn.


  Stehlen found Lebendig curled up in the single bed, sheets thrown back to expose one muscled leg, snoring in soft susurration. She wanted to caress that thigh, count the freckles with kisses. Instead, she crept to the corner and sat with her back against the walls.


  She sat in silence, listening to the creak of old wood as people moved about elsewhere in the inn. Her hand strayed toward the pocket with the carved toys.


  “I won’t look at them,” she said. “I don’t care.”


  Then she drew out the carvings of Bedeckt, Wichtig, and herself.


  Fine. She wouldn’t look at her own carving.


  Wichtig looked much the same as the last time she checked. His eyes bled doubt and he bore vicious scars she couldn’t believe the real Wichtig could bear. What would he be without his good looks?


  Just an arse.


  Bedeckt looked different. His mouth was open, caught in mid-scream. His eyes were those of a Geisteskranken toppling over the Pinnacle and seeing the long fall ahead. If anything, he looked even more beaten and scarred than he always did. Had he lost his paunch too? It was hard to tell from this small carving.


  “Something is breaking you,” Stehlen whispered to the carved Bedeckt. She blinked away tears with a growl and glared rage at the wooden toy, gripping it until her hand hurt.


  This wasn’t possible. Wichtig doubting? Bedeckt losing his much vaunted sanity? The carvings must be a lie, some deception played by Morgen. Had he known she would steal them? Had she been predictable, walked into an elaborate trap like the dumbest Swordsman?


  Setting those two aside, she turned her attention to the carved Stehlen. And there it was, perfectly her. Hating and ugly and scared and desperate. Pinched features vomited disgust at the world. How could anything be so hideous, so loathsome? How had Bedeckt stayed with her all those years? He should have killed her to rid the world of its most foul mistake.


  She wanted to dissect the toy. She wanted to carve away the hate and the ugly. She wanted to cut out everything wrong with her life until all that remained was beautiful and happy.


  Wichtig, with those long artist’s fingers, would be perfect for this. She imagined her nose less narrow, her chin less pointed. She envisioned soft, dark eyes instead of yellow shards of rage. Teeth, white and straight. He could carve this and make me beautiful.


  Stehlen bit the inside of her cheek, tasting blood. She drew a narrow-bladed knife, holding it near the tip, and glared at the carving, deciding what to slash away first. There was so much wrong with it. She hated every nook and cranny, every fold of wood. Swallowing, she realized there was no part she wanted to keep.


  She wanted to burn it.


  She wanted to carve it to nothing.


  After checking the blade and wiping it clean of prints and smudges, Stehlen returned the knife to its place. She loved that knife. She loved all her knives. Knives never lied.


  Glancing at Lebendig, checking she still slept, Stehlen knew what she must do. She couldn’t trust herself with these carvings. None of them.


  And you trust her?


  Stehlen crawled to Lebendig’s pack. Spiders were clumsy and noisy in comparison. After wrapping the toys in cloth, she hid them at the bottom. Returning to her corner, she sat and waited for Lebendig to wake.


  It felt odd to give someone something rather than to take. She never gave anyone anything other than death and pain. It felt like Lebendig gave her something instead of the other way around.


  When Lebendig awoke, she sat up, spilling the sheets to her waist and stretched, twisting and rolling her shoulders to loosen any knots. Seeing Stehlen sitting in the corner, surrounded by the various things she stole in the last day, she lifted an eyebrow and said nothing. Stehlen loved her for that easy acceptance. Lebendig had a way of making petty theft in the desperate hope of punishment seem somehow…if not sane, at least less than completely insane.


  Stehlen examined the Swordswoman. She looks better. Maybe not at her best, but at least she didn’t look like she was about to pass out from exhaustion.


  After braiding her hair, Lebendig rose and dressed with the same grace and economy she did everything. After checking the lay and draw of her swords, she turned her attention to Stehlen.


  “I am going to kill him,” Lebendig said.


  Stehlen nodded slow acceptance. “You want to be the Greatest.”


  “I don’t care about that any more,” said her lover.


  Stehlen wanted to believe the big woman. She wanted to believe Lebendig would kill Wichtig solely for her love. She wanted to believe, but nothing she knew of Swordsmen would allow that. And she remembered her own carving in intimate detail.


  No one could love me.


  CHAPTER 35


  
    Since the fall of the Menschheit Letzte Imperium, the city-states have been in a continual state of war. While years may pass where no open fighting occurs, do not be deceived. The struggle continues, fought by assassins and spies. There is but one exception: Geldangelegenheiten has never once fought a war. It has never been invaded, nor attacked the borders of its neighbours. It has, however, funded every war since the fall of the Imperium. In fact, Geldangelegenheiten funded both sides in every single one of those wars.


    —Geschichts Verdreher - Historian/Philosopher

  


  Even with fifteen thousand men and women working hard, it took Morgen’s soldiers most of the day to clean the Gottlos garrison to the point he was happy with it. Why were so few Geisteskranken obsessed with cleanliness and perfection? Had he more of them in his cadres of the mad, the job could have been finished faster. After that, it took most of another day to reach Unbrauchbar.


  Well beyond bow range, Morgen sat atop his perfectly white horse. He examined the city’s pitiful wall. It couldn’t be more than ten feet tall.


  The town looked like they knocked down most of the buildings for the wood and brick needed to build the rickety structure. I could ride up and push it over on my own. It was tempting. One good fire would reduce the entire place to an oily stain. Not for the first time he regretted sending Gehirn to Geldangelegenheiten to consecrate his new temple. He glanced over his shoulder at the arrayed ranks of soldiers. Fifteen thousand men and women, armoured in bright steel, crisp white livery blinding in the sun. What a beautiful sight. It reminded him of when he lined his toy soldiers up just right. General Misserfolg might be an idiot, but he knew how to move an army.


  Morgen played this moment over and over with his toy soldiers and now that he was here, he suspected he’d over-thought the encounter. This flimsy wall won’t even slow me down. And though the wall was manned, there were a lot fewer than he expected. Had King Schmutzig recalled troops to the capital in hopes of making a last stand there?


  Taking a deep breath, Morgen scowled at the stench of sweating soldiers and horse shite. His army might look perfect, but true perfection was still a long way off.


  He closed his eyes, sat rigid, back straight. The unshakable belief of fifteen thousand soldiers washed over him. They had no doubt in their god. I will lead them to victory.


  Today he would take Unbrauchbar without losing a single soldier. The city would fall to his Gefahrgeist power.


  Wait, Nacht said. Morgen’s Reflection watched from a mirror-polished shield, his dirty face stretched by the curve of the surface.


  Morgen sighed. Out front of his troops, none were close enough to hear him and so he spoke aloud. “Why?”


  There are more than fifteen thousand people in Unbrauchbar.


  Morgen’s spies suggested the city had a population of maybe twenty-five thousand. “So?”


  Numbers matter. There are more people here who do not believe in you, who do not worship you. His Reflection grinned. People who want you to fail.


  Morgen wanted to argue that he was a god, but his Reflection was right. Numbers mattered. “But strength of belief matters too. My people believe in me utterly, have no doubts.”


  But will it be enough? What if you try and fail? Your soldiers will begin to doubt.


  Closing his eyes, Morgen stifled the urge to curse. Out here, beyond the borders of Selbsthass, he relied on the belief of his soldiers to sustain him. If they learned doubt, he would be greatly weakened.


  “If I take this city without losing a single life they will know I am their god. Their faith will be that much stronger, making me stronger.”


  Nacht was gone.


  Morgen eyed the miserable excuse for a city. If I fail… He gestured General Misserfolg forward and the man rode to his side.


  “How many Dysmorphics do we have?” Morgen asked.


  “Twenty,” answered Misserfolg without hesitation. Though Dysmorphics came in many shapes, sizes, and manifestations, he knew exactly what Morgen asked.


  “Call them forward.”


  Misserfolg spun his horse away to fetch Morgen’s cadre of Dysmorphics.


  Within minutes, a score of massively muscled men and women formed a line alongside Morgen. Each held a huge longbow made of horn and sinew from some herd animal common to the GrasMeer. Long arrows as tall as Morgen stood, fletchings up, ready in standing quivers. On each broad back hung a huge sword and a steel shield Morgen doubted he could even lift. He watched the Dysmorphics twitch and shift. Unable to stay still, they flexed and compared themselves to their companions. The twenty made a wall far more intimidating and solid than that surrounding Unbrauchbar.


  Morgen glanced at Misserfolg. “Clear the wall.”


  The General dipped a quick bow and screamed, “Arrows ready!”


  Twenty Dysmorphics nocked arrows in perfect unison and stood motionless, waiting.


  “Draw!” yelled Misserfolg.


  On the Unbrauchbar wall, the defenders laughed and made rude gestures. They knew they were well beyond arrow range. Some dropped their pants, showing pale arses to the invaders.


  “Nice of them to offer bullseyes,” joked someone from the Geborene ranks, earning a stern look from Misserfolg.


  Twenty men and women held colossal bows bent at full draw. Not one shook with the effort. Someone once told Morgen the bows had a three-hundred pound draw. The one time he picked one up, he was unable to bend the string.


  “Loose!” Misserfolg bellowed.


  More than a dozen soldiers toppled off the Unbrauchbar wall, some with two arrows in them.


  “Again,” said Morgen.


  Misserfolg repeated the process, faster this time, dropping more soldiers. By the third volley, the men and women on the wall had disappeared from sight. Sometimes a Dysmorphic archer pinned someone through whatever they cowered behind.


  “Give them a moment,” said Morgen. “Kill anyone who lifts their head.”


  For several minutes the Dysmorphics stood, bows bent, killing those daring enough to take a peek.


  Morgen glanced at the muscled men and women. Some would likely be injured, maybe killed. These people worshipped him, obeyed without question. I should feel more. But he didn’t. He remembered stabbing Wichtig in the gut. All he felt was rage. Not once did he regret his choice to kill the Swordsman. You won’t regret this either. Why did he let Nacht talk him into this? He should have taken the city with his Gefahrgeist power. He made you doubt. How many would die here today?


  Does it matter? Nacht asked, again appearing in the glint of a polished shield.


  Morgen swallowed, his throat tight. No, it didn’t matter. He remembered Bedeckt bleeding out in a street in Selbsthass. He remembered how it felt to slide the knife he stole from Stehlen into Wichtig’s belly. He remembered the sight of Bedeckt’s axe splitting Erbrechen’s skull. Blood blood blood. Could such mayhem lead to a clean and sane world? Could slaughter and violence birth perfection?


  “Yes,” Morgen whispered.


  He counted to one hundred without seeing a face on the wall and said, “One last volley, then send them in.”


  Misserfolg screamed, “Arrows ready! Draw! Loose!”


  Morgen felt a low thrumming note in his chest and a score of arrows sailed over the intervening five hundred strides like a flock of deadly falcons diving for the kill. The Dysmorphics dropped their bows, drew swords and slung shields, and charged the wall.


  Even though the ground was a field of mud and stone, they crossed in a few heartbeats, muscled legs pumping. They reached the wall before the first defender dared to pop a head up to take a look and cleared the wall in a single jump before he realized what he saw. Morgen watched, mesmerized.


  “Keep the Geisteskranken back,” he said to Misserfolg. “I want them held in reserve.” Not that I’ll need them. His ranks of sane soldiers were more than enough to take Unbrauchbar. “Have the troops ready for when the Dys—”


  The gates to Unbrauchbar swung open and Morgen saw the dozen remaining Dysmorphics engaged in a fierce battle with the city’s defenders. The hugely muscled men and women might cut through armour like it was nothing with those monstrous swords, but they were greatly outnumbered.


  “Shite,” swore Morgen, ignoring the shocked widening of Misserfolg’s eyes. His army was nowhere near the wall and to get them there before the Dysmorphics were overrun would require breaking ranks. Gone was his plan of marching fifteen thousand soldiers in perfect formation.


  It would have looked so beautiful, said Nacht, commiserating.


  “Arsehole,” sneered Morgen aloud, again ignoring Misserfolg.


  “Move on the gate,” commanded Morgen.


  Misserfolg marched away, shouting orders.


  He’s going to try and do it neatly, said Nacht. He knows that’s what you want and isn’t willing to disappoint.


  Morgen watched two more Dysmorphics fall.


  They’ll be dead and the gates closed long before Misserfolg has the troops anywhere near the wall, said Nacht.


  “Shite,” Morgen swore again. “Misserfolg!”


  The General spun, snapping to attention. He stood rigid but looked ready to hurl himself to the mud should his god be displeased.


  Is he even breathing? Nacht asked.


  Morgen ignored his Reflection. “We don’t have time for this,” he told Misserfolg. “Get the men there before the gate closes.”


  “Charge!” screamed Misserfolg, throat tearing, voice ripping with the effort. “Charge! Charge! Charge!”


  Whatever held Morgen’s soldiers in their perfect ranks broke, snapped like catgut pulled too tight. Men and women screamed, rushing the city gates, weapons drawn. Gone was his perfect army. Gone were his beautiful formations, his perfect plan. Every minute spent moving his toy soldiers was a goat-rutting waste of time.


  The Geborene army descended on Unbrauchbar as an unruly mob, howling murder. Within the city, the few hundred defenders fell back and were swarmed and cut down. If quarter was asked, none was given.


  Morgen watched in horror as fires were sparked and tore through a centuries-old city built mostly of wood. Where was his perfect battle, his rows of orderly soldiers? Where was his bloodless victory?


  He didn’t know how long he stood watching before finally following his army and entering the city. Even though Unbrauchbar fell within moments of the first Geborene soldiers clearing the wall, the slaughter continued. He witnessed countless scenes of rape and murder, most perpetrated by his own people. Corpses littered the ground. The wounded moaned or cried or clutched at torn flesh, unable to understand or accept what happened to them.


  Will you have your army stay a few days to clean this up? Nacht asked from a shard of glass in a broken window.


  Morgen watched three Geborene priests drag a woman to the ground and tear away her clothes. “Why are they doing this?”


  They’re imperfect, flawed.


  “I didn’t tell them to do this. The city is taken. Why…”


  War is chaos and filth and blood. The very concept is insane. Clucking like a disappointed hen, Nacht watched the three priests. Those aren’t Geisteskranken. These are your sane. We’re a flawed species.


  “I could have taken the city with my Gefahrgeist power, couldn’t I?”


  Probably, Nacht agreed.


  “I’ll never listen to you again.”


  You will. Unbrauchbar might fall to your pathetic need for worship—


  “I don’t need worship.”


  Where do you think your Gefahrgeist power comes from?


  “My followers believe I can—”


  Come now, you don’t really believe that. Konig fed you that shite to keep you from questioning. He was probably afraid of facing the truth himself.


  “The faithful of Selbsthass define—”


  They define the delusions you suffer.


  “No, I—”


  You’ve had no real interaction with the people who worship you. You have no idea what they believe. Think of this in their terms: Who has power? Geisteskranken. If they believe you have power, you must also be Geisteskranken.


  Was Nacht right? Did his followers worship a god they believed insane? That made no sense. Who would follow a mad god? But the philosophers claimed all gods were deranged. Even the ancient gods—those who were supposed to have hallucinated humanity into existence—were insane. Humanity was not only willing to worship mad gods, but it seemed to be a prerequisite for devotion.


  You understand, said Nacht.


  “I crave worship. I am a Gefahrgeist.”


  You’re a Slaver.


  Morgen wanted to argue but he remembered the rush of robbing General Misserfolg of all choice and will. He thought back to how good it felt to crush Konig to the floor.


  That’s just the beginning, said Nacht. You’re also a powerful Hassebrand, Mirrorist, and Halluzin. There is no delusion you can’t manifest. There is nothing your followers don’t believe you capable of.


  But that meant he was completely insane!


  And your belief you can create perfection from madness is the crowning proof.


  Turning his back on the rape, Morgen faced his Reflection. “So that’s what you’re doing! You want me to give up!”


  Nacht laughed, boyish face open and honest. No, not at all.


  “The mirror ever lies.”


  Of course. But there are so many ways to lie. I don’t want you to give up.


  “Then what?”


  You’re not ready yet.


  Not ready? Morgen thought back to the garrison at the border, how Nacht asked him to wait before crossing the bridge. “You wanted me to see the destruction my soldiers left behind.”


  Nacht shrugged, dirty face stretched in a carefree grin.


  “Why didn’t you want me to take Unbrauchbar with my Gefahrgeist power?” Gods, the lives he could have saved. There would have been none of this.


  I told you we wouldn’t reach Gottlos. At least not this time. If you took Unbrauchbar any other way, you wouldn’t have seen the truth of war. Thinking that playing with your toy soldiers is anything like war is purest delusion. Nacht eyed him. Or purest stupidity.


  “This changes nothing.”


  Only because you haven’t seen everything I want to show you. Remember, you kept back your cadres of the deranged. There are no Geborene Geisteskranken within the city. Nacht laughed again, smirking. Can you imagine what this place would look like with a few score psychotics running rampant?


  “You think I can’t make sanity from madness, but I can. I will. This world is flawed. People are suffering. I can help them.”


  Nacht blinked in disbelief. You can help them?


  “I want what’s best for humanity.”


  Horse shite. You don’t care about humanity. Three men—three of your priests—are raping a woman not ten feet from you and you’ve done nothing to stop it.


  Morgen pulled the shard of glass from the shattered window and stared down at his Reflection.


  They are nothing to you, said Nacht. You’re a god.


  The Geborene god threw the glass to the street, grinding it under his heel.


  Morgen found General Misserfolg and commanded the man to form up the troops beyond the city walls. When they marched south they left behind a scene of utter devastation, a city on fire. He had no idea how many citizens lay dead, but according to Misserfolg, the Geborene lost fewer than two-hundred. Half of that to fighting amongst themselves.


  Before abandoning the ruined city, Morgen ordered the Unbrauchbar survivors gathered together and crushed their will with his drowning need for worship. They followed as additional support staff. Now that he admitted to himself what he was, it became easier. He needed them and they needed him. Symbiosis, he told himself. I’ll make them perfect people in a perfect world. Until then, he needed unquestioning loyalty and obedience. He made the enslaved a cadre of thoughtless worshippers. He told them exactly what he needed them to believe and they believed it. It was past time to take his theories off the gaming table. Nacht was right. Playing with toy soldiers was nothing like real war. It was a hard lesson, but he learned it.


  Gottlos would be different. At the capital, he wouldn’t let Nacht distract him from his perfect plans.


  I’ll practice with these few thousand enslaved souls. Unsure exactly what it was he wanted from them, he would take time to fine-tune their beliefs. Come to think of it, Misserfolg was more agreeable since Morgen saved him from the burden of free will. He obeyed commands perfectly and unquestioningly. Morgen glanced over his shoulder at the ranks marching behind him. If they were all like that, the tragedy at Unbrauchbar never would have happened.


  CHAPTER 36


  
    A philosopher once told me there were no facts, that in a responsive reality there could be no truth. He was wrong. It’s all fact. Everything is true.


    —Anonymous

  


  “I can’t believe people think they can work this land,” said Wichtig, nodding at the remains of a farmhouse. Half the building looked to have burned down and fallen in at some point in the last century. A woman with three children sat in the other half, skinning something scrawny to the point of emaciation. The kids watched Wichtig and Opferlamm ride past with distrustful eyes, ready to dart for corners and hiding places should the riders prove dangerous.


  We’re dangerous, but only to people with a damned sight more wealth than you lot.


  Out in a field, a gangly man chopped at the clay soil like he meant to kill it.


  “Who does this?” asked Wichtig. “Who wanders out into the shittiest part of nowhere so they can work soil that’s more stone than earth?” He slapped Opferlamm on the shoulder and pointed at the farmer. “Look at him. Look how hard he’s working.”


  “My pa said hard work made a man,” said the young Swordswoman.


  “Your pa is an idiot. Look at him,” he said again. “His back won’t last more than five years of that. He’ll be old and broken before he’s thirty, and what will he have to show?”


  “A field, cleared by his own hand and a crop of whatever he’s going to plant?”


  “Don’t be a fool, nothing grows here.”


  “What about that?” asked Opferlamm, pointing at a bent tuft of something fibrous jutting from the mud.


  “That shite grows everywhere,” said Wichtig. “Can’t eat it, can’t cook it, can’t even weave damned baskets out of it. That’s why it’s called Gods’ Joke.”


  The girl squinted at the plant. “Is it really?”


  “How the hells would I know? Do I look like a damned farmer?”


  Opferlamm accepted this without comment. “You came south, from Selbsthass, right?”


  Wichtig growled at the memory of the border garrison and the Körperidentität torturer. “Yes.”


  “I heard it was a militant theocracy, that everyone has to wear white and wash their hands a thousand time a day.”


  Wichtig grunted.


  “What is it really like?”


  “You know how Gottlos is cold and grey and hasn’t seen the sun in forever?”


  “Yeah.”


  “You know how Unbrauchbar is an utter shite hole, how the streets are filthy and crooked and smell of puke and piss?”


  “Yeah.”


  “You know how everyone south of the Flussrand looks like a rat crawled up their arse and died, how they all seem to be waiting to drop dead?”


  “Yeah.”


  “You know how Gottlos already seems beaten even though Selbsthass hasn’t made a move against them? You know how it’s always cold and shitty and the ground muddy and the women mean and no one has ale, just that awful kartoffel shite?”


  “Uh huh,” said Opferlamm.


  “Selbsthass isn’t like that.”


  “Oh.” Opferlamm rode on in silence for a dozen heart beats. “So it’s better?”


  “Everywhere is better than Gottlos,” said Wichtig. He thought about it, scratching his chin with the ruin of his left hand. “Except for Neidrig. And Neidrig is gone.”


  The day, already overcast, grew darker. Wichtig went from pleasantly cool to shivering and cold in less time than it took Bedeckt to finish a pint. He huddled his cloak tighter for warmth and gestured at one of the rare trees as they rode past.


  “Look at that. See the way the edges of the leaves turn to the colours of fall first, like the blush of a virgin on the edge of orgasm.”


  “Huh?” Opferlamm fidgeted in her saddle. “It’s kind of orange.”


  “Orange?” Wichtig sighed. “Being a Swordsman isn’t about hacking people into pieces, though that part is fun too. You must be a poet. You must notice the world around you, see it in a way different than the dull minds of the common folk.”


  “It’s a pretty orange.”


  “Winning duels means winning people. How can you win people if you cannot turn the language to your advantage?” He studied Opferlamm with grim displeasure and she sank deeper into her saddle as if trying to hide. “And more importantly, how are you going to talk boys into bed?” Wichtig gestured at a jagged rock ahead. “There. Tell me about that.”


  “It’s a rock?”


  “Make it beautiful,” said Wichtig.


  “Do you do this?” asked Opferlamm. “Do you practice describing things and winning crowds?”


  “No,” lied Wichtig. “Now do it.”


  Opferlamm grumbled something under her breath and glared at the rock. “It’s grey?”


  “Stop asking and tell.”


  “It’s grey.”


  “Oh, wow,” gushed Wichtig, dripping sarcasm, “I love grey. Do better.”


  “That part there juts out like an erect—”


  “Don’t mention cocks unless you can be funny.”


