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Herrscherson looked at the window. He saw the stars in the sky and began spacing out. Paperwork was incredibly boring…

“30 years ago there was a virus, created as part of the Superiority Program, that breached containment from the Volksberg Empire’s national laboratory. Fortunately, it wasn’t extremely contagious. But as soon as a person’s desire reached a certain strength, the virus would morph their heart into a new organ that can manipulate subatomic particles. That’s how we can control elements. However, this organ, an Elemental Core, will cut the lifespans of those who have it by at least 10 years. The greater their power, the sooner their body irreversibly fails. Animals infected with this virus grow other organs instead, like wings.” Beth had explained when she first took office as part of the 419th Storm Eyes Council. Herrscherson had thought nothing of this explanation back then, seeing it as the mother of elemental control technicalities. Even now, as he recalled it, he thought it to be nothing more than a technicality. 

Herrscherson looked back at his pile of documents, which seemed to endlessly stack up. He had always hated sorting through documents - there were simply too many of them. It did not help that one member of the Council had vanished. He was not supposed to vanish - they were literally the best people in Volksberg. As the 68th Sturmherrscher, and the most powerful person in Volksberg, he had tried to do something about it. Yet all power was finite. His investigation had yielded no results. Herrscherson sighed in frustration, sinking back into his chair. He really wanted the two veterans who had retired earlier that month back in their positions to handle this situation. 

“A letter from Daleth has arrived.” One of Herrscherson’s staff entered his office, holding an envelope. Herrscherson accepted it and opened the envelope. ‘Meet me outside the Volksberg Research Complex at 9 pm today. This letter has been sent to the Storm Eyes Council.’ Although it might not have been Daleth who wrote the letter, him bothering to send it meant that something was up, Herrscherson thought. Regardless, something interesting had finally come his way. He looked at the clock - it was 7 pm. He could make it if he ran the 100km from his office to the Complex. He darted out of the door.

Herrscherson arrived at the gates of the Complex. Aleph waved at him in his usual carefree manner. Daleth stared forward, nodding at Herrscherson as he passed. Beth stood at the gates of the Complex with her arms akimbo, holding some papers. That was odd, Herrscherson thought. Beth never went here, and she never carried papers with her. The fact that she was doing both at once...Herrscherson’s thoughts were interrupted by Beth speaking. “I’ve uncovered something that can disrupt life as we know it, and that isn’t an exaggeration. This Complex has the answers to why, despite being closed indefinitely by Herrscherson’s predecessor.” Aleph and Daleth both went, no longer showing their usual behaviour. Something was definitely up.

The group entered the Complex, being rudely greeted with a winged lion charging straight at them. Beth began to T-pose, closing her eyes. Aleph, Daleth, and Herrscherson, all understanding what was coming, covered their own eyes. A crushing heat soon took hold, causing the group to begin sweating. Meanwhile, the wind rose to a deafening crescendo, howling loudly enough to drown out the lion’s anguished roars. A blinding flash of light was then emitted, causing the group to stagger backwards. And then, as suddenly as the cacophony of stimuli started, it stopped. “Could you be a little more careful?” Aleph complained. Herrscherson immediately saw why - Aleph’s hair was singed, taking on a shade of brown instead of its usual red. Herrscherson looked around - all traces of the lion’s existence had been destroyed, as were Beth’s papers. Beth sighed and moved on.

Aleph looked down at the glowing orb embedded in his chest while walking, almost as if musing something. Daleth spoke. “There is an account of a scientist getting fired from this Complex by the 67th Sturmherrscher himself, due to his experiments to create a god with multiple Elemental Cores. The very fact that someone as power-obsessed as the 67th Sturmherrscher did this...” Beth stopped walking and faced Daleth. “There must be an imposter among us. No one else could have the power to handle that many Elemental Cores. Daleth’s a cyborg, and it took the whole Complex to finish his bodily augmentations without Elemental Cores.” Herrscherson did not say anything. Generalissimo of the 418th and 419th Storm Eyes Council got fired from his first job due to his projects…

“There’s something over here,” Beth said while pointing to a computer. “Yeah, duh.” Aleph rebuked while walking to it. Beth turned the computer on. “There’s only one file, labelled ‘sup_program’?” Beth clicked on it. Screams immediately emanated from the computer. They were screams of undistilled agony, begging for his life. “That’s the guy who went missing from the Storm Eyes Council.” Herrscherson whispered in shock to no one in particular. Beth, however, heard it. She turned to the computer and smashed it, impeded by nothing. 

