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      Daksha’s heels sent echoes down the white marbled corridors of the Flowers Institute, the sounds mirroring the pounding of her heart within her once-frail chest. She inhaled deeply to steady herself. Daksha always felt this rush of excitement and anxiety when walking to update Doctor Flowers on the week’s activities. And why would she not? Who wouldn’t feel those overwhelmingly sweet, dizzying sensations when meeting God?

      If not the God, then a God.

      Her God.

      Daksha’s footsteps halted abruptly as an ornate, silver mirror that hung along the too-white wall caught her eye. Countless characters and designs adorned the perfectly polished silver, carefully carved into the expensive metal with a master’s touch. Just another of the myriad of gifts given to Doctor Flowers by his legion of wealthy followers.

      It was not the antique mirror that gave Daksha pause, however. Rather, it was the image that stared back at her, demanding that she take note.

      A beautiful, dark-skinned woman looked back, her features in stark contrast to the sickly girl who, little more than a year ago, refused to look upon anything reflective. Thick, wavy hair now covered the bald head that once greeted strangers, its deep surgical scars proving a decorative element that made others look away in either pity or disgust. Or both. A face that was once all angles, with the sunken look of too-thin skin draped over a skull, was now beaming with water and health.

      But the most striking difference was the eyes. Eyes that were cold and black, the fire within long dead, had been replaced. In their stead were a pair of golden-brown orbs that always seemed to catch the light just right, sending bright rays back out in a dance of color that screamed I am here. I am alive. I have value. I will be reckoned with.

      Taking one last moment to admire the person she had become, the person her God had allowed her to be, Daksha smoothed down her white on white pantsuit. She then tightened her grip on her Taragoshi Pastiche custom ream and spun on a heel, continuing her journey to the Holy Pistil, the center of the lotus-shaped Flowers Institute.

      Where her God awaited her.
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      The massive central chamber hummed with power, vibrated with the energy of invisible forces. Daksha found herself looking around as she entered the Holy Pistil. No matter how many times she entered this sacred space, Daksha found herself unable to avoid staring in awe at the achingly beautiful frescoes that surrounded the circular room.

      The frescoes were a religious tour through history, depicting modern, recently worshipped deities alongside gods and goddesses of antiquity. As an educated woman, Daksha recognized the vast majority of those who inhabited the colored plaster, but now and then, her brown eyes caught an image that seemed improper, not of this world.

      Daksha shrugged these unknown images away rather easily. Her God had selected the figures that would surround the visitors of this most holy of places. Of course He, in his limitless knowledge and wisdom, would know more than a lowly servant, could see beyond the limits of this dark world. Daksha only prayed that He would one day deem her worthy of sharing some of that enlightenment.

      Until that day came, Daksha vowed to serve Him in the only way she knew how — by giving her all to Him.

      Finally able to tear her gaze from the enchanting artwork that decorated the curving wall, Daksha smoothed down her pantsuit once more and moved forward with all the confidence she could muster.

      As Daksha walked, she passed rows upon rows of medical tables that dominated the majority of the Holy Pistil. On the tables, different biological forms in various stages of vivisection lay bare, exposing their secrets to the world. Accompanying each medical table was one or more Taragoshi surgical mechs, their long, multi-jointed, arms carrying out her God’s every command, utilizing an endless array of highly specialized instruments and devices. Each mech probably cost several million credits, but what was money to one able to give life?

      Daksha took note as she passed the whirring Taragoshi mechs, always curious about her Lord’s most recent projects. To her left, it looked like a Spirit Girl was being retrofitted with alternative biological components. To Daksha’s right, a large blonde woman covered in painful sores, still awake, stared wide-eyed at the domed ceiling as three mechs worked furiously in perfect unison to rebuild every muscle in her once-weak body. Despite quivering in unimaginable pain, the woman smiled through the agony, understanding that, should she live, she would be reborn as something more than human.

      Daksha envied the woman, but was glad that her God might soon have another powerful guardian.

      The biological experiments only grew more odd from there. One table held the corpse of a man whose chest had exploded in a large batch of tentacles. Another held a giant slug-like creature that was being dissected, allowing for the careful removal of hundreds of smaller living slugs from the creature’s lower cavity.

      Daksha shook her head as she progressed, clearing her mind of the often brutal images of her God’s important work. It was time for her to focus on her updates.

      Daksha began to shake as she closed in on the back wall opposite the Holy Pistil’s only entrance. She gripped her ream tighter as she walked, the words she had rehearsed spinning through her mind like a tornado. Her eyes cast down toward the marble floor, Daksha felt when to stop, could feel the power of her Lord’s gaze on her feeble frame from above.

      Daksha cursed her weakness, cursed her inability to look up and greet Doctor Flowers with a smile. But then her logical side kicked in, as it always did, and corrected her.

      It should be difficult, if not impossible, for a mere mortal to match eyes with a God. Especially if that God is your God. And this certainly is your God.

      Daksha spoke first, as she always did. “My Lord, I’m here for your weekly updates.”

      A heavy silence came on the heels of Daksha’s words, Doctor Milo Flowers no doubt studying his disciple from on high, easily seeing things that she would never discover.

      “Does my form pain you, my child?”

      Daksha hesitated before responding. “It does not pain me, Lord. I am just unaccustomed to it.”

      “But you knew it would come to this, did you not, child?” Doctor Flowers’s voice sounded farther away than usual.

      “I did, my Lord, but still…”

      “Look at me, my child.”

      Daksha took a deep breath before raising her eyes from the floor, fighting the invisible weights that wanted to pull them back down. Doctor Flowers was positioned similarly to how she found him for the past three weeks, but that didn’t make things any easier.

      Stuck against the back wall, in the only space void of the magnificent frescoes, was her God. He hung fifteen feet in the air, cocooned in a thick biological resin that hid the entirety of his body save his beautiful face. The cocoon had grown much thicker since Daksha’s last visit, and she could see hard plates forming just beneath the cloudy mucus.

      Two extra-tall Taragoshi surgical mechs attended to Doctor Flowers, one injecting the cocoon with a variety of colored liquids while the other ran constant diagnostics for later analysis.

      While her Lord could, and often did, disappear completely into the cocoon, a small crevice near the top allowed him to press his face out to meet with his followers and conduct his necessary work with the mechs. Doctor Flowers did that now, the jellied slime that covered His face doing nothing to conceal the power in his bright blue eyes.

      Daksha’s golden eyes met her Lord’s blue orbs, and for a second she feared that lightening would strike, linking the two for a too-brief moment before her brain liquified from the power of the connection.

      Flowers smiled beneath the ooze. “There now, that’s better. What of the world outside these walls? How are my plans proceeding?”

      Daksha gripped her Pastiche ream. She hated delivering bad news to her God. “Most are going accordion to plan, my Lord. But in some areas, there are…setbacks.”

      Flowers’s too-blue eyes went wide under the gunk. “Go on.”

      Daksha collected herself, steeled her resolve. “The proposed Bhellum Petal has hit a snag. Actually, more than a snag, my Lord. It appears that it will take much more to pry the land from its current owners, who seem unmoved by offers of monetary gain.”

