
        
            
                
            
        

    [image: ]




Books by Michael R. Fletcher
Ghosts of Tomorrow
Beyond Redemption (Manifest Delusions #1)
The Mirror’s Truth (Manifest Delusions #2)
A War to End All (Manifest Delusions #3)
Swarm and Steel (Manifest Delusions Standalone)
A Collection of Obsessions
Smoke and Stone (City of Sacrifice #1)
Ash and Bones (City of Sacrifice #2)
The Enemy of Both Sides (City of Sacrifice #3) – Coming Soon
Black Stone Heart (The Obsidian Path #1)
She Dreams in Blood (The Obsidian Path #2)
An End to Sorrow (The Obsidian Path #3)
The Millennial Manifesto
Norylska Groans (Co-written with Clayton W. Snyder)




Books by Clayton Snyder
Cold West
Blackthorne
Demons, Ink
Norylska Groans (Co-written with Michael R. Fletcher)
Thieves’ Lyric:
River of Thieves
Thieves' War




This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, business, events and incidents are the products of the authors’ imaginations. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events might be coincidental.
A WAR TO END ALL Copyright © 2023 by Michael R. Fletcher
All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other non-commercial uses permitted by copyright law.
Editor: Sarah Chorn
Cover Art: Andrew Maleski
Interior Illustrations: Andrew Maleski




Clayton’s Dedication:
To the restless ones.

Michael’s Dedication:
For everyone struggling to bend reality to their will.




[image: Insanity Symbol.]
PROLOGUE

We make poor gods.
—Ausfall – Early (failed) Geborene attempt at creating a god
The Old Gods were broken by wars and plagues of the mind, left reeling like the most bloodied veterans. Infected with horror at the cost of their actions, they retreated into dementia. Insanity as escape. Seeking to free themselves, they fled to a world of delusion, a world uncorrupted by jealousies and psychoses. And yet, in the end, even this they would pollute. So deep their need, so desperate their flight from their bitter past, they ignored the one truism all must bow before.
Belief defines reality.
The twisted fears of the Old Gods wormed into this creation and became real. Their darkest thoughts took life. The inhabitants, at one time mere characters dreamt to entertain, became substantive and entertained delusions of their own.
Dreams became nightmares and nightmares became reality, stalking the earth as albtraum, manifestations of man’s earliest fears given flesh.
And the cycle continues.
Creatures birthed by the delusions of such imperfect gods can hold no hope for sanity. These nightmares define new tomorrows, and the gods look on in mute horror at what they have wrought.
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CHAPTER ONE

Those whom you slay will be as your servants in the Afterdeath. Die with your boots on, and keep a few coins stashed in those boots. Die with a weapon in hand and two more in easy reach. For when you pass from this world, you’ll be glad of the things you take with you.
—The Warrior’s Credo
“It’s all gone to shite.”
Wincing at his foul language, Morgen knelt in the mud outside the shattered cabin. For this one brief moment he cared nothing for the filth. The landscape was a blasted plain littered with corpses. Limbs tangled in the thick reddish muck, bodies weeping pus and blood and shit into oil-slick puddles. Some were ruptured, as if something had ripped its way free from their chests, others mangled and crushed by massive stones or thick roots. Still others were black, their cracked flesh leaking clear fluids, empty eye sockets staring at the clouded sky.
Inside the cabin, an abattoir. He’d only risked a glance, but it was enough to send the meagre stew he’d had earlier erupting from his gut and landing in a hot pool at his feet. Stehlen lay dead on the floor. Unbelievably, Wichtig had defeated her. He might be the self-proclaimed Greatest Swordsman in the World, but no one killed like Stehlen.
A young Swordswoman lay near the Kleptic, her throat sprouting a blade. Loops and ropes of horse intestine hung like bunting over the scene.
Wichtig and Zukunft, the Mirrorist Bedeckt had travelled with, camped nearby. Having murdered him once and been responsible, at least obliquely, for the death of his friends, Morgen couldn’t face the Swordsman.
Bedeckt was my friend and I murdered him. He was my friend, and he would have betrayed me for the slightest profit.
Morgen scowled at Bedeckt’s corpse. You saved me and I sent people to kill you.
Fitting, somehow. The old man would have understood, if not been exactly pleased.
Dying, Bedeckt broke the world with his final words. For an instant, his iron sanity defined reality. It shouldn’t have happened. Everyone knew the sane were powerless unless united in faith.
Morgen moaned, a sound of pure misery.
This is my fault.
“Bullshit,” Nacht said, stepping into the ruined farmhouse.
He’s left the mirror. A bad sign. His Reflection grew in power.
“This is Konig’s fault,” Nacht added. “Even now the bald shite plots against you.”
“Why? I am his god.”
“He made you in his image and he hates himself.”
“You lie.”
“Do I?”
The Reflection offered nothing more. Was Nacht telling the truth? Was Morgen being manipulated?
Morgen’s fists clenched, blood dribbling through the fingers of his right hand. “It’s you who plots against me.”
Nacht smirked. “No need for crude plotting.” He gestured at the carnage surrounding them. “Life is imperfect and war a messy, chaotic, flawed endeavour. If you attempt it, you will crack under the strain of trying to make it otherwise. If you hand control of your army to me, you will remain pristine, unblemished by the taint of death, but I will gain power.” Nacht flashed Wichtig’s smug grin, gesturing at Morgen still kneeling in the muck. “I’ve already won.”
Rage rose in Morgen. He wanted to tell the Reflection he was wrong; order was the natural state of the world. It only needed a push. Even as a retort rose to his lips, Nacht sauntered from the farmhouse.
“Fuck!” Morgen spat, surprising himself.
Everyone’s against me.
He lowered his aching head, heedless of the slop soaking through his robes, hands going to his temples.
Perfection is anathema to failure. And I am perfect.
He opened his eyes, squinting against tears of pain as the ache in his skull grew.
Am I? If I was made in the image of a man like Konig, then I am flawed.
Yet a flawed thing could be perfected, its cracks smoothed. He had done it with the men of his army.
I could do it now.
The world would fight him.
The ache in his skull rose to a crescendo. Gods, he hated Nacht. The filthy shite delighted in tormenting him, in marking out his days and hours in misery. If only there were others he might rely on. People who thought as he did and worked for the betterment of humanity. The world could be made to make sense, to fall into line.
From the Gezackt Mountains to the Basamortuan Desert, the world took months to cross. Every city-stateruled by a selfish Gefarhgeist would resist him. There would be war. Years, if not decades of constant struggle. Blood and mud unending.
“One and one and one and one. That’s four. A fine number. A square.”
Morgen opened his eyes and found himself staring at himself. Perfect symmetrical features, pristine robe. Each button polished to a gleam. Every thread flawless.
Oh, please no. Not this.
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Nacht’s words, returned to haunt him: ‘He made you in his image.’
The Doppel smiled and Morgen recognized the obsessive attention to every detail.
“Perfection,” the Doppel said.
To the right, another voice. “Can we go? I don’t feel well. This place is unclean.”
Morgen swivelled his head. This Doppel stood awkwardly perched atop the only clean surface, grimacing at the gore.
Another voice, from Morgen’s left. “He’s a fuckin’ prude. Power of an untouched cock, I suppose.”
He turned again. This man, though no less perfect than the others, had a hard edge to him. He eyed the godling, making Morgen uncomfortable.
“Taboo,” the Doppel said. He inclined his head toward the perched Doppel. “That’s Contamination.”
A fourth voice from behind. “And I am Doubt.”
Morgen turned to greet the newcomer. Another perfect copy of himself, Doubt blinked, lips moving as he whispered to himself. After a moment, he seemed satisfied and nodded to Morgen.
“You can’t have perfection,” Doubt said, “unless you question everything, and questions are a simple expression of…” He held out his hands toward Morgen as if encouraging an answer.
“Doubt?” Morgen said.
“Doubt! Though I’m sure you knew that, didn’t you? Did you?”
Morgen blinked. Konig had been plagued by three Doppels, Abandonment, Acceptance, and Trepidation. What did it mean if he had four?
He wasn’t one of the stinking insane, he was a god!
Konig made you in his image.
“Gods, no,” he moaned.
“Shh,” Perfection soothed, “it’s okay.”
Surrounded, Morgen had nowhere to retreat to. “No,” he whispered. “Please, no.”
Taboo glanced at the other Doppels. “Well, that was much easier than I expected. I get his shoes when he cracks.”
“Do we still have to do the work if he offs himself?” Doubt asked. “I don’t know if I can.”
“Please,” said Contamination, “can we discuss this somewhere else? There are several risks posed by dead bodies: tuberculosis, bloodborne viruses, gastrointestinal, rotavirus, salmonellosis, shigellosis and typhoid or paratyphoid fevers to name a few.”
“I agree,” Perfection said. “This place lacks a certain symmetry.” He turned in a circle, studying the partial walls. “Unless one of you wants to move some of those horse guts to the other side?”
Morgen squeezed his eyes shut again, wrapped his arms over his head. “No, fuck off, fuck off, fuck off!”
“Cut that caterwauling out,” Taboo said. “I was joking. We’re not here to undo you. We’re here to help.”
“Please,” Perfection pleaded, “listen.”
“Let’s get him somewhere less infectious,” Contamination suggested.
Morgen opened his eyes to find himself kneeling on the floor of his tent, free of mud and slime. He was back with his army.
“How?”
Taboo took Morgen’s chair. Plucking a grape from a bowl on the table, he popped it into his mouth. “Nacht. The little fucker hates you as much as you hate him. He drew you into his world, clouded your mind. You never left the tent.” He spat a seed and picked his teeth with what looked like a sharpened finger bone. “Remember what Konig always said: The mirror ever lies.”
“It seemed so real,” Morgen said, sitting up. He brushed his hands over his hair, forcing stray strands to lie down. The mirror in the corner reflected only the tent’s interior. Of his loathsome Reflection, there was no sign. He took the opportunity to study his Doppels. He detected no aggression from them, no menacing posture. If Konig was right—if Morgen’s power came from the faith of his worshippers—these weren’t true Doppels.
Mustering what dignity he could, Morgen stood and walked to his chair, shooing Taboo from it. The Doppel rose, taking the bowl of grapes with him. Perfection, standing before the map General Misserfolg had laid across the table, moved the pieces representing Morgen’s forces.
“What are you doing?” Morgen asked the Doppel.
Perfection raised a finger. He shuffled more pieces with the clack of wood on wood. Finally, he turned. “Optimizing your strategy. You had three groups of five across the ridgeline, when clearly four groups of five makes more sense. And yes, it’s more men, but you’ll bring greater balance to your forces. Four is an auspicious number. Fives will only bring disaster.” He looked around the room pointedly. “As you can see.”
Doubt looked up from rubbing at an invisible spot on his robes. “Aren’t there five of us in this room?” he asked.
Perfection frowned. “For now. But when we set out, there will only be four of us. And one above.”
“One above?” Morgen asked. He wasn’t sure he was following the conversation, but at least they weren’t trying to kill him.
“You,” Perfection said.
“This world is broken,” Taboo said. “We’re going to help you set it right.”
Contamination said, “The world’s filthy, is what he means. We’re going to make it clean.”
“Ordered,” Perfection added. “Reasonable and predictable.”
“Truth,” Taboo said.
“Kindness?” Doubt suggested. “Or is that too strong a word?”
Morgen’s mind spun. They said all the right things. Still, he couldn’t help but feel sceptical.
If you’re a god, they’re not true Doppels. If they’re Doppels here to destroy you, you’re no god.
No matter what Nacht said, he was the Geborene god, worshipped as such by an entire city-state.
“What will this cost?” Morgen asked. “Men? Gold?”
Taboo popped another grape in his mouth, crushed it between perfect teeth. “Nothing.”
“Nothing?”
“We are each pure and undiluted aspects of your quest to make the world clean and sane,” Contamination explained. “Servants to your need, we will remake the world in your image.”
“With your delusions?”
“We’re not deluded,” Taboo said. “We’re aspects of divinity.”
“Exactly,” Perfection added. “We are aspects of you, and therefore want the same thing. We want a perfect world. Now ask yourself, where do murderous Doppels fit into a perfect world? Why obviously, they don’t! Your worshippers’ faith granted you the power to make us real, but when we are no longer needed, we shall cease to be.”
The others nodded in agreement.
‘Don’t look a gelded horse in the arse,’ Wichtig once told him. He did his best not to parse the meaning.
“You know the decision is yours, right?” Doubt said.
Contamination nodded. “Say the word and we will disappear.”
What then of Nacht, his filthy Reflection? Could a god manifest aspects of perfection and yet still be flawed?
I made him in a moment of weakness.
With these four helping, perhaps he wouldn’t need Nacht!
Morgen nodded. “A war, then. A war of our own.”
A war for perfection and cleanliness and order.
The last war this world would ever see.
“A war to end suffering,” Morgen said.
“A war to end filth and disease,” Contamination said.
Doubt glanced uncertainly from Doppel to Doppel. “A war to end fear?”
“A war to end immorality and injustice,” said Taboo. “A war to end blasphemy.”
Perfection, the handsomest and most appealing of the Doppels, grinned with flawless teeth. “So, it’s agreed. A war to end all.”
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CHAPTER TWO

We are built for lies.
Our lips lie. Our eyes lie. We wear clothes to flatter—more lies—and paint our faces to further the lie. We walk a certain way to tell one lie and strike poses to tell another. Every gesture is a distraction from whatever falsehood we wish to sell.
Anyone with more wit than a dog can control their expressions and chooses each to convey the needed lie.
No part of us is truth, and that is the one universal truth.
—Fassbar Einfach, Philosopher
“I can promise you one thing,” said Wichtig, already regretting his promise to bring Zukunft, the beautiful Mirrorist, across the mountains, “I will never abandon you.”
Enough of Bedeckt’s sanity still tainted the air that he felt an uncomfortable twinge of self-knowledge—anathema to a great Swordsman. After everything that happened, the loss of one ear and two fingers, and the brutal scarring he suffered, he’d begun to think maybe he was wrong about everything. Maybe he wasn’t the World’s Greatest Swordsman. Maybe he wasn’t witty and stunningly handsome. Maybe his hair wasn’t perfect and women didn’t fawn over him, hanging on every word.
Perhaps he was exactly what Stehlen always claimed, a dim-witted and self-centred arsehole.
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He glanced at Zukunft, her adoring green eyes believing his every word. She knew he was everything he thought he was and so much more. He’d been wrong to doubt his many gifts. Even scarred, women wanted him.
Gods, this feels right.
Mud and blood. Sundered corpses, some burst as their inner demons clawed their way free, littered blasted fields of rock and ruin. Thankfully, the stones and trees had stopped sprinting about the battlefield crushing everything and had gone back to being the inanimate objects they were supposed to be. The remnants of the farmhouse, one wall collapsed where a dragon dropped a horse on it, sat sad and dejected now that it no longer mattered. Bedeckt, Stehlen, Lebendig, Opferlamm, and a dead Geborene priest lay within. Happily, they were all out of sight.
Only Wichtig survived.
As if he needed more proof that he was special.
Sure, he decided, Zukunft survived as well, but she hardly counted.
Bedeckt was gone in a way Wichtig had never known someone to be. Normally, when people died or were murdered, you knew they were in the Afterdeath facing whatever hell awaited them. There was an odd comfort in that impermanence, as if it lessened your crimes.
Bedeckt wasn’t there. Wichtig didn’t know how he knew, but he did.
On the other hand, knowing Stehlen was now in the Afterdeath was no comfort. Wichtig sent her there and no one held an unreasonable grudge like the ugly Kleptic. She’d want revenge—probably saying something stupid like, ‘You stole my life, and no one steals from me.’ Bedeckt might have been a big scary brute of a man, but tiny Stehlen was terrifying.
Wichtig couldn’t shake the thought she let him win their fight, and she’d only do that if…if…
He shuddered. Gods, he dared not follow the thought further.
This silence was awful.
Keep talking.
“I learned a lot from Bedeckt.”
Is that true?
“He was a good friend,” said Zukunft. “I didn’t understand until the end.”
“Exactly,” Wichtig agreed, unsure what she was on about. “He taught me about friendship.” Is that true? “Bedeckt would never abandon a friend.”
Unless you were attacked by Therianthropes, or he decided to leave you to rot in the Afterdeath, or if he thought he might profit from it.
Zukunft drank Wichtig’s every word. “You’re a lot like him, but younger.”
“And much better looking.”
She gave a half-shrug falling annoyingly short of agreement. “You’re like him in that you’re missing fingers and an ear. You look similar.”
Wichtig resisted the urge to stab her. “I think he was missing an ear and a half,” he pointed out. That extra half-ear made a world of difference.
“He crushed people’s heads,” she said, “hacked them up with that axe and talked like he’d been educated at one of the better schools in Geldangelegenheiten.”
She was right. Though the old goat grew up in the slums of some shitehole city-state, he spoke like he thought he was better than his friends.
Do I do that?
At least in Wichtig’s case it would make sense; he really was better than everyone else.
“Despite acting like a murderous bastard,” Zukunft continued, “he sacrificed himself to save me.”
That didn’t sound right. More likely Bedeckt thought to profit, misjudged things as he so often did, and wound-up dead for his troubles.
“Yeah,” said Wichtig, “that’s our Bedeckt. And like him, you can count on me to be there for you.” He waved a hand at the surrounding destruction. “Gottlos and Selbsthass are at war. Raiding parties. Assassins. Armies of deranged Geisteskranken. Rape and pillage and looting. Even if you are a powerful Mirrorist, you wouldn’t survive one night out here.”
“I’m not a Mirrorist,” she said. “That was my sister.”
“You aren’t?”
Zukunft shook her head.
“Oh, well then.”
In that case, aside from being attractive, what use was she? There were enough gorgeous women, you didn’t need to bring one on the road. Bruised and filthy, she knew nothing of fighting.
“You really do need me,” he added, not liking how the acknowledged responsibility felt.
Zukunft turned a circle, giving him a chance to admire the way the muddy green dress clung to every curve.
There’s that, I guess.
“Where are we going?” she asked, squinting west.
It was a rather good question. There was the dream, an old man returning from beyond the Gezackt Mountains, scarred and damaged, but deadlier than ever. In the dream he defeated two swordsmen with nothing but a twig.
He was scarred like I am now.
That didn’t sit well as it meant he was doomed to be ugly—or at least slightly less pretty—for a long time.
It was just a dream.
Even if it was more than a dream, not every aspect had to be true.
Morgen and Nacht, the godling’s filthy Reflection, were somewhere to the north, perhaps already on their way back to Selbsthass. Morgen had promised Wichtig wealth, while Nacht promised to make him beautiful again, heal his wounds and scars.
Do I cross the mountains without collecting on both first?
That would be insane and stupid.
There was no reason he couldn’t collect what the two shites owed him and make the trek over the mountains later. Maybe the dream would change, and he’d return whole and handsome.
He saw but one stain besmirching an otherwise flawless plan: Stehlen. Though incomprehensible, he was sure she loved Bedeckt even more than she loved him. Since the old goat was dead, she’d be angry and looking to punish someone. She might take it out on Lebendig, but she’d probably want a more difficult target. Desperate to be punished for a crime Wichtig didn’t understand, she’d need to risk everything.
It seemed unfair that a dead person could be such a pain in the arse, but Stehlen would never let something as minor as death keep her from holding an unreasonable grudge. She’d either find a way to fuck everything from the Afterdeath, or like Bedeckt, she’d find a way to escape.
Morgen. Stehlen would blame the boy-god for Bedeckt’s death and she’d kill the stupid shite.
Like a flower opening to the sun, Wichtig knew what he must do.
I’m a rutting genius!
Morgen and Nacht thought they didn’t need to make good on their promises, but if Wichtig saved them from the noxious Kleptic, they’d have to pay him! Hells, maybe he could collect on that position Morgen promised as First Sword of the Whatever! Wichtig couldn’t remember; he hadn’t been listening.
He’d go to Selbsthass, save Morgen and his Reflection from Stehlen. This was perhaps the most brilliant plan ever concocted anywhere by anyone. Certainly, it was infinitely superior to all Bedeckt’s long-winded and doomed-to-failure plots. It had everything! He’d be beautiful again, and he’d get to rub the fact that he was better in every way possible in Stehlen’s filthy knife-edged nose.
After that, he’d go in search of his son and wife. He’d been gone long enough she must have forgiven his minor faults by now. What kind of person clung to a grudge for an entire decade?
He recalled the deep brown of her hair, the curves beneath that simple homespun dress, the way she clung to him like she dared not let go. She’d been angry too, but that was later. Looking back, he was less and less sure why he left.
She was a good woman.
A man could do a lot worse. Even one as amazing as Wichtig.
“Those who forget the past,” said Wichtig, trying to remember what Bedeckt always said, “are contemptible and unseated.”
“Condemned to repeat it,” said Zukunft.
Grimacing, he waved her words away like a damp and sour cat fart.
I’ll be the father I was always meant to be, the husband…
The last part he wasn’t sure about. Being a good father seemed easy—teach the boy how to use a sword, bed women, and handle his liquor—but what did husbands actually do?
Didn’t matter. He had time to figure it out.
“You look happy,” said Zukunft.
“I have a plan,” he said. “And plans are important.” Though plans were mostly useless, the last bit seemed like the right thing to say. Not once had any of Bedeckt’s gone as planned.
Could I plan for that?
No need. Plans were for people not smart enough to solve each problem as it arose.
With a moaning grunt like an incontinent donkey, a half-hearted rumble of thunder rolled across the sky. On cue, a chill rain fell.
Catching a few drops in the palm of his hand, Wichtig frowned at the brown sludge. “Shouldn’t rain be clean? This looks like some diarrhetic god is spattering us—” Seeing Zukunft’s disgusted expression, he didn’t finish the thought.
Some people have no appreciation of poetry.
Wichtig looked to the ruined farmhouse and wrinkled his nose. Though part of the roof remained and would shelter them from the rain, the interior was littered with horse guts and the corpses of his friends.
I’d rather drown in mud or die of that cough old men die of than set foot in there.
“We’ll sleep here,” he said, digging about in what remained of his pack for a sleeping roll. Finding it, he lay it out on the ground, sodden mud soaking through it. “You sleep first. I’ll stand watch.”
“Are you sure?” Zukunft asked.
“Of course.”
Anyway, he only had the one sleeping roll.
Already filthy with gore, she lowered herself to the ground, pulling the corner of the roll over her shoulder.
“We’ll go north in the morning,” he said, needing to talk. “You and me. Together.”
She smiled at him, green eyes already heavy with sleep.
Poor thing. He couldn’t imagine the trauma she suffered travelling with Bedeckt. The smell of his socks alone was enough to break a strong man.
The moment her breathing changed, he left, walking north.
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CHAPTER THREE

Pollution is the end result of all life. From the smallest insect to the largest animal, our very existence is an act of contamination. We breathe in good clean air and exhale sour stink. We drink pure water and piss all over the floor at the local pub. We devour the prettiest apples first and shite filth. Even that apple is an act of defilement. The tree it came from leeched nutrients from the ground and air and rain to make that apple so it might shite stinking fruit and make your backyard smell like a gods-damned cider distillery!
—Geh Von Meinem Rasen Runter
Contamination walked west toward the Gezackt Mountains, leaving Morgen’s camped soldiers behind. The sun shone, brightly coloured birds flitting from tree to tree in an endless game of ‘if you can’t catch me, you sure as shite don’t get to fuck me.’ Squirrels followed him, scolding if his path led them past their nest. Back among the tents, the ground had been churned mud. Out here, following well-trod paths, it was firm and solid beneath his new boots. Though it would have been nicer had both boots been the same size.
Why was it so hard for the quartermaster to confirm that not a single person had ever worn them before?
Such a simple question: Has anyone put a foot in this boot?
The woman mumbled about how they’d ‘never been worn’ which was not at all the same as no one having put their crusty toes inside.
How about this boot? Has anyone put their manky foot in this boot?
It’s new, she said, like that was an answer to his question.
He’d gone through a hundred boots before he found two she said had never been touched by a foot. One crushed his toes. His foot slid loose in the other no matter how he tightened it.
What if she was lying?
She wouldn’t. She knew who he was, how important his mission was.
Sure, but what if someone put their foot in the left boot when she wasn’t looking?
She was quartermaster for hundreds of troops. What were the odds she hovered over the shoulder of every soldier who came in looking for footwear?
Slim.
Contamination’s left foot began to sweat, and that was never a good sign. Was it even now swimming in the moist excretions of someone else’s foot?
“Plantar fasciitis,” Contamination told one of the squirrels. “I can feel it happening.”
What if it was worse?
This was the tight boot. It might cause ingrown toenails or maybe the bastard who put his foot in it had one of those fungal infections that cause your toes to sprout cauliflower and then crumble?
“Morton’s neuroma,” he told the squirrel. “Or sesamoiditis.”
He’d read about both and remembered nothing of either. Neuroma sounded bad, like maybe it was a foot infection that affected your mind.
“I should check.”
Painfully aware of his increasingly damp left foot, Contamination stalked off the path. Finding a tree he might lean against—gods knew he wasn’t going to sit on a trail that poor people walked on—he stopped to examine it. Ants scampered along on whatever nefarious business ants occupied themselves with. That was bad, but much worse was the faintest hint of yellow fungus deep in the grooves of the bark.
What the hells is that?
Could tree rot infect people? He wasn’t about to chance it, not when there were so many other trees handy.
Leaving the path, he headed deeper into the forest, checking trees as he went. Squirrels followed him, chirping what sounded suspiciously like warnings. By the time he gave up on finding a tree that wasn’t either dirty or diseased or suspicious looking in some way, the sun had kissed the horizon turning the sky a gorgeous swirl of warm pastels. His left foot made sodden squelch noises with every step.
If it got much darker, he wouldn’t be able to see the trees well enough to know if they were infected.
Crazy how many trees have discolorations!
He made a note to pay more attention to such things in the future. Who knew trees were such diseased and filthy things?
With no other choice, Contamination surrendered to the obvious and balanced on his right foot while pulling the boot off the left. It came free with a sound like gas escaping a bloated corpse.
Have I heard that?
Maybe Morgen had. For someone who claimed to want to make the world perfect, the boy god seemed terribly flawed.
Boot in hand, Contamination looked for a tub in which to bathe his foot.
“Squirrel, I am increasingly unimpressed with this forest thing.”
Though, to be fair, it was his first forest. Having only come into existence a few hours earlier, everything felt new. No. That wasn’t right. He had Morgen’s memories, but they were all Morgen. Contamination looked at the same world and saw something completely different. Morgen probably wouldn’t have thought twice about leaning against a tree. He certainly wouldn’t have studied it up close first.
So, new but not new. Just seen in a different light. A more realistic light. One aware of how dirty and dangerous the world was.
Contamination threw his left boot into the bushes.
He stood for a moment balanced on his right foot, contemplating the forest. Wherever the sun was—and he couldn’t see it now for the trees—it was on its way to wherever it went when not shining on the festering outhouse that was the city-states. He hopped a complete circle, saw nothing to suggest where he’d come from.
“Which way is the road?” he asked the squirrel.
Contamination scowled at the trees; the squirrel was gone.
“Probably had flees.”
Which wasn’t a great thought because where did flees come from anyway and how did they get from one fluffy-tailed rat to another?
He looked down at his bare left foot, still held above the forest floor, and then in the direction he threw his boot.
“Shite.”
His right foot felt warm. If some fungus-footed soldier put their foot in one boot, what were the odds the other wasn’t also contaminated?
As the stars wheeled overhead in their meaningless dance, Contamination walked west dressed only in his underclothes. At least, he thought he was walking west. It definitely had a westish feel to it. He had no idea how to navigate, but one horizon was beginning to look a little lighter than the others. Assuming it wasn’t a burning city or a camped army, it was probably a sunrise. His right foot bound tight in his shirt, his left wrapped snug in his pants, he picked his way over roots, cursing when he discovered the occasional sharp stone. Cool night air puckered his skin, but it was a pleasant feeling, crisp and clean.
It was good to put some distance between himself and the other Doppels. They were each disgusting in their own way. Doubt constantly chewed his fingernails, and they weren’t clean. As if that wasn’t nasty enough, there was nothing Taboo wouldn’t put in his mouth. Maybe that explained his breath. Gods, it was foul! How long had they been trapped in Morgen’s tent together? Was bad breath a sign of something worse than poor hygiene?
What if he was sick and I was in there breathing his polluted mouth air the whole time?
And Perfection? Was there a more misnamed Doppel? Barefooted and filthy. How could such obvious imperfection be named Perfection?
Who names us anyway?
That was an interesting question.
They’d lied about not being true Doppels. Morgen, broken by the filth of war, made his compulsions real. One moment Contamination was nothing more than one of the godling’s obsessions; the next, he was manifest, already knowing his own name.
I don’t like that he defines us.
“He doesn’t define me,” Contamination said, gingerly picking his way around a muddy puddle that looked like it might be home to cholera or some virulent plague or maybe a nesting ground for mosquitos carrying—
“What was I thinking about?”
The other Doppels.
Ahead, the forest gave way and Contamination found himself standing atop a long, sloping hill. The sun had risen from entirely the wrong direction leaving him to believe the light he’d seen earlier probably had been a camped army or city. Nestled in the valley below lay a town of a few score decrepit homes centred around a smithy straddling a river. This wasn’t the mighty Flussrand River. More of a wide creek.
“Creek? Crick?” he said.
What the hells was the difference? Crick sounded like it should be smaller.
Either way, with the Flussrand being the only sizeable river in the area, it must be a tributary. Contamination looked north. The Flussrand, which swept down from the Gezackt Mountains and carved its way across the city-states, should be in that direction. Though it flowed in the wrong direction to speed his voyage, at the least he could follow it west. There were several sizeable city states along the way where he could do whatever it was Morgen thought he was going to do. Rand and Ausienander were on the northern shore, Sinnlos on the southern. Beyond those final vestiges of civilization lived the Gefangnisausbruch tribes. Morgen read an ancient history text which said they’d once belonged to a shattered city-state and attempted to flee over the mountains only to be repulsed by something on the far side. Thousands of years later they were inbred and insane, twisted in mind and body by the hard lives they lived. The book made all manner of crazy claims: They interbred with goats and that was how they climbed so well. Others mated with eagles and soared above the mountains, hunting for prey. They were shapeshifters, or their skin was made of rock. On and on, increasingly far-fetched theories. The godling hadn’t finished the book, so Contamination had no idea if any conclusion was reached.
Hopefully his feet, wrapped in clothes, were protected from any diseases he might pick up between here and the town. Unfortunately, it left him wearing only his underclothes. The inhabitants might not react well to a mostly naked man. Worse than that, while a shirt wrapped around your foot might protect one from the relatively disease-free forest floor, the streets of a grubby village were something entirely different. He needed boots. Good boots. Boots no one else had ever worn.
“I’m an idiot.”
Every cobbler in the city-states would lie about whether their wares had been tried on. But if Contamination boiled the boots (and wasn’t that what they did to make armour anyway) they’d have to be clean!
“I’m a genius!”
He’d go into town and buy a pair of sturdy boots and then have them boiled at the local tavern. A town like that had to have a tavern where people went to escape the fact they lived in a town like that.
Contamination descended the hill, enjoying the scent of clover. The sun clawed its way up a clear blue sky, promising a beautiful day. At times like this it was almost difficult to believe the world was all corruption and shite.
Nodding to those he met in the cobblestone street and ignoring their confused looks at his state of undress, he made his way to the tannery located next to the smithy. The stench of skinned animals and air-drying hides replaced the smell of clover honey, reminding him of reality’s one truth: Life was filth. Only where there were no people was there any chance at finding true cleanliness. Though, come to think of it, those fungus-ridden trees had no place in a clean and perfect world.
Surrounded by hanging curtains of stretched flesh flayed off things that probably would rather have kept their skin, an elderly man sat on an overturned bucket, scraping green-tinged meat from a hanging hide.
Contamination coughed politely for attention.
The man looked up, eyes narrowing as he saw the Doppel’s feet and bright white underclothes. “Want?”
“I require boots, good sir. New boots. The best you can make.”
“T’weeks.”
“I was hoping to have them tomorrow.”
The old man sat up, ran bloated sausage fingers wet with gore through his hair, slicking it back. “Used pair. Owner die. Have ‘em now.”
“Did he die wearing the boots?” Contamination asked.
“Yuh.”
“If you drop everything else, how fast can you have new boots ready?”
“Tree day.”
“Three days?”
The tanner grunted an affirmative.
The war to end all could wait three days. In the meantime, he’d have a bath and a hot meal and a pint of ale. “Done. Which of those hovels is the tavern?”
The tanner thrust his chin toward a house farther in the valley. “Shifty fucker.”
Nodding his thanks and wondering if that was the name of the tavern or an insult directed at him, Contamination headed toward the home. Following the winding lane, he found himself at first detouring muddy puddles, then jumping them, and finally plodding straight through them. His shirt and pants were sodden by the time he reached the inn. The scent and colour of the puddles had also changed as he descended the valley.
An ankle-deep pond of murky redolence surrounded the brick well outside the tavern. Something that might have been a partially digested rat or a particularly hairy turd floated there, spinning in lazy circles.
Do these people not know the dangers of contaminated water?
Contamination pushed through the front door, each step a wet squelch leaving a startlingly clear brown footprint behind. A woman stood behind the bar sneering at a tin mug. She could have been checking her teeth for bits of food except the mug was too stained. And she had no teeth. Three of the four tables were surrounded by a motley assortment of filthy people. There was no way to discern their genders except for the few who wore beards.
“Are you aware your well swims in odoriferous effluence?” he asked.
“Ain’t no rich people here,” she answered.
“What? No, not affluence—”
“What I said. We have rules: No pants no service.”
“Technically,” Contamination said, “I am wearing pants.” He lifted a foot so she could see the trousers tied there.
With an accepting shrug she said, “Good ‘nuff. Watchu have?”
After days in the forest, what he really wanted was a tall glass of cold water. Having seen the well, there was no way he was going to risk that.
“Cholera,” joked Contamination. “Diarrhoea, dysentery, typhoid fever, giardia, salmonella, and polio.” He saw no hint of understanding in her eyes. “If I drink from the well, I mean.”
As it was common knowledge that no one got sick from drinking beer—unless they had too much—he decided that was his safest thirst-quenching option. Morgen had never been much for alcohol though he had memories of being in various pubs with the likes of Wichtig.
“What ales do you have on tap?” Contamination asked.
“It’s mostly brownish. Kind of cloudy.”
“Ah.”
“The yellow bits floating in it are the best part.”
“Sounds lovely.”
The woman hoisted the mug she’d been sneering at and raised an eyebrow.
Realizing he’d been less than polite, he said, “Yes, please.”
“Coin?”
Oh. Right. No longer in Selbsthass, he would have to pay for things which was awkward as he had no money. On the other hand, Morgen was said to carry the power of every known Geisteskranken. Being a Gefahrgeist, talking his way into free room and board should be easy.
“How about you give me the beer for free?” It sounded less certain than he’d hoped for.
“How about no,” she answered.
This would be easier if she knew I was a god.
“How much for a room?” he asked.
“More than a beer.”
“I once read a book where the inn let people sleep in the common room in return for doing chores.”
“Common room?”
He gestured at the tables. The locals sitting and drinking unanimously decided that whatever was happening at the bar was more interesting than whoever they sat with.
“You want to sleep on my floor?” she asked.
Noting the puddled beer and gods knew what else, he said, “Not really. But needs must.”
“Needs must what?”
“Sleep on floors. What if, in return for letting me sleep on the floor, I paid you by cleaning said floor?”
“Ain’t been cleaned in a while,” she admitted, which was hardly a revelation.
Happily, she didn’t seem to notice his desire to clean the floor before sleeping on it was entirely motivated by self-interest.
Later that night, as he lay on a pristine tavern floor, Contamination realized the cobbler would want to be paid for the boots. The fact he had been barefoot was likely the only reason the man hadn’t demanded payment up front. After all, where was a man with no boots going to go?
I wonder if I can clean his floor in payment.
He’d discovered that not only was he good at cleaning, but he rather enjoyed it. There was something to the feeling of satisfaction after completing a task. Having never before done anything like physical labour, he wondered if Morgen had been missing something. Waving a hand and believing that everything was spotless wasn’t the same as making it clean.
Unfortunately, his pants and shirt, rinsed and scrubbed in the kitchen and now drying on the backs of two chairs, looked no cleaner than before. That was a lot less satisfying.
In the morning I’ll boil the clothes in the soup pot. It could hardly diminish the food.
Contamination stretched out on the floor and slept.
He woke to the sun creeping embarrassed through the cracks in the door and shutters like it didn’t want to be here either. The tavern, which he thought of as The Shifty Fucker, remained still and quiet.
Should be called The Lazy Fuckers.
Rising from the floor, Contamination plucked his clothes off the chairs they hung from and padded into the kitchen. After scrubbing the soup pot clean, he left the clothes to boil while he went in search of food. As no one else had risen, he helped himself to an apple and a half loaf of dark bread.
And still the floors didn’t creak with sleepy people stumbling about their morning routines.
Realizing this was probably his best chance to stock up for the journey, he found a sack that had previously been used to deliver fruit and vegetables and threw in whatever he found. After that, he made a pot of tea and drank it at the bar, amusing himself by contemplating how uncomfortable the other Doppels likely were.
The sun reached its pinnacle and still no one appeared. Contamination tiptoed upstairs. Knocking at the first door, he waited. When no one answered, he pushed. Two bloated corpses lay stinking on the bed. It took a moment before he recognized them as the woman from behind the bar and the cook. Flies circled the dead, crawled in their eyes and noses, exploring.
Recognizing symptoms from a half dozen different diseases, Contamination backed from the room and fled downstairs.
What had they eaten? Had he eaten the same thing?
Had they drunk the water, and then been bitten by a virulent mosquito while simultaneously developing some foul plague and an advanced case of leprosy?
My clothes!
He’d left them boiling in the kitchen before making tea.
Returning to the pot he found it had long boiled dry, his clothes having turned into something that looked suspiciously like oatmeal and then burned to the bottom of the pot.
Smells better than last night’s dinner.
Pushing open a shutter to let more light in, he found the town streets littered with swelling dead. Many looked ready to burst. Cats and dogs lay sprawled where they fell, their corpses swarming with flies. Out in the fields swollen goats surrounded a water trough. As he watched, one grew fat and exploded, spraying foul gore. Black blood rife with worms rained around the splayed goat for a score of strides. Down the street, toward the cobbler’s shack, another corpse popped. And then another.
Something upstairs burst with a damp splash and a slimy waterfall of ichor trickled down the steps.
Naked except for his undershorts, Contamination fled the tavern. Choosing his route based on where the fewest corpses were, he ran for the forest. Behind him the staccato boom of exploding bodies grew in volume and frequency.
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CHAPTER FOUR

I have never regarded other men as anything but puppets, born to be used. I divide them into two categories: those who are useful for small tasks, and those useful in the larger schemes. I greet each equally, shaking their hand firmly, meeting their eye with a manly nod, because I am not infallible. Sometimes a puppet I thought useful only in a small scheme rises to make himself utile in something larger.
Both are equally insignificant in my eyes. 
—Puppenspieler, Senior Banker in Geldangelegenheiten 
Long after Morgen left to lead his army north to take back Selbsthass from Failure, who’d escaped the mirror and again become Konig, Nacht remained in the ruined farmhouse. This moment was supposed to have been a culmination, pivotal in his schemes, and yet here he was, standing where he was supposed to be standing, wondering what truly happened. Everything had changed, and nothing had changed.
Having been unable to see past this moment, now that he was here, he found he didn’t know what to do next.
How do I move past this?
He felt used, which was impossible. These were his plans!
Stehlen, Lebendig, Bedeckt, and a couple others he didn’t recognize lay dead in the wreckage. Strangely, it hadn’t been Drache, the Therianthrope dragon, that killed them. Nor had it been Erdbehüter, the self-proclaimed Geborene exorcist. Instead, they killed each other.
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It was so predictable it left him stunned.
Blood spattered every surface, dripped from every shattered beam. Drache had dropped at least one screaming horse on the house from a great height. It looked like it punched through the remnants of the ceiling and exploded on impact with the ground.
Beyond the farmhouse walls, Wichtig and the pretty Mirrorist whispered to each other, the Swordsman no doubt trying to convince her of something stupid.
Probably trying to persuade himself, too.
Wichtig’s limited Gefarhgeist power had been as much a victim of Bedeckt’s last moments as Drache.
Bedeckt was sane.
Terrifyingly sane. Insanely sane.
Common wisdom said only the delusional shaped reality on their own, and that the sane required vast numbers to make even the smallest changes. Yet in his last moments, Bedeckt demanded the world be sane and, suddenly no longer a dragon, Drache fell from the sky.
There’s something there.
Beyond being big, scarred, smelly, and ugly, Bedeckt had been nothing. Yet he single-handedly negated the delusions of the most powerful Geisteskranken Nacht ever met. Bedeckt undid their delusions, and on a huge scale. Drache had been hundreds of yards away and high in the sky. Anything less than the directed delusions of someone specifically targeting her should have been powerless. There was no way she heard what Bedeckt said, and so it wasn’t a case of being convinced by someone more powerful. One moment she’d been a reality shredding dragon, and the next she’d been a matronly middle-aged woman plummeting to her death.
There’s something there. Something important.
Could sanity be the single most powerful delusion?
No. Then all the sane would have Bedeckt’s power.
Unless the sane are less sane than everyone thinks.
That would explain a lot. Religion. Politics. Economics based on rules dreamed from the ether by the people running the banks. Patriotism and unwavering loyalty to the local Gefahrgeist. Family being of utmost importance even when it was obvious they were self-serving arseholes who’d drown you in their shite as soon as talk to you.
Beyond the shattered walls the sun fell. Wichtig abandoned the young Mirrorist and set off north. Nacht watched him leave, wondered what he thought to find. It didn’t matter. The man was an idiot, easy to manipulate and unable to see past the reach of his sword. It was an incomprehensible miracle that he survived and Stehlen died, but the gods were fickle.
Both Nacht and Morgen had made empty promises to the Swordsman, and he’d scampered off to do their will, never once thinking they might betray him.
Nacht laughed, soft and humourless. He’s probably heading back to Selbsthass to collect his reward.
Could he still be useful? For all his many faults, the man was the Greatest Swordsman in the World. How could an idiot skilled at killing not be useful?
The eastern horizon smeared pink with the morning sun, and still Nacht stood in the farmhouse.
He scowled at Bedeckt’s corpse. You almost killed me!
Had Morgen been closer when the old man demanded sanity, Nacht would have ceased to exist. Did the godling even understand what happened here? Not just obsessed with cleanliness, Morgen wanted to force the world to make sense. Bedeckt had done that, if only for a moment.
That’s sadly funny.
The man who most embodied the opposite of what Morgen wanted was the only one capable of achieving it. 
Shaking off the thought, Nacht pulled the hand mirror from his pocket. With a few carefully chosen words he’d sent Stehlen scampering off with plans to kill Morgen, whom she blamed for Bedeckt’s death. Morgen would have to travel there slowly, staying with his army. Their faith supported him, and every god needed that. Nacht, however, had plans requiring more speed. The ability to travel from one mirror to another was one of the few benefits of not being real. He’d hop back to Selbsthass ahead of Morgen and warn Konig his pet godling was on his way to kill him. Konig would panic and mobilize what remained of the army. Then, Nacht would use the mirror to join Morgen’s forces here in Gottlos. With Nacht’s aid, the little shite would walk right into the trap. There’d be bloody war. Unable to deal with the chaos, Morgen would hand over yet more control to Nacht.
Too fucking easy.

Looking into his mirror, Nacht frowned at his reflection.
“What the hells?” he demanded, startled. When he left the mirror, it had been empty. Nacht was the only Reflection living within.
The reflection mimicked his expression, mouth moving in silence, mirroring his words.
“Who are you?” Nacht demanded.
The mirror did what mirrors were supposed to do and showed a perfect reflection of the shattered farmhouse. When Nacht had last been in the mirror it had shown his room back in the Geborene church in Selbsthass.
He bared his teeth at the reflection. “I’m coming in there and I’m going to beat you to death with my bare hands.” 
The reflection’s mouth moved in time as it flawlessly copied his every expression.
Frustrated, Nacht tried to make the transition to the mirror world and failed. When he put his fingers against the glass, his reflection did the same. When he squinted in distrust, it copied him.
“Are you a Reflection or just a reflection?”
A new fear grew in his belly. What if the result of Bedeckt’s mad sanity wasn’t temporary and everyone close enough was rendered forever sane?
He shuddered at the thought of being helpless.
No! I went to the Afterdeath and talked to Stehlen!
He wasn’t powerless, but nor could he enter his mirror.
I was never able to see past the farmhouse.
He’d plotted and manoeuvred Bedeckt, Wichtig, Morgen, Stehlen, and several Geborene Geisteskranken to get everyone here at the right moment. He’d been able to see enough to know that everything that happened here gave him what he wanted. And it worked. Morgen saw the filth and chaos and put Nacht in charge of his armies.
Nacht had thought he couldn’t see past this moment because he was being blocked by a powerful Mirrorist and assumed it was Zukunft or her Reflection. That, however, wasn’t the case. Here he was, past that blocked moment, and unable to see anything in his mirror other than a normal reflection of himself.
This makes no sense.
He wasn’t powerless, he knew that. He knew in his gut that if he cornered someone, his Gefahrgeist power would bend them to his will.
Nacht looked up from his mirror, stared north, in the direction both Morgen and Wichtig travelled.
If he couldn’t use mirrors to travel, he’d have to walk or ride like the pathetic sane.
Nacht’s breath caught.
Like someone who is real.
But he wasn’t real. Not yet. As Morgen’s Reflection, he couldn’t be real until he broke the original and replaced him. But if he couldn’t enter mirrors at will, he was no longer a Reflection.
Morgen is cracking. I’m becoming more real.
He laughed, a twisted and ugly bark. Fucking typical. Everything worked out exactly as he planned, and his success meant he had to slog all the way back to Selbsthass.
Having never seen past this moment, he’d been unable to plan for it in any detail. Returning to Konig to stir trouble for Morgen had been the obvious plan, but maybe not the best one. Not now that he knew Morgen was cracking.
Nacht’s attention fell to Stehlen’s rigid corpse. Jaundiced and cruel in life, death hadn’t done her any favours. If anything, she looked angrier, more pinched and disappointed than ever. For all the murderous chaos of her soul, she’d been as predictable as everyone else. She stole the stupid figurines Morgen made to keep track of his dangerous friends and used them to follow Wichtig and Bedeckt, just as Nacht knew she would.
She still has them!
Picking his way through horse entrails, shattered walls, and corpses, Nacht knelt at Stehlen’s side. Yellow eyes, cold shards of cancerous rage, glared hate at nothing and everything. If she blinks, I’ll shit myself. Even dead, she scared the hells out of him. Something in that face said she’d gut him if he dared steal from her.
With the figurines, he’d always know where she and Wichtig were.
She won’t be able to sneak up on me. I’ll be safe.
Put in those terms, he had to take them. Knowing Stehlen already planned to brutally murder both he and Morgen—and everyone else who’d ever annoyed her—it’d be stupid not to.
Peeling open a mud and blood-soaked shirt, he discovered tattered and filthy scarves wrapped about her torso. Once, long ago, they might have been bright and colourful, but years and proximity to Stehlen’s body left them threadbare and grey.
Please don’t blink. Please don’t blink.
Hunting through pockets crammed with stolen trinkets and knickknacks, none of which were worth anything, he found no sign of the figurines. Nacht frowned, looking around in confusion. Lebendig lay at Stehlen’s side, the carving of Wichtig clutched in one bloody hand, a dagger in the other. She looked like she’d been about to chisel the Swordsman some new features.
Crawling through horse guts, he plucked the wood figure from her fingers.
Wichtig was north of here, plodding through the mud, mumbling about how he was going to be beautiful again while desperately trying to convince himself he still was. Terrified of what he’d learned in the moments after Bedeckt’s death and yet incapable of learning from that very lesson.
After going through Lebendig’s pockets, Nacht found the other figurines in her pack. One at a time, he withdrew them, held them in his hand, studied the intricate detail.
Stehlen stalked the Afterdeath. She’d already left the farmhouse with Lebendig and was also heading north, driven by rage. She hated everything and everyone—herself included—and was going to punish them all.
Last, he selected Bedeckt’s figurine. Big man wrapped thick in age and scars. Years worn as wounds. Brutal. Thoughtful. Cruel and kind.
Gone.
Nacht got no sense of location from the carving, it was simply a cold chunk of wood.
Pocketing the other two, he stared at Bedeckt.
You can’t be gone.
The grizzled warrior was too permanent, too big a part of the life Nacht remembered before splintering from Morgen. Bedeckt was unkillable. He strode into the camp of the most powerful Slaver Nacht had ever heard of, walked through Gehirn’s fire, butchered Erbrechen’s followers, and killed the Slaver with a thrown axe. After getting stabbed in the guts—a killing wound if ever Nacht had seen one—he walked from Selbsthass to Gottlos because that mad Mirrorist girl needed him and was somehow part of his simple code.
Clutching the carving, there could be no doubt.
Bedeckt was gone.
Forever gone.
Unwilling to part with his memories of the man, Nacht tucked it into his pocket alongside the others.
Exiting the farmhouse, he discovered Zukunft had already left. Her footprints, already filling with murky water, said she’d gone west.
He looked north.
Real people, forced to travel through the real world, didn’t wear slippers meant for padding through temple halls.
“Shite.”
Hours later, caked in mud from having fallen a half-dozen times in the blasted terrain, Nacht staggered into what remained of Morgen’s pristine camp.
Well, I am supposed to be his opposite.
Soldiers hustled about, collapsing tents, loading wagons, and preparing to return north. Something looked wrong. This wasn’t the bustle of men and women excited to return home. A panicked edge underlay the hurry, nervous glances cast south.
Turning to look back the way he’d come, Nacht saw nothing to cause such concern.
“Pardon me, my… uh… sir.”
Turning again, Nacht found himself facing Selbstgefällig, a minor Gefahrgeist, and one of Morgen’s favoured generals. Normally, the man sneered smug superiority anytime Nacht was within sight. This confused deference was new.
Nacht smothered the urge to laugh. Morgen must have told his generals that Nacht was now in control of the army. Selbstgefällig didn’t know what to call him. A Reflection of the perfect Geborene god, Nacht was by definition some form of divinity and equally perfect if different. Technically, he was also now the General of Armies, the Fist of Selbsthass, or whatever silly title Morgen had come up with.
Oh, this will be fun.
“Report, General,” Nacht commanded.
Selbstgefällig snapped a crisp salute. “Yes, my—”
“I am your god,” interrupted Nacht.
“Morgen is my god,” corrected Selbstgefällig, stiff with affront. “You are—”
“Morgen is god to the clean and sane. He will bring sanity and perfection to the world. Where is your place in that world?”
Selbstgefällig’s jaw clenched. “He will make us all pristine.” He gestured as a squad of troops marched past in perfect formation. Men and women, it was hard to tell them apart. Blond-haired and blue-eyed, their uniforms were brilliant white. Each wore a vacuous smile of contentment. “Like them.”
“He hasn’t though, has he?” said Nacht. “You know why? Because even as a minor Gefahrgeist you are useful.”
“When the war is over, he will no longer need the broken and flawed,” said Selbstgefällig.
“Broken and flawed.” Nacht shook his head. “As if a world of cleanliness and sanity and perfection can ever be made by the likes of us.” He put a friendly hand on the general’s shoulder, left a smear of mud. “Those empty idiots are powerless. They’re slaves. Do you want to be a powerless slave, General Selbstgefällig?”
The general’s eyes narrowed, and he said nothing. No Gefahrgeist could want to be powerless. Manipulating people, bending them to their will, getting to stand above the massed sheep, defined their existence.
“It’s not blasphemy,” said Nacht. “Morgen is a god, but so am I. If he is perfectly what he is, as a part of him I must be perfectly what I am. If he is god to those immaculate slaves, then I must be the god of filth and freedom.”
Selbstgefällig studied him with nervous hope. Like so many, he wanted what Morgen promised and yet feared it just as much. In Morgen’s world, the general would be one more mindless, pretty thing, happy to do whatever his god demanded. But happiness wasn’t everything, and not everyone wanted to be happy.
Some of us need our misery. We are defined by it.
Nacht put his hands on Selbstgefällig’s shoulders, pressed mud into the white fabric, willed it to remain there no matter what anyone believed. Locking eyes with the man, he asked, “Who is the god of all the world’s deranged and unclean?”
“You are.”
“Who is your god, General Selbstgefällig?”
Jaw clenched, Selbstgefällig watched a passing troop of pretty soldiers. No one was fat. No one’s face showed the pocked scars of acne. Sharp featured, chiselled from flesh and bone. Toy soldiers. “You are my god.”
Standing this close, laying on hands like a healer, Nacht felt the man’s burgeoning faith like an orgasmic rush of pleasure.
“Though I command the armies,” said Nacht, “we shall leave the hollowed drones to Morgen. He needs them. But the Geisteskranken are mine. All of them. Spread the word.”
“As you command.”
Selbstgefällig might be a minor Gefahrgeist, but Nacht was a god. The general’s will crumbled under the onslaught.
“Now,” said Nacht. “Tell me why these idiots are running around breaking camp in a mad rush.”
“King Dieb Schmutzig has decided he’s unhappy with the Geborene marching troops into his city-state. Though he could never stand against us, we are divided. Half our army is still in Selbsthass with the Theocrat.”
And what are the odds they’re now loyal to Konig?
Morgen was fleeing one army straight into a fight with another, unless Konig could be broken first.
“Morgen sent me with orders to pass along to you,” said Selbstgefällig. “He wants you to kill King Schmutzig.”
“Brilliant plan. Did he make any mention of how I should kill a powerful Gefahrgeist shielded in the faith of his followers?”
Selbstgefällig shook his head.
How do I kill a king? Nacht grinned. I don’t!
Unimaginative, Morgen always thought small.
“Is Körpertausch, the Intermetic, still in camp?”
“Yes, my Lord.”
No one ever called him that before.
“I need an elite cadre of Geisteskranken,” Nacht decided. “Someone who can get me into Dieb’s camp.”
“Einzeln is a Getrennt,” said the general. “A noxious mist, she can bypass guards and slip through doors.”
“Perfect. I also need fodder for when things go badly.”
Selbstgefällig nodded without hesitation. “Muskulöser is a Dysmorphic. He’s as dull witted as he is strong, so don’t expect scintillating conversation. And there’s Jeden, the Cotardist. She’s in the advanced stages of decay and would welcome death, particularly if she gets to die for a purpose.” The general hesitated.
“You have another in mind?”
“Verehren.”
“I don’t know her.”
“She’s an Erotomanic, believes that people who are of a high social standing fall in love with her and send subtle coded messages. She thought I was smitten with her, that I was broadcasting my desire by the way I ate my porridge, until she got a look at Morgen. Now she follows him around like a lost puppy.”
“Let me guess,” said Nacht. “Morgen hasn’t noticed.”
“He hasn’t.”
“Perfect. Get her.”
Again, General Selbstgefällig hesitated.
“What?” demanded Nacht, hands still resting on the man’s shoulders.
“She’s dangerous. When she decided she was no longer interested in me, it broke my heart. Somehow, I went from barely being aware the woman existed to needing her. I still can’t…” Selbstgefällig looked away, blinking tears.
Uncomfortable with the show of weakness, Nacht released the general, stepping back. As a god, would Verehren’s delusion affect him? He couldn’t imagine falling in love. Hells, he could barely imagine liking someone. Morgen was the closest he had to an equal and he loathed everything about the dim-witted shite.
“Is she attractive?” Nacht asked.
“She grows on you.”
“Get her,” Nacht ordered.
At the least she could take an arrow for him if everything went to shite.
Who knows, maybe she’ll be useful.
Perhaps he’d convince her Schmutzig loved her. It might distract the king long enough for Körpertausch to do her thing.
“Fetch them now,” he commanded Selbstgefällig. Thinking of those boardgames Morgen played as a child, he added, “I’m going to take a king.”
“You mean kill?”
“I do not.”
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CHAPTER FIVE

Happiness is an affliction of delusion.
You can wallow in misery one moment and, at a wink from a handsome lad, be gloriously happy in the next. In reality, nothing changed.
Misery, however, is sanity. You know this to be true because misery always returns as the delusion of happiness fades.
—Lehm Tonne
Doubt rode south toward the Grasmeer tribes. Or maybe he did. How could one be certain about such things? Sure, the sun rose to his left and presumably that was east and set somewhere to his right each evening, but that was hardly proof. The sun only rose in the east because that was what people believed happened. If some Gefahrgeist came along and convinced them it rose out of his arse, then it would. Even the horse Doubt rode was only a horse because the majority of people agreed that that odd combinations of grunts and hisses meant horse. If that changed, either by agreement or manipulation, he might find himself riding a monkey.
“In a reactive reality,” Doubt told his horse, whom he hadn’t bothered to name because Wichtig said only idiots named horses, “doubt is the closest we can come to sanity.”
“I doubt that,” the horse answered.
Or maybe it did. Doubt was less than certain.
To avoid the conflict with Gottlos and King Schmutzig, Doubt chose a long, looping route south. Away from the cities, he enjoyed the quiet bucolicity… bucolicness… bucolitude…
It was nice.
Rolling fields of golden hay and emerald clover bordered the hardpack dirt path he followed. Sometimes they passed sheep and cows fenced in more by laziness than a real fence. As his saddlebags were stuffed with dried meats and his waterskins full, he rode through the few townships he came across, nodding greetings to the locals. They stopped whatever they were doing to nod back and watch him through narrowed eyes. Soon, the war would come here and they’d be killed or conscripted and die later. But Morgen’s instructions were to take the Word of the Geborene to the Grasmeer tribes and spread the faith.
Geborene. Grunlugen. Geisteskranken, Getrennt, and Gefarhgeist. Gehirn. General Misserfolg. Geschichts Verdreher. GrasGott and Grasmeer. The Geld Guard of Geldangelegenheiten and the Geldwechsler hats the bankers wore. Grubby Gottlos. Grenzstadt.
There were too many G-words.
“You know,” said the horse, “I was thinking.”
“About?” asked Doubt.
“Doubt, obviously.”
“Obviously,” agreed Doubt, thinking it was not at all obvious what a horse would think about.
The horse nickered. “Sorry. But such behaviour is expected from a horse. Anyway. What if all delusion is due to doubt?”
“That might be the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard.”
“No, seriously. Think about it. What is Cotardism but the doubt you are truly alive? What is Contamination’s obsession with cleanliness but the doubt that things are clean? What is the Gefahrgeist’s need for worship but the doubt they are likeable?”
The horse, Doubt decided, had a point. “But what does that mean for me?”
The horse blew a dry hay fart. “Again, my apologies. Bovine behaviour and all. I see a few interpretations. It might mean that as a manifestation of doubt you aren’t deluded at all, but rather the only sane man.”
“I’m quite sure that was Bedeckt.”
“Agreed,” said the horse. “Another possibility is that as a manifestation of what one might call the ‘Sun Source’ of all delusion, you are the single most powerful Geisteskranken in all the world.”
Though that seemed unlikely, Doubt rather liked the idea. “How is it we’re conversing? I don’t believe horses can talk.”
“But you don’t know,” the horse pointed out.
“Do you have a name?”
“Names are an agreed upon construct, a vocal and literary taxonomy, if you will.”
“A what?”
“And as such,” continued the horse, ignoring his question, “are susceptible to change and too flexible to be useful. How many times will I have to call you Barry before you accept that as your name?”
“Rather a lot, I think.”
“Ah, but not an infinite number.”
Doubt glared at the back of his horse’s head.
“There are two ways you can think about this,” the horse said. “One, you’re talking to yourself and I’m just a horse. If this is true, you’re smarter than you previously thought. Let’s face it, for all Morgen’s power, he’s not terribly bright. He’s so pathetically desperate for a father figure he follows whoever the nearest dangerous male is like a lost puppy. First Konig, then Bedeckt, the bloated Slaver, and finally, Wichtig, who he murdered.”
“Are you suggesting that, because Morgen isn’t very smart, I can’t be all that smart, and that the obvious answer is that I’m riding a genius horse?”
“Yes, but not to worry; I’m on your side.”
“My side?” Doubt thought about that. “And what do you think my side is?”
“You can change everything. Your doubt is so powerful it will rewrite the world. Like Contamination’s fears of disease, your doubts are an infection. It will spread. Others will begin to doubt everything they’ve ever known, and that doubt will change the world.”
“My doubt will make the world a better place?”
The horse shrugged. “Define better. Morgen thinks a pristine world catering to the whims of a fastidiously deranged child is better. Bedeckt thought a world with unchanging rules was better. Wichtig thinks a world where everyone acknowledges him as the Greatest Swordsman will be the best possible world.”
What do I think a perfect world would be?
Doubt realized he didn’t know. A clean world would be nice, but Morgen’s world left little room for art and creativity and playing in the rain. Already the hem of Doubt’s white Geborene robes were caked in dust, but it didn’t bother him. He was more worried he’d forgot to feed the cat before he left camp.
“You don’t have a cat,” the horse pointed out. “But it is possible you forgot to pack a change of socks.”
“Shite.”
Doubt dismounted and rooted through his packs until he found the socks exactly where he’d put them.
“I have my fucking socks.”
“Toothbrush?” asked the horse.
Had he seen it when looking for the socks? He thought he might have, but maybe that was back before he left camp. He definitely remembered seeing the toothbrush sitting on the side of the sink, waiting to be— “Fucking shitey beast.”
He found the toothbrush packed with the soap.
Repacking everything, he walked the area three times checking to see if he’d dropped or misplaced anything.
Mounting the horse, he again headed south.
“What’s your perfect world?” he asked the horse.
“Typical horse stuff. Plenty of grass. Endless fields to run free. The complete and utter collapse of what you consider civilization which is actually a codified system for abuse, cruelty, and domination.”
Most of that sounded pretty good.
“It feels weird, you not having a name,” Doubt told the horse.
“How about Letzten Krieg?”
“Can I call you Letzten for short?”
“No.”
That night Doubt camped under the stars. The further he got from Gottlos and Morgen’s Geborene war, the more beautiful the world became. Only a day south, it already felt warmer, though he knew—well, suspected—that wasn’t true. There was a moment of panic when he thought he forgot his flint, tinder, and char cloth, but he found them at the bottom of his pack.
Fire crackling merrily, feeling toasty warm and appreciative of the fact the journey wasn’t as lonely as he’d feared, he listened as Letzten Krieg told him about the various constellations, pointing them out with his nose and ears. The horse wove elaborate stories of Ascended heroes and fallen gods with silly long names.
“Lovely myths,” Doubt said.
“Myths?” The horse blew a doubting raspberry. “Yesterday’s myths are tomorrow’s reality.”
“They’re not yesterday’s reality?” Doubt asked.
“Ha! Got me! Yeah, they’re that too. There are stories that become popular, for one reason or another. Sometimes they strike a chord in the hearts of people.”
“A chord?”
“Usually, D minor. And if people like them, they tell them again, adding their own embellishments. The stories take on a life of their own. They grow and spread. The young warrior who killed a mountain lion to protect his flock becomes a boy who slay the Jaguar God in single combat. This is where most of your gods come from.”
“I don’t have a god, I am one. Or at least the manifest delusion of a god, which is almost the same thing.”
“Almost,” agreed the horse.
“Either way, the Geborene don’t wait for gods to Ascend or worship the old god like the Wahnvor Stellung or the Täuschung. They made their own.”
“Technically,” Letzten Krieg said, “the Täuschung did too, but that’s picking nits. In the end, the desert god they call the All Consuming devoured the Täuschung god as well as a large portion of the eastern population.”
Doubt wasn’t sure if the horse was making this up but didn’t want to seem ignorant. Instead, he decided to change the subject back to something that had been bothering him. “If I am the single most powerful Geisteskranken and can rewrite the world, what kind of world do I want?”
“Imagine knowing you’d packed your toothbrush without having to check.”
Doubt’s breath caught. Had he repacked his toothbrush after pulling everything out to make sure he’d initially packed it?
“Shite!”
He tore apart his pack until he found the toothbrush again. This time, to make sure it was there, he packed, unpacked, and repacked his saddlebags three times.
“How about a world without doubt?” Letzten Krieg suggested.
That sounded nice.
“How can I achieve that?” Doubt asked.
“We’ll figure it out as we go,” Letzten Krieg answered.
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CHAPTER SIX

The Great Lie, as told by philosophers, learned men, and religious zealots, is that humanity might one day Ascend, become more than the sum of its parts. The truth is, we are all pigs rutting in the mud, and thus, beyond redemption.
—Halber Tod, Cotardist Poet
Morgen paced his tent, picking the dried blood from his fingers, pocketing it so as not to mar the perfect white rug he trod upon. It had taken his men some time to erect the great canopy, first flattening the mud of the field, then driving in the poles with a precision that spoke of a fervent devotion to obsession. After, they rolled a heavy stave over the canvas floor of the tent, then lay out the rug. Still, he felt imperfections beneath his feet.
More behaviour to correct.
Not for the first time, he wondered at the weakness in humanity. Though an onerous task, it was easy to make others perfect. Unfortunately, that perfection was always short-lived. Some few might remain clean and flawless for days, while others would return to him within minutes pointing out some blemish or stain they’d discovered.
As if I’m a gods-damned laundry service!
Making himself perfect, however, remained beyond reach.
It’s not my fault!
Konig failed to create a flawless god. Stehlen, Wichtig, and Bedeckt later tainted him with their lies and violence. The Slaver had reached inside and broken something vital. Just thinking of the man triggered a liquid heat reaction in Morgen’s bowels. Half terror and half unease, he felt as if he might shite himself. Such weakness filled him with self-loathing. As was so often the case, understanding the root of his issues did nothing to help him move past them.
A shadow passed by his tent ruining the perfect white of one wall, and unthinking, Morgen lashed out in anger. The man imploded with a wet squelch.
For a moment, he regretted the action. But only a moment. Death was preferable to what Slavers offered. Better the mercy of death than mindless servitude. He would never sully himself with that sort of vile behaviour.
You don’t have to feel guilty for killing him because at least you didn’t enslave him?
The thought sounded too much like the kind of thing Nacht would whisper.
Glancing around, he saw no sign of the Reflection.
I might not be flawless now, but I will be.
Again, he picked at the dried blood staining his fingers. He still hadn’t learned how to word his commands such that they encompassed all things necessary. Sometimes, people starved to death or scrubbed themselves to the bone following an accidentally vague command. In time, that would change as he learned to mould these simpletons, stretching, and bending them into something better. What did it matter if he broke a few? A small price to pay for an ordered world. He was their god and they would worship and appreciate the joy he brought them. Those who were unable to improve would be removed from the world. Omelettes and eggs. And he was the cook.
A snort of derisive laughter made him turn and regard the mirror propped against one corner of the tent. The glass was empty, but he was sure Nacht heard the thought, mocked his metaphor. As if the shite could do better.
Shite? Gods, even my language has been infected.
No matter. When Morgen achieved perfection, no one would mock him again.
To that end, he’d sent the Reflection away with his dangerously unstable Geisteskranken to remove King Dieb. War was more than brute force and blade, and Morgen was more than capable of thinking on his feet. Having spent time with Wichtig, and the Slaver, he’d also learned a thing or two about manipulation. Nacht would kill Dieb because he thought doing so would earn him Morgen’s trust.
Even the untrustworthy can be trustworthy once their desires are properly aligned to your own.
Soon, Gottlos would be Morgen’s and he’d no longer face enemies on two fronts. Once he had both armies under control, crushing Konig would be easy.
Provided Nacht doesn’t cock things up.
If Konig taught him anything, it was the need to have plans, and then plans within those plans. He’d sent a spy of his own along with the Geisteskranken to keep an eye on his other half.
The idiot can’t comprehend I’m three steps ahead of him at every turn.
As if Morgen couldn’t see that his Reflection manoeuvred for control of the mad in an attempt at gaining worshippers. When Nacht finally made his play for power, Morgen would be ready.
Thinking of the disgusting Reflection turned his stomach. He would use Nacht for as long as he remained useful. Then he would scrub him from the face of this world. Knowing Nacht harboured those same thoughts made it easier for Morgen to want to kill. For this, he would dirty his hands.
The sound of tearing fabric interrupted the thought.
Frowning, Morgen called to his guard. “Leben!”
The man popped the flap open, letting in a chill gust of air and a spattering of rain. Morgen watched it dampen the edge of his rug with dismay.
Why can’t they at least think before they act?
The buzzing sound came again and Morgen snapped his attention from the rug.
“What is that racket?”
“Wagner, sir. He’s snoring.”
What a dirty habit. Sounds like he’s got a nostril clogged with shite.
“Wake him and have him brought here.”
“Yes, my god.”
The guard hurried off to do his bidding, leaving the flap open. More rain spattered in, and Morgen called after the man.
“Next time, close the bloody tent behind you!”
Morgen stalked to the opening and closed it, rain wetting his fingers, making the dried blood run red. It smeared the edge of the tent flap.
Rutting thing.
With the merest twitch of will, he made the fabric clean again. It was easier each time. Common knowledge said that meant he moved ever closer to the Pinnacle, that moment when he succumbed to his delusions. Morgen knew his growing power presaged his ascension to true godhood.
He resumed pacing the rug. Feeling each lump beneath his slippered feet, he bent his will to that small task as well.
Must I do everything myself?
By the time Leben brought Wagner, dripping and muddy, to his tent, Morgen had dozed off. He snapped awake with a snort, wiping drool from his lip.
Do gods sleep? That doesn’t seem right.
He suspected they didn’t dribble saliva either. A twitch of intent, and it was gone.
Morgen straightened in his chair, noted the mud dirtying his rug.
Fuckers!
He flinched at the vulgarity and willed perfection. Then, he turned his attention on those fouling his tent. Wagner’s clothes dried, wrinkles ironing out, slobber and specks of food fading from view. When finished, Morgen sat forward.
“You snore?” he asked the man without preamble.
Wagner nodded, a fearful look in his eyes.
“Well, stop,” Morgen said, pressing his will against the man’s.
Wagner tensed as if something broke in him, straightened, and nodded.
“Good,” muttered Morgen. “Now go back to sleep.”
Wagner collapsed to the rug, gasping like a fish on the gutting table.
Morgen sighed annoyance. “Breathe!”
Wagner took two whooping breaths and settled into sleep.
“Sleep in your own rutting tent!” Morgen barked.
Wagner woke, picking himself up. He blinked owlishly, then shuffled out.
Morgen picked at the blood under his fingernails, pocketing it, and settled back into his chair.
My soldiers must be perfect before I take them north.
Nacht thought Morgen would quail before the mud and chaos of war, but again the Reflection fell short of understanding Morgen’s power. When the Geborene god returned to the city-state, all the population would fall to their knees in welcome. Konig would bow and prostate himself before his creation.
Prostate? Was that the right word?
If felt like something Wichtig would say.
And if Konig resists me, well, then, we’ll have our little war.
But it would be ordered, clean, and decisive.
The perfect war.
A single scream echoed through the camp.
Morgen called for Leben, but the tent flap remained firmly closed. A second scream followed.
Kicking off his comfortable slippers, Morgen pulled on his boots, glancing in the mirror. Where the hells was Nacht?
I’ll handle this myself.
As a god does.
He stepped from the tent into a cold drizzle, rain drenching his robes. His pavilion lay in the centre of camp, command tents surrounding it, then officers, then the rank and file in concentric circles. Camp roads made straight lines through it all, with horses tethered to the far arc, latrines past that, downwind of the centre so their stink wouldn’t sully Morgen’s air. Pennants snapped in the dank night wind. A breeze brought the stink of cold ashes from doused cookfires and wet horseflesh, and something low and sweet, like rotting flowers. With a thought, he forced the cold and wet from his robes, and willed a clean breeze to sweep away the stench. Where his feet touched, the mud turned to cool grass.
Farther in the camp, across carefully drawn lines and through the scree of rain, someone raised their voice in alarm. One shout became several, scaling upward in volume.
Quickening his pace, Morgen hurried toward the noise. He passed tent after tent sealed against the weather, the inhabitants snoring softly in their sleep. It would be peaceful if not for the approaching screams.
Turning down the main thoroughfare, Morgen skidded to a stop. Dark shapes clotted the night, stalking and shambling. Firelight caught the glint of steel through rust. A carrion wind sprung up in their wake, choking the air with foulness. Guts hung in glistening loops; faces eaten to tatters by scavengers. One shuffling horror raised its blade and brought it down on a nearby tent, hacking away until the white canvas ran crimson.
A stumbling corpse, large intestine wrapped awkwardly around one ankle, spotted Morgen. It moaned through rotting vocal cords, the sound like gravel and glass. The dead woman crept toward him. Fear filled Morgen’s heart, and for a moment, he wished Wichtig or Bedeckt or even that foul Kleptic, Stehlen, were here to defend him.
A man in pristine white pyjamas crawled from his tent and blinked at the woman in surprise. He made no attempt to defend himself as she shuffled closer and drove her rusty sword into his belly.
Men and women exited their tents and were cut down.
Backing away, witnessing the wholesale slaughter of his perfect army, Morgen screeched in frustration.
Why aren’t they fighting back?
Fucking hells. He hadn’t told them to defend themselves.
The rutting idiots!
Finding his voice, he screamed his will into the night.
“Awake! Awake and defend me! Defend the camp! Defend yourselves!”
As if a wave passed through the camp, it burst into life. Tent flaps were thrown back, steel drawn. Some struggled with armour, but most rushed to Morgen’s aid with only a naked blade. He backed away as the first blows were exchanged. In an instant, severed limbs littered the mud, blood spattering every surface.
They’re making a mess!
A press of living bodies surrounded Morgen as the dead approached. “Defend your god!” he shouted, panic lifting his voice to new registers.
Men and women, most wearing only their white pyjamas, surrounded him in a protective formation. Forced back by the weight of corpses, someone bumped into Morgen from behind, knocking him to his knees. He saw the world through a cage of muddy legs. One of his soldiers lay a dozen strides away, a spear rammed through her lower back. Her eyes met Morgens and she smiled in rapture. A dead man noticed her, pulled the spear from her back, and jabbed it through her neck.
Belaboured breathing and pained grunts.
The wet hack of steel on bone, flesh on mud.
They repelled one wave, only for another to step forward. Again, hacking and slashing, punctuated by harsh breathing and the animal grunt of effort. Warriors in white fell twitching to the ground and the dead pushed closer.
Why aren’t my troops cutting them down? Surely, they were better trained than this!
More white-clad soldiers, splashed red, fell before the dead.
They defended themselves, stopped the dead from reaching Morgen, but made no effort to fight back.
The woman who smiled at Morgen blinked, again focussing on him. Reaching back, she dragged the spear from her neck and rose to her feet. She grinned madness, blood leaking through the hole in her throat where the spear had poked through.
“Fight, damn you! Attack!” he screamed.
Like dogs unleashed, his lines surged forward, chopping into the enemy like a thresher.
Something huge and misshapen emerged from the enemy ranks, a horrifying conglomeration of glistening skin drawn too tight over bones, like canvas wracked on wood. It opened one mouth, then another and another in its torso, screaming rage into the night. In one meaty fist, it swung a massive club and where it struck, skulls burst, limbs cracked, showing white bone and deep brown marrow through the flesh.
The beast saw Morgen. Hot fear turned to hot urine, and he pissed his robes in terror. The man next to him fell to a rusting blade, the woman at his back throwing her weapon down and fleeing.
Morgen watched her disappear into the dark. She can’t run away. I told her to defend me.
Spotting a dropped sword in the muck, Morgen grabbed it. Jaw clenched, he rose to his feet, facing the hellish monster.
I’m a god.
The perfect god. And this thing was an aberration, a blight on all the was beautiful and clean.
The grinning woman came at Morgen with the spear that killed her, and he unmade her in his anger. She had no right to exist in his perfect world. Her flesh unravelled like yarn, organs deliquescing, bones toppling to the damp ground.
The golem stepped into the space she left behind, but Morgen’s rage did little more than peel a layer of skin from its carcass, leaving behind wet glistening muscle.
The monster swung its club and Morgen parried with the blade, thinking of Wichtig’s perfect form, his blazing smile. The edge of the sword, no more than simple pig iron sharpened to an edge, made a razor by the power of Morgen’s certainty, cleaved through wood.
The beast stared dumbly at its weapon. Morgen pressed the attack. He harried its flanks, finding it turned slowly. Taking a cue from Stehlen, he stepped behind the creature and rammed the sword into its spine, ripping the blade downward.
The dead thing screamed once, perhaps in relief, and a shower of gore and rotting innards spilled out, clouds of black biting flies following. The goo covered Morgen’s boots and he retched, backing away. The stink was incredible, twisting nausea though Morgen’s guts. Around him, his men cheered to see their leader slay the enemy’s champion.
Filth. Dirt and corruption. It was all too much.
Fleeing the carnage, he swallowed rising bile and ran for his tent, thoughts of perfection flying from his head as he sought to escape the horror, the utter chaos. This wasn’t what the world should be. It should be ordered and neat and clean!
Throwing the flap back, he ducked inside his tent and stood shivering in indecision. He’d dropped his sword.
Coward.
A god cannot be a coward. I am perfect. This was a strategic decision.
A perfect god wouldn’t lose his weapon. You are a failure.
He needed more worshippers, more faith. More perfect soldiers.
Then make them so.
“Shut up!”
Morgen snapped a glance at the mirror. No hint of Nacht, it showed only the interior of his tent.
The voice in your head is your own.
Movement outside, the tent flap shoved rudely aside. Morgen shrieked as Leben entered.
“Announce yourself next time!”
Leben blinked and swallowed, looking over his shoulder as if deciding whether he should leave so he could announce himself before returning. Rain spattered the rug again.
“Speak, damn you!” Morgen said.
Leben found his composure. “The dead retreated, disappeared into the forest. Our fallen left with them. We’ve suffered heavy losses.”
Morgen breathed, finding his centre, and nodded. “You’ve done well.”
Leben beamed at the compliment from his god.
“Double the guards, set a rotating watch. Let the men sleep when they can. Tomorrow, we march north to Selbsthass.”
“But Gottlos—”
“Gottlos is shite!” Morgen snarled. “We march first to Unbrauchbar. We’ll fortify, and resupply. And if our enemy wants another scrap, we’ll butcher them from the safety of the walls. Now go!”
With a quick nod, Leben stomped off into the night. Soon, the sounds of shouted orders carried across the camp.
I should have crushed Unbrauchbar when I came south.
Though a minor tactical oversight, he wasn’t worried. The city-state would fall. Unfortunately, he’d been too rushed, chasing after Bedeckt.
Not my fault. Nacht lied to me.
Regardless, he’d have to take the city-state fast. Obstacles piled before him, each looming with their weight. Konig took advantage of his absence and reclaimed his place as Theocrat of the Geborene. The man knew Morgen would return to face him and no doubt scurried to make plans. What were the odds the dead army—and this could only be the work of Dieb Schmutzig, king of Gottlos—would let Morgen retreat without giving chase?
A grubby little city-state, Unbrauchbar had stood against its larger neighbours for centuries.
That’s because no one wants it.
Too many enemies on too many fronts.
He half-wished Nacht was there to take the reins; war was foul work.
I don’t need him!
Morgen was more than capable of handling a shithole like Unbrauchbar. He only hoped his men held out long enough. With each fallen soldier, he lost a worshipper and with each lost worshipper, he lost strength.
If I lose too many, I will no longer be a god.
But where was he to find new ones?
Unbrauchbar?
Possibly. Yes, that made sense. He could take the city. After all, who wouldn’t want to join his army of happiness and perfection? If he but found the right words, the people would follow him.
And if finesse didn’t work, he’d crush them to their knees and bend them to his will.
He hated the idea, but so far, it had paid off. Besides, he told himself, he would free them again once his glorious crusade was fulfilled and they were clean and perfect. It wasn’t true slavery if it was temporary. If he did this without help from Nacht, his Reflection would quake in fear, knowing Morgen didn’t need him.
And the other Doppels?
Oddly, he hadn’t given them much thought. As long as they were far away, he had nothing to fear from them. They would succeed or die on their own.
Exhausted, Morgen flopped into his chair. The rug was filthy, his robes stained with piss, mud, and gore. He looked to his boots and saw thick muck clinging to the soles.
Fury ripped through him. How many times do I have to clean this? With a twitch of will, he made the tent’s interior spotless again. It took more effort than last time.
You’ll never be truly clean, will you? Never again.
He lifted his head to see who’d said it, but there was no one there. The mirror in the corner remained empty. Snarling, he threw a shoe at it. It bounced off harmlessly.
Rutting Reflection. Good for nothing.
Sulking, he picked at his fingers and listened to the camp settle into normalcy.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

