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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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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 and any weird terminology I invented. Or, feel free to read and discover for yourself. Sometimes the difficult path is the most enjoyable.


Last time I apologized to any German speaking readers for my horrendous borrowing of their language. This time I’m butchering Basque as well.




ONE


Sanity is a delusion, reality a myth.


—Versklaver Denker, Gefahrgeist Philosopher


OPEN YOUR EYES, MEHRERE.


Eyes open.


Mehrere? A name?


No, she thought, Geisteskranken manifesting as multiple people. She knew that but not how or why.


Her back against an uneven wall, stones jutted against her spine. Confining alleyways, deep in shadow, wended away in every direction. The street, filthy, thick with garbage and human waste, looked unfamiliar. Thick vomit, once warm but cooling quickly, covered her thighs and snug black leather pants. She blinked, vision smearing in and out of focus, trying to remember how she got here.


Nothing.


She stared at the mess in her lap, the regurgitated remains of a meal; hard to tell now what it was, but there’s lots of red. Hopefully wine or tomatoes rather than blood. An empty scabbard, simple and unadorned, hung at her hip on the left side.


The street swam, and for a moment she saw double. Her head, resting against the wall, throbbed with blinding pain.


Had she fallen, struck her head against the stone?


No. Someone hit me, tried to cave my skull in.


Raised voices echoed down the alley, people screaming panicked orders. She heard the distant crash of splintering wood.


Leaning forward, her head came away from the wall with a wet sucking sound. Nausea pulsed in hot waves. Had there been anything left within, it too would now be on her lap. She reached her left hand to the back of her head and found it hot and wet. Her skull felt soft, soggy. The hand, petite and delicate, came away spattered in blood and tangled clumps of black hair. Beneath the mess, dark lines of swirling ink peeked through. Wiping the hand on her vomit covered pants, she stared at the intricate tattoo of a closed eye on the palm. It looked like it might open at any moment. She dreaded what she’d see.


Leaning back, she closed her eyes. She could die here; let it all go. That wasn’t quite right, she would die here.


Or maybe she already had.


More voices, louder this time.


Open your eyes, Mehrere.


Leaning heavily against the wall, she pushed herself to her feet and stood bent, hands on knees as spasms of nausea twisted her guts leaving her gasping and retching bloody drool. She stared at her feet, at well-made but simple boots. Bloody ropes of black hair hung past her face, dripped bright crimson to the cobblestone street. The boots told her nothing of who or what she was. Her left hand strayed toward the empty scabbard.


Where is my sword?


With a grunt she stood straight, still leaning against the wall as waves of dizziness threatened to topple her. The voices grew in volume, desperate and loud.


Were they searching for her?


God, she wanted to sink back to the ground. Lie down. Let the world go on without her. She had nothing more to offer. Everything she’d been was gone, stripped away by violence.


This, she decided, told her something of herself.


You’re the kind of person who gets their head crushed in dark alleys.


She searched through her clothes, finding hidden knives, a book of poems by someone named Halber Tod, and a folded sheet of thick vellum. Her body she found well-curved yet hard with muscle. The sheet was a bank note from the Verzweiflung Banking Conglomerate, a promise of payment to one Zerfall Seele. The numbers swam before her eyes, and she gave up trying to read them.


Zerfall. Is that me, or did I steal this? Was she a thief? That would explain the knives and all the black.


Shoving the bank note and book of poems back into a pocket, she pushed away from the wall and stood, knees wobbling. She’d had a sword and there were knives hidden about her body. And someone recently tried to kill you. Resisting the insidious desire to reach back and test the softness of her skull, she felt less than certain they’d failed.


Angry voices echoed off stone from somewhere to her left. Turning in the other direction, she stumbled down the alley, leaning against the walls. Blood ran from her hairline, stung her eyes, stained her blurred vision red. Two turns later, she found herself blinking in bright sunlight. Before her, a wide street lined with shops and stalls. Gone was the stench of poverty. The people, fat and soft, wore their wealth in looping chains of gold, their skin studded with inset diamonds. She found no such ostentatious displays on her own flesh. Was she among the city’s poor?


The thief angle looked increasingly likely.


The few people noticing her shied away, eyes wide; no doubt she looked and smelled awful.


Voices from the alley behind her drove her forward. Pushing herself from the wall she staggered into the crowd, hoping to lose herself within. People parted around her, staying well clear and avoiding eye contact.


Do they know me? She reached toward a man, trying to catch his attention. When he noticed her he sobbed and fled into the crowd.


What was that about? Am I some kind of outcast?


A tall woman wearing long chain hauberk, a sword hanging at her side, pushed through the mass of people. Her eyes widened and she yelled, “She’s here! I’ve found her!”


Oh thank the god, she must be city guard. Maybe—


The woman charged, sword drawn.


The street narrowed to a tunnel of focus.


The woman’s sword, held in her right hand, glinted in the sun. Step to her left, force her to attack across her body. Knife in hand—how did that get there?—feint high and stab low with a second knife—what?—concealed from sight. There, thigh exposed in a slit on the hauberk designed to allow freedom of movement. Slash the thigh, opening the femoral artery. Kick out a knee and hear the joint pop. Wet sob of agony cut short as the second knife, finish as dull as the edge was sharp, stabbed upward into the woman’s throat.


She stood, barely breathing, over the corpse. The crowd, as yet unaware of the violence, had yet to react.


That was fast. Easy. If not a thief, perhaps she was an assassin.


An elderly woman spun, screaming, “She’s here! I’ve found her!” The old lady rushed forward, arthritic knuckles and wrinkled hands forming bony claws.


Drive the knife into her heart and spin away, free. Send the corpse toppling with a shove.


Only now were people beginning to react, mostly in confusion. Bodies. Blood.


“She’s here! I’ve found her!” A young boy no more than eight years old charged, arms outstretched like he meant to tackle her. His body toppled past her, the weight tearing the knife from her hand. Not to worry, there are three more where that came from.


Armed men poured from the alley from which she’d come.


She fled, stumbling into yet another narrow street choked with garbage. Someone followed, screaming, “She’s here! I’ve found her!” and she spun a knife, perfectly weighted, into their throat without even taking the time to register who they were.


In the distance, towering structures of marble and granite loomed over the poverty surrounding her. Churches and banks, it was difficult to tell them apart. The people lurking here were dirty and poor in sharp contrast to the soft luxury of those on the main street. She leapt something that was either a corpse or someone sleeping facedown in the middle of the lane.


Momentarily out of sight, she turned into another alley.


‘She’s here! I’ve found her!’ The words, always the same. Always just one voice screaming them.


“She’s here! I’ve found her!”


The lone voice pursued her through narrow streets, growing ever closer.


Ducking into a detritus-strewn alcove, she stopped, pressing herself into the shadows. No breath. No sound. Deathly calm, heart doing its lethargic thump thump. Shouldn’t I be scared? How often did this happen that her body took it all in stride? Approaching feet. A young woman, face flushed and still bearing the last of youthful baby-fat, came into view.


No time for thought. Crush the nose with an elbow strike. Lean into it, put your full weight behind the blow. She felt the satisfying crunch of shattered cartilage through the sharp bone in her elbow. The woman’s feet came off the street and she sprawled like a doll thrown to the ground, her mouth opened to yell. A brutal kick to the stomach kept her gasping for air.


Knife hard against throat, drawing blood.


“Why are you chasing me?”


The girl snarled hatred, teeth bared in a psychotic grin. “Go ahead, Zerfall.”


She’s taunting me, she doesn’t care if I kill her. At least she knew her name now.


“We’ll hunt you forever,” the girl said. “Swarm awaits.”


“Why? What did I do? Who am I—”


“Hölle will never forgive your betrayal.”


“Hölle?”


“She’s not dead, she survived.” The girl grinned triumph. “Didn’t expect that, did you?”


The clattering of armour grew closer. Zerfall severed the girl’s hamstrings, careful not to nick arteries lest she bleed out too quickly, and fled.