“What is that thing?” Aleph’s cry of shock drew the group’s attention. Herrscherson looked in Aleph’s direction and saw a thing floating in a glass chamber.
It looked human, except for the eight hands, four legs, the pair of wings, the four eyes, and its horns. The creature in concern was also heavily wounded, the fluid it was immersed in being stained a dark crimson. Herrscherson noticed it knocking on the glass, and began to listen intently. Long taps…short taps…Morse code! 

LEAVE.

Aleph began to back away. “Something’s wrong!” Beth turned to Aleph. “If there’s something, we can fight it off! Think, Aleph!” Daleth pointed to the nearest window with his modular prosthetic, lasers emanating from his eye. ‘Target identified. Its estimated power is in the 99th percentile. Initiating Archangel Protocol.’ Daleth’s body broke apart into metallic components, rearranging itself into a winged humanoid form armed with a sword and an arm cannon. A pair of crimson eyes stared at the group from outside the window in response. The number of pairs increased to two. Four. Eight. Sixteen. Sixteen arms were raised. ‘We’re outnumbered.” Herrscherson whispered, lowering his body and allowing a sheer cold to course through it. Aleph whispered something. “In the name of Herrscher, the God of Thunder, we pray…” The window shattered, and the entities outside broke in. “Where is he now?” Beth shouted. 

“Right here.” The entities rushed toward each other. The impacts produced a cloud of dark fog, dissipating to reveal a much larger entity. It had three heads and three faces. All of them were locked in a snarl, with tears flowing down all six of its bloodshot eyes. It had three pairs of wings, all of which glowed red. It had six arms and six legs, but Herrscherson paid the most attention to the three purple Elemental Cores inscribed in its chest. The group drew their weapons, uneasily facing the entity in front of them.

“I have made myself a god. Now bow before me, the General, or die.” The entity spoke. Aleph stared it down for a minute before laughing. 

“Generalissimo, is that you? You look like a devil!” 

“There are no devils, only victorious and defeated gods.”

“But look at yourself right now! Your most important body part is gone!”

“A small price for godhood.”

“No mortal can artificially make themself a god.” 

“I already have.”

Aleph stopped laughing. Beth asked the question the group had. “Why?”

Generalissimo answered surprisingly quickly. “To beat the system. To find the answers we never found.”

“It’s about death, right?”

“We know nothing about death.”

Daleth pointed his arm cannon at Generalissimo. “Death is a universal constant. That is all.” 

“No.” 

“No?” 

“We cannot ascertain that all there is to death is constancy, which is why I seek to beat the system. Judging by how it turned out, I succeeded.”

“What did it cost you?”

“Only the process of realising the horror of death firsthand.” 

Aleph began shouting at Generalissimo out of anger. “And whose desires did you take to fuel your own?” He drew his sword and jumped forward. Generalissimo merely stretched out his hand. Aleph’s sword hit Generalissimo’s hand, breaking upon contact. Aleph scowled and jumped backwards, sliding across the room. “Your desire itself is the problem! Death is merciful in nature!” 

“It is not. Death tears people apart, tears futures away from their beholders, tears apart all progress. Imagine a world without death! A world where humanity plays God! You could be with your loved ones for all eternity! You could have an eternity to do whatever you want! You could never see your comrades die ever again!”

Beth paused. Her entire battalion was wiped out in the First Celestial War 29 years prior, with her being the only survivor. 

Generalissimo continued, working himself up into a frenzy. “You could join me and overthrow the current gods. Starting with that accursed God of Thunder, who sent your battalion to die. Vengeance would be yours!”

