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      For my father,

      whose desire to write led him to tell the Army he could type to get a job with a typewriter,

      so he could teach himself how to type.
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            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      According to tales people told at that time, a RangerKnight called Stanage brought a visitor before the Tribunal of MasterCommanders that ruled the League of American Castles. The RangerKnight vouched for the visitor, saying he had saved him and his warrior-companions during battle from certain death. As a reward for his service, the visitor requested an audience.

      The Prime, the presiding MasterCommander called Greylove, welcomed the visitor. “An audience you shall have, but please pull back your cowl so we can give acclaim to your face.”

      The MasterCommanders jumped from chairs and placed hands on hilts when the visitor obliged. They saw before them the crimson eyes of a bile-spewing Shadowland Alpha, his war cudgel, throwing club and skin-flaying screekwa knife tucked prominently in his rope belt. The red and black swirls tattooed on his scarred face and bald head showed him to be the Skinweaver’s tribal chief.

      “No need to unsheathe your blades,” the RangerKnight declared. “He will spew no skin-melting bile today, and his weapons will stay belted.”

      The RangerKnight explained the Alpha sought help for his tribe.

      “The Great Arch’s shadow fell upon his lair at the moment the moon darkened the sun. His people cowered in fear, and his body stopped excreting the nanites needed to seed his youth. The Alpha is impotent, and he now believes that his tribe must learn our ways to survive. If the MasterCommanders allow us to teach his Skinweavers our American ways of life and defense, his people will venerate Jesus Christ and ally with us against our enemies. There is a time to cast stones and not talk and a time to gather stones and speak. Let us gather our stones and parley with him.”

      “No!” bellowed the Prime, whose floating castle was one of eight guarding the Transylvanian Range, mountains where descendants of NATO American soldiers had fled to escape Papal genocide. “For more than five centuries, Shadowlanders have flayed our people and plied their offspring with nanites to make boys lascivious slayers and girls dimwitted harlots and work mules. I bade you kill this Alpha, for he is no better than a rabid pitboar.”

      “I cannot,” the RangerKnight replied, “for doing so would bring dishonor since I guaranteed his safety.”

      With his hand, the Prime signaled the marshals-at-arms to seize the Shadowlander. Before they could unsheathe their swords, the bare blades of the RangerKnight’s warrior-companions glistened at their throats.

      “Go, then, RangerKnight!” the frustrated Prime shouted. “Leave this chamber and go live with your Skinweavers, but mark my words, someday you’ll realize the savages cannot be tamed, and you’ll return on your knees begging for my forgiveness!”

      
        
        —From the Books of Ruin
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            THE VILLAGE

          

          YEAR 585 EAF (ERA AFTER THE FLASH), DURING THE 5TH LUNISOLAR

        

      

    

    
      Sergeant Roge Callan awoke cold. When he reached to pull the bearskin over his naked body, he found it twisted around Missy Te. She lay next to him, snoring inside a snug cocoon. She usually left him for her sleeping mat in the next room after she sated herself. However, Missy Te, aroused by the sergeant’s brown skin, insisted on marathon sex. The all-nighter left him too exhausted to order her out, and her too comfortable to go. Maybe her upcoming seventeenth name day would inspire her to leave him for a pairing ceremony with a tribal boy.

      When Roge first arrived at the village, he never expected to lie with maidservants and be welcomed by the tribe’s young warriors like a liege lord. Alpha Dirth, the chieftain, insisted each RangerKnight and sergeant accept a maidservant to clean and cook and a Gadian to body-guard. Gadians, youths who survived the ritual walkabout through hostile tribal watchlands, understood the Shadowlands and its hazards. They considered it an honor to guide the Americans. The RangerKnights and their sergeants did not select their maidservants or Gadians. The maidservants and Gadians chose, and the Americans learned early that refusing a maidservant’s sex shamed her and her family. Sex was part of daily life, and the uninhibited villagers engaged with many partners before pairing.

      Loath to offend their indigenous allies, the Americans complied with the custom. Bedding an American proved to the village that a girl was attractive and healthy, a good pairing prospect and came from a mother who taught her well. During warm days, maidservants strolled through the market in tight-fitting blue shifts, flaunting their status, proudly chewing on a purple root that prevented pregnancy. Alpha Dirth encouraged maidservants to bed Americans to bind them to the tribe, yet forbade the girls from bearing their children. He worried the Americans would take away the halfbreeds. His tribe needed offspring to survive.

      Roge hoped his next maidservant would be older. Bedding a girl as young as Missy Te made him uneasy. She was his third maidservant in four years and the prettiest and brightest. Slight with long auburn hair, healthy skin, sultry green eyes and perky breasts, she had appeared at his door with a bundle of belongings under her arm the moment his second maidservant left to be paired.

      “Hi, I Missy Te, I your maidservant. Want to hump?” she asked, speaking pidgin American.

      “Not right now,” Roge replied in Shadowland Creole.

      “Okay, I clean. We hump later.” She looked over her shoulder at three maidservant wannabes racing each other to get to the sergeant first. “I already here!” Missy Te shouted triumphantly. Dejected, the girls stopped and walked away. With hips moving against her shift, Missy Te sashayed past the amused sergeant into the bungalow the villagers built for him. “I also good at hennaing and tattooing,” she boasted.

      The sound of food sizzling and the smell of frying garlic told Roge that Jacques had arrived early. The sergeant patted Missy Te’s rump, swung his legs off the bed and sat up. His fingers ran over the battle scars that marred his left leg and flank, trophies from eighteen years of being a man-of-arms. Soldiering also had left his joints stiff. Allowing Missy Te to stay with him overnight contributed to the stiffness. The bed was too narrow for them both. Sharing the bed kept him from stretching out his large frame while sleeping.

      After standing and feeling tight, he rotated his head, stretched his arms and bent over. He robed and entered the main room, where he saw his new Gadian placing pieces of meat in a frying pan sizzling with lard and garlic.

      “Guten morgen, Jacques.”

      “Bonjou, Liege Roge.”

      “What are you cooking to break my fast?”

      “Goat meat and eggs.” They conversed in a mixture of Shadowland Creole, Teutone and American, a tongue that had evolved from English. Jacques nodded toward a leather bag on a side table next to an oil lamp. “Missy Te packed a dozen travel patties for our journey,” he said, referring to high-energy chunks of dried meat, rendered fat and berries that were often eaten while on the march.

      “Better not be rat in those patties.”

      “No, Liege Roge. She learned her lesson. She used deer meat. I grilled my rat patties at my mother’s hut to keep the smell away from you.”

      “I appreciate that.”

      “Also have coffee.”

      “Dank Gott.”

      A pot sat next to the skillet on a cast-iron stove, one of many smuggled to the village. Roge removed a cup from a shelf and poured himself some coffee. Hearing the faint crackling of an aurora ribbon, he walked to a window and saw waves of effervescent green light competing with the civil dawn reflecting off the Great Arch that spanned the southern horizon.

      Roge scratched his tightly-coiled black beard. He wondered what life was like before the Flash when the Arch did not exist and auroras seldom appeared below the high northern latitudes.

