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Prologue
Only the wind knew her name, and even he is a liar. As far
as I know, she had been the Queen before there was even a
nation to rule. She was the master of our nightmare before
we even dreamt. It was said she didn’t possess a name,
since, as far as anyone could recall, she had always been
there, she had always been the Queen. Immortal, beautiful
and, above all, mad.
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Chapter One - The Sea
Hates Me

The runes had foretold of this day, and as Aaron watched
the black maelstrom brewing over the far-off sea, he knew
the runes didn’t lie. Sunlight hours were coming to an end
and a cold drizzle pattered the upper deck of the vessel
named the Hardy Bitch. The sky was the color of duct tape.

Swaying with the ship, the sound of waves splashing,
Aaron walked to its prow, where Teo, the captain, stared
into the void. Clouds growled in the distance. Without
expression and with sleepless, darkened eyes, Teo spoke
without turning, his voice gruff.

“I told you she’s sturdier than she looks,” he said.
Aaron didn’t reply at first, yawning. He felt haggard,

a good night’s sleep elusive since he had set foot upon the
dread-vessel. Everything on it creaked or whined as it cut
the waves. It felt the accursed thing might fall apart at any
moment and crumble into the waves. A good thing, to be
sure, since the mild nausea insisted upon making Aaron’s
life difficult.

“She’s indeed a hardy bitch, I’ll give you that,” he
replied. “I think in this weather, she ought to be.”

“She’s seen worse. Although I fear the crux of this
venture has yet to come,” the man said and turned his
grizzled face. “The rain’ll soon be upon us. I’d head down
below if I were you. Lock the door, too.” He flashed a
crooked smile at Aaron and walked down the deck, his
heavy attire thrashing behind him, up the staircase and
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Chapter One - The Sea Hates Me 3

disappeared into the navigator’s cabin.
A lingering fish-stench forced a dry cough out of

Aaron’s lungs. He stood for a while, looking ahead –
wondering how the hell a man can stink so badly. He
decided to escape the sight of the storm and the mild rain
and began his meander to his own, private cabin.

The wooden planks creaked.
The smell inside, on the lower decks, was no better than

outside. If anything, it was much, much worse. It spoke of
malodorous voyages filled with fish and sweat and had the
air of general neglect about it. A tang of metal – the ship’s
frame corroding since the vessel’s inception into the ocean.

He navigated a few more bends and dank corridors,
reached his cabin and closed the thick metal gate behind
him. The grate upon which the door slid shrieked as if
trying to spit sound into his ears.

In the moments it took for him to close it, the ocean
had grown angrier and the waves had picked up. Aaron
braced himself, walking to his chair and table placed not
quite in the center of the room. A bed sat chained to the
wall and a closet of empty bookshelves on its right. What
books might find their way onto this wreck, he wondered.
He sat down with a sigh.

Fetching a lighter from his pocket, Aaron lit two can-
dles stuck onto nails jutting out the upper corners of the
table. Their light gave a semblance of illumination. The
circular window covered with grime provided little in the
terms of light, at least not enough for what Aaron was
about to do next.

On the flimsy, wooden desk, sat a head-sized basket
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and an auspicious box the size of a large hand. Muffled
noises came from within the basket, indiscernible and
distant. Aaron focused attention on the ancient, calcified
container.

It had taken quite a bit of skill on his part to pry it open
and, by the looks of it, he had been the first to do it in untold
millennia.

He had stolen it, along with the basket and a myriad of
other things, from a world-renown dig site known only as
the Barracks – a place presumably lost and forgotten since
ancient Babylon.

Carefully, Aaron opened the box’s lid and pulled out
what he considered to be his personal treasure; a deck of
cards, each lavishly decorated and filled with horrifying
images of end-times.

One had to look closely and for a length of time to take
in all the detail and craftsmanship on each card.

All were made out of paper that wasn’t paper, but a
smooth material unknown to him, golden in color, but not
worn-out looking. They appeared laminated, but given
their age, Aaron knew such a thing couldn’t possibly be
true. The edge of each card suggested it had seen a lot of
use before the deck was sealed in the tomb where he had
found them.

The central point of each card was a rune, similar to
ancient Nordic and, as he looked upon it, each rune moved
and reshaped itself as though alive.

