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			THE STORY SO FAR

			The Dollmaker is dead. Victor Roland has solved the murders plaguing Holy Gothica. What began as an inconspicuous summon on behalf of Edgar Munchesuan, a local philanthropist and business tycoon, devolved into a race against time to save his beloved. 

			In the past month, Victor fought a war of attrition in the red-light district of Yoshiwara, forced into sick trials from all fronts, a war he barely won. 

			Through a series of escalating misadventures, he was pushed to his breaking point as Yuko was killed by the Dollmaker’s machinations. Such was Victor’s torment that he nearly took the wrong life in turn. At the grueling road’s end, Walter Leng proved the ultimate culprit, only to die by vengeful spirits and Victor’s own hand. Traumatized and faced with an uncertain future, Victor and his friends endure a life of monotony, still trapped in a strange world.

			Meanwhile, the Imperium is mobilizing.

			Under the Empress’s reign, Holy Gothica is reborn from the ravages of plague and insurrection. The Leper Quarter has been purified, its people vaccinated, and neighborhoods rebuilt, and the Banquet Act has averted a nationwide famine. Many heretics have confessed to the Inquisition in exchange for reduced sentences. Every day, the masses regain a little faith in the church-state. However, some refuse to forgive its past atrocities.

			Now, with meager numbers, a rebel strike team led by Goro Ludwig sets out to sabotage an Imperial research facility in the hopes of toppling the regime once and for all….

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ONE

			The Industrial Quarter was a cesspit of dissent. Life was dominated by iron-fenced factories, where gargoyle drones surveyed the empty streets, some less vandalized than others. Apartments loomed over the tin shacks, stacked like off-brand building blocks, held together by mortar and the occasional corpse. The neighborhoods were designed for mass production, alleyways littered with rust-red scrap—a maze of junkyards. Serfdom Four was the equal and opposite of Yoshiwara in every respect. A different facet of Holy Gothica’s tyranny.

			The Powder Kegs were accustomed to such filth.

			Surrounded by brick walls and graffiti, Goro Ludwig kept low, huddling with half a dozen grunts around the trash fire; denim vests, scars and tattoos, the lost boys of a broken world. They savored a moment’s respite, furtive and vulnerable, at the mouth of a derelict tunnel. Slowly, he undid the straps and removed his dental helm. Its purpose was hardly medical, meant to terrorize the enemy, and a mouth of twisted metal didn’t help morale.

			Jaw aches a little, though….

			The smog was worse than usual, stinging his eyes and flooding his nostrils as sewage trickled from the Iron Sky. And yet, he could smell his comrades’ fear. Felix was slouched over his medical kit, reorganizing syringes and vials of morphine, counting them out of nervous habit. A bone-white apron covered the doctor’s trousers while oily bangs flopped over his glasses. He was one of the few veterans in Ludwig’s ranks. Many were new recruits.

			“This’ll be a quick job, right?” asked a delinquent.

			“Stay frosty,” Ludwig said. “Almost time. Just remember, your first run is always the roughest.” He tinkered with a set of picks, a screwdriver in his mouth, cleaning the barrel of his arm cannon. “We were rookies too, once upon a time.”

			“Told you, I ain’t a rookie.”

			“Uh-huh. Then why’d you pass up a gun?” Ludwig glared at the street urchin; he was the youngest by far, a braggart but a decent runner, leaning on a wire-spiked bat. “You haven’t shot a man before. There’s no shame in that, Ren. Only in acting tougher than you are.”

			That shut him up. Kid would learn sooner or later: fast talk couldn’t dodge a bullet. Everyone was a little nervous before a mission, but the city felt different. Despite the curfew, the furnaces were blazing long into the night. Even at the tunnel’s entrance, Ludwig saw flashes in the dark, listening to the rhythm of hammers against steel. The stormtroopers were spread out, keeping to the main routes. Ludwig was tempted to call it lax.

			What they want us to think, no doubt….

			The job was simple. Break into the facility, do the jackboots dirty and hold the Entente accountable. Enough for a small army—

			“Kid asked a good question,” Felix broke the silence. “We haven’t been ‘igniting’ a whole lot of hope of late. You’ve been very quiet about the heist. Why?”

			Ludwig mulled over his response carefully. Felix knew the reason. He just wanted to hear it said. After Ingrid went rogue, the Powder Kegs had all but disbanded. The Empress’s approval rating was higher than ever. To those spineless vipers, her reign saw the epidemic’s end and averted a famine. A cure for leprosy was enough to give liberty a price tag. For now, things were looking up for most. Others knew better. As long as there were outcasts and willing youths, the brighter future would never be extinguished. Only delayed.

			It’ll be worth it. It has to be….

			Felix unscrewed a flask of “battlefield medicine” and took a long swig. “Word is you’ve signed us up with a foreign backer. Is that true? You owe us the truth.”

			“Wait,” Ren gawked, “we’re mercs?”

			Ludwig took a deep breath. “There’s a third party. The Grand Duchy of Chimay. I can’t say the middleman’s name, but you know the guy, and he’s trustworthy. We’ve been offered steady supplies in exchange.” He returned the doctor’s glare, sensing the distrust of his men. “Listen to me. Revolutions aren’t won without bloodshed. Oil, gunpowder, ammo? We’re fresh out of the basics. And we need support. Official or not, I don’t care. But the way things are going? We’ll be drawn and quartered in a month tops. Unless we adapt. Tonight.”

			Felix shut his med kit. “I didn’t join you to be the Entente’s fall guy—”

			“We were always underprivileged combatants,” Ludwig snapped. “Besides, my briefing was honest. Same shit, different place.” He flipped open a tin pocket watch. Only a minute until midnight. “Wait ‘til the surge kicks in. Hit and run before the jackboots show up. Only less explosions this round. Just stealing a couple blueprints under the Imperium’s nose. We’ve got a common enemy. Why not deal some extra damage?”