      Flowers’s eyes looked into the distance as he thought over this new development. “So Viktor Krill is not the ally that I hoped he would be. And after all I had given him. What a pity.”

      “Do you want this man destroyed, my Lord? This… Viktor Krill?”

      Flowers reflected on his former partner-in-crime from another world. “Not yet, my child. Viktor Krill is a notorious loner. His reluctance to join me, while admittedly disappointing, does not necessarily reflect an active opposition to my plans. Do nothing. But keep an eye on him.”

      “As you command, my Lord. And the proposed Bhellum Petal?”

      “Leave it be. We don’t need it. I had more than two dozen locations selected, most of which panned out. Construction on an additional ten Petals have already begun with extreme haste. We will soon have twenty-five Petals with fully functioning Divine Anther systems. That will be more than sufficient for the Great Conversion.”

      Daksha was taken aback by this news. “My Lord, I knew you were looking at other locations, but I had no idea that ten had already been selected. And ground has already been broken?”

      “You think you are my only Disciple, Daksha? You think I would divulge all my plans to any one human?”

      Daksha’s eyes fell back to the floor as she was dizzied by the news that there were other disciples more trusted by her Lord. Her mind spun with possible challengers for her God’s attention. She landed on one name. Nieve. Anger filled the usually even-tempered woman. That fucking bitch, how dare she conspire to keep me out of the loop. I’ll kill that…”

      “Any good news, my child?”

      Daksha was immediately brought back to reality and found herself staring at her God’s cocoon, shaking uncontrollably in hatred. She pulled herself together.

      “Of course, my Lord. The remainder is good news.”

      “Please, do tell. I would hate to think that my Daksha has only brought me disappointment.”

      Daksha winced at her God’s barb. “Everything else has gone according to plan, my Lord.”

      “Go on.”

      “Anton Carlyle has done as you commanded, purchasing every available news and media outlet. I think the bastards caught wind that this directive came from on high because even the lowliest trash station and paper were asking ten times their worth. Maxim Global took quite a hit due to the mass buys, but you now control the vast majority of the world’s media coverage. We now should be able to avoid any significant PR blowback. The public has only us to tell them what is going on. Our story is the only story, the only truth.”

      “And Anton?”

      “He was certainly distraught to have to take it on the chin by so many businesses deemed unworthy of his attention, but he serves you faithfully.”

      Flowers’s too-blue eyes began to cloud over, as if other, more godly issues were beginning to impede on their mortal discussion. After a beat, however, they cleared and Daksha’s God was back with her.

      “Money means nothing now. Anton sees this. It is his human pride that stings him. But that will soon be eradicated. For everyone. Now, tell me about our political affairs.”

      “Obviously, the Centrus Affiliation is under your thumb.” Daksha paused for a second, uncomfortable with her choice of words. At this time, her Lord was entirely encased in his cocoon, with no hands to be seen. Luckily, Flowers seemed unfazed, so she continued. “Brayden Yorsaf has not only made sure that all the member countries are in loyal alignment, but he has begun to manipulate those outside of the Affiliation. Several successful campaigns have already been executed to replace your critics with those loyal to our holy cause. Numerous Presidents, Prime Ministers, Chancellors, Premiers, and Chiefs outside the Affiliation are now Blossoms of the New God. They have to hide this from the public, obviously, but their loyalties are certain.”

      “And my religious… competition?”

      Daksha smoothed down her pantsuit once more. “That has proven a bit more… challenging, my Lord.”

      “Has it, now?”

      “Willard Hillmore is doing his best, converting thousands by the day, but the usual infidels remain a problem, even as their numbers dwindle. Some of them are even banding together, combining their heathen efforts under a new banner — the Protectors of Man.”

      Doctor Milo Flowers chuckled within his cocoon. “I have to give them credit, it is an apt name. But they miss an obvious fact.”

      “Enlighten me, Lord.”

      “The Age of Man has already ended, but no one has taken notice. They are protecting the ghost of a memory, which is an impossible task.”

      “They are worms beneath your greatness, Lord.”

      Flowers’s blue eyes grew serious. “Careful how you speak of worms, my child. Worms embody the true chaotic nature of biological existence. Cut them in half and watch one become two. They eat death and excrete life. You should wish you were more like a worm, Daksha. You all should.”

      Daksha’s golden eyes filled with tears, her Lord’s admonishment burning her skin like an army of fire ants. “Of course, my Lord. Thank you for correcting my thinking.”

      “And what is Devout Willard going to do about these… Protectors of Man?”

      Daksha cleared the wetness from her eyes and collected herself. “Devout Willard has named himself the Grand Commander of a new arm of the Blossoms aimed at seeking and destroying those who refuse to recognize the one true God.”

      Flowers seemed amused beneath the layers of ooze. “And does this army have a name?”

      “Yes, my Lord. Willard calls them the Thorns of Reckoning.”

      Flowers laughed again, his eyes flashing as he did. “Yes. Yes. Every Blossom needs protection from those who would attempt to pick it, jealous of the beauty of its existence. What could be better and more natural than a thorn? Tell Willard that I approve. Tell him to show no mercy. Tell him that the death he must cause is not an end, but a painfully gorgeous beginning. Tell him to remind his soldiers of this as they carve up our enemies.”

      “I will, my Lord. But it will have to be via letter. Devout Willard has shunned all technology, stating that it is an affront to your natural godliness.”

      “That will surely slow his investigations, will it not?”

      “I have a team using the most advanced surveillance and investigative innovations, feeding him constant intel through non-digital channels. Information is a bit delayed because of this, but it is the best we can do. This is Devout Willard, after all. My team and I will be his eyes and ears, and Willard the blade. Together, we will carve out the plague that is the Protectors of Man.”

      “Anything further, my child? I have much… work… to do within these biological walls.”

      Daksha’s pulse began to race for this delicate part of the conversation. “One more thing, Lord. There have been more unplanned Blooms. Not a huge amount, but enough to draw eyes. Some are growing concerned that this could impact plans for the Great Conversion.”

      Flowers did not speak as he mulled over this news. His moment of pause felt like an eternity to Daksha. “Although I was hoping this would be avoided, I am not surprised by it. When you set a billion traps, a few are bound to go off prematurely. I have found shocking variance in what I once thought was the offensively simplistic human form. I accounted for as many variables as possible, but there will always be outliers, rare Blessed Carriers that do not need the Divine Anthers’ Spores to trigger the Charismata.”

      “What would you have me do, Lord? Have them destroyed?”

      Flowers’s painfully blue eyes went wide with anger, and the cocoon started to shake. “How dare you?! Foolish girl, do you not see?! The Bloomed are holy! They are what you all should strive to be! They have ascended to a level of existence that all of you will have to work to reach! And you would abort my favored children?!”

      Tears once again enveloped Daksha’s eyes and rolled down her dark cheeks. She collapsed to her knees as her chin hit her chest, daring not to look at her furious God. “Forgive me, my Lord. I am a foolish girl. Please teach me.”