      Aurora ribbons drifted everywhere now, daytime as well as nighttime. Their overhead presence exploded electrick apparatuses, such as lamps and electromotors, packing the same punch that brought down the world six centuries earlier when solar flares started to bombard Earth without pause. The only way to avoid aurora damage was to turn off the apparatuses when ribbons appeared. Aurora ribbons also drained the antigravity orbs that propelled skimmers. However, aurora ribbons did not concern Roge. The village lacked electrick devices and skimmers.

      Roge learned from Andatunisian astronomers that the Great Arch was a giant ring that encircled the Earth’s midsection. Only part of the ring was visible from the ground and what could be seen appeared as an arch with ringshine brighter than moonlight. The Earthring emerged thirty years earlier as haze and, over time, grew into a translucent band of countless silvery rhinestones sprinkled with ruby-red specks. Scholars could not explain the ring’s origin or its purpose. They did know that the Arch’s width seemed to narrow and move farther overhead the more a traveler journeyed south. The sky gazers likewise found that its center always pointed south.

      Roge turned away from the window as Jacques placed two earthenware plates on a feasting table next to a cutting board containing bread.

      “How are your studies?” Roge asked.

      “I know your alphabet and some words. Father Matthew has asked his Order to send us children’s books to read.”

      Jacques was handsome, beardless and taller than most Shadowlanders but average compared to Americans. Some called Shadowlanders skinnies for being a lean people. Yet, they were known for their strong, sinewy muscles and stamina. Like all Gadians, Jacques kept his hair long, combed and scented and wore obsidian earlobe plugs awarded to those who served a liege.

      Roge felt fortunate to have Jacques. The Gadian was friendly yet battle fierce. Unlike the sergeant’s first Gadian, who died fighting Blooddrinkers, one of the many Shadowland tribes, Jacques grasped RangerKnight tactics that relied on stealth, skill and coolness. Seeded Shadowlanders, on the other hand, fought hotheaded, like crazed rodents, and overwhelmed enemies with headlong attacks, numbers and a willingness to take casualties.

      “A runner stopped by earlier.” Jacques picked up the skillet by its wooden handle and forked goat meat and eggs onto the plates. “Liege Richard returned from patrol, and he wishes you to meet him at the thermal pools after you break your fast.”

      “Did the runner say what Richard wanted?”

      “He did not, my liege, but Liege Richard’s willingness to meet you without clothes is a sign of high respect. It shows he has nothing to hide.”

      Roge chuckled as he moistened a piece of bread with egg yolk. “You still have much to learn about us. I think Richard just wants to be efficient with his time.”

      The Gadian poured fermented mare’s milk called mogg into a cup. Unseeded Skinweavers preferred the sour and bitter drink over any other. Roge stayed with his coffee.

      “Should I wake Missy Te?” Jacques asked after swallowing some mogg.

      “No, let her sleep. She was in heat most of the night. Just leave out a covered plate for her.”

      “Missy Te can be quite demanding.”

      “When we get back, why don’t you take her off my hands for a while.”

      “She’ll refuse me. She’s drawn to your skin,” Jacques said. “That’s why girls compete to serve you. You and Liege Milo are the first blue men to live among us. A maidservant will seek me out when she’s ready to pair and wants healthy balljuice to make a baby. Until then, I must make do with wannabe maidservants.”

      “Do I detect resentment? Sounds like you wouldn’t mind meeking the maidservants with some nanites,” Roge teased.

      “No, Liege Roge, I prefer girls who have not been meeked. Have you forgotten that Rekora and I drank nanites? I was fortunate. She wasn’t.”

      Roge caught a glimpse of Jacques’ red irises. When he was twelve, Jacques underwent the Rite of Metamorphosis. Alpha Dirth tranced him with nanites before exposing him to the tribe’s dance story. The village at that time knew Jacques as Galit, and everybody expected the ritual would turn the whites of his eyes black and mark his face with scars. Afterward, Galit would be without memory, empathy, compassion or personality. His only desire would be to torture and kill to achieve erections for sex. If his irises turned black along with his scleras, he would be, like most boys, a killman. But Galit’s irises turned red, the sign of an Alpha apprentice.

      The nanites given to him, however, lacked potency. Alpha Dirth had lost his ability to defecate nanites strong enough to transform the tribal younglings. Except for the red irises, Galit suffered no other changes. He stayed himself and, like all Gadians, took a name that existed in Franceland before the Shadowlander conquest. Skinweaver Rites of Metamorphosis ceased, and the Alpha tested boys with walkabouts. Both sexes matured seedless, and the Alpha stopped tattooing the red-and-black facial swirls on the boys that marked them as seeded Skinweavers. As their numbers grew, the unseeded Skinweavers started calling themselves Vosgiens. They chose that name because the Old Ones called the highlands where they lived the Vosges. Only after the Flash did the people call mountains the Indigos.

      While Jacques was fortunate, his older sister, Rekora, was not. She underwent the Rite of Metamorphosis two years earlier, and after swallowing potent nanites, became an obedient harlot, with no memory of Jacques and her life before the ritual. Rekora wandered the village, offering her body for gifts, confused when unseeded males shunned her. She could not grasp why with her stunted understanding. The reason was they knew she soon would devolve into a suckle-sow to nurse children and later, after early menopause, into a submissive hard-featured laborer called a mule woman.

      Unlike Dirth, the other Shadowland Alphas continued to excrete strong nanites that seeded their tribal younglings. Their youths continued to undergo the Rite of Metamorphosis, becoming sadistic killmen and apprentices or obedient pleasure bitches. They mainly slept during the day in partially buried pit-huts and lived together in lairs.

      Roge and Jacques, later that day, would lead a team toward such a lair.
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        * * *

      

      Roge took one of the many boardwalks that crisscrossed the village to the pools that a thermal spring fed. The aurora ribbon had dissipated, and the rising sun was slowly overpowering the Great Arch’s glow. By midday, the Arch would fade to a weak whiteness and stay that way until the setting sun gave ground to the skybow’s luminous silver reflection. The Arch’s rhinestones would brighten the night sky until the Earth or moon got between it and the sun.

      Roge felt a warm breeze, the season’s first that heralded the start of the final snowmelt. He found RangerKnight Richard Stanage half-asleep, soaking in one of the open-air pools. Vapor rose from the hot water and quickly dissolved in the crisp mountain air. Roge kicked off his sandals and dropped his drying cloth and shorts to reveal a deep chest and thick shoulders. Wearing only a red-and-black grass-weaved bracelet, a sergeant’s coin, and a cross around his neck, Roge slipped into the pool and briefly disappeared under the water. After he resurfaced, he ran his hands through his wet black hair.

      Stanage cracked open an eye. “I see Missy Te cut your hair.”

      “Wanted it short before I headed out. Did you bring any soap?” Stanage threw him a ball of congealed olive oil and lye. Roge caught it and sniffed the ball. “Smells like lilac. Where’d you get this?”

      “From a trader I ran into while on patrol. Supposed to be good for your skin.”

      Roge glanced at that part of Stanage’s sunbaked face not obscured by his graying beard. “Yeah, your skin could use some moisturizing.”

      The comment made Stanage snort. “Father Hurley thinks we’ll have a good harvest,” he said.