  “I…” Opferlamm tilted her head as if examining the rock from another angle might help. “It kind of looks like a fat woman lounging in a mud bath.”


  “Gods, you’re terrible at this. Stop before I change my mind about this entire apprenticeship thing.” Bedeckt might be a block of wood, but at least he understood Wichtig. Even if he pretended not to.


  “I am really very, very good with a sword,” said Opferlamm. “That must count for—”


  “Nothing.”


  “But it’s the Greatest Swordsman—”


  Wichtig waved her to silence with a slash of his half-hand and slid from Blöd’s back. The horse grunted a contented sigh like carrying him was some crushing burden on its soul.


  “Shut up,” Wichtig told the horse. He gestured for his apprentice to dismount. “I’m going to show you how useless your skill with that sword is.”


  “We’re going to practice? Finally!” Opferlamm dismounted, drawing her sword. She turned to face Wichtig, taking a guard position. When Wichtig didn’t draw steel she said, “Um…are you going to…”


  “No,” said Wichtig, waving Opferlamm forward. “Come try and stab me.”


  “Um…okay.” She shuffled closer, alert for the trap she knew must await.


  “One thing,” said Wichtig.


  Opferlamm stopped. “Yes?”


  Wichtig stared her down with flat grey eyes, drove his Gefahrgeist power against the youth’s mind. “When you get close enough, I’m going to kill you.”


  “I—what?”


  “I’m going to leave your corpse here.” Wichtig glanced toward the farmer who had stopped hacking at the mud to watch the two Swordsmen. “Maybe he’ll bury you.” Wichtig shrugged. “Or maybe they’ll eat you. They look hungry.”


  Opferlamm licked her lips. “I don’t think—”


  “Come.” Wichtig again waved her forward.


  Opferlamm shook her head, retreating a step. “I don’t want to die here.”


  “See,” said Wichtig, bowing with a flourish. “I beat you without even drawing my sword. How valuable was my skill with steel there?”


  Opferlamm accepted this with a glum nod. “I understand.” She brightened. “But sometimes Swordsmen really do have to fight. You can’t beat everyone with words. And I really am quite good.”


  “Don’t move.”


  Opferlamm stood motionless as Wichtig hunted the soil for a stick. When he one, he turned to face his apprentice, brandishing it like a sword. “Come at me.”


  “Are you going to kill me?” Opferlamm asked.


  “Of course not. I was lying about that.”


  “Oh.” Opferlamm shuffled forward, sword ready. She stopped. “Are you lying now?”


  “One way to find out.”


  She eyed him for a moment and then shrugged and resumed her advance.


  Wichtig disarmed his apprentice a dozen times, each bout ending with the youth sprawled in the mud. He called a halt when the girl looked ready to pass out from exhaustion.


  “What’s the lesson?” he demanded, standing relaxed.


  “You’re a better Swordsman than I,” said Opferlamm, climbing to her feet and brushing the worst of the muck from her clothes.


  “I wasn’t using a sword.”


  “But…” Opferlamm blinked, looking lost.


  While they sparred, the dark clouds went from looking like bruises to something closer to a swirl of bog water stained with dysentery. A sharp wind, cold and damp, raised goosebumps on Wichtig’s arms and tried to muss his hair. He changed positions to ensure the wind worked with him. With a blinding slash of lightning, the sky dumped hell on them, a torrential downpour of icy rain.


  “Let’s go,” said Wichtig, yelling to be heard over the rumble of thunder.


  They rode toward Gottlos, hunched against the biting wind, Wichtig leading, Opferlamm following in his wake. Wichtig caught snatches of muttered conversation as the lass talked to herself, trying to describe everything they passed, struggling to make it beautiful.


  Give it up, kid. We’re in Gottlos.


  Scowling at his bandaged hand, Wichtig ignored the girl. The missing fingers itched. The bandages wrapping his ruined left ear left him deaf on that side and feeling perpetually off balance. His face—his once beautiful, flawless face—felt like ground chuck.


  He distracted himself by replaying the sparring session with Opferlamm. There wasn’t a real lesson. He only wanted to know how it felt, to see if he could fight like that ugly old man from his dream. He could.


  Glancing over his shoulder Wichtig saw Opferlamm, brows furrowed in concentration, as she thought about gods knew—and no doubt didn’t care—what.


  She reminds me of me. Just not nearly as attractive. Wichtig bared teeth at the rain. Not as attractive as I used to be.


  This was all Bedeckt’s fault.


  Bedeckt’s plan to steal the Geborene god-child got me killed. He rubbed at the knuckles of his missing fingers. I am scarred all because Bedeckt abandoned me in the Afterdeath. This couldn’t be Wichtig’s fault. Could it?


  “What am I doing?” he whispered. He knew better than to dwell on the past, and he knew better than to question himself. Contemplation breeds melancholy. Thinking only led to trouble and depression. Bedeckt did enough of it for both of them. Wichtig turned his thoughts to his apprentice, thinking back to their brief sparring match.


  She isn’t bad with a sword, he decided. Opferlamm could be a real contender.


  It would be a shame if I have to kill the girl.


  The horses plodded through endless muck.


  Stick Morgen and stick his stupid Reflection, Nacht. I’m going to kill Bedeckt’s fat old arse.


  In hindsight, Bedeckt was the source of all Wichtig’s woes. Looking back, the worse decision he ever made was to travel with the axe man. He should have stayed in Traurig. He’d be a famous poet by now, on par with that Cotardist hack, Halber Tod. Sure, Wichtig left his wife before meeting Bedeckt, but he only left Traurig when the old goat lured him away with promises of fame and fortune. Were it not for Bedeckt, Wichtig was sure he’d have patched things up with his wife and been the father he always knew he would be. Gods, I miss Fluch. There was a boy who knew how to get into trouble.


  Bedeckt cost Wichtig everything: his wife, his son, his career as a poet.


  Who knows, maybe I even would have returned to Geldangelegenheiten and retaken my job with the palace guard.


  Looking back, he realized that was easily the highest paying, least demanding job he ever held. He’d been swimming in coin, bedding wealthy wives and daughters by the score, and drinking with his fellow guard every evening. Why his wife demanded they leave the city, he’d never know. They went from a gorgeous home of brass and marble to a two-room shack in Traurig that smelled like feet. Maybe it had something to do with being closer to her mother. He couldn’t remember.


  Either way, Bedeckt ruined all of it. And now Wichtig was riding to save the old goat from the scariest, most dangerous woman he ever met. Well, maybe he was. He hadn’t actually decided. Certainly joining Stehlen in murdering Bedeckt would be easier and safer.


  She must have expected me to abandon her. It would be Bedeckt who she’d really be angry with.


  Blöd grunted and loosed a foul, gut-churning fart. It hung in the sodden air, following Wichtig for two dozen paces. He rode in hunched misery, the rain pounding his shoulders and stinging his face.


  Opferlamm kicked her horse—Wichtig couldn’t remember what she called it—into a trot and caught up with her master.


  Master, I like that. He’d have to tell the girl to call him master until the apprenticeship was complete.


  She looked miserable, soaked through and shivering from the cold. Snot and rain dripped from her nose in equal measure. Opferlamm’s suffering lifted Wichtig’s spirits.


  The lass shielded her eyes with a hand, scowling into the murk ahead. “Ground looks odd,” she yelled over the incessant hiss of rain.


  When he spotted the first body, Wichtig wasn’t even sure what he saw. Wearing the remains of a Gottlos livery, the woman looked like something big clawed its way free from her heart. She was ripped open like a badly peeled fruit.


  “It’s like someone wore her as skin,” said Opferlamm, staring at the gory remains. “And then tossed it aside.”


  Still mounted, Wichtig leaned low in the saddle for a closer look. “Did she explode from the inside?”


  “Look at those claw marks in the bone” said Opferlamm.


  “Stay sharp,” said Wichtig, nudging Blöd forward at a walk. “Eyes open.”


  They found the second corpse a dozen yards away. Also garbed in Gottlos livery, it too looked like something fought its way free of a human body.


  “What’s wrong with the ground?” she asked.


  The earth ahead looked like it had been tilled by an angry and deranged god, torn wide with gaping wounds. Trees lay scattered, their roots ripped from the soil.


  Wichtig squinted through the rain, realizing these were not branches he saw protruding from the sundered earth, but human limbs.


  “There’s too many,” he said, struggling to make the vision make sense. There were hundreds buried here, all in Gottlos livery.


  “We should turn back,” said Opferlamm, horse slowing as, eyes wide and rolling, it surveyed the landscape. “Yeah, we should definitely turn back.”


  “No,” said Wichtig nodding toward a shallow slope. “We’ll ride to the top of that hill, get a better view of what this is.”


  “Maybe I should wait here?”


  “You’ll ride at my side,” said Wichtig, not wanting to go alone, “or you’ll find a new master.”


  Wichtig pointed Blöd at the hill and the beast plodded on, wuffling its complaints, footsteps sounding strangely spongy. Opferlamm followed, though none too quickly. The number of shattered and torn bodies increased as they rode. It looked like the very earth joined in the battle and attacked the Gottlos troops. Horses, too, were littered among the partially buried corpses, though none showed the terrifying wounds the people bore.


  “This isn’t a hill,” said Opferlamm.


  “Of course it—”


  “It’s a burial mound.” She gagged, and puked semi-digested porridge down the length of her right leg. “We’re riding on thousands of corpses.”


  Thousands? The girl was right, the ground was more flesh and savaged bone than soil and rock.


  “How many soldiers can Dieb Schmutzig muster?” asked Wichtig.


  “Maybe five thousand?” Opferlamm gave a helpless shrug. “I don’t know.”


  “Useless twit,” muttered Wichtig as he crested the mounded dead. Turning Blöd in a complete circle, he surveyed what he could through the curtains of blinding rain. “I can’t see more than a dozen paces,” he said to Opferlamm as the young Swordswoman arrived at his side.


  Lightning shredded the sky, lighting the world in strobing white and the red and brown of commingled mud and blood. For a thousand strides in every direction, corpses lay sprawled and broken, shredded from the inside out. Their armour—those few wealthy enough to have any—was burst from within. From atop the piled dead, they saw long stretches of bubbled earth. Straight lines cut the mud where stone and bone alike ran like thick blood. The dead caught in the wide strips of oblivion were unlike the others. They were twisted, melted, ravaged by chaotic delusion run amok. It was impossible to tell the remains of men from the corpses of their horses, so fused had they become.


  No tree stood.


  “That’s impossible,” said Opferlamm. She squinted into the sky.


  Wichtig glanced up at the roiling clouds. “What is?”


  “The lightning lit something from above. I saw a shadow. Huge. Above the clouds. Wings.”


  “What the hells are you babbling about?”


  “Dragon.”


  “No such thing.”


  Opferlamm looked at Wichtig like her teacher had gone mad. “What’s not sticking possible?” she screamed.


  “Calm yourself.” Wichtig reconsidered the straight lines of malignant devastation. Dragon. He swallowed.


  Again lightning ravaged the sky and this time he saw it, the shadow of something huge, wings spread, gliding above the clouds.


  It would have to be…the wings…straight lines…death in the sky…


  An animal scream of purest agony and terror broke his thoughts, scattered them, sent sanity sprinting to hide in a ditch.


  “What’s—”


  Something fell kicking and twisting through the clouds and Wichtig, neck craning, watched.


  “It’s a horse,” said Opferlamm, also following its descent. “How did it—”


  Is it going to land on—


  It crashed to the earth three strides away with bone jarring force and showered them in mire and horse guts.


  Sitting atop Blöd on this mound of corpses, Wichtig suddenly felt very exposed. There, a few hundred yards to the south, he saw a farmhouse. Where total devastation reigned, it still stood.


  “We have to get to that farmhouse.”


  Without waiting to see if Opferlamm followed, Wichtig drove Blöd forward with a scream, kicking the beast ever faster as it raced down the awkward slope of ravaged dead. Blöd stumbled at the bottom of the hill. The beast was just recovering when its front legs found some hidden pit and it pitched forward, bones snapping, head smashing into the sodden soil. Wichtig jumped, rolling free, and continued toward the house at a mad sprint. Not once did he look back at his horse. Even over the bone shaking roar of thunder, Blöd’s screams were deafening. Wichtig left them behind. I’ll find another damned horse. This time he wouldn’t name the damned thing.


  Lighting flashed, setting the world afire, and a monstrous winged shadow swept over Wichtig.


  CHAPTER 37


  
    There is a rare and peculiar breed of Wendigast who believe they gain strength and wisdom from those they devour. While they are more common among the northern Verschlinger tribes than the city-states, it is the Wendigast of the Basamortuan Desert that are most interesting. There, in the endless dunes, the practice of devouring human flesh is reviled far beyond what the mores of the desert tribes would suggest. Anyone even suspected of cannibalism is slain. This practice is most extreme among the Etsaiaren tribe. For thousands of years, the Etsaiaren have gathered the corpses of cannibals—and Cotardists, though I fail to see the connection—in Santu Itsasoa (translated as The Sea of Souls). The dead and undying are lashed to cactuses by their innards and tendons, always facing toward Geldangelegenheiten.


    As the Etsaiaren are murderous savages, I have never been able to learn why they should so revile cannibals.


    —Geschichts Verdreher - Historian/Philosopher

  


  Thirst clogged Bedeckt’s throat, left him gagging road dust with every breath. The world swung like a thurible in the hands of a mad priest; a thurible crammed tight with rotting meat. Ghosts crowded the streets of whatever city he was in. He couldn’t be sure, but it looked familiar. Neidrig? No. Some of the buildings looked to be made of stone and weren’t in the process of slumping to the earth. He didn’t remember anything like that in Neidrig.


  Stehlen, a rotting corpse, reeking of bile and spilled stomach acid, rode at his side, sneering hate at anything and everything. Her flesh had collapsed in, leaving her already bony frame little more than parchment flesh stretched tight over jutting joints. He saw her rotting teeth, stained yellow and brown, through thin membranes of tattered cheeks.


  Wichtig was worse. He’d lost fingers and an ear. His flawless face, always ruggedly handsome, always ready with a cocky grin, was scarred deep with fresh wounds. He looked like he’d been sewn up by the world’s worst seamstress. He’d been savaged, torn and riven.


  Missing two fingers from his left hand. Missing his left ear. A face of scarred ruin.


  Gods, he looks like me.


  Like Bedeckt perhaps forty years ago.


  “You shite-sucking goat sticker,” said Stehlen. “You left us behind. You abandoned us.”


  “You aren’t here,” said Bedeckt. “I’m not seeing this. Just hallucinations.”


  “I’m going to kill you,” said Stehlen.


  “I’m already dying.”


  “I am the Greatest Swordsman in the World,” said Wichtig. For the first time ever, Bedeckt believed him. And yet the Swordsman sounded empty.


  Bedeckt lay in the mud. In a panic, he struggled to look about, trying to find Kot. Where was the monster? The cudgel…Bedeckt waited for his brain to explode, showering the trees with worms of thought. Stehlen sat on one side, Wichtig the other.


  The Kleptic spat into the fire, her saliva hissing and popping and stinking like rotting teeth. She no longer looked dead.


  Fire?


  “She’s hideous,” said Zukunft, sitting alone on the far side of the fire, huddled in a blanket. She stared wide-eyed at Bedeckt and his friends. Her mirror lay propped against her leg, facing Bedeckt. Within its surface he saw only fire.


  “I am the Greatest Swordsman in the World,” said Wichtig, poking at the fire with a stick.


  Bedeckt stared at Zukunft, the heat of the fire making her hazy and indistinct. She looks less real than Wichtig and Stehlen. “Where?” he asked.


  “We found a town a few hours ago. You started screaming at everyone. We had to get out fast.”


  “She’s lying,” said Stehlen. “She could have found you a healer in the city, at least someone to cut the rot away and cauterize the wound.” Stehlen spat at Zukunft and the girl flinched. “She wants you to die,” said the Kleptic.


  “That’s not true,” said Zukunft, voice small as she huddled deeper into her blanket.


  Unbrauchbar? Bedeckt had a dim memory of people and buildings. Something wasn’t right. “You can see them?” he asked, nodding at Stehlen and Wichtig.


  Zukunft nodded.


  “They’re really here?”


  Zukunft shook her head. “No.”


  “But—”


  “You’re hallucinating,” she said. “Your delusions are manifesting.”


  “That’s not possible,” whispered Bedeckt. “I’m sane.”


  “That’s not possible,” mocked Stehlen in a whiny voice. “I’m sane.”


  Bedeckt’s father rose from the fire, a giant of a man with a leather belt wrapped around one mighty fist, the heavy buckle hanging in dull promise. He lashed at Bedeckt over and over, opening fresh wounds, splitting skin and exposing the bone beneath. Bedeckt cowered, mewling like a little boy, hiding from his father’s wrath. His mother stood in the background, screaming and helpless. Turning his attention on Bedeckt’s mother, his father lashed out with the belt, opening her face. She collapsed and he stood over her, the belt rising and falling, splashing the room with blood.


  Bedeckt, Stehlen, Wichtig, and Zukunft watched as a second Bedeckt, young and strong, marred only by those scars his father gave him, rose from the fire to strike down the giant. They watched as he held his mother, promised the beast would never hurt her again. They watched him drag his father into the yard behind their hut and bury him there among the vegetables. When his mother died from her wounds, they watched him walk away, never to return.


  “Always running away,” said Stehlen. “Right from the beginning.”


  Bedeckt stared into the fire. “You’re not real.”


  They watched him join war after war, sometimes on the winning side and joining in the spoils and plunder, sometimes on the losing and fleeing for his life. They saw him at the battle of Sinnlos, where the Seiger Geisteskranken cracked and brought down the city walls. He lost his fingers there, the wedding ring spinning away to be trampled into the mud. Once again they watched as Bedeckt fled. He abandoned his friends, the men he fought alongside, spent evenings drinking and whoring with.


  “I am the Greatest Swordsman in the World,” said Wichtig, staring at the gap left by his own missing fingers.


  “You’re not here,” said Bedeckt. He looked through the fire at Zukunft. “You either. I’m dreaming.”


  “You’re not,” said Zukunft. “I’m here.”


  “No.”


  “Always running,” repeated Stehlen.


  “Not running from you.”


  “Who are you lying to?” demanded the Kleptic. “Her?” She glared venom at Zukunft. “Or yourself.”


  “I’m going to stop Morgen.”


  “If you were really going to stop the little shite you’d have done it while you were still dead and had a hold on him. The Warrior’s Credo bound him to you. You ran away.”


  Why didn’t he stop Morgen in the Afterdeath? He couldn’t remember. The list? Bedeckt struggled to explain. “I’m going to undo the damage I did.”


  Stehlen snorted, a damp nasal honk. “He’ll fight and kill for the tiniest gain,” she said, “but he’s a coward.”


  “Better a living coward than a dead hero,” snapped Bedeckt, struggling for composure.


  “Then why didn’t you abandon my sister?” asked Vergangene from the mirror.


  “Leave him alone,” said Zukunft, eyes pleading.


  “None of this is real,” said Bedeckt. “These are fever dreams. I’m dying and the fever is breaking my mind. I’m still sane.”


  “I’m still sane,” whined Stehlen. “Sane people die all manner of terrible deaths and not once do they manifest delusions.”


  “I’m sane.”


  “Tell her why you didn’t abandon her,” demanded Stehlen, nodding at Zukunft. “You love her, don’t you? Dirty old pig. You want to rut that perfect pale flesh, despoil it with your filth.”


  Bedeckt remembered every glimpse he caught of thigh, every curve of breast. He remembered the way her shirt and skirt clung to her when wet. He hallucinated those moments over and over for all to watch.


  “I never…” He couldn’t finish the thought. What, he never wanted to rut her? He thought about it all the time. She was young, beautiful. But that wasn’t it. He never acted on it, not once taken the thought seriously. He’d never touch her, never corrupt her. “I wouldn’t.”


  Zukunft hid in her blanket, eyes wide as she witnessed his hallucinations, seeing herself as he saw her.


  “That’s not me. I’m not pure like that.”


  “I never—”


  “You never dared,” said Stehlen, glaring hate and longing at the girl. “Coward.” She hawked snot and Bedeckt saw the Kleptic fought tears. “I loved you and you abandoned me. You never once said—” she choked to silence.


  Bedeckt remembered that night in Neidrig, hallucinated that drunken scene for all to witness. They watched Bedeckt and Stehlen rut in a filthy alley. They heard Stehlen whispering, ‘I love you,’ over and over into his ruined ear as she straddled him, grinding herself to a screaming orgasm.


  All watched except Stehlen. She pulled her legs in tight, hugged them against her chest and cried great tearing sobs, unashamed and uncaring. Bedeckt’s heart broke and tears ran from eyes that had seen too much pain to ever cry again.


  “I’m sorry,” said Bedeckt.


  Stehlen sobbed, forehead pressed against her legs.


  “I am the Greatest Swordsman in the World,” said Wichtig.


  “Why her?” asked Zukunft from within her blanket, watching Stehlen. “What’s wrong with me? Why won’t you touch me?”


  “I can’t,” said Bedeckt, looking for the words, wanting to go to Stehlen and hold her and knowing if he did she’d stick a knife in his guts. She’s not here. This isn’t real. You’d be comforting a hallucination. But it felt all too real and not going to her burned like cowardice.


  Cowardice isn’t on the list.


  “Touch me,” said Zukunft. “Show me I’m worth something. Show me I’m desirable. Show me you aren’t disgusted by me. Show me my crimes are forgivable.”


  “I can’t.” This isn’t real. This isn’t real. She’s not here. I’m dreaming. “I’m sane.”


  “And I’m insane,” said Zukunft. “I disgust you.” She shrugged within her blanket. “I killed my baby sister. I deserve your loathing. My Afterdeath will be a hell of punishment.”


  Bedeckt reeled, drowning in himself. Stehlen’s quiet sobbing tore at his heart and Wichtig mumbled to himself about mountains and old men and killing gods.


  “You’re insane,” Bedeckt agreed, before realizing how that might sound. “Your sister is a manifestation of your guilt.”


  “No, she’s real. She’s trapped in the mirror and it’s my fault.” Zukunft’s eyes glinted from the folds of her blanket. “She showed me you dying. Your friends are going to die too. You don’t stop Morgen. You don’t undo whatever damage you did.”


  Is that true? Was all this for nothing? “She’s a Reflection,” said Bedeckt. “The mirror ever lies.”


  “You keep saying that,” said Zukunft, “but you’re not a Mirrorist. You don’t know.”


  They sat in silence, the crackle pop of the fire the only noise. Stehlen and Wichtig were gone.


  Just the hallucinations of a feverish mind. I’m sane. I’m still sane. Once he was better, once the fever broke, he’d be himself again.


  “I was awake,” said Zukunft. “When she was talking to you. I heard it all.”


  “She?” Bedeckt blinked at the girl, confused. Did she mean one of his hallucinations?


  “My sister. She told you that you can save yourself.” She nodded at the mirror, once again reflecting only fire. “She told me you still can. If you abandon me, ride hard—”


  “Never trust a Reflection,” said Bedeckt. “She wants you to lose hope. She wants you to surrender. When she’s broken you, she’ll drag you into the mirror. You’ll be trapped there and she’ll be free. That’s all she wants. Everything else is a distraction.”