He had shown them to his colleague, who had insisted
Aaron should turn them in, but also claimed he saw none
of the movement which Aaron had ascribed to them.
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He still remembered the first thing Boris had told him.
Told him with a voice which didn’t sound quite like the
one Aaron was used to hearing. “The runes always lie,” he
claimed.

Aaron was inclined to agree, except that no matter
how many times he shuffled the deck, no matter how
thoroughly and for how long a time, the first six cardwould
always lay themselves out in the same sequence. He even
tried throwing them against a wall. He had done this more
times than he felt such a precious item deserved. Yet even
when thrown, the same six would show up – time after
time – while the rest would stay turned, hiding their faces.

He didn’t feel like throwing them anymore.
His hands shook as he shuffled the deck once more and

began to place each on the table – one by one.
A card displaying the sun foregoing some sort of trans-

formation, with vessels of white coming out of it, was
always the first. Then came one depicting an island
floating in the sky, with the rune “death” slithering over it,
tendrils growing from the letter, darkening the bright skies.
Then a card depicting some kind of an aurora, melting skin,
each victim depicted with charcoal eyes and expressions
of horror. Aaron couldn’t bring himself to turn the rest.
He shuffled the three cards back into the deck. Yet the
remaining three which he had not turned, swam before
his eyes. He had seen them too many times to forget the
images illustrated upon them. Lightning blasted outside,
thundering the sea into raw madness. The ship swayed.
He placed the cards back in the box and closed it, when,
from within the basket, he heard a soft, wet cackle.
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“Shut up,” he said.



Chapter Two - The
Ultimate Gate

They came from the sun. This they did in seemingly
boundless numbers and in forms which looked like fiery
comets. No one knew what they were and any camera
directed at themwould fizzle out and die as though refusing
to capture the bright orbs on film, digital or otherwise.

Like the rest of the world, Aaron too had begun to
feel the earthquakes following their arrival. It had been
impossible not to feel the tremors. They shook the very
pillars, it seemed, the crust of the planet. But Aaron’s plans
could not be derailed.

On a hunch, believing there was a connection between
the discovery of the Barracks and the orb’s coalescence
over the ocean and their subsequent disappearance in the
middle of it, he had decided to rent the Hardy Bitch. He still
couldn’t quite fathom why he felt so drawn to the place in
the middle of the ocean, but knew the thing in the basket
had something to do with it.

In order to even begin the voyage, however, he had to
sell most of the artifacts which he managed to loot. A task
soon proven more difficult than it seemed at first.

Eventually, he succeeded in finding a buyer whose sole
purpose in life didn’t consist of trying to swindle him and
pay as little as possible.

Securing a captain stupid enough to take him out
into the angry ocean proved slightly less of a challenge,
however.
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Chapter Two - The Ultimate Gate 8

Even now, sitting in his cabin and staring at the basked
in front of him, Aaron couldn’t decide if Teo and his crew
were stupid, brave as all fuck, or simply greedy. They
certainly smelled bad enough to be all of these things.

Hunched back in his chair, Aaron tried, without suc-
cess, to fight the feelings which had begun to claim him
since he had sat down in his chair. For a moment still, he
watched the candlelight dance in front of him.

To afford his venture, the only things which he hadn’t
sold was the deck of cards and the basket. No one would
buy the basket anyway, since what lay inside of the grimy
thing scared the living shit out of even him.

He opened the lid and grabbed hold, breathing out,
mentally preparing himself, then pulled out a severed head
by its greasy, black hair. He placed it upright on the table.

Reflecting upon it now, Aaron still didn’t know why –
and had even less of an idea how –but one day, while he
had been basking in the company of his stolen treasures,
researching where they might have come from and how he
might go about selling them, the head suddenly decided to
start talking.

Like then, shadows asserted their claim upon reality
and began climbing and reaching for the walls as whispers
slithered past Aaron. The regiments of the dead growled
their litany of broken pleas around him, their faces only
ever a mist, while the remarkably well-preserved thing,
grim even for a severed head, opened its eyes. The air
thickened.

Gaunt and elongated features stared back at him –
sharp and without facial hair. Thin ropes of black hair
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lay splattered upon its forehead. Its high cheekbones and
thin features managed to forge a strange sense the face was
somehow kingly.

The lipless mouth began to move, its ways so strange
they made it seem impossible words could come out which
would make sense to a sane person. The sounds of speech
ushered fourth with a delay, cut through the air as though
passing through a grille of jagged reality.

“You fear the runes, why?” The voice sounded arrogant,
invasive, pressing down upon his skull. “Speak, mortal.”