Beth clenched her fists, shaking in her shoes. 

Herrscherson gasped in shock. “Herrscher will kill you!”

Generalissimo laughed at the statement. “Herrscher is mostly absent. He will kill no one.”

“But there has to be a reason why, apart from you, no one’s godified themselves yet.” Daleth stated. Generalissimo seemed to think, his three faces staring into the distance. Then he answered. “Most people lack the courage to break the chains binding them to mortality, to overcome the status quo of dying. They are fools to not trust their instincts, and they pay the ultimate price in death.”

Beth regained her composure. She walked up and slapped Generalissimo.

“Death is a natural order. Attempting to evade it by means as drastic as this is a very spineless thing. My comrades faced death, just like every other great person. You, on the other hand, claim to have beaten death. Look at yourself right now! You claim to have made yourself a god, but you look like the inverse! What does that say, huh? Use the brains you grew to figure it out!” 

Generalissimo replied calmly. “It says little enough. By doing this, my desire has breached the great wall of death. Can you not see? I am the culmination of the Superiority Program, started by the previous administration under the 67th Sturmherrscher.” 

Herrscherson could barely articulate his thoughts in his shock. “No. That old geezer would never.”

Generalissimo’s faces broke into hideous smiles. “Yes, he did. He did in his pursuit of perfection, hoping that the Program would bear fruit. Now, let me show you the fruits of the Program’s labour!” 

Herrscherson let the sheer cold within him run free, forming a barrier of ice between Beth and Generalissimo. Just as the barrier broke, Herrscherson carried Beth to the windows, where Aleph and Daleth stood. “We can’t beat it. We’ll book it to the Snezhnyygrad border. Starting now!” Herrscherson ordered as three distinct Cores activated. The group shot out of the Complex, daring not to look back. They heard Generalissimo roar, a roar that shook their bones. They heard multiple pairs of wings flapping. They were being chased.

Herrscherson heard a whirring sound. Beth, on his back, turned to see Generalissimo’s eyes all glowing white. “Split up!” Beth yelled. The order came just in time, as a laser beam thicker than a bus was tall pierced the air which the group was in a second before. “Fire back!” Herrscherson shouted. Beth began T-posing while lying down. The crushing heat did not take hold, and the blinding light was not emitted. However…

“Dude, you’ve got a jetpack!” Aleph laughed. Daleth said nothing, merely shooting roughly cylindrical objects from his pair of robotic wings. An explosion occurred behind Herrscherson. Generalissimo grunted in pain. “Shut up! I’m not a piece of gear!” Beth shouted at Aleph. They flew on, toward the row of snow in the distance. If they could use Snezhnyygrad’s extreme cold to their advantage…

“Forget something?” Generalissimo’s voice caused Herrscherson to jolt. Herrscherson swerved left, barely evading Generalissimo’s laser eyes. Aleph turned and gave Generalissimo a thumbs-down. A meteor fell from the sky, hitting Generalissimo and seemingly ensuring the latter fell to the isolated ground. They were almost there - Herrscherson could even feel the biting cold begin to overtake his own.

An immense gravitational force took hold.

Herrscherson, Aleph, Beth, and Daleth fell from the sky, hitting the ground with painful thuds.

“So close, yet so far.” Generalissimo’s silhouette landed in front of Herrscherson. The line of snow was a few metres…behind Generalissimo. Herrscherson began assessing the situation. “Right. We’ll fight him here. Pull your own weight as much as possible. T-pose, drop the moon, engage him in close combat, whatever. Start on my signal. Got it?” They all nodded. 

Herrscherson then opened a packet of cookies.

Generalissimo stood there, staring at Herrscherson. “Dude. A god stands in front of you and you’re eating cookies.” Herrscherson stared back. “Yes. Hold up, I dropped 3 cookies. Let me pick them up.” Herrscherson began counting while picking them up. “1,2,3.” They then jumped into action.