  Zukunft shied, huddling deeper into her blanket, but didn’t look away. “And you? What do you want, if not me?”


  I do want you. I want you more than anything. Bedeckt stared at the ground between them, unwilling to meet her eyes. She’s a child. It’s on the list and I will not abandon my list.


  He remembered her in that tavern, soaked to the skin, leaning over him, her hair shutting away all the shite of the world until there was only them. He remembered the softness of her lips and the desire to return the kiss. He remembered how small and frail she seemed and yet how strong. Here he was, a scarred murderer, and she did not fear him. He hallucinated the scene over and over and Zukunft watched in silence.


  She blinked, spilling fresh tears. “That’s the pretty shell,” she said. “Not the rot within.” Her visage changed, darkened like the sudden onset of a storm. She bared teeth at him like a rabid dog. “All the men I’ve used, bent to my purpose and thrown away. They were nothing. Wretches, led about by their damned cocks. You’re no different. I’ve watched your foul hallucinations. I saw you with that woman. She loved you and you abandoned her.” She bent forward, collecting her mirror to shove it back into its bag. “I expect no better.”


  Good. Then maybe she wouldn’t be disappointed.


  The fire flickered and jumped and endless war raged around them, men stumbling and screaming and falling to the earth with horrendous wounds. Cities burned and women were raped and murdered, children smashed against stone walls until they hung limp and lifeless. Bedeckt remembered every scene. Not once did he step forward to intervene.


  “Wasn’t on my list.”


  Men protecting far better rulers than the petty Gefahrgeist tyrants who paid Bedeckt in easy gold, fell before his axe. He walked over them like they were nothing. Eyes ahead, always seeking the next score. A dozen fortunes were made and squandered on whores and drink. Though he often contemplated leaving this life of violence and crime, he never did. Never even tried. He organized each failure with meticulous planning.


  He saw Stehlen and Wichtig in an abandoned farmhouse, fighting. Outside lurked the Geborene Geisteskranken, ever tightening the noose, their delusions raping reality. The earth twisted in revulsion, rose up to swallow the hated creatures defiling its surface. Thousands of men and women, marching in loose formation, fell writhing as the dark thoughts lurking in the hearts of all people manifest as demons and clawed their way free. High above, hidden in the clouds, flew something malevolent and evil. It would burn them, melt their bones. His friends would die and there was nothing he could do.


  “I can save them,” said Bedeckt.


  “They aren’t on your damned list,” said Zukunft. “I’m not on your damned list. I’m using you and I’ll throw you away.”


  I don’t care. But he did.


  Bedeckt thought back to his conversation with Vergangene, when she climbed from the mirror. Had guilt truly driven his decisions? He remembered kidnapping Morgen, the Geborene godling, and how he planned to kill the boy if need be. And yet somehow he ended up doing everything in his power to keep the lad alive. He told himself it was all for selfish purposes, but somehow that rang false. You killed Stehlen to protect the boy. He remembered lying burnt by the Hassebrand’s fire and choked on the stench of his charred flesh. He remembered wondering at adding something to his list so late in life. And here he was trying to undo the damage he’d done the boy instead of using the godling like he should have from the beginning. All because…


  The damned list is a prison.


  Let Vergangene have Zukunft. What was the death of a deranged Mirrorist to him?


  Morgen could have his way with the world. How was this Bedeckt’s responsibility? Let the little bastard make everything clean and perfect.


  To hells with Stehlen and Wichtig. They followed him until following got them both dead. The bastards chased him from the Afterdeath. They probably meant to kill him, to send him screaming back to that grey hell. But they were still following. Their deaths would be his fault.


  Fault. Guilt. All the deepest horse shite.


  Wichtig and Stehlen danced to Morgen’s plans, never seeing the bigger picture. They were fools.


  “You’re the fool,” Stehlen whispered into his ear, “if you believe that.” She kissed his neck, lips soft and warm in a way Stehlen never was. Except in that puke-spattered alley.


  “Your love is an anchor,” Bedeckt told her. “Wichtig is right: Emotion is manipulation.”


  “Even I don’t believe that,” said Wichtig in the other ear. “Emotion is a strength I never dared.”


  Fools, he thought without rancour.


  The Geborene Geisteskranken could have them both.


  The world rolled like it were mounted on horseback and Bedeckt saw Wichtig riding alongside him. Morgen sat before the Swordsman as he had when they left Neidrig back before they were all killed. The boy-god watched Bedeckt with wide, innocent eyes.


  “Your eyes are a lie,” said Bedeckt.


  “They weren’t,” said Morgen.


  Bedeckt grunted. True enough.


  “You couldn’t leave me to the Slaver,” said Morgen. “What makes you think you can turn your back on your friends?”


  “I never did like you,” Bedeckt told the boy.


  Morgen laughed and was gone.


  Bedeckt, mounted on Arsehole, clung to the pommel like a drowning man clinging to driftwood. The world went mad and tried to drag him along with it.


  “I am sane,” he told the world, ignoring the hallucinations cavorting about him in mad parody of distant memories.


  Zukunft rode beside Bedeckt, her face pale with worry.


  “How many of those whores did you fall in love with?” someone asked.


  “All of them,” answered Bedeckt, not sure if he lied.


  The ground smashed the air from Bedeckt, lit his world in sparks and fire. Arsehole looked down at him with disgust.


  “You keep falling off your horse,” the damned horse said.


  Black.


  Zukunft knelt at his side, pounding on his chest like she meant to beat him into the mud beneath. She screamed and cried and wailed and he couldn’t understand any of it.


  “Quiet, girl,” he said. “Let me rest.”


  She slapped him hard and he tasted blood. “Get up, you old shite,” she yelled in his face, spittle flying. “Get the hells up and get on your gods-damned horse.” She punched his chest again, punctuating her words. “I can’t keep pushing your fat old arse into the damned saddle. Get the hells off the ground.”


  “Stop screaming and let me rest.”


  She slapped him again, snapping his head to one side. He blinked sharp tears. She was stronger than she looked.


  “I knew you were going to abandon me,” she screamed, her perfect nose almost touching his flattened one. “I knew you were a liar, like the rest.” Zukunft collapsed on top of Bedeckt like a puppet with slashed strings. She punched him over and over and he let her. “Just another selfish bastard.”


  Bedeckt hallucinated the decrepit Wahnvor Stellung church his father used to drag them to on days of worship. Hells of punishment and pain flickered around them, threatened to close in and steal Zukunft away.


  “I’m sane,” Bedeckt said into Zukunft’s hair.


  Old friends and betrayed comrades gathered to witness his fall, the utter failure of everything he was and believed.


  “I’m sane, my beliefs don’t matter,” Bedeckt told them.


  People he couldn’t even remember killing looked doubtful, nodded in recrimination at the world torn by his hallucinations. A different Afterdeath awaited this time. Somehow he knew it.


  He knew it.


  “My beliefs don’t—”


  “Your mind is sick,” said Stehlen. “You will define your own hell. We all do.”


  “No, I’m sane.”


  But sanity wasn’t real. It was a myth, a delusion. In a mad world, in a reality governed by faith and belief and delusion, what was sanity?


  It’s madness.


  Bedeckt drowned in madness and oceans of the blood he’d spilled.


  “If you die now,” said Stehlen, her narrow face pinched with concern, “you’ll be trapped for all eternity in this fever dream.”


  Bedeckt reached his half-hand out to hold Zukunft and saw she’d bandaged it.


  Going to have to stop thinking of it as my half hand.


  He held her close, stroking her hair until she calmed and stopped hitting him.


  “I can’t mount my horse with you lying atop me,” he said. “We need to get moving.”


  She pulled back, examining him through tearful green eyes. “You have a plan?” she asked.


  Bedeckt laughed, trying to ignore the madness of the sound. “No.”


  CHAPTER 38


  
    Natural philosophers have argued the shape of the world for a thousand generations. Some say it’s round, while others claim it’s flat. Vorstellung, that pompous windbag, says that if you walk west and cross the Basamortuan Desert, you will eventually find yourself on the far side of the Gezackt Mountains, and that if you cross them you’ll once return to the city-states. He’s a fool. The Basamortuan goes on forever; everyone knows this. Enter the desert and all you’ll find is death.


    —Geschichts Verdreher - Historian/Philosopher

  


  Something bothered Stehlen, niggled at her like a loose tooth or Bedeckt worrying over one of his stupid plans. What it was, however, escaped her. Something to do with Wichtig?


  Though Lebendig started the morning looking somewhat improved, a day in the saddle hadn’t done her any favours. Last time the Kleptic stole a glance, the Swordswoman looked tired, sat slumped and quiet. Gone was her perfect posture.


  Stehlen rode, eyes forward, aware that Lebendig watched and had been watching for several miles.


  I’ll wait her out. No one has more patience than I.


  Lebendig could ask her damned question, or she could let it go. Stehlen wasn’t in the mood to play these games. If the Swordswoman wanted to talk about something, she could damned well bring it up herself. Why the hells did she feel the need to make Stehlen initiate every conversation?


  That’s not really true, you know.


  Didn’t matter. She was angry and when she was angry, the facts were irrelevant.


  Wichtig used to say that.


  “What?” demanded Stehlen without looking at her lover.


  “Why do we have Wichtig’s second sword?”


  The idiot’s sword still hung over Stehlen’s shoulder.


  “Going to sell it,” she said.


  “Could have sold it in Unbrauchbar,” said Lebendig.


  “Get a better price in the capital,” said Stehlen, staring straight ahead.


  “We already have plenty of coin.”


  Stehlen shrugged.


  “You aren’t keeping it so you can give it back to him?”


  “Hells no.” Stehlen spat road dust. “He has to know I beat him,” she said, and immediately regretted it.


  “Won’t killing him tell him all he needs to know?”


  “No.”


  “Are you sure you want to kill him?”


  “Yes.”


  Really? Why are you carrying his damned sword then?


  She remembered the carving of Wichtig, wounded and scarred. He looked scared, like for the first time the idiot comprehended mortality. Why did it bother her to see Wichtig hurt? She’d taken great pleasure in hurting him over the years. How many times had she stolen from him and then rubbed the theft in his face, mocking his inability to catch her?


  Why did I steal from him if not to hurt him?


  And yet, even though he was a manipulative shite, she felt strangely protective of the idiot. The Swordsman was too damned stupid to take care of himself.


  Stehlen sat straight, scowling in confusion.


  “What’s wrong?” Lebendig asked.


  “Nothing.”


  I don’t know where Wichtig is. She realized that ever since leaving the Afterdeath, she always knew where the Swordsman was. She always knew she could catch him in less than a day if she wanted to. Now, he was gone. She couldn’t sense him at all.


  Is he dead? The thought twisted her gut and she spat again, tasting sour bile. No, he couldn’t be.


  The carvings. You hid them in Lebendig’s pack. You no longer have them. Was that it, did the carvings somehow keep her in contact with Wichtig and Bedeckt?


  Take them back.


  No, she couldn’t. She put them in Lebendig’s pack and anything in the Swordswoman’s gear belonged to the Swordswoman. Stehlen wouldn’t steal from her lover. She swore to herself she never would and of all the oaths sworn over the years, this was the only one she kept. She wouldn’t break it now, no matter how much she wanted those carvings. The only way to get them was to ask.


  Stehlen hesitated, remembering how she wanted to cut the ugly from her carving. She knew it would end badly. She would cut and carve until nothing remained.


  They’re safer with her than with me.


  Stehlen and Lebendig rode on in silence, the sky above darkening long before sunset as clouds thickened like congealing blood. The air felt heavy, oppressive and ripe with the violence of a building storm.


  “Cold tonight,” said Lebendig, shivering.


  Stehlen grunted.


  “Two days to the capital.”


  Grunt.


  “Big storm.”


  Grunt.


  “Lots of abandoned farms.”


  Grunt.


  “Let’s find one with a bit of roof before it starts raining.


  Grunt.


  Lighting forked and flickered overhead. A deafening crash of thunder heralded the unleashing of an icy torrent. In moments both women were soaked and shivering.


  “Let’s find a farmhouse,” said Stehlen.


  Lebendig grunted.


  Stehlen’s horse whinnied in nervous fear, lifting its hooves as if it didn’t like what it walked upon. Glancing down, she saw a young woman’s face staring at her from the mud. It looked to have been torn off the skull. She realized what she thought were the branches of stunted trees—as if Gottlos had any other kind—were actually limbs protruding from the churned muck.


  “Lebendig,” said Stehlen.


  Grunt.


  “Stop.”


  Lebendig stopped, shooting her an annoyed look. “Now you want to talk, out here in the damned rain? Let’s—”


  “Corpses.”


  Lebendig scowled at Stehlen and took in their surroundings, squinting into the dark. “They look like the mud pushed them out. Is this some kind of burial ground?”


  “Too fresh.”


  “We should leave.”


  Wichtig must have ridden through this. If he turned back he would run into Stehlen and Lebendig. How far away was the Swordsman? Last she checked—before she hid the statues in Lebendig’s pack—he was half a day ahead. Gods she wanted those statues.


  Stehlen eyed the rock strewn earth. It looked like someone had half-buried corpses here as if they were seeds. What did they hope to grow? Every instinct screamed to send Lebendig away. The big woman was no Kleptic. She’d draw attention to Stehlen. I need to hide. I need to be one with the shadows.


  Lighting split the sky and Stehlen saw a lone farmhouse, all that remained standing after whatever carnage happened here.


  “Secure the farmhouse,” Stehlen said. “I’ll look around.” She’ll be safe in there.


  Lebendig drew a sword. “I’m staying with you.”


  Warmth seeped through Stehlen and she flashed a grin of gratitude at her lover. Even though she’s shivering and feels like utter shite she wants to stay by my side. I don’t deserve her. “I’m a Kleptic. No one sees me unless I want them to. I’ll be fine.”


  Lebendig look ready to argue but instead nodded. She gazed longingly at the farmhouse, clearly tempted by the shelter it offered.


  Stehlen dismounted, handing the reins to Lebendig, who hooked them over the pommel of her saddle. “Once we’re warm and dry…” I need to tell you how much I love you. I need to tell you how much it means that you stayed with me even when you didn’t have to. I love you so much it scares me, and I love you so much I won’t let that fear get in the way. “We’ll talk.” I’ll tell you everything. I promise.


  Sword still drawn, Lebendig turned her horse toward the farmhouse. “Be careful,” she said over her shoulder.


  “You too.”


  Stehlen stood in the mud, surrounded by countless thousands of corpses. She watched her lover ride away. She’s my rock, my anchor. In a world riddled with insanity, Lebendig was a pillar of unchanging sanity. Like Bedeck, back before— Back before he killed me, before he abandoned me.


  But was Lebendig truly sane, or was Stehlen simply blind to her lover’s delusions? Prior to their time together, the Swordswoman pursued the title of Greatest Swordsman in the World. What sane person would do that? And if she was sane, could she possibly hope to stand against the deluded who also chased the title? Could she stand against someone like Wichtig who manifested his delusions as reality?


  Or did Lebendig wear her sanity like armour as Bedeckt did, as if it might protect her from an insane world. Did that make them both mad?


  Stehlen cursed and turned away. She scoured the ravaged land with yellow eyes. Crouching, she tugged a scrap of material from the mud. A man shaking a sword at the sky was embroidered upon it; the heraldic badge of Gottlos.


  The war has begun.


  Stehlen crept through the scattered corpses and torn earth. Just like Morgen to war for cleanliness and purity and never see the results of his obsession. Perhaps she’d show him. Maybe she’d drag the little boy-god out into a field like this and rub his pretty little nose in the corruption he caused.


  Sticking Geborene. She had no love for any of the city-states. Each was worthy of her loathing for a different reason. But the Holy Theocracy of Selbsthass? She held a special place in her heart for the mindless fools who willingly sold themselves into such slavery. Religion is a sink-trap for the weak and self-righteous.


  If whoever did this was still here, she’d find them. It was a small act of rebellion, but anything shitting on Morgen’s plans was worth a moment of her time.


  Rain pummelled the mud around her in a wet staccato drumming, drowning all other sound. Stehlen stepped around a hip-high boulder laced with blood and fragments of bone and wriggling worms. Two figures crouched by a meagre fire losing its battle with the downpour. Both wore the robes of Geborene priests. No longer dressed in pristine white, they were sodden and filthy, their hair plastered to their skulls, faces drawn and pale. They looked like they rolled in the mud instead of walking.


  Stehlen caught the glint of mad eyes and realized the two—a man no taller than herself, and a woman—were arguing. With no attempt at secrecy she moved closer to listen.


  “I can’t draw forth his demons, unless I see him,” said the man, picking at a scab on his arm with torn fingernails. “I must lay eyes upon the dark in his soul. Have your damned rocks crush the farm.” Tearing the scab free he popped it in his mouth before picking at another.


  The woman didn’t seem to find this odd. “If the Earth Spirit was willing to crush it,” she said, “it would have. It remains unwilling.” She shrugged bony shoulders. “Perhaps the site has some holy importance of which I am not aware.” The woman’s robes clung to her gaunt body, hollowed from malnutrition. Her face looked like a skull with skin stretched too tight across it, her eyes pinpoints of madness in deep sockets.


  Stehlen had seen this enough times to know what she was looking at: These were Geisteskranken riding the last wave of power before the Pinnacle took them. Of course Morgen sent them here. They were dirty. He’d want them as far away as possible but wouldn’t see the contradiction, the sheer hypocrisy of using their madness for his own purposes. What he hated about them made them useful.


  “There seems to be a lot,” said the short man, sneering, “of which you are unaware.”


  “I’m aware of how much you stink,” said the woman. “Eat snot.”


  “And apparently unaware of your own stench.” The man grinned red teeth as he dug into a nostril with relish.


  The two sat in angry silence, pretending to ignore each other though they shared the same dying fire.


  Stehlen drew a knife and moved closer. She’d open their throats and leave them kicking in the mud.


  The woman flinched at something, glancing into the sky. “Drache will snap soon.”


  “You’re one to speak, Earth-Whore.” But the priest huddled deeper into his robes, squatted lower.


  The priestess grinned like a sunken skull, thin hair pressed against her scalp in greasy strands. “You didn’t have much trouble ripping the demons free of several thousand Gottlos troops.”


  “Go rut a tree.” The man sagged, reaching a hand toward the fire as if he might draw some vestige of warmth from it before it died. “It was easy.” He glanced at the priestess. “Shall I show you?”


  “The earth will crush you like the worm you are.”


  The man shrugged, mad eyes sweeping the black sky above. “She’s going to kill us. I can feel her hate.” He laughed, a racking cough. “She tried to drop a cow on me. If she’d bothered to kill it first, I wouldn’t have heard it coming.”


  The woman searched the sky with sunken eyes and even Stehlen found herself checking to see what might lurk above. She saw nothing.


  Knife ready, Stehlen ghosted closer. Whatever the two Geisteskranken thought flew above was likely a figment of their fragmenting minds. She wasn’t worried. It will die with them.


  “She likes the sound things make when they fall to their death,” said the woman.


  “We should kill her before she kills us.”


  “How?” demanded the priestess. “She hasn’t twisted back to her human shape since we left Selbsthass.”


  Shite, there’s a Therianthrope up there. Apparently one near its own Pinnacle. Shape-shifters spent more and more time as their spirit animal before they cracked.


  “Together we could defeat her,” said the priest, finally digging a nugget of snot from his nose and holding it aloft to show the woman before sucking his finger clean.


  The priestess grimaced. “Really? She hasn’t set foot on the ground in days. You know what that means? It means I can’t touch her. The sky is dead to me.”


  “Well I can kill her—”


  “Good luck with that.”


  Almost within range, Stehlen decided she’d learned all she would from these two bickering fools.


  “Shite,” said the priest. “So what are we going to do about those damned Swordsmen?”


  Stehlen stopped, holding her breath.


  “Go into that farmhouse,” said the priestess, “and exorcise them.”


  He shook his head, lifting filthy hands as if to ward off the woman’s words. “I’m not setting foot into a little farmhouse with the Greatest Swordsman in the World. Exorcisms take time. He’d run me through before I finished.”


  The Greatest… Wichtig was in the farmhouse? Stehlen’s heart kicked in savage fear. I sent Lebendig in there. Alone. She remembered the exhausted sag of Lebendig’s shoulders as she rode away. Wichtig. Lebendig. Who was she more scared for? If the carved toy was to be believed—and Stehlen did believe—Wichtig was badly wounded while Lebendig still recovered from whatever that numen sheltered in the oasis of trees did to her. And the Swordswoman was angry. She wanted to face Wichtig to prove something, either to herself or Stehlen. The Kleptic wasn’t sure.


  But Wichtig is the Greatest Swordsman in the World and Lebendig is…my love.


  Stehlen stood torn, wanting to kill these two priests and wanting to rush to that farmhouse to kill someone and save someone else.


  The ravaged landscape made all too much sense now. These two deranged priests—along with whatever Therianthrope flew hidden in the clouds above—killed thousands of Gottlos troops here. Geborene Geisteskranken at the Pinnacle. She couldn’t leave them alive. They were too dangerous.


  Gods, how long had she been here listening to their insane drivel when she should have been killing them?


  Lebendig will be fine. She had to be.


  Swordsmen. The priest said Swordsmen.


  Kill them fast and go.


  Decision made, Stehlen crept forward. Three heartbeats and these two hearts would never beat again.


  A huge rock, a third of her own height and twice as wide, reared from the mud, blocking Stehlen.


  “You cannot harm the Earth Warden,” said the rock in a voice like a landslide.


  CHAPTER 39


  
    Never trust the distrustful. Never love those who cannot return it. Never lend money to one who would not lend it to you.


    What we see in ourselves is what we see in the world.


    —Basamortuan Proverb

  


  Bedeckt’s nightmares rode and walked in disorganized ranks alongside the axeman’s horse. Great sheets of lightning purpled his vision, left bright streaks and scars of blinding light across the hellish landscape. Far above strange shapes swooped through soot-black clouds.


  This isn’t real.


  Armies of corpses marched at his side, soldiers from a score of wars he hardly remembered.


  I couldn’t have killed all of you.


  With a slash of lightning the sky caught fire, burning as if the clouds held oil instead of rain.


  This isn’t real. It couldn’t be. Reality was broken, savaged by delusion. Somewhere some Geisteskranken riding the ragged Pinnacle toppled into the abyss.


  A hand, small and icy cold, grabbed at Bedeckt’s ruined hand and he snatched it away with a scream of terror.


  Zukunft whimpered, eyes round with fear, riding huddled in a sodden blanket against the torrential downpour. She dropped her hand back to her side, clearly hurt and terrified by his reaction. Was this her doing, was she twisting reality with her delusions? No, she’s a Mirrorist. Not even particularly powerful.


  Downpour? Bedeckt rubbed the forefinger and thumb of his left and together, checking to see if it was indeed oil. One strike of lightning and— No, just water.


  We’re in someone’s hell.


  But whose?


  Bedeckt recognized an old soldier, scarred from countless wars, marching at his side. Bedeckt remembered they’d argued about something but couldn’t remember the man’s name. We were friends.