      After a terrifying moment, the cocoon’s agitation subsided. “Stand, my child.” Daksha did as she was told, but still did not look at Milo Flowers. “It is not your fault. I often forget that you, even the best of you, are still primates under all that hairless skin. But we will soon change that, will we not?”

      “Yes, your Holiness. Thank you for your infinite understanding, my Lord. What would you have me do?”

      “The Bloomed, beyond being holy entities, could prove extremely useful. I may be able to create a direct connection to them, giving me eyes around the globe.”

      “I thought we were your eyes, my Lord.”

      “You are my indirect eyes, my child. This would give me direct vision to the world at large. I must pray on this in my Chrysalis. There are things I will need to… change to accomplish this divine task. In the interim, tell my Blossoms that they are to seize and protect any of the Bloomed that they find. Tell them that the Bloomed are holy, despite their shocking appearances, and are not to be harmed. Until I can establish a direct divine connection, it will not be easy to capture them. Many of our Blossoms might fall in the act. Tell them this sacrifice will be noted and appreciated. Tell them that doing God’s work is never easy.”

      “It will be done, my Lord.”

      “Good, now leave me. You have burdened me with more tasks, and relieved me of very little.”

      “I am sorry, my Lord.”

      “Do not be sorry. Be better. We must all be better.”

      “Yes, my Lord.”

      “Now go.”

      With that, Doctor Milo Flowers’s face vanished as he disappeared deeper into his Chrysalis. Daksha turned and began her long, unsettling walk out of the Holy Pistil. As she passed the various Taragoshi surgical mechs conducting their gruesome work on the multitude of forms strapped to metal tables, Daksha reflected on the meeting with her God.

      It did not go as well as she had hoped, and she was properly reprimanded by the Lord, but things had gone much worse for many others. And it could have easily gone terrible for Daksha.

      Instead of exiting the Holy Pistil on two legs, she could have ended up strapped to one of the many surgical tables, only to eventually exit her Lord’s chambers on many more appendages, her humanity prematurely stripped away.
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      “Can you smell it?”

      Marlin Hadder tilted his nose into the air, tying to catch something, anything, on the shifting breeze. “I got nothing.”

      “Try harder,” said Viktor Krill angrily. Krill’s usually stoic demeanor had vanished over the last several minutes, putting Hadder on edge. If something was enough to concern the world’s greatest killer, then it sure as hell needed to worry Hadder as well. “Close your damn eyes and try again.” Hadder did as he was told. Krill’s voice calmed. “Use your abilities. Cut off your other senses. Redirect their energies into your Wakened olfactory nerves. Run the analysis. What do you sense?”

      Hadder froze in place as his other senses dimmed, leaving him in a world of numbed darkness, where there was nothing to surround him but a medley of odors. From this bouquet, Hadder began to pick out distinct smells. The last of the morning dew was slightly sweet against the sharpness of pine. The gamey pelt of a squirrel was detected as it brushed against a fruity flower, knocking loose bitter spores. Deeper into the wooded area, the freshness of a stream served as the backdrop for something… unnatural. Hadder used his Wakened abilities to push away all other smells, focusing on that singular scent that did not belong, that appeared as offensive as a black stain on a white wedding dress.

      “What is that,” asked Hadder.

      “Tell me what you detect. Describe it.”

      Hadder focused once more. “It is something rotten, but not in the natural sense. It is not a carcass, but the odor of death envelops it. It is striking out against me, and only my Wakened control is keeping my breakfast in my belly.” Hadder opened his eyes, hazel orbs drifting toward Krills’s black counterparts. “What is that, Viktor?”

      Krill looked around the small forest that he had entered on an uncomfortable hunch. A strange tingling on the back of his neck had forced him to stop their Taragoshi Monocycles just as they had exited the minor city of Durnish. Krill had followed that worrisome intuition, having learned to trust all his gut feelings in all things, as it took the unlikely companions off the main road and into a rural landscape dotted with backwoods.

      “Remember those rumors we heard back in Renneleer?”

      “About the freak that was tearing loners apart?”

      “That’s the one. You discarded them as embellishments, as potential effects of remaining Slink abuse. But I detected real fear and honesty in the stories, even if I, too, found them hard to believe. But there was something else.”

      “What?”

      “A particular smell. There was a distinct odor that blanketed the city of Renneleer, one that I had never experienced before. Until now.”

      “And you thought that this… smell… was enough to drag us out here? In the middle of nowhere?”

      “I did. And if you were half the student you should be concerning your Wakened abilities, you would, too.”

      Hadder sighed but kept several potential quips to himself. After all, he had to admit that Viktor Krill was the expert here, a master of things that Hadder was just beginning to understand. “Very well. What do we do?”

      “We hunt, of course. Follow me. And try to keep up this time.”

      A comeback began to form on Hadder’s lips, but Krill had disappeared into the woods before it could be given voice. Hadder settled for a deep sigh before taking off after Krill, moving faster than any human in history. Save one.
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      Traveling at such speeds, Hadder had no idea how far the pair had traveled, but in less than ten minutes, he found that Krill had stopped with his fist held aloft, commanding Hadder to follow suit. Hadder skidded to a stop, cutting a deep swath in the soft forest floor.

      “What,” mouthed Hadder to Krill, unwilling to betray their position any more than he already had.

      In response, Krill merely pointing ahead before putting his fingers to his lips and motioning Hadder forward. Together, the companions snuck ahead.

      As they carefully progressed, Krill tapped his finger to his nose and looked questioningly at Hadder. Hadder inhaled deeply and could not deny that the putrid odor had grown significantly stronger, threatening to bring water to his eyes. Hadder nodded in agreement.

      After a few tense minutes, the pair came upon a thicket that blocked any view beyond. They approached the dense brush simultaneously and slowly peeled away limbs and leaves to glimpse what lay ahead.

      On the other side of the thicket sat a large clearing, in the middle of which a singular man knelt in prayer, his body quivering uncontrollably. The man, as white and average as anyone Hadder had ever seen, foamed at the mouth, his words coming out in a fit of guttural coughs. The stranger took breaks from praying to scratch at his skin, tearing deep fissures into his flesh, as if it had somehow offended him. As if it was an alien that did not belong.

      While disturbed by the scene, Hadder found himself pitying the distressed man, wanting to offer whatever solace he could to alleviate the suffering.

      Without thinking, Hadder tore through the thicket, barely dodging Krill’s hand that shot forward to stop him, and found himself thrust into the clearing.

      The praying man spun on his knees to face Hadder, his shaking becoming full-on convulsions. The man’s bloodshot eyes went wide when he saw Hadder, and his hands, formerly clasped together in prayer, went out wide toward the visitor, as if begging for assistance. He spoke through foamy discharge, his words only audible due to Hadder’s unnatural hearing.

      “Please. Help. Me. Please. Help.”

      As Hadder moved cautiously toward the desperate man, he tried to converse with the pitiful creature. “What is your name, friend?” The man’s red-tinted eyes vibrated back and forth in thought, as if he was having to retrieve the information from the deepest recesses of his mind. “Do you have a name?”

      After several seconds of coughing, punctuated by the excretion of a vile green substance, the man responded. “Benn. Benn.”