      While soaping his arms, Roge watched the Compeers friarmonk heading out to inspect the grainfield and vegetable patches. Father Hurley came to the village not just to deliver salvation but to teach husbandry. The MasterCommanders disapproved, of course, but the Order of Compeers was notoriously independent and popular with the people due to the friarmonks’ discovery of winter-hardy crops. Harvests plunged after the Earthring ushered in greater snowfalls and shorter growing seasons. Many died from starvation in the early years after the climate changed. The friarmonks taught farmers how to plant winter grains, fodder and root vegetables that survived under the snow to be harvested after the spring thaw. Narrow rivers of fast-moving winds called screamers also became common because the Earthring caused the planet to heat unevenly. Screamers seized skimmers in flight and damaged and destroyed property when they touched the ground.

      Roge finished lathering and threw the soap back to Stanage. Suds whirled around the pool before disappearing down an overflow sluice.

      “Who are you taking with you?” Stanage asked.

      “Helen and Milo and their Gadians. Alpha Dirth insisted I also take six killmen.”

      “Although he’ll never admit it, I think Dirth sends killmen on missions to eliminate them. He believes reducing their number will make the village safer.”

      “And he’s fully seeded.” Roge shook his head.

      “Except for one thing, he’s like every seeded skinny I’ve known. I once saw him calmly disembowel a captured Wanker just to get an erection.”

      “What’s the one exception?”

      “While he views individuals as inanimate objects, he cares about the collective.”

      “He’s a strange one.”

      Stanage nodded. “Keep an eye on the killmen; they make me nervous. They’re like animals that can be trained but never domesticated. I worry they’ll rampage at the wrong moment.”

      “That will be Jacques’ job. Killmen wouldn’t dare disobey a red-eye, even one who is unseeded. It’s their nature. But you know all of this. Why did you really ask me here?”

      Stanage scratched his beard that concealed the swirling black facial tattoo identifying him as a RangerKnight. “A couple of things. Father Matthew returned from Castle Patterson,” he said, referring to the friarmonk who ran the village school. “He brought a letter from a friend.”

      “From that tribunal scribe who craves older men like you?” Stanage again snorted out a laugh. “What was her name?”

      “Catrina,” Stanage replied.

      “What did she tell you?”

      “The Tribunal of MasterCommanders recently sent an envoy to King Luvhan asking for assistance from one of his martially trained offspring.”

      “For what purpose?”

      “To reconnoiter up north.”

      “That’s an odd appeal. What was King Luvhan’s answer?”

      “The king refused, saying none could be spared. He claimed scouts had spotted a dreadnought prowling his rimland skies, and he fears war. The intrigue didn’t stop there. After the tribunal received the king’s nay, several MasterCommanders did something weird. They sent envoys to other members of the Hansnoractic Trade Alliance asking help to locate—Lovvorn Weir.”

      Roge’s eyes found those of his RangerKnight’s. “Why would they do that? After the Battle of Kelemen Mountain, Greylove declared his son dead to make his new wife’s baby boy heir to Castle Weir.”

      “Yes, but many MasterCommanders believed the declaration premature since the body was never found, as you are well aware. However, to avoid Greylove’s wrath, none publicly questioned the death declaration.”

      “How did Greylove react to their decision to reach out to the trade alliance?”

      A tight smile touched the RangerKnight’s face. “He reportedly raged about it for days, threatening to march on their castles. To avoid civil war, the MasterCommanders traveled to Castle Weir and, on bent knees, asked for his forgiveness.”

      “So that’s the end of it,” Roge said.

      “Not exactly. The Order of Compeers caught wind of the request and began asking questions.”

      “Have they discovered why the MasterCommanders reached out to King Luvhan and the Hansnoractic Trade Alliance?”

      “Not yet, but I suspect they will. You know the Order; it’s not easily intimidated. The question is, are you going to get involved?”

      “No, I’m just a lowly sergeant serving a banished RangerKnight. Hell, Greylove didn’t even recognize me when we escorted Alpha Dirth before the tribunal.”

      “It’s the beard. You look different with a beard.” Roge’s hand went to his whiskers. “There’s another matter.” Stanage swirled the pool water. “Your commitment soon will be up. I know you want to explore, find out what’s on the other side of the Arch.”

      “I do, but I got to finish things here first.”

      “Oh really. Like what?”

      “The Gadian training arena needs to be completed, a gunpowder mill, armory and infirmary must be built, and Kestra requires rescuing.”

      Stanage scrutinized his sergeant. “You’ve changed.”

      “How so?”

      “You followed me here out of loyalty, not because you believed in the cause. I think you’ve come to like these people.”

      Roge slowly nodded. “Who would have guessed that Skinweavers are a welcoming, steadfast people without nanites? Do you know what Jacques said to me the other day? If he is to keep his head high, he must fight as I fight to protect his people and their freedom. If we Americans ever abandoned them, he’ll continue to fight even if it leads to his flaying.”

      “That’s some guilt trip he laid on you.”

      “You’re telling me.” Roge got out of the pool and heard Shao Luli’s words as he dried off. “The warrior fights not because he hates what is in front of him but because he loves what is behind him.”

      “Roge, in another four or five years, the number of seeded Skinweavers should be negligible, and the village should be large enough to sustain itself without our help.”

      “Maybe.” Roge slipped on his shorts. “Got to go. Made an appointment with Father Hurley to get the team blessed before heading out.”

      Stanage stretched out his sword hand.

      “Cramping again?” Roge asked.

      “It’ll go away.” Stanage wiggled his fingers. “Whitlock’s dead, killed by a Hammer Skin.”

      Roge paused. He seldom brooded over death – too much mental scarring from years of warring. A feeling of loss, however, broke through upon hearing about Whitlock. They had trained together to be RangerKnights and were close. Whitlock took the tattoo; Roge did not. He thought of the other times he had participated in burials, throwing death scent on warrior-companions lying in excarnation cribs.

      “His sky burial is tomorrow,” Stanage said.

      “Won’t be here.”

      “I know.” Stanage again stretched out his sword hand. “I’m aware you don’t want the tattoo, but Whitlock’s death makes me the last RangerKnight here. The Vosgiens take great pride that a RangerKnight leads them, and if anything happens to me, I’m not sure they would follow a sergeant. I was hoping you would consider accepting a promotion to RangerKnight. As you’re aware, a unanimous agreement of all current and retired master senior chiefs can promote a sergeant to a RangerKnight without the tribunal's approval. I already have their waxed seals on your commission. All you have to do is accept the tattoo.”

      “Don’t put this on me, Richard. That’s not fair. You have several sergeants worthy of the tattoo.”

      “Maybe, but they’re not you.”

      “Gotta go. Be stout with God.”

      “And to our ancestral ways,” the RangerKnight replied with a defeated sigh.
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            THE MIDDLE KINGDOM

          

          YEAR OF THE EARTH PIG, DURING THE SWEET SEDGE MONTH

        

      

    

    
      Commander Hao Jin and his Scarlet Cloakmen galloped all night from Quinsay, the Hans’ southern capital. When the imperial cavalrymen arrived at the battlefield, they jerked their mounts to a halt and scarfed their noses with their red capes. The overpowering sickly-sweet stench caused many to retch. What the Mimics reported was true. The Wucali force had defeated the luminous emperor’s much larger army.