  “Are you hallucination or albtraum?” Bedeckt asked. “If albtraum, I haven’t gone mad.”


  The soldier glanced up at Bedeckt, a knife protruding from his chest.


  “I remember putting that there,” said Bedeckt, staring at the knife. We argued during a card game. The man accused Bedeckt of cheating, which of course he was.


  “We are your dead,” said the old soldier. “Your hallucinations have stolen us from the Afterdeath, made us real.” He grinned bloody teeth and Bedeckt remembered how much he hated his friend and his easy way with women. “I am dead and I am here.”


  “No,” said Bedeckt “I am sane.”


  “That seems unlikely, given the evidence.”


  Bedeckt rode past a huge and shaggy man, easily over seven feet tall. The monster slogged through the mud, an axe identical to Bedeckt’s buried in his skull.


  That was the Therianthrope bear I killed in Neidrig.


  “There are men I’ve killed who aren’t here,” he said.


  “How can you tell, there’s so many.” The soldier laughed, scratching at the still raw wound where the knife jutted from his belly. “Anyway, those who died in the Afterdeath are gone to whatever comes next.” He glanced at Bedeckt. “Apparently even beyond your reach.”


  “Bedeckt,” said Zukunft, again grabbing his hand and squeezing it until he thought he’d scream from the pain. “You have to stop. You’re making this a hell. These people are dead. Let them be.”


  Bedeckt tried to pull his hand away but he was too weak. “I can’t. This isn’t me. I’m sane.” He looked around, hunting through the thronging dead for some likely culprit. “Someone is doing this to me.”


  “Someone else is pulling the dead from your past?” said Zukunft, and the old soldier laughed, blood spurting from the knife wound.


  “Maybe it’s Morgen,” said Bedeckt, desperate. This isn’t me. “Maybe your sister. Some Geisteskranken is trying to drive me mad.” He attempted to stand in his stirrups but Zukunft held him down. “It won’t work,” he yelled at the dead. “I am sane.”


  Your dead. Your delusions. Your madness.


  No. That’s what they wanted. Someone sought to undermine him, shake his belief in himself. It wouldn’t work. None of this is real. He was still lying on that tavern floor, bleeding out his last, dying from a gut wound. Nothing else made sense. Maybe the Täuschung killed him and he was trapped in their hell.


  He straightened, again scanning the dead.


  “This isn’t right,” he said.


  Zukunft uttered a tittering giggle stained dark with hysteria. She made a show of taking in the nightmare surroundings. “What isn’t?” she asked, still clutching his hand. Their horses rode so close together Bedeckt’s leg rubbed against hers.


  “If this was me hallucinating this, my father would be here.”


  “I am,” said his father. “You pathetic shite.”


  “One more word from you,” said Bedeckt, “and I swear I’ll kill you again.”


  Arsehole, Bedeckt’s horse, nickered and sidestepped something beneath its hooves in dainty, dancing steps. Peering into the mud, Bedeckt saw the remains of a partially buried corpse.


  Just more dead.


  He blinked as another corpse, this one crushed flat as if a great boulder rolled over it, passed beneath. And another. More cadavers slid by, ragged and empty, crushed and broken.


  They rode across a field of dead.


  Too many. And his dead strode at his side, they didn’t lay crushed in the mud.


  “You always were a mad little shite,” said his father.


  Bedeckt fought with his axe, struggling to draw it from where it hung at Arsehole’s side. He didn’t have the strength.


  “I’m already dead, you daft bastard,” said his father, shaking with laughter. “No one escapes their dead.”


  Bedeckt gave up wrestling with the axe and slumped in the saddle, defeated.


  Zukunft squeezed his ruined hand again, the pain cutting through his fog of misery.


  “We ride a carpet of corpses,” she said. “Did you—”


  “I didn’t kill all these,” said Bedeckt, not sure if he was lying. Peering into the muck, he saw the corpses wore the livery of Gottlos. While he had on occasion fought both for and against Gottlos for various would-be usurpers, he definitely had not killed this many. And he had no memory of crushing men flat. “Not my dead,” he said, confused. Whose then? Who hallucinated these half-buried corpses?


  Arsehole picked his way over another body with exaggerated care. This one looking like a rabid tiger had been trapped within and torn its way free.


  “These aren’t mine,” repeated Bedeckt.


  “No shite,” said his father. “Brainless tit.”


  Ahead, a disturbance ran through Bedeckt’s dead. A body, bent backward at an impossible angle, cartwheeled by, eyes wide with surprise.


  “What the hells?”


  A monster of mud and stone and wood stumbled out of the dark, knocking Bedeckt’s dead aside with earthen arms, scattering them like toys. A knife, jammed in what should have been its face, caught Bedeckt’s attention. The weapon shone bright, polished and flawless.


  I know that knife. Bedeckt gave it to Stehlen—returned it, really—when they first found each other in the Afterdeath.


  Stehlen is here.


  Suddenly aware he clung to Zukunft’s hand like she might protect him, might save him from suffocating in madness, Bedeckt released her. He drew his axe and lifted it over his head. With a mindless roar he drove Arsehole forward.


  His dead drew steel and followed, issuing screams of their own. Even his father sprinted at his side, roaring through clenched teeth.


  Battle raged around Bedeckt and he lost himself to the fury of carnage, the madness of utter chaos that came with every combat. The very earth rose up against him and he hewed it apart with his axe. The world hated him. He was an abomination, his madness savaging reality.


  This isn’t me. I’m sane.


  Somehow this all had to make sense.


  Bedeckt saw a mob of corpses drag a mud creature with arms like trees to the ground, hacking and tearing it apart. For a moment, he thought his dead would prevail, but the earth creatures weren’t alone. Swarms of demons, wraiths of smoke and horror, swept among the dead, twining about them, clawing with hooked talons. He watched in horror as a demon tackled his dead friend with the knife in his gut and dragged another demonic wraith from within the man’s corpse. His friend came apart as whatever was within burst forth.


  They’re freeing their inner demons. He’d heard of such things, Wahnist Geisteskranken who thought people were infected with vile spirits and who believed they could free them, driving their demons out. But not on this scale. Thousands of phantoms flitted about the hellish scene.


  Bedeckt remembered the carpet of dead beneath his feet. They were fresh, crushed by creatures of the earth, their inner demons torn free.


  “This isn’t real,” said Bedeckt, chopping down a walking tree as it pulled one of his dead apart, scattering the woman’s limbs.


  A rock monster knocked him from the saddle and Arsehole fled, the stone chasing after. Bedeckt rose from the mud.


  At his side his father laughed and laughed.


  A high pitched scream snapped Bedeckt from his killing frenzy. Zukunft, where was she?


  Abandoned her already, have you?


  Snarling, Bedeckt spun and charged back the way he came, swinging the axe with mad abandon. The earth grabbed at him, clutched at his legs, fought to drag him to the mud. One of his boots came free and he staggered on, leaving it behind. A demonic wraith circled, clawing at his mind and he laughed and roared “My demons are already free!” in its face. Reaching Zukunft he stood over her, battering a shambling clay monstrosity to ruin and kicking its remains away.


  They surrounded him, tearing with clawed branches, pummelling with stone fists, breaking bones, and shredding flesh.


  Something tore his right ear off and he felt it dangling against his neck, hanging from a strip of bloody skin.


  Bedeckt laughed and killed whatever it was.


  This isn’t real.


  He chopped the wood arms from some tree-creature and then split the trunk of its body.


  This isn’t real. I am sane.


  I shall not fall.
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  The earth reared up around Stehlen, blocking the Geborene priests from sight. Rocks screamed their hate and ranted of memories of mountain and the time before cockroach humanity. They spoke in stone voices of infestation, of crushing the surface bugs. Stehlen fled, ducking and spinning away from arms of earth and rock. She was surrounded, there were too many to escape.


  Kill the Geisteskranken manifesting them. It was her only hope.


  Stehlen ducked around a lumbering behemoth of stone. The bodies of crushed soldiers stuck to it like squashed insects. Two smaller, more agile earthen creatures protected the Geborene priestess. They’d crush Stehlen in an instant.


  If she wanted to kill the woman bad enough, nothing could stop her. She’d slide, unseen, past these monsters, her own delusions protecting her. She was torn. More than she wanted this woman dead, she wanted to rush to Lebendig’s side to save her or make sure she didn’t kill Wichtig. Above all else Stehlen craved punishment for her crimes. The Geborene priest, the man who freed his victim’s inner demons, could he do that for her? Could he punish her for everything she ever did? Could she finally get what she long deserved?


  I’d be free.


  Lebendig. Wichtig. They’ll kill each other unless I stop them. Stehlen laughed as she realized she loved the big Swordswoman more than she hated herself. It was a revelation.


  Dead men and women surged around Stehlen, attacking the creatures of earth and stone, and with them came hordes of smoky spectres. In each she saw the manifestation of something someone hated about themselves. Sometimes it was simple physical imperfections and the wraiths bore hooked noses or crooked teeth. More often they reflected some deep-seated self-loathing or an atrocious act someone could never forgive themselves for. These were the freed inner demons of the men and women of the Gottlos army. But who then were these dead hurling themselves against the manifestations of the Geborene Geisteskranken?


  A familiar roar split the air and Stehlen saw Bedeckt, beset on all sides by monsters of mud and tree and rock, standing over a young woman,. The dead fought at his side.


  The big man stumbled, dropped to a knee. A colossal horror of stone and pulverised bodies reared over him, seeking to crush him beneath its weight. Bedeckt rolled away and it followed, smashing the earth where he had been. He was a mess of blood. One of his arms dangled useless at his side, the bone shattered and jutting through torn flesh.


  Lebendig and Wichtig forgotten, Stehlen knew she had to save him. She wanted that more than anything. She loved him, always had. She wouldn’t let him die. Couldn’t.


  Stehlen returned her attention to the Geborene Geisteskranken.


  She wanted to kill them.


  Nothing could stop her.


  CHAPTER 40


  
    There are no myths or monsters, just things people haven’t hallucinated recently.


    —Opportun, Verzweiflung Banking Conglomerate Historian

  


  Wichtig and Opferlamm fled into the farmhouse, the apprentice ducking to ride through the front door and only dismounting to draw her sword once within. The door swung closed behind her. The two stood shoulder to shoulder, weapons drawn. Wichtig gasped for air, his many still-healing wounds feeling like he’d torn them open. Both were covered in horse blood and guts, dripping gore from their hair.


  Opferlamm wiped the blood from her eyes and glanced at the roof. Water poured in everywhere.


  “Was that a dragon?” Opferlamm whispered, eyes darting between the door and the rickety roof above.


  “Quiet.”


  “Sticking well knows we’re in here,” hissed Opferlamm.


  “Quiet.”


  They waited.


  Lightning split the sky above, lighting the inside of the room through the many gaps in the ceiling. Against one wall, Wichtig saw a fireplace, filled with bricks where the chimney fell in. The walls, equal parts hewn logs and clay pressed into the cracks, were covered in grey mould. A table stood in one corner, lilting drunkenly, one of the four legs missing. Spider webs clogged every corner and countless bright eyes stared from every nook and cranny. If he could, he’d climb in one of those holes and hide alongside the rats.


  Several minutes passed, Wichtig and Opferlamm never lowering their guard. Where was the damned dragon? Why didn’t it tear the roof off this wreck and devour them both?


  “Go see if it’s out there,” said Wichtig, nudging his apprentice with his half hand.


  “Rut yourself.”


  They waited longer, Wichtig’s legs cramping in the cold.


  “Fine,” said Wichtig. “Coward.”


  Gripping his sword, he shuffled forward, pausing at the door to listen. Made of rotting planks, it rattled and banged in the wind. Pushing it open with the tip of his sword, Wichtig peered outside.


  It was too dark to see anything. He didn’t know if he wanted lightning to illuminate the world or to remain in blissful ignorance.


  Wichtig retreated from the door.


  “Too dark,” he said.


  “Wait for lightning” said Opferlamm.


  “You wait at the door for lightning.”


  Opferlamm retreated farther into the room instead.


  Rain slammed the roof, trying to pound its way in. The floor, rotting straw strewn across hard packed clay, ran in countless miniature rivers.


  Wichtig and his apprentice stood, swords ready, waiting.


  Finally, Wichtig said, “I don’t think it’s coming.”


  “Maybe it’s waiting for us to go out,” said Opferlamm.


  “It’ll be waiting a long time.”


  Opferlamm nodded agreement.


  They waited longer, swords drooping and eventually hanging loose in their hands.


  “I’m tired,” said Wichtig.


  “Me too.”


  “Should we light a fire?”


  “That might be pushing it,” said Opferlamm.


  Finding a dry piece of floor, Wichtig sheathed his sword and collapsed. “We’ll practice,” he said. “To pass the time.”


  “Are you mad? We’re going to spar—”


  “Don’t be an idiot.” He gestured at another dry patch of floor. “Stand there.”


  Opferlamm stood, sword, still drawn.


  “Good,” said Wichtig, sprawled on the floor. “Show me your heroic pose.”


  The lass glanced at the ceiling and then at the door.


  “That,” said Wichtig, “is a shite heroic pose. You look like a terrified girl.”


  “I am a terrified girl.”


  “You are the worst apprentice I’ve ever had,” Wichtig said. “You’re a Swordswoman, you’re always in danger. If it isn’t dragons it’s some bastard who wants to kill you to prove he’s better. Now pose.”


  Opferlamm lifted her sword and struck a pose.


  “Your hair is a mess,” said Wichtig. “You’re not making proper use of the light.”


  “I got rained on and there is no light.” Again she wiped horse blood from her eyes where it trickled from her scalp. “And a gods-damned dragon tried to drop a horse on me.”


  With a weary sigh Wichtig stood. “Look at me.”


  “You look like a dragon tried to drop a horse on you too.”


  Wichtig stood and struck a pose. Lightning flashed in the sky above and lit him through a hole in the roof, haloing him in blood. The door swung open as wind gusted through, ruffling his horse-guts-soaked hair, and then closed.


  “See?” said Wichtig, sinking back to the floor.


  Opferlamm stared at him, mouth open. “How?”


  “Practice.” Wichtig kept from his face the rush of relief that it worked. He’d thought maybe these scars forever ruined him. As long as I can pose, I can have women. Maybe things weren’t so bad. Except for the dragon. Right, except for that.


  “You will practice that every day,” said Wichtig.


  “Do I really need that if I’m good enough with a sword?”


  “If you mention how good you are one more time,” said Wichtig, “I will show you how good you are not.” He laid back, feigning nonchalance like there being a Therianthrope dragon out there dropping horses on people was normal. “Practice until you know how to make use of lightning.”


  “The lightning was a fluke.”


  “Was it?”


  Tearing her attention from the door, Opferlamm tried another pose.


  “Enough,” said Wichtig. “Next lesson.”


  “Really?” Again the lass glanced at the ceiling, licking her lips.


  “Pretend we’re facing off. We’re about to duel.”


  Opferlamm turned to face him, sword ready. Still on the floor, Wichtig shook his head in disgust. “Put the sword away. This is a battle of words.”


  “The dragon—”


  “Will pick its teeth with your sword.”


  Opferlamm sheathed her sword but remained standing and tense.


  “I am Wichtig Lügner,” said Wichtig, “the Greatest Swordsman in the World. Every one from Unbedeutend to the Basamortuan desert knows of me. I have slain a hundred Swordsmen a thousand times better than you. Throw your sword to the ground and I won’t kill you.” He pretended to blow kisses to the girls in the crowd.


  Opferlamm watched, one eyebrow raised. “I already know who you are,” said his apprentice.


  “This is like trying to teach Bedeckt how to dance.” Wichtig shuffled, trying to find a more comfortable position. “Sword fighting isn’t about swords. It’s about belief and doubt. You must know you will win and your opponent must doubt themselves. Also, if you don’t first brag about your escapades, how will another Swordsman know you’re worth killing? And if you don’t hear theirs, how will you know they’re worth killing?”


  “I guess that makes sense,” said Opferlamm.


  “Of course it does. Your turn.”


  “Uh…” She glanced again at the door.


  “Ignore the sticking dragon. It’ll kill us or it won’t. Pay attention.”


  “Sorry. What do I say?”


  “Start by listing your kills.”


  “I’ve never killed anyone.”


  “Never?”


  “No.”


  “Then make something up. If you don’t, no Swordsman will bother killing you.”


  “Lie?”


  Wichtig buried his face in his hands and ran fingers through his hair, dragging clumps of horse intestine free. “Lying is a critical skill for Swordsmen. Everyone must believe you’ve done more than you have. At least until you’re me. Then you’ve done more than any will believe. You’ll have to tone it down, lie in the other direction or no one will want to fight you.”


  “You killed that Swordsman in the street without talking or bragging.”


  “I wanted his horse and his clothes. And I knew he wasn’t worth killing.”


  “How did you know?”


  “I am the Greatest Swordsman in the World. Let’s focus on you. Killing unknowns will do nothing for your reputation.”


  Opferlamm nodded her understanding and frowned. “But if swordsmen lie about their kills, the people who kill them will go on perpetuating those lies. I could go around believing I’d killed a man who killed a thousand men.”


  “The facts don’t matter. Facts are a hindrance. Unless they support whatever it is you’re saying, in which case they are the most important thing in the world and anyone who says otherwise is an idiot.”


  “Okay.” Wichtig watched the girl gather her thoughts, saw the frown of concentration take her young face. “I am Opferlamm. I have slain—”


  “Why are you looking at me?”


  “I’m supposed to convince—”


  “Your opponent doesn’t matter. The crowd matters. Convince the crowd. Never fight without a crowd if you can avoid it. If there’s no crowd, then you have to convince your opponent. If that fails, you might have to actually rely on skill with a sword. That should always be a last resort. Now, talk to the crowd. Look at the pretty girls or boys or whatever your preference is. Ignore your opponent. Nothing pisses Swordsmen off more than being ignored.”


  Opferlamm stiffly mimed blowing kisses and winking at an imagined crowd, but her attention kept returning to the roof and the door.


  “You’re faking,” said Wichtig. “It has to be real.”


  “There’s no one here, of course I’m faking.”


  “You are the only person who matters. You can’t care what others think. If you can’t do this with no one looking, how awkward will it be in a crowd? What if your opponent makes fun of you? Will you blush and stammer with embarrassment? Try again.”


  “Why am I trying to convince people if I don’t care—”


  “You don’t care what they think about you, you care what they think about the fight. What they think about your opponent.” Wichtig closed his eyes. “I’m tired. Keep practising in your mind. Imagine the crowd. Imagine what you’ll say and what your opponent will say. Wake me if the dragon comes to eat us.”


  He lay still, pretending to sleep, listening to Opferlamm mutter under her breath. Through slitted eyes, he watched the girl rise and circumnavigate the room, peering through cracks and holes as if she hoped to glimpse what hid outside.


  “Apprentice,” said Wichtig.


  “Yes?”


  “Get me one of your blankets. Mine are with my horse.”


  “Sorry.” Opferlamm hurried to her horse and hunted through her saddlebags for a blanket. “I should have thought of that.”


  “Yes,” said Wichtig. “You should have.”


  She draped Wichtig in a blanket like a mother tucking her child into bed.


  “Why hasn’t it come for us?”


  Wichtig studied her. “It may have recognized me.”


  Opferlamm blinked. She opened and closed her mouth, and then nodded. “That must have been it.”


  “You’re going to have to stay awake all night,” said Wichtig.


  “Doubt I could sleep anyway.”


  “Good.” Wichtig slept.


  Wichtig dreamed of cold ale, warm women, down-filled pillows, and hot baths. An old man watched with a look of disgust and called him weak, said he was as soft as one of those pillows. Harsh words, angry and threatening, intruded.


  With a groan he stretched, cracking an eye open to see Opferlamm, sword drawn, facing off against Lebendig. She looked paler than he remembered, like she’d lost a lot of blood. The big Swordswoman hadn’t drawn steel, but her hands rested on the pommels and her eyes said she was a heartbeat from killing his young apprentice. Seeing Wichtig awake, her face lit with something he didn’t like.


  “Get up,” she said.


  Still sprawled in the dirt, Wichtig grinned his best grin.


  She clearly didn’t give a shite.


  Taking his time, he stood, stretching. He left his sword sheathed. “You aren’t dead,” he said. “It’s so good to see you again.” He made a show of examining her. “Though you look like life on the road doesn’t agree with you. Perhaps you should return to that armpit city you come from.”


  She eyed his wounds without comment. Twin swords hissed from matched scabbards. “It’s time we find out who really is the best.”


  “No” he said. “We already know.”


  “You know this woman?” asked Opferlamm, retreating a step.


  “Of course. This is Lebendig Durchdachter, a Swordswoman previously of Neidrig. I was going to kill her but a Kleptic bitch got in the way.”


  Lebendig circled, eyes bright. “I don’t remember you being quite so ugly.”


  Bitch. She knew how to hurt him. “Don’t be mean.” And you’re not looking so good yourself.


  “You look like you’ve been thoroughly beaten.” She spat the last word.


  “Nice, a lovely attempt, but suffering wounds hardly means I lost the fight.”


  Opferlamm moved to keep herself between Lebendig and her master. “He killed half a dozen Swordsmen in Unbrauchbar while stumbling drunk. He could hardly stand.”


  “Well,” said Lebendig, “he can stand now. Shall we step outside?”


  Outside? Is she mad? “I’m only now starting to dry off,” said Wichtig. “But you go on out and wait for me.” Maybe the dragon would eat her.


  “We can fight in here,” she said.


  While she didn’t look fresh, she did seem awfully eager and ready. He felt like he was a hundred years old, was tortured a few days ago, and stabbed several times since. He’d win, no doubt, but he didn’t relish once again feeling steel in his flesh.


  “Are you mad?” demanded Opferlamm. “There’s a—”


  “Of course,” said Wichtig, cursing inwardly. He couldn’t back down in front of his apprentice, couldn’t be seen to show weakness. “You’re wet,” he said to Lebendig. “Care to dry off first?” Maybe he could stick a knife in the big bitch when she wasn’t expecting it.


  “No.” She examined him, taking in his blood-soaked appearance. “Whose blood is that?”


  “It’s—” began Opferlamm.


  “Not mine,” finished Wichtig. “I killed a few people and it got a tad…” he winked, “…messy.”


  Wichtig laid his right hand on the pommel of his sword. Gods he wished he had the other sword. And the other hand. Gripping the weapon, he paused. Where is Stehlen? Could Lebendig be here without her? The Kleptic must have brought the Swordswoman with her when she left the Afterdeath. He saw instantly how it would play out. Stehlen, unable to see past the next bauble she desired, would have been caught off guard when Lebendig—upon returning to the world of the living—realized she no longer served the hideous Kleptic. Free of the constraints of the Warrior’s Credo, Lebendig would have killed Stehlen.


  Wichtig drew his sword. “You killed her after she brought you back to life. Ungrateful bitch.”


  “What? I—”


  “Move,” Wichtig growled at Opferlamm and the girl scurried out of the way.