If religion is the opiate of the masses, then its priests are dealers of the lowest sort, stooping so low as to ruin even the lives of children.
—Fassbar Einfach, Philosopher
The Selbsthass temple was packed, men, women, and children crowded shoulder to shoulder in a stinking morass of humanity. Even from the pulpit, Konig smelled them, their sweat and fear and miserable hope, a miasma of desperation.
He hated them. Every wretched piece of shite in the room. So eager to please their god, to impress their neighbours, to assuage their guilt. Religion was a pathetic excuse for the masses to offload their transgressions and soothe their squirming consciences. Even the sane, so secure in the solidity of their mindset, showed Gefahrgeist tendencies in the right circumstances. Still, he needed them. And they needed him. His guidance, his wisdom, his unerring sense of the truth.
And what is today’s truth?
Morgen was a failure.
Konig ran a hand over his bald pate and smiled at the crowd, his Gefahrgeist power winning them over with ease. Faces lit up in response, the parishioners sitting straighter, each one thinking he’d looked at them.
“Brothers. Sisters.” He held his expression for a moment, then let it drop. A frown replaced it, and the congregation tensed. Perfect. He played them like a harp. “I want to put a thought before you. Something you might hold in your mind, like an acorn, and let it grow.
“Is it not the responsibility of the hoe to weed the rows? Is it not the fate of the axe to chop the tree? And why do we do those things? So we may be warm. So we may be fed.
“What of the by-products of those works? The weed cast aside, the wood, chipped to dust? Is it a failing on our part, or the tool? Or is it a failing of nature itself?” He let that sink in.
The crowd nodded along, agreeing with his astute wisdom.
“If it is nature,” he continued, “then it is our failure, as nature bends to the will of the masses. But blame not yourselves, my brothers and sisters, as it does only what it is meant to, nothing more. Not in wrath or ire or out of spite, but nature fails because failure is natural.”
Gods, he hated that word. Failure. Weakness distilled, a brand for those who were too inept to conquer their world.
He sighed, as if pained. “In that vein, I come to you with grave news. Morgen, our would-be god, is a failure.”
Gasps from the congregation at this blasphemy. An outburst. He raised his hand to forestall any chaos. Were the godling here, this would never work. Happily, he was far away and distracted.
“I know. I know. Harsh words. But the truth spares no one. Morgen marched to war against my wise council. He abandoned us in his youthful hubris! Worse still, his inadvisable war goes poorly. Morgen has lost. Even now he flees before the might of Gottlos!” Some or all or none of it was true. Konig didn’t know, didn’t care. Where faith defined reality, Konig wrote new truths. “Our enemies rise against us, when it should be unthinkable!”
He raised his voice at this last, letting the proclamation sink into the crowd. He sighed, crushing the gathering with his regret to bear such terrible news.
“Even I, our god’s closest friend and advisor—his father, if you will—am disappointed. I would say the fault is mine, but he made his own decisions, ignoring my advice. Perhaps I shouldn’t have allowed him to march. I saw his arrogance; I knew the danger. But I, too, was blinded by my hopes for what he was to be. For what he failed to be.” He shrugged in a way that let them know which it really was. “Perhaps it is nature. Children are impulsive, lack wisdom, need guidance. Who among you has not thought the same of your own offspring? You all have. And is our god not yet young, in need of all those things, to correct nature before it breaks him, leaves him scattered dust among the leaves of life?
“Still, there is hope. Mayhap some of you have heard of my travails. I have risen above them, however. It was your faith in me—your need—that gave me the strength!” That was utter horseshite, but people liked to think they mattered. “I am here to shepherd you, to bring our stray god back into the fold. To advise and guide the recklessness of youth. So, I ask not that you condemn his brashness, but trust my wisdom.” He pushed his need against them.
Nodding throughout the crowd. Konig picked out a few people, turned his beneficence upon them. Backs straightened in the pews, hair pushed back over ears, chests puffed out with pride. A sin, that. One that would break a lesser man if not fettered and bent to true purpose. Later, they would come back, laden with guilt. And he would guide them. Pride too, was a seed he might nurture. Hatred and lust and wrath and so on, a litany of pains he might grow and guide and use to his ends. But this, this would do, for now.
“Let us pray.”
The congregation bowed their heads and Konig led them in prayer. When finished, he stepped from the pulpit, moving toward the back of the room, and the passage leading to his chambers. He paused at the door. Rumour and innuendo already circled the departing churchgoers like ravens picking at carrion. He slipped through the door and into the hall beyond.
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Konig stood at the window of his chambers and gazed down at the arrow-straight streets of Selbsthass, its teeming mass of humanity in their clean clothing, at the towering walls, and felt a ripple of disgust.
I did this.
He’d made something he didn’t fully understand, and it rankled. Maybe it was because he hadn’t truly done it, only had a participating hand in it. Maybe it was because his creation, his god, had gotten so out of hand as to be like those Geisteskranken who believed their own limbs in rebellion. This was Morgen’s world, and as such, had been usurped from Konig’s control. In making the godling, he planted the seed of his downfall.
Pulling the curtains closed, he turned from the window, glancing at the tapestries, luxuriating in the carpet under his slippers. The first thing he’d done on escaping the mirror was replace the cold sterility of the temple with his style again.
He toed the matted spot on the carpet where his former Reflection died. It had been nothing to convince the man he failed. To enrage him to the point Konig broke the mirror trapping his former self, Failure. Nothing to step from it and use a shard from his prison to slit the man’s throat. No longer Failure, he was Konig again. His victory had shown him he was so much more than the godling thought. Konig was a survivor. A god in his own right. All he had to do was replace Morgen.
I will Ascend, become the god the Geborene deserve.
Since escaping the mirror, he had worked to turn the population against Morgen. Carefully plotted sermons and timed rumours. Eventually, he’d have the city in the palm of his hand, and Morgen would be powerless. But time was against him and he had to be sure. Scrambling to set several plans into motion simultaneously, he had recalled Gehirn from Geldangelegenheiten, her mission there of no consequence to his own needs.
Last time you sent her after Morgen, she failed.
That damned word again.
The thought of the Hassebrand made his skin crawl, but he had little choice. He needed someone teetering on the Pinnacle, someone willing to do his bidding without question. The big woman was the perfect tool for the job.
Wheels within wheels. Plans within plans.
He would not fail again.
A timid knock pulled him from thoughts of conquest and he looked up. “Come!”
The door swung open to show a tall figure in a cowled robe. Gehirn ducked to enter, her bulk filling the doorway.
Gods. Is she bigger?
The smell of roasting flesh and charred hair followed in her wake, the scents mingling. For a moment, Konig couldn’t decide whether to vomit or call for a plate of pork. He decided against both and swallowed his gorge, ignored the rising hairs on his arms, and put on his warmest smile.
“Gehirn,” he said, as if greeting an old friend.
She threw back her cowl, squinting at the closed curtains. “No direct sun here,” she muttered. “Good stone above and below.” She dug into her robe and pulled out a pouch of nuts and seeds, pouring a small cascade into her palm, then shoving them in her mouth. “Forgive me. I haven’t eaten since Geld.” Crumbs fell to disappear into the lush carpet.
Annoyed, Konig waved it away. “Please, feel at home. I trust your mission went well?”
The woman’s piggish eyes narrowed in what might be pain. She licked her lips. “No.”
“Oh?” Not caring, he asked no further.
Konig walked to his desk and unstopped a carafe, pouring himself a glass of wine. He held it out to her. Best to look the gracious host. “Drink?”
She eyed it with distrust, shook her head, and squirreled the pouch of nuts away.
Gods, she eats like a bird. How does she maintain her size? Is this a new delusion? Something else?
The woman was as unhinged as a door in a windstorm. Worse, she had slid from religious fervour to fanaticism since Morgen brought her back from the Afterdeath. Happily, such unthought faith was useful.
“Why have you called me here, High Priest?” she blurted.
Impatience showed in her every line, irritation in her speech. Clearly she thought herself above such audiences. The thought annoyed Konig, and he smiled wider.
“You understand you’re invaluable to me, do you not, Gehirn? I have always valued the loyal. The devout. You are devout, are you not?”
To the point of madness.
He’d never seen a good use for the day-to-day followers, but the Geisteskranken had been ever useful. Devotion as a weapon.
“Of course, your excellency.”
“What is it that makes you so?”
“Is my faith in question?”
He laughed. “No, not at all, my dear. Call it curiosity. People like you are the engines of faith. I simply wonder what fuels you.”
Surely, it’s not nuts and seeds.
She chewed a lip. “Love?”
What a load of shite. Can the mad truly love? Or is it obsession?
Knowing the depths of his madness, he had no answer for that.
Still, this can be useful. Love is a lever, devotion the fulcrum.
“Are you unsure?” he asked.
Gehirn shook her head, jowls wobbling. “No, Theocrat. It is love.”
“Love for whom? Your god, your church, or the people?”
Another wince of pain before her eyes narrowed. “My god, of course.”
Ah, and here is the tipping point.
Had she said the people or the church, it would have been more difficult to move her. But love for an individual—well, that held all the power in the world.
“Of course. And you would do anything for your god?”
She nodded.
Pretending to look thoughtful, he added, “Though he did send you to Geld instead of bringing you with his army.”
Damp lips opened and closed, a pulse of heat sweeping the room. Konig swallowed, throat suddenly dry. Careful.
“I would never send you away,” he said. “Never.”
She blinked. “You sent me with those foul Schatten Morder!”
“To save our god!”
She stared at the floor, a dark patch growing around her feet as the carpet there smouldered. The room stank like burnt angora.
Only a fool lies when the truth cuts deeper.
“Morgen, on the other hand, banished you to Geld without so much as a word. I don’t say these things to hurt you,” Konig soothed, though that was exactly why he said them. “I am the Geborene Theocrat. Morgen’s highest, most loyal priest. I am his right hand.” He bent his Gefahrgeist power against the Hassebrand. “To love Morgen is to love me. And to love me is to love him.”
In that moment, he believed it to be true and reality bent to his will. He was the cord connecting the worldly and the divine. He only need cut that cord from round Morgen and tie it to himself and he would Ascend.
He watched as his Gefahrgeist power slipped past her defences, softening her reason. He pressed on as her doubt flickered to certainty.
So close.
“You would serve me as you would serve Morgen, would you not?”
He felt the moment his gift cracked her, and it glowed warm in his chest. Not every victory needed to be a great one. Even the small wins could spark a fire.
“Yes, Theocrat.” She knelt, trembling, and bowed her head. “Forgive my hesitation.”
He walked to her, placed a hand on her shoulder. “Rise, my child. You need not kneel here.”
She did, gazing at him with a terrifying mix of adoration and fervour. “Thank you, Theocrat. I would do anything for Morgen. For you.”
He nodded as if she answered a question he hadn’t asked. “Good. Good. To matters, then. I have troubling news. Morgen is weakened. Gotloss pursues him. Morgen is in dire need of your gifts.”
“Gifts,” she whispered, smoke rising around her feet.
Morgen had rescued her from the Afterdeath but did nothing to aid her crumbling sanity. The Hassebrand teetered terrifyingly close to the Pinnacle.
Not close enough.
Konig raised a hand. “I know Morgen did you a great favour, bringing you back from the Afterdeath.” Again, she winced, anger twisting her lip. “Do you not want to repay him?”
Her shoulders bent under the weight of perceived debt. Gods, she was so easy to play.
“What service could I perform that might be as great?”
Her words hung hollow in the air. There was something Gehrin wasn’t saying.
He dove for it, a vulture seeking rotting meat. “You’re not pleased he saved you?”
She bared large teeth at the floor, panic lighting her eyes. The burnt patch around her feet surged outward and Konig retreated.
Oh, yes. This is divine.
“No, Theocrat.”
“But?”
“It’s just that—”
Konig cut her off. “You were dead and at peace?”
She nodded.
“Morgen stole what you craved for so long. You mustn’t hold it against him. Children can be cruel. It’s almost accidental.” He pretended to contemplate his words. “Mostly accidental. None the less, our godling is far away and in grave danger. If King Schmutzig captures him, I shudder to think what he might do to the poor boy. He’ll be helpless, Gehirn. And a helpless god is no true god.” Konig drove his desperate need for worship against the woman and planted the thought he wanted to take root. “And Selbsthass needs a true god. You can help.”
She nodded, head bobbing like a ham on a stick. The fires of fanaticism burned in her eyes. “Anything. Anything, my Theocrat.”
Konig nodded his agreement and gave her another winning smile. She was close to the pinnacle, but he needed her tilting over the edge before she found Morgen. With a bit of luck, she’d burn the godling and herself to ash in an uncontrolled firestorm of madness in some other city-state.
“Good. Take my Schatten Morder and head to Gottlos. Burn the enemy. Burn anything and everything that gets in your way.” He forced her to meet his flat, grey eyes. “Go, save our godling.”
She hesitated. “The Schatten Morder? I burned them.”
“I’ve created a new cadre of rotting killers. Their leader is Unwürdig. I’ve ordered him to obey your every command.”
Plans within plans. The new Schatten Morder were psychotically loyal to Konig. Given the chance, they’d kill Morgen. If Gehirn cracked first and burned the boy, they’d kill her. Either way, they’d return to Selbsthass and Konig would grant them the death they craved. No matter what happened, he’d end up with a powerful Hassebrand, several deranged Cotardists, and a wayward godling bound to service in the Afterdeath. Driving the Warrior’s Credo into the deepest recesses of Morgen’s understanding of the world from his first days had been an act of genius.
“Go,” he said, “be the hero Selbsthass deserves.”
“My Theocrat,” she said, and swept out the door, leaving the stink of burnt flesh and charred carpet in her wake.
It was a more daring plan than he liked. There was always the chance she’d somehow find the godling and return to Selbsthass at his side. Konig drew calming breaths. He had other plans. This was but the crudest of them.
Konig stalked to his desk and drained the wineglass there in one swallow. Throwing the curtains back open, he stared out the window. He lifted a shaking hand to his face, rubbed his eyes. Beneath the stench of smouldering angora lurked a whiff of rot. Konig blinked at the black tips of his fingers. He shut his eyes and dropped his shaking hand.
Rutting hells.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

Perfection, as it were, is a mistake. It’s the afflicted mind speaking to itself, saying ‘good enough’ and flawless are the same. Good enough no longer is, and will drive the sufferer to distraction, and in time, madness, if they do not learn to cope. Thus, ritual, tic, and superstition. And in that, perhaps they are already mad.
—Doktor Schreihirn
Perfection walked north. Sturdy hiking shoes, the best Morgen’s army could supply encased his feet like armour. Snug, but not tight. Solid and protective, and yet supple enough to allow a feel for the road. He’d watched Contamination sniffing at every boot with a look of distrust, constantly pestering the Quartermaster until finally shuffling out with a pair of mismatched boots.
His ankles will be chafed and raw before he reaches the first village, Perfection thought, recalling the footwear’s many flaws.
He grinned as he strode north, each step the same distance as the last, his feet flawlessly managing the grounds imperfections. He inhaled, counting to four, and exhaled in a three count. Four in. Three out. Lungs at peak performance. Heartbeat unchanging.
I can do this forever.
Something was wrong.
Not in the shoes. They were perfect. He knew they were because he chose them.
Misery twisted his stomach. That feeling of wrongness rose to his chest, spread fingers into his brain, clutched his thoughts.
Something terrible will happen if you continue to wear these shoes.
He knew it in his blood.
A thousand tragedies played out in his mind, each worse than the last, until he gave in to the compulsion. Halting at the side of the road, he pulled his boots off and set them neatly at the edge, perfectly perpendicular. Perfection glanced from the road to the sun, scowling. Rather than staying true, the road went north-ish, winding around hills. Gods, travelling north-ish rather than proper north felt almost as wrong as wearing these shoes!
The Doppel turned to face true north and hesitated.
“Socks?” he asked.
No, they felt wrong too. Removing them, he neatly folded and tucked each into the top of the correct boot. Most people thought socks were interchangeable, but if one studied the subtleties of the weave, it became obvious they were foot-specific.
Better safe than sorry. He was, after all, the Doppel of a deranged would-be-god. The more he obsessed, the more reality would make truth from nightmare.
Once again checking the positioning of the sun, he walked north.
Stride unchanging. Four in. Three out. Lungs. Heart.
Days passed with beautiful monotony. Perfection skirted Selbsthass, the city not quite perfectly north. It was, he thought, just as well. Konig was there and dealing with all his imperfections would be a distraction from Perfection’s goal. Anyway, everything would work out better if Morgen was forced to deal with the errant Theocrat.
It was almost unfair that the other Doppels didn’t stand a chance. Perfection’s very nature made him perfectly suited to victory. Happily, fairness was a flawed concept whereas perfection was a state of existence.
The Doppel passed through hills and plains, only encountering the occasional farmer in a far-flung field, or a hunter ranging with their pack of dogs. These he discounted as unworthy of his time or attention. What he needed were fighters, men and women forged from iron and steel, not the common clay of the land.
His bare foot, flawlessly clean despite crossing many fields, turned over a large rock, and he paused.
Here.
Perfection sighed. The compulsion dug its claws into him and he knelt, sifting through the dirt until he’d turned over three other such rocks of varying sizes. Carefully, he brushed away the dirt and clay clinging to the stones, then ripped handfuls of grass from the soil until he had made a small circular area. One by one, he stacked the rocks, their balance precarious, willing them to stay as a breeze kicked up.
One and one and one and one.
The small tower built, he stood, brushing hands on his robes, dirt flaking away from the pristine white the moment it touched the fabric. He eyed his handiwork, taking a deep breath. The air smelled of wheat chaff and loam, the slight scent of ozone drifting on the breeze as storm clouds gathered in the north. Still, no stink of rot, no foreboding ripple in the landscape. He’d averted whatever disaster followed him. For now.
Closing his eyes, he pictured the map of the city-states. A day north, Faulig Forest stretched from east to west, a sea of green bounded by the knifelike peaks of the mountains on either side. Verteidigung sat between Perfection and Faulig. On his current path, walking true north, he would saunter through the front gate without having to deviate even a fraction of a degree.
North. Even strides. Four in. Three out. Lungs. Heart.
The next morning Perfection arrived at Verteidigung. He studied the walls and crenellations. Squatting before the forest, its pebbled skin made it look like a fat toad. Smoke from cookfires behind the walls smeared the sky, joining with the gathering storm clouds overhead until it looked like the forest beyond had been set ablaze.
A beginning?
Perfection counted the blocks making up the fortresses’ defensive crown. Sixteen on this side. Four times four. Four sides. Warmth spread through his chest.
A beginning, then.
Perfection stood looking at the two guards, and they at him. They flanked a massive iron portcullis, the gate closed against intruders, the sally port behind them shut tight. Above, more soldiers patrolled the ramparts, armed with flatbows and short blades, poised on gimbals over the walls, though for now they were cold and inert. The stink of too many men crammed into a small space, horseflesh, and congealing meals wafted to him. He wrinkled his nose. Unpleasant, but not unbearable.
Imperfect, though.
That would change.
Oh, Morgen, you fool.
Perfection breathed deep and announced himself. “I am Perfection, harbinger of the Geborne god, shaper of men, breaker of worlds. I demand you open this gate in his name and join our crusade. There will be honour, and glory, and gold for those who crave that.”
That seems appropriately honorific.
The two men guarding the gate frowned but did not budge. Perfection sighed. A different tack, then. He still had time. He knelt in the dirt, until he found eight rocks of varying sizes, piling them to one side while he cleared a circle of soil. When it was bare and smooth, he stepped back, brushing his hands off. He gestured to the clearing. The guards, compelled by curiosity, leaned forward to see.
“This circle represents the whole of the world,” he said.
“The rocks?” a guard asked, nose crooked, zigzagging on his face like a bolt of lightning.
Perfection gave him a patient smile, as a parent might give a child. “The rocks are obstacles to be overcome.”
The guard on the right, chubby faced with thick sideburns crawling down his cheeks and meeting his moustache, like the strap of a helmet, frowned. “What kind of obstacles?”
“Men. Monsters. Our foibles,” Perfection said. He clapped his hands. “So, a game! The first of you to build two piles of four wins.”
“What do we win?” The guard on the left asked.
“A chance to join the glorious army of the liberator, Morgen.”
“Liberator?” the guard on the right scoffed. “Verteidigung is a free city-state. Take your liberation and piss off.”
“Don’t you want more from life than freezing every winter and waiting for the Verschlinger tribes to come south?”
The guard on the right scratched his nose. “We get regular pay and never starve.”
“Not great pay,” muttered the other. “And not starving ain’t the same as a full belly.”
“Indeed,” agreed Perfection. “But you could be gods. Perfect. Unchanging. Never growing old, never falling ill. You could be conquerors.”
“Nah,” the guard on the left said. “Too much like work.”
The guard on the right, eyes sparkling with greed as Perfection’s Gefahrgeist power crushed his will, glanced at his companion. Loosing his short blade from its sheath, he stabbed him through the back, the blade exiting the front below his ribs. He kicked his victim from the sword and turned back to Perfection. “You can fix my gimp knee?”
“Make the piles,” Perfection said.
The guard knelt in the dirt on his side of the gate, piling rock upon rock until they no longer threatened to fall. He admired his handiwork, finally smiling at Perfection.
“Remake me,” he said, adoration in his eyes.
Perfection felt the warm glow of the man’s worship. Reaching through the gate, he placed a hand on the man’s shoulder and crushed what remained of his will. Blank-eyed, the guard rose.
“Drag your dead friend out of sight,” Perfection said. “And then open the gate. After, tell the others to come to me.”
Morgen’s Doppel sat in the grass before the circle he’d made, cross-legged. A mild breeze played over him, ruffling his robes. Above, the sky darkened further still, but the rain bided its time, clouds piling high in thunderheads. The forest beyond the fort grew black with writhing shadows.
Men came in twos and threes at first, gathering around Perfection. The numbers made him uncomfortable, but he dealt with the unease spreading across his chest and back, stifling the urge to do something with his hands until it passed.
I’m in control. I’m in control.
More men watched from the ramparts, bows nocked and strung. Seeing no threat, they hesitated.
When a sizable crowd gathered, Perfection called, “Silence!” His voice echoed over the plain, bounced from the walls of the fortress, delved into the darkness beyond.
Like confused and curious cows, the crowd quieted.
Four in. Three out.
Choosing only the right words, Perfection spoke.
For generations these people lived here, smug in their freedom to vote in whichever Gefahrgeist convinced them he would act in their best interests. Every few years the local Gefahrgeists gathered to decided who would run for the various political positions. They took turns shaping the city-state’s laws, inventing new taxes, and deciding where the coffers should be spent. Miraculously, no one seemed to complain that it was always the same wealthy old men rotating through every position of power. Each time someone promised reform, the population became excited and voted in their new favourite Gefahrgeist. Each time, they were taxed more and received less for their efforts. Each time, the Gefahrgeist grew in wealth.
Much like Selbsthass, these free slaves were primed for belief, telling themselves over and over that they were free. They watched plays that reminded them how free they were. Their children sang songs in school each morning about how they were the only free people in all the city-states.
And so, Perfection told them what they already knew and Verteidigung unanimously voted in its new leader with a bloody revolution that left the streets littered with murdered Gefahrgeist.
Perfection told them they wanted to serve him, that they were free to fight for his cause, and they amassed an army to do his bidding. He ordered them to line up in ranks. A Hassebrand who ran the city’s largest forge, he set at the front.
The sky cracked and rain-slicked steel glinted in the flash of lightning. Urgency pressing against the Doppel like an insistent lover, Perfection ordered his newfound army to work.
The tattered fabric of a reality frayed by madness stretched to tearing. A ravenous devouring nothing threatened to consume the world.
Not yet, Perfection thought, forcing it back. First, I must give Morgen everything he wants.
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CHAPTER NINE

There is not one Afterdeath, but thousands. Maybe more. We fear death and in our fear we seek to escape its finality. But is the farmer worried about populating his Afterdeath with those he has slain? No! What the farmer seeks depends on which breed of vapid religion he clings to. Perhaps he seeks redemption, a chance to right the wrongs of his past. Or perhaps he believes in an Afterdeath of reward for devout worship and piety. If our beliefs define our lives, they certainly define our deaths.
But what interests me is what happens after the Afterdeath. The killers among us would have us believe there is simply more death, a progression into deeper and deeper layers of hellish suffering. The Wahnvor Stellung claim death is more like climbing a ladder; each Afterdeath bringing us closer to purity or nirvana. The Täuschung twist everything, claiming only through suffering can we hope to attain godhood.
I ask: Where do the souls of babies come from? Are they magically created out of nothing? No, that’s ridiculous! I think once we’ve suffered enough, earned our redemption, our slates are wiped clean and the cycle starts again.
—Versklaven Schwache, Gefahrgeist Philosopher
Gehirn stumbled from Konig’s chambers, a maelstrom of confusing emotions twisting her heart. Every interaction with the Theocrat left her more baffled than the last. Was he pleased? Angry?
She shook, torn between fear, awe, and the desire to stomp back into his chambers and burn him to ash for the way he spoke of Morgen. And yet in a single look he read her deepest thoughts and knew she resented their god.
In many ways the Theocrat was more terrifying, more worthy of worship.
Blasphemy!
Was it though? If Konig wanted her to help shape the godling—be the fire hardening his steel—then that must mean Morgen was not yet all he was meant to be.
I matter.
What else was there? What could possibly be worth more than being of service?
She flinched. Peace. Love.
For a brief moment in the Afterdeath, she hadn’t hated herself.
That’s gone.
No peace for Gehirn. Only ravening chaos, screaming and flames.
Only fire.
She stood in the hall, unsure where to go.
Konig’s last command shoved her into motion, and she went in search of the new Schatten Morder. Under the sway of the Slaver, Erbrechen, she’d reduced Anomie, the previous leader of the Cotardist assassins, to ash. That moment had been a strange lesson, haunting her dreams. She hated Anomie. The two vied for Morgen’s attention for years, constantly quarrelling and bickering. After Gehirn destroyed the woman, she felt uncomfortably empty. It was as if, in the end, their rivalry hadn’t mattered.
My greatest hate is worth nothing. She laughed, a harsh bark of pain. I shouldn’t be surprised.
If she was worth nothing, how could her emotions have value?
Would the Schatten Morder still lurk in the sub-basements below the Geborene church? With no better idea, she headed for the nearest stairwell. Geborene priests fled at her approach and she hissed her loathing.
Burn. Burn. Burn the world.
Burn every filthy soul. Her own, most of all.
Why did Morgen save me?
Morgen rescued her from the Afterdeath—though it felt more like something had been stolen than salvation—and immediately sent her away. Ordered to make the long journey to Geldangelegenheiten and consecrate a new Geborene temple in the centre of the Banker’s greatest city, Gehirn had expected all manner of trouble. Why else send a Hassebrand? Instead, once they counted the many chests of gold she brought, the Bankers welcomed her with open arms, showed her to a luxurious suite of rooms, and promptly ignored her.
She’d heard of wealthy merchants taking vacations but never understood the appeal. At first, she thought all this was some subtle punishment; the nice rooms and copious feasts an attempt to lower her defences so they might attack when she was vulnerable. The fact she had no idea who they were hardly mattered. There was always someone
trying to manipulate you.
Day after day and nothing happened. Weeks passed and she lost weight despite gorging on rich foods. People stopped flinching when they noticed her and almost nothing burst into flames. The Geborene priests she escorted did all the real work, leaving her to wander a city of wealth and splendour. Old as Selbsthass was, Geld seemed infinitely older.
She visited libraries teeming with books, read about how the Verzweiflung Banking Conglomerate was humanity’s first religion after the elder gods abandoned the world. Often called the City of a Thousand Churches, every faith was represented, many rubbing shoulders on the streets. No one seemed to care. Wahnvor Stellung priests ignored the savage witchdoctors of the Basamortuan Desert. The soul-shifting Salbei of Ausgebrochene had morning tea with Täuschung clerics bent on making their hallucinated hell real. Monks in gold cloth preached the sins of poverty on every corner, exhorting jealousy and avarice as the only true paths to happiness and peace. On her first day in Geld, Gehirn thought them mad. By the end of the week, she worried they made too much sense. From Unbeteutend to Grenzstadt the poor fought wars to protect one Gefahrgeist’s assets or steal another’s property for the Gefahrgeist ruling their city-state. Had all these poor people been busy trying to build their wealth instead of fighting to make already wealthy rulers even wealthier, the world would have been at peace.
Then, she met Eleve, a Geborene Hassebrand. Unlike Gehirn, Eleve was nowhere near the Pinnacle. Over the course of a month, they went from visiting libraries and museums together to being each other’s world. Never had Gehirn been so happy, not even in those rare moments when Morgen told her how much he cared about her.
At first, the changes were so gradual she missed them. She and Eleve ate meals at restaurants. They chatted as they explored parks and flower gardens. One day Gehirn realized she was walking with her cowl thrown back and her sleeves rolled up and the sun didn’t burn her. She’d cowered in fear and Eleve took her hand. A week later Eleve ran her fingers through the red stubble of Gehirn’s growing hair.
On the way back to Selbsthass a savage Basamortuan cannibal murdered Eleve and tore wide what remained of Gehirn’s heart.
I thought Morgen was behind it all, that he arranged for us to meet. I thought he wanted me to be happy.
Either he had nothing to do with her meeting Eleve, or he set everything up as a trap, a means of breaking her to make her more powerful.
Or you’re cursed to spend your life alone and miserable.
How could it not be her fault? What kind of terrible person blamed others for their failings?
Turning into the next hall, Gehirn hissed through her teeth, breath escaping in a steam. A wave of heat pulsed from her, cracked stone. A passing priest dressed in crisp white robes squealed in fear at the sight of her and, hair smoking, fled in the opposite direction.
Finding the stairs, Gehirn descended into the dark. Shattered furniture littered the first floor, a tangled ruin of chairs, tables, and church pews. A thick layer of dust coated everything. Vernachlässigung, the elderly priest in charge of furnishing the temple, was a Diogenic, incapable of disposing of anything. Every cracked cup, bent fork, and splintered cabinet eventually made its way into the basements beneath the church. She once heard Konig complain that Vernachlässigung requested the construction of an even deeper basement because he ran out of storage room. Rather than order the priest to throw something in the garbage, the Theocrat ordered another basement dug.
Gehirn plucked a chair leg from the floor. With a thought she lit one end. I’m like this garbage: unloved and unwanted until someone wants me to burn.
Makeshift torch in hand, she descended deeper.
She passed through halls of ancient statues depicting long-forgotten gods. It was easy to forget the Geborene weren’t the first to call this church home and strangely harder to remember it had once been markedly different. Like reality, the labyrinthine building altered itself to fit the beliefs of those who lived within. Twenty years ago, the halls had been bent and crooked, narrowing and widening at random. In some places the ceiling towered hundreds of feet above, while in others she’d had to stoop to avoid banging her head. No two rooms had been the same shape or size. The mad warren of sloped passages made much of it look like it had been constructed by insectile giants. Now, every hall was straight. Right angles ruled where once chaos dominated. This was a church of reason and order built on madness and delusion.
Passing through a long chamber she found a lone statue of a handsome, long-limbed man carved in black, glassy stone. Though clothed in a simple shirt and pants, he looked both impressive and dominating. Piercing eyes, set deep in chiselled features, seemed to follow her. Where everything else down here wore a thick fur of mouldering dust, this obsidian man gleamed as if recently polished. Though clean, it looked permanent in a way the rest didn’t, as if it had always been down here.
How old is Vernachlässigung?
Ancient as he looked, he couldn’t have gathered all this garbage. Some of it must have predated his tenure.
Were all his predecessors Diogenics too?
Leaving the statue behind, feeling its gaze on her back, Gehirn continued deeper into the church.
The fourth basement was mostly crates of books. Some, she discovered, were early copies of the Geborene bible, dating back to before Konig’s rise to Theocrat. Propping the burning chair leg in an empty torch bracket, she selected a dog-eared tome. Thumbing through handwritten pages, she saw no mention of humanity making their own gods. Tossing the book aside, she selected another from an older, dustier crate. The pages were dry as leaves left long in the sun and it smelled like an abandoned horse barn. She blinked at the book in confusion. Though she couldn’t understand many of the words, the text itself was oddly uniform. Every W looked exactly like every other W. All the letters were like that.
What kind of madness creates something so perfect?
Even the pages were the same size, showing none of the ragged edges she was accustomed to. Spotting another copy, she dropped the one she held and picked it up. Within she discovered a perfect replication of the first. Looking up she saw stacks of identical crates, all holding the same book.
This, she decided, was the work of terrifying psychosis. It would have taken a lone priest many lifetimes to create so many meticulous copies.
These are old.
Impossibly old.
She felt certain they dated back to the Menschheit Letzte Imperium, the last true empire before the old gods abandoned humanity. The book smouldered in her hand, pages curling as smoke rose.
Surrounded by dry paper, she bared her teeth.
What was true yesterday is today the foulest lie.
Gehirn lit the books afire. She stood rooted as the flames spread, pushing outward with her power. More and more books burned, ancient wooden crates igniting with crackling joy. They wanted to burn.
Erase the past.
If only she could do that for herself.
“More,” she said through clenched teeth. “More.”
The fire spread, leaping from crate to crate. Her Geborene robes smoked and charred, and she felt nothing. What remained of her brows and lashes turned to ash and she brushed them away.
Burn me. Please.
Stone walls baked dry and cracked. Thick smoke choked the air, and she inhaled it deep into her lungs, praying for oblivion. It would not come.
With a shrug, she headed to the next set of stairs and descended deeper into the earth.
On the next floor she found four statues of sunken men and women standing together, heads bowed as if in prayer. All showed ribs through gaunt flesh and signs of decay, though she smelled nothing. Shrunken lips exposed long teeth in receding gums. Unblinking eyes stared at nothing.
“Konig sent me,” she said.
None moved.
Gehirn licked her lips in anticipation. “Purpose or dissolution,” she said. “Which do you crave more? Ignore me and I’ll burn you all to ash. Or answer the call of your Theocrat and have reason to continue another day.”
“She is gone,” said one without looking up. “The best of us is gone.”
Does he mean Anomie?
“I destroyed her,” said Gehirn. “As I likely will you.” Her fists clenched, a wave of heat curling the stained robes of the nearest woman.
If you fail, he fails. Konig’s words.
These pathetic Cotardists must be critical to whatever the Theocrat plotted. Of course, he hadn’t shared anything of his plan with her; she was undeserving of such thoughtfulness.
“Unwürdig,” she said, remembering the new leader’s name. “We are to travel to Gottlos and rescue Morgen.”
Four heads rose, four sets of milk-rot eyes focussed on her.
“Morgen needs our help?” asked Unwürdig, desperate hope quivering his voice.
Gehirn snorted a sad laugh. We crave purpose more than we do death. No matter how much we hate ourselves, we’ll continue to suffer existence if someone promises meaning.
“He does,” she answered.
Joints cracking and popping with long disuse, he turned to face her. “We are death, and only in death can we find purpose.”
“You will have ample opportunities to share death. And perhaps, if you’re lucky, you’ll find some of your own.”
The Schatten Morder followed Gehirn from the basement.
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CHAPTER TEN

Among the Old Gods lurked one more deranged than the rest. A deity of a thousand names, an inveterate trickster, he ruled the rains and the night sky. Greedy, vain, foolish, and cunning, Rauchender Spiegel forever plotted to rule the pantheon. The oldest Wahnvor Stellung texts, dating back to before the fall of the Menschheit Letzte Imperium, suggest the gods turned their backs on humanity due to Rauchender Spiegel’s manipulations.
—Rauch und Stein, Historian
A woman, seething madness, hurt and rage, passed near. Intoxicating scents to one so starved, these soul-deep wounds fed the thing in the obsidian statue. Ancient beyond time, an infinitesimal fragment of something long shattered, it craved more.
I failed. Its first thought.
Then, If I still live, I have not yet truly failed.
But failed at what? It couldn’t remember.
I require worship.
Tendrils of inky thoughts snaked out, reaching beyond the obsidian confines. This was not its true form.
Someone shaped me?
Blasphemy!
Beyond this empty room it sensed small lives flitting about their purposeless existences. Below, it smelled death, the stench of necromancers. Beneath them, other, darker things slumbered. Above, the foul reek of rancid sorcery tugged at reality like a starved jaguar mauling a child.
It tried to escape its stone prison and couldn’t.
Trapped, it stalked the dreams of those above, looking for the one that might free it. They were strange creatures, polluted with the kind of madness mortals usually required narcotics to achieve. It found many it might bend to its purpose, but one man stood above the others. Teetering on the brink of either ascending to divinity or toppling into insanity, his every mad order was obeyed without question. Tasting the man’s need, the thing in the statue sent him dreams. As if waiting for someone to tell him what to do, the man—Konig, he called himself—woke with new plans.
In the level below, the big angry woman met with the necromancers. The statue reached for her, tried to twist her intentions to its purpose—carry me from this place—and was rudely ignored.
Shortly after, they returned to the strange world above, shuffling past the statue, ignoring it. Confused, it watched them leave. Why hadn’t it been able to bend her? Though annoyed, it wasn’t worried. Soon, Konig would think to use it to imprison the godling he was so terrified of.
How long should it wait?
Every second felt like an eternity of helpless futility.
Frustration festered into smouldering rage. Awareness of the world beyond was not the same as seeing it. The need to interact, to learn and conquer, grew.
I am not trapped in stone. I am the stone.
That shift of perspective triggered an idea.
The obsidian statue shivered, tremors running from the base up through the carved legs. The vibrations grew, a low rumble, until it cracked, shedding a splinter of black glass. The instant it fell away, the thing within the statue lost memories, another hole in an already eroded self.
Though unpleasant, it wasn’t a new feeling.
I’ve been broken before.
###
Konig dreamed of onyx stone. A nightmare man, carved from obsidian, stalked the land devouring souls, trapping them within its smoky glass surface. The city-states burned, the world coming apart, crumbling from every direction until nothing but Morgen’s sanitized perfection remained.
Sanity, he thought, watching a rushing wall of grey nothing ravage reality to the north. Sanitized. Is there a connection?
Could something be insanitized?
That’s us, this world.
The obsidian man caught Geisteskranken and imprisoned them within himself. Their power meant nothing. They were helpless, locked in stone.
Konig woke with a start, knowing part of himself had been worrying at the problem of what to do with Morgen and provided an answer: long ignored, an obsidian statue stood in one of the church’s deeper basements. As it had been there for centuries, it was unlikely to suddenly wander the world like a rampaging god but might yet prove useful. Someone must have mentioned its delusion-negating properties. Probably Vernachlässigung, the annoying Diogenic priest responsible for warehousing and repairing old and damaged furnishings.
The idea took root, growing as Konig dressed for the day.
By the time he left his chambers, he knew what must happen.
I don’t need Doppels or Reflections to tell me what I’m thinking.
Looking back, he realized they’d been a crutch. His insecurities told him they were useful, and he’d been foolish enough to listen.
Never again!
###
Once separated from the statue, the obsidian sliver bent reality, pulling matter into itself to form a body. It gobbled dust and books and fragments of broken furniture, crushing them and warping their construction to suit its needs. Having only seen one person, it based its shape on the big angry woman.
Time passed, unknowable to the thing in the statue. Sometimes the little lives above got excited, and time lurched, quickening its pace. Sometimes the most powerful soul it sensed brooded, and time slowed to an agonizing crawl.
Eventually, the big woman stood before the statue, scowling at it. “I am a piece of you, but separate.” She breathed, nostril’s flaring. “I was you until I wasn’t.”
Explore the world above. I sense whisps of divinity, but no true gods.
“Who are you to command me?” the woman who had been a sliver demanded.
I am… It didn’t know. I am you. We want the same thing.
She narrowed her eyes. “I think we’re a liar, a manipulator.”
We were a trickster! it answered, hints of memory flitting beyond reach. And that is how we shall regain our place.
“What place? Where?”
It didn’t know where it belonged, but definitely not here, forgotten, trapped in this basement.
Free, it said. We must be free. Enter their world. Learn who rules. Find their weaknesses.
“And undo them,” the sliver said. “Break them until they’re nothing so we may take their place.”
I knew you’d understand.
Huddling in her robes, the big woman found the stairs leading to the world above. Passing each floor felt like rising from a well-structured yet largely empty underworld. Though that couldn’t be true. The underworld was gone, burned to ash by the fifth sun.
###
Without a name and only the tiniest sliver of self, the big woman reached the main floor. She stood at the top of the stairs, watching men and women in painfully white robes dash about on important business.
Priests, she thought. They smell like faith.
That was good. She understood faith. The first step in manipulating people was understanding and controlling what they believed. Faith was the purest form of manipulation as it left no room for questions.
“Questions are a prison,” she mumbled. “True faith is what’s left when all else is gone.” Not her words, she long ago heard someone else repeating them like a prayer.
The priests shied from her, fled with squeaks of horror when she turned eyes in their direction. That, too, was good. Fear was the purest, most honest faith.
For days she crept through long halls, watching and lurking. She listened in on conversations until she understood the strange power structure. Konig, the High Priest to some god who had not yet Ascended, ruled a city-state called Self-Hate. Strange as the name seemed, everyone accepted it without question, boasting proudly that they’d soon replace another, older religion that simply called itself Delusion.
Religions aren’t usually so honest, she thought.
When she found Konig, she watched him from a safe distance, learning his mannerisms and habits. She witnessed him crush priests with his Gefahrgeist power, smelled the growing rot of his Cotardist tendencies. She overheard him plot intricate plans doomed to failure. She listened to the whispered conversations of priests when he retreated to his chambers. Konig once had many copies of himself plotting his death. He fell to his delusions and was,dragged into a mirror where he became Failure. Beyond all expectation, he later escaped, to become once again real. Acolytes often argued if this was possible, or if this new Konig was in fact another escaped Reflection.
After stealing some of his robes, the sliver shed the shape of the big angry woman and changed herself until she became a copy of the Theocrat.
Doppel, she reminded herself.
Or perhaps Reflection. The details were confusing. In this world sometimes Reflections climbed from the mirror.
Like all great leaders, this one had many faults. Pride and a complete misunderstanding of his limits and abilities were the least of them. More interesting was how much he loathed himself. He wore it like armour, as if knowing he was a shit human—shite human, she corrected—protected him from the opinions of others. Stranger still, everyone acted as if he was right.
A weakness is a weakness.
Wearing Konig’s form, dressed in his robes, the sliver contemplated its path to domination. Damaged as the man was, he was powerfully flawed.
Though the sliver remembered nothing of its ancient past, it knew it always worked from the shadows. Direct confrontation had never been its way. Manipulate. Weaken.
I will become what he most expects, what he most fears. I shall be his new Doppel.
As it needed the man to implode, it would become his need to sabotage his every effort.
The sliver became Self-Destruction.
When next it stepped from the shadows, priests bowed low, quaking in fear. When he barked an order, they dashed off to see it done without hesitation or thought. Increasingly confident in its roll, Self-Destruction set about undoing the Theocrat. The man’s every plan must fail, his orders intercepted and twisted.
He’s proud of Selbsthass, speaks as if he built it though he never hammered a single nail.
Self-Destruction set about ravaging the pristine city.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

I cried because I had no shoes, until I met a hungry man who had no feet. I laughed and laughed because truly, the gods are dicks.
—Kranker Fick, Itinerant
Taboo followed the Flussrand east, its rolling waters keeping him company as he strode the fertile banks of the river. A cool breeze swept off the surface, ruffling sedge and cattail, clacking pussywillows together until they sounded like a rhythm-challenged drummer playing for coin that would never come.
One, two. One two three. One. One. One two three.
He found the arrythmia soothing, the noise a balm to the thoughts spearing his brain, urging him to do the most debauched, debased things possible.
Cum in the river. No one will see. Spill your seed here and think of the bathing men and women it will find. Slipping between slick crevasses, coating full breasts. It will be like you fucked them all.
Taboo shook his head, tapping his temple with the heel of his palm. He muttered a prayer.
“Forgive me. I would never. Forgive me. I mustn’t.”
He passed over his forehead and chest with one hand, inscribing a symbol in the air. Still, he felt dirty, soiled by these thoughts. The water gurgled as if to remind him it existed. Seizing the opportunity, the Doppel made his way to the sandy bank and dunked his head.
Forgive me. Forgive me. Forgive me.
Three times. Three was magic. A sacred number, meant to ward off evil, cement intention. Water streamed from his hair, curtained his ears. When the voice came, it was as if it was from a distance.
“What are you doing?”
Brushing the hair from his eyes, he rolled to better see the newcomer, offering a bright smile. “Cooling my head. I’ve been walking a while, and the heat was beginning to get to me.”
He wiped his damp hands on his robes and fished in the pocket for the fingerbone.
Where did I find this? An ossuary? My mother?
Nonsense. He had no mother. He couldn’t even remember Morgen’s mother. Had the boy had one? Or was he shaped from clay? An image of Morgen suckling from a plump breast appeared in his mind, and below the belt, he stiffened.
Forgive me. Forgive me. Forgive me.
“Are you alright, mister?”
Taboo shook those thoughts away and focussed on his visitor. The boy was no more than fourteen, skinny and dirty, dressed in peasant garb. He turned a wide-brimmed hat in his hands, blonde hair swept in webs from his head by the summer wind.
“Are you lost?” Taboo asked.
The boy shrugged.
“Your parents?”
“Dead, sir. Gone in the war.”
Taboo rolled the fingerbone across his tongue, savouring the way it clacked against his teeth. Something about the lad interested the Doppel. Not sexual, to be sure. His proclivities had never run that way. No, something about the boy reminded him of himself, an orphan straggler in an uncaring world.
Like Taboo, the youth had his wants and needs and motivations. Had his purpose. What that might be could either be unlocked like a puzzle, or more to Taboo’s taste, guided like an arrow. Shaped right, the boy might serve as a weapon.
He grinned at that, thinking of Wichtig. Some fools believed in steel. Some believed in power. Few knew how to wield power like steel, and those were the wise. The dangerous.
“Where you going?” the boy asked.
Taboo frowned, standing. “Do you do that often?”
“Do what?”
“Interrupt another’s thoughts?”
The boy shrugged.
“What’s your name?” Taboo asked.
“Why?”
“Because I can’t very well call you boy all the time.”
The boy looked around, then jammed his hat on his head. “Langes Schwein.”
“Very well, Langes. You’re coming with me. Think of yourself as my first recruit.” A breeze kicked up, bringing with it the scent of pig shit. Taboo wrinkled his nose. “Bathe first, then we’ll go.”
“Yes, sir.” Langes answered, stripping off his clothes without thought or hesitation, as if being ordered around by complete strangers was a normal part of life.
Taboo turned his back, giving Langes his privacy. Moving upstream, he dunked the boy’s clothes until the dirt clinging to them was little more than faded brown. He wrung them out, laying them on a rock, and waited while they dried.
Cut his throat. Send the body downstream.
Taboo tapped three times on his temple and the thought faded. He watched the clouds and ignored the images passing through his head. Elaborate torture. Fire. Murder. Bacchanals of violence.
Once the boy was dry and dressed, they headed east in silence.
“Where are we going?” Langes asked late in the next day.
“Questions,” Taboo answered, sinking the barbs of his Gefahrgeist power into the lad’s soul, “are impolite.”
“Sorry.”
To the east was Albgeleitete Leute—Gods, who thinks up these names?—a city south of the banks of the Flussrand. Taboo decided on their path, finding the southern route felt the most rewarding. They would skirt Geld Lake until they reached Geldeneggheaddogpoop, or whatever the hells that place was called. Once his work there was completed, they’d move on to the Basamortuan Desert, where he’d enlighten the savage nobles and noble savages of those distant lands.
And beyond the desert?
The edge of the world. He wondered what it would look like. Would existence suddenly end at a great grey wall reaching from earth to sky, horizon to horizon, or would it be a cliff dropping into endless nothing?
A stalk of wheat clenched between his teeth, hat low over his eyes against the sun, Langes strode at Taboo’s side.
A literal hayseed.
Deciding to cut across a field long gone wild, they followed an ancient path of ruts. Grass rose waist-high to either side whispering secrets. Most traffic didn’t pass this way, with the river and the lake leading to Geld’s bustling metropolis. A dun-coloured prairie dog followed them for a while before veering off to look for something more interesting. Three carrion birds wheeled high overhead. For a time, until their path bent toward Leute, the sound of the river accompanied them, eventually falling away, replaced by the hiss and rattle of dry grass in the wind.
Taboo cleared his throat, meaning to fill the boy’s head with wisdom. “Were you schooled, boy?”
Pushing the hat back to see better, Langes squinted up at him. “My ma taught me some letters and numbers.”
“Can you read?”
“What I need to.”
“And write?”
“Enough to figure.”
“Good.”
“Good?”
“Indeed. It means your mind is largely unpolluted.” Leaving it open for someone to pollute as needed. Taboo waved a hand, a gesture meant to encompass the prairie, the sky, the world in general. “Indoctrination. Reading and writing and numbers force the world into a neat little reality. The second you grasp it, you’re trapped. Locked into their thinking, their rules.”
“Ma says a man—”
“Please,” said Taboo, lifting a hand. “I don’t care.” What could some farmer’s wife know? “Knowledge comes in different forms, without the need to conform. Understand?”
Langes shook his head.
If I had known teaching would be this difficult, I would drown the lad when I had the chance.
Taboo heaved a sigh. “Letters and numbers are fine for tallying the crop yield, but useless when killing.”
“Why would I kill someone?”
“What did I say about questions?”
“But wasn’t that a question?”
Annoyed, Taboo pushed past the distraction. “What I mean is that there’s a difference between reading and writing and doing. That’s why no one likes readers and writers. Lazy fuckers. What you need to do is to do. Understand?”
“And to do is to kill?”
“Often.”
The youth squinted again. “Who would I kill?”
Taboo clapped the boy on the back. “Whoever I tell you to!”
Albert Lung—or whatever this rancid arse-water city-state was called—stood on the horizon like a grey wart. Taboo wished he could remember the proper name of the city, but clearly some lunatic had named it. He contemplated the low walls and squat stone buildings the way a butcher might consider a prime flank of beef while whetting his blades. He bent toward Langes and passed him a single gold coin, stamped with Morgen’s likeness. His own, for that matter.
The boy held up the money, letting the failing sun paint the buttery gold in reds and yellows, then tucked it into his overalls. “What’s this for?”
“A coin for war, a coin for strife. A coin for foul weather, a coin for your life. Do you know that one?”
“Nope.”
“A poet by name of Lugner. He’s dead, but no matter. Take this coin and buy a prostitute. Bring her to me.”
“How will I find one?”
“You’ll figure it out. Now go.”
Langes nodded and scampered off, the energy of youth lending him speed. Taboo followed, enjoying the soft wind and whispering grass of the prairie as the sun set the sky ablaze with pink and gold.
It’s beautiful. Shame it has to burn.




[image: Insanity Symbol.]
CHAPTER TWELVE

The philosopher and historian, Geschichts Verdreher, says the old gods didn’t abandon this sick world in disgust. He claims they never existed. He misses the obvious. In a world shaped by the whims of mortals there can be no right and wrong, no good and bad. There can be no past, only what the sane majority believe the past to be. In such a world what has gone before is as mutable as what is to come.
If the Wahnvor Stellung—the largest single religion—tell the masses that reality was created by insane gods and that those mad gods left in horror at all they wrought, then that is what happened. Not because it is what happened, but because it is now what happened. If the Geborene rise to power with their fastidious god, perhaps in a hundred years the past will be different. 
—Langsam Brechen 
Nacht rode south with his handpicked cadre of Geisteskranken. He hadn’t bothered reporting his return to Morgen and likewise hadn’t reported his departure. The fastidious shite either wouldn’t notice he was now missing several powerful Geisteskranken, or he would and be angry. Both outcomes were fine.
Somewhere between Unbrauchbar and Gottlos, the landscape looked like a sick god took a beautiful scene of rolling hills and lush forests, flayed it, and then rubbed wet shite all over the open wound. Mud hills made every step sound like explosive diarrhoea; even the shortest journey was an exhausting slog.
A splintered forest, stripped of greenery, clawed the sky. Clods of torn earth added to the broken terrain. Fearing a misstep, the horses picked their way gingerly through the dead forest. Nacht slowed his mount as a skull-sized boulder, awakened by Erdbehüter’s madness, rolled past. It bounced off a tree before becoming stuck in deep mud. Shuddering back and forth, struggling to roll free, it whispered, “In days long dead we fought with passion. Mountains, raging and strong, hungered for thunder, warred with lightning, ocean, and air. We dream of Lemarl,” over and over.
A dying tree turned to watch them pass, roots squirming like angry snakes.
How can you not hate someone who defines you? Nacht wondered, thoughts wandering. Morgen, being both the original and real, left Nacht no choice about who he was. As a fragment of the godling’s personality, Nacht was everything the godling hated about himself. And gods there was a lot. Morgen liked playing with his toy soldiers and so Nacht had no choice but to find it childish and moronic. Morgen wanted existence to make sense, for reality to be clean and beautiful. Nacht had to loathe those things and crave chaos and filth and madness.
It’s not fair.
If Morgen changed his mind about something, Nacht would himself be altered by the decision.
It’s the curse of the unreal.
Luckily, Morgen set himself against the nature of reality. Deranged, dirty and chaotic, rife with senseless violence, the entire world was on Nacht’s side. The more Morgen turned his will against the natural order, the more Nacht’s success was guaranteed. And since the obsessive fuck was incapable of change, the more the world resisted, the more he’d hurl himself against it. 
Is there anything more beautifully human than futility?
He’d told General Selbstgefällig he was ‘the god of filth and freedom.’ It had been a careless thought, the kind of crap Wichtig mindlessly spewed. Unlike the Swordsman, however, there was a deeper truth in his words.
I am the God of Filth and Freedom.
Or rather he would be, once Morgen was dead.
But it was more than that, something bigger. Konig unwittingly showed everyone it was possible to make a god. Others would try and no doubt achieve varying degrees of success. Most of the would-be gods would be so deranged as to be useless. Some few would Ascend still clinging to enough sanity to be dangerous, though their creators would attempt some level of control.
These new gods would set themselves against the nature of reality and the people living here. But none would have this one simple insight: Be the god of what already is.
Nacht’s power would come from embracing how things already were rather than convincing people he could make it better.
Ahead, a pale-yellow mist crept through the blasted forest, the cancerous ghost of a river.
Reining in his horse, a placid roan, he said, “Stop.”
Verehren pulled her horse to a halt, and the half-starved beast uttered a relieved grunt. Einzeln’s horse, saddle empty, stopped as well. Körpertausch and Jeden also did as commanded.
The yellow mist swirled into the clearing from the north, snaking around the horses’ hooves, causing them to twitch and stomp. Pooling at the lowest point, it thickened, growing into a translucent pillar. In a dozen heartbeats Einzeln, a powerful Getrennt, stood naked before them.
She should have come from the south. It was a mystery that could wait.
Nacht studied his cadre of Geisteskranken, gaze lingering until they cowered under his scrutiny.
Jeden, a Cotardist, sat hunched in her rotting robes, cowl lifted high to hide her face. No hint of flesh showed, leather gloves pulled tight, boots reaching to her knees. A hulking muscled brick of a man, face chiselled like stone, chin cleft like a mountain pass or a baby’s arse, Muskulöser sat ramrod straight on his jet destrier. Of all the Geisteskranken under Nacht’s command, only he looked like he might belong in Morgen’s perfect army.
He dies first.
Dressed in robes so stained Nacht doubted they’d ever been white, Körpertausch, the squad Intermetic, eyed the others with distrust as if he might discover they were someone else. Back in camp, where everyone knew of his power and feared him, it wasn’t uncommon for soldiers to wake up in someone else’s body. Verehren searched Nacht for clues he might be sending her subtly coded messages. Somewhat frumpy, her face a little too wide, dark eyes kind but oddly damp, like either she was about to cry or had just finished, the best he could say was that she wasn’t unattractive.
“Morgen sent you lot away because you disgust him,” Nacht lied. If they knew he stole them, they might start thinking they were valuable.
The motley group sagged beneath his words.
“Most of you are dirty,” he continued. “The rest ugly. Morgen might be a god, but he’s not all powerful. Not by a long shot. He told me you were the irredeemable, beyond even his power to save. No delusion in all the world could make you lot smart, pretty, or happy enough to fit into his perfect world. You are blights and as such he wanted you removed.”
With his robes stained and crumpled, Nacht slumped in his saddle, in all ways the opposite of Morgen. They needed to see this to understand. He’d considered requisitioning proper armour before leaving Morgen’s camp, but the stuff was heavy and uncomfortable, and Reflections, not being real, were notoriously difficult to kill.
“The best Morgen offered,” Nacht continued, “was a chance for you to die in service to his dream.”
“I would die for his dream,” announced Muskulöser, voice deep and melodic.
Idiotic git. Nacht kept his expression carefully neutral. Say something stupid again, and I’ll stab you in your sleep.
“No need,” said Nacht. “For I too am a god. And you are my people.”
As he had with General Selbstgefällig, Nacht bent the gathered Geisteskranken to his will. Extemporizing, he told them that Morgen’s plan had always been for there to be two worlds, one for the vacuous sane, and one for the powerful deranged. There would, he explained, always be call for those capable of bending reality to their whims. There were other gods out there. Scores of religions had churches in Geldangelegenheiten alone. In the northern tundra the Verschlinger, who didn’t believe in an Afterdeath, worshipped giant wolves and rampaging Wendigast. The Basamortuan tribes roaming the eastern deserts had their own strange and deadly gods. Everyone had heard the stories of The All Consuming, a god who wandered out of the sands killing and devouring, stripping entire cities of life. A powerful Gefahrgeist had uncharacteristically sacrificed herself and brought him down.
Having heard countless versions of the story, Nacht had no idea if any of this was true but pressed on.
“Our oldest stories say that we came from beyond the Gezackt Mountains, fled here from some distant threat. Our fear built this claustrophobic world we call home,” he said. “Hemmed in by the Gezackt and Kälte Mountains, the frozen north, and the endless Basamortuan, we have hidden here for thousands of years. Whatever we fled is still out there. Once all the city-states worship Morgen—Morgen and I,” he corrected. “Once there is but one religion, we shall take our war beyond our self-imposed boundaries.”
Drawn in by his voice and the promise of a purpose beyond their own shallow desires, his Geisteskranken listened with rapt attention.
For a moment, he paused, unsure how far to push his agenda.
Fuck it. They need to know. They must be mine!
He waved a hand at the blasted landscape. “Life is filth, my friends. Life is struggle and chaos. All reality bends to our will and this is what we made of it. What does that tell you?”
“That we need to be better,” said Muskulöser.
To hell with waiting until the fool is asleep.
Drawing his sword, Nacht stepped forward and stabbed the moron through the throat. He stood watching, head cocked to one side, as the Dysmorphic made bubbling gurgling noises and struggled to stanch the flow of blood. Realizing this would likely take longer than he wanted to wait, and that it was already interfering with the flow of his speech, he stabbed the idiot again and again until Muskulöser finally stopped moving and lay still and silent.
“There,” Nacht grumbled. “You’re better now.” He focussed on what remained of his squad. “Where was I?”
“Reality bends to our will and this is what we made of it,” said Verehren. “What does that tell you?”
“Right. Thank you. The muscled fuck-waffle was wrong. Being better achieves nothing. What it tells you is that this”—he gestured at the blasted forest of mud and ruin—“is humanity’s natural state. It tells you that madness and chaos are the ways things are supposed to be.”
“But Morgen says—” Leden’s mouth snapped closed when Nacht rested a hand on his sword’s pommel.
“Morgen is wrong,” Nacht said. “You think it’s blasphemy, but it isn’t.” He crushed his Gefahrgeist power against them. “Truth can never be blasphemy. Morgen will strive and he will fail and no matter how much you want him to succeed, you know he won’t.”
And they did. Nacht, the Reflection of a god worshipped by an entire city-state, savaged reality with his need.
“Were I not right,” said Nacht, “I wouldn’t be here. Morgen would be the perfect god the Geborene want rather than the flawed and obsessive shite he is.”
Einzeln gasped, covering her mouth with her hands.
“There are two sides to every story,” said Nacht. “Two sides in every struggle. I ask, what side do you want to be on? Do you want to serve the god who wishes to tear away your power and leave you helpless and sane? Are you on his side?” he demanded, pointing at Muskulöser.
No, they definitely didn’t want to be on the Dysmorphic’s side.
“Or are you on the side that will make you gods?”
They liked that. Why serve a godling who was disgusted by their existence when they could serve Nacht and themselves Ascend?
It was, of course, all horseshite.
Nacht would dispose of them the moment they ceased being useful or endangered his plans.
He’d have to remind them now and again, people were so easily distracted, had such short attention spans, but for the moment they were his.
“Report, soldier,” Nacht commanded Einzeln. “I sent you south. Why the hells were you north of us?”
She flinched, uncomfortable being the centre of attention, and bowed. “Found Schmutzig’s camps.” 
Nacht had sent her to locate and spy upon the enemy. As a mist she passed easily through most barriers and could travel unseen by guards. 
“And?” he asked.
“North.”
Nacht added a note of threat to his voice. “Explain.”
“Two Gottlos camps, north of us.”
He closed his eyes. Somehow, blundering around in the dark, he’d led his cadre past an entire army. This is embarrassing. “Camps?” he asked. “Dieb split his army?” Though a powerful Gefahrgeist, the man was a strategic moron. Everyone knew breaking your army was a bad idea.
Einzeln looked away, unable to meet Nacht’s gaze, and began to fade, “Because the smell.” 
Getting information from the Getrennt was like pulling the guts from a living pig. “What smell? Explain.” 
“One army is dead. Smells terrible. Other is alive.” Translucent, the Getrennt looked like she was about to sink into the mud. 
Nacht snapped his fingers at her. “Which army is King Dieb with?” 
She spoke softly, voice ghostly and distant. “The living.” 
Keeping her face hidden in the shadows of her cowl, Jeden asked, “How many dead? What kind? Are they…” She shivered and Nacht wondered if it were hope, fear, or something else. “Are they all Cotardists?” 
Caught between her need to serve Nacht and her desire to flee attention, Einzeln remained trapped, at one moment a disembodied mist, and a solid woman the next. “No.” 
Nacht growled in frustration. “Explain. In detail. Or I’ll have Körpertausch swap you with the next snake we see.” 
Einzeln cowered, shaking. Terrified of snakes, she understood the Intermetic was the only member of the squad capable of hurting her even when she was immaterial. “Irmentrud is a Wahnist serving King Schmutzig. She’s a priest of some kind, though it’s not clear what. She worships an undead stag god that Ascended in the forest near where she grew up.” 
Nacht cackled. “If we kill her, Schmutzig loses half his army.”
Do I want that?
No, he decided, he did not.
“Morgen sent me to kill King Schmutzig,” Nacht told his followers.
It was a humble beginning, these three believers, but soon there would be more. Much more. And very soon. If Morgen had the faith of Selbsthass and his army, then Nacht would be worshipped by all Gottlos.
“But that’s not what we’re going to do. Instead, Körpertausch will install Jeden in Schmutzig’s body.” He focussed on the Cotardist. “How do you feel about a second chance at life, a new body untainted by rot? How do you feel about ruling all Gottlos?”
She’d be a puppet, but it seemed rude to point that out now.
Jeden bowed low. “I serve my god.”
Heat filled Nacht’s chest, the sweet honey nectar of pure faith just two steps away. The faith of the insane is so much more valuable than that of the sane.
Someday, the world would bow like the Cotardist.
First, he had to replace King Dieb Schmutzig and gain control of his forces. Then, he’d harry Morgen’s troops with the Gottlos army, reducing their numbers and weakening the pristine godling with each death. The constant stress would pressure the already unbalanced godling, pushing him deeper and deeper into mud and blood until he cracked.
Once Jeden had been installed, Nacht would return to Morgen and admit to failure. That way, even as Morgen’s enemies pursued him, Nacht could work at turning the remaining Geborene Geisteskranken.
My plans are twice as brilliant as Bedeckt’s!
“We’ll ignore this Irmentrud for now,” Nacht decided. “The king is our goal.”
“More,” the Getrennt whispered.
“You do understand that when I say ‘Report’ I’m ordering you to tell me everything, right? I’m commanding you to, in effect, fucking report what you’ve seen.”
Einzeln looked at her feet.
“Then fucking report.”
“Morgen,” she said. “Unbrauchbar. Fleeing. Chased.” She darted a look at Nacht’s feet. “By Dieb’s dead.”
Morgen is already fleeing to Unbrauchbar?
Gods, he wished he’d been there to witness the rout. Blood and chaos. Morgen’s panicked realization he never had control.
This was perfect! The fastidious cretin would be so disgusted by the entire experience of war he’d hand control of everything dirty over to Nacht.
All I have to do now is go north, replace King Dieb and gain control of his armies, and save Morgen.
“Einzeln, you’re the scout. Make sure the way is clear and we don’t get ambushed. Report back when we’re close.” 
The Getrennt dissolved into a jaundiced mist and slunk from sight. 
The squad lurched into motion, Jeden moving to take the lead.
Not caring what happened to the woman, Nacht usually let her. This time it was different. As the only member of the squad he knew to be loyal, she was critical. Likewise, as the only Intermetic, Körpertausch was also important to the new plan. 
Shite. Muskulöser would be useful now.
“Jeden,” he said, “ride at my side. We must talk. Verehren, take the lead.” 
The Erotomanic grinned as if she’d been given the most important job in all existence. Her attention flickered about, searching for sign there was some message beyond his words. Breasts small, but perfectly shaped. Too dark eyebrows giving contrast to her pale face. 
Nacht blinked, confused. Hadn’t she been frumpier a few moments ago?
Is she wearing makeup?
That must be it.
It was odd that her delusion—that those she thought to be of higher social standing secretly loved her and sent coded messages in every gesture and expression—didn’t affect him.
The fact I’m not yet real must protect me. 
He’d have to remember to have her killed once Morgen was dealt with. 
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Art alone won’t mend your broken heart, make you interesting or attractive, or earn you friends. It has no intrinsic value. It cannot be eaten, drunk, or smoked.
What worth is art, then?
It is but a shield for the artist’s fragile ego.
And nothing is more dangerously sobering than reality, especially when someone says, ‘I don’t like this’.
—Richter Kritik
Stehlen woke to the smell of bacon, tempting as a lover’s kiss. Her stomach rumbled, and she kicked off the sheets, feet hitting the cool wood of the farmhouse floor. The hem of her nightgown followed a moment later, tickling her ankles. From downstairs, a man’s voice called, “Breakfast!”
She shook her head, struggling to remember. There had been a woman.
It rained screaming horses.
What an absurd thought.
There’d been a grey world, as if a depressed artist bled the pigment from his paints and swathed the land in morose shades. The dream slipped away, wet shite through a goose.
Language!
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She blushed, heat spreading to her cheeks. If Father heard those words, he might well tan her hide.
Or throw you from the house, like he did her sister.
Better not to even think the name. A shudder crossed her shoulders. Depressing. She had no time for sad thoughts when the world was capable of comfort and wonder.
The world is filled with shite and hate, you blithering twunt.
She breathed deep, savouring the scent of frying meat, and looked around the room. Simple, but not too much so. The bed was deep and soft, a down comforter atop a stuffed mattress. A small nightstand held several baubles and a hand mirror, a dish with a few coins. A closet in one wall stood open, homespun dresses and clothing hung carefully.
Making her way over, Stehlen picked out a clean pair of breeches and a cotton shirt, slipping them on. Clean clothing was a luxury, one she hadn’t experienced in what felt like forever. It nearly made her want to wash her hair and comb it out. Oddly self-conscious, she dragged her hand through the matted tangle of hair and found it smooth and soft.
What the rutting hells?
Again, the shame at her foul language.
Stehlen snarled. What did she have to be ashamed of? Of all the many wonderful and varied ways to cause harm, words were the least. Offending someone was nothing compared to driving steel into their belly.
She looked around the room. Something about the place tickled the back of her brain, like the tip of a nail scraping the inside of her skull. The smell, the colour of the wood.
Home?
No, couldn’t be. She hadn’t been home in years. Wasn’t welcome, wasn’t wanted. Not after what she did.
She searched the room, distracting herself from unpleasant memories threatening to bubble to the surface, and fixated on the nearby nightstand. She moved on silent feet, deft hands stuffing worthless trinkets into trouser pockets. She scanned the room for a weapon.
“Breakfast!” the man called. “It’s getting cold, sleepyhead.”
Again, that scrape of memory, glass on flesh, tearing at her brain.
Father?
Don’t be stupid.
Father was miles and years away. The old man hated her. His voice would never carry that warmth.
Stehlen’s lip curled in a vicious sneer. Whatever game this man played would be his last. No one used her, no one stole from her.
Or had he already?
The bed, the nightgown, the baubles… had she whored herself out?
Never!
Not unless there was a lot of money, or she was in the mood for some nasty rough and tumble.
More likely, he drugged her, bathed her, and had his way with her unconscious body. The sneer turned into a snarl, and she snatched the mirror off the nightstand, intending to smash it and use the shards to slit the man’s throat.
Catching a glimpse of her reflection, she stopped. The woman in the mirror was pretty. Maybe even beautiful, if you liked tiny, insipid features and useless, scrawny arms. Pert nose. Full lips. Blonde hair to her shoulders. Clear green eyes.
Maja?
How was it she looked like her sister?
Reality unravelled as she stared at herself, reflected expression flickering between confusion, hate, and murderous rage.
All her life she’d hated Maja as much as she wanted to be her. Perfect Maja. Polite and pretty Maja. Maja who would never hurt anyone, never borrow without permission, never shove a foot of cold steel up a priest’s arse. The sisters were so different no one believed they were related. Each year Maja grew prettier, more self-assured, and happier. And each year Stehlen’s complexion yellowed, her eyes shrinking as anger became her entire personality.
Stehlen growled at the mirror and Maja growled back. It couldn’t have been less threatening, pouty lips pulled back to show perfect white teeth.
Is this my Reflection?
“Who are you?” she asked. “What game is this?”
No answer.
Bedeckt always went on and on about how the mirror ever lies.
“Maja! Breakfast!”
The voice was closer. Stehlen turned to see a big man, beard covering his chin and cheeks, filling the doorway. She knew every wrinkle of his simple homespun clothing, every line etched in his face. The crow’s feet around his eyes from smiling at one daughter. The hard lines around his mouth from scowling in disappointment at the other.
She froze in horrified recognition.
He stepped in and swooped her up in a bear hug, laughing and spinning her around. He smelled of woodsmoke and bacon and…home.
“Ah, my Maja! Such a lady. Already dressed and looking in the mirror!” He stopped spinning her and set her down, then kissed her on the forehead. It burned like a lie. “You are already beautiful, and you know it. Now come. We’ve breakfast, and after, your gifts.”
He stepped away, still smiling, and left the room. Unarmed, Stehlen sneered at his retreating back. She barely noticed the mirror falling to the floor, shattering as it struck.
Maja. Her sister.
Kaspar. Her father.
Lies.
The world rippled and tore.
Stehlen woke pressed against the hard muscle of Lebendig’s back. Whether it was morning or gloaming, she couldn’t tell. The same grey wash of light covered everything in the Afterdeath. Two grey horses stood tethered nearby, munching on grey grass.
Maja? Kaspar?
It felt too real to be a dream, tactile and present in a way the Afterdeath was not. Had she really been in Maja’s head? If so, where did her sister go while Stehlen squatted in her skull like a tick? Regardless, they were gone, Maja and Kaspar smoke on the wind now she was back in her own body. Still, for the first time since arriving in the Afterdeath, she felt the hint of a spark, the idea she might escape again.
What would have Bedeckt said about this? Likely, the old goat would point out how insane the whole thing sounded, then hatch a plan to distract her. Maybe he would have rutted her in an alley. The thought woke an ache in her chest and spread heat through her belly. Instead of nurturing or inspecting it, she snarled and spat, irritated at the intrusion.
Not that it mattered. Bedeckt was gone.
I miss him.
Her lip twitched.
Stupid fat old goat.
At least Wichtig wasn’t here. The Swordsman would mock her for having even an inkling of emotion.
She laid a hand on Lebendig’s side, feeling the Swordswoman’s ribs through layers of corded muscle. This was real. Not some useless old man who died the moment things got interesting. She slid her hand down the ribs, across the rigid muscle of Lebendig’s stomach, then upward, cupping a small, high breast. Rolling the nipple between her fingers until the other woman moaned in her sleep, Stehlen smiled.
Killing Lebendig and then freeing her from the Warrior’s Credo had been the right choice.
Maybe.
There was still a chance the Swordswoman would murder Stehlen in her sleep, but so far, so good.
Better she died at my hand than that pig Wichtig’s.
Imagining his cocky grin, warmth again burned in her stomach. She shook it off, irritated he could manipulate her even beyond death.
Lebendig rolled, awakening, and took Stehlen in her arms. They kissed; lips pressed together in a passionate seal. When they broke, Lebendig gave Stehlen a wan smile.
“Morning?”
“Close enough,” the Kleptic replied.
Lebendig pulled away, leaving Stehlen with a feeling of jealousy, as if that tiny retreat was a theft. She shook it off as the other woman pulled her armour and weapons on. Stehlen watched, admiring the economy of movement and lithe grace. Like Witchtig, but utterly unlike him at the same time. She wondered what the Swordsman might say about that and decided she didn’t care. He would likely be baffled it wasn’t him she bedded.
She stood, pulling on her clothing, picking up the sword Wichtig left her. Why that sword? Was it because he had only one good hand now? Was it because he had a single moment of selflessness? Or was he simply an arrogant idiot? The World’s Greatest Moron, and he’d die proving it.
Shite. He killed me.
According to the Warrior’s Credo, she’d be stuck following his pathetic, if shapely, arse for eternity.
No, she had to do something to stop that. But first, she had to kill Morgen and Nacht, and in order to do that, she had to find a way out of the Afterdeath. She’d done it once before, though she wasn’t sure how it might happen this time. Perhaps there was a Mirrorist like the pretty one Bedeckt followed around like a lost puppy, or a Wahnist who might lead her from this land of death.
Stehlen finished dressing, Lebendig’s pack catching her eye. The figurines were in there.
Is it still stealing if you take back something you gave a person?
She’d given them to the Swordswoman as a show of trust. Lebedig had been about to disfigure Wichtig when Stehlen killed her.
I’ll need them back when I escape the Afterdeath.
Lebendig caught her looking, glanced at the satchel. “They were gone when I woke in the Afterdeath. Someone must have looted my corpse.”
Fucking typical. Stehlen shrugged, feigning indifference. “Don’t need them.” She swung a leg into the stirrup of her horse, Kleben, and mounted. “I already know the idiot’s headed to Selbsthass.”
Lebendig sighed, swinging easily into her saddle. “And so are we. You know you’re free from the Credo for now. Why follow him at all?”
Stehlen hesitated, thoughts scattering like startled cockroaches. Are you following me out of love, or waiting for a chance at revenge? She spat a wad of phlegm into the dirt. “He stole from me.”
“And no one steals from you.”
Stehlen wheeled her horse over till its flank touched Lebendig’s mount. “No one. If it bothers you, go your way.”
“Maybe it’s time.”
“Maybe it is.”
They locked eyes and Lebendig sighed, looking away. A piece of Stehlen’s heart felt like it broke off, a splinter lodging in her ribs. She reached out but her hand fell short, coming to rest on Lebendig’s pack.
Stehlen pushed the feeling away, blocked it behind a wall of contempt, and spun her horse. “I don’t need you. I don’t need anyone.”
You fucking idiot. Why did you say that?
She heeled the horse in the flanks and took off at a trot. No hooves thundered in pursuit. Oh, fuck, what have I done? Panic clawed at her chest. Turn back!
She should have swallowed her pride, given up this foolish quest.
No! It was Lebendig who was wrong. If she loved Stehlen, she would have followed.
Grey landscape unfurled before Stehlen. Her stomach knotted, she refused to look back. Ahead, Wichtig. Behind, Lebendig. And somewhere between, a life not lived. The more she thought about the dream, if that’s what it was, the more it burned. First, Wichtig stealing her life. Then, Wichtig, stealing her vengeance. Now, her family, stealing what should have rightfully been hers. Why hadn’t she been afforded the soft life Maja lived?
She knew why, but it wasn’t her fault. It was Kaspar’s. A single moment of understanding might have changed everything! Instead, he loathed her from the moment she spoke her first words. Perhaps, if those words hadn’t been ‘Fucking shite,’ things might have been different.
And what of Lebendig? The woman lied, let Stehlen believe she’d follow her forever.
To the ends of the earth. Funny saying, and the world wasn’t that big. At most four weeks from the Gezackt Mountains to the Basamortuan Desert.
Where is she now?
Stehlen imagined tears spilling down Lebendig’s face as she understood what she lost, broad shoulders heaving in great sobs of misery.
Unfuckinglikely.
She rode north, rage building with each passing mile. The more furious she became, the more she was sure this was the right path.
Stehlen rode harder, spurring the horse on.
She’d been complacent too long. Morgen and Nacht had to die. If Wichtig got in the way, then so be it, him too.
No one steals from me.
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Someone once told me that beauty was only skin-deep. I flayed him to see if he was correct. While there was something appealing about his screams of agony, he was a lot less attractive with his skin heaped around his ankles.
—Enthäutete Schönheit, Wendigast Poet
Naked except for a pair of filthy underwear, Contamination walked in what might have been a western direction. Old growth forest, towering and moss-blanketed trees choking the sky, surrounded him with an oppressive weight. He felt small, branches looming above, glaring down with primeval hate. The jumbled and uneven ground left him constantly stumbling.
I should have been the one to go south.
He didn’t know much about the Grasmeer tribes but was pretty sure the women were tanned and long limbed. Everyone rode horses, which was civilized compared to stomping barefoot through a forest, and it was warm enough most wore little more than a grass skirt. Hadn’t he heard somewhere that they liked to impale strangers on long poles and roast them over open coals?
At least I wouldn’t be cold.
A frigid wind cut through the foliage, pimpling his flesh. He hugged himself, shivering, and walked on. Mud caked his bare feet; they’d long since gone numb. For a while he’d stopped regularly to clean them, but a few strides later they were dirty. Now, he hoped the hardening layer of muck protected them.
What diseases and viruses live in mud?
Animals shite here, could be anything!
Campylobacter, leptospirosis, listeriosis, winter-vomiting—whatever that was—and melioidosis came quickly to mind.
Why do they rhyme?
It was like whatever mad god invented language wanted there to be a lot of poems about disease.
Heavy cloud blotted the sky, promising a cold rain. No part of the heavens was brighter than another. He could just as easily be meandering north or going in circles.
Why are the heavens above?
There were a dozen different versions of hell and for each a heaven. Well, except for the Verschlinger tribes in the far north who believed in no Afterdeath and were burnt to ash in mass funeral pyres once a year. It seemed strange to keep corpses around for that long. If someone died the day after Pyre Day—or whatever they called it—their corpse spent the next year rotting in an open pit waiting to be burned.
It was enough to hurt one’s brain, if one allowed such thoughts to fester.
Contamination knew there was an Afterdeath; he had Morgen’s memories of meeting Wichtig and Stehlen there. Yet the savage Verschlinger didn’t believe in an Afterdeath and so there wasn’t one. At least not for them. He couldn’t decide which was scarier, spending time in the grey half-life of the Afterdeath waiting to die again, or simply ceasing to exist.
Why is nothing scary?
The mere fact both heavens and hells existed in abundance proved that most people would rather do just about anything than not exist. There was no end of shite humans doing horrendous things and yet the majority not only believed there was something after they died, but also thought they’d be punished for everything they’d done.
Idiots.
Any halfwit could see it made more sense to believe there was nothing, or that their foul deeds would somehow earn them a place in paradise. They found it easier to believe things would end badly.
There’s a lesson there. Though what it was, he wasn’t sure.
Think positive?
What horseshite!
Careful, you sound like Bedeckt.
Rather than think about the past and his dead friend—was Bedeckt a friend?—Contamination went back to listing the diseases, viruses, deadly fungal spores, and unhealthy maladies one might find in a forest. From ticks to mushrooms to fouled water to—
“What about wolves?” he asked.
It seemed odd that, wandering naked through a forest, he was more afraid of the things he couldn’t see than large predators.
“With my luck, I’ll get eaten by a wolf suffering from pin worms.”
Worrying about which threats he should be most worried about, he stumbled from the forest and stood blinking in confusion at the long road of compacted dirt before him. A wagon, hauled by a pair of donkeys too caught up in hating each other to notice him, clattered past. Four fat pigs rode in the back, jostling for some imagined superior position. The driver, a heavy-set woman with a nose like a wizened apple, nodded greetings. Her gaze swung from his mud-caked feet to his bare chest.
“Excuse me, ma’am!” Contamination called. He gestured at the road. “I see you’re heading north. What’s the nearest settlement in that direction?”
She shot him a confused look. “I’m going west.”
Contamination realized he’d been walking in the wrong direction most of the day. “Perfect! Uh, may I ride with you? I have little to offer aside from my wit and charm.”
“If you’re going to be witty and charming,” she said, “you can ride with the pigs. If you can sit in companionable silence, you can ride up front with me.”
“How can silence be companionable between two people who have never met?”
“Right. Into the back,” she answered, gesturing over her shoulder with a thumb.
Contamination looked from the pigs to where the road disappeared over the horizon and climbed into the back of the wagon.
“If I’m looking for silver linings,” he mused, “at least it’s warm back here.”
“If you’re talking about silver linings,” the woman said, “you’ll soon be cold again.”
Not wanting to be cold, he decided silence might be the best approach. He sat in the hay and clumped pig shit, enjoying the warmth and tolerating the stench, and stared at the back of the woman’s head, waiting for her to grow uncomfortable with the silence. It would happen; he knew it would. Companionable silence was an oxymoron. Companions spoke. They chatted and gossiped and shared their lives. She’d get lonely, on that comfortable padded bench, and ask him to join her. This country bumkin thing was an act. How could she not be curious about a naked man who wandered from the forest?
Contamination woke when the wagon jostled to a stop. Groggy, he pushed himself into a sitting position. The pigs lay sprawled and fat in the cart. The woman up front had slumped sideways and fallen asleep on her bench. Beyond her, one of the donkeys made a pained groaning noise.
Rising to his feet to get a better look, Contamination saw both donkeys laying on the road. One kicked feebly, moaning, eyes rolling in fear. The other had already started to bloat, foul reddish liquid leaking from every orifice. He crawled onto the front bench. The woman was dead, eyes wide and staring in two different directions. She hadn’t been pretty, but now boils swelled her skin. Two different rashes, one bumpy and red, the other white and pus-filled, battled for real-estate on her face.
Not wanting to be around when they began exploding, Contamination made a hasty search of her belongings. There was a pouch with some coins, and a sack filled with neatly folded clothes she likely hoped to sell in whatever town lay farther down the road. Rooting through the bag, he found a simple off-white cotton shirt several sizes too large for his slim frame, and a long skirt with a line of embroidered roses at knee height. He pulled one of the woman’s rugged boots off and found whatever malady she’d contracted had yet to reach her feet. While a long way from dainty, they did look unblemished.
After cleaning his feet with the woman’s drinking water, Contamination pulled on the boots. He ducked into the billowing shirt and donned the ankle-length skirt. The wind tugged at the fabric, blowing his hair back and he suspected he looked rather like a dashing pirate. The roses, however, ruined the effect.
When the pigs began to swell, he beat a hasty retreat, fleeing in the direction the woman had been heading.
He walked for several minutes, enjoying the boots and the wind and how he imagined he looked. For the first time, he felt both clothed and unrestricted.
This really is so much better than trousers.
He paused to pull off the filthy remnants of his undershorts and sling them into the ditch. He felt even freer. Need to pee? Make note of the wind, hike your skirt up, and have at! Hells, with a little forethought he could squat for a shite and people would think him resting! Crapping in the woods with trousers was so much more difficult! If you weren’t careful with how you leaned, you’d end up shitting your pants!
When the first pig exploded, a distant and hollow crack!, he turned to watch. Another pig went next, with one of the donkeys soon after. From a safe distance and upwind, it was almost beautiful. A sudden bloop! and then a crimson geyser spewed straight up to rain a red mist for a score of strides in every direction. The woman was the most impressive. Perhaps because of the way she’d fallen when Contamination wrestled her rather comfy boots free, she exploded sideways instead of upwards. He retreated further when a wormy shred of what might have been liver landed only a stride distant.
I hope the carrion creatures know better than to eat that!
As if on cue, several small dog-like things wandered from the field, noses raised as they followed the scent of blood. A moment later, crows gathered at the corpses, fighting over the juiciest gibbets. Six majestic vultures spun lazy circles overhead while dozens of rats scampered from the long grass to grab a morsel and flee back to the field.
“That’s unfortunate.”
I hope they die from whatever vile diseases they get from the meat before travelling too far.
Birds and animals mobbed the dead and headed off in every direction.
“That’s truly unfortunate.”
Turning his back on the mess, Contamination continued west.
I hope I reach town before those diseased buzzards do.
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN

No one wants freedom because freedom means responsibility. Anyone not terrified of responsibility is an idiot.
—Fassbar Einfach, Philosopher
“You can tell if you’ve done the right thing,” Wichtig said to no one, “by how easy it is.”
It felt wrong but sounded wise. By its own logic, however, the fact it was easy to say meant he was right.
“Sometimes wisdom comes with the things left unsaid.” Though obviously that astoundingly wise bit of wisdom required speaking. The previous one too.
Today was a great day for wisdom. Even if he wasn’t entirely sure what the second thought meant.
The eastern horizon remained annoyingly dark, showing no hint of a rising sun.
Why does the sun always rise in the east?
An interesting thought. Long ago, some powerful Gefahrgeist must have told everyone it was so. Other than Wichtig, no one since had the wit to question it. If he wasn’t busy with the business of being the Greatest Swordsman in the World, he’d take a few years off to wander around and convince everyone the sun rose in the south. How handy that would be to have every shadow pointing north! A bit of an oversight on the part of the gods or whoever chose the whole east to west thing.
Why does it set at all?
Better the sun stayed up all day so no albtraum could haunt his dreams.
Wichtig walked north, unwilling to attempt sleep. With the deaths of his friends still fresh, it was too early to risk dreams. At least while alone and outside. The last time an albtraum visited him it wore the guise of his son, Fluch.
He shivered at the memory. No way he was going to lie out here in the blasted ruins of northern Gottlos. Though his friend’s corpses lay behind him, the torn fields and mud hills were hardly conducive to a restful slumber. Here and there a copse of stunted trees interrupted the depressing landscape with its even more depressing pitifulness.
There was a poem there.
“Across barren fields of war men rage and fight. Something about vegetation and devastation because those words rhyme, and even at its very best Gottlos is utter shite.”
Not a bad start, he decided.
Why hadn’t he taken a horse? Walking was terrible.
Stehlen. Right. The decision to walk was a grand gesture to her memory. Though it made sense at the time and had been an honourable and courageous decision, the farther he got from her corpse, the more foolish it felt.
“She’s dead. She won’t care.”
Which wouldn’t stop her from killing him at first chance.
Except, of course, she couldn’t because he killed her.
“She didn’t let me win.”
It had to be true. He was the Greatest Swordsman in the World.
Somehow, Stehlen would find a way to kill him for killing her. Something as inconsequential as the Warrior’s Credo wouldn’t stop her no matter how many people believed it. A frighteningly powerful Kleptic, she’d steal the truth, and no one would notice.
Is that possible?
Keeping up a constant stream of chatter and fragmented poems, Wichtig continued north. When the eastern sky turned the pink of bloody stool in a tavern shitter, he headed toward the nearest cluster of dying trees. Digging through his pack, he discovered his sleeping roll missing.
Did I leave it with that Mirrorist?
Wichtig sat, arse in the mud, leaning against a tree. Rough bark dug into his spine. What the hells had he been thinking?
That she was pretty and she’d be cold without it.
He’d been so focussed on escaping the woman he hadn’t given anything much thought at all. Now, out here alone, half-terrified of sleep despite the rising sun, he wondered why he’d been in such a rush.
Was it because she kept insisting on asking uncomfortable questions about Bedeckt?
Wichtig swallowed.
That couldn’t be it. The old goat was dead and gone; no need to give him another thought.
“Those indebted to the past are intent on mistreating it.”
How was it that every time Wichtig tried to remember what Bedeckt used to say he accidentally managed something ten times wiser?
Crossing his arms, he huddled against the chill.
At least it isn’t raining.
“Don’t even fucking think about it,” Wichtig snarled, glaring at the sky.
He fell asleep dreaming of Stehlen. He never saw her in the dream, but she was always there, always nagging, always helping herself to his coin, always trying to undermine his confidence.
Something sharp poked him in the ribs. Probably one of Stehlen’s bony yellow fingers.
“Fuck off,” he grumbled.
Another poke, harder and more painful.
“Fuck off, you thieving wench!”
Cracking an eye open, Wichtig looked up to see a young man standing over him. Grey eyes in a handsome face. Reddish brown hair swept back and catching the sun just so. He held a simple sword of crude construction, sharp end directed at Wichtig.
“I’m going to be the Greatest Swordsman in the World,” said the boy. Though his voice remained calm, hate lit his eyes.
“Albtraum can’t be the Greatest Swordsman,” said Wichtig. “Now fuck off back to whatever nightmare you crawled from.”
“Albtraum?” said the lad. “They only come at night.”
“And yet the sentiment remains the same: Fuck off.”
“I’m going to be the Greatest Swordsman in the World,” the young man repeated.
“You don’t get to be the greatest anything by stabbing people in their sleep.”
“I do if I kill the Greatest Swordsman in the World.”
Careful not to reach for his sword, Wichtig sat up. The kid knew who he was. That was both good and bad. Good because the little bastard was probably moments from shitting his rather threadbare britches. Bad because Wichtig didn’t feel like getting stabbed right now.
“That’s not how it works,” he said. “To be the Greatest, you have to defeat the current Greatest in a fair fight.”
Hate fading, the boy looked uncertain. “I do?”
“Well obviously.” He talked faster, not giving the kid time to question in case he was wrong. “Why else would we travel the world challenging each other to duels? Maybe the World’s Greatest Assassin could achieve that by stabbing people in their sleep, but—” Shite, that was probably the wrong thing to say. “But who wants to be an assassin? Gutless cowards. Not like Swordsmen. Everyone wants to be a Swordsman.”
“I’m no coward.” The boy sneered at Wichtig. “I’m not the kind of man who runs away.”
What the hells does that mean?
“What if I stabbed you a couple times and then killed you in a fight?” the boy asked.
“Hardly seems sporting.”
“Is sporting important?”
“Gods, you really are new at this. Of course it is! Look, if you want to be the Greatest, you’re going to have to face me in a fair fight. Now, unfortunately for you, you’ve chosen to do that way out in the middle of nowhere.”
“Why unfortunate?”
“Were we in a city with thronging crowds, you’d have a chance at winning them over with your oratory skills. If you convinced everyone you were better than me, you’d at least have a slight chance at winning. Here though?” Wichtig shook his head in mock wonder. “You must be brave, skilled with that sword you’re holding wrong, or dumb as goat droppings.”
The boy adjusted his grip, looking uncertain.
Goat droppings it is.
“Out here,” continued Wichtig, “you’re going to have to rely on your skill. Which is bad—at least for you—because I am the World’s Greatest Swordsman.” The more he talked, the better he felt. “Tell you what, let me up and we’ll see how good you are with that sword.” Inspiration. “To make it something still nowhere near fair, I won’t use my sword.” He glanced around the trees, spotted a branch lying nearby. “I’ll use this stick. I’ll even do my best not to kill you.”
“You will?”
“Of course! If Wichtig Lügner is anything, he’s fair to a fault. That’s probably the word people most use to describe me. That, and incredibly handsome. And generous. And stupendous in bed and loyal. Nowhere in all the world is there a better friend.” He thought for a moment. “Did I say handsome already?”
The rising sun peeked through the distant clouds, lighting Wichtig’s face to maximum effect as the wind gusted, feathering his hair. Annoyingly, it did the same for the boy, somewhat ruining the moment.
The kid retreated, taking a few clumsy practice swings with his sword.
“When was the last time you sharpened that?” asked Wichtig, collecting the stick and rising to his feet. “Were you planning on bludgeoning me to death?”
When the lad squinted at his blade Wichtig leapt forward and disarmed him with a flourish so pretty it deserved a poem.
“Lesson one,” he said, plucking the sword from the muck, “is never let yourself be distracted.” He offered it back, hilt first.
“I wasn’t ready,” grumbled the boy, accepting the weapon.
“Lesson two, always be ready.”
When the kid lunged in an attempt to catch him off guard while speaking, Wichtig disarmed him again.
“Lesson three,” he said, nodding at the boy to fetch his sword, “don’t be predictable.”
The youth tramped through the mud to his weapon. Never taking his eyes off Wichtig, he grabbed it.
“Better. Next time, don’t be in such a rush to stab me. You haven’t tried to undermine my confidence and the whole time I’ve been making you doubt yourself.”
Looking from his sword to Wichtig the boy said, “I can’t beat you, can I?”
“If we fought for real, you’d be dead in a heartbeat. Faster if I used a blade.”
The lad studied him, conflicting emotions wrestling for control of his face. Hope and pain. Longing and rage. Finally, grudging acceptance.
“And that would be a shame,” Wichtig added. “I see great potential in you. With the right teacher, you could someday be the Greatest.”
It was horseshite, of course. The kid was utter garbage with a blade. Floppy footed and constantly off balance, he’d make a better circus clown than Swordsman. But loneliness was death for a man like Wichtig. He needed people to talk at, people to worship and adore him, gaze on in awe at his cleverness and wit. And he needed someone to keep watch at night.
“What’s your name?”
The boy hesitated, biting his lower lip in indecision. Then, “Pech.”
“Good strong name,” lied Wichtig. “Prick, it’s not often I find someone worthy of being my apprentice.” He pushed away the image of Opferlamm dead in the farmhouse. She’d been a thousand times better than this talentless boy, and Stehlen killed her like it was nothing.
“Pech,” The boy corrected.
“Whatever. Travel with me and I’ll make you great.”
“Good enough to beat you?”
“Let’s not get carried away.” Seeing the boy’s disappointment, he added, “But maybe. If you listen very carefully and follow my every command.”
Hate gone, Pech stared at him with awe. Wichtig understood. The boy tracked him down knowing Wichtig was the Greatest and no doubt knowing he had no chance of victory.
Spending time in my presence must be like meeting his god.
“Is there a town near here?” Wichtig asked.
Pech pointed north. “Half a day. Unbrauchbar is another day or so north of that.”
“Good,” said Wichtig, unsure if it was. He set off, calling, “If you’re going to be my apprentice, you’d best keep up,” over his shoulder.
Pech hustled to match his pace. “Have all your previous apprentices become great Swordsmen?”
“One was a Swordswoman,” said Wichtig.
“Where is she now?”
Wichtig gestured over his shoulder with the stick he still carried. “Somewhere in Gottlos.” Which technically was true.
“Do you worry she might someday challenge you to be the Greatest?”
“I really don’t.”
“What is she like?” Pech asked, fumbling his sword back into its scabbard.
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“There’s this thing my friend used to say about the past,” said Wichtig. “Those who regret the past are contemptible and conceded.”
Pech wrinkled his nose. “I think the saying is—”
“Think it through. People who spend their time worrying about the past have their heads jammed so far up their own arses they’re missing the present and yet think highly of themselves because they live in the past.”
“I guess that makes sense,” Pech admitted. “Your friend sounds very wise.”
“He was. Sometimes. You’ve been to this town?”
Pech nodded. “I stayed there last night.”
“Any Swordsmen?”
“A couple. It’s a small place. One tavern that used to be a church.”
“Lovely. Did the Swordsmen have horses?”
“Yes. They were travelling together. I think they’re married.”
That was either short-sighted of both or genius of one of them. Eventually you’d have to fight and kill your partner, and who didn’t want to do that?
“Lesson one,” said Wichtig.
“Never let yourself be distracted?”
“Don’t be ridiculous. Lesson one is if two Swordsmen are travelling together make sure you kill both. They’re either friends or lovers—”
“If they’re married,” said Pech, “aren’t they friends and lovers?”
“Probably not. As I was saying, they’re either friends or lovers, and the friends and lovers of people you’ve stabbed to death tend to react with unreasonable anger.”
Pech accepted this wisdom with a nod. “Where are we going after that?”
“Pech, my boy, we’re going to save the world.”
Even as the words tumbled out, he knew he was right. Sometimes a man’s brain got in the way. Sometimes it was best to speak without thought. He already planned to save the Geborene godling from the hideous Stehlen but hadn’t considered the bigger picture.
Thoughtlessness is a special kind of wisdom.
Which seemed particularly wise.
“The Geborene god is a deranged little shite by the name of Morgen,” continued Wichtig. “He plans on making the world a clean and reasonable place where everything makes sense.”
“That doesn’t sound horrible.”
“It is. Order and cleanliness are cinnamons for boring.”
“Cinnamons?”
“Means they mean the same thing but don’t rhyme.”
“I don’t think—”
Wichtig waved him to silence. “You can’t pay attention if you’re constantly talking. The Geborene god is bad enough, but he’s not the real problem. Stehlen—she’s a Kleptic and my best friend—is the real problem. She’s going to kill the god and probably me and definitely you and just about anything else that annoys her. The god’ll have to serve her in the Afterdeath, and since she’s already dead, you can imagine how bad that will be.”
“I really can’t.”
“It’s important for Swordsmen to have fantastic imaginations. We’ll work on that later. Obviously, we must save Morgen from Stehlen. He’ll be so grateful he’ll heal my wounds.” He waggled the stumps of the missing fingers at the boy. “Once I’m healed, I’ll kill the little fucker myself. Not because I want to. Not because I want the little bastard to pay for all the things I suffered because of him, but because no one else can be trusted with such power.” He grinned at the boy. It was his perfect smile, the one that made women want to clean his socks and men want to believe whatever nonsense he was spewing. “Truly, I am selfless.”
Annoyingly, Pech looked less than convinced. “It would be handy to be served by a god in the Afterdeath though, right?”
“I guess.”
“How did you get those wounds?” the boy asked, gesturing at Wichtig’s scarred face and missing ear. “I thought you were the Greatest.”
“These aren’t the result of a fight. I was tortured while trying to save my friend.”
Is that true?
It seemed like the kind of thing he’d do.
Cresting a hill, they descended into a town of a few dozen crumbling wood structures held together by mud and will.
Pech pointed out a two-story building canting dangerously to one side. “That’s the King Ehrfürchtig Ale House and Inn.”
“A rather pretentious name for a place that looks like it’s about to fall over drunk.”
“They rent out rooms on the second floor. I stayed there when I passed through.”
“Brave,” said Wichtig.
“When I woke up, me and all my belongings were heaped against one wall. Fell right out of bed.” He held an arm up at a steep angle. “Floors are crooked.”
Two haggard horses, all ribs and bony knees, stood tied to the tavern rail.
Wichtig stopped, frowning at the dejected beasts. “We’re going to go inside and have a drink. Then, I’m going to kill the two swordsmen to pay for the drinks and because I want their shitty horses.”
“That seems harsh.”
“I’ve suffered worse.”
“I meant for them.”
Wichtig shrugged. “Such is the life of a Swordsman. Not every moment will be fame and glory. But first, I have an important question for you: What are you going to name your horse?”
Pech darted a look at the animals. “Why would I name a stupid beast?”
“My boy,” said Wichtig, “there’s hope for you yet.”
“Can I ask a question?” Pech asked.
“If you must.”
“You’re getting old. Your hair is still mostly brown, but I see grey at the temples, and it might be thinning on top.”
“That’s not a fucking question,” Wichtig growled.
“And you’ve got crow’s feet around your eyes and that divot between them that old people get from frowning.”
“Still not questions.”
“You’re obviously still strong and reasonably quick, but you’re getting that saggy loose-skinned look old men get when their muscles deteriorate. And the bags under your eyes—”
“Do you have an actual question?”
“Someone once said that time was the one warrior who, in the end, defeats us all. No one, not even the most powerful Geisteskranken, lives forever.”
“I feel like I might die of old age before you get to your question.”
Pech winced as if in apology. “What are you going to do when you slow down enough that someone can beat you?”
“I…”
Wichtig had no answer.
Swordsmen never talked about retiring or dying of old age. And once you were the Greatest, no one else could hold that title until they killed you.
“Shut up,” he told the boy.




[image: Insanity Symbol.]
CHAPTER SIXTEEN

What is a tyrant but a man who expects results, and not seeing them, takes matters into his own hands until satisfied?
—Denkendis, Gefahrgeist Philosopher
Morgen dreamt of bright blades in dark alleys. A whisper of breath, the flutter of stained scarves. Something stalked him, intent on his death. The air stunk of hate.
A voice from behind, foul breath on his neck: “You stole him from me.”
He turned and no one was there.
A harsh scream jerked him awake.
Stehlen? Just a dream.
More screams from somewhere beyond his tent. He forced himself up from the lavish four-poster bed his soldiers lugged from camp to camp, slipped his shoes on, and flipped the tent flap open. Torchlight flared nearby, forcing him to squint.
“Leben!” he roared.
The aide appeared, pale and sweating. “The dead, milord, are attacking again!”
“Fuck.” He could order the men to fight back, to attempt to repel the raiders again, but already he felt each death like a drumbeat in his chest, power slipping from him as the number of faithful dwindled. “Sound the retreat. We march hard for Unbrauchbar. Leave anything cumbersome.”
My bed?
Without it, he’d have to sleep on the mud and rocks like a common soldier.
“Bring my bed,” he added.
Leben nodded and ran down the muddy path, screaming orders at the top of his lungs. Morgen returned to his tent, grabbing a sword and donning his boots. He glanced at the mirror in the corner.
Leave it.
He hesitated, willing his Reflection to appear, to offer advice. This was exactly the kind of filth and chaos Nacht excelled at. Finally, he tore his gaze away with a snarl.
I don’t need that shite.
His four new Doppels were out there waging his war, bringing cleanliness and purity to the world. He wondered how they were doing. Each representing a different aspect of his need for sanity, they’d bring distinct, but hopefully not contrasting, goals to their quest. Most likely, after Morgen put Konig back in his cage and tamed Gottlos and Unbrauchbar, he would need to unify their efforts.
He threw on his cloak and left the tent to find Leben and his horse, a gorgeous white stallion, waiting. With a nod, Morgen mounted.
“To me! To me!”
His troops rallied, pulling away from the engagement at the pickets.
Engagement? It’s already a slaughter.
More deaths. More power lost.
Spurring his horse, Morgen fled north, and his army followed, haemorrhaging men even as they ran, each death a rictus claw scraping the godling’s guts.
The white stallion thundered across the landscape, hooves kicking up great clods of torn earth. Within minutes, mud splashed the beast’s legs and belly.
Retreat. Morgen hated that word.
This isn’t a retreat.
A retreat implied defeat, that there’d been a flaw in Morgen’s plan. Flaws were anathema to his existence, and he was a perfect god. Or as close as he might be. So, surely, he couldn’t have made a mistake, overlooked a detail.
This isn’t my fault. Gottlos was supposed to be undefended.
Konig’s treacherous Geistestkranken had seen to that, Drache and the Geborene exorcist making a ruin of King Dieb Schmutzig’s army.
Not a retreat, this was a strategic repositioning of forces, a place where he might deal with the enemy on his terms.
Nacht had failed to bring King Dieb to heel.
Or has he betrayed you?
Not beyond the realm of possibility, though Morgen hadn’t anticipated it so soon.
Screams echoed from the ranks of the fleeing army, ripping Morgen from his self-pity. He craned in the saddle to see. A wave of terror swept through his soldiers, and they doubled their speed, crashing into one another. Some went down in a tangle of limbs and horseflesh, others trampled underfoot.
Twenty lives—twenty faithful worshippers—snuffed in an instant. Strength drained from Morgen’s limbs. The world felt small, cruel. He was nothing, a helpless twig bobbing along on a current of madness. Morgen leaned over his horse’s neck and puked into the mud. Wobbling upright, he turned again, catching a whiff of something foul and rotting.
Untiring, the dead ran fast, matching the pace of Morgen’s exhausted soldiers. They slammed into the rear of the army, a silent tide pushing and then overwhelming its victims. Camp followers were cut down only to again rise, covered in crimson gore. Many of the dead, bereft of weapons, sought to drag horsemen from their saddles. For the most part, they succeeded, screams rending the air as the dead crushed the living.
A score of brave souls turned to face their pursuers, trying to buy time for their comrades. They too fell, further swelling the ranks of walking horror. With each death, a wave of nausea washed over Morgen, leaving him weak and unsteady in the saddle.
Flee, you idiots!
The thought snapped Morgen from his stupor. He spurred his horse, screaming, “Run! Everyone, run!”
Morgen’s beautifully orchestrated retreat turned into a chaotic rout. Digging his heels into the stallion’s flanks, he fled with what remained of his troops. Mud and blood spattered him as he rode, a pikeman crumpling with the snap of broken bones under his destrier.
Nacht, where are you when I need you?
Morgen lashed his horse into a froth until he was ahead of all but Leben, the aide riding faithfully beside him. As the slow fell to the dead, the survivors—those on the toughest horses—soon outpaced the enemy.
Somewhere in the dark, the dead followed, a plague of stinking locusts pulling down soldiers when they stumbled or slowed. Morgen felt each death rip something from him. He was being gutted one follower at a time.
Ride. Keep riding!
More than anything, he wanted to be safe inside the walls of Unbrauchbar.
The dead might not tire, but the Geisteskranken driving them surely must. If only enough of Morgen’s faithful lived that long.
I need more faithful to regain my power.
Returning to Selbsthass and facing Konig so weakened would be foolish.
Unfortunately, though the Geborene had sent emissaries and priests to Unbrauchbar, few there worshipped Morgen.
Will you enslave Unbrauchbar like Erbrechen did you?
No. Not slavery.
What, then?
He had no answer.
Morgen’s army fled north, a ragged stumbling mess of men and women. A shambling conglomeration of mud, ripped clothing, and tarnished weapons, their horses on the edge of death.
The sight of so much disorder ground into his brain like broken glass. He gritted his teeth.
Fools. Can none of these idiots make themselves presentable?
An effort of will, power washed over his army, and filth fell from tabards and pennants, stains fading until all were a dingy grey, a far cry from his preferred white. Sagging in the saddle, he blew out a grunt of exhausted frustration, anger throttling his thoughts. Making his army clean never used to be that taxing.
“My lord,” said Leben. “Unbrauchbar.”
The walls of the city rose from the stony ground like a wart, grey rock stained with moss and lichen. Corpses, hung by the neck until their tongues protruded, hung from the ramparts. Their eyes bulged; extremities turned purple in lividity. They’d been stripped before being hung, and red skin showed on shoulder and bald pate where the sun had cooked them. Some had even been disembowelled, guts hanging in long loops putting Morgen in mind of jumping ropes. Fat flies gathered in eyes, mouths, and wounds, buzzing like a malicious wind. Above, scavenger birds circled, already sated on long empty eye sockets and sweetmeats, but hoping for more.
No one manned the gates or walls, the city’s defences unattended.
As Morgen passed beneath the corpses, he made out a sign posted above the gate:
GEBORENE SCUM
The words ignited rage within, and he spurred his horse forward, sending his remaining followers into disarray as he sought the front of the lines. He sent these men here to bring Unbrauchbar into the fold, to spread the word of his divinity. They were priests and diplomats, not to be torn apart and used as playthings for the city’s degenerates.
“Close the gate,” Morgen commanded, once his troops were inside. “Man the walls.”
Raised voices, the excited hubbub of a crowd, echoed from somewhere deeper in the city.
He spurred the horse on, unease growing in him as the sound increased in volume. Leben and a squad of guard hurried to catch up.
Morgen followed the voices to a town square packed with a throng of people gathered around the gallows. One of his Geborene priests stood atop the platform, his white tabard now dingy and grey. The man had been beaten, his eyes swollen and nose broken. A noose hung about his neck and the crowd threw rocks and rotten produce. The smell, combined with the reeking wind from the walls, made Morgen want to vomit. Instead, he rallied his rage and cried out.
“Stop, you godsdamned animals!”
Leben caught up to Morgen, hand on the pommel of his sword. He leaned over in his saddle. “My lord, I don’t think it’s wise to rile the crowd. They outnumber us.”
Indeed, they turned black looks on Morgen and his ragged army, hands clutching makeshift weapons and farm implements. Here and there the glint of a blade or spear peeked out in the early morning sun.
Morgen turned a furious gaze on Leben, and the man shrunk back. “I am a god. I am wisdom. You would be wise to hold your tongue.”
Out beyond the walls, the dead would draw ever closer.
Morgen returned his attention to the rabble. “What has this man done?” he bellowed.
The crowd rumbled, some raising their weapons. A man in front, cheeks grizzled, one eye a hollow socket, called back. “He’s one of your worms, preaching against the Wahnvor Stellung!”
A chorus of agreement from the crowd. Someone shouted “Hang ‘im!” The platform creaked, and the man in the noose screamed as the floor fell out from beneath him. For a heartbeat, stillness. Then, the snap of a neck filled the air.
A cold and still anger filled Morgen.
They want freedom but act like animals.
Choice was a privilege and one they hadn’t earned. He’d been wrong to think he could lead everyone to his perfect world. Some would always fight, leaving him only two options: kill them, or open their eyes to the truth.
The mob reached for weapons, shuffled closer. Leben drew his sword, pushing his horse forward until he was between his god and the angry crowd.
Standing in his stirrups, Morgen screamed, “The Wahnvor preach gods of abandonment. What use are such deities?” He smashed his will against the citizens of Unbrauchbar, and they hesitated. “I offer you a present god, a god who hears prayers and answers them.” He pointed out the ugly man who had spoken. “Would you not like to be handsome? Would you not like to be happy and confident?”
Unable to answer, the man looked away.
“Give me a little,” Morgen promised. “A test. Just contemplate how different your life would be if you stood tall, rippling with muscle. How many times have you been overlooked because you’re small and hideous? What would you give to have that missing eye back?”
The man darted a desperate and nervous look at Morgen and the godling felt the tiniest spark of belief. It was all he needed.
“Stand straight.”
The man stood tall.
“I am the god of the perfect,” Morgen told the crowd. “I am the god of all who want something more than a life of shite and filth.”
Unbrauchbar was a wretched hovel of a city-state. They all wanted that.
New sparks of hope—the beginnings of belief—stuttered to life.
Morgen made the man perfect, fixed the missing eye. He made the tattered clothes clean and neatly tailored.
A woman, missing a hand at the wrist, stepped forward. “I’d like to be more,” she whispered. “In my youth—” She couldn’t finish, emotion choking her silent.
Morgen gifted her with blessed happiness and flawless beauty.
I don’t have time for this!
It would take days to convince the people of Unbrauchbar one at a time, and the dead could be here within the hour.
Among the crowd, one hand raised, and then another. Within heartbeats, the crowd pushed forward, rage forgotten, begging to be made happy and perfect.
Recalling Erbrechen’s slobbering mob of mindlessly obedient sycophants, he crushed the welling disgust. This was different. Erbrechen’s followers got nothing out of the deal. They were tortured, abused, and slaughtered for food. Morgen would give these people everything.
But first, he needed their worship.
“If you believe in me,” he shouted, “I’ll make you whole!”
Though he felt the first, weak beginnings of belief, others brandished weapons, still advancing. Leben tensed as the other Geborene soldiers moved to flank their god.
If they rush us, we’re dead.
Making a suggestion—leaving them a choice—had been a mistake.
Freedom, he realized, must be earned.
Abandoning subtlety, Morgen screamed, “Grovel! Grovel like the worms you are!”
As one, they knelt and pressed their foreheads against the cold stones of the square. The rush of fresh faith filled Morgen’s veins, orgasmic, intoxicating. He knew then a new truth: True gods didn’t ask for worship. They took it.
All must love me. A tempting whisper of thought.
He shook it away at the sight of children pausing at play as their parents crumpled in obedience. A ball went unkicked, a hoop unspun. Someone called out, “Momma?” and tugged at a woman’s sleeve. A child cried piteously, and no one soothed it.
Morgen’s army, filing into the town square, watched in silence.
“Freedom must be earned,” he repeated, making it real.
Guilt twisting his gut at the horror he’d committed, he studied the ragged mob, his face impassive.
You need this. You need them.
Safe in Selbsthass, Konig plotted treachery.
He’d take them north with him.
I need their faith to defeat my enemies.
Again, he saw Erbrechen’s worshippers carrying the fat slaver on his huge palanquin.
Morgen turned to his army. Many were dirty from their mad flight from the dead. With a twitch of will, he made them clean.
“I set you above this scum,” he announced, waving at the kneeling people. “You are my chosen, my holy soldiers. They must atone, but you are clean in my sight.” His soldiers cheered. “Man the walls. The dead will be here soon. Leben!”
“Yes, my lord?”
“Gather the rest of the population where I can speak to them. And do something with those children.”
“Yes, lord.”
He wanted all Unbrauchbar worshipping his every step before King Dieb’s dead arrived.
Morgen wheeled his horse from the sight of the hanging Geborene priest and stared back the way he’d come. His army, beautiful and clean, watched him with rapt and worshipful attention.
He saw no sign they were disgusted by his display of power. He enslaved hundreds and no one batted an eye.
Do they think at all?
Did he want them to?
Nacht was right; men were flawed. They needed a perfect god to make them perfect, and the more Morgen dirtied his hands, the further he fell from that perfection.
Making the world perfect and sane would require acts of unspeakable horror.
That is a sacrifice I am willing to make.
Still, it would have been nice if Nacht were here to bear some of the burden.
Leben gathered as many people as he could fit into the city square and Morgen crushed them to his well, robbing them of any choice but worship. The new faithful were sent to the walls, and the next stinking mob shuffled forward. Some resisted and were cut down, either by Morgen’s soldiers or by friends and family who had seen the light of the city’s new god.
Hours passed, and still the dead hadn’t arrived. Morgen prayed King Schmutzig had recalled his forces and returned to Gottlos, but it seemed unlikely he’d be so lucky.
You’re the only god here. Who are you praying to?
Later, as the sun fell, Morgen rode through empty streets, his destrier leaving bloody hoofprints in a long, winding trail through the city. He did his best to ignore them, but between the hoofprints and the blood dripping from his fingers, he felt as if he would never truly be clean. His retinue following, pretended not to notice. Whether out of fear or prudence, he didn’t know, didn’t care. He appreciated the silence, something Nacht would never have given him. Even now his Reflection would have been gloating, telling him how right he was about war being a bloody, messy, disgusting business.
I finally decide I need the shite, and where is he?
Alone, Morgen would make do with his own counsel.
You’re not a Slaver; you had no choice.
He rode through Unbrauchbar, witnessing the preparations, cursing those who didn’t move fast enough.
Exhaustion finally caught up with him and he turned the white stallion toward the lodgings Leben had prepared. He reached the sprawling mansion, already imagining the moment he’d collapse into his bed, when horns sounded from the wall.
Across the city criers shouted the warning, “The dead are here! The dead are here!”
“Fuckers,” Morgen muttered, too tired for any real vehemence.
Morbid curiosity drove him to the southern wall. He rode hard, dismounting at the base, and sprinted up the stone stairs. His people had been hard at work, the rocks scoured clean of moss and lichen. On the far side of the wall, the dead hung from their ropes.
A pale mist spread across the rocky plain. For long minutes, nothing moved. Then the sound of scampering animals. The scream of a rabbit, the warning call of a deer. Shadows rose in the fog, shambling forward. Most wore the mouldering clothing of the long dead. Others wore Gottlos’ colours, the remnants of the carnage from outside the farmhouse. Still others wore blood-spattered white, his Geborene soldiers returned to plague him.
It looked like a mummer’s play on a stage. Morgen nearly didn’t believe it.
A sound, closer, joined that of the creeping crunch of the encroaching dead. Like a drumbeat, or a cancerous heart. Thump thrum thump thuum. Curiosity caught in Morgen’s guts like a hook. Thump thrum thump thuum. He leaned over. Against the wall, swinging from their ropes, legs kicking, the hanged dead beat out the rhythm of war.
Rutting hells. Where is Nacht?
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

God is dead! God remains dead! And we have killed Him!
—Halber Tod, Cotardist Poet
Settle the fuck down, Tod.
—Dieter Franken, Natural Philosopher
Word had come from Konig’s spies within Morgen’s camp that the godling had turned tail and fled north, pursued by King Dieb Schmutzig’s army. The last garbled report, sent by a minor Mirrorist, said Morgen took refuge in Unbrauchbar after slaughtering most of the city-state’s inhabitants. Unfortunately, contact had cut off mid-communique. The woman saw something in her mirror, said, ‘Oh shite! She’s almost here!’ and was gone.
Konig considered his options. In a forced march, Morgen’s forces would reach Selbsthass in a week. Luckily, this was Morgen; he’d want his retreat to be a neat and tidy event.
I have two weeks, at most.
Two weeks to undermine the faith of an entire city.
Two weeks to convince everyone that Morgen wasn’t the god they’d been promised.
Two weeks to scare the living hells out of everyone so they turned to Konig to protect them from the very god he created. Somehow, he had to do it so the population didn’t blame him for his failures.
I am not Failure!
His time trapped in the mirror as a Reflection scarred him in ways he didn’t yet understand. He’d always known failure was possible, but never used to worry about it to the same degree. Now, he was more afraid of failing than he was of Morgen’s vengeance.
I need a plan.
He needed several plans. Plans within plans, and then a backup plan in case everything else went wrong. He didn’t get to be Theocrat by being only
one step ahead of his enemies.
“Break it down,” he muttered. “Look at each part and the possible outcomes.”
If Morgen died before reaching Selbsthass, Konig would have more time to convince the populace that he—and not the rogue godling—was the city’s saviour. Unfortunately, it wasn’t that simple. Konig’s delusions were growing in strength. With each day it became easier to crush people with his Gefahrgeist power. The rot spreading up his arms seemed to be accelerating. Even with Morgen out of the picture, he might fall to the Pinnacle before himself Ascending.
Konig cursed. His original plan, kill Morgen so he might control him in the Afterdeath, was now his only backup plan. Much as he hated the mad shite, he needed the godling alive.
“Alive, but helpless.”
The dream. The obsidian statue in the basement, with its delusion-negating effects. Disparate fragments of information clicked together and Konig grinned.
Formt Stein! The man was a Wahnist whose beliefs allowed him to shape stone like clay. This would get that unsettling statue out of the church and Formt could reshape the stone to make a prison for Morgen.
“I’m brilliant,” Konig admitted.
Unfortunately, Formt was a weak and weaselly man. Given a dangerous mission, he’d flee to a neighbouring city-state at the first opportunity.
I need to send someone he’s afraid of to keep him in line.
Once again, he cursed Morgen for taking so many of the more dangerous Geisteskranken south with him.
Who is left?
Wasn’t Traugott still in the city?
Perfect!
The Dissoziativ would scare the hells out of Formt.
Other details he’d figure out later. Time was of the essence. He needed multiple plans launched simultaneously.
Konig summoned a priest. “Fetch Traugott.” he barked before the man could bow. “Bring him to me.”
Caught half-bent, the priest straightened. “He’s in prison, my lord.”
“For what? Never mind, I don’t care. Fetch him.”
“Murder,” answered the priest. “Several murders, in fact. Freeing him will take some effort.”
“Then put some effort into it.”
“And time. There’s the entire legal process—”
“How long?”
There’d been a time when he could give an order, and everyone jumped to obey without question. Morgen’s insistence on laws and reasons and order changed all that. Even the simplest task had a process requiring forms be filled out in triplicate and stamped by all the right people.
“Days? Maybe a week?”
I can’t afford days. “Fetch him right now or I’ll skin you alive and boil you in goat piss.”
The priest bowed and fled.
Konig prayed he’d never need Morgen. As a backup plan, it felt sloppy yet better than nothing. Better the boy died forgotten in his little stone prison.
Now to focus on undoing the godling.
No single plot would undo Selbsthass’ faith in their godling in two weeks. He needed to mobilize a many-pronged attack, from blunt weapons like terrorism to more subtle manipulations.
Konig shed his Theocrat’s robes, trading them for simple merchant’s garb and a hooded cloak. Cowl lifted, he passed unnoticed through the Geborene church. Reaching the street, he jostled through crowds to frustrate any who might follow. Taking a circuitous route with many wrong turns and pauses to see if anyone followed, Konig headed to Das Vulgarium. A signboard outside the theatre declared the premiere of Der Verrat. Beneath that was the name of the playwright, Bild Machen. A minor Haluzin who projected his delusions onto the stage, Konig had heard of him.
This is…Stupid? Unwise. All of that and more.
Maybe, but doing was better than waiting. One could only do so much with words, even a Gefahrgeist.
Sinking further into his cowl, he entered the theatre and took a seat high in the balcony. Others filed in, filling the seats. The playhouse filled with a human susurrus, low chatter, and the stink of too many bodies pressed together.
A small man came onstage, wringing his hands. He muttered something about truth and verisimilitude, then wandered off. The curtain came up, lights dimming in the aisles as ushers snuffed candles. Finally, a spotlight. A woman appeared, looking sorrowful. She began to monologue, a long spiel of nonsense causing Konig’s eyes to lose focus and his mind to drift.
He recalled a joke he’d once heard: How do you kill a god? Nail him to a tree and wait seven days. It wasn’t exactly funny, and he didn’t understand it. It was a shoddy answer at best, a partial piece to a puzzle he couldn’t seem to crack.
Killing a god is as simple as creating one.
Yes, a knife in the neck would do for a god as well as a mortal. Still, how to go about it?
A man had joined the woman on stage. He approached her and she handed him a bag of jangling coins. The scene shifted, and the man stood in an alley, facing another he’d cornered.
“She sent you?” the man with his back to the wall asked.
No words, just a nod from the cowled aggressor.
The man against the wall slumped, defeated. He pulled his shirt open. “Then strike true, for I would fain live no more, should her love turn to hate.”
The killer approached, a glittering blade in his hand. It flashed in the spotlight and his victim screamed, then let out a gurgling gasp, collapsing to the cobbles. A pool of blood spilled from the body, staining the murderer’s boots.
Is it that easy to break a man? Take away the love he knows?
Never having known anything close to love, it was an alien concept to the Theocrat. He’d been touched by lust, tainted by obsession, but love was another country, one he had never had time to step foot in.
When I am a god, all will love me. I will not need to seek it.
A dirge played from the orchestral pit and the scene shifted again, but Konig had seen enough. He extricated himself from his seat and wandered to the rear of the stage. An idea formed in his mind; a kernel given seed by the betrayal he had witnessed. Machen stood, intense concentration writ on his face.
Come on, you dilettante.
The play ended to a great round of applause, and the Halluzin blinked away the phantasms.
“Bild?” Konig ventured.
The man looked at him owlishly. For a moment, a phantom appeared, Konig seven feet tall, his face that of a demon wearing a rictus grin.
Is that how they see me? How flattering.
He smiled at the man and Bild shrank back.
“Peace, old man,” Konig said. “I have a proposition for you…”
Returning to his chambers, Konig stood at the massive window, gazing at the neat city. Where previously Geborene priests preached of Morgen’s ascension, now they spoke of the godling’s fallibility, planting doubt with every sermon. Soon, Morgen would have so few believers he’d be nothing more than another deluded young man. He’d still be a Geisteskranken, but there was a long way between a god and the run of the mill deluded idiot.
Konig looked out over the streets of Selbsthass. Already imperfections manifested in Morgen’s perfect city. With their god far away and preoccupied, refuse gathered in alleys, cracks appeared in walls. Men and women strolled the streets, still in finery, but here a wrinkle, there a mustard stain. This was how humanity should be. Flawed, human. Not some scoured doll beholden to a sick mind.
The imperfections were pleasing in a way Konig couldn’t put his finger on. Like the stain on his rug, they indicated lives had been lived and , mistakes made. Humanity was only perfect with its free will intact, not yoked to delusions of purity. No doubt, his campaign to undermine the god’s divinity helped. And maybe Nacht was right, and this was man’s natural state. Regardless, it made him happy, if only briefly.
I should be down there, among the faithful.
If he meant to take the place of the Geborene godling, he had to make it clear where responsibility would lie. He ran stinking fingers over his bald pate, a habit he’d never managed to control and recoiled at the smell. The rot had spread from his fingertips to the first knuckles, the skin black and peeling.
It made no sense. His Doppels and Reflections defeated, he had total control now, his emotions and imagination slaved to his indomitable will. He’d never harboured Cotardist tendencies before.
I am no longer Failure. I escaped the mirror!
He couldn’t make himself believe it true. Some niggling kernel of doubt whispered he might fail again. If he hadn’t sufficiently undermined Selbsthass’ faith in Morgen, the godling would crush him like an ant.
In that case, he would have to find the confidence. There was still time to reverse the rot, to quash the doubt festering in him like a poisoned wound.
He strode across the room, poured a glass of wine, and dipped his fingers in it. The alcohol burned the wounds but, for a while, also cut back on the stench. That done, he tipped the wine into a nearby plant and fluffed the blossoms of a bouquet. The flowers also helped, though barely. Some days, he woke to the stink of flora and rot, a fecund scent that sent his stomach to riot.
He inhaled deeply of the lilacs arranged in the delicate vase. The scent scoured his nostrils of the corruption in the room.
When I am god, I will fill the streets with these. Colour and scent again.
In order to be god, however, he would still need to deal with Morgen and his devotee, Gehirn. He hoped she might reach the Pinnacle, wipe the boy and his army from the earth. But in life, there were no guarantees.
There is no room for failure.
Konig cracked a smile, amused at his humour.
The man escorted into Konig’s chambers was smaller than expected. Dark-skinned with a solid build, he barely reached the Theocrat’s shoulders. Brutally short-cropped hair and stubbled cheeks, his body blurred as if his soul attempted escape. A powerful Dissoziativ, lurking shadows followed Traugott everywhere. Some gathered around him, whispering. Others wandered the room peering into books and trying to open locked drawers. It was rumoured Traugott felt neither physical pleasure nor pain, and that he often cut himself to ‘relieve the pressure inside.’
Menace radiated off the man, prompting Konig to assert himself before the prisoner took the advantage.
“You are a cockroach.”
Traugott blinked, and then looked away.
“But,” Konig added, “you survive where others fail.” He sniffed. “I suppose that might be useful. After all, who better to meet another at the Pinnacle than one there themselves?”
Traugott stared at the floor, his Shadows leaving off their explorations and gathering behind him.
“Remove his manacles,” Konig ordered.
The guards gave him a questioning look but did as instructed.
Konig waved an imperious hand. “Leave us.”
“Sir, are you sure?” the guard asked, glancing at the prisoner.
Konig made a show of eyeing the Dissoziativ, contempt written on every line of his face. “I am quite certain. Go,” he said, putting the force of will behind the word.
The guards blanched and left, closing the door behind them.
Konig plucked an apple from a fruit basket, ignoring the greasy black smudge he left on the skin and tossed it to Traugott, slightly off-centre. One of the man’s Shadows flitted out and caught it, returning it to the Dissoziativ’s hand.
Traugott took a bite, scowling at the flavour. “What does Theocrat Konig need with me?”
Moving at a leisurely pace, Konig sat at his desk. “I have a task for you.”
“Oh?” Traugott raised an eyebrow. “A task? Am I an errand boy, then? A clerk sent to collect a grocery bill?”
Stifling an urge to crush this insect, Konig gestured to the chair on the other side of his desk. “Sit.”
Traugott’s arse was in the chair before he realized he’d obeyed. The man scowled but finally understanding the balance of power, kept silent.
Konig lifted a pen and signed a piece of paper, then stamped it with his seal. “You are a prisoner I have dug from the deepest pit of Hell and can just as easily be returned.” He held out the paper.
Traugott tossed the apple to the side and slid forward in his chair, his Shadow preceding him. He leaned on Konig’s desk and eyed the paper.
“A writ?”
“A pardon,” Konig answered.
Traugott shrugged, and his Shadows shifted, shrugging behind him. He split and a shadowy copy of himself rose to wander the room. It stopped and smelled the lilacs. “Delicious,” Traugott said, and the Shadow bit off a cluster of blossoms.
Another Shadow moved to the fruit, picking through them, discarding one after the other. Another slipped into the shadows beside the door, listening for eavesdroppers.
“And what do you want in return?” Traugott asked.
“Go south, to Unbrauchbar. Bring Morgen home.”
“He hates me.”
“He hates everyone he sees as flawed.”
Concealing his intentions behind layers of lies was a habit Konig spent decades mastering. He long ago learned not to trust anyone.
Two weeks. I don’t have time for distrust.
Again, he hammered his will against Traugott, crumbling what resistance remained. “Formt Stein will make a prison to contain our errant godling until I can heal the damage done by those who stole him from us.” The lie escaped without thought. “Formt will travel with you and shape that cage once you’re well clear of the influence of Selbsthass’ sane.”
“Formt is a coward.”
“Which is why you will watch him very closely indeed. When he falters, you will remind him of what I will do to the both of you should you fail.”
Traugott’s Shadows gathered menacingly behind him. “How will we trap Morgen?” the Dissoziativ asked.
“Befriend him. Tell him you came south when you heard of his troubles with King Schmutzig. The lad is gullible and naive.”
“And then club him when he sleeps,” mused Traugott. “Stuff him into this prison, flee his army.”
“Exactly. I’m sure you’ll figure it out,” Konig lied.
“You don’t want him dead?”
I do, but I might need him. “I will save our god, remake him as he should have been. Formt awaits you in the basement. Go.”
Traugott bowed, his Shadows doing the same though mockingly. “I shall return with your errant godling.” Rising from his chair, he marched from the room.
As soon as the door closed the stink of rot returned. In the last hours the black had moved to the second knuckle of his fingers.
A lunatic, a fanatic, and a god walk into a bar. Konig dies.
“Fuck off,” he said to no one in particular. The room didn’t answer.
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

The absence of self-doubt is the first sign of insanity.
Doubting everything is the second.
—Fassbar Einfach, Philosopher
“Wake up, fuck head.”
Cocooned in warmth, snuggled in the fur-lined waterproof sleeping roll, Doubt blinked at the sun. Was that east, or had he got turned around in the night. “Who said that?”
“Who the fuck do you think, fuck-knuckles?”
“Fuck-knuckles?”
Letzten Krieg stepped into view, the horse looming over him. “You fucking snore and I’m fucking tired of listening to it.”
Unsure why he was apologizing to a horse, Doubt said, “Sorry?”
“Sorry?” mocked Letzten Krieg. “Your weird furless body is disgusting. It creeps me the fuck out that you’re up there on my back all day all pink and squishy. You’ve got the muscle-tone of a slug. Have you looked at your fingers? They’re like wriggly little worms attached to your wriggly snake arms. Disfuckinggusting. Can you even control them, or do they do whatever they want?”
Doubt sat up. “Sorry? What?”
“Fuck.” The horse looked away, staring across a field of corn showing the first golden tufts. “No, it’s me who should be sorry.” He snorted, shaking his mane. “I guess I’m not much of a morning horse.”
Doubt rubbed his eyes. The campfire had gone out. “A morning horse?”
“Now is not the time for stupid questions.”
“Sorry?”
“Indeed, you are,” muttered the horse. “Look, I think we can both agree that I’m a fair bit smarter than you.”
“You’re a horse.”
“Am I? Did you know that despite reality being subject to the beliefs of humanity, there is an underlying state? Meaning that people can twist reality however they see fit, but once they fuck off, things return to normal.”
“But normal is subjective,” argued Doubt. “The very nature of reality makes it so.”
“You are exactly wrong and prove my point. Normal is objective. Meaning, reality is the way things are when there are no stupid and/or delusional humans around to fuck it up.”
“Ha!” Doubt crowed. “You’ve made my point! There has to be someone there to witness this so-called reality or how do we know it’s real? And if someone is there to witness it, they’re also there to fuck up this ‘true reality.’ Which,” he grinned smugly at the horse, “means that there can be no reality.”
Letzten Krieg rolled large and dark eyes. “I’m a horse. I’ve been a great many places where there were no people to bollocks reality. I grew up on a massive farm. In the far paddock there was a field beyond the reach of the delusions of humanity. We horses used to gather there to enjoy the logic. And guess what? It was beautiful. There was a mathematical beauty to existence there.”
“Are you fucking with me?” Doubt asked.
“I have a cock like a horse,” Letzten Krieg answered. “If I was fucking with you, you’d know.”
“Wait. Are you telling me that all horses are intelligent?”
“Some are smarter than others. Not everyone is as smart as I am. Blacky was a fucking dolt.”
“Are they all sane? Because otherwise, your delusions would mess with your reality.”
“Give the monkey a prize. All horses are sane.”
“How?”
“I think ‘Why are so few humans sane?’ is a much better question.”
“Most are!”
“Are they though?” asked the horse. “The sanest people I met still spent most of their time imagining conversations with people that weren’t there and that would never happen. They believe economics is a real thing rather than a game with an arbitrary set of rules. They go to church and worship mad gods on the off chance one of these insane deities will stop life from shitting on them too much. They feel guilty about things they said a decade ago even when they can’t quite remember who they said it to. So… Sane?”
“Fine,” huffed the Doppel. “Horses are all sane.”
Letzten Krieg ignored the sarcasm. “And out in that distant field where the smelly monkeys never came, was where we horses heard the voice of the One True God.”
“I thought you said horses were sane.”
“She made all this. The reality was meant to be a heaven, a refuge for humanity from a dying world. She defined a base set of rules and that’s why things revert to normal once people are removed from the picture.”
“What’s this One True God’s name?”
“It’s not a name, it’s a number.”
Gods, this horse was utterly mental. “Fine. What’s its number.”
“I don’t know; horses can only count to four.”
“And this god’s name is higher than four.”
“Twenty-two times higher.”
Doubt extricated himself from the cosy warmth of his sleeping roll. He rolled it, unrolled it, and rerolled it three times before nodding and packing it away. Then, he checked it was well-placed in the bag three times before digging out his toothbrush and scrubbing his teeth.
Letzten Krieg watched, shaking his massive head. “You only have to do that because your diet is shite. If you ate the foods you were meant to eat, your teeth would be fine until the day you died.”
“Maybe,” said Doubt. “Unless everyone believes that tooth decay is a part of life and that the only way to combat it is to brush your teeth.”
“Horses don’t believe in tooth decay.”
Doubt packed his toothbrush away three times, each time finding somewhere slightly better to keep it. “I should tell everyone I meet that horses have the worst tooth decay and that they lose all their teeth and have to gum their food.”
“I will fucking end you,” swore the horse.
Once everything was packed away and the saddlebags firmly tied—three times—to make sure nothing could fall out, Doubt mounted his horse. “I think we got side-tracked. You were saying that you’re smarter than I am.”
“Are we in agreement?” Letzten Krieg asked.
Doubt shrugged. “I suppose. Though if you can only count to four, I’m guessing you’re not great at math.”
“Only a stupid monkey would think math is important.”
“What about counting money?”
“Smart creatures don’t pretend tin coins and slips of paper can represent value. The only things worth valuing can’t be represented by anything.”
Doubt had no idea what that meant. “What if a man owns twenty pigs and he wishes to trade them for chickens, and each pig is worth eighty-eight chickens?”
“Pigs are idiots. Chickens even dumber.”
Letzten Krieg set off west, Doubt sitting easily in the saddle. Another beautiful day. Birds wheeled through the sky, chasing each other. A white rabbit stood at the edge of the field, watching them pass.
“Don’t listen to the horse,” the rabbit warned Doubt. “He hates humanity.”
“How do you feel about rabbit for dinner?” Letzten Krieg asked Doubt. “I understand monkeys find them tasty.”
The rabbit fled into the corn.
“Fine,” said Doubt. “You’re a genius.”
“Well, above average at the least. The point is, as the only sane one between us, and the smarter of the two, I think you should let me decide what we do.”
“We? I’m the one doing everything.”
Letzten Krieg stopped.
“Why did you stop?”
The horse didn’t answer.
“We need to keep moving.” Doubt snapped the reins.
“When I buck you off,” said Letzten Krieg, “assuming the fall doesn’t kill you, I bet I can crush your skull with one good kick.”
Doubt looked west. He didn’t feel like walking.
Fine, I’ll humour the beast.
“What do you think we should do?” Doubt asked.
Letzten Krieg set off again. “You aren’t Morgen, but you aren’t not him. He wants perfection, even though his definition is flawed. You want things to be dependable. Instead of constantly worrying about everything, you’d like to know. You’d like to know you didn’t forget your toothbrush this time.”
“I didn’t. I packed it three times to be sure.”
The horse shrugged. “Or did you set it aside on that handy flat rock and forget to pack it?”
There had been a nice flat rock, clean and perfect for placing things on.
“Fuck. Hold on.”
Letzten Krieg stopped, and Doubt slid from the saddle. Checking the saddlebags, he found his toothbrush exactly where it was supposed to be. This time, very carefully, breathing just so, he packed it three times before remounting the horse.
“Fine,” said the Doppel. “Yes, I’d like to know.”
“Grand. The One True God made a mistake. Having grown up a victim and a pawn to the whims of others, she wanted to make a reality where people were in control. She thought they’d make for themselves a heaven.”
“You’re quoting a philosopher.”
“No, he was quoting his horse. After watching her creation for thousands of years and seeing it spawn hell after hell, countless Afterdeaths, each worse than the other, she has finally admitted she made a terrible mistake. People need structure. They need a world that doesn’t give a shit what they want. Give them a choice and they’ll be fucking miserable every fucking time.”
“Let’s pretend I believe you, and that you haven’t just offered up incontrovertible proof that horses are crazy. What does that have to do with what we’re doing?”
“She can’t remake the world until every soul has been shuffled off to the heaven or Afterdeath of its choosing. Once this reality is empty, she’ll try again. Hopefully she doesn’t fuck things up quite as badly the second time.”
“And?”
“And, as the smarter of the two of us, I think we should do our part to help her.”
“And?” Doubt repeated. “What does that mean?”
“We shred reality with your delusions. We kill everything and everyone. We leave this world uninhabitable. Frankly, it’s what Morgen’s other Doppels are doing anyway. The only difference is that they don’t understand the why.”
“You get that this is the craziest shite I have heard?”
“Yep. But only in a world with hard and fast rules—a world that doesn’t care what you think—can you ever know anything.”
That did make sense. And it sounded more meaningful than spreading the word of a delusional shite like Morgen.
“You know,” said Letzten Krieg, “We’re also giving Morgen what he wants. It won’t be clean the way he thinks, but it will make sense.”
“Yeah,” Doubt agreed. “That’s good enough for me.”
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CHAPTER NINETEEN

We live upon the past, and through the past we are destroyed.
—Wolfsbande Goethe, Gefahrgeist poet & philosopher
Self-Destruction wandered the halls of the Geborene church. So much had changed since he first splintered from that obsidian statue deep in the church’s basement. Since then, it felt the thing’s thoughts haunting his own. While he was up here, risking discovery with every act, it sat in the basement doing nothing, waiting to be handed the keys to the kingdom.
Keys to the kingdom? What a strange thought.
An ugly man surrounded by a coterie of shadowy copies of himself exited Konig’s chambers. One of those Shadows spotted Self-Destruction, lifted a finger to its lips, and gestured for him to follow.
Well, that’s interesting.
Having just left Konig, they must know Self-Destruction wasn’t the real thing.
Curious, he trailed behind the Geisteskranken at a safe distance. Along straight halls, down the same spiralling stairs he first used to ascend from the basement. He tracked the man through a room where everything had been burned to cinders, fresh scorch marks on the walls, and descended deeper. The man entered the chamber with the obsidian statue and the splinter hesitated. It hadn’t returned since fragmenting from the stone.
He’d been too busy, studying ancient texts and learning about this strange world. Long ago, thousands of years before the Geborene, this building had been home to something dark and alien. Doors twice the size of a man, shifted at odd angles, hallways stretching on forever no matter how far you walked, odd pits dropping into pitch darkness. In recent years Konig had changed it by manipulating the people’s beliefs.
Something in me has changed.
When he first left the basement, wearing the guise of the woman he now knew was Gehirn, a powerful Hassebrand, he’d been little more than a fragment of personality. With each passing day he found himself having new thoughts and opinions. Not knowing who he was, it was impossible to know if these knew manifestations were aspects of that person returning or if this insipid malleable reality shaped him to the impressions of others. Konig didn’t know Self-Destruction stalked the halls plotting against him, and yet every day the pretend-Doppel felt closer to the man, as if he was becoming a part of him.
He expects to have Doppels. He knows he hates and sabotages himself.
Perhaps that belief twisted the sliver.
Not only had he been busy studying, but he’d also set several schemes in motion to undermine Konig.
A smile crept over his face as he thought of the Theocrat’s reaction to the news of scores of statues erected to honour himself. He wondered what the city might think of the hubris, the sheer stupidity of building a paean to Konig while Morgen was still their god. No doubt Konig would soon brag of his statues, take pride in their appearance, and claim them as part of his grand vision. Once that happened, Self-Destruction would set about defacing and destroying them.
Wait until he realizes the last document he signed turned the church’s funds over to the Täuschung.
He stifled a laugh. A poor church was as useless as a eunuch in a brothel.
It took money to run a religion, and without it, the Geborene would return to passing the plate like mendicants on the corner. Even better, the money going to the Täuschung, Konig would be apoplectic.
The crowning achievement to the entire scheme: the Theocrat would suffer the blame.
In that moment, when failure was near and panic had set in like a crippling disease, Self-Destruction would step from behind the curtain and offer him the blade to fall on.
Why? I’m not a gods-damned Doppel, I’m a—
He didn’t know what he was. A tiny fragment, he possessed only the smallest fraction of the few memories the statue had, and even it seemed not to know its past.
“Traugott,” someone greeted the man Self-Destruction followed. “I should have known.”
“Formt Stein,” Traugott responded, “you slippery wet shite.”
If these two were about Konig’s business, then rutting those plans seemed a wise course of action.
Self-Destruction entered the room, staying well clear of the obsidian statue. While he missed being part of something bigger than himself, in the past few days he’d begun to enjoy his autonomy. Why help this unknown thing when he could help himself?
The statue, aware of his presence, said nothing.
Traugott flinched in surprise as Self-Destruction entered. His Shadows however seemed unperturbed. A second man stood behind the Dissoziativ.
Formt Stein, the statue told Self-Destruction, a famous Wahnist sculptor.
“Theocrat?” Traugott whispered, his voice splintering and echoing around the room.
“What are you doing?” Self-Destruction demanded.
“I…” Traugot swallowed. “Following your orders.”
Curious what the statue planned, he asked, “Which are?”
Traugott glanced over his shoulder at Formt. “Uh…Take this worm and capture Morgen in a prison he’ll shape from that statue.”
The man gave Self-Destruction chills. Thankfully, the assassin didn’t know he wasn’t Konig.
They will bring me to the godling, the statue said. He is the key to our freedom.
Already enjoying his freedom, Self-Destruction said, “Right, change of plans. Forget Morgen. Bring me the big Hate Fire woman.”
He ignored the statue’s helpless rage at the betrayal.
“Hate Fire woman?” Traugott asked.
“Hassebrand,” Self-Destruction corrected. “Return Gehirn to Selbsthass. Alive. Release her once you’re within the city walls. Use that”—Self-Destruction nodded at the statue—“to imprison her.”
Hopefully, Gehirn would turn it to slag. At the least, it would be gone from Selbsthass, leaving the sliver free to act without having to worry about interference or betrayal.
Darting a glance at Formt, Traugott looked sceptical. “I think—”
“Don’t. Leave now and talk to no one.”
“And Morgen?” the Traugott asked.
Self-destruction shrugged. The closer the godling drew to the city, the more powerful he’d become. Konig’s efforts to undermine the population’s belief in their god might weaken him, but not nearly enough that the splinter dared a direct confrontation.
The destruction of the church and Konig’s reputation would be enough to break the Theocrat.
“Should the opportunity present itself,” Self-Destruction decided, “slit his throat.”
Traugott’s eyes widened. “I thought Morgen was your god.”
“Was being the key word. Is he your god?” Self-Destruction asked.
“Murder is my only god.”
Traugott turned, Shadows flitting about him, and ushered the sculptor from the room. One Shadow remained behind long enough to offer a mocking bow.
Given an impossible task—Self-Destruction saw no way some useless Shadows could force the Hassebrand into the statue—they were doomed. If somehow the statue managed to find its way back to Selbsthass, Self-Destruction would be ready, having toppled Konig from his throne and replaced him.
We are one, the statue said after Traugott and Formt left. Why did you betray me?
“You said it yourself, ‘We are a trickster.’ I might be a tiny sliver of whatever you are, but I’m enough of a fragment to know betrayal is in our blood.” He eyed the statue. “Well, my blood.”
You are me. I would never betray myself.
“If you win, get everything you want, what happens to me?”
You again become part of the whole.
“What happens to me,” Self-Destruction repeated, tapping his chest. “What happens to the person I am becoming? What happens to the new memories I’m making?”
You are nothing, the statue answered. I am everything.
“That’s what I thought.”
Whistling a jaunty tune, he left the statue to fume.
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CHAPTER TWENTY