Eyes stared – black and unblinking. He saw an outline
of an iris within the blackness.

“Why should I answer any of your questions, when you
refuse to answer any of mine?” Aaron asked.

“Very well. Speak then. Ask. I shall answer a question
if you so desire.”

“How are you still alive?”
The head frowned as though insulted by the question.

“I would gladly retire from this world, were such a day to
draw its face.”

“I don’t understand,” said Aaron. “Are you saying
you’re not alive by your own volition?”

The face smiled ever-so-slightly. “You would have
me speak of learned knowledge and secrets kept? Fool.
You shall bear witness soon enough. I told you where all
answers lie. The storm is near now.”

“Bear witness to what, exactly?” The gale outside in-
creased in its ferocity. One of the candles burned out, but
not due to any wind Aaron could feel.
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“The end is near. Tell me, mortal, is this what you fear?
Is this why you refuse to turn the last card?”

“I have turned all six,” Aaron answered. “I know what
the last card is. When I turn more, they’re always black.”

“There exists a seventh,” the head remarked. “It, alas,
does not reside within the deck which you so callously
guard.”

“Then how could I’ve turned it if it’s not even there?”
The head remained silent for a while. “For that, you

shall answer one of my questions first.”
“Fine,” Aaron sighed and leaned back in his chair.
The head smiled broadly for the first time. It was an

ugly, grotesque thing. “What is it you fear the most?”
The question struck him like lighting. He had half-

expected a query that would be out of the ordinary, to be
sure, but still, the fuck was this? He knew he shouldn’t tell
this … thing anything, but when it came down to it, it was,
in fact, just a head. It may be speaking to him, or at least
having him believe it is, but what harm could it really do?
Really?

“I… I guess,” Aaron fumbled his words, “I think it’s… I
suppose–”

“Speak. You know well where the answer lies.”
“To drown in black where I can’t see or tell what

direction I’m facing. Where all sense of up or down is lost
to me and I’ve no choice but to openmymouth and breathe
in saltwater.”

The head cackled a deep, resonating grumble. “How
elegant it is then, that you should find yourself on board a
vessel doomed to the very fate you most dread.” The face
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said this, then continued to laugh and mock him, the sound
of it cutting into his mind.

Aaron sneered. Anger flashed over his senses. He
rammed his fist into the laughing mouth. The head flew
back, knocking over the basket and rolling over the table
and onto the floor. It laughed. Aaron proceeded to pick it
up. It still laughed. He walked to the gate and swung it
open. It laughed through it all.

Next to Aaron’s quarters, on his right, one of the
crew members, Svaren, stood smoking a cigarette, leaning
against the opening of his cabin.

“Talking to yourself are ya, Aaron?” theman asked him,
taking a drag of his cigarette. “What have you got the–” the
man paused. “What the fuck’s in your hand?!”

Aaron ignored him.
“Wait!” the man yelled, blowing smoke as he shouted.

“You can’t go up there, the wind’s too strong! Hey! Get
back!” Sveren continued to yell after him even as Aaron
raced up the wooden stairs.

Determined to get rid of the head, he soon reached the
rain-slick upper deck. The downpour smacked upon his
shoulders, moistening his body as rain randomly shifted
directions in the wind. He turned for a moment, looking up
the navigator’s cabin where he could see Sveren shouting
at Teo who – by the looks of him – didn’t believe what he
was hearing.

“Tell me, moral,” the head spoke again, clearly and half-
laughing. “Do you sleep? Is the time of unconsciousness
between days sleep for you? Do you dream? What do you
dream of?”



Chapter Two - The Ultimate Gate 12

“Shut up!” Aaron yelled as he raced towards the prow
and braced himself on the pole jutting backwards. He could
hardly see the sea ahead of him, the ship below him, but
began to feel the storm letting up. He threw the head
overboard with all his might. Yet even as he did it, he knew
and began to feel it to be the single worst decision he had
ever made.

Not ten minutes after he had thrown the damn thing,
the clouds parted, replaced by a thick fog. The sea grew
quiet, restful, asleep. Teo and his whole crew of four had
come up to Aaron, demanding answers.

“I’m not sure what happened,” he admitted, having a
genuinely hard time remembering his actions.