      Commander Hao was unprepared for the devastation spread out before him on the central plain between the Yellow and Yangtze rivers. A thick cloud of green and blue flies buzzed about as Red-tusked Vultures fed on putrefying soldiers. Severed arms, legs and heads littered the scarlet tableland as if tossed wide by mighty hands. Crushed armored bodies lay depressed in the soil like paper cutouts. Faces drawn back in death throes tilted upward in anguished prayer. Blood and guts soiled fallen unit flags. Toppled cannons and discarded swords, muzzleloaders and fire lancers cluttered the ground. Hao heard ripping as Vultures used their tusks to tear flesh, crackling as pitboars crushed bones to get at the marrow, and dogs barking, protesting their inability to get a bite of meat.

      “They left behind no survivors,” an astonished lieutenant lamented.

      “They never do,” Hao replied, glancing at his three Porcine Crab Folk. They appeared relieved that the lack of wounded eliminated the need to bleed them of their healing lifeforce. “Get the battle surveyors working. The luminous emperor will want a complete report on what happened here.”

      The skittish Red-tusked Vultures dispersed as Hao rode toward General Dai’s body. Not so for the pitboars, a pre-Flash species created in Hindu laboratories to be bloodsport animals. These animals, who escaped into the wild, stood their ground and sometimes even attacked. Hao’s guards shot several pitboars before the commander reached the general. General Dai’s standard, upright in blood and mud, fluttered next to his remains. Hao’s black lamellar battledress creaked as he dismounted and squatted to inspect the general. He waved a gloved hand in a futile attempt to shoo away flies. The general’s mashed carcass lay next to what, at first glance, appeared to be footprints of a monstrous moon bear. However, Hao could tell the impression came from no moon bear. Whatever had stomped General Dai to death was much larger and heavier than a bear.

      He stepped away from the body to examine a soldier’s severed arm, its hand still clutching a rifle. The arm had not been cleaved free but, like the other limbs, yanked out of its socket. He spotted a decapitated head several meters away. A blade had not separated it from its neck. Instead, the head appeared to have been twisted off.

      Hao remounted his caparison-covered destrier. The Firedrake silk caparison protected the horse from solar burns that often plagued the Middle Kingdom. Hao exposed an arm but did not feel the tingling that foreshadowed a sun scalding. He looked up. At first, he thought the heavens had thickened. Thick skies thwarted sunlight that seared. But he then realized the protection came not from a thick sky but from the Heavenly Bridge, the Han name for the Great Arch. The Heavenly Bridge curved less, hung higher, and covered a smaller portion of the sky because the battlefield was farther south than the Vosgien village. Yet, it was large enough to cast a shadow over the entire battlefield, evidence that the Heavenly Bridge was blocking searing sunlight from reaching the plain.

      Hao removed his gloves and protective Firedrake silk surcoat that covered his battledress. The morn was hot enough without the black surcoat. Hao shoved his gloves into a pocket, draped his coat over his saddle and flared out his red cape. With four Cloakmen in tow, he cantered over to vultures feeding on a dead camelophant. The animal was missing his camel-like head and neck, and a force as if from a giant fist had smashed its elephant-like left flank, leaving a purple crater.

      An approaching Cloakman drew Hao’s attention away from the camelophant. “Commander, we found a survivor. He is over there with three of our men.”

      Hao and his escorts galloped to the survivor, who thirstily sucked on a waterskin given to him.

      “What happened here, soldier?” Hao asked.

      The soldier continued to suck down water. A Cloakman yanked the waterskin away. “Answer the commander!” he demanded.

      The man looked at Hao with wide crazed eyes. “They laughed at us.”

      “Who laughed at you?”

      “As we attacked, the Wucali just sat on their ponies and laughed at us.” The soldier placed his hands against his ears. “Make the laughing stop! Make the laughing stop!”
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            THE EASTERN SLOPE OF THE INDIGO MOUNTAINS

          

          YEAR 585 EAF, DURING THE 5TH LUNISOLAR

        

      

    

    
      From atop a ridge, Roge looked down at the valley where his team had started its march. The valley unfolded before him in beautiful green and blue. The flora, wet from melted hoarfrost, sparkled in the forenoon sunlight. Thickly wooded hills with patches of sandstone surrounded the valley. A dashing torrent from a high waterfall fed a sleek, gliding river that flowed wide along the valley floor. The river left the valley when its current narrowed into inaccessible falling rapids that often pitched careless trespassers downstream against rocks.

      Here was where the Skinweavers came to begin life as the unseeded Vosgiens. Roge appreciated not just the valley’s thermal pools that recharged souls but its fertile soil and strategic setting. Except for a few secret wild animal paths, the only way into the valley was up a single wagon trail easily defended.

      The bowl-shaped valley was part of the Indigos, a low, forested mountain range composed of dome-shaped peaks, deep gorges, waterfalls, lakes and rivers. The mountains were called the Indigos because they looked blue when viewed from the Alsatian Plains.

      The Vosgiens called their settlement Plas Nou or Our Place. They built the village on a hillside to free the valley floor for livestock grazing, crops and vegetables. They minimized tree cutting during its construction to obscure mantraps and sheds containing triple-string harpoon launchers. However, the village’s totem pole, observation towers and a white church steeple loomed above the treetops. The friarmonks built the worship house for those they converted.

      Taking point, Jacques led the team away from the valley along a barely visible deer path. Lizzy Blagden’s and Milo Marcin’s Gadians scouted the flanks. Their ability to glide through the thick underbrush seemed to Roge almost paranormal.

      Except for the Gadians on the flanks, the team walked in a single file but stayed far apart, so a single spear could not penetrate two warriors. They moved not to jar the stillness. Stealth was as much of a weapon as the team’s blades and guns. Leather straps wrapped around leggings prevented pantlegs from scraping together. They carried nothing that jingled, rattled or clattered. Every so often, Jacques stopped to perform a watch-and-listen.
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        * * *

      

      Roge and his team followed Jacques up a forested mountainside. They walked on a snow-patched carpet of fir needles, the sergeant in boots, the Gadians in sandals and the killmen in bare feet. Roge lamented the lack of skimmers. Soon after Stanage, Roge and their warrior-companions skimmed to Plas Nou to live, RangerKnights, loyal to the tribunal, stole their skimmers during a furtive nighttime raid. With skimmers, Roge and his team would have reached their destination in less than a day. Without skimmers, the mission required a hafnight of hard marching.

      The only good that came out of the skimmer raid was the longrifles, balls and powder horns the raiders left behind. It was the raiders’ way of saying that while the MasterCommanders ordered them to steal the skimmers, they said nothing about not leaving behind supplies. Since then, other items – cast-iron stoves, bags of coffee, bullets for the Wolfswaffens – showed up unexpectedly in the valley. The gifts showed Stanage’s banishment had split the tribunal’s RangerKnight force. Many thought highly of the senior chief and believed the Prime should not have exiled him and his followers.