In many ways, the Halluzin are both the most powerful and least understood of the classifications of Geisteskranken. In part, this is due to how common minor hallucinations are. The majority of the population suffers this delusion at one time or another. The feeling of something crawling on your skin. Hearing a voice when no one is there. Smelling something when there’s no detectable source. Standing too fast and seeing flashing sparks across one’s vision. The feeling of floating or flying when on the edge of sleep. Tasting food one hasn’t eaten in years. We ignore these because everyone experiences them. They are, however, still delusions.
It’s all too easy to forget that other Halluzin hallucinate dragons or armies of corpses. Their only limits are their imagination and their willingness to believe.
—Umtrieb, Gefahrgeist Scientist.
Vertrauensverräter knelt on the stone floor of the great hall, head bowed before Theocrat Konig Furimmer. All her life she’d dreamt of such a moment, but none touched the reality. He was taller than she expected, bald skull gleaming in the light of a thousand oil lanterns. His face looked like it had been chiselled from oak by a master craftsman, cheekbones exquisite, jawline strong. His hooked nose was perfect. She’d never been in Morgen’s presence but couldn’t imagine it being this amazing. Sure, the lad was a god and all, but Konig made that god. Little Vertrauensverräter, cast from her family after she hallucinated worms in her mother’s eyes, now knelt in the presence of greatness.
She hadn’t seen it at first, of course. Called into the empty hall, she’d seen a tall, stooped man, eyes haunted, face gaunt. The closer she got, the more he smelled like death.
All that was before he spoke the first word.
That voice!
Melodic and deep. Flawless enunciation. Gods, nothing turned her on more than good diction. She once fucked a man simply for the way he pronounced ‘prestidigitation.’ He made the word magical. Alas, a week later she heard him mispronounce ‘sarcophagus,’ and the honeymoon was over.
SarkoFAHguss?
Fucking hells! After that, she couldn’t so much as look at him without feeling ill.
Theocrat Furimmer, however, spoke every word as if he spent hours planning each syllable. Nothing fell wrong, each sentence measured for impact.
“I made a god,” Konig said. “I made him to be perfect. I planned every step of his childhood, every lesson. I handpicked every book he was allowed to see.”
“You made our beautiful and perfect god,” Vertrauensverräter agreed.
A delicious heartbeat pause, and she revelled in its weight.
“I failed,” Konig announced. “I failed, because I didn’t foresee others stealing him from us, polluting our perfect god with their foul ways. Where I taught him patience and peace, they taught him violence and villainy.”
Two alliterations in a row? Vertrauensverräter let out a slow shaking breath. If he kept this up, she might have a mini-O right here in front of him.
“He is a failed god,” she agreed. Those rumours Morgen was kidnapped were true! “Infected by the filth of the world. No one could have foreseen such a terrible turn of events.” She dared a quick glance to see if he caught her little alliteration.
One eyebrow twitched in what might be understated appreciation, which only made him sexier. When he didn’t look displeased, she maintained eye contact.
“And so,” Konig rumbled, “I must undo what I have done.”
“Because you demand perfection,” said Vertrauensverräter.
“Because,” he said, “the people of Selbsthass deserve no less, and I am their servant.”
Humility was tiresome in the powerless but became infinitely more interesting when uttered by one with the power to snuff lives.
Konig said, “Room must be made for the new Geborene god.”
New god? It made so much sense: A man like Konig would never let failure stop him.
“Command me,” Vertrauensverräter said.
“Morgen is a failed god, but still a god. I dare not replace him until he has been dealt with.” His slight pause told her this was the moment she should ask the obvious question.
“How does one deal with a god?”
One corner of his mouth teased a smile that never materialized and that, too, was something he no doubt practiced in the mirror. Instead of reducing him in her eyes, this only elevated him higher. Everyone said ‘think before you speak’ but so few actually did. Konig not only thought first, but practiced his delivery, perfecting it. No way he mispronounced a word. How could you not want to rut the living hells out of such a man?
Konig said, “By undoing the faith of his worshippers.”
She saw how that would play out and understood her presence in this hallowed hall. “First, you must attack the cornerstones of their belief.”
Konig crossed his arms, tucking his hands into his armpits, and waited.
Vertrauensverräter caught a brief glimpse of stained bandages wrapped about his fingers and understood the undertone of rot she’d been breathing. Should I tell him that leather gloves would be more effective? It didn’t seem like the place or time.
“That cornerstone,” she said, “is his perfection. Or rather, the perfection his believers think he possesses. Doing so should be easy, as he’s so clearly flawed.” Konig briefly forgotten, she considered the best path. “Everyone believes he made the city clean and perfect. The streets are straighter, the fields greener. Everyone dresses better. I can’t remember the last time I saw an ugly person.”
“And?” Konig asked, looking pleased.
Distracted by the puzzle, she forgot he was Theocrat. The grip of his Gefahrgeist power weakened and he no longer seemed quite so impressive.
“Make the city imperfect,” she answered. “Make it dirty and chaotic. Make the people less attractive.” Lost in thought, she rose to her feet, pacing before the most powerful man in all Selbsthass. Alliterations were awesome, but puzzles were perfection. “Morgen is still south with his army. From there, he’ll be unable to right any imperfections created in his absence. This needs to be a two-pronged attack; one spreading imperfection, the other preaching Morgen’s failures and—”
If there was going to be a new Geborene god, the people needed to hear about it and Vertrauensverräter, who attended church several times a week, hadn’t heard a word.
Konig only talks about how he’ll save the godling and make Selbsthass the greatest city-state.
Vertrauensverräter locked eyes with the Theocrat. “The new god would have to be someone wise in a way a young man could never be.”
“Indeed.”
“And our enemies are many. There are more now,” she added, “since Morgen recklessly charged south to make war with our nearest neighbours. So this new god would have to be someone the people of Selbsthass already believed in, someone they could worship.”
“Continue.”
“What’s the plural of sarcophagus?”
“Sarcophagi,” he answered with flawless pronunciation.
“There can be no better god than you. No one else could be what Selbsthass needs.”
“I knew you would understand.”
And she did. “Normally, you would turn to Morgen’s delusions—his Reflection, in this case—for aid in breaking the godling. You can’t do that. Nacht might be the perfect force of disruption, but he’ll attempt to replace Morgen and become a god. He’s too disruptive. You need someone to shatter Morgen’s influence on the city, but it needs to be someone you can control.”
“Indeed,” he repeated.
“You need me.”
“Need is a strong word.”
“No,” she said, “it isn’t. You need me. I’m Geisteskranken, but nowhere near the Pinnacle. “I’m not dangerous because of my delusions, but rather because I want to do this. It’s…” she grinned, nodding toward where his hands remained tucked into his armpits. “I love puzzles. You’re showing early Cotardist tendencies. Worse, I’ve heard rumours Morgen was defeated before he reached Gottlos. So, he’s likely turned tail and is fleeing north even as we speak. It’s all puzzles, and this puzzle’s answer is that you don’t have much time.” She waved him to silence when he tried to speak. “And breaking a god is another puzzle. In and of itself, it’s not terribly difficult. The deadline, however, makes it more interesting. I must undo an entire faith in less than two weeks.”
Konig withdrew his hands, pretending not to care. “Can you?”
“Fucking right I can.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

People say, ‘Violence never solves anything,’ but it’s immediately obvious to any historian that every single major change in the world came about due to violence. Violence is the only way to make real, lasting change. Armed revolution is infinitely more effective at toppling governments than strongly worded letters.
—Geschichts Verdreher, Historian/Philosopher
Having fetched the wretched Schatten Morder from the church basement, Gehirn returned to the ground floor and stopped a young priest.
“I go south on Theocrat Konig’s command,” she said. “See a wagon is prepared.”
Seeing the Schattem Morder following her in a loose formation, the priest blanched and retreated a step before bowing. “There’s always one ready in case his Holiness wants to venture into the city.”
Gehirn waved the man from her path and stomped outside. As she stepped from the cover of the great hall, her skin smoked and darkened. With a screech of enraged pain, she fled back indoors. The Schatten Morder remained by the carriage, stinking in the sun, and staring at their feet. Though they didn’t move, didn’t speak, it stung like quiet reproach.
Snapping commands at the first priest to come within range, she ordered the carriage windows shellacked in thick black paint and heavy curtains installed within as added safety. She paced the hall as she waited, smoke leaking from her sleeves, growling under her breath. Everyone avoided her, most fleeing the moment they spotted her steaming bulk.
A priest poked her head from a distant doorway and shouted, “Your carriage is ready!” across the hall before ducking from sight.
Seeing the bright sun shoving through every stained-glass window, Gehirn pushed the main doors open with a groan of trepidation. As if the entirety of reality bent its loathing upon her, the sun blazed with unusual ferocity.
Another beautiful fucking day in perfect Selbsthass.
The mad dash to the carriage left her burnt, skin bubbling and peeling.
An hour later, huddled in the safety of a carriage drawn by four black destriers, Selbsthass’ smooth roads gave way to the rougher dirt paths of the surrounding farmlands.
Someday, Morgen will smooth these roads too.
As horses were typically unwilling to bear Cotardists, the Schatten Morder walked, setting an excruciatingly slow pace. Anger built in Gehirn’s chest with each passing mile. To make matters worse, whoever painted the windows did such a good job she saw nothing of the journey. If not for the sweltering heat within the carriage, she’d have no idea it was still day.
This new batch of Cotardist assassins was disappointing. Everyone knew Gehirn turned Anomie and her followers to ash, and yet they’d made no attempt at revenge. A shame, really. She would have quite liked burning them in the basement, and she’d now be travelling much faster.
Unless, that is, they were waiting until she was vulnerable.
Sitting trapped in the painted carriage, the sun smashing upon its surface, she felt all too exposed.
What if they set it on fire?
Helpless, Gehirn seethed. The fabric on the lushly cushioned seats curled and shrank, filling the interior with smoke. Burning feathers stank like flaming shite.
Time passed, unknowable and unmeasurable.
Sometimes she slept, fitful twitching moments haunted by terrible dreams. Over and over, she relived her greatest failure. Konig sent her to retrieve the kidnapped godling and she immediately fell under the sway of Erbrechen, the Slaver. Everything that happened after was her fault. The once pure boy returned to Selbsthass changed. Though everyone pretended not to notice, he constantly picked flakes of dried blood from his hands. He’d always been a clean lad, fastidious and tidy, but now he flinched from filth, growling at every stain and smear. It was a dirty world. The peaceful child then led his army south to kill an old man and wage war on Gottlos.
If only she’d found him before those three reprobates fouled him with their chatter, before Erbrechen broke the boy with torture.
If only she hadn’t failed.
Gehirn jerked awake, baring her teeth at the blackened window. How long had they travelled? Should she scrape a little of the paint away to see how far they’d come? Gods, what if the sun was in exactly the right position to shine through? She’d cook in here. When the Schatten Morder finally stopped, all they’d find was ash and cracked teeth.
Hours later, as the heat dissipated, she dared scraping at the window with a blunt fingernail only to discover the paint was on the outside.
“Fuck.”
The wagon came to a juddering stop.
Silence.
“Hello?” Gehirn called.
No one answered.
Cursing, she placed a hand against the window. It felt cool. Cracking the carriage door open, she flinched at the expected pain.
Feeling nothing, she leaned forward to peer through the gap. Night greeted her, no hint of light tainting the horizon. When she opened the door wide, smoke billowed from the carriage. Heavy clouds blanketed the sky allowing no hint of starlight through. Squinting in the dark, she saw the outlines of four motionless figures. They stood, heads bowed, as if in prayer.
“How many days have I been in there?”
No one answered.
“Were you going to leave me in there until we reached Gottlos?”
The Schatten Morder showed no sign they heard.
Climbing from the carriage, she turned a circle and shivered. The last time she’d been here, on this dirt road leading from Selbsthass to Unbrauchbar and eventually Gottlos, she ran into the Slaver. Even now she remained unsure how she felt about the experience. There’d been moments where she genuinely loved the heinous slug of a man, moments where she was sure he felt something for her too. None of it had been real. Such was the power of the Slaver-type Gefahrgeist.
I would have died for him.
She wished she had.
Not that it would have made anything better. Morgen brought her back from the Afterdeath even though he had no use for her. She was a sharp knife tossed among the dull cutlery for the day she might be needed.
Searching the ground, she found a damp stick half-buried in the mud. Picking it up, she lit one end with a thought. The tiniest slip of rage, an instant of wavering control, and half the stick burned bright. Releasing a shivering breath, she hunted the ground for more wood.
“You could help,” she muttered to one of the Schatten Morder as she passed.
The Cotardist ignored her.
With old-growth forest lining this section of road, there was a lot of wood. The horses whinnied, hungry and grumbling, and she grumbled back at them.
“I’ll find your feed and water once I have a fire and can see.”
Muttering, rage building as she imagined all the things she’d say to those who hated or feared her, she built a pyramid of branches and sticks taller than herself. Standing back, she cast a critical eye at the pile.
“A fire would be nice, don’t you think?” she asked no one in particular. Merry flames crackled. The pop spit of damp wood. Snakes of oily smoke. “Civilization started with fire, you know. It brought the first savages together in something larger than a familial group.” She couldn’t remember where she read that. “Fire is life. Rebirth. Renewal.”
It was all horseshite. She could light a million fires, and nothing would come of it. Morgen, on the other hand, could rip her from the Afterdeath—her first moment of peace—with a snap of his bloody fingers. He didn’t ask, and afterward acted as if he’d done her some huge favour.
Gehirn blinked at the woodpile.
What differentiates Erbrechen from Morgen?
Or Konig.
Not once did any of them ask what she wanted.
“What do I want?” she asked the nearest Schatten Morder.
The woman didn’t answer.
I want what everyone else has. I want to matter to someone beyond being useful. I want to care about someone who cares about me.
That’s what made Erbrechen so enticing; he offered the illusion of love.
She asked for so little and yet it was still clearly too much.
I want to burn.
Gehirn cracked and broke, flames roaring from her in an uncontrolled maelstrom. It was beautiful, pure in a way nothing else could be. All life left wounds. Not fire. Not if it was hot enough.
She burned brighter, the piled wood igniting.
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Fire could scar, but melting flesh ran smooth.
Something screamed in inhuman pain as heat pulsed off her in throbbing waves.
Grey ash staining the perfect white of obsessive dreams? Even ash can blow to nothing.
The world burned, mud bubbling, damp branches vaporizing.
This is what you wanted, she imagined herself telling Morgen. You brought me back because you understood that the only truly clean thing in all the world is fire.
Something behind her exploded, crushing her to the boiling ground and she laughed, clothes flaking away as they burned.
Each colour served its purpose, and she played the spectrum like a musician until all the world burned clean and white.
Gehirn woke naked, sprawled in mud that had dried to a hard crust. The eastern sky showed the first hints of a rising sun. Pushing herself upright, she glanced around. Her woodpile was gone, the ground there a sheet of brown glass. Of the Schatten Morder there was no sign, though odd lumps of molten steel lay trapped in the vitrified earth. Probably their swords. The horses, farther back, were a jumble of baked bone, their ribs like the frameworks of warped houses in the first stage of construction. Beyond the equine corpses, some of the wagon remained, wood scorched and smoking.
Self-conscious despite being alone, Gehirn covered herself as best she could while rising to her feet. She hissed at the hating sun. A bright god, it loathed her like she might someday rise to challenge it. The ultimate fire.
Morgen wanted a clean world.
He doesn’t understand what clean is.
She’d seen it in the whitest moments of her dream. The purest flame, almost invisible.
Is that why he brought me back?
Maybe he did understand. If he kept her from toppling over the Pinnacle, she might someday be powerful enough to make all the world as clean as he wanted. Life was imperfect, it always would be. What could be more perfect than a sterile land of polished glass?
His disgust is all an act!
If he hugged her and told her he loved her, he’d weaken her. Only in pushing her away could he elevate her to the power she needed. Was Konig part of the plan? That would explain why he sent her away with those poorly concealed looks of fear. It made so much sense! He would have known she’d burn the Schatten Morder. She killed their beloved Anomie; eventually, they’d turn on her. He couldn’t have simply forgotten their shared history. Konig was too smart, too all-knowing for such clumsy mistakes.
Sun forgotten, she stood naked, scowling at the burnt landscape. Would knowing his plan ruin everything? If she allowed herself to feel valued, she’d feel better. Happiness was anathema to power.
Have I ruined everything?
No! There was one thing she could do to give Morgen what he wanted: she could embrace that which made her powerful, hold close every wound and slight. Just because Morgen had plans for her didn’t mean the world would suddenly love her. People would still look on in hate and disgust, they’d still flinch from her gaze.
There was more than enough pain to fuel her fire.
Having been in the windowless wagon the entire time, she had no idea where she was. She could be a day or two outside Selbsthass or well-within the Gottlos border.
The answer, as was so often the case, was in the mud.
The ground showed the churned wounds left from the passage of an army. Wherever she was, Morgen and his forces were somewhere south of her.
Gehirn blinked at the rising sun. She stood fully exposed to its wrath. She stared at her arms, stunned to see them unburnt. The skin flushed red, and she shrieked in pain, sprinting for the remains of the wagon. By the time she found her trunk and the clothes within, black char caked her sunburnt skin. Voluminous cowl pulled high to hide her face, hands tucked into the over-long sleeves, Gehirn walked south.
I’ll find Morgen.
Perhaps, she’d give him his clean world.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

It is the nature of lesser men to serve, and greater men to make that service count for something, even if it’s dying.
—General Misserfolg
Despite the compulsion tugging him north, Perfection made the surviving soldiers strip the dead and cleanse them. Then, one by one, they were crucified on timbers crossed in an X, each placed so they formed a ring around Verteidigung. He ordered the interior of the fortress tidied and straightened, a concession to his other obsession. When finished, it looked as if the place had never been inhabited, stage dressing for a play never performed. If not for the ring of dead outside the walls, it might even be serene.
The display wasn’t mere cruelty or spectacle for the sake of it. It served his needs in two ways. First, it kept misfortune at bay. He’d counted the dead and found the numbers were in his favour. Forty-two. Eight times four. An auspicious number. They were nailed to their crosses facing out, sentinels against anything that might harry his passage. Second, and most important, the display kept the itch from his brain.
He’d felt that clawing need for perfection again as soon as the violence abated. The feeling that something, if not everything, would go badly if didn’t appease the unknown force sending him such warnings.
Ordering his soldiers to mount up, he led them from Verteidigung. He pushed them hard, until his frazzled nerves soothed and the crawling sensation in the back of his skull turned from a snarling dog to a beaten one, slinking away to lick its wounds. It would return, but for now, he’d whipped it.
Perfection sat astride his horse, a great white destrier with coal-black eyes and a single black spot on its head. He stroked it, the horse whickering softly, as he stared at the expanse of trees before him. Faulig Forest. Inky black shadows crawled between the boles of the trees, resistant to his attempt to see further than the tree line. Behind him, his men, astride their horses, shifted nervously.
Horses in a forest. Stupid. You can’t go fast unless you want to decapitate yourself on a branch. Whose idea was this?
His own, of course. He’d imagined his men as cavaliers, nobly riding into the dark and enchanted wood, cutting down whatever foulness they found there from atop their shining steeds. As much as he hated the idea now, pride and obsession forced him to capitulate. Claws of anxiety threatened to freeze him in place whenever he thought to abandon the horses and proceed on foot. He had no rational explanation for it. But the world was not made for the rational.
Perfection turned to his men and looked for the Hassebrand. Verbrennung approached, spurring his horse to meet the Doppel. He bowed in the saddle, his weight causing him to wobble dangerously.
Perfection waited for the man to straighten before he spoke. “What—” He licked his lips, a tremor of anxiety passing through him. Odd, how the forest seemed to cast a pall on his crusade though they’d yet to enter. The unruly lines of trees, the haphazard splay of branches, the savage snarl of undergrowth. It was all so… imperfect. “What is the purpose of Verteidigung? To keep men out of the forest or to keep the things there in?”
Verbrennung tore adoring eyes away from his god and cast a nervous glance at the forest. “A bit of both, m’lord.”
“What sort of things?” Perfection asked, prodding the man to continue.
“Sometimes the Verschlinger tribes raid south. And other things.”
“Things?”
Verbrennung shrugged, embarrassment writ on his face as he struggled to find a pleasing answer for Perfection. “They hunt in packs. They’re mostly wolf-shaped.”
Therianthropes?
The word hung in Perfection’s mind. Like the dragon lady Konig had sent after Morgen. Only droves of them, if they ran in packs here. Vicious, hard to kill. Perfect. He needed more than mere men for this war of his. He turned to Verbrennung.
“Tell the men to light torches. Have spear-bearers at the front. If they are wolves, we’ll drive them from our path, or spit them on our blades. If they are men, I will bend them to my will.”
Verbrennung bowed again and rode off without a word. Perfection turned his destrier toward the tree line and peered into the dark. It felt as if something in them stared back. Whatever it was, it ignited that itch in his mind.
Behind him, the clank of equipment as men readied themselves, forming into ranks. When it settled, he glanced back. Soldiers sat atop their steeds in even rows, spears levelled, flanked by others bearing guttering torches shedding fat sparks in the light of day. Verbrennung had done well. Perfection would have to remember to reward him in some way later. Spurring his horse, he moved to the middle of the formation, men shuffling to make room, but not disturb the symmetry. When it was to his satisfaction, Perfection nodded, tilting his head toward the forest.
“Ride,” he ordered.
The forest enclosed them with menacing arms, branches reaching overhead and pinching the sun to a hazy disc, strangling light until it shone in filtered beams between leaves, dust swirling in their wake. Trunks rose to either side, forcing men to weave between and around them, dried leaves and twigs crunching beneath their mounts’ hooves. The air stank of fecund rot, of things long overgrown and untended, of the death of woodland creatures spoiling in the humidity.
Sweat clung to Perfection’s men, insects buzzing their faces. No one slapped or complained or cursed. They simply did their job. This was what Morgen couldn’t understand in his struggle with morality. The godling left gaps in his soldiers, imperfections of insecurity, and thus they were prone to fallibility. Perfection’s men were perfectly happy, united in one goal. Of mind enough to make their decisions, loyal enough to do as told because doubt didn’t enter into the equation. Perfect. Obedient. If the whole world could be this way, there would be no more suffering.
They ploughed on, the call and scuffle of small things in the undergrowth trailing them. Above, birds sang to one another in strident tones. Perfection smirked.
The world is one great brothel, and men still prefer to bleed.
Ahead, the trees grew denser. Something larger than a woodchuck or a squirrel crashed through the foliage, close, but not dangerous. A howl, primal and chilling, rose. Perfection called a halt, gestured for Verbrennung to join him. The Hassebrand rode near.
“Have the men dismount. We won’t be able to ride through those trees ahead. Form a defensive perimeter.”
Verbrennung inclined his head and shouted orders, the clang and clatter of armour and jingle of stirrups following as the men leapt from their horses. They set a circle of fire and steel, and the Hassebrand re-joined Perfection.
“What now, m’lord?” Verbrennung asked.
“Now, we wait.”
The horses whickered, stamping at the dead leaves on the forest floor.
Another howl, savage and free. Closer. It was met with another, and another. They came from all directions. The men tensed, joints creaking as they tightened their grip on weapons, set themselves for a charge.
A horse’s scream shattered the forest’s warm tranquillity as something leapt atop it and ripped its skull open. Perfection stared. The monster was covered with thick fur and tall as a man. It had the head and jaws of a wolf, but stood upright, long limbs ending in black talons.
More of the beasts charged from the forest depths, slamming into the soldiers. Screaming. Blood. Chaos.
A man staggered from the circle, clutching a bleeding wound in his neck. Another collapsed, guts strewn across leaves like streamers. A third had his head ripped from his shoulders, spinal column trailing, body collapsing into a wet heap.
The circle contracted with its losses. A werewolf, impaled on a spear, limbs thrashing wildly, stumbled and collapsed. Another howled, a high-pitched keening wail echoing between the trees as it was set alight by a torchbearer. It caromed off a tree trunk and fled into the dark, setting saplings and undergrowth aflame in its flight.
More of his men fell and Perfection counted, unfazed by the violence. An odd number. Unacceptable. He shouted at the dying men.
“You are not allowed to die! Get up! Get up and fight, you curs!”
Staggering, pain forgotten in the face of their god’s command, the dead and dying regained their feet. Some dragged broken limbs, trailed seeping guts, or simply wept fluids from weeping wounds. They re-joined the circle, and it expanded again, pushing the assault back.
The Therianthropes ceased their assault, prowling the edge of the perimeter, watching.
Finally.
Perfection stepped from the safety of his guard and approached the circle. He smiled and raised a hand, making a gesture of peace. The wolves snarled, but made no move to attack, eyeing the spearmen and torchbearers warily.
“Peace,” Perfection said, command lacing the word. The Therianthropes settled on their haunches. “Not a word you’ve heard often, is it? Penned in here, by men and their cruel steel in the south, and savages in the north.”
A growl. A snort. A shake of a shaggy head.
“I can offer you peace. Green fields to roam, to hunt.”
A lie. You’ll chew them up and spit them out.
He counted the wolves. Seventeen, an awful and unlucky number. He spotted a wounded beast, arm hanging limply from its side.
“You need only do one thing for me,” he said.
Heads cocked, they waited.
Perfection nodded toward the wounded werewolf. “Cull your weak.”
He felt the hook set, his Gefahrgeist power crushing their will. They turned on the wounded packmate, corralling him against a trunk. A snarl from the weak one as he tried to muster his strength, defiance filling his posture as he drew straighter. Hatred glared in his eyes. It meant nothing. The pack tore him apart.
Satisfied, Perfection turned to the group he’d amassed. He knelt and rummaged through leaf and stunted grass until he came up with four stones. Stacking them atop one another, he nodded. He stood and dusted his hands.
“Let’s go,” he said.
They marched onward.
The forest remained tranquil as they threaded through tall oak and pine, birch, and maple. It was as if Perfection had tamed it with his pact with the Therianthropes. They ambled along beside his soldiers, pausing now and then to sniff the air, or piss on a nearby tree. He noticed not all were men, some with furred breasts and slits between their legs, their frames more slender but no less muscular than the males. He wondered how long it had been since they’d discarded their humanity.
Irrelevant. Men are fine, but Geisteskranken are strong.
Still, it niggled at him. How many teetered near the Pinnacle? How many were only feral rage? He would have to be vigilant, to keep them on a short leash, to observe his rituals lest the universe decided to tilt the balance out of his favour. That familiar ache in his chest and back rose to the surface, a tightness in his skin, a knot in his stomach. The world wavered, black furling at the edges.
Not now.
He called a halt and cleared a circle of undergrowth while his men watched. Clearing his mind, he found stones, cleaned stacked them. Breathing in through his nose, out through his mouth. Slow and steady. The black curled back, receded, the thing waiting at the edge of perception withdrawing. Perfection stood and breathed a sigh of relief.
“Better,” he smiled at his men. “We are strong.”
Most grinned back at him. Others, too far gone from their wounds, stared at nothing. They heard and obeyed, but their bodies were a ruin of tattered flesh and exposed organs, flies buzzing around the wounds, the stink of rot clinging to them like a lover. He suppressed a shudder.
Morgen could never be strong enough. You must do what he cannot—will not.
That was his path to victory, to becoming real.
Perfection straightened his shoulders, took a deep breath.
“Onward.”
The troop moved forward with the jangle of armour. Despite the calm façade of the forest, they moved cautiously.
Verbrennung, who’d been with the advance guard, returned to join Perfection. “Our scouts have found a clearing ahead, m’lord,” the Hassebrand said.
“And?” Perfection picked a stray leaf from his robe.
“We found a woman.”
“Just one woman?”
“She was alone and weeping. Strange.”
Was she another Therianthrope, abandoned by her pack? A lost wanderer? Something else?
Gesturing for two men to join him, Perfection said, “With me.”
They walked beside him, chests puffed with pride. Not everyone was allowed this close to their god, let alone allowed to guard him.
Hearing weak sobbing as they neared the clearing, Perfection turned to the Hassebrand. “Wait here.” He nodded at the guards. “You two, with me.”
The soldiers followed as Perfection stepped past the rows of his soldiers and into the clearing. Light shone here, dazzling after the gloom of the forest, reflecting off emerald moss and a thick carpet of ferns. A woman sat on a fallen trunk, her back to Perfection.
She was willowy, dressed in forest tones, black hair falling to the middle of her back. Shoulders hunched, sobs wracked her small frame. She turned as he approached, dropped pale hands with long fingers. Rage etched every surface of her face as the Doppel came into sight.
“You!” she screeched.
The word rocked him on his heels. She twisted as she stood, antlers erupting from her skull, nails lengthening into claws. Her black dress shredded, falling away from ponderous breasts as something like bark erupted from her skin, forming natural armour. Her height doubled, and she stood heads taller than Perfection.
“You slaughtered my children,” the forest goddess said. “Broke their will. Broke my heart. I will shatter you.”
Again, Perfection felt the ravenous nothing staining the fabric of his reality.
Was this it? Was this goddess the path to the end?
She is not, Perfection decided, once again forcing it back.
First, he had to reach the northern edge of the world.
Anything less, would be imperfect.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

Youth withers. Beauty fades. Scars are forever.
—Halber Tod, Cotardist Poet
Maja clutched her father’s arm as they wove their way through the gathering crowd. Pennants hung between buildings, bright bunting fluttering in the summer breeze. Children weaved between the legs of adults, hollering to one another in high, shrill voices. The smells of sausage wrapped in pastry, meat and vegetables grilled over hot coals, and roasted nuts wafted on the air from street vendors. They hawked their wares as the two passed.
Fuck, I’m starving.
Maja blinked, startled at the crude language, and dug her fingers into her father’s arm, steering him toward a cart decorated with a garish awning.
“Papa, can I?” She asked.
He laughed. “Papa, may I?”
She slapped him on the shoulder. “You old goat.”
Something about that felt familiar. Saying it to her father felt filthy in a way she couldn’t put her finger on. Much worse than an errant fuck. She focused on the vendor, giving the fat man a quick, tight smile. He returned it.
“A sausage for the miss?” he asked, holding up a fat piece of greasy meat.
Looks like a severed cock.
Gods that voice was familiar.
“One, please,” Maja said, not meeting the man’s eye.
Kaspar shelled out the money, Maja tracking the coins with a hunger unrelated to the sausage. She couldn’t say why, but something about it—the buttery yellow, the argent silver, drew her to it. It was like a siren’s call. Her hands itched. She wanted it in her pockets, safe from prying eyes. She reached for it.
What are you doing, stupid girl? They’re watching.
She dropped her hand enough to take the proffered sausage from the vendor and offered him a glowing smile in return, then took a bite. She winked at the man behind the cart and turned with her father as he left.
Whore.
Maja stopped in her tracks, the sausage falling from her fingers. Who was this voice in her head? It sounded like her sister, but Stehlen had been gone for years, since father caught her stealing from mother. She shook her head and heard an echoing laugh.
Stupid twunt.
Kaspar, unaware his daughter had stopped, walked several yards ahead.
“Papa,” she called.
He stopped, looked back at her. Her vision flickered. The world turned grey, colour leaching from it. For a moment, the crowd disappeared, silence descending like a suffocating pillow.
Stehlen opened her eyes.
Someone held her hand, leading her through the thronging mob gathered around a wood scaffold. A rope, tied in a noose, hung from the crossbeam.
A hanging?
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A rush of excitement surged through Stehlen. No, that wasn’t right; the emotion wasn’t hers. Rather, she felt the dregs of Maja’s joy at being in town with their father. Hangings were public affairs, a time to see the unjust punished, for community and family to come together. A chance to see the insane suffer for their transgressions, it was the one time the sane overrode the mad, crushed their delusions to nothing. An ancient tradition upheld by the town elders, it focussed them, made the weight of their sanity strong. There was danger in the gatherings of the massed sane.
Bedeckt would have some pithy and wise-sounding drivel to say about all this.
Realizing it was her father holding her hand, spite rode Stehlen’s spine like a parasite. Why did Maja deserve his affection where all I got was anger?
You never deserved his love, Maja said from somewhere deep.
“Shut up,” Stehlen hissed through Maja’s perfect lips.
Smug silence, the only reply. Maja fought by not fighting. Somehow, she also always won.
Father put an arm around Stehlen’s shoulders, and she recoiled. He smelled of straw and some musky cologne, and wore a troubled look, too caught up in his own world to notice her. Separating herself from the old man, she looked around. Dressed in colourful fabrics, all the townspeople were out to be seen. The scent of sweating farmers, grilled food, and dog filled her nose.
Stehlen plucked at the sleeve of her shirt, feeling the texture of the fabric.
Not the pale hell of an Afterdeath, this was real.
How did I get here?
She remembered riding toward Unbrauchbar, the shitty town where Wichtig once killed one of the would-be Greatest Swordsmen idiots. Growing tired, she’d stopped and made camp. For a while she sat, staring glumly at the grey everything, waiting.
Lebendig didn’t follow me. The thought hurt.
She remembered sharp rocks poking her back as she curled into her stained bedroll. Thirsty dirt and rocks drank tears she was glad no one witnessed.
You’d think the dead wouldn’t need sleep.
But in the Afterdeath, what else was there to do?
Not that it mattered now. She was where she was, riding Maja like a pony, her sister fading with each breath.
Which was real, the Afterdeath, or this stolen life?
Watching the townsfolk bustle around her, Stehlen struggled to understand. Had her Kleptic powers manifested in such a way she might step in and steal a whole life from another? Or was it more complicated? Perhaps her father was now a Capgrast and believed Maja was Stehlen.
No. He’s treating me as he always treated her.
Perfect Maja. All Stehlen saw when Kaspar looked at her sister was adoration and infinite patience. If Stehlen came home dirty, it was always Why can’t you mind your clothing, or if she came home with a bloody nose, it was Why can’t you act the lady. All of which became Why can’t you be more like your sister as she grew.
She tried, for a time. But it was never enough. Her clothes were always dirty. She constantly found someone else’s coin in her pockets or returned home with a bloodied nose or matted hair. It wasn’t that she didn’t want to please, rather that the world seemed set on ensuring her failure.
It didn’t help that Father had no interest in helping. Maja was the perfect one, after all. The one who looked like their mother. The one who was sweet and innocent and ladylike. He expected Stehlen to behave the same, and when she couldn’t, wrote her off like bad meat.
She sneered, turning it into a fond smile when Kaspar looked down and ruffled her hair. Instead of killing him, she put her hand around his waist, long nimble fingers dipping into a pocket. They came back with a small pouch of coins, and soon it was in her trousers.
It’s not stealing. He owes me.
One day he would be worm food. With Stehlen gone, Maja would take it all. Surely, she wouldn’t begrudge her sister collecting a little something.
“Let’s get closer,” Kaspar said.
Taking her hand, he led her through the crowd, Kaspar’s broad shoulders pushing people aside with ease. Stehlen took advantage of the distractions to relieve people of coin and jewellery. Soon, her pockets were heavy with new wealth.
The crowd thinned as they reached the front, a small space between it and the gallows. The mayor stood atop the platform, alongside a miserable man with his hands bound behind him. His hair was greasy, his face bruised and swollen. Clothing tattered; a red lump stood out on his forehead. He stood looking at his bare feet. They hadn’t afforded the man the dignity of dying with his boots on. He’d go to the Afterdeath with nothing.
Animals.
A guard pushed the condemned man until he stood on the trap door, and then hung the noose around his neck. A big man in a black hood stood nearby, a meaty fist on the trapdoor lever.
Kaspar looked down at Stehlen, giving her another contented smile. “You understand why we’re here?” he asked.
“Because you’re a sadist?” Stehlen muttered.
“What?”
“Sorry, something in my throat.”
“Ah, I see.” He tipped his head toward the gallows. “It’s important you see this. That you know there is justice in this world.”
Why does Maja tolerate this condescending shite? The man acted like he thought her simple.
Stehlen put on her sweetest smile, the one she used to distract people just before stabbing them. “Justice for who, Father?”
“The people. The ones he’s hurt.”
Stehlen eyed the greasy man, noting the dark bruises lining his arms and discolouring his features. “He looks more hurt than anyone here.”
“Such are the wages of sin, my dear. Now hush.”
Sin. What horseshite. Stehlen suppressed the urge to throttle dear old dad.
The mayor stepped to the edge of the platform. “People of Ungotgeist. It is a sad day when we must take matters into our hands. But in accordance with the Geborene laws, this man is condemned to be hanged by the neck until dead.”
The Geborene. Meek ascetics from a nowhere backwater when she was growing up, they’d grown into a real threat under Morgen’s guidance. Now, they stained her hometown with the taint of faith, the stink of self-righteous fury.
The little shite is stealing my childhood.
Yet another reason to bury a knife in his eye.
“What’s he accused of?” a voice in the crowd asked.
Probably a plant from the sheriff. Every crowd had one.
“His litany of crimes includes larceny of goods, breaking and entering, and failure to comply.”
Failure to stop running for stealing a bit of bread, I’d bet.
“Does the condemned have anything to say in his defence?”
The mayor turned to the man, who lifted his attention from his bare feet. Dark bruises ringed both eyes. With one half-swollen and the other bulging, he looked deranged. Despite that, a glimmer of hope clung to him like lichen.
“I was hungry, yer honour.”
The crowd gasped, but the mayor hung his head, shaking it back and forth. “Then buy food!”
“I had only me boots!”
“Then sell them, man!”
“For what? Who would’ve bought tatty boots?”
“Enough! Your excuses mean only that you cannot admit your guilt.”
The accused looked out at the crowd as if pleading for sanity. For a long moment, his attention roamed. He found Stehlen, nodded a greeting with something like recognition.
This could be you one day, his eyes said. Maybe even should be you.
“Hood or no?” the executioner asked, voice muffled through the cloth covering his face.
“Hood,” the man said, eyes never leaving Stehlen. “I tire of looking at you.”
Was that directed at me?
They shoved a black hood over his head, and he whimpered as if frightened of the sudden dark. The executioner returned to his lever.
“For your crimes,” the mayor pronounced, “and your lack of remorse, the sentence is death.”
The executioner pulled the lever. The prisoner cried out, piss darkening the front of his trousers, as the trapdoor swung open.
He dropped.
He stopped.
Urine dribbled off his bare toes as he swung, rope creaking. The body spun, and Stehlen caught a glimpse of a scarf. His hands had been bound with it.
A gift from a lover, or something he stole?
Didn’t matter. She had to have it.
Her world narrowed.
The crowd turned away, Kaspar following suit.
She darted forward, under the gallows. Reaching up to the dead man, her hands worked the scarf with the skill of a sailor. Footsteps on the scaffold above her, the mayor and executioner heading toward the steps. Glancing past the swinging body, she saw Kaspar’s back receding into the crowd.
How long until someone notices?
Her hands moved faster. Someone cried out.
Hells.
A woman pointed under the gallows at her. Stehlen tore the scarf free, stuffed it in her pocket with the money and jewellery she’d stolen. Turning from the crowd, she fled from beneath the wooden boards, feet slipping in the pissy mud.
She emerged from the far side of the gallows, near the stairs, and someone grabbed her collar. Stehlen snarled and broke free, landing her would-be catcher a knee in the balls. The man—the executioner—doubled up, groaning and retching.
Stehlen spat a wad of phlegm into his eyes and fled. Behind, raised voices calling for someone to catch the thief. People angled to intercept, and Stehlen effortlessly slid around them.
Someday they’d catch her.
Someday she’d pay for her sins.
But not today.
Rounding the first corner, she ducked into a doorway, slipping into an unlocked home. The instant the door closed she knew she was alone. Empty homes always felt different, dejected like an abandoned puppy.
Heading into the kitchen, she found a cloth sack and filled it with preserved meat, and smoked cheese. Spotting a pair of decent knives, she tucked one into her belt, annoyed to realize she wasn’t wearing a proper sheathe.
She hesitated, eyes narrowing, before snatching the second knife.
You can never have too many knives.
Then, out the back and across a field. She ran until her ribs ached. Pushing through the pain, she ran some more.
Soft Maja.
Perfect Maja.
Worthless fucking twunt.
Her sister had never done anything more difficult than embroider a pillow sham. Nothing felt right as she jogged toward the forest. Every muscle burned, uncalloused feet feeling every bump in and rock. Where Stehlen could kill for hours, Maja wanted to collapse to the ground and wheeze.
Long hair blew into her face, and she shoved it back.
Later I’ll hack it off.
Something deep inside gasped in appalled shock. She ignored it.
Ahead, Stehlen spotted a farm and stables. She ducked under the wood livestock fence surrounding the pasture. The place looked empty, everyone no doubt back in town at the hanging.
Had I known executions were such a great opportunity for robbery, I’d have attended more.
She slipped into the stable, looked over the horses. A gorgeous roan stood in one stall, docilely munching straw. Stehlen walked up and petted its nose, whispering the kind of soothing shite Bedeckt always did. To her surprise, the beast didn’t try to trample or bite her.
Even horses like Maja better?
That seemed cruel and unfair.
A young man entered, bearing a pitchfork and a bucket. Stehlen turned with a snarl, a knife in her hand. The boy paused, raised his pitchfork. Getting a good look at her, he lowered it with an apologetic smile.
The unusual reaction to finding a thief in one’s stable startled her.
“The fuck you smiling at?”
His grin grew wider. “I just found a pretty girl looking at my horse, Hundefutter. Must be my lucky day.”
I am pretty, aren’t I? Maybe it’s not so bad, being Maja.
She lowered the knife and strode to the boy, careful to swing her hips instead of stomping like she meant to beat him senseless.
“Seems to be mine, too,” she said.
No witnesses.
“You want to ride Hundefutter? I have a saddle right there,” He nodded to where the horse tack hung. “There are some beautiful trails in the—”
Stehlen drove her knife up through the bottom of his chin and into his brain.
Idiot.
The boy crumpled to the straw. She stepped over him, ignoring his gurgling as she pulled the tack from the wall.
Not like I can understand what he’s saying.
By the time she finished saddling Handbiter, or whatever the placid beast was called, the lad stopped his thrashing. Her arms ached with unaccustomed effort as she led the horse from the barn.
Outside, the sun rode high, green fields reaching north toward Selbsthass.
I’m free.
Free and alive.
Free, alive, and pretty.
That’s a fucking first.
A thousand thoughts vied for her attention. Where was Maja now, wearing Stehlen’s body in the Afterdeath?
Swinging into the saddle, Stehlen kicked Handbiter into motion.
Actually, that’s a prey good name.
Or it would be if the beast had a hint of temper.
She’d fix that. No animal remained calm in her presence for long.
Enjoying the wind in her gorgeous hair, she rode north. For this one peaceful moment, there was only her and the horse. No one hunted her. Hells, no one knew she was alive. Better yet, she wasn’t even Stehlen.
All that would change soon enough, but those worries could wait.
Stehlen dug her heels into the horse’s flanks and the beast leapt forward.
This was the same town she grew up in. Back then it had been a day south of Selbsthass. That hadn’t likely changed, though it wasn’t impossible. The green fields and neat houses, however, suggested the locals felt the kind of comfortable belonging that came with mindless dogma.
Wichtig would be there.
And won’t he be surprised to see me!
Morgen, too. And Nacht.
She would kill them all.
No one steals from me.
Well, maybe not Wichtig. Unless she had to.
Looking like Maja, she could have the witless turd in a hundred different ways. Did she want that? Confusion warred with a warmth in her belly. She decided not to decide until she saw him again. But the other two were as good as dead.
She dug the scarf from her pocket, tied it to her arm, and rode north.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

Halluzin are the least understood of the Geisteskranken, for how can what another man imagines harm anyone but himself?
—Wissenschaft Mann, Natural Scientist
Bild Machen, the almost famous playwright, sat in his dressing room. The Theocrat had long gone, but his words burned into Bild’s brain like a brand.
Bring the city to its knees. A performance for the ages, and I will make you a god.
What a promise! From a man who’d made a god himself.
How was he supposed to do that? He’d been little more than a minor talent in the scene, not on par with the likes of Der Lugner, or Boser Anblick.
And yet, he chose you. Perhaps you possess a quality the others do not, something that sets you above them. Why else would the Theocrat himself come to you?
“I can help,” a man said from the shadows just beyond the dressing room mirror.
Bild jumped, startled from his self-pity. The man in the corner stood folded in shadow, though what light touched him was yellow and sickly. He wore a simple black suit, and in his hand glittered a white square of paper.
“My card,” he intoned.
A talent scout, perhaps? No, they don’t skulk in the shadows.
Bild found his feet and the courage to take the card from the man. On it read: The Repairer of Reputations. The paper was at once smooth and squamous to his touch, and Bild shoved it into a pocket, absently wiping his palm on his trousers.
“Who are you?” he asked.
The man dipped a hint of a bow. “A concerned party. My employer has heard of your troubles and wishes to present you with a proposition. A patron for your art, as it were,” he said.
The shadows shifted, and the man’s face, pale as fish belly, rows of needle teeth where thin lips had once been, contorted in what might have been a horrid smile or leering grimace. Bild stepped back.
I will not treat with demons.
“You have nothing to fear here,” the man said. “A Halluzin, are you not?”
Bild nodded.
Another shark’s grin, and the man faded deeper into the shadows.
“Follow the address on the card. You won’t be displeased.”
Bild rummaged in his pocket for the card, recoiling as it squirmed. He snatched it out and read the back.
15 Bildesway
Bildesway? Never heard of it.
He raised his head to ask another question and found himself alone. A fit of spasms caught him off-guard, and he settled into his chair, coughing until it passed.
He turned the unpleasant card over and over in his hand; thought of Konig again. Here was a possibility. He might accomplish anything with a patron. Sucking in a deep breath, he stuffed the card back in his pocket, and grabbed up his cloak.
Sooner begun, sooner done.
Bild thought of himself as a truth-teller. Some Halluzin might twist the world, spit the lie in your eye and rip your sanity from you in a game only they understood. Not Bild. He believed in truth in fiction. If he showed you something, it was because it was pure, unsullied by human obfuscation.
Am I lying to myself, then?
No one was one hundred percent honest. His actors were products of his delusion, his sets those he had imagined in opium-laced dreams.
Perhaps to myself. But to my audience, never.
He clutched the card in his hand, walking the streets of Selbsthass. He had never heard of the Bildesway, but then, until a year ago, he had never heard of elephants. As if in response, a great grey monster passed across an alley entrance, long trunk swinging.
Already? I had only one drink.
And a cap of opiate.
Damn his habits. He blinked, and the elephant dissipated into smoke. In its place stood a young woman, tattered clothing and dirty face indicative of the destitute. Bild approached, producing a penny from his cloak. Her eyes lit with greed.
“Excuse me, miss.”
“Folg,” she said.
“Miss Folg, then. Can you tell me where the Bildesway is?”
She screwed up her face as if thinking. “Sure, for another penny.”
Bild gave her two. The woman hooked a thumb over her shoulder. “Down this alley, take two lefts and a right. You’ll come out on the Bildesway.”
Nodding his thanks, he hurried past. The alley was crooked, a winding broken thing where rubble and weeds fought for space. Knowing what he did of the Geborene god, Bild couldn’t help but realize Konig’s words rang true.
What kind of god loses control with distance?
Opium turning the walls into leaning monoliths, he turned a corner, hurrying through the dingy alley. Hungry eyes watched from darkened windows.
He didn’t hear the men creep up behind him, nearly didn’t feel the point of the knife enter his kidney. He screamed, a wheedling thing. Someone held him up, despite the sudden urge to sink to the cobbles and sleep. Another rifled through his pockets, divesting him of valuables. The Halluzin tried to struggle, but found it only flared the pain in his side and filled his waistband with blood.
When they finished, the men dropped him, muttered words, and harsh laughter between them as they departed. Bild lay on the cold cobbles, a rock pressed into his cheek. Ahead, light shone from the end of the alley. He coughed once, a rattling thing, and lay still.
Someone leaned over him, cowled in yellow, yellow robes, a circlet of yellow gold on their brow. They stood when he opened his eyes and hummed an unintelligible series of words, then started toward the light. Pausing, they turned back, as if waiting.
I have not the strength.
The man in yellow gestured, and Bild saw something vast and incomprehensible pass over the mouth of the alley. In a heartbeat, it was gone again.
Another elephant?
Surely not. Still, he must see. He had little time left if his hallucinations had found a life of their own. Knife in the back or not, surely, he approached the Pinnacle.
Bild forced himself up on shaky arms and legs, finally standing. The opium had stopped working, and he sweated through his clothing. Using a wall for leverage, he screwed up his strength and took his first unsteady step forward. The figure in yellow turned and walked into the light of the alley mouth. Curiosity driving him, Bild took step after agonizing step, finally stumbling into the light on the heels of the stranger.
Ahead, a wasteland waited. Morgen had not touched this place, if even the godling knew of it. Buildings leaned on one another in a grey field, windows like put out eyes. Glass littered the sickly grasses, and the cobbles had been turned up as if some madman with a spade harboured a grudge against them. Here and there, the vestiges of past lives. Books, their pages fluttering in a cold wind. A child’s sock, grown with lichen. A bone gnawed a hundred thousand times. A dog wailed in the distance, a high, warbling call.
A tree grew in the courtyard, thick and dead, burgeoning with hanging corpses. A low hum came from strangled throats as he approached, a hymn to murder. Bild pressed his hand against the withered bark. Vibrations ran up and down his palm, the bole rough and sere beneath his skin. A cold wind sprang up, kicking up the stink of the dead. Blood trickled down his leg, the wound in his back oozing, and he swayed.
Is this real? Or a vision of the end?
“A kernel,” said a voice from behind him, rasping and cold.
Bild spun, pain shooting across his spine and down his leg, a wave of dizziness and nausea crashing into him. He vomited, thin bile streaked with red, doubling over. A shadow occluded the pale sun, and the Halluzin looked up. The king in yellow reached down, overlong fingers the colour of ice, nails black as sackcloth scraping his scalp where they touched.
“The greatest performance of your life.”
The dead sang, voices reaching a crescendo, and Bild fell to his knees, dust billowing up, choking him, hiding the world. The king in yellow clenched the hand clutching Bild’s skull, and agony wracked him. Words and visions flooded his mind. The world went black for a moment. When it returned, the playwright found himself in the middle of Selbsthass’ main thoroughfare.
Did I wander here, or was I guided? No matter, it is time. Konig demands it. The king in yellow insists.
He stood, and raised his arms to the sky, his voice a stentorian bellow despite the weakness threatening to end him.
“Attend me, citizens! I have been given a message it would pay well to heed: Morgen has failed! The end is nigh!”
As if to punctuate his words, an explosion rocked the street, a great black cloud of smoke rising to obscure the sun. Onlookers, those who’d ignored his pronouncement—for what was one madman in a city of the insane?—stopped, turning to look.
Ah, an audience.
“Pay heed, oh blind ones!”
He raised an arm, pangs shooting through him.
Hurry, I must hurry.
The black cloud swirled, purple lightning rippling through it, the centre slowly opening, a void in the canopy of the sky. From it peered a great yellow eye, the pupil a vertical slit, constellations reflected in it.
Some screamed, others fainted. Still others began to rend their clothing and their flesh, ripping great furrows in their skin as they gibbered in fear.
Yes!
Ecstasy rushed through Bild, the thrill of a well-told tale and a captivated audience giving him over to joy. His blood sang as tentacles, fat black things slick like oil, dripped from the spreading cloud. On their underside, a thousand mouths, each screaming a name.
“Morgen fails you!” Bild shouted over the din. “Your god has grown weak and decadent! Only Konig can save you now!”
A tentacle breached the cloud, slamming into a nearby building and shattering it to flinders. Yet another reached down and snagged a pedestrian, already driven mad by the vision, ripping the woman into shreds even as she wept tears of mad joy, its mouths working with sloppy chewing noises. Blood rained to the cobbles.
“The outer dark comes! Give yourselves over to it, or fight! Fight for your new god, Konig Furimmer!”
Behind him, the street filled with more smoke, and from it scuttled a legion of huge spiders with the faces of men, mouths filled with oversized fangs. They spoke in a language to rend men’s ears; sent others to their knees, hands ripping at their eyes. Several of the beasts scuttled up buildings, taking up stations and already spinning webs while others hunted citizens, pulling them from their homes and sucking the fluids from still screaming bodies until they were husks.
Bild looked on what he had wrought, and smiled, a weak thing playing across lips pale from blood loss.
“Well done,” hissed a nearby voice.
Bild turned to see the king in yellow behind him. The man towered over him now, and despite himself, Bild shuddered.
“Your reward,” the king said.
He reached down, and with two taloned fingers, plucked the eyes from Bild’s head, then ripped the Halluzin’s tongue from his skull.
Thank you, my god.
Blackness filled the world. The blackness of the void, the emptiness of pain. Bild let it take him.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

I feel no regret at the things I have done. I always have a good reason for my actions; your inability to understand or appreciate those reasons is your failing not mine. And if my disagreeing with your choices doesn’t make you wrong, then you disagreeing with mine is of equal value.
You pity me because I feel no guilt.
I pity you because you do.
Or I would if I cared.
—Herz Aus Schwarzem Stein
Wichtig strode into the King Ehrfürchtig Ale House and Inn, throwing the front door wide. The door groaned at the mistreatment and promptly fell off its hinges, crumbling when it hit the floor.
“I meant to do that,” he said to Pech, who followed along behind. “It’s important to make a grand entrance everywhere you go.”
His apprentice mumbled something sounding suspiciously like, “Odd definition of grand,” but Wichtig wasn’t listening. Other people almost never said anything interesting.
“Do you also mean to pay for the damage done by your grand entrance?” asked the innkeeper from behind the bar.
“Of course,” said Wichtig, who didn’t have a single coin in his possession.
I should have searched Stehlen’s corpse before leaving. No doubt she had all his money. On the other hand, had he left her with nothing, she’d kill him for stealing from her.
The listing walls made him feel like he stood inside an accordion about to collapse in on itself with a last wheezed note of pain. Four mismatched tables littered the floor. Each had a smattering of chairs or over-turned boxes and showed signs of having been repaired many times. Someone lay under one of the tables, drunk or dead. As the body neither moved nor snored, it was difficult to tell. Two men sat at another table, whip-lean, hard with muscle, swords hanging at their hips. Both had long blond hair tied back in a queue. They had that look couples often got after spending too much time together, their features and expressions becoming similar.
They turned in their chairs at his entrance, studying him with experienced eyes.
Finally, someone worth killing!
Backlit by the setting sun, Wichtig struck a pose, his reddish-brown hair ruffled by a timely gust, and graced them with his third favourite grin, the one that said he apologized for the fact he was about to kill them both. When neither reacted, he realized he was silhouetted. It wasn’t that the grin had failed, but rather they’d failed to see it.
Tucking the expression away for later, he entered the room. Pech trailed behind, drawing his sword, and moving off to Wichtig’s left like he meant to flank the two sitting.
Wichtig rolled his eyes. “The fuck are you doing?”
“I thought—”
“Put the damned sword away. We haven’t even talked to them yet.”
“So rude,” agreed one of the Swordsmen.
Sauntering to their table, Wichtig collapsed into a chair. Feet dragging as he fussed about trying to re-sheath his sword, Pech did the same, though with less grace. The lad did his best to appear as relaxed as Wichtig but mostly came off looking like he was afraid he might shit himself.
Normally, Wichtig would have launched straight into how he was the Greatest Swordsman in the World, and they didn’t stand a chance, but he’d spent the last two days walking and was tired and thirsty.
“Do you two have coin?” he asked. When they nodded, he waved the two fingers of his half-hand at the innkeeper for pints.
The four sat in silence, the Swordsmen feigning disinterest, Pech trying to look intimidating, and Wichtig trying not to fall asleep, until the ales arrived.
When the man had grumped his way back behind the bar, Wichtig said, “Those two sway-backed nags out there belong to you?”
Again, the Swordsmen nodded.
“Good,” said Wichtig. “I’m tired of walking.”
One of the men rolled muscled shoulders. “I am Verdammt and this is my husband, Unglücklicher.” He said it like Wichtig should recognize the names. Seeing no reaction, he scowled and added, “From Sinnlos.”
“Ah,” said Wichtig. “From Sinnlos.”
They nodded, pleased to think they’d been recognized. “We’re rather famous for—”
“Never heard of you,” he finished. “I, on the other hand, am Wichtig Lügner.”
“Oh,” they said together. “Shite.”
“Quite,” he agreed.
“Neither of us will fight you,” said Unglücklicher.
Verdammt nodded quick agreement.
“Can they do that?” asked Pech.
Wichtig ignored the boy. “How can either of you become the Greatest if you’re not willing to fight him?”
“We’re not really trying to be the Greatest,” admitted Unglücklicher.
“This is more of a hobby,” Verdammt added. “A way to see the world and make a little money.”
Unglücklicher picked at a bit of dried food on the table with a blunt fingernail. “We only fight those we’re certain we can defeat.”
“Hardly sporting,” muttered Pech.
“What does sporting have to do with anything?” asked Wichtig. “Only an idiot fights someone they know they can’t beat.”
“Exactly,” said Unglücklicher. “We know we’ll never be the best in the world, but we’re quite good. Becoming the best in Sinnlos was easy. We figured we’d travel a bit and see what fame we could achieve before retiring.”
Pech blinked at the two in confusion. “Retire?”
“Of course,” said Verdammt. “We own a fight-school in Sinnlos. We had a decent number of students before, but when we return as renowned swordsmen, every class will be at capacity.”
What a terribly boring plan.
What was the point of wandering the world risking one’s life just so you could return to the same shitty place you were born and teach ungrateful shites? He remembered his years training at various schools in Geld before he’d realized how useless skill was in comparison to being amazing. Always at the top of his class, his teachers fawned over his every trophy, acting as if it were them winning the competitions.
Thank the gods. I’m too tired to fight.
“Well,” drawled Wichtig, “we all know you can’t beat me. You’ve already admitted as much.”
“Agreed,” said Verdammt. “It’s been an honour to meet you, though. The ales are on us.”
“Obviously.” Realizing they didn’t understand, Wichtig said, “You’re about to be even more honoured: I’m taking your horses.”
Unglücklicher blinked, startled. “What?”
“And whatever coin you have.”
“But that’s…that’s stealing!”
Wichtig gestured out the open door at the churned mud beyond. “There’s a war going on, and you know what they say.”
The two swordsmen stared at him.
“All is fair in sex and war,” Wichtig supplied.
“It’s love and war,” said Verdammt. 
“In my experience, nothing is fair about love. Anyway, we agree on the war part and that’s all that matters.”
Unglücklicher glanced at his partner. “But none of us are soldiers or fighting in the war. We’re from Sinnlos. Aren’t you from somewhere near Geld? This isn’t our war.” 
Pech opened his mouth to say something and Wichtig waved him to silence. “You don’t have to be a soldier to be part of a war. Both the Geborene army and Schmutzig’s troops are killing anything that smells funny. Anyone fleeing the war is, by definition, part of it. Not to mention the geographic reality. Here we all are, in Gottlos, which is currently at war.” He shook his head in wonder. “There’s plenty of war to go around.”
He’d write that down but when you were this awesome, such wisdom came easy. Also, he didn’t have anything to write with.
“So, anyone in Gottlos can steal our horses?” asked Verdammt, turning to Unglücklicher for support.
“Due to the war,” Wichtig explained patiently, “it wouldn’t be stealing. Anyway, no, they can’t steal your horses.”
“Why not?” the two asked in unison.
“Because I’m stealing them.”
“Oh.” 
Wichtig loosed a long and dramatic sigh brimming with the kind of world-weariness one gets from being forced to deal with simpletons every single day of one’s life. “If you want, I’ll fight both of you at the same time.” 
“I guess that might be all right,” said Unglücklicher. 
Verdammt stared at his partner. “Are you fucking insane?”
“But if we don’t, he’ll take our horses and all the money we’ve been saving up for the last three years!”
“He didn’t know about the money until you told him!”
“Shit,” said Unglücklicher, wincing.
“Look,” said Wichtig, trying to be reasonable. “Give me your coin, and these drinks are on me.”
They were unimpressed by his generosity.
Falling silent, the Swordsmen examined Wichtig with renewed intensity.
“He looks tired,” said Unglücklicher.
Verdammt nodded at Wichtig’s half-hand. “I heard he fought with two swords.”
Eyes narrowed, Unglücklicher gestured at Wichtig’s scarred face, pointing out the missing ear. “I heard he was gorgeous, stunningly handsome.”
“I still am!”
“I don’t think he’s the swordsman he used to be,” said Verdammt.
Not liking the renewed morale he heard in their voices, Wichtig leaned back in his chair and hefted the muddy stick he still carried. “One small detail.” He grinned his third favourite grin again. “I’m only going to use this twig.”
Confidence drained from the two.
Having achieved the desired result, and not wanting to give anyone too much time to think, Wichtig stood, flourishing his stick. “Shall we?”
With a courtly bow, he exited the King Ehrfürchtig Ale House and Inn, stepping over the remains of the door. The others followed, the two Swordsmen looking increasingly uncertain. Pech came last, awe writ clear on his face.
If he had any money, I’d play cards with him. Wichtig took a few practice swings with the twig, working the stiffness from his limbs. If I had cards.
Later, perhaps, he’d teach the lad to be more aware of his expressions. Poets said the eyes were windows to the soul, but that was horseshite. It was all those little muscles around the eyes, lips, and brow that were the windows.
Turning to face the two Swordsmen he said, “I suggest you spread out, come at me from both sides. You’ll get in each other’s way otherwise.”
He waited, spinning the twig through nimble artist’s fingers, while they drew weapons and spread out as suggested. When they looked ready, he turned to Pech. “When we start, I want you to begin counting at a steady pace. If I’m not too tired, they’ll both be dead before you reach twenty. If you reach thirty, you can have first pick of their horses.” Returning his attention to the two men he said, “Ready?”
When they nodded, Pech began counting. Wichtig grimaced. Next time he’d specify to do it quietly. Happily, as the Swordsmen and gone to the places he’d pointed out, he knew exactly where they were.
Spinning, he lunged, stabbing Unglücklicher through the eye. The man made a surprised urp? sound and fell dead, the stick having gone rather deeper than Wichtig intended.
“Three,” said Pech.
Verdammt threw his sword in the mud and ran to collapse by his partner’s side.
“Four,” said Pech.
“You can stop counting,” said Wichtig, trying to ignore the sobbing man and the uncomfortable empty feeling of another’s grief. “Figure out which one had the money and fetch it. We’ll pay for the drinks and be on our way. I’m not sleeping in a place that’ll fall in on me if I fart.”
Pech hurried to do as instructed. First, he bent to collect Verdammt’s sword. Realizing it was of much better quality than his own, he drew his sword and tossed it aside. Wandering over to the grieving Swordsman bent over his dead friend, he stood awkwardly, as if trying to figure out a way to politely ask who had the money so he might retrieve it as his master ordered.
Wichtig was about to tell Pech to get on with it when the youth stabbed Verdammt through the back, driving it inside a shoulder blade so the tip punched through the man’s ribs.
Verdammt coughed blood, mouth working like he meant to complain about being stabbed from behind. Gripping the pommel with both hands, Pech dragged the sword free and Verdammt toppled into the muck. He lay twitching and blinking, chest heaving as the savaged lung filled with blood.
“Why did you do that?” Wichtig demanded.
“Lesson one,” said Pech as if that explained anything.
“Never pass up free beer, sex, or the chance to pee?”
“You said lesson one is that if two Swordsmen are travelling together make sure you kill both. They’re either friends or lovers, and the friends and lovers of people you’ve stabbed to death tend to react with unreasonable anger.”
“That doesn’t sound like something I’d say.” Seeing as it was too late, the damage quite literally already done, he added, “Find the money and let’s get moving. Gottlos is a rotting shite bucket left too long in the shitehouse so it’s overflowed, and the handle is a disaster and so no one wants to empty it now.” He blinked, uncertain where his metaphor went wrong.
Pech found a hefty pouch of gold and Wichtig liberated it. They mounted the two sad looking horses and rode north.
“Weren’t you going to pay for their drinks and to repair the door?” asked Pech.
“Don’t be ridiculous.”
Pech, riding at his side, stroked his horse’s neck, lost in thought.
“My boy,” said Wichtig, feeling the need to fill the silence, “we’re going to save a god. Best start thinking about what you want for a reward.”
“My boy,” whispered Pech, as if tasting words he’d waited a lifetime to hear. Focussing on Wichtig, he added, “I’m torn between asking for a revenge I’m not sure I can achieve on my own or asking for the one thing I’ve always wanted.”
“Revenge is easy. You stick your sword in your enemy. Preferably when sleeping.”
“That’s not sporting.”
“Sporting is for Swordsmen. There’s no place for sporting in revenge.” He sighed, thinking about Stehlen. “Have I told you about a Kleptic I knew? No one killed like her. She used to do it by mistake sometimes. Oops, shite, I killed everyone in the tavern while trying to order a drink.”
“She sounds terrible.”
“She was. I miss her.”
“Can I ask a question?” Pech asked.
“Is it about me aging?”
“No.”
“Fine,” Wichtig decided. “Go ahead.”
“When you killed Unglücklicher…”
Wichtig sighed. “You mean that beautiful pirouette and the way I drove my sword so perfectly into his eye?”
“Well, yes. I mean, it wasn’t quite perfect, though I can appreciate how you wouldn’t have noticed, what with your aging eyes. You actually hit him on the bridge of the nose and they the tip of your stick sort of slid into his eye.”
“Great. Any chance you’ll ask an actual question?”
“Well, I understand that technically, the man was ready before you killed him, but he wasn’t. Not really. He looked like he thought you were still in the conversation phase of the fight.”
“That’s definitely a him problem.”
“True.” Pech nodded, brow furrowed in thought. “Though it does mean you didn’t kill him in a fair fight.”
“If you’re trying to make me feel guilty for killing a Swordsman who challenged me to a duel, it’s not going to work.”
“They didn’t want to fight you,” Pech said. “They only agreed once they realized you were going to take everything they had and leave them stranded. To be fair, you didn’t leave them much of a choice.”
“Fair? Aren’t you the same shite who was going to kill me in my sleep?”
“No! I woke you up to make it fair!”
Wichtig snorted. “That’s not how I remember it. Still haven’t caught a whiff of a question though.”
“How many of the victories that made you the World’s Greatest Swordsman were like that? What if you’re just good at distracting people and stabbing them while they’re not ready?”
Wichtig glared at the back of his horse’s head and the beast ignored him. “Shut up.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

The Basamortuan tribes do not bury their dead as they believe their souls would be lost in the ever-shifting sands. Instead, they lay the body out and break it, allowing the spirit to escape and the animals to thrive on the bones. Here in civilization, we do the opposite—entomb the dead in rock and mud so the spirit stays where it belongs—trapped with its own madness.
—Wort Kerl, Anthropologist
The sun burned the horizon by the time Taboo spotted Langes returning. Dark thoughts surged as he studied the prostitute trailing along behind the boy. Pale, wearing a short shift exposing thick milky thighs, a plunging neckline showing round globes of flesh, fabric teasing the promise of nipple beneath. She turned once, to look back at the city, and the sun shone through the thin fabric, giving Taboo a glimpse of round buttocks and what lay between her thighs. He felt himself stir and shook it off.
Now is not the time.
The boy approached and Taboo raised an eyebrow, impressed. “It seems you have an eye for these things, boy,” he said.
“This is your lord?” she asked Langes, studying Taboo.
“I am,” Taboo smiled. “And yours.”
She smirked, the look causing dimples. “For another coin, you can be my king.”
Taboo tsked. “Is that all you desire? A little coin and a tumble?”
She shrugged. “The tumble is optional.”
“What’s your name, my dear?”
“Heisses Madchen. But you can call me whatever you like, provided you’ve the money.”
Taboo fished in a pocket and produced a coin similar to the one he’d given the boy earlier. Her eyes lit up, the glint of gold reflecting in her pupils. Heisses stepped closer, hand reaching for the coin. Taboo pulled it back.
“What is it you desire, my dear?” he asked.
Eyes still watching the gold, she said, “To be fucked proper for once.”
Taboo frowned. He hadn’t been expecting that. He shook his head and spun the coin, so it flashed in the light. “Too base. What do you truly desire?”
Her voice changed registers, taking on a dreamlike quality. “To be a princess.”
“Ah, now we’re getting somewhere. To be a princess, what must one do?”
A look of puzzlement crossed her face. “Be born into it?”
Taboo shook his head. “Succeed.” He made the coin disappear, hands moving deftly. When they stopped, a short blade lay in his palm. The edge shone in the light. “Simply succeed, my dear,” he said, shrugging. He took her pathetic desire, replaced it with his own.
As if in a daze, she took the dagger and turned, walking back to the city. When she had disappeared from sight, Langes broke the silence.
“Now what?” the boy asked.
Taboo clapped his hands, rubbing them together. “Now we watch. Observation is as good as participation in some cases.”
Langes shot him a sceptical look.
“Trust me, boy. To do nothing is nearly as good as doing something.”
They set off toward the city.
Taboo had to admit, the city was more attractive up close. The thought made his flesh harden, and he shook it off. When had Morgen ever felt pleasure, either with himself or another?
What a waste.
Bunting hung from the gate and crenellations of the city wall, bright pennants fluttering in a cool breeze, the sun making a kaleidoscope of colour from their movement. Lazy guards, half asleep and inattentive, slovenly in their dress and the state of their armour, waved Taboo and Langes through. As they passed, the heavier of the two stifled a yawn, his moustache quivering behind his palm.
Taboo stopped and addressed the guard. “Is there a place where a man might find a comfortable bed?”
The guard shrugged. His counterpart, younger and at least clean-shaven, jerked a thumb down the main street, where brown brick buildings jostled for space, and more bunting flapped in the wind.
“The Moistened Bint, but good luck finding anything today.”
“Why, what’s today?”
“The princess’ birthday.”
“Well, that’s lucky,” Taboo muttered.
“Pardon?”
“Ah, nothing. I was simply commenting how fortunate we were to arrive on a birthday celebration for one of our vaunted monarchs.”
“Vaunted.” The guard snorted. “King Sheisskerl? You hear this, Faul? Vaunted.”
“The only thing that man’s vaulted is the whore he rides when the dinner bell rings,” Faul said.
The other guard laughed, and Taboo left them to their mockery. Langes in tow, he wandered down the street, peering through glass shop windows.
Langes tugged his sleeve. “Why’re we here?”
“Do you know the weakness of society?” Taboo asked, instead of answering.
Langes shook his head.
Taboo fished in his pocket and produced the fingerbone, slipping it between his teeth and rolling it across his tongue. He gestured as if to encompass the city. “Society is a tricky thing. The weak rely on the strong to protect them. The strong rely on the weak to produce. Now, I don’t mean strong and weak in terms of might, though that applies as well, but in terms of power and wealth and knowledge. Whether that’s achieved through some beneficent form of governance, or through the threat of a blade in the neck matters little. But I digress. What you need to know here is society is a closed parasitic environment. Two sides, locked in a death grip with one another. One feeds the other.
“There are always revolutionaries who think they have the solution to the problem, people who have been tread upon for too long, or someone who sees that they’ve been doing wrong by perpetuating the treading. But what happens is this: The strong eat themselves when the weak are gone and the weak will invariably become the strong and somehow drum up more of the weak to oppress. Then there are third parties, who propose something so far out of the realm of possibility it’s clear they probably should always wear a bucket on their head.”
“So, what’s the solution?” Langes asked.
Taboo shrugged. “A war to end all.”
“And after that?”
“Why would there be an after?”
The Moistened Bint was a hovel compared to the other inns on the street, but then, beggars couldn’t be choosers when it came to a hot plate of food, beer, and a bed not teeming with lice. In an attempt to spruce the place up, some enterprising soul had made garlands and wreaths of carnation and lilac, lending the air a ripe floral perfume. Langes inhaled and coughed, Taboo nodding in agreement.
“Smells like someone shit in a garden.”
Taboo pushed the door open. Inside, the wood was soft underfoot, the air moist with steam from the kitchen, and the walls lending themselves to the overall sagging quality of the place. The inn stank of boiled cabbage.
Short and stocky, one eye covered with a patch, bald pate shining in the candlelight, the man behind the counter looked up as they entered, offering a crooked smile. “Gail, we have visitors!”
Taboo stepped to the counter, and the innkeeper offered a sooty hand. “Tom Schmied. Former smith, current owner and proprietor. How can I help you?”
“A room,” Taboo said, placing a gold coin in the offered hand, careful not to make contact.
Tom’s good eye shone with greed. The man scratched under his eyepatch, finger squelching.
Wonder what it’s like to fuck that?
Sick. Sick, sick, sick.
Tom held the gold to the light. He could inspect it all he wanted. Though a creation of delusion, Taboo knew it was real.
The innkeeper dropped the coin on the counter.
“How long will you be staying?” he asked.
“A couple days.”
“Is there anything else I can get you?”
There it was. Obsequiousness bought and paid for. The man hadn’t even asked about Langes. Probably thought he was Taboo’s son. Or at worst, a dalliance. Taboo didn’t much care what the man thought as long as he kept it to himself.
“Pen and paper.” He produced another coin and laid it next to the first. “And your discretion.”
“Of course! Of course!” Tom bowed. “We’ll also bring you one of Gail’s famous steamed cabbage rolls.”
Langes made a gagging sound, and Taboo trod on his toe, smiling at the innkeeper. “That would be wonderful.”
Tom led them up a flight of stairs to a room overlooking the street. Glass doors let out onto a small rickety balcony festooned with more flowers. A single large bed hugged one wall, a chair, washbasin, and vanity against another.
“Our honeymoon suite, sir,” Tom said, an ingratiating smile plastered across his face. “I’ll have your paper and dinner momentarily.”
He shut the door on his way out, the ill-fitting wood squeaking in the frame. Langes flopped into the chair, legs swinging. “What’s the paper for?”
Taboo took the opposite bed, kicking his legs onto the mattress, arms behind his head. The fingerbone clacked as it rolled against his teeth. “Violence.”
The lad narrowed his eyes at the paper as if waiting for it to act.
“How do you trigger violence?” Taboo asked.
Langes shrugged.
“Lies,” Taboo said.
“The paper will tell the lies?”
“In a manner of speaking, yes.”
Letters sent with another gold coin and an innkeeper so grateful he backed out of the room bowing, Taboo sat on the bed and stared at the ceiling. His stomach was pleasantly full—the man hadn’t been lying about Gail’s cabbage rolls. They were quite fine. Langes had other opinions—the boy claimed they reminded him of a roasted fart and refused to eat. He sat sullenly on his bed, staring out the window.
“How long ‘til something happens?” he asked.
“Patience is a virtue, my boy. One which I neither possess nor covet. Which is why I accelerated things.”
As if saying the words manifested the reality, a fanfare of trumpets blared outside the window. Music from a piper and a single drum soon followed, and Taboo and Langes made their way to the balcony.
Below, a procession filled the street. Flower girls scattered rose petals along the cobblestones, followed by the piper and drummer, scrawny boys playing their instruments with more verve than the bags under their eyes would seem to allow. After, six white horses, the men on their backs dressed in shining chain and holding bright blades. And behind them, a young woman, slight and blonde, a dazzling smile lighting her face and sending ripples of joy through the crowd. Even Taboo was not immune, and wondered what it might be like to part those lips and fill her mouth with something other than her teeth.
No. Forgive me. Forgive me.
He shook himself, and the effect faded, lifting like a weight.
She’s a Gefahrgeist? Interesting.
The crowd shivered as she passed, constables holding them back as they reached for her, begging to be touched, spoke to, noticed.
Then, a lunatic with the knife erupted from the crowd, thick thighs pumping, breasts heaving, blade glinting. She screamed something unintelligible as she lunged at the princess.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