There was still a bit of light left, and when the fog
parted like a theater curtain and vanished, their mouths
dropped. They realized they were riding the crest of an
enormous wave. It ran for miles and miles in all directions
in a wide circle, like a crater made of water, it’s “ground”
unseen, an abyss below. It expanded and grew until the
Hardy Bitch began to slide down and then fell, pushed
forwards by the expanding wave. All but Teo began to
yell and scream, when out of nowhere – before Aaron, in
defiance of gravity – a card began to dance and spin upon
the air. He could see a white rune upon it, depicting a sign
he hadn’t seen before. He felt its meaning. It said “The
Ultimate Gate”. He could not see the picture behind the
rune as the card became pitch black, burned-looking. And
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like the card’s surface, such too became Aaron’s experience
of the world, black, as the waves enveloped and devoured
him.

Against all odds and coughing up water, he regained
consciousness deep inland, carried there by a waves which
by all rights should have killed him thrice over.

The streets were wet, flowing with water. Trees and
branches lay scattered about him upon the pavement. Each
massive trunk had been pulled out along with its roots.
Cars were flipped over and sat crushed about him. Build-
ings were covered with seaweed and reshaped, destroyed
from within. People lay motionless and broken here and
there, drenched, some walking in a mind-haze of delirium
and disbelief, yelling out names.

With not a single bone broken, Aaron looked behind
him as he stood up, grunting. Sand stung his eyes. He drew
his gaze where he had supposedly come from, and that’s
when he saw it. Saw it rise up from the depths of the ocean
like an overturned mountain. Thick waterfalls trailed off
its sea-weed and coral-covered towers and spirals. It was
so huge, so monumental, Aaron was thrown back by the
sheer gravity of its size. Mountainous cliff-faces supported
a structure comprised of innumerable, castle-like buildings,
islands gravitating around the structures like moons.

Aaron didn’t wish to take in any more details, he
wished not to even look at, but to look away was impossi-
ble. The thing blotted out the rising sunwith its ascend into
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the sky. He looked until he simply got up and ran. He ran
and at that moment became certain he must keep running
forever.



Chapter Three - The
Master

He still remembered the glistening crimson on the fields
of white. The memory of it sent shivers down his spine
like the cold never could. The idea of leaving behind
his trace in the snow haunted him. For even though he
had managed to quell the bleeding, the crimson meant his
pursuer had gotten the whiff of him and would eventually
find him. Sometimes, he was even sure he could hear
footsteps crunching the snow behind. Not daring to look
back, Aaron tightened the hood around his head and,
against the gale, pressed on.

The cityscape ahead stood dotted with fires. Tall spires
burned and collapsed like slumping glaciers, the sound of
them shaking reality around him only after a time, muffled
and distant.

It would seem the world has finally gone mad.
He saw it coming, and was there when it happened. He

had watched as the unexplained seismic activity eventually
manifested into a fortress that, in amanner openlymocking
gravity, rose from the depths of the ocean to reveal a
madness lurking beneath the waves. It felt like it just
happened, but a year had already gone by. A year of
running.

“Impossible,” was what they said and kept saying. But
evidence to the contrary was too massive to ignore. Aaron
was sure he could yet see it, dimly, if only he could work
up the courage to look. He would see an island in the sky,
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a floating landmass comprised of towers and insanity, the
very made to conquer the world and cast its people onto a
pyre.

Who or what resided within no one knew, but some-
thing told Aaron that, whatever it was, it could not be
natural.

He had passed a few smaller towns where news of
something coming out of the fortress first reached him.
What it was that had come out no one could tell him,
because no one knew, and that fact had begun to aggravate
him. He had to admit, however, that it would soothe him
to finally get an idea of he was running from.

Back in one of the towns, an old man, bent with age
and grey-haired, had offered Aaron to stay the night – told
him a few things, right before the old bastard stabbed him
in his sleep. “Only the wind knows his name,” the old man
had croaked and stirred the pot again, “but even it is a liar.”
Aaron had no idea whose “name” the old gizzer had been
talking about. The fireplace they had sat in front of burned
dimly, the black pot simmering a liquid which didn’t smell
edible. Needless to say, Aaron began to doubt his decision
to stay the night almost instantly after setting foot within
the man’s house. “It would whisper it to me,” the old chap
had added. “It jabbers and shouts names like curses around
me, none of which feel right.”

“The wind speaks to you?” Aaron had asked.
“It speaks to all who are willing to listen.”
“And those not willing?”
“It curses them,” the old man spat. “Like it cursed this

world.”
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It madeAaronwonder. Insanity seemed in short supply
these days.