      Word had gotten back to Plas Nou that the Order of Compeers helped organize much of the gifting. Compeer friarmonks were former soldiers dedicated to treating warriors’ physical and spiritual ailments. RangerKnights and sergeants sought out their blessings before and after each mission, and people respected them because of their religious and social ministries.

      Roge and his team continued to climb; the air thinned, and the trees grew at wider intervals. Stunted beech trees, flattened by wind, replaced stately pines.

      From the summit, Roge had an unobstructed view of the world around him. He felt insignificant staring at the Great Arch that dominated the southern sky. The highlands to his west rolled away like massive waves. And below him, an expansive forest canopy hid the sight but not the sound of a rushing waterfall. He heard on the mountaintop not bird-song or insect buzzes but a moaning wind.

      A grayness closed in, and a light rain began to fall. To stay dry, Gadians and killmen pulled tight their heavy woolen hoody-dusters. Buckskin jackets, breeches and boonie hats kept the sergeants dry. Tactical vests stuffed with impenetrable Persian weasel hide kept them warm. The Gadians wore cotton clothing under their dusters, while the killmen wore vests and leggings made from human skin, a seeded Shadowlander practice.

      Soon after the team began their descent from the summit, they entered the woods again, passing bilberries and purple lilacs. Jacques swept his eyes back and forth, alert for any irregularity in the woods, like slight movement or bent-back flora. Suddenly, he raised a fist, and everybody stopped. The Gadian waved Roge forward. Jacques pointed to a black and orange slug a human foot had crushed.

      “Wankers passed this way, maybe four hours ago,” Jacques whispered. “Heading same way we’re going.” Jacques scanned the ground and found more footprints. He needed only to glance to know which tribe, how many and what sex had left the tracks. “No females. About twenty killmen.”

      “Do we need to get off the trail?”

      “No, I know a spot to laager, near good hunting ground. Also, very good place to make ambush, if you want.”

      The rainclouds rolled away, and rays of sunlight broke through the tree branches. Roge considered the sunshine a good omen.
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        * * *

      

      Jacques tracked a doe and stunned it with his throwing club.  His screekwa knife slit its throat before the deer regained her wits. He held up the bloody knife to the prophetess who lived in the Great Arch. “Deyes Nan Pon, I drink this deer’s warm blood to honor it for its sacrifice. Please embrace its spirit.” One of the Arch’s rhinestones flickered before falling to earth as a shooting star.

      Jacques grilled the venison over one of three cooking fires at their camp and complemented the meat with wild blackberries and orange chanterelle mushrooms. Nearby, killmen cooked their slices of venison over the other fires.

      Lizzy Blagden, Milo Marcin, and their Gadians quickly ate before heading out to set up the ambush.

      “Be stout with God,” Roge said to them as they left.

      “And to our ancestral ways,” the sergeants rejoined.

      Roge leaned back against his rucksack and placed his hands on his stomach. “My belly is overwhelmed. You’re a mean cook, Jacques.”

      “You believe I was mean when I killed the doe, Liege Roge? On the contrary, I honored her for her sacrifice.”

      “It’s an American expression that says you’re a good cook.”

      “That is a strange expression.”

      “I guess it is,” Roge mused. “Starting tomorrow, only stealth fires. We’ll be too close to the various lairs.”

      Jacques took Roge’s plate and cleaned it in a nearby stream. The Gadian returned and handed it back to the sergeant, who packed it away.

      “Liege Roge, do you know why I picked you to serve?”

      “No, but I am glad you did,” Roge replied.

      “I picked you because your river runs deep, and its headwaters go back farther than I could ever imagine.”

      “Why do you believe that?”

      “I watched you practice your martial movements. You are so focused; you breathe and move only at moments of your choosing; your body flows from soft to hard to soft. Your movements remind me of a long-flowing river that conceals under its surface a power that comes from water that bears a destiny. What is the source from which you flow? How many past family generations do you know about?”

      “Those are heavy thoughts for a man so young,” Roge replied, avoiding the question. He sighed as he studied the firelight flickering across his Gadian’s face. “Sometimes, a river takes you where you don’t want to go. Why are you curious about my headwaters?”

      “Because my river is shallow, and my headwaters began with me. I am the first of my line to mature unseeded. I envy those like yourself whose river runs strong and goes back many generations.”

      The mention of his marital practice triggered Shao Luli’s voice. “You are male and female. Only through practice will you learn how to intertwine your male and female sides. Once you understand that, you will know how to stay relaxed until the moment calls for you to focus your qi on a single point. Now, child, start the form again.”

      Sergeant Lizzy Blagden and her Gadian named Henri entered the camp. “They’ve taken the bait, Roge,” Blagden said, referring to the tracks they put down.

      “How many?” Roge asked.

      “Twenty Wankers, just as Jacques said. Milo and his Gadian are tailing them. The Wankers will be here soon.”

      “Fine night for ambush,” Henri said, cradling his bore-loading longrifle.

      “Yes, fine night for ambush—a moon with not too much light and a mostly blackened Arch,” Roge replied. He grabbed his Wolfswaffen rifle, a bullpup carbine that RangerKnights, sergeants and some Gadians like Jacques carried. “Got to piss before we get into position.”

      “Think I’ll join you,” Lizzy Blagden replied.

      The urge to urinate was common before battle.

      “Let’s build up the fires,” Roge said as he and Blagden turned to leave. “Want to reduce their night vision when they enter the camp.”

      Jacques snapped orders at the killmen squatting near the other fires. They threw logs on the flames before standing up. Scalped enemy faces dangled from their belts. Roge found the trophies revolting and appreciated that Jacques thought so too.

      After Roge and Blagden returned, two killmen followed him and Jacques into nearby woods. Two other killmen followed Blagden and Henri in a different direction. Both groups stilled themselves in the foliage and waited downwind from where they expected the Wankers to emerge.
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        * * *

      

      The first intruder stopped on the edge of the campsite. The fires illuminated the green and orange tattooing on his face, colors that marked him as a Wanker. He had slathered himself with grease rendered from enemy dead to make him slippery in a fight. The Wanker hesitated. Was the camp too quiet for him? The Wanker studied the backs of four figures crouching near the fires. A slow wave of his war cudgel brought five more Wankers out of the woods. Moments later, the rest appeared. All stayed quiet and motionless, unusual for seeded Shadowlanders. Several Wankers slipped hands under their loincloths to rub their swelling members, behavior betraying the anticipation of a kill.

      Roge held his Wolfswaffen tightly against his cheek and his hand on its pistol grip. The wooden stock felt smooth, burnished from years of sweat. He studied the red irises of his first target. He was a dangerous apprentice, capable of spewing skin-melting bile. Roge would kill him first. The other Wankers stared with empty, black eye sockets. Killing seeded Shadowlanders never troubled Roge. To him, they were not human. He considered them an invasive species needing extermination.

      The Wankers’ discipline snapped, and they charged into the camp, whooping malevolent shrieks that would have made Beelzebub proud. The figures crouching over the fires did not move. The first Wanker to reach one swung his war cudgel. It struck a head made from sticks and weeds. The Wankers knocked down the other figures, clothing stuffed with vegetation.