      “It’s good to meet you, Benn. Now, can you tell me what’s ailing you? Why are you suffering in such a way?”

      Benn fought through the convulsions, rose to his feet, and began to walk to Hadder on unsteady legs. Hadder, unsure if the man could make it that far, also moved forward, willing to meet Benn in the middle. As the distance began to close, a voice could be heard from behind.

      “Marlin Hadder! Get away from that creature at once!”

      “His name is Benn, Viktor,” Hadder called over his shoulder. “And if you can’t tell, he needs our assistance!”

      “Marlin! You are in danger!”

      Hadder laughed off the warning, but halted his advance. Benn did not, and continued to advance in shuffling steps. Hadder turned to face Krill, who now also stood in the clearing, his tan face one of legitimate concern, which once again disconcerted Hadder.

      “Danger how? Aren’t we the two most dangerous humans in the world? What have we to fear from a sick man?”

      Krill, instead of heading toward Hadder, moved off to his right, as if to flank Benn. Krill spoke as he moved. “That is more than a sick man, Marlin.”

      Hadder’s face twisted in confusion. “What else could it be?” Benn drew closer.

      “An abomination.”

      Hadder looked to Benn, who was now only ten yards away, before returning to Krill. “What are you seeing that I am not, Viktor?”

      “Everything. Get away from him. Now!”

      Hadder’s gaze swept back to Benn, whose pained gait was starting to quicken as he drew closer. Although Benn was certainly going through something strange, Hadder detected nothing dangerous, especially for two Wakened humans. “I see nothing that can harm us, Viktor. Benn needs our…”

      Before Hadder could finish his sentence, something burst from Benn’s chest, tearing a hole in the man’s white t-shirt. A brownish-grey tentacle raced at Hadder, striking him in the shoulder before he could react, so stunned was he by the unimaginable occurrence. The hit sent Hadder spinning away to land awkwardly a dozen feet away, leaving his mind as off-balance as his Wakened body.

      When he settled, Hadder immediately withdrew his crystal handguns from their shoulder holsters and aimed them at Benn, although he did not fire. It wasn’t that he did not want to fire, but, rather, Marlin Hadder found that he could not fire. The scene unfolding before him was simply too appalling.

      The tentacle that had struck Hadder was soon joined by a dozen others, tearing their way free from the front, back, and sides of Benn’s t-shirt. The tentacles writhed in the air threateningly as Benn’s face contorted in a mask of pain. The guns in Hadder’s hands grew heavy as the reality of what he was witnessing began to weigh on him.

      A voice from behind the transforming Benn ripped Hadder from his frozen state. “What are you waiting for, Marlin?! Shoot the goddamn thing!”

      Hadder shook his head, as if the horror before him was a hood that could be cast away, and aimed his handguns. Just as he was about to pull the trigger, Hadder’s eyes met Benn’s, and the deep sadness that the Wakened human found there held his finger.

      And then Benn was no more.

      Benn’s face, formerly a mask of suffering, shifted before Hadder. Eyes previously filled with sadness and fear glazed over. When the orbital cloudiness eventually vanished, a wild expression of ecstasy had replaced the previous one of horror. Benn, once looking as if he was enduring more pain than Hadder had ever known, now appeared in the grips of a religious experience, his mouth agape, as if he was trying to ingest the beautiful world surrounding him.

      Hadder tried to reason with this new face, doing his best to ignore the tentacles that still soared through the air before him. “Benn! Are you still there? Benn?”

      Benn’s wild eyes once again met Hadder’s, and a great grin broke out on the transforming man. Just as Hadder again attempted to speak with Benn, deep fissures appeared on the man’s face, splitting his head down the middle and again just under his eyes. With one last frenzied laugh, Benn’s face opened up along the fissures, reminding Hadder of a vampire squid, and turned itself inside out, revealing a singular round eye above an enormous, tooth-filled maw beneath.

      “Fuck me,” cried Hadder as Benn took off towards him, the man’s legs no longer unsteady or weak. Hadder steadied his arms and fired round after round into the charging Benn. The bullets sank deeply into the changeling’s chest and plunged into the frenzied tentacles with no effect. Benn closed the distance with uncanny speed.

      Two tentacles shot out towards Hadder, who had no time to think, only react. He shot up straight into the air, higher than anyone in history had ever jumped, allowing the tentacles to pass far beneath him. As he rose, Hadder fired both guns downward, this time aiming for Benn’s newly revealed “face.” Although he missed the lone eye, holes appeared surrounding the rage-filled orb as bits of flesh and bone flew away.

      As Hadder shot down from above, Viktor Krill launched his attack from behind. Knife after knife plunged into Benn’s exposed back, sending the creature into an increasing craze. Benn spun to face Krill, ignoring the bullets raining down on him. As he did, long talons slid out from the ends of their tentacle sheaths, promising to slice into soft skin and puncture vital organs.

      Krill, never one to shy away from horror, waded into battle, tired of fighting from afar. He ducked and dodged as the hooked biological weapons swung for his face and chest, swinging his knives with matching fury and severing several tentacles, sending them to the forest floor to writhe around like earthworms on hot cement.

      As the battle between Krill and Benn played out, Hadder began his descent. Seeing his handguns having little effect, Hadder neatly slid them back into their holsters as he fell and cocked up his right knee. Preoccupied with Krill as he was, Benn didn’t even react as Hadder ambushed him from on high, landing atop the beast and driving his knee with impossible force into its shoulders, driving it to the ground.

      Hadder sprung away before any of the barbed tentacles could strike, joining Krill. Both humans looked upon Benn with renewed shock, wonder, and respect.

      “Shit, Benn, you’re a hard man to like,” said Hadder, speaking behind wide eyes. Benn rose once more, his single orb wide with anger, his mouth releasing a guttural cry not of this or any other world.

      “That’s because he is not a man, Marlin. He is something else. Something unnatural.”

      As Krill spoke, Benn began to convulse once more, tentacles flying in the air. Those that were cut by Krill sent a brownish goo cascading into the air to fall like an apocalyptic rain shower. Hadder took an impulsive step back to avoid the terrible substance.

      “You’re a Wakened human, Marlin. It can’t do anything to you.”

      Hadder looked to Krill. “And others?”

      Krill shrugged, his black eyes filled with limited concern, as if to say, who knows what affect the unnatural can have on the weak.

      “Unnatural, you say?”

      The strange but familiar voice demanded Hadder and Krill’s attentions, forcing them to once more look upon Benn, who had issued the question. Hazel and black eyes fell upon Benn, who had ceased his shaking and was now sporting a single eye of the lightest blue. Benn’s tentacles no longer swung chaotically in the air before him, instead appearing statuesque, cocked back like loaded crossbows, daring anyone to come near.

      Hadder scoured his memories for the source of that ghostly voice that was now emanating from the sad creature known as Benn, trying desperately to scratch the itch that had appeared in the recesses of his brain. Luckily, Krill answered the query before Hadder could go mad trying to solve the puzzle.

      “I would say that it’s good to see you again, Milo, but we both know that is not true. Especially given the vessel that you have chosen. You couldn’t have picked a more offensive messenger?”