			The medic softened his tone. “Define ‘different place?’”

			“Munitions depot on paper. Our contact said otherwise. Target’s an underground research facility. Somewhere in this old metro line. Not surprising, given we’re a few blocks from the Leper Quarter. Hope you got your shots, boys.” The joke was met with brooding silence. No one was convinced. How could they be? They were guerillas at best. Not soldiers. 

			“Trust me,” he pleaded, “we can still do some good.”

			“Sounds awful like a black op,” Felix said. “You know what’ll happen if we get caught, or worse, if the Imperium learns about our backer—”

			Bells tolled and sirens howled, as vile whispers slithered through the speakers. Hesitation was sliced thin by the coming darkness. During the Devil’s Hour, the city was drained of warmth and color. Time was malleable, like a frayed strip in a mixtape, at the mercy of daemons and dead channels. Ludwig’s maxim was reloaded, its feed strip around his waist and across his chest; he stood, brushing ash off of his trousers. Felix was never far behind. The others primed their rifles and braced themselves for the raid.

			Ludwig gazed into the abyss. “Look at it this way. You’ve stuck with my extremist ass this far, right? Every one of you knows the risks. Either we make a difference or die trying.” With that, he stepped over the rubble and led the plunge. “Memento mori, motherfuckers.”

			***

			Smog enveloped the abandoned tunnel, its tracks corroded, and concrete splintered into gravel. Ludwig and his crew followed the spray-painted murals along the walls, splatters of passion and pain, recording a cultural history of anger locked away at gunpoint. The people deserved better. His personal favorite was, “Attack and Dethrone God.” 

			Shit takes balls….

			When they crossed into Line 11, Ludwig recognized the tag left by the contact, marking the easiest point of entry. Ren pressed his cutting torch against its metal, hand steady, eying the sparks and molten glow. One errant twitch into the gas lines would immolate the entire complex. With four corners cut, he slammed a heel into the grate. The sheet of scrap clattered against the platform, forming a straight shot into the city’s entrails.

			“Nice work.” Ludwig crouched to Ren’s side, waiting for the glow to fade. “Yeah, this’ll take us to the depot. Might finish early at this rate.”

			Slowly, he began the long crawl. The crew followed in single file. Ludwig endured the reek of burning rubber and rivets scraping against his knees until he came to the far intersection and a cast iron grate. With a firm kick, Ludwig sent the grille plummeting into the chamber below. Judging by the clang of metal against pavement, it was a ten-foot drop. 

			Manageable…. 

			The warehouse was larger than Ludwig had expected. Pillars of armored containers dominated the concrete floor, six stories high, forming a grid of munitions and cargo, and yet, its layout was hardly linear. The ceiling was obscured by latticed lights and webs of ducts. Stray units blocked off several passages, turning the armory into an iron labyrinth. 

			“Bet they’ve got tons of gear,” a grunt said. “Hey, boss?”

			“If it won’t slow you down, go for it.”

			Ludwig opened the unlocked truck and shined a flashlight inside. Most were empty, but a couple held ammo crates, racks of repeating carbines, and boxes of recruitment posters. While the boys rummaged through new toys, he snagged a few flyers and read,

			NOTHING BEATS THE KINGDOM OF ENDS

			FULL ABSOLUTION FOR THOSE WHO SERVE TWO YEARS

			ONLY THE VANGUARD IS SO PRECISE

			JOIN THE RIGHTEOUS PATH

			WHAT DID YOU DO DURING THE CRUSADE?

			GOD IS WATCHING. ENLIST TODAY

			It didn’t take a heretic to see through the propaganda. The Ministry of War needed fresh meat for the grinder, and Holy Gothica had plenty of young pigs. It started with the bait of indulgence, a fast track to paradise, then news of “decisive battles” and “turning tides,” but the mass graves told a very different story. One of shells battering the ridges, explosions followed by the screams of numbered men, trapped in a hell of trenches, helpless, rats in a maze. Ceasefires were empty promises. The white flag flew tonight, yet everyone knew the draft was an airstrike away. The Hundred Years’ War wouldn’t end with a whimper.

			“All right,” Ludwig called. “Enough fawning over the enemy. Take what you can carry.” He gritted his teeth, trying to focus on the mission. “We’re wasting time.”

			Eventually, the squad came to a stairwell at the far wall. Away from the oil drums were goliaths of terrible implication: armored personnel carriers, anti-air batteries, and canisters of deadly gas. Ludwig examined a shell marked with a yellow cross.

			Sulfur mustard? What the fuck are they planning?

			These weapons were not designed to silence a petty mob. They were meant to wage a war of extinction. He shuddered. The Powder Kegs were just a gang of punks sticking it to the man, raiding a complex like drunk spelunkers. Ignorant of the day after tomorrow. Ludwig felt the medic’s glare. He didn’t need a reminder. Shame dug into his conscience like a scalpel.

			“Imperium’s in no position to declare war,” Ludwig said. “Holy Gothica can barely stand on its own. Compared to Chimay and Lumiere, we’re a tinpot shitshow. The world’s moving on without us. Not even the bitch upstairs is this crazy.”

			“Unless something’s changed.”

			It pained him to admit it, but Ludwig was wrong. He was nothing without integrity. The one thing that saved him from true savagery. “Listen—”

			“Don’t apologize to me.” Felix glanced at the grunts. “Hopefully, you won’t need to give a crash course in formation and squad tactics. You knew the risks, and here we are. The best thing you can do is finish what you’ve started. Our insurrection won’t be the same after.”

			“Hard pill to swallow….”

			“Believe me,” Felix patted his back, “I’ve got worse on hand.” 

			The staircase bored deep into the city’s foundations; its steps and railing quivered under the gang’s footfalls, threatening to cave under their weight. Ludwig couldn’t tell how deep the facility went but kept watch for security drones and combat-labori.