Why did I do that? Why did I leave her alive? She didn’t know, but it felt like the right choice.


Spotting the city wall in the distance, she left the claustrophobic alleys behind. I have to get out. With no knowledge of who or what she was, she had to escape, leave this city behind. Anyone and everyone could be an enemy. She ran past boutiques selling scarves and trinkets as pretty as they were useless. Clean streets. Marble and brass framed every shop. So much wealth just a few strides from such poverty.


Turning a corner she spotted the city gates, half a dozen lounging guards and a young squire leading a horse. The gates were open, the guards bored and inattentive.


Zerfall wanted that horse, needed it.


A score of heartbeats later, the squire and guards were dead or dying and she rode east, the setting sun warming her back. Ahead, the land rolled in verdant hills dotted with sprawling farms.


What lay beyond that serene landscape?


She didn’t know.


Eleven dead in half as many minutes. Only death lay behind. She couldn’t go back, not when anyone and everyone might be an enemy. If she didn’t know herself, how could she know her friends? Do I even have friends? The word felt strange, alien.


What did she know?


My name is Zerfall and I kill, quick and easy. She thought about the people she cut down and felt nothing. I’m a remorseless killer.


Or had that been expedience?


“No, you didn’t have to kill the city guards or the squire.” The sound of her voice, husky and deep, startled her. “So, that’s what I sound like.”


Zerfall rode in silence, her hips rolling with the movement of the chestnut horse. Reaching forward to stroke its ears, she realized her fingers felt numb. Not lacking strength, but the sensation of the horse’s hair felt oddly distant. She turned the left hand, examining the thin fingers, black nail polish shellacked thick enough to look wet. The palm. A closed eye. What a strange thing to tattoo on one’s hand. She wondered what it had meant to her; it must have hurt. She closed the hand into a fist, shutting away the closed eye. Something about the tattoo left her uncomfortable. It meant something, said something about her. Something she should know.


If that eye opens, what will I see?


Clenching her teeth in the expectation of pain, she reached back and probed at the rear of her skull. The blood had dried, caking hair and god knew what else into rigid clumps.


God knew … God, singular? It felt right, and yet wrong. Like an affectation. So much was missing. She spoke a language and knew nothing of its origins. Had she been a native to that city, or a visiting foreigner? Try as she might, she could think of no words in other languages. Come to think of it, how would she know what words belonged to what language?


She pushed fingers against the back of her head. An area the size of her fist felt soft and spongy, but with the mass of blood and hair, she couldn’t tell how much was broken bone. I shouldn’t be conscious, much less standing and fighting. She blinked, half expecting to topple from the saddle. Nothing. She felt fine, if distant and numb. Considering her head had been hit hard enough to leave her unconscious and incapable of remembering anything about herself, the pain was muted.


Zerfall picked at the black polish on her fingernails; she hadn’t noticed starting. Was this some old habit so ingrained even now she kept it up? Perhaps it meant someday she might remember more of her life.


With nothing else to think about, she recalled the few moments she remembered. The woman in the hauberk, the old woman, the young boy, and the girl she hamstrung: Somehow they were all the same person. That made no sense. Did it?


“We’ll hunt you forever,” the girl said. “Swarm awaits.”


What the hell did that mean? A swarm of what?


Hell. Singular rather than plural? Could there be only one hell? That felt wrong much in the same way god felt wrong.


The girl mentioned another name: Hölle. Apparently Zerfall betrayed this woman and attempted to kill her. That she failed rankled. She wanted to turn the horse around and ride back to—whatever that city was—to finish the job, but she had no idea who Hölle was, no idea what she looked like, and no idea where to find her. If she decided to follow through with the desire, nothing and no one would stop her. She’d kill everything and everyone who got in her way.


I’m not the kind of person who takes failure well.


Hölle. The name meant nothing and everything.


[image: images]


HÖLLE LAY ON HER side, curled around the agony in her stomach. She drown in torment, physical and emotional. Each breath shook with shuddering sobs. Her heart and soul were riven, torn in two. Not just her heart and soul, her very mind had been sundered.


Less than an hour ago her sister, Zerfall, had tried to kill her, stabbed her in the gut with that damned sword, Blutblüte. It was a miracle she didn’t now stand in Swarm—the Täuschung hell she’d hallucinated into existence—surrounded by the seething crush of naked humanity. If Zerfall and Blutblüte couldn’t kill her, nothing could.


The One True God protects me; my work here isn’t finished.


Still, she felt broken. Betrayed.


She remembered Zerfall pacing the room as she laid out her plans for the church. Her sister had been increasingly distracted and distant for years, becoming less and less involved in the running of the church. In the last decade Zerfall did little except recruit new Geisteskranken to their cause. A powerful Gefahrgeist, it was easy for her to convince people to join them. As more of their holy work fell to Hölle she realized how good she was at this. The long hours left her continually exhausted, feeling stretched thin, but her own suffering meant nothing in the face of saving all humanity. While it bothered her, she assumed her sister needed space and left her alone. Doing the work of the One True God was a life-long task, often brutal and grinding. If Zerfall needed some time to herself, Hölle understood.


Hölle shied from the memory of her sister drawing that terrible sword and her even more terrible words: “You’re trying to replace me. You’re trying to kill me.”


Why would she say that?


For over four hundred years she and her sister stood together, bound to their purpose by the One True God: Once humanity suffered for their sins, they would be freed to once again become the gods they were always meant to be.


Lost in thought, she stared at the detritus heaped in the corner of her room. Dust, discarded articles of clothing, and a considerable amount of long dark hair, both hers and Zerfall’s, had been piling up for years. Maybe longer. The entire Täuschung compound was a chaotic mess, had been for as long as she could remember. She didn’t care; a religion of suffering had little call for cleanliness. And none of the millions of worshippers spread throughout the city states would ever see the inside of this church, the true core of the Täuschung. For the sane masses, the church presented a very different front. To them, Swarm was a heaven of belonging, a collection of righteous souls awaiting the final day when all humanity had been saved. The sane could never understand that torment and suffering were the keys to redemption. If lies had to be told, it was for their own good.


They don’t even know they’re already in a prison. We’ll make them gods again, set them free.


Still, she had a dim memory of things being different. Cleaner, like once they’d taken pride in their holy mission.


Four hundred years of living in perpetual misery. Four hundred years as the Voice of Wahrergott, the One True God, with only her sister to stand at her side. Centuries of suffering, each and every day seeing this prison for what it was and knowing it would take millennia more to free humanity.


Her delusion, driven by the will of Wahrergott, birthed Swarm. For four hundred years the Täuschung religion, the one hidden beneath the public façade, fed her child with souls. Millions now populated Swarm and more were sent every day.


One of the Täuschung priests, a doctor who lost his mind after losing too many patients, had bandaged her belly, said she’d survive. He’d had her carried to her chambers and laid in bed. Though he offered narcotics to ease her pain, she refused. She wanted to feel this, needed to. Suffering was everything.


Tears had run, damp and hot. Now her eyes were dry, her face tight, lips tasting of salt, the sodden sheet beneath her cheek cooling. She embraced the discomfort as if it were a cherished lesson. Suffering and penance, as well she knew, was the key to unlocking everything.


And, oh, how she suffered.


Four hundred years with but one driving purpose, sacrificing everything she was and could have been to bring about the Ascension of Humanity, and here she hid, arms wrapped around a wound that should have killed her. Had her faith in Wahrergott faltered for but a single moment, she would surely have died.


Four hundred years and still I live.


The memory of cold steel sliding into her gut, the wrenching twist as the hand holding that sword tore it free. The tortured moan ripped from her lips as she pitched to the ground. Numb recognition as she rolled over to stare up into her sister’s face.


Four hundred years we stood together, never once wavering. How did this happen? What changed?


“You’re trying to replace me. You’re trying to kill me.”


Had Zerfall completely lost her mind? Had she finally fallen to the Pinnacle, the fate awaiting all Geisteskranken? Did the One True God no longer extend his protection to Hölle’s sister?