      Twenty Wankers stood motionless, looking down at the effigies, trying to understand what they had attacked. Roge and Jacques on one side of the campsite and Blagden on a non-crossfire side fired their Wolfswaffens. The barrels’ mufflers hid muzzle flashes and quieted gunfire to soft pops. The apprentice and two black-eyes dropped to the ground. “Red Turd, why you kissing dirt?” Roge overheard a Wanker say to the dead apprentice. The loud report of Henri’s longrifle answered the question. Wankers jarred each other, trying to escape the kill zone.

      Confused, two Wankers ran in the wrong direction. War cudgels – held by Roge’s killmen – dropped them. They quickly sliced off the Wankers’ faces. Scree-kk-waa was heard as flesh came off skulls, the sound that gave screekwa knives their name. The Skinweavers held the faces above their heads, whooping in triumph. With violence-induced raging erections, the killmen flipped over the faceless Wankers and violated them.

      Roge ignored his killmen. He couldn’t stop them even if he tried. The nanites made defacing and rape instinct-driven acts. Instead, the sergeant kept his attention and carbine aimed at the Wankers still fleeing. He double-tapped twice. Four bullets felled two skinnies just before they reached the cover of the woods. One screamed like a child. The other tried to crawl away. Two more slugs slammed into him, causing him to convulse before becoming motionless. From deep in the forest, Roge heard two blasts from Marcin’s Howdah pistol, a report from his Gadian’s longrifle and the shouts from his killmen clubbing stragglers.

      The woods went quiet, and Roge heard Shao Luli, his boyhood governess who exposed him to the Han tongue and her martial arts. “Good warriors do not go to the enemy. They make the enemy come to them.”

      Roge inserted a fresh ten-round waffenmagazin into the stock’s underside. Yes, indeed, a fine night for an ambush, he thought.
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            THE WESTERN SLOPE OF THE INDIGO MOUNTAINS
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      The Indigos fell more gently on the western side of the mountains. Granite peeped out of hillsides instead of sandstone.

      Following rules laid down a millennium earlier by wilderness fighter Robert Rogers, Roge and his team moved silently abreast through a soft flatland of low ferns and stately pine. They stayed some distance from each other to not lay down a heavy track and allow them, if needed, to concentrate firepower. They had entered the Painseekers’ watchland, the area around their lair that the tribe called their own. They eventually reached the ruins of an ancient castle. The bastion was so intractably joined to an outcropping that ruins and stone appeared to have grown into each other.

      They quickly came together into a cigar-shaped formation, with each man alternating left and right. By looking inward across their grouping with guns at ready, they maintained eye contact with each other while keeping a lookout for hostiles.

      Roge and Jacques approached the ruins only after the sun drifted behind the Great Arch, darkening the day and prompting the Arch to shimmer in varying intensities. The superstitious Painseekers seldom stirred during such celestial moments, believing their god, The Great Designer, was angry.

      Slowly at first and then quickly, Roge and Jacques fish-hooked through an open entryway into the ruins’ roofless interior. Once inside, their Wolfswaffens swept for threats. They found only Kestra waiting for them. They exhaled relaxed breaths and lowered their carbines. Roge and Kestra briefly but tightly hugged. For two years, he was Kestra’s only link to her old life.

      Kestra stood wearing pleasure bitch attire – a soiled short skirt, a see-through tight top that showed her breasts and scuffed pumps – hand-me-downs that seeded Shadowlanders thought sexy. However, Roge felt disappointed. Kestra wouldn’t be wearing that clothing if she was ready to journey home. Hoping against hope, he looked around for Kestra’s child but didn’t see her.

      “They still keep her,” Kestra said.

      Kestra was a cute maidservant. Her pert manner and quick smile drew a RangerKnight named Brooks into her embrace. Soon after they made love, the Painseekers kidnapped her and a younger brother during a raid before she had a chance to eat the purple root. Attracted to her well-shaped figure, the Alpha raped her with an erection made possible by the brother’s flaying. She fooled the Painseekers into thinking that she had swallowed their nanite potion. She pretended to transform into a dimwitted pleasure bitch.

      Keeping a deathbed promise to the battle-wounded Brooks, Roge located Kestra one year later, wandering alone outside the Painseekers’ lair. Kestra refused to be rescued. While in captivity, she had birthed a girl, but the infant was not always in her custody. The Alpha’s mother never left Kestra alone with the child because she believed her son fathered the child. Kestra knew better; Brooks was the baby’s father. She agreed to return to Plas Nou once the Alpha grew tired of the child and Kestra got out from under the mother’s constant eye. Since that encounter, Roge met her at the ruins every six lunisolars to see if she and the child were ready to return home.

      “I have things to show you. I do not know if they are valuable.” Kestra reached into a white hemp bag, pulled out and handed Roge a tablet made of black glass.

      “It’s a writing tablet,” Roge explained. “Before the Flash, writers wrote on them, not on paper. After the Flash, the words on tablets evaporated. That’s why we know so little about life before the Flash. This thing’s worthless.” Roge threw the tablet over his shoulder.

      Kestra next pulled out a ball slightly larger than a man’s hand. Roge took it and peeled away a clay covering to reveal a silvery iridescent orb.

      “Do you know what this is?” Roge held the orb close to Kestra and Jacques. They shook their heads. “This is an antigravity propulsion orb, similar to those used to power skimmers. This one is rare. See the silvery light? Most orbs shine yellow. The silvery orbs are four times more powerful than the yellows; the Old Ones made a few of them just before the Flash.”

      “How do they work?” Kestra asked.

      “Nobody knows. All we know is that antigravity lift is created when two or more orbs are brought together. Shipwrights cover orbs in this special clay to dampen their antigravity fields so they can be stored together. Kestra, where did you get this?”

      “The Alpha has a basket of them. His killmen dug them up at a rubbled place called…” Kestra closed her eyes to concentrate. “…Sen Desye Sèvi Air.”

      “Saint Dizier Air Base,” Roge said, translating Kestra’s Shadowland Creole into American.

      “What is that place?” Jacques asked.

      “A pre-Flash Franceland military base.” Roge turned to Kestra. “Where are the other orbs?”

      “The Alpha has them. He plans to trade them.”

      “To who?”

      “To men who wear crosses. They have traded with the Alpha before.”

      Roge pulled out the cross he wore around his neck from under his tactical vest. “Like this?”

      “No. A cross with a figure.”

      “A crucifix,” Roge replied. “The Alpha is trading with Papalists.”

      “The trade will happen tomorrow where the water falls into the Green Lake.”

      “When?”

      “When the sun is halfway up,” Kestra said. “The Alpha wanted to meet after sundown since he sleeps during the light, but the men with the cruel-a-fix said no.”

      “What will the Alpha get in return for the clay balls?”

      “Hairy-tics to be poled and flayed.” She held up six fingers.

      “Six heretics,” corrected Roge. “Probably followers of Avangard who refused to swear allegiance to the new pontiff.” He turned to Jacques. “If they follow past practices, the Papalists will come by skimmer, probably in three Nachtkrapps, nine Teutonic Knights in total.” He turned his attention back to Kestra. “How did the Alpha set up the trade?”

      “He sent a half-breed disciple to Slac Town.”