			“Boss?” Ren stuck to his side, like a child afraid of the dark. “What kind of plans are we supposed to steal anyway? How far do we have to go?”

			“Targets in weapons development. Supposedly, ‘we’ll know it when we see it.’ That’s enough to go on for me.” Near the stairwell’s end, he noticed a reinforced door with a valve barely ajar and the bold text, B6. “Speaking of which.”

			Ludwig heaved the vault open, wincing in disgust, as the others gasped and gagged, bombarded by a foul stench. Cold vapor enshrouded the laboratory, stinging his cheeks. The consoles and ceiling lamps oozed with a sickly green glow as if possessed by wicked intelligence. Creeks of blood trickled into drains from the dimness, and researchers lay strewn about; some slouched against cracked walls, others gored into pulp, most dismembered with surgical precision. Horror washed over Ludwig, if only for a moment.

			“Holy shit.” Felix leaned over a corpse, adjusting his glasses. “I don’t need to do an autopsy for the poor bastards.” He cleared his throat. “They were cut by some type of blade. Killed at the same time. Recently. This was a massacre.”

			“Recently? How can you tell?” Ludwig asked.

			“Blood’s not even dry….”

			Ludwig kept a hand on his arm cannon, checking its chambers. He glanced over his shoulder at the crew; they were on the verge of panic, faces paler than the mangled dead. “Do not let your guard down,” he ordered. “Target’s just a stone’s throw away, but we need one more push. Stay sharp. Stick together. We’ll get out of here in one piece—” 

			Such a “rousing speech” was cut short when he heard the slap of bare feet against steel panels. Ludwig took aim but saw only darkness in the junction ahead.

			“It’s not like we can check the security cams,” Felix whispered and drew his luger. “We should call it off. Whatever did this. It’s definitely still here.”

			“Probably made here, too,” Ludwig said. “The Imperium’s no stranger to this shit. Our job is to sabotage it. Besides, lots of things crawl out of the underground as is. What’ll happen if we just bail? We cut a pretty big hole to get this far.” He let that sink in. “Cover my six.”

			No one objected, let alone breathe a word. Ludwig continued alone; the corridors were tangled in ducts and pipework, twisted into knots of metallic tentacles. Suits of plate armor lined the walls; steel torqued into irregular forms, garish and grotesque, visors modeled off sleeping babes. Deeper still were the incubation tanks, filled with brine and specimens. He paused at one of the vats, trying to see past the murk, only to find a vaguely humanoid form. 

			Ingrid was experimented on in a lab just like this….

			With a shudder, Ludwig carried on. He didn’t dare to linger on the price of failure. Only the purpose of the mission. The Powder Kegs bit off more than they could chew; however, if the Imperium was developing a weapon deadlier than those upstairs, they had to be stopped. 

			It’s not just about Holy Gothica anymore….

			At last, he came to the office tucked away from the tanks. Several cardstock folders lay on the blackthorn desk, stamped with red ink and filled with blueprints. Ludwig skimmed the cross-sections; he didn’t pretend to understand any of it, save for a typed memo:

			V-CLASS SOLDIER, MK4

			Continuing the research of Doctor Murdoch, the model is to be heavily modified with a wireless regulation system. The update will assist in keeping the vitae core under control with a constant low-intensity broadcast of the Thirteenth Frequency, enough to bind the daemon to the labori-suit and sedate it off of the battlefield. Performance in combat simulation has exceeded expectations. 

			Complications arise with RFI caused by the daemon-trooper’s proximity to communications and radio towers, however, the suit is expected to be fully operational by the Sabbath. With the mass production of 6,000 units, the Mannequin Legion will be ready for deployment as commissioned by Her Holiness.

			As per her request, the MK4 prototype has not been modified, and the experimental programs are to be reinstalled. Moreover, construction on the HHS Morgenstern is well underway. We are on schedule for the declaration of war.

			Signed,

			H.G. Somme, Minister of Research and Development

			Gunfire shattered the silence. Then came the screams. He tore the folders into a knapsack and bolted to the laboratory. The way back was longer somehow; painfully so, as if the complex itself was toying with him, and by the time Ludwig returned to his comrades—

			“Oh God, no….”

			Four lay dead, mutilated, mouths agape. A fifth was huddled in the corner, clutching a gouge in his chest, knuckles white around his bat, gasping for air.

			“Ren!” Ludwig sprinted to his side. “What happened? Stay with me, kid!”

			He couldn’t speak. The kid barely managed to raise a finger, eyes wide in horror and pointed at the far wall. Ludwig didn’t notice. He rummaged through a pouch, trying to find a bandage or strip to stop the flow. There wasn’t time for regret. He had to be fast.

			“You’re gonna make it,” he lied. “It’ll be fine.”

			Ren managed a weak smile, only to spasm and cough up a lung full of blood. Ludwig recoiled in disgust as gore splattered his face until guilt drowned all other thoughts. Ron’s gaze was hollow. Ludwig may as well have killed the kid himself.

			“H-help,” someone wheezed, “help me….”

			Ludwig stood and spun around, cranking his maxim. From an odd angle, he saw Felix, or what remained of him, impaled on a wicked saber. The wielder strengthened its grip, lifting the medic off the floor as if savoring the blade cutting through his flesh. With a whim and a twist, the duelist let its victim collapse alongside the others. 

			What is that….?

			Ludwig’s heart was throbbing; his aim began to waver. Against the flickering light, the figure was utterly nude, though its features were hidden by shadow and shock. Only flashes of stitches and translucent skin defined its frame, which was lithe and gaunt, handsome even, if not for the surrounding carnage. Wires jutted from its limbs, weaving in and out of its sinew, as ghostly pale eyes betrayed the fiend as anything but human.

			Ludwig had its undivided attention. 