Hölle gritted her teeth in a snarl and the ice in her gut turned hot. Clutching her arms tight to her stomach as if relaxing them would allow her guts to fall free, she pushed herself into a sitting position.


Zerfall, why?


This physical pain was nothing in comparison to the soul-shredding agony of betrayal.


Four hundred years ago they’d been normal little girls, unimaginative and average in every way. A plague swept through their village, killing nine of ten people. Their parents and two little brothers died early, leaving the two sisters hallucinating, feverish and alone. The fever changed them. Wahrergott spoke his commands into their febrile minds as they lay dying:


This responsive reality is a hell. I am The One True God and Enforcer of the laws. To save humanity you must unite all in suffering. Penance for your crimes. Convince the world. This is your prison. Make your hell. Beyond this is paradise. You will be free, as gods.


Suffering, they learned, would set them free. Misery was the key. Someday, when humanity had suffered enough, paid for their heinous crime—and the even fouler breach of forgetting their crime—they would be free.


Hölle and Zerfall went to bed as two feverish sisters and rose, to the stench of their rotting family, as something more. Hölle awoke a Halluzin, and birthed a new hell with her hallucinations. Zerfall, a Gefahrgeist, bent humanity to her will, conscripting Geisteskranken and those meek sane in need of a religion into their priesthood. The Täuschung was born that night.


“We were gods,” she told the surviving villagers upon her miraculous recovery. “Each and every one of us is an imprisoned god. I know how to set us free.”


They mocked her, called her insane. Fools.


Four hundred years later, here she was. She’d built a church upon the words of Wahrergott. Penance for humanity’s forgotten crimes. The Täuschung were tens of thousands strong and growing. They had hospices in every city-state and preached words of hope and salvation to lure in the mentally stable. The Täuschung promised an eternity in paradise and the sane swarmed to them, proving their faith by pledging to die in a Täuschung hospice where devout priests could ensure their souls travelled to the Täuschung heaven.


That heaven was a lie. She’d dreamed of Swarm, a hell of endless suffering, and her Halluzin power made it real. Each hospice was overseen by sane priests who believed in the Swarm, the heaven. But within each hospice lay a dark heart, a core of Geisteskranken who believed in Swarm, the true Täuschung hell.


She and Zerfall had a plan and countless millennia to make it real. Belief defined reality. The delusions of one person, no matter how strongly held, twisted only local reality; the proximity of the dull and steady beliefs of the masses would limit even that. A powerful Gefahrgeist might bend the beliefs of a crowd or even a small city-state to their will, but to irrevocably change reality required vast numbers. Millions. Someday there would be more souls within Swarm than without and the balance would forever tip. Already there were more souls in their hallucinated hell than in Geldangelegenheiten, Geld to the locals, the city-state the Täuschung called home.


Hölle bit down hard on her lip, tasting blood. In recent years she found herself living increasingly in the past. She had so much past. Enough to drown in.


Focus. Embrace suffering as all Täuschung must.


Zerfall, soul of her soul, had turned on her. Hölle replayed their last conversation, struggling to understand why.


“Aas gave me a book of poems,” Zerfall had said, interrupting Hölle. “Halber Tod.”


Hölle was familiar with the poet. “Talentless hack,” she answered.


“You’re trying to replace me. You’re trying to kill me.”


Zerfall’s accusation had been so unexpected, so insane, Hölle had stood there, blinking at her sister, wondering who she was talking about.


And then Zerfall drew Blutblüte and drove the blade into Hölle’s belly. She stood over Hölle, watching her squirm with dead eyes. “This is rotten,” her sister added. Without another word she turned and walked away, leaving Blutblüte behind.


Hölle had nothing but questions. What did her sister’s senseless accusation mean? What had she meant by “This is rotten?” Why hadn’t she taken the sword? If it was a play for power, why hadn’t she finished her sister and claimed the church as her own?


Zerfall had always been quick to violence; her emotions ran hot, ever bubbling below the surface. She’d been the balance to Hölle’s steady temper and eternal patience.


“Zerfall, we are nothing without each other,” Hölle whispered.


Whatever her plans, whatever her reasons, Zerfall’s treason could topple the Täuschung, undo centuries of sacrifice and anguish. Zerfall must be stopped. No matter the cost.


Can you survive her death?


She twitched at the thought. There was something awful there she didn’t want to confront. Of course I’ll survive. In fact, the more she thought about it, the more excited she felt. Her sister had been holding her back. Maybe she no longer needed Zerfall as she once had. After all, she had been running the church with very little help for decades. I’m stronger now.


Zerfall had to die, and she knew just the man to do it: Aas, Zerfall’s lover. As a member of the Täuschung inner circle, Aas knew the church’s true mission. And Zerfall left him behind, abandoning him just as she abandoned Hölle.


Aas was an odd one, unique among her Geisteskranken priests. Unlike the others, he was plagued by a pesky curiosity. Before joining the Täuschung, he travelled the world. His inquisitive nature would drive him to dig deeper into what happened between Hölle and Zerfall. He might accept whatever she told him at first, but in time he’d question. His curiosity would be his death. That he was easily the most educated man she ever met did little for her willingness to trust him.


On the other hand, she’d know if he planned betrayal.


Hölle wiped at her face, making sure no hint of tears remained. She straightened her shirt, rigid with drying blood, and shoved her hair and clothes into place. Leaning forward with a grunt of pain, she pulled on the silk rope at the side of her bed. A bell hanging just on the other side of her chamber door rang. Captain Gedankenlos, a slab of muscle with a chin, cracked the door open, peeking only his head into her chambers.


“Fetch Aas,” said Hölle.


Gedankenlos nodded and was gone.


Hölle sagged back into bed. Her world felt thin, stretched to the point of tearing. Without Zerfall … If I close my eyes and let go I’ll fade to nothing. Her eyes snapped open, a rush of terror speeding her heart. I’m real. I’m alive. Then why did she feel so … she searched for the word … illusory?


It was Zerfall’s fault. Zerfall did this with her betrayal. She’ll pay. Once Zerfall was dead, everything would change.
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HALF AN HOUR LATER, Aas entered and stood at Hölle’s side. His hands fidgeted nervously, the knuckles sagging with loose skin. You’d never know he was a merciless killer. He looked more like the kind of troll you’d find hoarding books in a dark library. The man was beyond heinous, abhorrent in every possible manner. He’d be bald if not for the few thick black hairs sprouting chaotically about his pale skull. The sallow skin of his face hung wrinkled, slack and swinging, in long jowls. Thick folds of yellow flesh dragged at his lower eyelids with their weight. A longbow of blackened bone and wood hung over one shoulder and a quiver of obsidian-tipped arrows, feathers thick and glistening sable, hung on the other. The bow he’d carried for years, but the fletchings on those arrows were something new.


I know where those feathers come from, thought Hölle. It might be a minor self-destruction, but Aas already suffered Wahnist and Therianthrope tendencies. If he became Trichotillic, it might mean his delusions were winning the battle with his dwindling sanity. Comorbidity often presaged a Geisteskranken’s imminent collapse.


Aas bowed low, and his eyes, black pupils surrounded by bloodshot brown and lacking any whites, examined her as if drinking in every detail. Did he search for weakness, or was he trying to see down her shirt again?


{She’s been crying. I want to lick those tears.}


“Tell me you have her,” said Hölle, ignoring Aas’ disgusting Wahnist tendencies. The delusional wretch believed everyone heard his thoughts and broadcast them endlessly.


{Was that a nipple? Did I just see a nipple?} Aas licked thin lips, glancing at Hölle, his horrid eyes beady and bright, to see if his fixation with her breasts had been noticed. “One of the priests caught her, hit from behind with a cudgel.”


Hölle’s chest tightened. “She’s dead?”


“She killed him, escaped and fled the city.” {Gods I miss her already. The way she cut me—}


“Silence!” She’s alive. Fear and jubilation wrestled for dominance.