The cold began to bite then, even through the windows
closed shut. Aaron managed to ignore it and his imagina-
tion spilled. He tried to imagine a world where the wind
speaks and gods hurl fortresses into the sky, but could not
imagine such a world, until he realized he now lived in it.

That night, his master came to him in his dreams for the
first time. He didn’t know why this man was his “master”,
he simply felt it. The world kept braking around them as
they walked, hooded and cloaked. Cracks boiled upon the
surface. The population around them fought an unseen foe
stalking the shadows. Fissures opened and closed. People
fell into the cracks – the earth devoured them and their
screams. Yet just as his master half-turned his hooded head
to reveal his face to him, Aaron felt something hot pressing
against his kidney.

He had lurched up to find he had been shanked. The
old man held the glittering blade still, now ready for a
downward stab. It would appear the first cut had been for
the feel of it, for sport. The bastard had seen blood then,
and his eyes wanted more. They shone with a glint which
had scared Aaron enough to make him forget about the
pain. He managed to push the man aside and ran like hell.

He kept running since, not daring to go to sleep for
what felt like a week.

It had become harder and harder to believe it to be
the old man who still chased him. But who else? It was
definitely someone. He could feel it. He could hear it.
Paranoia was a factor. But also fear. He figured getting
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stabbed would do that to you. Having eaten nothing but
snow for a week couldn’t help either.

His legs felt stiff as they pounded the snow. Getting
to the city before him slowly but began to feel like an
impossible task equal to grappling the sun. He rubbed frost
from his eyelashes and thought about laying down for a bit.

Just for a bit, he thought and stopped. He managed
to sit down and take a few breaths, before someone tried
to kill him again. The cold most definitely had a way of
bludgeoning a man down to his true self, and thanks to the
muted shots he had just heard, Aaron’s true self was scared
shitless. He stumbled at first, managed to get back on his
feet. After a few wobbled paces, however, he fell on his
face. Snow crunched in his ears. The white felt like shards
of glass and what little courage he managed to keep while
running, dissipated instantly. He crawled over the snow.

A pang in his leg, then another, then a cackle behind
him. Twisting his body, Aaron managed to face his pur-
suer. The old man was nowhere to be seen. He blinked,
convinced that what he was seeing couldn’t possibly exist
in a rational, logical universe. The eyes of a spectre
looked down on him, its gaze was ice, its silhouette as
unsubstantial as the wind around it, throwing its shape
about with its gusts.

“Where is your master?” the creature demanded, its
voice hissing, burning in Aaron’s mind.

“What!?” he screamed back.
“Where. Is. Your. Master,” the thing repeated.
Panicked, Aaron tried to crawl further, knowing it

wouldn’t help even as kept at it. He didn’t darea look at his
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leg, fearing what the creature might have done to it. His
tears froze in his eyes, his breathing came quick and harsh.
Still he crawled, still the creature kept repeating the same
question. Aaron cursed under his breath, he had gotten so
close. He couldn’t have been more than a few hours from
the city’s outskirts. And then it hit him, a realization he
dreaded more than anything he had ever known.

I will die here.
But fate wasn’t done torturing him. It had sunk its

talons into his flesh and spilled his blood, gotten the taste
of him. And oh how it seemed to suit the bitch. His curses
mixed with sobs.

He heard a shout ahead. “Over here!” A male voice. “A
weak heat signature.”

“Good thing you brought that with you,” a softer voice
added. “I can barely see my own feet in this shit!”

The first thought Aaron had, was that he must be hear-
ing things. Who in their right mind would go anywhere in
this weather? He realized he needed only to look at himself.

Three of them came up to him. He could hear their
boots stomping close to his face.

“We can’t help him,” a voice said.
“The camp isn’t far back,” said a woman.
“Fine,” another snarled. “Just don’t blame me if it’s one

of the possessed again, sure looks like it.”
“Expert now, are ya? I agree. We can’t leave him here,”

a male voice insisted. “Someone seems to have shot, or
stabbed him. Maybe both.”

“No, not an expert,” a woman answered as Aaron
was grabbed by his feet while another hauled him by the



Chapter Three - The Master 20

shoulders, “but he’s sure as hell running from something.”
“We all are,” the first said.