			He opened fire, feeding clips into his prosthetic, feeling its iron chambers rattle as round after round shot out of the barrel. His roars of rage were muffled by rapid cracks; every bullet was cut by the saber, whirling like an impossible rotor, flooding the room with gunsmoke. Ludwig couldn’t tell if he landed a single hit. He relented for a moment until the fiend emerged unscathed. Its advance was calm yet persistent, stalking with purpose, blade trailing behind its back as if running was unnecessary for its pursuit.

			For the first time in years, Ludwig fled. Adrenaline warped his senses; the world was a haze of slamming doors and the scrape of metal on metal. After climbing the stairs and returning to the warehouse, he leaned on a column to catch his breath: a luxury he couldn’t afford. The fiend was gaining on him. Out of impulse, Ludwig took aim at the oil drums, catching a glimpse of something in the dark. He couldn’t take any chances. 

			With the pull of a trigger, the drums exploded in a blast of diesel and billowing flame. Ludwig was sent careening across the warehouse and slammed against a mesh pallet, crumpling in a winded heap. Ears ringing and blinded by light, he was fine, save for the shrapnel in his thigh. As the fire spread and sight returned, Ludwig managed to stand and smiled. 

			It worked. The stairway was demolished. 

			No way that sonofabitch could’ve—

			A fist pounded against the blazing wreckage; again and again, hollow, terrible blows. Before he could move, Ludwig watched the fiend tear through the ton of debris. Within seconds, it marched out of the fire, unflinching, step by step, indifferent to the napalm and choking smoke. The flames receded in its wake as if avoiding the fiend. Ludwig was shaking, unable to aim or run. Masked by shadow, its gaze was cold and empty, carving into him like an executioner’s blade. Ludwig shut his eyes with bitter acceptance; he deserved this, he’d led so many to early graves, volunteers or not, and this was a just end. 

			Then, the fiend stopped; the bells tolled again, signaling the surge’s end. Color pooled into the world, and yet, the fiend was unfettered by reality’s return. Whether a glitch in protocol or a display of twisted mercy, it left for the facility below.

			Ludwig took his leave. He’d got what he came for.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			Holy Gothica was under curfew, but Yoshiwara never slept. Victor lingered along the waterfront by the River Noir, with its rotting piers and derelicts. The fishmongers were always open, selling three-eyed salmon on Cannery Row. Red paper lanterns swayed with jets of fume, yet the stench was almost comforting. Victor’s friends had returned to the Sunset Pagoda; he kept his head low but noticed the nods of passersby. The community was tightly knit. He’d lost track of the months spent in this neighborhood. For better or worse, he was a local.

			A good problem to have, but is this my real home…?

			Away from the boardwalk, Victor sat on a flat stone, watching the waves lap against the ashen shore. With a sigh, he reached into his messenger bag and drew a music notebook. Its pages were yellowed and dog-eared, exposed to the elements, but the blank pages were filled in. Throughout his odyssey, Victor had written several melodies: a symphony in the making. Whenever his mind wandered, the Music of the Spheres seemed to waft out of reality’s woodwork, carried by a breeze of wayward thought.

			Tonight was no exception. 

			Amongst the beachside litter were radios, some in working order. Deep strings strummed from their speakers; excerpts from old rondos, morbid yet romantic, all in F-sharp minor. With a sigh, Victor propped a fist under his chin as smoke rose from the far chimneys of the Cathedral Ward—reminiscing over his achievements and ordeals.

			Curing leprosy, harrowing hell, exorcizing daemons…. 

			Privacy was hard to come by. He wasn’t vocal about it, but Victor was getting free drinks for a reason. A twist on turning water into wine, as he played no small role in saving the city twice. People were beginning to notice the correlation. Ever since Victor appeared out of the aether, the world began to change. Despite being trapped in a world of his own making, or perhaps because of it, evidence of his “messiah-hood” was starting to stack.

			Even had a Magdalene. And a Judas….

			Victor clenched his fists; the wounds of betrayal had yet to scar. The Dollmaker was dead. He’d lost Thaddeus and Yuko along the way and, in a moment of remorseless clarity, avenged them. After everything Leng had done, his “murder” was a small comfort to the uncounted victims left in his wake. Victor’s journey had no end in sight, save for a shot in the dark, a divine machine, one thousand miles under the city.

			“You’re out late,” someone said.

			Victor glanced over his shoulder. Charles was surprisingly stealthy for his age. His long silver mane flowed down his back as his jade shades glistened in the lamplight. He joined Victor on the stone, which could easily seat two.

			“Doing alright-a?” Charles asked. “You’ve been aloof, like, more than usual.”

			“Grief is a fickle bitch....”

			The stoner lit a spliff and took a hit. “That she is. Sure there isn’t something else, though? I mean, let’s be real. Getting ‘home’ isn’t exactly a walk to the quickie mart.”

			Victor did not reply. He hadn’t told Charles or Beatrice about the Machine, its unfathomable power, or the possibility of a way home. Whether due to skepticism or paralyzing anxiety, he’d brooded over the idea for weeks now. Waiting for the right time.

			“About that—”

			Victor was silenced by a roaring engine. The Iron Sky was blotted out by an airship; its girth cast a shadow over the red-light district as searchlights scanned the slums. Even from the riverbank, he saw a familiar ensign on its hull—a black saltire on a white field.

			“The Kingdom of Ends awaits,” a recording looped. “By decree of our Holy Pontiff and Empress, those who serve two terms in the Imperial Armed Forces will receive full absolution of their sins. Defend the Holy Land and Golgotha. Enlist today.”

			Charles glowered at the blimp. “Imperium’s getting ballsy with this shit. Surprised they can get away with it. We should head back anyway.”

			“Agreed,” Victor admitted. “Still, it’s no different from congregation or radio on the Sabbath. Just another outlet of propaganda. Jackboots haven’t shown up yet.”

			Charles ground the burnt end under his heel. “Don’t jinx it, man.”