{What if she knows I lust after her as I lust after her sister. What if she—} The stream of thought choked to nothing. Aas showed sharp white teeth in something between a desperate leer and an ingratiating grin.


Hölle knew all about the torrid little romance Zerfall maintained with this saggy-skinned and bloody-eyed vermin. Knowing of its existence didn’t mean she understood it. What did Zerfall see in this man? Was it part of some larger scheme? No, Zerfall had never been one for plans—that fell to Hölle.


Hölle might not have Zerfall’s Gefahrgeist power, but she understood manipulation. She watched Aas pluck one of his ear hairs and examine it in detail.


He stuffed the hair into a pocket. {Perfect. This will do nicely for Hexenwerk.}


Hexenwerk? What was the wretch thinking about now? Was he making something with his own foul hair? She shuddered at the thought.


He’s insane, but can I trust him? She knew one sure way to find out.


Reaching out a thin-fingered hand, she caressed Aas’ arm. “I need you.” She licked her lips suggestively, peering up from where she sat, dark eyes speaking promises she had no intention of keeping. “Zerfall has succumbed to her delusions; she no longer rules her thoughts.”


{She’s touching me.} Aas blinked myopically at her hand, small eyes intent. {Is this true?}


Already he questions me.


Hölle had to be careful. Aas might be insane, but he was far from stupid. “She no longer hears the word of Wahrergott.”


{Why did she flee Geld? Why did she leave me?}


“I know you shared a bond,” Hölle said before he spewed more of his vile thoughts.


{I love her.} “A bond of suffering,” he said. {She cut me.} “I can’t believe she—”


“And that is why it must be you.”


“Me?”


“You took pleasure in the suffering she inflicted.”


{Yes yes yes!} “No, I—”


“The One True God sees everything. You love her.”


{It’s true. After, for a few short moments, I feel forgiven.} “I needed her to hurt me—”


“There is no forgiveness. The idea is offensive in the eyes of Wahrergott.” Hölle removed her hand from Aas’ arm and rose to her feet, one hand pressed tight to her wounded belly. Though Aas towered over her he shrank back, cowering. “You shall not be forgiven until we have all been forgiven, until every single man, woman, and child has suffered enough to appease the One True God.” She clenched her teeth against the tearing pain in her gut. “You must suffer for your transgression.”


{She knows. She knows everything.} Aas bowed his head in shame leaving her to stare at the puckered chicken flesh of his sagging scalp. “I must make amends.”


Doubt stalled Hölle, strangled her thoughts. When Zerfall is dead … Everything would be different. Better, somehow. Her sister … Zerfall will not despoil four hundred years of effort.


“You must hunt and kill my sister. Wahrergott wills it.” Aas would be the instrument of her vengeance. His past with Zerfall made this a desperate gamble, but knowing she’d hear his every thought guaranteed she’d know if he lied. It appalled her that there was no one else she could trust with this.


Aas stared at her, his bloodshot eyes as wide as she’d ever seen them. For a few heartbeats the endless puke of spewed thought remained quiet. Then, {Kill her? Kill my love?} “Me?”


She advanced on Aas, and the man retreated before her wrath. “Wahrergott demands you suffer for your pleasures.”


“I shall atone for my sins.” {Wahrergott, forgive me.} “I shall kill Zerfall.”


A start, but not enough. She needed to know he would kill Zerfall. She needed to hear him think it.


There could be no room for doubt. With Zerfall gone, Hölle was the will of Wahrergott. Wahrergott chose her. Wahrergott spoke to her. Nothing else mattered. It can’t all be for nothing.


Hölle let slip some small sliver of fear. Shadows danced and coalesced in her peripheral vision, scenes of an eternal hell with no feature other than the thronging souls who populated it. No trees littered the landscape, no mountains shimmered in the distance. No sun hung above. The sky gave off a harsh, unchanging light, illuminating the teeming crowd of souls. Distant screams echoed about her chambers. Swarm was a hell of souls with nothing to distract its denizens. Humanity, she knew from personal experience, needed nothing more than humanity to breed suffering. Scenes of endless rape and murder played over and over as tormented souls, some of whom had been imprisoned for hundreds of years, sought distraction from the unchanging nothing. Swarm, packed tight, shoulder to shoulder, went on forever.


Aas backed away, hands lifting as if to defend himself from the hellish vision. “Is it real?”


“Belief defines reality.”


Aas stared, appalled and excited by the scene he witnessed. “But someone else could believe something different.”


She said, “I believe,” as if it ended all possible debate. “Those millions of souls believe.”


Aas’ breath caught and his eyes brimmed with tears. {Gods, no. I believe. I believe in Swarm.}


“You shall be the assassin of The One True God,” said Hölle. “For as long as you serve Wahrergott you shall never die,” she lied. “Do you swear to serve Wahrergott with all your soul?”


{Yes yes yes! Anything!} Aas knelt before Hölle, a single tear trickled down his sagging face, following deep folds. “I swear I shall serve. Forever.”


“Zerfall must die.”


{Zerfall must die.} “I will find her. I will kill her.” {I’m sorry, my love. I must send you to Swarm to save myself.}


“Zerfall betrayed Wahrergott,” said Hölle, ignoring the puerile filth and chaos of Aas’ thoughts. “She betrayed us all.” I’ve done it. Her lover will betray her as she betrayed me.


“Yes.” Aas sobbed agreement. “She betrayed Wahrergott.”


“She abandoned you as she abandoned me,” said Hölle. Aas glanced at her, his lips stretched in anguish, tears flowing freely now. “It hurts, doesn’t it?” He nodded, his sagging jowls swaying. “Make her suffer.”


Aas nodded again, saying nothing, his thoughts spewing a confused babble of sex and torture as if they were one and the same.


“Stand.”


He wiped his eyes with a sleeve. The skin on his face and skull seemed to have sagged even further. But something burned deep within his bloodshot eyes. Hunger. Dark glee. “It will not be easy to find her and even more difficult to kill her.” {Gods I want to see her again, to hurt her.} “Perhaps I can talk to her? Discover why—”


“Beware her Gefahrgeist powers. You must kill her from a distance.”


“I always kill from a distance.” {Coward!}


“She must suffer as she has made us suffer.”


{Did Zerfall hurt Hölle as she hurt me? The thought! I must escape this wretchedly insane bitch so I can relieve myself.} A hand strayed toward his groin and stopped when he saw her notice. “I shall leave immediately.”


Hölle, biting her tongue, watched Aas flee the room. The disgusting bug could barely refrain from touching himself. It mattered not. He’d kill Zerfall. She’d decide what to do with him after.


With the door firmly closed, she climbed back into bed, still clutching her stomach. She shouldn’t have stood, blood stained her bandages where she’d torn the wound.


She remembered Zerfall’s calm face as she drew Blutblüte, the utter lack of emotion.


Zerfall must have known I would never forgive her. She knew I would repay the hurt a thousand times.


The answer, while painful, was all too clear: Zerfall, a Gefahrgeist, didn’t care that she hurt her sister.


But she would. When Zerfall woke to find herself in Swarm, then she would care. Then she would regret betraying Hölle. When she is dead I will—


A warm hand stroked Hölle’s hair as Zerfall used to during those rare times when offering comfort.


“Zerfall?” Hölle, rolled over to stare up at the beautiful woman sitting at the side of her bed. She was surprised to realize it was disappointment and not fear she felt most. “Is it really—”


The petite woman shook her head, achingly familiar thick black hair wafting scents of honey. “You are fragmented. Torn. You love her. You hate her.” The woman smiled sadly. “I am your grief. Call me Pharisäer.”


Hölle understood immediately. “Wahrergott sent you to replace Zerfall.” The One True God has not abandoned me because of Zerfall’s failure. The god had given her back her sister.


“I am your pain. I am your doubt. And I shall never betray you.”


Hölle closed her eyes, enjoying the fingers working at the knots in her hair. “When she’s dead it won’t hurt any more. When she’s in Swarm—”


“You don’t believe that.”