Chapter Eight -
Decapitate Her

With a flash of intense recollection, Aaron recognized her
as the four of them stood back on their feet. He looked
upon her face and, swallowing a thickness in his throat,
lost himself.

The sensations of the physical world left him. The
dome ahead stretched far off into the distance. A foul wind
began to throw flakes of murder and lies upon his face.
Time lost its meaning and he looked around, found himself
in a world he should not have been able to remember.

Decapitation of the queen shall set us free. At least,
that’s what they told us. The foul winds whispered it, the
delirious mages spat it, and we rode out to do it. Beneath
the roaring sky, her armies consumed the hills, anticipating
our zeal. Amid their numbers, within a sea of spears,
was where I first saw her, nesting, waiting upon her war-
charger. She was a beast. A blood-drunk bitch riding the
wave of her own tyrannical madness. Her cohort was a
living fortress of men, each individual a ripple of her own
insanity, a limb of her will, a brick in the bastion that stood
against our defiance, their weapons dipped in poison.

Spilling against us like a sea, shaking the ground, her
men shouted and cursed – steel clattered against our iron
shields, brutalizing our senses, grumbling in our minds like
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the cackle of some insane god. It soon felt even the invisible
deity wished us dead.

We had somehow managed to make it half way up the
slope, slaughtering in our wake, when first I heard her, saw
her as she stood behind roes of armor, laughing into the
sky, her tall, spiked crown a solemn, hideous light beneath
the brewing storm. Again we clashed with her fortress of
bodies. Grime-layered and covered by our failed efforts
to punch through their lines, the opposing men spat their
curses around us. They had trampled the grass with their
numbers, releasing a haze of dust and a cloying and wet
blood-mist.

I could hear her clearly now, “Die like the dogs you
are!” she screamed. She raised her golden spear, the sigil
of her rule flapping at its end, the fabric showing a symbol
of a hand grasping the sun. Her steed was lavished with
battle-plating of segmented armor, each segment the color
of beaten copper. The horse’s rabid mouth snapped wildly,
foaming, its eyes as mad as the tyrant riding it. It stood
on its hind legs, wailing into the sky, its roar metallic and
raw. She pushed her hand back and in sequence with the
beast rushing forward, flailed her fist ahead. Her heavy,
fur-edged cloak spilled over her shoulder.

I had expected her to let the men slaughter us. But,
as the winds would have it, she wanted to kill us herself.
She charged straight at us. Her own men stepped aside
or were trampled, broken by her charge. I heard bows
loosen behind me. Arrows rushed by above in a hail of
black lines, each near invisible against the stark skies. The
projectiles bounced of her gilded armor, hitting instead
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the men around her, punching through chainmail, through
necks, through foreheads, impaling with impunity. She
laughed through it all while her men screamed around her.
A few strides behind her, a personal retinue charged with
her, their mouths hidden behind high and heavy gorgets,
eyes sealed within grilled helmets. Their morning star’s
where bigger than our heads. Their roars came as one as
they rushed us.

Their voices combined into a hurricane of force, hitting
us before the queen was even upon us. Scrambling, we
managed to pace back a few steps and ready our spears
to repel the charge. Her beast simply jumped over the
obstacle, crushing and trampling in its wake. It was then
that I noticed her horse was a collection of copper-tinged
segments and organically welded iron the color of night.
Pistons and hydraulics expelled steam and fumes around
it, its nostrils hissing with shimmering exhausts. Its mane
was a huge and spiked half-cog. It trampled the ground like
a machine.

Its rider had seemed like a power-mad psychopath from
afar, and had now become a butcher up close. I had never
seen a spear wielded with such finesse. The smell of blood
filled my senses. I suppose I would have been impressed
with her skill, if not for the fact that sooner or later, that
very spear will move in to kill me as well. It seemed to
spin above her head and around her sides at the same time,
a machine of moving death stopping in its rotations only
to punch cleanly through someone’s skull with a stab. She
stopped only after she had cleared an area around her.
Bodies lay flat, dank about her. No one else wanted to
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come near. None of my men managed to even scratch
her armor, or that of her steed, let alone wound her. She
spun about with her horse, stabbing her spear into a man
desperately charging into her. Bloodied and dripping, the
banner erupted from the back of man’s head before he
managed to get close. I could see the sun drawn upon the
banner. It had been painted red.

Brave bastard, I thought.
She yanked out the spear with a sickening lurch as her

cohorts rammed into our defensive line.
Spears splintered and shields shattered, filling outminds

with sounds of inescapable defeat as her Majesty spun with
her steed, its hooves smacking the soil.