      Fucking Milo Flowers, thought Hadder, the voice immediately becoming painfully recognizable. That rage-filled little twist of a man who served at the feet of Albany Rott had always set off warning signals in Hadder’s mind, but speaking through the fanged maw of a monster? This went far past Hadder’s concerns.

      Benn, now Flowers, shifted his giant blue eye from Krill to Hadder before returning to Krill. “I asked you a simple question, Viktor? What makes the form you see before you unnatural?”

      Hadder stood in shock as Krill responded. “You know goddamn well what makes it unnatural, Milo.”

      “Do I now? I see before me two biological organisms that have never existed in this world’s history. Are you two, therefore, also unnatural?”

      “You know what we are, Milo. We are the full potential of Albany Rott’s creation, by definition the most natural form of humanity. You, in this form, however…”

      “Ahh, but that is where our thinking differs, does it not, Viktor? You always thought Rott’s biggest crime was limiting our abilities as humans, while I believe that his most egregious insult was limiting life at all. Life needs no bounds, it should spring at will from every pore, every cell, every warm crevice.”

      “What you are describing is cancer, Milo. You are a cancer.”

      Flowers chuckled from within his hideous flesh puppet. “And what makes cancer so bad? It is life raging for growth, demanding to be noticed, refusing to be locked in to normal standards. Where you see cancer, I see life challenging the status quo. I respect that. I aim to give the ultimate power back to life, to flourish without borders.”

      Now it was Viktor Krill’s turn to chuckle dryly. “Who are you kidding, Milo? You are a rage-filled little rat. I don’t know what happened in your first life, or if you were simply born a nasty little weasel, but you’ve always hated humanity, always angled for its demise.”

      “And what about you, Viktor?! Who worked with me to decipher the Great Code, to unlock biology’s potential? It was you! You were my greatest success. And now you are my greatest disappointment.”

      “It seems we never truly understood each other, Milo. I had two intentions. The first was to escape Rott’s prison, which I stand by. The second intention was admittedly dark. But it was to dominate, to control; not to destroy. Not to watch the world burn.”

      Benn smiled, showcasing rows of sharp teeth within his oversized maw. “When you want future crops to come in faster, thicker, and with more yield, do you not set ablaze the former? From the ashes of man, a new world will flourish in perfect balance.”

      “With you as the messiah?”

      “Why not?!” Flowers’s rage had returned under Krill’s questioning. “I don’t take life! I redirect it! I translate it!” The too-blue eye moved to Hadder. “I give it.” A smile returned to Benn’s mouth. “You never thanked me for saving your life, Marlin.”

      Hadder finally found his voice. “That was Rott’s doing, not yours.”

      “Nevertheless, they were my hands that pumped life back into your dead heart, that closed the holes made by your angry girlfriend.” Hadder’s Rage surged to the surface, and he moved forward, only to be stopped by Krill’s outstretched arm. Flowers laughed once more. “Ahh, yes, there’s that Rage; I know it too well, Marlin. I must say, I was surprised and even a little perturbed by Rott’s interest in you, but I know now what he saw that I did not. I thought you would surely die during the Great Battle for Station. Then, I thought Rott would certainly cast you aside once he was able to return home. It looks like I was wrong on both accounts. I will not underestimate you again.”

      “Enough,” cut in Krill. “You have gone completely mad, Milo. I know your end game.”

      Flowers shot an angry glare at Krill. “I don’t doubt you do, Viktor. But that doesn’t mean you know how I will get there. Or how to stop me. And do you know why, Viktor? Because you cannot stop me. You are Wakened, the first of your kind, the greatest that any human can ever hope to be. But I am no longer human, Viktor. I am so, so, so much more…” Flowers’s voice grew farther away as he spoke, as if he was slowly exiting their bizarre conversation.

      “You are a rat, Milo. You will always be a rat.”

      Flowers laughed softly at the jab. “You know, I haven’t been called that in a long time, Viktor.”

      “Rat?”

      “Milo. I have transcended that name. I go by many other titles now.”

      “And what are those?”

      The voice became increasingly distant, as if Flowers was growing bored by speaking with mere mortals. “The usual. His Holiness. My Lord. God. Messiah. The same things that you both will soon call me.”

      “That will never happen,” said Hadder.

      “You may be right, Marlin. You both will probably die long before you have the chance to kneel before me. What a pity.”

      Krill spoke again, a thin layer of fear coating the killer’s words. “Don’t do this, Milo. It’s not too late to stop.”

      “Life cannot stop, Viktor. It should not stop. It should be without bounds.” A heavy silence fell over the tense trio. “You know, none of this could have come to be without you, Viktor.” Hadder looked over to see Krill wince at Flowers’s words. “We worked secretly arm-in-arm for countless Haelas, Viktor, discovering Rott’s restrictors and removing them, allowing life to flourish, uncovering dark gifts and creating new organisms. Together, we have toppled our Creator, and you want to dash off before He smashes to the ground, denying yourself the greatest of accomplishments in the cosmos. Well, I will be there to take His place. I would like you to be there with me.”

      “I will not.”

      “Very well, Viktor, then do me this one favor. Allow me to officially pay back your contributions to this world’s metamorphosis. Do not actively oppose me. Find a little corner of the world and claim it as your own. I will leave you be. This will be my gift to you.”

      Krill’s mind spun with thoughts and dark memories. It was not Milo Flowers that stole his adopted daughter from him. It was not Milo Flowers that locked him away in a sunless city for eternity. It was not Milo Flowers that forced him to send away his son for protection.

      Doctor Milo Flowers did none of these things directly, but his pale little hand had been moving pieces in the background for some time now. The ripples of his dark covert actions had already struck tens of thousands, causing irrevocable harm. And the collective pain of billions would follow.

      “I do not deny my responsibility in your wicked rise, Milo. I do not deny that I once hated the world as you do now. I do not deny that I wanted to run a knife across the throat of humanity. But that horrible man is dead, and this Wakened human is all that remains. A Wakened human who cannot allow you to do this.”

      Benn’s twisted form remained unmoving. “That’s a shame, Viktor. But my conscience is now clear. I will feel nothing when my Blossoms skin you both alive.”

      “You have never felt anything but rage and hate, you ridiculous little man.”

      Benn’s too-blue eye darkened. “The same was said about you, Viktor Krill. But did you feel something when that whore daughter of yours was eaten alive by a Slink of your own construction?”

      Flowers had barely completed his sentence when Krill shot forward, moving faster than the bullets from Hadder’s guns. Within the blink of an eye, Krill was upon Benn, diving forward with twin blades held out before him. The tentacles sprung to life and swung inward like a bear trap, but they reacted too slowly as Krill was already inside their reach.

      Krill entered Benn’s chest like a missile, his blades cutting open an entry that was widened by Krill’s torpedoing body. Hadder came in directly behind his companion, moving blindingly quick, collecting as many tentacles in his two hands as possible, holding them at bay and preventing further attacks. Two tentacles remained free and slammed against Hadder’s dark suit, but they were luckily disarmed by Krill’s earlier attack.