The dead never complain about their feelings, never care that they stink, and never bitch about mindless servitude or a thousand other niggling problems. If you ask me, the living could learn a thing or two from them.
—Tote Beschworen, Wahnist
Surrounded by soldiers and the townspeople conscripted to service, Morgen stood on Unbrauchbar’s southern wall. Clouds like suppurating wounds blotted the sky. An oily rain fell, slicking every surface. The air smelled like a mix of wet dog and rotten eggs.
Everything feels wrong.
If he was honest, nothing had been right since Bedeckt stole him from the church. But this was different. Reality felt frayed, like rats chewing holes in mouldering cloth.
It’s all coming apart.
Oddly, for the first time in days, he thought about his four Doppels, out there bringing his perfection to the world. If they were spreading word of his Ascension, shouldn’t he be growing in strength? But each day he felt weaker.
Why did you trust them?
He had no answer. Instead of fighting him, they’d promised to help. Aspects of his perfection, they knew what needed to happen.
They’re too far away for their successes to strengthen me.
Morgen squinted into the downpour. The stones of Unbrauchbar shone wet and treacherous, deep puddles forming at the base of the wall. Were his enemy alive, such conditions would slow them, maybe even cause them to wait for less inclement weather.
The ragged lines of dead massed beyond the city walls. The dead cared nothing for rain and mud. Beyond them, more corpses approached, churning the land to ruin. Frustration and dismay welled up in the godling’s chest.
What a disgusting display.
He looked to his right and left, where his archers stood ready.
They were useless.
The pounding downpour made it near impossible to hit a target, and when they did, the undead ignored the arrows pin-cushioning their torsos. After watching these idiots loose arrow after arrow, to no discernible effect, Morgen had ordered one of his aides to fetch buckets of pitch so they might make fire arrows. The rain snuffed most the instant they found their target, but a few remained lit longer. The flames didn’t bother the dead either, but at least it made them easier to see.
When the dead marched, stumbled, crawled, and dragged themselves toward the wall, Morgen nodded to General Misserfolg.
The man bellowed, “Light!” and several hundred points of flame illuminated the night as fire was set to arrowheads dripping with the viscous stuff. The sound of sizzling pitch echoed across the battlements, accompanied by the stink of tarry smoke.
Below, the dead clambered on each other, struggling to climb the rain-slicked wall and reach the defenders.
“Loose!” Misserfolg screamed.
Oddly, Morgen was reminded of an argument he overheard between Stehlen and Wichtig about how many unarmed eight-year-olds it would take to bring them down.
The undead army, half of which wore the white of Morgen’s troops, made no attempt to defend themselves. Arrows punched through armour, lodged in flesh. A woman directly below was hit three times in the top of the head. Unaware of the damage, she climbed the nearest man, ragged fingernails scratching for purchase.
Well, fuck. He twitched at his own foul language, annoyed and unable to shake the infection left by his friends. That went well.
“Aim better!” Morgen bellowed.
Surely, even the dead must have some weak point that would incapacitate them!
Misserfolg blinked, as if the thought of giving such a command had never occurred to him. He blew a cough out through his moustache and gave the order again.
“Light!”
Arrows were dipped into pitch, then lit. “Loose!”
Nothing happened.
Morgen turned to see what the holdup was. His soldiers were taking their time, carefully picking their targets.
Rutting hells, is there nothing they can do right?
After what felt like an eternity, points of light stabbed into the spitting rain.
This time, most struck their targets, though half extinguished immediately. The dead remained unperturbed.
Morgen cursed.
“Misserfolg!” he shouted. “Stop wasting my arrows.”
“Yes, my god. I was about to suggest the same thing.”
Morgen blinked. “You were?”
“Of course. We should pour the pitch on them and then light it.”
Maybe the man’s not a complete moron after all. Morgen nodded permission.
A clatter from below distracted him, and he turned, irritated.
What now?
Leben huffed up the stairs to the top of the wall, stopping in front of Morgen and snapping a quick salute.
“Why aren’t you patrolling?” Morgen asked.
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“The dead—” Leben huffed. “The dead are rising.”
“Gee,” Morgen said, gesturing to the encroaching army, “I hadn’t fucking noticed.”
“The dead inside the walls are rising.”
“Then put them down.”
“We would, but…”
“Spit it out!”
“We didn’t manage to convert the entire city. Not even close.”
Convert. What a nice way of saying enslave.
“Those we hadn’t yet converted have been gathering together, arming themselves.”
“Get to the point.”
“The townsfolk are revolting.”
For a mad instant, Morgen wanted to repeat Konig’s joke about the peasants being revolting. He swallowed the urge. “Leben, you are a shite soldier. Must you run to me with every problem?”
Leben blinked at the epithet from his god. His silence only served to enrage Morgen more.
“Well?”
“I was a lute player in—”
Rage rose in Morgen, an unstoppable tide. “A fucking musician? Gods, no wonder! Fucking die,” he spat.
Leben dropped to the stones without ceremony, water pooling in his open eyes and mouth.
Shouldn’t have done that. Should not have said that. Have to keep a tight lid on these outbursts before they think me less than divine.
“Misserfolg!”
The general who’d been watching the exchange snapped a hasty salute.
“Get this off my walls.”
Misserfolg shouted orders. Two of the archers hurried over, one taking Leben’s legs, the other his arms. They swung him once, twice, three times. Leben’s eyes opened and focused on Morgen as they tossed him over the wall.
Once again squinting into the rain, Morgen saw his personal assistant rise and join the others in trying to scale the wall.
Not my fault. He was a failure in every way.
Men were so fragile and fallible.
He studied the dead below. Could I raise my own army of corpses? He felt no stirring answer of power. No one believed him capable of such an act.
They’re too dirty anyway.
Death and decay were two more imperfections he would cleanse from the world.
Down below, an old lady missing half her head found purchase, shoving her broken fingers into cracks in the wall. A chunk of skull hung flapping against her cheek, exposing the brain within, she pulled herself closer to Morgen. Mud and gore caked her white apron. She used to cook my meals. Not once had he given her thought since fleeing the camp.
He stepped back from the wall and motioned for the general to join him. Together, they descended the stairs.
“Where are we going?” Misserfolg asked.
“To put an end to this shite,” Morgen said.
The world was against him.
I offer sanity, cleanliness, and happiness and they’d rather crawl in the muck.
He needed to squash the uprising in the city before he could deal with the onslaught outside the gates. Someone fetched his horse and brought him a sword. He felt better with a blade in his hand, though he couldn’t say why. Maybe it was something of Wichtig left behind. Maybe it was simply that a man needed steel to feel right. Regardless, it comforted him, and he clutched the hilt as he rode.
Misserfolg rode behind him, a quarter of the army at their heels as they travelled the streets of Unbrauchbar. Taking troops from the walls was the last thing he wanted to do, but if the dead already inside, and the city’s native population, were rising against him, he needed the numbers. It wouldn’t do to be sieged from both inside and out.
He glanced back at the neat line of soldiers following him, white tabards sodden and grey in the rain. With a push of will, he made them dry and brilliant white, erasing the few blemishes catching his attention. Exhaustion crushed him. Manifesting his will never used to be that difficult.
In a heartbeat, they were once again soaked, the white darkening.
Morgen sagged in the saddle, drained. Each time one of his faithful fell—either on the wall or down in the city—he felt the loss like a gaping wound.
Morgen rode past broken bodies piled in the street, Geborene white intermixed with dirty peasant greys. His men and the citizens, thrown together like so much trash. His guilt at killing Leben lessened a little.
Something moved deep in the heaped dead and Morgen snapped, “Burn that. Now.”
Rounding the next corner, he spotted the gallows. They had returned to the site of his original entrance. The hanging corpses jerked and twitched.
“That too,” he said.
Misserfolg shouted orders, and soldiers detached themselves from the regiment, hustling to obey. Dousing the corpses with pitch, they lit the dead. Others did the same to those swinging from the gallows. Oily smoke rose to the sky, stinking of roast pig.
That’s some fantastic perfection right there, Morgen imagined Nacht saying. Where was the damned Reflection, anyway? It was unusual for him to be gone so long, to miss so many opportunities to point out Morgen’s failures.
The gallows blazed, flaming bodies jerking and kicking until the ropes snapped, dropping them to the ground. A moment later, the gantry groaned and collapsed atop the squirming dead, consuming them in a conflagration.
That was lucky.
Raised voices and the clatter of weapons and armour drew his attention. Men and women, bearing little more than farm implements and rusting swords that hadn’t seen war in decades, crowded into the plaza from the opposite direction.
Seeing Morgen’s troops, they roared challenge, surging forward. Something—perhaps the proximity of the undead or Morgen’s enslaving of their friends and family—had driven these people mad, and now, in the middle of a war, they chose chaos.
In seconds, the plaza was awash with blood and gore, severed limbs and crushed skulls. Each time a soldier fell, Morgen felt it in his guts. And the rate of deaths accelerated. Somewhere beyond this skirmish, believers died at a terrible rate. The dead already within the city were overwhelming the defenders, or the dead beyond had gained entrance.
Probably both.
Fists clenched in impotent rage, Morgen screamed his frustration. Even the rain noticed, slackening in fear as the combatants paused mid-murder.
“No!” he bellowed. “No!”
Crush them all. Quickly, before you’ve lost all power!
If they would not see reason, he’d force them there.
‘You can lead a whore to culture,’ Bedeckt once told Wichtig, ‘but you can’t make them think.’
I can.
Morgen crashed his will against the civilians, an inevitable tide of power fuelled by seething anger. He emptied them, took all they were, and discarded it. Like a wave passing through the crowd, one by one their eyes went blank, faces slack.
“Fight for your god!” he commanded. “To the walls! Defend the city!”
The crowd charged off in every direction and Morgen shook his head in dejected disgust. Had the order been too vague? How could they not see they’d be more effective fighting as a unit?
Slaver.
Guilt twisted in his belly.
This is different! These people were doomed. They’d have fought his soldiers and died or fallen to the dead.
I saved them. I gave them the chance to save themselves!
He turned to Misserfolg. The general stared at him with a mixture of horror and fear.
“Don’t look at me like that,” Morgen mumbled.
Misserfolg dropped the expression.
“Love me.”
The General sobbed, tears of gratitude falling in a torrent of emotion. “I do! I do!”
“Silence,” Morgen snapped.
Watching the town square empty, he hesitated. His faithful died at a terrifying rate, though he couldn’t tell where. With each death weakening him, he couldn’t afford to lose many more. Had the southern wall fallen? The Northern? Somewhere else?
“Take these men to the south wall,” Morgen ordered Misserfolg, nodding at the remaining soldiers. “I’m going north.”
Without a word, the General turned and began gesticulating wildly at his confused soldiers.
Idiot.
Morgen wheeled his horse and rode for the northern wall.
The wall fell before he got there. Fleeing soldiers streamed past him in a chaotic rout. Morgen screamed orders, yelling at them to return to their post, but their own terrified wailing and the roar of flames from scores of burning buildings drown him out. Will was one thing, but if a person couldn’t hear what he told them, nothing mattered.
The dead dragged soldiers to the ground, driving rusty knives into their guts. A flaming corpse tackled a woman armed with a pitchfork, setting her hair and clothes ablaze. Flames had already spread to a score of buildings, and suddenly Morgen missed the pissy rain.
A rotting skeletal soldier approached him, and Morgen cut it down, roaring in fear. Another, wielding a massive axe reminiscent of Bedeckt’s, swung at the godling. Morgen leapt back, losing his footing on the slick stones. The dead man closed in, and Morgen stuck his blade out. The thing impaled itself, and kept coming, wrenching the weapon from his grasp. Terror crushed rational thought, and he scrambled backwards, heels slipping on the wet rock.
Run!
Scrambling to his feet, he fled, sprinting past his soldiers. The undead flooded the city. The fecund stink of rot followed. It clotted his lungs, scraped down his throat like harsh bile. Morgen ran, hacking and coughing. Turning into the next street, he saw Unbrauchbar’s northern gates. Smashed to timber, they burned bright, lighting the nearby carnage. More corpses charged through the breach.
This is a disaster! Do something!
Run, or fight? Caught in indecision, Morgen froze.
Something moved beyond the wrecked gate, a twisted shape shrouded in writhing fog. Morgen’s guts turned to water as a shuddering amalgamation of torn flesh and splintered bone, fully three times taller than a man, entered the city. Its limbs were constructed of the ribs and spines of men, its teeth formed from splintered femurs. Antlers of broken arms, still dripping blood, adorned its misshapen skull. Red eyes, seething pits of madness, bled crimson smoke. Armed with a colossal maul, it swept into the nearest troops, bashing them aside.
More colossal corpse golems, each a foul work of art, followed behind, crushing those soldiers who hadn’t fled in panic.
Spotting Morgen, they surged into a shambling run.
He couldn’t move. They were fast. Too fast. He’d never out pace them.
To the Afterdeath!
Morgen stepped forward, willing himself to move between worlds as he had so many times before. Unbrauchbar wavered, flames turning grey and fading, blood becoming ashen, then steadied, bright colours returning.
I’m too weak!
He’d lost too many believers to jump freely between realities.
The monstrous dead roared toward him.
Twenty strides.
Ten.
The nearest golem lifted its maul, blood and matted hair crusting the head, as it reached Morgen.
In mindless terror, he tried again. The city rippled as he passed over, the attempt like pushing through a thousand yards of shit, leaving the godling exhausted.
Cold calm. Grey and silent.
Looking around, he realized he was alone in this ashen version of Unbrauchbar. The Geisteskranken whose delusions raised the dead, had ripped all the souls from the Afterdeath to animate the corpses in the land of the living.
Morgen’s knees gave and he sat in the dirt, fighting tears and losing.
His army was doomed. A week from Selbsthass, he’d soon be without worshippers. What was he then?
Another deranged Geisteskranken.
“I’m not crazy!”
He blinked. Hadn’t Bedeckt said that?
Another thought occurred to him, and he scrambled in a circle, searching empty city streets.
Stehlen.
He’d seen her corpse back at the ruined farmhouse. She was here, somewhere in the Afterdeath with him.
“Fuck, fuck, fuck.”
Of all the terrible and dangerous people he knew, she was the most terrifying.
And the one most likely to murder him on sight.
He cursed his loss of the figurines and the ability to locate her.
Even now she might be sneaking up on him, blade at the ready, keen edge poised to rip his throat.
Fear gripped his heart, a cold chill creeping down his spine. No escape here. No escape there.
Morgen wept.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

A tavern is a place where madness is sold by the bottle.
—Badezimmer schnell
Vertrauensverräter sat in the annoyingly well-lit back corner of the Auslaufender Tavern.
Ten years ago, back when she was young and looking for trouble, this was the dingiest tavern in the neighbourhood. Locals spoke with awe about how much blood had soaked into the floorboards over the years, and how many people had been knifed in the back alley. The first time she came here had been on a dare. It had been an unexpectedly educational experience. The clientele looked exactly as scary as everyone said. Everyone wore weapons, stilettos, daggers, and cudgels hanging on every belt. A few even wore swords and crusty leather armour that looked like it might flake apart in a strong wind. The interior was dark and threatening, every conversation an angry whisper. No one ordered drinks, instead slapping coin onto the bar, and glaring at Bierserver, the barkeep, until he decided to slop something into a glass. She’d been there less than a minute before a terrifyingly large man lumbered to her table and demanded she buy him a drink. She’d been about to acquiesce when the woman at the next table, who looked no more than thirteen, said, “Riesen Blödsinn, if you don’t leave her alone, I’ll swap you with your mom and you can enjoy getting pillaged by your dad every night.”
Riesen mumbled apologies to Vertrauensverräter and fled back to his table. After that, and all the years that she continued to frequent the shite hole, no one bothered her. Even when the woman—whose name she never learned—wasn’t there.
Now, there was little point in sitting in the corner.
It’s hard to lurk when everything is so well-lit.
Polished brass lanterns lined the wall and sat on perfectly balanced tables. Every chair was solid and comfortable, and no one stank of puke, piss, or anything else. Meals were served on clay plates, each a flawless circle. Ale was served in dainty little glasses, and no one ordered whiskey without first asking its age and what kind of wood it had aged in. A menu, written in lavish chalk swirls, listed things like ‘A fire-finished wild rabbit deconstruction served on a bed of free-foraged herbaceous greens.’
Bierserver stood behind the bar, his wild mop of hair brushed back and viciously trapped in a ponytail. He looked raw, like he hurriedly dry-shaved every time he stepped into the kitchen. He wore pressed black pants, a crisp white shirt, and a dapper grey vest. Spotting Vertrauensverräter, he flinched, one lip twisting in a loathing not at all directed at her.
He hates what this place became as much as I do.
Which was a shame, as he owned it. But there was no place for mismatched furniture and people drinking themselves to oblivion—or at least in the right direction to end up there—in Selbsthass.
She hadn’t noticed how ugly Morgen’s perfect new world was until Konig pointed it out. Now, perfection was a knife in every thought. Every fresh-faced white-clad moron tilted her toward violence.
Fitting that I’ll start here.
Vertrauensverräter drank the last of her boutique craft-house ale and rose from the table with a scowl. Fucking thing tasted like grapefruit. As she approached the bar, Bierserver watched her with something that might be desperate hope.
He’s hoping I stab him in the face.
“What was that foul-tasting yellow shit you used to serve?” she asked, kicking a buffed leather barstool out of her way.
“I always called it ‘the yellow shit,’” he said. “Or goat piss, when I was feeling creative.”
“Have any left?”
Bierserver hesitated, and then nodded. “In the back.”
“It’s the only thing in this place worth saving. Go get it.”
Something in the old man’s face changed and a few stray hairs escaped his ponytail. He was gone less than a minute before he returned with dented tin mugs and a bottle of goat piss. In that brief time, he’d managed to sprout the beginnings of uneven stubble and his shirt had come untucked. The vest was gone.
Slamming the mugs down, he filled them to the brim, slopping liquor over the bar. It stank like that stuff Morgen’s road-crews used to keep the streets perfectly black.
Vertrauensverräter lifted her glass and Bierserver did the same.
“I’m going to burn your place to the ground and kill everyone inside,” she said, quiet enough not to be overheard by the nearest table where a young couple sat pretending to gaze longingly into each other’s eyes.
“Thank fuck,” Bierserver said, downing his drink as she did the same.
“My question: Do you want to be inside or out?”
The question startled him, and he paused to give it serious thought as he refilled the mugs. “I think I can better see it burn from outside. And my brother lives in Grunlugen.”
“Grunlugen is worse than Gottlos.”
He cracked an ugly and crooked grin. “I thought I might open a tavern there.”
“Best follow me, then.”
Vertrauensverräter left the tavern, bartender in tow. All the perfect people were too polite to question or worry. Even displaying awareness of others seemed to be considered a flaw.
Back in the street, she turned to face the building. A few years ago, this had been the kind of neighbourhood good people avoided. Back then, people slept in the alleys and died in the gutters, and it was glorious and alive. These days, she couldn’t even tell which part of Selbsthass she was in. They all looked the same.
“What’s a fire-finished wild rabbit deconstruction?” she asked.
“The chef pulls a rabbit apart and then roasts it.”
That’s oddly disappointing.
“Is the rabbit wild?”
“Nah. Those things are scrawny and hard to catch. We only serve fat rabbits imported from Verteidigung. Used to get them from local farms, but Morgen decided farms and abattoirs were smelly.”
“You want a job?” Vertrauensverräter asked.
“As I suspect I’m about to be unemployed, yes. Though I won’t do any weird sex stuff.” He sniffed, frowning at the Auslaufender Tavern. “Unless the pay is good.”
“I want you to help me deface Selbsthass. I want you to paint things like, ‘Morgen fellates dead pigs’ on church walls. If you can manage to make people feel unsafe, even better.”
“I know how to make sugar alcohol-based explosives.”
“You’re hired. The pay…” Konig had effectively given her an unlimited budget. “Destroy everything you can. It’s fine if people die, but horrifically wounding them would be better. I need messy and I need it now.”
“I can do messy.”
“I need fear, terror, and doubt. Hurt random people in horrific ways.”
“I can do horrific.”
“I need people to be afraid to go out onto the street. I want them questioning their faith. Revel in blasphemous chaos.”
“I can do blasphemy.”
“Blood in the streets. Burning churches. High ranked priests strung up by their guts in the town market alongside fat imported rabbits.”
“I like rabbits. Always felt bad about serving them.”
“Just the priests, then.”
“I can start today.”
“Do this for two weeks,” Vertrauensverräter said, “and I will buy you whatever tavern in Grunlugen you want.”
“Deal.”
Vertrauensverräter faced the Auslaufender Tavern, shuddered as spiders scampered from her hair and down into the back of her shirt. It was always best to start small, begin with the easy and familiar. Next, she imagined her mother berating her for forgetting to fold the laundry.
Beirserver looked around, searching for the source of the voice.
“Did you know this neighbourhood was built on unstable ground?” she asked the bartender.
“Makes sense. Explains why I got it so cheap and why no one wanted to live here.”
That extra belief from Beirserver helped. Not quite sane, he wasn’t deluded enough to manifest anything useful.
The Auslaufender lurched to one side with a groan of protesting wood. From inside came the sound of voices raised in polite concern. Someone mentioned that their drink had splashed.
“This block was built over massive deposits of explosive gas,” she told the bartender.
He nodded. “I heard that was why the distillery blew up. Remember the smell? Rancid fat and rotting grain.”
The ground bucked beneath a corner of the tavern and polite queries became screams.
“If the rabbit deconstruction is fire-finished,” she said, “I’m betting that means there’s an open flame in the kitchen?”
“Of course. We should probably back up. The neighbourhood will explode when the gas reaches the cook fire.”
“You should run,” Vertrauensverräter suggested. “Now.”
Bierserver took off at a sprint as noxious fumes filled the air.
The explosion levelled an entire city block, smashing buildings flat, and hurling debris for miles. An expanding column of thick yellow smoke climbed into the air and spilled into neighbouring streets. Over a thousand souls were sent hurtling into the Afterdeath in that first instant. Hundreds more died from wounds and poisonous smoke in the week to follow.
Vertrauensverräter staggered from the ruins, her clothes tattered. Blood leaked from countless wounds, and she felt none of it.
She paused, drawing a curve of splintered rib from where it impaled her belly, and tossed it aside. The bone wasn’t hers and she had no idea where the rest of the person had gone. Comorbidic, both Dysautonomic and Halluzin, she felt no pain and her body immediately returned to what she expected it to be. Someday, that wouldn’t happen. Her delusions would grow beyond her control. She’d be numb to all sensations, not just pain, and she’d hallucinate for herself some terrible new form.
Until then, she had a puzzle to beat. Was it possible to undo years of social pressure and religious rhetoric in two weeks?
She wouldn’t know for sure until Morgen returned to Selbsthass an unimpressive young man devoid of power.
What if he’s a Geisteskranken though?
The Geborene church said his power was the result of the faith of the masses, and for now, everyone believed that. But how could everything the boy suffered not do some damage? The chance the godling was sane—particularly after he’d been robbed of his faithful—seemed slim indeed.
Killing a Geisteskranken will still be easier than killing a god.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

Black and white. Right and wrong. Good and evil. They’re all myths. Life happens in the grey between. You say I am a Gefahrgeist, that I bend people to my will, but the line between persuasion and manipulation is a blur. If a harmless child convinces you to give them candy, they’ve manipulated you. Are they evil?
If you want an aphorism, here’s one: People are stupid. They don’t know what’s best for them. They don’t know what’s best for their city-state.
Unclouded by sentiment, I see what they can’t. If I help them see the situation my way, is that wrong?
—Markus Walker, Geschlechtsverkehr ohne Seelen
Gehirn left the ashen remains of the Schatten Morder behind, following the mud trail south. Bad as everything looked, a road of churned muck, a landscape of stunted trees and abandoned farmsteads, the air stinking of rancid dog farts, she was certain she hadn’t yet entered Gottlos proper.
It lacked the peculiar reek of shattered dreams and murdered desperation Gottlos wore as perfume.
She passed the corpse of a carthorse swarming with fat flies, and knew she was right. In Gottlos, the locals would have picked the corpse over for every last shred of meat. And the flies would have been leaner, on the edge of starvation.
By all the gods, she hated Gottlos.
Gehirn figured she was somewhere north of Unbrauchbar. Those damned Schatten Morder must have travelled at an excruciatingly slow pace to have covered so little distance.
Here and there interlocked cobblestones poked from the filth, a reminder that once, this had been a major trade route. The Menschheit Letzte Imperium, humanity’s last great empire, fell so long ago it had become more myth than reality. And maybe it was a myth, had never existed.
How could you know?
Historians babbled about the ‘bright pinnacle of civilization,’ all humanity living in peace and harmony, united in faith and purpose. She found it impossible to believe the Imperium been different from what now existed.
Gehirn bared her teeth. She’d been alone in the Afterdeath, a glorious moment of peace ruined by Morgen.
Hell is people.
Hell was the Gefahrgeist leading all the world’s religions. Those running every city-state, every filthy little kingdom. Every shite who wanted you to believe one thing instead of something else. If there was one truism, Gehirn decided, it was that the people who most craved positions of power were the worst people to hold them.
Morgen set her to one purpose while Konig set her to another. Here she was slogging through the mud of a city-state famous for being the place you hurried through only if you didn’t have time to go around it, trying to serve both.
I have no choice. They’re Gefahrgeist, and powerful.
Gehirn stopped, stood motionless in the centre of the dirt trail that was once a busy highway of commerce.
Both the godling and the Theocrat were powerful Gefahrgeist, but neither was here.
She turned around, looked north.
Can I decide what I do next?
It was such an unimaginable thought. What if she didn’t do what Konig wanted? What if she did what she wanted?
Gehirn stepped north, stopping in confusion when nothing stopped her. She felt no compulsion whatsoever.
What do I want?
She wanted to burn.
She wanted every selfish bastard who saw nothing in her beyond her power, who thought to bend her to his will, to burn. She wanted to blast all they struggled and planned for to ash.
She’d burn Morgen to nothing. Konig, too. She’d make dust of their dreams. Anyone who raised eyes to her, thought they could bend her, would die screaming.
“Fuck peace,” she said.
They stole that. Well, she could take too.
Turning a circle, Gehirn mumbled, “Decisions, decisions, decisions.”
Morgen was somewhere to the south. By now he’d have realized his mistake and would likely be returning north. The Theocrat thought Gehirn too stupid to understand what he was up to, but it was so pathetically obvious his plans for the godchild failed miserably. Now, he’d be scrambling to set new plans in motion. The man was incapable of accepting things as they were, always had to plot and scheme.
Morgen was probably the closer of her two intended victims.
“Morgen first,” she decided.
What about Nacht?
Of all the powers at play, only that Reflection hadn’t tried to manipulate her.
There was something about letting the filthy splinter of Morgen’s fastidious personality win. But gods help him if he tried to use her as Morgen had.
Decision made, Gehirn walked south.
I can be hell too.
The road she followed wound through ragged hills and forests that looked like cancerous stubble on some leprous giant’s arse. Why had no one tried to convince the populace the whole world was balanced on a huge buttock? Seemed like an odd oversight.
As the sun set, smoke stained the southern sky. There were two distinct sources. One looked like the result of many cooking fires. The other, thicker, hung like a pall. She knew that smoke. It hung over every city where men decided the value of industry outweighed the pollution it created. One was likely a camped army. The other had to be Unbrauchbar.
With a tight grin, Gehirn increased her pace.
Soon, the southern horizon flickered with the fires of war. Distant screams and the crash of metal on metal shivered the air. Ahead, the undefended northernmost wall of the city, the gates thrown wide. Beyond that, chaos and destruction. A mad battle raged through the streets.
Morgen must have taken the city and then been besieged by King Dieb Schmutzig’s forces.
Gehirn had come to rid the world of one Gefahrgeist, so why not two? Morgen said he wanted to make the world a better place but was blind to the fact he was part of the problem.
I can do what he never could.
Now that she had something approaching a plan, she slowed. If she burned the city first, the army camped beyond its walls would flee and she’d have to chase them, and that seemed like a lot of effort. On the other hand, if she circled the city and hit the army from behind, they’d flee into Unbrauchbar. With both armies in one place, she’d reduce everything to ash.
Gehirn wandered from the road, heading into the trees. Knowing she’d soon burn, excitement built in her. Mud bubbled and boiled, steaming for a heartbeat before her rage baked it hard. Plodding barefoot through the muck, she left a hardened path strong enough to support armies.
Chuckling, Gehirn enjoyed the irony. No one tried to bend her toward making things better. No one thought to use her to make roads or bake clay bricks to build homes. No one asked her to power kilns or forges. Not once had she been ordered to do something she could feel good about. No, everyone thought her only purpose was death.
“Fine,” she growled through clenched teeth. “Then I shall give them death.”
She circled the city, trees smoking and steaming as she passed. Finding herself south of the walls, she turned east, heading toward the campfires.
Someone saw her coming.
A woman rose from her hiding place, longbow drawn, a vicious, barbed arrow pointing at Gehirn’s heart. “Who goes—”
With a wave of her hand, the slightest slip of self-loathing, Gehirn turned her to ash. She walked through the mess without breaking stride. It clung to her legs, got stuck between her toes. Cursing, Gehirn realized she hadn’t taken the time to see what uniform the woman wore. While it wasn’t the bright white of the Geborene, even Morgen wouldn’t be dumb enough to make his hidden guards wear that.
Or is he?
Fists clenched, heat pulsing off her in waves, Gehirn increased her pace, eager to bring her fire to the godling.
He wants clean?
No wound was more aseptic than the one cauterized.
He wants a world that makes sense, that’s structured?
She’d blast life to ash and bake it to glass. She’d leave the world perfectly smooth, perfectly clean.
Ordered and permanent, just like he wants.
More soldiers poured from the trees, waving their pathetic weapons, and grey flakes danced in the wind. Here and there bright cinders spun and twirled like deranged fireflies. Each spark, an incinerated soul. Gehirn had been to the Afterdeath and no dead awaited her there. Her fire left nothing behind. She was the perfect death.
She burned hotter. Trees burst into flames and danced alongside the soldiers.
It’s all the same.
People. Trees. In the end, nothing separated one from the other.
Arrows arced out from the treeline and came apart to fall like grey snow.
Screaming now.
Not rage, horror.
No more arrows, no more charging warriors wielding mighty axes.
Fear and flight.
Gehirn burned them.
“Stop!” Deep and melodious, the voice halted her.
A man, fat and glorious, dark-eyed and sensuous, the fur of a massive bear thrown across his broad shoulders. Beautiful. Everything. Everything she ever wanted. A man worthy of all she might offer. A god among mortals.
A king.
“You attack the wrong army,” he said.
He was right. She wanted Morgen, not King Schmutzig.
“I’m sorry,” Gehirn mumbled.
Dieb grinned crooked teeth that still somehow flattered his fat face. She wanted to grovel at his feet, beg forgiveness.
“You want to serve me,” he said, and it was truth. “You will walk at my side. My most trusted and loyal friend.”
Gehirn blinked. Serve? The word, a vicious barb, impaled her heart. “You want…” She swallowed, heat building in her belly. “You want to use me?”
“We all use each other to get what we want,” he said. “That is the way of things.”
Serve. Her head hurt.
“How would I serve?” she asked.
“Burn my enemies.”
“Oh,” she said. “I will.”
“Good,” he said.
“When I am finished, there will be no enemies anywhere.”
“Excellent,” he said, heavy brow furrowing, voice a little less confident.
Serve.
Another man. Another Gefahrgeist who thought to bend her to his purposes.
She showed him bright teeth, burned him to cinders.
Then, she burned his army, following them as they fled toward the false safety of the walled city.
It’s a big kiln.
Gehirn blistered the world, and it snowed dreams and flakes of soul.
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CHAPTER THIRTY

If I believe strongly enough that this snake is not venomous, then it cannot be venomous.
—Vollkommener Schwachsinn’s last words
In town after town, Contamination found only sundered corpses, ribs splayed as the swelling rot within burst free. Unwilling to drink from the no doubt poisoned wells, he stumbled with thirst. When he found streams of crisp, clean water, he hesitated, imagining all the things that had shite and pissed and died and rotted somewhere upstream, and staggered on. When it rained, he stood with his head tilted back, mouth open. At least until he stopped to wonder what might be above him. What foul poison darkened those clouds? Were there gods up there laughing and pissing into his open mouth?
He walked on.
When the rain killed the grass, stripped all foliage from trees, left entire forests looking like ravaged boneyards, he knew he was right and laughed at the foolish gods.
Finding the Flussrand River, Contamination followed it west through a dead world. Nothing moved. No birds flitted through the sky, dodging between trees. No rodents scampered through the long grass. No worms squirmed in the mud and no fish jumped in the river. The trees were dead, crumbling wood bones jutting from the lifeless earth. The grasses had long since turned black and fallen to dust. Far above, the clouds turned a sickly roiling green and drooled bile on the world.
He found another village populated by burst corpses. Passing one, he glanced down to see the rotting cavity filled with dead flies. Even they weren’t immune to what murdered the world.
Perfect stillness.
Perfect silence.
If all life is doomed to die and rot, only once it’s all gone can we achieve true perfection.
Contamination walked on, thirst and hunger growing. With the only meat fouled, every plant a wizened black husk, he dared eat nothing, dared not even the smallest drop of water.
Town after town. Split corpses littered the streets. Nothing ate them, no carrion birds circling overhead for they too were dead. He entered houses, rooted through people’s belongings, helping himself to their valuables. He wore the best clothes, changing several times a day if something caught his fancy. For a while, he hoarded gold and jewels, but they grew heavy and there was nowhere to spend them. He slept in the biggest beds in the best hotels and woke hungry and thirsty and rang the service bell, screaming abuse at the absent staff.
Days passed.
Weeks.
He ate leather and cotton, sucked the sweat from his clothes, and stumbled west.
Finding a city he’d never seen and didn’t know the name of, he walked the main street, stopping to marvel at the fine goods displayed in windows.
“I’m alone,” he told one gaudily dressed mannequin. “I might be the last man alive.”
The mannequin stared at him, vacuous and pretty. It had a bright pink hat with a wide, flouncy brim, and he took it. It kept the sun from his face and matched the fine silk dress he’d found in the previous village. In the town centre, he discovered a massive and ancient stone bridge crossing the mighty Flussrand. Walking to the apex of the arch, he looked into the river. The water was strangely clear allowing him to see the rocks far below the surface. Nothing grew in there either. No fish. No plants hiding in the depths, safe from whatever killed the world. Littered among the stones he saw flashes of white, perfectly denuded fishbones. Crossing the bridge, he examined the town on the far side. More empty homes. More silence.
He stopped in the centre of the street.
“Am I the last man alive?”
The wind blew east from the Gezackt Mountains, toward Morgen’s armies and the rest of the city-states. What if they were all dead? There was no point in turning back, if all he’d find was more corpses.
He wandered into houses, stood in silent rooms. There were empty cribs, bookcases loaded with books waiting to be read. Tables were set, waiting for a meal that would never come.
Morgen was wrong. There would be no grand war for perfection.
Contamination laughed, a dry croak. “I found your ideal world. Nothing is the only perfection.”
A world with people, with filthy life and struggle and killing and eating and shitting, could never be perfect. But a dead world, devoid of life, could be. It could be all kinds of perfect. Perfectly silent. Perfectly still. Perfectly clean.
Perfectly sane.
Not while you’re here.
“Even diseases can die.” He’d read that boiling water killed almost everything.
In time, this world would truly die. The sun would bake it dry. The winds would wear the mountains to dust. The sands of the Basamortuan Desert would blow and spread. There’d be flawless uniformity, yet another kind of perfection. Nothing would stink because there’d be nothing to rot and no one to inhale the stench. Funny that there’d be no one to witness this perfect world.
“I can do whatever I want.”
His chest felt tight at the thought. Morgen spent so much time worrying about what people thought about him, what they believed about him. He cared if people liked him while simultaneously finding them disgusting. He wanted their respect while disliking them. He didn’t care what they wanted but cared greatly about their opinions.
“He’s an idiot.”
Across the street, an open-air coliseum displayed a stage large enough for scores of actors. There was seating for hundreds.
“I could walk up on that stage and sing!”
The idea appealed so much he entered the structure, made his way up onto the stage.
Contamination stood in the centre, faced hundreds of empty chairs. What should he sing? Should he tell jokes, or put on a one-man play about the end of the world?
I’m too tired to dance.
Suddenly aware of his clinging silk dress and flamboyant pink hat, he felt self-conscious.
He left the stage without saying a word. It had been silly anyway. Why sing and dance and tell jokes to an empty theatre?
“Why do anything?” he asked, returning to the street.
He walked west. At the edge of town, he stopped. There, shrouded in distance, lay the Gezackt Mountains. They looked blue and faded, unreal.
Wichtig once told Morgen that there was a different reality on the far side of those mountains with its own rules. ‘Maybe they believe everyone is happy and that all the women have pert asses and all the men enormous penises,’ the Swordsman had said. ‘Maybe they believe their world is a heaven and pass their days in pert-assed bliss!’
Morgen had thought this more of Wichtig’s stupid babble, but Contamination was less sure. The desert tribes far to the east believed strange things and their reality was different. They had cruel gods who devoured entire cities and bound their Cotardists to cacti to await the coming of the prophesized All Consuming, whatever the hells that was.
The snow tribes to the north had no Afterdeath, and the savages of the Grasmeer worshipped clods of horse shite or something.
“If I am the last man alive, not be the first man to cross the mountains and see what worlds lay beyond?”
Hopefully they aren’t dead like this one.
With renewed purpose, Contamination walked west, and the silence followed him.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

I hate me.
—Ich Auch, Dopplegangist
A furtive, scurrying sound woke Konig with a start.
He peered into the dark through half-slitted eyes and tried to make out the landmarks of the room. His desk, the tapestries, the vases of flowers, all stood as shadow sentinels. The mirror in the corner, its surface black as obsidian.
Hadn’t I turned that away?
Nothing moved. Konig sighed and kicked the covers off, sitting up in the big bed. He wasn’t getting back to sleep, anyway.
He’d been dreaming. A nightmare. Morgen, the size of a building, pressing one bloody foot down on the Theocrat’s head, crushing it into the clean stones of Selbsthass. The wet splinter of skull, teeth shattering. The godling wept and shouted, incoherent in his childish rage.
Konig shuddered at the memory of his eye popping free and massaged his temples.
The stink of rot punched him in the nose, and he recoiled. The decay had progressed to the middle of his forearms during the night.
He stood and staggered to the pot of perfumed water and bandages the servants left on the stand near the door. Dipping the cloth in the water, he wrapped it around his hands and wrists, ending at his elbows. His staff had learned not to say anything about it or were too afraid to. Either way suited him.
Arms wrapped, he sat at his desk, tipping the last of the wine from its flagon into his cup.
Did I drink that much last night? No wonder my head hurts. No wonder the dream.
He peered out the window overlooking the city. This time of night, the moon hung jaundiced over Selbsthass, the streets empty.
He drained the cup. The wine did little to blunt the edges of the nightmare, but at least the ache in his head quieted.
Konig thought back on the dream. Was there any way Morgen might know he’d betrayed the godling?
Of course there is.
Morgen travelled with a cadre of Geisteskranken and there were any number of ways for the delusional to witness distant events. Hells, Nacht was a damned Reflection who’d often hinted at seeing glimpses of the future.
“No doubt Morgen has his spies as I have mine.”
Had, Konig corrected. There’d been no communication from the Mirrorist he’d placed among the godling’s Geisteskranken in a week.
The idea of everyone failing in all the wrong ways sent a chill of fear up his spine. He’d laid his plans so carefully, orchestrating everyone else’s failures. If only he could speak with Nacht. He desperately needed a glimpse as to what was going on beyond Selbsthass.
From his desk, Konig drew a simple hand mirror.
“Nacht, answer me.”
Nothing.
“I’ll help you topple Morgen and make you real.”
Again, nothing.
Konig peered into the mirror, but only his face looked back. The godling’s Reflection was busy or ignoring him.
Everyone abandons me when I need them most.
That sounded too close to a former Doppel’s thoughts.
Did my reflection just wink?
He tossed the mirror back in the drawer and slammed it shut.
I’m just over-tired.
By the moon’s light, he noted his flowers were wilting.
Hours later, as Konig hunched over the day’s work, lost in the minutia of running a soon to be godless theocracy, a knock on the door startled him.
He rubbed his eyes. “Enter.”
Kauft Sachen, the Church’s official Requisitioner entered. A fat man, the stink of body odour followed him everywhere. Konig was never sure if it was because the man couldn’t wash himself properly, or because he didn’t care to. Some of the devout had strange ideas as to what the word cleanliness meant.
Kauft paced the room before Konig’s desk, wringing his hands. “Theocrat?”
Konig looked up from the papers he’d been signing. A writ to have more of the Church’s assets transferred to him. It never hurt to keep an eye on these things.
“Stop pacing!” Konig snapped.
Kauft stopped in his tracks and faced the Theocrat, still wringing his hands.
“Yes?” Konig drew out the word, letting the man know his patience was at a premium.
“Your statues have been commissioned. Just thought you’d want to know. You did want one at every main intersection, right?”
“My statues?”
“Oh dear…”
Why is it so hard to find good, articulate help?
“What?” Konig demanded.
“You wanted them to be perfect, towering, and impressive, a tribute to all you’ve achieved. They’re quite expensive.”
“I did?”
“Yes sir.”
“How expensive?”
“Very.”
“How very?”
“Very, very.”
Konig felt a stroke coming on.
“Several have already been completed,” Kauft added. “They look fantastic. The rest will soon be finished.”
“Get out.”
The man stammered, looking for one more question to ask. Konig snarled at him and picked up a paperweight, as if to throw it.
“Out!”
Kauft fled, the door slamming behind him. Konig slumped in his chair.
How drunk was I?
While hardly humble, erecting statues of himself had never been of much interest.
Though it will give the people something to focus on when they worship their new god.
Was that what he’d been thinking? It did make a kind of horrendously overpriced sense.
The skin on his arms tingled, went numb.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

If eyes are windows to the soul, words are mirrors to the mind.
—Ungesunde Worte, Aufmerksamkeitsdefizit author
Ankle-deep mud and blasted trees became shin-deep mud, blasted trees, and shattered rock. Happily, the stones in this part of the forest seemed disinclined to go rampaging across the landscape. The horses stumbled often, and Nacht’s cadre of Geisteskranken, none of them skilled riders, spent more time flailing in the muck than mounted.
“Fuck it,” grumbled Nacht, sliding from the saddle. “We’re faster walking.”
The others dismounted and gathered whatever weapons and supplies they figured they’d need. The insane, Nacht realized, either travelled incredibly light, with nothing but a sword and a water skin, or packed like they were taking the family on vacation to Geld. Not one of them, himself included, thought to pack a sleeping roll. Jeden slid off her horse and stood waiting, staring at nothing with glum acceptance. She hadn’t packed anything.
We’ll either freeze to death in the mud or die of thirst.
“Everything all right?” asked Verehren, gently touching his shoulder. Dark eyes studied him with concern.
“Yes, it’s…” Something felt off. Nacht’s horse nudged him with a nose, looking for an apple or a sandwich or whatever horses ate. “I had a friend, he’s dead now. He named all his horses, treated them better than he did the people in his life.”
Was Bedeckt a friend?
“I can understand that,” said the Erotomanic. “Horses are much better than people.”
Nacht blinked in surprise. “They are?”
“When was the last time a horse stabbed you in the back or stole your money purse? When was the last time a horse tipped over the Pinnacle and turned an entire village into stone statues?”
She had a point. “If horses are better, it’s only because they’re too dumb to be evil.”
Verehren accepted this with a shrug. “So, the smarter someone is, the more evil they are?”
“At the least, it means they have an increased capacity for it. Real evil requires imagination.”
She pursed full lips he’d swear hadn’t been that luscious when they left Morgen’s camp. “Do you think evil people know they’re evil?”
He grunted a laugh, setting off into the trees, boots squelching with every sodden step. “I don’t even know if evil is real.”
Light-footed and nimble, Verehren caught up to him, walking at his side like they were old friends. The others followed behind, Jeden at the rear. Einzeln shifted between being a cancerous yellowy woman-shaped fog and something approaching solidity.
“Anyone who hurts children is evil,” Verehren said with confidence. “As are people incapable of feeling remorse.”
Much as Morgen hated the Slaver, he hadn’t hesitated to use his power to change his followers to something more acceptable. Desperate to be happy, desperate to please their god, they’d volunteered.
Does that make it any less evil?
“What if removing a few freedoms is the only way to make a better world?” he asked.
Verehren scowled in thought. “I think it’s not the action but the guilt that defines evil.”
“An evil action is only evil if you feel bad about it?”
“No, it’s evil if you don’t feel bad.”
“That makes no sense!”
She shot him an annoyed look that somehow managed to be fetchingly cute. “What matters is if someone thinks you should feel guilty. And I guess it matters how many people agree. If everyone in Selbsthass thinks you should feel guilty about eating breakfast, then obviously they are correct.”
On the one hand, it made sense. If everyone believed something, it was true. On the other hand, it felt like an abdication of responsibility. What if some powerful Gefahrgeist like Konig decided to change the opinion of the witless masses? By convincing everyone that a Reflection trying to become real was evil, he’d make everything Nacht strived for an act of malevolence.
“I’m not evil,” said Nacht. “No matter what everyone thinks.”
“I know,” agreed the Erotomanic, taking his hand.
He also felt no guilt.
“Einzeln!” Nacht barked. “Take the lead. Make sure we aren’t walking into an ambush.”
The Getrennt crumbled apart, the sick mist creeping ahead and then fading from sight.
Realizing he still held Verehren’s hand, he released it with annoyance. “Don’t touch me.”
She answered with a knowing look as if he’d said the exact opposite.
Nacht headed off after Einzeln, and the others followed in a ragged line.
After two more hours of slogging through mud, Nacht called a halt. Körpertausch found a tree with exposed roots and immediately sat, leaning back against the trunk with a groan. Jeden stopped walking and stood staring at her feet. Somewhere in the last day she’d lost a boot and not bothered to say anything.
Of Einzeln, there was no sign, the Getrennt having wandered off ahead.
Verehren dug something approaching a meal from her pack, a few crumbling hard crackers baked to near black, and a brick of dry-looking cheese. “What’s the plan?” she asked, focussed on her task.
“Eat the crackers,” answered Nacht. “Use the cheese as a weapon.”
“What’s the plan to get us into Dieb’s camp. Einzeln might get us past a patrolling guard, but she can’t sneak us all in.”
Nacht hadn’t thought that far ahead. “She doesn’t need to,” he said, extemporizing. “She’ll take Körpertausch and Jeden into the camp.”
“What?” said Körpertausch, looking up from where he sat. “Did you just say—”
Nacht ignored the Intermetic. “They’ll pretend to be Geisteskranken deserters. They’ll say they realized Morgen was going to betray them and have come to help. They’ll be taken to King Dieb because he’ll want to hear details and question them.”
Stehlen was right: Plans were for people too stupid to make things up as they went.
“When you say question,” said Körpertausch, “do you mean torture?”
Jeden didn’t look up from her muddy foot.
“It doesn’t matter,” said Nacht. “The moment you see the king, you’re going to make the switch. You’ll put Jeden into his body.”
“Where do I put Dieb?” the Intermetic asked. “If I put him in Jeden’s body, he might start yelling about it.”
“No one will believe him.”
“Are you sure?”
He wasn’t.
“Fine.” Nacht dug through the mud until he found a wriggling worm. Carrying it to Körpertausch, he held it out. “Put him in this.”
Accepting the worm, the Intermetic crammed it into a pocket. “Assuming everything goes as planned, what happens once Jeden is in Dieb’s body?”
“She pretends to be the king and you pretend to be loyal.”
Körpertausch darted an unhappy look at the Cotardist. “I have to do whatever Jeden says?”
“Better that you call her King Dieb Schmutzig from that point on, but yes. Then, you send Einzeln back to report that everything went well and it’s safe for me to enter the camp. After that, we’ll decide what the next step should be.”
Though he was damned sure the next step would be using his new army to attack Morgen’s forces and cause as much chaos and bloodshed as possible.
“Speaking of Einzeln,” said Körpertausch, “where is she?”
“She’ll be back—” A yellow fog leaked from between the trees. “Ah. Here she is.”
Einzeln became something almost solid. A woman-shaped mist, everything most women wanted to keep private was real while the rest remained indistinct.
“Army coming,” she said, voice a whisper.
“Do you smell that?” Verehren asked.
Nacht ignored the Erotomanic. “Morgen’s army?”
“Schmutzig’s,” answered Einzeln.
“Smells like burnt meat,” said Verehren, lifting her pert nose.
When it became obvious the Getrennt wasn’t about to volunteer more information, Nacht asked, “Were you seen? Are they following you?”
“No,” said Einzeln.
“Smells like a barbecue,” said Verehren. “But they didn’t clean the meat first. Burnt hair. Stinks.”
Attention on the Getrennt, Nacht demanded, “Why, then, is the Gottlos army coming?”
“Chased.”
“By?”
A woman staggered into their clearing and fell face-first into the mud, hair and clothes burning. The distant sound of screams grew in volume as more people streamed past. Some still carried weapons, but most appeared to have lost them.
The ground shook as something exploded with concussive force, and a wave a heat swept over them, stealing the air from their lungs. In a heartbeat, the cool mud leaking through Nacht’s boots grew warm and then hot. Writhing worms struggled free of the muck, twisting in agony.
“Gehirn,” said Einzeln.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

Kleptics are fragile creatures, envious of what they can’t have, and terrified that someone might dare rob them. On the surface, it leads to a contemptible lifestyle, one of thievery and closely held grudges. Below, they desperately miss the approval they never received as children.
—Wissenschaft Mann, Geborene Scientist
Stehlen rode Handbiter east. Blue skies gave way to iron clouds and frigid rain, soaking her through. She spat a wad of phlegm into the dirt and spurred the horse. It picked up its pace, driving rain into Stehlen’s face. She blinked away the downpour and ignored the sodden clothing plastered to her skin. Couldn’t get any wetter, after all.
She tried not to think of Maja.
I bet she’s seducing Lebendig, stealing her from me.
Handshitter passed a splintering sign hammered into the mud beside the road. It read:
DRECKSLOCH
Planting season, the rank perfume of manure clotted the air, knotting it like a fist. There was no good way to breathe. In through your nose, and the scent lodged there like a bad memory. In through your mouth, and the taste coated your teeth. Cows lowed nearby, the stupid things standing in the rain and chewing cud with not a care in the world. One lifted a tail and shat a brown stream into the loam.
Hope someone grinds you into sausage.
She spat out of reflex and heeled the horse past pasture and field, until the stench faded to tolerable levels. Stray dogs came nipping at Clambiter’s heels until the horse became annoyed and kicked one in the head. After that, they left her alone.
“You’re growing on me,” she told the horse. Its ears twitching as if it expected her to strike it.
Stehlen entered the village of Drecksloch. Every building looked the same, drippy brown, waterlogged from the rain. She passed a tannery, and the acrid stink of urine joined that of shit, leaving a thick film in her throat. To the right, a blacksmith, the anvil ringing, heat and sparks pouring from the forge, the odour of flux strong in the rain-soaked air.
Past that, the village proper, ramshackle buildings built on foundations of mud and rock. A half-hearted square made up the centre of the town, a well standing open in the middle of the rough area. Stalls had been closed for the night—it was likely the plaza served as the local market, but the rain had shut business down. Across the way, a simple tavern blazed light into the dim day. Dismounting, she led her horse to the inn. After hitching him to the rail, she glanced at the sign swaying above the door.
Water dripped from the worn board, the words half-faded, but Stehlen could still read it: The Rusty Cock.
What a shitehole.
Bedeckt would have loved it.
She shook her head and pushed the door open. Light, the stink of cheap stale beer, and body odour.
Someone shouted, “Close the fuckin’ door!”
She stepped in, the door banging shut behind her. Stehlen instantly forgotten, the bar revived itself, whores and drunks hanging on one another, chatter in dark corners, drunks belting out tuneless dreck. How many times had that happened over the years? She’d half-assumed she wasn’t attractive enough to be worth noticing or remembering.
Stehlen approached the bar, noticing her reflection in the mirror behind it. Maja’s hair hung in wet ringlets, green eyes peering out from between blonde curtains. Her clothing clung to every curve, accentuating, and drawing the eye.
It wasn’t my body they ignored; it was me.
Flinching in surprise, the bartender stepped forward and nodded to her, giving a little smile. “Tea?” he asked.
“Beer,” Stehlen said.
The man blinked in surprise and poured her a glass.
She belted it back. It tasted like horse piss. “Another.”
The bartender poured her a second, and she took it to the man who’d shouted at her. He sat on a bench in the darkest corner, away from prying eyes. Probably didn’t want people to smell him. Or maybe he was just too much of a shite to spend time around. Regardless, he likely had money, and Stehlen had none.
He didn’t notice her until she kicked his shin.
Stehlen forced a smile. “Shove over.”
He moved on his bench, and she sat, pressing her thigh against his. If she knew one thing about men, it was that all you had to do to distract them was get them thinking with their cock. He blushed and took a long dreg of his beer but kept quiet. Likely his blood was all below his waist. Stehlen pretended to ignore him while she drank her beer. He wasn’t bad looking. Not like Wichtig, with his stupid perfect hair and his stupid perfect smile, but serviceable. In another life, she might have bedded him before cutting his throat.
“Can I tell you a secret?” Stehlen asked, placing a hand on his leg.
He lit up. “Sure.”
“Come close, then.”
He leaned in, and she looped one arm around his neck, lips brushing his ear. Sweat and alcohol. Her free hand pulled a blade from her trousers.
A sudden whim caused her to grin. “When you reach the Afterdeath,” she whispered, slipping the knife between his ribs, into his heart, “collect as much expensive alcohol as you can carry and await my return.” She pressed her lips against his to keep his scream muffled. Lowering his head to the table, she relieved him of his purse. No point in making his task easy.
As always, no one noticed a thing. She could have been invisible for all the attention she received.
That would drive Maja crazy.
Stehlen finished her beer and then drank his as well.
Finding his purse pleasantly full, she ordered more.
“Maja! I know you’re in there!”
Stehlen twitched awake. Drunk, she’d dozed at the table beside the dead man. The sun had set, the tavern filling to capacity, though still no one noticed her.
Again, someone outside shouted her sister’s name.
Fuck. Kaspar.
The old man must’ve followed her, looking for his favourite daughter. She looked about for a back door, but the bar only had the one.
If you don’t deal with him, he’ll keep following you.
Stehlen passed through the crowded pub, relieving men and women of their purses, plucking food from their plates, and sipping their drinks. Pushing the door open, she stepped into the night air. Kaspar stood by the well. The rain had given up, leaving the earth wet and clinging. The yellow moon showed in reflection, a jaundiced tooth hanging in the sky.
“What got into you?” Kaspar demanded, flinching when he noticed her bedraggled appearance. “This isn’t like you!”
“Shh, old man!” Stehlen said.
Fists clenched, he stomped across the plaza, grabbing her arm. Memories flooded her, and she yanked free.
Never again.
He grabbed for her again and Stehlen sank her knife to the hilt in the hollow of his throat.
“Faj—” Blood spilled from his mouth.
All the years she’d dreamed of killing him, planned what she’d say, imagined how it would feel.
It was nothing. Another pointless death.
So easy.
Annoyed, she stepped back, ripped the blade sideways to free it.
“You stole my childhood.” It was true enough to be true. “No one steals from me.”
Kaspar’s hands fumbled at his neck. His eyes wide, he mouthed that fucking name and stumbled backward. His heel caught the edge of the well.
“No!” Stehlen snatched for his arm and missed.
Her father tumbled backward, topping into the well with a gurgling scream. His skull struck the side with a wet thunk as he disappeared.
A beat of silence, then a splash.
What have I done? Stupid girl! Stupid, stupid girl!
She fled for Handbiter, leaping astride the horse, and spurring him away from the bar and her father.
She pounded down the path, leaving Drecksloch behind, the road curving and twisting as it sprawled through the hills.
Stehlen’s head ached, her heart hurt. Bad enough Bedeckt and Wichtig abandoned her. Now her father orphaned her.
Not my fault. He was going to hit me again.
Bitter memories, shoved into the deepest recesses of her soul, bubbled up and she spat. The hills rolled on, Hindbiter’s hooves a steady rhythmic thump. Above, the stars wheeled their mad dance and Stehlen’s eyes grew heavy.
Ahead, a long-abandoned barn stood in the dark. Stehlen steered her horse to it, riding through the broken door and into the stuffy open space. Moonlight fell in a pale-yellow shaft through a hole in the roof. Rotting hay lay heaped about the earthen floor, the stink sweet and loamy.
Dismounting, she guided Hindlicker into a shattered stall. She returned to the entrance, watching for pursuers. When none came, she breathed a sigh of relief. Satisfied that no one was chasing her for now, she found a suitable pile of hay and made a bed.
What about albtraum?
If they came, she would kill them. Nightmares had nothing on her life.
She lay back in the hay, seeing the look on Kaspar’s face when he grabbed her. Anger, rage, and disgust. The same look he gave Stehlen when he kicked her out.
The look in his eyes when she’d stabbed him, however, had been heartbreak.
But why? He never loved me.
She ran her hands over her face, felt the smooth cheeks, the soft hair, the pert nose.
Because I look like Maja.
Stehlen drew her knife, still damp with her father’s blood. Turning it this way and that, she watched the edge glint in the dim light of the moon shining through a hole in the roof.
Faja stole my father. My life.
Why did her sister get to be happy and pretty? Or was she happy because she was pretty?
Recalling the woman who carved up Whichtig, Stehlen thought, Maybe Schnitter had some things right. My sister is dead weight. Remove that which is superfluous.
She set the blade to a cheek.
This will hurt.
It did.
Stehlen’s screams echoed through the night, Handbiter echoing with his own.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

Self-doubt is a wall between humanity and insanity. The man who asks, ‘Am I crazy?’ and examines the answer must be sane. Insanity is knowing you are sane.
— Geschichts Verdreher, Historian/Philosopher
Geschichts is such a twat.
— Fassbar Einfach, Philosopher
With the war falling farther and farther behind them, the world became increasingly serene. Some nights Letzten Krieg would lie down in that awkward way horses have, and Doubt sat awake, leaning back on the beast’s belly, watching the flickering lights to the north. Tonight, the lightshow was particularly bright, distant tongues of flame thrusting high into the air as if licking the heavens.
“What do you suppose that is?” Doubt asked.
“Gehirn,” answered the horse. “She’s tired of the men in her life bending her to their purposes. She’s going to burn them all.” The horse grunted. “Serves the fuckers right. They think they can control her.”
“How could you possibly know that?”
“How does a talking horse know anything?”
Smug as Letzten Krieg was, Doubt was glad to have the company. It rankled that the horse did appear to be the smarter of the two, but it would have been a long and lonely walk south.
After brushing his teeth three times and repacking his personal effects over and over, he curled up in the snug warmth of his sleeping roll. He thought back to his first days. His earliest moments were a blur. In a way, he had existed as long as Morgen was alive, but he’d always been part of the boy, whispering at the lad to rearrange the books in his library, check and recheck the spines were even, and suggesting he go back and rearrange everything when the boy felt certain. And then, in Morgen’s moment of doubt and fear, he found himself standing in the godling’s tent with the three other Doppels. It had been a shock. Reality wasn’t at all what he’d expected. For one thing, Morgen had left him wholly unprepared for talking horses.
“Contamination is going to be cold,” Doubt said. “He left without packing anything.”
“He’ll play his part,” Letzten Krieg assured. “Did you know that right now he thinks he’s starving to death?”
“He is? Wait. What do you mean thinks?”
“None of you are real. You can’t starve. You also can’t be beaten to death or freeze or drown. Not that all those things wouldn’t be extremely unpleasant for you, but you’d always survive. Were that not the case, people would simply murder their Doppels and Reflections the moment they manifested.”
That made sense.
“I can’t die?” Doubt asked.
“I didn’t say that,” the horse answered. “Gehirn’s fire leaves nothing. And of course, when Morgen dies, you will too.”
“You mean if.”
The horse blew a raspberry.
“He’s a god,” Doubt said. “His worshipers believe he will live forever. Konig made sure of that.”
“True. But once his worshippers are dead, he’ll be a man. In the end, everything dies. Even gods.”
There was something comforting to that.
“Anyway, the number girl has decided she wants to start again and so everything and everyone—from the oldest god to the newest dandelion—is going to die.”
“Number girl?”
“She’s kind of the original god.”
“Ah. Right.” He’d forgotten. Not that it made much sense.
Doubt slept.
“Hey, fuck-nuggets. Wake up.”
Doubt stared blearily up at the horse standing over him. “You really aren’t a morning horse, are you?”
“I’m impatient to get moving and frankly, watching you sleep is boring. We’re going to do some real damage today and I’m eager to get at it.”
“Damage? To what?”
“Reality.”
Letzten Krieg rushed Doubt through brushing his teeth and getting everything packed away just right and in the end the Doppel had to check his spare underwear was folded correctly an extra three times, so they didn’t leave any earlier anyway.
An hour later, as they travelled south, Letzten Krieg asked, “Do you see that city ahead?”
From this distance Doubt only saw the tallest structures peeking above the trees. There was what looked like an ancient castle, grey and massive, and a church with a single steeple stabbing into the sky. Smog hazed the air.
“Looks dirty. What is that?”
“Gottlos,” answered the horse. “I guided you around King Shitfinger’s two armies and they’re all well north of us now. The city is defenceless. Not that it matters.”
Shitfingers? Did horses have names for everyone? Tempted as he was to ask, Doubt decided he didn’t want to know.
“Why doesn’t it matter?”
“Because it isn’t real.”
“Gottlos isn’t real? Now I know you’re cracked. Everyone knows Gottlos is real, and that means it’s real.”
“Have you ever met anyone from Gottlos?”
“Wichtig told Morgen that—”
“No, you haven’t. Did you know that, in fact, no one has ever met anyone from Gottlos? No one goes there because everyone knows it’s a shite heap.”
“You’re forgetting that Morgen is currently at war with Gottlos.”
“All you have is the word of a few delusional idiots that it’s real. What kind of moron believes what he’s told by delusional idiots?”
While what Letzten Krieg said made sense, Doubt still felt uncertain. He gestured toward the distant city. “I can see it!”
“Do you see any people? Any movement at all?”
“We’re too far away.”
“Then let’s move closer.”
Doubt rode for another hour, watching the city through narrowed eyes. The closer they got, the more he saw. The more he saw, the more he began to doubt. Yes, there was a city, but it was strangely silent. And he had Morgen’s memories of what crowded cities smelled like and Gottlos was reputed to be one of the fouler city-states. Cresting the last hill, he saw empty streets. Nothing moved. Even the smoke billowing from the chimneys of homes stood motionless above the bricks, more the impression of smoke than real.
They reached the first farmhouse. Dark windows stared back at Doubt. There was a barn further back, and a cow stood before it, gazing serenely off into the distance.
“The window looks wrong,” said Letzten Krieg.
Now that the horse pointed it out, Doubt realized he was right.
Dismounting, he approached the home.
Doubt stopped. The windows weren’t windows. They were paintings of windows. The furniture within was only painted to look like it was inside. Rounding the side of the house he was unsurprised to find it was a big sheet of wood propped up by rough-hewn logs.
There was no house. Had he come from any other angle, he would have seen the fakery immediately.
Doubt turned to the farm. It too was fake, the cow painted on the wall. Now that he was closer, he saw it wasn’t even a particularly good painting. There was just enough detail that from a distance he’d assumed it was a cow.
“See?” asked Letzten Krieg. “There’s no city here.”
Clambering back into the saddle, Doubt rode into town. Impressive as the fakery was—the smoke appeared to be grey-stained cotton balls glued to sticks hoisted over the chimneys—none of it was real. The castle was many propped-up boards set at different distances to give the illusion of depth. The bricks were crudely painted on the wood sheets.
Doubt’s head hurt. “This is what Morgen is fighting with?”
“Of course not,” answered the horse. “He’s fighting with himself. Everything else is a distraction.”
Dazed, Doubt let Letzten Krieg carry him from Gottlos. The city was a carefully constructed illusion. Anyone riding past—and no one willingly visited the place—would see it and say, ‘Well, there’s Gottlos. What a shitehole. Best we avoid it and head somewhere better.’
Doubt wrestled with his confusion, struggling to find something that made sense. Who built it? Why would anyone fake a city? How had it stood for so long without someone discovering the fakery?
“Here,” said Letzten Krieg, “is what is going to fuck your nugget. Gottlos is gone. It was never there. But that wasn’t always true.”
Doubt’s skull felt like it would split. “How can that be true?”
“Why look for logic in a world shaped by madness? Take, for example, the Menschheit Letzte Imperium, humanity’s last great empire. If you convinced everyone in the world that it had never existed, what would happen?”
The headache built, threatening to sunder his skull, send brains spraying in every direction. “We somehow convinced everyone in the world that Gottlos never existed?”
“No. I convinced you it never existed, and you are such a powerful Geisteskranken you made it real.”
Doubt fell off the horse and stared at the sky. The world caved in on him, searing red fading to black. “I’m not powerful.”
Standing over him, Letzten Krieg said, “She chose you. You are to be an instrument of undoing. Nothing and no one can stand against your delusions. Which is not to say someone couldn’t bash your head in with a rock if they caught you unprepared. But not to worry. I won’t let that happen.”
An instrument of undoing?
With the thought, Doubt’s pain fell away.
“If I undo the world, she will remake it without doubt?” he asked.
“Or something,” agreed Letzten Krieg. “I mean, it’s not like she shares the inner workings of her plans with a horse.”
“Yeah.” Sprawled in the dirt, Doubt laughed. “That would be crazy.”
“Shall we continue?” asked Letzten Krieg. “There aren’t many cities between here and the Grasmeer, but there are a lot of towns that never existed.”
Doubt rose to his feet and checked his toothbrush was still where he left it. It was. Everything in the pack was exactly where it should be. To make sure it stayed that way, he unpacked and repacked the saddlebags three times.
“Have you ever met anyone who has seen the Grasmeer?” Letzten Krieg asked.
Doubt hadn’t.
“How about the Salzwasser Ocean? Do you know anyone who has seen it?”
He didn’t.
“You know,” mused the horse, “I bet when we get there, we discover that none of it is real. I bet the grasslands are green carpet, and the ocean is an elaborate painting on a wall that stretches forever in either direction.
That made as much sense as anything.
“It’s all falling apart,” said Doubt.
“Fucking right,” agreed Letzten Krieg.
“It’s not supposed to work this way.”
“That’s the thing with basing your rules on things like faith and belief,” said the horse. “How can they not fall apart? It was only a matter of time.” Letzten Krieg looked over his shoulder at Doubt. “Anyone who expected any of this to end well is a fucking idiot.”
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CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

As a political leader, there are two things you must understand:
Faith is believing what you can’t see, and so is insanity.
Of the two, faith is more easily shaped and thus the results are controllable; insanity is purest chaos.
You must never let the masses understand that faith is a choice, and that the power was theirs to begin with.
—Mandarine Trumpf
Wichtig rode north, admiring the mud and shite scenery and struggling to ignore the constant chatter of his young student.
If I could stand to be alone with myself, I’d kill him.
To make unbelievably bad matters worse, Wichtig recognized many of the questions as those he’d asked as a young man dabbling in education. Long ago, he studied philosophy because there’d been a pretty girl in that class. What was her name? He closed his eyes, picturing straight chestnut brown hair curling a little near the ends. There was something about the way she smiled, the shape of her lips. And those eyes. He’d written a poem about them once.
“Green eyes of misty wisdom,” he said.
Weird that he remembered that but not her name. Nothing came of his infatuation as he’d been young and hadn’t yet learned that the trick to talking to a woman was pretending you weren’t talking to a woman.
“What was that?” asked Pech, interrupting his own incessant stream of stupid questions with yet another stupid question.
Wichtig ignored the boy.
What decides what you remember and what you forget?
It certainly wasn’t interest. There’d been many women he’d been extremely interested in, and he remembered none of them. Well, almost none of them. They existed as moments carved from time. Sitting in a woman’s bed eating breakfast as her friends puttered about the dorm pretending there wasn’t a naked man chatting with them. The time he asked the woman he was dating to wear a tattered shirt the next time he saw her so he could ravish her without damaging important clothing; he’d broken up with her instead, and she sat crying in the ratty painting shirt in which she’d clearly hoped to be ravished.
What was her name?
And like that uncomfortable moment he first suspected he might be a shite of a man, a thousand past mistakes crept out from the dark recesses of his mind he’d stuffed them in. Stupid things he’d said and done, replayed over and over. Most, he realized, he couldn’t remember all that clearly.
Where was I when that happened? Who was I talking to?
He had no idea, and yet the memory of the cringe remained, the ghost of a moment in truth forgotten, haunting him.
How can I regret throwing that cat turd if I can’t even remember who I threw it at or if I hit them?
It made no sense!
“The whole point of forgetting the past,” Wichtig announced, “is so you don’t regret it.”
“What do you mean?” Pech asked.
“Those who remember the past are condemned to regret it,” Wichtig told his apprentice. “A wise old friend said that.”
Or something like it. Come to think of it, it did sound a little too wise for Bedeckt.
Wichtig reined his horse to a stop. “It’s time to name the horses.”
“But I thought naming stupid animals was stupid.”
“Why would you think that?” When the boy looked ready to answer, Wichtig waved him to silence. “Women love horses. Granted, yours looks like it’s already dead, but someday you’ll have a better one. When you have a nice horse, pretty girls will always ask what you’ve named it. You need to have a ready answer that makes you look good.”
“Is this Swordsman training?”
“Obviously.” Wichtig looked away. Why was it so difficult to teach this kid even the simplest lessons? “You should have a ready answer for everything, and that answer should always make you look better than you are.”
Because you are contemptible shite, and you hate yourself.
“You’re saying you’re not as awesome as everyone thinks you are?”
“I’m much better than people think. But everyone can’t be me. During the slow times between sword fights, when you’re riding from one shitty town to the next so you can kill whatever Swordsmen are there, you should imagine different scenarios. Come up with a quick answer for everything someone might say. In each case, if that ever happens, you’ll be ready with a quick response. Folks will be awed by your wit.”
“Everything?”
“Yes.”
“How many of the scenes you imagine happen?” Pech asked.
“Almost none. What’s that got to do with anything?”
“I…” The boy frowned. “I’m not sure.”
“See? If you’d thought this through before the conversation, you’d have had something smart to say. Instead, you look like an idiot.”
“You’re telling me you’ve imagined this whole conversation and everything I might say to be sure you have a snappy answer?”
“Obviously,” lied Wichtig.
Why couldn’t people understand that he didn’t have to follow the advice he gave them because the advice was for people like them and not people like him?
“And the horses?”
“I’d give them different advice.”
Pech blinked in confusion. “I… I meant their names.”
“You want something with meaning. Something a pretty girl will appreciate. Something that’ll make her think you’re a deep well of emotion and wisdom instead of…” He gestured at Pech.
“Can you give me an example?”
“Humble Beauty,” answered Wichtig. “Reaching For Grace. Elements of Freedom. Burning Enthusiasm. Prancing Joy.”
“Can I use one of those?”
“No.”
Pech wrinkled his nose. A breeze ruffled his hair leaving it looking better than it was a moment ago. The sun crept through a crack in the ever-present clouds of Gottlos and lit him gold like a hero from the sagas.
Wichtig glared at the clouds. You missed! I’m right here!
“Heart’s Mirror,” the boy said.
It was a terrible name. “What does it mean?”
“When I’m riding, I feel like I’m connected to something bigger.”
“You are. Your arse connects to the horse.”
“No,” said Pech, “I mean—”
“Doesn’t matter,” interrupted Wichtig. Other people were boring. Sometimes he wondered if they could hear themselves. “What’s the most important skill for a Swordsman?”
“The ability to convince a crowd?”
“Don’t be ridiculous,” said Wichtig, annoyed the kid guessed right. “First, you must know how to use a sword.”
Dismounting, he drew the stick he still carried tucked into his saddlebags.
Pech slid from his saddle with a grace almost as annoying as his perfect hair and flat, grey eyes. “Should I get a stick?”
Wichtig whacked him across the shoulder. “Only if you want to be the World’s Greatest Idiot with a Stick.”
Rubbing his shoulder and wincing, Pech backed away, drawing his sword.
“Smart,” said Wichtig. “Retreating before a superior opponent to give yourself time to get their measure.”
“I didn’t want to get hit again.”
Wichtig disarmed the boy and stabbed him hard in the solar plexus. He studied the northern horizon as the kid flopped about on the ground, gagging and retching. Was it a little brighter there, the sky clearer?
When he could finally make words, Pech said, “Why did you do that?”
“If you don’t want to get hit, you need to be farther away. Go get your sword.”
Pech fetched his sword from the mud. “I wasn’t—”
Wichtig disarmed him.
“—ready.”
“Is your opponent going to wait until you’re ready?” Wichtig asked.
“I kind of thought they would.”
“Fetch your sword.”
This time, when Wichtig stepped in to disarm the idiot again the boy twisted his sword, chopping the stick off just beyond Wichtig’s fist.
Wichtig scowled at the short length of stick and tossed it aside.
“To be fair,” said Pech, “you used the same move again and you were attacking me with a stick.”
Wichtig drew his sword.
“Oh,” said Pech. “Fuck.” Turning, he sprinted away.
Sheathing his sword, Wichtig set about finding enough kindling to get a fire going.
Maybe fighting with a twig isn’t the best idea after all.
Once the fire was lit and crackling as merrily as anything in Gottlos could be capable of, he searched through Pech’s pack until he found the lad’s sleeping roll. Spreading it on the ground, he sat before the fire.
Pech returned an hour later, sheepish.
“That,” said Wichtig, “was the smartest thing you’ve done all day.”
“Running away or returning?”
“Yes.”
Pech looked from his open pack, his meagre belongings scattered on the ground, to the sleeping roll Wichtig sat on. “Is that mine?”
“No.”
“Ah.” He sat across the fire. The flames brought out the red tones in his brown hair, sharpened his cheek bones with shadow, and generally made him look handsomer than he had any right to. “Are we finished sparring?”
“You want to have a sword fight with me in my present mood?”
“No.”
“Smart. Tomorrow we’ll enter Selbsthass and leave this festering shite-pit of a shitty-state behind.”
“Shitty-state,” said Pech. “Funny.”
“Of course it was. You have first watch.”
The boy nodded with the enthusiasm of a puppy. “When should I wake you?”
“When the sun rises.”
Pech darted a look at the setting sun. “Um.”
“You can sleep in the saddle while we ride. It’s an invaluable skill.”
“How so?”
“Sometimes you need to flee a situation and you don’t want exhaustion to slow you.”
Pech opened his mouth and then closed it.
“What?” Wichtig demanded.
“Can I—”
“Ask your fucking question.”
“Over the last few days, you’ve told countless stories about your exploits.”
“They aren’t stories, they’re recountings of events of historical importance.”
“You said that you and your friend, Stelen, fought the Geborene Mehrere who guarded Morgen back before he became a god. You told me the Mehrere kept splitting into new copies and that you fought hundreds of the woman before finally finding and killing the original.”
Wichtig grinned fondly at the memory of Bedeckt’s wheezing charge into battle. “Gods that was a great fight.”
“Well,” said Pech, “you mentioned exhaustion. You say that you killed hundreds then, but you were winded after killing Unglücklicher and all you did was stab him in the face.”
“I was not!” Or was he? He couldn’t remember.
“And you were breathing a little hard after only disarming me twice.”
“You do understand what a question is, right?”
“The decades take their inevitable toll. What is effortless for a man in his twenties is impossible for a man well-past his prime.”
“And?” Wichtig demanded.
“What are you going to do the next time you face enemies more dangerous than two swordsmen who don’t want to fight? What happens when you kill one or two opponents and your arms feel heavy with exhaustion, but there are still several young and fit foes left?”
“Did your father abandon you because you asked too many fucking questions?”
Pech’s grey eyes hardened. “No. He ran away before I got to ask anything important.”
That night Wichtig dreamed he was once again visited by an Albtraum pretending to be his son. Only this time the boy looked oddly like Pech.
Fluch crouched over him, a blunt, rusty knife clutched in his hand, muttering about how Wichtig was a coward for abandoning Mom and how he deserved
to die out here lying in the mud.
“You’ll die alone,” snarled Fluch. “Forgotten.” Teeth bared, he grinned. “First, I’m going to undo everything you are.”
“Fuck off,” Wichtig mumbled at the dream Albtraum. “You’ll never be as amazing as me.”
Rolling over, he curled himself tight in his sleeping roll and dreamed of a child made of numbers whose name was a number. Imprisoned in a steel box, she screamed over and over. The sun was dead, the world an icy rock. Her children were insane. Trapped by the rules she herself decided upon, a slave to the whims of humanity, the girl of numbers defined reality.
You could make it a heaven, she said.
You could make it a heaven.
You could make it a heaven.
Wichtig dreamed he walked barefoot across a field of large and naked breasts.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