  Wichtig advanced. “She loved you and you stabbed her in the back.” He’d kill the Swordswoman. Stehlen might be a murderous Kleptic, but she was his friend and she deserved better than Lebendig could ever offer. “Time to do what I should have done back in Neidrig.”


  Lebendig shook her head in amazement. “You’re an idiot.” She spun her swords in graceful and mesmerizing arcs and advanced. She moved well, surprisingly lithe for such a big woman. Her balance was perfect.


  Wichtig limped as he turned to face her, his missing toe itching fiercely. His face felt hot and flushed, the scar tugging at his lips every time he tried for a cocky grin.


  “Opferlamm,” he said. “Watch the door.”


  CHAPTER 41


  
    We are sparks of consciousness trapped in false puppets of flesh and bone. That we feel rooted within these puppets is an illusion. With sufficient desire, that spark may be moved. Almost anything will suffice as a receptacle for that spark. Sticks, clay, stones, even the flesh and bones of another creature. A well constructed puppet will even allow movement. My personal favourite is a small man I have made of twigs bound by my own hair and snot.


    —Schwermut, Ausgebrochene tribal Salbei (witch doctor)

  


  Stehlen turned her back on Bedeckt. If she didn’t kill the Geborene Geisteskranken now, no one would get out of here alive. Not Bedeckt, not Wichtig, and not Lebendig.


  And you who craves punishment and takes increasingly insane risks in the attempt to achieve it, will you flee this man who can unleash your inner demons?


  No. If her friends died here, so would she. She wanted to see what was inside her. What would her inner demons look like when freed? Would it be hideous, like her, would it reflect her life of murder and thievery? Or would it show her earliest, darkest crime?


  But even more than she wanted punishment—even more than she wanted to be Exorcised of darkness—she wanted to save Bedeckt. Ever since that day, years ago, when he returned to save her from the albtraum, she lived in his debt. The knowledge she would not have done the same for him made it worse. He never once showed a hint of emotion toward her, never once suggested he cared for her beyond her usefulness as a Kleptic, and still he came back for her. Much as she loved him all these years, she would have left him to die.


  Not today.


  Today she wanted something.


  Nothing can stop a Kleptic when we want something bad enough.


  Though these monsters were creatures of the earth, they were also creatures of delusion. As such, they suffered the same faults and fallibilities of the woman who manifested them. They were as blind to Stehlen as the Geborene Priestess.


  Stehlen, cloaked in self-hatred and the knowledge she was worthless—beneath notice—stood behind the woman. The Wahnist was thin, emaciated from months of starvation, held upright only by force of her insane will. She teetered at the Pinnacle, reeking of madness and the stench of a woman too lost in dementia to care for herself.


  What this Wahnist believed that allowed her to bring mud and stone to life, Stehlen had no idea. Perhaps she loathed all humanity and thought the earth should rise up to crush the filth infesting its surface. The Kleptic understood such loathing, could even appreciate it. But as with all Geisteskranken, that hatred was misplaced. The Geborene Priestess hated herself more than she hated any other, craved her own death more than she desired the extermination of her species.


  Stehlen granted the woman her deepest wish and buried a knife in her neck. The Priestess kicked and shuddered in Stehlen’s arms, her pumping heart emptying her in heaving pulses. Releasing the woman, Stehlen watched as the Wahnist and her delusions collapsed to the earth. Three weakening heartbeats later, no stone monsters remained.


  Thinking to once again disappear, Stehlen turned to face the man. She found herself the attention of hundreds of flitting wraiths.


  Join us, they called to her. Let your inner demons free.


  Beyond them, kneeling in the mud, head bowed in prayer, Stehlen saw the priest.


  Shed your guilt, said the demons. You’ve earned this torment.


  They mobbed her, tearing at her soul with chimerical claws. Hooked talons raked through her heart, dragging her from her own body. The meat of her slipped away.


  Punishment. Retribution. Everything she craved and cowered from was within reach. Claws, real claws, sharp like steel, tore at her insides. She remembered the bodies, split from within as if something dug its way out.


  It’s fighting its way free.


  Raw agony shredded her innards. Pressure built against her ribs, swelling them outward. She’d burst.


  Stehlen saw Bedeckt, still standing over the pretty girl, beset by wraiths seeking to free his own inner demons. They have no idea what they’ll unleash. The dead surrounded him. They hurled themselves upon the floating demons, only to be torn apart as their own inner demons exploded forth.


  He’ll die here. Her first and last attempt at a redeeming act and she failed. Utterly. Stehlen laughed as her ribs groaned from the pressure within. She’d split apart, spill her guts and soul at her feet.


  Something swept down out of the clouds, a bulbous snake’s head on a sinuous neck followed by a body too large to ever fly. Colossal wings drove it forward. With every powerful beat the downdraught flattened everything below. The snake’s jaw dislocated, gaping wide, and breathed chaos. The dragon cut a path through Bedeckt’s army of corpses, warping and twisting them with its breath, shredding the very fabric of reality with its delusions.


  Dragon.


  For an insane moment, Stehlen wished Lebendig were here to see this.


  Banking, the dragon swept past, snatching a horse from the ground and hurling itself back into the air with a crushing beat of its wings. Even her inner demon, in the process of clawing its way free of its prison, seemed to stop to watch as the dragon hauled the screaming horse ever upward and disappeared into the clouds. The horse’s whinnies of terror faded to nothing.


  Stehlen blinked. Though that distraction broke her fixation with her own death, already she felt the claws within renew their scrabbling dig for freedom.


  Distraction.


  Take your mind off how much you crave punishment. For Bedeckt.


  Stehlen sprinted for Bedeckt.


  He saw her coming but no recognition lit his eyes. He was lost to his nightmare, drowning in the murderous rage she’d seen him lose himself to so many times. Stehlen ducked under the axe as he tried to split her in two and came up inside his guard. She kicked one of his knees out and he buckled, roaring.


  “Shut up, old man.”


  Stehlen caught him as he collapsed, taking his weight over her shoulders.


  “Gods you’re fat.”


  No way she could lift him on her own.


  Stehlen kicked the pretty girl curled in the mud beneath Bedeckt. The woman blinked gorgeous green eyes at her and Stehlen wanted to steal them.


  “Grab his damned feet,” she shouted at the girl.


  The two women half-carried, half-dragged Bedeckt toward the farmhouse.


  When the girl saw the abandoned homestead her eyes widened. “No,” she said, slowing.


  “Drop him and I’ll kill you,” said Stehlen. “Now move.”


  CHAPTER 42


  
    When staring into the gaping maw of the Afterdeath, all men find religion


    —Kleriker, Wahnvor Stellung Priest


    Kleriker is so full of shite.


    —Halber Tod, Cotardist poet

  


  Wichtig launched a blistering attack, wove a web of steel, and Lebendig smashed through it and left him bleeding from a long gash on his right thigh. Somewhere behind him Opferlamm screamed something about convincing the woman of something, but Wichtig was too busy to listen.


  At least the damned toe doesn’t itch any more.


  He retreated before the Swordswoman’s advance, batting aside her feints and attacks. Even exhausted she was good. Damned good.


  But she wasn’t the best. She wasn’t the Greatest Swordsman in the World.


  Wichtig turned a parry into a blistering riposte and opened a wound along her side, beneath her ribs. Not deep enough to kill, but he knew how much that hurt.


  “See,” he said, “your armour is slowing you down.”


  When she attacked again, he sent one of her swords spinning away to land in the muck.


  “Practice much with one hand?” he asked with a wink. “I have,” he lied.


  Wichtig attacked, stabbing and slashing and driving Lebendig back toward the caved-in fireplace. He saw openings and ignored them. He could have killed her a dozen times over but settled for leaving shallow slashes, parting her chain hauberk like it was parchment. Each time he saw his opportunity to end the fight, he hesitated.


  What the hells are you doing. She’s too good to toy with. End her.


  Still he hesitated.


  Stehlen. The damned Kleptic loved this woman.


  She’s back in the Afterdeath and at this woman’s hand. To hells with her. Kill this bitch.


  Lebendig’s sword licked past his guard and left him bleeding from his chest. It felt like she slashed clean through one of his nipples.


  “Wish you were wearing armour now?” she asked, panting.


  Again he backed her up with a series of feints and attacks not intended to kill.


  If I send her to the Afterdeath, Stehlen will be there waiting. She’ll know I killed her lover. Somehow he didn’t think the Kleptic would thank him. Every time someone killed someone Stehlen wanted to kill, she acted as if she’d been robbed. And no one steals from Stehlen. Gods, how many times had she said that to him?


  If I kill Lebendig, Stehlen will find me and kill me. No way something as minor as death would stop her.


  “I don’t—”


  Lebendig’s attack interrupted him and Wichtig found himself retreating before her rage. She screamed at him but it was all nonsense. Something about how Stehlen loved him more than she loved Lebendig, but that was ridiculous. The Kleptic might want his flawless body, but she was too smart to actually like him.


  Over the crash of thunder and the screams of Lebendig, Wichtig heard the unmistakable sounds of battle as if some war was being waged outside this ramshackle farmhouse.


  What the hells? The Geborene Wahnists must be coming for them. Or maybe it was that damned dragon.


  “Kill anything coming through the door,” Wichtig yelled at Opferlamm. To his surprise the lass nodded and turned her back on the duel to watch the entrance. The kid had potential. Maybe not as the Greatest Swordsman in the World, but as something. Somehow she reminded him of his son, Fluch. Not the albtraum version, but the boy he left behind all those years ago. I’ll bring her under my wing, teach her to be great. It was weird to have a woman in his life—aside from Stehlen—he liked and didn’t want to rut. This must be what maturity and wisdom are like.


  First he had to deal with this big bitch.


  With a snarl, Wichtig again forced Lebendig back. No matter how good she was, he was better. He knew he was better. He knew it more than she knew anything, more than she was capable of believing anything. He cut her and slashed her, shredding her hauberk and leaving long wounds leaking blood. And still she tried to kill him, unrelenting in her fury.


  “Give up,” he said, and she tried to put her sword in his guts. “You can’t win. I am the Greatest, and you know it.” He bent his Gefahrgeist power against her and she ignored him.


  She doesn’t care. Lebendig would kill him or die trying.


  The door slammed open and Opferlamm screamed, backpedalling.


  Stehlen and some woman dragged Bedeckt into the farmhouse and dumped him on the dirt floor. The old bastard leaked blood from a thousand wounds. His right ear hung dangling against his neck from a ragged strip of flesh. His left arm hung broken and useless, flopping about like a dying fish.


  As if he wasn’t ugly enough already.


  He’d also lost one of his boots. Again.


  Stehlen.


  She was here. She was alive.


  How?


  Lebendig stabbed him, ripping fire through his left shoulder, and he remembered he was still fighting an extremely talented Swordswoman.


  If Stehlen could escape the Afterdeath once to come after Bedeckt, why not a second time?


  She must be here for vengeance upon Lebendig.


  Wichtig was trapped. If he killed the Swordswoman, Stehlen would gut him for sure. If he didn’t, Lebendig would kill him. He was better, but not so much better he could hold her off indefinitely. One lucky strike and—


  Opferlamm hurled herself at Stehlen.


  Are you mad, girl? Run.
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  Stehlen kicked the door in and a girl squeaked like a terrified rabbit and backed away, holding her stupid sword up like maybe Stehlen wouldn’t kill her for being in the way. Dragging Bedeckt in, she dropped him on the floor and drew her own sword.


  Someone grunted and cursed and the song of steel on steel drew her attention. Wichtig and Lebendig fought, swords a blur of glinting razor sharp light. Again and again the Swordsman cut her lover. Stehlen saw fear and hate in Lebendig’s eyes.


  She knows she’ll lose. She knows.


  Lebendig stumbled, parrying and wincing when Wichtig’s sword slid past her guard and opened yet another surface wound. Stehlen, experienced in pain, realized none of her lover’s wounds were mortal. Wichtig was slashing and cutting Lebendig, careful not to kill her.


  He’s playing with her. The bastard toyed with Lebendig. I’ll kill him.


  The girl with the sword threw herself at Stehlen.


  The Kleptic knocked the attack aside with her own sword, riposting with the intent of skewering the brat’s heart. The girl parried Stehlen’s attack, damned near disarmed her with a much slicker riposte, and followed it with a series of dancing attacks. Having dragged Bedeckt here, she was gasping for air while this young woman was fresh, unhurt. At least she no longer felt like her inner demons were about to claw their way free. She had no idea why, and no time to question.


  Snarling, Stehlen pressed the attack and instantly found herself once again on the defensive. She retreated, stepping over Bedeckt’s prone form, careful not to trip. She parried another attack, and tried to manoeuvre herself toward Lebendig. The bitch Swordswoman kept moving to stay in her way.


  She’s protecting Wichtig, making sure I don’t interfere.


  Rage tore through Stehlen and then washed away in wave of desperate self-preservation as the girl again pressed her attack, steel licking and stabbing, prodding like it wanted inside of the Kleptic.


  Lebendig screamed in rage and pain as Wichtig cut her again. Stehlen’s distraction cost her as the youth’s sword opened a vicious wound in her side.


  The pain focussed Stehlen.


  Kill this idiot and then save Lebendig.


  In a crazed frenzy she attacked and once again failed to land a single blow.


  She’s better than I am.


  “Moron,” Stehlen cursed herself.


  The youth was clearly a Swordswoman and here she was having a damned sword fight with her.
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  Opferlamm threw herself at Stehlen and Wichtig didn’t know whether to cheer or curse. The Kleptic would gut the kid in a second. His apprentice would spend her last few moments in a pool of her own innards wondering where things went wrong. The thought tore him up. He didn’t want that for Opferlamm. She deserved better.


  Knocking aside another attack, Wichtig cut Lebendig again. The woman shrieked and attacked, still desperately trying to kill him.


  “Give up, damn you,” he hissed through clenched teeth.


  She didn’t hear or didn’t care.


  He tried to yell at Opferlamm to run away, but every time his attention wandered to his apprentice Lebendig was on him in a flash. Wichtig might be better, but she was easily the best he ever fought. A moment’s distraction, and she’d kill him.


  From the corner of his eye, he saw his apprentice drive Stehlen back and damned near died when Lebendig, seeing his attention wander, tried to bury a foot of steel in his heart. Wichtig danced away and the big woman followed.


  The kid was good. Damned good.


  But this was Stehlen. Even Wichtig didn’t want to fight her.


  He saw her draw a stiletto, holding the knife hidden behind her arm so Opferlamm couldn’t see it.


  She’s going to kill her.


  Stehlen didn’t wound. She had no interest in torturing her victims. When she wanted someone dead she made them dead. Fast.


  She’ll put it in Opferlamm’s brain. Pure Stehlen. Gods damn it.


  Wichtig had to save his apprentice. Maybe he could convince her to leave this life.


  But as long as he fought Lebendig, there was nothing he could do to help.


  The big Swordswoman, noting his distraction, again attacked. This time Wichtig didn’t spin, didn’t dance away. Brushing her sword aside, he killed her, ran three feet of steel through her belly. He kicked her body away to free his blade. Wichtig’s sword came away in a spray of blood.


  Lebendig stared at him from the floor, eyes wide with understanding. She curled about the agony in her stomach, desperate hands fumbling to keep her guts in.


  Still sprawled in the dirt near the door, Bedeckt spasmed and screamed, waving clawed fingers as if to ward away something Wichtig couldn’t see. The pretty girl held on to him, begging and pleading. He showed no sign of hearing.


  Wichtig caught three words, repeated over and over, in the madness gushing from Bedeckt: “I am sane.”
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  Wichtig killed Lebendig, ran her through and kicked her away like she was nothing.


  Stehlen’s heart shivered apart, splintered like a diamond struck with a smith’s hammer. She felt gutted, empty. Wichtig might as well have slashed Stehlen’s belly open and dumped everything she was on the floor.


  She killed the girl, put her knife through an eye and into the bitch’s brain. Then she gutted her for good measure. The girl toppled, torn by agony, writhing in her own viscera. Dead and not yet knowing it. Stehlen’s knife went with the girl, wedged in bone.


  “Stehlen,” said Wichtig and she was on him, sword hissing as it parted air.


  The Swordsman danced away, knocking aside her attacks like they were nothing. For the first time Stehlen understood what it was to face the Greatest Swordsman in the World.


  She was death.


  She killed with no thought but death.


  She couldn’t touch him.


  Wichtig was a god.


  She didn’t care.


  Throwing herself at him with mad abandon, she suffered wound after wound as he defended her every attack and repaid her with more damage.


  He’s playing with you as he played with Lebendig.


  She snarled fury and hacked and slashed and he batted her attacks away like she was a child and not the single most skilled killer in all the world.


  “Kill me,” she screamed at him.


  “I can’t,” he said, slashing a deep gash in her side. “Stop—”


  She pressed the attack, forcing him to retreat. Still he carved her, mocking her inability to touch him.


  Kill me. I’ve earned it. I have nothing left.


  “Kill me!”


  “I can’t!”


  Stehlen drew another knife, keeping it from Wichtig’s sight.


  Kill me or I’ll kill you.


  CHAPTER 43


  
    Only fools worship gods.


    There is nothing out there that man did not make.


    —Anonymous

  


  Bedeckt lost the world to madness. Sundered reality plagued his every breath, left him reeling and adrift. Lying near the door, Zukunft pressed against him cooing soothing sounds and sobbing into his chest, he heard the sounds of battle outside. Did his dead fight to protect him? Were they battling whatever remained of the Geborene Geisteskranken’s delusions? Why? Why would they do that?


  Zukunft dripped blood on Bedeckt and he saw a tear in her scalp, parting that beautiful hair and staining it red. He didn’t know how or when she was hurt, didn’t even know how he got inside this run-down house. His memory was tattered gaps where he lost himself to the killing rage.


  That rage was gone, dead and cold. Replaced with terror. He was dying.


  Outside the world came apart, shattered by dementia. He heard the tornado roar of the dragon’s wings as it swept low to breathe chaos on his dead, warping them and leaving them twisted with the taint of its delusions. The beast flayed reality, peeled back the skin to expose the worm-ridden madness beneath.


  Nothing survived its breath. No soul escaped this battle to return to the Afterdeath.


  The dragon was killing Bedeckt’s dead, stealing any chance they might have of redemption.


  He laughed, coughing blood. Redemption? He’d gone mad.


  “No, I’m sane.”


  Zukunft looked up at his words, her eyes pleading. “You’re not dead,” she said. “You haven’t left me.”


  “No.” Not yet.


  Again the dragon passed by outside, splashing Bedeckt’s dead with its breath.


  Why do you care?


  He killed them. All of them. Why did he care?


  Ringing steel drew Bedeckt’s attention and over Zukunft’s back he saw Wichtig—covered head to toe in blood and limping—and Stehlen. They fought, desperately trying to kill each other. They were a blur of steel.


  As he watched, he realized that while Stehlen fought to kill Wichtig, the Swordsman held back. He cut her, hurt her continually, but refused to land a killing blow.


  Wichtig can kill Stehlen any time he wants.


  The Swordsman had always been good, but now he was untouchable. He fought like each second made him better. Stehlen couldn’t so much as scratch him. Was he toying with her?


  Bedeckt saw the answer in Wichtig’s face, the haunted look of a man riven of choices.


  No. Wichtig won’t kill her. Eventually, Stehlen would kill him. He’d hesitate, and she was a thousand times too dangerous not to take advantage.


  When she’s done, she’ll kill Zukunft. She’d see the girl hunched over Bedeckt, crying, and think this was something it wasn’t. Jealously would guide her hand.


  “This isn’t real,” said Bedeckt. I’m lying on that tavern floor.


  The end was near. He felt it, lurking like a shadow.


  Even if Zukunft somehow survived Stehlen, whatever was outside would kill her. The dragon. Those wraiths tearing people’s souls apart.


  “Not real.”


  Zukunft would die and her Reflection, Vergangene, would rise up to take her place.


  “No, this is madness.”


  Bedeckt brought the girl from the Afterdeath. She was here, caught in this insanity because he led her here. He used her, dragged her along her so he could keep using her and he always knew it would likely end in her death. And she followed. She followed him, hating and cursing him and always looking to him like he was her hope, her salvation and damnation. Looking at him like he was the perfect man to turn his back and abandon her to her delusions. She wanted him to save her and she wanted him to desert her.


  He would be the last man to let her down, to betray her.


  “Go to hell,” Bedeckt told her and she cried into his chest.


  Beyond the log walls of the farmhouse, reality came apart like an unravelling blanket, tugged and torn by rampant delusion. Bedeckt’s madness did war with the insanity of the Geborene Geisteskranken.


  My madness. My delusions.


  “No. I am sane.”


  Bedeckt’s mind frayed.


  The list. The damned list. Saving people was not on the list. Abandoning friends was not on the list. The list—


  Why are you here? Are you trying to save Morgen? Why did you try and save that child and his family from those Täuschung priests? Why didn’t you rut Zukunft when she first offered herself? She’s no child. She’s a woman. Why do you keep trying to save her?


  Everything Bedeckt believed about himself was wrong. The list was a lie, something to hide behind. He was a coward. His life was a lie.


  Cowardice isn’t on the list.


  Bedeckt laughed, the cracked sound of a breaking mind.


  He had but one truth left to cling to: Sanity.


  “I am sane,” he said into Zukunft’s hair as his dead, torn from the Afterdeath, warred with a Therianthrope dragon. And lost.


  Zukunft lifted her head, her green eyes meeting his with a bruised look. “I’m so scared,” she said, voice so soft he barely heard her through what remained of his ears. “Don’t let them have me. I was wrong. I don’t want to die.”


  Glancing beyond Zukunft, he saw Stehlen draw a knife, keeping it hidden behind her body so Wichtig couldn’t see it.


  In a moment, she’d gut the Swordsman or bury the blade in what little brain he had. Wichtig might be the Greatest Swordsman in the World, but Stehlen was the perfect killer. In this, no one could match her.


  Bedeckt struggled to rise, his hands slipping in his own blood. He drew breath, lungs, filling with blood, shuddering from the effort.


  If she killed Wichtig, she’d never forgive herself. She’d see it afterwards, realize he let her win, allowed her to kill him. Bedeckt wanted to laugh. Stehlen and forgiveness in the same thought. Madness. He coughed blood.


  Unable to form words, Bedeckt loosed an incomprehensible roar at Stehlen and Wichtig, hoping to break their deadly fixation.
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  Stehlen manoeuvred her body, keeping the knife from Wichtig’s sight. She bled from so many shallow wounds she felt like she’d bathed in blood. The inside of this farmhouse reeked of carnage, stunk like an abattoir.


  Bedeckt roared like an angry bull moose and Wichtig glanced over Stehlen’s shoulder, distracted. She ignored everything except the kill. Her knife moved, spinning in nimble fingers and stabbing upward beneath the Swordsman’s field of vision. She’d drive the blade through his chin and into his brain.


  Then she saw Lebendig, curled on the floor in an expanding pool of her own viscera. The Swordswoman clutched the carving of Wichtig in bloody fingers. She held a knife in her other hand, poised and ready to stab it into the carving.


  Stehlen knew, saw it in a sliver of time as her hand brought the knife toward Wichtig’s exposed throat: Lebendig had been awake. She saw Stehlen hide the carvings in her pack.