      “I didn’t think the Painseekers had any half-breeds left,” Roge replied. “Thought they had all stroked out.”

      “This half-breed is new,” Kestra said. “An Alsatian tanner captured during a cross-river raid. They gave him the nanite potion last moon. He is now a stupid mule. He does whatever the Alpha tells him to do.”

      “I give him ten lunisolars before he strokes out,” Roge remarked.
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        * * *

      

      Roge correctly predicted the Papal landing site. Two of the three Nachtkrapps, or Night Ravens, set down near the lakeshore but away from a clearing where Kestra said the Painseekers would come ashore. The third Papal skimmer, its sharp hard edges giving it a double-beamed crucifix profile, hovered overhead.

      Jacques watched everything from a hide site. He was alone with the killmen, who lay in nearby shallow trenches. Jacques took charge of the killmen because Roge believed only he could control them. Roge, Blagden, Marcin and the other Gadians sat submerged in the lake. Tiny bubbles popped to the surface near hollow reeds used for breathing. The bubbles mingled with splashes from the first drops of a sun shower. As long as the clouds lacked lightning, Jacques reassured himself that the Painseekers would come and make the exchange.

      Twenty-five Painseekers, their faces tattooed with black and white swirls, grounded their six dugouts at the clearing. Jacques quickly picked out their Alpha. He wore the mask that only Alphas wear, one made from three scalped human faces. The Painseekers and the Teutonic Knights glared at each other over thirty steps of open ground. Two Painseekers carried the orbs in a willow-weaved basket. A half-breed disciple, wearing a coarse gray hoody-duster, approached the knights. After a brief conversation, the half-breed pointed to the hovering black Nachtkrapp. Kestra had told Roge that the Painseekers would protest as disrespectful any hovering skimmer. A Teutonic Knight, apparently the leader, shook his head and waved the others back to their skimmers. Another knight grabbed the leader’s arm to stop him. He pointed to the basket. After some discussion, the Papal leader signaled the third Nachtkrapp to land.

      Distant clouds darkened, graying the sunlight.

      Three knights stayed behind to guard the Nachtkrapps while the others herded forward six fettered heretics, true believers who backed the wrong candidate for pontiff. The Painseekers placed the basket of orbs on the ground, and the Teutonic Knights released the heretics. The Painseekers manhandled the heretics to their knees, and two knights hustled the basket of orbs to a Nachtkrapp.

      Jacques pulled on a rope that ran to Roge, giving him and the others the signal to rise. They rose out of the water and slithered up the lake bank. Jacques showed Roge one finger, meaning that the knights had placed the orbs in the first Nachtkrapp. Roge replied with a thumbs-up. The water warriors crept up behind the five Teutonic Knights at the skimmers. Their free hands quickly and silently covered mouths while their other hands, each gripping a blade, slit throats. Milo Marcin, a large man, used no knife. He snapped his target’s neck with a quick twist.

      Jacques caught a low-hanging green aurora ribbon wriggling toward them. My liege will not be pleased. He brought his fists to his head to signal an aurora, but Roge’s attention was elsewhere, and he failed to see the warning.

      The sky darkened, and the rain changed from sprinkles to fat raindrops.

      Through the rain, a Painseeker spotted Blagden dragging a limp knight behind a Nachtkrapp. He yelled a warning, and Jacques responded with a shout. He jumped out of his hide site and, with his seeded Skinweavers following, charged the Painseekers to give the sergeants and the other Gadians time to get into the skimmers.

      “Get our gear!” Roge yelled. “We’re taking the two skimmers closest to us. I’ll disable the third.”

      While the sergeants retrieved battledresses and weapons hidden in nearby bushes, Roge climbed into the third Nachtkrapp to cut its control cords. Blagden and Marcin leaped into the pilot seats of the other two but found the controls unresponsive to their touch.

      “Scheiss!” Blagden scanned the sky. “We got a ribbon!”

      “Flex! Flex! Flex!” Roge screamed at his Gadian. Jacques ordered his killmen to withdraw to the Nachtkrapps, but they refused. The fighting had given them raging erections that they wanted to satisfy with more killings. Unable to get his killmen to retreat and hearing Roge repeating his order to withdraw, Jacques left them and ran toward the Nachtkrapps. The killmen’s decision to continue fighting doomed them. The Painseekers, also with raging erections, soon overpowered them. They defaced the Skinweavers and held high their fleshy faces while the heretics knelt and mumbled prayers.

      Roge pulled Jacques aboard as the sergeants and other Gadians laid down cover fire. The Wolfswaffens and longrifles dropped several attacking Painseekers and Papalists but not enough to halt the attack. “They’ll be here any moment!” Roge shouted. “Make ready!”

      The Painseekers chased the last surviving Teutonic Knight to the third Nachtkrapp. As he jammed the skimmer throttles forward, the knight discovered the control cords cut and the orbs drained. He swore just before war cudgels rained down on him. The Painseekers would punish the knight for the ambush by skinning him alive during an orgy ceremony.

      Nobody noticed the aurora ribbon fueling a storm cloud. Electrical green streaks lit up its black interior, and green sprites flashed above it. When the Painseekers turned to attack the intruders, emerald ball lightning split the ground, leaving behind an odor of sulfur. The bolt knocked three Painseekers off their feet and scattered the others to the dugouts.

      Soon after the Painseekers paddled away with the heretics and Teutonic Knight in tow, the ribbon disappeared over the horizon, and the aurora storm abruptly dissipated. Soft rain fell on the three Painseekers lightning had knocked to the ground. The bolt killed two, but one sat up. The man yelled out in pain. His sclera had gone from black to white, and he stared with hazel irises. He was no longer a Shadowland killman with black eye sockets. The lightning had destroyed the nanites within him. Memories of life and the emotions he felt before the Rite of Metamorphosis appeared to flood back into his being.

      “Come with us!” Roge shouted at the man.

      The unseeded Painseeker replied by plunging his screekwa into his belly and twisting the blade until he fell dead.

      “He feared you would trade him to the Painseekers for a heretic or two,” Jacques quietly said. “To him, being flayed alive is worse than suicide.”

      Ringshine from the Great Arch broke through the cloud cover, and antigravity returned to the propulsion orbs, allowing Roge and his team to lift off for home.
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      Subminister Zhen Yan handed the battle report to Sun Fa, whose purple robe and crimson hat showed him to be a Mandarin of the First Order. Sun Fa walked up seven steps to reach the Jade Throne. The rawboned Mandarin bowed and passed the report to Luminous Emperor Zhong Ren. When the emperor nodded, Sue Fa, the last eunuch serving the emperor, gave him the fist-in-palm salute, bowed and backed down the stairs.

      The emperor read the report. “Are we to believe that such a small force of ugly noses defeated my army?”

      Subminister Zhen Yan inhaled deeply before speaking. “August Lord, with our overwhelming numbers, Minister Xia Lin believes our army should have driven the Wucali out of the Middle Kingdom. He suspects warlords marched from their lands to reinforce the enemy before the battle.”

      The emperor slowly rose to his feet, laying a steely stare on the subminister. Zhen Yan twisted his neck in his high, stiff collar. He had just been promoted and had never before been before the luminous emperor.