			The way back was silent. Fog had enshrouded High Street as the streetlamps flickered from East End to Xanadu’s fairgrounds. Victor’s coat was soft against his frame, collar flipped up and frayed. Sticking to Charles’s side, he walked past the salons, far from at ease. Yoshiwara wasn’t the same haven anymore. Bread and circuses came in many forms; sometimes, a blind eye from authority was all it took. Liberty was one graffiti-tagged wall away from martial law.

			“On the plus side,” Victor broke the silence, “I’ve written a bit of music recently.”

			The stoner’s eyes brightened. “Awesome, man. Breaking through the block is never easy. Keeping it Chopin? Or going more Liszt with it?”

			“Yes.”

			Charles laughed. “Fair enough. Excited to see how your style’s shifted.”

			“Well, my recent stuff’s a bit…experimental. Rondos, mostly. But some softer bits too. ‘Serenade’ isn’t the right word, though.” The air turned bitter as he ranted, stabbing his lungs. “E minor isn’t the happiest key. But you can still write it in allegro. Channel all that grief and hatred into power through raw fortissimo. When the brass and strings peak….” He shivered. “Anyway, hopefully, my work’s changed for the better.”

			Charles eyed him with faux judgment. “Ditto.”

			When they arrived at the Sunset Pagoda, Victor was still lost in thought until he noticed Charles approaching a stranger by the lamppost. He was fidgety and off-kilter, even by Yoshiwara’s standards. Though hardly a thug, his mullet stood out like fried okra at a sushi joint. After a few words, Charles swapped a gram for a fistful of thalers. 

			With a nod and a handshake, the deal was done.

			“What was that about?” Victor asked.

			“Gotta pay rent somehow,” Charles said. “Emmet’s pretty chill for a greaser. Runs a chop shop in the Industrial Quarter. Connections help in this shithole.” He paused. “Don’t worry, man. Gang wars don’t creep into Yoshiwara. Honor among thieves, you know?”

			“Well, considering I’ve killed someone, I’m not exactly—”

			“No shit.” Charles shuddered. “Do me a favor and don’t...talk about it like that. I get it. You did what you had to do, but fuck, man. Shit’s not a bragging right.” 

			Victor was caught off guard, torn between confusion and shame. It never occurred to him that Charles didn’t see the same monster in Leng. He wasn’t there for the very end, only the aftermath, to bring a friend back from the edge of despair. It changed nothing.

			“On a happier note,” Charles said. “Beatrice’s starting her gig tonight. About time, really. The bouncers could really use some estrogen. Helps calm down the ‘baronesses’ when they’re getting 86’d.” He pushed open the saloon doors. “C’mon. Let’s get drunk.”

			The air inside was thick with cigarette smoke and mid-shelf perfume. A dozen patrons lingered at the tables, with another six by the bar. Jerry passed a round to a flock of young gentry. Powdered wigs, waistcoats and elongated jaws; Victor had seen the upper-class twits before—or at least similar products of royal inbreeding. They were hecklers and brown-nosed esquires, slumming to “relieve stress.” Of all eligible women in the Pagoda, they flocked to Beatrice. Victor kept his distance, watching with morbid curiosity.

			“Oh, this’ll be great,” he whispered.

			“For real,” Charles replied. “Who’s gonna get knocked out first, you think?”

			Beatrice was doing her best to tolerate the fops. As for why, Victor could only suspect, however; professionalism and pity seemed likely. Dressed in a biker jacket and combat boots, her blue-streaked hair was a neon flex against the pastels.

			“How much, darling?” The ringleader leered across the bar, grinning through wooden teeth. “We’re nothing if not loaded. In more ways than one.”

			Beatrice downed a shot of vodka, letting the would-be harem giggle. “Not even if you dropped the wig and took up drag,” her voice dripped with venom. “Move along, fuckboy.”

			“Oh? I think she’s a tribade, lads!”

			“Aren’t they all, though?” The fop danced his fingers across the bar like a spider in a glove. “Tell me, love. Have you ever lay with a real man?”

			Beatrice blocked the groping hand with ease, almost dislocating his wrist. “Try that shit again, and I’ll shatter your pelvis. Not in the kinky way.”

			“Come now. All you need is a sample of good d—”

			Beatrice launched to her feet. She didn’t need a brass knuckle to take him out. Spite was a worthy substitute. Cartilage crunched against her fist, sickening yet satisfying. The fop landed flat on his ass, hand over his shattered nose. Beatrice dragged him up by the ruffled collar, like a three-legged mutt, and shoved the pervert out the door.

			“All of you,” she bellowed. “Get the fuck out of my bar!”

			The playboys fled to the street, skittering like roaches from sudden light. Victor wondered if it was safe to approach yet. Rage burned in the bouncer’s eye, something that rarely sparked to the surface, let alone exploded. Victor’s friends were impossible for him to read. Waiting was often the smartest thing to do. Regardless, Beatrice smirked with pride until she realized a bitter truth. “They didn’t close out, did they?”

			“Nope.” Jerry didn’t raise his head. “Show was worth it, though.”

			Beatrice sighed with relief. “Thanks. Mind topping me off?”

			Victor and Charles joined her at the bar. Soon, they were hunched over double wells in the dimness, trying to mask angst with booze. Time passed, and the crowd thinned; small talk brought a bit of levity for the trio, mostly at Victor’s expense. Out of instinct, he laid a thumb to his chin and noticed his cheeks were quite hairy. He’d graduated from a stubble to a fledgling beard. Though its growth wasn’t overnight, Victor was pleasantly surprised.

			Next Gen got way better when Riker grew the beard…. Maybe this is an omen?

			Beatrice raised her glass. “Yeah. You’re almost a real hipster. Got conductor hair too. All you need is to mansplain about how Brahms is better than Bach—Oh wait.”

			“I don’t mansplain. I ass-plain.” Victor waited for the laughter. It never came. “Ass-plain. Get it? Like when you have Asperger’s and rant about your passions in excessive detail? Only to come off as condescending when you’re just trying to share your knowledge because it’s cool?” He attempted a comedic gesture. “Eh? Eh?”