  I could never hide anything from her.


  And now Lebendig would kill Wichtig.


  Stehlen spun the knife, whisking it past Wichtig’s jaw, severing the lobe of his right ear.


  The knife left Stehlen’s hand, spinning in the most beautiful arc, and buried itself in the Swordswoman’s throat.


  Stehlen’s lover gurgled and twitched. Her eyes met Stehlen’s as she dropped the knife held in her fist and raised that hand to touch the hilt of the knife in her throat. Pale eyes dimmed.


  Fire lit Stehlen’s guts and chest. She burbled a laughing cough of blood. She tasted steel. Glancing down she saw Wichtig’s sword, buried to the hilt in her belly. The blade angled up, the tip jutted out the back of her neck. She followed the hand holding the sword up the strong arm to the muscled chest. How many nights had she lain awake thinking about that chest? Even scarred, even bleeding and wounded, he was beautiful. She followed the chest to the broad shoulders and up to meet those flat grey eyes.


  But they weren’t flat. She saw anguish there. Understanding she never would have expected to see in Wichtig. She tried to tell him he was a shite killer and that he’d never match her but the words wouldn’t come. She tried to tell him he had Bedeckt’s cat turd face. She tried to spit on him. Couldn’t.


  Wichtig blinked, freeing tears. He reached an arm around her waist, holding her close as he drew his sword from her.


  How many times have I wanted him to stick me?


  “No,” said Wichtig. “I…I didn’t mean to…”


  Stehlen leaned her head against his shoulder, let him take her weight. He held her, sobbing into the matted mess of her hair.


  She drew another knife and held it, tip touching Wichtig’s belly below his navel. She heard his breath catch.


  That’s right. I win. I always win.


  And still he didn’t release her, made no attempt to defend himself.


  Idiot.


  Her legs didn’t work. If Wichtig let go, she’d drop like a stone. He held her tight, his half-hand rising to stroke her hair and getting caught in the tangled chaos.


  Not much left.


  What she had she pulled together. One last effort. It cost her everything.


  “I’ll be waiting,” she whispered into his ear.


  CHAPTER 44


  
    How many good dreams can you remember? How many nightmares? How often have you seen a crowd gather around to witness an act of friendship? How many times have you seen a mob around the scene of a terrible tragedy?


    We forget kindness and cling to horror.


    This is our reality.


    —Vorstellung - Natural Philosopher

  


  Bedeckt watched in horror as Wichtig killed Stehlen, saw regret blossom on the Swordsman’s face the moment he understood what he had done. It was a terrible look on a man whose empathy never went beyond empty words. It was like seeing that instant in a boy’s life when tragedy makes him a man.


  The battle outside forgotten, Bedeckt watched as Wichtig held Stehlen. Saw her draw another hidden knife and hold it to his belly. Saw her decide not to kill the Swordsman. Watched as she whispered something in his ear and went limp.


  Wichtig held her for a while longer, stroking the rat’s nest of her hair, before lowering her to the ground. Tears ran from hollow eyes as he knelt over her, blinking as if he struggled to find some way of undoing what he’d done. But there was no undoing murder.


  I’ll never see her again. Somehow, Bedeckt knew it was true. All the years they spent together he treated her like shite. Even after that night of drunken rutting in an alley, he brushed her off, kept her at arm’s length. She told him she loved him and he pretended not to hear.


  Coward.


  Bedeckt’s horse fell screaming through the roof.


  It landed like an explosion, like someone forced wine into a skin until it burst. Blood and bone and horse guts adorned everything, hung like festive ornaments from every edge and corner. Ropey curtains of intestine laced the air.


  Bedeckt blinked, salty horse blood stinging his eyes, and looked up. Most of the roof and much of one wall was gone, smashed to kindling. Far above, flaming clouds roiled in the sky like bubbling oil. For a moment, all was blotted out as the dragon swooped past, wings spread wide. Once again he heard the sounds of battle. Framed by the remaining walls, he saw his dead fighting a losing war against the Exorcised inner demons of six thousand Gottlos infantry.


  Stehlen dead. Wichtig learning regret.


  “What the hells was that?” asked Wichtig, staring into the sky.


  “Arsehole,” said Bedeckt. When the Swordsman shot him a hurt and confused look he added, “That was my horse’s name.”


  “Good name,” said Wichtig.


  Bedeckt laughed, his chest shaking, and Zukunft stared at him like he’d lost his mind.


  “It’s not real,” he said, meaning it as comfort. She didn’t look comforted. “I’m dying.” He saw she didn’t understand. “I’m still back in that tavern. On the floor. Some mad priest’s sword in my belly. I’m dying.”


  “No,” she said. “You’re here. With me.”


  “I can’t be. If I’m here, I’m mad.” The words poured out of him. “If I’m here I’m hallucinating, I’m insane. If I’m here, he’s here,” he gestured at Wichtig, “and she’s dead,” he pointed a blunt finger at Stehlen’s corpse. “If I’m here, my delusions pulled my dead from the Afterdeath to haunt me.” He sobbed. “If I’m here they’re all dying again, fighting to protect me and I don’t know why. They’re throwing away any chance they have at redemption for me. Why? Why would they do that?” Bedeckt grabbed Zukunft’s slim shoulders, dragging her closer. “I can’t be here. I’m sane.”


  Through the gaping hole in the wall, Bedeckt watched the dragon swoop low over the raging war and breathe chaos on all, demon and dead alike.


  The sky bled.


  The earth screamed its torment.


  I’m done. I’m dying.


  Each breath was more difficult than the last.


  Bedeckt’s guts were infected with rot, right to the core of him. He felt it like fire.


  “You’re here,” said Zukunft. “With me.”


  No. I can’t be.


  Through the gaping hole in the wall, Bedeckt saw a man dressed in filthy white robes. Exorcised demons surrounded the Geborene. The mad priest saw Zukunft and his eyes lit with holy fire.


  Not real.


  Vergangene crawled from her mirror and stood behind Zukunft. Beyond her, Bedeckt watched the approaching priest, picking his way through the mud and shattered bodies.


  “This is the end,” Vergangene said. “This is it. This is what I have planned and manipulated and worked for.”


  She’d lied to him, tricked him. Nothing here would stop Morgen, undo the damage Bedeckt did the boy.


  Why didn’t she look happy?


  “This isn’t real,” said Bedeckt. “You aren’t real. None of you are real. I am sane.”


  Wichtig stood over Stehlen’s corpse, sword hanging loose in his hand. He released the weapon, letting it fall to the ground.


  Wichtig would never drop his sword. To drop a sword was to surrender. Wichtig would never surrender his quest to be the Greatest Swordsman in the World. Bedeckt watched Wichtig stand, unarmed, sobbing into his hands.


  “This isn’t real. I am sane.”


  Vergangene laughed, mocking, as the priest arrived and stood beyond the fallen wall. The Geborene bowed his head in prayer and Zukunft screamed, writhing on the floor. Her flesh bulged and rippled as something within fought to claw its way free.


  She’ll die now. Her Reflection will win.


  There was nothing he could do. He was dying, his guts run through with steel and left to rot. He was helpless.


  A broken old man.


  Gritting his teeth, Bedeckt stood. He moved to stand between Zukunft and Vergangene. The Geborene priest, on the far side of the Reflection, stuttered to a stop.


  “You can’t have her,” Bedeckt told them.


  “You can’t stop him,” Vergangene said.


  Him.


  Not us?


  Not me?


  “This is all wrong,” said Bedeckt.


  The fire in the sky raged on, the dragon swooping in low passes to incinerate souls and then disappearing back into the flaming clouds. The dead, moving and still, littered the ground in uncountable thousands. An army of Exorcised demons stood behind the Geborene priest, awaiting his command. Waiting for him to topple over the Pinnacle.


  This was too much. There was no winning here, no way out.


  Did I hallucinate all of this?


  Bedeckt didn’t know.


  They’re trying to make you doubt yourself.


  It wouldn’t work. He knew who he was. He knew what he was.


  This was wrong. All of it. Reality shouldn’t be like this. Zukunft shouldn’t be here. She shouldn’t die like this because she accidentally pushed her little sister into a mirror.


  Bedeckt stood tall. Gods, he wished he had his axe, if just to lean on.


  “This is wrong,” he said. “This is all wrong.” Bedeckt raised his hands to the sky and screamed, “I AM SANE!”
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  Stehlen’s vicious little knife came up and Wichtig knew he was dead. She spun it past him, slicing his ear. But you don’t dedicate your life to being the Greatest Swordsman in the World and not have muscle memory written so deep your brain is a chunk of clay that gets in the way. His body knew what he didn’t. In throwing that knife, Stehlen left herself vulnerable. His body moved without him, taking advantage of her distraction. He drove his sword up and into her. His clay brain only caught up after, once it was too late.


  Wichtig saw six inches of the tip of his sword sticking from between her throat and clavicle. He wanted to pull the sword away, to undo what he’d done. He wanted to say sorry.


  I killed her. That shouldn’t have happened.


  The deadliest woman he ever met, Stehlen was too damned mean to die. When she pulled that knife he knew it was the end, and then she threw it at Lebendig. Stehlen killed her lover instead of killing him. What did that mean?


  Stehlen leaned against him and he took her weight. She opened her mouth and drooled blood, trying to speak. No doubt trying to tell him how much she was going to hurt him for this.


  Tears ran from his eyes and he tried to blink them away but they kept coming.


  “No,” he said. “I…I didn’t mean to…”


  If he removed the sword…if he left it there… He didn’t know what to do.


  Stehlen leaned her head on his shoulder, and he felt her legs give. He held her upright. She was small, but gods was she solid; a tight wound bundle of iron muscle. He held her and cried into the stink of her tangled hair.


  Just below his navel, Wichtig felt the prick of a knife.


  She’ll kill me now. She’d make sure he died first so he served her in the Afterdeath and not the other way around. He wanted to laugh. Tricky bitch.


  He held her, waiting for the pain. He reached up to stroke her hair and got his half-hand caught in the matted chaos.


  Wichtig felt her draw a shuddering breath and knew it was her last. He felt her lips on his ear.


  “I’ll be waiting,” she said.


  “I didn’t want to kill Lebendig,” he said, but Stehlen was dead.


  Wichtig held tight the emptiness of her.


  Sprawled on the ground, bleeding from a score of wounds, Bedeckt ranted and raved. He was lost to madness. A girl—a pretty little thing—clung to him like he might save her from drowning. Or insanity.


  Stehlen wanted to kill me because I killed her lover.


  Was it possible Lebendig didn’t betray Stehlen when they returned to the world of the living? Did Lebendig choose to stay with the woman who killed her?


  Why would she do that?


  Once again gripping his sword, he eased it from Stehlen and lowered her to the ground. Yellowy eyes stared through him, gutted of rage and hatred. He very much doubted that was the case.


  I killed her lover.


  Stehlen would be waiting. An unpleasant thought. Now he knew how Bedeckt felt after he killed her back in—


  The roof fell in as something huge and screaming crashed through it. For an instant, Wichtig thought it was the damned dragon finally come for him. Whatever it was hit the ground and came apart, showering him in yet more gore and blood.


  “What the hells was that?” said Wichtig, staring up through the hole in the roof


  “Arsehole,” said Bedeckt.


  Wichtig glanced at the old man on the floor. Was he talking to me or still raving?


  “That was my horse’s name,” said Bedeckt, meeting his eyes.


  So, something of the old goat remains. “Good name,” said Wichtig.


  Bedeckt laughed and whispered something to the pretty girl. She looked at him like he lost his mind which was funny as Bedeckt was the sanest man Wichtig ever met. Maybe the only sane man.


  Why am I alive?


  Nothing made sense. How could Stehlen be dead? If she and Lebendig remained lovers, even in life, why did Stehlen chose him over Lebendig?


  Wichtig felt the sword, an anchor of bad choices, hanging in his hand. The Greatest Swordsman in the World. It wasn’t just a title, not just a goal. It’s who I am. It was everything. Without it he was nothing. Nothing.


  The sword dipped, the bloody tip touching ground. He wanted to drop it, to never hold another sword again.


  I killed her. Stehlen was his friend and he killed her.


  He saw Opferlamm. She was dead and still, eyes wide and seeing nothing. Gods she was so young. Was she even out of her teens? I was going to— She died following him. She died believing in him. I took her on as an apprentice because I was scared of being alone.


  He killed Lebendig.


  He killed Stehlen, his friend.


  His selfishness killed Opferlamm.


  The sword fell from numb fingers.


  He hid behind his hands, anguish tearing sobs from him.


  No one was walking away from this. Outside a Therianthrope dragon flew around dropping horses on people and some Geborene Geisteskranken pillaged reality with their delusions. A sword was useless here and he had nothing but his petty Gefahrgeist power to face them with.


  Beyond these thin walls, an army of corpses fought hordes of demons made of smoke and Wichtig didn’t have a clue as to what the hells all that was about. Pure madness. It looked like the end of the world.


  Inside what remained of the farmhouse, Bedeckt’s ravings grew in volume. Wichtig stood motionless, watching Bedeckt through the gap left by missing fingers. His old friend looked so lost, so alone. Even that monstrous axe was nowhere to be seen.


  Bedeckt stared past Wichtig and said, “This isn’t real.”


  But it was.


  It was insane, and it was real.


  Wichtig wanted to go to his friend, to stand with him. He wanted to put a comforting hand on that scarred old shoulder, tell him he wasn’t alone. He stood motionless.


  Bedeckt was alone.


  We’re all alone. It had always been the truth. Even together, even in those rare moment’s of camaraderie, they were each alone. Too afraid to trust. How many times had the three of them charged into dangerous situations? How often had they faced impossible odds and battled their way free? And yet we’re cowards.


  Bedeckt, still glaring hatred past Wichtig, roared incomprehensible babble and pushed to his feet, knees wobbling like he’d collapse back to the floor at any moment.


  Lowering his hands from his face, Wichtig glanced over his shoulder and saw the Geborene priest.


  “Oh.” The Wahnist came for them.


  Wichtig felt naked. Where’s my sword?


  He’d dropped it. Idiot, he heard Stehlen say.


  The beautiful girl with the green eyes spasmed in sudden agony and writhed on the floor, screaming. It looked like something was trying to claw its way free of her chest. Another younger girl he had somehow not noticed before, crouched nearby, eyes locked on Bedeckt.


  Claw its way free.


  Wichtig remembered his conversation with Nacht. Morgen’s Reflection told Wichtig the Geborene godling sent a Wahnist—he couldn’t remember the man’s name—to ensure they all died. The Holy Exorcist, that’s what Nacht called the man. He said the man drove people’s inner demons from them, that they clawed their way free. And judging from what looked to be fighting its way out of the green-eyed girl, she had a big one.


  Bedeckt stumbled toward the priest, moving to stand between the Exorcist and the woman. He screamed, fists clenched and shaking, face purple with rage.


  “This is wrong,” yelled Bedeckt. “This is all wrong.” He lifted his fists to the sky. “I AM SANE!”


  The world stopped, a held breath.


  As one, the dead toppled boneless to the mud.


  The demons, smoky wraiths of nightmare, came apart like ash in a wind storm.


  Wichtig stood in silence, staring at the world beyond the farmhouse. He felt small, unimportant. The Geborene priest blinked in confusion, head turning, eyes wide as if seeing all he wrought for the first time. This was a man with his own inner demons.


  A distant scream shattered the silence, growing in volume. Movement drew Wichtig’s eye and he saw a middle aged woman falling from the sky in a mad tumble. For a moment, he thought the dragon must have dropped her, but then saw she was naked and realized she was the Therianthrope dragon. She landed far out in the corpse-strewn field, crunching to the earth with the sound of shattering bones. She lay motionless, limbs bent at odd angles, eyes staring into the sky that cast her out.


  Bedeckt folded, crumpling to the ground. The green-eyed woman crawled to him. She looked lost, like now, after all this madness, the world no longer made sense. The little girl Wichtig had seen crouching nearby was gone. Had he imagined her, or was she some kind of hallucination?


  Spotting his sword lying at his feet, Wichtig bent to collect it. He stood, unable to explain what he felt. Something—no, everything was different. For the first time in his life, the world made sense. He was good with a sword—maybe even the best—and it didn’t matter. He was just a man. A man without friends. He used people his entire life, casting aside those he no longer needed. He fled his emotions and called it manipulation.


  He told himself someday he’d return to his wife and son. He wouldn’t. He’d never see them again. He was a coward.


  He told himself he was all that mattered. He was wrong. None of it mattered. He was nothing.


  Wichtig tried to strike a heroic pose to make himself feel better and nothing happened. No light illuminated him, no breeze caught his hair. He looked like what he was, a beaten man covered in horse guts, alone and without a friend in all the world.


  He wanted to kneel in the mud and cry, but the young woman was watching him and he didn’t want to be embarrassed by a show weakness. Coward. Shame gnawed at his guts.


  A whimpering sob caught Wichtig’s attention and he turned to see the Geborene Wahnist. The man looked riven. Wichtig strode to the priest and ran him through. The priest put up no fight, if anything, looking grateful. After cleaning the sword on the man’s filthy robes, Wichtig sheathed it. It was all he had. His only friend. Hadn’t Opferlamm said something like that?


  Never again. Never put it down again.


  Wichtig approached the woman and she watched, green eyes showing no hint of fear.


  After what she’s seen, hardly surprising.


  “I’m Wichtig—” He wanted to say more, to brag that he was the Greatest Swordsman in the World, but nothing came out. It felt like a lie.


  “Zukunft,” she said, staring at him. Even covered in horse gore she was gorgeous, green eyes framed in blood red. She rested a hand on Bedeckt’s chest. The big man lay still like stone.


  “Is he…?” Wichtig couldn’t ask. “Will he…?”


  “He’s dead,” she said. “They’re all dead.”


  Wichtig tried for humour. “He’s been dead before. Bedeckt would never let that stop him.”


  “No,” she said. “He’s gone. He saved me. He stayed and he didn’t abandon me.”


  “He was like that,” said Wichtig. He frowned at the corpse of his friend. “Sometimes.”


  “I thought she wanted me to suffer,” Zukunft said.


  “She?”


  “My sister. In the Mirror.”


  “Oh.” What the hells is she talking about?


  “She was trying to show me there are people you can trust, people you can count on not to let you down.” Zukunft’s gaze fell to Bedeckt and she reached out to touch his face. “She wanted to show me that assuming the worst of everyone was madness. That it was wrong. I was wrong. And she chose Bedeckt, the most unlikely man, to show me.”


  “Your Reflection chose Bedeckt to teach you about trust?” Wichtig laughed. He little better, a little more like himself.


  “She wasn’t my Reflection,” said Zukunft. “She was my sister.”


  Wichtig shrugged this away. Mirrorists rarely made sense. She might be beautiful, but the woman was clearly insane. Who the hells would turn to Bedeckt for lessons in trust?


  Wichtig turned to take in the carnage. Bedeckt, Stehlen, Lebendig, and Opferlamm all lay where they fell. All dead. Just beyond the shattered wall lay the Geborene priest and, beyond him, the burst remains of the Therianthrope who’d plummeted from the sky. Had Bedeckt done that? Did the old bastard’s mad insistence reality make sense somehow rob everyone of their delusions?


  “You were so sane you were the craziest man I ever met,” Wichtig told Bedeckt’s corpse.


  Zukunft looked up at his words and he saw something familiar in her eyes.


  Wichtig laughed again. He struck a pose and a breeze ruffled his hair in spite of the thick shellacking of drying horse blood. He flashed her a cocky grin, his favourite.


  “You were his friend,” said Zukunft. She brushed fingers across Bedeckt’s brow but her eyes, so green he wanted to drown in them, never left Wichtig.


  “Not was,” he said. “I am his friend. I’ll see him again in the Afterdeath.” He winked, feeling more and more like himself. “Though hopefully not too soon.”


  “I don’t think so,” said Zukunft. “His madness made the world sane, if only for a moment. He died in a sane world. I don’t think there is an Afterdeath in that world.”


  She mirrored his own thoughts, but hearing them said aloud made them seem, well, mad. Could it be true, was sanity Bedeckt’s delusion? He thought about the Therianthrope tumbling from the sky, human and unable to become the dragon she thought she was.


  Sanity from madness? Unlikely.


  Wichtig turned away, unable to face the certainty in Zukunft’s eyes.


  Sanity and sense were delusions, and dangerous delusions at that. His own delusions were all that made him what he was, all that stood between him and normality. And that—the thought of being common—scared Wichtig more than anything.


  He glanced at Stehlen, for the first time noticing the pommel of a sword sticking up past her shoulder.


  My second sword.


  She brought his sword, carried it all the way from the Gottlos Garrison.


  But why? Had she intended on returning it, or had she planned on mocking him with the fact she robbed him blind? Again.


  Mockery, no doubt. And yet he knew she would have returned the sword. It was part of how she won.


  Wichtig looked about the farmhouse, spotting Stehlen’s sword on the floor, one of her knives in Opferlamm and another in Lebendig’s throat. “Keep the sword,” he told her corpse. “You’ll need it where you’re going.”


  And I killed her.


  He dragged a length of horse innards from his shoulder and dropped it at his feet. Horses. Where was Opferlamm’s? Wichtig couldn’t see the beast anywhere. He stifled a laugh. Bedeckt’s horse must have landed on it.


  Guess I’ll be walking.


  He remembered his dream of the old man, walking out of the mountains and understood.


  “I’ll never ride again,” he said, turning to again face Zukunft.


  “Pardon?”


  “I hate horses. Always have. From now on I walk.” The damned things always get killed or stolen anyway. Or dropped on you by a dragon.


  It was all a lie but he couldn’t tell this beautiful woman he was punishing himself for killing his friend. She’d look at him like he was weak and he couldn’t have that.


  This is how I will honour Stehlen.


  Someday far from now, when he once again met Stehlen, she would see the sacrifices he made for her and not kill him.


  Slim rutting chance of that.


  He watched Zukunft bend to kiss Bedeckt on the forehead and then rise to stand.


  “When we were back in the Afterdeath—before we escaped—my sister promised she’d lead Bedeckt to a means of stopping Morgen.”


  Wichtig glanced at his friend’s corpse. “I guess she lied.”


  “No,” said Zukunft. “At least not completely. “I think she manipulated everyone. I think she got exactly what she wanted.”


  “How does that help Bedeckt? He’s still dead. And Morgen—”


  “Stehlen will blame Morgen for all of this. She’ll see it as a theft.”


  No one steals from Stehlen. The little shite was as good as dead. “Oh.”


  Zukunft looked at everything like she couldn’t believe she was here, couldn’t believe she survived.


  “Shite,” said Wichtig, as his gaze fell upon the corpse of his oldest friend.


  “What’s wrong?” Zukunft asked.


  “A god promised if I saved Bedeckt’s life he’d heal my scars, make me beautiful again.”


  She tilted her head, made a show of examining his face. “You aren’t that bad. You’re still handsome. Just…rugged. Some women like that.”


  She wants me. Whatever Bedeckt did to reality, things were returning to normal. I am Wichtig Lügner. “Do they indeed?” He met those green eyes with a flat grey gaze and pushed his Gefahrgeist power against her. She smiled, nervous, and licked her lips. She didn’t look away and he felt a little more of the old Wichtig return.