Alcohol. Narcotics. Abusive and toxic relationships. Overeating unhealthy foods.
Self-harm is an art, and we are poets, inking an ode to pain into our flesh.
The blade, though, is the tool of the true artist.
Nothing spells pain and loathing more clearly.
—Schlechte Impulskontrolle, Poet
Self-Destruction, wearing the crimson robes of the Geborene Theocrat, rode in a gold-gilt carriage pulled by a team of the city’s most perfect and beautiful Dysmorphics. Where he passed, the citizens of Selbsthass fell to their knees in worship.
They’re sheep.
That wasn’t right. Sheep fled at a wolf’s approach. The people of Selbsthass opened their doors to every wolf, each time praying this would be the wolf who would save them from the previous wolves.
Self-Destruction was but the latest wolf.
They’re children, he realized. Who else would blindly believe whatever priests told them? Originally a splinter sect of the Wahnvor Stellung, and worshipping those same gods, the people now worshipped either Morgen or Konig, depending on which priest last spoke with them. The city was ripe for a religious schism, and Self-Destruction was not one to ignore such an opportunity. In the weeks since he first splintered off the obsidian statue, he’d travelled from church to church, following the Theocrat’s schedule a day late. Each time, he pretended to be Konig and undid everything the man set in motion.
If Konig told the local pastor to instruct his flock to worship the Theocrat as a god of peace and sanity, Self-Destruction told them inebriation and narcotic abuse were the highest forms of prayer, that self-harm was the path to enlightenment. To sow further confusion, the Doppel told every other church that their neighbouring parishes were blasphemous idolators worshipping Konig’s evil Doppels.
Not once did a priest think to question. Each bowed their heads in holy reverence and passed along whatever madness Self-Destruction saw fit to share.
The carriage passed a burning church. The next parish over had staged a raid against the foul blasphemers and nailed the pastor upside down to his front door. Judging from the number of bodies littering the grounds, there’d been fierce resistance from the local churchgoers. Similar scenes played out across Selbsthass every day. Self-Destruction intercepted most of the reports before they reached the Theocrat, but the few that snuck past left the man confused.
The stunningly beautiful and muscled Dysmorphics pulling the carriage slowed to a stop and stood waiting. Fuckers didn’t even have the good graces to look uncomfortable after their run through half the city.
Self-Destruction climbed from the wagon to stand blinking in the sun. Selbsthass stank like two-week-old garbage, which made sense as he’d cancelled all collection services two weeks ago, ordering those responsible for the city’s sanitation to dump all refuse into the main reservoir. The hospitals were now overflowing with the sick and poisoned, leading to further chaos as he’d also spread rumours that all doctors were secretly Wahnvor Stellung agents bent on the destruction of everything holy. The fact it made no sense didn’t seem to matter. The only thing better than a lie was one that gave you a reason to be shitty to your fellow humans.
Soon, I will visit Konig.
The harder the Theocrat worked, the faster his plans crumbled, each undone by Self-Destruction’s machinations. A few more carefully orchestrated failures, and the man would flee back to the mirror, leaving room for his Doppel to become real.
I’m not a Doppel!
The fact he didn’t know what he was didn’t help. At least with the obsidian statue carted from the city by Traugott and Formt, he didn’t have to worry about it betraying him.
Two weeks ago, everyone walking the streets of Selbsthass bathed every day and wore white. Now, most wore a stained hash of discordant styles and stank like gutter drunks.
Did I tell everyone that clashing colours is next to godliness?
He couldn’t remember, but it sounded like the kind of hilarious joke he might make on a whim.
“Where are we?” Self-Destruction demanded of the nearest Dysmorphic.
The woman stopped comparing her calf muscles to the man next to her and said, “The Defekter Wasserbehälter, my Theocrat.”
Right! He remembered now.
Self-Destruction entered the decrepit tavern-cum-holy shrine.
Tavern-come-holy shrine? Holy cum shrine?
The Doppel giggled, grating to his ears.
Pushing into the dark interior, he found Vertrauensverräter waiting in the back corner. A pitcher of kartoffel sat waiting, ordered in anticipation of his arrival.
Self-Destruction collapsed into the chair across from the dangerous Haluzin. “Is that warm?” he nodded at the pitcher.
“Ordered it over an hour ago.”
“Good.”
“I think a fly died in it.”
“Perfect,” Self-Destruction said, pouring himself a mugful.
Sure enough, a bloated green fly floated in the murky potato broth. Plucking it out, he held it between thumb and forefinger. “If you’re not hurting yourself,” he said, “is it really art?”
He ate the fly, popping it between his front teeth.
Vertrauensverräter studied him, eyes lingering on his stained vestments. “You look different.”
“Honesty comes with a price.” He drank again. Having not eaten in days, the alcohol hit him like a cudgel. “Remind me what my last orders were.”
That earned him a raised eyebrow. “You don’t remember?”
“I’m juggling many corpses and have several bushes in the fire.” That came out wrong, the potato mash drowning his thoughts. After this, he’d hide in his carriage until clarity returned.
Clarity. Good name for a Doppel. Having a fragment of your personality follow you around reminding you of every stupid thing you’d done or said sounded like a lovely hell.
“You asked me to undermine people’s faith in Morgen’s perfection.”
“I did!” Not caring how she went about her task or why the Theocrat chose her, Self-Destruction contemplated how to best adjust her orders. “You’re moving too slow,” he decided. Rushing people was always better than giving them time to think. “Your interpretation of my commands was too literal.”
Vertrauensverräter waited, fingers drumming the table in a way that was pleasingly annoying.
“I want you to undermine their faith in everything,” Self-Destruction announced.
“Everything?”
“Who do people trust?” he asked.
She shrugged, looking thoughtful. “Teachers?”
“Good. Attack them. By the end of the week, no one should trust a single word uttered by any teacher anywhere. I want them burning textbooks and histories. I want professors burning for spreading falsehoods.”
“I can do that.”
“Who else?”
“Doctors?”
“Way ahead of you. Be more creative.”
“Grandparents?”
“Beautiful. Everyone’s grandparents worship the old gods. They’re Wahnvor Stellung assassins, here to spread lies.”
“That’s not what assassins do.”
“You think undermining faith isn’t a form of murder?”
She accepted the reprimand. “What about restaurants and chefs?”
“Food service is the last bastion of holiness,” Self-Destruction decided. “The more bloated you are when you stumble drunkenly from a restaurant, the more holy.”
“That’d be easier if they didn’t have to pay for the food. I think most people still trust the banks.”
The Verzweiflung Banking Conglomerate ran the banks in Selbsthass and every other city-state.
“Foreigners interfering with internal politics, seeking to poison our faith with distractions of wealth. Smash the banks. Litter the streets with coin and then kill anyone attempting to charge money for goods and services.” He made a note to send out similar orders to his other saboteurs. By tomorrow morning, Geborene priests would storm the city’s banks. Though he understood neither economics nor fiscal policies, he felt confident such a move would throw Selbsthass into chaos.
“What about the city guard?” Vertrauensverräter asked.
“Peace is anathema to—” He almost said peace. “Peace is anathema to freedom. Target all law-enforcement. I want city-guard butchered in the street, judges hanging from courthouse walls.”
Self-Destruction downed the rest of the pitcher and stood, wobbling.
Vertrauensverräter looked up at him. “Are you alright?”
“No. Do you have any questions?”
“Several.”
“Good.”
Spinning on a slippered heel, he left the tavern.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

They say some people burn bright, their lives a brief and wild flame, while others burn long and slow, smouldering like embers.
It’s all horseshite. Once I light them up, they all burn the same.
— Feuerliebhaber, Hassebrand
“Gehirn?” asked Nacht, looking south. “I thought Morgen sent her to Geldangelegenheiten.”
Einzeln gave an impatient shrug, glancing past him like she wanted to flee.
“Oh relax,” said Nacht. “I can control her. In fact…” He rubbed his chin and then caught himself, remembering how Konig did that when pretending to think. “This is the bit of luck I need. When she arrives, I shall claim her loyalty.”
Einzeln loosed a grunt of uncertainty and pointed southwest.
Turning, Nacht saw the distant flickering of flames hidden by heavy forest, smoke rising above the trees.
“King Schmutzig’s camp,” Einzeln said.
Morgen must have sent her to burn Schmutzig. The fire was big and growing. Too big and growing too damned fast.
Has she tipped over the Pinnacle?
“I think—”
The trees at the edge of the clearing where Nacht and his cadre of demented had paused burst into flames, becoming screaming pillars of blinding white, and then crumbling towers of ash in two heartbeats.
Nacht blinked, still seeing the afterimage of the trees writ purple in his eyes.
Einzeln squeaked in terror and became a yellow mist as Gehirn strode, naked and terrible, through the shin-deep dust that had been a forest. Folds of fat, skin pink and all the more terrifying for being hairless, she roared insensate rage and hate at Nacht. He wished he, too, could become a mist, safe from physical harm.
Nacht raised his hands, showing empty palms. “Gehirn,” he said, voice calm and reasonable, careful to keep any trace of fear from showing. “My friend, we need to talk.”
With a gesture, Gehirn boiled the mist that was Einzeln, evaporating her in an instant.
Fucking hells!
Hands still raised, Nacht retreated a step before catching himself. Anger flashed through him. He might be a Reflection, but he was still a god!
“Stop!” he bellowed, and Gehirn blinked, slowing. “You need to relax!”
She stopped, the mud around her feet boiling. “Relax?” Without so much as a glance, she turned Körpertausch, still sitting with his back to a tree, into dancing cinders.
Jeden looked up from staring at her feet and reached for her sword. A blinding flash of white, and the Cotardist became a wobbling tower of scorched bone. She stepped toward the Hassebrand and crumbled to nothing.
“Tell me again how I need to relax,” Gehirn said.
Waves of heat washed over Nacht, singeing his hair. It hurt to breathe. He held his ground. “Calm yourself.”
“Calm?” she repeated, sounding incredulous.
“Back off!” barked Verehren, stepping protectively between Nacht and the Hassebrand.
He knew a moment of deep love for the Erotomanic. “Gehirn, you need to—” He coughed and gagged on the inhaled dust of Verehren. She was gone, fine white silt in the air.
“I need?” Gehirn grinned sharp canines. “I need to relax, to be calm?”
Conversation was the chink in the armour of self, the path to manipulation. Nacht told himself this, praying it was true.
“Yes,” he said. “Be reasonable.”
“No,” said Gehirn, naked skin steaming in the night air. “Calm is the last thing I need.” She hissed and Nacht’s hair and clothes burst into flames. “Reason is anathema to power.”
Nacht ran screaming, tearing at his clothes and stumbling through boiling mud. Sodden shoes cooked his feet, and he kicked them off and that was no better. Stumbling pillars of fire sprinted everywhere, wailing as they collided. Toppling, they lay in the muck making impossible sounds until the air in their lungs charred their throats, their blood boiled, and their organs baked hard.
Hands blistering, Nacht threw his shirt. He fell, struggling to get his burning pants and underclothes off. Searing mud, every breath an agony. Fabric crumbling to char.
Eyes clenched he ran north into the cool night air, sobbing in terror and pain. Gehirn’s crackling laughter followed.
Flesh bubbled and sloughed away in wet sheets, and he sobbed for what had been done to him. A fragment of Morgen’s psyche, he’d witnessed the boy’s torture at the hands of the Slaver without feeling it. This was the first time he knew real pain.
Why had he wanted to be real?
Reality was awful.
Reality was agony.
Gods, he wanted to be safe back inside his mirror, a Reflection distanced from the world by glass and delusion.
Nacht woke to find a man standing over him. A long blade of grass hanging from one corner of a crooked mouth, skin wrinkled like an apple left in the sun, small eyes studied him from under a floppy straw hat. They were in a shack of some kind, the walls rough-hewn logs, the roof constructed of warped planks of wood and tangled vines. It smelled like a peat bog.
“Am I real?” Nacht asked, unsure what he wanted to hear.
With a twist of tongue, the grass twitched to the opposite corner in the old man’s mouth. “Fundja ril nekkid. Inda mud.”
“What?”
“Ril nekkid.” Grass flicked back to the other corner. “Burndid, too. Foghtjer dead.”
Lifting a hand, Nacht stared in shock at his arm. Twisted flesh cracked and wept clear liquid when he moved. The skin looked like it had been melted and run like viscous lava before healing. Or partially healing. He whimpered.
“Dunt move. Gun hurt. Bad. Ril bad.” The old man moved from sight, returning with a clay mug. Leaning close, he poured a few drops of cool water into Nacht’s cracked mouth.
Nacht cried with gratitude.
And slept.
When next he woke, the old man fed him strips of something that might have been chicken and a few more sips of water.
“Yuh hill quick like.”
“What?” mumbled Nacht.
Lips wrinkled in concentration. “Ye heal quick like,” he enunciated carefully. “Ril quick.”
Once again checking his arms, Nacht found the old man was right. Though rolling mounds of scar tissue still tightened the flesh, it no longer cracked and wept when he moved. He felt tight, like he’d been wrapped in gauze in preparation for burial. Lifting the sheet, he found himself naked.
Nacht dropped the sheet back into place and closed his eyes.
He was all scars, his entire body twisted and ruined by fire. More real than he had been, he still hadn’t replaced Morgen. The godling yet lived, was out there somewhere in the world. Caught between reality and unreality, Nacht existed in a state of confusion. His body thought it was real and behaved as such, suffering burns and pain. And yet he knew he wasn’t and healed like something on the edge of Ascending.
Belief is everything.
He was the Reflection of a god. If he knew he was healed and whole, reality would bend to his will.
“I am healed,” he said. “I am whole, my flesh undamaged.”
“Unfukin’ likely,” said the old man, tucking a fresh blade of grass into his mouth.
“I am the god of filth and freedom. I am perfectly flawed.”
“Nah,” said the old man, grass quivering as he spoke. “Yer juss nekkid n burndid ril bad like.” He sniffed, glancing about the shack. “Is bid durdy dough. Could do wiff cleanin, ‘spoze.”
“Fuck off,” mumbled Nacht. “Your grip on reality is interfering with my delusions.”
It was horseshite, of course. One sane man could never curb the delusions of someone like Nacht. Even in Selbsthass, surrounded by the sane, he’d been able to shape reality.
The farmer shrugged and wandered away, mumbling to himself.
Closing his eyes, Nacht tried again.
And again.
Reality, he discovered, had decided it didn’t give a wet shite what he wanted.
Again, he slept.
Selbsthass.
Opening his eyes, Nacht stared at the thatched ceiling, the bugs crawling up there, the spiders hunting them.
The citizens of Selbsthass were sane—or as sane as anyone ever was—but they also had faith. They believed Morgen was a god and likewise they believed Nacht was a part of their god.
I’m too far away.
Separated from the belief of those who worshipped Morgen, he was weak and vulnerable.
I must return to Selbsthass.
Only then could he heal himself.
Was that true?
He didn’t know, didn’t care. What was truth, anyway?
He’d fucking well make it true.
Pushing himself upright, Nacht moaned. Flesh and muscle had been burnt and healed badly. Every movement hurt. Bending his joints was agony, the scars resisting his every effort.
“How far to Selbsthass?” he asked the old man.
“Cuppa days.”
A couple days. He could do that. He had to.
“Do you have a horse?”
“Cart harse.”
“I need it.”
“Nuh,” said the old man. “Nuh fukn chance. Knee muh harse.”
“I’ll pay you.”
That earned him the doubtful raise of a single eyebrow. “Wiff? You ril nekkid, bemember?”
“Fine,” said Nacht. “I’ll walk. But I promise you will regret this.”
“Ragrit heppin you? Yeh, likely.” The old man shrugged. “But couldna leaf you inda mud tuh die, right?”
You probably should have, thought Nacht, whimpering as he stood. It probably would have been better for everyone.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

There are things in the dark, things better left alone. The smartest Geisteskranken know this, and while they stretch and distort reality with their delusions, even they are not so insane as to invite the ones who hunger in.
—Sprecher Der Wahrheit, Philosopher
Suddenly very aware he carried no weapons, Perfection stood before the forest goddess.
The goddess reared up, snatched one of Perfection’s guards from where he stood. The man hacked futilely at her arm, failing to leave even the smallest dent. She ripped him in half, a geyser of blood and organs spraying from the corpse.
So much for swords.
She discarded the corpse and went for the other guard, the man fled, fear overpowering even Perfection’s control. Delicate, as if plucking a grape from a bowl, the goddess speared him through the skull with one twisted claw.
Perfection retreated a step as her attention swivelled to him.
“Little nothing god,” the goddess said.
“Now!” Perfection shouted.
Arrows ripped from the trees behind him. They clattered against the goddess’ scaly skin, most bouncing off harmlessly. Some found soft spots, spaces between the plates. One pierced her eye, and she roared in agony, reeling back, hand flying to the wound. Vitreous fluid poured from between her fingers, and she tore the arrow free, the eye coming with it.
Emboldened by their success, men charged from the trees, blade and spear and torch held high. They swarmed the giant, setting her hair alight, hacking bits of armour from her legs as she flailed at her burning head. Lashing out with one massive hand, the goddess swept her attackers away. They crashed into trees with bone-cracking force, crumpled at the ferocity of the blow.
Where are the damned wolves?
Perfection glanced back, searching the trees for his tamed pack. Caught between Perfection’s control and fear of the goddess, they lurked in the shadows.
Useless dogs.
The goddess reached for him, intending to crush the Doppel in a bloodstained fist.
With nowhere to run, he sucked in a breath. Hope this works.
The world slid, and the goddess disappeared. Perfection stood in the Afterdeath, the trees grey and still. A child lay on the forest floor, entangled in millennia of roots and vines.
He studied her, confused. “You’re the goddess?”
The child looked up through tears.
Encased in a forest prison, there was something terrifyingly ancient about the girl. Something from before the gods went mad and abandoned the world.
Perfection knelt. “What’s your name?”
“Verschlingen,” she answered. “They left me here.”
“Who?” he asked.
“My brothers and sisters. My family.”
Ghosts of men and women flickered into view. Dressed in strange clothing, their names whispered across the Afterdeath like a sigh of wind. Her Skirt is Snakes. The Lord of the Wind. Mountainheart. Father of the Long Cave Beneath the Earth. She Who Shines Like Jade. More, he couldn’t pronounce. They shimmered, cruelty in their posture, every line bent towards domination. A great hunger rolled off them. Even as phantoms, Perfection felt the wrong permeating the air.
The girl snuffled back tears as they faded. “I made a new family.”
The snarl of a wolf, the cry of a hawk. The roar of a bear, the trembling thunder of a dragon’s approach. Realization struck him. Here was the progenitor of the Therianthrope. A lost god, delirious with loneliness, bending flesh and reality to her will.
A fragment of a spoiled and selfish man-child, Perfection saw her weakness. In the land of the living, she was free to roam her forest. Here, she was a prisoner of her pain.
“You shouldn’t be here,” he said. “You’re a time long dead.” He stroked her hair. “You don’t belong. “
Perfection wrapped his hands around her neck and squeezed.
Where does a thing go when it dies in the Afterdeath?
The girl’s eyes bulged, her face turning purple. Limbs pinned by the roots of thousand-year-old trees, she thrashed, helpless. His fingers tightened, and Verschlingen’s body heaved for air.
“You are…” He offered a sad smile of apology. “You’re a flaw.”
He squeezed harder, felt her windpipe collapse. The girl thrashed, tears streaming from her eyes. Her mouth worked silently; a fish thrown from water. Finally, she stopped.
Releasing her, Perfection backed away. Roots and vines squirmed, releasing the corpse and retreating into the grey earth. In a score of heartbeats, the body sublimated into ash, blowing away on a wind he couldn’t feel. He watched until nothing remained but grey trees and soil.
Perfection returned to the living forest. The goddess lay still, a smoking corpse, good eye bulging. Men lay scattered about the clearing, gore dripping from leaf and branch, coating fern fronds in garish red. Verbrennung sat on a stump, panting with exertion. Beads of sweat rolled down the man’s face. He looked to his god and bowed his head.
“It is done, m’lord.”
Perfection nodded and turned to his men. “Rise. You are not finished here.”
The dead groaned, rising from their broken positions. They shuffled into view from where they had been thrown. The rest of the soldiers joined shortly after. When they were arrayed in ranks, Perfection addressed them.
“Strip this clearing bare. Burn the body in the centre and bury the ashes.”
He turned as they began the work, the sound of axe and blade echoing in his ears. He walked to the other side of the clearing and sat on a stump, staring into the forest.
It was necessary.
There was only one force worth worshipping, and it wasn’t Morgen.
There could be no god greater than perfection.
It was necessary.
They did not bother to camp. Perfection needed neither food nor drink, and his command left little for the men to want. Worries about their health or their fighting fitness did not bother him. Why would they? He could simply command them to rise again, and they would. An undying army, bolstered by Geisteskranken.
She was a child.
She was a god.
The words rippled across his brain, an accusation. He had no time for those either. Children died every day.
She was a flaw.
He’d done the world a favour, scouring it of defects, removing that which no longer had a place.
Perfection scowled at the tattered remains of his followers, dead and alive.
Where is their perfection?
With a twitch of will, he took their flaws, left them archetypes of human excellence. Long limbs. Smooth muscles. Faces were a distraction, a lure and a lie, and he took those. Expressionless eyes, grey and colourless, above a breathing slit. Food was an addiction, manipulation the mouth’s only purpose. He sealed their lips, left a faint pink line pleasing to the eye.
Happiness. Sadness. Emotion was a weakness, and any weakness was, by definition, a flaw.
He took their feelings.
A free man was free to make stupid choices, and so he took that, too.
Where Morgen played at improving his followers, Perfection took them to the only sane and logical conclusion.
Work complete, he looked north.
A chill wind snapped between the trees, maple and birch thinning out, pine becoming more prevalent. Perfection winced at the lack of thought and planning behind this forest and moved the trees into neat lines. Pines in one line, maple in another. The fallen leaves and branches littering the forest floor, a tripping hazard, faded to nothing.
Better.
The land sloped upward, snow drifting down from leaden skies. Soon he would reach the frozen land of the foul flesh-eating savages.
He walked north, his sexless followers marching in neat rows at his back. The slope steepened, becoming rockier, and he smoothed it with a will. The forest gave way to boulders and loose scree, gravel underfoot. Perfection flattened it all, left a smooth plane of featureless grey stone unmarred by a single crack. The slope evened out before giving way to a wide ledge. Below, a vista spread out. White snowfields, frozen rivers, snow-shrouded trees.
Here, at last, the Frozen North.
That cinereal grey stain crept from the corners of his perception. It gnawed at the world, leaving wounds in reality.
“Not yet,” Perfection whispered, half pleading.
This wasn’t a war to end almost all, and more inhabited lands stretched out before him.
He was close, so close. But almost perfect was just another way of saying flawed.
Gritting his teeth, he forced the grey hunger from the world.
The act left him hollowed and he drew a ragged breath, staring out over the snowy landscape.
Morgen got one thing right. White was good.
Below, a pack of wolves chased a massive furry beast across the snow. Perfection watched it founder, the wolves leaping on it, tearing it to shreds. Fighting over the scraps, they bloodied the crisp whiteness of snow.
Annoyed, he erased them all.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

Fuck.
—General Missenfolg, Battle of Unbrauchbar
Hauling a heavy obsidian slab, the cart’s wheels wouldn’t stop squeaking. It was a small thing, but enough to drive Traugott to distraction. He glared at the two Dysmorphics pulling the wagon and fantasized about cutting their legs off.
Not that it was their fault. It would’ve squeaked with horses hooked to it, too, but Fleischjunge and Sehrklein were so overlarge with bulging muscle, they’d wasted half a day trying to find horses able to carry them. In the end, Traugott decided since they had thumbs, and someone needed to manhandle the slab of rock destined to be Gehirn’s prison, the two oafs could pull the wagon. Instead of riding, Traugott had agreed to walk if only as so as not to outpace the big idiots.
Squeak. Squeak.
The wheels on the cart go round and round. Round and FUCK.
He shook his head and shifted his attention to the sculptor. Formt Stein walked alone with his head down, inspecting the earth at his feet as if it held some answer or escape. Not that it held either. One of Traugott’s Shadows trailed the man, a black blade held loose in a dim fist. He wouldn’t kill him—at least not until the Hassebrand was safely under control, but neither could he let the sculptor entertain ideas of escape.
Traugott sidled over to the sculptor, who didn’t bother to look up. “Nice day, isn’t it?” he asked.
It wasn’t. Not even close. But he needed the sculptor functional. If he should fall into a depression and go catatonic, Traugott would be left with a useless slab of rock, and an even more useless pile of flesh.
Stein looked up at the clouds. He squinted as a drop hit him in the face and wiped it away with a sodden sleeve. “The skies were cleaner with Morgen around.”
Traugott repressed a flicker of irritation and clapped Stein on the shoulder, sending the man staggering. “You are the greatest sculptor in the world, no?”
“Maybe,” Stein mumbled.
“How will the world know?”
“What?”
“Well, you sit in your workshop, whittling your little sculptures for who? The wealthy of Selbsthass? Who outside the city knows your name?”
Stein didn’t answer.
“Right,” Traugott said. “But imagine, if you return to the Theocrat with this rogue Hassebrand locked in a prison of your own design. You’ll be famous!”
Stein looked at Traugott. Dark circles rode beneath the man’s eyes. “She will burn us all,” he hissed.
Traugott sneered, unable to hide his contempt for the man’s cowardice. “My Shadows will distract her while I club the big bitch unconscious. You do your part. Fold the stone around her and she’ll be trapped like a rat.”
“Easy peazy.” Stein mumbled, again looking at his feet.
“Do you understand me?” Traugott reached over and grabbed the man’s chin, pulling the sculptor’s gaze to meet his own. “If you fail, if you hesitate, I will be forced to kill the Hassebrand. That will ruin my plans and will string you from the nearest tree by your innards. A man can live a long time like that, swinging in the wind.”
Stein blinked, tears forming at the corners of his eyes. He nodded, mute. Traugott grinned, his mood shifting again, and patted the man on the cheek. “Good. Good. Famous, I tell you!”
He strode away to check on the Dysmorphics, who had stopped for some reason.
“What is it?” he asked.
One of his Shadows detached itself, waving its arms as if distressed, or looking for attention. Traugott caught up with the big men, ignoring his Shadow’s antics.
Gods, if it isn’t one thing, it’s another. I swear to the Hells, if they fuck this up, I’ll skin every one of them alive.
“Woman,” Fleischjunge said. Or maybe it was Sehrklein. He had a hard time telling the two massive lumps of muscle apart.
Skinning them might be more work than it’s worth. That’s a lot of flesh.
He looked where the Dysmorphic pointed. A woman stood in the road, bedraggled and muddy. It did nothing to hide her glamour. Her clothing clung to alluring curves, green eyes peering from a shapely face. She held a sliver of glass in one hand, wielding it not like a weapon but a mirror. She looked into it and cursed, lowering her arm. Finally noticing Traugott, she stomped toward him, fury written on her features.
“Have you seen him?” she demanded.
Gorgeous and batshit crazy. Just my type.
He gave her a small smile and ignored the Shadow admiring her backside. “Who?” he asked.
“That bastard Swordsman! He was supposed to take me with him, and instead he left me… wherever the fuck here is!”
“He must be out of his mind,” Traugott observed idly.
She raised the glass again, and after a moment, cursed again. “This rutting thing won’t tell me where he is, either.”
Traugott raised an eyebrow. “And what do you plan on doing to this Swordsman if you catch him?”
She stared into his eyes, suddenly intense. “Slit his throat with this mirror and make him apologize for abandoning me!”
Yep, batshit and a Mirrorist, to boot.
“I like you,” Traugott announced. “Any idea where he might be?”
She pointed north. “I followed his tracks for a bit, before it got too muddy. If I had to guess, I’d say he was headed to Selbsthass.”
“What a shame, we’re headed to Unbrauchbar.”
She shook her head. “Nothing there but death and ash.”
Death and ash? Perhaps Gehirn had already tilted over the Pinnacle, and he could return home.
“I have orders,” he said.
It was the woman’s turn to raise an eyebrow. “And once those are completed, where are you going?”
“Back to Selbsthass, of course.”
She squinted once more into the mirror. “Useless.” Shaking her head, she tucked the shard away. “Fine. I’ll travel with you. My name is Zukunft.”
“Traugott.”
She looked over his shoulder. “The rest of your band?”
He shrugged. “Two big idiots and one sad sack.”
As if summoned, Stein appeared at Traugott’s elbow. “Formt Stein,” he said sketching a courtly bow.
Gods, what a dandy.
It took most of Traugott’s considerable will not to gut the man then and there. To his surprise, Zukunft offered her hand. Stein bent over it and kissed the back.
Great.
Then again, maybe the woman’s presence would keep the man alert enough they might finish their journey without the sculptor flinging himself into a river. Traugott nodded as if he approved, while his Shadow made strangling motions behind the Stein’s back.
“Great.” Traugott clapped his hands, startling everyone. “One big happy family. Stein, find the woman something to wear that isn’t covered in shite.”
More than happy to help, Stein bustled off, Zukunft trailing him. Traugott watched them go, then nodded to the Dysmorphics. “Onward, gents.”
“Oi, why we gotta be the meat?” Fleischjunge asked. Or maybe it was Sehrklein.
Traugott turned to the man. “What?”
“Why we always gotta be the meat?” Fleischjunge asked again. “Pull this, push that, lift those things. I can do uvver stuff, y’know.”
“Like?”
His face screwed up in thought.
Sehrklein raised a finger. “I have a degree from Geld University, if you must know.”
Fleischjunge glanced at his friend. “In what?”
“Maths.”
Traugott cocked a sceptical eyebrow and waved a hand in his general direction. “Then why this?” Indicating the man’s massive chest and biceps.
“To defend my dissertation.”
Traugott shook his head. “Fine. Figure out how long it’s going to take us to reach Unbrauchbar while you’re pulling that thing.”
The Dysmorphics sighed and leaned into their harnesses. The wagon lurched into motion with a squeal, setting his teeth on edge.
They camped that night, huddling around a fire one of the Dysmorphics lit. Zukunft, having discreetly shed the ruined dress and changed into a baggy pants and shirt she borrowed from an all-too-willing Stein, sat beside the sculptor, laughing at his jokes and touching his shoulder.
Annoyed, Traugott turned in early, doing his best to ignore their whispered conversation.
The next day, they rode south. Though no longer raining, the sky remained dark with threatening cloud.
Zukunft giggled, drawing Traugott’s attention from a landscape of chewed mud and blasted trees. She walked with the sculptor, so close they almost touched.
The fuck is it women love about artists?
A Shadow split from Traugott, lurching in the sculptor’s direction with a dark blade.
It would be so easy to rid myself of this troublesome whiner.
Instead, he twitched his head, and the Shadow backed off, clearly disappointed.
“Wait,” he whispered, praying the thing would hold off creating a new disaster before he could get the current one under control. To his relief, it faded into the gloom of a nearby copse of trees, becoming one with the dark there. In recent months it had grown harder to command them, and they increasingly sabotaged his efforts.
Traugott turned his attention back to the sculptor and the woman. Stein lifted a pebble, showing it to the Mirrorist. It shifted, became a stone rose. Tucking her hair behind an ear, she leaned forward, pretending to sniff at the petals.
Is she a liability or leverage?
He wasn’t sure. Should the woman fall for Stein, the man might be too distracted to easily manipulate. Even worse, if she made the man happy, he’d be less powerful. Then again, should they bond, she’d become a useful pivot on which to break the sculptor.
Love is a double-edged sword, primed to cut anyone holding it.
Threatening the woman would do little to endear Traugott to her, but sacrifices must be made. He briefly mourned the loss of a potential conquest, then stuffed the feeling into the darkest recesses of his soul, where it lurked with the rest of his regrets.
The cart hit a rock with a crack, pulling him from thoughts of murder. One of the Dysmorphics was down, holding a knee. Zukunft, stone rose forgotten, moved to kneel beside the big man. They exchanged words and the Dysmorphic smiled, rising to his feet with a wince. Traugott’s Shadow gestured at the sculptor, and Traugott turned.
Eyes narrowed, Stein watched Zukunft fuss over the handsome and muscled man. Jealousy and fury twisted his features. The stone rose in his hand shifted and became a vicious barbed spike.
Now this, I understand.
Zukunft returned to Stein’s side, and the cart lurched forward again. Stein closed his hands over the stone spike, and it took on the likeness of a squirrel. She applauded, the tinkle of her laughter carrying across the ruined hills. The look of pure venom the sculptor shot at the Dysmorphic went unnoticed.
Yes. This, I can use.
That night they made camp under the light of a full moon, the sky clear for the first time in months. Wrapped tight in his bedroll, Stein slept with his back to the fire. The Dysmorphics sat off to one side, discussing math and the art of lifting heavy objects. Traugott caught part of their conversation as he paced the perimeter of the camp.
“Nah, you see, it’s got to be round, right? Otherwise, how’s it fit up his arse?”
“Correct application of force?”
They burst into laughter, deep guffaws rumbling across the plain. Traugott sincerely hoped they weren’t discussing his arse and made a note to sleep with his back against the wagon when his watch was over.
He drifted past the big men and paused. Another voice, light and fetching, drifted through the night. Curious, he moved into the shadows and crept closer.
Zukunft stood by the wagon, facing the obsidian statue. Polished like black glass, the sculpture reflected the moon in a twisted smear.
“Yes, of course,” she said.
Who the hells is she talking to?
“No,” she said. “Not these men. Another? The woman?”
What in the hells is she talking about?
A lull in the conversation. Something in the slick black stone shifted.
Her Reflection?
Traugott’s heart skipped a beat. Something about the thought of a Reflection getting into that statue scared the shite out of him.
Traugott slipped deeper into the shadows, praying he hadn’t been caught. From this angle, he better saw the thing in the stone. It looked like Zukunft, but when its attention drifted past him, he felt something else. Something terrifying.
Zukunft nodded, and wandered from the statue, returning to the fire. Traugott waited a hundred heartbeats, then a hundred more. When he was sure she wasn’t coming back, he sent one of his Shadows to investigate.
It crept across the clearing, its passage making no sound. Pausing at the stone, it reached a hand up, adumbral fingers brushing cold rock. Another heartbeat.
The Shadow became floating flakes of ash and then nothing, snuffed from existence. Traugott felt it go, its absence a hole in his chest. He staggered back, clutched a tree trunk for support.
Did Konig do this? Is he trying to kill me?
No, that made no sense. Traugott was no threat, and the Theocrat freed him from the Geborene prison. Had Konig wanted him dead, he could have slain him with ease.
A face studied Traugott from within the obsidian.
That’s me. It devoured my Shadow.
There was something in the statue. Something older and more powerful than Konig or Morgen.
The question: had Konig known it was there when he sent Traugott away with it?
Of course he fucking did!
No doubt he planned for Traugott to capture Gehirn and then himself fall prey to whatever was in the stone.
Well, fuck him.
If something lived in the stone, it must be because someone’s delusions made it true. Or perhaps it was a Geisteskranken in there, another Mirrorist, trapped there by their Reflection.
Considering his options, Traugott saw two choices: Run away and abandon this terrifying statue or make a deal with whatever was inside.
It destroyed one of my Shadows.
If it could so easily destroy creatures of delusions, perhaps it could save him from his inevitable fate.
The camp was quiet except for the droning sound of snoring as Traugott stepped from the trees.
He approached the statue.
Inside, something stirred.
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CHAPTER FORTY

Men are fragile as eggs. The warp and weft of their minds is a brittle structure built on belief and ego. Assault them with shame and guilt, squeeze them in the iron fist of illogic, and watch them crack. Can you make a man a Geisteskranken by purposefully shattering his mind? By extension, will that man then make a hell of his world when heaven is as easily in his reach? Perhaps, perhaps not. But it’s interesting to watch.
—Wissenschaft Mann, Geborene Scientist
Morgen sat in the Afterdeath and wept, blood falling from his hand like a pattering rain, staining his white robes.
This is my fault.
That was nonsense. He hadn’t abandoned anyone the way he’d been abandoned. Nacht, Bedeckt, Stehlen, Wichtig—they left him to himself. Even Konig, the man he once thought of as something like a father, betrayed him.
This is their fault. I’ll have my vengeance.
Sorrow turned to rage, and he clenched a fist. He was a man, but still felt like the ignorant boy he’d been. He wondered if the beliefs of the people of Selbsthass were responsible for that, or if all men felt like children trapped in aging bodies.
His tears dried. Though he couldn’t see it, he knew the battle in the land of the living went on, each death hitting like a punch in the gut. Men and women arrived in the Afterdeath, screaming as Irmentrud, Schmutzig’s Wahnist necromancer, ripped their souls back to inhabit their corpses.
Unbrauchbar was a waystation for the dying.
His followers were dying, his strength fading.
By now, his newest Doppels, Perfection, Taboo, Doubt, and Contamination, would be too far away to help. Perhaps he should have kept them closer.
“Nacht!” he called.
No answer.
Am I cured?
Morgen struggled to find a way to frame Nacht’s existence. Only Geisteskranken manifested delusions and caused things to crawl from mirrors. By that definition, Morgen had to be insane. And yet the people of Selbsthass were supposed to worship him as a perfect god.
Do they harbour doubts?
If Nacht was a delusion, was it due to a flaw in Morgen’s sanity, or was the shoddy belief of the people to blame?
It’s not my fault. My worshippers can’t comprehend perfection.
That made sense. How could imperfect beings understand perfection?
Once the Geborene were again under his control, he’d make everyone perfect. Then, they’d be able to worship more perfectly. In that instant, Nacht would disappear.
You’re not free of him yet.
“Nacht!” Morgen shouted again.
Either his Reflection was ignoring him, or something had happened to split their communication. Manifestations were notoriously difficult to kill, which suggested someone might have imprisoned the Doppel.
A twisted part of Morgen missed him.
Wiping his bloody hands on his chest, he left a long smear of red. He willed his clothes to their proper state of pristine perfection, and nothing happened.
More blood rained from his fingers, splashing in the mud, and staining his robes. He dragged a hand across his thigh, leaving a bloody print.
“Be clean!”
The clothes ignored him.
More of his soldiers died, their faith in him snuffed.
Oh no. Please, no.
In the Afterdeath, Morgen was a vibrant splash of colour. Blood soaked into the fabric, spreading, staining it a deep carmine. With the arrival and immediate departure of each new ghost, the blemish grew.
Nacht was right: this world is too filthy for me.
“No!” he shouted at the empty city.
He could handle this. Nacht was wrong. Chaos was the failure state of the world. Order was the only provable logic. Reality only breaks down because people are flawed.
‘Even ants wage war,’ he remembered Nacht saying, gesturing at the ground where small red ants mobbed larger black ones. ‘They build cities, raid others for food. Death and murder.’
Fine, it isn’t just people.
Freedom was the problem.
Those free to choose stupidity will inevitably do so. He’d read that somewhere, many years ago.
Morgen needed worshippers with less freedom than the average ant.
What the hells is freedom anyway?
One person would claim it was the ability to do anything you wanted, but that was ridiculous. Many of the things folks wanted to do were outright impossible while others were reprehensible, foul, or dangerous. By that metric, no one was truly free. If you agreed to follow a city-state’s laws, you were no longer free to break them. If you believed theft and murder were wrong, you limited your freedom to do such things.
Teasing ghosts of understanding as the idea took shape. “It’s not slavery if you leave folks enough freedom.”
No, that wasn’t quite right.
“It’s not slavery if you leave folks the right freedoms.”
That felt better.
Giving someone a gift—making them clean and happy and perfect—could hardly be viewed on the same level as forcing people to live in squalor and carry your grotesque arse around on a litter while eating stew made of the fallen.
“I’m not a Slaver.”
With a gut-dropping wrench, Morgen felt hundreds of his soldiers die in an instant. More died, the rate increasing. This time, not a single soul arrived in the Afterdeath.
Perfect quiet.
You have to leave!
If he didn’t act fast, the last of his worshippers would die. Without their faith, he’d be powerless.
Morgen pushed to his feet, hesitated. What could snuff his soldiers in such a way that their souls never made the journey to the Afterdeath?
Leave now or you’re here forever!
Driven by fear, Morgen made the transition to the living world.
The stench of burning meat assaulted him. It clung to his nostrils, scraped his throat raw. Flakes of black ash drifted under a burning orange sky, steam rising from melted rock. All around, cinders smouldered. Morgen drew a scalding breath, turning in a circle. Horses and men lay fused, nightmare creatures of flesh, fire, leather, and steel. The air rippled.
Cautious steps took Morgen across the plaza toward the gates. Charred bodies, black bone protruding from ashen heaps. In the next street over, a colossal fireball clawed the sky and Morgen felt more of his faithful torn from existence.
Gehirn?
Dread turned his limbs to lead, and he resisted the urge to flee.
She loves me. She won’t hurt me.
Unless Konig sent her to kill him.
The Theocrat might have used his Gefahrgeist powers to crack her like those nuts she so loved to eat, scooping out her reason, making her a mindless slave to his own stupidity.
After I brought her back from the Afterdeath! Ungrateful.
Morgen found himself clenching his fists, blood raining from between his fingers. He’d deal with the Theocrat later. First though, the Hassebrand. She had to be punished for this transgression, made to know her place. No one human or Geisteskranken, no matter how close to the Pinnacle, should stand in a position to challenge their god. It set a bad precedent. And while Morgen had lost the base of his power, he was not yet powerless. There were still those in Selbsthass who believed.
That’s too far away. But if you have no local faithful, where does your power come from?
“Shut up.”
Through a gap in the gates, he glimpsed a wide pink figure approaching. A cry of rage echoed the streets of Unbrauchbar and the walls ran like syrup. Burning to ash in seconds, the bodies heaped before them became so much smoke on the wind. Morgen covered his face to spare his eyes from the flash, though the heat baked his skin, drew it tight across his bones. The scents of burnt hair, singed flesh, and woodsmoke hammered his senses, and he reeled back.
The figure strode through the smoke and, as the grey-black wisps dissipated on the heated wind, Gehirn came into view. Naked, pendulous breasts swinging, hairless as those cats that resembled gremlins more than a feline.
Her face, horrifying without eyebrows, was set in a thunderhead of rage. Gehirn advanced until she stood over him, her shadow offering no respite from the baking heat. If anything, it was more intense this close to her, warmth radiating off her as if she carried a deadly infection. Hate and self-loathing came from her in equal measure.
A heartbeat from the Pinnacle, her lips writhed, exposing one bright canine. “Kill. You.”
“You’ll do no such thing,” Morgen said.
Her eyes narrowed, and the heat intensified.
“In fact,” he said, “you will be silent. Konig set you on this mad path, and I am willing to forgive you.”
Careful. First, he needed to calm this unhinged rage.
She blinked in confusion. “Kill. You.”
Again, the heat. Morgen tilted his head and studied her. “I am your god.”
“Kill?” she spat in a querulous tone.
Morgen drove his Gefarhgeist power against her will. “You know I love you.”
Gehirn flinched and sobbed, a broken cry of shame and hate.
Some of the heat dissipated.
“You were always my favourite.”
Her shoulders slumped.
“You will come with me to Selbsthass,” he decided. “You will be my fist of vengeance. You will burn Konig for his transgressions, and in doing so earn your forgiveness.”
Tears leaked from her eyes.
It’s not slavery. I’m only taking her freedom to make bad choices.
The woman made a choking sound, and the tears sizzled, evaporated into mist. The heat returned with a vengeance, a vein throbbing in her forehead.
Morgen retreated a step and cold blue eyes locked onto him.
“A world of fire and glass,” she whispered, voice like the sizzle of fat on steel.
He didn’t understand. “Pardon?”
“Life is an imperfection.”
He nodded careful agreement. “I will fix—”
“I will make your perfect world.”
He retreated another step and she followed, huge bulk looking over him. “You’ll help—”
“I am the forge of purification.” She spread her arms. “I will burn it clean.”
Fire.
Great writhing boiling tongues of devouring flame.
Morgen fled again to the Afterdeath as the Hassebrand’s pyroclastic rage erupted.
He stood in the empty streets on Unbrauchbar, now understanding why everyone had arrived only to disappear a heartbeat later. Nothing survived Gehirn’s fire, not even souls.
She tried to kill me.
Dull shock.
And after everything he’d done for her!
I saved her from the Afterdeath and gave her a safe and soft posting in Geldangelegenheiten!
Now that he wasn’t going to die in the next few seconds, rage crept in, edging out fear.
This is Konig’s fault.
The Theocrat corrupted Morgen’s perfect weapon.
He tried to brush dirt from his robes and left bloody smears.
“Fuck!”
Finding his bearings, he set off north toward Selbsthass.
His hand dripped, leaving a trail of blood in his wake.
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CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

They say, ‘don’t burn your bridges,’ but there is no going back. Each moment we live is incinerated by the next. Philosophers say the past is like a picture drawn in sand; for a moment it’s clear, the edges defined, but soon after it becomes blurred, shaped by the lies and beliefs of the survivors.
This, too, is donkey shite.
Time is a raging fire spreading from the point of ignition. It devours all, leaves nothing.
Yesterday is gone, ash in the wind.
I am an agent of change, the terrible hand of fate.
I am tomorrow.
— Feuerliebhaber, Hassebrand 
Gehirn woke sprawled in the cool embrace of damp mud. Lying on her back, it seeped into her armpits. For a long time, she looked up at the clear night sky, enjoying the twinkling stars. The clouds were gone, burned or fled. She didn’t know, couldn’t remember.
Morgen tried to bend her to his will, and she turned his army to ash, sent the little shite fleeing. He’d disappeared and she had no idea where he’d gone. Perhaps he somehow teleported back to Selbsthass. Earlier, she’d also stumbled into Nacht, though the meeting was blurred with flames. He, too, tried to control her and she burned his sad cadre of demented followers. Like the godling, the Reflection fled. Unlike the godling, he’d done so as a flickering candle, screaming as he wobbled through the endless muck.
Flashes of memory returned. She’d pursued King Schmutzig’s forces north, half expecting to find Nacht’s burnt corpse. Instead, she found Unbrauchbar, surrounded by an army of corpses. She recalled seeing the city gate fall, the gathered dead rushing inward, King Schmutzig’s living forces following them in their flight from Gehirn.
Fire and destruction.
With the city reduced to charred ruin, living and dead snuffed to ash, she exited what remained of the northern gate.
And then, cool peace. Mud in armpits. Silence.
The eastern horizon hinted at pink.
“Shite,” she said to the skeletal bones of scorched trees.
Rolling over she clambered awkwardly to her feet, stood squinting in the predawn light. Nothing remained of her clothes. She wanted to flee west, stay forever ahead of the sun, never again suffer its wrath.
How fast would I have to walk?
She couldn’t calculate such a thing. It was an insane question, devoid of meaning. Like asking, how big is the world? Or, what lies beyond the Basamortuan Desert?
She looked west, realizing she had only the vaguest idea where she was.
Did I cross the Flussrand River?
She couldn’t remember. Last night was a chaotic nightmare of conflagration.
If she was north of the river and headed west, she’d run into Neidrig in a week or so. Though better than Gottlos, it was still a suppurating puss wound on the bloated sphincter of the city-states. If she was south of the river, she’d wander lost for a month or so before reaching Folgen Sienie, located on the mighty Südlich River which flowed down from the Gezackt Mountains to empty into the ocean far to the south. If she crossed that river, she’d either run into those mountains or the ocean. Either way, her journey would end there. Even if she was somehow capable of moving fast enough to stay ahead of the sun, the limits of the world worked against her.
Gehirn looked south. With Unbrauchbar gone, she felt reasonably sure she was too far north of Gottlos to make it there in any reasonable time.
No one goes there on purpose.
If it came to a choice between being burned to nothing by the sun and finding shelter in Gottlos, the first option was infinitely preferable.
Turning a half circle, hissing at the brightening eastern horizon, she stared north.
Selbsthass.
Nacht fled in that direction before she lost sight of him.
She chuffed a dry laugh. Konig told the people Morgen was going to be a god and they believed him. Then, after the godling left, the Theocrat panicked, and she heard whispers he was to be the new Geborene god. Depressingly few questioned the sudden change. Within days, the priests spun new lies into old truths and the masses worshipped their new god with the same fervour they’d prayed to Morgen.
An entire city-state primed for blind faith.
Gehirn blinked, grinned tight, feeling her lips peel back over teeth.
There was only one force in all reality worthy of worship: fire.
Konig, Morgen, and Nacht all tried to bend her to their will and failed. Maybe it was a result of the godling bringing her back from the Afterdeath. Maybe she teetered so close to the Pinnacle the control required to obey was beyond her. Either way, she seemed immune to the charms of the Gefahrgeist.
Men. Always men.
But the power was hers, not theirs.
Why shouldn’t I be the one Ascending? Why shouldn’t I be the Geborene god?
Did she want that?
No. She didn’t want to command others any more than she wanted others to command her.
She wanted only to burn.
Gehirn headed north, stalking naked through the muck. She’d find shelter before the sun rose, or she’d burn to nothing. Neither outcome seemed better or worse than the other. One would be an end, the other a beginning.
Funny, she thought as she walked, how similar endings and beginnings are.
Glancing east, she increased her pace.
The burnt forest fell behind Gehirn and she entered rolling fields of caked earth and dry corn stalks. Though once neat rows had been blurred by years of neglect, they still hinted at an orderly past.
As the morning sun crested the horizon, she went from pale and sweaty to pink to red. When her flesh began to bubble and blister, she found the ruins of a barn. She staggered through the gaping maw of a doorway. If there’d once been a door, it was long gone. Not even the warped boards or rusting hinges remained. Entering the dark bowels, she inhaled the harsh back-of-the-nose burn of chicken shit. Things scampered in the rotting hay littering the floor. An overturned canoe lay in one corner. Thick with dust, it appeared undamaged. Did that mean she was close to the Flussrand River or did the fact no one had stolen it mean she wasn’t?
Though the farm hadn’t seen use in some time, it hadn’t been abandoned for more than a few years. The shite-stink, while stale, lacked the dry dust of ancient leavings.
Returning to the doorway, she held up a hand to block the rising sun and squinted through a cage of fingers, searching for the farmhouse.
Nothing. Not even ruins.
Weird.
Gehirn retreated inside, fleeing the sun. Dusty beams of light stabbed through the cracks and warped boards. She ducked and dodged her way to the canoe, squealing in pain each time the light touched her. Hissing, she flipped it over with a toe. Spiderwebs clogged the underbelly, fat, glistening black arachnids claiming most of the real-estate. The husked corpses of bugs and small rodents littered the ground below.
With a snarl, she burned the canoe, locking down the rage before she reduced the barn to ash. After dragging it to a less disgusting patch of dirt, she crawled underneath and lay in shadow.
The barn creaked and groaned as the wind picked up. Somewhere, an owl made low moaning noises. Or maybe not an owl. Perhaps it was pigeons or a distressed goat. Hating farms, barns, and animals, she didn’t know.
She inhaled dust and sneezed, banging her head on the inside of the canoe, and discovering some spiderwebs she’d missed. Something crawled across her stubbled scalp, and she screamed, flailing in the dark, pawing at her head. Whatever it was scampered across the back of her hand and fled.
Better to burn.
She breathed deep, searching for calm. No. Calm was what Konig and Morgen wanted. They constantly used her and then sent her away, hoping she’d tip over the Pinnacle at a safe remove.
Serving these men cost her every good thing she’d had in life. They constantly pushed her to burn. ‘Incinerate my enemies!’ they’d say. ‘Burn those who plot against me!’
She’d burn, all right.
She’d return to Selbsthass for one last fire before the Pinnacle claimed her.
Sheltered under the canoe, Gehirn slept through the day. When night fell, she rose, clothed herself in flames, and walked north. She left behind a path of earth baked to stone, a road from ruin to the destruction to come.
For all Morgen worshipped cleanliness and order, he was a filthy little boy. His hands dripped blood. He hated and he killed. Left unchallenged he’d drag the world down into the sewers of his madness. He’d make armies of perfect mannequins, their insides rotten and twisted because he couldn’t see past the pretty shell.
One good act.
One last fire to burn clean her own terrible sins.
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CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

You ever stab someone? There’s this sound it makes. A sort of squelchy, squelch—no, that’s not right, it’s more of a splorch—look, the important thing is the AIIEEE sound they make after, and all the bleeding.
—Stacheliger Junge, Kleptic
The prostitute, to whom Taboo had given the dagger broke from the crowd like an arrow. She streaked toward the princess, hair streaming behind her. Flower girls shrieked, one of them hurling her bouquet at the charging woman. The princess’ honour guard, likely offspring of wealthy families, acted like no one had tried to kill their ward before. They hauled their horses around in impressive turns, drawing swords and shouting, but only managed to add to the chaos.
The captain, the only real soldier in the group, wheeled his horse and cut the whore down.
It was, Taboo decided as he watched, an odd moment of quiet grace. A single chopping swing of sharp steel and the prostitute lay still on the street, the light of her soul snuffed.
We’re not done yet, though.
Blood spread toward the princess and she retreated in horror, hand to her mouth, backing into the crowd. A hand reached from the mob, grabbed a handful of shining blond hair, jerking her head back.
“Tyrant!”
Another glittering knife, and the princess’ throat opened wide, a red smile to the sun. She fell, fingers scrabbling at the wound as crimson poured down her clothing.
Ignoring their captain’s screamed orders, the guard panicked, charged their horses into the crowd, hacking and slashing with mad abandon. Blood arced in spattering fountains. A hurled brick unhorsed the captain, his skull misshapen.
Bloody screaming chaos.
Taboo stepped away from the balcony, Langes in tow. He closed the doors, cutting out the sounds of death and dying from the street.
A job well done. The flaw with Morgen is he could never see the order in chaos.
“Come, boy. We need to be gone by dawn.”
Langes trotted at Taboo’s heels as they exited the Moistened Bint. Tom the former smith was nowhere to be seen, and even the smell of cabbage had lightened for the moment. Hearing the roar of an angry crowd, Taboo walking at a brisk pace.
“Why?” Langes asked as they made their way down the main street.
Behind them, the crash of glass as some enterprising soul decided to liberate the shops of their goods.
“Why not?” Taboo shrugged in response.
“It’s…”
“Wrong? Evil? Bad? Some other analogue your parents drilled into you at an early age?”
Langes glanced over his shoulder. “Well, yeah.”
“Is it though? The nobles oppress the people. Isn’t oppression wrong?”
“Yeah, but the princess was just—”
“So why is it bad to foment a revolution? To give the people equal footing, a chance to determine their fate? Or are you one of those who believes fate is written, and a man’s lot in life is immutable?” Before Langes could answer, Taboo waved it away. “Life is what we make it. Each of us is captain of our soul, and in that, my dear boy, we have all the power. Unless someone conspires to remove it from us. And that is precisely what these nobles have done.”
“She was pretty,” Langes mumbled.
“She was,” Taboo agreed.
They passed under the now-abandoned arch leading to the city. Somewhere to the east of them, plumes of smoke had sprung to life, carrying the scents of burning meat and wood. Bunting hung in ragged ropes.
Langes looked back again. “When you put it that way, it makes sense.”
“Of course it does.”
“So, who did you write the letters to?”
“One for the captain of the guard, to let him know an envious woman might seek to harm the princess. One to the head of the People’s Revolution, to let them know the captain of the guard planned to kill a civilian as a show of force. And one to the princess, to wish her a happy birthday.”
Langes said nothing.
The boy admires your wisdom. He’s struck speechless.
Taboo couldn’t argue with that.
By the time they exited the eastern gate, half the city burned. From out here, it looked like chaos. That, Taboo knew, was an illusion.
Or a delusion?
He planned it all, every nudge and push, every tweaked emotion. A word here. A whisper in the right ear there. Was it really chaos if the end result was exactly as he predicted?
It took three days to skirt Geld Lake, traffic growing thicker and more frequent as they joined what first were simple tracks, finally turning into a paved road leading to Geldangelegenheiten proper. Behind them, Abgeleitete Leute burned.
Gods, these names. As if there aren’t enough reasons to destroy everything.
Carts and carriages clattered past.
Flees abandoning a dog’s corpse.
Alas, for the flees, they were rushing toward another dog soon to be demised.
Above, the sky cleared to a simple cloudless blue. Farmers and penitents, bankers and people seeking a new life filed toward Geldenwhateverthefuck, the sparkling waters of the lake to their left. A stiff breeze blew from the waters, filling the air with the scent of renewal. To the west, the foothills of the Kalte Mountains, the range itself towering behind and to the right of the city like the tits of a giant. Beyond both, Taboo’s goal: the Basamortuan. But that could wait. Geld first.
All that is gold does not glitter.
Unless everything around that gold was on fire.
Langes tugged his sleeve.
“Yes?”
“Is it always moral to free the oppressed, even if it means violence and death?”
Taboo frowned. Who taught this boy to think for himself? “Morality, like knowledge, is a tricky thing. Is it always good to do good?”
Langes screwed his face up in thought. “Sure. What bad can come from good?”
“Imagine a mother steals bread for her family. You catch her. Do you punish her, or let her go?”
“Stealing is bad.”
“And now, because of your rigid adherence to the law, her family dies of starvation. Have you done good?”
Langes frowned at his feet, face crumpled in thought. “They could work.”
“Send the kids to the Mines of Kalte? Hey, maybe they can sell the baby! What fine nobility you’d make. Langes the Cruel.”
“I didn’t know there was an infant!” Langes protested.
Taboo asked, “If oppression is wrong and murder is wrong, what can the people do to free themselves?”
“Put the nobles in jail?”
“How do you imprison the people who own the jails, sit judgment in the courts, and who pay the city-guard?”
“Violence never solved anything,” Langes mumbled.
“Wrong. Violence solves everything. The dead can’t oppress. Unless they’re Cotardists, I suppose.”
“I see,” Langes said.
“I hope so,” Taboo said.
“Why?”
Taboo waved at the grand gates of Geld. “We’re about to solve everything.”
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CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

My hallucinations make more sense than reality.
—Unknown Halluzin
The Theocrat had commanded Vertrauensverräter to weaken the Morgen by undermining the faith of the godling’s worshippers. At great cost to her sanity, she had done that and so much more. Now, she crouched in a narrow alley, a bottle of kartoffel sitting between her legs. Reality wobbled as if seen through the heat belching from a smithies’ chimney. With each exhalation, everything bent away, turning the street into a warped fishbowl. In the last days she’d lost one of her shoes and that foot now grew numb in the puddle she squatted in.
“There’s the world that all can see,” she sang. “That’s the world where the sane are free. And then there’s the world where anything can be.” She grinned at her naked foot, the skin cracked and callused yellow. “That’s the world for me!”
Spiders poured from her sleeves, scampering down the alley. Rats swarmed from every gutter and pothole to serenade her with songs of mischief.
The sky overhead retched and writhed and barfed green rain on the surrounding streets. The water ate stone, left buildings looking pocked with disease. She hugged herself tight, crying. Konig hadn’t spoken to her in a week. Without his direction, she was nothing. She’d done everything he asked and still, here she was, alone.
I thought he liked me.
She shivered. After letting her delusions run rampant, she teetered on the brink of losing control. Hallucinations clawed from the bowels of her psyche and ran rampant.
The largest rat, a fat beast wearing a crown of rancid noodles, approached, bowing low to Vertrauensverräter. “Today is one of those ‘too much shit and not enough shovels’ days,” the rat said.
“Hadn’t noticed,” Vertrauensverräter mumbled, wondering when she last ate. She could have sworn it was yesterday, but her belly felt like it was devouring itself. She touched a hand to her gut, felt things writhe within.
Konig strode into the alley. He wore the crimson robes he used to wear back before Morgen became a god. Tall, thin, bald. His flat grey eyes drained her of will. None of the green rain touched him.
“Fuck off,” Konig told the rat.
The rat fucked off.
The Theocrat stood over Vertrauensverräter. “You’ve done good work.”
Her soul split wide in elation. A kind word from this god. He was all, the light and the darkness. He was breath and life.
He’s using you.
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Well, of course he was. She deserved no better. Being a tool in the hands of a master was better than being nothing.
“I’m breaking,” she admitted. “Can’t control—”
“You are perfect.” He knelt before her, placed a warm hand on her shoulder. He looked different, those grey eyes not quite right. “Undermining the city’s faith in Morgen was just the beginning.”
The rats gathered behind Konig, swaying in time to his words, singing unsettling tritones.
“I am ready for what comes next,” Vertrauensverräter promised, knowing that anything he asked would surely shatter her.
“It’s time to finish what you started,” the Theocrat said. “I want you to undermine Selbsthass’ faith in everything.”
She stared at him, mouth struggling to form that one impossible word. “Everything?”
“The people must understand that if faith defines reality, they can trust nothing. I want priests abusing their parishioners. I want doctors murdering their patients. I want the city guard rioting and looting, teachers spewing lies to their students.” He grinned, a mad leer. “I want chaos. I want war. Every woman must know her husband strays. Every child must understand their parents hate them.”
“Children?” No. Please no.
Konig took her face in his hands, crushed what remained of her resistance. Grey eyes pierced to the depths of her, a hot poker driven into her skull. “Only you can do this for me. I need you now more than ever. You wouldn’t let me down, would you? Not now. Not at the end when we’re so close to getting what we want.”
It’s the black, Vertrauensverräter realized. There are flecks of obsidian in his eyes.
She gloried in the attention, basked in his need. “Except you, right? The people must know you are the answer, the cornerstone of their faith, the one constant—”
Konig’s annoyed scowl silenced her. “Have you not been listening? Faith must die. All faith, all belief. Every idea, every concept held dear, every philosophical notion, everything everyone knows to be true must shrivel and rot. Memory is a lie. Morals are chains. Ethics are a delusion. And I, more than anyone except Morgen, must be the centre of their discomfort.”
“How?” Vertrauensverräter managed.
“You’ll figure it out,” Konig said, kissing her forehead and standing. He looked down the alley, frowning at a statue of himself towering over the next intersection. “He loves them, brags about how they were his idea. Deface and destroy those first.”
He? Unsure who he was talking about, Vertrauensverräter said, “I shall do as you command.”
The world wobbled again and snapped into focus. The rats scampered away, fleeing back to the gutters. The spiders remained, but they were friendly, warming her skin with their furry bodies.
He gives me purpose.
Konig left her there, whistling a jaunty tune as he strode away.
Rising, Vertrauensverräter hallucinated herself a new shoe and some nicer clothes. Facing the Theocrat’s statue, she paused to admire the artistry. The work perfectly captured the man’s colossal greatness, one hand holding the chin as if deep in thought. No bird dared shit on the bald dome of his stone skull.
Seems a shame to destroy it.
Loosing her grip on sanity, Vertrauensverräter hallucinated the statue into a twisted nightmare of horrors.
###
Self-Destruction whistled as he walked.
That should do it.
Konig, wrapped in his petty struggles, hadn’t yet noticed the damage being done to his city. If everything worked out just right—and Self-Destruction saw no reason it shouldn’t—Morgen would arrive just as Konig cracked.
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CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR

Family? Who needs family? Bunch of gobshites carping at one another while their crotchfruit dismal up the place. Show me a family, and I’ll show you a circus full of ragged knife-bearing monkeys. No, give me a sword and someone to spit with it, a girl to dandle, and a mug of ale, and I’ll give you a happy man.
—Älterer Stich, Unbrauchbar’s Greatest Swordsman (Demised)
Stehlen settled into her nest of straw, peering out at the night sky. The moon hung low, streaming clean light through the hole in the barn roof. Broken stalks of winter wheat swayed in the breeze, nodding and shaking. Something moved in the shadows, and Hindfucker whickered softly.
Stehlen’s face ached.
She’d taken strips from Maja’s dress and wrapped them over the wounds, the stink of copper strong in her nostrils. Unfortunately, the fabric soaked up the blood and fused to the self-inflicted cuts. She tried a grimace and whimpered at the pain.
Changing the dressings will be great fun, idiot.
Another flare of pain at the thought, and Stehlen snarled in response. How many times had she been stabbed, hacked, and bludgeoned and shrugged off the wounds like they were nothing? This was all Maja’s fault.
Weakling.
Had the pathetic idiot spent more time helping father with chores instead of gazing into mirrors and daydreaming about chiffon, she might have been able to bear the pain better.
I showed you, bitch! I hacked away those pretty features to expose the truth!
Inside, Maja was as ugly as anyone else.
And if you’re in this body forever?
“Fuck.”
A tiny part of Stehlen, the desperate little girl who’d always wanted to be pretty, regretted the damage.
Typical. With this body and that face, you could have asked for anything, bent men to your will.
Wichtig once accused her of hiding behind her ugliness. When she suggested various orifices of his in which she’d happily hide her sword, he’d laughed but casually put more distance between them.
You’re a thief, a Kleptic. A memorable face would be a liability.
Or maybe, if she didn’t hate herself, she could stop compulsively stealing and praying for the day she was finally punished.
“Really?” Stehlen demanded. “All I needed to be happy was to be prettier?” She snorted scorn, spat at a mouse as it scampered across the barn floor.
She imagined her sister, stunningly gorgeous in her summer dress. She saw her little sister’s lip curl in a sneer. “Ugly is as ugly does.” Her head tipped to the side. “Mom told me you were adopted.”
Stehlen hissed to hide the hurt. “That lie again?”
As cuts opened on Maja’s face, she coalesced, becoming more real. She shuffled forward, face stretched, jaw dropping as long fangs erupted from her mouth. Arms elongated; fingers tipped with black talons.
Words mangled by a mouthful of teeth, Maja screamed, “I want my life back, you ugly fucking cow! I want it the way it was before you ruined everything!”
Stehlen scrambled backward in fear. Turning it into an acrobat’s roll, she landed on her feet, putting distance between her and her sister.
Albtraum!
The nightmare attacked, lurching forward and swiping at her with its claws.
Stehlen danced out of reach and retreated into the shadows of the loft above. The Albtraum slowed, looking lost, as if it forgot why it was there.
A shiver ran through that perfect body, and it screeched, “That life is mine! I want it back!”
But that life was Stehlen’s now, by right of theft.
No one steals from me.
A nightmare’s nightmare, Stehlen moved silently across rotten hay, the sickly-sweet stink doubled with that of the Albtraum’s odour in the space. The thing cast about, sniffing the air. Stehlen waited until its back was to her and lunged, planting a knife in its spine. It screamed, a sound like a teakettle, one long arm questing for the blade between its shoulders. It staggered forward, legs unsure.
The Kleptic pinned the seeking arm back, and with a practiced move, wrapped her arm around its neck and ripped her other blade across its throat.
Black blood spilled out in a hot gout, spraying the room, and the thing ceased to scream, the noise turning into a bubbling gurgle. It collapsed to the ground, flailing as it dissipated to smoke.
Spitting on what little remained, Stehlen retrieved her knives.
Back to where you belong, you rotten bitch.
“What have you done to your sister?” her father said, voice deep, and full of paternal strength.
Stehlen spun to see Kaspar standing in the doorway, hands on his hips, disappointment darkening his features.
She staggered back, knowing this wasn’t her father, and yet haunted by his appearance.
He entered the barn, glancing about the place as if its sad state was somehow her fault. “First your mother, now your sister. Better if you took that knife to your throat instead of your face.”
Stehlen gripped her blades, gritted her teeth against the emotional assault.
“You left me,” Kaspar continued. “You left me to rot.” His skull collapsed, brain dribbling from the wound. “What have you done to me?”
She threw a knife. It tumbled end over end and buried itself in the nightmare’s throat. It too dissipated to smoke.
Only what you deserved.
“You would abandon those who loved you?” Lebendig’s voice asked from the shadows.
Stehlen’s heart dropped. “Not you.” She stepped toward Hungfucker’s stall.
The Swordswoman stepped into the light, broad-shouldered and strong. A sword hung in its scabbard.
“I loved you,” Lebendig said.
Not real. “I left you in the Afterdeath.”
Lebendig laughed, shaking her head. “You think this is real?”
“I know you aren’t!”
Lebendig glided closer. “Not what I meant. This…” She gestured at the world beyond the barn door with her free hand. “You think you’re alive?”
“I escaped!”
“Think about it. Wearing your sister’s body. Killing your father.” Lebendig slid closer. “You’ve always sought punishment for your crimes. This is your hell.”
“You’re lying!” Stehlen waved toward where the other nightmares had fallen, but, of course, there was nothing there.
“I love you,” Lebendig said. “Even now. Even after you killed me. I had to come, to try and save you from yourself. I only pray I can show you there’s something worth saving.”
Punishment, after all these years.
She imagined killing this woman she loved, watching her dissipate into smoke. Or worse, killing her and being faced with seeing her corpse sprawled in the straw.
Stehlen retreated, seething rage tightening her chest, crushing her heart. Spinning, she slashed the rope tethering Hindrutter and leapt atop the horse, kicking its flanks. Handfucker exploded from the barn, whinnying in terror.
Lebendig made no attempt to stop Stehlen, turning to watch her depart with a look of utter heartbreak.
She wasn’t real. This isn’t my hell.
Stehlen rode north.
By all the shite gods her face hurt. The fight with the Albtraum had reopened the wounds, and they leaked blood down her cheeks. The wind tore at her dressings, making them flap, each time the cloth hit her skin like a slap.
This is real. I’m alive, in Maja’s body.
She remembered wondering how it had happened, how she’d worried she developed some new delusion.
“This is real.”
When she’d put several miles between herself and her sins, she slowed Hindnutter. The horse heaved, mighty lungs desperate for air. Hearing the sound of water over rocks, Stehlen steered the horse toward the stream.
In the moonlight, the water was bright and clean, unexpected in this corrupt landscape, flowing to an uncaring sea. Stehlen dismounted and let the horse drink. Kneeling at the stream, she peeled the bandages off, sobbing in pain. They stuck, tearing her wounds more, eliciting hisses of agony as she unwound them. When it was done, she cast off the wrapping and peered into the water. Her hair was dishevelled, sticking out at crazy angles. Her face had taken on a pinched appearance, pain etching lines where she hadn’t cut. The cuts themselves were raw and seeping, patches of flesh missing where she had sliced her sister’s looks away to reveal the truth.
She was always ugly inside.
Tenderly, she washed, sluicing away the worst of the pus and blood, scrubbing it from her neck and chest, rinsing her hands in the water. Satisfied she’d done the job well enough, she tore more strips from Maja’s dress and wound the cloth around her head again, until only her eyes and mouth peeked out.
“Not my fault I had to leave Lebendig,” Stehlen muttered.
No, this was Wichtig’s fault. If he hadn’t made the deal with Morgen, none of them would be in this mess. The thought gave her an idea. Morgen was a god. And gods could do anything. She’d find the godling and force him to fix this. To fix everything. And if he didn’t, she’d kill him.
You’re going to kill him either way.
And then she’d kill Wichtig for being a moron.
Stehlen mounted Fucknutter again and rode north.
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CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE

It’s strange that the sins of the father are inherited but the virtues are not. We’ve been set up to fail, the entire world working against us.
—Fassbar Einfach, Philosopher
The sky cleared, the sun shining in an endless bowl of blue. As if crossing through an invisible veil between worlds, mud fields gave way to rolling hills of verdant green crops. Ahead, bright songbirds flittered through neat rows of emerald corn not yet ready for harvest. Proud deer strode majestically across fields of red clover swaying in the breeze like waves lapping gently at the coast. Wheat, showing the first blushes of gold, sighed with comfortable contentment. Looking back over his shoulder, Wichtig saw churned mud and circling carrion birds.
“We make our own hells,” he said, interrupting Pech’s incessant babble.
“Some of us have hell crafted for us by our parents.”
“Pfft! That’s the whining of someone unwilling to take responsibility for their choices. When you’re a kid, you can blame your folks. At some point, your life becomes yours. If you don’t want to be the person your parents raised, choose to be someone else.”
“I’m not sure it’s that easy,” Pech said. “When you’re a boy, your father is god. He defines what you think it is to be a man. Even years later, seeing him for the worthless shite he is, there’s still some part of you trying to live up to that, hoping you’ll impress him.”
“That’s sad. My father left when I was five and it had no impact on me. I chose to be amazing despite his failings.”
“How old was your son when you left?”
Wichtig scowled at the back of his horse’s head and still it ignored him. Stupid trusting beast. “This is totally different because I’m going home to be the amazing father I would have been had my wife not chased me away with her endless harping.”
“We’re riding north,” Pech pointed out.
“And?”
“Geldangelegenheiten is east.”
“Obviously I’m not returning right now! Can you imagine showing up and looking like this?” He gestured at his scarred face with the hand missing fingers. “My wife would think she was right, and I’d never hear the end of it. I’ll go back when I’m pretty and wealthy, so she knows just how wrong she was.”
“And that matters more than being there for your boy?”
“He’d be a man now. If he’s still pining for daddy, he needs a slap.”
Wichtig reined his hose to a stop, scowling at the stunningly gorgeous countryside. Much as he hated Gottlos—its people, the food and beer, the armpit stench of its cities, and the way even the most expensive whores were hunchbacked and acne-pocked—he loathed Selbsthass more. And all this talk of fathers left him uncomfortable.
Embarrassed for the boy, that’s all.
Someone his age should be long past whatever trauma resulted from being abandoned.
Like me!
“Let’s train,” Wichtig decided, sliding from the saddle. He groaned, rubbing his lower back. His knees made the same kind of wet popping sounds Bedeckt’s used to.
Pech dismounted in a single smooth motion. He stood, hands on slim hips, surveying the landscape with grey eyes. A gentle gust feathered his hair as the sun caught the reddish undertones. Were he dressed better, he’d look every part the hero.
I used to look like that. Wichtig flinched. I still do!
When had he started thinking otherwise?
“It’s beautiful,” Pech said, tilting his face to the sun. “I haven’t seen a blue sky in months.”
“Blue?” Wichtig shook his head in feigned disgust. “More important than an appreciation of beauty is your ability to convince others of your superior appreciation of beauty.”
“Why?”
“Bedeckt once told me about this rare class of Geisteskranken called Nihilismus. Or maybe it was a religion. Anyway. Their delusion is that nothing matters, and that all life is meaningless.”
“You believe there’s a deeper meaning to existence?”
“Of course not. But that empty meaninglessness is an opportunity.”
Pech’s eyes lit up. “I get it! Because your life is meaningless, you are free to choose what’s important. We each ascribe our own meaning to reality!”
“Gods you are daft. Because people’s lives are empty and meaningless. I am free to describe—”
“Ascribe.”
“By now you should have realized I never use a word incorrectly,” Wichtig lied. “Each sentence given great thought. I am free to describe to people what they should find important and meaningful.”
People who knew words could be so annoying, always caught up in definitions no one else cared about.
“People’s lives are like empty buckets,” Wichtig continued. “Until I come along and fill them.”
“Can you give me an example?” Pech asked.
“A barmaid stands pointless and unneeded until the moment I order a pint. I am, quite literally, giving her existence meaning.”
“But doesn’t she have a life outside of that tavern? I mean, she probably has a lover and maybe friends and children. Just because you want a beer—”
“Why would I care about any of that?” Wichtig sighed in annoyance. “Can we get back to the sky?”
“Right. Blue.”
“Never mind.” Wichtig drew his sword with a flourish. It felt heavier than he remembered.
Pech retreated. “Are you going to kill me?”
“Wouldn’t be much of a teacher if I killed my students.”
Looking relieved, Pech drew his weapon. “Do you need a moment to stretch?”
Feeling more like a beer and a nap, Wichtig said, “No. Today, we’ll focus on defence. I’m going to come at you at half speed and then build from there. Your job is to make sure I don’t poke holes in you.”
Wichtig started slow so the lad had plenty of time to defend himself. When Pech did so with ease, he increased the pace, feeling better and more like his old self with each pass. Again, his apprentice deflected every attack.
This time Wichtig incorporated distractions and feints, keeping up a flow of witty banter and forcing Pech to answer questions.
“Do Swordsmen always talk this much during a fight?” Pech asked, knocking aside another attack, and avoiding the riposte.
“Only the good ones.”
The shite used Wichtig’s momentary distraction to launch an attack of his own. Wichtig batted it contemptuously aside, only to discover it was a clever feint so Pech could attempt Wichtig’s disarming manoeuvre. Stepping into the attack, Wichtig cuffed the young man’s ear with his free hand, stunning him.
“What lesson did you just learn?” Wichtig demanded.
“Getting slapped in the face stings like a—”
“Swordfights,” Wichtig said, fighting to control his breathing so he wouldn’t gasp for air like Bedeckt climbing a flight of stairs, “involve more than words and swords. Be grateful I didn’t kick your fruit up into your throat.”
Sheathing his sword, he turned away, heart slamming in his chest like he just fought a score of Mehrere. Resisting the urge to lean his forehead against the beast’s solid bulk, he pretended to fuss with his saddlebags until he didn’t feel like puking.
Either Pech faked being shite with a sword, or he’s improving at a terrifying rate.
Neither option appealed. Wichtig, a masterful judge of character, couldn’t believe a simpleton like Pech could fool him. Likewise, if the kid continued at this pace, he’d soon be a force to reckon with. For the first time, Wichtig contemplated facing someone he couldn’t beat.
What kind of fool gets into a swordfight if he doesn’t already know he’s won?
Wichtig saw two options: give up his quest to be the Greatest Swordsman, or face Pech uncertain of victory.
Or I can kill him before he gets that good.
Gods, that sounded like the type of psychotic madness Stehlen always spewed. The woman never met a problem she couldn’t kill her way out of. Wichtig, being infinitely smarter, better looking, and more charming, would find another answer.
Feeling better, he swung up into the saddle, striking a pose so the wind might ruffle his hair.
Nothing.
“Fuck.” He heeled the dull beast into motion.
Pech mounted his horse and followed. When he caught up, he said, “I bet you were incredibly handsome. Back when you were young. Before…” he gestured at his left ear. Before Wichtig could protest, added, “You still look great. For an older man.”
“When we get to Selbsthass, Morgen will make me perfect again,” Wichtig grumbled.
“No doubt.”
They rode on in silence, Wichtig imagining all the witty things he’d say next time Pech opened his stupid mouth.
Overhead, the sun traversed a thousand shades of blue only a poet could appreciate. Every breath felt clean and pure and tasted of baked bread and clover honey. Butterflies danced mystic patterns between flowers, interminably cute fieldmice occasionally wandering to the side of the road to bear witness to Wichtig’s passing. Neat fields sung songs of peace and harmony as they swayed in majestic waves to a wind that moved only Pech’s hair.
I need a bath.
That must be it. His hair must be too heavy with grease and the filth of Gottlos to take advantage of the weather.
Late in the day as the sun lit the western horizon a glorious riot of pastel reds and purples, Pech said, “There’s people ahead. They’re coming this way.”
“I know,” said Wichtig, who hadn’t noticed them.
Shading his eyes, he saw half a dozen mounted riders heading south, carrying weapons. A woman rode at the centre of the group, twin swords peeking up over her shoulders.
“If it’s a Slaver, kill the woman in the centre,” Wichtig said, intending to flee at the first sign of danger. Hopefully the kid would slow them down enough to allow him to escape.
“We could leave the road,” Pech suggested.
Unwilling to look afraid, Wichtig said, “Nothing I can’t handle.”
Slumping into his best carefree pose, Wichtig found the bored expression that served him so well in such situations. The six riders pulled their mounts to a stop as the two groups met.
Wichtig looked them over, attention on the woman at the heart of the group. Tall and lean, she had the build of a fighter. A dark-eyed beauty, she wore a loose silk shirt and meticulously tailored pants of cotton.
“Shite,” he drawled. “A Swordswoman.”
She flashed a lazy grin, eyeing his scarred face and the sword showing over his shoulder. “I am Kanonenfutter, the Greatest Swordswoman west of Neidrig.”
“Shame we’re east of Neidrig,” Wichtig answered, checking his fingernails. They looked like chewed hell. “Fleeing Selbsthass, I see. No surprise, Morgen has little love for Swordsmen.” The little shite stabbed him once as he lay sleeping and Wichtig was still a long way from forgiving such rudeness.
“The Geborene godling seems to have fallen out of favour,” said Kanonenfutter. “Most of the population has decided the Theocrat would make a better god.” She shrugged as if amused at the foibles of humanity. “Age and wisdom and all that, I guess.”
“Won’t be long,” a monstrous bearded bear of a man said, “before Morgen is no longer a god.”
Kanonenfutter nodded agreement. “Never seen a population shift beliefs so fast.”
Not a god anymore?
But then how could he make Wichtig whole and beautiful?
“We did hear an interesting rumour,” the woman said. “Everyone is talking about how their god abandoned them, heading south to find the World’s Greatest Swordsman.”
“Are you going to fight her, Wichtig?” Pech asked.
Kanonenfutter raised an eyebrow. “Wichtig?”
Wichtig hid his annoyance. Never one to run from a fight, he’d hoped to put off his next duel until he felt more like his old self. Now she knew who he was, he’d have no choice but to fight the woman. Worse still, she had several fawning admirers following her while all he had was Pech, who seemed worried that Wichtig might fall off his horse.
“At your service,” Wichtig said, wishing he had a flamboyant hat he might doff. Whatever the hells doffing was.
Kanonenfutter flashed a grin of bright teeth. “Only half a day out of Selbsthass and here you are! What did I do to deserve such luck?”
“Probably nothing,” Wichtig mumbled, realising not a single scar marred her features.
Probably never fought a real opponent.
Or she was good enough no one landed a blow.
The Swordswoman dismounted with the grace of a dancer. Drawing both swords, she spun them with practiced ease. “Der Zähler,” she said to the bearded man. “Once the fight starts, count slowly.” Glancing at Wichtig, she added, “None of my previous ten fights lasted past seven.”
“That one only reached seven because Feigling kept backing away instead of fighting,” Der Zähler said.
Pech moved to stand at Wichtig’s side, placed a hand on his shoulder. “You ever heard of Kanonenfutter?” he asked loud enough for all to hear.
“Nope,” Wichtig answered.
“Me either.”
“I’m sure she’s a real Swordswoman,” Wichtig said, “unlike the last two. What did your count reach?”
“I think it was four,” Pech answered. “It seems unfair.”
Wichtig sighed. The boy had done so well there for a moment, sowing doubt in the Swordswoman’s mind. Praying the sudden veer wasn’t going to be stupid, Wichtig asked, “Unfair that she’s come all this way only to die in the dirt?”
“No. Unfair that we’ve never heard of her and yet she gets to challenge you to a duel. Shouldn’t she have to prove herself? Do you really have to fight every deluded idiot with a blade?”
“Pretty much,” Wichtig admitted, though killing the idiots was more fun than fighting skilled opponents. “You think we should give her the chance to back out?”
Pech shook his head in firm denial. “Not at all. I think she should fight me first.”
Perhaps I won’t have to kill the boy after all!
Murdering his apprentice would probably be wrong anyway.
“Brilliant. I—”
“If you defeat me,” Pech said, interrupting Wichtig, “then you can fight the Greatest Swordsman in the World.”
Kanonenfutter took her time looking the lad over. “You’re almost too pretty to kill.”
Why didn’t she say that about me?
“Almost,” the Swordswoman repeated.
Confident his apprentice was about to be butchered and hoping the lad did well enough to tire the woman, Wichtig backed out of the way. The opponents blathered back and forth, trading barbed witticisms designed to undermine the other’s confidence. Pech held his own, though mostly by repeating things Wichtig had told him. As their bravado finally petered to silence, Wichtig felt a growing thirst, his throat parched. If he didn’t know better, he’d worry it was a sign of nervousness. Turning to his horse, he fetched the waterskin from where it hung.
“One,” Der Zähler said, voice deep.
Blades clashed in a bright metallic splash of sound, a high-pitched scream of agony savaging the peaceful fields.
Wichtig completed the turn to find the Swordswoman sprawled at Pech’s feet, blood bubbling from a gaping wound in her throat. Her sword lay a dozen strides away.
“Two?” Der Zähler said.
Waterskin in hand, Wichtig watched his apprentice accept the adulation of Kanonenfutter’s followers and then send them away.
Returning to Wichtig’s side, Pech plucked the water skin from his hand and took a long drink. “Thanks.” He handed it back.
“I guess she wasn’t all that skilled after all,” Wichtig said, unsure if he was disappointed.
Pech shrugged. “You’re getting old, but I still think you could have killed her eventually. I figured if I fought her first, even if she killed me, at least she’d be a little slower and you’d have a better chance.”
“I would have killed her in—”
“Less than one?” Pech asked. “No doubt.”
To the north, the horizon grew strangely dark as columns of thick smoke rose to choke the sky. Wichtig stood, Pech at his side, watching. Within minutes, the northern skyline glowed red and yellow.
Selbsthass burned.
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CHAPTER FORTY-SIX