Hölle sighed. Pharisäer was right. “Still, I can take some pleasure in knowing she’ll suffer.”


“But that’s not why you want her killed.”


Hölle scowled and sat up, pushing away Pharisäer’s hand. “It’s not?” Why am I so excited at the prospect of my sister’s death?


“When she is dead you’ll be free to finally be you. She held you back all these years, but now you’re ready to lead, to be the real leader of the Täuschung.”


Real; the word resonated. Hölle stared at Pharisäer, examining every aspect. Her eyes were brown, but so dark as to be near black, her lips full and sensuous. She drew a deep breath. This could be Zerfall—


“I’m not Zerfall,” said Pharisäer. “I am your doubt.”


Hölle sighed. “I know.” She glanced at the door. “What shall we do with Aas? He disgusts me.”


“Because he is disgusting.”


Hölle decided. “I want him dead.”


“But not because he is disgusting,” said Pharisäer.


“No?”


“He shared something with Zerfall, something you were never part of. Something you could never have. You’re jealous.” Pharisäer offered a knowing smile. “But once she’s dead …”


Once she’s dead I’ll have it all. And she wanted it all. It would be hers. The church. Everything. She’d been doing everything anyway. When her sister was dead Hölle would finally be—


“We must be honest with ourselves.” Pharisäer brushed long black hair back from Hölle’s face and flashed a regretful smile. “No one else will be.” The smile fell away, replaced by a look of infinite sadness, dark eyes filling with tears. “Zerfall’s betrayal hurts too much to bear alone.”


Pharisäer spoke truth. The betrayal hurt, hurt more than anything in all Hölle’s long life. And yet somehow it felt like that betrayal opened a door. Was this Wahrergott’s will?


“Fine,” said Hölle, swallowing her pain. She turned away to hide her confusion and changed the subject. “Knowing Aas’ every vile thought has its advantages, even if he does turn my stomach.”


“True,” said Pharisäer. “He loved Zerfall, and for that he must die. First, though, we’ll use him.”




TWO


I hate who I am. I hate what I am. I loathe my humanity. It’s a stain. We are animals with delusions of grandeur, impressed with all we’ve wrought with our madness. But animals are pure of thought and intention, driven by pure needs. Hunger. Sleep. I need to be that animal once again.


—Unknown Therianthrope


AAS STUMBLED FROM HÖLLE’S chambers, scowled hatred at Gedankenlos, the handsome Captain of the Guard, positioned at her door.


{Self important arse.} he thought when he was four strides away.


“Turkey vulture,” said Gedankenlos, showing perfect teeth in a flawless grin.


When Aas reached the stairs he cast a glance over his shoulder, measuring the distance—about eight strides—and thought, I’ll gut you in your sleep. When the Captain—as predictable as he was attractive—failed to react Aas knew the man was beyond the range of his broadcast thoughts.


Somewhere between four and eight strides. For the last few years the range of his thoughts had been increasing. A bad sign as it presaged the inevitable collapse of his sanity.


Did he broadcast his thoughts further in front or behind him, or was it more like a perfect sphere? An interesting thought; he’d have to experiment when time permitted.


To be sure he was alone, Aas descended half the spiral stairway before stopping to lean against the wall. With a sigh of pent-up tension he pressed his forehead to the stone, feeling the stab of sharp grit. He couldn’t stop himself from broadcasting, but with psychotic concentration and absolute focus he had some control over what he thought. It was exhausting, and far from perfect; no matter how hard he tried, sometimes things he’d rather not share slipped through.


“You shall be the assassin of The One True God,” Hölle had said. “For as long as you serve Wahrergott you shall never die.”


Assassin of Wahrergott. Aas coughed a stifled chuckle of derision. Hölle thinks me an idiot. She knew what he and Zerfall shared and her disgust was writ plain on her beautiful face. She’d see him dead, he saw it in her eyes.


Zerfall, why did you abandon me? Was it something I did?


He’d given her a book of Halber Tod’s poems as a gift, curious if she’d appreciate the Cotardist poet as much as he. Zerfall had smiled, that little upturn at the corner of her perfect lips, and pocketed the book without a glance. That was the last time he saw her. Two days later she stabbed Hölle and fled the compound, leaving Blutblüte, her sword, behind.


Aas thought back to his meeting with Hölle, replaying every thought, trying to recall if anything damning slipped out. Had he thought about Hexenwerk, the puppet he’d begun building as a desperate and likely doomed attempt to avoid death, the Pinnacle, and Swarm? He couldn’t remember. If he had, she hadn’t asked about it. He fingered the collection of bodily detritus in his pocket, mostly hair and snot, all collected from himself. She doesn’t know or she doesn’t care.


He’d made great effort to be as pathetic and disgusting as possible so as to distract her and end the meeting quickly. It seemed to have worked.


She believed what she heard.


His thoughts hadn’t been a lie, but he had been able to limit them to the most base and vile topics possible. That he lusted after Hölle—how could he not, while less muscled, she was damned near Zerfall’s twin—made it easier. Outright lies he found almost impossible as he couldn’t stop himself from wondering whether people believed him and then, of course, they heard him wondering.


It helps that you’re disgusting.


He pushed that thought aside, telling himself that deep down all people were crude animals moved by the same base urges driving all creatures.


He would do his best to murder his lover. But this was Zerfall. She’d take him with her Gefahrgeist power long before he had a chance to harm her.


Maybe she’ll let me hurt her just a little.


He shivered with pleasure at the thought. Their relationship had always been as sadomasochistic as it was one sided. She held the power, though much as he enjoyed that, he always wanted to hurt her back, give some balance to their twisted relationship.


When he felt ready, Aas pushed himself from the wall. He’d find Zerfall and do his best to kill her even if he wanted to fail. Even if failure was guaranteed. Once she had him—once she crushed him with her Gefahrgeist power—maybe she’d keep him. He could only hope.


Aas took his time traversing the spiral stairs leading from Hölle’s chambers down to the courtyard at the front of the church. Dust gathered in thick cobwebs that hadn’t seen spiders in a hundred years.


He enjoyed every moment of Zerfall’s divine torture, every lash, every cut. He loved her with the absolute worship of a man with no choice; a powerful Gefahrgeist, she left him no alternative. That his enjoyment was wrong made it all the more delicious. He loved the vicious and dangerous nature of their relationship, and he loved her.


Aas uttered something between a laugh and a sob. As if Zerfall could ever love you.


Except some part of him believed she did. Or had.


She’s Gefahrgeist, he reminded himself. Gefahrgeist can’t love.


But he could and he did. What she felt, if anything, didn’t matter.


Aas slowed as he reached the bottom of the stairs. {Hölle hates me.} Zerfall had told him.


“Pardon?”


Aas glanced up, met the eyes of a Täuschung priest hustling toward the stairs with a leather satchel clutched to his chest, a long thin-bladed sword hanging at his hip. The man’s skin moved like something wriggled beneath it and a damp slug clung to his neck just beneath his left ear. Befallen, the man believed himself to be infected with all manner of parasites.


“I said nothing,” said Aas. “What did you hear?”


“Oh!” said the priest, eyes widening in recognition. “Nothing. My mistake.”


“What did you hear?” snapped Aas.


“Nothing,” said the priest, shuffling around Aas in the confines of the stairway.


{He heard everything. Kill him.}


The priest squeaked, a high pitched whimper, and fled, disappearing around the bend in the spiral stairs. Aas watched, eyes narrowed to a devouring squint. Such chance encounters were dangerous. He must be more alert, at least until he left the Täuschung compound. If the wrong person heard his thoughts, they’d report them to Hölle. For a moment Aas considered following and killing the priest. What had the man heard?


Nothing worth killing him for, he decided.


Once in the courtyard, Aas stood, his rounded shoulders hunched forward, turning in a slow circle.


Where will Zerfall go?


Aas allowed himself a rare grin of pleasure, careful no one saw it. If there was one thing that made living worthwhile, it was a good puzzle.