  Morgen and Nacht. What should he do about the Geborene godling and his damned Reflection? Could he force one of them to make him beautiful again? While Nacht promised to heal his wounds, return the missing fingers, Morgen promised wealth and fame. He wanted all of it.


  If I was rich, I could return home to my wife and son.


  If he did, would he get Fluch killed like he got Opferlamm killed? He glanced at his apprentice’s corpse, saw eyes that would never age, never know love or pain or happiness. ‘I am your only friend,’ he remembered telling her. ‘I will look out for you. I will keep you alive until you are able to do that on your own.’ He lied or failed and didn’t like what either said about him. I can’t fail Fluch like that.


  He turned back to Zukunft.


  Remember the dream. Remember the old man. The man’s scars matched Wichtig’s perfectly. He had not looked like a man carrying a great deal of wealth. In fact, the old man hadn’t looked much like he gave a shite about money at all.


  To hells with gods. Even if they did as he asked, they’d try and use him. After all, who couldn’t find use for the World’s Greatest Swordsman?


  Wichtig, enjoying the way Zukunft’s blood soaked shirt and skirt clung seductively to her many curves, offered a blood spattered hand. She took it without hesitation.


  “I am Wichtig Lügner, the Greatest Swordsman in the World.”


  She stared at him, searching. “I believe you.” She laughed, eyes dancing.


  “Actually, said Wichtig, “I lied.”


  “You’re not the Greatest Swordsman in the World?”


  “No. I’m the Greatest Swordsman in the city-states.”


  “That is the world,” she said, confused. “The Basamortuan’s don’t have Swordsmen, and there is nothing else.”


  “I think there is. I think there is something beyond the mountains.”


  “But everyone knows this is all the world. Belief defines reality.”


  “What if there are people on the other side of the mountains who know differently?”


  Zukunft nodded, looking contemplative. “Imagine what they might believe. Imagine what their reality might be like. What if they think the sky is green or all believe people are basically good?”


  If he suspected she was mad before, now he was sure. He decided to let it pass. There’d be plenty chances to make fun of her naivety later. “Would you like to come with me?” The words were out before he realized what he was saying.


  Why are you asking her this? You know you walk out of those mountains alone. If she comes, she dies. Or decides to stay with whatever she finds over there.


  “Are you like Bedeckt?” she asked. “Can I trust you?”


  Wichtig gave her his best cocky grin and knew it was a good one. Maybe his best ever. “That, my dear, would be a terrible mistake.”


  CHAPTER 45


  
    If you agree to live by the laws of a city-state, you are a slave to whoever makes and enforces those laws.


    If you live by religious commandments, you are a slave to the god and priests of that religion.


    If you follow the precepts of a philosophy, you are a slave to that philosophy.


    If you live by or allow your life or thoughts to be defined by any precept, rule, law, axiom, dogma, or commandment, you are a slave.


    People spew on about how evil slavery is all the while happily enslaving themselves in a half-dozen different directions. Slavery is man’s natural state. And where there are slaves, there must be masters.


    —Sklavenhändler, Gefargeist

  


  Morgen watched the scout ride hard, horse pounding across barren hills of rock and mud, back to the Geborene camp. She kept flashing nervous looks over her shoulder, but he saw nothing giving chase. Dragging her mount to a sliding halt, she dismounted before the beast came to a complete stop and knelt before her god. She pressed her forehead to the dirt before his pristine white shoes. Glancing down, Morgen’s eyes were once again dragged to the stain Nacht left on his chest. Why do my people never mention it? Were they afraid? Did they fear what it meant, or did they fear his reaction? Maybe they think it’s intentional. What if his priests thought it was some subtle message, perhaps that perfection was unattainable, even for Morgen?


  And then there was his hands. Where previously they were caked in flecks of dried blood, now that red ran fresh, dripping from his fingertips. Everyone pretended not to notice.


  “Rise,” he told the scout. “Report.”


  She rocked back and rose, eyes averted, still focussed on his shoes. “I found the Gottlos army. They’re dead. All of them.”


  Dead? His first thought was Stehlen. “How many?” Morgen asked.


  “Between five and seven thousand.”


  Surely even Stehlen couldn’t kill that many. But seven thousand dead didn’t send a scout scampering back like that. “There’s more,” he said.


  She nodded. “Geisteskranken. Delusions did war. I saw demonic wraiths battling an army of corpses—not the Gottlos dead, different dead. And stones…I…I’ve seen this before.”


  Demonic wraiths? The dead? “What about stones?”


  “They were moving and screaming and crushing people.”


  Erdbehüter. Her control slipped once as she completed the towering wall surrounding Selbsthass. Several huge boulders ran amok, wailing torment and causing terrible devastation. Dozens of priests and labourers died before she once again brought the stones under control. You burned through her sanity too quickly. You broke her. Responsibility weighed on his shoulders, threatened to bend him. I had to. He needed that wall to secure Selbsthass, to keep out the filthy and undesirable. Being a god meant making hard choices. The world was flawed and insane, and if he must make some sacrifices to achieve perfection, then so be it.


  Squaring his shoulders, Morgen frowned down at the scout. What the hells was Erdbehüter doing here? He told Konig to send her out of Selbsthass on a make-work project. He was terrified of the damage and mess she’d cause when she finally reached the Pinnacle. Could this be someone else, another Geisteskranken with a similar delusion? It seemed damned unlikely.


  “Shitting hells,” he snarled.


  The scout’s head snapped up, mouth opening in surprise, before she caught herself and once again stared at his shoes.


  Konig hadn’t sent Erdbehüter on some make-work mission, he sent her after Bedeckt, hoping she’d kill the old man. No doubt she had orders to report back to Selbsthass so Konig could kill her and gain control of Erdbehüter and whoever she killed in the Afterdeath. How did he do it? The Theocrat showed no hint of Gefahrgeist power. In fact, aside from being a minor Narcisstic, he showed no power at all. He must be hiding his strength, Morgen decided.


  Don’t be a fool, said Nacht, watching from a mirror bright sword held by a nearby soldier.


  Morgen sighed and waited for the Reflection to continue.


  It doesn’t matter who is where, said Nacht. There is only one man worth fearing. You know who he is.


  The real Konig, the man trapped in the mirror. “Failure,” said Morgen.


  The scout kneeling at his feet whimpered, assuming he meant her.


  It must be such a terrible thing to disappoint your god, said Nacht.


  Morgen, lost in thought, ignored him. The walking stones was definitely Erdbehüter. The demonic wraiths? He stifled the urge to swear again. Ungeist, the self-proclaimed Exorcist of the Geborene Damonen. Morgen thought back. I commanded Konig to send three dangerous Geisteskranken priests far from Selbsthass; Erdbehüter, Ungeist, and—


  “Shite!”


  The scout squeaked, shaking.


  “Be silent. Be still,” commanded Morgen, robbing her of all will. She was nothing, a distraction. He needed to think. He trampled her spirit, only nominally aware of what he did. She didn’t move.


  Drache, the Therianthrope dragon. Could Failure be so foolish as to send her with Ungeist and Erdbehüter?


  Of course he is, said Nacht.


  Morgen turned on General Misserfolg. “Tell my Geisteskranken to watch the skies. Drache is here. They are to bring her down.” If they can. “Have them watch for Ungeist and Erdbehüter as well.” Should he bring these Geisteskranken back into the fold, or just have them slain? They’d be useful when it came to invading Gottlos.


  I told you, said Nacht, you won’t reach Gottlos.


  “I will,” said Morgen, and his Reflection grinned that smug Wichtig grin. “Bring Ungeist and Erdbehüter to me,” he told Misserfolg. “If they resist, kill them.”


  General Misserfolg nodded and marched away, back ramrod straight. His uniform was perfect. He was cleaner even than Morgen.


  That’s because you’re stained and imperfect, said Nacht. And your hands are covered in blood.


  Morgen glanced at his hands, clenching them in tight fists until his knuckles hurt. Since the razing of Unbrauchbar, the blood on his hands dripped from his fingertips in a relentless rain. No matter how much he washed and cleaned and wiped, they were never clean.


  That’s guilt, said Nacht.


  “Guilt is a flaw,” said Morgen, hating that he parroted Bedeckt’s words.


  The scout kneeling before him toppled to the mud. Unwilling to move, she’d held her breath until she lost consciousness. “Idiot,” said Morgen, glaring at her. Why did he have to spell everything out to everyone? Why couldn’t they do what he needed, be perfect?


  Remember Erbrechen? asked Nacht.


  Morgen showed teeth to his Reflection. “You know I remember.” The Slaver tortured him for hours, broke his body.


  He broke more than your body, said Nacht.


  “Get to the rutting point.” The gods-damned Reflection never said anything without a reason.


  He was always annoyed with his followers, said Nacht. He stole their free will and then was angry when they couldn’t care for themselves.


  “General Misserfolg is fine.” Morgen gestured at the scout sprawled at his feet. “Her… I was distracted.”


  You made a mistake.


  “I hate you so much.”


  The scout groaned and rolled onto her back. Her eyes flickered open and catching sight of Morgen she once again froze and held her breath, still unwilling to move.


  “Breathe,” said Morgen. “Get up. Go clean yourself off. Make sure your uniform is always perfect. Feed yourself. Take care of your needs.”


  The scout scampered away, racing to obey her god. She had no choice.


  I note you left her enslaved, said Nacht.


  “She’s better this way,” said Morgen. “I have to be more careful,” he admitted, glancing at his Reflection, eyes narrowing. “I’m not Erbrechen.”


  Nacht shrugged. You’ve been standing here talking to yourself, surrounded by your priests, and no one said anything.


  “They know better than to interrupt,” said Morgen.


  They expect such behaviour from their insane god. Nacht glanced around, taking in the surrounding priests. I wonder what they’re thinking. Do you think they worry about this mad god they created?


  Morgen swallowed, replaying his side of the conversation and wondering how insane it might sound from the outside. He eyed the nearest priest, a tall man who stood ramrod straight, his Geborene robes perfect except for a stain of mud around the hem. Why couldn’t they stay clean? Was it so rutting difficult? Morgen crushed the man’s will with a thought. It was so easy, he didn’t even need to speak.


  “You,” he said to the tall priest. “Go change into clean robes.”


  Don’t make the same mistake you made with the scout, said Nacht.


  “I have to do everything myself, don’t I.” Morgen breathed deep and let out in a long sigh. “Take care of yourself,” he commanded the tall priest. “Bathe regularly. If your clothes are dirty, change into something clean and wash the old ones. Eat when you are hungry and don’t rutting forget to breathe.” He turned on his Reflection and snarled, “Good enough?”


  For now.


  The priest hurried away and Morgen watched. “This really is a better way.”


  They’re flawed, said Nacht. Terribly flawed.


  And they were. “My priests are so flawed they are improved by giving themselves to me even though I, myself, am…not quite perfect.”


  They aren’t giving themselves to you, Nacht pointed out.


  “In worshipping me they are giving themselves.” They made me what I am. This is what they want. Morgen turned to another priest, a squat man with a face scarred by childhood acne. “You,” he said, and the priest fell to his knees, prostrating himself before his god. “Would you give yourself to me?”


  “Yes, my god.”


  “Utterly and completely and without question?”


  “Yes,” he answered with only the slightest hesitation.


  “Do you want to be perfect?”


  “Yes,” the priest whispered, tears falling from his eyes.


  “Then stand. See?” said Morgen, turning back to his Reflection as the man clambered to his feet. He snuffed the priest’s will, bent all the man was to his purpose. “You are no longer scarred.” The man’s face was smooth, unblemished. “You aren’t fat and squat.” The priest stood straighter, his gut fading away. “You are happy.” The tall, handsome man smiled, showing perfect teeth. He looked ten years younger. “Are you happy?” asked Morgen, and his priest grinned. “You will care for yourself. You will bathe and eat as needed. And keep your clothes clean.”


  When did it become so easy to change people? Perhaps he only needed to make the decision.


  It’s time, said Nacht.


  “Time for what?”


  They must worship you as a perfect god.


  His Reflection was right. “You will worship me as your perfect god. You will know I am without flaw.”


  The priest stared at him, eyes round with wonder and awe, and Morgen basked in the attention. The man’s absolute devotion warmed him like standing in the sun.


  It’s time, Nacht said again, and Morgen knew what he meant.


  “Who else wants to be perfect?” he asked the nearest priests. “Who else wants to be happy?”


  As one their hands rose.


  Morgen took away their fears and doubts and insecurities and filled them with his need for worship. He made them perfect and they, in turn, worshipped him as the perfect god. He shaped their beliefs and their faith would shape him.


  Belief defines reality, said Nacht, mirroring Morgen’s thoughts.


  They changed, melted and reformed. He made them clean and strong and perfect. No scars, no dirty robes. No weak chins or pot bellies. Every little flaw that bothered him, he fixed. They glowed, stronger, taller, and so clearly better than the rest of his army. Their perfect faith sang through his blood.


  Look, said Nacht. Look at the stain.


  Morgen’s own robes were whiter, brighter. The smudge he was unable to change faded. More. He needed more. They would make him perfect, as he predicted.


  Morgen faced his army. He lifted his hands, rising off the ground to float where all could see him. Reality bent to his will. Fifteen thousand pairs of eyes locked on him.


  “Who wants to be perfect?” he screamed. “Who wants to be happy?”


  Fifteen thousand hands rose to the sky.


  Morgen took them. He gutted fifteen thousand men and women of will and poured himself into the emptiness. He became their world. With a word, they’d stop eating or hold their breath until they collapsed. With a thought, he could command them to fall on their swords and not one would question or hesitate.


  They were perfect.


  It took time, conscripting the will of fifteen thousand soldiers, carefully giving them the commands that would keep them happy and healthy and pure. When Morgen was finished he surveyed his new army. They stood in ranks more perfect than anything General Misserfolg could have achieved in a thousand years. No hint of filth stained them. No one moved or fidgeted. No one coughed or farted or whispered inanities to his neighbour.


  They finally looked like his toy soldiers.


  “I should have done this ages ago,” Morgen said to Nacht. “The horror of Unbrauchbar never would have happened.”


  You had to see that to get here, said Nacht and Morgen waved the words away.


  “I am their centre. Their everything.” He felt bigger, more powerful than ever before. The perfect faith of fifteen thousand true worshippers weighed more than the flawed belief of all Selbsthass. It was intoxicating. “I had no idea,” he said. “They must have harboured so many doubts. Now…” Now that he’d taken their misgivings—now that he’d cleansed them of scepticism—they worshipped him as a perfect god. Their faith was flawless, unsullied. And faith defined reality.


  “This is what it feels like to be a god. A real god.” This was what it always should have felt like. He could do anything and could do no wrong.


  Fifteen thousand tall and beautiful men and women stood before him, each and every one smiling contentedly.


  “My perfect army.”


  And when we return to Selbsthass? Nacht asked.


  A shiver of pleasure ran through the Geborene god. “Every single man, woman, and child will worship me as their perfect god.” They would be his, the entire city-state. He showed Nacht his own smug grin. “And you said I wouldn’t reach the capital. Gottlos will fall to me. Nothing can stand in my way, no Geisteskranken or Ascended can match me. I shall make all the population of Gottlos mine before I return to Selbsthass. You have failed.”


  His Reflection didn’t look worried. It’s time, he repeated.


  “For what?”


  I’ve stalled us long enough. Erdbehüter, Ungeist, and Drache are dead. It’s time to go to the farmhouse. Nacht pointed south. Just over that hill.


  Morgen examined his Reflection. The bastard looked too smug. Have I missed something? Had Nacht somehow won? He stood surrounded by his perfect army, worshipped as a perfect god. How could Nacht think he won? “What’s at the farmhouse?”


  Bedeckt, answered his Reflection.


  “Stay here,” Morgen told his army and walked south. No one followed. No one moved or shuffled. Fifteen thousand men and women, and Morgen heard no sound from them beyond whispers of breath. Fifteen thousand men and women breathed in perfect unison.


  Morgen crossed fields of dead, corpses uncountable. Thousands of Gottlos soldiers had been flattened by Erdbehüter’s rocks or torn open as Ungeist freed their inner demons. Among these were hundreds of dead not dressed in the Gottlos livery. Where they came from Morgen had no idea. Nothing moved and no wounded moaned or screamed their agonies. All was silent.


  The scene of horror and destruction broke his heart. None of this needed to happen. No one had to die. He could have taken the Gottlos army with a few words. They’d have followed him, become his. What a waste.


  The land was devastated by delusions and he made it perfect as he passed. Before him, mud and ruin. Perfection, healthy verdant hills, followed in his footsteps. The dead he buried under flawless fields of grass. Boulders spoiling the smooth flow of the land, he shoved back under the earth. Soon all Gottlos would be like Selbsthass. Mud and rock served no purpose, did no one any good. How the city-state managed to feed itself with such poor farmlands, he couldn’t imagine. He’d remake the land, shape it as he had Selbsthass. With a thought, he cleared the clouds from the sky and the sun shone warm. Someday soon, when enough believed in him, he would fix the world on a much larger scale. The days would be comfortably warm, always. No snow or cold would spoil an eternal growing season. He’d time the rains so they fell at night when everyone was in bed.


  Cresting a hill, he saw a run-down farmhouse in the valley below. Much of the roof looked to have fallen in. There was an odd clearing around the building. No rocks or dead lay within a score of strides of the farmhouse. Morgen was about to repair the farmhouse when, on a whim, he decided to leave it as it was. He didn’t know why. It looked somehow sad.


  Morgen entered the homestead through the door even though most of one wall was now a gaping wound. Blood dripped from every surface and long ropes of innards hung from the rafters. Bedeckt lay at his feet, dirty and scarred and stinking of infection, still as only the dead can be. The old man’s face hung slack, not quite peaceful, but also not the way the dead usually looked.


  “Where are you?” Morgen asked the corpse. “Who killed you?”


  No bonds of service bound Morgen.


  The moment Bedeckt left the Afterdeath the Warrior’s Credo ceased to bind you, said Nacht from a shard of glass in a shattered window. The Reflection glanced around, examining the interior of the farmhouse. He returned his attention to Morgen. He was just an old man, never a real threat.


  “Then why am I here?” asked the Geborene god, confused.


  I needed to get you out of Selbsthass so you could understand the reality of war.


  Morgen thought back to Unbrauchbar, how his Reflection tricked him into sending his soldiers in instead of taking the city himself. “Why?” he asked again. He saw Stehlen’s corpse sprawled in the filth and blood. She’d been run through with a sword. Had Wichtig killed her? Impossible. Lebendig lay nearby, one of Stehlen’s knives in her throat. Were they together again, united in the Afterdeath? Had the Kleptic found happiness? He doubted it.


  You need me, said Nacht.


  “No, I don’t.”


  War is too dirty, too chaotic for you.


  “The City-states will fall to my will.”


  You’re thinking too small, said Nacht, smug as ever.


  “Conquering all the world is small?”


  You think you face armies comprised of the sane backed by a few Geisteskranken. That’s not the case. You are not the only Ascended mortal. The other gods will rise up against you. At the least they will negate your power. You will still need to war in the old way. Men and women will fight and die for you and it will be bloody. Nacht nodded at the gruesome scene in the farmhouse. And what of the elder gods?


  “They’re gone.”


  Are you sure? What if they’re watching? Might they be angered by your plans for their reality?


  “They abandoned us.” Morgen scowled at his Reflection. “And if they return they will answer to me.”


  Nacht shrugged, uncaring. Every Ascended, every local god, every spirit, hero, and numen will resist you. You threaten them.


  “I can handle—”


  And if they unite? You know there will be war, filthy bloody chaotic war. You know it in your bones. The earth shall suffer, torn by marching feet. You can fix the damage after, but you’re still going to have to cause that damage. Can you do that?


  Morgen remembered the sight of the trampled earth after his army marched through Selbsthass. Tens of thousands of men and women and horses eating and shitting and making a mess. Someday he’d be able to make them so perfect they wouldn’t destroy everything they walked over, but that day was a long way off. War would continue to be a thing of destruction and devastation.


  “What are you suggesting?” he asked his Reflection. Beyond the collapsed wall, he spotted Ungeist, robes beyond filthy and stained red with blood. Someone had stabbed him in the belly.


  Nacht grinned stained teeth. Look at me. I am everything you are not. I revel in chaos and war. I can lead your armies. I will run your war. I will do the filthy things you cannot, so that you may build your perfect world. I will serve you perfectly.


  Morgen laughed at the audacity of the Reflection. “Why would you do that?”


  Because I know you will fail. This is a dirty world. Rules and cleanliness are temporary. Chaos and filth are forever. You will try and build perfection, and then you will watch it crumble at your feet. The cost will break you. And I will be there and you will need me. I will take from you the heavy burden and you will gladly hand it to me.


  “You are wrong. When all the world worships me as perfect, I shall make the world perfect.”


  Then you have nothing to fear from using me. You will build your perfect world, growing in power. In the end, you will be all powerful and I, faulty and fallible, unable to resist you.


  Nacht was right. Morgen couldn’t face the chaos and filth of war. And his Reflection was perfectly suited for the terrible task. Perfectly suited. Perfect for the job at hand. Perfect. Morgen nodded. I’ll use Nacht, but never trust him. He might let Nacht command armies, but he’d never give the Reflection real power. It would be no great task to ensure his people worshipped Morgen and only Morgen. He glanced at Nacht. And when I no longer need you as you are, I will make you perfect too.


  “You will lead my armies,” Morgen said.


  Nacht bowed, making no attempt to hide his smirk. Then we must return to Selbsthass.


  “Why?”


  I showed you flashes of the future before you Ascended. Would you like to see tomorrow?


  Morgen stared into the sliver of glass as his Reflection disappeared, replaced by the Theocrat. Behind the Theocrat sat a hand mirror showing the great hall. The mirror was empty.


  “Failure—”


  Is free, said Nacht. He’s taken back his city. He’s turning the people against you.


  “Bastard.”


  You’ll have to retake your own city.


  “If you aren’t lying,” said Morgen, “then you need me as much as I need you.”


  Nacht bowed again. Just so. We are together in this, united. He examined Morgen, eyes mocking and bright, dirty face framed in tangled blond hair. For now.


  Morgen looked north toward Selbsthass. Crushing Konig would be nothing. He wanted to return. The thought of improving all his believers as he had his army, ran shivers of excitement through him. He craved their perfect worship. He saw at Unbrauchbar what happened when he allowed his believers the freedom of choice. For so long he believed a person’s reasons must matter, but he was wrong. Such flawed creatures could never make perfect choices, could never have perfect reasons. When they are perfect, I’ll return to them their freedom.


  Morgen nodded, accepting. “We return immediately.”


  [image: common1]


  Nacht watched Morgen give the ruined farmhouse one last look, eyes lingering on Bedeckt’s corpse, before marching away to return to his enslaved troops. He looks sad, scared.