      With Hadder holding several tentacles out wide with each arm, Benn released a raspy scream that echoed across the chilly forest, sending birds scrambling from treetops and small critters retreating into the safety of burrows. Hadder stared deeply into Benn’s lone eye, now brown and bloodshot again, and watched as it went wide in pain, Krill’s unforgiving knives doing horrible work to the changeling’s back. With one last terrifying cry, Benn split in half down the middle, an enraged Viktor Krill coming into focus as he took hold of each side of the vampire squid’s head and pulled the pitiful man apart. It was a clean tear, following where Krill’s knives had already carved a deep crevice.

      Hadder released the tentacles, allowing them to follow both halves of Benn’s body to the forest floor, and stepped back.

      “Marlin, move back,” called Krill, and Hadder did as he was told, backpedaling away from the twin mounds of flesh. As he did, a thick vapor began to surround the carcass before it exploded into a cloud of spores, sending Hadder retreating even faster. His speed caused him to trip over a random stick and fall to his backside, his hazel eyes never leaving the spore cloud that was rising into the air. Eventually, a draft of air caught the cloud and sent it soaring above the tree line and away from the clearing, until it was finally no longer visible.

      Krill collected his knives and joined Hadder, sitting next to his companion on the forest floor. The two Wakened humans stared in silence at where the man once known as Benn had fallen. Their calm scene was broken, however, when a bright-green stalk suddenly burst forth from the dark stain that once held Benn’s remains. It thickened as it rose towards the blue sky, becoming twice as tall as a man and ultimately ending in a bud the size of a card table. After a brief pause, the bud exploded into an enormous tubular blossom that shifted in color from green to blue to red as it swayed slowly in the shifting winds.

      Hadder looked from the wondrous blossom to the dark stain that surrounded the stalk’s base. “Humicast.”

      “What’s that,” asked Krill from beside Hadder.

      “I saw blossoms like that in Lester Midnight’s Biomass display. He said that only the excretion of humans could provide the fuel, or humicast, needed to grow them.” Hadder met Krill’s questioning black gaze. “Is that all we’re destined to be, Viktor? Humicast for Milo Flowers’s new blossoms?”

      Krill looked to the giant flower before returning to Hadder. “I think we need to have a serious talk, Marlin. Things are much worse than I anticipated. And, moreover, we are no longer flying under Milo Flowers’s radar. From here on out, it’s going to get pretty nasty.”

      “You know the horrors that I’ve seen, right?”

      “Yes. And I know what I’ve seen. And still, I fear we have both simply witnessed the tip of the nightmarish iceberg that stands before us.”

      “Fuck.”

      “Exactly, Marlin. Fuck, indeed.”
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      Marlin Hadder and Viktor Krill sat silently in the clearing for a long time, staring coldly at the alien blossom that had sprouted where the pitiable man named Benn had fallen. The weight of a hundred questions pressed heavily upon Hadder’s shoulders, but he kept these to himself for now. He simply waited, knowing that Krill’s mind was whirling like a computer, testing variables and factoring them in with constants. As this world’s sun finally began to creep behind the forest’s tree line, Krill finally spoke.

      “I never cared much for Doctor Milo Flowers. To be honest, I always found him to be a loathsome little vermin. But in Station, we shared interests. We shared curiosities. We shared goals. And most importantly, we shared a hatred for our fellow man.”

      “Milo Flowers also has the Rage. I saw it in him the first time we met at Rott Manor. It is a different kind of Rage from the one that inflicts me. I felt it then, and know that he did as well. We were like two travelers from the same small town who ran into each other in a foreign country. We should have felt a kinship. Instead, we hated each other all the more for it.”

      Krill nodded absently. “Flowers and I wanted to unlock the human body’s potential, infuriated that Albany Rott would place restrictors on his creations. Then I wanted to escape Station, enraged that I was being kept as a lab rat for celestial enjoyment. Finally, I wanted to prove my strength, more to myself than to others.”

      “And that is where you and Flowers differed.”

      Krill picked up a small stick from the forest floor and broke it as he spoke. “Yes. To be truthful, I didn’t give much thought to what that little twist really wanted. To me, he was simply a tool to be used, no different from the many I wielded both before and after him. I wanted to make the world pay for the pain I endured in my younger days. I needed everyone, especially myself, to know my strength, to respect it, to fear it. But my endgame was about control, about power.”

      “And Flowers?”

      “He always alluded to it, but I refused to listen. I never thought he could escape Station. I never thought Albany Rott would let him get this far. I was so myopic at the time, so singularly focused, I missed all the clues.”

      “What does he want, Viktor?”

      “Milo Flowers knows that Rott cares nothing for this world. He spent more time with Rott than anyone in history, save yourself, Marlin. He would have figured out by now that Rott was simply looking to punch his ticket home, which he has successfully done.”

      “Which means?”

      “Which means, Marlin, that this world is without a god. Doctor Milo Flowers aims to fill that role.”

      Hadder’s gaze returned to the Benn stain. “And how does what we just saw fit in with this desire?”

      Krill’s black eyes flashed dangerously. “I said he wanted to be a god. I didn’t say he wanted to be a god of man.”

      Krill’s words snapped Hadder’s attention back to the killer. “What the hell does that mean?”

      “I wanted to control mankind. Flowers wants to remove mankind. Your Rage is something you have struggled with your entire life. Flowers’s Rage is a loving partner, something he has nurtured and fed over time.”

      “Can’t you give me a fucking straight answer, Viktor!” Panic was beginning to settle over Hadder like a shroud.

      Krill ignored the outburst. “Flowers believes in life unencumbered. And there is nothin more encumbered and rules-based than the human form. Flowers hates humanity, he hates the body that he has felt trapped inside.” Krill paused for effect. “Doctor Milo Flowers aims to be a god, but not the god of this world as we know it. He wants to be the god of a new world, where humanity’s existence has been erased, replaced by lifeforms that constantly change and shift, that consume and kill and birth without rhyme or reason.”

      “It sounds like Hell.”

      “It will be.”

      An uncomfortable silence settled over the clearing before it was broken by Hadder. “You helped create this monster.”

      “I did.”

      “You have known of Flowers’s existence in this world for some time now.”

      “Not that long, I assure you. Literally, a few days longer than you.”

      “Still, I have felt no desperation on this journey of ours. Despite knowing what Milo Flowers can be and what he wants, I have seen no determination in your actions or attitude. Why is that, Viktor? Where is that Wakened villain who toppled the Muck and united its warring gangs? Do you really care?”

      Krill’s dark eyes flashed once more, and Hadder’s body tensed for a possible attack. “If I am guilty of anything over these past weeks, Marlin, it is that I have significantly underestimated Flowers’s ambitions and abilities. I knew what he wanted, but I never gave much thought to what he could truly achieve. I thought he would seize control of some far-off province, where he could resume his experiments and surround himself with his creations. He would play Messiah in a contained world of madness, and the rest of the world could simply look the other way.”

      “And now?”

      “And now it seems as if there will be no other way to look.”

      “Tell me what’s happening.”

      Krill sighed deeply before continuing. “It appears that the good Doctor is aiming to transform humans on a massive scale.”

      “How massive?”