He thought through what he knew of the nearest city-states.


Geld—home of the Täuschung—being the eastern-most of the city-states, with the endless wastes of the Basamortuan Desert sprawling beyond its eastern border, west was the obvious answer. Following the Flussrand River back toward its source in the Gezackt Mountains were a dozen or more city-states of varying size and wealth. Abgeleitete Leute, an entire city populated by copies of a single Mehrere, was the closest, with Grunlugen beyond that. Further west were Selbsthass, a militant theocracy with an insane new god, and Gottlos, the festering armpit of a city-state which had recently fallen to Selbsthass. Beyond Selbsthass lay the ruins of Neidrig, a ghost town populated by an insane religion worshipping the shattered body of an undying cat. Rumour was some Slaver-type Gefahrgeist enslaved most of the city’s population and took it west where it was later wiped out by a Hassebrand teetering at the Pinnacle. Further afield were Auseinander, Sinnlos, Folgen Sienie, and Reichweite. All were ruled by a Geisteskranken of some kind, most being Gefahrgeist.


South of the city-states were the grassland tribes, savages worshipping strange spirits, numen, and local gods tied to one geographical location or another. Damned near every stand of trees and pond worthy of the name had something jealously guarding it.


North of the city-states the Verschlinger ruled the frozen tundra and beyond, brutal barbarians reputed to devour human flesh during times of starvation. He’d also read that the most common brand of Geisteskranken in the northern wastes were the Otraalma, who believed themselves possessed by demons. Each year a fresh batch of stories told of a single Verschlinger wandering down from the far north to kill and devour dozens before being chased back or slain by squads of city-states warriors.


Zerfall will go west where she can lose herself in the city-states.


Aas, standing in the courtyard, ignored the few priests going about their duties. None came within range of his thoughts. Whether out of fear or disgust mattered not. They were nothing, beneath notice.


He fingered one of the few remaining hairs on his head. Pinching the course strand between thumb and forefinger, he pulled it free with a sharp tug. A small pain, but still pleasurable. After examining the hair, checking it for length, colour, and thickness, he placed it in a pocket alongside the other hairs, fingernail clippings, and nuggets of snot kept there. One more for Hexenwerk. His little puppet, made entirely of his own bodily leavings, grew too slowly. The damned thing kept falling apart. He needed to bind it to something more solid, something that wouldn’t dry out and crumble apart. If Aas was to move his soul into the puppet before he was sent screaming to Swarm, it needed to be more rugged and durable. Hexenwerk needed a spine.


Aas eyed the small finger on his left hand. The thought of sawing it off sent a shiver of near-orgasmic pleasure chasing down his spine.


{Plucking your hair and collecting your snot and nail clippings is one thing, but hacking off a finger to make a damned puppet is insane.} Aas giggled. If the puppet was to be his escape, he’d have to make some sacrifices.


Two priests, ängstlich and his wife Dämonin Schwindel, hurried past, darting nervous looks at Aas. They’d definitely caught something of his thoughts. Ängstlich, a weak and cowardly Capgrast, led his wife, as regal and beautiful as her husband was pathetic, by a chain and collar attached to one of her slim ankles. Dämonin Schwindel was the only sane person allowed in the Täuschung inner sanctum, and she was held here against her will, captive to her husband’s delusions.


{Geisteskranken, the mad and delusional, make up the core of our priesthood. What does that say about our little church of suffering, eh, Ängstlich?}


The coward didn’t answer.


Once the two moved beyond the range of his thoughts, Aas turned to look east. Beyond those rolling hills lay the Basamortuan Desert.


Would Zerfall go there?


He licked thin lips with a pink sliver of tongue and swallowed. His lumpy Adam’s apple twitched like something inside sought to escape. Zerfall was clever; with the possible exception of Hölle, the smartest person he’d ever known. If Zerfall betrayed Hölle and the Täuschung, she had a plan. She would have chosen the least likely direction to travel in.


She also wouldn’t have betrayed us without a reason.


He longed to know that reason. Perhaps when he found her he would ask. Hölle said not to talk to Zerfall, that her Gefahrgeist powers made it too dangerous. While true, Aas couldn’t help but think there was more. Is there something she doesn’t want me to learn?


What if Zerfall hadn’t betrayed them at all? What if the betrayal was Hölle’s?


To hells with Hölle and her lies. Zerfall was everything. If she needed him, he was hers. He stared east. If he discovered she truly had abandoned him, he’d kill her. He prayed it wouldn’t come to that


Aas twisted, his body collapsing and falling in on itself until a condor stood, shuffling and hopping, where the man had been.


When wearing his human form, Aas’ eyes had never been very strong. His constant pinched squint, he suspected, did nothing for his already ghastly appearance. But now, as a condor, the world looked crisp, sharp. The yard might be empty, but Aas saw the glinting eyes of those watching from the shadows. He spread his wings, twelve feet from tip to tip, and bounced in place, stretching his mottled neck. Freedom beckoned.


With a rattling croak he took to the skies.
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AAS RODE THE CHAOTIC gusts resulting from the clash of the cold winds coming from the Kälte Mountains to the north and the dry warmth blowing in from the Basamortuan Desert to the east. The plethora of churches, each vying for dominance in height and grandeur, blocking and bending the wind where they jutted rudely into the sky, added to the maelstrom.


Aas hated the churches but loved the resulting turmoil. Unpredictability is beauty. He banked and dove as the breeze he rode disappeared. The weather over Geld, insane and tumultuous, killed thousands of birds every year, slamming them into walls or plummeting them to the street. Taxidermists made a fortune capturing their agonized deaths and selling the stuffed corpses to wealthy idiots who considered it high art. To be hit by a bird falling to its death was considered a sign of impending good luck. To be killed by one was not.


Strange, the insane beliefs the sane hold. What differentiated the sane from the insane? Aas thought about this often. Is it the ability to manifest one’s delusions? Could it be something else, like strength of will or personality? Could I be as sane as any other person in this despicable city?


He croaked laughter. No.


Aas caught a hot updraught and in moments found himself spiralling far above the city. Even up here he caught the stench of humanity, the mouth-watering bouquet of decay lurking beneath the odours of every city. Geldangelegenheiten might smell better than most, but rot lay at its heart. Rotting food. Rotting plants. Rotting corpses. Rotting buildings. Polluted waters swam with decaying urine and faeces, the air redolent with a thousand deaths. Aas loved it. Where there was rot and carrion, there were creatures who fed off it. Aas was one such creature. He belonged here.


Glancing north he saw the distant Kälte Mountains. The morning sun lit the eastern faces in stark slashes of crimson and black, their snowy peaks disappearing into blood-smeared clouds.


Red sky at morning, traveller’s warning. Not an auspicious start to the day.


Every time he saw those mountains he remembered his time with the Ausgebrochene tribe in the Gezackt Mountains far to the west. Aas loved to learn and before Zerfall brought him into the Täuschung, he’d travelled the world, driven by curiosity. When he learned of the strange delusions of the tribal salbei, their wizened wise men and women, he became entranced and studied with them for several months. The salbei believed it was possible to move one’s soul between vessels. At the time he thought it an odd societal delusion. Now, facing an eternity in Swarm, it was his escape plan.


Turning east toward the Basamortuan Desert, Aas banked away from the Kälte Mountains. They too were a constant reminder; he’d been born in a village nestled in the foothills, the kind of place with more goats than people.


The cold cellar—all he had known for his first fourteen years—was never far from his thoughts. Damp earthen floors which turned to mud in the wet season. Thick wood beams, soft with rot, riddled with worms and termites, had been his sky. Field stones and crumbling mortar, damp with condensation, his horizon. He remembered staring up at those towering mountains from his only window, little more than a knothole. Distant and beautiful, they dominated his little world. The Basamortuan had been but a day’s walk east, but he hadn’t learned that until years later.