			Charles slid him a shot. “Take your meds.”

			Victor raised the whiskey and downed it with ease.

			“You’re a good sport, man.” The stoner patted his back, cheeks rosy in the lamplight. “You know we love the shit out of you, right?”

			Beatrice gave a bitter chuckle. “Christ. Isn’t even ten yet.”

			“Shut up….”

			Round by round, the tab grew, and the drinks kept coming. Tension had collapsed under its own weight. Even Victor gagged at the social sourness. “Beatrice?” he asked. “Usually when I can tell something’s wrong, there’s an ‘elephant in the room’—”

			“Oh, you know,” she said. “Just a day in the life. Look around. Ever since the Empress released the vaccines and upped the rations, it’s like she owns Yoshiwara. And I shouldn’t have to explain the ‘recent shift in clientele.’” She stared into her shot glass. “We fought so hard for this…slice of solace. We deserve to be happy, but everything’s being eaten away. Fascists are circling us like sharks. And the water’s chummed.”

			Despite the flow of whiskey into his liver, Victor knew where she was coming from. “The Dollmaker is dead, and it’s like nothing’s changed.” He flagged over yet another round. “Here we are. Heroes singing our own ballads. Drinking ourselves to an early grave. It doesn’t change that we’re still trapped in another world.”

			“And?” Charles rolled his eyes. “Unless you’ve got a lead for a whole other quest in mind, we’re stuck here. Nothing else to it. Honestly, dude? Could be a lot worse.”

			Victor did not bother to retort. Liquor had numbed the pain, as it did for everyone in Holy Gothica, however; complacency was not comfort. That much he knew. Victor was not silent out of apathy, rather to conserve what strength remained. It was time to reflect and wait. Or so he told himself. Regardless, midnight was around the corner. 

			More than anything, Victor was exhausted.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			The Opera House was as it always had been. Victor had lost track of the times he fell asleep, only to be called to its baroque halls. Embroidered with silver and gold, unified by architecture and sheer opulence, the theater was bathed in deep blue light. Such was his sanctuary, the only constant in his odyssey, and yet, it was neglected. A lone piano breached the silence, soft and gentle on Victor’s ears. The seats were caked in dust; moths flocked to the chandeliers as wax dripped onto the aisles.

			Cobwebs? Think I get the idea—

			Stage lights flashed on with a spark. Victor flinched and shielded his eyes until an unseen technician lowered the lamps. Slowly, the curtains rolled open, unveiling the stage and silver screen, as the piano keys fluttered into sweet andante. The Impresario rolled his wheelchair to the edge, frail and rigid as a marionette, yet a wielder of unfathomable power. 

			“It has been some time,” he said. “I was not expecting you quite so soon. But your sleep schedule is most unpredictable. How goes the ongoing crisis?”

			Victor sighed and took a seat. “What can I say? Avenging her wasn’t the same as slaying daemons. I took a human life. Someone I knew. That’s something you can’t take back.” Slowly, the lights began to dim. Yuko’s death was a far greater shadow than the ethics of murdering a murderer. He didn’t lose a second of sleep over killing the Dollmaker—no, killing Leng. Regardless, it wouldn’t bring her back. That was the real tragedy. Victor took a deep breath as the projector whirled and purred to life. “Murder aside,” he continued. “They don’t exactly have a ‘help wanted’ board for miracles down here. Desperately searching for that ‘higher purpose’ but too paralyzed to find a lead. I’ll admit. I’m lost, but whining won’t change that.”

			“Words you’d never utter a few months ago, O’ Far Messiah.”

			Victor shrugged. “True, but ‘character development’ won’t get me home.” The chandeliers swayed in the stagnant air, crystals rattling against the chains. Holy Gothica was a citywide prison, and the Opera House his solace and solitary confinement. “Feels like I’ve dug through every alley and dumpster out there. Something’s missing, but what?”

			“That is a question with many answers—”

			“Do me a favor then and tell me one.”

			“Very well,” the Impresario said. “You are ashamed, not of taking a life, but of your sheer lack of remorse. You fear your own potential. Your capability to do great and terrible things, however, do not brood to the point of inaction. Only a rare few possess such conviction.” He let that sink in. “Her death was not your fault.” With a snap of his fingers, Dante’s image flashed onto the screen; coattails fluttering, halberd at hand, looking down upon its master with a single eye. “Solace cannot be found in the bottle. Should you limit the search for greatness to ‘one city in a wasteland,’ you will rot in a dying world.”

			“What are you talking about? There’s nothing out there.”

			The Impresario grinned. “Is there now? Consider the epics you so admire. Few tales were confined to city walls. Nor did Dante’s work end at the ninth circle of Hell.” He spread a line of tarot cards and flipped the Tower—an omen of calamity and ruin. “You were accepting enough of the Inferno. Of your astronomical distance from the Waking World. Is the existence of other lands so hard to believe? You are many things. A fool is not among them.” 

			Victor tried to articulate his thoughts. There was a time when he would’ve crumpled into a heap of despair and denial. Indigence left as soon as it came, drowned by bitter acceptance. Victor wasn’t surprised; if anything, he was mildly annoyed.

			“Holy Gothica is a soiled city on a hill,” his mentor continued, “and from it, a cancer spreads to neighboring lands. Beyond its borders are many nations and peoples, histories marred by greed and hatred, shackled together to the sinking anchor of catastrophe.”

			“Last I checked, I’m exempt from the draft.”

			The Impresario chuckled. “Indeed. You’d make a pitiful soldier. Your journey is of a spiritual nature. A pilgrimage, if you will. After all, how can the Far Messiah usher the world’s salvation without seeing it firsthand? A fitting climax to your struggles, no?”

			“So, the Dollmaker was just the beginning?”