  Was this a victory? In spite of everything playing out exactly as Nacht wanted—from Morgen’s embracing his madness and enslaving his own people, to the godling’s handing over control of the Selbsthass army—it didn’t feel like it. He felt like while he manipulated Morgen, someone else pulled his strings. How could everything lead here with no chance of ending differently? Who could do that? Could a Mirrorist achieve such power and control without tilting over the Pinnacle? It seemed unlikely.


  Originally he planned on playing the long game, slowly dragging Morgen down, drowning the pristine little shite in filth and blood. The godling’s obsession with cleanliness and order would break him when he finally understood the world could never be that. The more Nacht thought about it, the more he saw Morgen as a weakness.


  I need to be real. And sooner rather than later.


  Nacht examined Stehlen’s corpse. Gods she was hideous. She’s perfect. Once again dead, she’d be in the Afterdeath along with whoever she killed in her short time among the living. Probably dozens.


  Could he use her?


  Of course I can.


  But should he? Stehlen was dangerous.


  Manipulating her will be easy.


  EPILOGUE


  
    We live meaningless lives and then die. Why should the Afterdeath be any different?


    —Unknown

  


  Stehlen lay on the floor in a farmhouse located somewhere south of Unbrauchbar but still north of Gottlos, the capital. Her sword and two of her knives were gone. She didn’t have to check, she just knew. She felt their absence. Those saddle bags—loaded with wealth stolen from the border garrison—were gone too. She’d dropped them somewhere.


  Peering over her shoulder, she saw the pommel of Wichtig’s second sword. Did he leave it with me on purpose, to make sure I have a good blade in the Afterdeath? Or did he realize a man with only one good hand had little use for two swords? She couldn’t imagine him being thoughtful.


  Pushing herself to a sitting position, she glanced about the ruined house. Here, in the Afterdeath, the wall and ceiling had not been destroyed by a plummeting horse. Here the floor wasn’t littered with the corpses of friends and lovers. There was, however, a crowd huddled together, watching her. Waiting. A score or so she recognized as the guards and staff of the Gottlos garrison.


  “She’s awake,” said the leathery old guard, nudging his partner in the ribs with a sharp elbow.


  “I can see that,” said the fat one. “I’m not stupid.”


  The Swordsman she killed in Unbrauchbar was there too. He still didn’t have a sword.


  The Geborene Wahnist who thought she controlled earth and stone stepped forward, eyes round with madness. Death did nothing to distance her from the Pinnacle.


  “The Warrior’s Credo says I must serve,” she said. “But I serve only—”


  Unwilling to hear more, Stehlen killed her.


  “And me?” said Lebendig, pushing her way to the front of the crowd. “What will you do with me?”


  Stehlen bowed her head, stared at the earthen floor.


  I killed her. Again. She must serve, but how could she ever forgive?


  She blinked and tears fell on her sodden boots.


  You kept promising her you would talk.


  But she always let something distract her. She was a coward.


  Well you’re dead. Still afraid?


  She met her lover’s gaze. “I will go on doing as I have always done,” she said.


  Lebendig watched, said nothing, gave nothing away.


  “I will go on loving you.”


  “It’s easier, isn’t it,” said Lebendig. “It’s easier when you know I have no choice but to—”


  “I free you from your bonds of service,” said Stehlen. “I have no hold on you. I free you all.”


  After a moment of confusion, the crowd realized what happened and a score of heartbeats later Stehlen and Lebendig stood alone in the farmhouse.


  “Will you kill me now?” asked Stehlen.


  “Do you think I could?”


  “Probably not.”


  Lebendig nodded her acceptance.


  “Are you leaving now?” Stehlen asked, voice small.


  “Not yet.”


  “Are you waiting until I sleep to kill me?”


  Lebendig shrugged, said nothing.


  “You’re going to travel with me?”


  “For a while.”


  A smile, alien and uncomfortable for its rarity, stretched Stehlen’s mouth. “Good.”


  “One thing,” said the Swordswoman, digging into her pocket.


  Stehlen watched as she drew forth three carved wooden toys.


  “I died with these in my possession,” said Lebendig. She examined Stehlen through narrowed eyes. “Want them?”


  “They’re safer with you.”


  Of course, if she changed her mind, nothing in all the world could stop her from getting them back.


  “Excuse me,” said a dirty-faced child peering from a shard of broken glass.


  Stehlen glanced at the boy. “Morgen?”


  “Obviously not.”


  “You’re his Reflection.”


  “Brains as well as beauty,” said the Reflection. “Morgen says you have performed wonderfully, exactly as expected.” The boy grinned stained teeth. “You even stole the figurines just as he wanted.”


  Stehlen’s hands clenched tight. “Liar.”


  “He says you are to return to Selbsthass to collect your reward and a pat on the head for being a good little dog.”


  “I’m coming to Selbsthass,” she said.


  “Good.”


  “I’m going to kill the little shite.”


  The Reflection grinned and was gone.


  “I think that’s what he wanted,” said Lebendig.


  “I know,” said Stehlen.


  They used her, used her friends. Because of Morgen and his Reflection, Bedeckt was dead. He was gone. Forever. As was any chance of them finding happiness together. They stole that from me. Because of Morgen and his Reflection, she and Lebendig were once again dead.


  They stole our life together.


  “Before he showed his filthy little face,” said Stehlen, “I didn’t know about the Reflection. But now…now I’m going to kill them both.”


  No one steals from me.
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  CAST OF PLAYERS


  
    Aresehole: Bedeckt’s last horse.


    Arg Groß: A very tall Swordsman in Unbrauchbar.


    Ärgerlich: Wichtig’s first horse, a white stallion purchased in Selbsthass.


    Bedeckt Imblut: Warrior, liar, thief, killer.


    Blöd: Wichtig’s second horse.


    Blutiger Affekt: The Greatest Swordsman in Unbrauchbar.


    Bulle: Geborene Geisteskranken. A rare breed of Therianthrope, Bulle partially twisted into a huge horned bull and forever retained that form.


    Dieb Schmutzig: King of the city-state of Gottlos.


    Drache: Geborene priestess. Therianthrope dragon.


    Eleve: Minor Hassebrand. Priestess of the Geborene Damonen. Lover of Gehirn.


    Erdbehüter: Geborene Priestess and Wahnist.


    Fassbar Einfach: Philosopher.


    Faulfett: Gottlos guard at the tower by the Flussrand River bridge.


    Fluch Lügner: Son of Wichtig.


    Gehirn Schlechtes: Morgen’s favoured Hassebrand. Priestess of the Geborene Damonen.


    Geil: Drunkard in a tavern in Unbrauchbar.


    General Misserfolg: Commanding officer of Morgen’s troops.


    Geschichts Verdreher: Historian/Philosopher.


    GrasGott: God of the GrasMeer tribes.


    Halber Tod: Cotardist Poet.


    Im Spiegel: Mirrorist.


    Kleriker: Wahnvor Stellung Priest.


    Kriegsgetier: Bedeckt’s horse in the Afterdeath.


    Langsam Brechen: Philosopher.


    Launisch: Bedeckt’s warhorse (in Beyond Redemption).


    Lebendig Durchdachter: Swordswoman in Neidrig.


    Morgen: The Ascended god-child of the Geborene.


    Opferlamm: Wichtig’s apprentice.


    Opportun: Verzweiflung Banking Conglomerate Historian.


    Pfeilmacher: Wahnist Author.


    Prächtig: Zukunft’s horse.


    Reinigen: Barmaid at the Leichtes Haus Tavern in Selbsthass City. In the world of the living.


    Richter Kritik: Editor of the Geldangelegenheiten Literary Review.


    Ross: Lebendig Durchdachter’s horse.


    Rückkehr: Mirrorist, in the Afterdeath, who believes his mirror connects the land of the living to the Afterdeath.


    Säufer: Drunkard in a tavern in Unbrauchbar.


    Schnitter: Körperidentität and resident questioner/torturer at the tower guarding the bridge at the Flussrand River.


    Schwermut: Ausgebrochene tribal Salbei (witch doctor).


    Schwert-Poesi: Swordswoman Poet


    Stehlen Siealles: Violent Kleptic.


    Sturm: Opferlamm’s horse.


    Umtrieb: Gefahrgeist Scientist.


    Ungeist: (Wahnist) Holy Exorcist of the Geborene. Thinks demons lurk in the souls of all people. He forces the demons out. And they claw their way free.


    Vergangene: Zukunft’s sister.


    Verwirrung: Geldangelegenheiten City Guard.


    Vornig: Wahnvor Stellung Priest, Müll Loch.


    Vorstellung: Natural Philosopher.


    Wichtig Lügner: Greatest Swordsman in the World and minor Gefahrgeist.


    Zerfall Seele: Gefahrgeist, Founder of the Täuschung.


    Zukunft: Young Mirrorist who thinks she can see flashes of the future.

  


  GEISTESKRANKEN (THE DELUSIONAL)


  
    Attonitatic: Hears two voices - one (on the left) says to do good things, the other (on the right) says to do evil.


    Befallen: (Ekbom’s Syndrome): Believe they are infested with parasites, bugs, or insects crawling on or under the skin.


    Capgrast (Caprgras Syndrome): Believe a relative or spouse has been replaced by an impostor (often demonic in nature).


    Comorbidic (Comorbidity): A person with multiple delusions that have reached the manifestation stage. Konig is a Comorbidic as he is a Gefahrgeist, Doppelgangist, and a developing Mirrorist. Comorbidity often marks the final days of a Geisteskranken as it signifies an increasingly decaying mental state.


    Cotardist (Cotard’s Syndrome): Believe they are dead. Often combined with the belief they are rotting or missing internal organs.


    Doppelgangist (Syndrome of Subjective Doubles): Believe a double of themselves is carrying out independent actions.


    Dysautonomic (Familial Dysautonomia): NEW!: Insensitive to pain. Can’t be hurt. Often wound themselves by mistake.


    Dysmorphic (Dysmorphic Syndrome): These folks are overly worried about a perceived defect in their physical features. They want to look different so badly their appearance actually changes. Due to their obsession, they are unable to see the changes and still think themselves defective. Many believe they are so unspeakably hideous they are unable to interact with others. This will eventually spiral out of control. Most Dysmorphics eventually withdraw from society and end in suicide. Many become abnormally thin, muscled, large-breasted, or exaggerated specimens of physical perfection…in one area.


    Fregolist (Fregoli Delusion): Believe various people are actually the same person in disguise.


    Gefahrgeist (Sociopath): Sociopaths lack empathy (the ability to feel for the pain and suffering of others) and morality. They are driven by their need to achieve and rule in social circles.


    Geisteskranken (Delusionist): Reality is responsive to the beliefs of humanity. Under normal circumstances it requires large numbers of people—all believing the same thing—to affect change. The more people who believe something, the more real their belief becomes. Geisteskranken are capable of believing something so utterly and completely—are insane enough—to affect noticeable changes in reality all by themselves. Most are only mildly neurotic and can cause minor or subtle changes. The truly powerful are also that much more deranged.


    Getrennt: (Depersonalization Disorder): Disconnected from one’s body, detached from own thoughts and feelings. Disconnected from reality. These folks often feel as if they live in a dream state (some will deny reflection in a mirror is theirs, and can be confused with Mirrorists. Some have out-of-body experiences. Depression, low self-esteem, panic attacks, self-harm, and extreme phobias often result. Some feel as though time is ‘passing’ them by and they are not in the notion of the present. Getrennt are also often comorbidic and suffer from Unwirklichkeit (Derealization).


    Halluzin (Hallucinations): These folks are capable of manifesting hallucinations in one or more senses. Minor Halluzin might just cause people to smell whatever the Geisteskranken is thinking about. Powerful Halluzin can hallucinate in all five senses and twist local reality.


    Hassebrand (Pyromaniac): Set fires as an outlet for their repressed rage and loneliness.


    Intermetic (Syndrome of Intermetamorphosis): Believe people swap identities with each other while maintaining the same appearance.


    Inverse Square Law: (Inverse Square): The further one gets from a Geisteskranken, the weaker the effect of their delusions. Stand next to a Gefahrgeist, and you’ll soon be desperate to be their best friend. View that same Gefahrgeist from a safe distance, and you’ll see them for the manipulative arse they are. As a Geisteskranken’s mental state decays—and their delusions gain in strength—the range of that power increases, but the inverse square law still applies. There are rare exceptions, where the Geisteskranken’s delusions pertain specifically to distant objects.


    Kleptic (Kleptomaniac): Are compelled to steal things (usually of little or no value). They are often not even aware they’ve committed the theft.


    Körperidentität: Body Integrity Disorder: The belief life would be so better as an amputee. The feeling is accompanied by the actual urge to amputate one or more healthy limbs to actually follow through on those feelings.


    Krankheit: (Somatoform Disorder): Believe they are always sick and or injured to the point that they are. Extreme cases believe they have lost bodily functions—they might become blind, deaf, numb, or paralysed due to their delusions. These folks are often comorbidic and Dysmorphic as well, believing a limb is particularly weak and withering.


    Macropic: (Macropsia): Objects are perceived to be larger than they are…and so they become larger. This could apply to a person, limb, or object of any type. A spider can be seen to be the size of a house. Run! These folks are responsible for many of the world’s monsters. This is sometimes combined with Micropesia.


    Mass Delusion: (Mass Delusion): Some Geisteskranken are capable of convincing the sane masses of all manner of craziness. Typically the stolid beliefs of the sane masses counteract the delusions of the insane. There are however exceptions to that rule. If a Geisteskranken gains followers at a slow enough rate, they can effectively create a new normal. The beliefs of the Geisteskranken become the beliefs of the masses. This is particularly common with the smarter Slaver-type Gefahrgeist. Erbrechen Gedanke (Beyond Redemption) is a perfect example. In these cases, the belief of the masses actually supports the Geisteskranken increasing their ability to twist reality and the range of that ability.


    Mehrere (Schizophrenic): Are so sure they are more than one person…they actually are! The various people they become can have wildly varying physical and mental traits. The truly deranged can be an entire crowd of people; either one at a time, or all at once.


    Micropic: (Micropsia: Objects are perceived to be smaller than they are…and so they become smaller. This could apply to a person, limb, or object of any type. These folks can shrink you down to the size of an ant or turn your home into a doll-house. This is sometimes combined with Micropesia.


    Mirrorist (Catoptrophobia): Some believe the reflection in a mirror is someone other than themselves. Some Mirrorists believe their reflections know things, can see the future, or travel freely between different mirrors (useful for long distance communication). Others believe mirrors are portals to other worlds or dimensions. Some Mirrorists fear their reflections are trying to escape where others fear their reflections are trying to drag them into the mirror.


    Narcisstic: (Narcissism): A personality disorder where the patient has an exaggerated sense of self-importance and individuality. The excessively crave attention and admiration and tend to be preoccupied by grandiose fantasies about themselves. They find interpersonal relationships difficult and tend to exploit others and lack empathy.


    Phobic: Anyone suffering a strong phobia.


    Somatoparaphrenic (Somatoparaphrenia): Believe one or more limbs (sometimes an entire half of their body) belongs to someone else. Often this means they have no control over that limb. In extreme cases the limb develops a ‘mind of its own’ with its own agenda.


    Synesthesia: (Synesthesia): is a disorder resulting in the sufferer experiencing an alternate sense as a result of the first sense. Ex: experiencing the sense of sight as the sense of taste.


    The Pinnacle: The ultimate leveller of the playing field. Embracing one’s delusions comes with a price. Sure, holding one’s emotional scars tight and constantly picking at one’s mental wounds might cause a Geisteskranken to grow in power, but embracing insanity is not healthy. As a Geisteskranken loses their grip on reality they become stronger, more able to utterly believe all manner of insane shite. As their sanity crumbles apart the range and strength of their delusions increases. Eventually, however, those delusions come to completely define that Geisteskranken’s reality. They take over. That moment, that teetering instant when delusion crushes sanity, is The Pinnacle and, for a brief instant, the Geisteskranken might become so powerful as to challenge the gods. Unfortunately (at least for them) they are no longer sane enough to do anything with that power. What happens after depends on the delusions in question. A Mirrorist might be dragged into the mirror by his reflections. The Doppelgangist might be replaced by a Doppel. The Hassebrand might incinerate themselves in an orgy of flame.


    Therianthrope (Therianthropy): Believe they are possessed by (or sometimes were born with) animal spirits. Many believe they can transform partially (or completely) into their animal form.


    Trichotillic: (Trichotillomania): a disorder resulting the urge to pull out hair (facial or otherwise). The ritual activity brings comfort to the afflicted.


    Unwirklichkeit: (Derealization) The external world seems unreal, lacking spontaneity, depth, or emotional impact. This is most commonly a comorbidic disorder and occurs as a symptom of other disorders. This can manifest as something separating the Geisteskranken from the rest of reality. A wall of glass, thick fog, or gauzy veil are common manifestations of that separation. Sometimes the sufferer believes reality is actually just a particularly intricate play they are watching.


    Wahnist: (Schizophrenia): A Form of Schizophrenia (false beliefs): Includes: believing people can hear your thoughts, that you are famous, or (falsely) believing the Geborene are out to get you.


    Wendigast: (Wendigo Psychosis): An insatiable craving for human flesh. Typically the person will become a demonic monster, but still recognizable from human origins. This is more common in the tribes to the far north where every winter starvation becomes an issue. In appearance they combine the emaciation of severe starvation—along with open sores—with demonic strength. They also stink of death and decay. Some turn into massive giants, growing in strength and size as they eat. These guys have nothing to do with Chuck Wendig. I have no idea if he eats human flesh.


    Wütend: (Amok, or Militant Explosive Disorder): Periods of brooding followed by a berserker killing frenzy (usually armed with a sword or knife) against people or objects. Most Wütend are killed during their frenzy or commit suicide after, but the few who survive typically have no memory of the event.

  


  GLOSSARY


  
    Abgeleitete Leute: Semi-mythological city populated solely by copies of a single Mehrere. This Mehrere is said to believe that he is many different people and that no two of his copies look or act the same.


    Albtraum: The nightmares of man given flesh. These creatures take shapes relevant to those they haunt. They feed off the delusional and mostly attack Geisteskranken.


    Aufenthalt: Independent city-state.


    Auseinander: A kingdom defeated by the Sieger Clans. A Sieger Geisteskranken lost control during the Battle of Sinnlos after raising an army of the dead. The Kingdom is now populated by the raised undead and ruled by what was the strongest of the Geisteskranken’s inner demons.


    Basamortuan Desert: East of the city-states.


    Fehlerhafte Turm: Tavern frequented by Swordsmen and mercenaries in Selbsthass City


    Flussrand River: The physical boundary defining the border between the Kingdom of Gottlos and the Theocratic Kingdom of Selbsthass.


    Folgen Sienie: Small city on the eastern border of Reichweite.


    Geborene Damonen: Believe that the universe was not created by the gods, that somehow it came before them, and that humanity created the gods with their desperate need to believe in something.


    Ausgebrochene: Tribals living on the edge of the Gezackt Mountains, north of Auseinander. The tribal witch-doctors—Salbei—practice the art of moving their souls and possessing inanimate objects.


    Geld Guard: City guard of Geldangelegenheiten.


    Geldangelegenheiten: Small but extremely prosperous kingdom. Centre of the Verzweiflung Banking Conglomerate. Centre of the Täuschung.


    Geldwechsler: Hats worn by members of the Verzweiflung Banking Conglomerate. Colour and size denotes rank. The darker and more somber, the larger and more uncomfortable, the higher the rank of the wearer.


    Gottlos: Grubby little Kingdom run by King Dieb Schmutzig who had been the previous king’s greatest general. Dieb is a fairly powerful Gefahrgeist. Gottlos is on the verge of war with Selbsthass.


    Grenzstadt: Walled city on the eastern edge of Geldangelegenheiten. Stands between the city-state and the tribes of the Basamortuan desert.


    Grunlugen: Independent city-state ruled by a family of petty Gefahrgeist.


    Guztia Bereganatzen: Basamurtuan legend about a man who will Ascend to godhood by devouring the world and Afterdeath, trapping all souls within himself. Translates roughly as: The All Consuming.


    Kälte Mountains: Mountain range to the north of Geldangelegenheiten.


    Krieger: The warrior sect of the Geborene Damonen.


    Leichtes Haus: Tavern in Selbsthass City


    Menschheit Letzte Imperium: The last of humanity’s great empires to fall. This entire continent had once been united under a single despotic ruler, perhaps the greatest Gefahrgeist ever to live.


    Müll Loch: Birthplace of Stehlen.


    Neidrig: City just beyond the north-western border of Selbsthass.


    Oihal: Long flowing robes worn by most tribes.


    Rand: City belonging to the Auseinander Kingdom


    Reichweite: Small kingdom west of Selbsthass, beyond the free cities (including Neidrig).


    Ruchlos Arms: Inn located in Neidrig


    Salbei: Elder of the Ausgebrochene tribes who inhabit the edges of the Gezackt Mountains.


    Salzwasser Ocean: The ocean defining the southern edge of the world


    Schatten Morder: Cotardist assassins of the Geborene Damonen.


    Schlammstamm: Nomadic grassland tribes whose society is based around who owns the most horses. At the centre of each tribe is a deranged shaman who thinks he can control the weather and talk to tribal ancestors.


    Schlangenbeschwörer: Therianthrope snake charmers of the SumpfStamm swamp tribes found at the mouth of the Wüten River.


    Schwarze Beerdigung: Tavern in Neidrig


    Selbsthass City: Capital of Selbsthass. Home to Konig Furimmer, High Priest of the Geborene Damonen.


    Selbsthass: Theocratic kingdom. Ruled by a reflection of Konig Furimmer, High Priest of the Geborene Damonen. Originally an independent kingdom with its own royal family, Selbsthass long ago fell under the sway of the Geborene. The strength of the religion’s faith conquered the Kingdom in a bloodless coup and the royal family stepped down.


    Sinnlos: Small city located on the border of Auseinander and the lands held by the Sieger Clans. Famous only due to the fact that the final battle between the Sieger and the Auseinander occurred here.


    SumpfStamm: Snake-worshipping tribes found in the swamps at the mouth of the Wüten River.


    Täuschung: a dark cult worshipping deception and illusion. The ranking priests are powerful Geisteskranken, most being Halluzin.


    Tiergeist: Therianthrope assassins of the Geborene Damonen.


    Traurig: City in the Kingdom of Geldangelegenheiten. Birth place of Wichtig.


    Unbedeutend: Backwater kingdom that’s been at war with itself for three generations.


    Unbrauchbar: Small city just within the borders of the Kingdom of Gottlos.


    Verrottung Loch: The worst tavern in all of Neidrig.


    Verschlinger: A tribe of savages in the far north who believe they gain strength and wisdom by devouring their foes. The Verschlinger do not believe in an Afterdeath.


    Verteidigung: Walled city-state to the north of Selbsthass City.


    Verzweiflung Banking Conglomerate: Organized banks/money lenders based in the kingdom of Geldangelegenheiten.


    Wahnvor Stellung: The largest and most powerful religion. They believe the gods are crazy. Crazy enough, in fact, that through sheer divine belief, they created the universe and everything within it. Only truly insane creatures could believe strongly enough to create something this complex. They worship the old gods that pre-date recorded history.


    Glücklich Leaf: Hallucinogenic.
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