Beneath the swollen sky, her eyes caught mine. Recog-
nition bled over her face.

She grins, points her spear at me and shouts, “All but
that one.”

Only the wind knew her name, and even he is a liar.
As far as I know, she had been the Queen before there was
even a nation to rule. She was the master of our nightmare
before we even dreamt. It was said she didn’t possess a
name, since, as far as anyone could recall, she had always
been there, she had always been the Queen. Immortal,
beautiful and, above all, mad.

To end her had once again proven an impossibility
equal to biting one’s own fet. To attest to the truth of this,
I had remained the sole proof. My men, now rotting in the
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distant fields had, in their deaths, become no more than a
carpet upon which they dragged me back and below her
castle to dry – strung up in the sun.

Those who came before me, the rebellious and the
enmious, the dethroners and the provincial rulers, they
all slept beside me. And their dreams were dark, death
haunted them, cackling from the depths with hunger.
Skeletal remains were strung up still, some with jaws
hanging – straps of skin and hair still attached – others with
heads long since fallen. No one had moved the remains, no
one cared to move them. To move them was to join them.

Over the centuries, more had accumulated around me
than I cared to count.

And when I looked at them, I saw only my cruel fate,
felt the wind feasting upon me even more keenly.

My hands throbbed. Mymind ached for release, but for
some reason, even after so long a time, my body refused to
die.

My skin had never been this dry, my once black hair
rendered brown by filth. The strands of it no longer stuck to
my forehead, there was no moisture left in me to sweat out.
My eyes lolled as I registered two guards walking towards
me. With some difficulty, I averted my sight towards them.
Outside the city walls where they had strungmy hands and
feet to an X and tied me up, the lands was bare. Only in the
distance could I see some promise of a tree line, but I was
no longer sure anything still lived – that anything could
endure under the Queen’s rule.

The men who came up to me looked haggard. Bearded
faces eyed me with disgust, indoctrinated and incapable of
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understanding why I had lead the rebellion.
“He has been up there for a week, maybe two?” one

asked, dragging his spear behind him.
“More like three,” said the older one, heavily bearded.
“Why won’t he die?” the younger said and looked up.

“Why won’t you die?” he asked me.
I had no answer for him. The winds picked up, rustling

their cloaks, forcing my eyes closed and showering the two
men with specks of dust. They turned away from the gale,
then looked to the west, behind them, as the wind stopped
barring its teeth.

“That storm will kill ‘im,” the younger said. The other
didn’t seem so convinced. He squinted his eyes and looked
up at me, curious.

“You look familiar,” he said. “I think I–“
“You there!” a man shouted out of nowhere, further to

the right – an armored trooper from the Queen’s personal
retinue. I recognized him, General Shang. Thick black
dreadlocks snaked over his massive chest, hardly moving
even in the wind. “Get him down, her Majesty demands
words with the undying.”

“Give him another day or two,” the young guard chuck-
led, “he won’t be the undying for much longer.”

The huge guard grimaced and grabbed hold of the boy’s
collar. “Did my words elude you? Perhaps my blade shall
make increased sense,” he said, drawing his dagger, holding
it in front of the boy’s face.

“I… I understood, sire,” the youth nodded.
The guard’s face turned stoic, which made it even more

malicious-looking. Evidently, the response he had gotten
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had been the opposite of what Shang wanted to hear. He
wanted a confrontation, that much was clear, his whole
being bled the need to carve flesh. I watched the man press
his blade and draw a deep cut below the boy’s left eye. The
boy grimaced and grunted, but was smart enough not to
say a word while a rivulet of blood poured out. The boy
pressed his palm on the wound as the guard removed the
shiv. Blood snaked in between the boy’s fingers. “That’s so
you keep understanding,” said Shang. “You,” he motioned
to the other. “Cut him down. Now.”

Without hesitation, the older male cut my bonds with
his spear.

I tumbled to the ground.
Shang didn’t wait for me to get up. He immediately

boundmy hands again and draggedme into the city proper.

Midway, I hadmanaged to get onmy feet and keep at it,
stumbling behind the heavily armored man as he towedme
through the outskirts of the city sprawling a humongous
ziggurat. As I was dragged along, people came out of their
stone-carved homes to see me. Most turned their eyes from
their work, while others simply watched, pausing in their
labors. It wasn’t rare for a curse to find its way to me as
the people begged the winds to claim me. To kill me.