			“Far from it.” The Impresario flipped the second card; Judgment was the penultimate arcana, the icon of absolution and self-actualization. “One’s merit is defined by the struggle of existence. You have sculpted your own ideals from unforgiving stone, paving the road to home and happier ends with mortar of determination. Only by contending with the absurd world shall you triumph.” He looked Victor in the eye. “I have faith in your integrity.”

			“That’s your prerogative.” Victor gave a nervous laugh; while the validation of his purpose was almost comforting, the wraith of loss wailed in his mind—a stark reminder of what would happen if he failed. He’d lost too many loved ones, as it were. Far too many. Slowly, the Opera House began to fade into waking fog. “With any luck, the worst is behind me.”

			“Of that, I am not so certain….”

			***

			Thursday was prescription day. With a mild buzz, Victor walked past the boutiques of High Street and the afternoon bustle. He was in no rush. Alchemilla Asylum was open until ten. Huddled in the narrows, the Soba Garden was lively today. Somewhere between a flea market and food court, it was a hidden gem of hand trucks and trailers-turned-kitchens. People came for back issues of Balzac and Lamprey Lad but stayed for the food. Takoyaki, ramen and “gajin specials” made it one of the best, if only eateries, after last call.

			“Excuse me.” He approached the Gojo Shack, his new favorite truck, and tried to recall last week’s order. “I’ll take three orders of crab cheese wontons—”

			“Oh, hey! Victor, right?” the cashier beamed. “Killed it at karaoke the other night. Glad you got home safe.” He shouted an order to the old chef briefly and turned back to his customer. “No worries, we’ve got you this time. That be all?”

			“Y-yeah.” Victor was caught off-guard. He’d never seen this man before. Although, given his track record, he erred on the side of caution. “Had a great time. What’s the total?” 

			The cashier rolled his eyes. “Fuck that. You tipped, like, two-hundred percent last week. Least we can do. Can I get you some water?”

			With a box of wontons and a little extra, Victor sat at a corner table and munched on the deep-fried goodness, savoring its garlicky cheese. Fat, salt and sugar kept his dread in check as the asylum loomed over the south end of Yoshiwara. No amount of “self-care” could soothe his memories of that place. It was time to go. Four floors of padded cells and pristine tiles, the hospital was a monument of Yuko’s death and Victor’s own trauma, but it had the only pharmacy worth visiting. He would endure if only to find the tools to live with himself.

			Whiskey can only solve so many problems….

			Charles found solace in spliffs and a good strand. Beatrice was irritable yet undamaged in the face of madness. Victor needed something else, and he knew it. Hardly a month ago, his only tools were well shots and determination. He did not triumph without bloodstained hands. Victor kept a rhythmic pace, step after step, as waves of dissociation muffled his thoughts until—

			“Date of birth?”

			Victor was dragged to the present, surrounded by pale green walls and checkerboard tiles. A pharmacist stared at him, tapping her ruby nails on the counter, eyes dull and heavy, as if Victor was holding up the line on a busy afternoon. Scrambling for words, he tried to convert “1/23/96” to the Imperial Calendar. Not a word escaped his lips.

			“Last name?” asked the pharmacist. “Address?”

			“Roland,” Victor blurted. “And, uh, S-sunset Pagoda? I’m a live-in.”

			“Primary care provider?”

			“Isabella Cronenberg.”

			“Prescription?”

			Victor scoured the aisles of memory, rustling through its cabinets for trivia and dusty notes. “Sertraline. Two-hundred milligrams. What’s the copay?”

			The pharmacist handed him a paper bag. “Covered by insurance. Munchausen Company? Guess you’ve got a friend where it counts.” She glanced over his shoulder. “Next.”

			Victor’s heart throbbed against his ribs, quickening into a percussion of emergency. He was nothing if not oblivious to his mental state, yet whenever he became aware, something was horribly wrong. It didn’t need to make sense. It was reason enough to flee.

			Oh. T-this’s a panic attack.

			Victor followed the arrows and barreled through the lobby doors. Only in the courtyard could he breathe again, hands on his knees, trying to piece together the shards of reason. Slowly, the edges of reality softened as he talked himself down.

			Anyone would react this way. After what happened….

			Victor shuddered and dry swallowed a pair of pills. Medication scraped his throat as he wandered off, keeping to the quiet alleys and away from the gentrified clubs. He needed to escape, if only for an hour. For months, Victor had assumed Yoshiwara was but a red-light district under Edgar’s monopoly; its immigrants no different from the rest of Holy Gothica’s downtrodden masses. The truth was far more complicated. Despite being surrounded by the propaganda of cardinals, Yoshiwara was an oasis of liquor and humanity. It, too, had a history, though Victor knew nothing of it. To think Yuko showed him so little of her world. 

			Deep within the urban labyrinth, he climbed a narrow staircase leading to a set of turquoise gates atop the hill—shielding the sacred from the profane. Beyond the torii arches were the remains of a “heathen” faith. Little more than a white stone garden atop the hill, the temple was hidden in the swirling smog, overlooking the saloons and sex shops. Victor sat on a stone bench, recovering a semblance of stability and calmer thoughts. It was impossible to tell where the ruins ended, and the garden began. Minarets and arabesque columns alluded to its history as a madrasa—an institution of high learning, causing Victor to ponder how far east the Holy Land actually was. Ravens pecked at grubs and snails as great guru-faced lamassus lorded over the peppered gravel, eyes shut and smiles wry as if pitying his unrest. 

			For Victor, meditation was impossible and medication a worthy substitute. Mood stabilizers were not the answer to everything, but they provided aid he needed so desperately. Not all illnesses had pustules and ulcers; some festered in the mind alone and were just as real. 

			“Well,” said a familiar voice, “isn’t this a fine chance?”

			Victor raised his weary head. Dressed in a slim gray suit and tie, Edgar emerged from the haze, keeping his distance. His injuries had healed to a slight limp.