      “Do not speak to us about their lands,” the emperor hissed. “Those lands are our rimlands, stolen from our ancestors after the Cosmic Flash. We never again want to hear from your mouth anything about their lands. They are squatters.”

      Zhen kowtowed. “Forgive my stupid words, August Lord,” the subminister replied.

      Emperor Zhong checked his emotions and straightened the red sash that accented his green martial uniform. The five-clawed dragon badge on his sash underscored his power. “Get up, young man; you’ll soil your tailcoat,” Zhong said. “You are new to this court and, although we hear you are quite bright, you understandably did not know better. We forgive your indiscretion this time.”

      Zhen rose, placed his hand over the square embroidered on his waistcoat that identified his rank and bowed. “Thank you, August Lord.”

      The emperor lowered himself to the throne with such control that the fringe on his epaulets did not sway. Old age had given him a belly, but the rest of his body still possessed the discipline and muscle gained years earlier battling the Coreans and their khan who had occupied the Jade Throne. The emperor was a liberal young man when he overthrew the conservative foreigners who had swept down from the Choson Peninsula.

      The Coreans looked to the Han past to guide their governance of the Middle Kingdom. Under their run, only eunuchs served the palace. Knowledge of Confucianism, not technical skills, brought bureaucratic advancement. They restricted women to traditional attire, brought back footbinding and insisted widows be forever chaste no matter their age. Believing blades the nobler weapon, they even banned gunpowder armaments.

      Emperor Zhong bristled at the memory. The lack of guns contributed to NATO’s victory at Skaatgeat more than two centuries earlier. That defeat prevented the Middle Kingdom from acquiring God’s Tears and the power they represented.

      Under Emperor Zhong’s rule, gunpowder mills dotted the kingdom. Han armies went into combat with rifles and cannons, led by generals imbued with the wisdom of Sun Tze, and the navy, although small, had begun to bulk up. Zhong also banned footbinding and gave women freedoms their grandmothers only dreamed about. He became a patron of arts and science. Yet Zhong grew superstitious and unsure of himself as he aged. His firstborn’s carousing, fighting and neglected studies gnawed at him, and he worried his ancestors would not welcome him in the afterlife if he failed to defeat the Russian-speaking Wucali.

      The emperor studied Zhen Yan’s pinstriped green tailcoat, waistcoat, and ivory stiffshirt. The attire was similar in quality to what deputy ministers and ministers wore. “Is that Firedrake silk you are wearing?” he asked.

      “Yes, August Lord,” Zhen replied.

      “We did not know subministers earned enough to afford Firedrake silk,” the emperor said.

      “August Lord, my family gifted me the suit on my promotion to subminister.”

      “Tell us again, subminister, why you are here instead of my minister of war?” the emperor asked.

      “Minister Xia is receiving blue blood to heal his stomach cancers, the deputy minister is with General Ding’s army, and the other subministers are on inspection tours.”

      “Whenever the War Department has bad news, Xia and his top underlings act like women with bound feet who are incapable of tottering to our door.” The emperor sighed. “Subminister Zhen, what exactly do you do when not being Minister Xia’s errand boy?”

      “I have been given the Porcine Crab Folk portfolio.”

      Xia sends me a subminister in charge of pigpens and slop. If Xia wasn’t my sister’s husband…The emperor massaged his temples. “Minister Peng, do you believe the warlords joined the Wucali in battle against us?” the emperor asked, turning his attention to the minister of spies and reconnoiters.

      Peng Xinyue adjusted his monocle and pressed his bowler against his side. “August Lord, I would never question Minister Xia’s insights into military matters. However, the Mimics overheard nothing that indicates that the Weegurs, Tibetans and Mongols had strayed from the rimlands. Even that Vietnamese pretender who lords over our southern territories has not moved. The Mimic sent to Formosa did not report back, but traders report their fleet is in the Sea of the Rising Sun.”

      Emperor Zhong turned to the commander of his Scarlet Cloakmen. “Hao Jin, what say you?”

      The square-faced commander straightened his black lamellar battledress that all Cloakmen wore with their red cloaks. “August Lord, the battle surveyors found no evidence that the warlords were there. Except for those strange beastly footprints, we found only Wucali pony and cart tracks.”

      “And you believe the Wucali have battle beasts we have never seen before?” the emperor asked.

      “Yes, August Lord,” Commander Hao replied.

      “And you have no idea what kind of beasts the Wucali used against us?” the emperor asked.

      “No, August Lord. The massacre left the sole survivor insane, incapable of answering questions.”

      The emperor shifted uneasily on the throne. “Minister Peng, how much do the people know?”

      “Our wall posters have informed the people that General Dai, despite heavy casualties, stopped the Wucali and that his army is staying north to keep the capital safe. The posters also inform the people about General Ding’s march to the north to reinforce General Dai.”

      Hao cleared his throat. “August Lord, there is another matter I must bring to your attention.”

      “What is it?” the emperor snapped.

      “The battle surveyors estimate that the Wucali once again carted away many of our dead.”

      “We did not see that in the report.” The emperor scanned the paper.

      “Because of its sensitive nature, I ordered the surveyors not to include it.”

      “How many bodies did they take?”

      “Fifteen hundred.”

      The emperor’s shoulders drooped. “Fifteen hundred poor souls trapped wandering the bodily realm as hungry ghosts. This must be kept from the people. We will see unrest if they learn that their kin have not been properly prepared to join their ancestors in the spiritual world.”

      “If you approve, August Lord, I will order our poster writers to say that none of the fallen are missing and that they were washed, powdered and masked in yellow before burial,” Peng said.

      “Yes, you have our approval. Commander Hao, can we count on your Scarlet Cloakmen not to spread rumors contradicting this claim?”

      “Yes, August Lord. They know all ten of their bevy will be executed if one of their numbers violates your trust.”

      “What about the Porcine Crab Folk you took to the battlefield?” the emperor asked. “How can we keep them from rumormongering?”

      “Already taken care of, August Lord. As soon as we returned, I sent them to the People’s Hospital, where physicians drained their lifeforce to treat the destitute. Posters already have appeared praising their sacrifice.”

      A commotion at the back of the Hall of Persistent Harmony halted all talk. Bannermen, the emperor’s imperial guards, attempted to stop the golden doors from opening but relented when they recognized Lady Ban Wen, the widow of the emperor’s brother. She went to one knee when she reached the throne and bowed – a lady’s kowtow. “May the August Lord live ten thousand years,” she said, batting her long, dark lashes.

      An open-mouthed smile stretched wide across the emperor’s round face. Lady Ban’s arrival offered a welcome respite. Even in middle age, her alluring bluish-gray eyes, cherry lips and high cheekbones stirred him. She presented herself wearing a waist-tight black dress, red leather overbust corset, peacock-feathered choker and red spiked boots. Zhong Ren inhaled her floral scent and held it for several moments before exhaling.

      Soon after becoming emperor, he planned to steal Lady Ban from his brother to make her a concubine. The dowager empress thwarted his plans when she threatened to cut off her breasts that had nursed him. “You shall not stir up a quarrel with your brother, especially after he paid a fortune to free her from the northern bandits
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