“You’re twisted and hideously ugly,” father often said. “If the villagers see you they’ll kill you, burn you as a demon.” And then he’d hold and comfort Aas and bring him a treat, often a hand-carved wooden toy, to play with.


Father kept him hidden, kept him safe.


Amazing the crap children will believe.


Had his father’s words shaped his self-image, changed his appearance, or would he have been ugly anyway? He’d never know.


Fourteen years he watched the regal condors sweep down from the mountains to pluck unsuspecting rabbits from the earth. Alive one moment, the rabbits were meat the next. Fourteen years he watched the condors retreat to their mountain holds, soaring free on winds he could only imagine and never feel. He dreamed of their freedom, imagined himself looking down on a cruel world which had cursed him before he was even born.


And then his father died.


One moment he’d been standing, having brought Aas his dinner of offal, and the next he lay sprawled rigid on the floor, fingers splayed in an agonized half-fist, clutching at his chest.


Days passed and Aas hid in the damp cellar with his father’s corpse, growing ever hungrier.


If he left, they’d kill him. He couldn’t leave, father forbid it.


On the fifteenth day he began eating his father.


Aas shook off the memories. Childhood was a curse, something to survive and escape. He was no longer that boy, huddled in a damp basement. He was a Täuschung priest, not because he was dedicated to bringing about the redemption of all mankind, but because that’s what Zerfall wanted him to be. If she was gone, if her need no longer defined him …. He didn’t know what he was.


I am a killer.


Aas flew east, the rolling hills of Geld giving way to the eternal Basamortuan Desert. He’d find Zerfall there, he knew it. Either he’d kill her or she’d take him with her Gefahrgeist power, leaving him no choice but to once again worship her as he had since the day they met.


But which do you want?


He knew the answer; gods, he missed her so much.




THREE


The wise goat walks alone rather than in the company of a düster snake.


—Basamortuan proverb


SIX UNBLOODED HASIERA WARRIORS squatted, feet flat to the ground, in an uneven circle. Sand-coloured oihal, the long flowing robes of the Basamortuan tribes, draped their lean bodies, protecting them from the angry sun. Jateko tried to wedge himself between Nazkagarri, and Dedikatu, the younger brothers of Gogoko, the massive warrior standing at the centre. The siblings, their attention on Gogoko, ignored him. Jateko lowered himself until his bony knees protruded up past his ears, and then toppled backward to sprawl in the sand.


“Oaf,” muttered Nazkagarri, the youngest of the three brothers.


Jateko shuffled forward again and neither brother moved to allow him room. Settling for sitting behind them, he stretched out his legs between the two so his toes were within the circle. There, I’m in. A glance over his shoulder showed the elders, children, and women, gathered to send the soon-to-be-blooded warriors off on their raid. His mother, Etsita, wearing the same pinched expression she always wore, managing to look sad and annoyed all at the same time. Was she proud to see him sitting here with the warriors? He doubted it.


“Jateko!” snapped Gogoko, the blooded warrior who would lead this raid. “What are you doing?”


“Huh?” He returned his attention to Gogoko.


“Why are you here?”


“I’m of age, I’m joining—”


“Your ass in the sand is an insult to Harea.” Gogoko shook his head, and made a clucking sound like that of a disappointed chicken.


“You sound like a—”


“Squat like a man.”


“Sorry. I fell,” said Jateko, pushing himself back into a squat. He couldn’t get his feet flat to the ground like everyone else and perched, balanced precariously, on the balls of his feet.


Nazkagarri, the youngest of the brothers, whispered, “Back with the women, weak-chinned son of seven filthy sandals,” and brushed a shoulder against him hard enough to topple him again to the sand.


Jateko scrambled back to his feet. “I’m of age. I’m coming on the raid. Gogoko, tell him I’m coming.”


“No,” said Gogoko. “You’re not.”


“But I’m—”


“Were we raiding the hiria ero, the soft city-states, I might bring you along.”


“Not likely,” muttered Nazkagarri.


“We raid the Etsaiaren,” continued Gogoko. “Too dangerous. Maybe next time.”


“Maybe when you can sit like a man,” said Nazkagarri, loud enough for everyone to hear.


Gogoko shot his brother an annoyed look but said nothing.


“I am of age,” repeated Jateko, thumping his chest, the sound less impressive than when Gogoko did it.


“You’re weaker than hiria ero wine and crazier than a düster snake on black sand,” said Nazkagarri. “How you see past that giant nose is a mystery. Your clumsiness will get us all killed.”


“I’m not clumsy!” But he was, and he knew it. Mom said he just hadn’t grown into his bones yet, but then she said a lot of stuff that turned out to be camel dung. And I’m not crazy. If they’d only give him a chance he could prove his worth. He could help, be an important part of the tribe.


“Harea says no man is a tribe,” Jateko added. “We all contribute—”


Nazkagarri flashed out a hand and swept Jateko’s legs from under him sending him hurtling into the sand.


“If I can do that with one hand,” said Nazkagarri, “imagine what a blooded Etsaiaren warrior will do.”


“I wasn’t ready,” protested Jateko, rolling in the sand, entangled in his oihal.


Dedikatu glared at his brother. “A little kindness, please.”


Nazkagarri made a camel fart sound with his lips. “I’m just saying what you’re thinking.”


“I’m thinking,” said Dedikatu, “if you aren’t careful, Jateko won’t be the only one missing this raid.”


Rolling muscular shoulders, Nazkagarri spat into the sand; a small offering to Harea, the Basamortuan desert god. He nodded to his brother in the centre of the circle. “Gogoko decides.”


Finally freeing himself from his robes, Jateko regained his feet. “Gogoko, let me come. Who is the Etsaiaren champion? I’ll bring you his head and spine.” He regretted the words the instant they left his mouth. Like his bones, maybe they too were something he’d grow into.


“You’ll defeat Abiega Guerrero and commit bizkarrezurra erantsita,” said Nazkagarri using the ancient words, “the ultimate trophy?” His eyes widened in mock awe. “You’ll fill his body with sand driving his soul up into his head and then remove skull and spine in a show of unmatched strength?” He glanced at his brother, eyes alight. “Gogoko, we must bring him!”


Jateko groaned and stared at the sand. He could barely carry two water skins; tearing a warrior’s skull and spine free of his body was less than unlikely.


Gogoko muttered something under his breath.


“Jateko,” said Dedikatu. “Stay home with your mother. Maybe later, when you’ve grown into your body, put some muscle on.”


“Maybe when he stops tripping over those huge feet,” said Nazkagarri and the gathered tribe laughed.


Jateko kicked at Nazkagarri and the man avoided it, not even bothering to leave his squat. “Pfft!”


“Enough.” Gogoko cut the air with a slash of his massive hand. “You embarrass us all.”


“Especially your mother,” said Nazkagarri


“I meant you, Naz” said Gogoko. “Jateko stays—”


“With the women,” said Nazkagarri.


“One more word,” said Gogoko, “and you too will stay behind.”


Nazkagarri shot Jateko an angry look, baring his teeth in a rabid animal snarl and bowed his head in acceptance.


“Jateko,” said Gogoko, “you stay. My word is final. Unless you challenge me for leadership of the raid?” Gogoko raised an eyebrow.


Jateko stared up at the massive warrior. The man had arms like twisted knots of wood. But I’m of age. I should be allowed to—


“Well?” demanded Gogoko.


“I’ll stay,” said Jateko. “But only because I want to,” he added, trying to salvage some shred of pride. “There is important work to be done.”


Nazkagarri bit his lip but didn’t dare his brother’s temper.


Gogoko stared at Jateko for a long time before saying, “We leave when the sun sets.”


Jateko left the circle of warriors, his head held high, his back straight. He’d show them. They’d see he could be a great warrior, just like he knew his father had been. Whoever his father was.
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WANDERING INTO THE DESERT, Jateko found somewhere to sit where no one would bother him; not that any were likely to come looking. A snake, one of those nasty black ones his mother always told him to get for her awful-tasting soup, slid past, belly hissing against the sands. His arm ached in sympathy; the vicious bastards always seemed to manage to bite him in exactly the same place.