      “Is everyone massive enough for you?”

      “Impossible.”

      “Is it?” Krill nodded towards the large blossom. “Benn is not the first that this has happened to. There will be more.”

      “What is changing them?”

      Krill sighed again. “I don’t know, Marlin. But if I had to venture a guess, it’s something in the food supply. Or the water.” He looked up. “Or in the air.”

      “Fuck me, Viktor!” Hadder placed a suit sleeve to his nose and mouth and spoke into the cloth. “Are we safe being out here!?”

      Krill reached over and angrily ripped Hadder’s arm down. “Don’t be a fool. We are Wakened humans, the only pair in history. Never forget what you are! We have masterful control over our bodies and chemical makeup. We cannot be changed unless we allow ourselves to be.”

      “And others?”

      “They will not be so lucky.”

      “If it is as you say it is…”

      “As I am guessing,” Krill corrected.

      “If it is as you are guessing, then why aren’t we seeing these changes everywhere? Why aren’t there millions of others like Benn?”

      “I don’t know, Marlin.”

      “What? How do you not know!?”

      Krill lost his patience with Hadder’s questioning. “I’m a Wakened human, not a goddamn omniscient being! I don’t fucking know!”

      Hadder held up his hands in mock surrender, not wanting to push his dangerous friend any further. “Fine. What now?”

      Krill had drawn one of his knives and now spun it masterfully in his hand as he thought out loud. “Flowers is putting something out into the world on a mass scale, whether in the food, water, or air. But it is seemingly affecting very few, thus far. Why is that? Does it need to build up in the body? Does it have a delayed reaction? Does it need a trigger? Too many questions need answers, Marlin.”

      “So where do we look for these answers?”

      “No one knows where Doctor Flowers is now. He hasn’t been seen in public in months, and the location of the Flowers Institute is carefully hidden.”

      “So where does that leave us?”

      “If we cannot reach the source, then we will continue with our original plan. We will travel to satellite campuses of the Flowers Institute and learn what we can from these Petals. We know that they are scattered across the globe and are easily found.”

      “What do we hope to find at these Petals?”

      Krill rose to his feet, his knife still spinning in his tan hand. “I thought that they would be nothing more than the public faces of Doctor Milo Flowers, institutes that did good while the real horrors took place far in the background.”

      “And now?”

      “And now I think that they all must be lending efforts towards the creation of horror, and not in the background. Rather, right before everyone’s open eyes.” Krill looked down at Hadder. “Get up. You wanted to see my desperation. Well, here it is.”

      Hadder did as he was told, brushing dry pine needles from the seat of his suit pants. “Good to see.” Hadder looked down and frowned at a brown stain on his white dress shirt. He then looked at Krill’s white suit, which was spotless despite traveling through the chest of poor Benn, except for some fire damage on one sleeve. “Do you ever miss it?”

      Krill’s face twisted in confusion. “Miss what?”

      “Station.”

      “What makes you ask that?”

      Hadder nodded to Krill’s outfit, the white suit being the only remaining tangible evidence of the sunless city’s existence. “Your clothes. You just crawled through the body of another and came out clean on the other side.”

      Krill thought for a moment. “I miss some benefits of the place, not the place itself. Do not kid yourself, Marlin. It was a prison. It was an experiment station where the subjects were scheduled to be exterminated after the test. Do I miss it? No, I do not.”

      “I do.”

      “That’s because you think so little of yourself, and what you can become.”

      “How’s that?”

      Krill shook his head and slipped his knife back into one of many hidden sheaths. “No. No. Nope. Enough goddamn questions. You also have a Wakened mind, Marlin. It is time you started using it alongside your physical abilities. Let us get back to our monocycles. This battle and these dark thoughts have left me ravished.” Krill inhaled deeply. “You asked if I missed Station. I do not, and never will. But already I miss the smell of the Muck’s chowsets and the endless options that they offer. Already I miss the cool breeze that would cut between the Towers as the sun began to set behind Cyrix Headquarters.”

      “And your friends?”

      Krill stared off into the woods. “Yes, I suppose I miss some of them, too.”

      “And Mayfly Lemaire?”

      Instead of answering, Krill took off into the forest in a blur, back the way they had entered the clearing. While he could easily address questions about false gods, gruesome transformations, and Hell made real, it seemed that some topics were too painful even for the world’s greatest killer.

      Marlin Hadder understood how Viktor felt as he sped after his companion, the world becoming a stain of color around him.
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      As Nieve passed Daksha in the quiet hallways of the Flowers Institute, both women nodded out of formality, the ghosts of smiles on their lips reflecting a wide spectrum of emotions, none of them civil.

      She really wants me dead, thought Nieve as the impossibly thin woman made her way to the Holy Pistil, responding to a summons issued by her God. A cruel grin took over Nieve’s mouth. I can’t wait for her to try.

      The two women, Doctor Milo Flowers’s closest confidantes, couldn’t have been more different. Daksha, dark and athletic, brilliant and calculating, hated Nieve for what she was — a rich girl with an eating disorder who used their Lord’s gift to support her body dysmorphia. Nieve laughed at the thought. Yes, her God had made it so that her extreme thinness was not only maintainable, but empowering. She could now eat what she wanted and not gain a pound. She could break the bones of women who thought her weak because of her skeletal build. She had the perfect body, now without all the guilt, shame, and health concerns.

      This is why Daksha hated her, for wasting God’s talents. But that is not why Daksha should hate her. Daksha should have despised her for a multitude of other, more weighty reasons. As a rich girl with blond hair and blue-green eyes, Nieve’s family name rang out among the upper classes who ran the world, making her an invaluable commodity to her Lord. She was not looked down upon in discussions with other strong women like Xioxian Chan, CEO of Taragoshi Robotics, who looked upon Daksha as one would a mail courier.

      While Daksha was undoubtedly smarter, she should have abhorred Nieve for her superior degree from a school that would have never accepted a lowly dark-skinned girl from nowhere. Nieve’s grades weren’t great, but they were adequate, and her years at the Killmore Academy saw her rubbing elbows with the sons and daughters of the rulers of the planet. Nieve sharpened her talons as President of the Academy’s largest sorority, learning about and noting the dark, embarrassing stories of the world’s elite. Nieve now wielded her knowledge of these secrets like a katana, making the necessary cuts to bend powerful men and women to her Lord’s will.

      Daksha should have been disgusted by how easily Nieve navigated the social waters of world politics, carefully manipulating her accent, tone, pace, and language to steer conversations in directions that benefited the New God.

      These are the reasons that Daksha should have hated her, not because of her tiny fucking frame.

      Enough thinking of that vile woman, Nieve screamed internally, focusing her attentions on the matter at hand. Her Lord had summoned her, and she needed to be mentally prepared, lest she exit the Holy Pistil wearing a much different form from the one she had entered with.

      Nieve cleared her head as she walked, her white pencil skirt and matching white blouse feeling ten sizes too large as she moved, which Nieve loved. She ran updates and figures through her mind, never knowing what information her Lord would want from her.

      As Nieve approached the lone entrance to the Holy Pistil, she nearly dropped her Pastiche ream.