Fools, I thought.
Some tried to spit in my face.
My feet had begun to ache madly and my mind had

grown tired of the smells and sounds of the curious throng
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and their whispers. Children seemed to show the least
amount of fear when meeting my gaze. If anything, their
eyes looked hopeful.

Sometime after mid-day, we reached the palatial dis-
trict.

A katabatic wind was sweeping down the walls as we
reached the entrance of the ziggurat. I looked up and could
not see where the structure ended, it simply faded into the
sky.

I lost track of time as we descended up sets of gilded
stairways and high-reaching halls full of chanting and
hunched, robed or bare-shaven figures.

Eventually, we reached floors with thick carpets. These
halls stood enclosed, or with a very occasional, thin win-
dow. The walls were lit by heavy torches.

At length we reached a gate at least five times as
tall as myself. The entry stood half-open, each doorway
intricately decorated with mosaics and etched with figures
portraying some form of an island in the sky, with orbs
gathered around it. There were countless other depictions
on it, each carving heavily adorned with symbolic meaning
and hidden knowledge. Lions wrestled men and men
wrestled beasts, or stood shepherding a parade of people
towards some enthroned and large figures.

Much like in the depictions upon the gate, a throne
of titanic proportions stood at the opposite side of the
elongated room. Light streamed through windows to the
left, flooding into a set of high-standing orbs seated upon
white pillars. Each sphere reflected the rays onto the
ceiling, forming kaleidoscopic patterns that shifted like the
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reflection of waves in a grotto. The room was empty aside
from the three figures near the throne and a fountain in
the middle standing two times my height. It was work of
perfect craftsmanship, decorated to the point of absurdity.
In its center, it sported a woman made of the smoothest
marble, standing naked and beautiful. Out the statue’s
head, water gently flowed and squirted, forming a flowing
mane.

Two of the figures within the throne room sat behind
tables on each side of the throne itself, scribbling upon
parchment, while a third, its armor gleaming, looked out
the side window.

Shang threw me before the brass throne and waited
behind me. For a moment, I wondered how they had
managed to drag the massive seat up here. It looked made
from a single piece of material. I gazed at the figure near
the window and my heart turned sour, more so than I had
previously thought possible. Raven hair draped from the
armored figure, its strands fashioned around a face that
constantly murmured on the back of the figure’s head. It
saw me and drew the ugliest, gap toothed sneer I could
possibly imagine.

She turned. Her beauty struck me like a punch in the
teeth, almost made me look away as her eyes drowned my
soul into a pit of desire. Not a desire to have her, but to
kill her. To cut her down even as she stood, armored and
resplendent. But my strength was nowhere to be found, I
could barely stand.

“Yet alive, then?” Her voice was like silk spun into
the most beautiful pattern possible. “You disappoint me,
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little brother,” she sighed. “But, as always, you never
cease to entertain me. It took me a while to think of a
punishment which would befit your crime against my rule,
and I believe I have finally devised one appropriate for such
transgression.”

“You best kill me now. I’ll never stop,” I said. “I’ll
always be on your heels, pecking away at your empire of
lies.”

Her anger fired out of her. In an instant, she was atop of
me, backhanding me across the face with a heavy, armored
gauntlet, throwing me against the right wall. I could feel
myself bounce off it. The scribes stopped their work for an
instant, not daring to look up. The scratching of their quills
resumed as she walked towards me. Her boots clanged
upon the floor like strikes upon an anvil.

“Don’t you think I know that!?” I could hear her voice
mixing with the mangled, man-like one of her back-face.
“You insolent worm,” she said, then smiled. “But there is
no reason we cannot coexist, is there? No, no reason at all.
We are family, after all.” She helped me up, and I couldn’t
say I was surprised by her gentle touch, for I knew all too
well her shifting moods –carried scars as proof.

With her hand across my back, she led me to the
window and said, “Look upon the city, memorize it, if
you must, as this’ll be the last time you’ll witness it.” She
grabbed my shoulder and spun me around, her mouth
gaping open, screaming with light. It opened, opened,
opened even wider, words hurling out in a warbling wind
that threw my hair back. Her incisors grew in length. “I
curse you! Curse you to wander this world, forgetting
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yourself, growing madder every fifty years. Mad until the
cosmic snake devours its tail and the world ends!”