He felt the crushing heat unique to Beth, heard the robotic whirring of what he assumed was an arm cannon charging. As Herrscherson reached the apex of his mid-air motion, he created an ice pillar behind him and jumped off it. Generalissimo looked up, but Herrscherson was faster. Herrscherson felt his leg being encased in ice, kicking downward with all the sizable force he had. “This is my Ice Hammer’s Descent. Like it?” He jumped off Generalissimo’s heads, encasing his arms in ice this time. He felt the comforting weight, falling in range. He saw Daleth’s arm cannon fire a crushingly large laser beam just below him, preventing Generalissimo from retaliating with full force. Herrscherson fell in range, pummeling Generalissimo with a barrage of smashes. 

“Oi! Move!” Aleph shouted. Herrscherson jumped out of the way as a meteor several times the size of Generalissimo landed on him. The ensuing dust cloud from the meteor impact was blown away by another meteor. Many more meteors impacted the same spot, blowing away all the dust that was kicked up from the impact in a hurricane of slitting wind. The group watched as the area that Generalissimo was at got obliterated. An unmistakable figure then appeared, much to the shock of the four of them.

“Not bad. But not good enough.”

As Generalissimo bent his legs, Herrscherson yelled out a sentence. “Run for the border. Now!” The group started running but got knocked past the border by a shockwave. They looked back to see Generalissimo’s true form for the first time - a three-faced, roughly humanoid being with six tattered wings, six scarred arms and six bleeding legs. Tentacles of varying lengths randomly appeared and disappeared from his body. The six eyes glowed red, almost as if they were filled with glowing blood. The mouth of the middle face opened.

“I am the General, the one who will bring order. I am now part of the pinnacle of life in the world, which means that defying me is…”

The sound of many guns loading was heard. 

“Fire!”

Many bullets ricocheted off Generalissimo.

Generalissimo stared at the being shooting him. It was the Gunbear of Snezhnyygrad. That meant that his secret was out faster than he wanted. Generalissimo lunged forward, generating a blinding flash of light. He then turned and left.

Herrscherson lay there, feeling an extreme fatigue. After seeing that nightmarish product of power, he wanted nothing more than to leave his own power behind and rest. Aleph was right - death could indeed be mercy. He vaguely felt himself be lifted up, vaguely heard the shouts of troops, vaguely saw the snow gradually shift to concrete. Then his vision turned black.

…

“…wake up, dammit! It’s 4 in the afternoon!”

Herrscherson woke up. He looked around and found a package with a delivery needle injected into his left arm. He was on a bed - a relatively good one, at that. He saw the view of a city outside, covered in snow. So this was Snezhnyygrad. “And at the forefront of the news, a coup has occurred in the Volksberg Empire. A being calling itself ‘The General’ has made itself a god, and taken over the Sturmherrscher position. What do you think of this, Ivan?” “Thank you, Natasha. The Gunbear of Snezhnyygrad has been found dead at the site of conflict. The surviving Storm Eyes have been extracted, and it seems that the Tsaritsa of Snezhnyygrad is gearing Snezhnyygrad up toward total war, aided by her Duma. All citizens are advised to remain calm…” Beth turned off the television. “Daleth, could you tell Herrscherson what he managed to skip?”

Daleth spoke. “The Tsaritsa had a private meeting with me and Aleph. Beth had her own meeting with the whole Duma - their version of our Storm Eyes. We’ll be granted refuge here in exchange for assisting in the fight against Generalissimo. Oh, and Beth dragged you out of the border zone herself.” 

Beth threw a drink can at Daleth’s head. “It’s not like I was concerned for you - that three-faced freak would have destroyed you if you were left behind.” Aleph began giggling uncontrollably. “She’s concerned about you. She’s just really good at hiding it.” 

As Beth repeatedly smacked Aleph, Herrscherson and Daleth spoke the thought on their minds.

“The 69th Sturmherrscher and the 420th Storm Eyes Council…” Herrscherson started.

“Are going to have a really chaotic induction into office.” Daleth continued.

“It’ll have, possibly, the most important task ever.” Beth finished.

Aleph said nothing, visibly injured. He merely gave a thumbs-up, lying on the floor.
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