      Standing next to the massive golden sliding doors of the Holy Pistil was a mammoth man who gave chills to all forced to look upon him. Cement Felix casually leaned his seven-foot frame against the wall, and Nieve feared that his weighty girth would crack the beautiful marble. Felix’s inhuman muscles bulged under a custom blood-red suit. Apparently, her Lord’s all-white dress code did not pertain to his beloved Anointed Champions.

      Cement Felix failed to hear Nieve’s approach, so engrossed was he in watching as he ran his oversized machete across the top of his left hand. He smiled in glee as its sharp edge refused to make even the slightest cut on his impenetrable grey skin. Nieve decided to speak first, not wanting to be considered “uppity” by her Lord’s premier killer, a word the grey behemoth enjoyed throwing around, especially at the women of the Flowers Institute.

      “Felix, good to see you. Do you also have a meeting with His Holiness?”

      Cement Felix’s large blade froze as the Champion swung his terrifying face toward Nieve, almost causing the woman to trip as she approached. Felix’s face matched the rest of him, a bulbous grey nose sitting above grey lips. The giant man grinned wickedly as Nieve stopped, showcasing teeth that looked more home in a shark’s mouth than a human’s. But was Cement Felix really still human, after all?

      “Nieve. You still live? I would have thought the weight of your responsibilities would have folded that sticklike frame of yours. Tell me. How long do you think you could last with a man like me? How long would it take before those bones turned to dust under my thrusts?”

      Felix’s voice sounded like a boulder come to life, while his disconcerting light pink eyes flashed threateningly. Nieve took a deep breath, at home dealing with dangerous men, and reminded herself that Felix had nothing specifically against her. Cement Felix hated everyone save their Lord.

      “That’s enough, Felix,” said Nieve, putting her best mothering tone into the statement. Felix just stared for a moment before bursting into harsh laughter, its deepness threatening to chip bits off the many ornate statues that decorated the hall.

      Felix’s enormous head moved back and forth as he roared in amusement, causing the singular braid that hung over his left shoulder to dance before Nieve. With the right side of Felix’s head heavily scarred, as if someone had taken a blowtorch to it, hair only grew on the monster’s left side, which he took great pride in. The hair that sprouted on that lone side was thick and luxurious, carefully maintained and worked into ever-changing, mesmerizing braid designs. These braids always ended in a collection of finger bones that swung noisily from the end, a grim reminder of those who opposed the New God.

      “My deepest apologies, Nieve.” There was no hint of remorse in Felix’s gravelly voice. “I forget that you Faithful are without senses of humor.”

      Anger welled up in Nieve, overwhelming her fear of the dangerous Felix. “Are you not faithful, Felix? Do you not believe that our God is the true God? Do you doubt Him? I think our Lord would be disappointed by these words. Perhaps I should share them with Him.”

      Another deep laugh assaulted Nieve. “Stupid woman. I am more loyal to Doctor Flowers than any on this miserable world, including yourself and that burnt-skinned whore Daksha. But I do not follow him because he is God, which I do not doubt. I follow him because he shares my views of this planet. Namely, that it must be purged and reconstituted without rules, without limits, without false morals. Doctor Flowers is making this happens, and I am one of the few among the humans who can protect Him as He does.”

      “You are not a human. You are an ogre in a suit.”

      Felix’s pink eyes went wide. “Ah, so that is why you detest me so. The idea that our God may favor an ogre like me over a human like you must eat at you. It must threaten to consume the little meat you have on that repugnant body of yours.”

      Nieve internally winced at Felix’s words, but she showed nothing. Felix may have been cement, but Nieve was steel. “You think him not a god?”

      Felix thought for a moment. “He is a god. He is my god. But that is not why I follow him. And that is why I will always be more loyal than you. That is why I will always be his favorite.”

      Felix’s words hit Nieve like an ice bath. “I don’t have time for this. Is our Lord prepared to see me?”

      Cement Felix waved his machete toward the large golden doors. “Doctor Flowers is waiting. I can speak to him later, clean up any messes you may have left behind.”

      Nieve almost launched a verbal attack on the grey thug, but stopped herself. Felix had already mentally dismissed her and was picking at his thick, red-painted fingernails with the point of his machete.

      Nieve exhaled deeply, ridding herself of any anger, fear, and resentment aimed at the Anointed Champion, and turned toward the large golden doors, which silently slid open when her palm touched the metal.

      Nieve flung aside all residual negative feelings before stepping into the Holy Pistil, wanting her Lord to feel only love and dedication from his loyal servant.
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      “You seem unwell, my child. What distresses you?”

      Nieve stared into her Lord’s too-blue eyes as he spoke, his face jutting out from his Chrysalis. Unlike that idiot Daksha, Nieve had no issues looking upon her God’s changing form. In fact, she found it hard to look away. That was how beautiful she found the New God, and how deep her love for him ran.

      “I’m sorry, my Lord, it’s just that Cement Felix waits outside the Holy Pistil. I always find his presence… off-putting.” Nieve left it at that, understanding that she was speaking ill of one of his Anointed Champions.

      “And he said some uncouth things to you?”

      “He did, my Lord.”

      “I’m sorry, my child, but we must forgive Felix of these minor transgressions. The reaction that he elicits from you and the others is the very reason he is so valuable to me. Every god needs his protectors, and they are almost always demons in the flesh. But Felix is as loyal as he is vicious, and that is all you need to know.”

      “Of course, my Lord. I was not complaining, simply responding to your query.”

      “And I appreciate your honesty, Nieve. I would now request more of the same for this conversation.”

      “Always, my Lord.”

      “Do you know of Viktor Krill, Nieve?”

      “Only tangentially, my Lord. Daksha was much more involved in that failure.” Flowers smiled at Nieve’s obvious jab at her perceived competition. “I know that he was instrumental in Cyrus Bhellum’s death and our inability to purchase the land necessary for the proposed Bhellum Petal. Other than that, I do not know much.”

      “Viktor Krill was one of my early projects. He played a key role in escaping my former prison and is partially responsible for much of my divine knowledge.”

      “Then he is holy, my Lord?”

      Flowers thought for a moment within his cocoon. “He is not. Oh, how I hoped he would be, but he is not. I thought he would lead my Anointed Champions, be First among them, but, alas, he has chosen another path. I gave him godly powers, and, in return, he has turned his back on his creator. He is not holy, Nieve. He is wicked, the most wicked human on this planet, and soon he will try to impede our divine work. In short, he must be stopped.”

      “He sounds terrible, my Lord. What would you have me do?”

      “The vile Viktor Krill must be captured. Alive, if possible. But dead is acceptable.”

      “Shouldn’t be too hard to catch one man.”

      “Viktor Krill is not alone. He travels with a man named Marlin Hadder, another human who owes his life to me. They have banded together, two hurricanes of fate, joined as one to destroy your Lord.”

      “But still, they are just two men. We will have them in our capture by the week’s end.”

      “Do not underestimate them, Nieve. All that have are now mere energies flowing aimlessly through the cosmos. I made Viktor Krill into the most powerful human in history, and I am confident that he has done the
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