			“If I may be so bold,” Edgar eyed him up and down, “you look terrible.”

			Victor cracked a wry smile. “Can’t say I’m doing great.” 

			“Did you get the medication?”

			“Yeah, I did. Thanks for—”

			“Please,” Edgar waved a hand, “think nothing of it.”

			Victor didn’t know what else to say. On the surface, the chocolatier was single-handedly responsible for his sorry state. Yuko’s death was a case of manslaughter, and Edgar the culprit. Now, he knew better. The chocolatier was a well-intentioned puppet in the Dollmaker’s schemes—a living masterclass in tragedy. He’d experienced pain on par with Victor’s agony. Forgiveness was almost plausible, but only a fool would dare to forget.

			With a sigh, he slid to the right and made room. “Come here often?”

			Edgar was hesitant but took a seat. “Not particularly. It’s a strange thing, this place. Some say it was built four hundred years ago. Supposedly, the world was larger then. Before the missionaries set sail and the Opium Wars began.” He gave a chuckle of self-pity. “I didn’t strive for cultural accuracy when designing Xanadu. Only to build an escape. And there are many things I would change. Do you take my meaning, Master Roland?”

			“Reality’s cruel, and fantasy lets us forget a bit?”

			Edgar shot him a disgruntled glare. “Good lord, no. Fantasy can be just as poisonous if not worse than reality. One man’s dream has unleashed a nightmare more than once.”

			Victor didn’t expect such words to disturb him so. Edgar was referring to his own mania and the damage it caused, and yet, something else gnawed at Victor’s conscience. Could such a world merely exist in his mind? How “real” was it? Yuko undoubtedly had a will of her own. As did Leng. Were the masses so different? If Holy Gothica was more than an elaborate fever dream, what did that make him? Victor was scarcely a savior and an idiot savant of a god. How responsible was he for this reality? How could one mind, autistic or not, create an entire world? There was no right answer. Only variations of horror.

			“How did it come to this?” Victor shuddered; a wave of doubt washed over his resolve. “The world, I mean. The Imperium, Holy Gothica, Yoshiwara. There’s so much I don’t understand. Huge gaps in my knowledge. What happened?”

			“I’m not entirely sure I take your meaning,” the chocolatier replied. “Why does the world work the way it does? I am hardly qualified to answer that, Master Roland.”

			“Never stopped you from playing messiah,” Victor snapped in a flash of anger, but his temper cooled quickly, followed by tides of shame. “Sorry. That was...uncalled for.”

			Edgar nodded slowly but said nothing.

			“What I mean is,” Victor rambled, “you know what it’s like. To have the world crushing you with dead weight, believing you’re the only one keeping ‘evil’ at bay. It’s lonely and paralyzing. How do you ‘save the world’?”

			“With all due respect,” Edgar fiddled with the buttons on his waistcoat, “you know better than to ask me. I’m a business magnate with delusions of grandeur. Modesty is a skill that I’m striving to learn. As for knowledge, may I have an example of such a mystery?”

			“Well,” Victor paused, “okay, there’s talk of a war. What’s the context? Who’s the rival nation? Why are tensions rising? I know there’s way more to it, but if I’m going to be ‘the second coming,’ I need to understand these things and how they work.”

			As silence passed, the air turned frigid. Victor huddled in his coat, questioning why he was still here. Or Edgar, for that matter. Redemption aside, the chocolatier had to know any semblance of friendship was hollow. Victor was none too subtle about using him.

			“You truly are a fascinating person,” Edgar spoke up. “More inquisitive than the Inquisition. Very well, I shall indulge your query.” He took a deep breath. “With the exception of the odd ceasefire, the Imperium has been at war for over a hundred years. No one remembers how or why it began, though I suspect it involved a schism in the Holy See. Faith is a deadly weapon. Combined with machine guns and mustard gas, it has annihilated entire nations….” Edgar’s eyes shifted about as if debating whether or not to continue. “A moment, if you please.”

			Victor was about to speak up but thought better of it. Grudges aside, it slowly dawned on him as he felt a jab of guilt. “I didn’t realize you served.”

			“It’s quite all right,” Edgar managed. “As a ‘flying ace,’ I was responsible for very little in the trenches, yet I could work wonders with that army chocolate. Sufficed to say, I didn’t last long. Father bought my way out of a firing squad, desertion and all that, and…well, I’ve been locked in a padded cell more than once. Each time saved my life. For varying reasons.” His gaze was fixed on a peaceful statue. “From the printing press to fission reactors, technology is a bridge between vision and reality. There’s a reason I’ve stuck to candy for so long. Sweet dreams are much too rare.” He stood without warning, brushing chalky filth off his slacks. “On that note, have you given thought to the Machine? I trust you remember its remarkable potential.”

			“Oh, I remember,” Victor said. “Just not sure how to go about it—”

			A familiar siren cut him off, blaring from High Street. He locked eyes with Edgar’s. Color evaporated from the magnate’s face. Nothing needed to be said. Victor scarcely felt the cobblestones shift under his heels, bolting down the alleys he’d memorized for such a case following the alarm. Exhaustion was a luxury he didn’t have, as images of corpses and tangled wires lurked in his thoughts.

			This can’t be happening. The bastard’s dead!

			At last, Victor came to the Harlot’s Repose with its gray hills and gravestones. A crowd had gathered on its grounds, with not a telephone pole or body in sight. Panic turned to confusion as he navigated the murmuring bystanders. Eventually, he climbed a dancer’s barrow for a better look. Nothing was off, save for a freshly robbed grave, a misdemeanor compared to serial murders. Victor was almost relieved until he realized whose grave it was. 

			Yuko….!

			Nothing could’ve prepared him for this. Not all of the therapy or medication in the world. The floodgates had breached; Victor was swallowed by a montage of horrific memories. Haunted by the drones of life support, rhythmic
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