Harea, I need a sign. I need to know your plan.


Gusts of wind whipped a dusting of sand from the dunes’ crest, spinning it in tight, dancing circles. Patterns appeared and faded and Jateko watched, trying to make sense of the message.


Is he telling me this is my time? A shiver of excitement ran through Jateko. But what am I supposed to do?


The spiral of dust came apart and fell back to the sand. Was that an answer?


The sun hung low in the west, turning the rolling dunes orange and red. That way lay the hiria ero, those distant, semi-mythological city-states where the women were fat and willing, the men and wine weak, and the steel beyond compare.


“I’m tired of being weak and clumsy,” Jateko told the sand, praying the desert god listened. “This can’t be all there is.” There had to be more. In the Basamortuan you were a warrior or you were nothing. “I can’t be nothing forever.” There had to be a way.


“Harea helps those who help themselves,” Jakintsua often said. To Jateko that sounded suspiciously like the desert god did nothing. But it did make sense. If Jateko wanted to be something more than he was—if he wanted to be respected—only he could change that.


How? How am I to do this? I need to be bigger, stronger. He needed to learn how to fight, but as long as everyone thought him weak and clumsy, no one would teach him even the basics.


Jateko remembered the stories Jakintsua told by the fire on the coldest nights, tales of inhuman warriors who ate their foes, devouring their brains and organs, and growing in power. In stories the warrior was always depicted as evil, as possessed and demonic. Was that true or was Jakintsua embellishing for effect?


Probably the latter.


Gogoko was a big strong warrior but he certainly wasn’t evil. And I’m not evil. What was the difference between eating a sand rat and a defeated foe?


Jateko tried to imagine eating a man, pulling the heart from his chest and stuffing it raw into his mouth.


“Yuck.”


There had to be another way.


There’s the raid. What if he went anyway and killed a few Etsaiaren warriors? Wouldn’t that prove to everyone he had potential? And maybe he could be sneaky and eat a little bit of a slain warrior, just to see if it worked.


But he wasn’t allowed on the raid. The only thing he’d be eating was his mother’s gritty snake soup.


How could he do it? How could he show everyone his worth?


I might be clumsy, but I’m not stupid. He had to figure out a way to join the raid.


Jateko heard his mother calling his name, her voice shrill. She probably wanted him to empty the slop bucket. He was pretty sure he’d left it full. With a sigh he turned and headed back toward the camp. In a few days, once the warriors returned from their raid, the entire tribe would move on, make the long trek to the next oasis. More of the same. Walk. Set up the karpan he and his mother shared, mend his oihal, hunt for snakes, birds, or rabbits slow and stupid enough to get caught, and empty the slop bucket. It had been the same, day after day, his entire life.


Cresting a dune, Jateko saw Gogoko, and the unblooded men preparing to leave the camp. The young warriors collected their weapons—mostly long spears—and what little supplies they’d carry. A crowd of women gathered to see them off with kisses and hugs. Jakintsua, the tribe’s elderly sorgin, pulled Gogoko aside and spoke into his ear. The warrior bowed to the wizened woman.


I’ll watch the warriors leave and then return home. Jateko sank into a squat and then toppled back onto his ass.


Sorry Harea. Some of us just aren’t meant to squat. Did the desert god really get upset every time someone’s bum touched sand? It seemed silly, but who knew the minds of gods. Jateko considered sitting for a while but decided he’d best get back to his feet. Annoying Harea wouldn’t help anything.


Down below the warriors said their final farewells and left the camp, Gogoko and his brothers in the lead. Their long, loping strides soon took them from view. Jateko watched the trailing warrior disappear behind another dune. Nearby a scorpion skittered across the sand and stopped to watch him, tiny black eyes intent.


Was this a sign, a message from Harea? Was he meant to do something now? The scorpion turned away, scuttling across sand in the direction the warriors were heading.


Jateko watched the scorpion, blinking. Is that … Should I …


The scorpion disappeared into the sand.


Harea helps those who help themselves.


Without another thought, Jateko set off after Gogoko and his warriors. He’d trail them to the camp of the Etsaiaren, dogging their heels at every step. They’d never even know he was there; he’d move like a desert ghost, like a hunting snake. Then, when they prepared themselves for the raid, he would join them. Gogoko would have no choice but to bring him along. It was, he decided, a brilliant plan.
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EIGHT HOURS LATER JATEKO still hadn’t caught up with Gogoko’s warriors and the eastern horizon ran red with the bloody light of a newly rising sun. A prophecy, no doubt, of the bloodshed to come. He walked on, the day’s heat an ever-growing weight as the sun crept higher. By mid-morning he staggered with exhaustion and dehydration. Of Gogoko’s passage, he found no clue. He’d lost their trail during the night and only Harea’s will would see him to the Etsaiaren camp. Glancing over his shoulder he saw his own meandering tracks disappear beneath the blowing sands.


By Harea he was so thirsty. He should turn back, go home.


No. This is a test. The desert god was merciless when it came to cowards. Jateko had to keep going, have faith. Soon he’d catch Gogoko and the warriors.


He walked for hours. Days. Years.


The sun, high overhead, did its best to crush Jateko to the sand. Its weight bore against his thin shoulders, making every step an effort of will. It reminded him of his mother’s endless pestering. Jateko, have you gathered anything for dinner? Jateko, have you emptied the slop bucket? Jateko, where are your sandals?


Jateko, are you going to die out there in the desert sun?


“What?”


Jateko, remember what that dead snake looked like, the one you found when you were a little boy? Remember how it was all dry and black and crusty? Remember the dry snap sound it made when you tried to bend it?


“Yes.”


Jateko, you’re going to look like that snake.


“No,” he whispered, his voice little more than a rasp of sand. “Harea guides me.”


Jateko staggered deeper into the desert.


[image: images]


AS THE SUN DIPPED behind a long row of dunes to the west, Jateko shuffled onward, eyes slitted against the blowing sand. Hidalko, those lost spirits, the desert’s unbound souls, whipped dune crests into miniature whirlwinds reaching past his shins. Don’t give up, they said, Harea watches over you.


Sometimes he imagined he was a god, striding across the world. Most of the time, eyes and teeth gritty with sand, he cursed himself for leaving camp so unprepared.


Harea helps those who help themselves.


Staggering up the side of yet another crumbling mountain of sand, Jateko stopped at the top, blinking burning eyes. Was that Gogoko’s camp? Yes, he recognized the karpan the men slept in. For a long while, many hundreds of heart beats, he stood staring down into the desert valley where the young warriors of his village had set camp and slept through the worst of the day’s heat. The sun would soon set and they’d once again awaken and continue toward the Etsaiaren in search of trophies.


Jateko licked dry, cracked lips with a leathery tongue. There’d be water down there in that camp. Beautiful wet water.


Did I pass your test?


The desert god gave no answer.


Well, here he was. He’d done it. He’d tracked his prey through the trackless wastes and there they were. Harea, he knew, must be at his shoulder.


Jateko’s feet hurt. His knees hurt. His thighs hurt. Come to think of it, everything hurt.


Water and a camel. Next time I want both.


A hot wind gusted and blew sand across his sandals. The desert god telling him it was time to move?


“I’m not complaining,” said Jateko, “But if I am to do your work, I could use a little help.”


Jateko stared at the karpan of his fellow Hasiera warriors. Should he walk down and announce his presence, tell them he’d joined their raiding party? No. That felt wrong. He hadn’t walked all this way to empty slop buckets and cook their meals. He’d come to prove he was better than that.


But first, water.


Jateko ducked low and slid down the side of the dune toward the gathered tents. I’ll be quieter than hidalko. I’ll ghost across the sands, leaving no hint of my passing. I’ll—he tripped, his toe catching something hidden beneath the desert’s shifting surface, and tumbled in an ungainly heap of long limbs and knobbly joints. For a long moment he lay still, listening. Had they heard him? No, the camp remained quiet.
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