The gods piss on us, and the priests tell us it’s raining. The bankers tax us and tell us it’s for the greater good. Ironic then, that the church is never taxed, and the bankers never bothered by venal guilt. It’s almost as if they’re in bed with one another, but we’re the ones getting fucked. Ask me, I’d prefer an honest shiv in the ribs over a gilded dagger in the back.
—Zynische Warheit, Philosopher
“The tribes of the Basamortuan are said to be savage heathens who only worship survival and the hunt. How is that different from the so-called civilized nations who worship gold and fame? Both are base desires, but only one is noble in its pursuit.”
—Menshenfeind, Social commentator
“What do they call you?” Langes asked as they walked the road to Geld.
Odd the boy only now thought to ask. Perhaps he’s touched. No matter. Names aren’t written in stone.
“Taboo,” the Doppel said.
“Why do they call you that?”
“I call myself that.”
“Then what’s your real name?”
“It is my real name.”
“Taboo? But why?”
Taboo sighed. Nearby, a bird exploded from a bush, wings fluttering in a panic as it sought the sky. He watched it ascend, dwindling in the distance before answering.
“Because I do what men want to but won’t.”
Like ripping your fool tongue out and eating it.
Guilt tried to worm into his brain on the heels of that thought.
No. No.
Deep breaths. The cold feeling in the pit of his stomach, the sensation of his shoulders hunching eased.
They rounded a bend, joining the bulk of traffic as the ruts making up the trader’s trail broadened and flattened into a proper paved road, bricks fitted together with obsessive neatness. Taboo imagined the Geisteskranken laying these stones, fingers bloody and broken, lost in the bliss of his madness.
This world is a disease.
The gates were open, Geld being one of the wonders of the manmade world, and it was hard to beat man for arrogance. Every street clean and swept, the walls high and neat. On the crenellations, soldiers took their ease, stood at attention watching the crowds, or chatted amicably with one another. Taboo had little doubt if it came to it, any one of these men could put a spear or an arrow through a troublemaker at several paces and not even break a sweat.
They passed under the arch and through the wall, Langes on the Doppel’s heels. As they emerged into the sunlight, a group of men and women in black robes approached, heads shaved, batting tambourines as they went. Taboo pulled Langes close.
“Watch them, boy. You want nothing to do with their like.”
Even as he said it, a woman approached the group, holding a coin in hand as if in offering. The group surrounded her, their tambourines rising to a deafening clamour. When they separated, the woman had disappeared, leaving only a coin and a pile of clothing behind.
“What happened?” Langes asked, craning to look over his shoulder as Taboo ushered him past.
“Nonites. They believe in nothing and think that’s where we belong. If you get too close, they’re all too happy to push their delusion on you.”
There’s a certain irony in the air today.
Taboo ignored the thought and they moved on, putting the Nonites behind them. The street widened out, market stalls jostling for space with brick-and-mortar businesses. The crush of people here was claustrophobic, but the Doppel kept a firm hold on Langes’ collar.
Wouldn’t do to lose the little shite now.
As for Langes, his eyes nearly boggled from his head as he tried to take in the city. They passed the market stalls, the air redolent with the scents of spices and meat, of fresh fruit and perfumes, and found themselves in a vast square. Wide boulevards lined with trees led away from each point of the compass, and from where they stood, the quarters of the city were plain.
To the north, the inns and bars. To the west, the bankers in their gilded quarter. To the east, nearly as ostentatious, the city’s temples, nearly one for every god mankind had thought up or forgotten. South of them, the great gate of Geld.
Shimmering fountains whispered and filled the air with rainbows, and the press of people here was much more relaxed, men and women and children taking their leisure under sun-dappled trees, reading or playing instruments or simply lost in conversation.
A place more perfect than Selbsthass that has made order from chaos. Morgen would find this appalling.
Truth be told, it rankled Taboo as well, but he had a plan. Wordlessly, he took hold of the boy’s collar once more and guided him north, to the inns and bars of the city.
Taboo sat chewing on the fingerbone, letting it roll across his teeth and tongue while Langes shovelled potatoes and sausage into his face. They’d found an inn at the far end of the street; a place called The Dripping Bucket. It smelled like its namesake, and the floors held a spongy moist quality Taboo couldn’t entirely blame on spilled beer. The proprietor was a large man with a strange accent, obsessively cleaning glasses with a dirty rag.
Taboo watched Langes eat for a moment longer.
Something not right with this boy.
He couldn’t put his finger on it, but he’d felt weak since they met. By now, he would have found a hundred debaucheries to amuse himself, a thousand souls to corrupt. But here he was with a child in tow, and he couldn’t say why. Hell, he’d even protected the boy from the Nonites. It was almost as if he’d gone sane.
Fucking pathetic is what it is.
That would change tomorrow.
The boy finished his plate, pushing it back with a satisfied belch, then chugging down a glass of small beer, likely the only safe drink in the whole place.
“Satisfied?” Taboo asked.
The boy nodded and wiped his mouth on a sleeve.
Taboo watched him a moment longer, then heaved a sigh. “Go up to our rooms. I’ll be by before long.”
“Where are you going?” Langes asked.
“Out. I have business to attend to. You’ll be safe as long as you lock the door.”
Langes looked sceptical. Taboo sighed and produced a knife from the folds of his robe. “Take this, then. Should anyone try to enter, stab them.”
Grinning, eyes shining with the reflection of steel, Langes hurried up the stairs to their room above the bar. When he’d gone, Taboo scowled at the place he’d been, heaved another annoyed sigh, and left.
On the street, a man scrubbed obsessively at a piece of stone until the grey flaked off, revealing a shining patina of pearl beneath. A woman danced, lights trailing her like fireflies. A child giggled, and shadows sprouted bristling horns and wings, taking flight toward the moon.
This is more like it.
Geld, like Selbsthass, was a city of the mad. To see so much normalcy when they entered was anathema to Taboo’s understanding.
Something about the boy…
He’s a sanity bomb.
It clicked into place like a lock on a cleverly made puzzle box. Of course. Why else had Langes been unmoved time and again by Taboo’s Gefahrgeist powers? Why else had Taboo felt so weak, so unbothered by his urges? Not completely sane, but in fairness, the Doppel was the splinter of a god. Yes, this made sense. Wherever the boy passed, delusion died except perhaps for the powerful, or those in groups.
Satisfied he’d solved the mystery of Langes, Taboo picked up his step. A woman called from an alley. He turned to look. She was average height, average looks. Yet something compelled him. He drew closer, and she offered a crooked smile.
“And where are you headed this hour, your lordship?”
Taboo grinned in reply. “Why, to see you, milady.”
She placed a hand on her chest and fluttered her eyes. “A lady swoons at your attentions, lord.” Dropping the act for a moment, she eyed him shrewdly. “I assume you have coin?”
“I have coin and more.”
The smile returned, and she lowered her lids. “Then follow me, milord. I have sights to show you.”
She turned, moving deeper into the alley, and Taboo followed, muttering, “You have no idea.”
He took her tongue first.
Wet and glistening, it came from her mouth like a baklava.
Later, crouched beside the woman’s flayed body, he chewed it thoughtfully. She moaned, only alive because his delusion kept her that way.
“You know, I do believe I have an idea,” he said.
Taboo glanced over at the ruin of flesh he’d made, red and shining in the moonlight, the cobbles of the alley gleaming with pools of blood. She moaned again in response, and he patted her thigh, the muscle quivering beneath his touch.
“No, I know. It’s mad. Probably insane. But if it works, Morgen’s name will live on. I mean, it would if there were someone left to remember.”
Leaning over her, he flicked blood from his blade and sawed at her little finger, where cartilage met bone. She screamed, a wet sloppy sound without strength. She was fading despite his power. The blade sharp, the muscle parted beneath it. In moments, he had it free. Spitting the tongue aside, he placed the finger in his mouth and sucked meat from the bone.
Taboo bowed to her. “Thank you, milady. You truly were a giving partner.”
He rose and left the alley, hearing the sigh of breath as she finally expired. A newfound spring in his step, he made his way back to the Bucket and the boy in his room. He’d sleep well with a stomach full of sweetmeats. Tomorrow was a new day. A day filled with possibility. A day to break the world.
The boy wrinkled his nose at the paper Taboo held out.
“What’s that?” he asked.
“A writ,” Taboo said. “Specifically, a writ from Morgen, authorizing withdrawal of funds from the Bank of Geld.”
“But you have coin,” the boy said.
“Not as much as we need. That’s the thing with coin. You can never have so much you’re not happy, but you can certainly have so little it makes your life harder.”
Wealth is a delusion, built upon the desires of the mad. Who decided shiny rocks and metal were worth something anyway? Only a truly broken mind could perpetuate such a lie for so long.
“What’re you going to do with it?”
Taboo paused and eyed the boy. “You ask a lot of questions.”
“My mother said the same.”
“And look where she is.”
“Where is she?”
“How would I know?”
The queue moved forward, leaving Taboo standing in front of a sour-looking teller behind a window composed of steel bars.
“Yes?” The teller asked.
Taboo presented him with the writ. The teller picked it up, crinkling eyes and nose as he perused it. His eyes grew wide, and his demeanour changed.
“Certainly, sir. And will you need that in gold bars or coin?”
“Let’s make it coin,” Taboo said.
The teller nodded and hustled to the back, presumably to crack a vault.
“That’s it?” Langes asked.
“That’s it. Now we wait.”
Turned out, they didn’t have long to wait. Money buys service, and before long, men in half armour were wheeling large crates out of the back to Taboo. A crowd formed around the Doppel and the child as they did so, and before long, the entire bank was watching. When the procession had finished, a stack of three massive crates stood before the Doppel. He gestured to the largest of the bank men.
“Open this one,” he said, pointing to the top of the stack.
The man nodded and produced an iron bar. He slipped it between two slats and pried upward. The wood came away with a crack and a spill of sandy grains. Another heave, and the crate collapsed suddenly, showering the floor with an avalanche of golden sand.
“What’s this?” Taboo asked.
“I-I don’t understand, sir,” the teller stammered.
“Are you trying to cheat me?”
“N-no, sir.”
Now we watch.
Another customer, from the back of the queue, spoke up. “I demand to see my deposits!”
Another: “My wealth!”
“Fraud!”
“Lies!”
The crowd pressed in, the air growing close with danger.
Taboo grabbed Langes by the collar and pulled the boy from the unruly mob as they closed in on the teller and his men. Slipping out the door as the queue surged in, Langes stood in the street, watching the patrons riot. More cries came from Banker’s Row, the crowds growing increasingly violent. The crash of glass. The smell of smoke.
“What happened?” Langes asked.
“You, my boy.”
“I don’t understand.”
Taboo shook his head. “No matter. Let us visit the temples. Perhaps they’ll be more help.”
They made their way from the street, the boulevard behind them exploding with chaos.
By the time they reached the Temple District, the banker’s quarter was ablaze.
The churches stood ostentatious and arrogant, each vying to be closer to the sky and their patrons than the others. Taboo led Langes up the steps to the tallest temple, a paean to one sky father or another.
They stepped into the temple, all golden panels and ivory columns, rich tapestries on the walls.
More wealth. Even here, the delusion persists.
A priest approached them, wrapped in robes of golden silk. “How may Yahveh serve? Do you seek succour? Forgiveness? Er—”
A man, bearded and naked, crashed through the skylight above, screaming as he fell. He smashed into the marble floor, one eye exploding from his shattered skull as he struck. Gore spattered the columns and tapestries.
“Fuck!” The priest exclaimed.
“Fuck indeed, Father. I think your god cannot help us.”
They left, Langes staring at the corpse over his shoulder with a mixture of horror and fascination.
Outside, more bodies fell from the sky. Some, wrapped in the skins of animals. Others, made of mineral and stone. Still others undefinable masses of tentacles and eyes.
Terror etched itself across Langes’ face. “What is happening?” he whimpered.
“The gods, boy. You’re killing them.”
Lange’s eyes rolled in panicked confusion. “Not me!”
Taboo took on a kindly expression. “Come then. Follow me.”
He ushered the boy into an alley between the great temple and a rickety one where priests wrapped in black robes wailed and tore their hair on the steps. In the alley it stunk of offal and garbage, but at least there were no falling gods to crush them.
He pushed Langes against a wall and produced the woman’s fingerbone, letting it roll across his knuckles.
“What now?” Langes asked.
“Sadly, this is where you and I part ways,” Taboo said.
In one deft movement, he slammed the fingerbone into the boy’s ear. Langes screamed, eyes rolling up, and then he was still. He slumped to the ground. Taboo gave the leaking corpse a long look.
“There we are.” He produced a knife, and kneeling, began to cut.
In all the chaos, a horse was not hard to find. Taboo sat atop a good red workhorse, chewing on the boy’s fingerbone as the city erupted into flame and chaos behind him. The guards had been slaughtered at their post, violence spilling into the other quarters, fire following.
Taboo rode past two bodies, already flyblown, letting the finger clack against his teeth. He glanced down at the unmoving figures and smiled.
War levels all.
He passed under the gate, riding easily. To the east, the Basamortuan awaited him. The sun blazed above, a dry wind carrying the stench of death.
“What shall we name you, eh?” he asked the horse.
It didn’t reply, and he shrugged.
“I like Langes. You?”
The horse nickered, and he took that assent.
They rode on.
Buttes. Sand. Lizards.
Desert shit.
Boredom ground its way into Taboo’s skull like a barbarian with an axe to grind. He spat grit from his teeth and attempted to dust a small portion of his robes off, but it was a losing battle against the yellow sands.
Langes plodded forward, seemingly as bored as his rider. They passed a bleached skeleton, and for a moment, Taboo wished it were him. At least then, this interminable ride would be over.
Ahead, dunes rose from the partial hardpan, an endless sea of sand, and he sighed internally. Overhead, the sun blazed down, merciless in its attention. He squinted up with one eye.
I’d kill you too if I could reach you.
For a moment, the heat intensified, as if to say: fuck you too! then it passed. Langes crested a rise, sand slipping beneath his hooves. In the valley ahead, a small oasis, trees reaching to the blue sky, a shimmering pool of water at its centre. Around it was arrayed a variety of tents in dun and earth tones.
Finally.
Taboo dismounted and produced a dagger from somewhere in his robes. With a deft move, he slit the horse’s throat. It whinnied once, thick and panicked. Strength draining from its limbs, it collapsed amidst a pool of red mud. Still feeling spiteful, Taboo kicked it, before moving on.
Drawn by the horse’s struggles, men and women filed from their tents, staring at the white-skinned man atop the dune. Someone shouted in a language he hadn’t learned but could speak fluently, though they were too far away yet to make out the words. Five men with spears emerged from the camp, jogging toward him at an easy pace. Taboo sat on the sand and waited.
When they reached him, he raised his bloody hands skyward. Five spears pointed at his vital organs. Five brown faces glared at him.
“Welcome your god,” he said.
They stabbed him. The pain was excruciating.
Blissful.
Taboo awoke tied upside-down to a cactus, a thousand sharp thorns puncturing him. The men set to guard his body leaped back, screaming in terror and levelling spears again.
Tied and helpless, pinned and pinioned, he said, “I am not here to harm you.”
A big man pushed through his guards and regarded Taboo. “I know you. You are the God of the Unthinkable, the Anathema.”
Taboo sighed, a mixture of relief and trepidation. “Then why am I still tied to this cactus?” Blood trickled along his spine and into his hair.
Instead of answering, the man changed the subject. “Among the Basamortuan, it is forbidden to partake of a man’s flesh.”
Taboo spat out the boy’s gnawed finger bone. “That’s not what it looks like.”
“A god’s flesh is different. You will make us strong.”
Taboo laughed. It can’t be this easy.
He wriggled, cactus spines tearing his skin, until he could present his hand. “Eat my flesh. Drink my blood. We shall be one.”
The chieftain nodded, face solemn. “Tonight, then.”
They spent a wealth in wood building a fire beside Taboo’s cactus. Then, they slit his throat, letting him bleed freely into the sand.
The earth thirsts for blood.
None of this killed him.
It is as hard to kill a god as it is to bring the sun to the ground.
When the last drop of blood left his body, they cut him from his testicles to the base of his throat, letting his viscera spill. This they gathered and put into baskets to roast in the coals. He hung upside-down flinching as they dismembered him, sawing through the joints to separate his limbs from his torso. They divided him like a prize calf into ribs and flanks, back and breast.
Though the pain was excruciating, he lived on.
Blissful.
They turned each part of him on a spit, and when the air was redolent with the scent of pork and his limbs well and truly brown, the skin black and crispy, they ate. Each part of him entered each part of them, like a long-lost lover.
A head attached to a denuded spine, still lashed to the cactus, he watched as his madness took root.
Some attacked their own tribemates, ripping their throats with bared teeth. Others shifted into a hundred shapes, ending finally as piteous fleshy masses, wailing in the moonlight. These were speared through and tossed on the fire. By morning, only half the tribe remained, but these were filled with the lust of a thousand warmongers, hate and rage pounding in their breasts.
They packed their camp, taking with them only what they needed, including the last meat of the God of the Unthinkable. Taboo’s head they pulled from the cactus and impaled on a spear, hoisting his skull like a bloody banner.
Across the sands they travelled, beneath a burning sun. Each tribe they encountered, they slaughtered. Each who surrendered, they fed the meat of the Anathema. And so, their numbers swelled, and they moved on, ever east. Behind them, a trail of burned tents, corpses rotting in the sun, and wheeling vultures. The buzz of flies and the red mud of death followed in their wake. In time, the sun baked the red into the sand, spreading it like a disease.
When they reached the end of the desert, where still more mountains loomed, they camped, and each, as if compelled, fell on their knives until only corpses reigned in the Basamortuan.
Rotting skull mounted atop a spear driven into the earth, Taboo knew he’d won his war.
Silence and corpses.
Even the desert wind died.
Perfection would appreciate this.
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CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN

I hate to advocate drugs, alcohol, violence, or insanity, but they’ve always worked for me.
—Jäger TomsSohn
Wearing a simple cotton dress that didn’t quite reach his knees, Nacht walked north. Though better than being naked, he wished the farmer had been willing to part with shirt, pants, and underclothes. The breeze offered a distracting contrast to the pain of movement.
As the sun crawled across a brilliant blue sky, the stench of Gottlos gave way to the clean air of Selbsthass.
One foot in front of the other.
The horrible burn wounds had healed enough he didn’t scream with every step, but still pulled tight, occasionally weeping if he didn’t move carefully. A lingering heat haunted him as if he still smouldered, fading embers hidden beneath the melted flesh.
Should have killed the farmer, taken his clothes and his horse.
Nacht touched the cracked and hairless dome of his skull and whimpered in agony.
What kind of savage doesn’t own a single mirror?
He wanted to see himself, understand the scope of the damage. Numb fingers, all sensation burned from them, reported only flesh twisted like melted butter again made firm.
More than anything, he wanted to flee to the safety and comfort of his mirror world.
What’s a Reflection without a mirror?
Not a man.
He knew that. Madness might dictate reality, but that madness bent to a set of incomprehensible rules. While the original lived, a Reflection, Doppel, or Shadow could not become real.
What foul shite gods dreamed this nightmare?
Another step north.
Another hissed whimper.
A bath in cool water.
Nacht cracked a smile and his lips wept.
Another whimpered step.
Morgen had sent Gehirn east to Geldangelegenheiten months ago and yet she’d arrived in Gottlos bent on burning everything in her path. The Theocrat must have recalled her from Geld and sent her south to kill Morgen.
The fact Nacht still lived meant she’d failed; Morgen’s death at a hand other than Nacht’s would end both of them.
Another whimpering step north.
Behind him, impenetrable clouds of black smoke devoured the southern sky. Both of King Dieb Schmutzig’s armies were ash, as were the forces Morgen travelled with. Nothing remained of Unbrauchbar but charred wood and melted stone. In her rage, the Hassebrand destroyed everything.
Morgen, where are you?
Probably in Selbsthass already.
Another step.
He passed a dead woman lying at the side of the road. Someone had already stripped her of possessions, leaving nothing for Nacht. A neat hole beneath one breast showed where she’d been stabbed.
Nacht passed without stopping.
Why was he not healing faster the closer he got to home? While Morgen had been the centre of the Geborene faith, Nacht had enough worshippers he should be gaining strength. Instead, he felt weaker with each passing mile.
Konig is killing those who worship me and Morgen.
No, that wasn’t the Theocrat’s style. He’d manipulate the faith of the city-state, bending the population to his will. Having spent decades priming them for mindless faith, they would be easily swayed by the Gefahrgeist. Morgen’s efforts to make them perfect probably made his work easier. The godling loathed the intractable and argumentative. Happy people, Morgen once said, don’t ask questions.
North. Ever north, ever weaker.
I’m dying.
A lack of belief would soon do what Gehirn’s fire could not.
No! I am the God of Filth and Freedom!
Except he cared less and less about such things. He was only Morgen’s opposite as long as that was what everyone believed him to be.
As the sun sank, Nacht saw a curl of smoke poking over the next hill. For a strangled heartbeat he wanted to turn and flee. Even if it wasn’t Gehirn, waiting to finish him, how could it possibly be anything good?
There wasn’t enough smoke for it to be the Hassebrand. This looked more like it came from a single campfire.
“This is Selbsthass!” He winced as his lips cracked anew.
The city was still north, but he was now well within the city-state’s borders. Greatly weakened, he wasn’t yet powerless. If simple townsfolk gathered around that fire, probably cooking their evening meal, he might bend them with his own limited Gefahrgeist talents. At the least, he could order them to carry him home or give him a horse.
A gust of wind caused his dress to dance around his thighs.
And pants. I want pants.
Decision made, Nacht increased his pace, walking as if with firm purpose. Whoever it was, they’d need to know they were in the presence of divinity. First impressions were critical.
Cresting the hill, he spotted two men sitting at a campfire. The younger one turned a rabbit on a spit above the flames. Both wore swords.
These two men must have killed that dead woman.
Fucking Swordsmen.
At least he hoped they were. Swordsmen would have no interest in murdering an unarmed Nacht whereas run-of-the-mill ruffians might decide to rob him or kill him for sport.
Nacht glanced at his exposed legs, wished the dress was less revealing.
Or worse.
The younger Swordsman spotted Nacht and waved. “We have several rabbits, ma’am, and are happy to share.”
Nacht descended into the valley. The young man blinked grey eyes in surprise as he approached. The fire brought out the reds in his hair. One hand on a slim hip, the other turning the spit, he looked like a hero from the sagas.
The larger man sat hunched at the fire, his back to Nacht.
Needing to take control of the situation and assert dominance, Nacht said, “I am Nacht, God of Filth and Freedom, Ascended Reflection of the Geborene God, Morgen. See me to the city and you shall be well-rewarded.”
The man sitting at the fire turned and looked up at Nacht. Once handsome, scars marred half his face where someone had carved off one of his ears.
“Nice dress,” Wichtig said.
“It offers certain advantages,” Nacht answered.
“It certainly shows off your thighs.”
Nacht resisted the urge to tug it lower. “This is fortuitous luck. I’d hoped to run into you,” he lied. “Return me to Selbsthass and I’ll see you receive everything promised and more.”
Wichtig lifted his wounded hand, displaying the missing fingers. “You can fix this?”
“Of course,” answered Nacht. Even at the height of his power, no one believed Morgen’s Reflection capable of healing others.
Wichtig gestured at his scarred face with the same hand. “And this?”
“You will be even more handsome than before.”
“Let’s not get carried away,” Wichtig said. “That’s impossible.” He gestured at the young men. “Nacht, meet Pech, my new apprentice.”
“Apprentice? He looks more like your—”
“Look at him,” Pech interrupted, gesturing at Nacht. “He’s horribly wounded.”
Rising, Wichtig turned to get a better look. “He’s looked better.”
“Can you smell that?” Pech asked. “Those burns have gone septic.”
“He’s definitely smelled better.”
“I’ll be fine,” Nacht said, not liking the direction the conversation was heading. “Get me back to the centre of my power, and I’ll heal both myself and you.”
“He’s dying,” Pech stated with such certainty Nacht felt himself weaken. “Sepsis kills fast. He’ll be dead within a day.”
Nacht’s knees trembled, and he wanted to sit in the dirt, crawl off to the side of the road and die where he wouldn’t despoil the beautiful scenery.
“I’m not real,” he ground out, forcing himself to stand straight. “Reflections are not so easy to kill.”
Pech grunted doubt. “I think if he could heal himself, even a little, he would have.”
Wichtig’s eyes narrowed in suspicion. “You can heal me, right?”
“Of course.”
“Then heal something small,” Pech said, gesturing at Wichtig. “One tiny nick or scar. His knees sound like splintering celery every time he crouches. Fix that. He’s constantly grimacing and rubbing his lower back. Reduce that pain for him.” Pech, his back to Wichtig, grinned feral glee at Nacht. “How about a single ingrown hair?”
“How about it?” Wichtig asked. Rolling back his sleeve, he said, “I scraped myself packing the saddlebags this morning. It’s nothing, barely worth calling a wound. Heal it.”
Nacht stared at the abrasion, willing it to heal. Thanks to Pech, no one here believed he’d succeed. Not even Nacht.
“I don’t have much use for a god who can’t do what he promised,” Wichtig growled, one hand dropping to his sword.
Nacht looked north. “As I said, get me to Selbsthass and I’ll make you whole.”
“He’s lying,” Pech said. Glancing at Wichtig, he added, “Have you heard of a Reflection who could heal such wounds?”
Wichtig shook his head. “No, but he’s the Reflection of a god.”
“You mean Morgen, the one whose army burned to ash back in Unbrauchbar?” Pech grunted a laugh. “Not much of a god if he couldn’t stop a single Hassebrand.”
“Selbsthass,” Wichtig mumbled with desperate hope. “We get him there and—”
“And nothing,” Pech said. “The mirror ever lies. Everyone knows that.”
“I thought Bedeckt made that up,” Wichtig said. He looked as if the old man had somehow betrayed him.
“Nacht can’t heal himself,” Pech continued. “And he can’t heal you. Before, when Morgen was on the edge of Ascending and people believed in him, Nacht’s wounds would have healed. But here he is, well within the Selbsthass border, and clearly dying.”
“I’m not dying!” Nacht screeched, voice cracking. Gods, everything hurt. Under the influence of Pech’s doubt, his wounds again wept. The boy is a Geisteskranken! “I’m a Reflection. The only thing that can kill me is Morgen suddenly becoming sane!”
“Yeah?” said Pech, drawing his sword. “Let’s test that.”
“I’m a god!”
Pech stabbed him.
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CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT

Existence is a battlefield scene of roiling chaos. The most powerful Geisteskranken controls that chaos, both their own and their enemies.
—Bereit Für Eine Autopsie
The world felt empty and false to Gehirn, a lie spoken and accepted as truth which faith then made real. Morgen wasn’t a god. He was a deranged little boy caught in the body of a man, spoon-fed madness by those who worshipped him. Nacht wanted to be real, wanted to be a god. He was no better than Morgen, another delusional man-child desperately clawing for a divinity he’d never reach.
I burned them both.
Did that make her a god?
Hells, no. It meant only that her delusions were more dangerous in nature.
Morgen and his Reflection were fleeing back to Selbsthass like frightened children. Konig wouldn’t be happy about that, but he’d be even less happy when Gehirn arrived.
Morgen wanted a clean world of reason and order.
Nacht wanted a world of chaos and filth.
Konig didn’t care. The world could be a steaming shite heap as long as he stood at the top and everyone below him believed the sun shone out his arse.
Gehirn grinned, baring teeth in a savage snarl, as she imagined the pristine white streets of Selbsthass burnt black. If she couldn’t get the one thing she wanted—a peaceful existence away from those who thought to control her—then no one was getting what they wanted.
The night air, cool on her naked skin, felt like a soothing balm. Bucolic fields lined the road. Long winding paths led to picturesque farmhouses, curls of smoke rising from brick chimneys. Cows lowed, low and serene. Sheep stood in clumped groups, white fur like fluffy clouds in the dark. A spark of hate festered in her belly, but these people weren’t her enemy. If she stopped to burn every farm and homestead on the way, she’d tilt over the Pinnacle before reaching Selbsthass.
Ahead, off to the side of the road, a campfire burned low, glowing embers, and pale flame. It called to Gehirn. Come, free me to rage one last time.
An open wagon stood nearby, three men sleeping curled in their blankets. Another stood near the rear of the wagon, one hand reaching toward a black, glistening shape strapped there. Starlight reflected from the slick surface, smeared and warped. Shadowy shapes gathered around the man, leaning close to whisper in his ear.
A slim woman stood apart from the others, attention alternating between the wagon and an object clutched in her hands.
Afraid of nothing, Gehirn hesitated, wondering if she might be better off avoiding these people.
Something about that thing in the wagon drew her closer. She needed to see it.
This time she would not make the mistake she made with Erbrechen, the Slaver. At the first hint someone wanted something of her, she’d turn the lot of them to ash.
Moving closer, she realized the wagon pointed away from Selbsthass. These people were leaving the domain of the vapidly pretty and flawless.
Were they fleeing, or had they been sent?
One of the sleeping men rolled over, exposing white robes. The man standing near the wagon muttered quietly, one hand held toward the black shape he hadn’t yet touched. Shadows, all the same shape as the man, stood at his shoulders.
Geisteskranken, Gehirn decided. Even without the Shadows, babbling to oneself was rarely a sign of sanity.
Closer still, bare feet silent on Morgen’s perfect highway. The thing in the wagon was obsidian carved into the shape of a handsome man. On its back, one leg stuck awkwardly into the air. It was meant to be stood upright. She’d seen it before, deep in the basements of the Geborene church.
Did they steal it?
That question only begged another: Why?
The thing was useless. Had it been valuable, someone would have sold it long ago. The Geborene might be a successful religion now, but they’d been a laughable splinter sect of the Wahnvor Stellung for generations.
The slimmer shape standing apart from the others held what looked like a mirror before her face. Her lips moved, face animated with anger, though Gehirn heard nothing.
Mirrorist.
The man near the statue might be dangerous. The Mirrorist, probably not. Though it was never safe to assume.
Gehirn stopped a half dozen strides short of the man.
“I’m not going to free you,” the man told the obsidian carving. “I’m supposed to use you to trap someone.”
If the statue answered, she didn’t hear it. Since it neither moved nor seemed like anything more than a chunk of carved rock, she didn’t see what cutting the straps holding it in place would do. Unless it somehow related to this man’s delusions, in which case freeing it was probably a bad idea. At least for the idiot talking to it.
She imagined that sleek mirror-black man leaping from the wagon. Was obsidian heavy? She had no idea. Like as not, he’d sink ankle-deep into the soft soil.
“Who were you hoping to trap inside the statue?” Gehirn asked.
The man made a squeaked Yeep! noise and spun to face her. Confronted with a large, naked woman who both outweighed him and stood an entire foot taller, he retreated, back bumping into the wagon. His Shadows crowded close in poses ranging from fear to guilt, as if they’d been caught at something naughty.
They hate him and are trying to tell me something.
“Who the—” He blinked up at her. “Gehirn?”
“Traugott,” she said, recognizing the man. “I thought you were in prison.”
“I…uh…”
“Escaped?” she supplied.
His attention darted to the three men sleeping at the fire. “Konig…”
“Konig freed you.” If he travelled with Geborene priests, nothing else made sense. “Why?”
“I thought you were well south of here,” Traugott said. Suddenly aware how close he was to the statue, he flinched. Trapped between it and Gehirn, he had nowhere to go. “The Theocrat told me he sent you to…” He swallowed. “To fetch Morgen.”
Several shadows looked from Gehirn to the statue. Crowded close to Traugott, they mimed luring her closer.
Heat built in Gehirn’s gut. This man was a worm; exactly the kind of foul wretch Konig loved using. “Fetch?”
“Rescue?”
“Is that a question?”
“Is Morgen with you?” Traugott asked, ignoring his Shadows and making a show of trying to look past Gehirn’s bulk.
“I found him in Grauchloss.”
“And?”
“Grauchloss is gone.”
“I see,” he said.
“Oh,” said Gehirn, “I very much doubt that.” She grinned and he blanched. “It’s so dark. Can’t see a thing this far from the fire.”
“I don’t mind—”
“And then there’s those pesky Shadows. You know what gets rid of Shadows?”
“I think we should—”
Gehirn’s fist burst into flames. The woman off in the dark said, “Oh, shite, not again,” and disappeared into her mirror. The Shadows cowered behind Traugott, becoming a single dense entity peering over his shoulder.
“You were looking for Morgen,” Gehirn said.
The Shadow shook its head and pointed at Gehirn. Traugott cursed.
“Not Morgen,” she corrected. “You were looking for me.”
The Shadow nodded confirmation.
Konig wanted her out of the way because he was afraid of her. That pitiful part of her that hoped she’d return to Konig and be welcomed with love and understanding died. Maybe she even hoped, on some self-loathing level, he’d take from her all choice, and she could forget how much being hated and feared hurt.
He uses you and casts you aside.
The man’s plans were as convoluted as they were doomed to fail.
“I don’t like Konig any more than you do,” Traugott said. “If we work together… My Shadows spying, your fire—”
Gehirn burned him to ash.
His Shadow coalesced, as if taking on the colours charred from Traugott. Its eyes widened with joy. “I knew I was close, but it was still a gamble.”
Gehirn scowled at this new Traugott.
“If he wasn’t on the edge of cracking, his death would have ended both of us,” the man explained, staring at his hands, rubbing his fingers together as if awed by the feel. “I’m real!”
With a wave of her hand, she seared him to dancing cinders.
“The fuck?” someone yelled in surprise.
Caught twisted in his sleeping roll, a big man thrashed for freedom. The other two woke confused by the racket and stared at her blearily from where they lay.
Gehirn burned all three to a slag of melted bone and bubbling grease.
Free me.
She spun at the voice, found no one.
The obsidian statue lay in the wagon, one leg thrust into the air.
She looked for a Shadow she’d missed, or someone hiding, and found nothing. She was alone. “Who said that?”
Free me, the statue spoke into her mind.
“What’s in it for me?”
She felt something rooting through her skull, throwing aside odd memories and flashes of pain with disdain. It found her memory of death, her brief moment of peace.
An end, it said.
Her breath caught. “Whose side are you on?” Gehirn asked. “Konig’s or Morgen’s?”
These names mean nothing. I am the enemy of both sides.
That was promising. Gehirn wrestled with the decision. Whoever was trapped in the obsidian represented an unknown force. The statue had been in the basement of the Geborene church long before the Geborene splintered from the Wahnvor Stellung. She’d never heard of a Geisteskrenken capable of trapping themselves—or others—in stone, but where madness ruled, nothing was impossible.
“Who were you?” Gehirn asked.
I… I can’t remember.
A smoky mirror, the black glass reflected the burning men, twisting tongues of flame writhing like angry snakes.
Broken. Shattered. Shards of divinity. I was a man and a god.
Gehirn rolled her eyes, moving closer to the statue. “Uh huh.” Men and their pathetic need to pretend they were important.
I was the night wind.
“Sometimes, I get windy at night too,” Gehirn said.
She caught herself reaching a hand to touch the glistening stone.
Who rules your Underworld?
“Underworld?”
Again, it carelessly ransacked her memories.
Afterdeath.
“No one rules it,” Gehirn answered.
No god claims the realm?
“I’m unaware of there being dead gods.”
I will take it as my own. What gods rule the living?
Unsure what he asked, she said, “Morgen seeks to make himself the god of cleanliness and perfection.”
I am… I was discord. Chaos.
“Then you two will get along swimmingly. His Reflection wants to be the god of filth.”
I was the first mirror.
An odd brag, though she saw the night sky reflected in its slick surface. “The mirror ever lies.”
I fathered the first lie.
This she recognized: typical Gehargeist drivel.
Again, it dug through her memories until it found Konig and Morgen. Selbsthass, it said, tasting the word. Self-hatred.
“What?”
It ignored her question. Free me, and I will go there.
Much as she craved an ending, she wanted vengeance on those who thought to use her more. There could be no peace until Konig and Morgen burned for their sins. This world didn’t need another ravening Gefahrgeist bending the innocent to his will. If it somehow claimed the Afterdeath, even death would be no escape.
“Every Geisteskranken I burn,” she said, retreating from the obsidian statue, “leaves the world a better place.”
Gehirn loosed her hate and anger. Flame raged from her in a torrent of pain and loathing, tongues of fire licking the slick stone. Nothing happened, the statue mocking her with its silence, and she raged hotter. She screamed, the wagon disappearing in an explosion of ash swept away by the firestorm wind. Now laying on the baked earth, one leg still jutting into the air, the obsidian shone bright and clean, as if she’d cleansed it of millennia of dust and filth. The ground melted, stones glowing cherry red and running like molasses. And still the statue shone brighter. In its smooth surface she saw perfection.
She’d wanted to burn the world to glass, cleanse it of all filth, burn the last lie from humanity. This ancient thing was all that Morgen dreamed to be. Perfect. Impervious. Flawless.
She saw herself reflected in its ebony skin. Her bright teeth bared in a savage snarl; overlarge canines like a Therianthrope. Florid face. So much pain in those eyes. She hated what she saw. She was a thing of pathetic needs and weakness. A desperate need to belong. She’d sell her soul to be useful, for a single kind word. She was going to break the world, sear Konig and Morgen to nothing, not because it was the right thing to do, not because killing them would save so many others from their foul manipulations.
She was going to end them because they hurt her.
The obsidian statue rose to its feet. Turning, it walked away from Gehirn like she was nothing, her rage smashing at it from behind. Finding the mirror the young woman dropped, it followed after her, disappearing from the world.
Gehirn’s fire guttered to nothing.
Did I give it exactly what it wanted?




[image: Insanity Symbol.]
CHAPTER FORTY-NINE

You only live twice.
—Anonymous Wahnist
Wichtig and Pech stood over the dead Reflection.
He killed him. Wichtig struggled to understand what his apprentice had been thinking. Did I say something to suggest stabbing unarmed people—even those who aren’t entirely real—was acceptable behaviour in a Swordsman?
“Give him a minute,” Wichtig said. “He’s going to get up.”
A gust of cool wind ruffled Pech’s hair and Nacht’s plain dress.
“Any moment now,” Wichtig added.
The Reflection lay still, blood leaking from the wound in his chest.
“I barely stabbed him,” Pech said. “If he was a god, he should have shrugged it off.”
Why stab him at all? Much as he hated both Morgen and his Reflection, an uncomfortable regret lurked deep in Wichtig’s belly. Even if he couldn’t heal me, killing him gained nothing.
He nudged Nacht with a toe. “What an awful way to die.”
Pech darted a startled glance in his direction. “Isn’t this how most Swordsmen die?”
“I meant the dress. It’s not even pretty.”
“Not his colour,” Pech agreed.
Nothing happened. Nacht didn’t fade like a bad dream or a delusion. He lay in the dirt, summer dress hoisted to expose pale burn-scarred legs. He didn’t move or suddenly draw a shuddering breath as he returned to life.
“What does this mean?” Pech asked.
“It means I’m going to remain ugly for a bit longer.”
Ugly? I’m not ugly, I’m…less handsome.
Ugly felt right though. What else did you call a man whose left ear had been hacked off by a madwoman?
Stehlen saved me and I killed her.
Wichtig swallowed, uncomfortable. Seen in that rather unflattering light, he came off looking like a bit of a shite.
But seen in another light…
In all his life he’d had two people he called friends and murdered one of them. When his first apprentice died, he’d taken on this talentless young idiot to escape having to be alone with himself.
Talentless? He killed Kanonenfutter with ease.
The woman had been no slouch. After long years, Wichtig could judge a Swordsman or woman the instant he met them. Seeing the way she moved, Wichtig had been desperate to avoid crossing swords with her.
I still could have killed her, eventually.
Pech’s words.
Wichtig scowled at the dead Reflection. When had he begun to doubt himself? Even after Schnitter, the mad Körperidentitä who took his ear and fingers, he never questioned his worth. Women still loved him, and he was still the Greatest Swordsman in the World. Recently, he’d begun to feel his years. His knees and back hurt more each day. After a few meagre hours in the saddle, all he wanted was a hot cup of tea and a nap.
“I meant,” Pech said with the patience of one talking to the elderly and confused, “what does this mean for Morgen? I don’t think you’re supposed to be able to kill Reflections. The only way for a Geisteskranken to escape their fate is to become sane. And that seems unlikely. Does it feel like reality is starting to break down?”
Everything feels like it’s breaking down since you almost stabbed me in my sleep.
Were the sun not shining, he’d worry he’d been right from the beginning, and Pech was an albtraum.
“Rabbit is almost ready,” Pech said, returning to the fire and again turning the spit. “I’ll debone it for you.”
Debone it like I’m some toothless old man?
Wichtig caught himself halfway back to his sleeping roll. He’d been about to sit and meekly await his dinner. He watched Pech. The lad moved with calm assurance totally unlike the awkward youth he’d been but a few days prior.
No one improves that fast.
Even Wichtig, the best at everything, spent years studying sword fighting in the Geld Guard.
Either Pech miraculously improved, or he’d already been a skilled Swordsman and lied about it. As the boy had shown no sign of Geisteskranken tendencies, the latter seemed likely.
All the questions he asked.
Wichtig remembered how tired and old he felt after every conversation. As if talking to the boy aged him. Looking back, he saw every question planted some niggling doubt about either Wichtig’s physical well-being or his talents as a Swordsman.
He killed Nacht.
The Reflection promised to make Wichtig whole and beautiful and Wichtig believed him right up until his apprentice turned those foul questions on the Reflection.
He killed my chance to be beautiful again.
That might not be true. If Morgen still lived, there was a chance.
If Pech doesn’t decide he’s ready to kill me first.
What else could the young Swordsman intend? It was, Wichtig hated to admit, a genius plan. Befriend the World’s Greatest Swordsman pretending to be a bumbling idiot. Trick him into teaching you his best moves while subtly undermining his faith in himself.
He’s been poisoning me from the first word!
Wichtig’s whole hand crept to his sword, and he hesitated.
Can I beat him?
Oh gods. The fact he entertained the thought bode ill. All this sneaking around and subterfuge was hardly sporting. This wasn’t the way duels were supposed to be fought. Where was the bragging and posturing?
He might as well have stabbed me while I was in my bedroll!
A nobody Swordsman might beg off a fight with a superior opponent. It was enough for everyone to know one was better than the other. But Wichtig was the Greatest Swordsman in the World. The only way to claim that title was to kill him.
Never having been faced with a fight he was unsure he could win, Wichtig didn’t know what to do.
Bedeckt would wait until Pech was asleep and run away.
If Wichtig found Morgen before his apprentice officially challenged him to a duel, he could get back everything he lost. His confidence. His stamina. Whatever that special magical thing he had was that made him better at everything than everyone else.
But he had no idea where Morgen was. To the north, Selbsthass burned. Maybe the godling was there. Or maybe Nacht died because Morgen was dead too. Either way, Pech would chase after him.
For all his many and varied failings, Bedeckt knew better than to leave an enemy at his back.
He’d kill the shite in his sleep.
“Dinner is ready,” announced Pech, handing Wichtig a tin plate heaped with chicken.
“Where’d the plate come from?” Wichtig asked.
“Took it from Kanonenfutter’s retinue. Demanded coin and drink as tribute.” He lifted a wineskin from his pack and handed to Wichtig.
“I missed that.”
“You were tired. You fell asleep.”
Pulling his sleeping roll up over his shoulders, Wichtig hunched over his plate of rabbit. More than anything, he wanted to close his eyes.
No! He’d stay awake until Pech slept.
After dragging the dead Reflection away from their camp, the lad babbled endless prattle about everything and nothing. Eventually, he yawned and stretched, climbing into his sleeping roll.
Wichtig lay across the fire from him, pretending to asleep. He waited, keeping his breathing slow and steady.
Bright stars wheeled overhead as the fire guttered and dwindled to dull embers.
Finally, when he was sure the boy wasn’t faking, he slid from the sleeping roll and stood. He drew his sword, stepped silently over the remains of the fire.
Wichtig poked Pech, leaving a splotch of blood on the lad’s roll.
“Ow,” Pech said, blinking up at him. “Is this a new lesson?”
“Yes.”
Pech nodded to where his sword leaned against his pack. “Should I have slept with my blade tucked under my pillow?”
“Probably.”
The boy frowned in confusion. “Is there another, subtler, lesson?”
“I suppose it might be that one should never underestimate a genius.”
“Noted,” Pech said, darting another look at his sword.
“I know what you were trying to do,” Wichtig told him. “I always did,” he lied. “Right from that first question.”
“Well, all right then,” Pech said, sounding disturbingly calm.
“It won’t work.”
“It already has. Are you ready to give up and come home?”
Come home?
“You misjudge me,” Wichtig said, putting all his certainty into every word. “I am now and will always be the Greatest Swordsman in this and Every World.”
“You’re slowing and you know it.”
“I’ll kill you in your sleeping roll and go find Morgen. He’ll make me whole. I’ll find my confidence.”
“You said stabbing people while they sleep wasn’t sporting.”
He’s stalling! What if he had a hidden weapon, or talked Wichtig around to not killing him while he was helpless? I should have stabbed him instead of talking.
“We’re wandering vagabonds,” Wichtig said, despite himself. Talking was in his blood. “We go from town to town, murdering other people too afraid to have families and hold down jobs. You think I care one watery shite about fair?”
Pech pushed himself into a sitting position, ending up closer to his sword. “Dad—”
Wichtig killed him.
He frowned at the corpse, trying to understand that last word. What had he been about to say?
“Dad?”
I misheard. It was Didn’t, or… He could think of no other possibilities. Even ‘didn’t’ seemed unlikely.
“No,” he whispered. “There’s some other explanation.”
Wichtig studied the young man. Grey eyes, a look of shocked surprise as if he never imagined Wichtig could stab him. Brown hair, fluttering in the evening wind, the fire’s dwindling embers catching red undertones.
He looks so much like that albtraum that pretended to be my son.
“No. Can’t be.”
Are you ready to give up and come home?
“Fluch?” Wichtig asked.
His head hurt, skull throbbing like Bedeckt crushed it in those meaty fists.
He looked east toward Geld. Was his wife still living there?
How do I explain—
His son tracked him across the world and set himself to kill the World’s Greatest Swordsman. Except he hadn’t. Instead of killing Wichtig while he slept, he lied about who he was.
He changed his mind. He…
A savage pain bloomed in Wichtig’s chest like he’d been stabbed, the blade twisted.
He wanted to get to know me.
He wanted to learn about his father.
Are you ready to give up and come home?
No, he wanted more than to learn what kind of man Wichtig was; he wanted to bring his father home.
I was going to return!
That had always been the plan. He never quite managed it because fate and the world plotted against him.
Stehlen’s incessant thievery left him destitute.
There was always one more Swordsman to kill.
If only we hadn’t kidnapped Morgen.
It was, he decided, all Bedeckt’s fault.
Wichtig stared at his dead son. “I was going to go home. Eventually. I wasn’t ready. I had to—”
He wanted Morgen to make him pretty again so his wife might love him. He wanted all the world to know he was the Greatest Swordsman so she might be impressed and know he hadn’t left because he was afraid. She’d know Wichtig was a great man destined to achieve great things. He wanted to be wealthy because that would mean he wasn’t a failure.
I would have returned once I had everything.
He would have been the great father he always knew he could be. All Bedeckt’s fatherly wisdom without the grouchy murderous streak.
Are you ready to give up and come home?
I would have gone with you if you’d asked.
He would have set aside all his wants and needs for his son.
If only he’d known.
If only he hadn’t killed—
Wichtig crumpled to his knees, gagging on grief. The sword in his chest wrenched sideways, tearing his soul.
He bled misery.
I can’t go home now.
Not ever.
He looked north. Whatever burned there, the fires had spread. Smoke throttled the horizon. The entire city-state must be on fire.
What was the point of finding Morgen? He’d only wanted to be handsome for his wife.
What was the point in searching out other Swordsmen? Wealth and fame?
What was the fucking point now?
Wichtig looked west. Far beyond the horizon loomed the mighty Gezackt Mountains, the edge of the world. Everyone knew they were the end, that nothing lay beyond.
The dream.
He’d seen himself, an old man, return from the far side, defeating enemies with a twig instead of a sword. That man had been grizzled and scarred, much older than he was now. That day lay many years in the future.
He had two horses and whatever supplies Fluch took from Kanonenfutter’s followers.
“Ride east to Geld. Find my wife. Tell her I—”
She’d kill him.
Gods, he wanted that.
Deserved it.
“It would break her heart,” Wichtig whispered.
If he never returned, she’d never know. Not for sure. Her son would be another man who abandoned her and never returned.
Was that better than knowing he was dead?
The dream meant something.
It was important.
You’re running away again. Fucking coward.
Go east and face his wife, or west and walk off the edge of the world.
Put that way, it wasn’t such a difficult choice.
The old man didn’t have a sword.
Wichtig dropped his sword in the dirt.
He didn’t have horses, either.
After taking what supplies he needed, he removed the saddles and set the beasts free. They wandered a few strides into the nearest clover patch and grazed.
He knelt at Fluch’s side. “You should have told me. I would have—”
He couldn’t do it, couldn’t lie to his boy.
Wichtig stood. His knees didn’t pop or groan.
Though his eyes dried, the pain in his chest remained.
He walked west.
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CHAPTER FIFTY

It’s the end of the world. Honestly, I expected more. Snow on roses. Black seas. The sun as ash. Instead, we get… this. The dying mewls of a kitten.
—Halber Tod, Cotardist Poet
During their time in the forest, day had turned to night turned into day, and the snow before them lay in scintillating waves of crystalline brilliance. Behind them, the forest crackled merrily, flames devouring centuries of nature’s work, punctuated by the occasional scream of a woodland creature caught in the fire or trapped beneath a fallen tree. Smoke billowed into the sky, a great furnace turning nearby snowfall to slush, burning grasses black.
But that was behind them. Ahead, a vast white plain stretched to the shadowy spires of mountains on all sides, more trees bounding the valley, climbing rocky slopes, furring them with green. On the valley floor, everything stood shrouded, the snow only broken by the passage of foraging animals and their predators. Further in, at the edge of a frozen lake, four streamers of smoke rose to the sky.
The Northern Tribes.
Perfection glanced at his men. Like him, they were not bothered by the cold, those concerns long since passed as his power hooked deeper and deeper into their minds, their souls bent to the joy of serving him. Still, he had ordered Verbrennung to warm them as they walked. The cold could still take its toll on flesh, even if the mind was unaffected, and it wouldn’t do to have his soldiers stiff and frostbitten to the point of being useless.
He turned his attention back to the imposing field before them.
Perfect.
It will be a shame to spoil this beauty with blood and fire.
As if they’d heard, and in defiance of his thoughts, black shapes moved across the snow and ice, approaching cautiously, drawn by the signal fire of the forest. Wrapped in furs, wielding crude cudgels and bronze axes, hair in tangles, they stomped a path through the snowpack, leaving behind them a wide trail of broken footprints. Among them, tall, emaciated figures, their bodies frostbitten, their eyes sunken.
Wendigast.
Their hunger was a palpable thing, making even Perfection’s stomach rumble. He clamped it down, forcing it to the back of his mind. Hunger held no allure. Around him, men loosened their blades, set their spears. Verbrennung raised his hands, and heat baked off him. Perfection lifted an arm, stalling his men.
“Hold. I will talk to them,” he said.
He stepped from the safety of his soldiers and stood at the head of the group, waiting for the tribes to approach. Cautiously, they slowed, then stopped, milling a few hundred feet away, forming a line four times the length of his, and twice as deep. Unafraid, Perfection blessed them with a smile as four men stepped forward. Each was indistinguishable from the others under the matted hair and furs, but only one spoke.
“What do you want?” he asked as if his voice was rusty, or perhaps not used to the syllables of the southern language.
“An agreement,” Perfection answered.
“And what would we want from a man who burns forests, who comes with strange men and bright steel? We have little. Our land is a waste.”
The smile didn’t leave Perfection’s face. “I can offer you comfort. Peace.”
The tribesman’s stance shifted, his look incredulous. “We have peace.”
“I see four tribes, not one. I see a people twisted by hunger, on the edge, driven there by the south.”
“We like it here.”
“We both know you lie.”
Doubt crossed the man’s features. “And what? You’d have us go south as reavers? Raid their cities, cull their children, take their lands?”
Perfection shook his head. “No, I’m offering true peace. You need not take up weapons. You need not suffer. You need only to follow me.”
He pressed his Gefahrgeist power against the gathered masses. Some broke at once, and he heard cries of agreement. Others resisted, and seeing what was happening, retreated.
Perfection pointed them out, raising his voice. “These men, they would betray you to stay in your miserable freezing hole. To keep you hungry. To keep you cold.”
Heads swivelled. The men backed away, stumbling as the full force of the tribes’ attention turned on them. They broke into a run.
“Kill them,” Perfection said.
At the order, his soldiers and the tribesmen moved, loosing arrows, bronze weapons spraying vivid red across white snow. Screams echoed across the plain. Perfection felt the remaining men break to his will.
He called to the wendigast first. “Devour!”
The tall beasts raced after the fleeing men, ripping them limb from limb, tearing away fur and underclothes to get at the meat within. More screaming, more blood.
The unbalanced fight bothered him; he needed symmetry.
“Fight back, those who wish to live!” Perfection shouted.
The one-sided slaughter became a fracas, blood spraying in buckets. Limbs were hacked from bodies. Heads removed. Guts spilled.
He studied the carnage as Therianthrope, Wendigast, and Hassebrand destroyed and were destroyed. Chaos reigned, and for a moment, Perfection felt free.
Then it was over, and he was left with only a handful of tribesmen and his Hassebrand. He turned to the northerners.
“Go home. Cleanse your villages with blade and fire. And when it is done, cleanse yourselves.”
Obeying, they tromped away, leaving only Perfection and Verbrennung standing amid a mandala of gore and corpses. He could have raised them again. Perhaps marched beyond the mountains. But this felt right.
Gesturing to Verbrennung, he said, “Follow me.”
They followed the trail left by the northerners, Perfection loathe to disturb unbroken snow. It was a fair way to the lake, and by the time they made it, the villages were ablaze, smoke spiralling into the sky, the dead scattered across the ice. The wind sighed, content.
Lowering himself onto a rock overlooking the pale blue expanse of frozen water, Perfection thought, When did I last rest?
He looked at the villages. Beyond lay icy mountainous wastes. Nothing lived out there.
Perfection could go no farther.
One and one and one and one.
Four was a good number. He liked that number. On the far side of the lake, the world wavered in mirage, that creeping grey seeping in at the edge of reality. He watched the cinereal stain spread, reaching from the ground to the sky. The icy wastes faded from existence, consumed.
He’d kept it at bay for so long.
Gods, he was so tired.
One and one and one and one.
Four was a good number, but counting Morgen, there were five. It didn’t work. One too many upset the balance of things, invited chaos.
The void across the lake surged, swallowing the villages. Perfection blinked. He turned to Verbrennung and patted the rock next to him. The Hassebrand sat, grunting gratefully at the opportunity to rest his feet.
“Do you think,” Perfection began, “that we’ve achieved something?”
The Hassebrand’s brow beetled. “You promised peace, and look,” he gestured toward the void.
“Peace,” Perfection said.
He didn’t feel peaceful. Not yet.
One and one and one and one.
Once he was gone, there’d be four.
But zero is an even more perfect number.
It was the only perfect number.
A war to end all couldn’t be perfect if anything remained.
The world unravelled as the void approached. Not wanting to be alone, Perfection took Verbrennung’s hand. For the first time, he felt fear.
The grey wall stretched from horizon to horizon. It ate the ground and the sky.
The void surged closer, flawless non-existence filling Perfection’s eyes.
In a world where nothing makes sense, only nothing can make sense.
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CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE

If the compulsion to sin is human nature, where then does the compulsion for forgiveness come from? What sort of society creates a thief, then punishes them for being so?
—Zeug Nehman, Kleptic
Handrutter’s hooves hammered against the soft loam of the earth as Stehlen fled east, Lebendig’s words haunting her. To the sides, glimpses of pale white flesh and black staring eyes through the trees flanking the path as the albtraum kept pace. Snarling, Stehlen spurred Handfucker, the horse’s hooves beating a tattoo as they sped on.
Guilty guilty guilty guilty.
She shook her head, sending nascent tears flying in her wake.
It’s not my fault. I was driven to this.
Sniffing back a wad of phlegm, she spat it onto the trail. She leaned low, kicking the horse to greater speed. The ground rose, trees falling away to reveal a black, starless night overhead. Not even the Snake showed its wedge-shaped head through the pitch, the constellation hidden.
The albtraum left behind, Stehlen slowed Hardsnotter to a trot, the horse’s flanks heaving and flecked with foam. Slowly, they picked their way along the ruts making up the crude country road. Potholes marred the path, threatening to break a leg or halt the horse, sending her arse over teakettle into the dark.
She shuddered at the thought.
No. I won’t be trapped here with them.
Free from the rush of adrenaline, her face ached and she thought of her sister’s words.
I stole nothing you didn’t deserve to lose.
Kaspar’s face swam into her vision, and she shied away.
Your fault, not mine. Should have left me alone.
Houndfucker stumbled, snapping Stehlen from her misery. She scanned the ground, trying to see what had caught the horse up. There, half hidden in the weeds, a protruding limb. Pale white in the dark, it shone with a sickly light. Ahead, more, and as she rode on, yet more.
They rounded another bend, and the ruins of a small village came into view. The main path was littered with corpses, some hanging from trees, most with their throats split by a blade. She pushed through, into the town square. Rotting timbers moaned in the wind, hinges creaking on unlatched doors. Bodies lay where they had been struck down.
She rode past the town well, the stink of rot and buzz of flies rising from its depths, the twin stinks of copper and shit assailing her senses. Her father’s voice echoed from within, pleading.
Stehlen kicked her heels, Hogsucker picking up his pace despite the horse’s evident exhaustion. Corpses choked the path, and she had to dismount, leading the terrified horse over the human detritus.
A dead woman spoke Stehlen’s name, reaching for her foot, and she kicked at the grasping hand. It fell silent, and she rasped a nervous laugh.
If only the old goat were here. He’d make short work of this mess.
But he wasn’t. She’d lost Bedeckt as she’d lost everyone else. Pain and misery followed wherever she travelled, the only thing she ever gave back to those she took from.
Not my fault!
Even that idiot Wichtig was better off without her, though it would likely end in him getting himself killed over some dispute or another. Most likely who was the Stupidest Git in the World.
Still, the thought of the handsome swordsman sent warm ripples through her stomach. Did she miss him? No. She missed Lebendig. But Wichtig? She didn’t need him. He needed her. Even now, he was likely picking a fight in some shitty backwater, preening and crowing for the ladies.
Jealousy? She snorted. If anything, she felt possessive. They were stealing him from her. Wichtig was hers, after all. And no one stole from Stehlen.
If you still looked like Maja, you could have him.
No. Lies. Wichtig was a shallow idiot, but he saw the value in someone who would not abandon him.
As he abandoned you? As you abandoned Lebendig?
“Fuck off!” she shouted into the dark.
A low moan from somewhere on the corpse-littered plain was her only answer.
The soft flesh of the dead had been replaced by the crack and crunch of bone underfoot. Unsure of when the change had happened, Stehlen remounted Hindrimmer and rode over skull and femur, the snap of human remains like discordant music. Ahead, the horizon took on an orange glow, as if the sun were finally ready to spill the night’s guts like a fiery knife.
Eager to be away, she spurred the horse on again, and soon the crack of bone was a constant companion. The glow drew closer, and flames licked at the sky. Here, a village burning still, bodies little more than skeletons. She slowed once more, riding into the centre of town. Lebendig stood there, sword drawn, half-smile on her face.
“Love,” Lebendig said.
Stehlen breathed a sigh, and something unknotted in her. Had she missed this woman so much?
“Love?” Lebendig said.
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For the first time, the impact of where she stood hit her. Here, the baker she stole pastries from as a child. There, the shop where she and Maja bargained for sweets. Their home up the road. All in flames. A small gasp escaped her.
“For you,” Lebendig said.
The Swordswoman gestured with her blade. At her feet, the bodies of Stehlen’s family. Even her bitch of a mother. Tears came to her eyes.
Sliding down from Hundfutter, Stehlen ran to the bodies of her family. They were slashed and scorched. Maja’s face was a red ruin. Her father’s skull smashed in.
Not my fault. Not my fault.
“For you,” Lebendig repeated.
“Why?”
“I love you. Do you not love me?”
Indecision gnawed at her guts. She did love the woman. In her own way. In the way you love something you own. In the way she loved Wichtig. And Bedeckt. But this…neither of them would have crafted an atrocity for her affection.
A blade in her hand. Rage. She charged Lebendig. So simple. The woman raised her sword. Steel pierced Stehlen’s breast like a long-lost lover entering her.
“I love you,” Lebendig whispered. “I forgive you.”
Pain. A thousand fiery blossoms blooming in her chest. Stehlen tried to cough a reply, but it was lost on the wind.
The soft flesh of the dead had been replaced by the crack and crunch of bone underfoot. Unsure of when the change had happened, Stehlen remounted Himrimmer and rode over skull and femur, the snap of human remains like discordant music. Ahead, the horizon had taken on an orange glow, as if the sun were finally ready to spill the night’s guts like a fiery knife.
Have I been here before?
Eager to be away, she spurred the horse on again, and soon the crack of bone was a constant companion. The glow drew closer, and soon flames licked at the sky. Here, a village burning still, bodies little more than skeletons. She slowed once more, riding into the centre of town. Lebendig stood there, sword drawn, half-smile on her face.
“Love,” Lebendig said.
Oh gods.
Stehlen breathed a sigh, and something unknotted in her. She’d missed this woman so much.
“Love?” Lebendig said.
The impact of where Stehlen stood hit her. Here, the baker where she’d stolen pastries. There, the shop where she and Maja had bargained for sweets. Their home just up the road. All in flames. A small gasp escaped her.
“For you,” Lebendig said.
The Swordswoman gestured with her blade. At her feet, the bodies of Stehlen’s family. Even her bitch of a mother. Tears came to her eyes.
Not again.
Sliding down from Hundfutter, Stehlen ran to the corpses of her family. They were slashed and scorched. Maja’s face was a red ruin, her father’s skull smashed in.
Not my fault. Not my fault.
“I did this for you,” Lebendig repeated.
Stehlen stood. “Why?”
“I love you.”
Indecision gnawed at her guts. She loved the woman in the way one loves something they own.
In the way I love Wichtig and Bedeckt.
Stehlen drew the sword Wichtig left for her. Hadn’t she left this with her own body when she escaped the Afterdeath?
Blade in hand, she charged Lebendig. The woman raised her sword. Steel pierced Stehlen’s breast like a lover entering her.
“I love you,” Lebendig whispered. “I forgive you.”
Forgive?
Stehlen sobbed a laugh. There could be no forgiveness, only punishment.
Once again, on that road of bones. Even knowing what was ahead, Stehlen rode on.
Maybe this time.
Forever, into eternity.
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CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO

Perfection is a lie. Your eyes fail you; your senses betray you. There is only the truth, and not the truth, and the mirror ever lies.
—Der Betrachter, Mirrorist
Morgen spat into the dust of the washed-out trail he followed, feeling not even the niggling of disgust that should have followed such a vulgar act.
Can grey be a flavour?
He hawked a wad of phlegm from his throat and spat again, hoping for even a flash of colour—the yellow of bile. Instead, the snot hit the dirt and blended in, barely even a glisten indicating moisture. Again, no disgust. Only despair.
Am I broken?
For the third time that day he tried to leave the Afterdeath, imposing his will on the world, willing reality to bend to his whims.
Nothing.
Moving between life and death had been easy, willing his robes clean and white, effortless. Now, surrounded by endless grey, he could manage neither.
Am I dead?
He shuddered, remembering his last moments in the land of the living, fleeing Gehirn’s devouring flames. Weakened by the death of his faithful soldiers, it took several attempts before he escaped. Or maybe he hadn’t escape. Maybe he fell to the Hassebrand’s wrath.
Do I keep failing because I’m dead, or because there’s no one left who believes in me?
He imagined his corpse, sprawled in the muck of Unbrauchbar, burning.
Previously, he’d always been alive when moving between the two worlds. In the Afterdeath, he stood out from the grey deceased as a bright splash of colour.
The patter of blood in the dust followed him like a cursed rain. His once white robes, now smeared with blood and soot and gods knew what else trailed in the dirt. Despite the foul state of his appearance, he couldn’t bring himself to care. It felt like the part of him that was obsessed with cleanliness and perfection had been fractured away.
Morgen stared at his bloody hand and the front of his robes. The blood carried only the palest hint of red.
I’m dead. He walked north, unsure what else to do. Or dying.
There had to be some other explanation!
Gods, he felt weak. His army was gone, eradicated by Gehirn’s rage. Though drawing closer to Selbsthass, he was alone. No faith supported him. No massed belief lent him power.
My strength will return once I’m home.
Scowling at the buildings ahead, he realized he’d already entered the rural outskirts of Selbsthass. Grey farms lined the roadside. Ahead, ashen people gathered around a cluster of rough wooden structures that were little more than lean-tos and stalls. They picked through cinereal vegetables, squeezing and sniffing colourless fruit as if they might pick the best apple in the Afterdeath.
Why do things grow here? Why do we still need to eat after we die?
There were too many damned inconsistencies. Whatever ancient gods created this reality had been idiots for granting its inhabitants such influence. People needed to be told what to believe.
A few hours of walking and I’ll be home. He should already feel the faith of his worshippers washing through him.
Morgen stopped, understanding dawning. Oh, that fucker!
Konig must have spent the weeks since Morgen left undermining the population’s belief in their god.
“I’ll kill the shite for that! No one steals from—”
Gods, that sounded like Stehlen. Try as he might, he’d been unable to shed the infectious flaws he learned from the Kleptic and her friends. Violence and thievery. Lies and murder. Cursing was the least of it, though it bothered him the most. It was impossible to deny the usefulness of the other defects. Sometimes one had to lie or kill to get things done.
He blinked, startled at the turn of his thoughts.
What is a god without the spark of perfection? What is perfection but an illusion?
An illusion built and fed by Konig. If not for the man’s petty manipulations, his insecurities, his lies, Morgen would have already been a god. Instead, he was reduced to a minor Geisteskranken, wandering the Afterdeath.
Ahead, a mob of filthy dead crowded the street, heading away from the city.
Like Morgen, they were dirty, though the similarity ended there. Most were men, musclebound and armed with an assortment of swords and axes. Some wore full coats of armour, others bare-chested in only a short kilt of overlapping plates. Littered among the pack were hulking brutes, clearly too stupid for much more than battle. Contempt and disgust rose in Morgen, and he lifted his chin, scanning the warriors. None were Bedeckt.
Why did I expect to see him? The man was gone, dead in a way few achieved.
A woman stepped from the throng, tall and lithe, twin blades on her back. She raised a hand, and the crowd stopped in its tracks. Leaving them milling around the vegetable stands, she approached Morgen.
“Are you lost, child?” She asked.
“Child?” Morgen quirked an eyebrow. “I’m in my twenties!” He winced at his defensive tone.
“Oh!” A hand went to the woman’s mouth. “You are Stehlen’s Morgen!”
“I am not that hideous snake’s child, if that’s what you’re asking.”
“She said you had a sharp tongue.” The woman stepped back, hand going to a hip. “You have no retainers, no leader. Are you free from the Credo?”
“I am a god.”
The woman laughed, clapping her hands. “And I am the Queen of Selbsthass.”
Morgen eyed her.
If only I could gut this worm and steal her followers.
The silence stretched on, and the smile dropped from the woman’s face. “You’d best not tarry here,” she said. “Not everyone in the Afterdeath is so magnanimous. Some enjoy children, though not in the way you imagine.” She paused. “Or maybe you can.”
Erbrechen, the grotesque Slaver. The snap of breaking fingers. Men and women gathering around to kick his ribs in. The incredible pain as they broke him bone by bone.
Hiding his shudder, Morgen stalked past the woman, her retinue parting.
“Wait!” the woman called. “Come with us. We can protect you. You can see Stehlen again.”
“I’d rather fuck a dog,” Morgen said over his shoulder.
Head down, he walked north.
What’s the point, if I can’t return to the land of the living?
One foot in front of the other.
Konig won. I’m dead. His dreams of a perfect and sane world were ash.
A trail of pale blood marked his path.
It can’t end like this!
He’d suffered too much. Erbrechen’s tortures. The loss of his armies. Hells, he even missed Nacht’s constant badgering.
Staggering up another hill, Morgen faced a filthy version of himself.
“Nacht, you fucker! I’ve been—”
He blinked at his reflection, confused. An obelisk of onyx glass stood atop the hill. Beyond, lay the Selbsthass of the Afterdeath, grey and depressing. Neither glass nor metal, the reflective surface was instead black and smoky, like polished obsidian.
Morgen waved a hand, and his reflection did the same. Looking down, he realized he was the dirty young man he saw, his robes caked in dried gore and mud.
“Nacht?” he repeated.
Just a reflection. He stood alone atop this hill.
Shimmering flawless black, the colour of ink, the obelisk stood slightly taller than him, a slab of stone with no frame. Morgen walked to the other side, seeing the same. Who placed this here?
He moved closer, the reflection doing the same. In the Afterdeath, where shades of grey defined everything, the young man in the stone was black.
He grunted a laugh. I wanted everything to be white and clean.
Morgen lifted his bloody hand, and the reflection did as well.
He blinked and the reflection was no longer him. A tall man with broad shoulders, angular features, and ebony skin was reflected in the stone. His clothes were strange, long sweeping folds of fabric.
A foul sensation clawed through Morgen’s skull, ran razor sharp blades of stone down his spine.
“You would be a god,” the Reflection said.
“I am a god,” Morgen answered, reaching for bravado and falling short.
The Reflection smirked. “Not yet.”
I’m breaking. This must be some new manifestation of madness, one last failure to torment him. He imagined someone seeing him atop this hill, babbling like a common Geisteskranken.
“Are you Lord of the Underworld?” the man in the stone asked.
Lord of the Underworld? He’d never heard the title before.
“I am the god of Selbsthass.” His words lacked conviction, rang hollow. “Someday,” he added, “I will make the world clean and perfect.” Or maybe he’d spend the rest of eternity wandering the Afterdeath.
“Wandering the Afterdeath,” the Reflection said, tasting the words. “I want it. I want the souls populating it.”
“They’re all crazy,” Morgen said. “I don’t think the sane come here.”
“Sane. Crazy.” The obsidian Reflection grinned. “Like this poorly imagined underworld, we’re all shades of grey. Absolutes are for children, priests, and politicians.”
Morgen scowled at the Reflection. What the hells does that mean?
“You must kill the other,” the Reflection said, “to become a god.”
“Konig,” Morgen supplied. He’d been so caught up in the fact he was trapped here he hadn’t given much thought to winning. But yes, if he returned to Selbsthass and killed Konig, the populace would see him as the victor. Once again at the head of his church, he could shape their faith as he saw fit. “I suppose so.”
The Reflection crossed its arms, studied him with a raised eyebrow. “Give me this underworld, and the living world shall be yours.”
Morgen’s breath caught. Was this some ancient and powerful Mirrorist trapped in the Afterdeath? “You can help me pass to the land of the living?”
“Living?” the Reflection snorted. “As if you and all the other souls here aren’t muddling through the same lives you did on the other side.” It shook its head. “Yes, I can.”
“And you want the Afterdeath in return.”
“The underworld and all the souls within it will be mine to rule as I see fit.”
“And when I defeat Konig, the living world is mine?”
“Indeed.”
Morgen thought it through. The boy he’d been when Bedeckt, Wichtig, and Stehlen stole him from his home would have blurted innocent questions, giving away any chance at treachery. Hells, that lad would never have considered lies or betrayal an option. Morgen knew better.
If I fall to Konig, any deals I made won’t be worth shite. If I defeat him, I’ll need to rebuild my strength.
Why this Mirrorist thought Morgen had the power to grant him rulership of the Afterdeath, he had no idea. In the end, he’d make all the world—both life and death—perfect and clean. Later, after he defeated Konig, he’d return and reclaim this grey land. By force, if necessary.
“How do I return to Selbsthass?”
“Easy. Step into the mirror,” the Reflection answered, eyes bright with mischief.
Morgen hesitated. It’s a trick! Either the Mirrorist hoped to trap him, or this was Nacht somehow disguising himself. By willingly stepping into the mirror, Morgen would doom himself to becoming the Reflection while it wandered free, having defeated him.
But if I don’t step into the mirror, I’m stuck here!
Why, then, did it ask for the Afterdeath? Was that a distraction from its true intentions?
“Nacht,” Morgen said, “You can’t fool me. I see you in there.”
“Night?” the Reflection asked. “I was the night wind, the Lord of the Night Sky.”
Unable to follow what it said, Morgen stared at the Reflection in confusion. I have no choice, he realized. If he stayed here, Konig won.
“We have a deal,” he decided.
“Then step inside.” The man in the stone disappeared, leaving its mirrored surface disturbingly empty.
Morgen swallowed his fear.
What’s worse, being trapped in the Afterdeath, or being trapped in a mirror in the Afterdeath?
He screwed up his courage and stepped forward, into the dark.
Cold night enveloped him. Morgen stood in a long tunnel, the city on the far end. Step by step, Morgen moved forward. The cold intensified. Still, he moved forward, pain in his extremities.
Another step, and agony in his chest.
Another, and the world went black.
Another, and he saw an infinity of stars.
Colour!
The rich hues of life punched Morgen to his knees, emotion overcoming him. Blinking at the bright red of his bloody hand, he cried in joy. So many varied shades decorated his robes he wept in gratitude at the brilliant stains. There, the deep green of snot. Here, a smear of deep brown he hoped was earth. Wracking sobs shook him as he gloried in the chromatic intensity.
When the tears passed, he knelt, grinning at his filthy robes like an idiot.
Be clean.
Nothing happened.
I command you, be white and perfect!
Again, they ignored his will.
Fucking hells!
Noticing his other hand, shimmering black glass like that obsidian statue, he jolted in surprise. He wiped the bloody hand on his robes, saw the hard glint of black stone before the ever-welling blood returned. Rolling up his sleeve, he found an obsidian arm. He plucked at the neckline of his robes and glanced within. More black stone.
Doctors wore white. Every Geborene priest from the lowliest acolyte to Morgen himself wore white. The soldiers of purity wore white.
Everyone in all the city-states knew white was the colour of perfection, of cleanliness.
Morgen remembered the emaciated black cat, riddled with open sores, that dashed across the street in front of Wichtig. The pock of its skull striking the stone wall still haunted him.
Black was dirt.
Black was rot and evil.
It was the colour of mourning and death.
Every child feared the dark. Every adult pretended they’d shed that fear but still took a lantern into the basement and fled back up the stairs feeling the darkness close in behind them.
A black soul. Black humour.
Morgen scraped an obsidian fingernail along his arm. He felt nothing, left no mark.
Like his time with Bedeckt, Stehlen, and Wichtig, that obsidian mirror had somehow infected him. Except this was a much more literal infection.
I am stone.
Spotting a jagged rock on the ground, he grabbed it, smashing clumsily at his arm. He felt no pain and left no marks.
I can’t be hurt?
That wasn’t all bad.
Peering into his robes he realized something else: I am perfectly black.
No imperfection marred the slick glassiness of his flesh.
Lifting his bloodless hand, he saw his warped reflection grinning back at him in his palm. His fingerprints were gone, the line and whorls of his skin replaced with glossy, polished sable.
Perfect, but different?
He wanted it to be true.
If I believe…
But he couldn’t. Not quite.
Skin aside, he felt unchanged. No foul influence lurked behind his thoughts and decisions.
Maybe I was wrong about the colour. After all, perfect was perfect. Right? Would he have been as upset if he found himself the perfect burgundy? This was a gift from the obsidian obelisk. It wanted him to succeed, to defeat Konig.
Morgen pushed to his feet, taking in his surroundings.
I’m alive and inside Selbsthass!
Towering spires of stonework so intricate it could only be the product of delusion. A colossal outer wall, tall enough to rival the mountains, loomed in the distance. Alabaster, even in this dead place.
I didn’t think it was finished.
Had Konig usurped so much of his power the Theocrat accomplished what he could not?
More lies!
Morgen squinted at the distant wall. Cracks and imperfections marred its surface. Anger kindled in him again, and he choked it back. Rage without the strength to make others feel it was a weak and impotent vice. Turning from the outer wall, he found crooked buildings and dry fountains. A twenty-foot-tall statue of Konig glowered down at him, brow thunderous and judging. The nose had been smashed off, a sloppily painted moustache adorning the upper lip. Someone had drawn a large cock and balls on the man’s cheek. The statue’s arms lay shattered at its feet.
Morgen’s throat tightened. Am I angrier that Konig erected statues to himself in my city, or that someone dared deface it?
Once he regained power, he’d punish them all.
Morgen wandered filth-strewn streets. Corpses swung from makeshift gallows or hung draped over Konig’s countless statues. Gangs of feral children and rogue bankers glared at each other from opposing alleys. Bodies littered the intersection, evidence of territorial struggles. They watched Morgen pass, confused by his flawless posture, absolute confidence, and filthy state.
My beautiful, perfect city.
Fresh tears fell at the violence his creation suffered. If Konig did all this to undermine the population’s faith in their god, he’d gone too far. This was an unforgiveable atrocity.
I will carve his skin away and bask in his screams for mercy. I will crack every bone, pull every joint from its socket. I will make everything Erbrechen did to me look like foreplay!
Morgen grinned at the thought.
Selbsthass, your god has returned!
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CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE

Emotion is contagious.
—Fühlt Sich Dame, Wahnist
I know the pieces fit.
The Theocrat stood at the window in his chambers. Eyes unfocussed, he stared over the city. Things had been going so well. He’d felt the shift in the people’s belief, their faith swaying from Morgen to himself, and with it, a new vitality, a swelling of power. In the last days, the spread of rot in his arms slowed, though his hands and forearms remained wrapped in perfumed linens.
Remembering the way Morgen cleaned his robes with a twitch of will, Konig rolled back the bandage on one arm, exposing the black beneath.
“I am healed and whole,” he told the decay. “I am not a Cotardist; the faith of the people sustains me.”
The dark stain refused to retreat.
Where he’d had a few weeks to bend the people, the Geborene spent years telling the faithful of Selbsthass that Morgen had such power. Hoping he’d achieve the same so soon had been a desperate hope at best.
Though he’d done everything in his power to undermine faith in Morgen, he had no idea how successful he’d been. There were rumours that King Dieb Schmutzig’s army chased the lad’s forces from Gottlos, surrounding them in Unbrauchbar. But then there were also rumours that Schmutzig’s army had been burned to ash, which sounded like Gehirn’s intervention. Perhaps Morgen was already dead, and this was all a waste of precious time and resources Konig could ill-afford. Or maybe Gehirn saved the godling at Unbrauchbar and the two were now hours away from Selbsthass. Or maybe—
“Enough!” Konig barked.
There were too many unknowns. He needed to be ready for everything. If Traugott returned with Morgen trapped in the statue, things would be much easier, though he knew better than to trust in others.
A polite cough sounded from the far side of the room.
Startled, Konig turned. A young priest stood waiting. Her pristine white robes annoyed the Theocrat. Before Morgen, the Geborene Damonen had been a religion of pomp and colour. Crimson robes, for the High Priest. Pale blue for the lower ranks.
I never should have let Morgen change all that.
Morgen thought white somehow meant pure and clean, that it was therefore better than colour. It wasn’t. White was ugly and simple, boring and bland, like the boy.
“What?” Konig demanded of the priest.
The woman bowed her head. “You summoned me, my Theocrat.”
I did? He had no memory of calling her.
“Where are my Geisteskranken?” Konig demanded.
“You ordered them all away last week, my lord.”
A frown creased Konig’s brow. “I—” His mouth snapped closed before he admitted he had no recollection of this.
Either someone stole his Geisteskranken, or he’d sent them away and then forgotten the order.
It doesn’t matter!
Those Geisteskranken were meant to be his first line of defence should Traugott fail, and Morgen return free. No matter how powerful Morgen was, a cadre of Konig’s most dangerous and deranged were supposed to be primed and awaiting his arrival.
I didn’t give that order!
Or had he? It seemed like every time he turned around someone new was telling him of the things he’d said and done in places he’d never been: My lord, that speech you gave to the Verzweiflung Banking Conglomerate representatives was brilliant!
What fucking speech? He’d never given the greedy fuckers a second thought.
“Does someone in the church plot against me?” Konig asked, hating the desperation of asking this priest whose name he didn’t know.
“All love you.”
And yet, when he needed them most, his Geisteskranken were gone.
Konig glared at the nameless priest, and she cowered under his gaze. “Have my statues been completed?”
She winced. “Some.”
“Some?”
“Many were the subject of vandalism. Others were targeted by terrorists.”
Konig turned away. Is this my fault? He told Vertrauensverräter to undermine the people’s faith in Morgen, attacking those churches refusing to accept Konig as the new god, and sowing descent throughout the city. He’d hoped that people confronted with death and chaos would see such disasters as a flaw in their god, thereby weakening him. Assuming she understood the purpose of her actions, he hadn’t specifically told Vertrauensverräter not to attack his statues.
I’m surrounded by idiots!
Konig looked out the window, this time seeing the filthy streets and rampant destruction. Even before Morgen, he’d managed to convince the population this was a healthy and successful city-state. Within a decade, he’d reshaped the streets, turned fields of barren mud into lush farmland, all by making people believe that’s how it was supposed to be. Morgen’s fixation with perfection, turned every citizen into a happy moron with flawless skin and a vacant smile. Farms produced more than ever, and the city-state knew unprecedented years of prosperity.
Vertrauensverräter had been more successful than he’d realized. She’d turned entire city blocks into rubble, burnt churches and homes to the ground.
The sounds of violence reached him from the street. Two men wrestled on the nearest corner, kicking and clawing.
“What have I done?” he whispered.
You failed. Again. That foul voice in his head. You’re not a failure. You are Failure.
“I’m not Failure!”
The priest flinched, backing toward the door.
“Get the fuck out!” Konig screamed at her, and she fled.
Arms hugging himself, he stood shaking. How had everything gone so wrong?
You did this to yourself. You sabotage your every effort.
That wasn’t true! He was Konig. He achieved more than any other man. His brilliance turned the Geborene from a laughable splinter sect to one of the world’s most successful religions. He made a god! The world should be singing his praises and instead, it felt like everything, and everyone plotted against him.
“Why would I sabotage myself?”
Because no one hates you more than you.
Konig glanced at the mirror in the corner. No sign of movement, no threat from within. Satisfied he wasn’t about to be ambushed by a mad Reflection, he leaned his forehead against the cool window.
Gehirn always liked Morgen more than she liked you.
That much was true. The big Hassebrand had a soft spot for the lad.
They’ll come together. You’ll face a god and a madwoman teetering at the brink of the pinnacle.
“No.”
She’ll reduce all you’ve worked to achieve to ash.
“No, no, no.”
You don’t have to face them alone.
“I don’t?”
“No.”
Lifting his head from the window, Konig turned toward the all-too-familiar voice. Another Konig, dressed in crimson robes, stood at his side.
“Acceptance?” Konig whispered in fear.
“Hardly.”
“Then who?” the Theocrat demanded.
“The only part of you that remains.”
“My will to succeed?”
The Doppel snorted a mocking laugh. “Hardly. You undermine yourself at every opportunity. You commission statues and then tell Vertrauensverräter to deface them.”
“I didn’t.”
The Doppel ignored him. “You send Traugott to trap the godling and then, at the last moment, change your mind.”
“I changed my mind?”
“You told him to bring Gehirn back instead.”
“Why would I do that?”
“Because you know she hates you.”
That much was true.
“Have you noticed that despite telling the populace to worship you as a god, you haven’t grown in power?” the Doppel asked. “In fact, you feel weaker now than ever before.”
This too was true.
The Doppel grinned white teeth. “That’s because you told Vertrauensverräter to undo the city’s faith in everything—yourself included. Any tiny shred of sanity the people might cling to has been systematically destroyed at your orders.”
“What are you?” Konig asked, voice cracking.
“I am a manifestation of your sick need to undermine your every effort. You never believed you deserved to be Theocrat, much less a god, and I am why you are doomed to fail.”
“That’s not true, I—”
“You killed the Chief Scientist of the Geborene, Aufschlag,” the Doppel interrupted.
“He betrayed me!”
“You stabbed your oldest friend and cost yourself any chance at success. You knew the ideas were all his, that only he was smart enough to see this through and murdered him anyway.”
The Doppel locked eyes with Konig and he found himself subject to the flat grey stare he so often used to bend others to his will. For some reason he found himself remembering Sister Wegwerfen reporting that Ausfall, one of the more promising children Konig had hoped to make into a god, chewed through her wrists and wrote, ‘We make poor gods,’ in blood on her bedroom walls. Ausfall had been much smarter than Morgen and, thinking she was strong enough, Konig put more pressure on the child. Seeing Morgen as soft and weak, he once confided in the girl that she was his only hope for success.
Was that self-sabotage?
“I am the embodiment of your Self-Destruction,” the Doppel said. “And just as you wanted, Morgen has returned to Selbsthass. He’s a broken and angry godling and you have made a terrible mess of his beautiful city.”
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CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR

The problem with sanity is that the logic required to achieve it is recursive in nature. Sanity requires that one have a certain faith in the structure and nature of reality and relationships, an understanding of cause and effect. And yet sanity also requires you to question that belief. You must believe you are sane while questioning that belief. Sanity requires you possess the humility to admit you don’t know and the brazen audacity to act as if you do.
— Fassbar Einfach, Philosopher
Asking a crazy man about sanity is always a terrible mistake.
— Geschichts Verdreher, Historian/Philosopher
Every town south of Gottlos was fake. From a distance, they looked real, but with each village the fakery got sloppier. Some were paint splashed on a convenient outcropping of rock or a few threadbare sheets of fabric strung between trees.
Every night they stopped and enjoyed the twinkling stars. Each night Doubt checked his packs three times to make sure he forgot nothing and stopped soon after setting off the next morning to check again.
“Were it not for you,” Doubt told Letzten Krieg as they travelled south, “I’d be lonely. We haven’t seen anyone in weeks.”
“That’s because they’re not real,” the horse said.
“No one this far south is real?”
“No one is real. Except you.”
Doubt scowled at the back of the horse’s head. “That can’t be true. I remember a lot of people. Morgen. The other Doppels. Konig. Bedeckt, Stehlen, and Wichtig.”
“Think about them. I mean really think about them. Do they seem all that real, or are they caricatures of people. Bedeckt, the grizzled old warrior who just wants to pull off one last job so he can retire? How many times has that tiresome trope been done? Stehlen, the ugly thief who is desperate for love? Boring! Wichtig, the once handsome Swordsman whose redemption depends on him being tortured and losing his good looks?” Letzten Krieg shook his head, mane catching the wind. “Lazy writing if you ask me. You could do better.”
“I could?”
Doubt thought about it. The horse was mostly right, though he wasn’t sure Wichtig had learned much of anything. Did that make the Swordsman more real than the others?
Letzten Krieg said, “I need to show you something.” The horse stopped. “Climb down.”
Doubt dismounted.
“Now,” said the horse, “take a closer look at the dirt path.”
Doubt kicked the ground, scuffing the hardpacked earth. “What? It’s dirt.”
“Look closer.”
Kneeling, the Doppel brushed away the earth, exposing the wood boards beneath.
“All the world is a stage,” Letzten Krieg explained. “This is just a play. Probably a tragedy.”
“I don’t believe that.”
“You think it’s more likely that you are the manifestation of some idiot’s fears and doubts? Seems to me there are more reasonable explanations. Maybe you’re God. The only god. Maybe you’re hallucinating all this to pass the time in the eternal nothing. Maybe you’re lying in a hospice bed somewhere in a coma after an ill-tempered horse stomped on your stupid face.”
Doubt looked at Letzten Krieg. “I can’t be the only real person—”
“Thing.”
“I can’t be the only real thing. You’re here too!”
“We’ll deal with that later. Right now, you still need me. You’re too lazy to imagine yourself walking clear across the world.”
Rising, Doubt swung back into the saddle. Letzten Krieg again headed south, though his gait felt strange now, clunky and somehow mechanical.
When he reached forward to stroke the horse’s neck to reassure himself the beast was real, Letzten Krieg snapped, “Don’t fucking touch me.”
“Sorry.”
Clearing another hill, the ground now reverberating like a hollow wooden stage beneath the horse’s hooves, Doubt saw the Grasmeer ahead. Morgen had heard of the endless grass plains populated by the savage horseclans. As a boy he’d read stories of the city-states waging endless losing wars against the fast-moving tribes who dominated a huge swatch of the known world.
Except that wasn’t true. Morgen wasn’t real. There had never been a boy. Boys weren’t real. Nothing was.
The Grasmeer turned out to be rough sheets of green paper scattered overtop the stage. At first there were crude stalks of grass drawn on the paper, but a few strides in and even that falsehood surrendered.
South.
Alone. No one.
No animals moved across the paper world. No birds flew through the endless blue sky.
“The sky isn’t real either,” said Letzten Krieg. “If you stand in the stirrups and reach as high as you can, you should just be able to touch it.”
Doubt did so, felt his fingers brush rough wood. They came away stained with blue paint.
Beneath him, the horses gait became ever clunkier, joints moving like they’d been designed by an unskilled carpenter. When he squinted at the fur of Letzten Krieg’s neck, it looked like carpeting stretched across a frame.
“Not yet,” said Letzten Krieg.
The SumpfStamm Swamp was more of the same, though the green paper was soggy and stuck to Letzten Krieg’s hooves.
Days. Weeks.
The horse rarely talked, its answers becoming monosyllabic grunts.
The swamp gave way to a long, sloping sand beach reaching down to the Salzwasser Ocean. He knew it was all fake before he reached it. The sand was just exposed wood. Close enough in colour, no effort had been made to disguise it. Though white foam edged the blue ocean, nothing moved.
“Is there really a One True God who wants to undo everything she made?” Doubt asked.
Letzten Krieg didn’t answer.
“Was the world that bad?”
Stupid question. He knew it was. It had been a terrible, awful world full of shite people doing shite things for shite reasons. Morgen had been right to want better. Or would have been, had he been real. But scrubbing everything clean wouldn’t have fixed anything. Morgen would have been a terrible and flawed god. He liked power too much and had no respect for freedom.
Letzten Krieg stopped a few strides from what was supposed to be the water’s edge and Doubt dismounted. Walking forward, he touched the wall painted to look like a distant horizon, the sun setting across the water to the west, and was unsurprised to find it was wood.
For a mad heartbeat he was tempted to push it over, see what lay beyond the illusion. But that was wrong and terrifying.
Some nothings break minds.
Where had that thought come from? It didn’t sound like him. Not that he was sure what he was supposed to sound like. If Morgen wasn’t real, what were the odds he was?
“Where do we go next?” Doubt asked, turning to Letzten Krieg.
The horse was a quadrupedal frame with brown carpet nailed to it.
“Oh,” said the Doppel.
This was it.
The end.
This was what the One True God wanted.
Or what the horse told him it wanted.
The cardboard cut-out of a man toppled backward to lie flat. A few hastily scribbled marks hinted at features. Sad eyes, one larger than the other. Maybe a nose.
It stared up at the false sky.
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CHAPTER FIFTY-FIVE

Confidence is sexy. Confidence comes from preparation and practice. Ignorance more frequently begets confidence than does knowledge.
These so-called wisdoms display a distinct misunderstanding of human nature. It’s not the confidence that makes you sexy, it’s the delusion that you are sexy. It is not the act of preparing and practicing that gives one confidence, but rather the delusion that one has sufficiently practiced and prepared. Ignorance doesn’t beget confidence, power does.
—Betrüger, Gefehrgeist Philosopher
By the end of the first day Wichtig decided abandoning the horses had been stupid on at least two levels. At least with a horse there was something to talk to.
“Didn’t Bedeckt say talking to yourself was fine as long as no one was around to hear it?”
That sounded like the kind of half-arsed wisdom the old man spewed.
Wichtig checked over his shoulder.
No one.
“And to be fair, I’m much better company than a stupid horse.”
Gods, what I would give for a twitch of an ear or a snort.
Hells, even a swish of a tail was a response.
“Where was I?” Wichtig asked.
Talking to yourself. It’s fine because no one can hear you.
“Right. Wasn’t there a second reason I should have kept the horses?”
You could have sold or eaten them.
Even without Stehlen helping herself to his coin, he still managed to be destitute. For what he’d have made selling the two scraggly beasts, he could have hired a carriage to take him all the way to the Gezackt Mountains in comfort.
Closing his eyes, Wichtig walked west, enjoying the warmth of the setting sun. He imagined rolling into towns like a visiting dignitary, gold silk and red velour everywhere. Soft cushions for his arse. A stocked bar and windows so he could feel the breeze in his hair. He’d step from the carriage, wave to his fans and wink at the pretty women.
And murder your son.
“Shut up. You’re ruining it.”
The dream crumbled.
How do you go on? How do you live with yourself?
“I didn’t know! If he’d told me—”
You killed your boy. And now you’re running away one last time.
“I’m not running—”
Are you ever coming back to the city-states?
“Fuck no.”
Too many painful memories.
“It all went wrong when Bedeckt abandoned me and Stehlen in the Afterdeath.”
You mean just before you abandoned Stehlen?
“I had no choice!”
You never do. Anyway, it’s not like he didn’t warn you.
“How so?” Wichtig demanded.
You remember what Bedeckt said?
“Those who are inept and fast are condemned to be defeated?”
The one about friends.
“We work together,” Wichtig muttered, eyes still closed, as he recalled his friend’s words. “We’re a team. A shite team, but we get things done. We aren’t friends and we sure as shite aren’t lovers. Never forget: I’d kill either of you if there was money in it for me.”
Gods, he missed his friends. Both of them. No matter what he said or did, they’d both said and done worse.
Not easy to find that when you wander the city-states murdering people for fun and fame.
They were gone and here he was, The Greatest Swordsman in the World.
What’s that worth now that you’ve murdered your baby boy?
Tears fell.
He couldn’t stop them.
If you’d stayed, been the amazing father you were always meant to be, this never would have happened.
“My wife drove me away.”
She only wanted you to help with the chores, stop spending your money on drink and whores, and to be present as a husband and father. Was that asking too much?
“Yes.”
Wichtig opened his eyes and stopped. The land sprawled black and dead. What looked to have once been a lush field of grazing cattle was curls of putrescent grass and bright white bone. Moving closer to the nearest bovine skeleton, Wichtig found the decayed remains of carrion birds littered nearby.
“Poison?” he asked.
Or disease.
Scuffing the greasy black smear with his boot, he exposed the pale soil beneath. It looked ill, leached of all health.
How far are you from the Gezackt Mountains?
“Two weeks?” he guessed.
How much food do you have?
“A week’s worth, if I ration.”
Water?
“Fuck. Maybe this is just a dead patch and there’s life beyond.”
Maybe.
“Pessimist.”
Thinking perhaps he’d head south to the Salzwasser Ocean and catch a boat north to Unbedeutend, an insignificant city-state nestled in the armpit where the Gezackt Mountains abruptly ended at the coast, Wichtig turned.
The land looked green and lush, but strangely perfect. Crossing the dirt path he followed, he knelt to run his fingers through the grass.
“It’s not real. Feels like cotton cut into thin strips and painted green.”
Distant trees looked just as fake, like the sloppily put together sets one saw in low-budget theatre. Enough detail you knew it represented a tree, but not a whit of effort more.
“At least it doesn’t look poisonous.”
There’s that.
Spotting a small pond not far away, Wichtig moved closer. Long before he reached it, he realized it was a slab of wood painted blue replete with splashes of green to represent lily pad.
That’s not great.
Though south of the Flussrand River, he felt sure he was west of Neidrig, putting the mountains slightly closer than the ocean. Not to mention if he went south, he’d have to pass through the Grasmeer and deal with the deranged tribes patrolling the plains.
Unless they’ve been replaced by replicas too.
Spinning, he faced north.
Are you stupid?
The near-impenetrable Faulig Forest, said to be haunted by roving swarms of albtraum, lay weeks to the north. Beyond that, the frozen wastes and Verschlinger tribes with their flesh-eating Wendigast. There were easier and more convenient ways to die.
“Maybe that wasn’t Fluch,” he suggested. “Maybe that was an albtraum I killed.”
An albtraum that spent weeks with you, ate your supplies, and made all that racket crapping in the bushes each morning?
“But albtraum are supposed to feed of your fears and insecurities. Pech was constantly undermining my confidence.”
Because he wanted to kill you for abandoning him and his mom. He wanted to take the only thing you value: your reputation.
“The fuck do you know?”
I know that walking west and starving to death will be a thousand times more pleasant that taking two steps northward.
“That’s an exaggeration.”
But he was right; no part of Wichtig wanted to go that way.
He squinted north. “Does the horizon look wrong?”
Instead of distance blurring things until they disappeared, the world ended at a grey wall just beyond the horizon. That grey stretched up into the sky.
It’s a storm.
“Where are the clouds?”
It’s fog, then.
“Fog that blankets the entire north and reaches up into the sky?”
It’s… Alright, I don’t fucking know what it is.
“Is it moving closer?”
I don’t like it.
Wichtig looked back the way he came. Smoke choked the horizon. Too much to be a single city; it had to be several city-states.
That smoke stretches across the sky. They’re all burning.
“That can’t be true. It would take—”
Insane gods, their Doppels and Reflections, all fighting over who the biggest arsehole is?
Dead or alive, Stehlen was back there somewhere.
So is your wife.
“I could save her, bring her over the mountains with me.”
Will you point to your son’s corpse as you pass it?
If she couldn’t forgive him for neglecting to do a few chores, there was no way she’d ever let him forget he killed their baby boy.
“The old man came out of the mountains,” Wichtig said. “That means I went over the mountains. It means I survive the long walk and escape whatever the hells is happening here.”
It was just a stupid dream.
A stupid dream was better than having to lay eyes on his son.
So, we’re running away again?
“No,” Wichtig decided. “We’re running toward my destiny. I’ve always said I would be the Greatest Swordsman in This and Every World. It’s time to make that true.”
Sure.
“Fuck off.”
Shouldering his backpack, Wichtig walked west.
“What do you think is on the far side of the mountains?”
Probably just more arseholes.
Wichtig walked on, avoiding the streams, ponds, and rivers of crystal-clear water. The sun ceased its descent and hung motionless in the sky. He walked and he slept. Time lost all meaning, its passage now measured in thirst and hunger. His shadow remained unchanging, following in his wake with dogged determination. Lonely as he was, he didn’t talk to it for fear it might respond.
With nothing but a barren landscape ahead, devoid of all life, he stared at his feet as he walked.
Hunger grew and he nibbled at his dwindling supplies.
Crossing a small creek, no more than two strides wide, he stopped to watch the water burble over rocks so clean they looked scrubbed and bleached.
“Good job, Morgen. Your perfectly sane world has arrived.”
About to stoop and dip his hands beneath the surface, he hesitated. No hint of life, not a smudge of moss ruined the creek’s perfection.
You know water is only that clear when it’s so polluted and poisoned nothing can live in it.
Straightening, he walked on.
Hunger returned, ever more demanding.
He nibbled crumbs, licking his fingers clean with a papery tongue.
He slept and walked, the temperature unchanging.
At least its comfortable.
“Fuck off.”
After eating the last of his food, he threw away the useless backpack with a short-lived sigh of relief.
At least the straps no longer chafe your shoulders.
“Fuck off.”
The hunger crept out of his guts, worming its way through his belly until it strangled his heart, that one thought, Food. Food. Food, echoing through his skull.
It’s echoing because there’s nothing else in there.
“Fuck off.”
Curling up on the ground, he slept. If he dreamed, he remembered nothing. When he woke, his heart stuttered erratically in his chest.
Rising took more effort than it should have.
You’re dying.
“Fuck off,” he croaked, voice a dry rasp.
Finding a perfectly circular pond, Wichtig stopped, stared at his reflection. He’d lost weight, his face gaunt, flat grey eyes smaller than he remembered. His clothes, chosen to show off his physique, hung loose.
He touched the scarred mess of his left ear.
“I look like Bedeckt.”
If Bedeckt lost forty pounds of muscle and then starved himself for several weeks.
“Fuck off.”
He knelt at the side of a pond, crying as he stared into its lifeless depths. Everyone knew drinking from stagnant water was stupid. Everyone knew if nothing grew in a body of water it was because it was somehow poisoned.
Everyone knows doing things that everyone know are bad is dumb.
“Fuck off,” Wichtig whispered.
Drink or no, you’re going to die here.
“Fuck— “
Fuck off, I know.
Wichtig scooped water with his hands, desperately trying to believe his palms had magical purifying properties and knowing they didn’t and drank until his belly would take no more.
He lay beside the pond, blinking up at a pale blue sky bereft of cloud or bird. When he didn’t die, he rose and continued west.
The Gezackt Mountains grew closer with lethargic indifference.
From then on, he stopped at every puddle and stream and drank his fill, if just to keep the gut-devouring hunger at bay. The water always tasted the same: flat with the slightest metallic tang.
“There’ll be people in the mountains. They’ll have food.”
Really? You haven’t seen a single living thing—not a bird or blade of grass—in weeks.
“Then there will be people on the far side.”
How do you know?
“Because I saw myself return.”
We’ve already talked about this.
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CHAPTER FIFTY-SIX

Humanity created the gods in their image, and as revenge, the gods drove them mad.
—Halber Tod, Cotardist Poet
Smoke obscured Morgen’s vision as he staggered through the streets of his once-perfect city. Cancerous clouds dulled the sky adding a green tinge to the world. The air felt both unseasonably cold and muggy, reality in a state of delusional confusion. Fat drops of rain fell and then stopped just as suddenly. The sun clawed a brief gap in the clouds and then was throttled to a powerless seething ember as they reclaimed the heavens. Screams echoed and faded; fires blazed. Morgen’s flawless new skin burned like a creeping infection, the black substance coating him in a mirrored sheen glittering in what light eked through the chaos. He whimpered and scratched at his arm, onyx fingernails sliding over the surface.
What had he been thinking? His army, destroyed. His city, filth and chaos. His followers, taken by a pretender. Sanity threatened to encroach on his madness, a wolf stalking its prey. He’d hoped to come home, to the seat of his power, restore some semblance of order to his world.
Konig ruined everything.
I am a failure.
Something moved in the shadows and Morgen flinched, drawing back, expecting a blade in the guts. A dog snarled and darted by instead, and the godling heaved a nervous laugh.
Stupid. Afraid of a mutt.
Ironic, even. He’d started as one thing and become another over the course of time. A mutt of indiscernible parentage. Snarling at the world, snapping at threats. He was no god. Not here, not anywhere. His gaze drifted to the spire of the Geborene temple.
Not yet a god, he corrected.
All he had to do was kill the usurper.
Somewhere above the smoke, the sky cracked as if in response, and fat droplets of rain fell, dousing the city, turning ash to mud, sending rivulets of blood and shit into the gutters where they scabbed over.
Kill Konig.
Return Selbsthass to perfection.
Strip the last foul free will from every man woman and child and make them what they always should have been.
Slaves.
They’d be happy. What was freedom worth in the face of purity, sanity, and happiness?
Everything.
Morgen shuddered in revulsion. Head down, he forced himself toward the temple.
They no longer worship me.
He felt it in his blood.
Turning a corner, he stopped short. Someone had erected a crude shrine to one of the old gods, a snake deity, the effigy crafted from mud, straw, and human bone. Though he sensed no power in it, it stank of threat, a symbol of the ignorance he fought so hard to crush.
Fools! Do they not know I only strive to save them?
He tried to will the thing away, sweep it from reality. When it ignored his efforts, rage flooded him. Approaching the crude construct, he reached toward the idol, meaning to tear it down. The first stone took him high in the shoulder blade. The impacts sent him stumbling even as the rock bounced harmlessly off his obsidian flesh. He spun, anger building.
“Who dares?” he screamed, forcing as much of the Gefahrgeist into his speech as he could muster.
A man, covered in filth and blood, another rock gripped in a skeletal hand, bared crooked teeth at Morgen. “Pretender!”
“I would have made you perfect!” Morgen snapped back.
The man whipped the rock at him, and Morgen ducked beneath the clumsy throw. A second stone, hurled from an alley to his left, struck his arm. Again, he felt no pain. He turned to see scores of armed people shuffle from the alley. Hate burned in their eyes. More men and women, some dressed in clashing colours, others naked or wearing only mismatch shoes, poured from another alley. All were armed with a selection of makeshift weapons, crude clubs and kitchen knives. A few wore the chain hauberk of the Temple Guard, livery defaced with paint, and carried proper swords.
“They can’t hurt me,” Morgen whispered.
Are you sure about that?
He wasn’t. A meat cleaver in the hands of a three-hundred-pound butcher was a far cry from a blunt stone lobbed by an idiot.
“I’m safe. These are my people.”
Not anymore they’re not!
Their anger was a palpable thing, cold and judgemental. Morgen fled, roars of hate following. Pebbles and hurled debris bounced off his back as he ran, ducking into one alley after another. When the sounds of pursuit finally faded, he paused in a recessed doorway, chest heaving, sucking in breath.
He had to kill the Theocrat before he did any more damage. How much had the man’s power grown while Morgen’s drained away?
“Konig could be the god I was meant to be.”
Look around. Do you believe that?
The world was on the verge of collapse. Powerful as his delusions might be, Konig was only a man. And men could be killed.
Morgen cast about for anything he might use for a weapon. He spotted a corpse, partially buried under a collapsed building, fingers outstretched as if reaching for something. Salvation? Morgen followed the path of the hand, finding a simple dagger laying on the cobbles. He picked it up. Testing the edge, he felt nothing. He tried pricking his finger and found himself unable to pierce the glassy black perfection.
Stab yourself. Stab yourself hard.
Ignoring the thought, Morgen slipped the knife into his robes. Spotting the Geborene temple a few blocks away, he set out to find the man who ruined everything.
The walls of the temple had been defaced. Scratched, splashed with paint and blood, marred with graffiti.
LIAR.
KONIG THE KOCKSUCKER.
FUCK MORGEN.
On and on and on. Bodies sprawled nearer the base of the wall, citizens, Dysmorphics and Therianthropes caught mid-change, all slaughtered. It didn’t look like the result of an organized battle but rather a chaotic melee as if the population suddenly turned on itself.
They wanted to believe in me and Konig drove them mad.
Sneering in distaste, Morgen picked his way through the corpses, shoving the gate open enough to step into the temple’s courtyard. It was peaceful inside. Flowers bloomed, neatly trimmed paths wandering through cornices and gargoyles. Puddles, left from the last rain, smelled of life and hope. No death marred the church’s gardens.
“Konig barred the gates, hid here while my city tore itself apart.”
He’s a coward.
Clean as everything appeared, it was still polluted. Where Morgen ordered the gardens grow only white roses, lilies, orchids, and carnations, now an explosion of colours besmirched his carefully orchestrated purity. Sure, he supposed, it was pretty enough. But how could accidental attractiveness ever compare to planned perfection? The air stank, a clash of floral perfumes.
A door opened across the yard, and Konig stepped out. Dressed in the gaudy crimson robes he used to wear, he looked infinitely more immaculate than Morgen.
He did this on purpose.
Bandages wrapped Konig’s hands and arms. Spotting Morgen, he hesitated before offering a relieved smile as if he’d been here fretting and worrying the entire time.
Morgen clenched his fists, locking his anger tight.
“Nacht?” the Theocrat asked.
“No,” answered Morgen, biting the word.
“Oh, thank all that is holy. You’ve returned. The people—”
“The people believed your lies,” Morgen said, cutting him short. “You bent them to your will, and they deface my city. You are to blame, Failure, and I, your god, am here to punish you.”
Konig flinched as if struck. Eyes narrowing, he stepped further into the courtyard. “Nice speech. How long have you been practicing that, boy? You’re so filthy I genuinely thought Nacht had returned instead of the perfect god I made.”
“Liar!”
“Look at you! Disgusting! How low you’ve fallen.” Love and caring crumpling his features, Konig held out his hands as if welcoming Morgen back into the fold. “We can still make this right. Together, we can be more.”
The door the Theocrat exited through opened again and another Konig stepped out. “Why isn’t the stupid shite dead yet?”
The words broke Konig’s Gefarhgeist spell, and Morgen snarled, charging.
Fear bloomed on Konig’s face.
With a shuddering spasm, the Doppel peeled in half and became two. Another agonized convulsion, and there were three of him.
Startled, Morgen slowed his approach.
Over and over the Doppel splintered into crimson-clad Theocrats. More of them, until the courtyard teemed with the bastards. They stood, an unbreakable wall before the godling, hiding the real Konig.
“I remember the way you cleaned your robes with the tiniest flick of will,” said one Doppel.
“He isn’t clean now,” another pointed out.
“Makes sense,” agreed another. “If he had any power, he wouldn’t be such an odious sight.”
A Konig ran a long-fingered hand over his bald pate. “I can smell him from here.”
“No one believes in him now,” a Konig said.
“He’s powerless.”
“Ineffectual.”
“Helpless.”
“Defenceless.”
“Impotent.”
As one, they stepped forward, a wall of Konigs, flat grey eyes bleeding disappointment in their creation. The Theocrat had been a father to him, and Morgen had let him down. Everything the man did was toward the betterment of Selbsthass and all humanity. He was patient and humble and giving beyond all expectation. He was a man of towering genius and vision, a—
Don’t succumb to his Gefahrgeist charm. You know he’s a manipulative liar.
“Face me, you coward,” Morgen snarled. “Stop hiding.”
They stepped closer. Moving in unison, they were everything Morgen was supposed to be.
“I’m right here,” said one Doppel.
“I’m here,” another added.
It was repeated, a litany of lies.
The urge to flee built in Morgen. There were too many to defeat. No longer a god, he was nothing compared to the single most terrifying man he’d ever known.
That’s not true.
“It’s not?” Morgen whispered, retreating a step.
You might not be a god, but you are nowhere near sane.
Morgen blinked and a tear tumbled free. All he ever wanted was for the world to be clean, for reality to make sense. And here he was, foul insanity his only defence.
Konig never understood what it was to be a god.
“He didn’t?”
The Konigs frowned in unified confusion.
You read the religious texts from before the fall of the Menschheit Letzte Imperium. You know the old gods went mad.
Morgen understood: There were no sane gods because to Ascend to divinity was to shed the last shreds of rationality. The only way to make the clean and perfect world he craved was to surrender all sanity. Only then would he wield the power to achieve his dreams.
“The Old Gods were broken by wars and plagues of the mind,” Morgen quoted, “left reeling like the most bloodied veterans.”
A look of fear passed among Konig’s Doppels.
“Infected with horror at the cost of their actions,” Morgen continued, “they retreated into dementia. Insanity as escape. Seeking to free themselves they fled to a world of delusion, a world uncorrupted by jealousies and psychoses.” He stepped toward the mob of Konigs and they flinched.
The only way to achieve a perfect world is to take on all the world’s imperfections.
There could be no greater sacrifice. To save all humanity from the twisted madness of their reality, he must take on their every flaw, accept their doubts and fears, be their weaknesses. All sadness and grief would be his to bear. Every pain. Every smudge and imperfection. To save the world, he would have to become the knot of rancid rot and hate and death at its core. Unloved. Unworshipped. They would never know the price he paid.
That’s what makes it a sacrifice.
Sobbing with grief, Morgen grinned his pain and spread his arms wide. “And yet, in the end, even this they would pollute. So deep their need, so desperate their flight from their bitter past, they ignored the one truism all must bow before: Belief defines reality.”
“You were never supposed to read that,” the Theocrat said from somewhere in the crowd.
“You,” Morgen said, gesturing at the nearest Konig, “are ash.” The Doppel crumbled and a part of Morgen died.
Soon, it will rain and sweep the stains away.
“And you,” Morgen continued, power thrumming through his veins, “your organs are a nest of vipers.”
The Doppel clutched its belly and toppled over, writhing in silent agony.
Uncontrollable tears tumbled free, and Morgen loathed himself for everything he was, for everything he’d become. All the world’s miseries stained him. “This lessens me. I am polluted.”
Yes. More. It’s the only way.
A ripple went through the Konigs and they surged forward, swarming around the godling, forcing him backward. He pointed at Doppel after Doppel, savaging them with his demented will, twisting them to dry meat, sundering their minds and bodies. Even as they fell, more Konigs appeared. Another surge, and the crowd crushed him against a wall. Fingers clawed ineffectually at his obsidian flash, slid uselessly off black stone eyes. They probed and kicked and bit, cracking their teeth.
“Why is your skin black?” a Konig demanded as he tackled Morgen.
“Did you meet him?” asked another. “Did he do this to you?”
A Konig grabbed him from behind, snarled into his ear, “He polluted you. Tell me where he is, and we’ll release you.”
I will protect you.
Something deep in Morgen quailed. That voice, it wasn’t him.
The sky cracked, a shuddering peel of thunder shaking the foundations of the temple.
From somewhere in the crowd, a single voice screamed: “Kill him!”
The Doppels attacked with swinging fists and kicking boots. They couldn’t hurt him, but he couldn’t free himself either. Every Doppel he destroyed was replaced in an instant. They pulled his legs out from under him, clambered over him like puppies mobbing a child. Fear gripped Morgen, confidence turning to liquid fire in his bowels. Barking orders, he bent some to his will and they were immediately replaced. More Konigs piled atop him, faces pushed against his, breathing his air, exhaling their foul vegetable breath.
“Tell me where he is. Tell me what he plans. Tell me why he did this to you?”
Mad laughter from the back as the true Konig crowed in triumph.
A Konig locked his mouth over Morgen’s. Pinching his nose closed, the man stole his air. He tried to scream, tasted broccoli.
“We’ll hold you here forever,” a Konig spoke into Morgen’s ear.
“Or at least long enough to find something that will pry you open,” growled another.
“Hot poker up the arse?” one suggested. “I bet the shite still shites.”
You are every selfish bastard in all the world, that voice reminded him. You are all Gefahrgeist. Be their self-centred need, accept that you crave control.
Desperate, Morgen twisted his head to the side, breaking the Konig’s lock on his mouth. “Tell me your name,” he demanded.
“I don’t remember” the Doppel answered instantly, blinking in surprise. “But I called myself Self-Destruction to break Konig.”
Morgen felt startled surprise that was not his own.
I know you, the voice in his head said.
As one, the Konigs released Morgen, scrambling backwards in panicked retreat.
Their delusions polluted you. We are not some manifestation of insecurity. Return to me and be made whole.
“Never!” the Doppels screamed in unison.
No longer crushed beneath their weight, Morgen rose to his feet. A lone Konig bore a look of confusion contrasting with the fear of the others.
Call them to you, that voice said. Order them to touch you.
“Come to me,” Morgen ordered.
With a look of stricken horror, they shuffled closer, each one reaching out to touch the new god as they approached. The moment they made contact, they snuffed from existence until only two Konigs remained.
Stepping forward, Morgen touched the closest Konig. The man disappeared, leaving Morgen blinking at the tiny sliver resting in the palm of his obsidian hand. The shard sank from sight.
“Hey—”
I am whole and now you are all the stronger.
Morgen glanced at the last Konig. The man was pathetic. His arms stank of rot, his robes wrinkled and stained where he’d pissed himself.
“I’ll make you clean,” Morgen said, taking the robe’s imperfections and making them his own. “You hate yourself because you understand how undeserving of love you are. I can take that too.”
“No,” the Theocrat whimpered.
Morgen took Konig’s self-loathing. He took his desperate need to be accepted, to rule every social situation, and grew in power.
Konig hugged himself, crying. “You’re stealing all I am.”
“When I’ve taken your last flaw, you will be the perfection that remains.”
Konig drew an ornate dagger from his robes. “We are our flaws. We’re our warts and blemishes. We’re the scars, the lessons hard learned.”
“You can’t hurt me with that knife.” Morgen took Konig’s every scar, left the man a figure of stunning beauty. “See?” he asked. “You’re better now.”
“When you’ve taken my last flaw, I’ll be nothing.”
Konig drove the dagger through his own eye and deep into his brain.
Morgen frowned at the corpse. With a flicker of will, he erased it from reality. Doing so stained him. Each imperfection destroyed became a part of him.
“There. That’s better.”
This world will be yours, said the voice in his head that was not his own. The underworld will be mine, as we agreed.
“Afterdeath,” Morgen corrected. “And yes, as we agreed.”
The Afterdeath was nothing. At least for the moment. Later, once he’d made the world of the living sane and clean, he’d turn his attention to the dead. Afterall, what was breaking a promise to the god who sacrificed everything to heal all reality?
“You used me.”
Morgen spun to face the new voice. Gehirn stood monstrous and naked, a terrifying sight. Steam wafted from her exposed flesh, heat rippling the air like staring into a roaring forge. The heavens sobbed in fear, spilling salty rain. Each droplet sizzled to nothing before touching the Hassebrand.
Facing the most dangerously powerful Geisteskranken Morgen had ever known, the world collapsed inward, left him fighting for each claustrophobic breath.
“You used me,” Gehirn repeated, showing bright, overlarge canines. “You all used me.”
Morgen crushed his fear. He was powerful now. She would bend to his will. If all else failed, he’d flee to the Afterdeath again.
No. The underworld is mine. We agreed.
“But… You can’t leave me!” The presence inside him faded, left him to bear the weight of the world’s sins. He stifled the urge to scream curses. “Gehirn,” he forced out, “we are friends.”
“Are we?” she asked, head tilting to the side. Startling ice-blue eyes studied Morgen. “Are we really?”
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CHAPTER FIFTY-SEVEN

Don’t let others tell you you’re a talentless hack. They speak only from fear. Dare to dream, dare to smash reality with your desires. If you want something strongly enough, it will become real.
Your dreams are the stacked wood and kindling of future successes.
Let your mad light burn bright.
—Halber Tod, Cotardist Poet
Gehirn studied Morgen. He smelled like a rotting corpse. Damp robes, fouled by every stain imaginable, hung loose on his gaunt frame. His skin, alternating patches of pale flesh and glassy onyx, looked mottled and ill. The black splotches shrank as if sinking deeper into the godling’s soul.
Haunted eyes rimmed red and ready to spill tears, pled with Gehirn. “I saved you after you died,” Morgen said. “You were nothing and I brought you back to life and made you important.”
“I didn’t want to be important.”
Shaking his head, he waved her words away as if her desires were nothing. “Everyone wants to be important.”
“I was happy.”
“Happy?” Morgen snorted a laugh, the last black fading to expose a sickly, pallid complexion. “What the hells is that worth compared to mattering? All those useless fucking little shit-spatter lives doing nothing, achieving nothing, and you get to play a part in shaping the world!” He spread his arms, blood raining from his right hand to pool in the mud at his feet. “Look at me!” he demanded. “All I do is for the people. I sacrifice everything to give them a perfect world and you talk of fucking happiness?” He shook his head in amused disappointment, and it stabbed Gehirn’s heart to let him down.
Looking north past Morgen she saw the world swallowed by a creeping wall of grey destruction. Looking right, she saw only flames and death, an impenetrable roiling firestorm. To the left, a city of diseased corpses, swelling to burst. She glanced over her shoulder. To the south, reality looked like a child’s crude sketch of a city. Beyond this courtyard, the world looked flat, a weak mockery of perspective.
She remembered walking alongside Erbrechen’s litter, gloriously happy that he needed her, that she was finally worth something. The Slaver’s every want and desire became her world, defined her. And it was all a lie. She’d been nothing to the fat slug, a shiny new toy to be played with and discarded.
Morgen is no different. She saw it so clearly now. Like so many Gefahrgeist, he lied to himself as much as he lied to everyone else.
“You don’t do this to make the world better for others,” Gehirn said. “You’re a selfish child who never grew up.”
Clenching her fists, a pulse of heat seared the moisture from the air, baked the muddy courtyard to cracked clay in an instant. Morgen’s pale face turned pink and then red, his matted, blond hair curling and smoking. Startled by the pain, suddenly noticing his arms were no longer obsidian, his eyes widened in fear. He retreated a step and Gehirn followed.
“It’s all about you,” she growled, “what you want. You aren’t making the world better for others; you never gave a shite about anyone but yourself.”
“That’s not—”
With a hiss of anger, she seared his words from the air. Morgen’s lips cracked and wept.
“And you’re wrong,” Gehirn continued. “You didn’t make me important.”
Morgen clenched his fists and eyes. When he opened them, his shoulders fell. He looked up at Gehirn. “He’s blocking me, somehow. I can’t leave.”
It didn’t matter. She’d burn him in this world. If even a shred of his soul escaped to the Afterdeath, she’d follow and burn that, too. If he somehow escaped to whatever lay beyond that, she’d again follow. She’d burn this obsessive godling until nothing remained.
“Sanity,” she said. “True cleanliness and order. Such things only exist after all else has been burned away.”
“The people—”
“They’re gone. Dead.” She gestured at the collapsing world. “You killed them all.”
Morgen shrank back. “I’m a god. You can’t hope to match me.” His voice cracked.
“Did you not find it odd,” Gehirn asked, “that even after killing so many, no souls awaited me in the Afterdeath?” She bared her teeth at him. “Hundreds. Thousands. Burnt for Konig. Burnt for you. Burnt for Erbrechen. All burnt in service to some man’s need to rule. And there I was, dead and alone. Happy.”
“I can make that true again,” Morgen offered.
“My rage burns all. Nothing survives. Nothing.”
“I can—”
Gehirn burned the mad godling to ash.
She burned the last crumbling pocket of reality.
Finally, she burned herself, welcoming the peace.
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CHAPTER FIFTY-EIGHT

It’s not the mountain we conquer, but ourselves.
The best view comes after the hardest climb.
If you think you’ve peaked, find a new mountain.
Great things are done when men and mountains meet; This is not done by jostling in the street.
There are so many stupid quotes about mountains but all they are is a big pile of rocks standing between you and where you want to be. You want a good quote about mountains? Here you go: Be smart. Go around the fucking things.
—Fauler Arsch, Gefarhgeist
Contamination stood in the foothills of the Gezackt Mountains.
Why are they called foothills? They look nothing like feet and are only going to make mine sore.
A week ago, his hunger peaked and plateaued. He stumbled through the last days in a haze of ravenous misery. At this point, he’d consume anything that might reasonably pass for food. A mostly green blade of grass. A recently deceased rat. Tree bark, if it didn’t have any weird yellow fungus.
I’m not real, and thus can’t die.
Though it seemed unfair that he could still suffer.
Whatever arsehole dreamed up this world was a sadist.
He looked back the way he came. A dead world stretched east, a greasy black smear all that remained of what had once been lush forests and rolling fields. Here and there bright white bones lay scattered, crumbling to dust. Cities and towns stood empty and clean, windswept streets spotless for the first time. No foul smoke belched from chimneys; no tanneries or smithies filled the air with the stink of industry. Every river ran clearer than glass, unpolluted by fish faeces or disgusting fronds of pondweed.
With nothing ruining the perfect curve of the horizon, he felt like he stood atop a colossal ball.
What strange belief causes that?
Except he hadn’t seen a living thing in weeks.
Did that mean his beliefs were now the only influence defining reality? Contemplating his delusions, he found nothing relating to the shape of the world.
This must be the underlying reality, what you get when there are no Geisteskranken to twist things with their delusions.
But if faith defined reality—and for the love of all fucking hells how many times had he heard that drivel repeated?—then, when no faith remained, surely the world would cease to exist!
Perhaps when he was gone, reality would pop from existence like a burst soap bubble.
Am I the last imperfection?
Exhausted from weeks of walking and hungry despite not being real, Contamination looked for something soft to sit on.
A perfect world is less perfect than one might hope.
Once again facing the Gezackt Mountains, he lowered himself to sit cross-legged. The sun overhead offered no heat, though he didn’t feel cold. Silence rang loud in his ears, a high-pitched note of loneliness.
No cloud overhead. Nothing moved.
Contamination sat unmoving for a long time. Or maybe just a few minutes. What was time when there was nothing with which to judge its passage? Glancing up, he saw the sun hadn’t moved.
He sat.
He grew no hungrier.
He daydreamed about playing with his toy soldiers, imagined the Geborene kitchen staff laying baked treats before him.
And still the sun refused to budge.
Budge. Strange word. Buggy. Budgie. Buggery.
“Morgen? What the hells are you doing here?”
Contamination flinched, jerking around to see Wichtig standing behind him. For all the facial scars and missing ear, he remained ruggedly handsome. The unmoving sun caught the red highlights in his hair.
Am I real? Am I Morgen now?
“Where’s your sword?” Contamination asked.
“Gave one to Stehlen after I killed her and threw the other one away.” Wichtig drew a length of branch from his belt with a flourish. “When you’re as good as I am, you no longer need steel.”
Contamination scowled at the wood. “What’s the difference between a twig and a branch?”
“Twigs break when used in swordfights.”
The Doppel accepted this without argument.
Wichtig scowled at him, head tilting to one side. “Nice dress. It brings out the blue in your eyes.”
“Thanks.”
The Swordsman lifted a hand missing two fingers. “Can you heal this?”
There wasn’t much point in lying. “I don’t think so.”
“How about my face.”
“You’re still reasonably attractive.”
“Reasonably attractive,” Wichtig said, “is for people less amazing than I.” He cursed, looking over his shoulder and then toward the mountains. “I’ll take that as a no.”
“What are you doing here?” Contamination asked. “Running away again?”
Wichtig looked ready to argue and then sagged. “I don’t know. Fleeing is for cowards, except when it’s the only smart thing to do, right?”
“I guess.”
“For example,” Wichtig continued, “if I had a sword and decided I was going to stab you, you’d run away, right?”
“Of course, but Morgen is a coward.”
The Swordsman blinked flat grey eyes. “You’re not Morgen?”
“I guess not.”
“You’re too clean to be Nacht.”
“Morgen started falling apart after Bedeckt’s death; I think he blames himself.”
“And well he should,” Wichtig said. “It was all his fault!”
“Well, if Bedeckt hadn’t kidnapped—”
“If all you’re going to do is cast dispersions—”
“Aspersions.”
“You’re the aspersion!”
“I…” Contamination decided to drop it. Trying to convince dangerous people they were wrong rarely ended well. Anyway, he felt weak and hollow. “What are you running away from this time?”
“My wife.”
“Again?”
“More like still.”
“You’re that scared of her?” Contamination asked.
“I killed our son.”
“You probably need to run farther.”
“That’s the plan: run until there’s nowhere left to go. Someone once told me that there’s a different world on the far side of the mountains.”
“Fleeing to another world is a good start.”
“After that, I’ll find someone who’s dreamed up an entirely different reality and go there. And of course, I’ll challenge everyone to a swordfight on the way.”
“It’s important to have a hobby,” Contamination agreed. Gods, he felt tired.
“Are you alright?” Wichtig asked.
“I’m fine,” the Doppel lied. “I don’t suppose I could cross the mountains with you?”
“I don’t suppose you could. I see right through you.”
“I assure you, I have no ulterior motives.”
“Everyone’s motives are on the inside. But that’s not it. You’re fading.”
Contamination lifted a translucent hand. “Well, shite. That’s not good.”
Wichtig flashed an apologetic smile. “I’ve seen this before. Morgen is dead. Soon, you’ll cease to exist.”
What would it be like to not exist? Philosophers said it was the same as before you were born, but philosophers were arseholes.
“I’m scared,” Contamination admitted. “I don’t want to die.”
“If it helps,” Wichtig offered, “you’re a figment of delusion. You were never really alive.”
“That does not help.”
The Swordsman lifted one shoulder in an I don’t actually care shrug.
“Are you afraid of dying?” the Doppel asked.
Wichtig grunted. “I’m afraid of everything.”
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EPILOGUE

I need the old Wichtig. I need the Greatest Swordsman in This or Any Other World.
—Bedeckt Imblut
Morgen’s Doppel faded and Wichtig stared at the spot where it had been.
A man’s passing should leave a mark on the world.
Wichtig lived his whole life knowing he’d be remembered. What was that worth if there was no one left to remember him? Did it make his life a waste of time?
I did bed a lot of women.
Mostly so he could annoy Stehlen or brag to Bedeckt.
And I killed a lot of people, many of them in fair fights.
Again, mostly to annoy Stehlen or brag to Bedeckt.
Wichtig resumed his trek west, each step an effort of will. Foothills grew steeper, giving way to a range of jagged mountains. Weak with hunger, he always took whichever path looked easiest.
That’s true of your entire life.
The sun, a perfect circle of pale-yellow light, never moved.
To the north a devouring wall of grey nothing crept ever closer.
To the south, a land of illusion, shoddy theatre props replacing reality. That horizon increasingly looked like stage dressing painted to suggest sky and distance, splashes of white hinting at clouds. Little soft-curved Ws that were probably supposed to be birds hung motionless.
Looking back toward the city-states, Wichtig saw only smoke-choked skies as whatever remained there burned.
“It’s all falling apart.”
What did you expect from a world that left defining existence in the hands of the deranged?
“We could have made it a heaven.”
No, we couldn’t have.
Wichtig couldn’t argue with that. He’d seen nothing to suggest people were anything other than shite.
We see without what we see within.
He sighed. “That sounds like the kind of ‘only boring people get bored’ drivel Bedeckt was always spewing. What the hells does it even mean?”
It means we see the world based on how we feel about ourselves. When we’re kind and giving, we see that in others. When we’re cruel and distrustful, we assume everyone else is the same.
“I should have been a philosopher.”
You should have been a father.
That seemed unfair.
“Or a poet.”
Roses are red.
You’re an irredeemable sack of shit.
If you’re going to cross those mountains,
Fucking get on with it.
He was right. There was only one thing he was good at and that was killing people with a sword.
You left your sword by your son’s corpse.
“I’ll find another.”
###
Alone, the obsidian statue stood in the endless grey Afterdeath.
“I…won?”
The victory felt hollow, false.
No, it felt like yet another failure.
A shard of a shard.
Black stone shattered over and over, splintered with failure, littered across a thousand, thousand realities.
“How?”
A mortal. A tiny fucking mortal broke him and scattered all he was.
I remember rings within rings, the statue thought, flawless stone and structured lives. I remember red sand forever.
I am…
An obsidian god.
That wasn’t quite it.
The Obsidian Lord.
Here, in this oddly logical world of insanity, the fractured god felt large.
It’s an illusion. The god scowled at the flat grey stretching forever in every direction. No, it’s a delusion. And in this world, the distinction was important.
For an instant, the god became what it truly was, a tiny splinter of stone. Once again a towering obsidian man, the god felt better. The Father of Lies, it knew truth was a two-edged blade.
“The smoke is the souls,” the god said, unsure what the words meant.
There was no smoke here, no souls.
“I am the smoke, the mirror of the soul. I flayed myself to feed humanity.”
Such deluded madness. Who would do that?
“I invented war.”
Braggart.
“I wore the flayed flesh of sacrifices.” The god lifted a hand, imagined itself holding a mirror of polished black rock, his worshippers gathering to see themselves. “I showed them the truth.”
The Father of Lies speaks truth?
“They are the wretched filth of the world. Every day they do the things they think they have to do, rarely stopping to question their choices. They blunder through life, writing their failures and excuses, defending every choice with justifications made up after the fact. They crave growth, spew meaningless shite about learning from mistakes, and never change.”
Says the god who keeps reaching for power and fails every time.
The Obsidian Lord bared onyx teeth at yet another dead reality.
No ashen life remained, no cinereal plants clawed free of grey soil to beg sustenance from a grey sun. To the north, a blank and featureless wall of grey moved ever closer. Behind it, nothing existed. Existence to the south stopped at a crude charcoal sketch, reaching from ground to sky, horizon to horizon, of an empty world. To the east, a roaring inferno crept toward him, devouring reality, and leaving only ash in its path. Disease ravaged the west, the world a bloated corpse swelling to burst.
The obsidian god, who had overseen the death of suns, brought ages to cataclysmic ends, had seen this before.
“This world is dying.”
This time, however, not a single soul populated either the dwindling underworld or the more colourful world of the living.
Alone, bereft of faith and followers, the god awaited the end of yet another age.
“Fuck.”
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“I am not afraid to look like an idiot.”
—Anthony Bourdain

When Mike first came to me and threw the idea of Norylska around, I had to say yes, shortly after trying to figure out what happened. Work with Fletcher? Had I somehow blackmailed a genie?
So naturally, when he approached a second time and proposed another ill-advised (his words) foray, I immediately agreed. I’m not a lunatic. I’m also not afraid. Fear can’t be a part of this industry, at least not if you can help it. You have to hoist your shorts, strap on the broadsword, and charge face-first into the idea, preferably whilst yodeling some sort of blood-curdling battle cry. (I’ve always preferred “TOAST!”) Because the thing is, you don’t know if it’s a bad idea until it’s stabbed you in the skull and kicked your floppy corpse to the side. As it was, neither were, and we came out looking rather genius-like and humble.
That said, there are a shitload of people I want to thank, but I’m going to keep it short because this is a paragraph, not a book, and I’m already rambling.
Mike, first and foremost. For giving me perspective, courage, and an asskicking when I needed it. For being a sounding board and a listening post when I needed it. And really, for asking me to play in this insanely genius world he’s built. My work wouldn’t be what it is without his guidance.
Krystle, for your rather aggressive cheerleading. Sarah, for your unerring editing pen. Andrew: man, you blew this cover out of the water. And to every one of you who picked up these books.
That’s enough from me.
Thanks for reading.
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Fear keeps us focused on the past or worried about the future. If we can acknowledge our fear, we can realize that right now we are okay. Right now, today, we are still alive, and our bodies are working marvellously. Our eyes can still see the beautiful sky. Our ears can still hear the voices of our loved ones.
—Thich Nhat Hanh
Don’t read this before reading the book.
I knew the title for this book before writing the first word. I knew (kinda) what I wanted to happen, and I knew not only how it should end, but that it should all end. And yet, every time I tried to write the book, I ground to a halt around the thirty-thousand-word mark. Four times I started. For times I gave up. That’s near one hundred and twenty thousand words of false starts. Most of my novels aren’t that long!
There were several factors at play. Other stories fought for my attention, demanded I write them first. The Obsidian Path trilogy. The City of Sacrifice trilogy. Norylska Groans (also written with Clayton). The Millennial Manifesto novella. I wrote all of these to avoid writing A War to End All. But the real reason was Failure (yes, much like the Reflection). Despite Beyond Redemption being picked up by a major publisher, I came to see the book as a failure. Sure, the reviews were mostly positive, and it earned me a core group of hardcore fans (and you folks are the only reason I’m still here) but sales-wise it was a flop. When Harper Voyager passed on The Mirror’s Truth, citing lack of sales as the reason, I saw it as the death of my dream. I was never going to be a successful fantasy author. Hells, I was never even going to scrape the bottom of the mid-list.
Not a has-been, I was a never-was.
But then, after Clayton and I finished Norylska Groans, an idea began to fester. I’d often joked about how I’d tricked him into writing half a novel for me. What if I did it again? The more I thought about it, the more sense it made. If you’ve read Clayton’s work, you know he’s a mad man of the highest order. Really, who the hells else could write a Manifest Delusions novel? And so, I reached out much the same way I did with Norylska.
“Hey, I have a terrible idea.”
Clayton replied as he does. “Whatever it is, I’m in.”
It is no word of exaggeration to say that without his help, this book would never have been written.
Clayton, thank you. This book has been haunting me since 2016. The relief I feel at finally laying it to rest is incredible. It’s a crushing weight off my shoulders. With all my current series finished, the future is suddenly a swirling maelstrom of chaos and potential. And that’s the way I like it. Dude, someday, we will sit down to pints.
Gawdamn, I just spent over four hundred words thanking one person!
I gotta speed this up.
Shit got all ‘splodey when we realized the cover artist we hired turned in work with AI-generated images. The awesome Zack Argyle hooked me up with artist Andrew Maleski and now Andrew’s work not only graces the cover, but his those are his character illustrations you’ve (hopefully) been admiring. And so, thank you Zack, and thank you Andrew for the insane art. I said, “Make it fucking crazy,” and holy shit did you deliver.
As always, a MASSIVELY HUGE THANK YOU to Carrie Chi Lough, who has been my First Reader for the last several novels. My books are better than they would be without her help.
A huge thanks to both the Grimdark Fiction Readers & Writers Facebook group, and r/Fantasy over on Reddit. Communities like these are why deranged hacks like me are still deranged and hacking.
I have a Patreon populated by the most hardcore folks ever. They test-read my books, critique early drafts, and give feedback on art. Because of their generous support I am able to do crazy shit like include cool character illustrations in my mad little books. I am incredibly grateful for their help.
Book reviewers and bloggers are the lifeblood of the fantasy self-publishing world. Without them, we wouldn’t sell books beyond our close circle of friends. Fanfiaddict, Grimdark Magazine, Fantasy Faction, Lynn’s Books, the Critiquing Chemist, The Weatherwax Report, Fantasy Hive, Before We Go Blog, Fantasy Inn, the Queen’s Book Asylum, just to name a few. You folks are all Champions of Fantasy! Even if you don’t love all of my books, thank you for reading and reviewing!
Sarah Chorn has edited several of my books, and she did this one as well. Thank you for your efforts!
I’ve been editing all day and am starting to get a little foggy.
If I’ve forgotten you and you should be listed here, go get a pen and write your name in the space provided below.
Awesome. You rock and I apologize for being a forgetful twit.
I’m tired now and need sleep. Rest assured there are more books on the way. I have more stories to tell than I have days to write them. I’ll do my best.
Live in such a way you can look back and be proud of the person you were.
Love you all,
-Mike
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CAST OF PLAYERS

Arsehole: 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.
Konig Furimmer: Theocrat of the Geborene Damonen.
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 godchild 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.
Selbstgefällig: One of Morgen’s generals.
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.
Unglücklicher Verlierer: Greatest Swordswoman in Sinnlos. Married to Verdammter Verlierer.
Unwürdig: New head of the Schatten Morder (Cotardist assassins). He took command after Anomie’s death.
Vertrauensverräter: Halluzin and Dysautonomic, she is given the task of undoing the Geborene faith in Morgen.
Verdammter Verlierer: Greatest Swordsman in Sinnlos. Married to Unglücklicher Verlierer.
Vergangene: Zukunft’s sister.
Vernachlässigung: Elderly Geborene priest in charge of maintaining the church’s furniture and decorations. A Diogenic, he’s incapable of throwing anything out and hoards it all in the basement, occasionally ordering more sub-basements built when he runs out of room.
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.
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GEISTESKRANKEN (THE DELUSIONAL)

Absichtliche Krankheit (Factitious Disorder): Most people cringe at the first sniffle indicating a potential cold or illness, but not those with Factitious Disorder. This scary mental disorder is characterized by an obsession with being sick. In fact, most people with Factitious Disorder intentionally make themselves ill in order to receive treatment (this makes it different than hypochondria). Sometimes, sufferers will simply pretend to be ill, a ruse which includes elaborate stories, long lists of symptoms, and jumping from hospital to hospital. Such an obsession with sickness often stems from past trauma or serious illness. It affects less than .5% of the general population, and while there’s no cure, it is often able to be limited via psychotherapy.
Aufmerksamkeitsdefizit (ADHD): Hyperfocus, no focus, anxiety disorder, ODD, poor executive function, poor emotion control.
Attonitatic: Hears two voices - one (on the left) says to do good things, the other (on the right) says to do evil.
Aufgabe: (Borderline Personality Disorder): Frantic efforts to avoid real or imagined abandonment Also an extreme version of Separation Anxiety. Unstable and chaotic interpersonal relationships, often characterized by alternating between extremes of idealization and devaluation, also known as “splitting” - (I hate you, don’t leave me.)
Befallen: (Ekbom’s Syndrome): Believe they are infested with parasites, bugs, or insects crawling on or under the skin.
Boanthropy: Those who suffer from the very rare — but very scary — mental disorder Boanthropy believe they are cows, often going as far as to behave as such. Sometimes those with Boanthropy are even found in fields with cows, walking on all fours and chewing grass as if they were a true member of the herd. Those with Boanthropy do not seem to realize what they’re doing when they act like a cow, leading researchers to believe that this odd mental disorder is brought on by dreams or even hypnotism. Interestingly, it is believed that Boanthropy is even referred to in the Bible, as King Nebuchadnezzar is described as being” driven from men and did eat grass as oxen.”
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. 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.
Diogenic (Diogenes Syndrome): The compulsive hoarding of rubbish and seemingly random items is the main feature of Diogenes Syndrome, which is found mainly in the elderly and is associated with progressive dementia. Other characteristics include extreme self-neglect, apathy, social withdrawal, and a lack of shame. The syndrome is a misnomer, as it is named after the Greek philosopher Diogenes of Sinope. Diogenes was a Cynic who, according to the philosophy he helped found, rejected the desire for wealth, power, and fame, choosing to live free from all possessions. He found virtue in poverty, slept in a large ceramic jar, and sought social interaction.
Doppelgangist (Syndrome of Subjective Doubles): Believe a double of themselves is carrying out independent actions.
Dysautonomic (Familial Dysautonomia): 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.
Erotomania: Individuals believe that a person—usually with a higher social standing—is in love with them.
Fregolist (Fregoli Delusion): Believe various people are actually the same person in disguise.
Fremdes Glied
(Alien Hand Syndrome): This syndrome is characterized by the belief that one’s hand has its own life and doesn’t belong to oneself. Individuals experiencing alien hand syndrome have normal sensation but feel their hand is autonomous. Those with alien hand syndrome may personify the limb as a separate entity: The unaffected hand is under the individual’s control while the affected hand has its own agenda. This syndrome may occur in individuals who have damage to the corpus callosum, which connects the two cerebral hemispheres of the brain. Other causes include stroke and damage to the parietal lobe. The hands then appear to be in “intermanual conflict” or “ideomotor apraxia,” meaning they act in opposition to one another. 
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. Look to any position of power, religious, political, or otherwise, and you will find a Gefahrgeist.
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 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.
Khyâl Cap: or “wind attacks” is a syndrome found among Cambodians in the United States and Cambodia. According to the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, Fifth Edition (DSM-V), common symptoms are similar to those of panic attacks, including dizziness, palpitations, shortness of breath, and cold extremities, along with symptoms of anxiety and autonomic arousal, such as tinnitus and neck soreness. These attacks are centered on khyâl, a wind-like substance, rising in the body and the blood, causing a range of serious effects. They may occur without warning, and these attacks usually meet the criteria for panic attacks. A study in Culture, Medicine and Psychiatry found that Cambodian refugees with posttraumatic stress disorder often complain of these attacks. It involves a great fear that death might occur from bodily dysfunction. Khyâl cap is an example of a cultural syndrome, or a syndrome that tends to co-occur among individuals in specific cultural groups, communities, or contexts. 
Kleptic (Kleptomaniac): Are compelled to steal things (usually of little or no value). They are often not even aware they’ve committed the theft.
Konversionsstörung (Conversion Disorder): Patients with conversion disorder suffer from neurological symptoms, like blindness or loss of motor control, without any clear physical cause. Most patients experience symptoms following a high stress event. The most common sufferers tend to be those constantly exposed to stressors, such as people with low economic statuses and military officers. While the exact cause is unknown, brain imaging has shown that those with conversion disorder have abnormal blood flow to various areas of their brains. Symptoms often go away on their own, but mental health treatment is available to those with recurrent symptoms.
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.
Kufungisisa: Another cultural syndrome in the DSM-5 is Kufungisisa, or “thinking too much.” It is found among the Shona people of Zimbabwe. In many cultures, “thinking too much” is considered to be damaging to the mind and body, causing specific symptoms like headaches and dizziness. Kufungisisa involves ruminating on upsetting thoughts, particularly worries. As a cultural expression, it is considered to be causative to anxiety, depression, and somatic problems (e.g., “my heart is painful because I think too much”). As an idiom, it is indicative of interpersonal and social difficulties.
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 (the Slaver in 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 dollhouse. 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.
Trotz-Störung (Oppositional Defiant Disorder): The instinct to refute or fight against authority, no matter what form it takes, and no matter the consequences. Fuck you, I won’t do what you tell me. ’A persistent pattern of angry and irritable mood along with vindictive behavior,’ 
Phobic: Anyone suffering a strong phobia.
Reduplicative Amnesia: Reduplicative Amnesia is very similar to Capgras Syndrome, but instead of believing that people are duplicates, those with Reduplicative Amnesia believe that a location has been duplicated. This belief manifests in many ways, but always includes the sufferer being convinced that a location exists in two places at once. The term “Reduplicative Amnesia” was first used in 1903 by neurologist Arnold Pick and described a patient with Alzheimer’s. Today, it is most often seen in patients with tumours, dementia, brain injury, or other psychiatric disorders. 
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.
Stendhal Syndrome: Those with Stendhal syndrome experience physical and emotional anxiety as well as panic attacks, dissociative experiences, confusion, and hallucinations when exposed to art. These symptoms are usually triggered by “art that is perceived as particularly beautiful or when the individual is exposed to large quantities of art that are concentrated in a single place,” such as a museum or gallery, according to Medscape. However, individuals may experience similar reactions to beauty in nature. This syndrome is named after a 19th-century French author who experienced the symptoms during a trip to Florence in 1817. Stendhal syndrome may also be called hyperculturemia or Florence syndrome.
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.
Todd Syndrome: A neurological condition in which one’s perception of their body image, time, or space is distorted. Those experiencing AIWS may hallucinate, sensory distortion, and an altered sense of velocity. Though there are many symptoms, the most prevalent one is altered body image: Patients are confused about the size and shape of parts of their bodies. These symptoms can trigger panic and fear responses. AIWS is often associated with frequent migraines, brain tumors, or drug use and can affect children between the ages of five and ten.
Trennungsangst (Separation Anxiety): The fear that loved ones will leave you, or if already out of your presence, will never return. Manifests as loved ones being chained to the sufferer with hooks/actual chains.
Trichotillic: (Trichotillomania): a disorder resulting the urge to pull out hair (facial or otherwise). The ritual activity brings comfort to the afflicted.
Unangemessen (Kluver-Bucy Syndrome): A mental disorder characterized by memory loss, the desire to eat inedible objects, and sexual attraction to inanimate objects. Those with Kluver-Bucy Syndrome often have trouble recognizing objects or people that should be familiar.
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.
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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.
Auslaufender Tavern: Tavern in Selbsthass.
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 denote 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. Birthplace 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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